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   Out of the Blue
 
   In that week, no one had time to explain where it had come from, of what it was made. Even if they did know, lines of communication went down and this information could not readily be shared over TV and radio, e-mail and phone call. Mostly, people were too busy simply trying to breathe; even indoors, their lungs were coated with the stuff, the air of their homes and the buildings they took shelter in filled with a fine blue mist that filtered in just about anywhere. And outdoors – outdoors they were buried under great mounds and drifts of it, like fossilized figures from Pompeii under countless tons of volcanic ash. But this ash was a brilliant, laser-bright blue. The blue of toys. The blue of sky. It was as if the sky’s dome had crumbled away, its paint chips all fallen. It was like a snow made from the very color of the sky. A blizzard of candy blue flakes, but stickier than snow, adhering even to the sides of the buildings that had not been fully immersed. Like any storm, its effects varied, were inconsistent: in some cities, the ash was only a foot deep. In others, it engulfed all but the very tallest skyscrapers. It was a deluge, drowning cities all over the world, painting red deserts blue, a dry flood of blue like dehydrated water, heaps of the stuff clotting the surface of the world’s oceans, almost making a uniform crust upon them, vast bobbing scab islands. Some people, not too deeply buried, bravely managed to claw and dig their way up to the surface, but still suffocated from the sands that filled their lungs like hourglasses. Most remained submerged, buried alive, entombed.
 
    Over the days that followed the blizzard – when the blue flakes no longer fell out of the cloudless blue sky – the last of the bluish haze faded from those indoor places it had infiltrated, settling into a film upon the floors and coagulating there in a layer of crunchy pigment as blue as a cue stick’s chalk. Those who had sheltered indoors who had managed to protect themselves via gas masks or more improvised methods found that they could safely draw breath again, sometimes mere hours after the storm had come, sometimes after the bulk of the week had passed, again depending on the severity of the storm in their location. And during that time, the ash outside had dried – the sticky flakes all having coalesced and solidified. You could walk upon it now, even where it enveloped whole towns beneath its unbroken undulating blanket, without fear of slipping under its former quicksand surface. It had a rough texture, hard as coral. But it was still a laser-bright blue.
 
    Now, finally, survivors could expend the time to speculate. Maybe it was Nature’s doing: the debris of an exploded comet; cosmic dust; the last dregs of the ozone layer. Or maybe it was the work of people: fallout from some angry little country’s nuclear testing; pollution; the biological weapon of terrorists; the exterminating weapon of an alien race. Or perhaps it was a curse from God: a biblical apocalypse; Heaven – fallen. Whatever it was, its vibrant color as cheerful as plastic mocked the devastation it had brought, the snuffing death, the silent desolation, blue being the color of sky and sea and hence of the most potent of life-giving elements, the color of crayons and robin eggs and little girl eyes. Yet the Earth had been all but killed, in less than a week’s time, by the color blue.
 
   * * *
 
    There were eight bays, or lines as the workers called them, in the Aseptic Filling and Inspection department of Caduceus Pharmaceuticals, but only four of those lines typically ran every day. The filling itself took place on first and second shift, but the lines were prepared for the next day’s operation during the third shift – which was 11pm to 7am. That particular night, the bays being prepped were 1, 3, 4 and 8. Bay 1 was devoted to “Large Syringe,” the product typically being morphine sulfate. Bay 3 focused on a novocaine-type solution, occupying injectable dental cartridges. Bay 4 was called “Large Vial,” and the current solution would fill 50ml containers, amber-colored glass to protect the contents from light. Bay 8 was the only line that filled a topical anesthetic solution, called “jelly,” into either 5ml or 30ml plastic tubes.
 
