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continue being the Lionel Logue to many King George VIs in the
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 Author
Introduction

Time doesn’t fly; it
SOARS!

 


When I was asked by Julie
Dawson—publisher and commander in chief of Bards and Sages
Publishing—to write an introduction for my collective work,
Triptych: An Omnibus of Wonder,
the first thing that came to mind was: Wow, it’s
been 14 years already!

I have been writing
fiction since my undergraduate years, and many of those stories are
still stored away (under lock, key, wax and protected by a couple
of devious spells) in what many writers call “The Creative Hope
Chest” (“hope” as in “I hope no one else sees these stories. God,
those were so bad! Was I drunk or were they a cry for help?). But
the most significant part of my creative evolution really didn’t
take off the ground until 2000 when I began to earn my Masters
Degree in English, double emphasis in Creative Writing and
Literature. Although the writing workshops taught me more about
editing than writing, it was the literature courses that served as
the inspiration for some of the works that you will be reading in
this volume.

My short novel,
The Grandmaster, was
created when I took my first Master’s class: Literature of the
Holocaust. We had a creative project assignment as part of the
class’s curriculum and my project idea was to write a short story
that utilizes the themes of the Holocaust. Before I entered the
Master’s Program, I had been working on my “literary universe”
called the Wagner Mythos tales: a series of supernatural horror and
crime stories that take place from the 1980s to the millennium. Two
of those short stories had already been printed, including
A Bottle of Jyn, which
was published by Bards and Sages as an eBook and is still
considered as one of my most disturbing stories (How disturbing? If
you have any friends or family members that are alcoholics, have
them read this. It may give them second thoughts about touching a
drop ever again). But none of those stories dealt with the origins
of my Wagner Institute for Mental Treatment and Investigations. I
thought this Holocaust short story would be a perfect way to begin
the canon.

What started off as a 20
page short story turned into a 120 page short novel. After much
research and outlining, I began writing it during Thanksgiving Week
of 2000. I was working as a camera technician on NBC’s soap
opera Passions at
the time and I remember scribbling the story on a note pad during
my hourly five minute breaks and my one hour lunch periods. The
moment Thanksgiving weekend began, I wrote nonstop, stopping only
for the family dinner. The manuscript was completed in a total of
seven days. It was a very, very
rough draft, but it was finished.

Crime author James Lee
Burke once stated that when it comes to the writing process, those
special creative energies always come from somewhere outside of
yourself. Basically, art is the one place where we mortals share in
the province of God. I have no doubt that divine providence played
a role in these stories, especially The
Grandmaster. The short novel was later
workshopped in a novella writing class; the reactions to the book
were so classic—both the positive and “constructive” reviews—that
the stories behind those responses still serve as hilarious
cocktail party conversations. It then became my Master’s Thesis in
2004 and I entered the book in the 2006 Bards and Sages Speculative
Fiction Writing Contest. It ranked third and became published in
2007. This wonderful gem serves as my “literary calling card,” as
well as the cornerstone for future Wagner Mythos tales—one of
which, my first full length novel, I’m still researching and
outlining. However, I have also been honing my craft as a
journalist, and I can tell already that these new techniques I have
learned will not only help with my novel’s narrative voice, they
will also help my overall growth as a writer in other future
projects, fiction and nonfiction.

My gothic horror
novella The Chameleon’s Addiction
also came from a class in the Master’s program:
Death and its Images. We were studying literary classics where
death served as a major theme in the works. There was a “special
project” that was part of the curriculum and, of course, I
requested to write a short story utilizing the themes in the class.
The professor for that class was actually guiding all her students
to write academic papers for that “special project.” However, when
I turned in my synopsis about the tragic chameleon-like Reynard
Mallory and his encounter with the enigmatic Boccaccio Club, she
was instantly won over.

The Death and its Images
class provided only half the inspiration for this 75 page gothic
horror story about community and conformity. From 1997 to 2007, I
was a camera technician for various NBC television programs;
working for these shows paid for my education. During those ten
years, I had the opportunity—and in some cases, an honor—to work
with some wonderful people: actors, management staff, and
especially the crew. The
crew members I worked with followed an old fashioned work ethic
that I have always practiced and respected, and will continue to do
so for many years to come.

However, like with any
kind of professional environment, there were some rotten apples working on these
shows who possessed such deadness about them that I felt as if I
had to take five boiling hot showers a night in to order to get
clean. They, like the members of the Boccaccio Club, were
individuals who basically sold their souls for some intangible
sense of ego, power, and instant gratification. Does that
encapsulate the entire entertainment industry? Not at all. As I
mentioned, many were good, ethical people. Nevertheless, I tried to
capture that sense of damnation for the novella, most notably the
Boccaccio Club members. Still, it is a work of fiction, and with
the exception of the New Orleans setting, “the names and incidents
are a product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to
actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental” (a subtle
disclaimer. Hee hee). But I can say this: All of the dialogue from
the club members were actually
spoken, which is actually frightening…and
even quite sad.

But The Chameleon’s Addiction was fun to
write, fun to research, and according to my readers, fun to read. I
couldn’t have created the perfect setting, Luling Mansion, without
fellow Passions crew member Anthony Dalferes acting as a virtual tour guide
for New Orleans and the mansion while having lunch one day.
Hopefully, one of these days, he can be my physical tour guide when
I visit The Big Easy.

If The Grandmaster serves as my calling
card, In Our House: Tantalizing Tales of
Terror would probably be considered as my
first literary resume. I am proud of all my works, but
House I’m especially
fond of because it’s more than just a collection of different
stories; it’s an amalgam of different themes, different writing
styles and techniques, and especially different inspirations. Two
of the stories—“Let Auld Acquaintances Be Forgot” and “Id”—were
written when I was an undergraduate (1990-91). They were buried in
the “Hope Chest” for a while until I dug them up,
heavily revised them,
and got them published in magazines and anthologies before adding
them to the collection. “Duet” and “Wash Cycle” were created and
critiqued at the 1995 Maui Writer’s Retreat. “Blessed Are Those”
was written for a 2004 Masters Short Story Writer’s Workshop class
and my first attempt to write “literary fiction.” Ironically
enough, although it was lambasted in class by both teacher and
students, it was accepted for publication, first by the
university’s English Department annual literary journal LA
Miscellany (whose moderator was the same teacher that torched the
story), and then by the Del Mar Review. Go figure! And the
remaining three stories—“Touched,” “Crossing the Styx,” and the
collection’s title piece “In His House”—were written specifically
for that 2011 collection. And to this very day, the story “In His
House” continues to be my most challenging and painful work I have
ever written, even though I wrote the first draft 23 hours straight
through. So, basically, In Our
House took me 20 years to create and
collect.

How each story was created
will be discussed at another time. But I can say that there were
two literary inspirations for In Our
House: Ray Bradbury’s The Martian Chronicles and Harlan
Ellison’s Deathbird
Stories. Both collections were thematic
mosaics that took place on the same place and time
(especially Chronicles)
and that dug into the darker psyche of the human
condition (especially Deathbird). I tried to do the same
thing for House.

But the most amazing thing
about House is
the feedback it had received. I was honored to have four critically
acclaimed, award-winning authors write testimonials for the book
before it was published: Marlon James, David Fuller, Pete Duval,
and Michael Mehas. In 2010, it was selected to be performed
by The New Short Fiction Series
in Hollywood, CA; the feeling was similar to
watching a movie of my work come to life…and it felt truly divine!
It was also nominated for the Pushcart Prize for Fiction (And I can
tell you from personal experience that Julie Dawson doesn’t just
hand those things out. She’s a tough editor, reader and
critic…which makes her an excellent publisher. I was honored that
she found the book worthy to be nominated.). Best of all, I have
received such positively diverse reactions from my readers, some of
whom commented that the book follows along the classic steps of
the Twilight Zone, while others even indicated that all the stories seem to
capture a strong Judeo Christian/Traditional Catholic metaphorical
theme. Both of these observations are true…and yet, there’s a lot
more to what the collection contains. What are they? Well, read the
book and you’ll find out.

I hope, dear reader, that
you enjoy these weird tales as much as I wrote them. The time
invested in these stories did simply fly by, it soared to new
heights. In this omnibus, you will see facets of me appearing on
every single page. And I’ll be watching back…wearing a mischievous
grin and giving a nod of eternal gratitude to each and every one of
you.

 


 


 


Peter A.
Balaskas

July 2014
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 The
Grandmaster

Pasadena,
CA---1989

 


12/22/89 3:00
AM

 


The eyes of the demon have
returned!

I cannot believe it. I
thought they were finally eradicated from my life, and they had
been for many years. Then, suddenly, early this morning, the red
eyes blazed in the darkness, taunting me. I awoke to a frightful,
penetrating scream. I looked around my bedroom, searching for him.
To my relief, I realized it was only a nightmare.
I was the source of that
horrible scream. It was not the demon that somehow, beyond logic,
resurrected to finally claim my soul. I find this disconcerting. It
has been years since I experienced this nightmare. But Christmas is
approaching. The red eyes never appeared in recent years, until
now.

I am acting like a
typical, neurotic old man. Only a dream. It will never occur
again.

 


J.S.W.

 


12/23/89 2:00
AM

 


It has happened again!
Darkness, then the red eyes, then a cacophony of music by Wagner,
my beloved music. Is it going to be ruined again by this monster?
My hands can hardly hold this pen.

A few days ago, I gave all
of the employees at the Institute Hanukkah gifts. Yesterday, they
expressed their sincerity by giving me Christmas gifts. Out of all
of them, Lana’s was the most touching. She gave me a scarf knitted
by her own hands. Her husband has been so persistent in trying to
get her to pursue a new hobby, anything to keep her mind off of her
work. I am pleased she has produced such wonderful results. The
diamond, multicolored pattern is so beautiful, a mixture of silver,
gold, red, and sky blue. And the softness of the yarn she used; I
could almost fall asleep wearing it. I should remind myself to
request an afghan from her.

Later today, I must see
Jason. Maybe he could prescribe a sleeping drug for me, though I
hate them with a passion. Perhaps some herbal treatment, like
Valerian root, might do the trick. He always vouched for its
success.

Jason is a good,
knowledgeable man. And trustworthy. I am very fortunate to have him
here at the Institute.

 


J.S.W

 


12/24/89 1:00
AM

 


So much for listening to
the Head of the Medical Division at the Institute. I should not
blame Jason. I know exactly what my problem is. After all, I am a
psychiatrist, as well as a medical doctor. But, and this is the
piece of the puzzle which frightens me, why are those eyes coming
back now? Why is he coming back now?

From where my writing desk
is facing, I can see outside my window. Occasionally, I like to
stare from my penthouse level of the Institute, a ten-story
high-rise that I financed, built and cultivated like a small
sapling—full of potential, hungry for growth. I have always felt
more comfortable living in a place where it was high, as if I could
escape the evil and horrors of the Earth and fly into the infinity
of peace. But the horrors always find you: the horrors from the
external and those from within. Oh yes, those unseen, forbidden
horrors; those personal demons. It is quite odd, though. Normally,
I am not this grim, especially during this time of the year. I know
everyone has their own obstacles to face, including myself. But
trying to face them, that
is the challenge.

I do cherish the view from
my window. The beautiful, dark skies—stars radiating with
unrestrained clarity like beacons, signaling for any poor, lost
soul to find. My imagination, one of the many blessings that I
still have, comes alive again. I feel my limited world breaking
apart, and I see before me the universe unfolding its infinite
mysteries, gently reminding us we are only playing a small part in
this play that we call life, as the faithful Bard used to say. But
I look at this wonderful sky, pondering a question that has been
troubling me for the last hour:

As we grow older, why do
certain parts of our anatomy fail us when we need them the
most?

I read what I have just
written and I could not help but laugh. Not only because of its
factual nature, but if I had asked any of my colleagues this
question, I would have received a variety of answers leaning
dangerously close to the obscene—especially from Nathan with his
colorful use of the English language. But as one grows older, a
sense of impending mortality approaches with frightening clarity. A
few days ago, my vulnerability has shown its ugly head. For the
first time in my sixty-nine years of existence, I have been feeling
arthritis in my hands. At my age, I should know better than to have
any sense of omnipotent power with the talents that I possess. I
know I have no right to complain. I am lucky to be in good health
at my age without any serious maladies. Except, of course, the
ever-growing appearance of more white hair and wrinkles. But with
the events that have been occurring lately, I am beginning to
wonder if this pain, as well as the recurrence of this old
nightmare, is some obscure omen of things to come for everyone here
at the Institute.

Lana suggested I should
use a word processor for my journal, but I am too old-fashioned. I
have written in these tomes since I created the Institute many
years ago. Of course, all medical records of my employees and
patients are now stored on disk and computer hard drives. But when
it comes to my thoughts and feelings, a handwritten journal will
never be replaced. However, all things change, including the
overall morale here at the Institute, both in a positive and a
negative sense.

Although the Institute was
formed in 1966, the number and the diversity of the investigators
and scientists showed a dramatic increase during the 80's. They are
not only diverse in their personal, educational, and professional
backgrounds, their powers differ as well. Our success rate in
solving crimes and supernatural puzzles has doubled, courtesy of
the variety of ESP and other gifts my investigators possess. Our
clientele is increasing, as well as the huge donations for more
scientific research into the mysteries of the paranormal and
supernatural. The future of the Institute, as well as the futures
of all of its employees, looked very promising as I dreamed it
would.

Now, everything is
starting to disintegrate in my hands, which surprises me because my
precognitive talents are extremely accurate and I should have been
able to see the obstacles that now lie before us. But the reality
of the situation is my visions are not like turning on a television
set and looking into the future. In some situations, these visions
appear when a huge amount of concentration is applied. Oftentimes,
they come when they come. I still cannot give an actual explanation
for this. I do know that all kinds of accomplishments are usually
accompanied by setbacks and disappointments. But the
setbacks—tragedies would be a more appropriate word—are so great I
feel they might hinder the growth of the Institute.

In a span of ten
years:

1) Vincent Poe, my
Supervisor in charge of the Psychic Investigation Division, allowed
his alcoholism to take control. He linked into a patient’s mind,
almost killing her. I negated his powers—preventing him to cause
any more damage to himself and to others—and suspended him from
active duty in the hope he would seek treatment. Instead, he simply
vanished. No evidence of foul play at his apartment, no messages of
suicide to the Institute or his wife, nothing. I fear the
worst.

2) My good friend’s son
was killed by a demon that possessed him. Before this malevolence
was banished by the Psychic Investigation Team, it hinted it would
return again.

3) Colin Shire, one of my
most powerful psychics, attacked another psychic for no other
reason than to inflate his own vanity.

4) Madison Fox, another
powerful psychic, exhibited signs of extreme paranoia, resulting in
him going rogue and abusing his power to the outside world.
Fortunately, we finally captured him, but he fought us with such
self-destructive delight he ended up in a coma. and,
lastly,

5) John Grimaldi, a
psychic with the most potential I have ever seen in my life, used
telekinesis to attack a fellow employee in the Science Branch
because he thought she was endangering his patient. The evidence
indicates his paranoid behavior pattern is following that of
Fox’s.

I do understand their
confusion. They ask themselves, “Are these talents gifts, or
curses?” Adjusting to these kinds of powers is hard enough, but
learning the responsibility behind them is of equal importance. If
my most talented colleagues are beginning to lose their control,
and even their sanity, because the scope of their talents is
swallowing them up, then how is the Institute going to flourish?
How can we, people who have these gifts (they are gifts, not curses
or afflictions!) adapt to our world and use them to solve the
mysteries of the unknown, including the mysteries of the human
psyche? I feel as though everything that I worked so hard for is
turning into ash before me.

Ash. That word always
makes me shudder. A splinter piercing my brain. No, not a splinter.
A reminder. A reminder of a time when a young Jew faced a symbol of
hate: a man in shadow, with a maroon swastika outlining his
presence like a perverse aura. Two red, burning eyes float above
him, watching, searing into my soul. Indeed, what my friends are
going through right now is not uncharted territory here at the
Institute. I had experienced the same feelings of confusion, doubt,
and anger. I faced those same kinds of tests a long time ago. So
long ago.

 


J.S.W.



12/25/89 8PM

 


Christmas is indeed a
quiet fragile time where even the silence of the moment can somehow
press on you. Could it be my thoughts of the demon, which appeared
once again last night? I wish I could discover how to rid myself of
this phantom and actually enjoy the warmth of the
holidays.

There is still no progress
with Madison. Although he is in a coma, I have an unsettling
feeling about his awareness, as though he was hibernating; and when
he does wake up again, his hunger for violence will intensify. The
heads of both Psychic and Medical Departments have given up their
search for Vincent. A majority of the employees at the Institute
are on vacation, except for myself and the few who volunteered for
the holiday shift.

Little Danny Dracken and
his father, Corin, visited last me last night before leaving for
their home in Dublin. For an eight-year-old young man, his pencil
sketchings are an incredible sight to behold. He has been a comic
book collector since he was three and his most recent drawings are
proof of his passion. I do swear, the creativity of this unusual
medium! Women who create snow from their hands, men show shoot
x-ray beams from their eyes, and gigantic monsters made out of fire
who rescue damsels in distress! I never read such things at his
age. Then again, it was a different time and place. The one thing
Danny told me was The Institute reminded him of the superhero
groups he reads from these books. I laughed so much!

After the Drackens left, I
immediately called Nathan at his home in Irvine and shared with him
what was said. My Vice-President suggested we trademark our own
group “superhero name” and everyone at the Institute should wear
spandex underwear and a cape whenever an assignment was given. We
both laughed at this ridiculous vision he created. I only wish what
Danny said was that simple. We are far from superheroes. In fact, I
believe being a superhero would be considerably easier than the
paths we are on. There are the heroes and the villains, with their
respective powers, easy to spot. Ours are not. And there are no
clear heroes and villains. Nothing is as black and white when it
comes to the supernatural and the paranormal.

I wrote so much in the
past few days. I am astonished that my hands have not turned into
claws of agony. On the contrary, the arthritis has actually
disappeared. Is this some kind of benevolent sign; or is it the
result of a delusion---a sign of dementia---that an old man like me
is supposed to experience? I wonder…

I read my past entries and
I realized although I do express my thoughts and feelings, I mostly
describe in specific detail about the histories and gifts---both
supernatural and non-supernatural---of everyone here at the
Institute except one: myself. Perhaps I am afraid of
looking into a mirror, only to discover that I am seeing a
reflection of a fraud. Surely I cannot be that insecure. I should
chronicle my experiences. When I die and my replacement reads this,
he or she would feel better knowing who I was, thereby providing
validity to my findings, as well as maintaining the overall
philosophical foundation here at the Institute. I had never written
about the red eyes, Wagner’s music, or anything else about my past.
Perhaps I should start now. What a wonderful way to end this decade
and begin a new one. And to start on Christmas, of all
days.

Since there is a
possibility my replacement will read this---and hopefully not
anytime in the near future---I will address this portion of my life
to you, dear reader; my God, I sound like a chorus from one of the
Bard’s plays. So much to tell you. And yet, explaining my history
in such specific detail would mean writing an entire book that
would take years to write, and writing in simple chronological
order is so boring. In the past, I have been writing about the
tests my colleagues have been facing with their talents. Perhaps
you are one of them. So, I will simply start with my own first
test, a test on how I used my powers, my wits, and my compassion
towards my fellow human beings. And this test occurred during one
of the most turbulent times in our history—the time when I faced
that man in the shadows, that symbol of hate whose name was Karl
Reinhardt. My hands actually shook at the mere mention of this man.
Well, it seems I am about to face another test: trying to write
this whole mess out and discover what is wrong with me. And I
better write this with swift diligence before the pain in my hands
return.

I was born on August 10,
1920, in Berlin, Germany. My father, Eric, was fifty-nine years old
and my mother, Heidi, was forty. Eric was a medical doctor; Heidi
was a teacher for elementary school. Sadly, I do recall what our
country was going through after World War One. Germany was in
financial ruin. The homeless, the sick, the disheartened. Germany
was paying war damages to France, England, and the United States;
and we were in the beginning stages of turning into a third world
country, which was so humiliating since we were once a major
national power whose heritage was reinforced with pride and
strength. We were dying in many ways. Germany’s soul as a sovereign
nation slowly depleted and decayed over time. I remember poverty
hitting my country like some vicious, unknown plague that remains
invisible until it finally strikes. The emaciated children in the
streets begging for food, women selling their bodies for additional
clothing, men fighting among themselves for anything. Total
despair. What was ironic about our plight was Germany fell into a
depression because we lost a war, and the United Sates rose to a
financial peak; a few years later, the United States went into its
own depression because of bad investments, and Germany itself began
to rise again—not financially, unfortunately. Power. Mindless
power. Throughout our country’s depression, our family was
extremely fortunate to function with only the slightest concern of
finances. There were always schools for the young ones, especially
in a large city such as Berlin. There was never a shortage when it
came to the sick. My father had a consistent clientele whose
wallets were very thick. He also cured the poor patients, for free
if he had to.

His reputation of kindness
and goodwill gave him the moniker, Der
Hoffnung Engel: The Angel of Hope. I was
introduced to this term when I was three and it was the first time
I was exposed to the utmost goodness and saintliness of this
amazing symbol: the angel. And as I grew older, this exposure to my
father’s work---the goodness and relief he was providing---made me
want to be like him. At the age of six, I discovered I was, in more
ways than one.

One day, I visited my
father’s office, and I saw him treating an engineer who had a
severe work related injury on his forearm. As my father was
preparing the wound for the sutures, I heard the patient speak. I
moved my eyes from the arm to his face and noticed that his lips
were not moving. But I could still hear him: his thoughts about his
injury, his family, his concerns and secrets, everything. My father
stopped in the middle of his work and looked at me with surprise
and slight interest. He knew what I heard and smiled.

Thus, a family secret was
revealed to me.

My parents sat me down and
told me that certain talents or gifts were very prominent on my
father’s side of the family. Now, depending on the individual, the
gifts of ESP varied: telepathy, telekinesis, clairvoyance, empathy,
and many others. Under rare circumstances, a person can possess
many powers at once and the first sign of this potential usually
occurs at a very early age. Apparently, my father was one of those
rare individuals with a variety of gifts. I, too, was following in
his footsteps. He explained since I was still young, my powers
would be slow in their appearance. But once I reach puberty, all of
my talents would blossom.

And blossomed they did. I
grew older and my powers appeared and evolved: telepathy (to hear
another’s thoughts), empathy (to sense what another feels), astral
projection (the ability for your spirit to leave your body and
return again unharmed) and a specific type of telekinesis where it
involves a simple energy transference from the person to the
desired object, resulting in it being animated. Maintaining the
control and discipline in utilizing them, that was another matter.
It was extremely difficult, especially when I entered puberty and
my hormones were screaming during their evolution. My parents were
patient teachers. Even though my mother did not possess any
supernatural gifts, she taught me the value of respect for others,
which reinforced all that my father taught me. Most importantly,
they emphasized never to abuse my talents for personal gain. Their
nurturing helped guide me to the wisdom of my newfound
abilities.

My father demonstrated to
me how he utilized his powers to diagnose, and in some cases, cure
his patients. I once saw him draw on his powers of empathy to heal
a woman who suffered from a rare facial paralysis. I can still
remember being there at his side, how he gave this poor woman a
sleeping pill, claiming it would cure her condition. After she fell
asleep, he laid hands on her face, closed his eyes, and focused.
Being his son, I felt the energies he was generating; waves of a
subdued heat swam and blanketed my small form. Her damaged face
rippled, as though the deadened nerves were coming back to life. A
few minutes later, my father pulled away and the rippling
stopped.

The patient slept
motionless, and my father crumpled to the floor. His face was
covered in his hands. When he began to moan, I pulled his hands
away and I stepped back in horror as I saw his face twisted and
contorted into a horrifying mask. I was so frightened at this
display that I just stood there as though the patient’s paralysis
had not only affected my father, but me as well. Moments later, his
face transformed back to the handsome man that he was. I was in
total awe of his abilities. When the patient woke up and discovered
she was healed, my father simply stated the pill had cured her. At
the time, I could not understand why he kept his abilities a
secret. But as I grew older, I eventually learned the sad,
unfortunate practicality behind his reasoning.

In my youth, I was not
only fascinated with the treatment of the physical form. I was also
interested in the puzzle box called the mind. I had come to realize
that we, as a human race, really do not understand its full
potential. People were drawn to my father because of his healing
gifts and they were drawn to my mother because of her maternal
kindness. Soon, they were also drawn to me because I was an
attentive listener. I did not read their minds—father taught me
early on that reading others’ thoughts without their consent was
the equivalent of peeking into a private home. Simply, I felt their
waves of various emotions. And by the use of this empathy, I could
understand—and feel—their emotional wounds and I would be able help
them on a psychological level, more efficiently than the normal
therapist.

Thus, began my journey
into Medicine and Psychology. I was determined to be a healer of
both the body and the mysterious human psyche. Ever since I was a
little one, I always excelled in my studies. I was eventually
accepted into various universities and I graduated from the
University of Munich with degrees in Biology and Psychology. At the
age of twenty (the year was 1940), I began medical school at the
University of Berlin. And if this had been another time and another
place, I would have graduated in four years and followed in my
father’s footsteps, working with him as a colleague by healing the
sick.

But it was not another
time and another place. This was Germany during the 30's and the
40's, and I was a Jew. I was also a man whose powers had to be kept
secret from the public. Then, there is the subject of my
grandfather. Oh yes, if both secrets had been known, the Nazis
would have---without a doubt---conquered the world.

 


J.S.W.
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Alas, dear reader, the
demon still persists with his mocking presence. But it seemed
weaker; the fires of its eyes slightly dimming. Could this writing
be the therapy I needed? Is the demon my own manifestation? I can
say this; although the demon is present, the pains in my hands are
not. Without a doubt, my writings have eradicated the arthritis.
Only an itch remained, an itch to write my story down. I am even
tempted to let the staff take over so I can write from morning to
night.

Regarding the anti-Semitic
laws in Germany, they took into effect in 1933. My family was lucky
to be momentarily shielded from any restrictions. It was extremely
difficult for my parents to hide their beliefs during this time. We
also had to conceal our paranormal powers even more, adding to the
pressure of concealing our identities. They were proud people, but
they were also practical and wise. If it was known that I was
Jewish, I would have been instantly banned from Medical School. So,
we concealed our background, focusing on the overall goal of me
becoming a doctor.

In 1941, that was not to
be. My mother’s brother was a staunch Nazi. His own son had been
turned down by the Medical School and was outraged that a Jew would
succeed over an Aryan. He betrayed his own sister and revealed our
beliefs to the University and to the German High Command. Our
family was exposed, Father’s business started to decline, and I was
expelled from the University. My hopes were shattered.

During that restless time,
my parents still maintained their faith to overcome those
obstacles. Father, always an emotional sculptor, glued my soul back
together again. He continued my education and I assisted him with
his profession. Even though I did not have the credentials,
I was a
practicing doctor, whether I had a medical degree or not. I have
never used my powers to enhance my learning for Medicine during the
early development of my tutelage. My father once told me, “What if
you lost your powers? How would you heal then? First, learn to
walk. Then, you can drive the car.”

The result: I learned
everything on the arts of healing without the use of my budding
paranormal talents. Later, when my father thought I was ready, he
instructed me how to apply my talents to heal, as well as never
revealing those abilities to the patient. He had the medical
expertise; my mother had the teaching techniques. By mixing those
two ingredients together, a dynamic reaction was created. And the
by-products were knowledge, experience, and most importantly,
wisdom.

For an entire year, we
lived in constant ridicule and isolation. Wearing that yellow
Jewish star on our clothing…my God, we were treated like lepers.
Loyal patients looked away as we walked down the Berlin streets. We
were even spat on, in addition to the verbal abuse we had to
endure. Those that committed these acts felt as if we deceived
them, that we were hiding some evil fact about ourselves. But my
parents knew these people were not betrayed or deceived by the evil
of my family; they were deceived by the evil within themselves. Not
only evil, ignorance.

Constant fear of the Nazis
discovering our family secret was equally taxing on our sanity. We
all knew if our talents were discovered, we would possibly be the
subjects of experimentation and dissected like laboratory animals.
We witnessed entire families being thrown out of their homes and
sent away to who knows where, but we were determined to stay
together and function as a family unit—a machine determined not to
be thrown away because we were obsolete in the eyes of hate. How
our family was not immediately sent away like the others, I do not
know. Was it simple, random chance, or had Father’s profession just
delayed the inevitable?

Regardless, we all
maintained our calm, composure, and humanity. In fact, my father
concluded since we were discovered as Jews, we did not have to hide
our beliefs and worship secretly anymore. We attended prayer groups
and worshiped with our fellow outcasts. I felt such a sense of
belonging, togetherness, and benevolence with my people during
those times. The others treated us like part of a family, which
gave us a little ounce of hope and faith in the goodness of
people.

However, my father taught
me that even though our people would not hesitate to help their
own, he stressed to never reveal our powers to anybody except the
family. “Although they are good,” he said, “their fears about the
unknown would drive them to hysteria.”

He told me stories about
his travels across Eastern Europe. He described the times he did
reveal his powers to help his patients, an act which only resulted
in fear and hatred. I could not believe my ears: Jews persecuting
other Jews. I always thought certain witches and shamans were
respected and revered. But my father corrected me by saying that it
was usually the village witches or elders who instigated the panic,
claiming we were demons from hell. These elders were afraid of the
competition. Ever since those encounters, my father vowed to use
his powers discretely and would heal the patient without ever
revealing the true source of his talent as a healer. Even so, it
angered me that we not only had to face scrutiny from the Germans
because of our Jewish heritage, but also from our own people
because of the benevolent gifts we possessed.

My Father continued not
only my teachings in the medical profession, but also how to hone
my powers. I was quite adept with telekinesis. I quickly learned to
control the flow of psychic energy within my being. My father once
said. “By tapping into that little energy reservoir, you could move
mountains. Controlling its use and knowing when to apply it, this
is where the true learning begins: understanding the responsibility
behind our talents. That is how we grow as a civilized
species.”

He taught me how to
“shoot” doses of energy into inanimate objects, causing them to
come to life. We would spend hours watching my childhood
toys—dolls, toy soldiers, toy trucks—spring into action and move
around our home. After a while, I was exhausted because I spent too
much power, causing me to almost pass out a couple of times. My
father warned me about depleting my spiritual resources completely.
Like food, our soul energies are what compose our existence, our
fuel. If we use up all of that fuel, we would die. He taught me how
to measure my limits. My mother contributed by using an “energy
percentage” model so I would know when to stop. As time went on, I
could pace my energy use like it was second nature to me, similar
to breathing.

August, 1942. More
families were being sent away. I knew we were to be next. I also
knew my father had the ability to experience visions of the future,
a talent known as clairvoyance. I asked my father what was in store
for us. He only shrugged and remarked he had not seen any vision of
our futures. Instinct told me otherwise. My empathic powers were
growing and I sensed emotions welling inside him: sorrow,
vulnerability, and despair. For the first time, my father’s aura of
benevolence had considerably dimmed. Did he see something that was
causing this malaise, or was it one of the symptoms of old age? You
have to remember my parents had me late in their lives. I was
twenty-two during that time; my father was eighty-one and my mother
was sixty-two. Yet they always maintained their youthful
appearances. This all changed as September approached. My father
rapidly aged before us. If he did see our futuristic vision, it
destroyed the remnants of his vitality.

And my suspicions were
correct. All three of us were thrown out of our homes and we were
shipped away to the Warsaw Ghetto in Poland, with only a suitcase
for each of us to carry. My father was also allowed to bring his
doctor’s bag. While we were hounded and beaten into the trains, my
anger brewed. This was the first time I was in direct contact with
the Nazis. With my father and other good people like him, I was
exposed to the human versions of angels. In the Nazis I saw only
devils. Evil, amoral bullies who abused power with no limits. I
wanted to kill those SS monsters, but my father was a doctor in the
truest sense of the word. He was a pacifist and he forbade me to
use my powers for harm.

“If we used our powers
against the Nazis, our secrets would be discovered,” he said,
trying to quench my vengeful fires. “We would temporarily defeat
them, but what about the entire German Army? If I was younger and
you were older, we could fight, run, and hide with ease. But I am
old and your powers are still immature. They would eventually
capture us and find ways to use our powers to win the war. This
cannot happen,” he emphasized. I realized he was correct and I
restrained myself, holding back my rage.

We spent many months in
that dilapidated slum. With each passing day, our limits were
constantly tested, physically and emotionally. Father maintained
his health, but Mother was very susceptible to respiratory
infections. The winter of 1942 was the worst time for her. We were
walled up, separated from the rest of the world. Absolutely no
access to any medicine. Thanks to the various networking skills I
created during my time there, in addition to using telepathy to
trick the con artists in the black market---knowing which medicines
were good and which were bad, I managed to obtain antibiotics for
my mother. She survived, much to our relief.

It did not matter in the
end. The New Year appeared and we were sent to the Chelmno Death
Camp, west of Warsaw. I heard rumors about similar camps like this
one and the fates of their prisoners, but I just could not believe
it at the time. When we arrived, they began a process called “The
Selection.” The SS officer looked over each person and then pointed
to where he or she must go. Fortunately, we were all sent to the
right side where the healthy and the strong were kept. Going to the
left side would have resulted in our deaths. All of us believed we
were safe. How naive we were. But it is important to mention that a
majority of my people did not even hear, much less believe, the
atrocities that happened to us during those years. We applied
reason and logic to a time when chaos reigned. And for myself, it
was just the beginning.

One month went by, and we
tried our damnedest to survive. My mother was ill again and my
father was even frailer than before. One night, I had a fateful
dream. I was inside a barn where thousands of hens were sleeping
during the night. Suddenly, a dozen weasels crept into the hen
house and grabbed various screaming hens. The weasels soothed their
prey. I saw them lick their lascivious lips as they became more
humanlike, whispering silent promises into their captives’ ears
until they finally calmed. When the hens were subdued, the
weasels—snickering among themselves because of their victims’ own
gullibility—let them go with such gentleness. Their orange eyes
glittered as they led the hens out of the barn and into the dense
forest. I stood there in total wonder as all of those passive hens
slowly walked with their newfound friends, accepting whatever
future they were going to face.

The scene quickly changed;
it was daytime at a train yard, but the sunlight became distorted,
magnified, then bent into a concave shape, like I was in a fish
bowl. The second movement of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony was being
played on speakers as I saw the assembly line of hens, with their
weasel guides, approaching the train. Both animals evolved even
more; they were dressed in clothing: the weasels in Nazi garb and
the hens in prison outfits. The weasels continued to laugh and
growl out orders, while the hens bowed their heads in defeat as
they were escorted up the ramps that led into the endless train
cars. I was only ten feet away from all of them and yet I could not
move or say a blasted word. I so wanted to scream and yell at these
dumb animals to run away. But I was completely paralyzed. The air
refused to travel from my lungs to my vocal chords. I was just a
passive observer, watching them board the train. The sound of the
closing door resonated in my ears so loudly I gritted my teeth
because I couldn’t shut out the noise with my hands.

I looked closer at the
windows. Feathery, confused heads poked out between the bars. Some
squawked as they began to peck rapidly at the wooden walls around
them, sounding so much like gunfire. That damn pecking! Over and
over again, trying to burrow into my mind. The pain was so
agonizing. Squawking turned into cries of despair, blending along
with the mournful sounds of the cellos and violins. Then, I heard
the soft voice of my father whisper to me, as though his mouth was
at my ear: We
will always be proud of you. Live and reach your potential and your
destiny, no matter what happens to us.

I didn’t know what this
meant. It was so irrational to me and the distorted sunlight
beating down heightened the confusion even more. As the train
started on its way, my head became clear again. I realized what was
happening. My paralysis left me and I ran, calling out to them. The
air around me was thick with the smoke coming from the engine
stacks, causing me to run in slow motion. The train increased in
speed at an unearthly rate, hurrying away from me like a doomed
spirit. I tried to make contact with my father, but he had bricked
up his thoughts from me. When the train finally disappeared into
the mist laden distance, I screamed one final time.

I awoke in a sweat. I
shook from the winter air and the terrors from my nightmare. I
turned to my side and discovered that my parents had disappeared.
Even with the coldness covering me like a sheet of ice, I called
out to them and searched everywhere. The other prisoners were
trying to silence me, fearing the wrath of the Nazi guards. I was
so uncontrollable. A fellow inmate had to knock me out to regain
the sanity within the barracks.

I recovered the following
morning, pain shooting throughout my skull as if it was some
tortuous scar that would never heal. It was not so much the injury
to my head, but of the dream and the disappearance of my parents.
Later in the morning, all puzzles of both instances were solved.
While we were sleeping, Nazi guards silently entered the barracks,
abducted prisoners that were either old or insane, and escorted
them to special trucks: the “Euthanasia trucks,” specially made
vehicles that gassed the occupants with its own Carbon Monoxide.
The architects of this selection process thought it best to do it
at night as a fear tactic. The idea of waking up to see the number
slowly dwindle down was an ingenious way for the SS to control the
prisoners.

My reasoning had departed
as quickly as the train from my nightmare. I didn’t even hear how
long the extermination was to go on or if and when I was to be
next. Colors left my vision; everything I saw faded to a murky
sepia of an aging photograph. But my composure and focus became
clear; I wanted to kill…many, many times. Damned with the
consequences. These monsters were going to pay and I was not going
to die like my people. A week later while the rest of the camp was
sleeping during the middle of the night, I had decided to escape
and destroy as many Nazis as I could see. But I didn’t know how I
was going to perform such a mission. Even though my powers had
grown, I realized I needed some advantage—some “wild card”—to
increase my chances in survival, not for the sake of living, but
for the sake of killing. And during this time of contemplation, I
accidentally came across a power that even my father had never
possessed.

It happened one day after
morning roll call. I was in a stupor, still grieving for my
parents. I stopped near the prisoner barracks and saw a guard
smoking a cigarette during a break. Surprisingly, no prisoner or
guard was watching us. We were totally alone. I hid around the
corner of the building, making sure the Nazi did not see me. On an
urge, perhaps almost a self-destructive one, I projected my
telekinesis energy toward him, just to see if I could somehow push
him. I had never used my powers like that before and I was curious.
Well, I released my energies on his legs, trying to trip him.
Instead, I tapped into his nervous system, resulting in him jumping
backwards and landing in the snow. It happened so fast he didn’t
even have time to scream.

I was dumbfounded. I
barely used a fraction of my energy. I began to wonder what damage
I could really do to these monsters.

As he got up, wet from the
snow, he looked around to see what mighty force had thrown him,
until his eyes caught mine. I was so startled at my actions that I
forgot to hide again. When he saw me, he raised his rifle and was
about to shoot.

Then, my new power
appeared.

While still looking him in
the eyes, I directed my energy toward him with only one thought in
mind: “Stop!” I did not know how, I just wanted him to stop. Well,
and it may sound so horribly simple, but he did. He froze in
mid-action, with his gun raised at me, as though time for him had
been immobilized. The Nazi was about to gun me down like a dog and
I turned him into a statue.

I moved out of his range
and walked around him; he was still in a stasis. I waved my hand in
front of his face, snapped my fingers, nothing. What was
interesting was I still felt an energy link between myself and the
guard, like a muscle still in a flexing motion. I started to feel
slightly tired from the drain—again, back to the energy percentages
my mother taught me. I quickly hid around the corner to the other
side of the building where the guard had his back to me, poked my
head out and, for lack of a better term, “reeled” in this energy
blanket from his mind. The guard moved again and looked at his gun,
puzzled. I heard him mumble, “Where is my cigarette?” He looked
around and was extremely disorientated. Eventually, he just shook
his head and returned to his barracks.

I could not help but smile
at my discovery. My revenge can actually be enforced in. I knew
this mission would eventually kill me, but at the time, life was
pointless and I finally discovered my “wild card.” My parents were
the only family I knew. Without them, I had no reason to live. No
reason, that is, save one. A type of destructive vengeance the Nazi
party cannot even begin to comprehend.

I continued my
experiments. I shot my energies towards a guard, blocking his mind
and perceptions from the rest of his body. He froze for a while,
then I withdrew, leaving him with absolutely no memory of the loss
for time. It was very similar to a hypnotic suggestion. I started
to practice even more by placing multiple guards in a stasis. For
this, I focused on the guards patrolling our barracks during the
night shift. I held them for hours. I withdrew, and the guards
moved again, disorientated because of the time loss. The only
drawback to this technique was the energy depletion. If I
controlled too many for too long, my energy reserves would have
been completely drained, killing me in the end.

After I felt comfortable
and confident enough, I made the decision one night to leave. How
powerful I felt with this new talent! I experienced a new type of
unconscionable freedom that thrust me into an area of insanity. I
rose from my bed, silently walked to the doorway and opened the
door. The weather was unusually comfortable; it was cold, but not
harsh. The snow was pure and undisturbed. Very calm and passive. It
was almost inviting, like death. I had only four to seven guards to
take care of within a short period of time. It was such an easy
task. I suddenly lost interest in simply stunning a few guards.
Instead, I wanted to use powers that would be considerably more
lethal.

I gazed at my prey,
remembering the lessons in anatomy my father taught me, especially
the musculature around the upper body. Placing the guards into a
stasis was easy; a simple blanketing of their general nervous
system. That was all. Instead, I decided to project my attention
specifically on the neural connections to certain, key muscles in
his body, as I did with the guard that I “pushed” during my initial
experimentation of my powers. As the guard on the high tower moved
his spotlight toward the forest, I reached out with my mind and
blanketed the motor controls leading from his brain to his
musculature, immobilizing him.

Unlike the others, this
guard was aware of what was happening to him. Just as he was about
to call for help, I reached out and tapped into the nerves
connecting to his masseter muscles, preventing him from opening his
mouth. But I did hear him softly whimper. Oh yes, I was about a
hundred feet away from him, and yet I could actually sense his
panic and confusion. I savored his terror as my attention shifted
to his neck. While still maintaining power of his overall motor
control, I tapped into the nerves connecting to the neck muscles.
And for the first time, I used the knowledge my father taught me
for the art of slow killing. A revolting curiosity seeped into me
that moment:

Is it possible to break
one’s own neck?

With a mad snicker, I
raised my right forearm to the corner of my vision, palm out. Then,
envisioning that my wrist was the man’s neck, I proceeded to slowly
turn my hand toward me. I felt his head turn on its axis. He tried
to resist; I sensed his desperation as his lower neck muscles
pushed against the slow motion of my will. I applied my energy by
fueling his nerves with the mental message of simple, purposeful
rotation. He started to whine even more as I saw—even at such a far
distance—a tear trickling down his reddened cheek. I paused. Did
the concepts of mercy begin to return?

Only briefly. I considered
releasing him, but the images of those hens, weasels, and the
sorrowful voice of my father extinguished any signs of sympathy and
compassion for this man. I focused more on my hand, turning it
slower and slower to intensify the pain. I wanted him to discover
during his last dying moments the agony and helplessness he was
feeling were only an ounce to what my people and I were
experiencing. I turned my hand even more; I saw his face over his
shoulder until he was looking in my direction.

Ours eyes met. He knew I
was the puppet master and his eyes widened, silently begging me to
spare his life.

I smiled back at him and I
slowly rotated my palm toward me, hearing the bones in his neck
slowly snap like kindling—God, I can still hear them as I write!
When his head completed the full rotation along with my hand, his
eyes glazed over. He collapsed lifelessly to the floor on the
tower; the impact of the fall echoed in the courtyard. I exhaled in
total satisfaction as I looked toward the guards at the
gate.

The fools didn’t even
notice one of their brothers of the Master Race had just been
exterminated. I giggled at the absurdity of it all and concentrated
again, raising both my arms with palms out. After familiarizing
myself with the process, I decided to expedite my plan by not
prolonging their pain as I did with their comrade. I reached out to
all four men and immobilized them. As they murmured and grunted in
fear, I tapped into the nervous connections to their neck muscles
as I did before. Then, after inhaling the cold winter air, I
quickly twisted my hands one hundred and eighty degrees and the
necks of all four guards spun like tops, breaking them instantly.
They toppled over into the snow. I then looked at the gate in front
of me. I wanted to send an unsettling message to the Nazis. After
summoning all of my strength, I quickly approached three of the
guards and stripped them of their belts. One at a time, I lifted
each guard up, leaned him against the gate, wrapped the belt around
both the body and the wire gate together, and voila. At a distance,
they looked like three guards manning their post. Upon closer
inspection, one could tell of their demise. But they rarely changed
shifts until the following morning, thereby giving me some time for
my escape.

I grabbed the keys from
the pocket of one of the guards, unlocked the gate and swung it
open, with the bodies of the guards trailing along like morbid
ornaments that perfectly symbolized the place. My snickering
started to become more insane. I pulled the body of the last guard
past the entranceway, closed and locked the gates, and sought
shelter in the woods while I dragged the dead Nazi through the
snow, leaving a coffin-like trail behind me. When I was totally
concealed, I stripped the guard of his clothes and weapons and ran
away from Chelmno. I imagined the looks on the Nazis’ faces when
they discovered the message I left for them. I had escaped without
firing a shot and no one would know what happened until the
following morning. I laughed like a madman for many
hours.

Eventually, I crossed the
border into Germany. With the help of some underground
organizations, I changed my identity to that of a Doctor Eric
Stein, a physician I once knew in Warsaw. I killed many Germans
during those weeks. I used my powers with such swiftness and
discursion. But during a scouting mission, I was captured by the
SS. I was unable to use my powers like I had before; there were too
many of them. I feared if they discovered my talents, they would
send me to the high command for experimentation. I knew that was a
fate worse than death. Fortunately, I carried only my
identification papers, no other forms of incriminating evidence.
After discovering I was a doctor, the Central Office transferred me
to a special labor camp located in the Bavarian Alps, bordering on
Austria. After I heard the name, I broke down and cried for the
first time since the death of my parents. It was a name which
spoiled my image of angels during the young years of my
life.

Engelstranen. “Angels’ Tears.” The
date was April 20, 1943: Hitler’s Birthday.

As the last person was
pushed into the truck, music was being played through the truck
speakers. It was Wagner’s Flight of the
Valkerie. Again, those Nazi bastards used
my grandfather’s music to destroy my soul.

No more. I cannot do this
anymore.

 


J.S.W.
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I cried for many hours
after my last entry. I was so tempted to stop this tale, but memory
pushed me on. My own conscience, or the voices of the dead? Perhaps
both?

4/20/43. I remember the
day well. Spring had just arrived and it was actually quite
pleasant. On the drive over there, we passed various small towns
and cities like Penzberg, Murnau, and Oberammergau. What I found
interesting about the trip was the seasonal environment quickly
changed as we drove further south. The spring weather in Munich
slowly transformed to a balmier climate.

The sunlight began to fade
and the flower formations were becoming sparser. I soon realized it
was because we were driving toward the mountains, an obvious reason
why the weather patterns changed like that. But these logical
thoughts didn’t settle me. Either it was my instincts or my budding
empathic powers or both. I felt as though the soul of the land was
slowly perishing as we grew closer to our destination. When we
drove from the forests to the mountains---with the roads getting
narrower, dry, and unstable—the land became a corpse. And when we
reached the camp itself, we found its decaying skeleton.

Compared to Chelmno and
the other camps I had heard about, Engelstranen was relatively
small. It had been in existence for only five months, had an SS
staff of five hundred and approximately four thousand prisoners.
The only positive aspect about this assignment was we were going to
a labor camp, where the only possible causes of death were the
weather and the work. Concentration camps like Auschwitz and
Chelmno had only one purpose, and that was prisoner extermination.
Regardless, I had no intention of staying there too
long.

When we reached the main
gate, I observed the geography of the camp. Its perimeter was
box-shaped, with a small extension of barracks on the left-hand
side of the camp. I found out later it was the quarters of the SS
and the Camp Commandant. The back of the camp faced the side of one
of the mountains, an artificial appendage to the mountain’s body.
All sides of the camp were surrounded in three layers: a walkway
sandwiched between two layers of barbed-wire fences. There were
only two gated doorways: the main gate, and a small gate that
contained a walkway leading from the camp to the SS Quarters. All
were covered with barbed wire.

The interior of the
facility was fairly basic. Once we were unloaded from the trucks,
we stood on the main compound facing the announcement platform,
which was in front of the registration office. To the right of us
toward the bottom corner of the perimeter were the women’s barracks
and compound. It, too, was surrounded by two layers of a barbed
wire fence, separating them from the rest of the camp. Toward the
upper right corner was the crematorium, with the smoke stacks
sticking straight into the sky like some profane house of
worship.

And the stench from that
place! It cannot be described in words, only experienced. And even
if you did, you would plead to God to be put out of your misery,
anything to be away from that horrible, inconceivable odor. Behind
the Registration Office were a considerable number of barracks
housing the male prisoners. My attention drifted toward the left
and I saw a building hugging the upper corner of the camp that
would serve as my living quarters and assignment: the
infirmary.

When I escaped from
Chelmno, I burned the tattooed number from my arm, doing my best to
forget the place. But I soon realized no matter how many times you
try, there is no running away. I learned this when they tattooed me
again: 3762. The inmate grabbed my left arm, and he noticed my
scar. Revealing me to the SS would have possibly led to my
extinction. However, he simply grabbed my right arm and tattooed me
there, saving my life. I was relieved, but I was also angry at my
own helplessness. I tolerated the pain again, wishing I had made my
escape while on the trucks. I knew it was pointless, for we were
all bound with chains and there was a considerable number of SS
guarding us. I would have been killed. I simply threw away those
thoughts of regret. After I was strip-searched and shaved, the
Kapos led me to the infirmary.

On my way there, I was
stunned at the behavior of my fellow prisoners. All of them were
acting as sheep, following what those Nazi animals told them what
to do and where to go. They were too frightened to take any action
against their oppressors. What sickened me even more was the Kapos,
my fellow Jews used as pawns by the SS to herd and beat us like
cattle. I didn’t know who I hated more, the SS or the traitorous
Kapos. Nevertheless, I entered the infirmary, and I was already
planning my next plan of escaping the camp and killing more
Nazis.

It was then I met the head
orderly, Heinz Konieczny.

The first thing I noticed
about him was although shorter than my 5'10 frame, Heinz had a
muscular and stockier build that compensated for his height. For a
man who spent a considerable amount of time in labor camps, his
health and high constitution was of a determined, stubborn
survivor. His cropped red hair matched the red triangle on his
prison shirt. He silently welcomed me, writing a note on a pad of
paper and handing it to me. I learned it was his only mode of
communication. The triangle meant he was a political prisoner, and
he was an active Anti-Nazi public speaker from Warsaw. When he and
his wife were captured, the Gestapo punished him for his political
activities by cutting out his tongue. After this talent was
stripped from him, Heinz and his wife were separated. His stamina
and his political connections with one of the head Kapos resulted
in him being transferred to the infirmary.

After reading this brief
history, I looked into his blue eyes. They were humane,
sympathetic. It was the kind of face I instinctively felt as
trustworthy. I used my empathic powers and realized without a
shadow of doubt I could indeed trust him. Therefore, I utilized my
telepathic talents to help him speak, at least to me. I verbally
told him to communicate to me with his thoughts. When he followed
my instructions, I mentally heard his inner voice. It sounded
benevolent and strong-willed, the qualities of a true laborer and a
gentle human being. I told him what was happening and his eyes
welled up with joy. He could not use his mouth, but he finally
communicated again without the use of paper.

As our friendship grew, he
got to know me a little better, especially about my real name, my
family, and the full potential of my powers. I finished my research
regarding the geography of the camp. I wanted to repeat my
performance of my escape from Chelmno. I was so brazen and arrogant
back then. No, no arrogant. Angry. I wanted to destroy the Third
Reich and everyone in my path because of what happened to my
family, even if it meant my own destruction. I even asked Heinz to
accompany me.

I boasted of my exploits
at Chelmno with young, eager pride; and when I finished, his face
had turned a ghostly white. He slowly sat down, shock turning into
sorrow. As he tried to restrain his tears, he told me he had heard
about the unusual escape from the camp a month ago, for it was
closed down and a few of its prisoners were transferred to
Engelstranen. Heinz was excited back then because a couple of those
Chelmno prisoners were comrades of his from Warsaw. His joy then
turned into anguish when he learned what happened afterwards. As
was the way of the Nazis, they executed one hundred prisoners as a
warning to those who would consider escaping themselves. One of
those hundred was Heinz’s beloved wife.

After he finished his
story with such controlled composure, I felt completely stunned. I
must have turned as white as Heinz. And, like him, all senses left
me as I sat down, feeling as though my body was moving under its
own accord. Seconds later, emotions filled me like a tidal wave.
Unlike Heinz, I could not control my grief; I convulsed with tears.
Oh, how I thought I was so righteous and clever with my message to
that camp. One hundred innocent people died because of my actions.
My cries turned into wails of despair as the patients and other
orderlies in the ward watched me break down, stepping away from me
as if I were mad. Heinz signaled them with his hands, indicating he
had everything under control. He held me tight, trying to comfort
me. But I was unable to keep in my sorrow. Anger, rage, and
thoughts of vengeance lead to the deaths of a hundred fellow Jews,
including this good man’s wife. My guilt overwhelmed me for many
days.

As my abilities began to
decline in the infirmary, Heinz helped me come back to my senses.
He assured me he didn’t blame me for my actions.
Presently,
he explained through his
thoughts, there
is only one enemy: the Nazis. My ultimate act of revenge is to
survive long enough for me to act as a witness when judgment comes
for these animals. You must focus your
rage in other ways. What they are, only you know the answer to. To
punish yourself for your mistakes, that is self-destruction. Then,
you have created another enemy: yourself.

His words caused me to
enter an unusual state. I didn’t know what it was back then, but
after many years of experience with different religions and
beliefs, I now realize I entered what Hindus call a moment of
contemplative meditation. I let Heinz’s words sink into me,
especially at nighttime when I was sleeping. During these rest
periods, a voice came out of a peculiar fog, instructing me on how
to leave my body.

It was then I discovered a
new talent. Astral projection. With the help of this voice, my
inner self or spirit left my body. I walked freely, flying to
soaring heights. Thinking about “energy percentages” again, a
majority of my energies---approximately ninety percent---would
compose of my spiritual self, while the remaining ten percent kept
my body alive. This voice taught me to use lower energies, always
pacing my travels, yet still enjoying its freedoms.

While absorbing these
particular lessons, I soon realized who this instructive voice was:
my loving father. His presence began to fade away; but before he
left, he told me the other techniques I possess would have to be
discovered on my own. In order to accomplish this, I only needed to
look into my heart.

My spirit floated above
the camp, alone. I entered my meditative state again, trying to
understand what he meant. I drifted down and hovered above the
endless bunks and bodies of my fellow prisoners. I was in a
considerably fortunate position. Because of my medical skills, I
was assigned to work and stay in the infirmary, which meant sharing
my living quarters with only four other men—a cleaning man and
three orderlies, including Heinz. I had a bed of my own,
experienced slightly warmer conditions, a
safer work environment, and access to medical supplies. I only had
to deal with the SS doctor once a month, a man that was so
apathetic I was surprised he was assigned there at all. And
although the food was barely sustainable, my health was still
functional. What about the others? I was seeing all of my fellow
Jews tortured and worked to death, only curing their symptoms,
never the causes. I was living in luxury compared to what they were
going through. Maybe I could make a difference in their health, but
by using slightly more unorthodox methods. I saw these men and
women, pressed together like sardines, whimpering and crying in
their sleep from the horrors of their nightmares. I had to try a
certain experiment.

I woke up from my trance
and walked over to Heinz. I sat down on the cold floor and gently
touched his hand so not to wake him up. When I carefully measured
my breathing, I fell into my trance and felt my spirit leave my
body once again. I floated over his sleeping form and my immobile
one. After making a silent prayer, I concentrated on his forehead,
which I learned from my father was the Pineal Gland—the door to a
person’s psyche. Like a sensation of diving off a cliff, I entered
his mind.

Another talent was born:
psychic linking.

I was thrown everywhere in
the infinite dimensions of his mind. Mental collages streamed past
me with such speed that it was incredibly difficult for me to
recognize anything. So overwhelming! Eventually, with more
concentration, I regained control and finally entered what I knew
was his dream state. In this dream, Heinz was experiencing tortures
from various Kapos and SS in ways I cannot even begin to describe.
After discovering a little about his past, without delving too much
into his deeper, more intimate thoughts, I changed my appearance
into a being of white light. I then manipulated our surroundings to
that of his homeland. His cries of terror turned into joyful
laughter as he ran through his village, embracing his family with
exuberant warmth and love. I left his mind as soon as this new
dream took a life of its own. My spirit stood next to his prone
body. I looked down and saw a little smile on his face.

I realized what I needed
to do, not only for the camp, but also for my destiny.

I returned to my body and
shared my experiences with Heinz the following morning. He smiled
with gratitude and nodded his head: I do
believe you found your answer, he
thought. For the
first time in years, I had a sudden realization when it came to the
responsibility for my many talents. All thoughts of vengeance were
eradicated. In its place, I found an inner drive to cure, fueled by
a sense of sympathy. I continued my linking experiments with the
other orderlies, as well as the injured prisoners; all of the
results were positive.

Eventually, I tried to
link with a prisoner without actual physical contact. I feared it
would not work; I so wanted to help my people. To my dismay, I
failed at first. I was extremely frustrated because I knew deep
within my heart I did have the potential of accomplishing my
newfound mission. After a month of trying, I finally linked into
one of the prisoners in the main barracks with no physical contact
at all. Like a bodybuilder sculpting his body with strength and
endurance, my energies grew and became more disciplined with each
link I made.

I had my daily routine. In
the daytime, I treated my patients to the best of my limits,
considering resources were lacking. During the evening, I entered
the minds of two to three prisoners per night, creating pleasant,
peaceful dreams. I tried my best to give them reasons to live, to
survive. The
following morning, I noticed how my patients endured their
hardships from their labors with a renewed sense of optimism. Since
the workers were healthier, there were less accidents and deaths.
During those times, they never knew who their benefactor was, which
was beneficial in a modest and practical way. Ever since I was
little, I never sought or desired glory. Only achieving the
accomplishment or task itself was satisfactory for me. It just
simply gave me pleasure to be their healer in both body
and mind.

However, I did not want
them to know because I was afraid of being alienated, like my
father was during the time he was growing up. I was helping my
people, but I was deathly scared that since I was different, they
would allow their fears of the unknown to turn on me. This I could
not allow. Never. They called me Der
Hoffnung Engel, The Angel of Hope, in
their dreams. My father’s moniker. What was tarnished and soiled
became pure again. I took my father’s place as a healer.

The one negative byproduct
of my actions was the increasing productivity being done in the
mines. By improving the health of my fellow Jews, I felt as though
I was helping the Nazis win the war against the allies. As before,
Heinz used reason to cure my discontent. He told me mining quartz
and other fine minerals is insignificant to the outcome of the
war. Yes, some of the treasures we do find
here are rare and useful.
But we live in such a small
camp, he explained. Germany is so desperate to finance their war they need labor
camps like this one to mine precious minerals to sell for arms. And
it takes a lot of money to supply weapons for a war.
What you are doing is taking advantage of the
Nazis’ narrow-minded efficiency by increasing productivity for
them, thus distracting them from the fact that the death toll has
decreased here at the camp. Facts, figures, money, and power are
what rule their minds, not common sense.

He paused, patting my
shoulder. And as far as all of the Jews
being destroyed, that will never happen. Your people have the
faith. The Nazis don’t.

My worries diminished and
I continued to heal my patients in many capacities. There were
those frustrating times when I wanted to link with more than three
per night, but was unable to. I had to learn to pace my energies so
I could decrease my chances of me lapsing into a coma, or even
death. My powers were slowly becoming stronger as time went on,
though, as if I was entering a paranormal kind of puberty, and I
was a “late bloomer,” for lack of a better term.
I laugh when I make this comparison, but it is
the only way I could describe what I was experiencing during those
months. There were so many examples of how my talents were used and
the different people who I met and treated.

But that is for another
time, patient reader. What is most important is my first true test:
September 7, 1944. I will remember this day forever. A day when I
first encountered two burning eyes in the back of my head that
would haunt me for years. The eyes that are still haunting me with
each passing day. And God help me, are they gaining strength
again?
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The Institute is so quiet
now. The night before, I left instructions that I was not to be
disturbed unless the patients were rioting and were burning it
down. I could not wait to get up this morning. The floodgates to my
memory have now been broken, and the waters of my thoughts surge
from my brain directly into my pen. I dreamt about the red eyes
again, but the intensity has weakened even more. I do hope that
writing this tale has resulted in finally breaking down those
barriers, revealing those scared, little inner demons of
mine.

9/7/44. The day began like
it usually did for any camp during that period in our history.
Whether it was a labor or a concentration camp, there was still a
maddening, specific routine the Nazis put us through. We went
through the 4:00 A.M. wake up call, courtesy of our fellow
prisoners, the Kapos. We ran to the sanitary facility; there were
only four for the men’s camp and one for the women’s camp,
resulting in hundreds of bodies crammed in small spaces in order to
clean the stench off. Then came breakfast, consisting of a
ten-ounce piece of bread and a coffee-like substance that made
water seem like wine. We were then rushed off to roll call, being
lined up in rows of ten as the Kapos would count our numbers. We
had to stand there for at least two hours, with our light clothing
and our hats off, freezing if it was winter, baking if it was
summer. Some were forced to carry invalids and the dead prisoners
out to the compound.

During those times, we
were close enough to see the women’s section of the camp going
through the exact same procedure. Ever since my arrival, I would
see this lovely woman with the greenest eyes standing in front at
attention. I always saw her during the morning count and throughout
the day on the perimeter facing our compound, cleaning underclothes
for the Nazis with a washboard.

Ah, but every day, we
would catch each other’s attention and smile. As they finished
their count, they would disperse; my lady friend would cover her
butchered, red hair with her cap, smile, and discretely wave to me,
silently saying “till next time.”

When our roll call was
completed, the dead were carried away to the crematorium, the
prisoners went to their assigned work details, and I attended to
the sick and injured at the infirmary. During the dinner break, the
prisoners returned, the evening roll call commenced, and before my
colleagues and I would have a chance to eat our meals, the sick and
injured from the day’s labor arrived and we would be overwhelmed
with decisions as far as who would have top priority. Eventually,
nighttime approached, and I would drift into my state of astral
transportation, link to a patient, and help the hopeless regain
some of his spirit again.

One activity that was
traditional for both Heinz and myself was playing chess during our
rest periods. My father taught me the game and I could never beat
him. I have always been fascinated by its multifaceted complexity.
It has enlightened me so much about strategy and patience. He
strongly believed you could defeat your opponent with only two
simple moves: 1) you strategically distract your opponent into
thinking he was the better player and 2) while he is distracted,
you utilized a method of your own creation---one that no one has
ever seen or used before---and defeat your enemy while he is drunk
with his own superiority.

Ever since then, I had
defeated all who played against me, with the exception of my
father, of course. I would assume he never thought himself
superior, and yet, he would generate within me an egotistical
attitude that would always lead to my downfall. This was one
annoying aspect about my father. Whenever I have the rare
opportunity to communicate with him, I still tell him this. He
always laughs and challenges me to a game of chess, knowing
perfectly well that was impossible because you can never beat an
all-knowing spirit in any game, much less chess. I do miss him,
though. Both of them.

Regardless, I was still a
formidable opponent to Heinz. He was a very shrewd player. I was
ahead of him by two games and we were evenly matched during the
third game. What was special about our games was the chess set that
we used. Heinz patiently carved each piece out of wood. All the
pieces were crafted in the forms of medieval figures, from the
majestic royalty of the King to the humble modesty of the pawn.
Because of his connections to his kapo friend---as well as a couple
of well placed bribes to an occasional guard---the chess set was
never confiscated.

His carving had been a
hobby ever since he was a boy, but it blossomed when the Nazis
muted him. One talent was destroyed; another was enhanced. He could
not only carve, but also sculpt and even sketch. We would hide some
of his more graphic and vivid sketches about camp life underneath
some floor boards in our infirmary bedroom. He promised me if he
ever survived this experience, he would bring an awareness of what
happened to us and to express the beauty of what he had seen and
will forever see through his optimism and his art.

Unfortunately, on that
day, he could have made a living as a grandmaster chess champion as
he took my knight, endangering my queen. I contemplated my next
move, when I heard footsteps approach our table. We both looked up
and saw Dieter Kronenberg limping toward us on a crutch. Dieter was
a fifteen-year-old Dutch boy who lied about his age to the SS in
charge of selection. If he had told the truth, he would have
possibly been sent to Auschwitz, or any other death camp in Poland.
Since he was so tall, the SS took him for eighteen, which was the
minimum age limit to live in a labor camp. He injured his ankle
while he and other prisoners were running away from a cave-in
during a work detail. He had been recovering for a week, but I
could tell by his face he was far from rested; he was extremely
nervous, preoccupied. “Is there anything wrong, Dieter? Are you in
pain?”

The young man fidgeted. “I
am sorry to disturb your game, Herr Doctor. I could come back again
when you are finished.”

“No, no. I always make
time for my patients. Besides,” I paused as I looked at Heinz. “I
am on the verge of winning. This little break will give my opponent
time to plot his next move.”

You do realize that denial
is not going to help you, my friend, Heinz thought to me.

I smiled at his mental
response. I then faced Dieter. “What is the problem? You seem
troubled.”

The young man clenched his
fists spasmodically. “Herr Doctor. I am glad I will be able to walk
without this crutch very soon, but it just means going back out
there to die. I don’t know if I can take it out there. Work without
end. The SS and the Kapos beating me. I’m scared,” he said as tears
began to well in his blue eyes.

I remembered visiting his
dreams more often than any of the others. He was a fragile child
who had seen his own family killed right in front of him and had to
experience all of this hell alone. No matter how many dreams I
created for him, his despair seemed to be winning. I motioned him
to grab a chair to sit next to us. While he was doing this, I
looked around the infirmary. It was divided into three sections:
the patient’s bedroom, the main examination area, and the staff’s
bedroom, where we were presently in. I made sure no one else was in
the area except the three of us.

I asked, “Do you know what
a golem is?” When he shook his head, I looked at Heinz. “May I
borrow a couple of your pieces?”

My opponent smiled and
nodded his head. I’ll remember their
positions, my friend.

I tried my best not to
laugh as I turned back to Dieter. “Centuries ago, there were tales
of a tzaddik—a rabbi—who was an expert and well learned in the
Cabala, a type of mysticism. It specifically focused on
understanding the hidden knowledge of God and utilizing it toward
good uses, such as healing the sick and fighting against evil. This
rabbi created a golem, which is Hebrew for ‘shapeless mass,’ in
order to protect his people from those who were evil. He created
this golem by shaping a large mound of clay in the form of a large
man. After speaking many incantations, the earth shook, and the
clay form solidified into a man even more. He then carved the word
‘emet’ on the man’s forehead, ‘emet’ meaning ‘truth.’ Then, this
stone man came to life and protected his creator and the Jews of
the city. When those evil ones were beaten and driven away, the
rabbi said to the golem that he could rest in peace and wait until
his people needed him again. He erased the first letter—aleph—from
the word on the golem’s forehead: ‘Emet’ became ‘met’, which means
‘death.’ The huge stone man closed his eyes and fell lifelessly in
the earth, waiting patiently for his people to call him
again.

“Now, Dieter, what I am
about to show you must be kept a secret. I am trusting you not to
say a word. Will you promise me not to say anything?”

The young man swallowed
nervously and slowly nodded his head, as though keeping this secret
would add to his anxiety even more. I was hoping it would have the
opposite effect on him. I looked at the chess pieces, specifically
Heinz’s king and one of the remaining pawns. I focused my attention
on them, generating energies that I have used for my other
paranormal talents. A warm, tingling sensation flowed through my
body and after a few seconds, I slowly exhaled without straining. I
then waved my hand over the two pieces.

A moment later, the pawn
came to life, separating its arms and legs from the rest of its
body. The wood that it was composed of cracked when it began to
flex its joints, waking from its inanimate slumber. It took its
spear and started to spin it around like a baton, familiarizing
itself with his weapon. It marched to the king and stood at
attention before him. I looked up at Dieter. His eyes were as wide
as saucers, and he gazed at me in disbelief. I smiled warmly at him
and beckoned to watch the rest of my show. He did so and I mentally
reached out again. Suddenly, the king came to life, exercising his
limbs as his subject did. The little pawn bowed before the king,
waiting in reverence as his monarch tapped the tip of his sword on
each of the pawn’s shoulders---an act of being knighted. The pawn
stood up, bowed to his sovereign, and walked to the space on the
chessboard where he was before. Both pieces became inanimate once
again.

I relaxed as Dieter
continued to stare at the chessboard in total amazement. He looked
at me with confusion. “Herr Doctor, are you a Cabalist?”

I laughed. “No, Dieter. I
am not. What I just performed was not magic or mysticism. Remember,
I am a doctor. I believe in science, not witchcraft. I just possess
a talent which uses energies we all have. I simply have access to a
special...doorway into my mind. Many people do not have access to
this portal. I just released a little bit of that energy into the
pieces. It is as though a little of me existed in these figures
before I took my energies back. Simple mental energies. That is
all.”

Dieter remained captivated
and I continued, “Why I am showing this to you is the chess pieces
are like the golem from that legend. And both have one thing in
common: they represent the inner strength of our people. Only our
strength and hope can defeat our enemies, Dieter. Add compassion,
you will not only live, but you can help others to live as well. Do
not underestimate yourself. Our people experienced turmoil and
alienation throughout the history of man. How do you think we
survived?”

A small smile appeared.
“Strength, hope and compassion?”

I nodded as I looked at
him directly into his eyes. “With those three, you will never lose.
Please, always remember that.”

Dieter beamed even more as
he stood up. “Thank you, Herr Doctor. I will keep your secret until
I die. Those bastards can torture me but I will never
tell.”

I chuckled. “Well, let us
hope it will never come to that. Just do what you have to do, don’t
cause trouble, and please, maintain your strength. This war cannot
last forever.”

He nodded as he hobbled
toward the patient’s bedroom. My own spirits were lifted and I
noticed a different picture about Dieter’s presence—a more
confident stride in his movements, a sturdier posture, and a shine
on his face that, if one looked closely, could never be darkened.
At least, I thought so at the time.

I looked at Heinz, then at
the board. “As you can see, your pieces are in the correct
position.”

Heinz silently laughed,
preventing his mouth from opening too much to reveal what was left
of his severed tongue. A very kind deed,
my friend. I only hope Dieter doesn’t reveal what you
did.

“The boy was on the verge
of a breakdown. Who knows what might have happened? I helped him
gain his confidence back. Besides, I felt his emotions. He will not
say anything. I just hope he can endure for a while
longer.”

He will. I have a feeling
the war will end sooner than we realize. The SS are getting nervous
for some reason.

I nodded. “I noticed it
too. I had heard one thing: we’re going to have a new
commandant.”

Heinz frowned.
They’re not satisfied with Driest’s
work performance? That fucking bastard is brutal
and productivity is high. What more do they want?

“I don’t know.
What I do know is he is being replaced by a
colonel from the German High Command, straight from Berlin. All of
the SS guards and Kapos are very quiet about it,” I said as I
looked down at the chessboard in futility. “I am not going to win
this one, am I?”

He
smiled. You’re
the psychic. You tell me.

Well, to my annoyance, he
did win. As the day continued, I saw Dieter walking out of the
infirmary with a renewed faith; and I must admit I felt renewed as
well. I thought that if I do survive this war, I might treat people
in many ways as I did there in Engelstranen. I was indeed following
the footsteps of my father: “The Angel of Hope.” I felt like an
angel myself.

Later in the evening, all
of the work details returned and we stood at the compound for the
evening roll call. As both men and women stood at their respective
camps, I saw my lady friend again. She looked tired, but her smile
still radiated. Suddenly, the captain barked out “Attention” as
another man came out of the commandant’s office and strode to the
platform. He was a tall man—probably 6'4—muscular, stern looking,
and very graceful with his movements, as though he floated to the
platform. Oh, he was most certainly different from his predecessor;
he walked with a purpose.

He announced, “I am
Colonel Reinhardt, your new commandant here at Engelstranen. As
Major Driest returns to Berlin to assist our Fatherland towards
victory, I will stay here to monitor the production of this
facility, which I hear is quite impressive.” He paused and glared
at us with specific attention. “But ‘impressive’ doesn’t interest
me; perfection does. Although you Jews are far from perfect, maybe
your work performance can come close to it. I am certain
this will happen.”

He paused again, studying
the rest of the crowd, until his attention stopped at me. All of
sudden, his look of authority vanished. Although he was several
meters away from me, I clearly saw his face. His eyes were narrow
and his face very chiseled, especially since he had a broken nose.
His mouth was slightly thin, but his chin was strong. His was a
face of a fighter, maybe a boxer. But it was his eyes that made me
feel unsteady. I was in a crowd of thousands, and yet he
noticed me. I
even began to squirm when he smiled. Oh God, that damned smile of
his, filled with such malignant recognition! After several seconds,
he broke contact, turned around, and left the compound.

We were dismissed, and I
hurried back to the infirmary, forgetting the traditional wave of
goodbye to my lady friend. I hoped she would forgive me, but I
wanted to get out of the compound as soon as possible. I was
relieved there were no new patients being admitted. I ate my meal
and stared out the window facing the compound, thinking of what had
just happened. Was it my imagination, or
did Reinhardt look directly at me, I
thought as I drank my broth.
There is only one doctor here. Maybe that is how
he recognized me. But Major Driest didn’t behave that way.
Something is wrong.

I felt a tap on my
shoulder. I turned around and saw Heinz. You look troubled.

I shook my head. “Nothing.
It is the new commandant. That is all.”

He nodded.
I felt the same way. I can tell that he doesn’t
come from blue blood like Driest. Just the way he looks. He’s a
working man, a boxer.

“I was about to ask you. I
noticed his broken nose.”

Me too. He was very smooth
when he walked. His posture was even relaxed, but attentive. A very
formidable form, like a laborer. He would have been a valuable
asset to the Communist Party.

I raised my eyebrows in
interest. “Still the political animal, eh?”

He chuckled.
I’m not that bad, my friend. Because of my
affliction and from what I have learned from you, I have been more
tolerant in my views. Still, I could have used someone like
Reinhardt back at Warsaw.

I saw his pleasant
attitude change to sadness. I sensed the memories seep into him:
memories of his comrades’ retreat, his country in flames, his
wife’s death. His sorrow grew and I immediately wanted to chase it
away. “Even though it is late, we are still awake. One more game
before sleep. I have to regain my capitalistic honor. What do you
say?”

He regained his humor as
he smiled warmly and grabbed the chess board and pieces for yet
another match.

Of course, I lost again.
Unlike before, it wasn’t due to lack of skill or luck. I was
preoccupied, and Heinz knew it. I laid down in my bed, and prepared
for my traditional “house-call into the mind.” I could not help but
feel a touch of anxiety about Reinhardt. He displayed a power that
was not grandiose like Driest. His was more subdued. With a dose of
concentrated effort, I wiped my mind clean of any emotion and
focused on my breathing. When I settled into a complete relaxed
state, I rose and something wet was being pulled away from my
entire being. My spirit levitated from my body and floated in the
air. As in the previous times, I paused, hovered around the room in
order to get my bearings. Once I felt comfortable with my
equilibrium, I left the infirmary and flew among the clouds about
the camp.

The sensation of
disembodiment has its positives and negatives. The positives
include the freedom, of course. The one drawback to this process is
not all of my senses are alive. While in my astral state, only
sight and hearing remain: no taste, touch and smell. However, and I
learned this earlier with one of the prisoners, when a person
psychically links into another person’s mind---including his
dreams---the traveler feels all sensations. If one had to think on
a scientific level, it would make sense. When a traveler enters
another’s mind, he or she becomes connected to the other’s nervous
system. The visitor not only experiences sensations from his own
being, but also the sensations of the person whose mind he or she
is entering. I quickly discovered that when I tap into this
“sensation reservoir,” I have to act as if my own mind was a
pressure valve. I control the amount of my own sensations and the
other’s, yet still feel connected to his being so I could help him.
Even at my age of sixty-nine, I still get confused with the inner
workings of this technique. Experience has honed my talent to where
it becomes second nature, but when I was twenty-four, I was still
rough around the edges, as the old saying goes. I would, at times,
be overwhelmed by the person’s emotions. But my instinct for
survival always prevented me from being incapacitated. And during
that night, I felt my control improving.

As I drifted toward the
women’s camp for my first attempt in entering and treating the mind
of a woman, I felt a sudden burning sensation in the back of my
mind. I was astonished, for this was the first time I had felt
anything outside of my body. I stopped in mid-flight, rubbing the
back of my head. The burning sensation became two and I had another
unsettling feeling of being watched. They intensified, and I felt
two holes or eyes burning themselves into my core. The pain
increased and I screamed in agony. It was so unbearable that I
curled into a ball while floating in the air. I kept burrowing into
my own spiritual being, trying in vain to block this searing agony.
It was useless for blackness covered me completely.

I woke up in a start;
sweat was layered all over my body. With the winter cold, I was
shivering. I leapt from my bed with my blanket still on me, running
to the main area of the infirmary for the few towels that we had to
dry myself. After stripping the wet clothes off, I trembled even
more. But the paroxysms eventually ceased when I dried myself with
the towels. I wore my pants, but my shirt was still drenched. I
placed it on a chair to air dry, grabbed another blanket from an
unoccupied bed and slowly walked toward my room.

The burning returned yet
again, and I fell down, clenching my teeth to prevent myself from
screaming.