    Inside the sterile core, where the product was actually filled, there had been six set-up technicians, one AET mechanic, and two cleaners, though the cleaners had been on break at the time and using the computers outside sterile core to surf dating sites on the internet despite their married status. Outside sterile core, the glass vials, syringes and cartridges were washed in scalding water then loaded by the thousands into tunnels to be cooked in bacteria-killing heat before the containers entered into the core to be loaded with their respective potions. The set-up techs inside had been Maria, who was Polish and could out-swear a trucker with Tourette Syndrome, quiet Dennis from Costa Rica, smiling Albert from Lebanon, gruff Edward and towering Joseph, both from Ghana, soft-spoken Tanaka from Zimbabwe, and then there was the AET Josh – who often felt like the only Anglo-Saxon, American-born worker in all of Caduceus Pharmaceuticals.
 
    That was okay with him...just unusual at times. For one thing, he found himself befriending, and being attracted to, people he might never even have imagined meeting before. At present, he was more than a little attracted to Tanaka. He had never dated a black woman previously, but last week they had driven to Salem, Massachusetts together – her first time there, and he had been eager to show her around. They had told themselves that it was just two friends joining forces to fill an empty weekend (both were on the rebound from failed relationships), but Josh could tell his coworker was as drawn to him as he was to her. He was a few years older than her 30 – she being the youngest of the third shift set-up technicians. She was shortish, solidly curvy; her eyes on him and her voice in his ears imparting the golden sweetness of honey and the darkly suffusing warmth of coffee.
 
    That night, shortly before their 1:15 am break for lunch, there had been a...shudder. All of them in the sterile core had felt it, they would learn later when they compared notes. It was not exactly like an earthquake tremor. It had been both more subtle and more profound than that. It had been like the jolting impact of two different dimensions or planes of existence bumping together and briefly overlapping.
 
    In the sterile core they were required to wear pale blue hospital scrubs, tight-fitting, that Josh thought looked particularly becoming on the women, like voluptuous Tanaka. Over that they wore a white spacesuit-like uniform with a hood and mask, goggles over their eyes and gloves on their hands and booties over the pair of shoes that they were only allowed to wear inside the core. To those outside the core, seeing them through the windows that ran the length of the filling department, it was easy to confuse them with each other. They all looked fundamentally the same, made homogenous by their color.
 
    When the odd shiver came they looked at each other through their goggles, maybe a couple of them exchanged a few words, but none of them grew alarmed. Not until perhaps a half hour later, when Josh looked up and out through the window into the area of Bay 3, where two production operators in their blue uniforms and white lab smocks and hair nets had been sanitizing the washer with hot water before loading the tunnel with glass for the dental cartridges. Josh had narrowed his eyes somewhat in confusion, at first thinking the window had become fogged in some way. Then he realized it was hazy out there, as if a thin steam filled the air. He saw one of the production operators hunched over a steel work table, hacking, the other hovering over their shoulder in concern. Was it a fire? Was that haze from smoke? If so, why hadn’t the alarms gone off?
 
    As Josh watched, the person hunched over the desk slipped sideways and thumped soundlessly (from inside the controlled environment of the sterile core) to the floor, before the other operator could catch them. In a near panic, the other operator then dashed off, presumably to summon the supervisor or team leader. Several minutes later, however, the operator had not come back. That was when Josh moved to the phone (not too quickly, as they had been instructed to keep their motions within the sterile core slow so as not to stir contaminating particles from their clothing and body into the air) and phoned the department’s supervisor, Hassan. When Hassan did not pick up, he next tried the team leader, Patty. Again, no answer.
 
    Seeing his concern, Tanaka had come beside him, followed by Albert. Albert had pointed outside, then, but the others had spotted it already. A pair of blue-clad legs, jutting out from behind a pallet of glass modules. Someone else had apparently passed out on the floor.
 
    They moved from line to line, trying each bay’s phone, and seeing what they could out each bay’s window. When they saw another operator lying sprawled on the glossy floor, and then the two cleaners slumped motionless in their chairs, that was when Josh decided to call the security desk instead.
 
    It rang. And rang.
 
    Seeing his two Ghanian cleaner friends apparently unconscious in front of the computer station roused Joseph to action, and even his friend Edward could not deter him from leaving the sterile core, changing into his plant uniform swiftly, and going to investigate. The others hovered at the window expectantly. They saw Joseph enter Bay 6, where the computers had been set up, but by that time he himself was hunched over and wracked with coughing. They watched him try to shake one of the cleaners, Kwame, in his chair. Kwame dropped to the floor...and a moment later, so did Joseph.
 
    That was when the first of the attempts at interpretation began. An industrial accident – an unprecedented rupture of one of the immense solution tanks on the fourth floor (but what solution they mixed, filled and sold could engender these results?). A gas leak. Biological weapon. Radioactive fallout.
 
    Over the next several hours, because they couldn’t get an outside line, they tried every extension printed on the list posted beside each bay’s phone. Only once, four hours after Joseph had ventured out of the core, did someone pick up. It was the extension for the cafeteria. The person on the other end of the line rasped in a gargling, strangled sort of voice. Then the phone clunked loudly in Josh’s ear as it was obviously dropped, and he heard the voice fade as if the person were wandering away, muttering to his or herself.
 
    They waited several more hours, afraid now to leave the core. But after a while, they became less concerned about contaminating the product and more concerned with seeing to their personal needs. They allowed spray bottles filled with steaming hot water, for cleaning, to cool to the point where they could drink it, and lowered their face masks to do so. They even peed into a bucket but kept it covered when they weren’t using it.
 
    Albert, the oldest of them at 54, grew the most impatient. “Look,” Josh spun him by the shoulder and pointed. “Look, Albert. You see that blue fog or whatever? It’s poison. It’s still out there. You want to end up like them? They haven’t moved in six hours. They’re dead, Albert. They’ve gotta be dead!”
 
    “Do you wanna, what-do-you-call-it, stay in here forever?” Albert blurted in his Lebanese accent. “What are we supposed to do?”
 
    “I don’t know, but we’re alright in here for now. Someone will come for us – they have to.”
 
    But three hours later, no one had come. There was a change, however. They noticed that the air outside had seemed to grow clearer. As the misty quality had subsided, the floor instead had taken on a bluish cast. This blue dust had even settled on the machines. Even on the prone bodies strewn throughout the bays.
 
    Then, Maria had shouted, “Fuck! Fuck! Look! It’s Joseph!”
 
    The others had leapt to her side, practically pressing their faces into the glass. Beyond, they had seen their friend Joseph shuffling drunkenly out of the computer area, headed in the direction of the supervisor’s office. They had then rushed into Bays 5 and 4, banging on the glass to get his attention. Joseph had finally stopped in his tracks, but did not turn to face them or continue on toward the office. He merely stood there, wavering slightly as if dazed.
 
    “I’m going to, what-do-you-call-it, go out there and see what’s going on. I’ve had enough of this,” Albert said, pushing through them.
 
    “Wait, Albert,” Josh said, whirling around. “We don’t know that it’s safe yet!”
 
    A body slammed into the window of Bay 4, causing Tanaka to let out a yelp. On the other side of the thick glass was Kwame, his eyes wide, his mouth smearing a frothy, vaguely blue-tinted saliva across the pane.
 
    “They’re waking up, see?” Albert said. “Don’t worry...I’ll leave my suit and mask on, okay?”
 
    “Albert!”
 
    “Let him go,” Maria said. “Somebody has to find out something, right?”
 
    And so they had turned back toward the window, rapping at Kwame, trying to get him to respond coherently to them, but he merely went on smudging his palms and his mouth across the glass, his bulging eyes unblinking. Until, finally, they saw Albert appear out there in the uniform they never would have dreamed of wearing outside the sterile core before this day. And they saw that Kwame heard Albert. Albert was perhaps saying his name. Approaching Kwame from behind.
 
    Kwame swung around, took hold of Albert, toppled his weight against him. Together, they crashed to the floor, the heavier black man pinning the graying-haired older man. Inside the core, the others couldn’t get a good look at what was happening at first, largely because of their own jostling struggle for a look. But then Maria screamed, and Dennis shouted something in Spanish, and Kwame shifted just enough for them to see the blood so vividly red on Albert’s white uniform. It looked to Josh, perversely, as if Kwame were performing analingus on his co-worker; his face was pressed hard into Albert’s posterior and moving from side to side. But when Kwame drew back, they saw the tear in the white spacesuit...and the blue scrubs beneath...and in the cleft of Albert’s flesh beneath that. They saw the gleaming train of viscera gripped in Kwame’s teeth, being pulled out of that ripped-wider opening, drawn out like a bird teasing a worm from its hole.
 