As I was curled up on the
floor, I felt hands collect and place me in one of the chairs. It
was Heinz, looking at me with obvious concern. Although the pain
started to alleviate, the two burning sensations were still there.
I kept rubbing the back of my head; there was no relief. I looked
at my friend. “I am sorry for waking you. A pain woke me from my
travels,” I whispered as I pointed to the back of my head. Although
I was dry, I still felt cold, and something else. I experienced
severe fatigue, as though my internal balance was struck out of
phase; and it was not improving. I turned towards my friend. “I do
not think I can wait for this to go away. Your kapo friend. Maybe
he could get me something from the SS quarters. I forgot his name.
What is it?”

Heinz nodded and moved his
head as if he was talking, but no sounds emerged from his
mind.

The shivers worsened, and
it was not due to the cold temperature in the barracks. “What was
his name again?” And as before, Heinz moved his head in silence.
When he realized I was unable to hear him, panic swept over his
face. I soon discovered I could not feel his emotions as well. I
focused as hard as I could, but my empathic talents ceased to
be.

I quickly ran into the
patients’ bedroom and concentrated on the sleeping convalescents.
Nothing. Then, I frantically ran back into the main room and tried
to move pens and various other objects on my desk. The same
results. All of my powers were gone and the burning holes in the
back of my head were still there and persistent. It was not as
intense as before, but it was like the sensation of a chronic itch
that I could not scratch. And then there was the feeling of not
having any powers at all. I felt completely vulnerable and naked,
unable to function.

I started to convulse
again, but it was in terror. I fell on the floor in a state of
panic. “Oh God! They are gone! All gone! I cannot do anything!
Anything,” I raved as Heinz quickly wrapped his arms around me,
trying to calm me down. He shushed my anxious tones so not to wake
the others. He wrapped his own blanket around me, trying to
compensate for the powers which were stripped from my being. But it
was useless. The pain and the feelings of exposure were
relentless.

I stayed awake on the
floor throughout the entire night, with Heinz never leaving my
side. He tried to comfort me as much as possible, but it was no
use. I know it is hard to understand the helplessness I was feeling
during that time. I have never been dependant on my powers in any
way. In fact, I have always made it an effort to use my talents
only when it was necessary. Yes, I was only twenty-four, but my
inner discipline and control were growing in proportion with the
powers I possessed. And the new powers that would come later in
life would be under that same mental discipline as well.

No, I was not in need of
the powers themselves. My anxiety stemmed from the fact that my
powers were, for lack of a better term, connected to my essence. I
felt as if my soul had been torn in half; the missing half
containing my talents. I used my powers to help people. That is who
I am. It would be the equivalent of an artist—any kind of
artist---whose talented genius was suddenly ripped from him. With
this kind of spiritual amputation, a lonely, helpless insanity
would usually follow. How could it not?

Yet, I did survive. Heinz
stayed at my side throughout the night. At any time he felt I was
about to break down and tremble uncontrollably, he would hold me
tighter, keeping the fear away from me. He did this without pause
until the warm cascade of the morning sun shone through the
infirmary window. During roll call, he held me up. As I mentioned
before, it was not unusual that a prisoner would physically support
another, as long as the count was correct. I looked toward the
women’s camp. My lady friend saw how I appeared and looked deeply
troubled. But I gave her a small smile. To my relief, she smiled as
well. It was my battle, and I didn’t want to worry her too much.
She had enough to think about concerning her survival, much less an
acquaintance like myself.

As both Heinz and I
stumbled back to the infirmary, I wondered about the cause of my
affliction. I thought of the possibilities: a tumor, an embolism, a
chemical imbalance. All of these could contribute to the burning
sensation I was feeling. But when the SS guard approached me, I
realized that although my powers were gone, my instincts were
not.

I was being summoned to
the Commandant’s office.

Heinz and I looked at each
other with suspicion. We both knew through experience a commandant
never sees a Jewish prisoner personally, in his office, no less.
They usually communicated through their SS Liaisons, who then
passed the word to the Kapos. With the information being sifted
through so many mouths, it was a wonder any original information
got to the attended party at all. But this invitation was to see
Reinhardt himself, which made me feel uneasy.

I separated myself from
Heinz and the blanket he held around me, and slowly walked through
the various wire gates and walkways leading directly to the
Commandant’s barracks. I felt so imbalanced and drained in terms of
my loss and anxiety; yet, I did my best in maintaining my composure
and kept the tremors at bay. I must say with all due modesty that I
did very well.

I arrived in his office
and my fear was replaced with curious interest. Reinhardt turned
his barracks into a comfortable office. There was no carpeting and
the walls were a dull grey, but the large desk was made from
oak---with a stone black name placard on the front with ivory white
lettering: Karl Reinhardt,
Commandant, the pictures on the walls were
professionally framed, and the painted landscapes were something to
envy. He had an actual bed, not a small narrow bunk. There was a
full bar next to the left wall and his lamps were ornate with
exquisite lampshades never showing any indication of gaudiness,
only sophistication. In front of his desk were two leather chairs,
smaller versions of the large revolving one which he sat in. It
seemed to fit his muscular stature perfectly, as if it was
tailor-made for him.

To his right was a
phonograph, with a small shelf underneath containing various
records, and to his left was a small table where a beautiful
chessboard was placed, with black and clear glass chess pieces
complimenting the set perfectly. The chess set radiated, reflecting
the lamp light from its polished surface, beckoning me to play a
game. Oh, how my heart ached! The record he was playing was
from The Rhinegold, the first opera of Wagner’s Ring Series. My longing turned into
anger. What right did he have to possess such beautiful items? It
was bad enough that the Nazi Party had used my grandfather’s
beautiful music for their perverse hate campaign; but the fact this
man was playing it right in front of one who loves Wagner’s music
made me want to scream. And to flaunt that chess set in my face!
But I knew Reinhardt was unaware of my passions. After all, I was
nothing to him. I was only an insignificant Jew.

He finished his paperwork,
set it aside, and looked up at me. Upon closer examination, the
colonel definitely resembled a boxer; his nose was broken, but not
malformed. The injury added distinction to his face. He also didn’t
look like a typical Aryan; his eyes were a dark brown and his trim,
straight hair was black as night. His uniform was snug on his form,
never bulging. His mature face gave me the impression he was a man
in his middle forties. The sophistication of the office contrasted
with his huge, physical features, which stirred my curiosity even
more.

He studied me for a few
moments, and then turned to the guard. “I’ll be fine. You’re
dismissed.”

As the guard left us
alone, he brought his attention back to me. “I am very interested
in the fact that one of the reasons why productivity is so high
here is because your skills as a doctor are unmatched. I looked at
your file, Doctor Stein. Very impressive,” he said with an
approving nod. “I have a feeling from your look you might have a
question or two to ask me. Please, feel free.”

I stood in complete
attention in front of him with my cap off, listening to him with an
utmost regard for his authority. I have to admit my confusion was
increased. He not only referred to me by my name, and not my
number, he was giving me permission to talk. He communicated to me
like a human being. What is this all
about, I thought.

Then, an answer came to me
as I looked at his face. I felt the shivers creep up my spine,
throughout my entire body. My anxiety, my pain, my loss of powers.
I whispered, “How...?”

“...did I take away your
powers?” He, then, displayed a small smile. There was no sign of
malevolence or wickedness at all within that grin. It was one of
understanding, even sympathy. Only a truly evil man can believably
smile like that, which frightened me even more. “Herr Doctor, did
you actually believe you were the only person in the entire world
with supernatural gifts?”

We both looked at each
other for several seconds without saying a word. I pondered his
question, and I was ashamed to admit it, but I did assume it was
indeed the case. With the exception of my father, I never knew
anyone else with talents like my own, and Father never indicated
there were others. But my confused thoughts were driven back to the
music from Reinhardt’s phonograph. Wagner’s lovely aria floated
through the room like a celestial spirit. Our mutual silence and my
surprise at what was happening were smothering what was left of my
soul. I turned away from him and the first place I looked was his
chess set. He asked, “Do you play as well?”

I was broken from my
trance. “I...I play whenever I have time. I am not a very skilled
player.”

But Reinhardt knew better.
He didn’t need any powers to see the expression of my face. I
stared at the chessboard as a skilled fencer would admire a
balanced saber. Such a divine tool, unworthy to be used by mere
mortals.

He let the lie go and
answered, “I’ve played chess since I was a little one. As I grew
older, I became a champion throughout my early school and
university years. I have even defeated the master strategist
himself: Erwin Rommel,” he added with pride as he leaned back in
his chair, totally relaxed.

I frowned upon hearing
this. I am embarrassed to say I allowed his physical features to
make my judgments. And when he saw this, he laughed. “You didn’t
think I was an educated man, did you? Let me guess, I look like a
laborer, a man who works too much with his hands to have such
superior intelligence. Well, Herr Doctor, you are partially correct
in your assumption. While I was growing up, my family and I were
poor. I could not even pay for an inexpensive chess set. I made up
the chessboard using a cover of a cardboard box. And the pieces? I
used paper squares.

“In order to survive, and
even attempt to save for school, I worked in the lumber mill with
my father as a youth. I was teased and bullied because I didn’t
look like a true Aryan. I built up my constitution and strength to
ward them off. When I grew older, I boxed for prize money. Although
I wasn’t as good in boxing as I was in chess, I became a very
formidable opponent. The money from the cash prizes did get me into
the University. From there on, I strengthened my mind, along with
the powers that were slowly growing within me. So,” he paused with
emphasis. “Not everything is what it appears to be.”

I slowly nodded. “I agree.
If you would pardon my comments, you look more Russian than
German.” I paused, then added, “I wasn’t insulting you, Herr
Colonel.”

He gave off a pleasant
laugh. “I don’t consider it an insult at all. In fact, you are
partially correct. I was told some ancestor of mine was probably a
Russian cossack who invaded Germany and raped some German peasant
girl, thus producing a recurring genetic hint or code which now
appears throughout my father’s ancestral line.” He paused again as
he continued to listen to his phonograph. “Do you like
Wagner?”

I tried my best to hide my
feelings from him, but a small grin peeked through. “Yes, I do. He
is one of my favorite composers. Although, I am most partial
to The Flying Dutchman.”

He thought about my choice
and nodded. “Yes, an elegant piece. Although, too romantic for my
taste. The Ring Operas are more to my liking, but all of his works capture
the true virtues of Germany.”

“Actually, if I may add,
it was hinted that Wagner wrote The Flying
Dutchman as an expression of the plight of
the Jews and the alienation they face.”

He looked at me with
shock, and laughed. “Unbelievable. And people claim the purpose of
the Third Reich is to create propaganda. Ah well,” he said with a
sigh. “It is a shame the Jews would pervert Wagner toward their own
uses.”

“That is odd. I was about
to say the same thing about the Nazi Party.”

His face turned to stone.
I did not know who was more shocked: Reinhardt for what he had
heard or myself for what I had foolishly said. After the shock wore
off, I looked down at my feet. I knew I was going to be shot for
speaking such disrespect about the Fatherland. It would not have
been a surprise if the Commandant himself killed me with his bare
hands.

Instead, I heard pleasant
laughter. I looked up and saw him lean back in his leather throne
guffawing, as if he had heard a joke. He stopped and said, “Well, a
miracle has just happened. A Jew insults the Third Reich right in
front of me, and I have no desire to kill him.”

He laughed again, making
me wonder if it would have been preferable if I had been shot. “Oh,
Doctor Stein. I like
you. Unlike those simpering, passive
cattle out there, you actually displayed honesty and bravery. I
wonder if your powers have anything to do with that,” he asked
himself. “No, you did that on your own. You still think your powers
were taken away from you?”

My eyes widened. The
chronic anxiety changed to slight hope and suspicion. “What? I
still have...?”

“Oh, yes. You still have
your powers. Talents like ours can never be taken away, only
muted.” He said as he stood up, walked up to the bar, and poured
himself what appeared to be brandy. This was the first time I was
really close to him and his stature was immense. I could only
imagine how he fared in the boxing arena.

He turned, swirled his
brandy, capturing the aroma. He leaned on the bar and added, “Let
me explain. I have had powers since I was twelve. These powers
vary: ESP, astral projection, clairvoyance---this particular one
came late in life and is starting to get stronger---and especially
telekinesis. With telekinesis, the general idea is to form our
energies around objects. In my case, the talent is so powerful I
can develop an energy field around another energy source if it is
weak enough. As far as you are concerned, I assume your energy
source is weak because your powers haven’t blossomed yet, but
probably will in a few years. You only have the ability for astral
projection and telepathy. But when it does happen, your potential
for other talents is unimaginable.”

I did my best not to
reveal his errors through my facial expressions and body language.
I let it slip in the past, but was successful this time. He did not
know my other powers came into being and I was determined not to
reveal that fact to him. “How did you discover me?”

He took a sip of his
brandy, taking a moment to enjoy its flavor. “Simple recognition.
The moment I scanned the crowd, your...aura came alive like a star.
I didn’t know how much of a threat you were, so I negated your
powers. I read your file and realized you are the one responsible
for helping and treating the prisoners: both physically and
mentally. I find it extremely noble, Doctor Stein. But I believe
you can use your powers for more worthwhile endeavors than treating
a bunch of sheep suffering from bad dreams.” He smiled as he
meandered to his desk and sat his huge frame into the
chair.

“How do you
mean?”

“When I first discovered
my powers, I couldn’t reveal them to anyone. Germans are a proud,
but superstitious folk and I knew I would have been labeled as a
freak, a warlock. Alienation would have followed, perhaps worse
than that. I had no idea where I received my powers. I didn’t
inherit them from my parents. Therefore, I used them when I had to
and only to strengthen and hone my skills, like a mental workout.
When I graduated from the University, I was immediately drafted
into the Great War.” He paused, allowing the memories to sink into
in, then frowned. “I saw some terrible things happen to my people
during that time, Herr Doctor. When the war ended, I saw Germany
sink into ruin. And the most maddening part of all this was my
powers would not have been able to solve all of Germany’s problems.
This country that I loved so much was dying and so was my sense of
self.

“This man saved me from my
despair.” He pointed behind him to a painted portrait of Adolf
Hitler. “His beliefs made me realize how my powers could be used to
save my country and to eliminate the stupidity I was exposed to in
my village. The Nazi Party is composed of the elite, the superior,
the next evolution of the human race. I instinctively knew I would
be welcomed and exist with a purpose.

“When I joined the SS,
they took an extreme interest, not only in me but the others as
well. Oh yes, there were three of us. Although they were powerful,
they had the misfortune of being hopelessly insane. The medical
researchers studied how I used my powers on them; that is how I
learned to ‘mute’ a person’s powers. Eventually, the other two
became useless hulks and were exterminated immediately. They were
dissected and other diverse tests were performed, and yet, they
couldn’t find the cause as to how they were born with their powers.
They wouldn’t dare do that to me because I was a rare find and a
key to possibly winning the war. So, under the orders of the Fuhrer
himself, I was being used as a test subject, whose abilities were
being analyzed out in the field. I have done brilliantly in battle,
both with my strategy and with my various talents. I caused tanks
to explode, I have astral projected into the enemy bases to observe
their attack plans, and I have done many other actions that have
proven me invaluable to the Third Reich.

“Now, I am here, in a
labor camp which has a high productivity rate, and the prisoners’
health seems to be maintained. The High Command suspected your
people have discovered minerals that might be the cause of the
powers I possess. I was disappointed to see it wasn’t the case, but
that disappointment miraculously transformed into hope when I found
something better.”

He looked over at me
again, this time like a prize ready to be claimed. “I haven’t
informed my superiors about you. If I did, you would have
immediately been sent to Berlin, where they would involve you in so
many tests those fools would probably kill you in the end.” He
chuckled. “Yes, some of the researchers are quite brilliant, but a
majority of them experiment just because they love to play God,
which I find rather disgusting. I’m surprised I survived at all
when I was over there. It will be different with you.” He paused as
he looked at me with his piercing eyes.

“If I had you under my
wing, they wouldn’t examine and dissect you like they did with the
others. I could teach you how to employ your powers even more; and
when your full potential comes, we could both search for more like
us, recruit them and insure that the Reich will last for one thousand years.
All of this could be done without any of us being tested like
monkeys in laboratories. It would be a new beginning for you, a new
future. You will not have to live like an animal in a cage anymore.
If you agree to this, I will give you your powers back and we can
train here at the camp, where no one will know our true intentions
until you are strong enough to escape the researchers.”

Believe it or not, there
was a small part of me that actually considered accepting
Reinhardt’s offer. To work with someone who had the same powers as
I was very tempting. No longer an outcast. To be someone who
mattered in the world without fear, and to grow in such incredible
ways. Oh, and how that monster tempted me. But I have to remind you
this man was extremely magnetic and persuasive. What I have written
so far does not even scratch the surface of the charisma he
radiated when I spoke to him. If the devil lacked charm, Adam and
Eve would not have been banished from the Garden of
Eden.

And at that moment, I was
being offered an apple.

Then, I realized I already
had two things to guide me. I had the spirit of my father, and my
conscience. If I had accepted his offer, I would not only kill all
of my people, but anyone else who was fighting the Nazis. Also,
helping him would mean sharing my true family name to him. That was
one thing I certainly wanted to prevent.

Reinhardt did not know my
clairvoyant and telekinetic powers were more in bloom than he
assumed. And my principles were strong enough to guide me
through.

“I am afraid to accept
your offer would mean the betrayal of my people and anything that
is right. Although the idea of working with another who has the
same talents as I is tempting, I believe I can hide my powers until
it is the right time to reveal them.”

He regarded me with
logical understanding, frightening me again with his subtlety. “I
see. You do realize your powers will still be muted. You are
already suffering from the loss. Imagine how it will be for a long
period of time. I do have enough strength to maintain the hold on
you.”

“As I too have enough
strength to maintain something else: my faith and sanity. Thank
you, but no,” I answered calmly.

He watched me again, then
nodded, actually respecting my decision. I hated when he acted that
way. I wished he would just rant and rave. It was an evil I was
familiar with. “Very well. You may leave.” He picked up another
file on his desk and delved into his work.

Yes, I maintained my
position by resisting his offer, but I left the office shaking with
fear and helplessness even more. The two burning eyes intensified
and when I finally arrived at the infirmary, I collapsed in Heinz’s
arms. I explained to him what had happened and he looked grim. He
took out his old note pad and wrote, This
is just the beginning. It is going to be worse.

I crushed the note in my
hand and ripped it to pieces. I hated being intimidated. I hated
those dreadful feelings of being vulnerable without my powers. Most
importantly, I hated not knowing what Reinhardt was going to
do.

And the four months that
followed, my deepest fears came true.
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When I was young, my
father spoke to me about some of his patients from the First World
War who suffered from morphine addiction. He told me the reason why
they were addicted was because of old injuries sustained during the
war, wounds that could never heal. One patient in particular was a
man who lost his right leg. Although the stump was completely
healed and cured from infection, phantom pains drove his mind into
believing he would always experience the pain. This affliction
turned him to morphine. Seven years after the war was over and
seven years of constant morphine use, this particular patient
wanted to finally end his substance abuse. He asked my father to
help him quit. So, as my father helped out his patients during the
day, he also assisted this man to overcome the nightmares of his
withdrawal. My father allowed me to join him once; and I saw that
living corpse, shaking and yelling at imaginary phantoms, vomiting
whatever food my father had to force down for nourishment, eyes red
with insane pain and need. But my father was strong and patient,
and he was determined not to give up on the man. After two months,
this patient—who was a cousin of mine—defeated his addiction. In
the end, he was a skeleton. His eyes were glassy and weary, as if
he relived his experiences of the War again. He survived,
nonetheless; and I will always remember how he looked during and
after his withdrawal.

What is relevant to this
story is those images were especially burned into my brain as I was
going through the exact same symptoms of withdrawal as a morphine
addict would experience. And the maddening part was I needed even
more help when it came to treating my patients. Heinz did the best
he could. The other orderlies were confused as to why I was so ill
and I told them it was a type of epileptic seizure that had to wear
itself out in time. But they were very suspicious. The shakes, the
burning in the back of my head, and the borderline dementia started
to take control. I would think of my cousin, using him as
inspiration to overcome the loss of my powers and to conquer that
odd form of phantom pain I was experiencing.

Two agonizing months had
passed, but I finally took control of the seizures and could work
with steady hands, giving myself some semblance of hope.

Those two months…God, I
was so frightened. Unlike morphine, my powers were not addictive,
harmful drugs. My powers were my being. I could not understand why
my body was behaving the way it was, as though it were expelling
poisons that had been accumulating over time. Maybe my body was
trying to discharge another type of toxin within my system: doubt.
Doubt in my own self-worth and my potential. Even though I could
work with more composure, my strength had its limits. Waves of ice
surged throughout every part of my body and my spirit, sapping my
energy to move. It was relentless, an eternal chipping at the
foundation of my will. So, for the first and only time in my life,
I contemplated suicide.

Toward the end of the
third month, I was able to focus a little bit more on the
environment of the camp. Productivity had decreased and the morale
was dramatically waning. Young Dieter was a picture of utter misery
as he left for the labor work detail. My lovely lady friend no
longer smiled. When I saw all of them, I realized that my
self-destructive thoughts would be the key in Reinhardt’s victory.
These people counted on me to endure my hardships until salvation
came. After this realization, I banished the last of these suicidal
thoughts and concentrated on coping with the loss of my powers. If
it had to be forever, so be it.

In the meantime, Reinhardt
would walk around and survey the camp. He was in fact surveying me.
Whenever he passed by the window to my bedroom, he would quietly
watch me playing chess with Heinz. Ironically enough, my game had
improved during my withdrawal, resulting in me leading Heinz by
five games. With every victory, Reinhardt would nod with approval
and smile. But he was also observing how I was handling the muting
of my powers. During those first two hellish months, he saw my
suffering as a sign that I would soon yield and submit my loyalty
to him and the Fatherland. When he saw my sudden burst of inner
strength and tenacious stubbornness, he frowned with concern. I was
taking what he was giving to me. Or, more appropriately, what he
was withholding from me. He knew it would be only a matter of time
before I got used to existing without my powers, if I ever thought
that was possible.

At the beginning of
November, I was in a deep sleep for the first time in three months.
It was so cold, but I drifted in total peace. Suddenly, my burning
sensations were intensifying again. I opened my eyes, shaking the
disorientation from my head. I looked around in the staff bedroom
toward the doorway and felt as though my withdrawals were
increasing again to the point of seeing hallucinations.

Colonel Reinhardt, dressed
only in a thin, white shirt—with sleeves rolled up, no less—and
military slacks, looked over me with that subtle, kind smile of
his. It was ten to twenty degrees inside and here he was dressed as
if he was getting ready to go on a spring picnic.

I rubbed my eyes and shook
my head again. He was still there. The burning holes were still in
the back of my head, but my anxiety and shakes were very well under
control. What the hell is going on
here, I thought. As if answering my
question, he motioned his head toward the door, beckoning me to
follow him. I slowly collected my blankets and shoes, trying my
best not to wake the others, and quietly rose from my bunk. When
seeing this, he turned around and went through the closed
door.

I opened the door and
approached Reinhardt, who seemed so relaxed he had his arms crossed
and looked as though he wanted to lean on my desk. Of course, in
his state, it was impossible. He would fall right through it. “Your
astral presence fooled me,” I whispered. “I almost believed you
were actually here.”

“It’s not surprising,” he
said with a voice that echoed as though we were inside a tunnel.
“Only you can see and hear me. Those of us with talents such as
ours seem to be, how I shall say it, on the same frequency. We can
read each other’s thoughts and block them out. We can see our
astral selves, whereas the ordinary, inferior human being can only
see a slight shadow, if anything at all. There are so many things I
can teach you.”

“We already had this
conversation, Herr Colonel.”

He nodded. “I know. And
you have acclimated fairly well with your muted powers, like a
blind man slowly enhancing his other senses in order to compensate
for the loss. Your chess playing skills seem to have improved,
Doctor Stein.”

“What is it that you want,
Herr Colonel?”

His smile deepened. “I
just wanted to show you something. Since you are adapting to your
new condition, I’m a little curious if the others have adapted to
theirs?”

My eyes widened.
“Others?”

“You’ll see what I mean.
But in order to do this, I have to slightly release my hold on your
powers in order for you to astral project. You’ll be able to follow
me undetected.” He closed his eyes and a few seconds later, a surge
of heat rippled through me. I was so overwhelmed by this action I
had to lean on the wall so I wouldn’t fall down. I moved around the
infirmary, feeling my lost energy return to me like a man dying of
thirst, then slowly being given a sip of cool water. I did not
regain all of my powers, but it felt good just to be somewhat
complete again.

I regained my composure
and Reinhardt nodded. “Good. Now, go back to your bed and astral
project here with me. After that, I’ll give you a little tour into
worlds that I like to create. But remember, I am considerably more
powerful than you. If you do anything suspicious, I’ll have your
chess partner shot. I will not tolerate fool-hearted attempts at
bravery. Do you understand me, Doctor Stein?”

I agreed, walked to my
hammock, lied down and concentrated. How wonderful it felt to leave
my body again.

Although I could feel the
energy limits Reinhardt placed on me, I was able to float and walk
through the door and join him with ease. When I was ready, he rose
and glided out through the ceiling. I followed him. We flew higher
and higher. He increased his speed, trying to make me chase after
him. But I refused to allow myself to be a source of his amusement.
Even at a far distance, I was still able to see and follow him. He
finally stopped playing his game and waited for me to catch up; and
when I did, he studied me. “This is interesting. Whenever I am in
astral form, I suit myself in clothes I find pleasing to the eye.
But with you, you still envision yourself as a
prisoner.”

I looked down and was
stunned to see that I was, indeed, dressed in my uniform. I was so
conditioned by my time here that I always thought myself as a
prisoner, even unconsciously. It disgusted me with no end. But what
angered me even more was the fact Reinhardt was the one who
revealed this discovery to me, which abused my ego even
more.

He shifted his attention
to more important things. “Is this not beautiful, Herr Doctor?” he
asked as he slowly spread his arms out, revealing to me our
surroundings as though he was presenting a landscape he had been
painting.

I followed his gaze and
for once I was in agreement with him. With the sun slowly rising, I
was overwhelmed by the beauty of the Alps before me. The sunlight
reflected across the rippled, snowy landscape, giving the
impression I was floating above an active white ocean, whose
drifting power could never be measured. The light reflections on
the face of the mountain ranges were profoundly hypnotic, until my
attention was caught by a single, ugly deformity: Engelstranen. Its
profane black shape was a malignancy on the overall majesty of the
Alps; the crematorium chimneys with its sickening smoke reminded me
of little siphons embedded into some repulsive wound, slowly
draining the life force from this world. After witnessing this
malevolent place in its unyielding, overall obscenity, I turned
away with disgust.

Reinhardt noticed my
displeasure. “You are not satisfied, Doctor Stein? Come, time is
short.” We drifted down toward the camp and as we got closer, we
flew through the ceiling of the men’s barracks. We floated above
the rows of bunks, where every prisoner was howling in their sleep.
They were flapping about like dying fish. The most sickening part
about this sight was when people have nightmares like that, they
usually wake up. It was not so with the prisoners. They were
experiencing some unspeakable horrors from which they could never
escape. It was unbearable. When I looked toward Reinhardt, he
displayed a sadistic smile. “Impressive, don’t you
think?”

I flew toward him. “What
are you doing to them?”

He shrugged. “Why, the
same thing you’ve been doing upon your arrival.” He paused as he
looked at the emotional pain he was causing. Then, he flew at such
a phenomenal speed into the mind of Dieter Kronenberg.

Although it was common not
to feel any sensations when one was in an astral state, I felt my
soul chill. With great hesitancy, I followed him. Unfortunately, my
powers were still in a state of growth. I could not psychically
link as quickly as Reinhardt. I hovered above Dieter for a moment,
concentrated, and then entered his mind.

Suddenly I was a visitor
in Dante’s version of Hell, with Reinhardt in the role of
Satan.

Around me was a room
consumed by violet fire. I was standing next to Reinhardt as we saw
a screaming Dieter being restrained by a group of horned demons
dressed as Nazis. In front of this group was another group of Nazi
demons slowly torturing various members of Dieter’s family.
Beatings, burnings, and eviscerations were performed on his father,
mother, brothers and sisters, yet they did not die. That was
Dieter’s nightmare: to see his family tortured endlessly without
any possibility for death.

My rage had reached its
limit. “Stop this! Damn it, stop this right now!” I screamed as I
leapt on Reinhardt. But the moment I made contact, a shock ripped
through me, propelling me against the flames of the burning room.
Since I was connected with Dieter’s mind, I felt searing pain on my
back.

The Colonel answered in a
frighteningly calm way, “That was not very wise, Herr Doctor. When
two or more travelers make contact with each other and are not
prepared for it, one or both of them risk overloading their energy
outputs. I have more experience in handling matters such as this;
but since you don’t, you suffer.” He paused as I slowly rose, still
cringing from the burns. He looked at the brutal spectacle before
us. “I was amazed to discover what kinds of paradises you were
creating for them. When I asked them who the source of their joy
was, they only referred to you as their ‘Angel of Hope.’ I find it
fascinating you would conceal your identity from your own people.
You do so even now.” He pointed toward me. I have been used to
concealing my soul when entering a person’s mind that I transformed
into my glowing white form without even noticing it, as though it
were a reflex.

“So,” he continued. “I
decided to let my imagination create my own little paradise, and
then allow the subject’s fear to take over after that, doing all
the work for me. The only difference between you and me is because
of your own inexperience, you could help only three people at a
time. I, on the other hand, can enter and create visions for every
Jew in the camp, with hardly any drain at all.”

I looked at him with such
hatred and disgust. “Leave them alone. This is between you and me.
They are innocent.”

Reinhardt glared at me.
“Innocent? People like him.” He pointed to the sobbing form of
Dieter. “People like myself are the innocent ones. Your kind are
the destroyers of everything that is pure. Why do you think I’m
trying to help you see the reason of it all? Come, follow me.” He
faded away. As I started to join him, Dieter’s screams continued to
hammer into my mind. “Der Hoffnung Engel. Please!”

We left the men’s camp and
the moaning that accompanied it. When we flew toward the women’s
camp, I stopped as I heard the shrieking. “No! I know what you are
going to show me. I will not do this.”

Reinhardt only smiled. “I
think you do want to see it, Herr Doctor. You want to know how much
power I have. But, most importantly, you want to know the potential
you might possess.” He floated through the roof. I had no choice
but to follow.

The volume of the
screaming increased as we hovered above the many bunks. Reinhardt
drifted above the prone, thrashing bodies until he found a woman
whose mind he could enter. When I discovered who he chose, I
shouted “No! Not her!” But it was too late. He entered the mind of
my lovely lady friend; and, as before, I flew after him.

I am a scientist. It is
necessary for me to be detached and unemotional when witnessing
certain injuries that would disturb an untrained eye. The only
thought is simple analysis regarding the cause of an injury and how
to treat it. I often use this mental discipline when witnessing
acts of violence. This had been extraordinarily helpful at the
camp, where every kind of brutal behavior happened all the time. As
time went on, I would scientifically report violent crimes and the
motives behind them for my files here at the Institute. When one
deals with cases such as those, one has to maintain a high level of
objectivity and state the facts without emotionalism.

However, as I entered my
lady friend’s nightmares, I was witness to the most vile, depraved,
sickening, evil deeds of violence that have ever been inflicted
upon a woman. She experienced unspeakable things I never knew were
possible. Right now, I am placing my scientific objectivity aside.
I cannot—and will not—report in this journal what I saw. Only my
nightmares will keep them alive till the day I mercifully die. I
think my silence alone should demonstrate the repulsive imagination
that composed Reinhardt’s mind. The only thing I will say is in
between her various tortures, I heard through her sorrowful
screams, “Eric! Where are you? Help me! Your Angela needs you,
Eric!”

Angela. That bastard
Reinhardt had spoiled what would have been a beautiful moment in
learning her name.

I closed my eyes and
gripped my ears, feeling unending waves of fear, pain, and horror
from her torments. I opened my eyes and I saw Reinhardt sitting in
his leather, office chair. He was a picture of total serenity. He
looked up from the spectacle to me. “Why, Herr Doctor. I didn’t
know you had an admirer.” He chuckled.

I wanted to tear his
throat out, even if it meant my demise. When I approached him, he
faded away. I chased after him as he entered the mind of another
woman. I saw more nightmares come alive around me, but I ignored
them. I wanted that beast. I reached him, and he disappeared again.
I left her thoughts and realized he entered the mind of another
woman. He was baiting me; I did not care. With a blurring
swiftness, I entered and left mind after mind of so many prisoners
in order to catch up to Reinhardt. And with each mind I entered, I
had seen and felt the suffering he had created within their
psyches. I was experiencing some unholy Roller Coaster Calliope of
the Grotesque. I couldn’t keep track as to whose mind I was in; the
imagery of the tortured drowned their identities.

He finally stopped. With
silent elation I reached for his throat. He grabbed my hands and
all modest and subtle composure left him. He was laughing
maniacally. I tried to pull away, but his grip was too strong. My
equilibrium wavered as shots of electrical lightening shot up my
arms. The world spun around, causing me to almost wretch. I then
saw Reinhardt with a hard, brutal clarity. As more scenes of
torture continued, he yelled, “Don’t you feel the power, Eric?
Don’t you? You entered one mind after another without any
concentration whatsoever. Your powers are improving! You’re going
to be a god and you want to help these insects! Why?”

I closed my eyes, trying
to get away from his presence. The vertigo increased to a crescendo
and I saw a flash of white light through my eyelids. Everything
stopped, became still for a moment, and after taking a deep breath,
I opened my eyes. I shuddered in complete horror as I saw
Reinhardt’s eyes immersed in yellow flames. A red aura surrounded
him, and a large swastika was blazoned behind him in the dark
background. Behind me were thousands of Jewish prisoners, all
melted and fused together in an amalgam of fleshy, endless misery.
I nearly wretched as I screamed, “They are my people!”

He looked at me with
puzzlement, still not diminishing his demonic presence. “You want
to protect your people? You want to waste your energies on those
who, if they ever discover who you really are and where your
talents lie, will treat you like a leper? All of these ‘normal
humans’ kill what they fear and don’t understand, Eric. That goes
for your people as well as mine. That is the price we have to pay
for our superiority. Here, let me help you save your people,” he
answered as he released me and called out, “Jewish prisoners! Here
is your savior, your Angel of Hope! Do you want to know who he
is?”

The shapeless mass of
flesh and bone called out with multiple voices.
“Yesssss!”

Reinhardt answered. “Very
well. Your savior is ...”

“No!” I covered his maw of
a mouth. But it was pointless. He snapped his fingers and
everything turned black. Both of us floated in darkness and
Reinhardt’s form transferred back to his normal self. I looked
around my surroundings, confused. Where had all of those prisoners
come from? We were only in one mind. How could the pain and
suffering from all of those prisoners be with us at the same
time?

I looked at Reinhardt’s
cold smile.

That sense of vertigo. The
white flash. It was then when I realized my error. When he grabbed
my arms, we left that last woman’s mind and entered another: his
own. He created all of that suffering to deceive me and increase my
doubt when it came to my people. Reinhardt proved my faith was
faulted.

He shook his head with
pity. “You have no trust when it comes to your own people. If you
strongly believe that your own kind would destroy you if they
discovered your secret, why protect them? They are not worth it. I
may be a sadist, as I have been described, but I am at least honest
with my feelings and desires on where my destiny lies. You protect
people who would kill you in return. They would do this because of
their envy and intolerance for the gifted, the special, the
different. You live in denial. And it is that form of denial where
it will lead to your downfall.”

His words were so calm and
reasonable. There was a perverse truth about them. I knelt in
floating darkness as Reinhardt approached me and looked at me in
the eyes. “When you leave, remember: it doesn’t have to be this
way. If you join me, both of us will signal the beginning of a
glorious future the Third Reich has to offer. The human race will
acknowledge, respect, and honor us. Fear will never appear again.
Our kind will bring about an evolution that might even go beyond
the Reich. And we,” he added as he gently touched my shoulder. “We
will be the pioneers.”

He gently pushed me away
and I drifted out of his mind. I was in such a state of defeat,
totally unaware of my surroundings. I did not need to; Reinhardt,
as always, was in total control. With gentleness, he guided my
spirit through his office walls and allowed it to drift into the
vastness of the ebony skies. I returned to my body, and I slept a
deep, quiet sleep lasting for only two hours until the Kapos
arrived for the morning roll call. I rose from my bed, noticing all
of the other staff members shambling without thought or care.
Heinz, too, looked as if he was witness to the hells that I had
seen through Reinhardt’s imagination. I was about to approach him
when we heard a sudden sound of machine gun fire coming from the
front gate. When it finally stopped, we ran outside toward the
courtyard where all of the Kapos and SS tried to contain us like a
stampede of horses. The guards had to open fire again to regain
control. We stopped running and allowed ourselves to be grouped
together for the morning count. But all of the prisoners---both
from the men’s and women’s camps---were curious as to the source of
the shooting.

Our eyes drifted to the
main gate and we received our answer.

My heart was instantly
shattered into pieces the moment I saw the lifeless, frail body of
Dieter hanging from the barbed wire fence---a broken marionette
whose strings were cut. Although the snow had stopped, there was a
light wind that was breathing temporary life into Dieter’s arms and
legs, swinging them. But the blood raining on the snow from the
gunshot wounds and the cuts caused by the barbed wire betrayed any
notion he was alive.

I bit my lip in order not
to sob. I turned my attention towards Reinhardt’s barracks window.
There he stood, gazing at the spectacle while drinking a glass of
brandy. He looked at me and raised an eyebrow, asking without
words, “Have you seen enough? Will you accept?”

I shook my head and looked
straight ahead as the Kapos began their head count. I felt those
burning eyes in the back of my head once again. The anxiety and the
chills increased, as well as my doubt as to whether I was going to
surrender to his will and be dead of spirit, or maintain my stance
and eventually die of my despair. Either way, my time was
limited.
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The beginning of the end
presented itself on December 22, 1944—Hanukkah.

Almost one month had
passed since my little tour of horrors with Reinhardt, and the
overall physical and emotional morale worsened to its lowest since
I arrived there. More accidental deaths were occurring in the mine,
more sickness, more cases of starvation since rations were cut in
half and productivity had dramatically decreased. The sadistic
campaign by our commandant had been so punctual and consistent that
almost all of the prisoners were afraid to sleep at night. The only
one who had not been afflicted with nightmares was me; I was left
alone on purpose. My true nightmares occurred when I heard the
screams of the sleeping prisoners. I tried to ignore their
dead-like faces in the morning. Reinhardt was very methodical with
his tortures. And on that day, I considered accepting his
offer.

I voiced my thoughts to
Heinz and he emphatically shook his head. He wrote,
Never! No matter what he does to us. If you
accept, everyone will die.

I noticed that the circles
around his eyes were becoming deeper, blacker, and he lost a
considerable amount of weight, which made him appear lean and
unhealthy. “Everyone is suffering here, especially you. I must do
something. In the end, Reinhardt will win.”

He wrote,
He’ll win if you submit. He paused, frowned, then wrote again. He hasn’t been seen since he visited you. Where is
he?

What he said was true and
I found it very disturbing. Reinhardt was not a man to be modest of
his triumphs when it came to cruelty. Before I had time to answer,
an SS guard came in and summoned me to the main office. I noticed
that even the guard looked pale. I instantly knew this meeting was
going to be worse than the previous ones.

I was allowed to enter the
office alone. All of the windows were shaded; the desk light was
the only source of illumination. Wagner’s Lohengrin played on the phonograph,
a beautiful story about an innocent maiden who seeks to restore her
reputation. A young knight offers his help under one condition:
that she wouldn’t ask for his name. Before their wedding, she
unfortunately allows her curiosity to overwhelm her and she does
exactly that. He then reveals his true identity: Lohengrin, a
knight of the Holy Grail. In the end of the opera, he ascends into
the glory of Heaven, while the maiden falls lifelessly to the
ground in total heartbreak. I turned my attention from the
beautiful music to the back of Reinhardt’s leather chair, and when
he spun around, I understood why he had been isolating himself. He
looked terrible, almost like one of the prisoners. His build was
still solid, but the color of his skin was extremely white. His
face was covered with a sheen of sweat, and under his sharp, brown
eyes, were dark circles accenting the pointed features on his face.
The amount of energy Reinhardt had employed on myself and on the
camp for the last month was taking its toll on him, causing the
strain to wear and tear upon him with each passing day. I wasn’t
looking at a man anymore, but a mockery of a wax statue.

As his ghostly stare
drifted toward me, his presence represented such coldness. His face
was a blank wall. I could not tell if he was angry, sad,
indifferent, anything. He just looked at me, as if an answer to
some mysterious question that had been plaguing him would suddenly
appear right in front of his eyes. He raised his hand and pointed
toward one of the chairs in front of him. “Please, Herr Doctor.
Sit. I want to talk to you.”

I was bewildered at his
unpredictability. To ask a prisoner, a Jewish prisoner no less, to
sit down in a chair opposite a commandant was unprecedented. I was
not even scared anymore. After a slight hesitation, I did as he
instructed, feeling the wonderful leather cushions contour around
my aching, thin frame. I could have slept in that chair without
even knowing it. All of my pleasant thoughts instantly disappeared
as Reinhardt produced a file from his desk. He held it in his hand
and looked at it rather inquisitively. Then, he aimed his dart-like
eyes toward me.

“It took a rather long
time for my request to come through. This,” he indicated with the
file, “arrived this morning.” He, paused, studying me again.
Although he was under a lot of strain, his piercing attention had
not wavered in the least. “You fascinate me, Herr Doctor. You are
more enigmatic than those at the High Command. I find it rather
confusing, and confusion is an emotion I would rather not
experience. Anger is, well, is more preferable. One always knows
the source of anger and it usually ends. Confusion, I do not like
at all. When I requested your file, those paper pushers in Berlin
were also confused. It is unheard of for a commandant of a labor
camp to seek information on a lowly Jew, precisely because that is
what he is: a lowly Jew. Still, it finally arrived, and what I
found...” He raised the file higher for me to see. “...is that the
real Dr. Eric Stein was killed during the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising.
It was very easy for you to imitate him; you two look very much
alike. You fooled many, including myself. Now that the game is
over, who the hell are
you?”

His inner power suddenly
revitalized his frame again. Strangely enough, so was mine.
Somehow, in some mysterious way, energy was flowing within the
room—a kinetic energy that was starting to invigorate the two of
us. Unlike Reinhardt, who displayed his increase, I kept it to
myself and stored it for future use. “I think it is irrelevant,
Herr Colonel.”

He softly laughed as he
placed the folder down on the desk. “Oh, I don’t think so. Either
you tell me, or I’ll delve into your mind and find out for myself.
I am granting you the choice of either a civilized conversation or
a brutal interrogation. Please, return the same respect I have
given you.”

I nearly chuckled, then
sighed. I was tired and if he did probe my mind, he would discover
more than I wished for him to see. I closed my eyes and continued
to listen to the libretto of Wagner’s genius, feeling the music and
vocal harmonies seep into me. I opened my eyes and answered, “My
real name is Johann Samuel Wagner.”

Reinhardt just sat there.
I believed that my response was anticlimactic for him. I motioned
toward the phonograph and his eyes narrowed with incredulous
disbelief.

I nodded. “Richard Wagner
was my grandfather.”

He sat there in his chair
in complete silence and looked at me with such intensity I was
surprised I didn’t burst into flames. Then, he appeared
inquisitive, absorbing what I had just said. He finally answered,
“Many years ago, I attended a dinner with the Fuhrer. He spoke
about a certain family he deeply cared for. The Wagners. He was
especially fond of Winifred, who was the composer’s
daughter-in-law. She was married to his son, Siegfried. Their
children, Wolfgang and Wieland, called the Fuhrer ‘Uncle Wolf.’ The
entire family provided our leader a family that he never had. Now,
as I recall, a ‘Johann’ was never mentioned.”

“Because they never knew
about my family. Both Richard Wagner and Batya Mavitz kept their
affair a secret. I am his illegitimate grandson.”

He straightened up in his
chair, his frown becoming even more distinct. “Mavitz? That sounds
... no.”

I nodded. “Yes. She was a
Jew. My grandmother was a Jew and Richard Wagner had an affair with
her.”

Reinhardt absorbed as much
information as he could. He started to chuckle. “How can you tell
such fantasies?”

“They are not fantasies,
Herr Colonel,” I quickly answered. I was getting even more weary
with his skepticism. “A man whom your Fuhrer perceives as the
driving force for the ultimate anthem of the Third Reich did
actually have an affair with a Jew, and not out of lust. Believe it
or not, it was love.”

As I said this last word,
he scoffed. He became contemplative once again. It was at this
point, I saw a look I have never seen on him before: conflict.
“Tell me all that you know. Everything. Please.”

When I heard him make this
request, I started to sense a little of genuine respect from him.
How could I not tell him the truth? There was no harm; and at the
time, I was hoping to generate some conscience within this man. I
began to speak, almost picturing the drama that unfolded within my
mind’s eye. “It happened in Paris, the beginning of 1861. Richard
was attempting to conduct a revised version of his
Tannhauser at the Paris
Opera. His first wife—Minna—finally left him. While being
constantly hounded by numerous creditors, he was in the beginning
stages of writing The
Mastersingers. And during that time, he
met a twenty-five-year-old woman named Batya at a café.

He, a forty-one-year-old
man, was instantly charmed by her dark, youthful beauty and her
quiet intelligence. Her appearance was quite bohemian in nature;
she had strong characteristics, very refined and sophisticated. It
was more than infatuation or common lust. Both of them slowly fell
in love. She calmed his mercurial temperament and he revealed to
her the mysteries of his creativity and his passion for his music.
Richard was so enthralled with his beloved that he felt foolish; he
never asked her what her name meant. When she said it was Hebrew
for ‘Daughter of God,’ Richard was stunned. Batya, with great
reluctance, revealed that her last name was Mavitz. My grandfather
experienced such contradictory feelings; he had no idea what he was
going to do.

“As we both know, Herr
Colonel, my grandfather was a staunch anti-Semite. Even with the
creation of The Flying
Dutchman, he believed Jews were a constant
threat to the creative growth of the civilized world. During his
early years in Paris, many Jewish composers were being chosen for
commissions over him. In Richard’s eyes, Jews were over-privileged
parasites. Meeting Batya shattered any preconceived notions he had
about my people. Batya was the picture of unconditional love. She
was not his subservient paramour who was overwhelmed by his genius,
as a lot of his lovers were. She was supportive to his needs, which
included, simply, a woman’s true love. My grandmother was far ahead
of her time. According to my father, she was a freethinking, yet
devoted woman. A rare discovery.

“Richard finally convinced
himself she was indeed the true love of his life, and he abandoned
his hateful feelings for the Jews. For almost a year, they were
inseparable. As Richard continued to write his opera and sought
amnesty back into Germany, Batya continued to expand her own
horizons with the genius that he demonstrated through his music.
She loved the romantic The Flying
Dutchman and he even did the unthinkable:
he shared his ideas and thoughts about an opera series that not
only dealt with the Norse Mythology, but also involved a modern
examination of the human psyche. This opera series would be his
famous The Ring of the
Niberlung.

“Both of them lived in
total bliss throughout the year, until Batya suddenly disappeared.
She left a small note on his piano. She wrote, ‘Please forgive me,
but by leaving you, I would be saving your life and, most
importantly, your destiny. The flame that composes my love for you
will always remain ablaze within my soul. Please, use the same
flame of love within you to flourish. Love always,
Batya.’

“Richard did flourish, but
not in the way that she wished. My grandfather’s heart was
decimated. From his point of view, he was used and manipulated once
again. Love didn’t fuel his work, only his anger, bitterness, and
hatred. His disgust for the Jews intensified even more. In 1862, he
married Cosima Liszt, Franz Liszt’s daughter. And throughout his
life, he followed Batya’s wishes: he succeeded in fulfilling his
destiny as one of the most famous composers in Germany, if not the
world.

“But again, he didn’t do
it for love. His creativity was enhanced by the sorrow of his loss;
and when a man loses something dear, he is susceptible to weakness.
His particular weakness was simple hatred.”

Reinhardt sat composed,
fingers intertwined and eyes full of attention. “And
Batya?”

I smiled sadly. “Yes,
Batya. The true reason for her leaving was because of a secret she
never told him about. She possessed a number of paranormal talents,
special powers she was born with. She was also involved in Cabalism
and Mysticism, always seeking knowledge and wisdom to nurture her
powers. One day, a farmer whose son was dying of typhus approached
her. He was poor and begged her for money so he could afford
medicine and treatment. Her abilities as a healer caused her to be
drawn to this boy. Just by using her empathic powers, she knew
simple medicines would not be enough. Therefore, she made the
decision to expose her healing talents in order to save him. She
combined her paranormal empathic talents with her mystic herbs. She
extracted the disease from the boy and channeled it into her own
body. With a dose of her energy, she expelled it from her. The
process was so draining she almost fell into unconsciousness, but
she maintained enough stamina for her survival. The boy and the
farmer were stunned at this display and were eternally grateful.
She left them and returned to Paris.

“But she knew word would
spread about her powers. Although the farmer was a kind man, there
were those who were not as open minded about her being a Jew, much
less a practitioner in what some circles would call the Black Arts.
If the ignorant and fearful discovered Richard's involvement with
her, his destiny in being a world-renowned composer would never be
fulfilled. You see, Batya was also a precognitive. She predicted
that in some manner, Wagner’s music would have an enormous impact
on the world. Realizing her association with Richard would lead to
their deaths, Batya, like Senta did in The
Flying Dutchman, sacrificed her own
happiness for the life of the one she loved.

“She arrived in Germany
and was about to return to her birthplace of Austria. But she was
pregnant with Richard’s child. In 1862, she was forced to stay in
Stuttgart to give birth to my father. They both traveled to
Austria, where she remained for the rest of her days. She raised
her son as a Jew, and since he also had powers, she taught him all
she knew about the responsibility behind practicing such talents
and skills. He grew up to be one of the most prominent physicians
in Austria. He took care of Batya until she died of a heart attack
at the young age of fifty-six. My father traveled around Europe,
trying to find a place where he could actually stay for a long period of time. Even
though he used his father’s last name, he was very proud of his
Jewish heritage. He was at times alienated and assaulted, not only
for his background, but also for using his talents to heal the
sick. Later, he used his powers more discreetly and eventually
returned to his homeland, Germany, at the age of fifty-three. He
established a practice in Berlin and six years later, married a
forty-year-old widow named Heidi Richmond, who also shared his
Jewish faith, if not his powers. She gave birth to me, for whom I
had inherited my father’s powers and talents. We all used Richard’s
last name, but we never revealed our secret to anybody. We stayed
there until we were banished by our own people whose principles
were perverted by your Reich.”

Reinhardt continued to sit
with interest in my story. His color had returned and he looked
considerably healthier. Ironically, I was so involved in my own
tale that my strength had increased to an almost normal level. I
still felt the two burning eyes in the back of my head, restricting
my powers; but for once, I did not feel totally
incapacitated.

He finally answered. “What
happened to your parents?”

“Victims of the Chelmno
trucks. I escaped and I ended up here.”

His eyes lit up. “Were you
responsible for that bizarre escape almost a year ago? The necks of
those guards were literally crushed into powder. And the way you
displayed those bodies,” he said with a small chuckle. “One night
when I visited a Berlin bar, the Commandant from Chelmno told me in
confidence that he hasn’t slept the same ever since.” His chuckles
continued as I sat there in disgust remembering what I had done.
“Herr Doctor, you realized your potential long before you met
me.”

“That is true, which is
the reason why I chose my path as a healer.”

He dismissed my comment
with a wave of his hand. “Whatever the case may be, you possess
more than you realize.” Reinhardt absorbed more of my story. “I
have to admit, I was skeptical with your family secret. But you
described your history in such specific detail.” He shook his head.
“I couldn’t decide if you were a very creative liar, or you were in
fact telling the truth. You are not the type of person to lie about
such things. I believe you, Herr Wagner. However,” he paused, as if
trying to find the appropriate words. “Your story, especially the
part regarding the love letter by Batya, was so specific I began to
wonder. All of those details regarding how your grandfather, were
they told to you by your father...or by the spirit of Wagner
himself?”

Even as I write all of
this now, I still scold myself for letting my guard down by
revealing my other powers to Reinhardt. I was so angry at my
mistake I could not even answer. The colonel smiled as he
continued, “You’re clairvoyant, aren’t you?”

I hated talking to him. I
was afraid of any other secrets he might trick from me. He wasn’t
even using his powers; and yet, he discovered my talent of seeing
and communicating with the dead. Still, there was no point in
holding it back. Or, I thought at the time, there was
no holding back when it came to my communication with
Wagner. “That
talent is extremely intermittent. I saw him only once. I have never
spoken to him since. Perhaps he has no desire to talk to me
anymore.”

“What did he say to you?”
he asked. He moved himself closer on his desk, excited about the
new discovery.

I shrugged. “He told me
what I told you. That was it. He was pleased about his music
maintaining its popularity. However...”

He waited in anticipation.
“Yes?”

“His joy was bittersweet.
He felt another emotion when the subject of his life came up:
regret. He regretted not looking for Batya, for she was easy to
find. But he allowed his emotions to cloud his reasoning, letting
his hate to consume his soul, not only for the Jews, but for all of
those he thought were against him. Wherever he is now, Batya is not
with him. Only his grief,” I said. I sat there, pitying my
grandfather’s fate. When I first spoke to him, I was too young to
grasp what he was trying to convey. Yet, as I sat in Reinhardt’s
office, I finally understood the sorrow my grandfather felt. Such a
despairing man. I held my head with one hand as I leaned back,
weary and sad.

Reinhardt listened in
silence. I looked up and saw sympathy in his eyes. I sat up
straight. “Have I answered all of your questions, Herr
Colonel?”

He sighed, showing slight
weariness as well. “Your tales have a draining effect about them,
Herr Wagner. I, too, tried to communicate with the spirits,
especially deceased war heroes. But, I can’t reach them,
only...other people.” He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Before
I had a chance to pursue that topic, his behavior immediately
returned to his old, dangerous self. To my dismay, all sympathy
left him and that same subtle, evil smile returned. “I am extremely
relieved you are not one hundred percent Jewish. I shuddered at the
thought that a person of any race, especially the Jewish race,
could possess powers such as mine. I do believe you inherited your
powers from Wagner, not Batya.”

I was astounded at this
man’s denial. My own restraint at his behavior surprised me even more. I kept my
composure and said, “No, he told me he did not possess any such
powers like Batya’s. If he did have any potential, it was guided
toward another talent: his music. Nothing more.”

And again, he waved his
hand in dismissal. “Regardless, you have the genetic structure of a
genius. I am puzzled about one thing. That Jewish witch may have
tarnished your genetics, but your superior Aryan genes would have
prevented you from being imprisoned, and possibly saved your
parents’ lives. Surely they knew this. Why did they withhold this
information, and, of all things, display their Jewish beliefs?
Didn’t you realize you could have used your name as a key that
would have lead directly into the Reich itself, like your other
relatives? Only, in your case, you and your father could have
easily ushered an easy victory for our Fuhrer.”

With a small sad smile, I
nodded. “You have just answered your own question. Although I am
not ‘one hundred percent’, as you say, I am still a Jew, raised
with principles that do not associate with those as evil as
yours.”

His eyes leveled at me.
“Watch your mouth, Herr Wagner.”

I suddenly laughed in a
quiet, yet insane way. I calmed down and whispered, “Oh, I do. You
told me I was like you. I am simply revealing the truth. Have you
not been listening at all about what Richard’s life was
like?”

“I have. Your story
indicates to me that although he was faulted and allowed himself to
be beguiled by a cabalist whore, he regained his good senses again
by expressing, through his music, the glory of the German Race and
the evil that the Jews are trying to spread. And it is your duty to
carry on his name and his beliefs. The genetics you have inherited
from Wagner himself should override every Jewish influence your
various family members tried to contaminate you with.”

I laughed even more. “My
God, Karl! Do you actually believe what you are saying, or is this
propaganda part of a script those fools in Berlin have written for
you?” His eyes turned ice cold. He couldn’t believe I actually used
his first name. And before he had a chance to respond, I continued.
“Like all humans, including ‘superhumans’ such as ourselves,
Richard was a faulted man. His dislike turned into obsessive
hatred, always casting the Jews as the villains of civilized man,
ignoring the fact he was allowing a weakness to destroy his
soul.

“And what is so ironic is
that Hitler perverts Richard’s music so much for his campaign of
hate he doesn’t even recognize
the messages that are implied in
The Ring! Do you know
how it ends?” He was silent, his face becoming sallow with each
moment I spoke. “In the last opera of the series, the King of the
gods, Wotan, realized his power---the same power which has caused
so much mayhem and death around him---was finally going beyond his
control. With these uncontrollable powers of his, as well as the
mysterious force of nature no man or god can ever harness, Wotan
discovered that in order for life to evolve in all capacities,
Valhalla and all of the gods must be destroyed. And after doing
this, the Earth was created in its pure, untainted form.

“Now, you tell me this,
Karl. Your Fuhrer thinks of himself as a god. He is causing all of
this mayhem, thinking he can control the natural order of things.
If he is such a smart man, your Fuhrer, why does he not recognize
Wagner’s message that no one can truly be in total control when it
comes to power, and to do so would mean self-destruction? Wagner is
Hitler’s idol. Would he not be able to learn this lesson from his
idol and stop his own hunger for power? Of course not. And the
simple reason for this is because he is an ignorant man. And you,”
I continued as I pointed my finger at him. “You are behaving like
Siegfried in the opera: a man who does not understand what is going
on, who allows his gullibility to blind him, resulting in him being
a pawn and is eventually destroyed in the end.

“You allow your past—your
mistreatment from your fellow townspeople—to create a type of hate
that is frightening, even more so because you have powers. Even
though my own people fear me, I refuse to let bitterness and hatred
to conquer who truly I am. The fact that you---an intelligent,
strong survivor---abuse your talents in such despicable ways as a
catharsis just proves to me you are not evil. The evil is only the
symptom. It proves that you are just as backward as those people
who tormented you.”

Although I was
surprisingly calm and collected while speaking to him, my ears were
hot with rage. I stood up against this sadist and I felt
rejuvenated for the first time in months. I looked at him coldly,
and he returned my stare with equal ferocity. He clenched his fist
when I remarked about his past, and he looked as though he was
going to burst, either verbally, physically or with his powers. If
he chose the last of the three, I knew I was a dead man.

Instead, he just sat
there, licking his dry lips. “I have killed many who have done less
than what you have just said,” he whispered.

I refused to be daunted. I
spread out my hands in surrender. “Then what is stopping you? What
is the reason why you cannot do it?” I waited for an answer. But he
just sat there, almost helpless. “I know why, Karl. Because you and
I are two sides of the same coin. Two men with incredible talents.
Two men who have been abused by society because of fear. One chose
compassion, the other chose hatred. If you kill me, it would be as
though you would be killing yourself...or, more precisely, killing
what you might have been. And for that, I feel sorry for you,
Karl.”

I stood up, without his
permission. I walked out of his office, without his permission. And
I walked alone to the compound, without his permission. Throughout
each action, my whole body shook with a combination of adrenaline
and simple terror. With each step I took, I waited for either a
bullet to enter my brain, or for those burning eyes to engulf my
head with some kind of unholy fire. Neither situation occurred. As
I walked toward the infirmary, I slowly turned my head and saw the
tall form of Reinhardt looking at me with admiration, and even
envy.
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After telling Heinz what
had occurred, he smiled with pride and gave me a big hug. He
wrote, Very proud of you, standing up
against that bastard.

“I just made him angrier.
Your nightmares will continue.”

He shrugged and
wrote. Then, I won’t sleep.
I laughed as he continued writing,
Sooner or later, he’ll deplete his energy and you
will win in the end.

“I don’t know. I feel so
guilty for what is happening to all of you, and especially for what
happened to Dieter. I just wish I could explain my situation to
everybody, maybe make their pain better.”

He shook his head. He
wrote. Too soon. Their fears will drive
them to kill you in order to make the nightmares stop. Can’t take
the chance in thinking that they won’t.

I understood his
reasoning, but I so wished I could reveal this secret to my people.
Maybe we underestimated them. Still, I was more worried about what
Reinhardt would do next.

As nighttime approached, I
was surprised to hear he was allowing a Hanukkah celebration to
commence throughout the camp. Everyone at the infirmary was allowed
to actually break curfew and join the rest of the prisoners. When
we arrived, all Jewish prisoners celebrated. We sang songs, we even
danced. And, of course, we prayed that we would be delivered to the
Promised Land. The celebration slowed to an end and my fears
disappeared. Although Reinhardt’s sudden act of kindness made me
wary, the Holiday Spirit generated in me something new, something I
have never felt in years.

That night, I actually
felt victorious.

I slept surprisingly well,
and I found out the following morning the other prisoners did as
well. It was the first good night’s sleep we had in months. I
wondered if my words reached Reinhardt in some way. Heinz hoped he
died in his sleep. I laughed and told him if that were the case, my
powers would have been returned. However, I feared this respite was
the beginning of a new plan. And when Reinhardt summoned me again
later that afternoon, I knew I was correct.

I entered his dark office
again and noticed the circles under his eyes were getting deeper,
adding an insane touch to his appearance. He was drinking a brandy
as I stood there at attention. When he beckoned me to sit down, he
said, “Since my arrival, I have noticed you are very proficient in
chess. So am I. It is obvious we are at a stalemate. Neither of us
will submit, nor win. Both of us would expend our energies fighting
each other: me shielding your powers, you pushing at my shield. In
the end, we will both die.”

I nodded. Although I was
adapting to my new situation, I had also been pushing at his
shield, causing him to strain. Both of our energy levels were in
equal power, even though he has had more experience than I.
Eventually, we would burn each other out.

He continued. “Therefore,
I am offering a possible solution, to prove who is truly superior.
I will give you all of your powers back to rest and rejuvenate for
the rest of the day and tomorrow. I also will do the same. At
midnight, we will play a game of chess. If you win, you can
continue to have your powers and do with them what you wish. I will
also stop creating nightmares for the rest of the prisoners. Both
of us will wait out the war together.

“However,” he said with
added vehemence. “If I win, you must submit yourself to me. I will
personally train you and both of us will use our powers to win for
our country. You will always acknowledge the superiority of the
Master Race and your lineage as a Wagner, not a Jew.”

“If I refuse to play your
game?”

He smiled thinly. “Every
single day I will torture and execute five prisoners. You will
never sleep again because the screams from their pains will echo
for miles. I will do it to the music of your grandfather, making
the experience more enjoyable for me and more hellish for you. I
will make their nightmares become a reality,” he said with a
joyous, snakelike whisper. “I am tired of your eternal
stubbornness. We both know this must end. If I have to burn this
camp to the ground, I will. I’ll even keep you alive, take you to
Berlin, and have you dissected while you are still awake. What
these prisoners will go through will be nothing compared to
what I’ll do to
you.” He paused. “Well, Herr Wagner?”

I concluded that he was
not on the edge of insanity—he had already fallen into its chasm.
“I accept.”

He nodded and laughed with
a crazy staccato. “Now, be sure to rest your powers, because you
are going to need them for the game tomorrow night.” He closed his
eyes.

Before I had the chance to
inquire what he meant, a sudden flood of liquid fire filled my
entire being, even beyond that. Screaming at the shock to my
system, I fell to the floor. Reinhardt responded with a loud exhale
of relief. It took both of us several minutes to recover, and when
we did, we noticed big changes within ourselves. He no longer
looked white and withdrawn with that edge of insanity, and I no
longer felt the burning eyes in the back of my head. Although
fatigued, we were complete again.

He opened his eyes and
nodded. “You’re dismissed.”

I nodded in return. I felt
as though a lightning bolt fueled me. I quickly hurried back to the
infirmary. Heinz noticed the change in me. What the hell happened to him, he thought.

Smiling, I answered, “A
lot has happened, my friend. More than you realize.”

Heinz’s concerned look
turned to surprise, then joy. As before, he hugged me with
pride. He did die after all. We should
celebrate!

I laughed, but only
briefly as I told him about the game. His smile disappeared
instantly and he especially listened to the conditions, the time as
to when it should begin, and especially the possible outcomes. He
shook his head. Anyway you look at this
farce, it isn’t good. If you win, he will kill you because of the
shame of being defeated by a Jew. Having the game late at night is
perfect because no one would be awake to see what is occurring. You
can’t lose on purpose because that is betrayal, of course. For
once, his arrogance is working in his favor. He paused for a moment, then continued, You must escape as before.

“If I did, it would be
Chelmno all over again. I will not have more Jews die from my
hands. Besides, I doubt if I could get away with his energies at
full power again. No, I have to play the game and somehow make
certain that he will not harm anybody.”

How?

I did not know. I thought
of what my options were, and then I remembered those “energy
percentages” again, the same concepts my parents taught me when I
was growing up. An idea came to me, but it was the riskiest and
most dangerous plan either of us had ever thought of. Yet, it
seemed to be the best one.

When I told Heinz, he
vehemently shook his head. No! Absolutely
not! You will, without doubt, die if you use this plan!

“But that is not the
point, Heinz. This man cannot win, and if it means my possible
death, I will do it.”

You might as well place a
gun to your head. No, I forgot. We do not have access to guns. Very
well, go hang yourself. At least we’ll have the satisfaction of
seeing the Commandant go mad with uncertainty, not knowing if he
was a better chess player than you.

He chuckled.

But I stood firm with him.
“I told you there is a huge chance that I might die from this. It is not a
certainty. Remember, regardless of what happens, Reinhardt must
lose in the end. And in terms of the preparation, that is where I
will need your help the most. You know what I mean.”

Heinz struggled with my
reasoning. When he notices you have lost
your aura, the same one he saw when he first noticed you out in the
courtyard, he will discover what happened.

I had forgotten about my
aura. “We will just have to hope he will be too preoccupied with
the game and, most importantly, his own ego. Remember what you told
me when I first came here: facts, figures, money, and power are
what rule their minds. Well, add ego to that, Reinhardt will most
certainly lose in the end, no matter what happens to
me.”

After saying this, I did
not know who I was trying to convince more: Heinz or myself.
Finally, he nodded. Very well, my friend. Whatever happens, I will always be at
your side. We’ll begin now. You rest; I’ll go and make the
arrangements.

As he left, I rubbed my
head from the headache leftover from Reinhardt’s burning eyes. I
definitely needed a respite from my ordeal, and I was about to go
to my bed when I felt an urge to go outside to the compound. I
arrived there and I saw Angela through the barbed-wire fence,
washing her hands during a break. She looked up at me. Her eyes
were so sunken with inner pain from the nightmares she had
experienced. I so wanted to hold her and make her suffering go
away. I soon realized I did not have to for she displayed a tired
smile at me. I smiled back, and we both returned to what we needed
to do. Yes, I
thought. This is the only way. If I do not
survive, maybe she will.

For the rest of that day,
I concentrated on rejuvenating my energy levels for what I knew was
going to be one of the greatest battles I have ever faced. Even
though I was busy working in the infirmary, I felt invigorated with
each passing second. Ah, to be whole again! While I was doing this,
Heinz pretended to be ill and stayed inside our bedroom. But I knew
what he was really doing behind that closed door. For the next two
days, Heinz sketched, then carved and sculpted an exact replica of
my form in the ground underneath the floorboards which also served
as the hiding place for his sketches. The door was locked and only
I had the key. So, whenever the others had to go in, I would knock
on the door, signaling Heinz to cover up his work. I would then
unlock the door and enter, seeing an “ill” Heinz in his bed. I felt
guilty for deceiving my orderlies. But Heinz and I knew we had to
keep our plan a secret until the evening.

On the night of December
23rd,
Heinz gave me a list of trustworthy Kapos. When everyone went to
sleep, I astral projected into their minds—as well as the minds of
my fellow orderlies—and revealed who their “Angel of Hope” was. I
so wanted to tell the rest of the prisoners, but my energy output
was limited. I only had another day to be at full potential in
order for my plan to be effective. I explained to them the general
story about my talents and Reinhardt’s, about how he had been the
source of everyone’s nightmares, the chess game, and my plan to get
everybody out of the camp safely. And as I was explaining all of
this to each Kapo on Heinz’s list, my fears of them turning on me
were even more dreadful than facing Reinhardt. After finishing, I
awaited their alienation and betrayal.

To my relief and joy, they
embraced me.

I informed them on what I
was going to do with the guards, and instructed them to spread the
word to the other prisoners that their “Angel of Hope” would rescue
them. I also stressed to strip the entire camp bare, to abandon
their rags and wear the SS uniforms and any other clothing the
Germans might have in their possession. Thereby, they would be
warm, as well as increase our chances to escape in disguise. But I
also emphasized nobody must kill any of the SS and renegade Kapos
while they were in their vulnerable state. I did this for two
reasons. Firstly, I found it more humiliating for Reinhardt to lose
all of his prisoners while his guards were all “sleeping”
peacefully. The second reason was a more humane one; I was tired of
all of the violence and killing. There were several SS and Kapos
that deserved to be punished, but I was determined to prevent the
butchering of five hundred men and women, even for vengeance sake.
We would be no better than they. I told the Kapos that justice
would triumph in good time. As they listened to my reasoning, each
of them agreed to persuade the rest of the prisoners to follow my
instructions.

By December 24th, I felt
as though I was a new man. But I knew Reinhardt would be feeling
the same way as well. December 24th was about to turn into December
25th: Christmas Day. Although we don’t celebrate Christmas, I began
to possess the same feelings of optimism that I felt on Hanukkah. I
was also nervous. I did not know if my restored powers would not be
enough for my people to succeed. Ten minutes before midnight, I
focused like I have never done before. With meticulous care, I
forced one half of my innermost spiritual energies out of my body,
shooting them into the heavens like a cascade of comets. I guided
them to every Nazi and corrupt Kapo in the camp, instantly muting
them in place. The only exception was Reinhardt; his powers were
too great to be affected. My plan would have been ruined if I
touched him. I only prayed he did not sense the power surge. After
the camp was frozen in a stasis, I placed a post-hypnotic
suggestion to awake in forty-eight hours. Unlike being in constant
connection with them like I was with the guards at Chelmno, this
hypnotic suggestion would hopefully do all the work for me. I
rested for a few minutes and both Heinz and I looked out the
window.

We sighed with relief as
we saw all of the guards frozen in place. I moved back to my bed,
very weak from my energy transferal. I had to perform one final
task before my appointment with the Commandant.

I sat on my bed and Heinz
lifted the planks from the floor, revealing the earthen replica of
my body outline. It didn’t have any of my specific facial features,
but it was perfectly symmetrical to my height and form. I kneeled
down on the floor, looked at the sculpture for a moment, then laid
down next to it. I closed my eyes and concentrated again with my
breathing. Although it took a little more effort than before, I
astral projected out of my body. Without any pretense or
hesitation, I pivoted and dived into the clay sculpture, supplying
it with most of my remaining energy.

Under normal
circumstances, I would have seen a variety of images that were
contained within a person’s psyche. However, since I was inside an
inanimate object, I did not know what to expect. To my horror, I
only saw black. Nothing. I was in a void and I could not move at
all. Then, I heard a hum, a low drone. Seconds later, I opened my
eyes, seeing a stunned Heinz looking over me. My God! You did it, my friend.

I raised my arms and
pulled myself from the earth like a corpse reawakening from its
slumber. I stood for a moment, maintained my balance and flexed my
hands. No feeling or sensation of any kind. I spoke, hearing my own
voice. The entire experience of literally existing as a golem was
so odd. This “movable spectator” feeling was similar to my astral
travels with regard to only sight and hearing being the only
functional senses. Yet, it felt somewhat restrictive, even
claustrophobic. Heinz showed me a mirror. My powers gave me the
coloring and detail of my true flesh and blood body. As long as
Reinhardt did not touch me and discover my clothes were in fact
made of earth, my secret was safe. I looked down at my actual body.
Although breathing, it was considerably pale. I have to admit, I
was quite disturbed seeing myself in such a state. If one has to
use the “energy percentages” again, 50% was used for the guards and
45%was used for the golem, leaving a meager 5% to sustain my body
in a coma-like state. When Heinz and I left the infirmary, the
orderlies took my body—which was wrapped up in an abundance of
blankets—and approached a truck near the front gate. They proceeded
to waken the rest of the camp. With a new sense of joy, all of the
prisoners scavenged everything, except for Reinhardt’s office where
the chess game was to be played. They took special care not to
create any excessive noise which would stir his suspicion. I nodded
to Heinz, indicating it was time for him to take charge of the
evacuation. I turned around and slowly marched to Reinhardt’s
barracks. During my walk, I noticed there were those who wanted to
kill the immobile SS and the traitors. Yet, my loyal friends
persuaded them that if they left the Germans alone, I would
guarantee their safety. They all reluctantly agreed and continued
to strip the camp.

Upon entering his office,
I noticed Reinhardt looked refreshed as well. His composure was
relaxed, his color a healthy tone and he was dressed in his usual
grey military slacks and white shirt, with the sleeves rolled up.
He was also smoking a cigar and drinking a glass of brandy. Instead
of the two leather chairs that faced his desk, a nicely sized,
round table was prepared and covered with a burgundy, velvet cloth.
On each opposite side of the table was a leather chair.

But I felt slightly ill at
ease. The chess set was missing.

I looked up. “Where is
it?”

Reinhardt gave that
secretive smile again as he finished his brandy. “We don’t need it,
Herr Wagner. We will be playing our game in here.” He pointed at
his head. When it was obvious that I had no idea what he was
talking about, he explained. “We will play a life-sized game of
chess in the unconscious state. We will link and both be in our
astral projection forms. It will make our game a little more
exciting.”

If my golem had a heart, I
knew that it would be racing with such intense anxiety. Reinhardt
would instantly discover my plan if he tried to astral project into
my mind. “I do not have enough energy to play chess like that.
Please, let us play normally and our chances for a challenging game
would be better.”

He chuckled as he
approached the table. “You underestimate yourself, Doctor Wagner.
Your skills will not diminish. On the contrary, our new atmosphere
might stimulate the game even more. Also, with the exception of the
guard outside this door, I dismissed my staff for tonight so we
definitely will not be disturbed. Now, please sit.” He extinguished
his cigar and sat down.

I sat at the other end and
placed my hands on the table, palms down. In my present state, I
could not feel the smooth material of the cloth. I tried my best to
hide my uneasiness. “Very well. Whose mind shall we
use?”

“Mine, of course. You will
link into my mind. I can create a more stimulating environment for
our match.”

Perfect! Absolute
perfection. I tried to restrain my excitement. Yes, my energy
output would place me in a very dangerous situation, but it was
more preferable than the alternative of being discovered. It was to
my best interest not to look relieved in front of Reinhardt. I
began to fidget in my chair.

He noticed my agitation
and smiled reassuringly. “I give you my word of honor this will be
a genuine game; no tricks, Herr Doctor. To do otherwise would
defeat the purpose as to why we are playing tonight.” He, too,
placed his hands on the table, palms down. “Would you like to have
a drink of water before we begin? Maybe it will help you
relax.”

I nearly laughed. “No,
thank you.”

He nodded. “Let’s begin.
I’ll see you inside.” He smiled as he closed his eyes and
concentrated.

I looked around the room
to see if everything was quiet and still. When I felt I was ready,
I followed him. As usual, my astral projection was successful, but
I started to weaken. I looked down at my shell and noticed that it
still maintained its overall integrity. I knew once the game began,
it would not be for long. I turned to Reinhardt’s body, and with
added meditation, I linked into his mind.

An infinite amount of
colors and images flashed through my eyes before contact was firmly
established and my destination reached. I floated in an endless
burgundy void, the same color as the tablecloth. Littered
throughout the area were clouds. They were above my head, below my
feet, everywhere.

Lying in front of me was
the most gigantic chessboard I have ever seen. Although actual size
cannot be measured in that state, I would have to roughly estimate
it was an even 80 X 80 feet, equally proportional. Each black and
white square was flawless to perfection, no markings or blemishes
at all. Floating beside me and on the opposite end of the
chessboard were huge thrones. Reinhardt was sitting at the other
end. “How do you like my creation, Herr Doctor?”

I have to confess it was
an incredible sight to see. It takes a very creative mind to
generate that much detail. I was honestly impressed with
Reinhardt’s ingenuity in producing an alternative
universe.

“Very well done, Herr
Colonel.” I sat in the chair. Because I was connected with his
mind, I was able to feel the wonderfully seductive sensations from
the throne. It felt so comfortable. I could have reclined in that
womb forever. I was so glad to be released from the golem’s
body.

Reinhardt smiled at my
approval. “Good. What kind of music would you like to
hear?”

I was ecstatic. The more
energy he expended, the better. “I would very much like to hear
some Beethoven, Chopin, Mozart, and some others that strike your
fancy. This is, after all, your universe.”

He laughed. “This is your
universe as well. Still, I like your choices.” He snapped his
fingers and the slow, leisurely chords of Schubert’s Ninth Symphony
began. After savoring the melodic sounds of the horns and
woodwinds, Reinhardt closed his eyes in a state of pleasure.
Minutes later, he opened them and said, “Now, the chess
pieces.”

I looked upon his side of
the board and human sized figures slowly appeared. They solidified
even more and I was disgusted when I saw that he dressed the
figures in Nazi garb. All of the pawns were SS soldiers, the rooks
were German panzers, the knights were Herman Goering and Erwin
Rommel, the bishops were Josef Goebbels and Heinrich Himmler, the
queen was a lovely blond woman---who I later learned was Eva
Braun---and the king was Hitler. The pawns were all carrying
submachine guns and the main pieces wore pistols (except the tank,
of course). Looking at those pieces, I felt as though a sacrilege
had been performed.