    Joseph was staggering toward the two men on the floor as if to intervene...but his arms were reaching, his eyes fogged, a bluish saliva foaming down his chin.
 
    The rest of them remained inside the core for two full days. And then, finally, when they had seen every one of their co-workers outside rise from their comas (except for Albert, whose swollen belly they tore open in order to get at the remainder of his offal, though they left his exterior otherwise untouched), Josh pointed out that the longer they remained inside, the more deranged co-workers would rise up throughout the plant and its adjacent office structure – assuming they hadn’t all of them already risen. One or two of them had to chance the outside air. And so, they turned off all the lights in the core to conceal their movements from their former friends, who had been avidly and hungrily ogling them through the glass.
 
    It was Josh and Edward who snuck out of the sterile core. Who dared to remove their masks, and gingerly draw in breath.
 
    And then more breaths. Until they realized it was safe. At least, safe to breathe.
 
    They returned to the core to gather up the others, arming themselves with wrenches and screwdrivers from Josh’s tool cart to use as weapons.
 
    Edward was the first of them to kill. It was his own friend Joseph, who lurched unexpectedly at them in the corridor as they circumvented the outside section of the filling department entirely on their way to the staircase. Edward, who showed that he had the instincts to survive in an altered world, by not hesitating for a moment in jamming a screwdriver to the hilt in one of Joseph’s unblinking eyes.
 
    The tall Ghanian dropped, convulsing as if electrocuted. He had Albert’s blood caked brown on the front of his uniform (powder blue shirt, navy blue trousers), but the thick blood that leaked out of his ears and wept around the blade of the screwdriver was a bright yellow. Color now mocked them. Color had become their enemy. But their real conflict with color hadn’t even begun yet. Not until they came to the first windows that showed them a view of the world outside. The brand new world outside.
 
   * * *
 
    They walked across the top of a town that Josh finally recognized from its church steeples, their tips emerging from the sapphire blue ground; there were a red-brown steeple and a white steeple side-by-side, and a bit of distance away (it would have been diagonally across a street which now lay below them, cars perhaps still parked along it and maybe bodies inside those metal sarcophagi, where people had taken refuge in vain) poked another white steeple. Josh had lived in this town for a time, as a boy.
 
    Tanaka plucked some leaves off the head of a tall tree that miraculously still lived, though its trunk and lower branches had been swallowed up. She smelled their green freshness, let them tumble from her hand, and said to Josh, “Life goes on.”
 
    “Easy for the trees to go on,” Edward grumbled, moving past them with his shotgun cradled in both hands. “The Blues don’t want to eat the trees.”
 
    They were five now. They had lost Dennis four weeks ago, only days after leaving Caduceus Pharmaceuticals. His arm outstretched with a police issue handgun in his fist, he had stood immobile like a Medusa-cursed statue himself, like a God-cursed pillar of salt, watching the animated statue of a small blue child shuffle toward him, croaking in a voice just childlike enough to make him hesitate in firing, tears blurring his vision. He had been the father of two children, both of them with his ex-wife back in Costa Rica. Before the others could cut them down with their own guns, three of the Blues had shambled out from behind the top of an apartment complex, seized Dennis from behind, and dragged him around the corner out of sight. By the time the others bolted and caught up, Dennis’ screams had already ceased. Maria had killed one of the Blues with repeated blows to the head from the butt of her hunting rifle until the skull came open like a sparkling geode, thick yellow blood oozing into the porous ground and the brain sliding out yellow as an egg yolk, all its folds and convolutions smoothed away. She had even stomped the yolk-brain with a new hiking boot, letting out a roar of profanity.
 
    By way of replacement, they had picked up another member for their party a few days later – a 12-year-old Vietnamese-American boy named Michael. Tanaka had given him a spare pistol from her knapsack. He had stayed close by her side ever since, and at night lay spooned to her back, which frustrated Josh a bit but he felt ashamed to be jealous of a child. Michael was mostly quiet, though he tended to whine and weep, even hold tantrums, when he was exhausted from their walking and foraging, too high above the buildings and trees most times to be shaded from the harsh summer sun.
 
    “Look here,” Maria barked, a little bit away from them, close to the lone white steeple. Her call gathered them all in from where they had strayed, but never far or for long from each other.
 
    Near the steeple point’s base were three irregular craters in the hard, rough-skinned ground. Loose, broken chunks of rubble from grain-sized to fist-sized lay heaped around their rims. Usually when they found holes of this kind they were fairly shallow cavities, but these pits were so deep they were black, their depth hard to determine even when Josh stepped beside Maria to point a flashlight.
 
    “Who knows how far down they came from,” Edward said. The weeks under the bald sun had turned his dark skin – and his harsh, forceful voice – much darker. “Probably all the way from the street. There could be tunnels down there, all around us. Tunnels like ants make.”
 
    Usually, it was the Blues not too deeply buried – in areas where the ash had not piled itself too high – that were able to emerge. Obviously, as they had less of the baked-hard ground to dig their way through. But sometimes, while the storm had still been raging, the buried had managed to burrow their way up through the ash before it had solidified, so that when they finally succumbed they were close to the surface. Lately, however, the crew had begun spotting these much deeper openings...which indicated that with time, and maybe not much more time, a whole new wave of Blues would be walking the streets. Those buried under the deeper accumulations of ash. As Edward had suggested – right now, all across this town, under their very feet, might there be hundreds of Blues slowly, patiently inching their way to the surface?
 
    Michael whimpered and drew close to Tanaka, encircling her with both arms and tucking his head against her, eyes crunched shut as if in pain. “I’m hungry!” he groaned.
 
    Tanaka smoothed his spiky black hair. “Shh, baby.” She handed him a foil-wrapped granola bar from her backpack. To the others, she said in her light, musical accent, “In a few hours it will be dark. We need to find a place to spend the night.”
 
    “Hard, in this fucking town,” Maria said. “Too fucking deep.”
 
    “We need to find a taller building we can get inside of,” Josh murmured, glancing about, trying to remember more about the town. Then again, it would have changed a lot since he had lived here. “And hope there aren’t too many Blues inside it.”
 
    “If we have to camp out in the open, that’s what we’ll do,” Edward said. They had done it before, but they had also had to get up in the middle of the night and flee madly, on several occasions, when a wave of Blues had amassed themselves and advanced on them. Fortunately, their gravelly collected moans had given them away, and they were easy to outrun. But strong, so strong. Those outstretched fingers, when they would raise their heavy arms. One had to stay beyond the reach of those crystallized blue fingers.
 
    As they drifted on toward where Josh indicated the center of the town should be, Tanaka further placated Michael with a bottle of spring water. As she had indicated, the sun was lowering in the sky, sending golden light sideways across the acetylene blue ground, making its pumice-like texture all the more starkly picked out in shadow. But soon enough, Josh was pointing toward the top of a flat-roofed, brick-skinned building that looked new to him, though designed to blend in with the much older buildings that now were fully blanketed over. They reached the little plateau, a life-raft adrift in a frozen sea. The upper half of the top row of windows showed above the ground’s new level, and the glass was intact in all of them. No Blues had got in from up here, then – but of course, that didn’t mean they hadn’t gotten into the building from below. Maria and Edward smashed a single window with their gun butts. When the frame was safely free of shards, they lowered slender Maria in first with a flashlight in one hand and a pistol in the other, as if she were a tunnel rat descending into a nest of Vietcong. A few tense moments when they heard nothing from her, then a blurted obscenity. They all flinched, but she reappeared and gestured for them to crawl inside with her. “I bumped my leg on a fucking desk,” she explained.
 