But I didn’t react to his
action. I simply concentrated and created my pieces in the simplest
way: they were all shepherds, with only staffs as their
weapons.

Reinhardt frowned. “Oh,
come now, Herr Doctor. Surely you could produce something
more...innovative.”

I simply smiled at him. To
create anything more detailed would drain my powers at an increased
rate. “I like to rely on symbolism, rather than the
flamboyant.”

He raised an eyebrow at my
sarcasm. “Very well.” He, then, wiped his face clean of any
emotion. “You’re white. You may begin.”

I looked on the board. I
mentally summoned my center pawn to move two spaces forward.
Hearing my command instantly, it walked two spaces. Reinhardt
responded by moving his center pawn two spaces as well, with each
pawn facing each other. The formalities were finished after that.
The battle of the minds had begun.

Like Reinhardt’s universe,
time stretched out into infinity. It seemed we were playing for
several hours: eight, ten, fifteen, it was hard to tell. Our minds
were in a constant state of activity and resolution. I have never
competed in a game as hard as that one. To this day, Reinhardt was
the most challenging, intuitive player I have ever faced. There was
an unorthodox cleverness to his tactics. However, as part of my
psychological warfare against Reinhardt, I emotionally took the
wind out of his sail by not expressing the same reactions as he did
during certain times of the game.

The best examples occurred
when we would take each other’s pieces. Every time he would take
one of mine, he would increase the drama of the moment by having
his piece take out its gun and riddle it with bullets. As far as
the rook was concerned, the tank would blow my figure to bits. In
the end, the corpse of my fallen piece would dissolve away into
nothingness. Whenever I captured one of his pieces, I simply had my
figure tap the point of its staff on the opposing figure and it
would disappear. No violence. No blood. Nothing. This mundane
action infuriated my opponent even more that I was not sharing his
excitement for the game. In actuality, though, I was doing it out
of necessity.

We must have implemented
every tactic known to the history of chess. We used some common
textbook moves along with unorthodox strategies both he and I
conjured on the spot. One maneuver I remembered using near the end
of the game was sacrificing my bishop to lure a rook into a
position where it could not escape from my knight. After taking his
rook, he moved the Himmler figure diagonally to take my knight. But
what he did not see, and I was very surprised that he did not
notice the trap, was he was so concentrated on the major pieces he
had a bad habit of overlooking the pawns. With a small smile—my
first expression in the entire game—I moved my pawn and took his
bishop. I called these series of moves, “The Kronenberg Maneuver,”
named after poor Dieter.

Reinhardt became enraged
after losing these pieces and we played even more aggressively. I
grew weak from the energy depletion. I knew I was going to lose my
concentration, but my strength and my faith drove me to continue.
At the very end of the game, only seven pieces remained on the
board. For myself: the king, bishop and two pawns. For Reinhardt:
his king, queen and rook. And it was my move.

I felt my power level
decrease even more to a dangerously low threshold. I had to proceed
to the final step. I planned a number of moves that would end the
game quickly without stirring too much suspicion. I started by
sacrificing one of my pawns to Eva Braun, which brought about a
“check” from Reinhardt. By doing this, the figure was vulnerable. I
moved my bishop to take her, leaving Reinhardt with only two pieces
left. However, by using my bishop, I also left my king unprotected.
With a victorious smile, Reinhardt moved his Panzer tank and fired
its gigantic cannon at my king, disintegrating it completely. When
this occurred, the famous “Ode to Joy” from Beethoven’s Ninth, Fourth Movement played as fireworks
lit all around us. And during this time, Reinhardt slowly rose from
his chair and bowed.

When the fireworks and the
rest of the spectacle subsided, I stood up and returned his bow.
“You are the best player I have ever faced. In an odd way, it was a
pleasure,” I said. My vision blurred even more. I had to return to
my body.

He nodded his head in
acknowledgment. “The feeling is mutual. I am very pleased that you
were as formidable as I expected you to be.” He, then, floated to
the midpoint of the board and levitated higher. He looked down on
me like a king to a conquered pawn. “Now, Johann, as part of our
wager, join me in fulfilling the glory of the
Fatherland.”

I didn’t join him; I
started to laugh. When he looked at me inquisitively, I said. “Oh,
I must apologize for my behavior regarding your...rather emotional
request. But I am afraid that would be impossible.”

He frowned and he lowered
himself to the board, standing on it as he responded, “What do you
mean? You cannot take back your word. You do know what will happen
to your people if you refuse my commands.”

I nodded and stopped
laughing. “I know what you would do to my people if I did break my
word. But tell me, Herr Colonel; how can you torture them ... if
you cannot even find them?”

The look of victory
quickly left his face. His color became ashen as he asked, “What do
you mean?”

“I can answer that with
another question: Do you know what a golem is?” I closed my eyes
and faded from the playing field, returning to reality. It was
somewhat difficult opening my eyes as I heard a soft crackling
coming from my lids. Some matter fell from my face as I patiently
waited for Reinhardt to join me. He eventually did and I
instinctively knew that every single ounce of ego and pride had
left him forever.

I could understand the
shock he must have felt when he woke up and saw me. Before the
game, he was looking at what appeared to be Johann Wagner, labor
camp prisoner and doctor. Instead, sitting in the chair before him
was a moving, human sized statue in my likeness. I looked down at
my form and noticed all of the natural pigments were replaced by
the golem’s natural earthen colors. And since more energy was
starting to fade even more, my vessel started to break up in
certain places. I raised my head and heard a piece of my neck
crumble down and fall into my lap.

Reinhardt looked over me
in complete, stunned silence. His voice came out in a choked
whisper, “W...What are you?”

I just smiled at him.
“Simple,” I answered with a rough, gravel-like voice. “It is I,
Johann. You are witness to a technique I always possessed, but you
never learned about. Something I use to do with the chess pieces
for Dieter. Oh, Karl, you should not have tormented him so.” I
chuckled, experiencing a slight rapture from my decreasing energy
levels.

Karl leapt from his seat
and tried to grab me by my shirt. But since the clothing was also
composed of clay, it broke apart in his hands. He threw the dirt
away in disgust and outrage. “What is this, Johann? Where are you?
What is going on here?”

“As to where I am, I
honestly do not know. As to your second question, take a small tour
of the camp and all of your answers will be found. Be sure to
hurry. I do not know how long I can hang on.”

Reinhardt hesitated, then
walked out, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I sat there, waiting
and hoping that I bought enough time for everyone to escape. I
turned my head and studied the clock on the wall. Only two hours
had passed. My vision continued to waver and it was so taxing to
stay awake. I was approaching the end. I knew that in order to
survive, I needed to leave now. But I had to make sure everything
proceeded as planned. And I do hate to admit this, but I just could
not leave without one last look at Reinhardt when he discovered
what had happened. Pride can cause you to do such stupid things.
Yet, I could not resist.

He returned, white as a
sheet. He was so preoccupied that he was not even affected by the
winter cold. He looked at me evenly.

“Where are they,
Wagner?”

I asked innocently, “Who,
Karl?”

“The prisoners, Wagner!
The prisoners,” he yelled. He composed himself, but still looked at
me with such coldness. “It is completely deserted outside. I went
into the men’s barracks and saw all of the men were
gone.”

I nodded. “As are the
women, too.”

“What I found in their
places were my men and some of the Kapos, stripped and covered with
prison uniforms and old blankets, completely catatonic. What did
you do to them?” he asked with a measured, low tone.

I closed my eyes in
relief. My friends kept their promise. It was my turn to keep mine.
I opened my eyes again and said, “I did to
them what you did to me for the last four months,” I answered. “But
instead of muting their powers, I muted their
awareness.”

He stood in amazement.
“Impossible. With the amount of energy you are using on them and
this ... monstrosity, and the chess game as well,” he paused,
trying to find the right words. “How is your body being kept
alive?”

“Barely,” I said as an ear
fell to the floor. “When I leave this shell, I will rejoin my
people.”

He shook his head in
disbelief. “Not so, Wagner. I will call for reinforcements and we
will round all of you up within a few days.”

I smiled at him. “We took
care of that. My people stripped this camp. Communication lines
have been severed. The nearest sign of civilization is one hundred
kilometers away and you can only walk. Not even your powers can
help you. You can astral travel, but how can you get anyone to
notice you since you are nothing but a phantom? By the time your
men wake up and reestablish contact again, we will be long gone.
And the most ironic thing of all is, no one has died. It is as
though we simply walked out of here. Even with all your powers,
Karl, you are totally helpless.” I chuckled.

Reinhardt struck me in the
face, knocking my head to the floor. The spinning sensations were
so disorientating. When my head settled into one place, I saw my
body still in the chair. It was fascinating to move my fingers and
arms while my disembodied head laid several feet away. How rare
does something like that happen and one lives to tell about it
afterwards? It was then I realized Reinhardt did me a tremendous
favor. By separating me into parts, I could channel my energies
from my body into my head, thereby increasing the longevity because
I was existing in a smaller space.

As I did this, my body
crumbled into a mound of dirt, and my awareness and clarity
increased again. I heard the mighty footsteps stomp toward me and
stop near my nose. Reinhardt gently picked up my head and looked at
me. His grim face lost any expression of the might he once had.
“Once you leave here, I’ll come after you in astral form. I’ll come
after you and once I get you, you will burn.”

I grinned again in his
hand, as if I was Yorrick playing one final joke on his prince
Hamlet. “The chess game and the universe you created in your mind
drained you of a considerable amount of energy. You would not be
able to accomplish such a task.” I looked at him one last time
through my golem’s eyes. “You see, Karl. While you were playing
your game, I was playing another type of chess that involved larger
stakes. You focused on the board, but not on life. And I won that
game by using only two moves: I made you to think you were a better
player in a game that was inconsequential in nature, and I utilized
a method you have never seen before to beat you in a game you had
no chance in winning. Goodbye, Karl,” I said.

I focused and left my
shell. Even in my astral state, I could see my golem’s head
patiently disintegrating in Reinhardt’s hand. He clenched his fists
and looked up, as if he could see me. I began to float higher and
higher, and before I flew through the ceiling, I felt something
from him. I discovered that probably for the first time since his
youth when he had to hide his talents from his village tormentors,
Reinhardt learned that he had power, but he was powerless to use
it. He closed his eyes and became a picture of sorrowful defeat and
silent, hurtful rage.

I flew through the ebony
skies of the Bavarian Alps, searching for my energy connection to
my body. Once I made contact, I shot through the air. I was
overjoyed that my plan had worked. As I flew toward the caravan
driving down the mountain, I imagined this was what Moses probably
felt when he brought his people toward freedom. My heart rose when
I saw the suffering of my people slowly drift away as we continued
to leave our captivity.

Unfortunately, I was
losing my spiritual integrity faster than expected. I used too much
energy and I had my doubts whether I was going to survive. Memories
of my father’s lessons about using up all of my energies were
ringing inside my head and I strained to reach my body. I continued
to exert even more, realizing that regardless of what happens in
the end, I won. My people were going to survive. I went through the
interior of the front truck, and as I saw my immobile form,
blackness fell upon me.

But I did survive. There
was just enough energy left for my spirit to enter my body.
However, I was in a coma for six months before I had the chance to
awake and discover all of my people had escaped. I awoke and the
first sight I saw, the one that I will remember for the rest of my
life, was the face of my Angela. When she saw my eyes open, she
didn’t become hysterical nor did she call out to anybody. Her eyes
welled up with tears and she gave me a soft kiss on my lips. Her
lips gave me the nourishment I needed, more so than actual
food.

I sat up in my hospital
bed, discovering Heinz sitting next to her. I heard his thoughts,
assuring me I still had my powers; although, it would be a while
before I would be up to full capacity again—one full year to be
exact. They told me we had escaped to Denmark. When all of us were
out of the Alps, each group went their own way. Some groups went to
Austria, some to France, some to Russia, a few even stayed in
Germany to recover so they could fight the German Armies by way of
various resistance groups throughout the country. As far as my
group was concerned, it took a couple of months to travel the
distance and many people died either by sickness or by the Nazis.
We had weapons, but we were so weak. It took our combined strength
to ward off any patrols. Of the large group of two hundred people,
only forty of us ended up in Denmark. We were fortunate that some
of the survivors were Danish Jews and we were all helped to various
medical facilities. By the time I woke up from my coma, the war was
over and Germany had lost. All three of us spent the entire year
recovering and celebrating our new found freedom. It also gave me
time to spend with Angela Rubin, who I learned was a Pole living in
Germany when she was captured. Not surprisingly, our bond of
survival turned into love and we were married in 1946.

After I recovered, Heinz,
Angela, and I searched for any survivors within our families. Both
Heinz and I were the only ones left in our lineages. Fortunately,
we were delighted to discover many of Angela’s relatives survived
the camps and we spent the next three years in Germany putting our
lives back together again. I also finished my education and
received my Medical Degree at the University of Munich. My area of
study specialized in Medicine and Clinical Psychology. My dream had
finally come true. I established a small practice in Bonn, and
Angela became my assistant.

In 1949, when it was
certain both Angela and I were settled in, Heinz left Germany and
traveled around the world, eventually settling in Paris, where he
learned French and focused on his career as a painter and sculptor.
His beautiful works of daily life and his horrifying recreations of
the camps hit such a creative vein in the art world that he sold
many pieces over the next eleven years. He was always a frugal man,
placing his earnings into a healthy stock portfolio. Heinz became
very rich, yet he lived modestly.

Four years later, my wife
and I wanted to live in the land of opportunity: America. We moved
to San Francisco, then to a beautiful town called Pasadena, where I
established my business as a general practitioner. We adapted quite
well, but my hunger for the unknown was drawing me toward my
destiny. I became fascinated with the human mind. I quit my medical
practice and became a clinical psychiatrist for various research
laboratories and firms. I not only served as an analyst, but I
started to delve into the mysteries of the universe, as well as the
mysteries of the mind and the spirit. I learned about the inner
universe from the writings of well-known psychics and from various
cultures ranging from Native American to Tibetan beliefs. Both
Angela and I started to investigate cases of supernatural and
paranormal phenomena. I even used my own powers and talents to
contact these forces. We learned and collected the results for the
future. During our own private times, Angela and I embraced life to
the fullest, thanking God we survived that hell.

It is quite fascinating
when people are in a state of happiness, time seems to fly at an
increased rate. The early sixties came about, and tragedy struck me
in ways I never knew was possible. In1962, Angela was inflicted
with a terminal form of liver cancer. No matter how much I used my
powers, or how much chemotherapy we used, she died within a year. I
not only mourned her passing, but I also mourned that we never had
any children together. Her experiences during the war had left her
barren. A year later, my dear friend of twenty years, Heinz, died
in his sleep; he was only sixty-one. I had various colleagues and
some members of Angela’s relatives to mourn with me, but I was
totally alone as I was before Engelstranen. I was starting to
question my purpose in terms of the future. I always had my work;
and yet, my ordinary profession as a research psychiatrist for the
lab pulled me away from my interests into the supernatural. I was
stagnating.

But then, something
unforeseen occurred. The reading of Heinz’s will revealed since he
had never remarried and that none of his relatives survived the
Holocaust, he left me all of his earnings from his years as a
popular and prolific artist. A sum total of thirty million dollars.
I was a rich man, but money never meant much to me and he knew
that. A private letter was attached to the statement. It was
written one week before he died.

 


‘My dear old
friend,

As you are reading this, I
have traveled to the next stage in my life: total peace. It breaks
my heart that both Angela and I will not be able to be with you in
the upcoming years of your future. This is a shame because I have
just recently experienced, for lack of a better term, a
premonition. I strongly believe you should not be alone. You should
work with people who share the same gifts as yourself. Although you
are a unique man, your gifts are not. I am certain if a creature
like Reinhardt can posses the same talents as yourself, others
should be out there as well.

Therefore, a
recommendation: you investigated supernatural phenomena and strange
occurrences with Angela, but you never made a business of it. With
the money I am giving you, why don’t you begin now? I strongly
believe once you get started, people with gifts similar to your own
will be drawn to you like metal to a magnet. And once they find
you, you could learn from each other and grow financially, and most
importantly, intellectually. As all of you use those powers, the
wisdom behind its use will follow. You are not the type of person
to follow orders from some fat capitalist, Johann. Ha Ha! I see you
working for yourself. And with this gift I give you, I know that my
premonition about your destiny will come true, and you will
flourish in the end. The choice is yours.

I wish you forever
happiness, my friend. Take care.

Heinz

 


When I finished reading
his letter, I was in tears. And yet, through those tears, a subtle
type of clarity was conjured within my soul. I was pondering the
same idea not too long ago and was hesitant to do something as
risky as that. But Heinz’s letter proved it was a risk worth
taking.

A year later, June 27,
1964, The Wagner Institute for Mental
Treatment and Investigations was born, and
history had woven its own tapestry. My influence grew quicker than
I expected. I even used my reputation and resources to investigate
how many of the Engelstranen prisoners survived after the escape. I
learned of the four thousand prisoners, only three hundred remain.
We all went through so much together and, still, so many were lost!
I could not help but smile as well. I thought of their children and
grandchildren that came into this world because of what I did. I
can only estimate their generations add up to twenty-five to thirty
thousand. It is an incredible feeling just thinking about
it.

With all of the success
that followed, I could not get rid of one constant shadow. Karl
Reinhardt.

Throughout the years, I
had never heard from him. But the nightmares continued. Those two
burning eyes. Hovering, gloating, and then swallowing my entire
being. I would imagine feeling two burning sensations in the back
of my head, signaling that Reinhardt has finally found me. Yes, I
did feel as though he was hunting me down to avenge the humiliation
I had wreaked upon him. And yes, Heinz and Angela experienced
nightmares about the war, but they were never as detailed or
persistent as mine. Still, even when they did occur, I lived a
fulfilling life, with all of its triumphs and tragedies. I
experienced deep love and loyal friendships. I excelled with my
work and my research, and my wonderful benefactor has given me an
opportunity to create something good for human kind.

Still, those burning
sensations---like the phantom pains my cousin experienced---has
haunted me for twenty-eight years. Since Angela and Heinz were
gone, I had to experience these fears alone.

Then, in 1978, I received
a telegram from the Yad Vashem Martyrs Remembrance Authority in
Jerusalem. The Israeli Department of Criminal Affairs found a
seventy-six year-old man in a Munich gutter, fitting the
description of a Nazi War Criminal named SS Colonel Karl Reinhardt.
The Department found all records about Engelstranen in his
apartment and my name was listed prominently in a list of Jews that
were imprisoned there.

According to the files,
the camp was closed down after the massive prison escape, and all
staff members were transferred to different departments and
stations. But Reinhardt vanished, as well as all the files
pertaining to the camp and everyone involved. He was never found
again until that year. He was found Guilty, and his sentence was
Life in Imprisonment for War Crimes and Crimes against Humanity.
Because of the information from his files, as well as the
testimonies of the surviving prisoners from the camp, I was to be
recognized and awarded by Yad Vashem for my “deeds of bravery.” The
ceremony would take place in Jerusalem.

After reading this, I was
so overwhelmed with emotion. This act of recognition was the final
indication of being accepted by my own people. Although I had
powers that they did not have, they took notice of my actions and
the compassionate reasoning behind them. It was not only a good
sign for me, but for people who also possessed similar talents. My
dreams were coming alive even more.

However, the telegram
ended by saying that my testimony was also needed for the
conviction of Reinhardt. As I read these last few lines, I was
rooted where I stood in fear. I knew this was a sign to finally
meet this demon one last time and put my nightmares to rest. When I
arrived in Israel and walked down those dark, cold corridors to his
cell, I felt two burning eyes in the back of my head. In a
heightened state of panic, I tested my powers. I breathed easier
when I discovered it was my imagination performing its deceptive
magic on me. And my suspicions were correct when I confronted him
face to face for the final time.

I saw before me a broken
old man who looked worse than his age. His long hair was white and
thinning, his tall frame was devoid of any muscular tone, and his
face was spotted with patches of white whiskers that refused to
grow at an even length. And his eyes, those sharp brown eyes which
were masters in instantly analyzing the character of a man, were
now wild and insane. He was curled up on his cot, mumbling
incoherently about voices and ghosts. I tried to get his attention.
“Karl, do you recognize me?”

The curled baby of a man
rolled about, gazing at my own blue eyes with paranoia. “Voices!
Make them go away! Voices, voices! Voices of the dead! Leave me
alone to die. Leave me in peace.” Then, his awareness solidified.
Recognition had been made and a long chill crawled up my spine. I
waited for my powers to be muted like before. I waited for those
burning eyes again.

He started to laugh.
“Ohhh, a new voice from the dead has appeared. Herr Wagner, good to
see you again. That polish mute has haunted me often, so has that
lady friend of yours. Come, let us play another game.” He leered at
me as a thin line of saliva drooled from the corner of his
mouth.

After seeing this
spectacle, I used my precognitive powers to read his mind. I
discovered that a future prediction of his had come true. His
clairvoyant powers had increased as he aged, but it grew too
strong; and as he reached his sixties, his ability to master them
had diminished. Eventually, he lost total control altogether and
the powers were unleashed on the user himself. That signaled all of
those he had tortured and killed to come forth and release their
justice onto what was left of his mind.

I reeled back my link and
looked at him with pity. “No, Karl. I am not a voice of the dead. I
am very much alive. And our last chess game is finally over,” I
quietly answered.

As though a switch had
been turned on within his mind, he became absolutely still. His
eyes narrowed and, moments later, he sat up from the cot amused. He
looked at me with the same penetrating glare he used during the
war, and I swear to God I thought I felt those eyes burning in the
back of my skull again. He stood up with such composure and evil
refinement. And he grinned! That same, damned, all-knowing grin.
The thrashing, frantic animal was gone.

He started to creep
towards me. I tried to move away from the bars, but I discovered to
my horror I could not move. He kept getting closer and closer to me
to where his face almost touched the bars, only two feet away from
mine. Sweat was pouring down from me as his eyes started to
literally glow red. I actually smelled his putrid breath. I was
such a fool to believe that I could defeat him.

After a few minutes of
torturous silence, the devil spoke. “You speak to me of games, Herr
Wagner?” I was too much in shock to respond. He softly laughed and
continued, “Although you will outlive me, you will always be among
those who will envy and fear you. You will always be alone, always
alienated. And in the end, you will only know defeat.” He grinned
with crooked, yellow-stained teeth, and before everything went
black, the only vision I saw were those two glowing eyes
representing my pain and my uncertainty.

I was awoken by the
concerned voices of the guards as they helped me from the floor. I
inspected myself and to my relief, I was unharmed. I was even more
relieved that I wasn’t experiencing those burning sensations in the
back of my skull. Was it real that I saw Karl walking toward me, or
was it a vision? I never knew for I immediately heard some
disturbance toward the cell. I looked over and saw the guards
shaking their heads, muttering, “How can this happen? He was fine a
minute ago.” I pushed them aside and looked down at the cot which
contained the emaciated, inert body of Colonial Karl Reinhardt. He
was curled up in a fetal position as he was before he spoke to me
for the last time. His eyes were no longer filled with arrogance,
just terror. There was an added torment to his expression, and I
knew that the voices and faces of the dead had finally claimed him.
Perhaps it was the memory of a man who defeated him in more ways
than he thought possible. I do not know. But at the time, I
believed that the fire in the form of two red eyes had finally been
extinguished.

Until now.

His words of failure still
worms its way into my memories. I sometime wonder if this
manifestation is a last minute curse or hypnotic suggestion placed
on me before he died. Or it could be that the spirit of Reinhardt
has fought his way from Hell to torment me for the remaining years
of my life? A paranormal manifestation of my own fears and
insecurities?

It just struck midnight. I
did it! I finished my tale before the New Year. I cannot help but
feel a little “big headed” for accomplishing this task. 1990 has
arrived and I am at the end of another journal. How appropriate to
end this book on the last day of the decade with the story of how
it all began. No, not quite that. It is a story of how wisdom and
responsibility were created and nurtured within my being. From this
root of creation came the branches, which represent the people in
my life right now who are facing the same problems and obstacles I
have faced all those years ago. I just hope to God they succeed,
for all of our sakes.

 


J.C.W.
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I took a moment to stare
at the fireworks. I opened my mind, expanding my vision, and I saw
images within those lights, painting the jet-black landscape. I
waited for scenes of things to come, asking myself many questions:
Will my friends face the same tests of insight and responsibility
with regard to their powers as I had with Reinhardt? And if they
do, will they prosper or fail? Will these evil red eyes continue to
forever haunt me to my final breath? Was Reinhardt right with his
last dying words, that I will suffer defeat in the end?

For a brief moment, two
burning eyes appeared from the fireworks, blazing with a look of
rage and hatred. They taunted me once again, reminding me of my
weakness. I felt faint, vision blurring to a filmy layer. But I
summoned all my will and faith. Voices of my distant past screamed
inside my head, the sounds of all of those who I loved. Their
spirits exist within me, even as I write this. I pooled our
energies and shot them out towards those damned, pestilent eyes.
They slowly transformed, and in their place was a group of
magnificent angels---my beloved namesakes. They grew brighter and
brighter into the victorious night, never seeming to dissipate, as
though Reinhardt’s hateful phoenix from Hell will never rise from
the ashes ever again.

 


J.S.W


 The Chameleon’s
Addiction

 


What is my first memory?
Let’s see. “In a dream within a dream I dreamt a dream / of a daily
scrimmage for existence / in the wind-up model of the universe.”
God bless Ferlinghetti. I didn’t discover poetry until I was
fifteen when I was back at the boarding school in Arizona. It was a
Catholic mission; and the headmaster, Father Fury, believed in the
old adage of the pure, sinless act of book burning. He had me and
some of the other Navajo children collect books that he considered
“blasphemous.” I’ve seen a lot of exquisite verse being reduced to
ashes over the years. Except one. Yes, one did survive.

My earliest memory was
sitting on a hard, wooden chair, with a mini congregation of faces
looking over me. Most were Indian; and I distinctively remember one
weathered, old Navajo that found me alone and discarded outside of
the mission. He kept frowning at me, and his diminutive mouth kept
muttering native words that I didn’t understand at the time. But
the word he kept repeating over and over again was Hok’ee, which I
eventually learned to mean “abandoned.” He looked over to Father
Fury and kept insisting that Hok’ee should be my name on the birth
certificate. Well, Fury, who loved the writings of Sir Thomas
Mallory, just sneered at this civil servant and proclaimed that my
Christian name would be Reynard Malory. They didn’t know how old I
was, so they estimated that I was two and took the day of my
abandonment to be my birthday: November 1, 1970.

Since my arrival, the
other children instinctively knew I was different. I didn’t
understand why. After all, I was one of them. Whenever I showed up,
they would stop speaking Navajo to each other because, in their
eyes, I didn’t have a right to learn my own native tongue. The only
word I understood was my nickname, Hok’ee. “Hey Hok’ee, go away!
Hey Hok’ee, you don’t belong here! You’re not one of us!” I got
into so many fights with them, which usually resulted in Father
Fury punishing everybody with all forms of discipline: canes,
paddles, and his hands—they were his favorites. His name fit him perfectly. Such a
thin, angry man. But strong! Short cropped silver hair with wild,
furious, sky blue eyes. That’s my nickname for him: Furious Fury. I
can still hear him releasing his vocal wrath from his pulpit about
how we were all heathen sinners destined for Hell; and he
especially released it in his own precious way on an occasional
Navajo child in his private chambers, which he called his Chambers
of Redemption. Yes, Father Fury eventually killed my faith in any
notion of a god. He stayed away from me, though. I believe I
actually frightened him, like I did with the others. I guess being
an outcast did have its advantages.

Every day was the same. I
grew older, new orphans were coming in, old ones were leaving, and
the weather changed from gales of dust storms to the blazing sun
that was boiling my soul every single day. Boiling, like my intense
desire to belong to a group, any group. Day after day. I would’ve
been better off in a cell; at least you knew without a doubt you’re
alone. But there were people all around me, avoiding me, both kids and instructors.
Every day that I spent there, it gnawed at me like a hungry rat: a
special type of rat called despair. Instead of cheese, this little
rat was devouring my hope. Fourteen years! If anyone had been in my
skin for one minute ...

Be in my skin. Heh! Very
appropriate term.

The mission usually
received books donated by the Red Cross; and one day, Old Furious
had a group of us sort them out. Those that were considered
suitable went to the bookshelves. The others were thrown in this
large wheel-barrel. Its destination: a bonfire, or as Furious
called it: “a purging, hellish upheaval! A place where all
blasphemous material will soon be dispatched! Hallelujah!” I was in
charge of this purging, but when I dumped the books on the pile,
something caught my eye. This book, this little book beckoned me. I
looked around to make sure Furious was occupied. I seized this
miniature tome and hid it under my shirt, hoping that the good
Father didn’t notice my theft.

The book was a collection
of short stories and poems by Edgar Allen Poe.

After reading a few sacred
pages, I finally realized I wasn’t the only human being who was
isolated in his life. The only person that truly loved him was his
cousin. He married her, but she died soon after that. Then came the
alcohol and opium, then death. Total isolation. The stories were
ok. But the poems ... to express such honest emotion with very few
words---the ability to seek the empty spot of the reader’s soul and
fill it with whatever he or she hungers for---often gives me hope
that there is a god. Only momentarily, though. The one poem that
changed my life was Alone. Funny, I can’t seem to
remember it now. My beloved anthem. I do remember after I read it,
something ... unnamable surged throughout my body. I couldn’t move.
I made a friend of this man. This lonely man. I wanted more
friends, but there was no way that I could successfully smuggle and
hide more books. So in his own way, Edgar Allen was telling me it
was time for me to leave.

One o’clock in the
morning. It was so easy for me to sneak out of the children’s
quarters and break into Father Fury’s cottage without making a
sound. I took all of his money, clothes that would fit me and
anything else that I needed while that mean-hearted hypocrite
snored and murmured in his sleep. One of the things I stole was a
steak knife and for a brief second, I wanted to slit that old man’s
throat and drink his blood. Just when I was about to, he screamed,
not loud enough to wake anybody, but I did jump back a few feet. I
eventually calmed down a little and moved in closer. He fidgeted
and whimpered “stop” and “go away,” sounding so much like the
children he abused. I knew at that moment killing him would allow
him to escape from his nightmares. As far as the other kids were
concerned, they were irrelevant. The way they had been treating me
over the years, those little bastards and Furious deserved each
other. I crept out of there, left the orphanage, and I walked
straight to the 77 Freeway away from Kearns Canyon. I was
free.

All of that happened
during the Spring of ‘86. It was very windy that night, so I
grabbed Fury’s hat and scarf from my knapsack and covered myself
from the wind. The hat was a little big for me, but it kept the
wind and the sand out and I was still able to see. It served its
purpose, in more ways than one as I soon discovered.

I walked south on that
long stretch leading to the unknown, with only the moonlight to
guide the way. The wind kicked up the sands, blowing them into
little maelstroms around me, each little grain biting me like
insects trying break through my armor of stolen clothing. It didn’t
bother me, though. My heart was pumping with anticipation. A new
future was about to begin for me. It reminds of what Ginsberg
wrote, “Bare skin is my wrinkled back / When hot Apollo humps my
back / When Jack Frost grabs me in these rags / I wrap my legs with
burlap bags.”

Then I thought,
What the hell am I doing? Here I was, a Navajo teenager in the middle of the desert
with money that he stole from an Anglo-run orphanage. I knew in a
few hours the cops would pick me up in no time. I thought that
orphanage was Hell; prison ... I’ve never been in one, but I heard
stories. Horrible ones. And while I was walking—being surrounded by
only the darkness and my own panic—I saw headlights coming from
behind me. The first thing that came into my mind was,
Damn! Furious Fury found out!
I kept imagining him in his van, his blue eyes
blazing with rage and his club-like fist banging against the wheel,
screaming “You Godless savage! I’ll teach you once and for all!
We’ll finally have a session in my chambers! My Chambers of
Redemption!” But I noticed that it was one of those interstate Big
Mack trucks, probably delivering supplies to the reservations
around the southwest. The truck stopped ahead of me and I tried my
damnedest to hide my face with Fury’s hat and scarf. Knowing that
it would be more suspicious to ignore him, I slowly walked up to
the eighteen wheeler and stepped up in the rig’s cabin. This
smiling, fat, red-haired Anglo welcomed me. “Hey there, stranger!
Where you headed?”

The cab light was fairly
dim, but I still felt exposed. I had the chance to study his
appearance. Definitely typical white-bread. The crimson hair in his
beard matched his head. “Flagstaff,” I said with a muffled
voice.

The driver squinted,
trying to make out my face. “Well, I have a layover in Holbrook,
but I figure that’ll get you half way there.” He kept trying to
peel away the scarf and hat with his bloodshot eyes. “Cold out
there, eh? Sand’s kicking up mighty heavy.”

“Yeah, pretty bad,” I
mumbled. I focused more on his skin, wishing to God I was Anglo
like him. Anything to disguise my appearance. I tried to smell his
breath, hoping he had some alcohol in him so he wouldn’t care
whether I was Indian or not.

He nodded. “Well, it’s
nice and warm in here. You can take all that stuff off,” he said as
he turned forward. He shifted gears, the truck hiccupped, and we
were on our way.

As he drove, I wanted to
crawl away from this whistling idiot next to me. But I finally
accepted the fact that even if I did escape from him in Holbrook, a
bulletin would be eventually announced on the police band soon
after, and he’ll remember my face. I started taking off my scarf
and hat. Even though it was slightly cooler than he indicated,
rivulets of sweat poured down my young, wind-burned face. Then,
some kind of…adrenaline rush hit every cell of my body. My heart
was racing like a locomotive and I became so hyped up that it gave
me these uncontrollable shakes, like I had a fever or something. It
wasn’t just simple fear, either. With an extreme amount of inner
strength I never thought I had, I strained, pushed, and simply
willed the shakes to go away.

Miraculously, they
stopped. After maintaining my composure for a few seconds, I let
out a sigh of relief and allowed myself to relax in the passenger
seat. “Thanks for the ride.”

“Hey, no problem. You got
a lot of guts to walk around here in the middle of the night.” I
shrugged, waiting for him to finally see me. “I like to keep on
moving until I get to my destination.”

He nodded. “I’m the same
way too. Name’s Mike O’ Riley.” He finally turned around and put
his hand out to shake mine.

I paused, thinking,
Well, I’ve been made. I might as well make the
best of it. I delved into my memory of Poe
characters and answered, “Gordy Pym. Nice to meet you, Mike.” I
reached out and shook his hand. He turned back to face the front;
and before I placed my hand back in my jacket again, I looked down
and ... and ...

I looked down and my
sweats instantly got worse. I discovered that my hand had changed
color to that of an Anglo, as if all the pigments were sucked out
of my body. I moved it around, making sure it was actually mine. I
even rubbed my eyes and shook my head to be sure I wasn’t
hallucinating.

I calmed down to make sure
Mike didn’t notice me almost losing it. He was totally clueless as
he just sat there with that pleasant grin on his fat, jolly face.
“Pym, eh?” He looked over, paused a little, and said, “Must be
Irish, like me. Your hair is as red as mine.” I just looked at him
and nodded my head as though I knew what the hell he was talking
about. He turned back. “I’ll tell you, Gordy. You look like a
spitting image of me when I was your age. Eighteen,
right?”

“Nineteen,” I lied. My
voice was barely at a whisper. I looked up at the sun-visor and
flipped it down to look at the mirror that was fastened on the
inside. A stranger was looking back at me: long black hair to short
red hair, dark brown eyes to light blue and my dark Navajo skin to
a pale white. Even the soft tissue of my face changed a little; my
nose was smaller and my face was rounder.

I lifted the visor back up
and we had some small talk, about his job and about myself—lies, of
course. Eventually, I told him that I needed to catch up on some
sleep, and he was fine about that. But it took me a long time to
finally doze. This changing ability was perfect for me to disappear
from the law. How I changed, that’s what bothered me the
most.

We finally reached
Holbrook the following night, and Mike and I went our separate
ways. The first thing I wanted to do was to test this new ability
of mine. Actually, I may have had it since I was born. I honestly
don’t know what race I was before I was abandoned. There is a
possibility that my body changed when I was exposed to the group of
Navajos back at the mission and the only white man there was Fury.
Maybe the strong Navajo exposure dominated my body’s desire to
become white like him. I don’t know. Regardless, I went inside this
bar and noticed that the customers were a nice mix of cultures.
Perfect! I walked to the bar, paid for my beer and looked around. I
noticed this Mexican talking to this aging blonde skank, probably
trying to get her to lower her price. I focused on the man’s dark
brown color and greasy, lanky hair that he tied back into a tail.
He also had grey sideburns and a scar on his chin. I stood up and
walked over to him, trying my best not to catch his attention. It
wasn’t hard to do; he was almost getting the price he wanted. I
focused and listened to his accent. I felt the same energy rush
inside me like before, but this time I mentally held it back,
preventing the change from happening in the open. I went into the
restroom; no one was there and I let the energy go. Just like
before, the heavy sweats began, as though the water was rinsing the
color from my body. Then, the shakes came and I sensed something
furry above my virgin lip. I felt around and noticed a mustache
growing in rapid speed. I never even grew one naturally. The sweats
and shakes finally stopped and I looked in the mirror. Just as I
thought: I changed into a Mexican, not into the actual guy, but
into what I would’ve looked like if I was Hispanic. My eyes were
brown, as was my hair, all long and oily. The scar on my chin was
there too. Only the mustache was an added bonus. It appeared my
body did have a mind of its own. Well, to a certain extent, it did.
I eventually learned my body would have this unusual kind of radar
sense to change and, if I wasn’t attentive, blend in without my
“mental command.” It took me some time to control it, but I did
nonetheless. Still, I realized that I found a lifeline for
survival. I would finally be part of a group, a society, never to
be alienated again.

Or so I thought at the
time.

Years drifted on and so
did I. I didn’t have long term goals or any of that nonsense. I
lived life day by day. At the time, my only purpose was to make new
friends, the real kind and the ones on the written page. I figured
that the best way to do both was to first reach a major city, then
get a job that could get me established financially, and during my
off time I could make new friends. After a series of hitchhiking
treks, I finally reached Phoenix. I checked out all of the public
and university libraries in search of legendary poets whose
isolation matched mine. I tried the British and Irish poets, like
Shakespeare, Keats and Shelly. They seem so phony to me. I mean,
their method is vivid and powerful, but I couldn’t feel any ...
honesty, any true pain from them. It’s all illusionary. But the
American ones like Ginsberg, Kerouac, Ferlinghetti, and even Plath
are my favorites. Frost doesn’t do it for me. Some of his death
imagery is effective, but I can tell that it doesn’t come from his
soul. The others, definitely. I spent hours and hours reading and
absorbing their language, establishing a kinship from one lonely
soul to another.

And my real friends? That
was a different story. I thought that with this new ability to
change my race, I could fit almost anywhere. Things started off ok,
then my co-workers and friends sort of drifted away, giving me the
cold shoulder. No reason, it just happened. After everything went
to hell in Phoenix, I traveled all over America. With each city
came various social crowds and scenes: the Cuban Community in
Miami, the Black Gang Bangers in L.A., The Asian Communities in
Chinatown, Little Tokyo, Little Saigon, Little Whatever, the Boy
Districts in San Francisco, even the rural areas in various
Midwestern states. Physically, I blended in. It was so weird seeing
myself as an Asian or Black, especially the change in the eyes,
nose and hair. The way people on the street looked at me ... I can
sense my difference from them. In a normal way, I mean. I was
fascinated how they would react to me as a black man as opposed to
how they would behave if I were Asian. Very subtle, different
reactions. I looked in the mirror every time I changed. I felt I
was wearing some organic mask to conceal my real self, whatever the
hell that was. The different languages and accents? Easy, I picked
those up like some version of Rain
Man. But once I changed to a different
race, I would have no memory on how to speak that previous
language. Completely washed away along with the old disguise. It’s
a shame it didn’t wash away the memories as well. Every single time
I drifted into a new group, two to three months went by and I’m a
leper again. I kept asking why I was being excluded, or in some
cases kicked out, and their reasons were usually the same: “Time to
move on. We realize you aren’t one of us. We feel uncomfortable
with you around.” One day I didn’t leave so peacefully and I pushed
the issue with the leader of a Chinese gang. He let me live as a
favor. But these scars on my back and neck ... no matter how many
times I transformed, they’ll never go away. I believe the only time
I can’t change is when I’m dead. Whatever. Ever since then, I left
peacefully when I had to. I felt as though I was back in the
mission again; but in this case, the prison was infinite. Still, no
more arguments from Ray.

Ray. That’s what my
clients call me. I tried working at car washes, fast food, and even
as a janitor in libraries. Just like the social scenes: dumped
after three months. All of a sudden my bosses would feel uncomfortable, like a mark would show up on my
face indicating that I was trouble. So, I decided to work freelance
in another talent that I am good at. I remember losing my virginity
to this woman in Texas; she was thirty and I was nineteen. She told
me I was a pro, a natural, and that women should pay me for what I
did for her. Same thing happened with a guy that I met in a San
Francisco bar when I was into that scene. I remember the men there.
Frankly, it wouldn’t be such a big loss if I didn’t do it with a
guy again. Still, we’re talking about survival here. And belonging.
I tried applying for those exclusive escort services, the ones that
pay the big bucks. No go. When you get hired, you have a manager—a
pimp—and although I did get good money out of that, same results as
the others. Eventually, I hit the streets and worked solo. If some
pimp wanted to put the squeeze on me, I had Furious’ steak knife,
as well as other items I collected. As long as they weren’t Chinese
martial artists, I was okay. I also got involved in some small time
theft. I never killed anybody, though. Yes, there was some scum that I had
to fight off, but I have never killed anybody in my entire life!
Until, well ...

But the loneliness and
isolation were there. The poetry of Larry, Allen, Edgar, and many
others kept me company, but that’s it. I was doing that for nine
years. The life expectancy of people in my profession rarely lasts
that long. So, I have to admit, I did a pretty damn good job
surviving. I wasn’t addicted to anything during that time, which
helped my odds. But all of that changed two months ago when I was
in New Orleans. I drifted there from Mississippi at the end of
October 1995.

God, there is a certain
bewitching quality about it. I felt it the first moment I took one
step into that town. Like a... . I don’t know ... a presence, like
the city was a living organism, welcoming its new tenants into its
gracious arms. It had a mystical vibe about it. Different types of
cultures, religions, way of life, everything. For the first time,
people didn’t feel uncomfortable around me. I didn’t get my hopes
up, but Orleans had a pulse; and you can feel that momentum
constantly throughout the city. You can feel it by seeing how the
people move; when it’s a mellow time, they seem to be moving in
slow motion, no rush, no hurry. But when the mood was fast?
Christ, fast-forward! And I was a part of this flux. I thought I finally found a
true home.

After three weeks, I was
making the usual acquaintances on the streets and some in the
social clubs and bars in the French Quarter. I managed to get
myself some decent tricks. Both the men and the women I caught were
rich, so I got myself a furnished studio apartment on Esplanade
Street, just west of the Quarter. My main hangout was Snug Harbor
off of Frenchman Avenue. That place resonated with the most divine
live jazz music I have ever heard. One of the bartenders told me
that top notch folks like The Neville Brothers, Alex Marsalis, and
even Harry Connick Jr. often played there. At times, the number of
band members sometimes outnumbered the audience, depending on how
many instruments and back-up singers they had.

My birthday, November 1,
was two months ago. I don’t remember who played that night. I do
remember the drums and the iron washboards pounding out the
heartbeat of the music. The saxophones and clarinets were
harmonizing like lovers during a moment of passion. In the
background, the accordions were squeezing out its own voice that
can be heard all the way to the streets. I remember I was in my
blond haired, blue-eyed mode, drinking a windjammer and my
attention drifted from the music to the rest of the bar, looking
for any other lonely people in the place. Lonely people who would
be interested in my services. Couldn’t find any, though. Snug’s is
split in two parts: the bar and the restaurant, with a wall
separating the two places. The performance area was behind another
wall at the back of the entire place, but you could still hear
whatever group was playing. Nothing could insulate us from that
kind of vitality. I remember that I was glad that I wasn’t inside
the restaurant, where the couples were. Not just couples, groups of
friends, business colleagues ... all of them enjoying the band,
enjoying the night, enjoying their lack of isolation. I also
remember looking around the bar, seeing the exact same group
dynamic that was in the restaurant. Since it was a Wednesday night,
as well as it being The Feast for all Saints Day (Snug’s was open
during that holiday, unlike other places), it’s no surprise there
were only couples and groups around. I remember trying not to feel
lonely, reminding myself that I had been there for only a month and
I always had the bartender and a few of the waitresses to chat
with.

I also remember seeing
that well-dressed man sitting alone at a table, and
Ferlinghetti’s The Love Nut instantly came into my
mind: “He wants to lip-read everybody’s thoughts and feelings
and longings / He’s a dangerous nut / He’s
gotta be insane / He has no sense of sin.”

Oh yes, The Love Nut; and
I remember that man’s eyes narrowing, concentrating on me, giving
me a smile that instantly drew me like a bee being lured to a
nectar-filled blossom.

The place had its usual
mix of people as far as ages were concerned, and everybody was
pretty casual. The Love Nut? He was dressed in a dark grey suit,
pitch black shirt and tie. That tie was so dark, almost giving me
the impression that it was swallowed within the material of the
shirt. His black hair was cropped and trimmed, with a little white
on his sideburns. He was on the short side, but big in a stocky
way, like he was a butcher or something. His body was simply ...
dense and solid, so much so that it seemed impossible to move him.
But the main reason why he stood out more than anyone else at the
bar was the way he just sat there. He had a calm, lackadaisical
attitude about him, leaning back in the chair with one leg
stretched out and one hand resting on his cane. And that smile! I
could tell people go to him, not the other way
around.

I knew this because,
eventually, I got off my stool and approached him.

His smile widened as he
silently held out his meaty hand, inviting me to sit in the other
chair across from him. On his ring finger was a silver signet ring,
and engraved on its black surface was the symbol of a silver
crescent moon, with an egg inside it. When I sat down, he signaled
a waitress and asked me, “Windjammer, am I correct?”

I nodded. His accent was a
thick southern type---with windjammer sounding very much like
‘winjamma’---and his voice was extremely raspy. We were quiet while
we waited for the drinks. We watched the band on the TV video feed
on the wall, as well as the activity around us. I turned and
noticed his dark eyes absorbing everything around him. He possessed
a magnetic, internal glow, as though all of the energy of the city
was inside his mortal shell, patiently releasing itself during the
right moments.

The drinks finally
arrived, and he drank his very slowly. He looked down at it and
shook his head. “I know I shouldn’t be drinking this. Bad for the
oxygen content in the blood. But,” he paused as he looked up to me,
“a little shouldn’t muck up the works.”

Usually I would take the
initiative in the conversation, but I just sat there, mute. Then,
he said, “Well, young man. How do you like the Big
Easy?”

A switch finally turned on
inside my head. I answered, “How ... ”

He smiled. “Boy,
‘stranger’ is just etched all over you. I travel around a lot, see
lots of people—what they look like, how they dress, how they
act—and you look like you could use a friend right now.”

I knew a cue when I heard
one. My business persona instantly went up. “Maybe. Are you looking
for a friend?”

He furrowed his eyebrows,
then laughed. “You can drop the ‘Turkish Trader’ routine, my young
friend. I don’t cha-cha with boys.” He took another sip and looked
into the glass, slowly turning it around with his plump,
sausage-like fingers. “No, I have other interests and hobbies that
I usually focus on.”

“Which are?”

He looked up. “Although I
was born and raised here, I love to travel a lot. I’ve been around
the world a number of times, but somehow I always get drawn back
here. New Orleans always pulls me back. When I was young, I always
thought that when I die, I would always come back.” He turned and
stared at the crowd of life around him. “This town used to be a
stop-off port for many cultures that just wandered on by. And when
they stopped, they would catch the fever to party as if they were
going to die the following day. There’s a special type of unity
here, my boy. The only time I would have to leave is if I was
endangered, and even then I would have to take pause and reflect on
my decision,” he said with a small smile. He turned back to me and
nodded. “Uh huh, traveling and making new friends.”

I couldn’t help but smile
back. “I’m the same way.”

He stared at me with those
pitch, black eyes of his, almost examining my soul. “I’m glad we
have something in common.” He extended his hand to me. “What’s your
name, son?”

On its own accord, my hand
was pulled towards his. “Ray. Ray Malory.”

“Nice to meet you, Ray. My
name is Alarico Tito Escalante.” His smile deepened. “But my
friends call me Al.”

He won me over after that.
He asked me what I was all about and I actually told him the truth
about my life ... well, with a few exceptions---I left out the part
about me being a Navajo and the skin changing. But I was honest
about my drifting and the countless attempts to fit in. I thought
it was going to scare him off because I was rambling on and on. But
he just listened with a type of patience and kindness that I can
tell was genuine. It was so rare for me to receive such
unconditional attention.

After I finished my tale,
he sadly smiled and sighed. “You’ve been through the ringer,
haven’t you?”

I chuckled. “You might say
that, Al. Only the poetry has kept me alive.”

“As well as satisfying the
perverse cravings of deprived souls.” He shook his head. “I’m
sorry, Ray. Didn’t mean to be blunt; it’s just such a waste. Do you
write poetry as well?”

“No, I’m more of a
reciter.”

He raised his eyebrows.
“Really? What’s your favorite poem?”

“Alone by Poe.”

“Recite it to me. I want
to hear you.” “Right now?”

He chuckled. “Young man,
there’s so much activity out here, no one will notice. Just don’t
scream it out loud.”

I swallowed with some
difficulty. I began, and he just sat in his chair with his eyes
closed, inhaling every word and inflection. Yes, I remember it
now:

 


From childhood's hour I
have not been

As others were—I have not
seen

As others saw—I could not
bring

My passions from a common
spring —

From the same source I
have not taken

My sorrow—I could not
awaken

My heart to joy at the
same tone —

And all I lov'd—I lov'd
alone —

Then—in my childhood—in
the dawn

Of a most stormy life—was
drawn

From ev'ry depth of good
and ill

The mystery which binds me
still —

From the torrent, or the
fountain —

From the red cliff of the
mountain —

From the sun that 'round
me roll'd

In its autumn tint of gold
—

From the lightning in the
sky

As it pass'd me flying by
—

From the thunder, and the
storm —

And the cloud that took
the form

(When the rest of Heaven
was blue)

Of a daemon in my view
—

 


When I finished, he slowly
opened his eyes like he was waking from a dream. He nodded. “You do
have a gift for presentation, my friend.”

I smiled with
embarrassment. “My clients often say that.”

He looked at me seriously.
“Don’t joke, Ray. You could’ve been a phenomenal theatrical actor.
How come you never hit the grease paint before?”

“I did a few times. But it
never lasted long. With a production, you have to work as a team,
and I never did quite fit in with those groups. You know what I
mean?”

“Oh, more than you
realize, my friend. Not from my own experiences, you understand,
but from certain family members I stay with.”

I frowned. “When you said
you traveled, I assumed ... ”

“That I was alone?” he
added. He shook his head. “It was like that at first, but then I
started to meet people—lonely people who didn’t want to be alone
anymore—and I simply offered my company. I have a family of
approximately thirty, maybe thirty-five.”

I didn’t know what the
hell he was talking about and my confusion must’ve shown because he
said, “I’m sorry, Ray. I must sound somewhat obtuse.” He lifted
himself out of the chair and leaned on his cane. I finally got a
good look at the handle and it was an ivory ball, with a black
crescent moon and egg symbol painted on the handle’s side; an exact
likeness of his ring. “Have you ever heard of a carnival
krewe?”

“A what?”

He smiled. “A krewe is a
club. I happen to be the CEO of mine. Why don’t we go to my
mansion? It’s only a couple of miles away. We’ll walk
there.”

Immediately, my mind began
recanting The Lovely Nut
again, especially with “He wants to take all the
stray dogs and cats and people home with him and turn them on to
making love all the time.” My protective wall went up. “Look,
thanks, Al. But ... ”

He interrupted with a
frustrated whisper, “Ray, let me clarify two things for you: one,”
he emphasized by raising his index finger, “I don’t do guys; and
two,” next came the middle finger, “you’re talking to a friend
here. Come on, you’re smarter than that. You’ll like my family.
They have a lot in common with you. You can’t be alone
forever.”

I looked into his eyes. So
inviting, honest. Almost in a daze, I stood up. He smiled, nodded
with approval, and both of us left the safe cradle of Snug
Harbor.

We went east on Frenchman
Street toward the Mississippi River until it turned into Royal
Street, which curved to the south. Eventually it ended and
intersected with Esplanade. At the tee towering over us was the
sleeping giant of the US Mint. We made a right from this reclining
behemoth and we went back west toward the Interstate 10 and Bayou
St. John. I was starting to get little nervous because it does get
extremely dark around some areas between the freeway and the Bayou;
and there are many low-lifes out there who use the night to their
advantage. Typically, New Orleans is humid during the winter, but
the nights are surprisingly bitter and could go down as low as 40
F, and that night was no different. My fear was enhanced by the
cold and I was starting to shiver. Yet, as long as I stayed along
with Al, I was okay. I observed him gliding over the brick-covered
sidewalks with such ease, almost floating over them, cane and
all.

The street population
wasn’t heavy, but active. Beside the usual middle class locals, I
could also see some tourists with their cameras and rental cars
moving around and around aimlessly like mindless drones. We passed
a lot of street performers with their brass instruments and
guitars, sauntering back from their daily occupation in the
Quarter. Of course, the sidewalks and streets were littered with
college students from Tulane; the campus was fairly close to us.
They were all laughing, joking, and raising hell on a day that
excused them from classes and work. You could feel the release of
human steam in the thick humidity of New Orleans, almost coating
you. They weren’t afraid of the dark. They welcomed it. There were
numerous street lamps lighting the way, but there were also
sentries of oak trees lined up through Esplanade; the thicker the
tree lines were as we continued to go farther west, the more
sporadic and dim those pyramids of light became. The dark enveloped
us even more like a black, satin blanket. As we got closer to the
10, the crowd thinned out a bit, leaving only the distant sounds of
the freeway to keep us company. But the darkness ... God, it felt
so claustrophobic.

Suddenly, I started to
feel the shakes that usually occur before a change. I realized that
being around Al this long, my body was finally going to adapt on
its own. I swallowed and tensed up, trying my best not to transform
in front of him. It was so damned hard to do, especially when I was
walking. I felt ice water pumping, almost surging, throughout every
blood vessel in my body. It eventually subsided and I kept my focus
by gliding along with Al, listening to the sounds of his cane tap
the brick sidewalks along with his cadence: tap tap tap. At times, those sounds
muted out most of the external noise around us, even the nocturnal
voices of the wildlife and the approaching freeway.

Al finally spoke. “Ah,” he
exhaled with a rasping sigh. “There are times when lack of
extraneous noise can be pleasurable. It’s usually calm during The
Feast for all Saints. All businesses usually close down and the
ambience is very calm and somber ... because of the dead, you
know,” he said as he turned to me, still walking. “Around here,
folks like to show their appreciation for the dead. They never
truly leave us. Some people keep the ashes of their relatives in
their homes, like they were living in their own mausoleums. Some of
the old money folk would have crypts on their property and have
portraits of their deceased all over the walls,” he said with a
sweep of his cane. “Yes, my young friend. The dead are always here
with us till the end of time.”

“Does it only happen
here?”

He shook his head. “As I
traveled the world, I have seen how other cultures respect their
dead in similar ways ... and not so similar ways,” he added with a
small grin. “‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy,’” he recited.

I shrugged.
“Whatever.”

He immediately stopped and
looked at me with a frown. “What do you mean, ‘Whatever?’ Don’t you
like Shakespeare?”

I stopped and just
mumbled, “I don’t know. He’s boring.”

His eyes widened with
disbelief. “‘Boring?’ How can you love poetry if you don’t love
Shakespeare?”

My face became hot. “I
don’t know! I don’t like Shakespeare! I only like American poetry,
mostly from the 50's to the seventies.”

“Beat Poetry?” he spat.
“That’s not poetry, boy! That’s mumbling barked out by alienated
angry teens who hate the world, for Christ’s sake!” Then, realizing
what he had just said, he quickly stopped and looked slightly
embarrassed. “I apologize. Forget I said that.” He began walking
again and I followed. He was silent for a minute. Finally, he
murmured, “Good Lord, I’m friends with a heathen.” Then, came his
trademark grin.

A friend! He said it: I
was his friend. I started to chuckle, which quickly turned to
laughter. Al snickered as he patted me on the back and we continued
our walk to his mansion.

We stepped under the stone
arch of the I-10, which enshrouded us in darkness again. Being
under that freeway felt almost smothering, and the magnified sounds
of the traffic rocketing over us were like wailing ghosts pleading
for an end to some unspeakable agony. The only sources of light
were the fading lights from behind and ahead of us. We were only a
few yards to the end, but the nighttime around that area ... it was
just eerie. The sounds from the cane made it worse:
tap tap tap tap!
I think I would’ve been freaking out if Al hadn’t
been there with me. And the fear must’ve caused my body to start the changing process again because
the shakes returned, only stronger this time. I clenched my teeth,
willing my body to stop. Finally, they subsided again.

Eventually, we did get
out; and the sporadic pillars of light from the street lamps
directed us west to the Bayou. The rows of surrounding oaks were
starting to thicken even more, with long bonelike branches that
made me feel as if they were going to wrap around my body and
squeeze ...

squeeze ...

Suddenly, Al announced,
“We’re almost there, my boy. I do believe that you will fit in fine
with the Boccaccio Club.”

“The Boccaccio
Club?”

Even though the visibility
was low, I could make out his smile. His white teeth actually shone
in the night. “Named after an Italian writer during the fourteenth
century. In New Orleans, it’s not so unusual to name a carnival
krewe after a famous person or an ancient myth. There’s an Orpheus
Club, a Bacchus Club, what have you not. You see, Ray, there are so
many clubs or krewes here. Most of them, old money ... so old that
it would take more generations to spend the riches than to earn it.
We’re talking about in the billion-dollar division ... at least.
Some of these clubs are so old that they still forbid blacks as
members. Hell, some will only allow descendants from the original
settlers, like the Mayflower, or the Nina, Pinta, Santa Maria ...
that sort of traditional kind of nonsense. All these clubs
participate in any type of celebration; they even have their own
float in the Mardi Gras. But usually, members of these clubs like
to meet for some reason: economical, historical, social ... or,
depending on the club, something more covert and hush
hush.

“This leads to Boccaccio,
the creator of the Decameron: a book containing stories about
murder, sex, thievery, and all other scandalous activities. Some
end happy, some don’t. Our club actually has one of the very first
editions in mint condition. Now, he wrote this book when Europe was
infested with the bubonic plague; and he explains in the prelude
that there were four types of behavior that the people exhibited in
order to handle this horrible epidemic. First, you have your
recluses. No one goes out, no one goes in. Home turns into prison.
End of story. Secondly, you have those who didn’t give a damn and
party outside and inside, usually in everyone else’s homes.
Eventually, they all died off. Again, end of story.

“The people in the third
category were those that stuck to the middle, where they didn’t
seal themselves in like monks, but they didn’t go hedonistic and
waving their wine bottles and private parts all over the place. No,
they acted cautiously and brought with them various flowers and
aroma-like potions to kill the stench of the dead. For the most
part, they managed to barely stay alive.

“But the last category,”
he added. “These people probably did the smartest thing out of all
of those groups: they got the hell out of there. Lots of people
left these plague-ridden cities and visited various locales in the
countryside—almost like a touring company—and kept on traveling and
waited for the safest time to return. Now, he wrote about how a
group of people escaped the plague by visiting castles, homes,
anywhere. And they entertained themselves by drinking, playing
games, telling stories, contemplating there own respective navels,
fornicating, all of the above. Hell, their philosophy is, ‘Let’s
play it safe; but if by some chance we do die, let’s have fun and
do it with some style!’ Their survival rate was higher than the
others,” he concluded as he looked straight ahead of us. He
narrowed his eyes in the distance and I tried to do the same, but
in the dark it was almost impossible. Nevertheless, he smiled and
said, “Ah, my dear boy. We’re almost there.”

“Al, what does Boccaccio
have to do with your club?”

When hearing this, he
stopped for a second time. His carefree smile was replaced with a
look that was genuinely warm, yet very sad as well. Part of the
nightfall had somehow seeped into his black eyes. “My club—my
family—is very much like the fourth group. We move around,
establish ourselves in a nice locale—in this case, my home town—and
we chat, socialize, tell stories, revitalize our nature in many
different ways, while we escape from the death of humanity. You
see, Ray, almost all of us are rich, yet our lives are basically
meaningless. We will not associate with a culture that doesn’t
appreciate what we offer.” He shrugged. “So, we escape from the
masses until it is time to blend in again ... when we feel that
society is ready for us.”

I digested every little
syllable that Al spoke, like a hot meal that I haven’t had in
years. “Al, I’m not rich.”

He pointed at me. “But you
do have a lot to offer, my friend. Your poetry.” I chuckled. “I
told you before. I don’t write.”

But he shook his head.
“I’m talking about the poetry in your presence. It’s strong, my
boy. And you have a certain ... newfangled nature about you that
might bring a little diversity to my family. Might even help it
grow in some ways. Might even help you grow, as well.” He paused to
let me soak it in. “It’s an actual home, Ray. You
will be accepted for as
long as you stay here, unlike everywhere else you’ve
been.”

I was almost in tears.
Every single thing that I’ve always wanted to hear came from this
southern gentleman. I just gave him this idiotic grin and nodded.
After that, he patted me on the arm and we both proceeded toward
his mansion.

The number of oaks
dwindled, allowing some of the street lights to illuminate our
path. To our right was an open grassy landscape that was
overwhelmed by weeds and many other types of untamable plant life.
That stretch of open field continued until we approached Verna
Court, which was perpendicular to Esplanade. Across the street on
the corner property, a wall of shrubberies stretched north along
Verna till the road curved west beyond my sight. More giant oaks
rose above that hedge-line, with thick branches so expansive and
threatening it was as though the land itself had raised its hands
as a warning to scare any intruder away forever. The tree line that
had been following us along the sidewalk for the last two miles
finally tapered off as we crossed Verna, passed the shrub line, and
arrived at our destination.

The first thought that
came into my head was, It’s too
big. Not the house—although it was
gigantic. No, the property itself. It took up the entire block! It
was elongated like a rectangle; with the mansion three quarters of
the way to the north. The hedge wall hugged the three sides of the
property and the front was sealed with a metal gate, allowing cars
to enter from Esplanade. Past the gate was a driveway that lead
directly into an underground garage beneath the grounds. Right
behind the garage entrance was the ivory-colored stone mansion,
from which many sidewalks branched off to other areas of the
property.

Upon first glance, the
mansion reminded me of a three-story Chinese temple. The roof was
flat, yet it jutted out and slanted like a rectangular umbrella,
shading the entire third floor balcony that encircled the mansion.
The third floor balcony floor was also extended, serving as an
awning for the second floor balcony beneath it. White, stone
handrails enclosed both balconies, and I noticed that stone arches
were built into the building, which served as either doorways or
window sills for both floors. A long, marble stairway lead directly
down from the second level to the property grounds, bypassing the
larger and wider ground floor level that possessed the same stone
arches as the previous floors. Instead of windows or doorways, the
ground floor arches led to areas around the mansion that were
immersed in darkness. When I pointed that out to Al, he said that
the second floor was, in fact, the main entranceway, whereas the
first and third levels were the sleeping and “party” quarters,
whatever that meant. He looked fondly at his home, whereas I
swallowed and wrung my hands together, trying not to be scared in
front of my host. Unlike the golden, serene majesty of a Chinese
temple, the mansion was bone white, pale. Almost lifeless. With
those giant stone stairs looking so much like a tongue, and that
maw of an underground garage beneath the grounds…I was looking at
some deformed monster that was licking its chops after it swallowed
those cars whole.

I turned my head toward a
clanging noise as the metal gate closed. A sign post on the
sidewalk stood on the east side of the gate. It was engraved in
cursive bronze: Luling Mansion.

I felt a hand on my
shoulder and I looked over at a beaming Al. “Impressive? Built
around 1865 by an architect named Gallier. His descendants have
another mansion farther down on Royal Street. He was also
responsible for designing and building the French Opera House and a
couple of prominent banks in the Quarter. From 1880 to 1900, the
Louisiana Jockey Club purchased it and used it for a clubhouse.
After that,” he said with a sigh and a shrug, “this place had been
through many owners and many dramas. A few years ago, the previous
owner utilized the open property in front of the mansion by
building a couple of houses, one in front of the other. Then, he
would rent those out. I swear if you were across Esplanade, you
would not have been able to see the rear house that was behind the
front one: totally concealed. And behind those was poor old Luling
Mansion. Of course, accessibility to the mansion was nearly
impossible. There was only one way to get in,” he said as he
pointed with his cane toward the western end of the property. “A
little driveway to an outdoor garage that connects to Leda Street,
which was the original location of the sign as well. But then I
came along and fixed everything up the way it should be: a more
accessible entranceway which allows both cars and people to enter
from Esplanade---where the sign is also located as you can see. Bye
bye, little houses. Hello underground parking garage.” He gazed off
in the distance. “Now, see the neighboring property over there.” He
pointed his cane again. With the combination of the humidity and
the cold temperatures, there was a dense mist clouding my view. But
I eventually saw many stone shapes and buildings appearing in spots
throughout the fog, with two giant crosses poking through the
top.

My skin crawled as I
looked back at Al. “You’re right next to a graveyard? Who the hell
was the previous owner of this place? Anne Rice?”

He laughed his raspy
laugh. “Well, maybe that’s the reason why she moved up to ‘Frisco.”
When my eyes widened, he slapped me on the arm. “Joking, son! I’m
joking! She was never near this place. No, both properties have
been around since Post Civil War. Yes, there were rumors of
killings in the near vicinity; what do you expect? People were
still bitter about losing the war, for God’s sake! Don’t worry, no
connection between the St. Louis Cemetery and the mansion. Now, on
the western side of the cemetery---where the Byrne Brothers Funeral
Parlor is also located---is a recently established retirement home
that, rumor has it, does donate a few ... unintentional
contributions for the cause, if you know what I mean.” When he saw
me nodding my head, we started to walk toward the gate. “But you
don’t need to worry about them, Ray. The elderly at least have a
nice western view of the Bayou and the City Park, so they don’t
have to worry about the inevitable. However, I wish I can say the
same for those whose windows face the cemetery. But, ah well, what
can we do?” he sadly said as he guided me through a metal door that
was installed into the double gate.

We walked toward the
mansion and I looked at the immense and meticulous landscaping.
Both the brick sidewalk and the grass had an unusually, almost
painstakingly, evenness to it. Al’s gardeners must have spent
forever trying to manicure almost every blade of grass to make it
as uniform as the sidewalk. And with the thin layer of mist on the
grounds ... God, it looked like a giant bed covered by a soft white
comforter. I wanted to lie down on that ground and I bet I would
have experienced absolutely no discomfort whatsoever. But the chill
in the air extinguished any feelings of solace and I focused my
attention back to Al. We reached the steps and the mansion towered
over me. He climbed the marble stairs patiently. I tried my best to
follow his pace, but it was so hard to walk slowly with him. I
wanted to get the hell inside.

Finally, we made it to the
gigantic front door. On each side of the doorway was a stone statue
of a nude woman cradling a vase, sculpted very much like it was
from the ancient Roman or Greek eras. Their faces were emotionless,
immortalized forever in sallow apathy. Above the door was a coat of
arms that contained the same moon and egg symbol from Al’s ring and
cane. It was granite and the symbols were painted in blood red. The
door opened and a tall gentleman in a black suit greeted us.
“Welcome back, Mister Escalante,” he said in a deep formal
voice.

“Good to be back,
Godfrey,” he answered as the door closed behind us with a soft
thump. Godfrey walked away and I looked around my new home. The
brightly-lit foyer was so immense; it was large enough to greet a
party of twenty, maybe more. All the floors were an oyster-colored
marble, as was the staircase that was in the center of the room,
leading to the third level. The walls were a cherry oak paneling
and the furniture were exquisite antiques. On either side of the
staircase was a door leading to the rear of the mansion. To the
right of me was a living room with a fireplace and to the left
looked like a nice, small study, with reading sofas and leather
chairs.

I turned and saw Al
looking at me. “Well, what do you think?” “This is incredible. I’ve
always seen places like this in magazines.”

He nodded. “I pretty much
redesigned it to fit the pleasures of the club members and their
various cultural backgrounds and influences. European, American,
Asian, Classical, New Age, Art Deco ... you’ll see as we go to the
main library,” he said as he pointed his cane to the door on the
right side of the staircase.

He led the way as I
followed him through the door into a series of candle-lit
corridors. As we walked by, I had quick glimpses of some of the
other rooms. As he said, each room had a different style. One room
was like the living room in the front with the antique chairs and
tables, one looked like a Japanese apartment with the tissue paper
doors and the soft mats, another looked like an English pub,
another a game room with air hockey and arcade games, Spanish and
French motif, dark German Goth, everything. There was even a disco
room. Al planned everything.

But no people! With the
sounds of footsteps and his cane echoing through the halls, I felt
we were the only ones here. Even though I was wearing my jacket and
it was fairly warm in the place, I was starting to get chilled with
the thought of accidentally being lost in this maze, alone. I had
to rub my hands to stay calm.

He started to walk more
briskly to the point where he stopped using his cane. “I would love
to give you the grand tour of my establishment, but because of the
size, it would take hours to get the full grasp of the place. It’s
not Hearst Castle, but big enough where we have to take a rain
check.”

“Where is
everybody?”

“In the main library. It’s
almost time for the dinner banquet and I want to introduce you to
some of the most prominent members here before it’s time,” he said
as he quickened his pace, with me trying to keep up.

Hallway after hallway,
corridor after corridor, we finally reached a thick, heavy wooden
door, which Al easily opened without any hesitation in his step.
Once we were inside, I was witness to one of the largest libraries
I have ever seen—about the size of one of those formal ball
rooms.

And, thank God, there were
people. Lots of people! Twenty, maybe thirty of them. The flurry of
voices and activity was such a relief after walking through the
mansion with only the “tap tap” sounds of Al’s cane driving me
crazy. Here, life existed. They were all different cultures and
spoke different accents. Their animated movements, laughter, and
conversations filled me with such warmth. A person could disappear
here. A person could be accepted for his uniqueness. Then, I calmed
down. After what nearly happened with Al, I had to be careful of my
body accidentally triggering itself to change into a different
color, depending on who I was with.

On the opposite end of the
hall was a huge fireplace, large enough to roast an entire pig.
Facing it was a long, brown, leather sofa with two huge leather
chairs on each side. They were the kind that if you sat down in one
of them, you could disappear from view. I looked passed the sofa
and noticed a walnut coffee table in front of this gathering. To my
near right was a circular bar with many stools, and to the far
right side of the room were a number of tables, each of which could
sit as many as eight per table. Surrounding the tables were smaller
leather chairs that weren’t as immense as the ones near the
fireplace. To my left was a set of double doors; probably the main
entrance into the library. And on each side of the doors were three
leather chairs with little serving tables. The floor was covered
with Persian carpeting that was so soft and fine. But if you looked
at it in a certain way, you could see carefully-dyed landscapes of
various locales woven within the material: desert scenery, forests,
country settings, and others.

All of the walls contained
shelves of books! So many books! Old books, like they were first
editions, judging by the condition of the spines. Oh God, I wanted
to go through the poetry sections so badly, but with everything
going on, I didn’t have the time. And above the shelves were giant
paintings, brimming with intense images that had religious, epic
themes about them. The one common characteristic they had was they
all contained a bearded angel guiding a mortal man through a
calliope of violent horrors: settings being engulfed with flames,
beastly demons laughing and causing incredible violence on
suffering souls, and others which I can’t even begin to describe.
One caught my eye: the two men were facing an immense gate, which
was topped with some archaic-looking writing.

“‘Abandon all hope ye who
enter here,’” Al softly said in my ear, his voice barely inaudible.
“I know Dante’s not your cup of tea, but his epic poems are beyond
description. All of Solomon’s paintings are based on Dante’s
Divine Comedy. He’s
almost finished with The
Inferno.”

I snapped out of my trance
and looked at Al. “Solomon?”

He nodded. “One of my club
members. Solomon Antoine. His glorious works decorate most of the
main halls. All of us love the theme and the style of his art.
You’ll meet him soon,” he said as he looked around the room. “Now,
where is she?”

“Who?”

“Well, eventually I’ll
have to leave you to attend to my duties as host of this little
soiree’ and I would rather not leave you alone. Like with any
family, we have our occasional black sheep. We are somewhat
embarrassed about them, but they’re part of our club, nonetheless.
There is one attractive creature that I trust will keep you out of
harm’s way.”

I continued to watch all
of the activity around me. I almost became drunk just watching them
mingle and socialize. I couldn’t wait to be a part of that foreign
dynamic. I recalled Plath’s Family
Reunion, “The dull drums
of my pulses beat / Against a silence wearing thin. / The door now
opens from within. / Oh, hear the clash of
people meeting—The laughter and the screams of
greeting.”

“Well, well, well. Who’s
your new friend, Al?”

We both turned around and
saw a man standing near us with a candy-eating grin on his face. He
was shorter than me, with a boyish face and fine brown hair cut
short to the point where it spiked a little. But he wasn’t young.
There were lines around his eyes and I could see the beginnings of
a Friar Tuck bald spot on the back of his head, so I made him for
mid -forties. He was dressed in a black tux that bottomed out to a
pair of brown cowboy boots. He had a drink in his hand, and judging
by his unsteady swagger it was probably not his first. I remember
those angry, hungry, dead-grey eyes of his, two frightening portals
that always rang alarms for people in my profession. We would call
this breed of man a “very bad date.” The same kind that would spike
someone’s drink and take advantage of the situation while that
person was down. It didn’t happen to me; I knew better.

“Ah, hello Bart,” chimed
my host as he placed his hand protectively on my shoulder. “Ray, I
like you to meet Bart Parnel, native of Texas. Bart, this young man
is Ray Malory, native from ...from everywhere.

We shook hands and I have
to admit, his grip was firm. But it was also cold, like his blood
refused to circulate there. Oh, yes. He was a bad one,
alright.

“Well,” he said with a
watered-down southern accent and a greedy eye. “You’re a big boy,
aren’t you? What did you do for a living before you encountered Al
here?”

Al interjected. “He
teaches poetry for some of the orphanages in the
southwest.”

He kept looking at my
body, up and down, a meal waiting to be devoured. “Poetry, huh? Let
me guess, your favorite poem is, ‘Here is my trick, let me see if
he would lick my stick,’” he laughed with a hissing, hyena-like
pant as he almost spilled his drink.

“Be nice, Bart. He’s a
friend of mine who might become a member,” my host responded. But
Bart scoffed. “How many more mongrels is it going to take for you
to realize that the club is not for people like him,” he said as he
jabbed a finger at my chest. “Doesn’t ‘selectivity’ mean anything
to you?”

Al just smiled thinly at
him and remarked, “Ah yes. Selectivity. The next time I meet an
ex-CEO of a record company who is being sued for grabbing the
crotches of his female employees, not to mention being chased by
the law for other forms of sexual assault, I’ll be sure to be more
‘selective’ with my choices.”

Bart turned white and
remained still. But Al didn’t stop. “And I wager Janice and little
Emily really miss their husband and father. What do you
think?”

The other man’s lips
quivered, then sealed tight into a thin, fleshy line. He breathed
in and looked at me. “Nothing personal, right?”

I smiled with pure
satisfaction. “Whatever you say.”

A few moments of intense
silence was broken by the sound of the twin doors slamming wide
open, with three energetic forms spilling into the room. The man in
the center—who was about my age, with short black hair, spiked with
gel—was dressed similar to Bart, only his tie was undone and he
wore normal black dress shoes. Adorned on each arm was a blonde,
scantily dressed in cheerleader outfits. He lifted his champagne
bottle and gulped a huge amount before he cried out, “Touchdown!
Quarterback here from Chico has returned! Al, baby! Good to see you
again!” He looked over to me. “Who’s the Ken Doll?”

Al and I had to laugh at
this spectacle, but Bart remained absolutely still until he barked
out,

“Tim!”

The younger man stared at
him. “What? What’s the problem?”

Bart just stood there,
clenching his fists. “Get over here!” When Tim didn’t move, the
Texan exploded, “I said, get over here! Now!”

Immediately, the girls
scurried to the bar as a sullen Tim approached our group, taking an
occasional swig from the bottle. The rest of the room continued on
as if nothing had happened. The moment Tim was in front of Bart,
the older man grabbed the bottle and threw it against the wall with
a loud crash. “What the hell is wrong with you, frat boy? I told
you to stay away from those whores!”

Tim rubbed his eyes and I
noticed some weird letters tattooed in between each knuckle on his
right hand. “The girls and I were just having a little role-play.
You know what that is, right?”

“I know what game you and
I will play if you ever mingle with them again. There is only me.
Do you understand, Timothy?” he said with a murderous
tone.

Tim looked at his partner
and snorted. But after a few minutes of violent stares from Bart,
the younger man pouted and mumbled, “Yeah, fine.
Whatever.”

As before, the group of us
just stood around, not saying a word. Al, being the charming
icebreaker that he was, said, “Tim, this is Ray. Ray, Tim
Neff.”