   * * *
 
    They heard the rumble of a vehicle across the solid dunes, out there in the night. It must have traveled a long way, from a town so thinly coated that it had been able to back out of whatever garage it had been safely sheltered in when the ash storm came. A few weeks ago, they might have wormed out of the window and fired their guns in the air to draw the vehicle back, but they knew the person or persons would not want company; the vehicle must already be crammed with supplies scavenged from here and there, plus their group might not all be able to squeeze inside anyway. Also, they had passed other little groups two dozen times in their travels, and found that the survivors tended to favor such small bands because they were easy to maneuver, easy to accommodate in a limited hiding spot, more furtively escaped the notice of the Blues. Josh’s team would stop and chat only briefly with these similar teams, maybe exchange a few articles of food or ammunition. Other times they merely exchanged nods with such a group, as they passed each other in opposite directions. One direction was really as good as another.
 
    Josh was the unofficial leader. Maybe because he had been in a superior position to them at their place of employment, his job title being AET – a qualified mechanic who made the most critical and precise of the set-up adjustments, who had to sign off on the batch papers before each filling machine was allowed to start production. Also, as a National Guardsman, Josh had recently returned from his second stint in the Middle East. He had military training, though he had never had to kill a man during his time there. Since then, all of the crew but Michael had become killers, though of course the people they had killed were already dead.
 
    They had survived this long because they respected Josh enough not to oppose him, not to bicker – too much. This evening, he had directed them to cover all the windows in the upper floor of the brick building, so the glow of their single camping lantern would not as readily be seen outside. And they had barricaded the door in case there were Blues in the levels below them. When they spoke, it was in whispers. Maria had quickly dozed off, and now Edward began to snore loudly. Tanaka nudged him and he rolled over with a grumble on the sleeping bag he had spread on the thinly blue-crusted floor.
 
    Michael lay with his head on Tanaka’s crossed legs. Josh sat beside her, discreetly holding her hand in the shadows between them. She was stroking Michael’s head like a cat beginning to snooze in her lap.
 
    “I miss my mom,” he sniffled. It was an almost nightly lament, as he began to drift into dreams they hoped were blissful...dreams not too blue in color. “I miss my mom.”
 
    “Maybe she’s okay, baby,” Tanaka told him. “Maybe it’s better over there – we don’t know.” When the ash had come, Michael’s mother had been gone on a two week vacation to attend her brother’s funeral and visit her other siblings in Ho Chi Minh City. “Did your mom ever take you to her country, baby?”
 
    “No,” he sulked. “I didn’t want to go. I’m an American.”
 
    Tanaka flashed a smile at Josh. “Yes, you are. Look at us – we all are. Different cultures and colors. And we’re helping each other like we always should have, right, baby? We’re working together to stay alive. Because the living – we’re all so different. That’s good. That’s what people didn’t understand before. In our lives, we needed to be different. But the dead...” Her sweet tone dropped a little, became more distant, as if she said the last words only to herself. “The dead are all blue.”
 
    Michael said nothing. His mouth was squashed open against her leg. Josh crawled forward to help ease his head from her lap, onto the edge of his sleeping bag instead. “Yew,” Josh said, wiping Michael’s drool on the leg of his jeans. He sat back beside Tanaka again, and rubbed her warm thigh where the child’s head had been.
 
    Tanaka was still distracted, running her fingertips lightly across the blue-caked floor, where the mist that had permeated almost everywhere had settled and congealed.
 
    “I think it’s a kind of fungus,” Josh mused, watching her thoughtful hand motions. “Carried on the wind. Maybe even carried from space. Brought here on a comet or a meteor, a fragment of a planet or something.” He was combining theories his companions had previously run through, and why not? “The fungus is symbiotic. Like millions of tiny parasites that need to live on a host. So they smother their host animals, and take over their bodies. Reactivating some of their basic motor functions.”
 
    “Science,” Tanaka said, simply.
 
    “You make it sound like a swear word.”
 