I stuck out my hand, but
Tim just looked at Bart with disgust. He answered, “I need another
drink.” He turned to me. “You want anything?” I pulled back my
neglected hand and shook my head. Tim smirked and said, “Welcome to
our club.” He, then, did an about-face and staggered to the
bar.

Bart breathed in deeply
and asked, “So, Ray, you’ve ever written anything?” “No. I’m only
good in remembering other people’s poetry.”

He sneered. “Ah, a
boy-toy Rain Man.
Why don’t you recite something.”

I instantly knew what was
perfect for him. I looked over at Al and he gave me permission to
do what I do best:

“`Did you know that your
eyes are a lovely shade of grey, that remind me of the immortal
tombs of the dead, so often described to me by the voices in my
head? Whispering in my ears, which soon brought me to tears,
because as time drifts on, my sad friend, we’ll slowly be fading
away.’”

Al laughed…no, he
guffawed upon hearing
one of the few little creations I actually composed. Bart started
to turn white again. When he regained his composure, my host
approached Bart and placed his hand on the Texan’s shoulder. “My
friend, why don’t you have a drink with your boy there and quit
while the going is good. Otherwise, Ray might end up putting some
snakes in your bed.”

Bart seethed at me with
those dead grey eyes of his until he finally cooled off and went to
the bar next to Tim. Al approached me and patted my back. “Well
done. He needed to be put in his place. One screw loose in one too
many places.” He looked at the duo. “Bart had a good career going,
even after the first divorce. Then the scandal occurred and before
the law could catch up with him, he cleaned out his account and
disappeared with us. Kinda feel guilty taking him in, especially
since he left wife number two and daughter number one penniless.
But, I have to abide by the rules and reserve judgment.”

“What is it you said about
snakes?”

He smiled in an evil sort
of way. “Hates them with a passion. A phobia he has.” He looked
over to Tim. “As far as Timothy is concerned, he started off as a
frat boy from Cal State Chico. Those tattoos on his knuckles are
his Greek letters: Sigma Tau Omega. Had a beautiful wife and child.
He was an audio mixer for a rock video that Bart was producing.
They hit it off instantly.”

I whistled. “And you
allowed them into your club?”

Al raised an eyebrow. “My
dear boy, I don’t place judgment on anyone. If he or she is on the lamb
or is cast away by society, I will take that person in. As long as
they follow the rules, which you will learn soon enough, they will
always be welcome here.” Then, his attention shifted to one of the
larger parlor tables where a group of men were playing poker. “Ah,
come with me,” he cheerfully said as we walked over to the far end
of the library.

Near the table, a thin,
dreadlocked, black man dressed in a violet, silk collarless shirt
and olive pants was drawing on a sketch pad. A wide burgundy scarf
was neatly wrapped around his neck. He held a number of colored
pencils and was rapidly changing colors as he continued to draw the
poker players before him. But as we approached, his meticulous
attention shifted immediately to me.

Al was all smiles again as
he said, “Solomon! Good to see you again, my friend.”

The black man stopped
drawing and held everything in one hand as he shook Al’s with the
other. During this exchange, he never took his eyes off me. “Yes,
it is good to see you again, Alarico,” he said in a smooth, deep
voice that had a trace of a Caribbean accent to it. “And who is our
new member?”

This time, it was my turn.
I shook hands with him. Good firm grip. Warm, dry hand. “Ray
Malory. I like your work in the mansion.”

He smiled. “Solomon
Antoine. Why, thank you very much.” He turned to a new, fresh,
blank page and began to draw me. He looked down at his pad, then up
to me, and back again. “I have always had doubts about my work. But
I can tell what you say is honest and true,” he answered as he
looked up and bowed.

Al continued. “Before
dinner, Solomon will reveal his latest work of his Dante Series,
which will be displayed in the dining room.”

The artist nodded. “Yes,
it is a piece that I think is very appropriate for that room, if
not for the Boccaccio Club itself. However, it is not my latest
work; I am always paintings ahead.” He looked over to Al. “I see
you had a little entertainment with Bartholomew.” We all laughed as
he continued to sketch me. “Well, wait till you meet the other
colorful characters in our club, such as that hippo Irena over
there.” He pointed to the fireplace with his colored pencil. Al and
I turned, witnessing a behemoth of a woman waddling among various
members of the club. Her legs could be seen, but I was amazed in
how they could support such massive poundage---four hundred at
least. She was wearing one of those Hawaiian dresses—a muu muu—and
it was all silver and black that made her look like a jovial whale
that was leaving the ocean of people in order to beach herself on
the shores of our little area. Her hair was dyed oil black and she
held in each arm a Siamese cat.

I started to snicker as Al
commented, “Quite a sight, isn’t she? Her hair color changes with
the phases of the moon ... which, unfortunately, can be said of her
bathing habits, as well. Officially, she was the Make-up Duchess of
America—next to Mary Kay, of course. Mostly does all of the
entertainment types. But, on the sly, she used to be a madam for
the biggest call girl service in America. She usually breaks in a
new girl herself, then ushers them out to the industry types or the
adult film productions. Brought in more girls than Heidi Fleiss.”
When I heard this, my eyes widened. Al saw my expression and
remarked, “Ah, you’ve heard of her?”

“When I was in L.A. a few
years ago, I met a few of her girls. She disappeared when the IRS
was on its way.”

“That’s right. Now she’s
here with a couple of her girls. And, of course, all of her pets,
too. With regard to those disgusting creatures, she always says, ‘I
always need my babies to keep me company.’”

Solomon scoffed. “Hell,
her ‘babies’ is what she says. ‘Too close for comfort’ is what I
call them, Mon. Ever since she came on board, I can’t even hear the
term ‘nursing my baby’ without thinking of her and her pets,” he
shuddered.

We all cringed as Irena
eventually swayed back and forth toward us. Al, as always, was the
perfect host. “Ah, Irena, you look ravishing as ever.”

Irena cracked an angular
smile which was squashed within the mounds of moldable flesh that
composed her face. “Al! Welcome back from France. My babies and I
missed you.”

Solomon was trying to hold
back a chuckle as Al answered, “Well, I’m sure they do. How are
they doing?”

Her face morphed into a
look that could be considered as concern. “All of my cats and dogs
are fine. But Amy is feeling quite peckish.” She then looked at me
with black eyes that had such a .

. . blankness to them. “My
pig. Her name is Amy.”

Al answered. “Oh, I’m
sorry. Ray, this is Irena Tosche. This is Ray.”

She placed one of her cats
on her shoulders and stuck out her hand. I reluctantly received her
fleshy paw. The feeling was the equivalent to squeezing warm
Jell-O. She softly asked, “Do you like animals, Ray?”

I cleared my throat as I
quickly pulled my hand back. “I love them.”

A small smile appeared in
the folds. “Me too. They’re my babies. My life.” Then, she turned
around and wandered toward the main entrance of the
library.

When she was a safe
distance away, Solomon released his chuckles. “Ah, Alarico. You
should recruit more entertainment like her. It makes our time here
more enjoyable.” He shook my hand again. “Excuse me, but I must get
my exhibit ready by the time dinner is served. It was a pleasure to
meet you,” he said as he left through the smaller
entrance.

My host came up to me and
whispered, “Good man. If it wasn’t for that heroin addiction, he
would be in good shape. That’s why he’s here: to clean up. I’m
afraid it’s been unsuccessful so far.” He looked down at his watch
and cursed under his breath. “Unfortunately, the person that I’m
looking for hasn’t arrived yet and I need to make arrangements for
dinner. Don’t be shy, now. Just mingle and you can be quite assured
that you will fit in ... at least, with the normal crowd, that is.”
He stepped toward the same direction as Solomon. Then, he quickly
stopped, turned back and added, “My lady friend’s name is Nissa, by
the way.”

“How can I find
her?”

“My dear boy, you won’t
find her; she’ll find you,” Al answered with a grin as he
disappeared through the doorway.

I definitely needed
something to drink. How could Al think that I would be able to fit
in? Solomon was the exception; still, these people were the
sickest, empty-headed misfits I have ever met! I was worried if the
others were the same. Well, the moment I got my drink, I was
approached by this woman who I could instantly tell was a pro. At
least I’m a
little discrete regarding my profession. She was dressed ala
Madonna with her short black skirt, black halter top that barely
covered her sagging breasts, a long blue denim blazer and
knee-high, black boots that looked as though they were painted on
her lipo-suctioned legs. She had flat, brown hair with red
highlights, and a round, almost sulking face that contained a pair
of beady, brown eyes, which were so lifeless and dull that they
looked like dolls’ eyes, both of which were covered by a pair of
thick framed glasses. Her small spare tire hung ever so slightly
over the skirt. Her pierced navel slightly jiggled over the skirt’s
top as she leapt on the stool next to me. I just prayed that it
wasn’t Nissa.

“Hey! I’m Aja Foxx. Who’re
you?” “Ray.”

Even when she smiled, her
eyes didn’t move or show any existence at all. “Nice to meet ya.
You know, like, I heard that you were a poet, really creative, you
know,” she rambled as she suddenly discovered something in her
hair. She took the strand from her forehead and became fixated with
that lock, as though she was breaking down its DNA structure. While
she was chewing her gum, I noticed that while her bottom lip was
full and normal, the top one looked weak, almost sickly, like a
withered, raw anchovy that made her face more deformed that matched
her personality. “Well, are you creative?”

I shrugged. “Not
exactly.”

She became silent again as
she focused so hard on that lock, twisting it around and around.
After a minute, she combed it back and said. “Well, that’s ok. I
think it’s kinda cool to be creative, you know. I used to, like, be
creative once. When I was in high school, my future was set. I was
into dance a lot, you know, like jazz and ballet. I was also dating
this wonderful football tackle. Chaz Lennox. He was the best,” she
babbled with a smile. Then, it changed to a dark frown as she
uttered, “Till I injured my ankles and knees one day. It just
happened, you know. I wasn’t like this, all flabby and stuff. But
you get comfortable, you know, and I thought Chaz would make it to
the pros. Then some psycho at high school put him in a coma. My man
came out of it ok, but his knee was a mess. Couldn’t play again.
And you know what?” I slowly shook my head as she answered. “The
psycho who hurt him got away with it. ‘Self-defense,’ my ass! Well,
Chaz dumped me for some white trash bitch and now ...” she stopped
as she took a drink to forget.

“What do you do
now?”

She perked up and smiled
that dead-eyed smile of hers. “Oh well, like, I got into make-up,
you know. I realized that I’m really good with that. That’s when I
met Irena. You know her, right? Well, I started to do make up on
... independent movies. Now, I’m acting in them. Cool
huh?”

I tried my best to stifle
a chuckle. “Well, it beats the hell out of dancing around in tights
all the time.”

She looked at me with the
most empty-headed look I have ever seen from anyone. Then, she
started to laugh this donkey-bray kind of laugh in machine gun
mode, “Hee huh huh huh huh. Hee huh huh huh huh.” I cringed
listening to those sounds until she thankfully stopped. I asked,
“So, how do you like being in the club?”

Again, vacant look. Then,
she answered, “Oh, like, it’s ok. We have a great director here, so
I can still act. It’s just in one place, that’s all. Can you
act?”

I gulped. “Well, someone
told me I should.”

She laughed that donkey
bray again and said, “Well, you should act in a film with me. I
think, like, we could have some fun. And for a blond, you do look
kinda hot,” she said with a hungry look as she finished her
drink.

I would rather do it with
myself, I thought as I started to become
nauseous at the idea of the both of us
together. I was about to move away when a man approached us.
“Excuse me, mate. But I need to speak to this lovely sheila for a
while. Mind?” he asked with a thick Australian accent.

Mentally, I thanked
whatever deity existed in getting this mannequin away from me and I
nodded. Aja winked at the Aussie, took her jacket off and left it
on the bar next to me. “Do me a favor and look after this, Sweetie?
Come on, Adam,” she prattled as she left me in peace. When she
walked away, I noticed something on her left arm: a tattoo of a
green fairy.

“Nice piece of tail, come
‘on?”

I turned to the speaker
and I literally did a double take. I was looking at a man in his
early forties, chubby, bald with a few hairs on top, a five o’clock
shadow and glassy eyes that reminded me of a fish. I’m not
particularly knowledgeable when it comes to television shows, but
even I recognized certain characters that are considered as icons:
The Fonz, Archie Bunker, and, in that guy’s case, Homer Simpson.
Upon looking at him, I quickly realized that he does exist in human form. This man,
though, wore a Hawaiian shirt and purple Bermuda shorts which
exposed his gangly, lily white legs. A sour stench emitted from him
that was a mixture of pungent perspiration and lilac cologne. A
cam-corder was lying on the bar next to his beer.

I snapped out of it and
stuttered, “Uh, yes. I guess so.”

He snorted. “Whad’ya mean,
‘sort of,’ boy? You like girls or you bite the pillow?” My head
began to hurt. “Yes, I like girls. She doesn’t do anything for me,
that’s all.”

“Uh yah,” he drawled.
“Don’t blame you if you thought she carried some kinda disease or
something, considering what kinda of people she fucked. All of
those chinks, spics, and especially those niggers. Lord, you never
know what those boys carry in those big, black cocks of theirs,
come ‘on”

The pounding in my head
worsened with each passing second. “I see.”

“Yeah,” he said as he
swallowed his beer. “Still, she does give good head. They don’t
call her the ‘Fellatio Fairy’ for nothing.”

“Why do they call her
that?”

He raised an eyebrow at me
and chortled, “Check her arm, swifty. The fairy on her arm. Hence,
the nickname, come ‘on.”

My head was now beginning
to split as I forced a smile and answered, “What is your—?” He shot
out his hand to shake mine. “A.K. Eaton, Attorney at Law from
Kentucky. “What kind of law do you practice?’

He shrugged. “Well,
divorce cases was my specialty, come ‘on. Then I met that film
director, Tom Dawson over there,” he pointed to a tall, balding man
who was dressed conservatively in a tan, mole-haired jacket. He
took a swig of his beer and continued. “I represented him during
his divorce case, you know, and after the smoke settled, he told me
about this club he was a part of. So, I pretty much dumped my
practice, and now I represent just one client: the Club. I’m what
the Italians call…” he paused, scratching his cue-ball head in
thought. “…a con-see air-glee.”

I rubbed my temples,
trying to alleviate the ever-growing pain.
“Consigliere?”

A.K.’s hooded fish-eyes
widened. “Yeah, that’s right. The Godfather thing that Bobby Duval
did, come ‘on. Wait a minute; let me get Tom over here.”

A.K. called out to him.
The director’s bald head was completely shaven except for a tuff of
red hair that jutted out from the top, as though a wood pecker were
trying to break out of its egg. His marble blue eyes were so
piercing and prominent that they seemed to be glued directly to his
face. His posture was constantly erect and his angular nose slanted
upwards. I also noticed that as he spoke, he never looked at you,
only off to the side. When all of us introduced each other, Tom
said to me in a condescending way, “Well, Raymond, I assume that if
Al invited you to join our exclusive establishment, you must have
quite a talent…or lots of money,” he added with a small, light
hearted chuckle. “You do look particularly astute; so, with
alacrity please, tell me what you do.”

I smiled as I said, “I’m a
poet and killer of bald men. You?”

Both men remained silent.
A.K. had this dreamy, glazed look on his face (I was expecting him
to say, “Mmm, donuts.) and Thomas just kept looking to the side, as
though he were waiting for the punch line. When I didn’t continue,
they just laughed and Thomas said, “I have to admit, Raymond, that
you do have a sharp sense of humor that I like.” He paused, smiling
with his thin lips. “I am a film director with a high regard for
the poetry, geography, and composition of the story that I am
trying to convey. I was very well-known in New York and Los
Angeles, and now Al has hired me to shoot various projects at the
Boccaccio club. With the diverse locales here, I could provide
glorious masterpieces in a cinematic way. Yes, true classics. I
remember the time—”

And he went on, and on,
and on. And the longer he continued, the more unbearable my
headache became. I can’t even recall the whole conversation. I only
remember this uptight priss droning about his feats of film glory,
as well as his lackey saying “come ‘on” after every other sentence.
During that unending chat, I soon realized that for the first time
in my life, I encountered a group that I didn’t want to be a part of. With
the exception of Al and maybe Solomon, everyone there possessed no
personalities at all. They were the dregs that humanity had
discarded. All dead inside, and I absolutely didn’t want to be
associated with them.

But ... they all liked me!
I have to admit that, with the exception of Bart, I have never
received such an amiable response before, especially from Al and
Solomon. How could I turn my back on the only group that has truly
welcomed me without hesitation? So, I just gritted my teeth and
listened to Mr. Potato head and Homer for the next hour until the
double doors opened. And what strode in lured all males and some
females throughout the entire library.

She was about 5'7, early
to mid-thirties with long, straight blond hair and a body that all
women in the library would probably sell their souls for. She was
adorned in an elegant black evening gown with a tastefully plunging
neckline that showed off her full breasts. Her eyes, though. God,
her eyes were sky blue and almond-shaped, almost in an Asian way.
Her effect on all of the men was unreal, judging by the bulges in
their pants, including myself. Actually, not everybody. A.K. and
Thomas were completely flat in the front. I would know why later
on.

Many of the men flocked to
her, socializing, trying to score some points, the usual game. But
then she locked eyes with mine and with the grace of a gazelle she
approached me, ignoring A.K. and Thomas. She had an aroma about
her—almost flowery—that smelled so natural. My perceptions expanded
and I felt as though I was floating around her being. Christ, she
wrapped her soft arm around mine and purred in what was probably
the loveliest British accent I had ever heard, “Hello, you must be
Ray. I’m Nissa Olafson. Al told me you were here.” Her voice was
deep and blatantly seductive, like honey to a sugar fiend. Her eyes
seeped into mine and I knew she had me in more ways than
one.

Meanwhile, the other two
boys were feeling left out. “Hey, darlin,” A.K. whined. “What’s he
got that I don’t have, come ‘on?”

“Me,” she quickly
responded without even glancing toward him. “And probably an erect
cock that is bigger than a peanut, Homer. Now, go away.” She paused
for effect, then continued, “I know what you are going to ask,
Thomas. The answer is a final ‘no.’ I will not be in your
videos.”

Thomas stammered. “Well,
Nissa, I see you are mistaken. I am a film maker.”

“Well, Thomas, I
see you are
mistaken. You can’t ‘film’ something if you and your lackey always
use video. You are a hack with self-importance. Now, bugger off. I
have some business to attend here.”

I couldn’t draw my eyes
away from her, but I could sense those two mice slinking away after
realizing they weren’t going to get any cheese that evening. When
they left, she whispered, “Follow me.” We walked to the sofa near
the fireplace and once we had our privacy, she pulled out a
cigarette. “Light me, Luv.” And I did, of course. She slowly
inhaled and released the spirits of the cigarette, looking at me
with a deep curiosity. “All right, Raymond. Interest me. If you
fail to, I’ll leave you here all alone with the
parasites.”

Well, this shift in
behavior turtled me a little. “Don’t call me Raymond. It’s
Ray.”

She made a face after
hearing that. “I do not like ‘Ray.’ ‘Ray’ is the name of dullness.
Prove me wrong, Raymond.”

“I’m telling you; don’t
call me Raymond because that’s not my name. It’s
Reynard.”

Her eyes widened as she
put out her cigarette. “Reynard? Well, now you caught my
attention,” she said with a sly smile. “Did you know that a reynard
is another name for a fox? And that your last name, Malory, is
Latin for ‘ill-fated’?”

I wondered if Furious Fury
named me that on purpose. “How do you know?”

She softly chuckled.
“Nothing else to do here, except read. And Lord knows I have plenty
of time for that.”

I gazed at her porcelain
face, noticing her high cheekbones and the small lines near her
eyes. There was a pathos about her that drew me even more. “What
did you do? Model?”

She beamed. “One of the
best. Instant millionaire. Photo ads, commercials, fashion shows
around the world, everything. Then, there were some imperfections
that I couldn’t hide anymore. So, I created my own beauty-products
line. Evolved to the multimillion dollar level after
that.”

“What were the
imperfections?” She raised an eyebrow. “Age.”

I chuckled, then asked,
“Why did you quit and join the club?”

She paused and looked at
the fire slowly dwindling into the glowing amber phase before it
faded out altogether. “Boredom, especially the people. The other
women were so bloody dull and bitchy and the men wanted to possess
my body, my money, or both. I met Al, he ... recruited me to be a
part of his club until it gets better out in the real world.
Although some of the people here are rather peculiar, they do offer
some interesting entertainment.”

“Like Aja, A.K., and
Thomas?”

She laughed and her teeth
were white and oh, so perfect. “Well, they can be an annoying lot
at times. Adrienne Cook, a.k.a. Aja Foxx, is a perfect example of
how a body can move and speak without brain power. Did she get to
the part about her glorious high school past yet?” I nodded and she
cringed. “Oh, you poor thing. I should’ve been here sooner to save
you from that dreck. How boring and predictable.” I laughed,
causing her to smile in a pleasant way. “You have a nice laugh,
Reynard. Something tells me you don’t do that very often.” I didn’t
answer, and when she recognized the value of the silence she
continued. “As far as Homer is concerned, this Kentucky transplant
was one of the most corrupt divorce attorneys in California.
Eventually, he was disbarred when it was discovered that he had
often solicited the services of various high-priced prostitutes.
The degenerate had a videotape library, one tape for each girl he
paid for. This is obviously not surprising; he is an ugly sod after
all. The only time he can get his strokes from any woman is if he
had the right credit rating.” She snickered as her attention
shifted. “Speaking of stroking, he does a lot of that now with
Thomas Dawson: the Boston-bred, self-proclaimed ‘King of
Film.’”

I laughed. “What can you
tell me about the director?”

Nissa chuckled. “Failed
musical director by profession, aspiring film director by fantasy.
Financially infamous to work with. He was responsible for a string
of the most horrendous musical productions that has ever been
produced on Broadway. Tom’s dream was to be the next Bob Fosse. He
became notorious for raising his arms straight into the air and
screaming, ‘Cut and Print’ after every musical number he rehearsed.
Long hours became longer. Millions of dollars wasted,” she
giggled as she looked at the director with a
combination of amusement and pity. “Eventually, Broadway kicked him
out and he couldn’t find work anywhere on the west coast except in
the adult video industry. Well, his wife would have none of that so
she left him in the dust; that is where he met Homer. And when he
started that ‘Cut and print’ long hours nonsense with the porn
shoots, the crew set him straight by threatening to violate him
with a variety of extremely long vegetables. Problem solved, short
hours were the norm and everyone was happy, except poor old Tom.
When Homer was disbarred, both men jumped on board the club. Now,
Tom directs his videos, with Homer acting as his
‘cinematographer’.” Then, she looked at me with tired eyes and she
added. “And now here you are, a seemingly decent bloke. Are
you?”

I grinned a little. “Not
really.”

Suddenly, my body was
seized by the worst spasms I have ever felt. At that point, I knew
I couldn’t hold it in. I was going to transform right in front of
her. I clenched my fists and curled up, trying to prevent the
energy from seeping out. “No,” I muttered to myself. “Not now.”
Immediately, Nissa went to my side. “What is it? What’s
wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m fine,” I
whispered with chattering teeth. My heart was pounding like a
drummer going mad over his drums and I was also having a hard time
breathing. I almost laughed. I didn’t know what I was more afraid
of: dying or accidentally revealing my ability.

Nissa held onto my arm.
“Reynard, you are not fine. Come on, talk to me.”

“Keep your voice down.
Just a small seizure. It’ll fade away,” I said, and I was being
truthful; my heart finally slowed down and I was able to breathe
normally again. The shakes and the sweats subsided. I knew I
changed, but into what? Everyone was different.

Nissa leaned me back on
the sofa and whispered, “You look terrible. I’ll get you some
water.” She then turned and walked swiftly to the bar.

I frantically looked for
any reflective surface. I scrounged an empty, sterling silver
desert dish from the coffee table, took a deep breath and I looked
at my reflection.

Nothing. Absolutely
nothing different at all. I looked all over and I didn’t see any
changes. But I knew for a fact I did! Nissa came by with the water
and I drank it in one gulp.

She looked closer at me.
“Do you feel better, now? Do you need another glass?”

I shook my head. “No,
thanks. I’m ok.” I paused. I had to risk finding out. “Do I look
different in any way?”

She cocked an eyebrow at
me and answered, “Well, with the exception of appearing quite
slimy, you look fine. Why?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all,”
I remarked, feeling relieved, yet I knew something did happen to
me.

I looked at her and she
was staring at me. She sat down and her gaze almost became
overwhelming. “Talk to me, Reynard. About you.”

Obviously I did. Same
story I told Al. The poetry interested her quite a bit. When I
finished, she asked, “Do you like it here?”

Good question. Everyone’s
souls were so dead, except Al, Solomon, and now, Nissa. And I only
met a few of the members. Maybe the rest of the club would be
better. “I could like it here. It’s not like I have anywhere else
to go.”

She smiled. “Would you
stay for me?”

Those eyes. God, I could
fly into total peace in those eyes. “Yes.”

Upon hearing this, she
leaned over, gave me a penetrating stare and whispered to me, “As
much as I like for you to stay, and if you like me as well, then I
know you will listen when I tell you that this is not your kind of
place. I don’t think you will like it here. If I were you, I would
leave. Now.”

I frowned.
“Why?”

Before she could answer, a
loud gong reverberated throughout the room, signaling everyone to
leave through the double doors. Nissa stood up. “Dinner time. This
is your last chance.”

The way she spoke to me
... with such honesty and care. Yet, when I remembered my lonely
past before Al, I answered, “I’ll stay. I’ll handle anything you
can give me. I’ve been through worse.”

She gazed at my
determination and nodded. “I know you’ve been through a lot, but
whether you’ve been through a lot worse than this place ... well,
we’ll find out together.” She then took my hand—warm, God, so warm!
I can still feel it, even now. We followed the crowd through the
double doors to a long corridor until we reached the banquet
hall.

It wasn’t as big as the
library, but big enough to hold all of us. A gigantic rectangular
dining table stood against the back wall, with lots of solid wooden
chairs scattered in various locations around the room. Like the
main entrance, the floor was a white-colored marble. The dining
table was all prepared with a red cloth. Bone china plates,
napkins, glasses, and utensils were stacked at one end, buffet
style. An elongated dinner platter---which took up the majority of
the table space---was concealed by a giant, metal cover. Above the
dinner display hung an immense, burgundy red curtain that was six
by six feet long. I knew that underneath that curtain was Solomon’s
masterpiece.

We all waited as our host
and the artist entered from a door near the dining room table. When
he smiled, everyone applauded until he raised his cane---handle
first---in the air. They stopped and I looked at Nissa and everyone
else. They were getting a little impatient, waiting for something
to happen. I just took it for face value. I turned around and
listened to Al.

“First of all, I like to
welcome our newest member to The Boccaccio club, Ray Malory.” He
then applauded, followed by the rest of the club. I couldn’t help
but smile at this. Then, Al continued. “Secondly, as per tradition,
we gather together for our usual monthly gathering. Whether we stay
in one location for one month or for many years, our establishment
takes pride in maintaining a tradition that I’m sure Boccaccio
himself would be proud of.”

Al paused. Halos of light
seemed to flare around his onyx-colored irises. His smile widened
and his eyes became eclipses. “For endless years, the club has been
preserved and organized for one purpose: to personally grow, to
survive, and to eventually blend into society again, the same
society that abandoned us so long ago. We always had rules for our
club. First, everyone is welcome, no discrimination. Secondly, no
one will be physically injured by another member without mutual
consent. And three, that our secrets are kept only among us.
Everyone on the outside? Outsiders ...outsiders that are excluded
from the truest sense of reality. Our reality.

“Today, before the banquet
begins, we will say our special prayer that is our anthem. It will
be recited by Ray.”

I frowned. “Me? I don’t
know what the club anthem is.”

Al just looked at me with
that sly grin of his. “Of course you know it. The one by that
lovely Sylvia Plath. ‘Now we, returning from the vaulted domes ...
’”

When I heard those words,
I couldn’t breathe. Oh yes, I knew it and it chilled my soul that
it was a prayer for an exclusive club. I slowly began:

 


“‘Now we, returning from
the vaulted domes

Of our colossal sleep,
come home to find

A tall metropolis of
catacombs

Erected down the gangways
of our mind.

Green alleys where we
revealed have become

The infernal haunt of
demon dangers;

Both seraph song and
violins are dumb;

Each clock tick
consecrates the death of strangers.

Backward we traveled to
reclaim the day

Before we fell , like
Icarus, undone;

All we find are altars in
decay

And profane words scrawled
black across the sun.

Still, stubbornly we try
to crack the nut

In which the riddle of our
race is shut.’”

 


As soon I finished
Doom of Exiles, I
noticed that everyone lowered their heads in prayer. Then, Al
lifted his head up first and said, “Amen.” Everyone followed suit
and he continued, “Ray, I knew you could bring the true heart and
beauty to our anthem.” He looked at everyone. “And to make this
evening even more special, Solomon here is going to reveal his
painting that will always be reserved for our banquet room.
Solomon?” He then turned to the black man, who addressed all of
us.

“Ladies and gentlemen of
the Boccaccio Club! It is my deepest pleasure to present to you the
perfect painting for our feast tonight. From Dante’s
The Inferno, I present
to you ‘The Feast at Antenora,’” he said as he flipped a switch on
the wall and the curtain was pulled aside.

Against the dark violet
sky, I saw the bearded angel and the man on a frozen pond of ice.
They were both looking at ... there was a hole in the ice, with two
heads poking out.

And one of the heads was
gnawing and eating chunks from the other man’s neck.

I had to fight myself from
throwing up. My attention was forced back to Al when he continued
to say, “As you can see, Dante and his guardian Angel, Virgil,
approach Round Two of the Ninth Circle of Hell. They both see Count
Ugolino gnawing at his enemy, Archbishop Ruggieri, as combined
punishment for all eternity. And, under this splendid depiction of
justice and punishment, I am happy to say ...”

And God help me, I
realized what was underneath that cover. “...dinner is
served!”

I’ve seen dead bodies
before. When you lived on the streets as long as I have, death
becomes second nature. You just have to kill that voice inside you
that weeps for the loss of another human being and just think of it
as an object. You have to think it like that. For instance, when I
saw that body spread out as the main course, I played it cool. And
even though I was a part of something that was beyond comprehension
in a civilized society, I was trying my damnedest to breathe in
deeply and not scream. It’s just an object, no problem.

But I did scream, because
the body was still alive!

He was a man in his
fifties with a huge gut towering over his flaccid penis and every
hair that was on him from the top of his head to his toes was
either shaved or chemically removed. Probably shaved off, don’t
want to spoil the flavor of the meal. His eyes were closed and his
chest rose up and down in total peaceful slumber, probably sedated.
I looked around to see if my scream drew anybody’s attention, and
what I saw reminded me of when I told Nissa that when it came to my
life, things couldn’t get any worse. Oh, Ray was wrong ever
again.

They didn’t even pay
attention to my scream; they were fixated on the man. For the first
time I saw something come to life within all of those vacant,
lifeless eyes. They hungered! They craved! They licked their lips
and wiped their mouths of the drool. They weren’t the jokes of
society. They became feral, insatiable. Even Nissa’s serene eyes
transformed into such visceral savagery that I had to move away
from her, fearing I would be next on the menu. I looked forward and
noticed that Solomon had that same look as the others.

All except Al. He just
stood there as he smiled sadly at me, a quiet way of saying, “Now
you know, my friend. Sorry to disappoint you.” He reached down and
pulled out a long butcher knife with a serrated edge. He then
grabbed a two-pronged fork. Suddenly, the group around me released
a guttural sound. They swayed forward and back, forward and back.
Runners getting ready to race at the sound of the gunshot. Movement
getting faster, appetite increasing. On your mark, get set
...

Al raised the knife high
and plunged it into the man’s abdomen ... God, it sounded like a
ripe watermelon being cut.

...Go!

And the flood came forth,
releasing such a primal cry that I had to cover my ears. I turned
around and closed my eyes, trying to shield my entire being from
what was happening. But it was useless, for over their screams I
heard something ... a separate shriek that sounded all too
different from the others. It seemed normal, human.

The main course finally
woke up.

It was a drawn-out cry
until it ceased; someone probably ripped out his voice box. The
members of the club stopped screaming too. They were finally
satisfying their ultimate desires. Though my hand-covered ears, I
still heard terrible sounds: the chewing of flesh, the crunching of
bone, the tearing of muscles, and the smacking of lips to suck the
blood that was oozing from their mouths. Grunting, panting,
moaning, and fulfilled groaning. I opened my eyes and looked down
at the marble floor, noticing a thin stream of blood being divided
in half by my foot, looking very close like Al’s two-pronged fork.
I swallowed, wanting to run but I was paralyzed. They could’ve come
after me and I still wouldn’t have been able to move.

I saw something fly by my
head in slow motion. I looked up and saw a severed hand bounce off
the door, leaving a bloody smear behind. I heard someone yell out,
“Hey, where’s your manners? Don’t waste a thing!” I saw Aja
trotting past me, clothes and exposed skin drenched with blood. She
grabbed the hand, looked up at me with a small grin from that
anchovy-lipped smile and asked me, “Wanna bite?”

I closed my eyes. I heard
her chomp into the blood-soaked body part with a gratified grunt.
When she walked past me, I started to hear the buzz of an
electrical saw slicing through what sounded like bone. I heard the
raspy, good-natured voice of Al say, “Remember, let me divide the
brain pieces evenly so no one is left out. It’s very important to
control yourselves.” When there was a consensual agreement from the
group, I heard the clink-clinking of forks against plates, the
sounds of them eating their desert.

Finally, came the merciful
silence.

I lowered my hands and
turned around, smelling such a stench ... I had a hint of it
before, but when I faced it, it was almost overwhelming. I opened
my eyes and saw them reclining in the chairs around the room, their
faces a picture of pure afterglow. All were covered with splashes
of blood that made each of them unidentifiable from the other. I
looked at the table and was surprised to see that there wasn’t much
blood remaining. There were streaks and smear marks on the marbled
floor, but no large pools. I looked closely and noticed that the
blood seemed to have been soaked up with a sponge. But after
staring at their blood smudged faces, I realized that they didn’t
use sponges to clean up the floor!

I looked up at Al who,
too, was stained in blood. The skeleton was exposed and stripped
clean from the burdens of the flesh and all other organic matter.
He hovered over the carcass like an expert chef, checking to see if
there was anything left behind. He found the last, little morsel
and noshed on the delicacy with slight daintiness.

Suddenly, Al clapped his
hands to get everyone’s attention. “Now, fellow club members. Let
us proceed to the baths and then our games will
commence.”

All members struggled to
rise to their feet, groaning from their gluttony. Solomon opened
the door and led the dragging procession of the Boccaccio Club into
the next room, leaving me alone with Al.

Before I was about to say
anything, he raised his hand to silent me. He had this pitying,
knowing smile. He reached behind the table and took out a plate of
neatly sliced flesh and meat, a prepared Thanksgiving leftover
dish. He gently placed it on the table, looked at me for a moment,
then left the room.

I wanted to go. My will
was pulling me to leave. But I was starting to feel, I don’t know
how to say it, an itch inside my abdomen. A longing. I approached
the plate, all nicely served for me. My stomach ... moved. It
didn’t lurch. No, it started to grumble. The smell of death slowly
turned into a bouquet, and my mouth was actually watering. I stared
at that plate for what seemed to have been an hour until reason
finally kicked in and I ran out of there.

Unfortunately, I was so
determined to escape that I went through the wrong door. The
candle-lit room contained two large, round, heated baths that were
lit by red underwater lights. I looked closer, discovering that it
wasn’t the lights that were red; it was the water that had been
contaminated by the blood. The crimson pools were still and
luminous, a pair of red eyes watching me. I nearly stumbled over a
pile of soiled clothing, still reeking and sticky with death. I
quickly looked around and found a small door. I listened and heard
various sounds of music, moaning, laughing, and even some
conversation. I breathed in deep and entered.

Like the bathing room,
everything was lit with endless candlelight. The floor was carpeted
with Persian rugs, and colored nylon curtains were swathed along
the walls and hung from the ceiling like an Arabian harem. The size
of the room was no different from the others: colossal as usual.
And throughout the room were the naked forms of the Boccaccio Club,
indulging in whatever pleasures they were into: singing, dancing,
reading poetry, doing drugs and, of course, lots of sex. Mounds of
writhing bodies were performing any kind of position that was
humanly possible. At the far end of the room, I looked past the
see-through, rainbow colored draperies and saw Al sitting naked in
a royal throne, with his cane in his right hand. Above him on a
wall was a painting: it was the Boccaccio coat of arms. I became
absorbed looking at that crescent moon with the egg on the inside.
But God help me, they changed, becoming more defined as the
crescent moon turned into a giant mouth and the egg morphed into a
human skull.

“Lights ... camera ...
action!” bellowed a voice that tore me from my vision toward a
little scene that was playing out to my right. I saw a naked Aja
dancing to some ballet music in a drug euphoric haze. She skipped,
jumped and frolicked about, with her little flab around the waist
and her sagging breasts bouncing along with the rhythm. Reclining
on a series of throw pillows were Adam and an Asian man, both
looking quite hard from the spectacle that Aja was making of
herself. Then she stopped, smiled with her usual blank, doll-eyed
grin of hers, and approached the two men. She climbed on top of
Adam and started to ride him like a bucking bronco. Seconds later,
the Asian guy took her from behind, and started to go along with
the tempo of the others.

As if they were hunters
coming out from the African brush, A.K. ---with his
cam-corder---and Thomas sprung out from a mass of nylon curtains
for some close-up shots of the trio. Thomas’s wiry nude form swayed
with the action as he directed the scene, trying to frame the shot
with his hands. He was so wrapped up in his own vision that he
wasn’t even hard. I looked at the ever-moving, bubble-bellied Homer
and his camera, following the director’s instructions. I noticed
that he held the camera with one hand and used his other
hand—actually, his pinky and his thumb—to stroke what was correctly
labeled as his peanut-sized manhood. The mystery as to why they
didn’t seem stimulated during Nissa’s presence was solved. With
Tom: lack of interest. With A.K.: lack of size.

The trio started to pick
up speed, with the fairy tattoo on Aja’s bicep flexing to her own
little dance. In the end, she screeched her enjoyment of double
penetration by releasing an orgasm the same way she laughed: a
donkey bray in machine gun mode, “Hee huh huh huh. Hee huh huh
huh.” And when they stopped, Thomas clapped his hands, raised his
arms in the air ---signaling a touchdown---and shouted out, “Cut
and print!”

“Its videotape, you
delusional asshole,” screamed a raspy Al from his throne, raising
an eyebrow in annoyance. He then looked up and shook his head as
though he and God were sharing a private joke.

I heard some slapping
sounds behind me and I turned to see Tim facing the far wall,
manacled to it. Spanking his thin behind with a paddle was Bart,
who was dressed in a silk negligee and white, high heeled shoes.
The harder he spanked Tim, the harder Bart became. Finally, he
threw the paddle away and proceeded with the next step of the
party. The way Bart was going at Tim like an oil dirk ... it was
even angry sex. It was more like pure, hateful savagery.

I tried to run away;
didn’t get far, though. I almost ran into Irena, and I couldn’t
help but feel relieved that she was the only freak there who was
clothed ... somewhat clothed, anyway. She must’ve worn endless layers of drapery
to cover the rotundness of her girth. She didn’t see me; she was
too preoccupied cooing and playing with her Siamese cats. She
walked toward a wall, which was concealed by more nylon curtains.
She moved them aside, revealing an alcove deep within the building.
Inside the alcove was a mule, also draped in nylon scarves. She
laid the cats on the pillowed floor and started to stroke the
flanks of the beast with such care and longing. She caressed the
mane and as she scratched the animal’s head, she purred, “Oh,
you’re so beautiful, Jack. So beautiful, lover.” When she wiped the
spittle from her mouth, she grabbed the curtain and closed it,
mercifully shielding the rest of the party’s perversity from her
own.

I heard my name being
called and I walked over to Solomon, who was sitting on the floor
with his back against the wall, surrounded by an array of brushes
and paints. He withdrew the hypodermic from his punctured neck and
looked up at me; his eyes were glazed with intoxication as he said
with medicated cheerful glee, “Glad you here, Mon. I finally
finished my last painting of The
Inferno. See.” He
pointed to the easel in front of him. In the painting was a horned,
hairy humanoid monster, with three faces
composing his gigantic head. The upper half of his red-scaled body
was bare and the lower half was trapped in ice. I looked closer and
noticed that the fiend was eating a man with each mouth.

I barely heard Solomon
say, “The title is ‘Finale: Satan.’ Now I can finally begin
my Purgatory series.” I looked back at him and he started to cry. “After
that, Paradise.”

A high-pitched scream
caused me to whip around to see a mountain of flesh named Irena
Tosche fly out from her alcove in a frenzy as her Siamese cats were
attacking her---scratching and biting her face and her mountainous
neck. She shrilled, “No! Stop! You’re my babies! I’ll always love
you! Don’t hurt Mommy! Don’t hurt Mommy!” She ran around and around
until she smashed her way through the door into the bathing room.
When I heard a huge splash and saw a small title wave of water
spill into the game room, I heard her babies screeching and mewing
in horror. Irena screeched, “Oh no! My babies are drowning! My
babies are drowning!”

I shivered as I looked
back at Solomon’s sad smile. “Paradise,” he mumbled dreamily as he
reached from behind him and slowly handed me a piece of paper. On
it was a pencil sketch of my face, shaded with different colors of
each race I had been disguising myself over the years: a perfectly
sketched jigsaw puzzle of white, yellow, red, brown, and
black.

That was it! I quickly
looked around for an exit, and I went for the first door that I
saw. I opened it and went inside the dark room without even caring
about the consequences. I closed the door, pressing hard against
it, trying to seal out all the sounds of carnality. When I couldn’t
hear anything, I breathed in easy and faced the room.

It was so black around me
that I couldn’t even see the floor. If there had been a pit a
couple of feet in front of me, I would’ve fallen in without
warning. In the distance, though, was a single column of light that
cascaded from above, revealing a king-sized bed that had all of the
works: tall bedposts supporting a small ceiling, nylon curtains,
side tables that had sculptures, everything. With all of the
decadence outside, that celestial dwelling became my sanctuary, my
glorious temple. And within it, moving slowly was its priestess.
She kneeled up in the bed, her nude form prowling over the silk
covers, inch by inch. Her alabaster skin radiated through the
curtain. And that smile...such a desirable smile. All
consuming.

I didn’t need her to call
me over. It was almost like telepathy. Time crawled as I stepped
through the darkness, trying to reach that magnificent shrine. I
pulled aside the sheer, golden curtain and Nissa slithered toward
me. God, even after the baths, she still had that flowery scent
about her. It was seeping from her pores. She reached out to touch
me, but I pulled back. “I can’t.”

“This is who we are,
Reynard. My people and I...and you.” “Then why aren’t you with the
others?”

She displayed a secretive
grin. “I happen to like my privacy. Don’t you?”

She slowly began to rub
her body against mine like a cat. The fullness of her breasts and
the heat from her breath ... I had no resistance left. The next
thing I remember I had all of my clothes off and I was about to get
into bed when I noticed something on the right night
stand.

It was the Plate of Man
from the Dining Hall.

I began to drool as my
body shook uncontrollably. I felt Nissa caress my neck, calming me
down. She whispered in my ear with scented breath, “Don’t worry. I
can wait.”

I crawled across the bed
to the plate. Next to it was a glass of wine. My stomach growled
again as my body took a life of its own. I slowly picked up the
knife and fork and took my first bite of human flesh. I have to
admit, it was actually good. Spicy and tender, melting in my mouth.
As the food slid down my gullet with ease, I leisurely took a
second bite and a third. Bite after bite. Eventually, I consumed
every little morsel with a satisfied swallow.

I drank my wine and wiped
my mouth with the cloth napkin. The next thing I felt was Nissa’s
arm around me as she pulled me into her arms and devoured my will
with each passing second, as though time could be measured in that
place.

We moved well together. We
were gentle, slow, and extremely passionate. While the others were
mechanical, she had substance to share. She had genuine warmth.
Afterwards, as I laid in bed with her silken body blanketing over
mine, a new sensation was created within me: total acceptance. Oh
yes, I liked that feeling very much!

Then, I remembered its
price.

Up until three weeks ago,
I have never killed anybody. And when it sank in what I had just
eaten, I reeled up and was hit with the dry heaves.

Nissa stirred and crawled
up next to me. “That usually happens after the first time. It’ll
get better the more you do it.”

The more I did it? What
the hell was I thinking? I quickly grabbed my clothes and got
dressed as Nissa pulled up to me and asked, “What are you
doing?”

“I’m getting out of here,
Nissa.”

She smiled sadly at me.
“You can never leave here. You’re one of us now.”

I whipped around and
grabbed her by the face, forcing her down on the bed. “I am not a
murderer. I am not one of you!”

She smiled sadly. “Poor
Reynard. That man wasn’t one of us. He was our dinner.” “He was a
human being like us!”

She shook her head. “Al
always fed us either the dying or freshly dead from the retirement
home.”

Al’s voice suddenly rasped
in my mind. What did he say about the retirement home?

“...donate a few
unintentional contributions for the cause.”

I gritted my teeth from
the memory as I squeezed her face harder. “He looked like he was in
his fifties, Nissa!”

“Perhaps Al grabbed a
criminal from the streets; he’s done that before. A pederast, a
killer. The kind that the human race would never miss. Who knows?
Al takes care of us. He took care of you.”

I struggled with her
words, wanting to believe her. “You said Al brings in criminals.
Does that include street hustlers?”

She paused, then slowly
said, “At first, you were a possibility for our supper. But when he
got to know you, your poetic nature, he decided to bring you in as
one of our own. As our friend, Reynard.”

Everything I wanted to
hear, I did. But no matter what, that high-pitched scream will
always be burned into my memory, as well as the taste of a
freshly-killed human being...and actually liking it. “I want to get
out of here.”

She frowned. “You don’t
understand. You can’t...”

I wrapped my hands around
her throat and squeezed. “I won’t ask you again, Nissa. Tell
me!”

When her ivory face turned
crimson, she quickly nodded her head. I released her and as she
recovered, she looked at me with pity. “Very well, Reynard. It is a
shame. I will miss you.” I could tell she wanted me to stay. She
had that lonely look about her. And I knew I was going to miss her,
too. She finished giving me the directions and I approached a side
door in the room. Looking back at the temple of light one more
time, I smiled at her. She returned it with a sad one of her own. A
look of loss; not for herself. For me. I left the room and the
lovely priestess behind.

I followed her directions
through the maze of corridors of the mansion without difficulty. I
was lucky that I didn’t run into anybody, not because I was afraid
of resistance, but it would’ve been a reminder of what I turned
into. When I finally reached outside, I savored the clean, early
morning air that surrounded me. Once I gained some composure, I ran
and ran all the way back to the French Quarter without a single
stop. I reached my room extremely winded, but I was safe! I was
free and safe!

I was really tempted to
leave New Orleans. Lord knows I’m a pro when it comes to pulling up
roots. But I believed that I had no reason to leave. My clientele
base was good and I do love the town. I did wonder if the club
members would chase after me; and I had some horrible nightmares
about being the next course. I knew they wouldn’t for two reasons:
Al and Nissa. So, I threw my worries away and life was back to
normal.

Or so I
thought.

After a couple of weeks
went by, I was going through some bad ... cravings. I ate copious
amounts of food, and I would still be hungry afterwards. Then, rare
food came into the picture. In time, rare food lead to raw: sushi,
steak tar tar, every raw specialty dish there was. Still, that
wasn’t enough. I ate raw meat straight from the package. I began to
think that maybe Al had spiked that Plate of Man with something to
change my appetite, some mind -altering drug or something. I was
tempted to go to the hospital, but I knew they couldn’t help me. It
got so bad that I was getting the shakes, almost like I was
changing again. The raw food wasn’t cutting it anymore. So, I
decided to go back to the mansion and have them help me, even if it
meant me not leaving there.

In a way, I wasn’t
surprised to see that the place was deserted. It was sold to a man
who was converting the property into an apartment complex. He told
me that the previous owner was taking a long-term holiday and did
not know when he would return. I maintained my cool, though. I held
in the shakes until the cab drove me back to my room. The moment
the door was closed, I collapsed with pain, hunger, and
misery.

I started walking the
streets with an “off duty” look to all of my clients. I was in a
daze, wandering around without purpose, trying to ignore the pain
shooting throughout my innards. Trying to stop those damn shakes! I
bought drugs, both legal and illegal. Never needles, I hated
needles. I became thinner and more wasted away with each passing
day. I stopped looking in a mirror. Seeing an emaciated stranger
staring back at me was actually worse then the hunger pains. The
world was different to me. Before the Boccaccio Club, I was an
outsider looking at life around me. But after that night, everyone
that I saw on the streets, clubs, and bars were mere moving
objects, not human beings at all. Finally, they appeared to be
something else. Something that had more potential.

Something
tasty.

I resisted the urge, but
it didn’t last. One night when I was walking back from Snug’s, I
noticed this vagrant in an alley. His atrocious body odor and
whiskey were replaced with something more delectable. The shakes
and hunger pains became fierce and I got closer. When he turned,
reality completely stopped.

It was Father “Furious”
Fury. The defrocked Father, anyway.

Any reluctance I had about
taking a human life disappeared. I would be doing the world a
favor. So, I took the same steak knife that I always had with me
from the orphanage and I claimed my prize. Didn’t resist much. As
soon as his naked throat was exposed, I finally had my first bite
of food in days. The feast was incredible. The shakes and pains
were gone and I was myself again.

Of course, I was
immediately caught.

And, of course, it wasn’t
Furious Fury, but a stranger. Hallucination, courtesy of hunger
inducement.

I was questioned and I
realized I had nothing to lose but to tell them what happened. They
snickered, and I told them I could give them proof by changing my
skin color right in front of them. So, I focused on an officer who
was a Creole and I began the process.

For the first time,
nothing happened. I stayed the same.

The detectives just
smirked, nodded their heads, and they proceeded to book me. The
doctor began to conduct a thorough medical examination. He tried to
hear my heart and I saw him frown. He looked at me with confusion
and even fear. Then, he tried to take my blood. And when he pulled
the plunger back and there was nothing there, I realized why I
couldn’t change anymore.

Yes, I do read a lot, and
not just poetry. I’m also familiar with Poe’s horror stories. From
what I’ve read and the bad horror films I’ve glanced at, I always
thought zombies were mindless husks whose only purpose was to eat
the brains of the living. Well, I was definitely wrong about the
mindless part. Lack of a heartbeat, no blood, and slow, decaying
flesh can be a good indicator regarding the validity of my story. I
mentioned before about my body having a mind of its own, the
tendency to adapt to any culture without my control.

Well, it did just that
with the Boccaccio Club. It did change...by slowly killing
itself.

I guess it started with
Al, especially when we were walking together. Then, being around
the other club members, especially around Nissa...my convulsions
near the fireplace was the key indication that I completely changed
right there. My last transformation as a chameleon. My body is
dead; but the person who is Reynard Malory is not. I can still
hunger, feel, hurt, and deteriorate to nothing. Without fresh meat,
brain, and body fluids, the undead usually tends to slowly waste
away. And the worst part: total
awareness. Now, I stay tied up here in
this sunny, Californian research facility to be experimented on,
while my body decays with each passing day, never to be fed
again.

But I wonder where they
are: Al, Nissa, the others. I dream about them sometimes. Would
they ever return? Probably not in the near future. I know the
authorities have been trying to locate them, but they have lasted
this long for a reason. They know when to hide and when to show
themselves to bring another loner into their fold. Maybe I will
escape here and that next loner will be me. Only this time, I won’t
run away. I’ll be one of them. And I’ll be able to recite to
them; including my lovely Alone:

 


“From the thunder and the
storm,

And the cloud that took
the form

(When the rest of Heaven
was blue)

Of a demon in my
view.”

 


Yes, the demon in my view.
A demon named Nissa. And a demon named Alarico Tito Escalante...but
his friends call him Al.








In Our House:

Tantalizing Tales of
Terror

 


 


Duet

 


Mike Cicero glared at his
wicked opponent with a hateful eye, almost growling at it. Through
his penetrating gaze, he attempted once again to instill fear into
his foe, willing it to concede to his ultimate demands. “You
will follow my lead,” he
muttered. “You shall do as I say.”

But after twenty
life-draining minutes, he sighed in defeat, slumped in his
dining-room chair, and lowered his head in shame, right in front of
his mortal enemy: an old Remington typewriter that was passed down
by his paternal grandfather. He, too, was a writer, but of such
great renown that in many circles he was often referred to as the
Literary Photographer of the Italian-American Community, a John
Steinbeck of Little Italy. Tony Cicero knew his grandson’s desire
for telling stories. By the age of seven, little Mike was creating
his own alien invasions and monster epics, courtesy of his Crayola
box and his rectangular sketchpad. This keen observation resulted
in old, wise Tony updating his will, stipulating that his grandson
would inherit his own storytelling instrument in the event of his
death, which sadly occurred one month later after passing away
peacefully in his sleep at the age of eighty-nine. From that time
on, Mike loved and used that typewriter as though it were his
sacred talisman, an instrument of conjuring creative
magic.

But the moment he finally
accepted he had writer’s block, he nicknamed it The Metal
Beast.

Mike frowned at the
metal-toothed monster that squatted before him. Minutes of
grave-like silence filled his apartment like a poisonous mist.
Without a doubt, the beast mocked him. With that wide, hateful,
shiny grin, how could it not? He could even hear the deep-voiced
laughter echoing from the bowels of its vast, scaly mouth. Its
white tongue flapped at him, ridiculing every facet of who he was,
of what he was trying to do for the past year, resulting in
complete failure. Eventually, Mike seized the sickening, blank,
square tentacle. He could feel the creature resisting, trying to
pull back its ivory appendage, but the mechanical demon was no
match for him as Mike ripped the tongue from its mouth, causing the
unspeakable fiend to screech. The sound was brief, but his disgust
worsened as he tore the paper in half, crumpled and threw both
pieces in the basket.

“Was that really
necessary? You didn’t even write your name on the page.”

Mike turned toward his
muse, who stood over him with a look of disapproval. He liked how
Cate was dressed this morning: her tight-fitting jeans snug against
her slim hips, dark-blue t-shirt that was one size too small,
exposing her pierced navel, her flaming red hair pulled back in a
ponytail, and her bright-green eyes and porcelain-colored skin that
shone under certain shades of light. Although she looked youthful,
her demeanor clearly demonstrated a deep-seated wisdom she had
possessed throughout the twenty-eight years of Mike’s existence.
Yet, the author had a feeling he wasn’t her only “creative vessel.”
He tried asking her more details about her race and their
connection to all the artists of the world, and the only response
he got from her was a devilish, secretive grin. He was even tempted
to ask an artist who lived upstairs from him, to inquire if he too
had a muse that inspired his paintings and sculptures. But he
quickly abandoned the idea. Some information was best left
alone.

He faced the Metal Beast,
still unused, still scoffing at him and his creative impotence.
“What the hell is the point, Cate? Besides, it made me feel
better.”

She chuckled, and as he
looked back, he saw her stretch her limber form. He enjoyed
watching her move, an odd mixture of focused intensity and graceful
sleekness that enhanced her sensual presence. She bent backwards,
held the position for a few seconds, and then leaned forward,
giving him a glimpse of her ample breasts. He couldn’t help but
smile. “If we made love, would it be considered
masturbation?”

Cate touched her toes.
“Mike, you don’t need my help for that.” She straightened up, her
face flushed and moist with sweat. “A typical avoidance mechanism
for writers: what they can’t produce on paper, they end up creating
a product of a different nature.”

Mike cringed as he looked
away. “I’m not in the mood, Cate.”

She playfully slapped him
on the back of the head. “But I am! Come on, just write the damn
thing!”

He closed his eyes. “I’m
trying. For the last frigging year, I’ve been trying.” He leaned
his head back and groaned. “God, I’ve lost it, haven’t I? I somehow
did a bad thing and I’m being punished. My talent is
gone.”

He felt her hand on his
shoulder, making every nerve tingle with such softness. “You’ll
never lose me, my love. Although there are times when you make me
so angry that I want to file for divorce.”

He laughed. “I don’t think
laziness can be a valid reason to divorce somebody.”

“Stop fooling yourself. We
live in Los Angeles. Anything is possible.” She gently caressed his
hair. He felt soft electrical currents rippling through his scalp.
“Besides, you are not lazy. We both know that. You ... we had a
rough year. The job is starting to turn you into ‘automatic pilot’
mode; but you can’t leave it, not yet anyway. And what happened
between you and Paula didn’t help matters much either.”

He pulled away. Although
it had been a month since the break-up, hearing her name always led
to the same slow coldness penetrating his heart. “It was my fault.
If I hadn’t told her I loved her, she would have handled it a
little bit better.”

She sat down in the chair
opposite of him and looked deep into his eyes. “Mike, expressing
your love wasn’t the mistake. Expressing it to a person who was
emotionally unstable was. And you had no idea she was in that bad
of a place. Neither did I.” She shrugged. “Maybe because we did
love her so much we didn’t want to know.”

Cate looked out the window
in silence. Her carefree demeanor transformed to a look of deep
sadness and loss. Her soft face seemed to droop all at once,
accentuating her frown even more. She shook her head, trying to
physically toss the painful memories from her being, then turned
back to her mortal partner. “Besides, even if you didn’t express
how you felt, she would have behaved in the same way. That kind of
mentality allows ego to enter the picture. You had no choice but to
end it. She was self-destructing and taking you down with her. You
gave her a chance to stop the abuse and she blew it.”

Mike felt her logic enter
his being. He remembered the past events he had edited out during
his relationship with Paula: the controlling behavior, the
competitive edge she displayed that went beyond the harmless level,
her over-justification in being totally “free” as she put it, so
much so she always implied he was controlling her with every single
statement. But it was the alcohol that did it. When a simple
discussion of differences turns into two grueling hours of
wine-induced arguing—and these moments happened at an increasing
rate, he realized he was in an emotional threesome: Mike, Paula,
and her addiction. He looked at Cate’s feline eyes, a pair of
emeralds whose facets gleamed with sympathy, compassion, and, most
importantly for Mike, reason.

When he nodded, she said.
“Besides, you had this block way before you met her. She just added
fuel to a fire that has already been lit. So,” she added as she
stood up and grabbed his hair with both hands, her eyes burning
with enthusiasm. “Get on with it! Put out that silly fire of yours
and light mine!”
Cate shook his head, causing him to laugh. She released him, stood
back, and looked off in contemplation. “I’m in the mood for a
smoke.” Then, she faded away.

Mike pondered what she
said, so much so that he didn’t even notice the usual heat flush he
felt whenever she returned to that place in his soul only she had
access to. He once asked his beloved counterpart the specific
location within his body. She displayed that secretive smile and
answered, “What makes you think it’s inside your body? Maybe
there’s a part of you that serves as a doorway to a dimension that
leads to your soul. And that hot flash you feel is me twisting the
knob.” Mike then made an obscene suggestion regarding what else she
could twist on his body, resulting in yet another mischievous slap
on the back of the head by his muse. Still, he was in a mood to smoke. He grabbed a
Macanudo café cigar and sat in a chair that was close to the
kitchen window.

Mike stared out into the
haziness of the Los Angeles skies, puffing on the sweet-flavored
smoke that seemed to filter out the stifling humidity, the mundane
existence of those he has to work with, the personal demons that
not only came from those that are close to him, but his own demons
as well. Yet he conquered one major creature by distancing himself
from Paula’s self-destruction, gaining a few minor battle scars
along the way.

No, he agreed with Cate.
The break-up wasn’t the source of his block. He thought about his
present employment situation at the construction firm, where other
carpenters, lift operators, and many others moved and behaved like
drones day after day, performing the same duties while showing no
pride or growth in their work. The constant sameness. Even
that wasn’t the problem;
he was.

He turned toward The Beast
once again. He felt sorry for his grandfather’s typewriter: a true
writer’s weapon of choice, like a samurai and his katana. This
particular weapon produced twenty novels and ten short-story
collections during his grandfather’s tenure, stories that possessed
the epic nature of Michener, the complex characterization of
Faulkner and the eloquence of Erdrich. His grandfather truly kept
his weapon sharp with the help of his diligence and active
creativity.

Then the weapon was passed
to Mike. Noted results: a short-story collection of science fiction
stories called A Sabbatical through Space
& Time—which brought minimal press and
sales—and a stack of poetry and short fiction kept nice and safe in
a trunk underneath his bed from prying eyes, especially his own.
The last short story he wrote was a year ago, and the job and his
defunct relationship with Paula only exasperated his helplessness
even more. He knew for a fact his love for storytelling was strong,
but somehow the catalyst that usually stirred up this special
reaction had lost its potency. Cate has always been helpful in the
past, but even her influence couldn’t break through this
impenetrable wall, and damned if he knew what he was going to
do.

He shifted his attention
back to the smog-layered horizon in dazed silence until he heard
music—no, not music, musical notes—being played on a piano from one
end of the scale to the other with care and patience. He recognized
this practice drill from his traumatic experiences in elementary
school choir: “Do-Re-Mi.” Low to high, then high to low. Up and
down the piano scales. Over and over.

He looked across to the
apartment building next to his, and through his neighbor’s window
he noticed a young girl practicing on a piano, touching the keys
with delicacy. Although he only saw her profile, she was probably
in her early teens, with long brown hair draped across her
shoulders. Her slim frame was covered with an oversized white
t-shirt that reached down to her thighs. Slender, adolescent legs
poked out from her shirt. He narrowed his eyes to look under the
piano: he could just make out her petite right foot tapping to the
scales. As he blew out the remaining smoke of his cigar, Mike
smiled. To be that age again? He didn’t think so. He snubbed out
the Macanudo and, very quietly, tiptoed to the kitchen
table.

He sat in front of the
Metal Beast, but his mind was far from writing. The notes she
played became a cadence to him. He felt a tapping on his brain. The
pattern magically corresponded to something that Paula said to him
in bed one night after making love. She was on a roll about her
independence, how no one controlled her. She ended her midnight
elegy with her proclamation, “I don’t need you. You can join me.”
If he had any sense of that first bad sign, he would have kicked
her out of bed, thrown her clothes out in the hallway and said,
“Fine. If you don’t need me, you can grab your complimentary
vibrator and don’t let the door hit you on the way out.” But love,
being what it was, just edited one of the many warning signs he
experienced until he finally had enough. After remembering those
words again, the tapping in his head became a firm, intense
pounding.

The music made it worse.
Up and down, down and up.

Do-Re-Mi-Fa-So-La-Ti-Do!

I-don’t-need-you-you-can-join-me!

He closed his eyes as the
notes and Paula’s words hammered against his skull. He opened his
eyes, and the Metal Beast grinned at him again. Colors bled to
black and white. And those damned scales kept coming, played with
awkwardness at first, and then evolved with a type of hungry
confidence which generated a sense of envy within him. He didn’t
need to see her; he sensed her uncertainty slowly transforming into
determination to tame the piano and her hands, an inner drive to
dance a special dance that only a player and her instrument would
understand.

“Goddammit,” he grumbled
at the Metal Beast as he took another blank sheet of paper and
rolled it through its mouth. He focused at the regenerated white
tongue. The musical scales taunted, yet pleaded with him as well.
Finally, he tapped on the keys along with the music. One measured
beat after another. He wrote the title, two sentences, and walked
away. There were only two, but for that day it was
enough.

 


My Heart, My
Enemy

 


Why are you, my
enemy?

Why are you, the source of
my eternal pain?

 


* * *

 


Every night, she played
the scales, with hesitancy in the beginning, then with assured
confidence as time progressed. And joining her in these practice
sessions was Mike and his poem. After finishing a soul-sucking day
at his job, he would listen to his neighbor labor on with the
notes. In time, he ambled toward his Metal Beast and beat the
plastic keys in synch with the tapping of the ivories. One letter
at time, one sentence a night. Towards the end of the week, she was
playing “Chopsticks” with a type of mirthful innocence only a
teenager could experience. He had finished half the poem by
then.

One Monday night, a week
after he wrote his first two lines of poetry, he heard her play
again, causing him to jump up, race to the kitchen table, confront
the Metal Beast—who was recently promoted to Cautious
Acquaintance—and performed the dance along with his neighbor.
First, the scales, which she marched with an ever-growing
confidence. Next was “Chopsticks,” with added chords instead of
individual notes baby-stepping along the way. Following that were
her first two complete songs: “America the Beautiful” and “Amazing
Grace,” with the latter conjuring echoes of Scottish bagpipes that
screamed within Mike’s imaginative subconscious. The music floated
from the girl’s apartment into his kitchen, hovered above him and
the typewriter with teasing expectation, then showered both writer
and his instrument with self-possessed inspiration. That night,
Mike wrote seven lines of poetry, and for the first time in many
months, the typewriter became more of an ally than an enemy. He
imagined his grandfather smiling from above.

 


* * *

 


Two weeks later, Mike was
on the verge of committing murder.

He couldn’t believe how so
much pandemonium can occur within so little span of time. Following
his triumphant rise from his creative chasm, an overweight,
miserable, ogre of a bully named Chaz Lennox—who served as his
foreman at work—suddenly embarked on a mission to berate and
borderline professionally harass Mike into almost quitting his job.
Each passing day became a test of restraint and tolerance, but the
steam kept building to the point where unsettling fantasies of
stringing the angry fat man up with fishing wire and hooks actually
sounded appealing to him. At the same time, four major publishing
companies turned Mike down when he applied for various editorial
jobs.

But the cruelty of those
weeks climaxed when Paula began to spread rumors to two of his
closest friends as to why he “really” broke up with her—reasons
which ranged from his intolerance regarding her quest for ultimate
control of her life, to impatience for not allowing for the fact
that she was a “complex person.” Venom filled his stomach when he
remembered that term during their last “conversation” together. As
soon as he heard her excuse, he finally lost his temper. “Paula, no
one is complex. We all have good points and we all have faults.
Simple as that. For a person to say she is complex is just a
glamorous way of saying that she has some serious baggage she has
no intention of getting rid of! Yours is the drink. So give me a
break with this self-indulgent, academic bullshit!”

Mike was still surprised
he ripped her that way. He didn’t know if it came from him or from
Cate’s protective, biting sarcasm.

Regardless, it was
probably that comment which drove Paula to pursue this propaganda
campaign against him through his friends. What hurt him the most
was they initially believed her! Two of them, who knew Mike for
almost twenty years, actually believed his emotionally unstable
ex-girlfriend, who they sporadically knew for only three months. He
recalled a conversation with a rather naïve Maya, who reasoned with
a patronizing sigh, “Maybe you were being too rash. Two arguments
shouldn’t be the end of a loving relationship. It requires a lot of
hard work and unconditional support. Maybe you didn’t give her a
chance.”

Mike rubbed his forehead,
trying to prevent it from splitting. He answered with restrained
patience. “Those two arguments lasted four hours each because she’s
an alcoholic. If she’s not going to love herself, she’s sure as
hell won’t love me.”

A long pause. “Really?
She’s doesn’t look like an alcoholic.”

He growled, “What the hell
are they supposed to look like, Maya? Come on!”

There was another heavy
sigh before she pleaded, “Maybe you just need to understand her.
Maybe you were a way for her to find herself. Maybe she’s just
...”

Mike’s hand clenched on
the phone, hard. Oh God. Don’t say it,
Maya. Please, merciful Lord, don’t let her say it!

“... a complex
person.”

He gritted his teeth,
utilizing all of his will not to smash the phone against the wall.
After a few precious calming seconds, Mike read Paula’s last letter
to him, which included passages like “I am proud of my addiction”
and “I have the freedom to be self-destructive if I want to.” Mike
then asked her a question he never thought he would have to ask any
friend:

“Maya, do you trust
me?”

Another trademark sigh.
“Well, yes.”

Even though both friends
believed Mike in the end, the fact he had to justify his actions to
them devastated him almost as much as the break-up
itself.

And throughout those two
torturous weeks, Mike couldn’t write a single word. The Cautious
Acquaintance became the Metal Beast once again, and he was on the
verge of throwing that piece of garbage out of his kitchen
window.

What made it worse was his
neighbor’s frustrating attempt to play her first classical work:
Beethoven’s “Fur Elise,” after practicing the piano for only a
month. Every night, Mike silently perched himself in front of the
Metal Beast as the girl clogged through the sacred work as though
she were stomping on the keys instead of playing them. She started
off well in the beginning, giving Mike access to his creativity for
the moment. Then came an off-note, followed by another fumbling
one, and then another, which resulted in a long pause and then she
started the whole miserable session once again, causing Mike to
lose his train of thought.

For two solid weeks, he
climbed that hill with her, only to fall down into the depths of
inadequate frustration and severe depression. And that night, the
silent laughter from the grinning Metal Beast was too much. He left
the table and approached the kitchen window. The girl, dressed in a
pink t-shirt and olive shorts, labored over the piano, tripping on
the keys with each stroke. A few strands of her chocolate-brown
hair strayed from her ponytail. Her eyes narrowed with
concentration and her mouth twisted in hopelessness every time she
erred. He tapped his foot to the beat, trying to subliminally
maintain the rhythm for her. He mentally called on Cate for help in
some way. But he knew muses like her only appear in one of two
methods: through the results of their host’s creation, or actual
physical manifestation whenever it suits them. After a few more
failed attempts, the girl pounded on the keys with a fist, causing
the piano to scream in a succinct cacophony of distorted notes. She
stood up and turned away from her piano.

“Don’t give up, girl,”
Mike whispered. “Come on. You can do it. For the both of
us.”

She paced around her
living room, her face contorted into a mixture of uncertainty. She
stopped and looked back at her piano.

Mike nodded. “That’s
right. We’re calling you. Go back and do what you know you can
do.”

She took a timid step
forward, looking at her instrument the same way Mike had with the
Metal Beast for the past year: doubt, fear, dread. He ached when he
saw her like this and he began to mumble some incoherent mantra to
move her back to her piano. She sat down on the bench, closed her
eyes, and hooked her diminutive feet around one another. After both
she and Mike took a deep breath, they held it a moment, and
released it simultaneously. The girl slowly opened her eyes. Her
face became ingrained with tenacious resolve as she attacked the
piece again with such violent force that her passionate energies
almost propelled Mike from his window.

The whispery two-note
repetition in the beginning, the joyful frolicking middle, the
surging climax and calm end that comes full circle from the
beginning, all made with such a surety that she began the piece yet
again without so much as a pause. Mike ran back to the Cautious
Acquaintance, closed his eyes, and felt the pain of the last two
weeks slowly dissolve away into the ether, courtesy of the piano’s
mournful musical cries emanating from his neighbor’s
window.

He reopened his eyes and
towered over the plastic white teeth. He reached out and
tap, tap, tap, the sharp
sound rose and danced along with the music. Its haunting isolation
fueled his desires once again. Even as the girl returned to playing
the simple songs, his fingers hadn’t faltered in their sacred
ballet. She performed an encore of “Fur Elise” and when she
finished her session for the evening, so did Mike.

 


My Heart, My
Enemy

 


Why are you, my
enemy?

Why are you, the source of
my eternal pain?

Pumping liquid poison
through my being, driving spikes

into my soul?

Yet, without you, I cease
to exist.

Which is worse: to die or
to be in everlasting agony?

The Dilemma of
Hamlet.

To die is to be in
defeat.

Yet, the torment of
existing through

your joys of masochistic
ecstasy,

every kind of
disappointment bruises you, destroys me.

Professional, creative,
personal.

Opening yourself for a
woman,

the vulnerability, the
expectation, the hope,

the
devastation!

A nova of indescribable
agony that makes you

pound,

rippling the hurt through
every alcove,

every organic
mass,

causing me to pray for
stillness,

beating on your coffin
with my fist,

telling you to stop making
me feel.

Dreaming I can bend these
calcified bars,

hearing their glorious
crack,

reaching in and pulling
you out of your prison,

crushing you, ripping you,
ending your existence.

My horrific cruel
parasite!

I pray for
peace.

 


But you also beat hard for
the joys we felt.

The roars of the ocean
waves,

the laughter of an
infant,

the accomplishments of my
goals,

the win of my favorite
team,

the cheers of my family
and friends, their love,

the soft touch and chuckle
of a woman,

one of the very few that
were good,

the subtle secret talk of
nature’s creatures,

the anticipation of things
getting better.

Better.

It will get better, my
heart, my enemy,

my friend?

My tenant.

The house you reside in
will get better.

As will you.

 


Mike’s Cautious
Acquaintance was finally promoted to his Weapon of Choice. For the
first time in a year, his typewriter’s mocking grin transformed
into a smile of relief.

Mike smiled in
return.

 


* * *

 


Days into weeks. Work
maintained its painful routine and the hurt of the break-up
actually seemed to fade. The sounds of the piano, followed by the
pleasant chattering of Mike’s Weapon of Choice, totally eradicated
the stifling mental inactivity from the day. The girl’s next
selection was another of Beethoven’s Piano Sonatas: Number 14 in
C-sharp minor. The slow, smooth, dark tones of the
Moonlight Sonata crawled
along every nerve ending in his body, wrapping itself around the
pain and anger which accumulated over the last few months,
smothering it whole. The beginning of the piece seemed to hide in
the darkness of his soul, waiting patiently for its prey to
approach within its grasp. The music’s passion rose to new levels
and the beast that was the sonata slowly crept into the moonlight.
It frightened all unwelcome outsiders. All, except for Mike’s
artistic hunger, and the determined, consistent sounds of his
Weapon of Choice.

 


The Beast

 


It lies within,

with words of deceit it
whispers to itself,

from the hurt, from the
scars,

from the pain of the
past.

Black it is, but not from
the beauty

of my inner
shadow,

black from the oily,
pestilent fury

stemming from frustration,
annoyance,

outrage.

Lean and svelte, tight and
mighty it is,

ready to leap from the pit
of my inner infinity

onto the world.

To scream, to jump, to
lust,

to bite, tear, scratch,
and strike.

To hurt the world as it
hurt the beast.

But I prevent it from
release.

Beast is byproduct of the
bad

from humanity,

from me.

First I must restrain,
then maintain

the shield from my
essence.

To repel that hurt, that
pain,

that anger unleashed by
those damaged souls

that exists within my
realm.

To repel them from my
inner being,

to starve the
beast

until it dies.

But it never
will.

Only perfection can lead
to accomplishment.

Perfection of humanity
never exists.

And I am not
perfect.

So, the beast is only
asleep once again,

dreaming to be released,
to be satisfied,

to be set free through
me.

 


Two days after “The Beast”
made its appearance, Mike returned from a surprisingly stress-free
day at the construction site to discover his muse lying down on his
sofa, dressed only in an oversized, burgundy sweatshirt that
reached down to her hips. As she crossed her bare dancer-like legs,
she continued to read Mike’s poetry with meticulous concentration,
so much so that Mike supposed if she were human, she wouldn’t have
noticed him at all.

Without looking from the
material, she said, “We were so prolific with our poetry during the
college years, even right after that. Then, Sabbatical came into the picture and
we never returned to it. Until now.”

Mike chuckled as he tossed
his work gear on a sofa chair. “I was always partial to fiction,
both as a writer and a reader.”

“Well, I kept telling you
for who knows how long you should return to poetry. You never
listened to me.”

“I listened to you for the
past two months. What you’re holding is proof of that.”

She licked her upper lip
as she focused on “The Beast.” “This is good. Emotional power is
genuine and even your use of poetics is effective. Keep this up, my
love, and you could have a decent collection here.”

He sat down on the armrest
next to Cate, who brought the papers closer to her, blocking her
head from his view. “I’m glad you approve your own
work.”

A long pause. Then, she
answered softly behind the papers, “I didn’t do this.”

“What are you talking
about?”

She peered over the pages.
“I’ve been out of the picture since we last saw each
other.”

He stared back and for the
first time since he’s known his muse, the vibrant luster that was
always present in her emerald eyes seemed faded with melancholy.
“Okay, Cate. Explanation.”

“You remember what Terry
Brooks said to us?”

Mike had met the
well-known author at a fantasy convention two years ago. He savored
every word Brooks said regarding the importance of story outlines,
a technique Mike utilized for his own work. After signing a copy
of The Sword of Shanara, Brooks shared with him a philosophy that has been an anthem
to the younger writer ever since.

Mike recalled, “ ‘Even the
muse has to take a nap once in a while.’ ”

Cate nodded, placed the
papers on the coffee table, and sat up. “There are rules regarding
how much my people can reveal to their mortal hosts. But some of us
have a tendency to bend those rules when we believe it’s necessary.
The muse and the host are always working together to create
whatever magic the host is talented in, with two exceptions: one,
the muse is so exhausted from the output that they need a rest, in
which case the host uses an ‘outline’ to continue until the muse is
back up to par.”

“The second
exception?”

She hesitated, looking
more pensive and resigned. “I’ve been no help to you and being idle
in this world for such a long period of time does more harm to me
than good, and it doesn’t accomplish anything but frustrate the
hell out of you even more. In both cases, loss of energy is the
common denominator. So, I hibernated for a while until you were
ready for me again.”

“Well, two months ago, I
was.”

“But not with
me.”

“Who then?”

She stood up and stepped
to the kitchen window, gazing at his neighbor’s empty apartment
with dread.

Mike pointed toward the
window. “Her?”

“You would be amazed what
music can do, my love,” she whispered.

Mike walked over to Cate.
“But you had some hand in this. Didn’t you?” She remained silent.
He hated seeing this new, weakened side of her. He wanted to wrap
his arms around Cate, to comfort her. But would it do any good?
“So, what do you think of her?”

She shrugged. “Cute, in a
Lolita sort of way.”

He moaned as he leaned
against the windowpane. “Ah, come on. I don’t think of her in that
way and you know it.”

She opened her mouth to
speak, but then had second thoughts and closed it again. She tapped
her red fingernails against the windowpane, and after searching for
the right words, she tentatively said, “Perhaps, it’s a sense of
lost innocence that draws you to her instead of me. Innocence
usually leads to trust, and the type of trust you lost was in your
own talent.”

“Well, I work better with
you. Yeah, I haven’t felt this alive in a long time. But you’re
still the part of me that makes it happen.” He stared at the girl’s
window, which was concealed by white Venetian blinds. He
wondered which school she went to, what else she
did besides conjuring sounds that somehow ...

He shook his head in
frustration. “Damn it, we have to try something.” He looked at his
forlorn muse again. Her frown deepened and her skin slightly
bleached, as though more of her passionate energy drained from her
with each passing minute. “Tell you what. She’s usually home during
the weeknights. She began another sonata by Beethoven.”

She smirked, “I know.
Somehow your inner angst seems to fit perfectly with his
music.”

He smiled back. The old
Cate was returning. “Now that you have a full tank again, I want
you to…do whatever you have done in the past, but increase your
concentration even more. When she starts playing, I want to feel
your influence in ways neither of us has felt before.”

She sighed as she rubbed
her temples. “It’s not that cut and dry, Mike.”

“I don’t want to hear
that, Cate. Just do it. I’m allowing you back in.”

She thought for a moment.
Then, a familiar optimistic grin returned, as did the dynamic glow
in her perky cheeks. “You got it, my love. See you later at our
Weapon of Choice,” she cheerfully responded as she vanished into
infinity once again.

Mike grabbed a café cigar
from his pack, lit it, and inhaled the delectable aroma. He sat on
the windowsill, waiting for the girl to return. Time stretched for
him, and he went through five café cigars without a cough to
interrupt his thoughts: thoughts of Cate, of the girl, the sounds
of her piano and his typewriter, each singing its own solo, its own
aria, then harmonizing together once again. His attention drifted
from the empty apartment to the skies. Cerulean blue thickened to a
vibrant purple. The jet of night seeped toward the horizon,
devouring all light from above. Mike fixated on the phenomenon with
curiosity, awe, and even relief.

It was then he heard the
piano again.

Mike turned and saw the
apartment lights on and the blinds opened, with the girl playing
the usual scales and basic songs that served as her usual warm up.
She wore an olive-green skirt topped with a thin black sweater. Her
brown hair flowed free, draping around her slight shoulders. Her
demeanor was peaceful, almost carefree. Mike marched over to his
Weapon of Choice. He sat and stared at the anticipatory grin of his
tool, with its white tongue hanging out from its mouth, almost
panting with readiness. It only needed its master to begin the
magic.

Practice time ended; the
true music began. Yet another by Beethoven: the Pathetique Piano Sonata. He closed
his eyes as the low chords ambled into his mind, as if the music
were taking a steady stroll down a pathway toward some inner
contemplative tranquility he never knew he possessed. The pacing
was constant, neither fast nor slow. It was casual, allowing itself
to enjoy its travels toward his emotional cortex. He opened the
doors and mentally called out to his beloved Cate. He tried to
imagine her lithe form, the gentle way she walked, the way her red
hair cascaded in waves behind her. But he could only hear the music
soothing him along with the darkness he saw behind his
eyelids.

Then, he felt her
caressing his arms. As the music meandered through the timeless
space of his thoughts, he felt her hands slide along his back, his
shoulders, his neck, face, and finally the top of his head where he
felt it glow with a warmth that made him want to curl up with her
in a dark cocoon. As the notes became higher and increased in a
slight tempo, his nerve endings tickled him. Her fingers grazed the
hairs of his arms, making them stand on end. The darkness of the
cocoon enveloped his soul, bringing him comfort and long-lasting
peace. When the music slowed once again, he opened his eyes and
began to tap the keys. The girl ended and began again, and Mike
strolled on toward his own darkness, his own night, his own
fulfillment.

 


My Beautiful
Night

 


Standing outside, I await
my nocturnal lover.

The crisp sighs of her
breath, the smooth softness of her flesh,

wrapping me in her
embrace, protecting me from her sister,

The Light!

 


The light! Yes, warm,
welcoming, whimsical, willing.

Warm turns into hot,
burning, boiling, baking, burst.

Remember Phaeton. Remember
Icarus.

Remember the fragile wings
of moths.

Welcoming becomes wry,
deception, manipulation.

A puppeteer behind smiling
faces and arms wide open,

“My friend.”

Whimsical becomes denial,
blindness from reality, from the ugliness.

He or she selling own
souls for instant gratification.

Who cares? It just feels
good.

Willing becomes despair,
hopelessness, apathy.

Why? What for? Who
cares?

The light reveals the
malevolence of darkness,

the darkness of the human
soul.

 


But light is pushed away.
The complex, contradictory

light is banished into
oblivion.

by simplicity, by
purity,

by my beautiful
night.

 


As the last sliver of
duplicitous incandescence dissolves

into the
horizon,

my lover, my companion, my
protector,

covering me with her shawl
of untainted peace.

No noise, no ugliness, no
blasphemy,

only reassurance of her
ever-vigilant presence.

To protect, to calm, to
ease into dreamtime,

and in her onyx cocoon
comes rejuvenation, restoration,

a reemergence of
faith.

A refueling of the
soul.

Until it is time for her
sister to rise again,

to scorch me with the
deformity of my species.

 


But my nocturnal lover’s
power is my own,

to repel, to refute, to
repulse,

to retain my own
simplicity, my purity,

just long
enough

for her dark embrace to
fuel

my essence once
again.

 


The embrace of my
nocturnal lover, my dark protector,

my beautiful
night.

 


* * *

 


The next few days, Mike
felt as though a flood surged throughout his subconscious. He loved
the irony of it all, for images of water kept hovering in Mike’s
head like a humid mist. Every day that he was covered with the dirt
from his job and the filth from the ugliness of his co-workers,
Mike imagined floating on the Pacific coastline, with the
effervescent waves purifying his body from any physical and
emotional residuals of the day. And after two weeks of diligent
practicing, the girl began to play a series of short simple pieces
that matched his visions of the ocean and its soothing properties.
She performed two from Mozart: Sonata #11 in A and Sonata #15. As
the notes skipped with joyful mirth around his brain, he felt
Cate’s fingertips tapping lightly all over his body as though she
was performing a shiatsu massage technique. His nerve endings began
to quiver, and it was when the girl played Schubert’s Moment
Musical #2 that he opened his eyes and merged with his Weapon of
Choice once again.

 


Cleansing

 


Day by day. Minute by
minute. Second by second.

Breath after
breath.

Society’s filth: anger,
jealousy, self-hatred,

cruelty,

many others that can only
be described through vivid emotion,

not words.

Words are nothing. Action
says it all.

First a speck, then a
smear, a mark, a stain,

then total
contamination.

Every hurt, rage,
disappointment, regret, pain,

seeps into the purity of
my soul,

defile all that is good
within me.

Their poison becomes my
own,

until I become one of
them.

One of the toxic, the
impure,

the masochistic, the
lost.

 


But alas, I walk the
golden road

of granular
peace.

I see the translucent
sapphire blood surge

toward me

from the arteries and
veins of the South Pacific.

Its purity, its
tranquility calls to me.

“Let us help. Let us
heal.

Let us
cleanse.”

Walk, run, jump, shock,
relief!

Swim, warm fluids
erase

contamination.

Waters caress my
form,

they envelop my soul,
purify the unlimited realm,

reminding the being of
itself, what it was,

what it shall be
again.

Swimming, stroking,
pushing it out from me.

The dirt screams as it is
removed in

clumps from the essence of
my humanity.

The salt covering it,
smothering it,

killing it.

I rise as Aphrodite was
born.

Nude form from the
pulsing, foaming, ivory waves,

calling,

“He is reborn,
healed,

cleansed.”

 


I see the filth saturating
the grim, sad reality of our existence,

waiting to touch me
again.

And I will be touched,
marked, soiled,

yet I will also be
cleansed, repaired, renewed.

Filth exists, but is
always banished to

the infernal,

unlike the human
soul

which always shines
eternal.

 


Chopin, Liszt, Debussy,
Schumann. More Mozart, more Beethoven and more Schubert. Two months
passed as Mike and the girl evolved and produced more work. The
girl’s confidence and power increased in her playing as she pounded
on the keys with fervor, matched only by the manic speed and
intensity of Mike’s typing, with Cate’s hands fueling and focusing
his desires.

Work was the same. The
broken relationship was a distant memory. But his innocent neighbor
was still there.

The only thing that
matched his relief in his creative output was his amazement in her
progress. There were times he would stop writing and just listen to
the ever-growing fluidity of her playing. Her phenomenal evolution
over the last four months, especially at such a young age, had
increased his own drive to grow, to create, to truly
live.

It wasn’t until the fifth
month that Mike suddenly paused with uncertainty at the blank page.
He didn’t know what to write next. The girl’s recent performances
became repetitive. They needed something new. For two weeks, there
was nothing and Mike often paced his apartment trying to find
anything to write about, with or without the girl. It wasn’t until
the end of the second week that the girl began an ambitious
selection. It took two more weeks for her to maintain the smooth,
passionate complexity of the infamous piano solos from
Rachmaninoff’s Third
Concerto.

Of course, Mike began a
piece that matched the energy of his partner. A slow beginning, not
quiet, but purposeful in its movements. A patient march, as if one
were about to face his mortal enemy in a final battle that has been
delayed for far too long. There was no rush; his enemy was there,
waiting for him. Then, a subtle increase in the notes, a quick jog,
perhaps. And soon after that, the girl played from the high-pitch
keys of the piano to the low, deep end like a gradual rainfall
showering the landscape one territory at a time. All was calm
before the storm.

Then, the charge
began.

As the girl plowed through
the chords, Cate’s hands guided Mike’s through the muck of
civilization. Resistance. Mike was being pushed back. He thrust
forward with Rachmaninoff against the insanity of those who want to
defeat him: work, Paula, his competitors, all of them. To rid them
for eternity. He became insane himself, hammering the keys and
creating the new world he saw in his mind’s eye.

 


Qeb

 


The world finally dies
after a one-hundred-year fever,

skies blazon into angry
ruby vibrancy,

lands pulverized into
caustic ash and soil,

oceans boil with corrosive
hunger,

noxious vapors shroud the
planet in its coffin,

no life crawling on its
surface,

except for Qeb.

 


As the world cools, he
opens his ebony eyes,

surrounded by gray earthen
darkness,

smells of degrading
radioactive decay and dampness,

crushed into a
ball.

The world will give birth
once again.

 


Pushing, clawing,
struggling, scraping,

eternal, quiet Qeb worms
through

the inert, poisonous
womb.

A grunt, a
sigh.

Endless night.

A desire to see the
graveyard of the Apocalypse

with a fanged
grin.

 


Eruption of decomposed
dirt

he emerges.

The once golden sun now
violet,

filtered through
contaminated atmospheric layering

of toxicity.

But Qeb’s skin, always
green as before,

not rich like the
fertility of nature

or vibrant like an
emerald, shining with life.

A dull green, bitter as an
aging toad,

jealous as the Moor during
his descent,

an unhealthy green
fortified with the

ugliness inflicted upon
him.

His eyes, red with rage,
close as the

wind whispers though his
blue hair,

their waves, untamed from
his earthen gestation,

blown into submission by
the impurity of a newborn nature.

Hot becomes
cool.

Qeb smiles, teeth yellowed
with decay.

Those that have mocked
him, words of fire.

Those that have beaten
him, fists filled with thunder.

Those that have cast him
aside, banishing him to the inner crust.

The Golden Ones. The False
Gods.

All gone. He
sighs.

Their world is now
his.

 


* * *

 


Walking, meandering,
strolling

through his
kingdom.

Cavernous fissions age the
face of the new world.

Festering layers of
sulphurous mist

coat the wondering monarch
with a robe of

glistening
venom.

Once, mighty golden and
silver arches, pyramids, and temples

 

towered over its
architects, builders, citizens.

The Gods of the mortal
realm.

Those who towered over
Qeb.

 


Fountains of liquid
amethyst erupted with vitality,

plants and flowers,
growing, blooming, living,

flourishing in
fertility.

Now, creations from the
cataclysm?

Cadavers composed of
cardboard,

oceans and streams bubble
with pestilent viscosity,

nature’s growth stripped
to the

sandy bone.

The Golden Ones now proven
mortal and vulnerable,

mutated, deformed into
putrefying obscenity.

Gold transforms to
rust.

 


Qeb cackles, gives a
mocking salute,

“Oh, ’ail! Goddesses and
Gods. Queens and Kings!

Yeh truly were immortal
and mighty.

Now, yeh ’ave melted into
disgusting things,

And so, I bid yeh nighty
nighty!

Jump and skip, prance and
sway,

Tis ’appy king is on ’is
merry way!”

 


Laughing, falling, and
rolling,

Qeb perfumes on the
putridity,

soaks in the
stink,

bathes in the
blasphemy,

dances in the
death.

Weary, he
rises,

walks, meanders,
strolls

into the naked
wilderness

of greed and
vanity.

 


* * *

 


Expanse, infinite,
endless

waste of debris gradually
dissipates into bare oblivion.

Qeb’s flipper feet flaps
against

arid, cracked, obsidian
terrain.

Blue sun bleaches into
white,

black horizon caresses
ivory sky.

Quiet pleases
Qeb.

No more voices from the
once victorious Golden Gods:

“Foolish, foul, filthy
freak!

Green is grotesque, gold
is godly,

Thin is sickening, big is
beauty.

So, devious devil, thou
nefarious knave,

Do what ye do best, crawl
back to thy cave!”

Grinning, Qeb remembers
his masters’ last words.

To the cave he crawled and
curled

into a ball.

Alcove of exile
transformed into salvation

against the egos of their
destruction.

Explosions battered his
ears, soil filled his lungs.

Screams of the Golden Gods
tickled his soul.

Then, silence.

Silence.

Like the silence he now
hears,

peaceful,
calming.

Qeb sits, closes his
pit-like eyes,

feeling the lifeless earth
under him.

Yes, tongues of tormentors
are severed,

their laughter finally
lost.

Merciful moments of muted
mirth.

 


Qeb breathes in the humid
poison,

lightly scented with
sweetness.

 


Sweetness? Qeb
frowns.

The aroma grows
stronger.

Who dares to violate his
senses?

Eyes open, head spins
around.

A flower, poking through
the cracks.

Rose-red.

Long-stemmed.

Another survivor, a
reminder of what had been.

He hisses, “Nay, all that
was must be gone,

False beauty is extinct
and I alone ’ave won!”

Growling, sneering, he
stomps on his

fellow
survivor.

Shrieks of pain pierce his
brain.

Lifting his foot, the
screams cease.

Crushed, smashed, screams
become sobs.

Qeb bends, eyes
narrow.

A tear, pure and clear,
oozes from the

velvet petals.

Sobs and moans continue,
foreign feelings fill

Qeb.

Questions form in his
mind.

Questions from the
beauty:

“Why the hurt? Why the
pain? Why the rage against me?

Why?”

Qeb’s stone heart softens,
melts,

sitting next to the
dying,

moistness wells from his
eyes,

dropping onto the
beauty.

A sudden buzz, a wash of
warmth,

a sigh of relief, the rose
heals.

Stems straighten, colors
brighten,

sighs turn into
song.

The crack where it dwells
softens, seals around

the stem.

Ashen black becomes
bountiful brown.

It stops.

An earthen
oasis.

Qeb staggers back, gazes
at his results.

Softly he speaks, “The
soulless beautiful finally die,

after causing me inner
rife,

Now, with my soulful
ugliness, per’aps I will give ‘tis world true life.”

 


Qeb bows to
beauty,

Quiet singing grows to
angelic arias.

Arms spread, Qeb embraces
his earthen kingdom,

kissing his symbiotic
lover.

Tingling and warmth
bathes,

washes from
him,

into the Earth
below.

Lying down, sensations
spread

throughout.

Green flesh merges into
black soil.

Bones soften, skin
stretches out.

Finger and toes stretch
into vines,

branching out, wrapping
around the world.

From the branches sprout
fountains of life,

dead soil rejuvenates,
flowers and trees grow.

The syrupy oceans thin,
stillness starts to stir.

Violet vanishes, blueness
begins.

Grass grows, plants a
plenty.

Poison air becomes
pure.

Balmy blue sun becomes
yellow.

Smiling, Qeb
witnesses

Reincarnation!

Sinking, the king
sings.

 


Horizon and sky vanish
from view.

Qeb and kingdom become
one.

Sensations merge,
enhances,

death is finally
done.

Nature is aware, grows,
senses,

it sings the glory of
their savior,

“All hail for he that
brought about our rebirth.

All hail, Qeb, Father of
this glorious Earth!”

 


* * *

 


Mike wasn’t surprised when
he came home during the last Friday of that month to discover Cate
reading over his material. Adorned in a red cotton dress, his muse
lounged in his sofa chair with her typical attentiveness. As she
finished “Qeb,” Cate looked up with a sad smile on her face, her
eyes glistening with emotion.

Mike smiled back. “Not
bad, huh?”

She swallowed, paused to
maintain her composure, and answered softly, “You improved in such
remarkable ways, my love. The language, pacing, emotional response,
everything. This is probably the best work you have ever written,
more so than any of the stories from Sabbatical. You created an epic
here. It can almost work on its own, but the poems you’ve written
so far ... add to
it in some way.”

He raised his eyebrows in
mocking shock. “You sound surprised.”

Cate waved his comment
away with her free hand. “Don’t be insulting. You really came
through after what you experienced last year.”

“Change the pronoun, Cate.
It’s we came
though after what we experienced. We’re a team on this. What you’ve done was one
of the most incredible sensations I have ever felt. We did it.” Her
sad smile faded, and his joy instantly disappeared with that smile.
“What?” he asked.

She motioned her head
toward the kitchen window.

All warmth left him with
cruel speed. He whispered, “No.”

“Who you felt was
her.”

He knelt down to Cate.
“That’s impossible. I know your hands and your touch. No music can
influence me like that. I actually felt you.”

She laughed, but it was
laced with bitterness. “Confusing me with a child’s hands. Now you
understand why I called her Lolita.”

“Stop it, Cate. This isn’t
funny. She wasn’t even here. And even if she was, no human can
touch me like that.”

She opened her mouth to
respond, but restrained herself. After a moment, she reluctantly
answered. “I never said she was human.”

The shock of her response
was so quick that it didn’t even register. Finally, he leaned back
and sat on the carpeted floor. “One of you?”

She nodded. “With the
exception of the piano and her, you haven’t seen anything or anyone
else over there. Have you?” When he didn’t answer, she continued.
“Mike, think about it. No child that age can play all of those
pieces in such short periods of time, especially the Rachmaninoff
Three! Within two weeks? Even a prodigy would have to take at least
a month of hard practice to master that work.”

His forehead began to
pound, causing him to rub it in small circles. “How can one of you
exist alone?”

“Did someone commit
suicide in that apartment?”

He chuckled. “Hell, I
don’t keep track of my own building much less the one next to
us.”

She placed the papers down
and leaned forward to meet Mike eye to eye. “Another secret
regarding my race about to be revealed, my love. She is what we
would call a ‘widow.’ The idea of an artist committing suicide is
something of a sin to us.”

“It usually is for all
humans, not just artists.”

“Well, it is a tragedy for
my people, more than you realize. When an artist commits suicide,
the muse that is connected to that artist is trapped in some kind
of null state. A limbo. They can appear to other artists, or if the
emotional bond was really strong, they can be seen by
everyone.”

He stopped rubbing his
head. “Ghosts?”

She nodded. “They continue
to exist and perform the same art as their host did until ... they
find another artist to connect with. To give them the same sense of
purpose as they had before.”

“But it was you. I felt
your hands, everything.”

“Or maybe you felt what
you wanted to believe after I initially told you I wasn’t
responsible for your awakening.”

Mike absorbed all of the
information and then realization finally turned into anger. “You
waited four months to tell me this! Why didn’t you tell me after I
wrote ‘Darkness’?”

She leaned back in the
chair again. The sad smile appeared once again. “I wanted you to
create, to be whole again. I tried, but either she was too powerful
or, subconsciously, you wanted to write at any cost. And I had no
right to intrude on my host in any way. As long as you conjure the
magic within you, that is what matters the most to my people. We
will do anything to accomplish this task.”

He clenched his hands,
trying to contain his emotions. “But I want to do that with
you.”

“Only you have the power,
my love. Right now, your need to create is strong. I am as useless
as you were during your block. I can sense her hold on you. Her
spiritual strength and your desire to write are more powerful than
I.”

He lowered his head, but
her green eyes—now completely devoid of its previous luster—still
captured his attention. “If she continues to connect to me, what
will happen to you?”

She looked toward the
window again with regret. “I’ll be around, just ... watching the
two of you perform a rare magic together. I will be some kind of
voyeur, only I won’t feel what you feel. My longings and desires
will continue to grow until you die. She’ll finally move on and
I’ll probably end up as ...”

His eyes widened. “A
‘widow’?” When her silence became her answer, he scolded, “Damn it,
you should’ve told me sooner and not let it get this far. I
might’ve been able to stop her by not writing at all.”

She shook her head, still
looking outside. “That is a sin, Mike. My people can never let that
happen. Your creations are more important than our individual
desires. I have no right to allow you to stagnate like that. That
is emotional suicide, which is just as bad as if you put a gun to
your head.”

Resigned at her logic, he
asked, “So, what do I do?”

She looked back at him; a
single tear trickled down her porcelain-white face. “Write, create,
enjoy. Maybe I can at least volunteer a suggestion or two, if I’m
still good in doing that.” She thought for a moment as she picked
up his portfolio. “What you have here is a series of pearls that
shine on their own merit. But the one thing I always tried to drill
into you is escaping from ‘the box.’ I mentioned before that ‘Qeb’
works with the others, as well as by itself. Maybe you can make a
necklace out of these pearls. I don’t know.” She gently placed the
papers down, leaned forward, and kissed her host on the lips,
making his body ache even more. She pulled back. “I’ll catch you
later, my love.”

After she disappeared, he
laid down in a heap on the carpet, wanting to be surrounded
completely by the warmth of the plush wool-and-cotton strands. He
had to do something. He couldn’t give her up, no matter what he
would lose. He looked at his poetry with a mixture of
accomplishment and helplessness. He shook his head. No, he wouldn’t
let this happen to her. He continued to look at his work and he
flipped through the pages. Pearls and a necklace. What could he do
with them?

He sat up with a smile.
“Yeah, that could work,” he said. But he had to make sure the girl
didn’t interfere in any way. He jumped up, ran to the window, and
shut it tight. He sat down, faced his Weapon of Choice and slid a
white tongue in its mouth.

The piano began
again.

Mike reached over, ripped
a paper towel, tore it, rolled two pieces into tiny balls, and
jammed them in his ears. When he still heard the music, Mike closed
his eyes, breathed in deep and willed all sound to be repelled from
his body, his being. For what seemed like hours he did this, not
moving a finger toward his typewriter.

Silence finally greeted
him.

He carefully opened his
eyes, waiting for it to play again. Nothing. He typed a letter.
Then a word. When he was sure he was on his own, he created his
necklace.

 


* * *

 


One week of total silence,
Mike wrote and finished his latest piece. As he smoked a victory
cigar near his kitchen window—which he opened again, the girl was
playing the sad, yet hopeful Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue. She was dressed in
jeans and a blue t-shirt, with her hair pulled back in a ponytail.
When she completed the final note, she paused, stood up, and
approached the window with slight hesitance. She smiled at Mike
with her innocent doe-brown eyes.

He paused, finally taking
in her full, natural beauty for the first time. Her face was
delicate and pale. Her eyes were thin, almost elfin. When he
snapped out of his trance, he said. “You know, I really disappeared
with your music. You’re very talented.”

She closed her eyes
demurely and nodded her head in thanks. It was an action that made
it harder for Mike to do what he had to do. “But, here’s the
problem. I already have somebody who cares for me, for what I
create.”

He paused as her eyes
opened and she looked up at Mike again, this time with
concern.

“Cate and I, we’ve been
there for each other since I first learned how to write. And when I
did, God, it can’t be described. But, then again, maybe you already
know how it feels, or at least felt before ... your
loss.”

Her eyes welled up and she
closed them once again.

“What I’m trying to say is
I will always be grateful for meeting you, and the work that I
produced shows how much you have helped me. But I care for my muse
very much, which is why I wrote this latest work without your help.
You sensed me shut you out, didn’t you?”

She nodded as tears
streamed down her face.

“Well, I know I can create
with her again. How, I don’t know. But she’s a part of me; and I’m
sorry, but I won’t abandon her.”

It was then her eyes
opened, tears instantly vanished from her face. She looked at Mike
again and smiled, but in a way that seemed familiar. Almost
mischievous in nature. “And I will never abandon you, my
love.”

His eyes widened. The
voice was Cate’s.

The slender, fragile form
of the young girl dissolved into the sensual one of his muse, who
was still dressed in the tight fitting jeans and blue t-shirt. She
placed her hands on her hips. “So, feel better now?”

He was still in a state of
shock. Finally, he laughed. “Yeah, my love. You might say that is
truly the case.” He paused, taking in what just happened. “It was
all a lie, wasn’t it?”

She shrugged with faux
guilt. “My people keep their secrets well. And as I said before, we
will do anything to get our hosts to create, even if it means tricking their
psyche a wee bit.”

He laughed, feeling more
relieved than when his writer’s block vanished into nothingness.
“It worked, especially with that ‘necklace’ idea you
mentioned.”

“Good. You actually
listened to me for once.”

“Hell, I’ve always been
listening to you, whether it’s through your big mouth or your piano
playing. You’re pretty good, by the way.”

She beamed. “So are you.
Have you figured out on a title for our latest work?”

“Way ahead of you. How
about ‘Duet’?”

She looked off for a
moment in thought. “ ‘Duet.’ Yes, I like the sound of that. I like
the sound of that very much.”

Then, in pure
synchronistic fashion, both Mike and his muse leaned against their
respective windowsills, crossed their arms and smiled at each
other, wondering what they will do next.

 



 


Let Auld Acquaintances Be
Forgot

 


 


Mark Truman always
hated Chicken Little, especially when that stupid soon-to-be-eaten poultry
screams out, “The sky is falling! The sky is falling!” To him, fear
was one of the few mistakes God made while designing the human
species. Fear prevented man from evolving into the pinnacle of his
fullest potential. As a lawyer, though, the fear of others has been
a wonderful asset for him. He could smell the biochemical reactions
a person exudes when questioned on the witness stand, as well as
from his rivals while he verbally decimates their cases with his
razor-blade logic. For the sake of his legal career, fear was a
necessary evil.

But one Monday morning as
he walked into the Beverly Hills Law Offices of Peterson, White,
Sanders and Associates, Mark was personally introduced to the
effects of this powerful weapon he had so often used on his
victims. He couldn’t understand how he allowed a trifle such as
fear to enter his psyche. He worshipped the gods of capitalism and
was rewarded accordingly: a high-ranking lawyer in one of the most
prominent firms in Los Angeles, a spoiled, yet beautiful trophy
wife, two kids who were twice as spoiled as their mother, a
three-story house, a solid stock portfolio, and even a mistress
whose legs had the uncanny—yet totally understandable—ability to
turn any man’s head around for a second glance. And on that
particular morning before leaving for work, he made sure he was the
picture of decadent success, a goal he pursued throughout his
thirty-two years. He was dressed in a three-piece,
sharkskin-colored suit, his curly blond hair was properly coiffed,
his mustache carefully trimmed, and his ice-cold, blue eyes were
clear and sharp as sapphires. Courtesy of his athletic form, he
didn’t walk to the office: he stalked with a predatory sense of
shrewd, hungry confidence that attracted many allies and
intimidated his opponents.

The legal-sized envelope
which sat on his cherry-oak desk seemed unremarkable; including the
white label that had his name in caps on the front. But the moment
he looked inside, he felt the bittersweet aftertaste of his Belgian
waffle breakfast rise up his throat. Black-and-white glossies of
him and Susan—the aforementioned head-turning legal assistant
working in Immigration, who had a compulsive oral fixation that
made Mark hard every time he thought about it—stared back at him in
their brazen splendor. Mark knew whoever took the photos did their
homework well; he recognized all of the various, supposedly
discrete locations where he and Susan met, as well as the even more
discrete positions they performed during their trysts.

He stared out into space
as he meticulously erased his fear, as a surgeon would extract a
malignancy. But in its place was confusion, confusion as to how
anyone could photograph them without being noticed, especially
during the daytime. He looked down to discover he crushed the
photos without even realizing it. He cursed himself and began to
flatten out the photographs, trying to restore their smooth
perfection. But his actions were in vain. The wrinkles deformed
their images. Some of the nude shots looked like a fusion of
mutated flesh, with no sign of humanity whatsoever. His hands
trembled, and his heart began to quicken. Mark rifled through each
accusatory snapshot until he came across a written note:

 


This set is one of many
copies. San Pedro Shipyard. Wahltack Imports Warehouse. Bottom
Floor, Room # 13. 7 p.m tonight. Come alone.

 


He looked up from the note
and discovered the oak paneling of his office walls began to warp
inwards, shrinking upon him. He tilted his head up and the ceiling
descended. He felt the air pressed out of the contorted confines of
his office and he gasped, trying to suck every oxygen molecule into
his starved lungs before the room smothered him. As he felt the
waves of vertigo pummel his being, he closed his eyes, and the air
miraculously returned. Mark took patient breaths as he regained his
equilibrium; and as soon as he felt centered, he opened his
eyes.

His office was the same as
before. No change.

Mark was amazed at what
occurred. Within a span of five minutes, he experienced fear in two
forms: a fear of being caught by his wife and, more surprisingly,
claustrophobia. He leaned against his desk and laughed at the
absurdity. But the humor of it all instantly vanished. The
unthinkable of getting caught with his pants down—literally in this
case—finally occurred and now he would have to pay some coward who
knows how much money to shut him up. Call the cops? Forget it, they
would definitely inform his lovely, if slightly annoying, wife,
Jennifer. No, he had to bide his time for the rest of the day and
play by his blackmailer’s rules. He locked the photos in his safe
and tried to focus on his work until the time of reckoning
arrived.

Mark had experienced some
long days in his life, especially during the most brutal of cases.
But on that day, every minute seemed like an hour as he attended
one staff meeting after another, thanking God he didn’t have a
trial to go to. His gratitude became fleeting as he cursed the
Almighty for allowing him to get caught. And yet, throughout each
meeting, the growing anger turned into that damned, loathsome fear
once again as Mark felt the gaze of every colleague look at him
with a combination of disgust and amusement. Oh they knew, all
right. Even though their attitudes and expressions were strictly
professional, he could tell by their arrogant body language and the
subtle nuances of every single facial tick. They all said,
The Rising Star finally falls. To get caught like
that is going to ruin you here and your family. We were right all
along: you are faulted. Poor, poor Mark.

It took so much of his
mental energy to push every paranoid thought out of his head that
by the end of the day his legs actually quivered, causing him to
rest momentarily on his office floor in order to regain his
strength.

Driving from Beverly Hills
to the San Pedro Harbor at 5:00 p.m
was even more infuriating. Stop and go during the
rush hour traffic on the 405 and 110 freeways triggered his
claustrophobia, making him feel the metal confines of his gold
Mercedes crunch around him. For ninety minutes he gritted his
teeth, mentally pushing the phantoms away. When he finally reached
the harbor, he leapt out of his car, closed his eyes and deeply
inhaled the cold, sea air. It was musty with seaweed, algae, dead
fish, and various refuse from the low tide, but how it felt
refreshing to him. He opened his eyes and gazed at the night
creeping in from the horizon. After one last deep breath, he
checked the time, grabbed his briefcase, and searched until he
found the Wahltack Imports Warehouse loom over him like an unhappy
judge.

He opened the front
door—knowing that it was unlocked didn’t help him be at ease—and
walked into a shadowed, metallic hallway that was lit by old,
molding, phosphorescent ceiling lights. There were doors on each
side, all numbered in ascending order until he reached the doorway
numbered “13” at the end of the corridor.

“Great,” he muttered. “It
might as well say ‘Abandon all hope ye who enter here.’ ” He
reached out, tentatively touched the knob. After a moment of
feeling the cold metal, he quickly went inside, with the door
automatically shutting behind him as though he were in a
vault.

He was bathed in darkness;
and as he searched the wood-paneled walls for a light-switch, his
claustrophobia awoke within him. The onyx fog of the room and the
odor of leather and dry paper began fill his lungs, smothering him.
His cautious search became frantic as he dropped his attaché and
roamed with his sweat-soaked hands all over the wooden walls until
his fingers were blessed with the discovery of a plastic switch. He
flipped it up, picked up his case, and turned around.

Mark frowned as he stared
at the rows of books, old editions considering the condition of the
spines and the odor that emanated from them. How bibliophiles
savored that sickening musty smell, he had no idea. They were
meticulously displayed on the left and right side of the room,
which looked more like an exquisite study that seemed more at place
in a mansion than an abandoned warehouse. In the middle of the left
bookcase was a portrait of a Revolutionary War officer. Near that
bookcase were two brown-leather armchairs facing each other and in
between them a mahogany coffee table. On top of that was a small,
lunchbox-sized cooler. Toward the right bookcase was a wooden globe
on a spinning axis; the apex reaching Mark’s chest. A few feet away
was a chess set with two, thin, wooden chairs on opposite
sides.

Most of the anxiety
vanished as he enthusiastically approached the set. Memories of
high school tournaments flashed in his mind like a Polaroid camera
taking still-lifes of moments in time. One competitor after
another, he defeated them all, resulting in him being the State
Champion, the first time St. Anthony’s College Preparatory ever won
as a team. While lightly touching the top of the black queen, a
longing to play was ignited, to play a game made for true
intellectual warriors.

He turned to the back of
the room and his feelings of nostalgia vanished. About six feet
from where he was standing was a glass barrier that stretched from
one side of the study to the other, making the room seem smaller
than it actually was. He squinted his eyes and discovered the glass
was frosted, where it only revealed the silhouettes of objects.
Towards the middle of the wall was an outline of a door, and when
he stepped forward to open it, a light illuminated the other side
of the barrier.

Mark nearly dropped his
case as he backed away. The silhouetted figure that turned on the
lamp sat behind a medium-sized desk, where a small phone and a
rectangular box were placed. The figure was definitely male, thin
in stature and had thick, curly hair. “Good evening, Mr. Truman. It is a pleasure to see you
again.” His voice was soft, deep, and slightly accented.

Mark swallowed and
answered, “Have we met before?”

“You have seen the photos.
I was practically right in front of you, yet you were so enamored
with your rather lovely companion the rest of the world seemed
irrelevant to you. In fact, on a couple of occasions, you even
personally acknowledged me,” he said with amusement.

Mark felt the sweat
trickle down his back. He knew in a few moments the back of his
shirt would be soaking wet. “Was I friendly to you?”

“You do not need to
concern yourself. You were very courteous to me both times, which
is surprising considering your reputation.”

“Which is?”

The host paused, as though
he were enjoying the uncomfortable silence. “Please, sit and make
yourself comfortable.”

As soon as the neural
messages were finally transmitted down to his legs and feet, he
walked over to the chess table, grabbed one of the chairs and
placed it four feet in front of the barrier. When he sat down, Mark
tried to place the accent. German? French? He couldn’t tell.
Moreover, it sounded familiar and he tried to place the voice. He
nervously glanced around the room, even up at the ceiling where the
wood paneling also covered. He noticed a circular darkened knothole
on one wooden panel, looking very much like a dark mouth. It almost
seemed to pulse and throb with anticipation for its next meal. He
clenched his hands around the attaché’s handle with such force that
his manicured fingernails were leaving crescent indentations on the
leather covering. Mark leaned forward and breathed in the stale,
paper aroma. As soon he felt centered, he turned his attention back
to his host.

“Now, to the business at
hand.” The man rubbed his hands together, then leaned forward on
the desk, fingers intertwined. Even though he only saw shadow, Mark
imagined red eyes peering out from the shadowy demon. “Originally,
I was about to exchange the negatives for a considerable amount of
money. But I have come to the decision that there should be a
slight deviation in the fee.”

Mark wiped the sweat from
his palms. “Really? What kind of deviation?”

“I have decided to
exchange the negatives for something more valuable: your
time.”

Mark waited for him to
continue. When the shadow remained silent, he fidgeted.
“What?”

“Time, Mr. Truman. I
simply want a moment of your time. To converse. To get
reacquainted. When we are finished, I will give you the negatives.
No monetary change of any kind.”

He couldn’t believe what
he just heard, so much so he gave a nervous laugh of relief. He
responded, “All right. What do you want to talk ... ?” He paused.
Something the host said didn’t sound right. “Wait a minute. What do
you mean ‘reacquainted’?”

The host cocked his head.
“You really don’t know who I am, do
you?”

Mark shrugged. “It’s
pretty difficult because of this wall. But I have to admit you do
sound familiar.”

“Quite understandable. It
has been a long time. Maybe this will remind you. Look at the
painting to your left.”

As Mark slowly turned, the
painting of the officer slid quietly aside, revealing a
black-and-white portrait of a boy in his late teens. He had black,
curly hair of average length, slightly tilted dark eyes,
thick-rimmed glasses, and was wearing a dark sports jacket and tie.
The boy also had an unsettling secretive grin that caused Mark to
shift in his chair. But it wasn’t until he realized who the boy was
that the discomfort was replaced with incredulity.

He faced the host again,
stunned. “Keller? Phillip Keller?” When the shadow gave a short
nod, Mark placed the attaché on the floor, leaned back and crossed
his legs, smiling. “My God, I haven’t seen you since high school
graduation!”

“Fifteen years, to be
exact.”

“Right, fifteen years.”
Mark shook his head in disbelief as all the tension left him. He
pulled out a cigarette and lit it. When he inhaled, he felt his
confidence and control return. “Jesus Christ, I hardly recognized
you. So, your voice finally dropped, eh? When did it happen, during
your ‘initiation’ at college? She must’ve been really good.” Mark
then cocked an eyebrow. “Or was it a he?” He laughed. “Just
kidding, Phil.” When the host didn’t respond, Mark cleared his
throat. “And you’re not wearing your glasses anymore.”

“I’m wearing contacts now.
My glasses were annoying.”

“I bet they were, in more
ways than one. ‘The classic Swiss-exchange lab geek most likely to
become a mad scientist.’ You were pretty good in those advanced
chemistry courses, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” he whispered. “I
was.”

Mark relaxed in his chair
even more, unconsciously tapping the ashes on the rug. “I have to
admit, Phil, when I graduated, I never thought I would run into
anybody from that school.”

“But you were quite
popular during that time.”

He waved his empty hand
with dismissal. “Yeah, I know. But as time goes on, you come to
realize life follows a direct, linear path. No backtracking at all.
I knew I would never see any of my friends again, least of all
...”

“... the person who was
the constant target of your practical jokes.”

“Oh, now wait a minute. I
wasn’t the only culprit. There were other people who pulled a prank
on you once in a while.”

“Yes, once in a while. But you were the
main ‘culprit’ as you so eloquently put it. In fact, I was the
constant target of a game that you and your friend, Jason Fox, were
playing.”

He nearly choked on the
smoke. “Fox! My God, I almost forgot about him.” He thought back
and smiled at those glorious times and the people he knew,
especially one creatively insane Jason Fox. Mark recalled the type
of imaginative panache he added to his own jokes, most notably
super-gluing all classroom doors in the school shut, resulting in
the superintendent removing them from their hinges in order for
classes to begin. The school was without class doors for three
weeks, costing almost five thousand dollars in damages.

Fox, however, transcended
the art form. Mark knew of three stunts that generated a whole new
level of respect for his classmate. The first incident occurred
during a high school production of A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, where Fox
substituted fake beer with the genuine article. By the end of the
play, most of the cast were either passed out or running around the
stage naked in a drunken fit of euphoria. Jason also caused all of
the toilets in the school to explode sheep blood and entrails. The
Department of Health came to the rescue and classes were cancelled
for two weeks.

The coup de grace was when two of
Jason’s actor friends disguised themselves as cops and arrested the
principal from his own office during a school day. Instead of
escorting the puritanical Father Cain to the police station, the
faux officers abandoned the priest at an undisclosed location. Cain
remained missing for three days until he aimlessly wandered into a
police station one hundred miles from St. Anthony’s. He was still
handcuffed, his clothing dirty and torn, and his mental state was
diagnosed as “clinically nonresponsive.” He was immediately
committed to a special mental-care facility run by his fellow
priests, and rumor has it he still lives there in the same
vegetative state. Although many urban legends have spread about the
incident, the actual whereabouts of Father Wilson Cain during those
lost days remain a mystery to this present day.
No one knew who their mastermind
was.

No one, except for Mark,
of course.

He returned his attention
back to Keller and shrugged. “We weren’t really friends. Fox was
somewhat of an eccentric S.O.B. We were just competitors.” He
chuckled as he added, “But I have to admit, we were good during
those years, maybe even the best practical jokers ever to hit that
school. But then again, you already knew that, as well as a few
others we targeted.” His nostalgic feelings turned bittersweet as
he sadly smiled, remembering the good times he would never
experience again. He ground the cigarette out on the chair’s
armrest. “It came down to a point where we became competitive:
whoever pulled the most jokes won the ‘championship,’ whatever the
hell that meant. We didn’t even know ourselves; we lost track in
the end. It didn’t matter, though. We just had fun.”

“At my
expense.”

Mark frowned at his host;
He didn’t like the tone of that at all. He laughed uneasily. “Oh,
come on, Phil! You reacted so beautifully. It was as though we not
only pulled a joke on you, but on your whole ancestral line as
well. You took it so personally that you were just begging to be
nailed. Besides, they were only jokes and it was fifteen years
ago.”

“Quite. They were only ...
jokes.”

Mark’s smile left him. A
slow burn ignited near his chest, first a small cinder, then a
growing ember. “Phil, all of this ... are you trying to get even
with me for what I did all of those years ago? I mean, actually
blackmail me for everything I did to you as a kid?”

Keller unlaced his hands
and slightly spread his hands out in a placating way. “Mark, I told
you that it wouldn’t cost you a thing. You will get the negatives
once we are finished with our ... reunion.”

The burning ember grew
into a small fire. He clenched his jaw a couple of times before he
asked, “So, this was all a joke? Just to even the score? That’s the
reason why you put up this screen, to make it look like an actual
blackmailing. Right?

“You might say that, yes.
Although the cost for renting the space and the furniture—not to
mention hiring the designers and labor—was substantial, you must
admit that the level of realism
is quite sophisticated.”

Upon hearing this, the
fire finally erupted and spread throughout his body. His eyes
flared as he stood up. “Well, my friend, however realistic this
joke was, you really went over the line by risking my personal
well-being. How dare you! Didn’t you realize those photos might
have ended up on someone else’s desk or office, especially if that
certain person was a competitor of mine just aching to see me lose
everything? Do you,” he yelled at the impassive shadow, who in turn
lowered his hands and placed them on the desk in total silence.
Remembering Keller still possessed the negatives, Mark’s inner rage
abated and cooled, but not completely. “Look, Phil. I’m sorry. It’s
just ... everything in my life is perfect right now and I don’t
want to have it all screwed up by some joke.”

Keller nodded. “I
completely understand. No offense taken.”

“Good. Can I please have
those negatives now?” Keller just sat behind the desk. The silence
became almost haunting. Mark wrung his hands as he continued,
“Phil, did you hear me?”

“Yes, I heard you. I will
give you the photos when we are finished.”

The anxiety started to
transform again into annoyance. “Come on, Phil. You had me. You
won. The joke is over.”

“No, my friend. The joke
is not over.” Keller unceremoniously pushed a button on the
rectangular box.

Mark heard several soft
clicks behind him. He ran toward the door and realized that it was
locked. As he felt the room close in on him, he pounded on the
barrier with no results.

“Don’t waste your energy.”
Keller said with a soft coldness that made the lawyer instantly
stop and turn around. “The door is sealed by hydraulic deadlocks.
And don’t bother yelling for help. This entire room is completely
insulated for sound. Being in a warehouse on a deserted harbor does
have its advantages.”

Mark looked up at the
ceiling and the knothole in the wood started to expand and
contract. Oh, it was hungry tonight, and Mark knew it would have
him sooner than he realized. He ran toward the chair he was sitting
on, picked it up by its legs and was about to break down the door
of the glass barrier when Keller interrupted his actions again by
calmly saying, “Before you swing that chair, the glass is five
inches thick. The only thing you would do is break that chair and
possibly hurt yourself in the process. If I were you, I would sit
down and be calm, for you will
need all of your strength and most importantly,
your wits to leave here unharmed.”

Mark hesitated. Realizing
he was playing by the psychopath’s rules, he slowly put down the
chair, loosened his tie and sat down, trying not to look up at the
hungry knothole in the ceiling.

Keller purred with
approval, “Much better. Now, I will describe to you the events that
are about to happen. This box in front of me has two switches. The
first one locks and unlocks the front door. The second switch
controls a timing device set for twenty minutes. When I turn on
this switch and the time expires, a lethal gas will be released
through a number of nozzles hidden in the room. This gas will
instantly attack your central nervous system, resulting in
convulsions, internal hemorrhaging, and eventually, your
death.”

His eyes widened. “Sweet
Jesus! You got to be kidding me, Phil!”

Keller ignored him. “But
the important aspect about this gas is that after five hours, it
completely dissipates. There is absolutely no trace of it in the
room or in the lungs of the person who inhaled it. Complete
absorption. The air is perfectly breathable after the gas vanishes.
An amazing process, Mark. As far as the deceased individual is
concerned, there is no sign of the gas when an autopsy and
toxicological tests are performed. Although the damage to the
internal organs did present a mystery for the medical examiner, as
of now there has been no connection to me at all.”

Mark frowned and
straightened in his chair. “Wait a minute, you used this
before?”

“It is ironic, actually.”
Keller remarked. “While you were passing the Bar at Fordham, I
discovered how to create the perfect lethal gas while earning my
Masters at that primitive state college in New York. Quite
fascinating how success can be a very relative term. But I digress.
We were talking about your situation, my friend.” Mark’s stomach
clenched hearing those last two words. “Somewhere in this room is a
key to this chamber door. You have twenty minutes to find this key.
Once you do, you can open the door, turn off the timer and unlock
the front door. You will be free to go after that. Of course, I
will keep the negatives, which will be kept safe in an undisclosed
location. It will prevent you from informing anyone about what has
occurred here.”

“And if I can’t find
it?”

“Then I do believe you
will die. A day later, they will find your body in your car at the
bottom of the river. Your cause of death will be a mystery, but I
can imagine the Los Angeles Police Department has had unsolved
murders before. They can handle another one.”

Mark spasmodically rubbed
his hands. “Phil, twenty minutes is not enough.”

“My dear Mark, you will
have plenty of time. I am certain of this because I will give you a
clue as to where the key is hidden.”

Mark pulled off and tossed
his tie aside. He stood up, with his legs beginning to wobble. He
breathed in deeply and held it in. When his legs became more
grounded, he exhaled and clarity returned. “Phil, before you flip
that switch, could you just answer one question: why? I can’t
believe that you would actually kill me for some harmless jokes I
played on you.”

When hearing this, Keller
stood up. The shadow somehow darkened, with all composure he
previously shown finally slipping away, revealing a type of
malevolence that caused Mark to retreat a couple of steps.
“Harmless,” Keller hissed. “How can you say they were harmless? You
not only spoiled my chance to be Valedictorian of our class, you
also prevented me from being accepted at Stanford. Do you remember
my Final Senior Chemical Experiment, Mark? You sabotaged it, which
not only resulted in me getting a C for the course, but it also
caused a fire that destroyed an entire wing of the
school!”

Stunned at the memory that
was re-created by Keller, Mark just had enough breath to ask,
“How?”

He chuckled, “I eventually
learned from a little fox that entered my lair.” Before Mark had
the chance to respond, Keller continued, “I begged the teacher to
give me another chance, but he wouldn’t listen. That low grade
tarnished my records and I was forced to continue my education at a
state college, with no potential for success whatsoever. It shamed
me and my family. All because of some ignorant game.”

Mark put his hands through
his soak-drenched hair in disbelief. He whimpered, “My God, I
remember that. I had no idea... .”

“Then again, my dear Mark,
your upper-class background prevented you from understanding such
concepts as compassion, respect, and dignity. Those two years at
St. Anthony’s were a constant nightmare for me. Day after day. I
only wanted to accomplish my dreams of living in America and you
did your damnedest to make the experience unbearable. The
humiliation!”

“Phil ...”

“You also made my social
life nonexistent as well. Now, do you remember what happened before
the Senior Prom? Of course you do. I was about to go with the only
girl I loved, and you pulled yet another joke that prevented her
from going with me.”

His stunned silence left
him as he stepped forward and said, “Wait a minute! That wasn’t me.
That was Jason. He called Cathy and said all those things by
imitating your voice. Maybe that’s why he’s an actor right now.
He’s a natural.”

He grunted, “Yes, poor
Jason.” He remained still for a moment before remarking, “But these
antics were the byproduct of some adolescent game. After that joke,
Cathy refused to speak to me again. She was the only one who had
truly ... understood me. Another proud moment that was lost. And as
far as Jason is concerned, do you know of his
whereabouts?”

He looked off to the side,
remembering any various rumors he heard from his annual alumni
newsletter. “The last time I heard he was hitting it off on
Broadway.”

Keller snickered. “ ‘Was’
is a correct term for it. And from what he told me, he was just
cast in a major motion picture that would have made him a
star.”

“You spoke to
him?”

“Two days ago.”

Mark stared at his captor
in silence. Then, clarity hit him in a way that almost made him
retch. He remembered Keller’s earlier comments: “Although the damage to the internal organs did present a
mystery for the medical examiner, as of now there has been no
connection to me at all.” “I eventually learned from a little fox
that entered my lair.” “Yes, poor Jason.”

Mark covered his mouth,
which he discovered had been open without his awareness. “Oh my
God!”

Keller nodded as he sat
down. “Fox was in the same position you are right now. The only
difference between him and you is because of that stunt he did with
Cathy, I did not give him a chance. Look at my photo.”

Mark turned to the high
school photo of Keller, which was now being covered by a thin video
screen. He then saw it turn on, showing a wide shot of the study
with a man frantically limping back and forth. By the look of the
angle, the camera seemed to be placed toward the upper-right corner
of the study. He looked back at that direction and, lo and behold,
there it was. A small surveillance video camera capturing every
move he made.

He looked back at the show
and he saw the man stop and face the barrier that Keller was in. He
looked the same age as Mark, with long brown hair tied in a
ponytail and a trimmed beard. His right foot was covered with a
bloody rag. His eyes were wild and it wasn’t until he spoke before
Mark realized who it was.

“Phil! Phil,” Fox cried as
he banged on the glass door with his fists. “Please don’t do this
to me, man!”

Because of the angle of
the camera, it was impossible to see the haunting shadow of Keller.
But his reptilian voice solidified his presence to Mark. “I only
want to be your captive audience, my dear Jason. After all, if you
can imitate my voice so well where Cathy would believe you, I can
imagine after fifteen years of training and experience, your
performance would be flawless. So, please, use the exact words that
you said to Cathy.”

Fox wrung his hands
together, just as Mark did not too long ago. Mark swallowed hard as
the actor pleaded, “Phil, you had me mutilate myself! What more do
you want?”

“Say it!”

Jason began to sob, then
grimaced in pain. He then closed his eyes, concentrated and began
his imitation of Keller. “Cathy, why don’t we skip the prom and ...
just screw at your place. Your parents can watch.”

Mark cringed. He
remembered Fox bragging about it. It was passable back then, to a
sixteen-year-old girl, anyway. But his classmate’s performance
during this video recording was mediocre, if not amateurish at
best.

“Hmm,” Keller answered in
contemplation. “It looks as though your years at high school were
the pinnacle of your acting career. You remind me of those inbred
jocks who screamed for championship glory, and are now used-car
salesmen, married to overfed sows that breastfeed their spawn by
the dozen. I am afraid the Oscar will have to go to someone
else.”

High-pressured steam
jetted out from various parts of the room. Fox instantly stiffened,
as though every muscle in his body were commanded to be at
attention.

Then, the convulsions
began.

A few seconds passed and
Fox collapsed on the carpeting. As the spasms intensified, a
high-pitched shriek escaped from him. Mark stepped in closer to the
screen and he saw blood erupt from Fox’s nose, ears, and mouth. His
body jerked along with the crimson explosions as though his body
was rejecting its own blood. The seizures continued for a few more
seconds until Fox became rigid once last time. The image
immediately cut to black, and the screen disappeared into the
walls, revealing the photo of Keller and his Mona Lisa smile,
telepathically saying, Yes, my friend
Mark. You are, without a doubt, considerably SCREWED!

Mark stood still, unable
to look back at the shadow demon behind him. He didn’t want to face
him, to acknowledge what was going to happen.

Keller’s placid voice
nearly made him jump. “I suggest you look in that little
cooler.”

He turned toward the
coffee table where the cooler sat. He reached out and the cooler,
as well as the rest of the room, seem to stretch away from his arm,
avoiding his shaking hand. But he did finally touch the hard
plastic latch and when he opened the top, a soft wave of cold air
caressed his face. Inside were five blue packets of ice covering
something near the bottom of the cooler. With a deep breath, he
pushed them aside.

It was a man’s right small
toe, preserved for prosperity.

He staggered backwards
until he slammed into the bookcase behind him, knocking a few books
on the floor. “Christ!”

Keller responded, “The
missing toe would be another mystery for the coroner. But I
couldn’t resist showing you. When you die and are ready to be
disposed, I might leave it in your pocket.”

Mark gasped for air. He
walked back toward the cooler and severed toe. He had to make sure.
He reached in and gingerly poked the appendage. He felt the all too
familiar texture of human flesh. He recoiled and ran in front of
the barrier, facing Keller. “You sick fuck! Fox didn’t deserve
this. Neither do I! Please don’t do this, Phil.”

Keller spread his hands
out in a welcoming gesture yet again. “You do not need to despair,
Mark. You do have a chance. I actually like and respect the
achievements you have made in your life. I am being fair to you.”
He paused to let it sink in. “Now, we can begin. The key is hidden
in a place that is connected with our high school past. Good luck.”
He then pressed a second on the rectangular box.

Mark spun around to face
the rest of the study. He closed his eyes, training his predatory
instincts—the same instincts that helped win many a case for his
firm—to push this annoying emotion called fear away for his biggest
challenge. He opened his eyes and gave a calm, yet cursory glance
around the room. He quickly surmised the books were his best bet.
He knew Phil’s obsession with books during their high school years
had to be the answer.

Mark ran to the bookcase
where the wooden globe was located. After close observation of the
five shelves, he discovered the books were divided and actually
labeled into different sections. The top row was a complete
encyclopedia set. The second shelf contained the complete
individual works of Shakespeare, Pope, Keats, Marlowe, and other
literary masters. He knew the top one was out. Although Mark took
four English classes, he remembered that Keller wasn’t in any of
them.

The third row was filled
with books on computer science. He couldn’t fathom how anyone could
be interested in such dry, boring material. He did take basic
Computer Science during his freshman year, but it was before
Keller’s time. Scratch Row Three off the list.

But when Mark looked at
the last two shelves, he felt his legs weaken again. He gaped at
two full rows of books that focused on the major fields of
chemistry: organic, physical, nuclear, and many others. He knelt
down in front of the bookcase, holding his forehead in
despair.

“That’s it,” he whispered.
“The key has to be in one of them. But, God, there’s so
many.”

“Forty-five, to be exact,”
Keller added with a chuckle.

Mark grimaced as he pulled
out each book, skimmed through all the pages, and tossed it on the
carpeted floor. With the toxicology texts, he carefully examined
the chapters that discussed all kinds of gasses. When he finished
looking through the last book on the wall, he threw it on the pile
with disgust. “Damn!”

“Fifteen minutes
left.”

Mark quickly approached
the other wall where the coffee table was, warily avoiding the
cooler as though it were infected with a contagion. He disregarded
the first two shelves: Ancient
Civilizations and Psychology. However, he paused at
the third shelf: Mathematics. He did take a
considerable number of math courses; and Keller was in a couple of
classes with him. Did anything significant happen during those
times? Mark didn’t know. He clenched his fist and banged his thighs
in frustration. Fortunately, the portrait took up space in the
second and third shelves, which meant Mark had to look through only
ten thick volumes.

When his search left no
results, he proceeded to the last two shelves. His eyes widened as
he sat on the floor and gazed at the label: Miscellaneous. Upon cursory glance,
the shelves contained books of all sorts, both fiction and
nonfiction.

“Impossible,” he muttered.
“I can’t look through all of these in time.”

“Now, Mark,” Keller
scolded. “You don’t expect me to constantly read research books all
of the time, do you. After all, I like to have a little fun,
too.”

With a groan, Mark pulled
out each book and sifted through the pages as he did with the
others, occasionally stopping at a volume or two which might have
some connection to their past. Minutes flew by, and Mark knew he
was closer to being a quivering mound of bleeding flesh. It was at
that point he came across the last book on the wall, a thick gray
volume with maroon piping.

On the spine, in gold
print, was the title: St. Anthony’s
College Preparatory School: Class of 1974.

He seized this artifact
and rapidly flipped through the pages. One of two possibilities:
the key was either taped on his own picture or Keller’s.

When he reached the senior
portraits, he turned each page until he found the smirking picture
of Phillip Keller, the younger brother to the huge one in the
bookcase. No key, nothing. Mark went to his own portrait. Next to
it was a message written in red ink:

 


Close, my dear Mark. But
no cigar.



“You bastard,” he barked
as he threw the yearbook at the glass barrier. It only bounced off,
resulting in a soft thump
and leaving no damage at all.

“Ten minutes
left.”

Mark stepped back and
looked at the room again. His breathing was starting to labor and
he was resisting the urge to look up at that horrible mouth that
was waiting to devour him. Even so, the walls were closing in and
he used all of his will to push them right back, mentally ordering
them to stay in place. He leaned on the large wooden globe for
balance and unconsciously spun it on its axis.

Mark heard a sound coming
from the globe, like something had broken on the inside and was
being thrown around.

Or something that was
hidden inside that wasn’t part of the globe at all.

Using all of his remaining
strength, he separated the ball from the clamp, raised it above his
head and slammed it on the pointed corner of the coffee table.
After three attempts, only a small chip broke from the globe, but
it was enough. He forced off more shattered pieces until the hole
was big enough to thrust his whole arm in. He searched inside the
globe, hoping to find that precious, jagged, metal
object.

When his fingers found its
target, Mark frowned. It was circular and smooth. He pulled out his
arm and discovered his prize: a yellow lapel pin with a smile face.
On the bottom were the printed words, Have
a Nice Day!

He let the button drop
from his fingers, feeling more helpless than he had before.
He’s playing with you, you idiot. Why
bother? He gritted his teeth and blocked
this newly found defeatist voice away from his awareness. Where the
hell did that come from? Mark didn’t want to know as he shook his
head to rid himself of the voice. It vanished, only to be replaced
by Keller’s laughter. He turned to the barrier.

“Nice touch, don’t you
think? What is the matter, Mark? Can’t you take a joke? How does it
feel to be the victim this time?”

Mark just leaned against
the shattered globe and the piles of books next to him. All that he
was—bravado, pride, the insatiable hunger to win—broke into pieces
like the objects before him. The wooden mouth called for him to
look up. It was a voice of the defeated, a collective of those he
had beaten in the past: Keller, prosecutors, the D.A. himself, even
his own family. The cacophony of voices from the ceiling
beckoned, Accept it. You finally lost.
Give up. Our champion has defeated you. Look above and be
welcomed.

He quickly turned to
Keller’s photo. That smile. That smug, cocksucking smile. He will
not be beaten by that smile. He ran to the picture and broke the
glass with his fist. He tore the photo from the frame and found
nothing.

“That is very clever,”
Keller commented with approval. “Five minutes left.”

Mark felt a burning
sensation in his right hand. He looked down and discovered it
bleeding from the broken glass of the picture. He crumpled on the
floor, cradled his wounded hand, and started to cry.

“Hmm.” Keller leaned
forward on the desk. “Alas, now they flow. But the pain you are
feeling right now does not even measure to what I felt during those
two long years of hell.”

Mark looked up, tears
streaming down his face. “Keller, what I did to you happened
fifteen years ago. I was a kid. We were all screwed up back then,
even you!” When the shadow sat in cold silence, Mark’s despair
turned into fury. Why not say what needed to be said, what he had
always wanted to say to people like Keller. He knew he had nothing
to lose. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. Even though I’ll die,
at least I had a life. I was popular. I had more action during and
after high school than you ever had in your miserable existence. I
succeeded in what I loved to do and reaped the rewards: got
married, had two kids, and made lots of money in the process.
That’s right, Phil. I lived!

“But most of all,” he
added as he started to laugh. “I had fun doing it, especially when
it came down to you! You thought you were the hottest shit that
ever came to that school. The jokes began, then the defeats.” He
saw Keller stiffen, which fueled Mark even more.
“Oh, you don’t like to hear about those, do you?
I decided to defeat you in every single activity I could think of:
academics, athletics, women, and even chess. Besides chemistry and
Cathy, chess was another one of your babies that was taken away
from you. All of the three C’s. And, God, did it feel good! No
matter what happens to me, Phil, you’re a victim regardless,
because you haven’t been living for the past fifteen years. You’ve
only been passing the time away.”

Keller sat still,
absorbing all his victim had ranted. Then, he snickered. “And yet,
Mark, I am safe in here and you are out there. Who is the victim
now? Checkmate, my friend.”

Mark’s laughter turned
into sobs as he held his head with grief. Then, he suddenly
stopped. He looked up at his host, then toward the chess set. “You
stupid idiot,” he whispered to himself. “How can you forget
something like that? Of all things... .” He began to
chuckle.

“What is so funny?” asked
Keller.

Mark crawled to the chess
table until he was eye level with the pieces. “Nothing, nothing at
all.” But it was something, something important for the both of
them. Realizing Keller was carefully observing all of his actions,
Mark restrained from laughing again and focused on one of the
teenage battlefields he fought while attending St. Anthony’s Prep:
the chessboard. And the State Championship was the final
confrontation between the two remaining generals: a blond-haired,
blue-eyed ladies man and the introverted, closet-case immigrant.
Both were clever and intelligent. The immigrant was more
experienced, but the ladies man was unorthodox. And it was this
type of shrewdness that led to the immigrant’s defeat. Yet another
reason for Keller to despise Mark. The ultimate intellectual
castration.

“Three
minutes.”

Mark clenched his jaw and
eradicated Keller’s whiny voice from his mental center. He
concentrated on the war zone of the chess set, its soldiers
awaiting their orders. The key had to be inside the piece he used
to win the game, the Championship Move. He had to move fast or the
mouth in the ceiling and the shadow would win. Concluding that he
didn’t have enough time to check all of the pieces, Mark had to
re-create the end of the game from fifteen years ago. He knocked
all of the white pieces on the floor, except for the king. He
remembered he was black, Keller was white. Both generals were
taking each other’s pieces in rapid succession. A chess bloodbath.
Stalemate after stalemate.

But he did sneak one piece
through. He smiled as he placed the black pawn and white king in
the upper corner. There was only one way for Keller to escape being
trapped like this. He took the black pawn off the board and moved
the king in its position, leaving it vulnerable for one of Mark’s
pieces. Which one, Mark couldn’t remember. He pulled his hair until
his thoughts finally stopped in realization. How clear they were,
like a motion picture finally being illuminated under a fresh, new
lightbulb. It was a diagonal move, and both of his bishops were
taken early in the game. So, it had to be ...

He shot a look at the
piece that his life depended on. “The queen!”

Mark grabbed the black
queen, twisted the head off, and without any ceremony, pulled out a
long, slender key. He squeezed the metal lifeline in his bloodied
hand, so hard that his blood trickled on the carpet in front of
him.

Keller nodded.
“Congratulations, Mark. You have one minute to spare. You have
plenty of time to unlock the door, turn off the timer, and
leave.”

Mark just looked at his
host with a thin smile. He rose, walked to the chair he sat on,
turned it on its side and broke one of its legs off. He held the
wooden leg with his left hand, while still grasping the key in his
damaged hand. He faced the barrier and said, “My dear Phil. I’m
going to do more than unlock the door and turn that switch off.
Please, trust me on that.”

Keller quickly rose.
“Mark, you wouldn’t.” As Mark slowly approached the door, the
shadow stumbled backward into his chair and cried, “You will not do
this, Mark. You do not have the negatives. Others who know of their
whereabouts will expose you if you kill me.”

He proceeded to unlock the
door. “It doesn’t matter, Phil. Just as long as you’re gone, I
really don’t give a shit.”

“Mark,” he pleaded as he
held his hands up in surrender. “Please, don’t!”

With a soft chuckle, Mark
Truman finally opened the door and looked inside to claim his
tormentor. And as he did, every single sensation he had left him,
except one. Not anger, and certainly not fear. A new emotion was
created within him, something he hadn’t felt since he opened the
envelope that contained the photos. Shock was reintroduced to his
body as he staggered backwards and dropped the leg. “You,” he
barely said.

Inside the chamber, the
man took off his black, curly wig, exposing short, cropped brown
hair that matched his light-brown eyes. He smiled, which brightened
his clean-shaven face even more. “I better turn this off before the
whole room is filled with laughing gas,” he said in a voice that
was different from Keller’s. He flipped the other switch on the
rectangular box in front of him.

“Fox,” Mark mumbled as all
colors left his vision. He looked at this ghost with incredible
disbelief, then pointed toward the bookcase where the video screen
was.

Fox nodded. “I did get
that movie role. We finished principal shooting a month ago. Made a
lot of friends in the special effects and art
department.”

Mark, with mouth opening
and closing like a gasping fish, pointed at the cooler containing
the severed toe.

Fox snorted as he grabbed
a cane from the floor and hobbled around the desk. Mark looked down
and discovered Fox’s right foot covered with bandages. “Hell, the
toe’s in ice. They can always stitch it on again. And even if they
can’t, who cares? I still have my face and my talent. After all, I
needed to create that total sense of realism here.”

Mark felt the strength
leave his body one final time as he fell to his knees.
“Why?”

Fox’s smile disappeared as
a look of competitive ferocity appeared on his youthful face, the
same kind of look Mark had before the photos arrived. “You may have
lost count of our little game, but I haven’t. When we graduated, we
were tied. But now, you pompous ass, I finally won,” he exclaimed
as he began to laugh.

“Won ...” he whispered as
he curled up in a fetal position on the floor. His eyes aimlessly
drifted toward the ceiling. The wooden, knotted mouth smiled and
opened wide to receive its meal. He floated into the dark cavern of
permanent insanity in that orifice, hearing only the mocking
laughter of Jason Fox: the ultimate practical joker of St.
Anthony’s College Preparatory, Class of 1974.
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The first thing we shall
do, let’s kill all the lawyers!

William Shakespeare,
Henry VI

 


 


It’s amazing that a man’s
big toe can lead to his own incarceration.

I like that word,
incarceration. Not because it’s my present lifestyle; there’s just
a rhythm to the sound when you say it. In-car-cer-a-tion. The way it feels on the lips
and tongue when you pronounce the hard c and the r. It sounds solid, impenetrable,
unbreakable. Like the human mind. Yes, I may be trapped, but I have
a mind and I can do many things in here. I can think, feel, and
most importantly, learn. Greg can’t prevent me from doing that. And
my oh my, I have learned so many things about the mind’s power over
the body.

And it all started with my
toe. I was on my way to the office at Peterson, White, Sanders, and
Associates, where I served as a defense attorney specializing in
criminal law. As I walked off the elevator, my right big toe became
numb. I tried ignoring it, but as the day progressed, I couldn’t
feel my entire foot. I thought it was just a nerve pinch or poor
blood circulation as a result of age and the condition of an
unhealthy body. Alas, the problem to this theory: I was a fit
thirty-eight-year-old with no history of strokes, heart disease,
diabetes, or anything that could be considered as a hereditary
risk. Perfect clean bill of health.

I tolerated this feeling
in my foot throughout the entire day, but it came to a point where
I had to do something about it. Every time I walked, I felt as
though it wasn’t there at all, like the opposite version of phantom
pain. Luckily it was an extremely slow day, so when five o’clock
finally came, I immediately went to my physician. Since this was an
emergency, Doctor Kamen examined me with no complaints.

“Tom Oliver Pippenstein,
you are the worst hypochondriac I have ever had as a patient. Every
single time you have a case coming up, some kind of extremity gives
up on you. And with all the cases you get, I bet your wife gets
lots of sleep.”

As he laughed at my
suffering, I cringed. This wasn’t the first time he poked a jab at
me whenever I needed medical attention. I had the strong desire to
throw this pear-shaped man out the window. I just took a deep
breath and answered, “Look. This is serious. I don’t have any cases
coming up. It’s a matter of fact, I’ve been in a very good
mood.”

“What about Jay
Sanders?”

Bile immediately
percolated up my throat after hearing that name. Oh yes. Jay “the
third name in Peterson, White, Sanders, and Associates” Sanders. I
had worked in the firm for ten years, I had the most percentage of
successful cases, and this horse’s ass—who was there for only two
years—was promoted as a full partner. The official reason was
because of his “unique aptitude for the law”; the discreet reason
was he spent an enormous amount of time kissing White’s ass, both
figuratively and literally. I pretty much forgot about the whole
thing until my own doctor reopened that old wound. “My God! Does
everyone know what’s going on with my life?”

He held his hands out,
trying to calm me down. “Tom, your father told me while we were
playing golf last week. It’s nothing to be ashamed about. It
happens to everyone.”

“So does impotence. Are
you saying I’m professionally nonresponsive?”

He rubbed his bloodshot
eyes. “No, I’m just saying stress is a funny animal. We all know
about how you feel about Sanders. Stress and resentment can
unconsciously do some odd things to your body.”

I cooled down a bit and
slumped on the examination table. “Look, I know stress gets to me
once in a while. But this is different. I absolutely have no
feeling in my foot. It’s getting to a point where I can’t even
stand on it without losing my balance.”

Kamen shrugged. “Well, I
conducted all the necessary tests. There is smooth blood
circulation. The X-rays came up clear; no growths of any kind.
Blood tests should come back in three days. There is some slight
edema in your ankle. So, I’ll give you a hydrocortisone shot in
order to relax the muscles down there, to cover any possibility of
a nerve pinch. I’ll also write up a prescription for Valium in
order for you to relax. You can use a cane in the
meantime.”

After the ordeal with the
doctor, I went to my favorite coffee house, ordered the usual
cappuccino and just contemplated my thoughts, as well as my poor
foot. Thanks to the Valium, it did feel more relaxed. But I still
didn’t get any sensation. Even with the help of the cane, my
foot still felt apart from me. As a matter of fact, there was one
instance when my foot moved on its own. I know it sounds absurd.
But at the time, I thought it was just the stress of my job and my
life.

Job. Life. Wife. I stared
absentmindedly at my cane; I didn’t get one of those boring
round-handled canes, thank God, but rather a stylish
straight-handled one. I turned my attention to the handle, how it
looked almost like an erection. I set the cane on the floor and
sighed with resignation. When the doctor said my wife was getting a
lot of sleep, he had no idea how correct he was. Or maybe he did.
Brenda was the perfect model of a modern, upper-crust vampire; she
not only sucked out my vital essence, she also sucked the money
from our joint bank account. When I graduated from law school, my
family and Brenda’s family decided it would be just peachy if they
arranged our marriage, thereby solidifying the merger of two
wealthy blue-blooded families. I, of course, had no say in the
matter; my parents held the reigns when it came to my future. I
just kept my mouth shut and smiled dumbly as they molded and shaped
my life like a piece of clay, no autonomy, forever manipulated by
financially greater hands.

Of course, Brenda was all
for it. Although my status at the law office was somewhat palatable
during that time, both clans couldn’t wait for me to be a partner
after ten years of hard work and loyal dedication. Brenda was
driving me nuts with her whiny voice, babbling ad nauseum about how much stuff she
was going to buy with the new, fresh money she was going to get.
But what they didn’t count on was Jay Sanders having
a little tryst with Bill White. I do have to
say I secretly enjoyed seeing the expressions on both my
parents’ and my in-laws’ faces when that hit the fan.

It was a bittersweet
victory, though. After that drama unfolded, Brenda became more
vicious and more of a nag than before. It eventually took a toll on
her physically. When I first married her, she was a beautiful,
spoiled little virgin who had the hopes of being straightened out
by a good husband. I’m not being arrogant; I know I could have
brought out her good side. I even started to love her a little.
After a while, she became more spoiled and lazy. After a month
passed, Brenda started to form the usual thunder-thighs and the
well-endowed behind, caused by those in-between snacks and a slow
thyroid. I eventually found out from a reliable source she was
having an affair with her golf instructor. I wasn’t mad, but rather
confused and scared. If there was a man on Earth who would actually
get off screwing a she-hound from hell with hips and
thighs the size of Schwarzenegger’s arms, as well as an ass the
size of an ottoman, then the standards of the typical male have
really gone down.

Just when I was about to
divorce her, my parents caught wind of what happened and interfered
with everything. Brenda’s parents forced her to break off the
affair and my parents convinced us to see a marriage counselor.“Our
reputations won’t be soiled because of a simple misunderstanding,”
they insisted. After a month of counseling, the shrink, who was
obviously on Brenda’s side, suggested maybe I wasn’t satisfying
her. She even had the nerve to say that I was probably too small
for her taste. I had the urge to drop my pants and let that
feminist quack decide for herself. But I wasn’t raised to do things
like that. I could think
like a commoner, but it is absolutely forbidden
to act or speak like one. “The image of a wealthy and well-bred
individual must be maintained. If it isn’t, you might as well be a
leper,” my parents always preached. Exposing my views and personal
feelings would have been considered uncouth gibberish to them. Just
keep quiet and let the grown-ups handle things. I guess being a
member of true upper-class breeding did have its disadvantages.

Driving home went smoothly
that evening, even with my numb appendage. I limped into my condo
and I saw the usual picture: an obese blonde lounging on a couch
with a remote in one hand and a chocolate éclair in the other,
watching one of her talk shows. The most frightening thing about
this sight was she wasn’t exactly eating the éclair; she was only
sucking the vanilla cream out. I noticed this behavior when I
refused to have sex with her after the affair. And it was not only
éclairs she craved for: she devoured bananas, cucumbers, carrots,
and zucchini—the four major food groups of the orally fixated. But
her special preference was a delicious éclair, slowly sucking the
cream out and discarding that useless shell. “Hi, hun. How was your
day?”

She got up from the couch
and approached me, with vanilla cream drooling from her mouth. Her
gaze quickly shifted to the handle of my cane. She had a momentary
look of awe and longing before she focused back to me. “Oh, fine.
Did you get the diet coke,” she asked apathetically.

“Uh, no Hun. I forgot. I
had to go see the doc ...”

Her eyes ignited with rage
as she crushed the empty éclair shell. “You what?” she snarled.

A gripping fear came over
me. She probably forgot to take her lithium. I wanted to run, but I
knew I couldn’t get anywhere with my foot. I just stood there and
prayed. Then, her face relaxed and she let the pastry shell drop to
the floor. “Calm, got to be calm,” she quietly said. “I’m sorry,
Tommy. I realize I have to be more patient with you and your ...
faults,” she said, lustfully eyeing my cane again. “Well, don’t
forget it the next time you go out. And don’t forget the
appointment to see Dr. Schultz the day after tomorrow. We have to
be there around five.” She returned to the sofa.

I mumbled under my breath,
“Why? So I can hear her say that I screw like a senile old
fart?”

She turned. “What did you
say?”

“Uh, I said my foot was so
numb I needed my fingers to pull my toes apart,” I quickly muttered
while hobbling to my bedroom. I closed the door, stripped off my
suit and put on my pajamas. I stared at my foot again; it didn’t
look different, but I did feel there was something ... working
inside. I finally called it a night, thinking maybe a good night’s
sleep would make things better.

I awoke the following
morning and I felt so refreshed my worries seemed to have
disappeared. Brenda wasn’t in bed. It was a Tuesday; she probably
went shopping for more phallic food products. I put pressure on my
right foot and immediately fell on the floor. My entire leg was
numb. I grabbed my cane and used it as support to get back up, but
it wasn’t easy. Thinking about Brenda probably made it worse. I
took a couple more Valium and limped to the bathroom to get a
better look at my leg. It didn’t do any good; there was nothing to
see. It looked like a perfectly normal leg. Suddenly, a feeling
came over me, a feeling like this leg was no longer mine. It was
ridiculous. But there I was, in the bathroom, looking at my leg as
though it were a foreign object.

I continued to lose more
control as the day wore on, especially at the firm. The atmosphere
was hectic that day. There was a big murder case coming and
everyone was scrambling. After two hours of meetings, I didn’t get
the case, thank God. I couldn’t concentrate on anything. I returned
to my office, leaned back on my chair, and placed my legs on the
desk.

While I was resting, Jay
popped in with a shit-eating grin on his face. “So, so, so. What
are you doing, resting on your ass? Don’t you realize the Iovino
Case is up for grabs?”

“Not anymore. I was
passed, and frankly I’m glad. I haven’t been feeling well
lately.”

“Well,
old buddy, I got the case and you know what that means? Money, money,
money,” he said. His smile was turning into the kind of expression
you wanted to smash with your fist. “Anyway, I heard about your
leg. Shame. Nice cane, though. Did you know I am a black belt in
karate? I could sure show you a couple of things with that cane,”
he snickered.

I had the strong urge to
tell him where he could stick it. As always, my rude thoughts were
muted again by my sophisticated breeding. “Yeah, I bet you do.
Look, don’t you have something to do?”

He snapped his fingers.
“It’s a matter of fact, I do. I have to get started on this case.
Once I get the itinerary, who knows? I might get a break and leave
early,” he said as he left the office.

“Yeah, and probably have
fun porking White,” I mumbled.

His head popped back.
“What did you say?”

“I said at four-thirty I
might go for a bite. Would you care to join me,” I asked without
hesitation. After spending almost ten years with Brenda, I was
getting pretty good at this.

There was that smug grin
again. “No thanks, Pip. Maybe next time.” Thankfully, he
left.

I sat back with an uneasy
feeling in my stomach. That arrogant little weasel got the case!
And my leg wasn’t making it better. I looked at my watch:
two-thirty. Since I only had paper-pushing work to do, I swallowed
two more Valium and immediately fell asleep on the sofa, which
resulted in the worst nightmare I have ever had in my
life.

It would have been nice if
the dream took place on a tropical island, where I was spending my
time eating, drinking, and banging Polynesian princesses till the
end of time. But no. Instead, I was sitting in a dentist chair
inside one of Doctor Kamen’s examination rooms. The vinyl
upholstery on both foot and hand rests turned into ice-cold liquid
tar, enveloping my hands and feet within their embrace. Before I
had the chance to pull away, the pitch solidified again, trapping
me. A metallic collar shot out from the chair and wrapped itself
around my neck. I tried to yell, but no sound came out. Bobby
McFerrin’s “Don’t Worry. Be Happy” began to chime its annoying
whistles and grunts and I swear to God if I had a voice I would’ve
screamed for a merciful death. I bucked and whipped around, but I
gave up and sank in my reclining prison, praying it wouldn’t get
any worse.

A wall panel slid open and
Doctor Kamen came in with a solemn look on his face. He said, “I’m
afraid we made a big mistake, Tom. Don’t worry, this won’t hurt a
bit.” He snapped his fingers and two stone pedestals on wheels
rolled out to him. On top of one sat a round object covered with a
black scarf. Kamen then grabbed my head and, with a smooth twist
and a yank, pulled it clean off from the rest of my body. While
whistling along with McFerrin, he placed my head on the bare
pedestal, brushed the hair out of my eyes, took the covered object,
and approached my body. He then snapped the object on my body’s
neck as though he were repairing a plastic doll.

I tried calling out again,
but no luck as before. The good doctor stepped back, beaming at his
creation with renewed pride, and he ceremoniously pulled off the
scarf, revealing a blank mannequin’s head. But it didn’t remain
featureless for long. Wrinkles and creases rippled from the
neckline to the jaw. The plastic covering became flesh, thinning
brown hair grew at a phenomenal rate, and a mouth appeared,
displaying a sneering grin.

It announced, “Now, let’s
have a little fun.”

Before I had a chance to
make out the voice, I woke up. And when I did, I realized the dream
was considerably better.

My legs slid off the
couch, pulling the rest of me in the process. After I hit my head
on the floor, my legs kept moving frantically toward the door. I
managed to lift myself up, but my legs continued to march with a
life of their own.

“Wait,”
I yelled. “This isn’t supposed to be happening! What are you
doing? Stop!
Stop!”

While marching down the
hallway, I tried to grab onto many bolted-down objects in order to
stop. It didn’t do any good. My legs were on a mission and nothing
was going to stop them. The law firm was deserted and I quickly
glanced at the clock: 8:00 p.m. I was the last person there.
Since it was useless to resist, I let my legs do the walking and
steering. Whatever the destination was, maybe I would be able to
find out what the hell was going on.

I locked the outer door to
the firm, and I continued to “walk” out of the building without
looking peculiar, which proved extremely difficult. Sometimes, the
steps I took seemed so exaggerated it was as though my legs were
purposely trying to embarrass me. At the time, I found this rather
silly. These were my own limbs, and they should be controlled by
one and only one person: me!

I bypassed my car and
entered the nearest bus. We rode for almost a half hour before my
legs whipped me over to the door, anxious to exit the next stop. We
left the bus and after great deal of walking, I realized my
destination was my house. This didn’t make sense at all. I lost my
temper and began to resist again by screaming and holding on to my
legs. The only responses I got in return were “shut ups” from a
couple of houses. Although, one neighbor did give a creative
remark: “Get your hands out of your fly! You horny, self-indulgent
asshole!”

When I opened my front
door and stumbled in, I saw my wife in front of the TV again. I
pleaded, “Brenda, help! My legs are walking without my
control! Help Me!”

She continued to stare at
the T.V. “Can’t it wait? They’re interviewing a doctor who swears
the President of the United States is from Mars.”

Before I had the chance to
say another word, I was dragged into my room. My left foot swung
around, kicked the bedroom door shut, and I was heading toward the
bathroom. My foreign feet slipped on the bathroom rug and when my
head hit the tile floor, I saw a flash, then the head’s maniacal
grin, then darkness.

I woke up and found myself
in the bathtub, still wearing my suit. At least Brenda had the
common courtesy to take me off the floor. But as I rose, I realized
she used the shower last night before she placed me inside the tub.
My back was soaked to the skin. “Thanks again, Brenda,” I mumbled
as I got out. I opened the bathroom door and saw her in the bed,
sleeping in the normal fetal position.

It was then I experienced
one of the biggest shocks of my life: I got out of the tub
without any problems. To top it all, I had feeling in both of
my legs. I slowly walked to the bed with ease. I had control again.
I started to laugh and cry at the same time, then restrained myself
for fear of waking up Brenda. I wiped the tears away and looked at
my watch. I had to get ready for work. So, I stripped and hopped
into a nice, hot shower. It felt so
good to have control again. The horrible
nightmare was over. After I got out of the shower, I put on a
different suit and went to the kitchen to prepare breakfast. I
poured my coffee and laid my drenched suit on the counter
for Brenda to take to the cleaners.

I noticed my Valium still
in my coat pocket.

Oh yes, those small, white
pills. What to do with them? I felt hesitant about continuing the
treatment. My first thought was to throw them away, but I concluded
they were the reason why I regained control. I popped only one and
washed it down with the coffee. Since my car was still at the firm,
I walked to the nearest bus and waltzed on in, savoring my freedom.
The bus dropped me off and I strolled for only a couple of blocks
to the law firm, with the beautiful sight of a clear blue sky to
gaze at along the way.

I reached the office
building with absolutely no problems. I couldn’t help but chuckle
at it all. I went to the restroom in the lobby to refresh
myself.

After I entered, I stopped
in my tracks.

I didn’t want to stop, yet
I did anyway.

Then, I slowly moved
toward the mirror over the sinks and my hands washed themselves
under searing hot water. I yelled so loudly the three guys at the
urinals turned their heads to see what was happening.

“Oh God! I lost my hands
too! I need helfff ...,” I mumbled as my face twisted into
frightening shapes. I tried to stop, but no luck. Then, my mouth
and voice were making odd sounds of their own volition. I tried to
resist again. The only results I got were contorted facial
expressions from myself and looks of puzzlement from the guys at
the stalls.

After seconds of constant
struggling, I realized it was vital to know what was going on. I
stopped resisting and let the force control my face. After about
ten seconds, my face became still. It was the same except for two
features: the eyes had an off-kilter look about them and the grin
was almost demonic.

It was the replacement
head from my dream.

“Well, it’s about time you
let me out,” it said with my mouth and voice. But its tone ... it
sounded so insane, so untamed.

The entity controlling my
face released its hold on me. Thinking it was probably allowing me
to speak, I asked my reflection, “Who the hell are you?”

My face then transformed
back to the malevolent look. “I’m surprised you haven’t guessed by
now. I’m you,” he said, laughing in an unbalanced way. His head
spun toward the three wise men at the stalls, who were staring back
at him. He barked, “What the fuck are you looking at, you dickless
wonders?”

The men quickly turned
around and continued with their business. He looked back at the
mirror. “Now, to answer your question once
again, I’m you. The true you. The you that wants to
throw away all the rules... .”

Okay, this wasn’t making
any sense. With all of my willpower, I forced myself back and
asked, “How are you controlling my body?”

He glared back. “Stop
interrupting me!  Maybe this will shut you up!” He raised my
right arm, fist clenched, and slammed me in the
privates.

I crumpled to the floor
with tears in my eyes, and the three men—who finished with
themselves—looked down at me with expressions of shock, pity, and
pain.

“Jesus, even I felt that
one,” said one.

“Yeah, there should be a
law against doing things like that in public,” said the second as
they all left, shaking their heads.

“Now,
get your ass up. We need to talk and there isn’t much time left.
Get up, now,” he screamed as my body pulled itself up and I faced the
mirror. I tried to fight him, but he reinforced his control. “To
sum it up, I’m you in your most unbridled form, and I crave to no
end, Tom: to devour, to steal, cheat, lie, maim, fuck,” he paused
as he began to chuckle. “Even kill.” He calmed down as he added,
“Of course, that piece of shit you call a ‘conscience’ prevented me
from doing anything! However, certain events have added fuel to my
fire, driving me to the surface. First, that poor excuse you call a
marriage. Then, that dyke marriage counselor. And to top everything
off, that effete, pillow-biter Sanders.

“Even
your name is disgraceful. Tom Oliver Pippenstein? What the hell
kind of name is that? Well, no more. From now on, I’m ... Greg.
That’s right! My name is Greg Alexander Gordon! I
like it!

“Enough is enough, Tom!
You have been suppressing me too long and I want control now. I can
feel what you really want to do with all those people, and I am
your ticket to do it,” he said as he whipped the Valium out of my
pocket.

I couldn’t believe this
was happening. My primal side was taking over. I had to stop him.
The minute he took out two pills, I started to resist by pushing my
own hand away. I barely squealed out, “You will never take over me!
I am stronger than you. I will win—”

“Shut up, you little wimp!
You’re mine! Take your pills! Now!” I spun around in circles. My
hands were trying to stuff the pills in my mouth, but I had my lips
sealed. My legs twirled my body around even faster to where I was
getting dizzy. I was so disoriented I let my guard down; Greg
managed to slip the pills inside. Before I had the chance to spit
them out, he used my fingers to rub down my throat, forcing me to
swallow the pills.

When they were on their
way, Greg released my throat and laughed. “Okay, Pippy, just sit
back and relax. Everything will be all right. Daddy will take care
of you.” I couldn’t move. Greg’s power and soon, the Valium, were
too strong. I just sat on the floor and faded.

When I woke up again, I
found myself walking toward my office. I tried to stop myself, but
I realized I lost total
control of my body. I couldn’t even speak as I
did in the restroom. When he reached my office, Greg closed and
locked the door. He sat down in my chair and continued to finish
the paperwork from yesterday. His mind was on something else,
though. I knew because I could barely feel his thoughts, even now.
He was thinking on how to make our dreams come true. He
continued to go through the routine while I sat back helplessly in
his unconscious mind.

It reached six o’clock. He
smiled and unlocked my desk drawer. He took out my .38 caliber
revolver. I was on a case where I started to get death threats a
few months ago, so I was licensed to carry a gun. He grabbed my
cane, left the building and drove my car to the first part of his
plan: the marriage councilor’s office.

We walked inside and saw
the doctor sitting alone at her desk, reading over some papers. He
stomped right in front of her.

The doctor glanced at her
watch, then looked at us with deep contempt. “You missed your
appointment, Thomas. You will have to schedule another
one.”

She had no idea what was
about to happen. To Greg, this just added fuel to the fire. We
strode around the desk, only a foot away from her. “You once said
the reason my marriage sucked was because I was small. Well,
how’s this for
small, babe,” he yelled as he dropped my pants. The doctor gasped
with a look of disbelief and shock. Really, she did!

After he buckled up, he
said, “The human tripod says it’s time for you to quit.” He then
grabbed the doctor and threw her out the open sixth-story window.
As she screamed toward her death, Greg laughed with maniacal glee,
then swaggered out of the office whistling “Born to be
Wild.”

As he drove to accomplish
Part Two of his plan, I thought about what just happened: I took
the life of a human being. No matter what Shultz did to my
marriage, I felt so incredibly guilty. I wondered if I was just
having a mental breakdown and I was responsible for my actions. But
Greg is real. He is in control.

We stopped in front of Jay
Sanders’s home. It was six-thirty, so it was still daylight
outside. Greg was anything, if not discrete. We quickly ran to the
backyard, cane in hand. He took out the gun, breathed in deeply,
and kicked open the backdoor. We ran inside to the living room and
we saw Jay in a suit and overcoat, looking at a legal file. When he
turned to us and saw the gun, Jay dropped the file. ”What are
you doing here?” he squealed.

Greg pulled back the
hammer on the gun. “So, you can show me a couple of things with my
cane, huh?”

Jay started to sweat.
“Look, Pip. I was just—”

“Well, I present to you a
technique you ought to be familiar with,” he said as he lifted the
cane horizontally by its end. The handle was sticking straight up.
“Here Jay, sit and spin!” He then shot the lawyer in the chest,
knocking his body back on a futon.

Suddenly, we heard a noise
to our right. When Greg turned, we saw Bill White coming from the
kitchen. He always looked like Robert Redford’s evil twin-brother
from hell: oily, dirty-blond hair, tall, mean—almost
eel-like—personality, weathered face, and gray, rheumy alcoholic
eyes. The only reason why I never took him so seriously was his
personality was so feminine it betrayed his shark-like image. He
always made me laugh. Both Greg and I were surprised he was
here.

Bill started to stammer in
a vamping sort of way. “My God, Tom,” he said. “Are you
that upset about not
getting the promotion?”

Greg pointed the gun at
him, then paused. “Killing you would be a joke.” He turned to
leave. But before he left the room, he turned around with a wild
gleam in his eye. “Then again, I’m a pretty fuuuunnny guy,” he
yelled as he shot White in the stomach. Greg stormed out of the
living room while yelling a primal roar like some wild animal. We
reached my car and drove off to our final destination: Brenda. I
tried again to influence him to stop, but I was wasting my time.
Greg was determined to make our final wish come true.

We first dropped off at an
all-night bakery to pick up a treat for Brenda. After we reached my
condo, he marched up the sidewalk with a sense of victory. He
stopped at the door, looked at my cane, laughed, and dramatically
threw it away. “I have my own cane, thank you!”

When we walked inside,
Brenda waddled from the kitchen. “Where the hell were you? You
missed your appointment! I’m trying to solve your problem and you get drunk in
the bathroom and miss your ...” She paused as she looked
at his left hand with disappointment. “Wait, where’s your
cane?”

“I have
a surprise for you, hun,” Greg said as he brought the éclair from
behind his back. “It has cherry filling. Your favorite.” He wrapped
his hand around Brenda’s head and added with glee,
“Bon Appetite!” He proceeded to stuff the entire éclair down her throat.
She struggled, beating her doughy-like hands against his chest. But
she was no match for him. Just as her body started to become limp,
we were suddenly jerked away. Brenda’s seemingly lifeless body lay
crumpled on the floor, her face covered with smashed cherry
éclair filling. “Oh, dear. I guess her stomach was too small for
her mouth,” he sighed.

LAPD didn’t hesitate in
hauling us away. While we were in the backseat of the cruiser, Greg
ranted about the joys he’d experienced while killing those people.
He even said he didn’t mind dying on the electric chair, as long
as our dreams
came true. “Oh, well. At least I’ll go out with a bang, or a flash
in my case,” he said as he started to bellow that unbalanced laugh
again. I felt so helpless. The L.A. courts wouldn’t ignore four
deaths. My situation looked bleak.

Unfortunately, Greg’s fine
moments were instantly shattered when our lawyer informed him of
some good news. All four victims survived the attempts on their
lives. Greg sat in absolute shock as he was told that Dr. Schultz’s
window faced an alley, which meant she luckily landed into a large
garbage dumpster, resulting only in a broken leg. As far as the two
lawyer boys were concerned, they were working on the Iovino Case.
The person they were defending was the cousin of a prominent
organized crime boss out in New York. Therefore, the defendant and
his attorneys were required to wear protection in case of
assassination attempts.

Like bulletproof
vests.

They were on their way to
leave for the DA’s office, all armored up, when we made our
appearance. After Greg shot them, the bullets didn’t penetrate the
vests. They both survived unharmed. In fact, it was Jay who called
the police. After activating my LoJack sensor in my car, the police
tracked me to my house without difficulty.

Which resulted in Brenda’s
survival as well. If the police had been just a few
seconds later, she would have died. One policeman cleared out the
food and performed C.P.R. During my incarceration, Brenda
immediately divorced me. A year later, she married another lawyer
at my firm.

After hearing this news,
Greg reacted in his typical, reasonable fashion. “You little
cocksucker,” he howled as he almost strangled our lawyer. With
all of these events, and with him insisting he was Greg Gordon and
not Tom Pippenstein—he really
hated that name, the judge ruled he was not
culpable for his actions, reasons including an unhealthy work
environment, a bad marriage, and clinical mental instability. The
judge then committed us to a mental institution for an indefinite
time period. Greg was so outraged by this he had to be placed in a
straightjacket and was left in a padded room. It’s very ironic our
room number was 96. By looking at the number, I realized it
described my transformation perfectly. It's very simple. Well, it
looks simple to me anyway.

And that’s how I learned
about the mind’s power over the body. For a long time, I tried to
regain control, to push my will back and destroy Greg once and for
all. But it wasn’t until recently that I realized there was no
point in trying anymore. No law firm would hire me; and even if I
went into private practice—assuming I don’t get disbarred, my
clientele would be zilch. My life is over. My career, family,
reputation, everything.

Well, not really. You see,
I can still do many things here. Think, watch, learn, and
especially enjoy. Greg’s ultimate dream of satisfying all of his
urges—even if it meant dying—failed beyond his rampant
comprehension. He’s been getting more insane with each passing day
here. Whenever an orderly gives him food, Greg always screams out,
“Why don’t you fuck a Shetland pony, numbnuts,” followed by that
crazy laugh of his. And yet, when the orderly leaves, Greg’s laughs
turns into tears. He can’t do anything in this padded room. No one
can hear him scream. Hell, no one wants to, not even the doctors.
His permanent, unsatisfied insatiability will always keep him here.
The only thing he can do is constantly hunger for unattainable
desires.

He can also feel the
little “emotional nudge” I give him when I’m in the mood. He can
feel me. And he can hear me. What does he hear? Laughter. I laugh
and laugh and laugh in complete satisfaction of his failures and
God, does that piss him off. And there’s nothing he can do about
it. Oh yes, as far as I’m concerned, we’re better off where we
are.

In here.

Inside.

Incarcerated.

 


 



Wash Cycle

 


The ruby-colored gemstones
adorning the Navajo’s living room glowed with a brilliant intensity
from the window-filtered, afternoon sun. Don Giuseppe Iovino knew
they were fakes for two reasons: Samuel Waters was obviously too
poor to afford such adornments—even though he was a professional
jeweler—and there was an insect imbedded in the center of each
stone, like a corrupt seed that somehow blossomed with such radiant
perfection. But the beauty of the gems was lost to the don. They
seemed to stare at him; red eyes and snakelike slitted pupils
blazing with accusatory fever. Iovino only smiled. It took more
than a bunch of red paste to scare a man whose entire business had
been built by fear, rage, and death.

He shifted his attention
back to his Indian host. Judging by the long, silky, white hair,
the slightly wrinkled face, and the Navajo’s lean, muscular form,
Iovino estimated him to be in his mid-fifties. But it was Samuel’s
eyes that rang his mental alarm. They seemed too ancient, too wise
for a middle-aged man. This savage had seen many joyous yet
frightening events in his life; he had to be as old as the
eighty-year-old don. And my, how Iovino hated him for
that.

After absorbing the moment
of silence for dramatic effect, a technique he always used during
“negotiations,” Iovino said, “I’ll pay you one million dollars if
you can take me to the Fountain of the Snake.” Bolts of pain shot
once again throughout his entire musculature, causing the old man
to grind his teeth. The spasms were increasing in frequency and
intensity, making it difficult for him to maintain his composure.
Being the head of one of the most feared crime organizations on the
East Coast, displays of weakness were unacceptable. If he was able
to keep his condition a secret from the other families, then there
was no way in hell he was going to break in front of the Navajo
guide.

Samuel looked impassively
at Iovino. His eyes were like flint, staring with such penetrating
coldness that the don shifted in his chair, fueling the spasms even
more. “That is not possible.”

Iovino cleared his throat
and gave a strained smile. He finally discovered a ram from the
flock of sheep; and a greedy ram he was. “Two million.”

Samuel shook his head.
“Money is not the issue. It is a sacred space, not for
outsiders.”

“Oh, really? That’s not
what I heard. You guided a few of us Anglos to this ‘sacred place’
of yours. And you’re the only person who knows where it is. So,
let’s cut the shit.”

Samuel’s eyes narrowed.
“How did you find out about me?”

The don laughed. “Friend,
I have a funny feeling you have never been to New York
...”

“I have been to New
York.”

“Then you know if you have
enough money, you can get information about anything in the world.
And if you could guess how much money I have, you wouldn’t even
come close,” he answered as he fanned himself with his thin-rimmed,
summer hat, trying to push the dry heat away from his
person.

Samuel shook his head as
he leaned forward and rested his arms on his knees. His snow-white
hair seemed to glow from the sunlight that cascaded through the
front door window. “Traveling through The Garden of the Gods will
be an ordeal for you. Unlike the New York streets, the terrain in
Colorado Springs is rocky and we will be climbing up steep rock
formations. You will not be able to handle the hike.”

Iovino’s leaned closer and
hissed, “Don’t yank my yoke, friend. I know the place is accessible
to cripples. I did my homework.”

Samuel’s face turned into
stone. “Then why don’t you go yourself?”

“Only you know
specifically where it’s
at. Everyone has specific talents. Yours is guiding people like me
to places where the ‘X marks the spot’ philosophy doesn’t exactly
wash in some instances. Now, are you going to continue with the
debate, or will you throw away this stoic Indian pride bullshit and
allow me to make you rich man?”

“I told you once before,
Mr. Iovino. It is not the money.”

“Grandfather?”

The Navajo’s face finally
broke. Upon hearing the young girl’s voice, Samuel’s eyes widened
with frustration and even slight fear. Iovino internally cheered.
He had found the Achilles Heel.

Samuel turned around and
both men discovered a barefoot little girl, probably five or six,
dressed in a small, yellow summer dress with pink daisies stitched
along the hem. Her black eyes were still pure and full of joyful
curiosity. They were her grandfather’s eyes.

Samuel said with measured
care, “Elise, I told you our visitors and I were not to be
disturbed.”

Iovino chimed, “Oh, that’s
okay, Samuel. It’s okay.” He then displayed his “Don’t be afraid of
me, child. I’ll be like a grandfather to you” grin to Elise. With
delicate gentleness he said, “You weren’t interrupting at all,
darling. If you need to speak to your grandfather, go
ahead.”

The little girl looked at
Iovino with curiosity. The don read her thoughts easily: an old man
in tan slacks, wearing a white, sweat-soaked, short-sleeve shirt,
holding a funny old man’s hat, whose blue eyes shone with kindness
and charm. What can be scary about that? And when she smiled, a
silent welcome from the child, Iovino internally glowed with pride.
“Thank you, mister.” She turned to her grandfather. “Mom and Dad
said that dinner will be ready soon in the backyard; and they
wanted to know if your guests will be joining us.”

Iovino held in a chuckle.
For him, this was getting better by the minute. “That won’t be
necessary, darling. Just tell them your grandfather will be on his
way.” But his smile faltered as he noticed the girl staring at his
legs. “Is there something wrong?”

“I like your hat. Can I
have it?”

He looked down at his
hat—the same lightweight cotton hat he usually wore during the
humid-laced New York summer months. He turned back to her and
laughed. “ ‘Can I have it?’ she says. How adorable. Don’t you think
so, Alphonse?” Iovino turned to the gigantic bulk of Alphonse
DeStephano, his most trusted bodyguard. An ex-defensive tackle for
the New York Giants, DeStephano’s stature was matched only by his
ferocity to deliver pain in the most methodical, yet bloody manner.
The fleshy titan remained still as a statue. After a moment of the
bodyguard’s silent stare, Iovino looked back at Elise, who was
surprisingly undaunted by Alphonse’s presence. In fact, she even
waved at him.

Samuel said, “Elise, tell
your parents I’ll be outside in a few moments. Go now.”

“Nice to meet you,” she
curtsied. Iovino waved his hat in return. When she left the living
room, Samuel faced Iovino, and his healthy bronze color turned
stone gray.

Iovino’s smile widened,
but his own eyes were daggers. “A true heartbreaker, friend.
Precious little thing, just like your jewelry here. Or maybe she’s
a little bit more precious than anything you ever had in your
miserable, primitive life.” He leaned back into the sofa and his
decaying body silenced, for the moment. His smile slowly vanished
and he said with such smooth professional calmness, “One of the
reasons why I never got married is, although family is important,
they’re also a liability. When things happen to them, the mind of a
reasonable man loses all sense of balance. And in the end, the
personal part of who he is becomes a detriment to the profession
he’s trained all his life for.” By this time, his smile was
completely replaced with cold logic, which matched his voice as he
added, “Now, are we going to act professionally? Are we going to act reasonable? Or do I
have to get personal by getting acquainted with some members of
your family, especially that lovely little heartbreaker, Elise.
You’ll be amazed how a man’s life would change in ten minutes.” A
pregnant, thought-provoking pause. Iovino waited, held a little
longer, then asked, “What do you say, friend?”

Samuel closed his eyes,
and when he lowered his head, Iovino knew he had him. The guide
said, “Meet me at the tour office by 7:00 p.m. It’ll be closed, but we won’t
be disturbed.” He then looked up; his flint-colored eyes blanched
to the same shade of sickly gray as his skin. “Will he be present
as well?”

Iovino smiled, imagining
the giant’s massive hands slowly grinding this fossil’s bones into
paste. “He’ll be with me. That’s not negotiable.”

Samuel nodded, slowly rose
from his chair and walked out of the living room without escorting
his guests to the front door. Under normal circumstances, Iovino
would have been deeply insulted by this rash, yet understandably
angry, behavior. But the don let it go as he and Alphonse left the
stifling shade of the stale hovel that passed as a house, with
those raging gem eyeballs staring into oblivion. After all, the
poor savage has been through enough. There was a fine line between
assertiveness and sadism.

 


* * *

 


It didn’t take two hours
of waiting at a Colorado Springs Denny’s over a steak-and-eggs
dinner for Iovino to conclude that his feelings for Samuel were
matched only by his dislike for the entire city. The dry summer
weather alleviated some of the pain in his joints, as well as those
skeletal regions where the disease was at its ravenous glory, but
the desolateness of the area itself was unnerving. How the elderly
like him loved the desert was a constant puzzle. The pulsating
motion of metropolitan cities—especially on the East Coast—was a
true symbol of life for him, a special type of kinetic vibrancy.
All things occurred in these visible cities: walking, laughing,
dancing, fucking, everything. Even when he became ill, the spirit
of the city made his agonies and impending mortality disappear. The
barren desert, no matter how picturesque it seemed to be, only
reminded him of his inevitable demise.

With the exception of the
Fountain of the Snake, assuming it will work, that is.

When Iovino and Alphonse
arrived at the Garden of the Gods National Park tour office in
their rental car, Samuel sat in the rear passenger seat next to the
don. Under the guide’s instructions, Alphonse carefully drove
through the serpentine maze of the rock-garden roads. Iovino’s wall
of patience began to crack as his driver wove in and out with
steady ease throughout the narrow paths. But he knew driving faster
would be too risky, especially with some of the stone monuments
looming over them, daring anyone who possessed the arrogance to
speed recklessly through their domain, to risk losing control and
colliding into one of their massive foundations.

Taking a deep breath,
Iovino let his mind wander at the enormous majesty of the crimson
rock formations. Some appeared to jut and grow directly from the
earth, some were boulders that seemed to be arranged and set on top
of one another in obscure designs as though giant-sized children
were playing blocks with them. One of the rock formations was white
as snow, looking so out of place from the rest of the desert
terrain. His mind continued to drift, and Iovino began to see
shapes among the mountains. There were some which possessed jagged
cylinder towers, looking so much like stone cathedrals whose spires
overlooked the rest of the valley. One had two peaks that bent and
curved into each other, like a bridge for the long-dead inhabitants
to cross one mountain crest to another.

But at another glance,
they also appeared as a pair of animals’ heads kissing each other.
There were even a few that resembled giant men, including one with
a huge belly which seemed to be sleeping on his back, waiting for
the dinner bell to awake him. But the one that bothered him the
most was an ordinary mountain that possessed an unusual carving on
its side. As their car slowly drove past it, the carving was the
profile of a face. Judging by the noble shape of the nose and the
long, untamed hair that was also included in the carving, Iovino
concluded it to be an Indian male. Whether it was naturally formed
or was carved by the land’s ancestors, it still disturbed Iovino.
Below the eye was an opening of a cave. It was in the shape of a
tear.

The don broke his trance
and looked down at his pamphlet. He traced the map section and the
monument key. The rock formation they passed was named,
The Weeping Indian.

He looked at his guide,
who was sitting profile to him. The similarities were too close.
With a grumble, he tore the pamphlet in half and threw both pieces
on the car floor.

A thousand flaming
arrowheads penetrated every nerve ending in his frail body; it was
the worst attack he ever had. He couldn’t hide it any more. He
leaned against the car door and curled up into a ball. Alphonse
asked if he wanted to go to a hospital. Iovino refused and ordered
him to continue. When the spasms subsided, he wiped his face with a
handkerchief and turned to a concerned Samuel. Already knowing what
the guide was thinking, he said, “Bone cancer. I have two months,
maybe three. Only the Fountain can cure me.”

Samuel nodded. “Afraid of
death?”

“Isn’t
everyone?”

“Only those who have the
souls of the rabbit. Those who fear what happens when they travel
the Good Red Road. Those who don’t believe that death brings
peace.”

He scoffed, “Then they’re
goddamned idiots!” When the pain abated, Iovino straightened and
looked pensively into the cloudy horizon. The sunset turned the
white floating sentinels into bloody clots in the sky. “Slow,
painful death is the worst way to go for people like me. Slow
decay, slow regret of things that haven’t been done. That’ll change
when I find the Fountain.” He began to tremble. Yes, death came in
one of two ways for people like him at his age: quick and
painless—usually caused by foul play—or the merciless, slow death.
Iovino knew that second category was usually in the guise of age or
disease. Or worse, the grand prize of them all, both.

Sadly for Giuseppe Iovino,
he won the grand prize.

But he wasn’t the first.
Iovino had seen many robust, powerful family heads wither into
diseased, brittle twigs, with skin loosely hanging off their
skeletons as though their bodily fluids were slowly being
desiccated from the shells. All of the cruelty they inflicted over
the years finally returned with a lust-hungry vengeance, leaving
only the human husk behind for the mortician to tend to. But
whether they were alive or dead, his colleagues—or competitors,
depending on which side of the fence they were on—always died with
their eyes open, displaying a look that went beyond simple fear. It
was chilling, bone-dry horror. No, Iovino will never follow the
same path as the others. No fucking way.

He rubbed his arthritic
hands and turned to his guide. “I have to ask you something. How
did you make all of those gems? You know, with the bugs in
them.”

“I didn’t. They are
volcanic glass. The place we’re going is underground. The
rejuvenating properties that make up the Fountain often leach out
into the sandy components of the cave walls, transforming them into
red glass. Sometimes, insects get trapped inside, forever preserved
in the glass, always on display. You will see more of them in the
walls. I take what I need for my merchandise.”

“They look like eyes to
me.”

“Like snake eyes?” When
Iovino remained silent, Samuel nodded. “That is one of the reasons
why it’s called the Fountain of the Snake. Another reason lies on
our cultural view of this amazing reptile. For our people, the
snake represents the transmutation of poisons and disease. The
symbol of healing. Only one guardian knows its location. My
ancestor was the original discoverer of the fountain.”

A sharp spear poked into
Iovino’s pelvis. He growled, “Friend, I don’t care if they named
the place The Fountain of Fucking Pavarotti. Just get me there so I
can wash this crap outta me!” When the pain subsided, he looked up
at the placid Samuel, who stared at a rock formation that looked
like a rabbit. “Have you ever used it?”

Samuel momentarily paused,
then shook his head. “My granddaughter has. Leukemia.”

Iovino chuckled. “So, the
fountain is good enough for your daughter but not me. Well, tell
me, friend. What does she have that I don’t? Besides youth, that
is.”

He turned to Iovino,
frowning. “It is not what she has; it is what she does not have
that allows her to be healed by the fountain.”

“And what might that
be?”

The guide only stared at
him. He then faced the window once again in silence, creating the
same expression as The Weeping
Indian, with the exception of the tear.
Iovino didn’t wait for that to happen as he also looked out his own
window in silence.

 


* * *

 


They continued south on
Garden Drive until Samuel told Alphonse to pull over on a dirt road
that forked into two paths. The divided roads encircled a gigantic
rock monument which was in a shape of a steamboat, then merged
together once again. To the west side of the right path was a
man-sized altar and lying on it was a two-story boulder that was
miraculously balanced on its bottom tip, as though it were immune
to the gravitational forces of the Earth. The trio stepped out and
walked east from the roads to an area that was heavy with sagebrush
and more rock outcroppings. The ground was level, which meant that
the feeble Iovino—with the help of his cane—could walk at a
cautious pace without resulting in any pain. Samuel explained that
a few more miles east was the Trading Post, where park rangers
often stationed themselves to make sure the region they were
traveling was kept clear of any hikers. When Iovino asked how he
managed to get clearance for the three of them, Samuel didn’t
answer.

After a half hour later
and Iovino’s body was in the beginning stages of screaming its
outrage, Samuel stopped. All three faced a rock outcropping which
was divided into two twenty-foot slabs that over the centuries rose
from the ground and met at the top, like an elongated pyramid with
the third wall missing. But it appeared as something else to the
dying man. The slabs were too uneven to be anywhere close to simple
walls. The ridges and creases which covered the slabs gave the
impression of massive hands being brought together for prayer, with
the fingertips touching at the top and the empty space inside that
normally held reverence and welcoming hope.

The dark triangular
entrance was far from welcoming to Iovino. It felt as dead as the
rest of the land. He could also feel something else. A hunger. Or
more appropriately, a thirst, building within his being. It was in
there, alright.

Samuel said, “This
entrance is tight, but there are stone stairs that will lead you
down to the alcove where the fountain is kept. The stairs are easy
for you to walk on.”

They slowly approached the
entrance and a coyote cried in the distance, causing both New
Yorkers to freeze. Iovino looked at his guide, who displayed a
small smile. “What?”

“Heyokah,” He answered
softly. “The wise, and not so wise, coyote. The trickster who fools
those into learning their lessons. Oftentimes, he tricks himself
because of his own folly. A sacred, yet foolish animal. But many
can learn so much from him, even the Boat People.”

“You mean
Anglos?”

The guide only smiled
sadly and closed his eyes, listening to the mournful songs of the
Trickster. Then, he answered, “Some more than others.”

Iovino leaned against his
guard. In Italian, he said, “Maybe he should have learned from the
coyote about keeping his mouth shut. When I come out,
end him.” The big man
nodded and Iovino walked to Samuel. “What’s next?”

“When you see the
fountain, strip and bathe yourself. You will know when the disease
is gone. Good luck.”

Iovino grinned and looked
back at the inexpressive bodyguard one more time before he entered
the scarlet mouth of the cave.

Being that he was a small
man, he was able to avoid the cramped confines of the angled walls
without difficulty. A couple of feet from the entrance were the
stone stairs that led into blackness. Step by aching step, his body
begged for stillness. He gritted his teeth, ignoring the agony as
he leaned on his cane for balance. He felt his legs start to give
away from him, but he had gone too far to stop at the moment of his
salvation. He will do this. He must do this. He wondered how far
down this cavern went, if he could make it in the end. His descent
became endless. But he banged his cane against the steps with
determination. No more pain and defeat. He will survive in the
end!

Iovino reached the end of
the stairs and his bones thanked him with silent, painless ease. He
staggered through the cavern hallway until the light from the
entrance diminished and he was bathed in complete darkness. He
hesitated and leaned against the walls, feeling claustrophobic. But
he continued on until he saw a red light toward the end of his
path. With a deep breath, he stepped through the
entranceway.

The alcove was lit by an
array of thumb-sized rubies that were imbedded inside the rock
walls. He stepped closer and squinted his eyes. Little insects
seemed to be trapped inside the gems. All of them looked identical.
But they were inconsequential compared to the glorious fountain
before him. An endless cycle of eternal purity surged from the
depths of the Earth and erupted in a calm, continual geyser that
almost reached the ceiling above him, then cascading back into the
pool where it flowed through a number of drains along the stone
walls that composed the fountain. Some unnatural force from below
drove that water into the air again, maintaining its untainted
vigor. He smiled as he dropped his cane and stripped off his
clothes. His wrinkled skin was a shade of poisonous red and his
body shrieked so loud through every nerve ending that he collapsed
just a few feet away from the fountain.

Red sand bit his naked,
furrowed body. It added to the hammers that were pounding on every
bone, every nerve. “Not now,” he screamed. “Not this close!” He
crawled and slithered along the sand until he reached over the
fountain walls with a shaky arm. When his fingers touched the
sacred waters, healing fires silenced the decadent screams of the
cancer imbedded within his bones. “Yes,” he shrieked at the top of
his lungs as he pulled himself with his good arm upright till he
was on his knees. Then, after taking a deep breath, he crawled over
the wall and slid into the fountain.

Warm purity caressed him,
removing any pain he had ever experienced. Oh, the relief. The
ultimate act of mercy. Faith renewed. He submerged himself
completely into the water, and he felt his skin rippling from
underneath. Even through the waters, he saw movement burrowing
right below his dermis. He heard screeching as black, tubular
filaments wiggled out from every pore of his body like little worms
that have been pushed out from the earth with a hose. They
resisted, trying to crawl back in. But the power of the fountain
was too much as every malignant parasite was purged from his being,
then slowly dissolved until it was a light film. The ink fog of the
disease lingered in the water, floating in the haze. But soon
Iovino witnessed the particulates spiral round and round like an
aluminum foil pinwheel he played with as a child.

His vision suddenly became
clearer and he took a deep breath. Soothing heat poured into him as
the liquid turned into vapor, replenishing his air-starved lungs.
He began to laugh, which sounded like a soft underwater gaggle.
With relished joy and newfound energy, he swam, sunk, dived, and
glided through the healing liquid. For the first time in almost
twenty years, he felt whole again. He looked back at the spiral
fog, which seemed more solid and defined as a black oval. He
focused on its center and discovered a multitude of colors circling
within the black void of the oval. The colors mixed together until
they revealed something that sent a shock throughout the old man’s
body.

Colors turned into images,
images of what he recognized as his distant past. He saw his long
dead parents cooing and tickling an infant Giuseppe while living in
their old Brooklyn apartment. The infant turned into a child
playing stick ball and stealing fruit from various vender carts—his
first acts of crime. Iovino smiled as his younger counterpart
matured and lived his life to the fullest: racing his Cadillac down
New York streets, drinking with his neighborhood friends, dancing
and screwing a multitude of blossoming young girls, and satisfying
every impulse that was created within his frenetic
psyche.

But as he became eighteen,
those impulses transformed into something more sinister. He watched
his counterpart’s rise from a numbers runner, to a driver, a
collector, a killer, a capo-regime, to his most prestigious stature
as don for a major family at the age of only forty, followed by
forty more years of success.

And during this
evolutionary journey, Giuseppe Iovino relived it all through the
underwater portal: the money, the booze, the stealing and bribes,
the extortion, the overall rush of criminal might. It was the
brutality that grabbed him the most. The beatings, stabbings,
shootings, even decapitations. He saw all forms of violence he
personally took part in, and God, how he became proud of his
accomplishments. The screams of his enemies pierced his soul.
Gallons of blood he spilled seemed to flow from the memory portal
into the sacred waters. Iovino could almost taste the copper; it
was so real.

As the portal faded to
black and dissipated into nothingness, the don’s heart raced with
the anticipation of continuing his passion. He glanced down at his
penis and for the first time in ten years, it hardened to full
potency. Oh yes, with his health restored, he couldn’t wait to
hurt, to maim, to kill, to rule forever. He even regretted ordering
Alphonse to take care of the savage. It would have been perfect to
do it himself.

He swam the fountain one
last time until he rose from the waters, feeling tiny rivulets of
revitalization trickling down his body as though it was crying with
relief. He smiled and chuckled softly as he prepared to leave the
fountain.

When he took his first
step, her heard something drop into the fountain with him. The
sound was so close that even the roar of the geyser didn’t drown it
out. When he looked down, he started to shiver as before, even
though the fountain waters were warm as the
Mediterranean.

A huge chunk of his right
thigh fell off.

He heart began to beat
hard against his chest, but in fear instead of violent lust. He
bent over to examine the open wound. There was no blood, no pain,
nothing. It just broke off like a piece of dry bread. Then, part of
his cheek dangled and broke away, hitting the waterline with a loud
“plunk.” He panicked, thinking he was bathing in some kind of
slow-corrosive acid—and Lord knows he was familiar with the uses of
such liquids, he quickly waded toward the fountain’s
edge.

His limbs suddenly froze.
Total paralysis. He could only shout in terror as his body tilted
off balance and splashed back into the water. The moment he sank
and touched the bottom, more parts of flesh broke off. No blood. No
gore. Just dead flesh. He lay immobile on his back, breathing in
the warm waters that turned from the sweetness he adored to a harsh
bitterness that almost made him retch. His body continued to slowly
liquefy, and Iovino took steady breaths, ignoring the taste, in
order to remain conscious. He heard a loud hiss toward his feet and
as he looked at the source of the noise, he discovered the fountain
wall had, by some unknown logic, taken a life of its own. Its
earthen crust bulged out and split open into a fanged mouth. Red
eyes opened and glared at the helpless old man. A series of fiber
tentacles shot out of its jaws, wrapping their rubbery cords around
Iovino’s wrinkled body. They dragged him across the stony bottom of
the fountain, scraping layers of his skin off. As he was pulled
into the creature’s mouth, Iovino saw the fountain water turn
black.

Blackness then turned back
into red.

He tried to move, but the
same fiber tentacles that abducted him restrained his arms and legs
to the chamber walls. They stretched his ancient body spread-eagle
tight; he could almost hear his bones crack. He was still naked as
he floated in a void of ruby-colored fluid. He could still breathe.
And he could still see. The glass wall in front of him revealed the
inner chamber that contained the Fountain of the Snake. His clothes
still remained near the fountain steps. Iovino opened his mouth to
scream, but the viscosity of the fluid made it difficult. The room
outside his ruby jail seemed larger, almost colossal. Maybe it was
the glass bending the view all out of shape.

He then gazed at the
doorway. A bare-chested Samuel—who was now the size of a
giant—walked inside the chamber. In his right hand was the head of
Alfonse DeStephano, whose eyes were wide and his mouth was shaped
in the form of a permanent grin. Samuel placed the head near the
gem that contained the squirming old man. Iovino gazed at the snake
tattoo that was blazoned on the guide’s chest. Samuel bent down,
looked sadly at the imprisoned don and asked, “So,
friend, do you feel
cleaner now?”

And when Samuel’s eyes
turned yellow with vertical slits like the eyes of a snake, Don
Giuseppe Iovino ultimately found his scream.

 


* * *

 


Samuel rolled down the
driver’s window of his jeep and breathed in the fresh, dry, desert
air. He loved how the wind seemed to refresh his being after
another session of The Cleansing in the Fountain of the Snake. And
the fact he had to assist the spirits by personally handling the
old man’s bodyguard made the experience even more exhausting. He
burped, and cringed at the aftertaste of the acid in his throat,
another side effect from The Cleansing.

As he spit the impure glob
out the window and watched the sun drift down toward its slumber,
he thought about The Cleansing. How foolish people were in seeking
escape from traveling down the Good Red Road. But their foolishness
made him weary. He was tired of it all, tired of the same chain of
events occurring over and over again. Tired of the attempted
bribes, the threats to him and his family, to him leading the
foolish toward their fate. Even at his age, he oftentimes wondered
how his ancestors kept their sanity after leading so many lost
souls to their damnation. And there were those moments when he had
to help with The Cleansing by eradicating violent men like the big
killer, Alphonse. The transformation itself was draining, but what
he did to those individuals, Samuel shuddered at the thought as he
spat out more bile.

He despised their greed
and violence, and The Cleansing had often been a relief and a
savior for his family. Yet he loathed being as violent as they,
using their own methods. He shook his head at the paradox of it
all. He questioned whether his fate as a guardian was worth it
all.

When he thought about his
precious heartbreaker, he smiled, answering his question once
again.

It was pitch black by the
time Samuel returned home. The only sources of illumination were
his head beams and a pinprick of light that shone in the distance.
The point grew larger as he approached his house, slowly revealing
itself to be the front porch light. He parked the jeep, took his
package, and when strolled to his house, he saw little Elise jump
from one of the chairs and run up to him. She gave her grandfather
a warm bear hug, causing the old man to laugh and gently swing her
petite body back and forth. When he placed her back down, he asked,
“Elise! What are you doing still awake?”

She raised her head,
displaying a glowing smile. “Before Mom and Dad went to sleep, they
said it was fine if I could wait for you.”

He cocked an eyebrow in
speculation. “Oh really?” When she bit her lip, trying to conceal
her lie, he ruffled her hair with the hand that didn’t hold the
package. “Well, I’m very happy that you did.”

“Did you help the old man
find what he was looking for?”

His smile faltered and the
slight aftertaste of acid returned. “It’s a matter of fact, I did.”
He squatted down to meet her eye to eye. “Did I ever tell you that
you are a little heartbreaker?”

She nodded
enthusiastically. “All the time.”

“It is the truth. My guest
was so taken by your beauty that before he left, he asked me to
give you this,” he said as he gave her Giuseppe Iovino’s summer hat
that will no longer feel the moistures of the humid New York
months, as well as the toxic sweat secreted by the don
himself.

She cooed as she felt the
smoothness of the material. “He was a very nice man. I shall say a
prayer for him.”

He sadly nodded as he
swallowed the last of the bile. “So will I.” He then pointed to the
headband. “Now, take a look at this.”

Her eyes widened and
cheered, “You found another magic stone!”

Seeing her youthful joy
chased his sorrow away. “And now, with two gifts merged together,
you will have more protection than before.”

Elise squinted her eyes as
she examined the gem. “The bug is different than the others. It’s
all white. Why?”

A subtle chill crept
throughout his body, with the source coming from his snake tattoo.
“Perhaps it was very old. Very sick.”

She looked up at him,
concerned. “Is it still sick?”

Samuel took in her
expressive, innocent, brown eyes, and smiled.

A heartbreaker without a
doubt. “Not anymore.” He kissed her forehead before the both of
them walked inside, away from the darkness of the outside
world.

 


 



Blessed Are Those

 


On May 13, 1940, in the
small French town of Sedan, twelve-year-old Jean-Michel Levesque
was reborn.

The last sensation he
remembered before he died was the smell of homemade bread. He loved
its flavor, its earthy texture, its color, and especially, its
aroma that he absorbed within him. He also appreciated its many
forms: cut and sliced for sandwiches, whole, steaming loaves
brought out from the oven, soft rolls served with freshly melted
butter and sweet jam, or pieces broken off and served with wine
during Sunday Mass.

Bread and wine: the body
and blood of Christ. But what about His voice? Why only His body
and blood? The memories of smell turned to hearing as he remembered
listening to the Lord’s voice in the organ that was played at the
Church of St. Antoine, only two houses away from his home, which
also served as the town bakery. He twisted within his new, dark
womb. He recalled how the organist’s nimble fingers touched the
keys of the organ, producing sounds so divine he would close his
eyes and imagine that he flew to another, more peaceful world.
During these trips, Jean-Michel would clutch his special prayer
book against his chest, a treasure that—according to his beloved
parents—would always protect him if he kept it hidden within his
possession.

His memories became
visual, but they were slightly blurred. Jean-Michel wasn’t worried.
He knew the memory would come to him. “It just takes time,” they
always said. His mental picture finally seeped into clarity as he
recollected his parents looking at him with patient, sympathetic
eyes, assuring him with calm tones not to listen to what the other
children called him. Their soothing voices were replaced with loud,
cruel ones and piercing laugher as his vision blurred and cleared
yet again, but all too quickly, becoming almost jarring. His safe
haven of a home transformed into the school playground as groups of
boys and girls—all younger than him—teased and threw rocks, causing
Jean-Michel to cower near a corner of his school. Nine years old at
the time, he closed his eyes and heard the endless taunting:
“Imbecile! Fool! Dumb mute! Left-back!”

It wasn’t until the
principal sent him home that he realized what those names
meant.

The memory froze, like a
motion picture being paused. The image pivoted inward, bending
reality until it tore apart in a rip so penetrating he wanted to
cover his ears, but was unable to because of his confinement. He
then saw the bombing of his town, hurling the bodies of its
citizens through the air like burned confetti. He ran with his
parents; debris and shrapnel rapidly buzzed by them like angry
hornets chasing an invader away from their hive. Who would do this
to his town, his people? There was the time he eavesdropped on his
parents talking about a group of people. Nazis. That’s what they
are. From another town? No, another country called Germany who
wants to ... invade? What’s that, Jean-Michel asked himself. Are
these the Nazis? Does invade mean destroy?

But he didn’t have time to
answer. A high-pitched sound screeched above him, a banshee
screaming in a hateful rage. Another explosion, then flight. In
reality, Jean-Michel was in the air for a few seconds. But his
reality processed longer than the average child his age. He smiled
at the wonderful sense of freedom he felt when he rose above the
destruction that occurred below him. But the happiness quickly
dissipated like a thin vapor as he plummeted and impacted on the
hard, unforgiving ground.

A sharp, instantaneous
pain rippled throughout his body. Then, blackness. Yet the thunder
of the bombs remained. He opened his eyes and slowly moved, trying
to prevent the hurt from getting worse. When he was on all fours,
he discovered his parents lying next to him in a burned, scorching
pile. Only his father stirred, calling after him in a hoarse voice.
Jean-Michel crawled to him, and the odors of seared flesh and
scorched hair almost caused him to wretch. He covered his nose and
bent down with his ear near his father’s mouth. Jean-Michel
strained to hear his words over the explosions that seemed to
continue without mercy.

“Jean-Michel,” his father
said. “Hide in cellar. Don’t move, no matter what happens.
Go!”

His father’s urgent voice
cut through. Whenever he heard his father give a command, he knew
to do it with immediacy. He carefully stood up on wobbly legs,
making sure the pain caused by the explosion didn’t overpower him,
and he began to walk. Walking turned into running which turned into
sprinting until he reached his home, his safe haven. It
miraculously hadn’t been damaged by the air raid. Instead of going
inside, he ran to the back of the house where he faced the wooden
doors leading underneath. Grabbing the handle, he breathed in and
tugged with all of his strength. In the past, his father had always
helped him with quick success. Alone, it felt as though he was
trying to pull the house off of its foundation. He relaxed, rubbed
his hands together, grasped the handle, and tugged on the cellar
door until it stubbornly creaked open. The moment the entrance was
large enough, he flung his body down the stairs, with the door
slamming behind. He fell to the ground and bolts of pain shot
throughout him. Complete darkness again. And the odor of fresh
bread seeped into him. He felt around to his left until he
discovered the large, wooden food chest containing the loaves of
bread his parents always stored. He opened the door and the aroma
was so heavenly he closed his eyes and smiled, absorbing the
fragrant smell that the bread conjured.

The explosions
intensified, rapidly approaching closer until the earth violently
shook. Loud sounds of wood bending against some unseen force
creaked above him. The foundation of the house began to surrender
to the neverending concussions from the bombs. He clutched his
prayer book against his chest. Rubble and debris began to shower,
causing him to jump head first into the pantry, hitting his head
against a wall. A bright star exploded in the pantry’s darkness.
All senses came to an end.

When the last of his bad
memories evaporated into an angry mist, he opened his eyes and saw
more darkness. Could he be dead? No, he couldn’t believe that. His
parents taught him when good people die, they go to a beautiful
place called Heaven where it is always sunny, the grass is always
green, and angels fly in the clouds above. It was dark here, and
Jean-Michel always thought bad people went to dark places. But he
wasn’t bad. He was always told by his parents and the priest at St.
Antoine’s he was special and good, even though the other kids
laughed and made fun of his “slowness.” The doctor had explained
how Jean-Michel was “a little backward, but still functional.” Is
slow the same as bad? he thought.

Out of the corner of his
eye, he saw a small, pencil-thin beam of light puncture through the
darkness. Cautiously, he moved his hand in the light’s path,
blocking it. Although it was slender, the light felt nice and warm
on his palm. He shifted his body until he was closer to the ray. He
moved his hand deeper into the light until he felt the wooden wall
of the chest, blocking the luminance and thereby blanketing
Jean-Michel in darkness. He moved his hand away and the light
appeared once again. Hand up: dark. Hand down: light. He laughed at
the little magic he created. He stopped and tried to place the
mental pieces together. The overwhelming smell of bread. The light
coming from the outside. Realization came to him: he was still
alive. He was hiding in his parents’ bread chest. He laughed at his
silly thoughts that he had died and gone to the bad place. He was
good after all.

But he remembered what
happened to his parents and the world outside his box. Perhaps his
parents were still alive. “Do not move, no matter what!” his father
commanded. He had never disobeyed his family before. He would never
starve; but there was no water in here. If he didn’t leave, he
would die of thirst. All these thoughts and endless contradictions
made his head hurt, causing him to rub it. No, he had to find out
if they were still alive.

He lifted his arms and his
hands began to tremble. He shook them and clenched his fists,
trying to keep them still and strong. He inched them up again and
when they remained calm, he raised them higher. The stability of
his limbs made him smile and he pressed against the cover, but felt
a strong resistance as it cracked open for only a few inches. Using
his legs for leverage, he pushed harder, and then he heard
something heavy slide off the top of the lid. It hit the floor with
a loud, solid, wooden whack. The lid was still partially blocked,
but it was wide enough for Jean-Michel to squirm his slender body
from the wooden womb of his protection. He crawled out and stepped
onto the only part of the cellar floor that wasn’t covered with
debris or wreckage.

Standing there in shock,
he discovered his home had been transformed into a mountain of
scorched metal, wood, and earth. The skeleton that constituted the
cellar’s frame held up the burning excess of the house, forming a
primitive shield for the young boy, like an earthen
igloo.

He looked to the left and
discovered the source of the sunlight coming from a web of timber
and metal. Approaching the barricade, Jean-Michel recalled a game
that his father played with him in which a miniature building made
of toy logs were set up in front of the players, and the idea of
the game was to remove as many logs as you could without allowing
the structure to fall down. The player who pulled the wrong log
caused the building to crash down and was the loser. And as
Jean-Michel touched the prayer book in his breast pocket with his
left hand and placed his first step on one of the broken logs, he
kept trying to forget how he lost that game every time. But the one
thing he tried to remember as he placed his second step on another
log was what his father told him after he lost: “You will get
better, Jean-Michel.”

It just takes time, he
thought as he climbed the unstable structure, avoiding the logs and
other forms of debris that would bring the entire house on top of
him. Eventually, he released his special protection and continued
to carefully step on every solid beam and crawl through any tight
opening toward the outdoors, as if he were caught in some
three-dimensional maze and the only minotaur he had to worry about
was an avalanche from his own demolished home. Occasionally, a
creak here and falling dirt over there caused him to stop and he
prayed so hard for the foundation to maintain its integrity. Each
time, he touched his protective treasure, as though the magic of
his hope would come into fruition. And as the symptoms of collapse
lessened, Jean-Michel would smile and slowly continue his journey.
He only had one more crawlspace to go through. He bent down and
wormed through the opening. The moment he felt a soft breeze caress
his face and the sunlight bathe him with warmth, he made one final
push and he burst forth from the structure.

Jean-Michel collapsed face
down on the cool, soft earth, trying to catch his breath and focus
his thoughts; as usual, his brain was still trying to comprehend
what was happening to and around him. Once he gained his strength,
he pushed himself up and witnessed what had been the quaint, calm
town of Sedan. In a daze, he wandered through the streets, which
were still and quiet except for the crackling sounds of the fires
that were either devouring structures that refused to fall and
accept a fiery conclusion, or were slowly dwindling like a dying
breath. Several buildings that have stood for decades on aged,
smooth stone were now blown apart, with plumes of smoke rising from
their remains. He shuffled by cars penetrated by the shells,
causing them to erupt their mechanical innards all over the streets
like beetles crushed by the foot of some fearful, omnipotent being.
The display windows of stores his family frequented were shattered,
with scorched merchandise and furniture thrown out by the force of
the explosions. But the sights that revolted Jean-Michel the most
were the bodies. Men, women and children were either burning to a
smoldering crisp or bleeding rivers on the sidewalks and streets,
coloring the tan stone roads the shade of a dying sunset. He
staggered purposelessly through the town like a marching cadaver,
gaping at more signs of ruin until the rows of what used to be
buildings ended at a bridge. He stopped at the copper rainbow that
arched over the Meuse River, leading to the neighboring
countryside.

He had never left town
before and his parents always stressed to never—ever—leave the town
by himself, no matter what happened. If he was in trouble, go to
the police. They are always there to help. But during the tour of
his town, he had seen only dead people. He knew he had to try.
Maybe he had missed something. Yes, he probably missed a building
along the way. He often did that whenever he got lost. Jean-Michel
remembered his parents endlessly teaching him to memorize clues or
signs which would lead to certain locations. Find the red house
(the fire station), go left and look for the sign that has a
picture of fruit and vegetables; below that is the market. Find the
orange building (the plumber’s shop), go across the street, turn
right at the corner and look for the white sign with a red cross;
that is the hospital. Turn right there and walk past a few houses,
look for the purple bird feeder out front; that is the house of
Marie, the kind sitter who looked after him while his parents went
out. He rubbed his head. Police? What is the clue for the Police
Station? Something blue. A telephone. Look for the blue telephone
box on the sidewalk near the street; behind it is the Police
Station. All of the other telephone boxes in town were red. Smiling
at his new accomplishment, he turned around and began his search.
But unlike before, Jean-Michel now marched with purpose. He turned
his head back and forth, looking for the blue box that will lead to
salvation. His smile became wider with hope. The police always
helped him in the past. When a group of kids threw rocks at his
home, breaking some windows, the police arrived and took them away.
They helped him before and the police would help him again. Blue
box. Blue box.

Minutes later, his march
quickened. He kept swinging his head from the right to the left. He
still couldn’t find the blue box, or any of the signs that he
remembered. All of his clues were gone. He couldn’t recall where he
and his family were returning from. The only thing he saw was more
evidence of burning, unidentifiable devastation. All that were
dead—buildings, homes, and people—were stripped of their
individuality.

Everything was the
same.

Jean-Michel’s heart
quickened. His fast walk turned into a frantic run. He sprinted
through all of the streets in the town, kicking dust and debris
into the air, jumping over bodies. He ran through streams of blood,
leaving crimson footprints to trail behind him until they faded in
the distance. His vision blurred. All structures fused together in
one, long, dark wall with no indication of escape. He panted now.
It’s here. Where is it? It has to be here. He whimpered softly at
first. But as the gray walls seemed to become infinite, he began to
shriek a long, terrifying scream. Arms pumping up and down, sweat
pouring from his body, running toward no direction other than to
follow every street until he found that blue box. Walls without
opening. Silence except for a deep roar he heard from the air
blowing past his ears as he ran faster and faster. He moved his
right hand toward his left breast pocket, pressing against his
protective treasure. He needed help. More gray walls. More
roaring.

Music. He suddenly
stopped.

Heaving in and out, he
bent down, with hands on his knees. He carefully listened to a
faint sound of music. Seconds later, he smiled. It wasn’t music. It
was the voice of Christ. The music from the organ at St. Antoine’s
still remained. It still lived. All he had to do was to follow the
sounds of His voice and he would be at the church which was near
his home. He rubbed his treasure as a token of thanks, then
sprinted toward the enchanting sounds.

The boy reached his
destination and stared at the house of worship. The once immortal
structure—perforated more from the fallout by debris of other
targets than direct bomb hits—looked lifeless. Jean-Michel was
expecting an ocean of blood to pour out from its wounds. The
stained glass windows were vacant, black holes, as though they were
gauged-out eyes. But the body was still intact and His voice still
sung in all of its glory. Without any more hesitation, he climbed
the steps and entered the mouth of the blind church.

The vestibule was immersed
in shadow, causing the boy to occasionally trip and stumble on the
cracked tiled floor. Even as the music echoed through the hallowed
spaces, Jean-Michel could still hear the grinding sounds his feet
made as he walked on the debris from the broken, bone-colored,
ceramic floor, crunching tile into powder. Precious fluid wept
through the fissures of the holy water containers like tears,
trickling, forming small pools on the ruined floor. The once-clean,
blessed scent that Jean-Michel relished was now desecrated by the
smoke and dust from the attack. But it was the enchanting notes of
the music that drew him further into the chapel, as if the organ
had strings that were pulling him to the source. When he reached
the closed, oak doors, he pressed his ears against them, feeling
the vibrations of the music tickling every nerve ending throughout
his body. He closed his eyes and imagined the sensations were
secret messages that only he could understand. With a deep breath,
he opened the doors.

Upon entering the sacred
chapel, Jean-Michel’s remembrances of the countless times he had
visited the heart of his spiritual center slowly appeared within
his imagination. He recalled rows and rows of pews—made from
cherry-stained oak—lined up one after another like diligent
soldiers awaiting orders from their leader. On each side of the
structure were alcoves of stone statues reenacting the twelve
stations of the Cross, with their features carved so realistically
they almost seemed alive. Stained-glass windows displayed pastoral
imagery with such detailed composition they could be mistaken for
doorways to other worlds. Near the head of the pews was the
sanctuary, containing a solid stone altar that was covered with a
soft, burgundy, velvet cloth. On the altar was the stand which held
the holy words of God. In front of the main altar was the smaller
Communion Altar where the priest served the body and blood of
Christ to the parishioners. And lastly, off to the left side of the
chapel, Jean-Michel’s memory brought forth the holy instrument that
served as His voice: the massive, brass-piped organ which heralded
His words with such eloquent perfection.

His vision faded away,
bringing the young man back to the present, and he witnessed his
divine picture being soiled right in front of him. The pews that
had been crafted with such care, thrown aside and split like
matchsticks. The statues in the alcoves were knocked over and
smashed into rubble, forever annihilating the minute details of
their faces and robes. And the once glorious altars? Pulverized. In
their place, imbedded in the floor, was a huge metal object that
was rounded on the bottom, then coned to the top, with triangular
wings attached to the tip. Jean-Michel looked up at the ceiling and
gaped at the ragged opening the profane object had created. It
opened inward and the sun shone through, providing the only light
in the church. It was as though the heavens were trying to
resurrect the house of God with its eternal glowing magic, but to
no avail.

Tears welled within his
deep, brown eyes until the music started to increase in intensity
and rhythm. The music. He had forgotten the voice of Christ. He
held his sorrow back and looked over to the left of the ruined
altars. The sunlight drifted though the opening and gradually made
its way toward the source of the music that was enshrouded in
darkness. Eventually, the hidden forms were slowly revealed, like a
black theatre curtain being pulled aside for a special private
performance.

He began to creep down the
center aisle of the church, smiling at the sight before him. The
organ seemed to be the only object that hadn’t been touched by the
tools of war. It sounded magnificent as always. Even if the sun
hadn’t shone through the opening in the ceiling, the instrument
still radiated a brilliance that drew young Jean-Michel to the
merciful, blessed embrace of the sounds that emanated from it. He
grew closer and to his disappointment it wasn’t the organist who
played during the sermons. This man, who had his back to the young
boy, was considerably younger, with short, straight brown hair. He
wore a uniform Jean-Michel had never seen before: gray, with
leather straps crisscrossed across the body, and bottomed out with
black, calf-high leather boots. Next to him on the bench was a
metal helmet, and strapped on his right side was what Jean-Michel
recognized to be a holster, just like the police always wore. He
didn’t look familiar. He wasn’t a policeman.

He approached the organ
player and observed his profile. The man took his left hand
off—gliding along the keys with only his right hand—and closed his
eyes, as if the music were hypnotizing him. Jean-Michel recognized
that look, the same look he himself felt every single time he heard
the notes coming from the voice of Christ. And he was feeling it
more the closer he was walking toward this stranger.

The man stopped playing,
whipped around, and swung a rifle with his left hand into his
right, aiming it at Jean-Michel. The boy stopped. And as he looked
down the barrel of the rifle, his hands shook and his heart
hammered against his chest.

“Halt!” the man said as he
focused his blue eyes on the boy. A moment passed until the
soldier’s eyes widened. “Mein Gott! Ein Zicklein,” he mumbled as he
lowered his gun.

Jean-Michel moved a couple
of steps back, preparing to run. Remembering his parents’
late-night discussion, he realized who this man was. He was one of
the invaders. The ones his people called the Nazis.

The soldier raised his
hand. “Nein. Laufen Sie nicht!” What were these strange words that
this Nazi was saying? The boy’s confusion must have been evident on
his face because the Nazi then shook his head, briefly closed his
eyes in thought, looked back at Jean-Michel, and called out, “No.
Don’t run. I won’t hurt you. Please.”

The boy stopped. The man
now spoke in his language. But what had he uttered before? Maybe he
was a member of the French army after all and Jean-Michel just
imagined that he had heard the abrupt, ugly-sounding words earlier.
But he hadn’t imagined the man pointing the weapon at him. The
stranger held out his hand, beckoning him. His face that once
showed no hesitation to kill transformed into shame and guilt.
Slowly, a small, friendly smile appeared: a subtle request for the
young boy’s forgiveness.

Jean-Michel took one step
forward and the man’s smiled widened. “I am sorry for scaring you.
I thought you were the ... someone dangerous. I will not harm you.
Come, come.” He gestured with his outstretched hand.

The soldier’s calm voice
appealed to Jean-Michel. He stepped around the broken pews and
crumbling floor until he was only a few feet away from the
soldier.

The man face softened.
“That is better. I have not spoken French in a long time. I know
other languages as well: German, Latin, Greek, even English. So, if
you do not understand me, please say so. Do you understand?”
Jean-Michel absorbed the words, recognizing “understand.” Yes, he
actually did understand him. He paused, grinned, then slowly
nodded, causing the older man to do the same. “Good. What is your
name?”

The boy’s smile
disappeared. He was required to speak, and he wanted to for this
nice man. He breathed in, trying to force the air into his vocal
chords. But his will betrayed him. He licked his lips and tried
again. He let out the air and frowned, knowing that his slowness
would cause the man to make fun of him. Jean-Michel had to distract
himself to prevent this from happening, from being hurt like
before. He turned his head toward the metal statue that was
partially buried in the sanctuary.

He heard the man behind
him say, “Do not worry, young one. I already checked it. The bomb
malfunctioned. Totally harmless. That is good. This is too
beautiful a place to destroy.”

Jean-Michel faced the
soldier again, who still glared at the bomb. Then, the man looked
back at the boy. “My name is Josef. What is yours?”

Another request to speak.
Thoughts flooded him as to what to do. He didn’t want to run away,
fearing the man might change his mind and shoot him. Instead, he
looked over to the keyboard of the organ; its polished alabaster
and onyx keys gleamed brightly with the sunlight. He extended his
hand and touched their smooth surface, almost caressing both rows,
back and forth, one tier after another, mesmerized by their
loveliness.

He heard the man speak.
“Do you know how to play?” Not responding, he continued to touch
the keys, praying the man would stop asking him questions. Josef
said, “My mother taught me how to play the piano since I was five,
and when I was old enough, I learned how to play the organ. I love
the way it sounds. It is as though the music can only be played by
God.”

God? He turned around and
faced the soldier, who gazed at the organ with a deep fondness.
Maybe he will also mention Christ’s name and that he too believes
His voice also comes through the music of the organ. The man turned
toward Jean-Michel; his sky blue eyes lowered to the young boy’s
shirt. He pointed at Jean-Michel’s breast pocket. “What do you have
there?”

His prayer book. His
protective treasure. He should have hid it in a safer place.
Fearing the stranger would take his protection, he swiftly turned
his back to the man, squeezing his prize against his chest. No, he
must not take it. He knew he shouldn’t have trusted this
man.

He heard the soldier’s
serene voice from behind him. “Hey, now. I will not take it away
from you. You do not have to show it to me if you do not want to.
But it would be nice if you did. I will not even touch it. I
promise.”

His grip loosened at the
man’s kind words. Could he trust him? His parents always taught him
not to show his treasure to anybody. Still, he did promise not to
touch it. Jean-Michel slowly turned around and faced Josef again.
He hesitated, then reached inside his jacket and shirt pocket,
pulling out his protective talisman for the man to see.

Josef’s eyes widened as he
saw the prayer book, which was bound by a thick, metal covering
that composed a majority of the miniature tome’s weight.
Jean-Michel saw the man’s fascination and started to smile. He is
not going to take it away from him. He watched as Josef, although
drawn to his book, still kept his promise by maintaining his
distance.

“Is that a catechism
book?” When the boy only smiled at him, Josef continued. “I used to
have one of those when I was in my youth before,” the man stopped
and his face darkened, growing sad before Jean-Michel’s eyes.
“Before the invasions began.” Josef leaned his arms on his knees
and looked down on the marble floor in silence.

Jean-Michel lowered his
book and approached the seated soldier. The sad man once had a book
like his once? Did others take it away from him? As Josef continued
to stare at the cracked floor, a need began to stir within the boy.
He wanted Josef’s pain to go away. Jean-Michel knew what it was
like to hurt and he didn’t want his new friend to be so sad. He
reached out and tapped the man’s shoulder. When Josef looked up,
the boy presented his book to him.

The man’s eyes warmed.
“No, young one. You do not have to.”

But the boy persisted with
his offering. Josef chuckled as he gently took the book in his
calloused hands. He touched the cover, tracing his fingertips along
the engraving of the crucifixion and judged its weight with his
hand. “Heavy. And thick, too.” Jean watched him open the book,
delicately turning the pages and reading the holy words with a soft
voice. “‘Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven,
for so men persecuted the prophets who were before you.’” He
continued to turn the pages. “The Beatitudes, the Lord’s Prayer,
the Hail Mary, all of the others. Just like mine. I must have read
my book a hundred times.” He looked up from the book. “I bet you
did the same. Yes?”

The young boy’s smile
faltered. Another question. But he didn’t want to turn away this
time. Josef was a good man. He simply shook his head.

The soldier straightened
up. After a long pause, he asked, “You cannot read. Can
you?”

It was too much for
Jean-Michel. He turned and faced the organ, focusing on the endless
keys and the gigantic pipes before him. And after a moment of
silence, Josef said, “I understand. You have a hard time ...
learning, don’t you?” Hearing those words, Jean-Michel faced Josef
again, who smiled sadly at him. “Me too. I learned much from
University. This is how I know your language. I wanted to be a
doctor and help people. But I was only good with learning different
languages, nothing more. So, my father insisted that I do something
with my life and help ‘the Fatherland’.” His face changed to
disgust. “You see, young one, I am also a very good marksman. I
always hunted with my father and I could shoot a deer many meters
away. So, he logically thought maybe I should use my talents to
kill the enemy.”

He became silent again as
he stared out in the distance. Jean-Michel followed his look, but
couldn’t find what he was looking at. He turned to Josef again,
noticing the soldier’s intense stare. “I have been with the
invasions since the beginning. I have traveled to many countries. I
fired my weapon, but I have never killed anybody. I am proud of
that accomplishment. And now, I am here to scout this area for any
life before we proceed to Paris.” He shook his head. “But I will
not kill anybody here. Never.” He then looked at Jean-Michel with a
small grin. “Slow people have to work together. Yes?”

Jean-Michel returned the
soldier’s smile. For the first time, he had a friend and he
couldn’t wait for Josef to take him out of Sedan, to help protect
him against the world.

Josef turned back to the
prayer book and noticed something taped on the inside of the front
cover. “Is this your family?”

Jean-Michel looked at the
picture of his parents standing with him outside of their home,
smiling without a care in the world. He nodded as he touched their
sepia-colored faces.

“You look like them. They
seem to be good people.” He then read aloud the first page, “‘This
is the property of Jean-Michel Levesque. Born December 25, 1927.’”
Josef looked up. “The Lord’s birthday! You are a lucky young
man.”

But Jean-Michel frowned at
the picture of his parents. He missed them so. Tears began to pour
down his soft face. He turned away and focused back on the organ. A
moment of silence passed as he felt Josef’s hands return the prayer
book inside the boy’s left breast pocket, and covered it more with
his jacket. The soldier then touched the boy’s head, stroking his
hair. Jean-Michel closed his eyes.

Suddenly, Josef’s hand
pulled away. “Would you like to hear me play something?”

The boy sniffled, turned
around and saw the Josef’s eyes glow with a slight mischievous air.
“I know many pieces. Here is one by Bach. You will like it. You
see.” He pulled his bench closer to the organ, took a deep breath,
closed his eyes, and proceeded to touch the keys.

The moment that the
soldier began playing the opening chords, Jean-Michel beamed. He
knew this piece. He remembered the many times it was played after
Sunday service. Who wrote it? What was it called? The priest. He
taught Jean-Michel a saying: “The ‘Little’ Fugue was created by a
little man named Bach.” The “Little” Fugue. And now, he was hearing
it again, being performed with such passionate energy by Josef. A
stirring occurred within Jean-Michel’s soul. A desire. Christ’s
voice possessed the boy, as it had before under previous, countless
times—whether alone with the organist, with his family, or during
Sunday services. He took a deep breath and held it, preparing to
satisfy that need to accompany Him.

He opened his mouth and
sang.

There weren’t any words to
the piece; there didn’t have to be. While Josef’s fingers—with
masterful precision and artistic flair—danced along the keys,
Jean-Michel vocalized the notes. In his peripheral vision, the boy
saw Josef’s eyes open and stare at him without interrupting his own
performance. No matter how high or how low the notes went, no
matter how fast or slow, the boy’s gentle tenor voice followed the
organ, as though two songbirds were singing a duet. Both orphan and
soldier harmonized with each other, sustaining the music, and
re-creating it into a form of perfection that neither man could
foresee.

Josef finished the piece,
with Jean-Michel following suit. He looked at the younger boy,
stunned. “Have you always sung like that?” The boy shyly nodded.
“For the choir; am I correct?”

Jean-Michel frowned and
shook his head.

“Ah, what do they know!
They are fools not to accept you.” He paused, looked at Jean-Michel
with interest, then faced the organ again. “Maybe you know this
one. Begin whenever you feel ready.” And as Josef began the first
few bars of the piece, the boy’s heart glowed, like the sunlight
that cascaded through the hole above them. When the musician
reached the beginning of the vocals, the boy sung one of his
favorite hymns:

 


“Ave Maria / Gratia plena
/ Maria, gratia plena / Maria, gratia plena / Ave, ave dominus /
Dominus tecum / Benedicta tu in mulieribus / Et benedictus / Et
benedictus fructus ventris / Ventris tuae, / Jesus. Ave
Maria.”

 


In the end, Josef stopped,
as did Jean-Michel. For a moment, both men looked at each other
with delight and silent regard.

“Feldwebel
Richmond!”

The violation of the loud,
abrupt report caused both Jean-Michel and Josef to jump. They
looked toward the doorway as three men, wearing the same gray
uniforms and weapons as Josef, approached them. But it wasn’t their
clothing that scared Jean-Michel. They walked too straight, too
determined, as though anything—or anyone—that was in their way
would be stepped on and ground into the floor. Their faces were
nowhere near as kind or friendly as Josef. Theirs were cold and
hard and the boy knew these men were the true enemy of his town.
These were the people his parents talked about in hushed
tones.

These were Nazis.

Josef grabbed his rifle
and helmet and walked quickly to his fellow countrymen. Jean-Michel
wanted to run, to escape the ugliness that seemed to ooze from the
trio. But he was paralyzed with fear, except for unconsciously
raising his hand to his breast pocket for his book. To feel his
treasure. He would be safe as long he kept touching it.

When Josef reached the
scouting party, he asked the angry man in front a question in the
other ugly language he spoke earlier. The angry man sneered and
answered as he pointed toward the door. Josef looked back at his
comrade with contempt. He responded harshly and slapped the other
man’s rank insignia on his uniform. Both men stared at each other,
tempers brimmed, yet never overflowed. Finally, Josef muttered
something, turned and began to leave, as did the other two
men.

But the angry man stayed
and eyed Jean-Michel, who at first was frozen by the flurry of the
harsh, unknown language between the soldiers. Now, it was the dead
gray eyes of the angry man. The soldier snarled a question in his
language, causing the three men to pause. Josef pivoted, walked
back and answered nonchalantly, trying to direct the angry man
toward the doors.

The other man smiled back
at Josef and made a comment to him. When Josef simply shrugged, the
angry man’s smile disappeared and he spoke some more, causing Josef
to angrily answer back as he pointed at the boy. The other shook
his head and responded not with loudness, but a type of apathetic
calmness that gave the boy an instant chill. The soldier paused,
waiting for Josef to move. When he didn’t, the angry man sighed,
casually pulled out his pistol and aimed it at
Jean-Michel.

Time slowed as he looked
down into that dark hole. Unlike Josef, Jean-Michel knew the other
man wouldn’t lower his pistol. The boy grasped his book as he
waited for death.

Josef pushed the other
man’s gun down and said something that caused the other two men to
laugh. The blood drained from the angry man’s face, causing it to
bleach white. Before he could take action, Josef drew his own
pistol, said some words to him, then approached
Jean-Michel.

The boy was still in a
state of confusion. But before he had an opportunity to understand
what was occurring, he felt a sharp pain on his arm, causing him to
squeal. He looked up to see his new friend grabbing him, his
face—no longer friendly and warm—bursting with hateful rage. Josef
barked in the boy’s language, “Stop your whimpering and follow me!”
The soldier dragged Jean-Michel to the inactive bomb in the center
of the sanctuary. The boy held in his tears caused by this
betrayal. A betrayal from the person he thought was his friend. His
only friend, who turned the boy toward the others and pinned him
against the metal casing of the bomb.

“Don’t move. No matter
what happens. Do you understand?” he whispered. He looked at the
boy, straight in the eyes. The cruel look was gone. Josef was back
again. The kind, musical, compassionate Josef. Jean-Michel didn’t
understand. Why was his friend doing this?

When the boy didn’t
respond, Josef’s eyes changed again to disgust. “I said, do you
understand?”

Jean-Michel winced at the
waves of anger from the soldier. He quickly nodded his
head.

Josef turned around and
walked to the others. The angry man looked back at him with
suspicion, but Josef held his hand up in reassurance.

All four men marched back
toward the doorway until they appeared doll-sized to Jean-Michel.
He wanted to run. He wanted to hold his prayer book of protection
and pray he was having a bad dream, that his new friend wasn’t
betraying him. But as the group of soldiers turned and Josef aimed
the pistol, Jean-Michel realized no prayers would be able to save
him. Even though Josef was so far away, the boy could clearly see
the infinite darkness of the barrel. Time slowed again as the
barrel dilated, slowly devouring any remaining space around it. And
before the blackness became complete, Jean-Michel saw Josef’s eyes.
They narrowed, focusing on his own. Within them they flickered,
twitched, as if the soldier was relaying a hidden signal. It was
all irrelevant for the orifice of the barrel swallowed the rest of
his vision.

A flash, followed by
nothingness, totally devoid of any concept of space and
...

Time.

It just takes
time.

And as time passed,
Jean-Michel became reborn yet again.

He slowly opened his eyes
to a light. He couldn’t remember where he was or where the light
came from. As before, his memory patiently drifted through his
debilitated mind and he began to move, regardless of what Josef
told him.

Josef. The splitting pain
in the back of his head was minuscule compared to the memory of his
first, true friend. He was so genuine. His anguished thoughts
continued to torture him as he sat up, only to curl up in agony.
His chest felt as though it was on fire. He touched near his heart
and discovered a hole—an ugly, burning cyst—in his coat pocket. He
tried to sit up again, ignoring the pain that hovered over his thin
chest like a fog, and leaned against the bomb.

The bomb. The place where
Josef had him stay, no matter what happened. He rubbed the back of
his head, discovering that the impact from the gunshot threw him
against the monstrosity, knocking him out. The gunshot from the
marksman.

Looking down, he saw the
bullet hole where his breast pocket was. He felt around the
punctured area, sensing a hardness pressed against his heart.
Jean-Michel’s eyes widened with terror as he opened his jacket,
delved into his shirt pocket and pulled out his prayer
book.

He held the volume in his
hands, discovering an obscene crater that all but obliterated the
head of Christ on the crucifixion engraving. He touched the hole;
it was still warm and he pulled his hands away from the obscenity.
He opened the book, looked at the family photograph on the inside.
The hole went through the picture as well, ruining the faces of his
parents.

But his own face still
remained.

He turned page after page,
each of which was desecrated by the bullet hole. As he continued,
tears started to fall from his face. It was all a joke. This
supposedly kind man, who Jean-Michel thought was his friend, did
what the boys in Sedan couldn’t do. If Josef couldn’t steal the
book away from him, why not destroy it? For once, realization shot
quickly through the boy’s delicate mind for the first time in his
life as more tears flowed like little streams down his face. Page
after page, prayer after prayer, defiled by the Nazi. And when he
reached the back cover, something small and metallic fell from the
book, hitting the marble floor with a small tink that echoed softly in the
church.

It was the bullet: used,
damaged, abandoned.

Jean-Michel looked at the
inside of the back metal cover, seeing that only a slight dent was
left. He closed the book and looked at the back: smooth and
undamaged by Josef’s betrayal. As he looked at the cover’s
untarnished surface, a soiled, bruised, young boy stared back at
him: used, damaged, abandoned.

He brushed the dirt from
the cover and held it at a distance, still fixating at his
reflection. He slid down the smooth, cold metal of the bomb onto
his left side, curling his body in a ball, disappearing into his
own private reality. His traitorous friend was gone, but
Jean-Michel was still here in his special, holy place. He still had
a part of his treasure that wasn’t damaged by the betrayal. And he
still had a remnant of his fragile mind that he could vanish into,
forgoing the reality about him, with only the daylight to shower
him through the ceiling like a soft rainfall feeding a mournful,
dying plant.

 



Crossing the Styx

 


I will always remember
three things about Byrne Brothers Inc.: the smell of lavender
strategically placed around the building, the sounds of a lost man
scratching and banging his fists against my office door, and the
immense physical presence of Jimmy Ray Byrne as he stared at me
with a scrutinizing, yet good-natured eye. “So, Martin,” he chimed.
“Tell me about your first time.”

Not a typical question one
asks during a job interview. I cleared my throat. “I beg your
pardon?”

With his chubby hands
resting on his watermelon stomach, his bare, domelike head
reflecting the sun which bathed him through his office window, and
his chest-long white beard that added a hint of old-fashioned class
to his lyrical southern accent, Jimmy Ray resembled Santa Claus in
a three-piece suit. “Come on now,” he drawled. “You know what
I’m really talking about. And I do believe it is very appropriate in
terms of how you can fit in here. So, please, share with me, my
boy! Share with me!”

I then understood what he
was talking about. I am familiar with the old adage of how death
and sex are connected in some form of metaphorical, symbiotic
dance. Part-time poet and full-time funeral director Thomas Lynch
once stated the relationship between sex and death is so
intertwined they even sound alike. Still, Jimmy Ray’s question
threw my composure off and I mentally cursed myself for it. After
all, it was one of the most comfortable interviews I ever had. Even
though his office was air conditioned, the Southern California
summer sun was pleasant compared to the humid, suburban sweatbox I
was used to while growing up in Fort Wayne. And I had answered all
of his questions without pause until that very moment. I gazed out
the window, where blossoms of daffodils and daisies peered inside
the office like curious children waiting for me to respond. I
inhaled deeply; there was a hint of lavender in the office, a
magical aroma which instantly transported me back to when I was
thirteen years old; a time when two women claimed my
virginity.

The first one was my
great-aunt Irma Barr, age sixty years old. Her rust-red hair was
conservatively sculpted into the shape of a swollen beehive and she
was dressed in her favorite outfit: a burnt-orange, polyester,
ankle-length evening dress that looked cut and tailored from one of
her living room curtains. I remembered her make-up with vivid
clarity: worm-like lips bathed in apple-red gloss and parchment
eyelids spackled with a sickly, plum eye shadow. During those
years, her cosmetic presentation was a common sign of upper-class
Hoosier sophistication. I bent over the walnut-colored pine casket,
taking in every minute detail of her lifeless form. It was my first
funeral and before I arrived, I dreaded the thought of being so
close to a dead body. Death was a bad thing, the ultimate end. And
there I stood, petrified at the sight of it. I imagined the corpse
rising from its velvet-lined coffin, strangling me with its bony
fingers. Trembling, I lowered my head, prayed for her soul as well
as mine. After finishing, I reluctantly looked up once again,
expecting this grim cadaver to claim my adolescent form.

But nothing happened. Aunt
Irma still remained in her final resting posture. I was unharmed! I
couldn’t help but chuckle at my silly behavior. For the first time
in my life, I realized death was natural, never to be feared. If
anything else, it should be embraced by the dying and respected by
the living.

I turned around and faced
the second thief of my innocence: Bridget Taggart, niece of the
departed, age twenty-nine years old. Her dirty-blond hair was
pulled back almost painfully from her forehead and she was dressed
in a tailored, black business suit. Her dull gray eyes were
reddened with tears. But it wasn’t how she looked that intrigued my
young interest; it was how she felt. Cousin Bridget scowled at the
open casket as tears streamed down her rosy cheeks once again. I
actually began to join her as my eyes moistened. I hardly knew my
great aunt; there was no reason for me to experience any loss. Yet,
I felt subtle, kinetic waves of sorrow and despair seeping from
Bridget, striking me, as though I was a celestial body being
pummeled by solar flares. I recoiled at first, and yet I couldn’t
pull away from her sadness. I stepped closer to her and my grief
intensified, causing a tear to glide down my cheek. Closer, and
both of my cheeks were wet. She almost radiated some kind of
welcoming heat, drawing me to stand right in front of
her.

Before she took another
step toward Great-Aunt Irma, her eyes locked onto mine. She told
me, I loved her. She was the mother I
never had. I have no one, now. Don’t you understand? No one. Help
me! No voices; just what I felt. And
she knew I felt
what she was going through. I motioned her toward Great-Aunt Irma,
for her to say goodbye. She did so without hesitation, with bowed
head and mumbled prayers. She turned and faced me once again. I
reached out, and her long, premature-hardened hand covered my
small, smooth one. I led her to the foyer, we sat on a bench, and
she momentarily gazed into my eyes before she spoke her fondest
memories of Great-Aunt Irma. Three hours passed, and we were still
there, long after the service was over. It didn’t matter we missed
it; me being there for her was more important. She sat close to me,
whispering about every detail regarding their relationship as
though I was her deepest confidant. But it was more than
information I received from her; I took in her pain, her loss, her
despair. I soaked them all within me like a sponge, then purged
these emotions into the ether, where it can no longer affect her
anymore. After she finished, we both sighed with relief. Bridget
leaned back with an expression that might be considered the
equivalent of closure. A look of peace, of inner calmness. She
smiled and hugged me with deepest gratitude.

We both left the chapel
changed people. She coped with a loss which usually takes months to
recover from. I discovered I have a purpose to help anyone with
this empathic gift I possess. And I helped many people with my
talents, so much so that when I realized there was a career option
for what I can do, I knew my life was set. Four years in Mortuary
school, and eight years being one of the most well-renowned funeral
directors in Indiana, my talents to heal the grieving became
stronger until I realized I was a big fish in a small pond. I met
Jimmy Ray’s brother at a convention in Sarasota ...

Ah yes, Jimmy Ray. I
shifted my attention back to the Santa Claus Man and answered him
with a tone of gravity, “Mr. Byrne, I’m afraid I have to disagree
with you. It is, with absolute certainty, the most inappropriate
question to ask a person in the profession we hold.”

His eyes widened and his
bulbous cheeks reddened to king-sized cherries. He slowly rose from
his leather chair, blocking most of the sunlight. Only a thin,
golden halo that hugged his mountain-sized body remained. “First of
all, the name’s Jimmy Ray. And second, that was the kind of answer
I was hoping you would say,” he responded with a smile.

I couldn’t help but
chuckle. Realizing I passed the final test, I breathed easy, stood
up, and shook his meaty hand. He released it, and continued,
“Johnny Roy was indeed right about you. Our profession is a rather
monogamous and sacred path to be on. And one who walks that path
must display a certain amount of discretion and reverence. You most
certainly possess something which gives me comfort.” He paused,
regarding me with fond curiosity. “I do believe it’s your eyes,
Martin. They display understanding, compassion, and a quiet
dignity. And these are qualities a funeral director must have in
order to help his patients cope with their pain. To help them
mourn, you know,” he said as he walked around his oak desk and
beckoned me to follow him outside his office.

“Patients?”

“Oh my, yes.” We entered
the foyer, which was decorated in a typical style of a small
chapel: plush red carpeting, hardwood paneling and furniture, and a
number of acrylic paintings depicting various outdoor landscapes,
ranging from wheat fields to mountains and seascapes illuminated by
the vibrant sunsets. “Let’s go for a breath of the outdoors before
I give you the tour of our domain,” he said as we went outside the
funeral home.

While we strolled around
the building that looked more like a two-level country bed and
breakfast than a mortuary, I asked Jimmy Ray to elaborate. He
breathed in the warm Orange County air and answered with
lackadaisical ease that matched his languid stride, “Martin, we
don’t help customers here; we help patients. They are patients because
they are sick with grief, and one of our paramount duties is to
help them heal from the tragedy they face. The death of a loved one
is, without a doubt, the most traumatic occurrence a human being
has to endure. Don’t you agree?”

I was greeted with the
sharp crunching sounds of our feet stepping on the lava rock paths,
as well as the heavenly aromas from the extravagant gardens which
adorned the back of the house, the lavender being the most
prominent. The combination of sensations was soothing. I nodded to
Jimmy Ray. “Throughout my career, I have worked with other
directors who only looked at the bottom-line. Their organizational
skills are impeccable when it comes to the preparation of the
departed, the presentation of the service, the publicity, the
transportation and everything else. And yet, Jimmy Ray, it is so
blatantly evident they don’t care
about the bereaved. Maybe others don’t see it,
but I can tell how unbelievably plastic my colleagues can be. They
just shoo them away, wipe their hands together, and wait at the
door for the next customer, as though they were at an assembly
line.”

Jimmy Ray raised one of
his caterpillar eyebrows. “Or at a food trough.” He shook his head
with disgust. “Trust me, Martin. I’ve seen worse. Before my
brothers and I created our little entrepreneurial utopian chain, we
associated with the most lascivious of creatures. I have seen men
literally salivate when they anxiously prey on the suffering, like
materialistic parasites. They’re usually the ones who, while
earning their Mortuary Science degrees, are so focused on the
monetary aspects of the job and the basic maintenance of the
departed, they don’t understand there is a human element involved.” We
continued around the right side of the building, and suddenly Jimmy
Ray stopped in his tracks, gazing at the clear blue sky. “I’m sure
my brother mentioned this to you, but I must emphasize that the
philosophy of Byrne Brothers is to care for both the remains and,
especially, its loved ones.” He turned toward me and smiled warmly.
“We’re healers, my dear Martin. We heal those who incorrectly
assume life can be a curse because of the pain they feel. We just
have to help them cross that river of sorrow.”

We continued our stroll to
the patio and I answered, “I just wish my previous employers felt
the same way as you and your family do.”

He chuckled as we walked
through the front door, passed the foyer and entered the chapel,
which was adorned with seven rows of hardwood chairs delicately
lined with paisley-colored cushions. Towards the back stood a
podium, and behind the curtains was a bare wall reserved for the
appropriate religious icon needed for the service. “Well, Martin,
this is the West Coast, not some backwater glade in the Midwest.”
He stopped and he closed his eyes in embarrassment. “Pardon me. My
snobbery does peek out once in a while.” He opened his eyes and
when he realized I was not offended, his shame turned into relief.
“I shouldn’t be hard on them. People of a ... certain type of
breeding understand the true value of life. That is why my brothers
and I are very meticulous about who we welcome into our
professional family.” He then ushered me to the door toward the
back of the chapel, leading downstairs to the preparation room,
where I could detect the harsh recipe of formaldehyde, metal, and
cleanser in the basement air. It was quite spacious. There were
three examination tables and a corner office for the lab
technician.

We returned and strolled
past the chapel into a hallway that stretched along the right side
of the house. As we passed the first two doors, Jimmy Ray explained
the first room contained excess equipment and was usually locked,
while the second door led to the file room. He opened the third
door with a slight dramatic flourish and both of us entered. My
office was already furnished with a cherry-oak desk, full-leather
chair and two bookcases for my research materials. It looked
somewhat lonely, waiting for an occupant to keep it
company.

Jimmy Ray glanced around.
“Even though your office is on the wing opposite mine, it offers an
equal amount of space, plus a nice view of the San Bernardino
Mountains. The only view my office has is the local Starbucks
across the street,” he chuckled.

“Why didn’t you take this
one, then?”

He shrugged. “Mine’s the
closest one to the chapel, where my patients need my help the
most.” He then looked slightly concerned. “Martin, I have to ask
you a peculiar question.”

His grave manner concerned
me, so I did my best to lighten the mood somewhat. “Don’t worry. I
do believe in God and I go to church every Sunday.”

“Well, that is very
reassuring. But I’m afraid what I have to ask you falls along those
similar themes. There is a statistic regarding our profession you
should know about.”

“Do you mean that sixty
percent of all funeral directors are necrophiliacs? I assure you
I’m not one of them.”

My plan worked as he began
to laugh. “Now, stop that! I’m very serious about this.” He began
to wring his hands as he asked, “A reported ninety-five percent of
all funeral directors in the United States have been witness to the
supernatural. Are you one of those?”

I shifted uneasily from
one foot to another. “Yes, Jimmy Ray. I am.”

“And, how have you
responded to such occurrences?”

Unlike the virginity
question, this one I had to answer. It did have a professional
relevance about it. “I was startled, at first. But I remember with
the first spirit I encountered, I didn’t become afraid of it
anymore. After it appeared three days in a row, it never returned,
as do all the other spirits I’ve seen.

“What did they look
like?”

“Just shadows, really. No
specific features. I just take them to be spirits of the departed,
waiting until they finally discover their time on Earth is over and
they ...”

“Go on to their final
journey.” He slowly nodded. “One of the reasons why the remains
must be intact after three days is most religions believe the soul
is still connected to the body during that time. It’s after the
third day the person’s spirit finally leaves our world to go ...
wherever it goes. Not many mortuary schools teach that, but it
doesn’t mean it isn’t true.” He paused as he looked over me, almost
examining my reactions to everything he said. “Regardless, the fact
you’ve not only experienced such occurrences, but actually coped
with them, is an excellent sign you will prosper here, Martin,” he
said as he approached the door. He stopped and turned back to me.
“I, too, have seen spirits here and I always treat them with a type
of respectful nonchalance. They are basically a common occurrence.
I usually grant them their respectful distance. I suggest you do
the same here. And as time goes on, you’ll come to accept them like
... the night cleaning shift: they exist, just pay them no
heed.”

He left me alone and I
breathed in the office air: a lingering scent of lavender and lemon
pledge. It was quiet except for my low, pleasant humming. It was
the first day of a brand-new life and a promising, challenging
career. I just had no idea how right I was.

Sex and death. Quite a
fascinating paradoxical dance they perform. And for the next two
months, I danced and performed for my patients and their departed
loved ones.

To this very moment, I
still can’t get over how preparation of a dead body can have so
much in common with sex. Clothes are stripped, extremities are
being massaged and soothed, fluids are stimulated and secreted,
fluids of a different nature are being pumped back in, and the body
is maintained into a blissful state of statuesque perfection. Then
comes the beautification of the corpse, such as the manicures, the
shaving of facial hair that still grows an inch after the
expiration, and the makeup application to assure our patients their
loved ones can still possess some sign of life even after death.
But this is not about common sense or logic. It has to do with the
human mind coping with loss.

Then we come to the second
dance: the grieving. Jimmy Ray was right about my eyes. My parents
always commented they resembled sapphires, especially when any kind
of light source hits them. They somehow draw my patients to me. But
first, they pay their respects to their departed loved one. Next,
they drift to me and share their pain. Oh God, did I feel it every
time. It was a draining experience, but fulfilling as well. I
absorb and discard their hurt. They leave the funeral home with a
sense of peace. I helped them heal, and Jimmy Ray witnessed it
firsthand, proving his instincts were correct once
again.

However, on the first day
of the third month at Byrne Brothers, I finally met the lost
man.

Jimmy Ray had been ill
with the flu and I had to take care of his workload, with only an
assistant manager to help with the excess duties of the services. I
have to admit, it was a little overwhelming. But the welfare for my
patients was of utmost importance to me, so I pushed aside all
thoughts of annoyance. The only taxing activity was finalizing the
paperwork of the day, a tedious endeavor to say the least. Jimmy
Ray was by far the superior bookkeeper and he usually was the one
staying until midnight accomplishing the task. I never worked in my
office during the night shift. Whenever I left for a pick-up during
the midnight hours, I came straight from my apartment, with proper
attire and tools in hand. The day Jimmy Ray became ill, I hit the
books for a long evening. Since it was August, it was going to be a
hot one at that.

I was in my office, with
both door and window open to keep myself relatively comfortable.
The ceiling fan was set at medium speed; I found the whirring sound
of the blades quite hypnotic. Whenever I had mundane work ahead of
me, I usually played Bach’s Four Brandenburg Concertos to make the
time go by quicker, and that night was no exception. My turntable,
stereo, and speakers were positioned like a sentry on the left side
of the doorway, facing my desk. I would receive the full effect of
whatever was playing as though I was present at my own private
classical concert. I was in the mood to change the routine a slight
bit, so I played the Fourth Concerto first and went backwards. And
by the time the First Concerto began, it was eleven o’clock and I
was only one-third finished with the workload. I remembered
grunting with irritation at the idea I might have to use more than
one record to get through the night.

My mind was drifting along
with the slow, melancholy strings of the second movement, as well
as through the expenses of the last funeral ceremony of the day,
when I heard a distinct scraping sound apparently coming from the
speakers. It was steady and harsh, like a scratch on the record. I
rose from my chair and approached the turntable, dreading the
thought that one of my favorite albums was damaged. I lifted the
arm and the scraping stopped. I examined the record, only to
discover the surface was untouched. I carefully laid it on the
turntable, and began the piece once again. I turned away from the
player and closed my eyes, waiting for any imperfection to make its
presence known. I was still standing in front of my doorway, with
my left profile facing the dark hall. After a minute waltzed by
uninterrupted, I forgot about the rude sounds and just stood there
in complete tranquility.

The scraping never
returned.

Instead, the blunt sound
of large footsteps slammed with jarring savagery.

It didn’t come from the
record player. It came from outside my door.

I was nearly paralyzed. My
eyes were fixated at the hardwood paneling of the wall in front of
me. I was too scared to look toward the doorway. I knew the source
of the sound came from the entity there. And I must say “entity”
because there was a part of me that knew it wasn’t a human being. A
burglar would have knocked me unconscious or killed me outright
without warning. A friendly visitor wouldn’t have been secretive in
his presence. No, it took pleasure in instilling fear into me to
the point of immobility.

I kept my breathing
measured. The way my heart was racing, it was quite difficult to
prevent myself from hyperventilating. Without turning my head, I
strained my eyes toward the open doorway. He was my height, a
slighter build. But the inky blackness of the hallway and the
sideways glance prevented me from noticing any details. I sensed
him hesitate. I didn’t know where he was facing, but I could tell
he was waiting for something, a type of longing. I remained silent
as the man continued his slow scuffling down the hallway where the
rest of the offices were.

I took a moment to shake
my paralysis and faced the doorway. The oboes and violins strolled
along with the dragging footsteps of the visitor, and I was about
to turn the record player off, but held back, thinking quite
foolishly this action might bring him back to me. I sneaked to the
edge of the office and peeked to the left where the man came from.
My heart sank as I saw the wall at the end of the hallway. I closed
my eyes and nodded. My suspicions were correct; I was experiencing
a spirit of the newly departed here at Byrne Brothers,
Inc. for the
first time. I opened my eyes, took a calming breath, and stepped
into the hallway to witness what my visitor was about to
do.

I squinted into the inky
shadow of the corridor. The only light source came from a sconce
that hung at the middle of the hallway. Unfortunately, it was a
low-voltage soft light bulb and the specter was beyond the area of
illumination. I could only make out the lower half of his slouching
body; his bust was immersed in blackness. He wore a dark suit, and
his shoes were black leather. Judging by his hands, he was
Caucasian. Both of them squeezed and released in unison, as though
some inner rage was boiling to the surface. He continued his slow
shuffling march until he stopped at the storage room. As he had
done before in front of my doorway, he halted with a loud stomp of
his feet. He paused, clenched his hands into fists, straightened
his stature from his slump, and faced the doorway.

Both the spirit and I
stood in complete silence, waiting. He was either unaware of my
presence or ignored it altogether. He raised his hands and touched
the door, gently at first. Then I heard a sound of the scraping of
wood as he clawed at the door, slowly and methodically as though he
were taking pleasure in this patient deformation. This went on for
a couple of minutes when suddenly he closed his hands into fists
again and banged on the door with anxious desperation. The impacts
rang throughout the hallway; it was so thunderous it almost blotted
out the music. I covered my ears as the pace increased to the point
where I was almost certain he would knock the door off from its
hinges.

And yet, he stopped as
quickly as he did when he began his tirade. He lowered his hands
slightly, unclenched his fists, and I discovered they were shaking.
He then raised them to his head, which was still enveloped in
darkness. His whole body shook, looking as though he was holding
his head and crying in hopeless despair. To my surprise, I actually
felt soft currents of his misery touch my inner being. I
empathically felt what a disembodied spirit was emotionally
experiencing. I did my damnedest to prevent myself from being
overwhelmed by his sadness as I rubbed my eyes of the tears. I
wanted to help this poor soul, but I remembered what Jimmy Ray
advised and maintained my position outside my office.

It didn’t matter. After a
moment of anguished grief, the specter faded away into the bleak
shadow of the hallway.

I wish I could say my
sadness for his plight vanished along with him. But my experiences
as a funeral director have taught me emotions linger with no
discernable time limit. They change or lesson in intensity, but
they never disappear. I stayed in the hallway for ten minutes
looking at the place where the lost man broke down. I willed my
legs toward that spot outside of the storage room, expecting to
find the door in shreds from the clawing and pounding he performed
on it.

It was as smooth as my
first day at the Byrne Brothers Funeral Home.

I felt his residue,
though. I felt his emotional blueprint on that door. I sensed his
anger, resentment, hopelessness. He was truly a tortured
soul.

And what did I do? I just
walked back to my office to finish the night’s work.

Cold-hearted? On the
contrary. Jimmy Ray was correct when he said it was common for
people in our profession to encounter spirits of the departed. We
grant them their respective space for three days and let them
continue on their journey. I have done this countless of times
during my career without any emotional attachment
whatsoever.

That particular night was
the exception. I did finish my work, but not without pause. The
lost man’s spiritual imprint was still lingering on my nerves. It
affected my work in very subtle ways, like me pressing down harder
when I wrote, or fidgeting in my chair. I wasn’t like this before I
met him and I never felt any emotional aftereffects from the
previous spirits I encountered in the past. Only him.

There was no need to tell
Jimmy Ray what he probably already knew. It was business as usual.
For the next two days, Jimmy Ray was still sick and I saw my
nighttime companion go through his angry ritual before disappearing
into the void. It was after his third appearance that I spoke aloud
for the first time, “Be free, poor spirit. Be free.”

And yet, I couldn’t help
but feel a sliver of doubt about this outcome. The lingering
anguish from him was there, and it didn’t radiate from the storage
room. It hovered like a mist throughout the hallway. It was alive,
in some sense. Still present. Still aware. Still full of
rage.

The next day, Jimmy Ray’s
health was improving, but not enough for him to return. I continued
on with my double shift: services during the day, bookkeeping
during the night. I was playing Beethoven’s Seventh, savoring the
power of the dominant strings. His symphonies were a perfect match
for a long night of number crunching. No interruptions, just an
evening of quiet deskwork.

When the first woodwind
chord of the Second Movement cried its call within my office, the
loud bang of the man’s shoes screamed its response near my doorway,
causing me to nearly jump out of my chair.

I looked up and saw the
lost man’s profile; the top half was still immersed in darkness,
while the well-dressed bottom half just stood there, pausing to
take in his own private hell once again. As he continued on toward
his destination, I finally released my breath and stood up on
wobbly legs. It wasn’t so much that this spirit was breaking the
“Three Days and You’re Gone” rule which shook me up; it was the
method and timing in which he did it. And initially, I was getting
tired of the theatrics of it all. I entered the hallway and turned
toward him. He was now in his door-clawing stage and I felt the
waves of despair from his shadowy form. It was like my soul was
being relentlessly pummeled without end.

I was curious as to why he
continued to hover longer than the standard three days, but I was
even more amazed at the useless action of it all, the absurdity
that he was trapped. The level of agony radiating from him was
overwhelming. Why would a spirit re-create his grief over and over?
It was then I understood: grief. He was human once; the emotions
are the same whether one was alive or dead. If the living who
experiences grief can be helped through the comfort of another, why
not the nonliving? I knew Jimmy Ray would frown at the idea, but
one of the reasons why I chose this profession was to heal those
who experience loss. And this man had lost more than I could
possibly realize.

I nodded. If this spirit
was inadvertently breaking the “Three Day Rule,” then it was time
for me to break a rule of my own. When the fist-pounding session
ended, I stepped closer to him. “Hello?”

He stopped and thus the
pattern was broken. He angled his body toward my direction, his
torso and head still draped in blackness. The sudden respite from
the violence performed on the door was a welcome relief. He just
stood there, waiting.

I swallowed. “My name is
Martin Beachum. I’m new here.” I cringed at the awkwardness of it
all. I felt as though I was speaking to a new employee. I breathed
in deeply to calm myself and said. “I know you are in pain. Is
there anything I can say or do to assist you? To help you be at
peace?”

I held my breath, waiting
for him to react in some way. Finally, he took a hesitant step
toward me, then another. His pacing slightly increased, his arms
stretched out in welcome. I smiled as he came closer with confident
ease. When he entered into the light radiating from the sconce, his
entire form was revealed.

My smile instantly
vanished.

There was nothing wrong
with most of his upper body. His torso matched the lower half: the
sports jacket, burgundy tie, and crisp white shirt blended quite
well with his slacks. On the whole, his suit was well tailored,
professionally pressed, and unmarked without any signs of
unraveling.

The only flaw was his
head.

He didn’t have
one.

From where his Adam’s
apple should have been, there was complete empty space. And yet, he
knew exactly where he was going, and who he was seeing. The closer
he came, I could make out the charred strips of flesh which wavered
upwards from his neck with each step he took, looking so much like
underwater plant life bending along with a river current. The white
peak of the severed spine popped up from the top; its marrow
actually seeped crimson fluid in the air. I turned my attention
from the wound to the empty space above, and the fluid from the
spine seemed to hover for a moment, then take the shape of a thin
horizontal line. It split in the middle, rounding out into an “o.”
And when the deep, pathetic howl came forth from the ghost’s newly
formed mouth, my shock turned into terror. My skin pickled from the
horror of it all. The wraith increased his speed from a slow walk
to a jog, and I screamed, running back into my office. I heard his
footsteps right outside as I locked the door and pressed my back
against it. A second later, he rammed into it, causing me to scream
again and almost fall on the floor.

I leaned all of my weight
on the door, shutting my eyes and gritting my teeth as the lost man
screeched and pounded on the barrier, over and over again. The
sounds of the chaos behind me were so overwhelming Beethoven’s
melodic symphony was completely drowned out. The spirit’s howls
turned silent, as did his pounding. A few seconds later, I dared to
open my eyes. No response. I breathed again, albeit in panicked
gasps. The silence continued and my breathing became more
controlled, more calm. I relaxed against the door, relieved the
lost man had finally left.

Until the clawing
began.

Unlike what I saw at the
supply door, it didn’t seem like fingernails. These were more
intense, louder scrapes. I shook as I imagined that he had
transformed into some unspeakable creature from hell, something
more frighteningly effective to invade my office, to tear out my
heart for disturbing his routine. And his fingernails were actually
talons, long, wide, pointed with deadly use. I leaned hard against
the door, sensing each wooden layer being scraped away. He
continued to burrow toward my shaking form. The sounds were
deafening and I closed my ears with my hands, trying to seal them
out. But they penetrated through my mental boundaries as
efficiently as his talons were on the door. I cried even more and
when one of his claws tore through my wooden shield and traversed
from my neck to my lower back, all air left me. I sank into the
darkness of my invading terror.

It wasn’t until I heard
the knocking on my door that I stirred once again. The lost man had
returned. I kept my eyes shut and mentally called out to him,
“Leave me alone.” But I noticed the knocking seemed gentler, more
hesitant. I opened my eyes and was greeted by the morning sun
showering me with its heat. I sat up and leaned against the door,
stretching the tightness away from my aching muscles. The
inquisitive knocking continued until I heard a muffled, “Martin?
Martin, are you all right?”

I smiled when I heard that
placid, Southern accent almost waltz through the door. I tried to
stand, but my legs were so stiff I fell hard on my behind. The keys
rattled, the lock was unlocked, and the door lightly shoved me
aside. Staring down at my reclining form was a wide-eyed Jimmy Ray,
whose nose was still red from his cold. “My God, Martin! What in
holy heavens happened to you?”

He helped me up, and as I
leaned on my desk, stabbing needles jabbed into my feet. I rubbed
some circulation throughout my legs, and I described to Jimmy Ray
what had been going on the last few days with the ghost. Although
he was attentive, he didn’t seem surprised or concerned in the
least. It wasn’t until I mentioned about approaching the sad man
that Jimmy Ray’s good-natured, relaxed demeanor quickly stiffened.
“You did what?”

His personality changed so
abruptly it took a moment or two to take it in. He was not only
scared, he appeared outraged. “I had no choice, Jimmy Ray. He was
suffering.”

“I thought I told you not
to acknowledge those things. Just let them go on their
journey.”

“I have. The only problem
is this particular passenger seems to have a return ticket. He just
keeps repeating the same trip over and over again.”

He flustered, “Well, you
should have followed my instructions to the letter.”

I held my head. “He lasted
longer than three days, Jimmy Ray. Chances are he’ll come
here instead of the
supply room.” I thought for a moment. “Maybe I should just move in
there. I won’t be able to get any work done during the evening if
you fall ill again. He’ll just distract me with the
banging.”

He shook his head. “No,
absolutely not!”

My frustration grew as I
stood up and yelled, “Then what the hell should I do?” It was at
this point Jimmy Ray’s annoyance turned into a kind of secretive
discomfort. The Santa Claus Man’s rosy color yellowed. He remained
quiet, and I could tell it wasn’t due to the fact he didn’t know
the answer. “Jimmy Ray, why can’t I move in there?” His discomfort
turned to shame as he avoided my look entirely by looking at the
floor. “I want the key.”

He popped up his head.
“The what?”

“I want the key to that
room. I want to see what’s inside.”

He just stood there, right
in front of my desk, in shock. He smiled uneasily. “Martin, it’s
just a storage area.”

“Then give me the key.”
When he clenched his hands a couple of times, I continued, “You
know who he is, don’t you?” No response. “Are you going to answer
my question?”

He closed his eyes in
resignation. He dipped into the vest pocket of his three-piece suit
and pulled out his key ring. He was quite composed as he removed
one key from the batch and almost reverently placed it on my desk.
“Go inside the room, and then we’ll talk.” He turned around and
left my office.

For a minute, I just
stared at the key. It shone with the soft brilliance of the
sunlight. A gentle breeze moved the tree branches outside my
window, occasionally blocking out the beams and submerging the key
in darkness. The key seemed to be winking its golden eye at me. On
for five seconds, off for two. On, off, on, off. I finally picked
up the key, still warm from the sunlight. I walked into the
corridor and, as expected, both doors were unmarked. I unlocked the
supply room and went inside.

The office was bare except
for the wooden paneling on the walls, the window that shared the
same mountain-view as my office, and approximately two hundred
holes of various sizes perforating the entire room, including the
ceiling. I could barely breathe. It was warm, stuffy, and gave off
a slight metallic odor. I squinted my eyes, examining all the tiny
cysts in the paneling. They looked to be made by nails, but it was
hard to tell. I did notice the walls were a lighter brown,
different from my office and Jimmy Ray’s. If they had the same
coloring, it would have been considerably harder to make them out.
But, then again, who would want to hang anything directly on wooden
paneling, rather than in between the black creases where it didn’t
ruin the wood?

I approached the left
corner of the office and the metallic odor was stronger. It also
had a hint of burnt powder. I focused on the holes in that corner
and discovered they were considerably tinier, scattered, and more
abundant. And the shade of the paneling looked darker. Almost like
rust.

I bolted out of there.
Jimmy Ray’s office was wide open, and he sat behind his desk,
wiping his moist brow with a handkerchief. When he saw my excitable
state, he motioned me to one of the chairs. After I sat down, he
loosened his tie and unbuttoned the top button of his shirt. In the
months that I knew him, this was the first time I had ever seen him
sweat.

He smiled sadly. “Have you
ever seen Cat on a Hot Tin
Roof, Martin? The one with Paul Newman?”
When I nodded, he continued, “People compare me to Burl Ives. I
always found him rather blustery, physically overdoing how the heat
got to him. Sweating nonstop.” He chuckled. “I mean, not all fat
people have to sweat in buckets. I do just fine in the heat. I
thought he was just a theatrical ham.” The chuckling faded and his
haunted blue eyes stared into space. “Now, I’ve come to realize he
wasn’t overacting. It wasn’t the heat that got to him; he was
nervous as hell portraying the role of a lifetime.”

I looked at my superior
for a moment, allowing him his calming silence. I asked, “The
headless man. He used to work here, didn’t he? And that was his
office?” More silence. “Was he my predecessor?”

He turned his attention
back to me. His glazed eyes quickly sharpened to attention.
“Actually, he was the one before your predecessor. A grim fellow
named Kenneth Sheldon. No wife, no friends, no life, really. Only
his job here. And, my God, he was good at it. He reminded me so
much of you, filled with authentic compassion for his patients.
Very reserved and private man. He was even skittish about the
spirits he encountered. Refused to talk about it. But even so, he
was adored while he was alive and he was mourned when he took his
own life.”

“He blew his head
off.”

He nodded. “Both barrels
of a shotgun, right in his own office. He’s been hovering around
ever since.”

“The holes, besides the
ones caused by the shotgun?”

He stopped mopping his
forehead and placed the handkerchief in his vest pocket. “That was
your immediate predecessor’s doing: a Hispanic fellow who would
often mutter prayers in his native tongue.” He fidgeted in his
chair. “Those holes were made by the crucifixes he
hung.”

My breath caught after
hearing this. “Even on the ceiling!”

“He was an extremely
religious Catholic. He thought they would keep Sheldon out. And to
a certain extent, they did. Unfortunately, they didn’t prevent that
damned scratching and banging on the door. Drove the poor man mad
and he left without packing away his belongings. I placed them all
in storage, waiting for him to claim them. He never did.” Jimmy Ray
rubbed his hands together, leaned forward, and whispered, as though
the ghost could hear, “Martin, no matter how much I try filling in
those damn holes, they reappear the next morning!”

I shook my head and stared
out the window. As always, the daisies and daffodils peeked inside
with innocent curiosity. I turned back to him. “Have you tried
talking to him?”

A blank look appeared on
his face. “What’s the point? He’s dead.”

“Jimmy Ray, the fact he
responded to me—a stranger—proves there might be a way to help
guide him.”

“ ‘Help guide him?’ ” He
chuckled uneasily and held his hands out as though he were talking
to a small child. “Martin, I don’t know if you are aware of the
present circumstances, but allow me to enlighten you to the
obvious: the man has no head!
Dead or alive, I strongly doubt he would be able
to hear us!”

I straightened up in my
chair and looked at Jimmy Ray. Denial and shame started to seep
into his eyes. There was a type of apathy in the tone of his voice
that disturbed me even more. These were traits of past funeral
directors I worked with. “I can’t believe this. You always kept
stressing the importance of helping people who are
suffering.”

He glared at me. “When
they are alive,
Martin. When they are alive! The only time we help the dead is by
making sure their remains are presentable to their loved ones
before they’re either buried or cremated. Assisting the needs of
some befuddled spirits goes considerably beyond our limitations.
They have to find their own way. The fact Kenneth hasn’t is an
unfortunate situation. But by trying to help him, you are not only
giving that lost soul some sense of false hope, you’re also losing
your sense of priority: the duty to your patients. He is not your
patient, Martin.” Jimmy Ray looked sternly as he allowed me to
absorb what he said. And I did, just not in the way he hoped. “Now,
I am going to stress this again: ignore Kenneth. Whether you see
him during the day—if he does show up during that time. After the
stunt you pulled, who knows—or during the night shift when you have
to cover for me, you will not acknowledge him. As time goes on, he
will find the way.”

“Like he did before he
committed suicide?”

He almost grumbled,
looking exactly like Burl Ives. “Well, I’m back. So, he is none of
your concern.”

He settled back into the
embrace of his leather chair; his stern business face switched back
to his usual jovial self with a type of swiftness I found too
unsettling. So disillusioned to my environment here. I wanted to
quit on the spot, but there are my patients to consider, including
one in particular. “Actually, Jimmy Ray. I want to continue working
the night shift.”

He cocked an eyebrow with
suspicion. “Martin.”

I raised my hand up in
reassurance. “You were absolutely right about how to handle
Sheldon. But what happens if you get sick again? I shouldn’t allow
my feelings to get in the way of your business. I need to do this
until I’m used to his actions. I won’t even notice them at all.” I
paused, then added, “I need to grow up, Jimmy Ray. To learn to
build up my armor against these inconveniences.”

Jimmy twisted a pen around
his plump fingers. He stared at me, deep in thought. Then, a smile
appeared on his round, Santa Claus face. “Okay, Martin. You sold
me. I’m still a little under the weather, so I will give myself a
break while you solve this problem of yours.” He placed the pen
down and looked at me with pride. “I do admire the way you’re
facing your fear, my boy. I know you will do just fine.”

I smiled back, but my
stomach was brewing with acid. Jimmy Ray’s charisma turned sour on
me and I loathed the façade I was putting up for him. But it was a
necessary evil. It was the only way I could continue with my duties
as a healer, both for my patients during the day, and hopefully,
for a lost man named Kenneth Sheldon during the night.

9:00 p.m arrived. Byrne Brothers was
empty. I didn’t have any music playing, and my office door was wide
open. I wanted him to feel completely welcome, showing no signs he
was being alienated in any way. And when I saw the lost man in the
shadows hovering around my doorway once again, this time without
the large stomp of his shoes, I knew my assumptions were
correct.

He waited in the hallway.
He didn’t raise his hands to bang on the door, nor did he walk in
uninvited. He just stood passively outside until I made the first
move.

I felt the vibrations of
hurt about him, the pain of his entrapment. I stood up and walked
to the front of my desk. “Please come in, Kenneth.” He took one
cautious step beyond the threshold of my office, then another. The
burnt flesh on his neck seemed bloodier. The spinal fluid floated
more in abundance above his body. He was only three feet away from
me until he stopped, his hands clenching and unclenching, leaning
on one foot, then another. I didn’t even need to see the impatience
of his behavior; I could sense it. “I want to help you, but I don’t
know how. What can I do?”

He ceased all actions,
maintaining a type of absolute immobility that seemed as though he
were a three-dimensional hologram frozen in a still-frame. With
extreme care, he lifted his hands and attempted to reach out to me.
I waited for him to make contact, but when his fingertips were only
mere inches from me, he stopped. He moved his hands back and tried
to touch me again. Still, he felt resistance, as though a shield
were around me. A low growl came from his missing head and he
pushed against whatever was around me.

“What? What do you need?”
He kept molding his hands around me, trying to find any opening. I
had an idea. “Kenneth, what would you like me to give to you? Point
it out.”

He stopped in mid-action
as before. He lowered his left hand and pointed toward my left
shoulder with his right. I looked down.

A single strand of my
hair.

I peeled it off my suit
and Kenneth’s hand shook with excitement. I held the strand out for
him. A small exhale was released from him and his hand made contact
with the strand.

Blue, caterpillar-sized
filaments of electricity appeared and began to crawl around our
fingers, with the hair-strand serving as their bridge. The
stimulation was incredible as every cell in my body awoke with a
sense of vitality I had never felt before. I looked up and saw his
head beginning to take some kind of shape. But the electric charge
ended and the only thing remaining was a hollow outline. We both
opened our fingers and the hair-strand, which was now slightly
blackened, fell uselessly to the floor. He groaned with
disappointment. The outline of his head went from the strand to me.
He spread out his arms in a pleading manner.

Receiving this silent call
for help, I dug into my pants pockets and grabbed my pocketknife.
The blade was two inches long, but it was enough for what I needed
to do. I pinched a lock of my hair and sliced it off. Kenneth
rocked side to side with excitement. I held the lock tightly
between my fingers, preventing any strand from slipping away, and I
offered it to him.

His fingers touched my
gift and the electric caterpillars turned into snakes, slithering
throughout our bodies. It wasn’t painful, but the energy surge was
so sudden and intense that we arched our backs simultaneously. We
exhaled as the charge maintained its kinetic drive, exciting both
of our essences to the core. Oh, yes. I felt how he was reacting as
well. This symbiosis continued a few more seconds until it slowly
faded into diminishment.

After regaining my
bearings, I finally met Kenneth in his entirety. He was still in
the form of a shadow, but his head was complete: full head of white
hair, white mustache, and blue eyes which, even in the dark of
night, sparkled with relief. He smiled, bowed in thanks and
vanished. I knew this was the last time he would be here. I
couldn’t feel him at all, especially any emotional residue. I ran
out of my office and approached Kenneth’s. I unlocked and opened
the door, turned on the light and went inside.

All the holes were gone.
The darkened corner was now the same color as the rest of the
walls.

I laughed and clapped my
hands in triumph. I returned to my office and called Jimmy Ray.
After five rings, a tired, yet cordial voice answered, “Jimmy Ray
Byrne.”

“I did it, Jimmy Ray. I
helped Kenneth find the way.”

A long pause. Then, he
answered with contained excitement, “You did? How?”

“It doesn’t matter. Let’s
just say don’t be surprised when you see Kenneth’s office clean of
any holes or stains.”

A robust laughter.
“Martin, my lifesaver! Or I should say, my soul saver!” More
laughter. “Thank you very much.”

“See you tomorrow.” We
hung up and I collapsed in my chair, wondering if I had enough
energy to return home.

Of course, I did indeed
return without any difficulties. I slept well, so I was in a spry
mood when I walked up to the funeral home. The lavender was potent
and the other flora was awake to greet the beaming sunshine. I also
saw Jimmy Ray on the porch, leaning against one of the support
beams with a carefree look about him. He was gazing at the cloud
formations in the horizon. I climbed up the steps, turned around
and decided to follow his lead by placing down my briefcase,
leaning against the support beam opposite Jimmy Ray, and stared at
the beauty of the morning. “Good morning, Jimmy Ray.”

“Good morning, Martin,” he
said dreamily.

“How are you
feeling?”

“Much better, thank you.
How about yourself, especially after what you went through last
night?”

I chuckled. “The best I
have felt in a long time.”

Out of the corner of my
eye, I noticed him nodding his head. “Good. It’s important for you
to retain that kind of vigorous optimism.” He paused as he breathed
in and sighed peacefully. “Martin?”

“Yes, Jimmy
Ray?”

“There are dead people
walking around in my mortuary.”

I whipped my head to him.
“What?”

He pointed his thumb
toward the door.

I turned around and
squinted through the front window, but couldn’t see a damn thing
because of the blinds. I opened the door and gasped, “Oh my
God!”

The house was brimming
wall to wall with ghosts. Some died clean deaths, showing no
injuries during their demise. And some died, for lack of a better
term, messy deaths, ranging from slashes, gunshot wounds, to burn
victims. All were a variety of ages, sizes and colors, and all
stared at me as though I was their attending physician. But none
approached me; they knew it was pointless to try. And how their
despair rained on my being. One person was painful enough, but
hundreds was almost debilitating. It nearly crippled me.

I slammed the door and
turned toward Jimmy Ray, who now had his back to the scenery and
scowled at me. “Would you mind telling me what the hell you did
last night?”

“Who are they?”

He gave a tired sigh. “I
recognize most of them as past decedents. Apparently, dear old
Kenneth gave them a referral.”

I held my head with both
hands, trying to grasp the scope of my action last night. “What can
we do?”

“We won’t do anything. But you will. This is not my problem,
Martin. I will not acknowledge anything that is not relevant to my
God-given purpose here on Earth. Whatever you did, my place of
emotional healing is now saturated with lost souls who desire your
spiritual flashlight to guide them across the River of Sorrow. And
you better row that boat pretty damn quick.” I was about to comment
until he raised a hand. “I don’t want any explanations, Martin.
Until you solve this, I have to close the place down so the rumor
mill doesn’t pick up what’s going on here. And I will not return
until you tell me the coast is clear.” He took out a notepad and
pencil. As he was writing, he added, “Much to my chagrin, I had to
refer the Keller and Lennox services to another funeral
home.”

“What did you tell
them?”

He finished scribbling and
placed both articles back into his vest pocket. “We had a small
structural problem with the facility, which will be rectified shortly. Won’t it,
Martin?” He then spun around indignantly and walked
away.

I just stood there, hands
still holding my head, stunned. There was nothing to do but attend
to my patients.

I went inside, and the
throng of the departed gazed at me with enthusiasm. For the first
time in my life, I had to use all of my willpower to shield their
emotions away.
There was no choice. The white noise of it would have been too
much. And I needed to be functional for what I had to do. I took a
deep breath and asked, “What do all of you want?”

Of course, they all
pointed—with their fingers and, in some cases, their feet—at my
head.

I sighed with resignation
as I walked through the lobby and chapel. All of the spirits
avoided contact by stepping aside, creating a path for me, until I
reached the doorway that led downstairs to the lab. I told them to
stay, and when I opened the door, more ghosts popped out.
Apparently, there wasn’t enough room in the lab to hold them all,
so the excess just lingered about the stairs. Why they didn’t just
go through the walls and stay there, I had no idea. I just stood at
the door in amazement.

After about thirty minutes
of navigating around a mob of the most pitiful-looking spirits I
have ever seen, I finally obtained a pair of scissors and an
electrical hair clipper. I made my way back to my office, where it
too was overflowing with patients. I ushered all of them out and I
announced loud enough where, hopefully, everyone in the house heard
me, “I will help you one at a time, and only one! We must make this
precise! If we don’t, some of you will be stranded here!” There
were some groans and I held up my hand to silence them. “Don’t
start! It’s going to take a while, so stop complaining! All of you
have a chance to be free! Just do as I say and everyone will be
able to leave.”

The moans turned into
cheers as I, scissors in hand, allowed my first patient into my
office.

Twelve hours later, after
the last spirit faded away on her journey, I collapsed on the
floor. My whole body was aching. I stared listlessly at the
ceiling, feeling spent and ravaged. But I was successful; every
stubble on my head was used to free all the spirits within the
house.

I shifted my attention to
the floor. A small mound of charred hair lay before me. Who
would’ve known how useful hair was. I couldn’t help but chuckle at
the scene. I stood up and brought out a broom and dustpan. I swept
up and disposed the remains, thanking God that the job was done. I
called an irritable Jimmy Ray and informed him all of the spirits
were on their way. He grumbled an incoherent response before
hanging up.

I had a late start the
following morning. But I didn’t rush. I showered and shaved, had my
breakfast, and I arrived at the funeral home with a smile and the
sun warming my newly bald head. Jimmy Ray was waiting for me on the
porch again. He saw my head and asked with a raised eyebrow,
“Trying a new look I see, Martin.”

I chuckled, “They’re all
gone, Jimmy Ray. I’m so sorry. It won’t happen again.”

He cleared his throat.
“Unfortunately, it has. Just a lesser quantity.” I was drained at
the news. I was about to respond until he raised a hand and said,
“Just take care of it.” He walked away, shaking his
head.

I tentatively opened the
door to see thirty spirits waiting in the lobby. The only
difference was they seemed younger than the previous group, mostly
in their teens. They all stared up at me, almost calling out for
help. I felt their restriction, their desperation, their
hope.

I raised my hands in
surrender. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have any more to give.” I
pointed at my bare head for emphasis. “You’ll have to wait until it
grows back.”

The crying and wailing
began. It was so deafening I had to cover my ears. When it became
intolerable, I screamed, “All right. Wait a moment.” I stood there
as these young, hopeful eyes bored down on me. I began to sweat and
my shirt stuck to my body. It was when I pulled at my shirt to air
it out that I discovered my solution. I bolted to my office,
grabbed my scissors, and clipped a small lock of my chest
hair.

The first patient was a
teenage girl and when she approached me, I offered my lock to her.
She reached over to me, her hand stopped. Like Kenneth, something
repelled her from contact. She began to cry and I said, “I don’t
know what I can give you.”

She sniffled a couple of
times before forming a pair of scissors with her right index and
middle finger and used them to cut her left pinky off.

As her spectral digit
floated in the air, my entire body froze. I actually shivered. “I
can’t do that. There has to be another way.”

She lowered her hands and
her eyes welled up with tears. She mouthed the word,
“Please.”

I gritted my teeth at this
whole debacle. I stood there, conflicted, for one hour. I would,
without hesitation, sacrifice for my patients. But what they
requested was so unthinkable that I couldn’t take the overload
anymore. I ran outside, locked the front door, drove home and
sealed myself inside for the rest of the day.

And the next day. And the
next.

I ignored all phone calls,
especially the ones from Jimmy Ray. I shut out all who attempted to
take whatever they wanted from me. But their suffering lingered. They
didn’t even need to actually follow me back; their emotional
residues fastened themselves on my conscience and fed my guilt. I
even considered severing the digits off from the most recently
departed we had. I was so ashamed for even thinking of such an
action. By the third day, I couldn’t take it anymore. They were my
responsibility, my patients. I returned and met the lost, mournful
spirits once again. Their eyes pleaded for release. I went down to
the lab and found what I needed.

A pair of spring-action
bone clippers. If I was going to do this, I had to make it quick
and as painless as possible.

Unlike the previous day,
taking care of all thirty of them lasted for only two hours. But,
by damned, the pain was excruciating, even with the quick-action
bone cutters. I was surprised I lasted through the entire process.
After the last ghost faded away, I immediately went to the hospital
and stayed there overnight. The pinky and ring finger on my left
hand did the trick. Unfortunately, the digits were so charred they
couldn’t be stitched back on. I told the doctors I lost them in an
acid spill. It was a weak reason, but they believed me. As far as
the shock is concerned, I was so depleted I barely had enough in me
to call Jimmy Ray from the hospital room and let him know the house
was clean. I didn’t even hear a response; I just hung up and
drifted in comfortable slumber.

I returned home and
checked my message machine. When I heard the grave voice of Jimmy
Ray indicating I should come to the house, I knew my job wasn’t
over yet.

I arrived there and
outside was Jimmy Ray, once again leaning against the support beam.
But he wasn’t pleasantly looking at the skies, nor was he
displaying his annoyance to the disruption. His face was gray and
his eyes deep and glassy.

I asked, “Don’t tell me
they’re more.”

“Only one,” he said as he
walked away in a daze.

I opened the front door
and, to my relief, I was greeted with emptiness. I walked around
the chapel, the lab, Jimmy Ray’s office, nothing. I knew the most
obvious place to search would have been my office. I loathed the
idea of going there. But there was no point in avoiding it anymore,
especially when I heard my departed patient cry.

The infant was lying on my
desk, dressed in pink pajamas, arms and legs wiggling up and down
and all around. On the surface, there were no injuries, thank God.
But here she was, waiting for me to help. I reluctantly took the
cutters, breathed in deeply, paused, and clipped off the left
middle finger. God, the sounds of the bone being cut, and
especially the sensations of each raw nerve being severed. All
colors left my vision and I shook my head, trying not to pass out.
I hissed and growled, channeling the pain into an exhale. I focused
my breathing even more and grabbed the sterile bandages, trying to
figure out what to say at the hospital. After I wrapped the bloody
stump, with great difficulty I held the severed finger out to the
infant girl.

She didn’t take
it.

My heart raced. I tried to
remain conscious as I gently pleaded, “I did all that I could do.
What more do you want? I can’t chop any more off!”

She stopped moving and
looked directly at me. Then, by some force of nature a live infant
would have no ability to do, she showed me what needed to be done.
After she was finished, I then understood what happened to Kenneth
Sheldon, the man who loved to help the suffering. The man who also
had sapphire eyes. The man who, like me, had no choice when it came
to his patients.

Have I regretted my
decision? Absolutely not. Do I grieve? Yes, I do. But when I
remember that little girl in her pink pajamas smiling and waving at
me before she faded away, the grief was balanced out by my
satisfaction, the same kind of satisfaction only a healer could
feel.

I usually linger around my
office these days; this is the same place where I saved all of my
patients, after all. And yet, I’m not as restricted here as Kenneth
was. I can move anywhere and anytime. I didn’t leave a huge mess.
Yes, the blood from the slashes to my wrists created stains on the
floor and the desk. But Jimmy Ray easily carpeted over the former
and replaced the latter. In fact, nothing seemed to bother Jimmy
Ray and my replacement very much as they strolled on in for the
first time, ignoring the spirit standing before them.

The Santa Claus man
cheerfully said, “So, you can see, Jacob, our philosophy here at
Byrne Brothers is to help heal our patients with their loss, while
at the same time, prepare their departed loved ones with the
respect they deserve.” He paused as he looked at his guest
directly. “But another reason why you are the perfect candidate for
the job is I felt your twenty-five years of experience as a funeral
director can help accomplish what ... inexperienced individuals
have failed to do.”

Jacob, who was a fit
middle-aged man with black hair and graying sideburns, chuckled and
said, “As a person who’s seen—and successfully ignored—these
apparitions throughout my life, I can assure you any spiritual
happening that occurs here will not affect my work in any
way.”

Jimmy Ray beamed as he
patted his colleague on his arm. “You have no idea how relieved I
am to hear that, Jacob.” He then left my replacement alone at his
office.

One month went by and
Jacob Richmond proved to be a top-notch funeral director. He is
well organized with the books, he is extremely talented in Mortuary
Science and, most importantly, he cares for all of his
patients.

Except me, of course. And
I’m standing here right now, with Jacob working at his desk,
looking down, avoiding my stare. Oh yes, I stare at him. I wait. I
long for him to acknowledge me, to realize I need his help. I need
his understanding. I need his compassion and sympathy, the same
kind every funeral director should possess for his patients,
whether they are alive, dead, or something beyond.

I am curious, though. Up
until now, I don’t know what color his eyes are. I’ve always been
in a position where they seem to be just out of my reach. I tried
grabbing a glimpse a few times, but he always wears shaded lenses.
Not now, though. He broke them two days ago and has to settle for
clear lenses. I so want to discover if his eyes are the same kind
as Kenneth’s and mine. Because if they are ...

Ah, he pauses at his work.
He sensed me before, but now he feels the compulsion, the hunger,
the desire to acknowledge the person who shares the office with
him. He places his pen down. He’s about to look up, and I will soon
know if his eyes are so blue they shine gloriously like sapphires.
Maybe they will shine like a surging river reflecting the sunlight,
the same surging River of Sorrow Jimmy Ray mentioned during our
first meeting together. And on that river, a boat would sail away,
carrying both healer and his patient toward their own
finality.

 



In His House

 


Centuries after The Event,
he tried his damnedest to get rid of the house.

Curling up on the floor,
he wrapped his arms around his head and pulled at his hair, sealing
his ears with an airtight efficiency. He shut his eyes with such
determined pressure white flashes appeared under his lids. He
pressed his legs against his chest, almost folding within himself.
Tears began to seep. He attempted to dream, to visualize, to
imagine he was anywhere except inside that
house. He tried to conjure a memory from
his past: a dense forest, a lush field of roses, or even a
sun-drenched beach whose ocean waves pummeled the coastline with an
endless, vigorous pulse. Places that had infinite space, no
boundaries, absolute freedom.

But he saw only blackness.
His mind’s eye couldn’t conjure any pleasant memory, for it would
require a past to perform such a function. Ever since The Event
occurred, most of his memory was wiped clean. He wasn’t the only
one; it happened to the other tenants as well. He would get a flash
here or there of who he was, or what encounters he had experienced.
But they only created more confusion, more uncertainty. There were
only two constant, two unquestionable facts: everyone remembered
their names, and the house will always be there for
them.

He opened his eyes,
breaking the mucus-layered crust around his lids. His room was a
twenty-by-twenty box that had all of the necessities: his mattress,
a worn-out sofa chair facing a boarded-up window, a sink which
produced the only clean water in the building, a hand-sized
glass-shard dagger whose bottom was wrapped with a cloth, and the
standard food generator, producing the appropriate sustenance for
each tenant. Three times a day, for who knows how many years since
The Event, his generator always created a bowl of oatmeal and a
glass of lemon water. And yet, he maintained his lean, never
emaciated form.

He stretched his stiff
body and threw his black sneakers over his bare feet. Before he
opened the door he heard tiny clinking sounds emanating from one of
his walls. On the other side was Leech, his neighbor with the crazy
red eyes. Leech was indeed mad. He possessed all of the money in
the world—what was left of it—and locked himself in his room the
day after The Event. That was the only time anyone saw what Leech
looked like. Clink, clink,
came the counting of the coins, which always woke him during the
darkest moments of the evening. Leech never uttered a
sound.

He opened the door and
entered the dim lobby of what was used to be a boarding house. The
only illumination came from the avocado-green sunlight shining
through the doorway window, aftereffects courtesy of The Event.
Even during the nighttime, all the lightbulbs were of the same
sickly green-color tintage. Mr. Lyons wouldn’t provide any other
kinds of light coloration. He had that prerogative; he was the
landlord of the house. Stairs were on his right, and the wide
entryway to his left led to the kitchen where Manny T resided. How
he hated passing by the kitchen, where the mountainous blob of
black flesh expelled horrendous clouds of gas from his intestinal
orifice. And he always honked that staccato, car-horn laugh of
his: Hee hee hee hee hee
hee. The creature was indeed proud of the
displeasure he caused his fellow tenants.

He tiptoed along the
wooden floor, praying he didn’t step on any loose board that would
wake Manny T. Gentle step here, another one further toward the
door. Right after The Event, Manny T had the look of a CEO for a
multimillion dollar corporation: athletic, well groomed, suave, and
an impeccable dresser wearing an expensive suit, watch, and a
diamond-studded earring. But the years at the house had indulged
the bald man to a variety of exotic cuisines. Increased appetite
turned ravenous as Manny’s human form ballooned out to at least
three tons, slowly ripping his suit to shreds and pinning his legs
beneath him. And then his second head grew, which, oddly enough was
always in a state of constant slumber, even during the most violent
moments inside the house. Manny couldn’t move because of his
expanding girth, so the house had adapted to his needs by creating
little servant droids to deliver his food. All that was left of his
humanity were his bald heads and flipper-like arms which were
attached to a mound of blubber and fat, making him look like a pile
of two-headed shit that suddenly became animate with some kind of
unholy energy. From the viewpoint of the other tenants in the
house, that energy was a type of flatulence which often tidal-waved
into the lobby and rose to the second level, taking forever for it
to dissipate. Those tenants who didn’t have their doors closed or
who were caught in the lobby often passed out from the vile stench.
It was a literal breath of relief to everyone when he
slept.

He focused on the blob’s
closed eyes. He wasn’t worried about the second head; it was
comatose to everything. But Manny T’s dominant head concerned him.
He took a few steps forward until he froze at the noise coming from
the second floor above him. He turned around and looked fearfully
at the doorways of his upstairs neighbors. The room above his own
belonged to Cainye and his new girlfriend of one week, Kat. Behind
the closed door were muffled feminine squeals and moans,
interspersed by the occasional profanity grunted by the neanderthal
Cainye. The sounds of bouncing bedsprings served as the background
love song to the animalistic voices. Minque’s room, which was above
Leech’s and next to Cainye’s, was open. He guessed she was probably
with them again. He cringed at the thought of all three of them
together. He shifted his attention back to the kitchen, waiting for
Manny to be awake. The dark blubbery mass quivered, but his eyes
remained shut. After a few more moments, he quietly darted out of
the house before the trio’s depravity finally penetrated the blob’s
fat-engorged ears.

He stepped off the shaded
porch and the green sunrays pummeled him without mercy. He shuffled
toward the perimeter of the safe lands. Geographic aftermaths
caused by The Event included an additional atmospheric layer that
somehow shielded all nurturing properties the sunlight had to
offer. The pleasant, refreshing orange-yellow rays were now
replaced by a constant dull-green daylight, starving all of the
topsoil constituting the property around the house. Whenever the
tenants ventured outside, the rays always hindered them, ultimately
driving them back into the shielded confines of their
sanctuary.

Another post-apocalyptic
development was a neverending sand tempest. Judging by the ferocity
of the storm, all of the survivors assumed everything had been
decimated outside of their perimeter and that the tempest covered
the entire globe except for their patch of bare land that was only
one mile in diameter. The atmospheric monster was in constant
perpetual motion, swirling and coiling around the area like a
hungry snake trying to find an opening to claim its food. For some
unknown defiance of logic, the storm couldn’t penetrate that area
of the world.

Dead center on the oasis
was the house.

He didn’t feel the rays
bear down on him hard as he did before. He felt more agile, his
movements less resistant. But the Ring of Pain was still present.
As long as he could remember, he had been experiencing an odd kind
of headache. He felt a pressure localized against his right temple.
Its shape was circular and hollow, as though a ring was being
pushed onto his skin. But every morning as he approached the
tempest, the pain subsided.

He stopped about ten feet
from the sand-blown chaos, unzipped his fly and relieved himself on
what he humorously called, “The Last Human Sandbox in the World.”
Since there were no workable sanitation facilities, all tenants
used the surrounding lands outside of the house. The urine
eventually dried up in the green sun, but the stink of the solid
refuse was so unbearable Francis—one of two friends he had at the
house—forced all disagreeable tenants to take the shovel that was
near the kitchen and throw their waste into the tempest.
Considering Francis’s violent demeanor, everyone conceded. Manny T
was the biggest mystery of all. With the exception of the vile gas,
he never urinated or defecated anymore. He asked Manny about this,
and the mountain of a man just smiled with his yellow eyes and
patted his blubbery body. His second head answered only with a
snore.

After he finished, he
kicked some sand on the dampness and faced the tempest. The winds
whipped and swirled against the perimeter. In the past, the tenants
experimented by inserting wooden poles into the storm, only to have
them ripped out of their hands to be chopped into shrapnel. Ever
since then, no one dared to even touch the membrane again. He
stared at its furious movements. The brown winds kicking up the
dust, dirt, and sand whirled around the safe lands, shrieking its
outrage. The shrieks turned into somber howls during its calmer
moments and its actions were less violent and more fluidic. He
closed his eyes and the howls turned into a low soothing drone. The
winds always beckoned him to enter. The day-by-day routine—waking
up, going outside to urinate or defecate, staring at the tempest,
then going back inside to face the constant taunts and attacks by
his fellow tenants—had been driving him to the point where death
seemed more preferable. Only Francis and Christine kept him sane,
although they often hinted it would be preferable to risk going
into the tempest than staying among the dreck of human
abominations. But the angry, untamed immensity of the tempest
created an equal measure of dread within him, an unthinkable fear
that there was a slim possibility entering the storm would be a
hell of a lot worse than his imprisonment.

He opened his eyes and dug
into his pocket, bringing out a photo he found two weeks ago, or
what may be approximated as two weeks ago. Kat was still living
with him at the time and when he woke up that fateful morning, he
discovered the picture underneath his glass shard. After seeing
what the picture was, he felt a type of awakening, a reemergence of
identity. A connection to his dim past.

He brought the picture up
to his face, blotting out the storm from his sight. She was still
there: a petite, black-haired young woman smiling back at the
camera. She stood in front of a grassy plain, with the sun shining
in its pure, mighty glory behind her like an aura. She was dressed
in a white, short-sleeved shirt, jeans and walking shoes, as though
she were about to take a stroll down the glade where she stood. Her
eyes were gray and narrow, yet appeared slightly sad. They didn’t
match her smile, displaying a type of pathos about her. Since the
first day he found the photo, he wanted to help, to rid whatever
ghosts haunted her. But he knew she was probably dead along with
the rest of the world. Where had it come from? He knew the others
would try to take it away from him, make fun of her, mock her. He
tried to keep his treasure a secret, even from his friends. He
almost succeeded.

“Not thinking about
leaving, are you?”

After hearing the timid
voice behind him, he gripped his photo tight, contemplating whether
or not to slip it inside his shirt. But it was pointless to hide
his find from the one person he told. He turned around and faced
his former companion. The day after The Event, Kat was a victim
even before the other tenants had any plans for her. She was a
slight girl in her twenties, but her unhealthy lanky body,
straight, greasy, blonde hair and hardened, unsmiling face made her
look considerably older. The last trailer trash to survive The
Event, Kat’s wide brown eyes showed only a soulless disregard for
any human life except her own, a type of neediness for approval.
Her eyes always maintained an air of deadness about them, even when
she smiled. It was this lifelessness that prevented any kind of
attraction for her, but it wasn’t enough for him not to feel pity.
Realizing how The Event mutated everyone in the house, he
volunteered to let her stay in his room. Both Francis and Christine
thought he was naïve; he knew they were right. Still, having a warm
body lying next to his took some of the cold away, made some of the
pain leave his head. Although she couldn’t stand the idea of him
possessing the photo—causing her to run to one of the lowest
creatures in the house—he continued to believe he did the right
thing for her.

Now, as she stood in front
of him wearing only a pink, cropped halter-top, hip-hugger pants
and a pinky ring on her right foot, he felt only disgust. There was
a shiner under her left eye that matched the bruising on her right
leg from yesterday’s game playing. She looked gradually thinner
with her nose being more prominent from her pointed face, and her
exposed navel looked withered. Above her navel was a tattooed
Chinese symbol. Below it was another tattoo: the English
translation written in cursive, Dreams.

She smiled with crooked
teeth. “You’ll be annihilated like the rest of the world. You’re
safe here, like the rest of us.”

“Lucky me.”

Her smile disappeared. She
would have actually looked compassionate if her soulless eyes
hadn’t shown a different, far less caring emotion. “We never spoke
after I left. That’s not right. We should talk about
it.”

“Your actions were enough,
Kat.”

“I never meant to hurt
you.”

“You used me.”

She shrugged. “Cainye’s
just stronger than you.”

He looked at her evenly.
“You’re his punching bag.”

Even under the sunlight,
he could tell she turned pale. “Strength’s more reliable than
kindness.” She made a novice attempt to hide the left side of her
face. She pointed to the object in his hand. “Besides, you’re not
alone. You have her.”

He carefully slid the
picture in his pocket. “I can’t throw away the last memory I
have.”

“Of what? You don’t even
know who she is.”

“She’s part of my past,
that’s what counts. You—all of you inside don’t even have that and
you want me to throw it away? If you really cared about me, you
would have let it alone and still be with me.”

Her eyes narrowed with
cruelty. “I care enough not to tell the others about her, yet you
still ignore me.”

“Come on, Kat. You only
care about yourself. You also envy me because I never had to
compromise a part of my soul because of fear. And I never ignored
you.”

Her brown, cow-like eyes
became darker than flint. “And I can’t share you.” Kat looked down
and breathed deeply. “Please. Doesn’t it bother you that another
man has me?”

“It was your choice. I
have no control over what you do.”

Kat faced him, and her
mutation became alive once again. Her irises blackened even more
into endless pits, swallowing the whites of her eyes. Her nose
enlarged into a fleshy beak and her crooked teeth yellowed and
curved into a snarl. “But you do,” she screeched, slowly
approaching him. “You drove me away because of her!”

He backed up, almost
feeling the wind of the tempest on his back. “Don’t, Kat. Please
don’t do this.”

Another voice called out,
“Leave him alone.”

Both tenants faced the
nine-year old girl standing right behind Kat. A typical picture of
innocence, Christine’s wavy, red hair was freshly brushed and
draped along her delicate shoulders. Her white dress with pink trim
was spotless and free from any wrinkles, just like the day he first
met her after The Event. Her petite legs were covered with white
stockings and her black patent-leather shoes still retained its
shiny reflective coat. Even the freckles on her cheeks seemed to
deflect the intrusive green sunlight and enhance her fragile
beauty. From Day One, the girl was an immortalized china
doll.

His heart was still
beating hard, only it changed from his threatened welfare to
possibly another confrontation between the two. Christine won the
last time, but she had a couple of lucky chances. She might not be
able to do so again. “Go inside, Christine.”

Her crystal-blue eyes
never strayed from Kat. “She wants to hurt you. She’s showing
herself again. The true ugly self.”

Kat stepped forward to the
little girl, her hands clenching into fists. “This isn’t me. It’s
what The Event did to me.”

A small, evil smile
appeared on Christine’s porcelain face. “And this is what The Event
did to me.” She raised her hands to her chest. Her fingernails grew
to foot-long talons where they ended in razor-sharp points. “I
would love to play again, Kat. Would you like your right shoulder
to match your left?” The older woman’s frightening composure
wavered. The scarring on her left shoulder still restricted its
movement. Her face shrunk back into its normal shape. Only her eyes
remained black. Christine noticed Kat hadn’t totally submitted and
she added, “Go back inside. Manny is about to fill the hallways
again so I would run if I were you.”

Kat’s pointed face
twitched upon the girl’s demands. She looked pleadingly at him; her
eyes returned to cow-brown once again. When he remained impassive,
she hissed and ran back to the house.

Christine glared at the
running figure as though she was targeting her next prey. As soon
as the door was shut, her claws shrunk back into her fingers. She
turned back to him, eyes wide with concern. “Are you
okay?”

“You didn’t have to do
that. I could’ve handled her.”

“Then why were you backing
into that,” she asked with a smirk, pointing at the
tempest.

He laughed, then walked
toward Christine. The closer he approached, the deeper his love for
his surrogate sister became. Every time he was in her presence, all
emotional poison seemed to be temporarily siphoned from him. He
felt that kind of relief from Francis as well. He stood in front of
her, stroking her silken hair. “What brings you out
here?”

“Francis wants you to see
him.”

He frowned. “He’s awake? I
didn’t hear any music this morning.”

“He’s working on a new
piece, and he feels music would be wrong for some reason.” She
paused, then added, “I saw you holding a picture earlier. You were
talking about it to Kat. What is it?” He pulled out the photo and
handed it to the girl. Christine studied it for a few seconds
before she nodded and returned it to him. “She looks pretty ... and
sad, too.”

He nodded as he placed the
photo in his pocket and they strolled back to the house.

“Thinking about leaving
again,” she asked.

He looked at her. “Don’t
you?”

For the first time since
he’s known her, Christine looked fearful. “I don’t want to go
alone.”

“You have
Francis.”

She turned to him; her
fear was replaced with a sad smile. “He won’t leave because of you.
And neither will I.”

He avoided her pointed
gaze and focused back to the house. He wished he didn’t need her
help, or from Francis, either. At least they could defend
themselves. He wanted to be like his friends, adapted for the New
Age of Man. Besides a partially erased memory, The Event physically
transformed his fellow tenants. Some can hide their mutations more
than others. Francis, Christine, and Kat—“Norms” as he would refer
to them—were those that can call upon it at will, yet can still
retain their full human appearance. Cainye and Minque—the
“Partials”—always displayed some physical mutations without losing
their total humanity. Although he only saw Leech once, he guessed
he fit into the “Norm” category. Manny T? A lost cause. Lyons? A
total mystery. Although never seen by anybody, the force bubble on
his door preventing intrusion was a good sign it was conjured by
the landlord himself. He doubted it was created by technological
means. He touched the bubble and although it didn’t harm him, the
shield had an organic feeling behind it, like it was indeed
connected to some malevolent presence.

Everyone was a physical
adaptation of The Event.

All except him.

He knew with each passing
day his normalcy made him a target for every monster residing in
that house. Only Francis and Christine’s protection had kept him in
tact, and that sort of helplessness crawled through his skin like
ants patiently digging through the earth.

He looked down at his
little protector. “How are you doing today?”

She frowned. “I’m feeling
perplexed.”

He smirked; the paradox
between her mature mind and child-like form was jarring at times.
“Okay, why are you feeling perplexed?”

Her delicate face seemed
to harden. “I found something strange in my room. It bothers
me.”

“If it bothers you, get
rid of it. Or have Francis help you.”

She shook her head. “It
bothers me because it’s ... mine, somehow. And I don’t remember
why.”

A chill made him rub his
arms. He thought about his photo, the same feelings he had. “What
is it?”

When they approached the
front door of the house, Christine beckoned him to bend down. When
he did, she whispered in his ear, “After you see Francis, come by
my room. He knows about it, too. I think it’s the reason why he
wants to see you.”

He nodded, and as they
entered the house, the Ring of Pain returned to full glory, causing
him to lean against the wall. Christine ran upstairs, and the
moment she reached the landing, she disappeared down the left wing
of the house where her and Francis’s rooms were. He straightened up
and tentatively breathed in the lobby air, recoiling from the
pungent odor of digested food. Fortunately, the gas must have been
present long enough to slightly dissipate. If it weren’t the case,
he would have been unconscious.

He started upstairs until
he caught sight of Manny, who gleamed a toothy smile as he called
out in a deep voice that seemed to resonate throughout the lobby,
“Ah, good morning, kind neighbor! And how are we doing
today?”

He stopped and gave a
small grin. “Well, I’ve been here for about twenty seconds and I
haven’t passed out or vomited yet. So, Manny, I’m doing
fine.”

Manny T beamed. “Yes,
well, I wish I can say the same for Cainye. He was standing where
you are until I released my Fog of Defense. It nearly knocked him
off his feet. Hee hee hee hee.” Tears from his eyes poured down his
bulbous cheeks as his body quivered with enjoyment. He shook his
head. “Ah, some people never learn, kind neighbor.” He paused as he
regarded his fellow tenant, almost examining him. “Before you visit
Picasso and that lovely Kewpie Doll, I was wondering if you could
spare a moment of your time.”

“Why?”

His eyes widened. “I would
very much like to talk to you. Anything wrong about
that?”

“You don’t talk; you
excrete.”

The mammoth heap laughed,
“I swear, the longer you have been here, the sharper your wit. It
cuts right to the bone.”

He chuckled. “With that
body of yours, I doubt anything could cut you to the
bone.”

Manny T’s laughter
continued until he calmed himself and answered, “My dear, kind
neighbor. Oh, how I do like you. But we need to converse about our
respective futures here because, believe it or not, they are
intertwined in more ways than one.”

“So talk.”

Manny T’s gigantic form
fidgeted. “This requires discretion. Enter my domain,” he said as
he beckoned him with his plump fingers.

He hesitated,
unconsciously tapping on the banister in thought. Although Manny
wasn’t aggressive like the others, that didn’t mean he was an ally.
He scowled at the obese tenant. “You let one loose and I’ll send
both Christine and Francis after you.”

Manny raised his fleshy,
adipose-saturated arms in surrender. The mound shuddered. “Now,
now. There is absolutely no reason to be hostile. Despite my
intimidating presence, I can be civil. You do not need to mention
your friends, especially your Kewpie Doll. My God, looks can be
deceiving.”

He grinned. “And obvious
to others.” He crept down the stairs and took each step toward the
kitchen with such care as though he was about to step on a
landmine. He paused a few times, waiting for Manny to release a
bomb. The odor from his last one still lingered, and the smells
from the blob’s body were adding more fuel to the olfactory fire.
He took off his shirt to cover his mouth and nose. When he was able
to breathe without difficulty, he entered the kitchen. The radius
from the outermost layer of Manny T’s belly to his spine was at
least ten feet, taking much of the thirty-by-thirty room. Each
flabby role looked like a gigantic step that served as a flesh
staircase up the organic pyramid called Manny T. And the big man’s
yellow-irised eyes gleamed like topazes. He glanced at Manny’s
sleeping twin, wondering if his eyes matched as well. “Okay,
talk.”

Manny steepled his
fingers. “I saw Kitty Kat run through here. She wasn’t particularly
happy.”

“She had to walk through
your stench. What do you expect?”

Manny T shook his finger
at his guest. “I can tell the difference between repulsion and
rejection, kind neighbor. And when I saw you and Kewpie Doll walk
in, I concluded there were some problems with Kat
again.”

He sighed. “What’s your
point?”

“My point is Kewpie Doll
and Picasso can’t protect you forever, no matter how hard you wish
for that to happen. Although I am immobile, I can see
and hear all, kind
neighbor. Cainye, Minque and Kat have been more determined to
perform some considerable damage to you. The reason, as you can
probably ascertain, is your aloof behavior. It is a type of
behavior which projects a subliminal message, a message which
states, to put it bluntly, that your shit smells better than the
rest of us. The fact you have no powers excites them even more to
the point where their violent reactions becomes almost Pavlovian.
Your friends will eventually drop the ball and no one will be able
to save you.”

He knew Manny T was right,
and he resented him for that. He rubbed his temple. “What do you
suggest?”

Manny T hesitated, then
spread his hands out in welcome, “Move in here with me. The house
generated that over there.” He pointed to a gas mask in the corner
of the kitchen. “My Fog of Defense will keep them at bay, you can
indulge in the exquisite cuisine the house prepares for me, and
whenever you leave the house, my domain is considerably closer than
where your friends reside. You will be safe here.”

He closed his eyes. “Bye,
Manny T.”

Manny waved his hands.
“Wait a minute! This is not a trick. I am not against
you.”

“You aren’t exactly
for me either.” He
looked at Manny’s eyes. It was easy to recognize an ulterior
motive. “What do you want in return?”

Manny T frowned. “My dear
neighbor, you wound me. I am only trying to do a good
deed.”

“Drop the act, Manny! What
do you want?”

Manny shrugged as he
looked down. He muttered, “Your company.” He turned to his guest,
his somber face deepened even more. “You may be vulnerable, but at
least you have your friends. I am a very powerful person here, but
I am also lonely. It would truly be a blessing to have someone here
to keep me company, talk to me.” He cleared his throat. “Maybe even
clean me up, massage me.”

His stomach churned. “I
won’t be your bitch.”

Manny raised his hands.
“No no! I do not mean that! I am just saying it would be nice to
have ... an actual friend.”

“You have him,” he said,
pointing at the sleeping head.

The big man turned to his
other half and scoffed. “He is as useless as my legs. I can never
wake him up. Maybe it’s just as well. We would probably fight over
the food.”

He laughed underneath his
crumpled shirt. “Maybe you should stop eating that garbage. That
might solve your problem.”

Manny’s face darkened; his
golden eyes flared. He forced a grin as he answered in a low,
measured voice, “Dearest neighbor, I am afraid I have to give you a
... a corrective interview on your assumption. The food
is—not—garbage. It is manna from heaven, a
gift from the house. I am eternally grateful to be blessed with
such treasures.”

He raised his hands to
calm the giant. “Hey, Manny, I understand.”

“No, I don’t think you
do,” he answered with a soft intensity. Manny T leaned forward, as
though he were about to roll on top of him. “The condition that I
am in right now is the price for the pleasures I savor and for the
power I will always have. Despite my lacking memory, I know I had
power and prestige before, and these gifts will assure that I will
continue to do so.” He began to drool, his polite smile transformed
into a look of hunger. “My problem does not lie with the food; it
is everyone’s lack of understanding, tolerance, and respect for
the position that I most certainly
deserve. So be aware of your place and the
language you utilize in my presence.”

He stepped back and
clenched his fists, trying to prevent them from shaking. Although
the fat man seemed calm, a fair amount of insanity was brewing
within his volcano-like body.

Manny T’s eyes diffused to
placidity. “Now, I am sure you are sympathetic to my frustration,
kind neighbor.”

He swallowed. “I certainly
am, Manny.”

The fat man beamed his
usual, welcoming smile. “What I am offering you is a safe haven, a
merger that will benefit both parties. It will be a better life, I
assure you. So, kind neighbor, what do you say?”

He paused, more out of
courtesy to Manny T rather than actually contemplating the offer.
He shook his head. “Thank you, Manny. But I’ll be okay.”

He left the kitchen, and
as he approached the stairs, he kept waiting for Manny T to
respond, whether it would be cheerful or full of outrage. Instead,
he was greeted with an unexpected, uncharacteristic silence. But it
was an answer just the same.

He climbed the stairs and
the moment he reached the landing, he saw Minque slink from her
room to the railing. Her black crinkly hair, emerald eyes and toned
body could drive any man to sell his soul to possess such a
creature. She moved like a stripper, or simply maybe someone who
was so comfortable with her body every movement had only two
purposes: to exhibit and to lure. None of the others knew what she
did before The Event, but soon after it happened, her movements and
her form were accentuated. She was still human in all aspects
except for the pointed ears, the fox-like tail, and a thin coat of
fur that covered her entire body. Her speech composed mainly of
whines, barks, and growls, and her canines became longer and
considerably pointier than the typical human’s. Her sex drive
exceeded the average of any
life form, so much so she doesn’t sleep, and her
room is the only one that doesn’t have a food generator. He soon
realized every time Minque had sex with anyone, her dark, nubile
form seemed to be revitalized.

Dressed in a tight red
t-shirt and denim shorts, her green-eyed gaze stopped him in place
on top of the stairs. He never had her before, and considering whom
she’s been with, he never will. But he was always tempted by her
presence, clothed or not. Her pelt glistened with sweat, and spots
of dampness appeared on various parts of her shirt, especially
where her nipples had conveniently become erect. She prowled toward
him, lips revealing a lustful grin, canines going up and down, tail
whipping from side to side. She dragged the nails of her left hand
across the railing until it met with the banister, pausing, then
reached out to him.

He knocked her hand away,
causing her to yelp. “Back off, Minque. I heard you with Cainye and
Kat earlier. Go play with them.”

She held her paw; eyes of
lust turned into anguish as she peeled up her sweat-soaked shirt.
Strips of fur were ripped off, revealing fresh red scarring just
below her full breasts, each pierced with a nipple ring.

He muttered a curse under
his breath, then shook all pity away. She was a volunteer after
all. “I thought you liked playing rough.”

Minque softly growled as
she shook her head and lowered her shirt. Both stared at each
other; hers displayed a deep longing. She then whined, retreated to
her room, and slammed the door.

Breathing in deeply with
relief, he turned from the center landing and went to the left wing
of the second level. Both doors were on the right, and after he
passed Christine’s closed door, he walked into Francis’s open one,
which lead him into a world of artistic glory that consistently
stimulated his sight, smell, and in most cases, hearing. In the
past, the painter always worked to the sounds of hard rock
music—boom box and CDs courtesy of the house. Now, only the soft
caresses of his brush strokes were heard. Scents of oil and acrylic
paints pushed away the stink of Manny’s expulsions. He could almost
detect a slight odor of alcohol emanating from the rows and rows of
unopened beer bottles that were lined up and placed on top of each
other against one of the walls. From his calculation, Francis was
one row away from finishing his ten-foot-tall
masterpiece.

But the fact that Francis
hadn’t had one drop of the alcohol was what drew him to the painter
even more. During the early times of the New Age of Man, he became
the first and only person to taste Francis’s brew, and by God was
it good! After praising its bouquet and flavor, he kept pushing his
friend to drink away. Francis only shook his head, answering, “If
it’s that good in a place like this, then it’s no good at all.”
After Francis recapped the bottle and placed it on the wall, both
men heard a noise behind them. They faced the food processor,
which, on its own accord, produced a bottle of sparkling soda, the
painter’s true source of nutrition. From that point on, whenever
Francis required nourishment, he would hit the food processor key:
first came the beer, which was placed on the wall, then came the
water. After that day, Francis persuaded his friend not to drink
anymore. He often wondered with all of that luscious beer if
Francis was even tempted. He imagined so, but he knew this kind of
ever-constant restraint just added to Francis’s strength and
vigilance.

He turned from the
glass-bottle mosaic on the wall to the works Francis had painted
over the years, each of which had captured an important moment
inside the house. Beginning with The Event, where the Earth was
bathed with an unholy green light. Another was an acrylic snapshot
of the Earth as it is now: a world covered with brown, diseased
clouds, except for the sandy oasis where they lived. The house in
the center of that tan-colored eye served as its haunting pupil. He
also created dark portraits of the tenants themselves. There was
Minque and her enhanced sex organs, which glistened from the juices
of her pleasures. There was also the muscular Cainye, with his
blood-soaked claws and lupine head. Kat was portrayed as a scared
little teenager, hiding in a corner surrounded by shadow. There was
a picture of a dung heap, with two pairs of yellow eyes poking out
from the middle. Near the bottom of the mountain, Francis added a
brass bracelet whose inscription read Manny T. Leech’s portrait was a
pyramid of coins, with a gigantic, ancient hand popping out from
the upper-right corner to grab a handful. Francis’s artistic
rendition of Lyons was a doorway floating in a dark limbo, with a
huge, dripping, red question mark painted on the front. Surrounding
the doorway was a gray barrier.

But Francis created some
pleasant works. There were a few of Christine in various forms of
play, whether it was with her dolls, her jump rope, or her just
standing there with a heart-melting smile on her face. Francis even
painted a self-portrait: him sitting in Rodin’s The Thinker posture. The hand that
wasn’t holding his chin held a paintbrush.

And yet, Francis hasn’t
painted him. He asked why, and the painter just waved his hand in
dismissal.

His attention now shifted
to the black, t-shirt-sized tattoo which adorned Francis’s entire
front, back, and forearms. One of the many side effects The Event
deposited on the young artist, the tattoo was in a constant state
of movement. The blackness swirled and drifted in waves and clouds
across the muscular skies of Francis’s body. Occasionally, animals
would appear from the mercurial nature of the cloudlike tattoo.
Francis affectionately called them his spirit guides. That day, his
tattoo was in an avian mood. Mounted on his chest was an eagle
perched on a tree-branch, gazing at him with eyes of wisdom. After
adjusting his ponytail that contained his long, scarlet hair, the
painter turned around for his palate, revealing a flying hawk on
his back.

And splattered all over
his body—the only clothes he wore were a pair of jeans—were a
kaleidoscope of paint drops and splatters from his latest
effort.

Francis looked at the
easel with such penetrating intensity he seemed to somehow mentally
disappear into the world of his creation. After a few brush
strokes, he said without looking from his canvas, “Happy mornings,
sunshine. Throw me a cold one, will you?”

He pressed a button on the
food generator and an ice-cold beer exited from the chamber. He
picked up the bottle and held it up to Francis. “Should I do the
honors or should you?” The painter displayed sly smile as he
pointed the tip of his brush at him. He grabbed a wooden box and
laid it near the mosaic. He climbed it and placed the cold beer on
the top row. The moment he stepped down from the box, the machine
hummed again. He picked up the bottle of soda and tossed it to
Francis, who caught it in his left hand, again, without looking
from the painting.

He couldn’t help but smile
at Francis’s graceful movements. It seemed effortless. “It’s weird
not hearing music while you paint. This is a first.”

Francis chuckled as he
twisted the cap off. “Everything that happens here is ‘weird,’ so
much so that ‘weird’ is now synonymous with normal. Do yourself a
favor and wipe that word from the dictionary, brother. You have The
Event to thank for that.” He downed half of the bottle with relish
before laying it down and continuing with the piece.

“Why is this painting so
different from the others where you don’t need music?”

Francis paused as he
stared at his work. “I don’t know. Perhaps the music would somehow
taint the purity of this piece.” Francis finally looked at his
guest. His blue eyes shimmered in the dim confines of the room.
“Its overall theme is ‘clarity,’ the ability to see without
distractions.” He returned to his work.

“Speaking of seeing, let’s
take a look at it.”

He held up his hand.
“Forget it. No exhibitions until its completion.” The eagle sank
into the ocean of blackness. In its place was a lynx, which looked
back at him with a subtle grin on its face. Francis took another
swig of his drink, paused, and asked, “So, you ready to leave or
are you going to continue with your head up your ass?”

He groaned. It was the
beginning of a tired routine they had been performing since the
first day. He had enough of it. He simply turned away from Francis
and casually perused through the artwork.

When the painter didn’t
get a response, he looked toward his friend. “Well, are
you?”

He turned and answered.
“Not today, Francis. This game is getting old. Unless you have
something interesting to say, I’m just going to look at your
work.”

Francis’s eyes widened
with shock. He placed his brush on the easel and rested his hands
on his hips. Appearing above the lynx was a butterfly in flight.
Francis regarded his guest with suspicion, then began to laugh.
“Son of a bitch. I am so proud of you. My kid brother has finally
grown up!” He became serious again and turned toward his portrait,
nodding more to himself than his guest. “My theory was right. It
has affected the three of us.” He then continued to
paint.

“What theory is that?”
When Francis didn’t answer, he shrugged as he regarded the
paintings. “No matter how many times I look, I can never really get
over all of this. You have some frightening stuff here.”

“I only paint what I see.
Keeps me centered.”

He shifted his feet and
hesitantly answered, “I have something that keeps me centered,
too.”

Francis grinned. “Yeah,
staring at the tempest.”

“No, something
else.”

“Like what?”

He cleared his throat,
feeling an uncomfortable tension in the room. He was about to tell
him about the photo, but instead answered, “Christine said you
wanted to see me. It’s about what she found in her
room.”

“Actually, I need to talk
to you about what might be happening to the three of
us.”

“What do you
mean?”

Francis placed his brush
down and while he turned around and grabbed a rag to wipe his
hands, the hawk disappeared from his back. A head of a wolf popped
from the clouds and silently bayed at the moon above it. The artist
faced him and answered. “Change. A break from ritual. Every
morning, I see you walk to that,” he said as he pointed toward the
tempest. “And you stare at it as though you were either waiting for
it to disappear, which you know very well is not going to happen,
or like you were about to go in there and leave this goddamned
place once and for all; which, of course, you won’t. Then, you walk
in here, we have our usual debate, you leave all pissed off, you
play with Christine, then you get yourself in trouble with those
losers out there, resulting in either me or Christine saving your
ass, then you go back to your room, go into fetal mode for the
evening, then start all over again. This chain of events has been
constant, with only a slight varying link here and there. You with
me so far?”

“So far.”

The painter smiled; his
eyes and teeth gleamed in the dim room. “We all have our rituals
here, ever constant. But right now, we have change. A break in the
link. I’m creating a work that is totally different, yet for the
life of me I can’t stop for longer than five minutes to figure out
why. No other painting has ever driven me like this. Christine then
shows me her little discovery, a little discovery that I too find
familiar, and a little frightening. Again, change. And now we come
to you, breaking our little ritual. Something is happening here,
brother.” He paused, letting the information sink in. “I have my
painting and Christine has her little item. Now, have you felt or
found anything new?”

He felt his insides churn.
Reluctantly, he pulled out his picture. “I found this under my
glass knife about two weeks ago.” As Francis took the photo, he
continued, “I recognize her.”

The painter studied the
picture. “Who is she?”

“Don’t know. But I have a
small feeling she’s a part of my past. I can feel it.”

“Who else knows about
this?”

“Christine. She
accidentally saw me holding it earlier this morning.” He paused
until he added with reluctance, “And Kat.”

Francis whipped his head
up. “Why the hell did you do that for?” Francis glared at him, but
the only response was shamed silence. Then, the painter’s intensity
softened with understanding. “Nevermind. Now I know why she left
you.” He gazed at the picture, then said, “Brother, you better let
me keep this.”

“I’ll be okay,” he
responded as he tried to grab the photo away, but was too slow as
Francis kept it away from him.

“No, you won’t. If the
others hear about this, they’ll use every nasty method to take it
away from you. Jesus, I’m surprised she hasn’t said anything
already.”

“She won’t. Believe it or
not, I think she still cares about me.”

“Or she knows Christine
and I will be on her if she does.” He paused, waiting for him to
respond. When he didn’t, Francis shook his head. “You do realize
this makes you more of a threat to all of those losers out there.
You are on your way to having a past. That’s considerably
powerful.”

“You got to be kidding
me?”

Francis held his hand up.
“Listen, if your past is coming back, maybe other things might as
well. Maybe powers that will take care of all of them. Remember
what I said about change. I can’t believe what is happening to the
three of us is just a coincidence.”

He let the words sink in.
Deep down he agreed with Francis. And the more he spoke about it,
the more the reality of the situation came into being. Still, a
part of him wanted her so much. It would be worth the risk. “I’ll
be fine. I’ll always keep it with me,” he answered as he held out
his hand for the photo.

But the painter didn’t
move. The lynx and butterfly disappeared. A horse and a wild boar
emerged, both frozen in motion, running, exhibiting the power to
face any adversary. His face hardened like stone. “Sorry,
brother.”

He couldn’t believe what
was happening. He hadn’t seen Francis like this since the painter
shielded him from Cainye. “Francis, cut that shit out! You’re not
frightening me. I don’t care if it’s for my own good. I have to
face those guys without fear. Hell, you taught me that. Please, let
me have it back.”

Francis took in what was
said. After a moment of silence, his mood lightened and he gave him
the photo. “Okay. Your call.” He then frowned in embarrassment. “I
was only trying to help you. You do know that, right?”

He nodded as he pocketed
the picture. “I know. It’s okay.”

“I’m a little disappointed
that you didn’t tell me or Christine sooner. Why didn’t you?” More
silence. “Paranoia starting to increase?”

He shook his head. “It’s
not you.” But he had no idea why he didn’t tell his friend.
Everything was an acceptable constant at the house until the
picture appeared. Ever since then, his confusion had been more
severe, as well as the pain at his temple. “How long has it been
since The Event?”

Francis shook his head as
he returned to his work. “Don’t know. From what I can tell, the sun
goes down faster on some days, slower on others. It’s feels like
years, though. Why?”

“And during that time, you
never saw Lyons or Leech leave their rooms, have you?”

He chuckled. “If it
weren’t for that force field, I would’ve doubted Lyons existed at
all. As far as Leech is concerned, yeah, I saw him leave.
Once.”

“When?”

“The night after The
Event, when you were sound asleep and he crept into your room with
a filleting knife. He thought you had money.” Francis set his brush
down and picked up a small, two-square-foot painting that faced the
wall opposite the beer mural. “Besides my tattoo, you still don’t
know what I gained from The Event?” After his friend said no,
Francis revealed his work.

Painted on a black
background was a white, male hand which appeared from the right
side of the frame. The hand held a large canvas bag, bulging at the
bottom. Two holes were cut out on each opposite side. A long
slender hand poked out of one hole and Leech’s head came out of the
other at an impossibly twisted angle. Judging by his painful
expression, he was still miraculously alive.

He looked up at Francis,
whose normally carefree manner was replaced again by his lethal,
ice-cold intensity. The painter’s eyes appeared violet. “Now you
know why that greedy bastard won’t ever come out again,” he said as
he placed the painting against the wall.

He felt a chill throughout
his entire body. He shook it away, then turned to leave. “I better
go see Christine.”

Francis said, “Before you
go, let me ask you one question.” He glanced back at the painter,
whose eyes calmed to his normal shade of blue. “All of us have been
here for a really, really long time. Maybe years. Yet, we haven’t
aged. And none of us have been killed.”

He laughed. “Not
yet.”

“No, seriously. All of us
have received injuries that should have been fatal: heart wounds,
severe blood loss, all of that. No regeneration; scars still
remain. But no deaths. Maybe we’re immortal, another side effect to
The Event. After you leave Christine’s room, consider this: if we
can’t die, maybe the tempest won’t kill us. And if that’s the case,
what’s stopping you from leaving?”

Francis was right about
the wounds. He remembered Christine impaling Kat through the chest
with her talons. She lost a lot of blood, but the wounds healed up,
with only four scars remaining on her chest. For the life of him he
couldn’t answer his friend’s question. He only waved goodbye, then
walked back toward the stairs until he caught sight of Christine’s
open door. He knocked and when he saw Christine’s pleasant smile,
he went inside.

Near the center of the
room were Christine and a giant-sized dollhouse that was almost as
tall as her. According to Christine, the miniature and her dolls
came along with the room after The Event. It was a three-level
house, a miniature replica of the one they lived in, only the
colors were a variety of oranges, pinks, yellows and all other hues
that celebrated life through their brightness. Christine possessed
a few male and female dolls and when he sat next to her, he noticed
her holding a girl doll that was slightly shorter than the others,
with dark brown hair and she was dressed in a light-blue spring
dress.

“Is that it?”

She nodded as she studied
the doll with meticulous care. “I found her near the food
processor. I haven’t had a new doll since The Event. But she’s
beautiful,” she said as she stroked her hair. “I named her Marisol.
What do you think?”

He froze. Something about
the name made his heart skip. No, he didn’t like it at all. And her
features, however generic they were, reminded him too much of the
girl in his picture. “I guess so.”

She looked at him
attentively. “What?”

He paused, trying to find
the right words. “Well, it sounds kind of ... I don’t know...
.”

“Familiar?”

He frowned. He wanted to
tell her more, but he only swallowed and said, “Yeah, that’s
right.”

She raised an eyebrow.
“Looks a lot like your new friend, doesn’t she?” When he didn’t
answer, she continued. “You can use the name for your friend if you
like.”

He shuddered. This was
getting too much for him. He weakly grinned. “No, that name belongs
to you.”

She shrugged and shifted
her attention back to little Marisol and a male doll, walking them
together, hand in hand. “I tried to figure out why I chose that
name, but it’s so hard.” She shut her eyes, as though she were in
pain. When he gently touched her shoulder, she looked at him and
smiled. “Doesn’t Francis’s new painting look cool so
far?”

“He showed you? I wonder
why he wouldn’t show me.”

She walked the doll couple
inside the house, then regarded her friend with a look of
inquisitiveness. “Maybe you’re not ready for it.”

Her piercing blue eyes
shone, causing him to shiver. “Are you scared of the
tempest?”

The color of her face
bleached out. The curious china doll turned bitter. “After living
with all of these freaks for so many years, I don’t think anything
can scare me.”

“But you’re alive. The
rest of the world is wiped out and you’re still alive. And they
can’t come after you.”

She shrugged. “Just
because I’m alive doesn’t mean I’m happy. The only reason why I’m
still here is I don’t want to go in the tempest alone.”

She then focused her
attention back to her dolls. He saw her clench her hands, as though
she were trying to force the negative thoughts from her head. He
reached out and caressed her ruby-colored hair. She leaned against
his hand, trying to somehow absorb any warmth and compassion from
his being. When her disposition brightened and she began to
actively play with her figures, he patted her on the back and left
the room.

As he turned the corner
and faced the center landing, he heard struggling and screaming
from Cainye’s room. The door slammed open and Kat’s bony form was
propelled outwards. She bounced off the railing, which surprisingly
didn’t break from the force of the throw. She staggered up and then
cringed at the bulky, muscular presence of the man himself, who was
dressed in a wife-beater tank top, black denims and work boots. His
claws were closed into fists and his jaw and nose were elongated,
with whiskers sprouting from each side of his face. Wolf-like teeth
glowed orange under the green sunlight. His red eyes flamed with
outrage at the cringing form. When Kat held her hand up in
submission, he turned back to his room.

She screamed, “Wait! Wait!
What about me?”

He faced her again, his
drooling maw curved upwards into a lascivious grin. “Just her and
me tonight. Go take care of yourself!”

She whimpered as he shut
the door. She glanced up at her former friend, who just looked at
her with pity. Tears streamed from her eyes as she shuffled past
him down the stairs and raced through the front door.

He sighed, then looked at
the stairs that led from the second level to the attic where the
landlord Lyons lived. He wished he could just meet the man and find
out what he was all about, why hide if he was so powerful? Then
again, maybe he turned into another grotesque side effect of The
Event and just kept his distance. He walked downstairs to his room
and prayed for the day to end quickly. But he wasn’t alone. He had
his haunted companion in the photograph to keep him company, to
make his existence tolerable. Before he drifted to sleep, he looked
at the tranquil setting she lived in. How he envied her paper
prison.

 


* * *

 


He tried to dream again,
to make the house disappear.

And for the first time, he
accomplished his goal.

He saw his companion in
person. Her smile was ever present, but her eyes were full of hurt.
She spoke, but only silence came out. Her smile slowly matched her
eyes. Fear, hurt, betrayal. And then she started stabbing him with
her index finger, emphasizing her angry message.

Tears welled up in his
eyes as he turned away toward the horizon where the yellow sun
began to set, painting the skies with a menagerie of pastels. He
heard brush strokes and the voice of Francis announcing as though
he were the Almighty himself, “Are you ready to leave yet,
brother?”

The moment the sky erupted
into a stifling green nova, he did leave that world.

 


* * *

 


He awoke inside the house
again, this time to the sounds of screams.

He flinched and twisted
over on his mattress, shielding himself from the angry voices. He
disappeared into his picture, especially her eyes. The warm rays of
the sun caressed his face. He heard the sounds of the wind stroking
the grass with such fragility they barely wavered. He wanted to do
the same with her silken hair.

Cainye barked, “Ow!
Goddamned bitch,” followed by a loud crash outside his door. He
pocketed the photo and raced out of the room.

He nearly tripped over
Minque’s nude body. When she started to sob, blood poured out of
her nose and mouth. He looked up toward the landing and a bare,
hairy-chested Cainye glared down on the both of them while placing
his hand against the left side of his head. “Fucking whore bit part
of my ear off! Go feed off of him!” Cainye stormed back to his room
and slammed the door.

He turned to Minque, who
was now contorting herself into a ball. He carefully approached
her, and he couldn’t tell if she broke any bones after the fall. He
touched her furry body. Even with the scratches and blood, she
stirred a deep insatiable lust within him. She continued to whimper
until he couldn’t wait anymore. He tenderly placed his arms under
her and she hissed in pain. He whispered, “Easy, easy. I have a
sink. I’ll clean you only if you don’t try anything.”

“Hee hee hee,” Manny
called out. “My dear, kind neighbor has a new friend!”

“Quiet, Manny!” He focused
back to Minque, who was now snuggling into his arms. With little
difficulty, he carried her to his mattress and set her down. He
soaked a small towel and first cleaned her wounds. He washed off
most of the dried, crusty blood from her body. She wasn’t trying to
seduce him and yet he was still aroused by her passive
sensuality.

As he wiped the tears and
mucus from her face, he smiled. “There you go. You’re actually
quite beautiful if you stop acting like the rest of
them.”

She looked up and her
green eyes, once filled with pain, now sparkled in acknowledgement.
She smiled sadly, then wrapped her arms around him, holding him as
though she were drowning and he was her only life preserver. Her
tail swayed from side to side. He hugged her back, trying to
imprint some of his humanity into her.

Suddenly, he sensed her
stiffening. She gave a low growl and licked his right ear, leaving
a moist trail behind. He felt himself becoming hard again and he
tried to push her away, but as she drifted down his neck, his hands
slowly went through her hair.

Her green eyes penetrated
his and she spoke for the first time since The Event. She whispered
in an animalistic snarl, “Take me.”

He gritted his teeth,
pushing her away. “No.”

Minque tried to straddle
him. “Inside me.”

“I said no, Minque. Stop
it! Now!” He grabbed her by the hair and neck. As she screamed, he
threw her out of the room, slammed the door, and leaned against it.
He felt her hitting, kicking, running and jumping against the door;
but he kept it sealed. She howled in frustration, then ran away. He
heard something else in the hallway, something farther into the
lobby. Something that made him slide down the door, close his eyes,
and pull at his hair as though the additional pain would repel
those mocking sounds, sounds that were more repugnant than Minque’s
wails of anguish.

“Hee hee hee hee hee
hee.”

 


* * *

 


The sun set quickly that
day, and sleep brought his dream once again.

They were on the field.
She spoke, but as before no sounds came out. Her eyes were red with
fury as a shadow from the skies bathed them in darkness. He looked
up and saw green clouds blotting out the sun. He turned back to her
and she was screaming at him, tears pouring out of her wounded,
gray eyes.

Everything faded into a
mist. No explosions. No Event. Just a sorrowful fade into a cloud
of green.

 


* * *

 


He woke up in a sweat,
felt his pocket and was relieved that the photo was still there.
His hands were shaking and knew he had to figure these dreams out.
He needed help to do it. His temple throbbed, but the pain seemed
to have abated.

He walked out of his room
and approached the stairs until he heard some active movement
coming from the kitchen. He frowned. Manny was incapable of any
movement except releasing his bowels of noxious fumes. He
cautiously approached the kitchen.

Manny T sat as he usually
did in the middle of kitchen. With eyes closed, he groaned,
growled, and actually cooed with pleasure; his second head was
still asleep. Manny shifted and wiggled. Then, coming around from
behind him was Kat, vigorously scratching and rubbing his back.
Nearby was Cainye pushing the generator button and eating any of
the food that emerged. His muzzle drooled puddles on the kitchen
floor and he sank his fangs into a leg of lamb, nearly severing the
bone.

Manny was busy enjoying
his end of the deal. “Oh. Oh, my dear Kitty Kat! You have such nice
claws to scratch with.”

Kat’s lips tightened into
thin lines, preventing herself from getting sick. She finally
pleaded in a whisper, “Cainye?”

The brute spun around.
“Shut your hole! We need the food!” he barked as he spat chunks of
meat on the floor. He leered at her and pointed at the rejected
food with the lamb leg. “That’ll be your share.”

He shook his head and
climbed the stairs, trying to ignore the cacophony of sounds: Kat’s
whimpering, Cainye’s chewing, Manny’s grunting and his twin’s
snoring.

He walked down the
corridor and noticed that both doors were closed. It did seem early
in the morning. Were they both asleep? He approached Francis’s door
and gently tapped on it. “Francis? Francis?”

“Shh! Keep quiet,” he
answered in a hushed, panicked voice. “Whisper through the bottom
of the door.” He bent down and noticed Francis’s shadow on the
green-tinted floor. “Now, where are the others?”

“Minque is probably
wandering around outside. Kat and Cainye are scavenging Manny’s
kitchen.”

“Christine’s asleep. It’s
better that she is right now. Lyon’s power is not so limited as we
thought. He sealed up my door.”

“What?” He stood up,
reached for the knob and his hand bounced away on its own volition.
His hand tingled with familiarity. The presence behind this energy
was here. Leech’s presence. He quietly walked over to Christine’s
doorknob and it too was covered by a force field. The ring on his
temple throbbed. After he rubbed it for a few seconds, he returned
to Francis’s room and bent down again. “Christine is trapped as
well. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, just pissed off.
It’s been like this ever since your visit. If the others find out
about this, you’re screwed.”

His heart pounded against
his chest. When he grew slightly faint, it took him a few seconds
to realize he was holding his breath. He slowly exhaled, breathed
in, and his center returned. “Why is Lyons doing this?”

“No idea. He’s probably as
crazy as the others, only he’s smart enough not to associate with
them. The best thing to do is just play it cool. Still act as
though you’re the meanest mother in this house. Cainye and Kat are
dumb enough where they’ll believe you. Minque doesn’t want you
harmed; she just wants you.”

His throat clicked as he
tried to swallow. “I knew something like this would happen. They’re
going to find out, Francis.”

“The only way they’ll know
is if they try the doorknob. They may be dumb, but not so dumb
to even come
close to this wing. Don’t worry, we’ll find a way out. Lyons can’t
do this forever. Just be cool, brother.” He paused. “Wait a
minute.” He heard Francis shuffle around the room, some scraping,
some banging, then a soft laughter. “Oh my God.”

His heart pounded again.
“What’s wrong?”

Francis laughter became
more menacing. “My painting. Of course. That’s it. That’s been it
all along. Got to get back to work, brother.” He laughed insanely
for a few seconds, then silence.

“Francis,” he hissed.
“Francis?” Silence only answered him. He rubbed his temple to make
certain the ring didn’t appear again. He breathed deeply and walked
away from his friends.

But as he came around the
corner, he screamed.

Standing in front of him,
blocking the stairs, were a scowling Cainye and Kat.

He breathed hard, unable
to speak. They know. God help him, they heard
everything.

Cainye’s mutilated ear
remained bloody and jagged. His eyes widened and he quickly raised
his clawed hands, palms out. “Hey, I don’t want to hurt you.
Neither of us do,” he said in a tone that actually sounded
cordial.

When he realized they
didn’t hear his conversation with Francis, as well as waiting for
his heart to slow down to a normal rate, he asked, “What do you
want?”

The brute paused and
grunted, “Well, I’m getting sick and tired of eating the same shit
I have in my room.”

“I only have oatmeal and
water. Your food is probably better than mine.”

Cainye snorted, “Well, the
fat boys did give us some good stuff, but nothing could top it off
better like a cold beer your friend has in his room.”

He looked at the monster
with disbelief. “You want me
to get you some?” After an awkward acknowledgment
from Cainye, he laughed so hard the pain in his temple went to his
diaphragm. He keeled over and tears came out. He couldn’t help but
love the irony. When he composed himself, he added, “Are you out of
your fucking mind?”

Cainye gritted his teeth
and Kat looked down in shame. He said, “Now, I know we had some
problems ...”

“You almost tore me apart,
so let’s cut the crap. Go get it yourself.”

Cainye pleaded, “He said
anyone other than you walks around his wing, he’ll turn ’em inside
out.”

He shook his head. “Even
if I wanted to help you, Francis would know I was getting it for
you. He won’t do it.”

“Well, if you’re smart as
you think you are, you figure something out.” He stared at him, his
fangs peeking out. When he received no reaction, he softened again
and said, “How ’bout this. You can have Kat back. She’s a little
beat up, but she still squeezes a guy’s handle pretty thorough. She
don’t mind.”

She looked up. All color
left her face, but her brown eyes widened with hope. “I would love
to be back with you, even though you have ... other thoughts than
me.”

His breath caught. Is she
going to say anything about the photo? He looked into her scared
eyes and when she turned away, the action alone answered his
question. “Forget it,” he said trying to pass them. When Cainye
blocked his way again, he looked at the beast straight in the face
and hissed, “Don’t do it. If either of you even think of forcing
me, both of my friends will come after you in ways you can’t even
imagine.” The beast’s eyes widened with terror. Kat was the first
to move away. Cainye soon followed.

After seconds of icy
silence, he walked down the stairs, feeling good for the first time
since The Event. He smiled as he heard Cainye rant, “You think
you’re a big man, don’t you! Well, you’re a damn prisoner like
everyone else. All prisoners! Your friends can’t protect you
forever.”

He kept walking with a
confidence that made the monster growl with anger even more until
he closed his door behind him. He heard the clinking sounds from
Leech’s room again. He looked down and his hands began to shake.
Then came the pressure at his temple, pounding to the same rhythm
as the clinking. The room spun as he fell on his mattress. He
wrapped his arms around his head and screamed, “Will you shut the
hell up, Leech!”

It wasn’t until the
blackness came that the sounds finally stopped.

 


* * *

 


He didn’t return to the
land of the picture. But he did see it up close, so close that the
only thing he saw was her round, smiling, sad-eyed face. The urge
to comfort that face increased as he stared into those eyes. Her
skin turned gray, then white. The picture started to move back and
he realized the photo became black and white. It continued to drift
and dance away from him in the air like a feather. He tried to grab
it, but the air was thick and his arms moved in slow motion. He now
saw where he was: a white-tiled room, clean and bright. The picture
flew and drifted in the antiseptic air until it gently descended
into a white, iron-clawed bathtub. He moved toward it; the tub was
filled with water. The picture floated on the surface, her face
still smiled with her sad eyes. He was about to grab it when he
realized he couldn’t move. Then, the picture began to sink. It
folded within itself, sealing her in. The moment it reached the
bottom, the water boiled in a fury. The purity of the water turned
red and he smelled that familiar pungent odor of blood.

 


* * *

 


“No!” He woke up to a pair
of iron-strength arms wrapped around him. His vision cleared and he
saw Minque and Kat in his room, hovering over his restrained,
supine form, courtesy of Cainye who was under him, intertwining his
arms around his own. The beast whispered in his captive’s ear with
spoiled breath, “Well, well. Where’re your friends now?”

He yelled, “Francis!
Christine!”

Cainye chuckled, “Don’t
bother. We know about them. Oh yeah, today is full of surprises.
Kat told us about your little secret. Minque?”

Her green eyes sparkled as
she reached down and unbuckled his pants.

He struggled, trying to
kick her. “No! Get off, Minque!”

She cackled as she
stripped him and gazed longingly at his manhood. She bent down and
began to lick and suck until it began to stiffen. He closed his
eyes and shrieked in outrage.

Cainye loved everything he
was seeing until he scolded, “You stop that now, Minque. Business
before pleasure. Kat?”

He opened his eyes and
looked at Kat, whose upper lip quivered in uncertainty. She
released a small sob as she knelt down and rummaged through his
trousers until she grabbed the photo. She stood up, holding his
treasure with both hands, glaring at the picture as though she was
facing her husband’s mistress.

He scrambled in the big
man’s arms, trying to get up. “Kat, don’t do this! Please! Don’t be
like the others.”

She looked toward him; her
scared eyes narrowed into slits. She turned the picture around so
it faced him. She muttered with a deadened voice, “We
are like the
others.”

Using her index fingers
and thumbs, she slowly tore the picture in half.

“No!” He heard the slow,
agonizing tear transform into a scream. It was her; and she was
being killed by her nemesis, Kat. He shut his eyes as the ring on
his temple exploded in his mind. He convulsed and his body spasmed
along with the girl’s laments. It ended, and as Kat tore the photo
into pieces, more of her screams hit his body in waves until there
was nothing more to tear up. He couldn’t open his eyes; he felt as
if he died himself. Cainye released his arms and pushed the limp
body aside. He laid there in darkness until he heard the man growl,
“Now, we got that over with.” A painful pause. He waited for more.
“Hmm, seeing our friend in his new outfit here’s putting me in the
mood. Party at my place! Sorry you can’t join us. Maybe next time.”
He heard him laugh as they left him alone on the floor in total
silence. Not even Manny was laughing.

But the clinking sounds
from Leech began again, with more urgency than before.

 


* * *

 


He gazed at the torn
pieces of paper as though they were fragments of the Earth’s crust
blown apart by the Apocalypse. He was held suspended in misery,
feeling nothing else. Drool and tears poured from him, and he
continued to lie there until he closed his eyes, trying to make the
house disappear.

He finally stood up and
bolts of pain shot through his limbs. He held his arms out, trying
to keep his balance. Francis and Christine. He knew they heard him.
After he put on his pants, he staggered out and climbed the steps
until he saw Kat staring down at him. The rims of her eyes were red
with tears.

Boiling fury rose within
him. But he wouldn’t release it. Not yet. He first craned his head
upstairs, seeing both Minque’s and Cainye’s doors open. “Where are
the others?”

“Outside. They wanted to
see what it would be like screwing near the tempest.”

“Good.” He leapt two
stairs at a time and tackled Kat on the landing. She wriggled under
him and he straddled her. He reached out and grabbed her
chicken-thin neck. Finding her windpipe, he slowly squeezed. He
focused on her eyes, wondering when she was going to change. They
went black, but that was as far as it went. He said, “Not so easy
to change when you can’t breathe. Is it?”

She croaked, “Please, I
didn’t want to.”

“It was your choice to
tell them. Funny how the choices you make seem to get you deeper
into trouble, Kat. But this is the last time! Now we’re going to
find out if everyone here is really
immortal!”

“Wasn’t my idea ... !
Lyons!”

He unconsciously loosened
his grip hearing the landlord’s name. “What?”

She gasped for a moment,
trying to suck the stale air into her lungs. She labored, “Walked
around. Found paper ... near ... upper steps. Look in
pocket.”

He dug into her pocket and
pulled out a note with Kat’s name on the front. It read:
Tell others about the photo. Francis and
Christine are trapped. Do what needs to be done. Direct him to me.
Lyons.

He looked at the sobbing
woman before him, who crawled away backwards until she hit wall.
Her eyes were normal again. She retreated into Cainye’s room and
shut the door with her foot.

He shifted his attention
to the second-level stairs leading to the attic door. He stood up,
note still in his hand, and walked to the steps. Without looking
upwards, he tentatively took the first step and waited. When
nothing happened, he climbed the steps with steady caution until he
reached the door. He touched the knob and his hand didn’t deflect
like the previous attempts. He took a deep breath, opened the door,
and what he saw made him drop Lyons’s note.

In the center of what
looked like a penthouse suite was a four-poster bed covered with
the finest golden sheets and quilts he had ever seen. Ornate rugs
adorned the floor and to the left of the bed was a bar that held
many carafes of a variety of liqueurs. A victrola stood next to the
bar and along the wall was a bookcase that contained thick
leather-bound volumes. Near the shaded window on his right was a
solid wood dining room table decorated with china plates, crystal
wine glasses and silverware freshly shined to a luster. A roasted
chicken sat on the center platter and a bowl of steaming vegetables
was placed next to it.

Carving the chicken and
serving the food on two plates was Lyons himself. He was an older
man in his fifties: his shoulder-length, wavy, gray hair brushed
back from a wide forehead, his eyebrows white and bushy, and his
face slightly lined with wrinkles. He was dressed in a thick
burgundy robe and a black ascot, and soft, leather slippers covered
his feet. But it was the man’s build that was contradictory. He was
as big and muscular as Cainye, with wide, firm shoulders and meaty
hands that could crush wood. His was the body of a worker, not an
aristocrat.

He found his voice and
called out, “Mr. Lyons?”

The landlord looked up,
warmly smiled, and said with a baritone, British-accented voice,
“It is indeed a pleasure to finally meet you face-to-face, young
man. Please, join me for dinner.”

He squatted down and
pocketed the note. It took all of his willpower to move his naked
feet forward. The contrast from hardwood floor to plush carpet felt
soothing. It enveloped his aching extremities and this comfort
spread throughout his weary body. He closed the door behind him and
as he treaded toward the table, the aromas coming from the food
were causing his mouth the water. He inhaled so deeply he became
lightheaded. He leaned on one of the oak chairs to maintain his
balance.

Lyons placed down the
carving utensils, wiped his hands together, and beckoned his guest
to join him. His eyes were pitch black, like Kat’s during her
transformation, but they were wide and cheerful. “I assure you this
is not a trick. Just a polite dinner to go along with our hopefully
polite conversation. Enjoy.” Both men sat down and the flavor from
the first bite was so luscious that it was almost painful to absorb
the newness of the food. The chicken melted in his mouth, and he
could taste the spices and butter seasoning within the
morsel.

He turned to the right
toward the host, who smiled back at him. “Almost decadent, wouldn’t
you say?” He answered with a nod and Lyons delved into his serving.
He washed it down with a glass of wine and added, “The house
provides for all of our basic needs. And for those that are a
little more complicated, I step in to lend a hand.”

He stopped in mid-bite,
realizing what has led him here in the first place. He laid down
his fork and knife, keeping the latter close to him when the time
was right, and pulled out the note. He held it up. “Like
this?”

Upon seeing the note,
Lyons sighed with regret, then resumed eating the chicken. In
between swallows, he responded, “Well, I am relieved you were not
permanently damaged by those callous mongrels. But unfortunately,
tragic circumstances oftentimes lead to moments of clarity. I had
to do what needed to be done.”

He watched Lyons casually
eat and drink without a care in the world. It sickened him. “What
gives you the right to take control?”

The landlord glared at him
in amazement “Why, The Event of course. I’m nice and safe here, and
in very good shape, if I do say so for myself. Manny T has only his
food, with his intestinal expulsion as a weapon to keep the others
away when he feels like it.” He snickered. “Quite primitive, but
effective nonetheless. And yet, he’s not exactly invulnerable.
Leech has nothing the others want, so he’s left alone. I am not
even going to begin to talk about that trio of rubbish out there,
who have the audacity to think they rule this place,” he laughed,
then drank more wine.

He casually covered his
knife with his hand, lightly feeling its razor sharp edge. “What
about Francis and Christine?”

Lyons’s face darkened.
“Yes, those two. I try not to think about them.” He paused and
gazed at empty air. “They’re quite powerful with their newfound
gifts, but they are not as strong as I. You’ve seen the proof.”
Lyons turned his attention back to his guest, and displayed a
malevolent grin. His teeth shone with an unnatural brightness. The
stark contrast between them and his ebony eyes almost blotted out
the rest of the room. “With all sense of government banished
forever in a large whiff of green smoke, somebody has to be in
charge. I cannot see anyone else suited for the job. I am quite
proud of my accomplishments so far.”

He touched the knife’s
point, almost pricking himself. “You like hearing the sound of your
own voice. Don’t you?”

The landlord smirked. “In
my position, young man, I can afford such indulgences.” He then
placed down his utensils and regarded his guest with a respectful
nod. “Cheeky little bastard, aren’t you?” He laughed as he wiped
his mouth with the napkin. “That is the one quality I admire about
you. That inner spirit. That drive to seek the truth. Well, the
reason why I called you here is to clarify that truth.”

“I’m
listening.”

Lyons looked at him with
compassion and understanding. “Son, you do have to realize there
has to be order in this new world. Accompanying that order is
harmony, a perfect balance of the scales. Think about it: society
ends, but we survive in this sanctuary. Everyone has no memory of
their pasts, yet we are awarded with powers. I have the most power,
but everyone has the freedom to fuddle about day after day to their
heart’s content, and I am left alone to mine. Again, harmony is
maintained.

“However, when you found
that photo, you found a link to your past, which is quite a tool to
have. Remembering one’s past creates hope, and hope can drive a man
to an unpredictable level of power, the power to change one’s
reality. There can be only one person in this den of chaos to be
deserving of such power, and I am afraid it cannot be
you.”

He gaped at Lyons. “But
you’re still like us. You don’t know your own past.”

He nodded. “As well I
shouldn’t. But I know about tabula
rasa, young man. Wipe the slate clean and
begin anew. In the beginning, a higher power than I said, ‘Let
there be light.’ Well, I am going to make bloody damn sure that new
light stays lit, and it sure as hell isn’t the past.”

“What is it,
then?”

The older man smiled.
“Bliss, my dear boy. Bliss serves as a beautiful tree for us to
gaze upon in wonder. Ignorance may be an unpleasant fruit of this
tree, but it is much more preferable than unspeakable pain
resulting from knowledge. Do you want that, son? I don’t think
so.”

He scowled as Lyons
returned to his meal. He saw the older man chew, bite, swallow,
grunt and sigh with pleasure. The landlord relished the performance
he was giving, the way he ate with such self-assured regality. He
focused on Lyons’s neck, how it expanded and contracted every time
a scrap slid down his gullet. He narrowed his eyes at the pulsating
jugular vein. That blasphemous vessel. He grabbed the knife and
thrust its blade toward the old man’s throat.

The tip of the knife
snapped off just inches from its target.

The old man continued
cutting his piece and devoured it as though nothing had happened.
After he swallowed, he looked at his stunned guest and every muscle
in his large body completely stiffened.

He dropped the broken
knife and was forced back down deep into the chair. He couldn’t
move, and when he noticed his host smiling, he discovered the
reason: Lyons had him, utilizing the same force field that
protected his bulky form. He could only move his eyes and
mouth.

Lyons stood up and looked
at him with disappointment. “Why is it the young colts always have
to prove themselves?” The landlord grabbed the carving knife,
towered over him and pressed the tip against his guest’s crotch.
“Maybe turning you into a gelding might help you see the
light.”

He squealed.
“No!”

Lyons pressed harder, then
pulled back. “No, that would be too crude. Hmm.” He stood still and
contemplated until his black eyes widened with realization. “ ‘See
the light.’ Ah yes.” Lyons walked around his immobile form and
appeared on his left side. He spread his guest’s left eyelids apart
firmly with his left hand, keeping them in place. Lyons aimed the
knife toward his eye.

“Please,
don’t.”

The older man shushed him,
and said in a calm, professional manner. “Don’t worry, young man.
This won’t take long.”

Lyons was right as always.
It didn’t take too long. The sounds of him expertly cutting,
slicing, and scraping the left eyeball out of its socket were
drowned out by the owner’s howls of hellish agony. When Lyons was
done, he wiped the blade clean with a napkin, then used it to clean
the blood from his guest’s face and neck.

He looked at his host with
his remaining eye. He panted and groaned, waiting for Lyons to
plunge the knife into his chest. Instead, the older man relaxed his
posture, resulting in the force field being removed from his
guest.

He crumpled within the
large embrace of the chair. Lyons gave him the bloody napkin. “Just
keep it covered until you go back to your room. Wash out the socket
and everything will be in order.”

Order. The word echoed in
his mind. He took the napkin and gingerly patted and covered his
mutilated orbit. He bit his lip until he drew blood, preventing
himself from breaking down in front of the tyrant. He looked at
Lyons who, for the first time, glowered over him with raging evil.
The polite host vanished. He muttered in a soft growl, “Now, what
are you going to do?”

He swallowed and
whispered, “Stay.”

Lyons gritted his teeth;
pieces of chicken were trapped in between the incisors.
“Stay, what?”

He answered softly,
“Ignorant.”

Lyons nodded. “That’s my
boy.” His composure switched back to the kind British gentleman
that welcomed him for dinner. He walked around, sat down once again
and picked up his glass of wine. Lyons’s eyes turned to white. They
glowed as bright as his teeth. “I am doing this for all of our
good, trust me. Just do what you have always been doing and the
harmony of this house will remain status quo. And you do have a
little something over the others. You met me. Be happy for that.
And, most importantly, be grateful.” He raised his glass and
toasted his guest. “Ta.”

He strained to get up, the
pain in his eye spreading throughout his body. He staggered out of
the attic in a searing daze. He didn’t know where he was going. He
just shuffled along the landing. All hope left him. There was no
point in speaking with Francis and Christine. After many years of
questioning his survival, he had been categorized within five
minutes. Being a blinded puppet for everyone, especially Lyons, was
a hell he couldn’t stand. And as he reached his door, the Ring of
Pain flashed throughout his body. He screamed as he collapsed. The
eye injury paled compared to the pain at his temple. He wanted it
all to end.

He heard his door open
from the inside and felt two pairs of hands gently pull him inside
the room. He opened his eye and saw his friends looking over him.
Christine was still in her dress, but Francis wore a blue shirt,
jeans, and work boots, void of any paint drops. His ruby hair
flowed unrestrained across his shoulders. Both looked at him with
concern. When he opened his left eyelids, revealing the hollow
orbit, Christine cringed and covered her mouth. Francis’s eyes
narrowed.

He whimpered, “Look at me.
Lyons did this. I can’t take it anymore!”

Francis answered, “You
don’t have to, brother.”

He sat up, his temple
pounding. “What are you talking about? How did you two
escape?”

They both looked at each
other in silence, as though communicating telepathically. Francis
nodded, reached behind him and pulled out a framed canvas.
“Here.”

“What’s that?”

“My latest painting. The
last one, actually. I finally did a portrait of you. Take a look
and you’ll understand. As both of us do right now.”

He took the painting with
his shaky hands. The background of the canvas was black. In the
foreground was a likeness of him on his knees, with shoulder-length
hair, head down in sadness. A pool of translucent tears formed on
the floor below him. Rising from his head was a stream of thin
smoke and the higher it got, the wider it became. Towards the top
of the painting, the smoke plateaued, forming into a floating
island whose umbilicus was connected to his alter ego’s
head.

On top of the island, was
the house, with its angry tenants pressed against the
windows.

He brought the painting
closer to his face. He almost could hear the seven voices screaming
for him, beckoning him so he could be consumed by their
torments.

He frowned and placed the
painting down. A wave of green liquid fire washed throughout his
being, causing him to scream again. Causing him to see
...

to remember ...

... himself in a studio
surrounded by a variety of artworks: paintings, sculptures,
lithographs, pencil sketchings. He examined the paintings; they
were Francis’s. The style was unmistakably his. They were portraits
of his beloved from the photograph, how her olive skin enhanced her
exotic nature in the paintings and how her athletic form was
brought to frightening realism within the statues. He felt
something on his shoulders. His hair had grown longer and wavy past
his neck, just like Francis’s last painting.

But he looked toward the
bathroom, the same bathroom from his dream.

He walked to the
iron-clawed tub. The red bubbling began inside the oval cavity. He
stared at its eruptions until it settled into a calm, maroon pool.
He held his breath, waiting for it to come, a part of his erased
past which ultimately surged its way to the surface.

The naked form of his
beloved burst through the membrane and floated inside her watery
coffin, her velvet skin white as ivory and her black hair—tinted
with crimson highlights from the blood—framing her heart-shaped
face. Tiny red streams caressed down her smooth body into the
wine-colored lake of the tub. Her petite beauty became
immortalized. He could almost feel his soul scream with a fury he
has never felt before.

And when he saw both of
her wrists slowly rotate in the water, revealing deep, vertical
slashes, he broke down, “Marisol!” Ripples caused by his tears
spread out within the bathwater.

He retreated into the
studio when his right toes touched something small and made of
stone. He bent down and picked up a marble figure. It was
Christine’s doll of Marisol, damaged beyond repair. It crumbled in
his hand, and he fell to the floor. He gaped at the copies of
Marisol that seemed to multiply around the room, filling every
space. His attention shifted to a metal object on the floor a few
feet away from him. He crawled toward it, the pieces from the stone
figure digging inside his left hand.

He picked up the revolver;
it felt surprisingly light. Guilt filled his being. It felt as
unholy and unclean as the bloody waters from the tub. The
fluorescents made the gun shine a sickly green, and when he focused
on the barrel, he knew what he had to do. The world around him
exploded in an emerald nova. Feral energies shot from his head
throughout the rest of his body. The plasma hurricane of The Event
swallowed him, digesting him, and he heard the laughter and
catcalls of his seven evil tenants, welcoming him into their
domain. He shut his eyes and held his head as though it were about
to explode and the only thing holding it together was the last of
his willpower. When the heat from The Event died away
...

He was back inside his
room. Tears welled up and streamed down his right cheek. He turned
to his friends, who were crying as well.

No words were spoken aloud
for a while; none were needed. They all knew. They all remembered
who they were.

His body began to spasm
from the sobs as he looked toward the doorway. “What are the
others?”

Francis answered solemnly.
“They’re the Seven.”

He shook his head. “We
can’t beat them.”

Christine said with a
small, sad smile. “We can, but only in one way.”

“How?”

Francis shrugged. “Just
walk away from them, and then their power vanishes. Just walk
away.”

Conflicting thoughts
bathed him just as the red waters bathed his beloved. “Marisol.” He
closed his eye and lowered his head. A puddle of his tears formed
around his legs, mirroring his portrait. “It was all our
fault.”

Francis lowered himself
down so he stood level with him. “Brother, whether it was our fault
or not is irrelevant. What is important is facing the situation
without destroying us. We can’t let them win.”

He continued to weep as he
felt the comforting hands of Christine and Francis. Subtle warm
fibers traveled through his being until they reached his heart,
embracing it.

“Please,” said
Christine.

“Guilt has a habit of
making The Seven come out,” added Francis. “And it’s coming to a
head right now.” He looked directly into his friend. He quietly
urged, “Let’s go home, brother.”

“Let’s go home,” added
Christine.

“Home,” he muttered as he
looked back at the painting, how the tears from his alter ego
seemed to flow down his cheeks, widening the pool of his misery
even more.

 


* * *

 


With Francis’s calloused
hand in his left and Christine soft hand in his right—both holding
his with delicate compassion—he left the house for the last
time.

Before leaving, he tore
his t-shirt and wrapped it around his forehead, covering his left
eye socket. He walked on the desert grounds without his shoes, but
he didn’t feel the pebbles and rocks bite into his flesh. The only
thing he focused on was the angry tempest, with its winds surging
and howling their outrage that he was about to leave his
domain.

The trio stopped in front
of the furious storm. He stared at its unbridled power. Wind, sand,
and dirt made up this omnipotent guardian, but he knew those
components were nothing compared to what he had to face in order to
return home. His true home.

With a deep breath, they
entered the tempest.

The flying dirt and sand
caused him to close his eye. All three of them walked blindly,
allowing pure instinct to draw them toward their destination. The
winds shrieked its desperation, its pure disdain. They hurt his
ears, but he didn’t let go of his friends. They held onto his hands
harder.

Their walk continued at a
steady pace. Sand and dirt pelted his face so hard he felt his hair
and skin being stripped from him, followed by his makeshift eye
patch. Layer by layer, his nerves were exposed under the tempest’s
hungry knives. The winds eventually became a wall, pushing him
back. He resisted, determined to move on. But the storm battered
him with fists of sand that knocked him down, causing him to
release his hold on Francis and Christine.

The tempest pinned him to
the ground, burying him, consuming him. He struggled to rise from
the mounds of sand and dirt, but the winds sucked his energy and he
fell back into the decaying earth. The ring at his temple shot into
his brain. He gasped, trying to scream for help, for peace. The
tempest only roared with its fury.

But The Seven responded.
With mocking voices, they laughed at him for leaving his home. They
promised him no pain at the house. No hunger. No death.

“Only bliss,” Leech chimed
pleasantly.

As the storm swallowed him
even more, he envisioned The Seven. The laughing Manny T and his
sleeping twin. The scared little Kat. The lonely Minque. The
brutish Cainye. The broken Leech. And the most dangerous of them
all: the mighty Lyons, wholeheartedly proud of his
accomplishments.

He clenched his fists and
growled at this deception, his own self-deception. After shutting
out all of their voices, he punched through, lifted himself from
his burial mound and pushed on. He stretched out his arms, hands
open and welcoming. He called out to his friends with his mind. He
felt both of their hands hold on to his and he led the way to freedom this time.
He guided them through the storm until the wind was finally
beginning to ease.

The Ring of Pain
miraculously vanished.

Then, he felt Christine
and Francis dissolve into vapor. They seeped into his body,
bringing about his completion.

And as soon as the wind
disappeared altogether, he opened his eyes—both were in working
order again. The wide, calm desert landscape continued until the
path stopped at a wide, sand maelstrom, whose black eye beckoned
him to enter. The green sun transformed into its golden glory once
again.

He took two steps and
faltered. He gazed at the immense, spinning vortex, focusing on
that black, circular doorway leading toward his destination. He
somehow knew suffering and misery of all kinds existed down that
hole. Why would he want to live that life? But it was useless to
doubt what he had to do. He had to return, to confront, to live
once again.

He dived into the
vortex.

He swam and glided along
the tidal wave. Instead of the external sensations of the dirt and
dust, he felt only warm energies of thought and memory. His own
thoughts and memories. More of his past was absorbed within his
being: the agonies, the joys, the loves, the victories, the
ambitions, all of this he felt as he surfed downwards through the
smoky waves of the vortex. Everything came back to him, and
although he felt the most recent heartbreak of his beloved’s death
with an almost debilitating blow, he maintained his focus. All of
his senses came alive as he soared through the end of the
maelstrom, where he peered below him toward his destination: the
planet Earth.

He then saw the country
where he lived. He dived toward his state, his city, toward his
studio apartment, the same from his final dream. Kneeling in the
center was The Artist, head down in sadness, a pool of translucent
tears forming on the floor below him, a pistol lying nearby,
discarded, unused.

He floated above The
Artist, noticing the little differences: the longer hair, the
tattoo of a wolf, eagle and lizard on his body, the crystal-blue
eyes and light freckles. He also saw a red, circular impression of
the gun’s barrel on the man’s temple. But both entities were almost
a mirror image, which wasn’t a surprise. They were two halves of a
whole. He only had one barrier to transcend.

The Artist looked up,
discovering him. He stood up and nodded in recognition. A look of
solace came to his face, free from debilitating guilt. He smiled,
raised his right hand up toward him and said, “Come
home.”

He smiled as well. With a
deep breath, he pointed his hands, spun his body around in the air,
and aimed himself directly toward the mind of The Artist. With the
remaining energy he had, he shot forth and returned to where he
belonged.

In his house.


Touched

 


God was extremely
reluctant to visit Munich during the wintertime. And yet, He had to
visit His world, perhaps for the last time. After taking the mortal
form of a sixty-year-old woman, she became vulnerable to the
bitter, merciless winds and light snow flurries that whipped
through the narrow alleyways. But the damp, post-winter weather was
shielded from her medium frame by a brown-leather waistcoat, which
hid a thick, woolen, green turtleneck sweater. She also wore a pair
of beige slacks that partially covered her brown-leather boots,
adding class to her appearance. She completed her disguise by
topping her head with thick, neck-length, curly red hair, accented
by streaks of gray. Her overall appearance: a handsome,
strong-willed woman with piercing green eyes and a weathered face
that hid a deep sensitivity that would only be revealed to those
close to her.

As she blended within the
darkness of the alley, God witnessed four leather-clad youths using
pipes to beat their prey: a man in his thirties who was screaming
for mercy. She looked around to see if anyone heard him, but she
knew any typical bystander would only walk away in apathy. She
turned back to the spectacle and the victim’s cries were drowned
out by hyena-like laughter. Then came the impact of the
pipes. Thump, thump,
thump. She closed her eyes, yet none of
her powers could shield those dull sounds that were similar to a
rug being hammered on a clothesline.

Finally, the pounding
stopped and was replaced by even more laughter and the hurried
shuffling of feet. God opened her eyes and saw the gang members
rifle through the inert body, taking all they could find. Satisfied
with their results, they left the alleyway, leaving a mound of
bleeding flesh behind on the filth-ridden pavement. When she was
certain that they were gone, she left her hiding place and walked
toward the man. His chest slowly rose and fell. She bent down and
observed the fresh bruises and dents that covered his face and his
body. What the blood didn’t conceal, the grime from the alley
compensated. All of his limbs bent and broke into unnatural angles.
His swollen, purple eyes were sealed shut and his labored breathing
wheezed and whistled through his shattered jaw and teeth, becoming
slower with each passing second.

Then, out of the corner of
her eye, she noticed some markings on one of the man’s broken arms.
Markings that she knew were not made by the attackers.

Needle tracks.

She continued to stare at
those holes that seemed to multiply and spread over his body like a
disease, a disease he brought on to himself.

Disgusted, she turned
around and walked away from the blood and the moans. With each
passing step, she took deep breaths to calm herself, but the foul
stench of the garbage only fueled her rage. She stopped, closed her
eyes, and generated the energy from within. A momentary flash. And
then ...

She felt the sunlight and
waves of heat pushing down on her. She opened her eyes, only to
narrow them into a squint as she witnessed US troops using
bulldozers to burrow into the Iraqi desert, excavating thousands of
corpses that were hidden for years.

She closed and opened her
eyes again.

In China, an elite death
squad rounded up and executed twenty-five people. Five of them were
children. Each body fell into a prepared grave, sealed and
delivered.

Closed and opened
again.

In Melbourne, a mob of
skinheads swarmed around a nightclub, screaming with bloodlust as
the battered remains of the Vietnamese owners and patrons were
vomited out of the glass windows like rejected, digested
food.

Again.

Migrant workers hired by
Brazilian entrepreneurs burned down rain forests.

In a secret, underground
bunker, North Korea prepared its first nuclear bomb.

God covered her eyes with
clenched fists. “Enough!”

Sounds of industry
disappeared. Birds sang. She opened her eyes and stood on one of
many paved paths that coiled through and around Hyde Park. The
chimes of Big Ben temporarily muted the sounds of nature, ringing
the afternoon three o’clock hour. Clenching her trembling hands and
shoving them into her coat pockets, God breathed in the English
air. Although it was the beginnings of spring, she still felt a
chill seep into her. She turned and found a wooden bench. Behind it
was a gigantic oak tree, with fans of leaved branches that would
shield the occupant from the sunlight. She walked over and sat
down, drained from her travels. She rubbed her eyes and gazed out
at the scenery before her: wide grassy fields dotted with bushes,
metal fences, an occasional pond, and rows of flowerbeds that
outlined various walking paths.

Then she saw the people.
How the people sickened her. Soiled vagrants nursing their bottles
of despair. Gaunt, wild-eyed junkies begging the merchants of
addiction for another fix. Skimpily clad prostitutes bartering
their bodies to those secretive perverts that held respective
public offices. Bible-holding prophets standing on stone platforms
in Speaker’s Corner, shrieking their own interpretations of the
Gospel. Sad-eyed children begging and stealing to survive each day
so they could live long enough to end up like the others. She once
overheard an English bobby tell a concerned citizen that these
people were contained only in this area of the park, with
absolutely no possibility of spreading, that the majority of the
park was still safe and beautiful to visit.

God chuckled upon
remembering that. She remembered her creations saying the exact
same thing about the Black Death. She massaged her temples, knowing
very well that this kind of disease was rampant everywhere, some
more obvious than others. She leaned back and said, “What is the
point?”

“My Lord?”

She looked toward the
direction of the voice and smiled. A man in his mid-twenties
towered over her, his muscular form blocking out some of the misery
from her view. His long, wavy, brown hair, which framed his
chiseled face and dark-blue eyes, cascaded along his broad
shoulders. Wearing a dark-brown leather jacket, tight black
T-shirt, jeans, and biker boots, the man looked very much like a
fashion model for a motorcycle magazine.

“Gabriel, what are you
doing here?”

“All of us felt your pain.
I came to offer my assistance, if needed.”

She cleared her throat.
“Well, couldn’t you have become something less
noticeable?”

The angel frowned as he
looked down at his apparel. “How do you mean?”

“Well, look around you.
The streetwalkers and the perverts are practically drooling on
themselves. I won’t even begin to describe what they’re thinking
right now.”

“My Lord, you’re
embarrassing me.”

She laughed. “I’m sorry. I
have to try to boost my spirits in some way.” She patted the bench
next to her and gazed at the community of decadence. God heard the
bench creek under the weight of the angel.

“What are you unhappy
about?”

“I’ve been taking a tour
around the place. I don’t like what I’m seeing. And this gloomy
weather doesn’t help my disposition, either.” Both glanced up and
noticed the thick clouds swallowing up the sunlight and the pale
blueness of the skies with a patient speed.

“Why don’t you make the
clouds vanish?”

She chuckled. “Why,
indeed.” She stood up. “Walk with me, Gabriel. Let’s look at some
better scenery.”

As they strolled up the
pathway, God noticed the gray skies turning darker, enhancing the
dreary mood of the day.

They walked in silence,
and as they entered the safe area of the park, God noticed the
families and couples, laughing and playing in the grounds. All so
temporary. “Gabriel, have you ever wanted to just give
up?”

“In what way?”

She looked down and stared
at the cracks along the path, signs of age similar to wrinkles
which lined her own mortal face. “Before I began my Tour of
Horrors, I had coffee at a small café in Paris. I overheard a
couple of old men bantering about the ‘philosophies of life,’ that
sort of nonsense. Well, one of the men asked the other a rather
profound question.”

“What was it?”

“‘What is more important:
the creator or the creation?’” She looked at her companion. “So,
what do you think?”

He thought for a moment
until he answered, “The creator.”

Her eyes widened.
“Why?”

“Because without the
creator, the creation would not come into being. It is the
creator’s sole duty to produce all that can be offered to the
world.”

“The two men would agree
with you, but only for the first part. These days, the creation is
only used to satisfy the creator’s false sense of self-importance.
And that is why this world is as screwed up as it is. Egocentrism
at its worst, Gabriel.” She looked at a young couple walking past
them. On the surface, unconditional love. But deep inside,
manipulation and betrayal from one that would eventually damage the
other. She shook her head. “Ever since the beginning, I have always
placed importance on whatever I have created first. I always let
each world grow and evolve on its own, with only my influence
entering the picture.”

“But you have performed
miracles, my Lord.”

She waved her hand in
dismissal. “Please. The only thing I’ve done is make my presence
known, just to let them know that, ‘Hey, there is an Almighty Being up here.
Straighten up!’ And with that knowledge—or for lack of a better
term, faith—a
mortal can do almost anything, including create these so-called
‘miracles’ as you call them. With simple faith, a civilization can
grow in ways that can exceed expectation.”

“And it has worked every
single time.”

“Not all of them. Not
here.” She stared at the horizon as the grayness of the cloud cover
darkened to black. “No, Gabriel, out of all of the civilizations,
out of all of the worlds I have created and nurtured, this is the
only one whose potential ... whose value is ... cheapening.” She
chuckled. “My goodness, I sound as though I’m talking about a
car.”

“But you are not, my Lord.
You are talking about your creations. Your children.”

God stopped and looked at
Gabriel. “Let’s get one thing straight, my boy. They are my
creations, yes. But I had only one child, and I was willing to let
Him die so these people could understand about sacrificing your own
needs for a greater purpose. I sacrificed for them, Gabriel. And,
now, look at what we have.” She indicated their
surroundings.

The angel observed the
scenery and the people about them. “Your creations are enjoying the
gifts you offer here. And even with the cloud cover, the park is
beautiful, like many other places.”

“There used to be a lot
more beautiful places, Gabriel. But they’re destroying it all for
instant gratification.” They began to walk again. “That’s the
problem. These stupid people keep thinking that they, as creators
within their own limited perceptions, are more important than
anything else. By doing that, they regress. Nature’s Children
clearly understood the dangers of this kind of ego-driven
behavior.”

“Are you talking about
what the mortals call ‘Indians’?”

“That’s right. They
figured out what the overall plan was since the beginning, to never
think of themselves as ...” She hesitated.

Gabriel raised his
eyebrows. “You?”

She turned to her angel,
gave a sad smile, and nodded. “Along with the Tibetan monks, they
were the wisest people in the world. And they were almost
exterminated in the process!”

“That was a sad
time.”

“That was one of the
earliest genocides, the first warning of things to come. The last
one should have been the Holocaust. But no, then came the Bosnians,
the Rwandans, the Iraqis. This world has been given many chances
when it comes to the destruction they are capable of doing. And
it’s going to get worse.”

“Why don’t you
interfere?”

She shook her head. “That
defeats the purpose as to why I created this world in the first
place: to evolve, grow, and learn on its own. The magic of free
will.” She stopped and stared at the shadow of the clouds slowly
blanketing the park before them. A look of decisiveness seeped into
her aging face. “For the first time, Gabriel, I’m actually thinking
about giving up.”

“My Lord, you can’t
abandon one of your prized creations.”

She shrugged. “I do have a
special fondness for this world. And yes, there were times when
this planet and its various civilizations did show some promise.
The Golden Age of the Greeks, the Renaissance and the Restoration.
Gutenberg, Kepler, Galileo, Da Vinci, and especially, Einstein.”
She shook her head. “It’s so frustrating! If they respected the
power that little atom offered, they could have grown a hundred
times more than where they are right now. The opportunities were
there; and these stupid people, whose attention spans equal to that
of fleas, took these tools and perverted their purity and
potential. I’m sorry, but I refuse to acknowledge their eventual
self-destruction.”

Still in shock, Gabriel
didn’t notice her walk away. He raced to catch up to her. “But,
without your presence, this world will be in chaos. Worse, a world
of total apathy.”

Upon hearing this, she
chuckled. “Open your eyes, Gabriel. The world is in chaos and in total apathy. My
presence is only prolonging the pain with false hope that it will
get better. No matter what I do, those who have fallen seem to
increase with number, with no sign of slowing down. My leaving
would be more merciful.”

“With all due respect, you
abandoning this world would be like parents abandoning their
child.”

“But if the child is out
of control and won’t notice the danger signs, and I have given
them plenty of
signs, then it’s best that the child learn the hard
way.”

“You must not give up, my
Lord. That is unacceptable.”

She stopped and looked at
him with hope. “Give me a reason, Gabriel. A good reason.”
When he didn’t respond, she gave a sad smile. “Not as easy as it
seems, is it?”

They continued their walk
and she continued, “It’ll be fine, Gabriel. When my presence is
gone from this place, this whole world will quickly disappear and,
most likely, start fresh again. I honestly believed that this world
would be a model of something wonderful.”

As they wandered down the
pathway, the couple observed a young woman in her twenties sitting
on a bench. In front of her was a light-blue baby carriage. She was
singing a song to her baby and she rocked the carriage up and down,
back and forth. God stepped toward the woman as Gabriel
followed.

“How old is
he?”

The woman looked up at God
and smiled. “He’s only nine months old, Mum. It was a nice, warm
day earlier. So, I thought to take him around.” She looked up at
the dismal skies. “It’s a shame that the sun is gone.”

“May I take a closer
peek?”

The woman looked at her
closely. Then, her suspicions disappeared the longer she gazed at
God’s kind face. “Be my guest. He’s not cranky at all. Very well
behaved.”

“I’m not at all
surprised,” God said and she peered inside the carriage. She first
noticed a faint odor of talcum powder coming from the baby boy, who
was dressed in sky-blue pajamas, with little red trucks woven in
the material. He smiled, laughed, and he began to pump his arms and
his legs up and down, as though he was training to ride his first
bike. God smiled at the endless, surging energy that this infant
possessed. So untamed, yet so innocent to the horrors occurring
around the world. When his blue eyes widened and saw God, a silent
connection was established. She stared and was actually drawn
closer to the baby, who held out his hand, wiggling his diminutive
fingers, beckoning her. She reached in and took his tiny hand,
feeling his tissue-like skin and gliding her fingertips over his
minuscule fingernails that were as smooth as glass.

Then, a warm sensation
passed over her. She stared deep into his eyes that were filled
with enthusiasm and purity. He grasped her index finger, and guided
it to his face. Her hand wandered over his soft pillow cheeks, his
stubby nose, and, lastly, she caressed his head that was topped
with fine light-brown hair, feeling as though the child’s pate was
made of a velvet-covered eggshell.

God smiled as she tapped
his nose, causing the baby to giggle, which made her chuckle as
well. She stood up and said, “You have a beautiful boy.”

“Thank you, Mum.” The
young mother looked up at the skies and frowned. “I do hope the day
will get better.”

God nodded as she and
Gabriel walked away from the bench.

The angel smiled. “A
lovely child.”

“Indeed he is,” she
whispered, still absorbing the moment through her being. Then, she
stopped and looked at her companion with suspicion.
“Gabriel.”

He stopped. “Yes, my
Lord?”

“If you wanted to prove
your point, you could have found a subtler way in expressing
it.”

“I do not
understand.”

“The baby. Gabriel, I hate
clichés.”

His look of confusion
disappeared and his eyes widened. “My Lord, I did not do
that.”

“Gabriel,” she
warned.

He spread out his arms.
“My Lord, will you permit me? Please?” When God acquiesced, Gabriel
continued. “I assure you I did not ... conjure that woman and her
child in order to prove my point. In fact, it is not even
my point to give.” He
paused as God listened. “Perhaps your creations are indeed trying
to give the true answer to that question those two Parisians were
discussing: creator or creation—who is more important? And perhaps
that little child is the only way your creation is communicating to
you. With all due respect, it is irrelevant that you consider
the form of that
answer to be a cliché. What is relevant is what your creation is
trying to tell you.”

God turned away and closed
her eyes in thought. She remembered the purity of the baby, the way
he laughed. But it was those eyes that caught God’s attention.
Those innocent, promising eyes. Eyes that showed potential. No
corruption at all. She rubbed the bridge of her nose. Creator or
creation? The chicken or the egg? What came first? What should be
first? The ultimate multiple-choice question, what are the answers?
A) The Creator, or B) The Creation?

God then opened her
eyes.

Or maybe C)?

“All of the above,” she
softly answered herself, beyond Gabriel’s hearing.

Moments later, the angel
asked, “Are you ready to leave, my Lord?”

But God just stared off
into the dim horizon that was an amalgam of dark purple and gray.
She then turned toward the mother and child, who were still
unhampered by the dreary weather. She came closer, smiled, and
thought, cliché or not, if he can exist, there has to be others who
possess the same type of ... benevolence.

She then turned away and,
with a wave of her hand, she beckoned Gabriel to her side. “Not
just yet, Gabriel. Let’s stick around a little longer.”

As the couple strolled
around the corner of the park, the dark clouds diminished, and the
sun shone on the Earth once again.
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