    “I’m not primitive, Josh. But science comes up empty-handed this time. Science was taken by surprise; it wasn’t ready. And now it’s too late for it to catch up. Now we can see how little they truly ever knew for sure. Yes, I believe in science. But science covered only so, so little of what there is to know.” She met his eyes in the murk. She, too, resubmitted theories they had tossed about before. “Maybe it truly is a plague sent from God. A kind of destroying – rather than nurturing – manna from the heavens. In Zimbabwe, we had such a terrible epidemic of AIDS. In the UK, you know, ten percent of the AIDS deaths were from immigrants from my country. I used to wonder if that was a plague sent from God, too.”
 
    “You know I don’t believe in that wrath of God stuff. I’m sorry, but I can’t.”
 
    “I know...religion. That’s a swear word to you.”
 
    “I didn’t say that. Maybe the answer is both. Maybe those two words aren’t as mutually exclusive as we always thought. Like you were saying to Michael...it’s time we stop thinking like we used to do. Start putting things together the way they always should have been.” And he squeezed her dark brown hand in his very pale hand, like the two halves of a living yin and yang, for emphasis.
 
    Tanaka smiled at him again, reached out and drew him down beside her on her sleeping bag. Though they were too close to the others to be intimate, at least with Michael already slumbering it was Josh’s turn again to make spoons with her body.
 
   * * *
 
    His ear to the floor, even through the muffling layer of his sleeping bag Josh could hear the bang – perhaps of a chair being knocked over – on the floor below them. A smaller thump after that, then silence. He lifted his head a little to see if anyone else were awake and had noticed. Only Edward looked over at him. He was sitting on the floor, his back propped against a wall and his shotgun across his knees. He pointed at the floor and nodded, indicating he had heard the noises, too.
 
    They waited, looking back and forth at each other. The sounds weren’t repeated. At last, sensing that others had begun to stir, Maria sat up and mumbled some curses as she rubbed at a kink in her neck. Michael whined that he was hungry and Tanaka dug out another granola bar for him. “I’m fattening you up so we can all eat you one of these days,” she told him.
 
    “Stop it!” he huffed, then chomping into the snack.
 
    “I had a dream,” Josh whispered, rising and stretching his limbs. “We were in some town where the ash wasn’t deep...with all these other people, digging up the ground. We were clearing it, so we could use it to plant vegetables. We were making a farm. We weren’t running anymore.”
 
    “Gotta find that fucking town, then,” Maria said. “Right?”
 
    “Right,” Josh said.
 
    “Right,” said Tanaka. And it sounded like Michael mumbled “right” around a mouthful of granola bar.
 
    “We all worked together once,” Josh told them. “We can do it again.”
 
    “We already are,” Tanaka said. “We’re a good team.”
 
    “I’ll see that you all get raises.”
 
    “Thanks a lot,” Edward said. “Huh – been light for a few hours now.” He rose, and moved to one of the windows they had kept shaded during the night to contain the glow of their lamp. Steeling himself against the glare of day, he took the shade’s lower edge to raise it.
 
    A peripheral movement caused Josh to glance at one of the other shaded windows. A silhouette, passing fleetingly across its glowing blank screen. He snapped his head back toward Edward. “Wait!” he hissed.
 
    But the shade was already winding upwards, and through the glass – only inches away – Edward looked out at a face as it stared in at him.
 
    It was like a hairless skull, thickly encrusted with what appeared to be a blue mineral so vivid in color it almost seemed to glow. There were no lips, so the yellow teeth were exposed, the only other pigment hinted at. And there were no eyes: even the skull sockets were filled with crust. How the Blue could see him, they did not know, but it had plainly sensed him somehow – for the glass of the window was already shattering in his face and two pairs of blue-caked hands thrusting in to briefly scratch at his head in an attempt to grasp his close-cropped hair, and tug at his ears, before successfully clutching handfuls of his shirt. Bellowing in rage and terror, Edward tried to maneuver his shotgun but he was being pulled off his feet, hoisted up to their level through the window, his arms pinned by his own bulk. His body was raked over the jagged teeth of the window’s remaining glass. And then, he was through and gone. Bright sunlight streamed into the room. Loud screams flooded in, too.
 
    Yelling swears, it was Maria who bounded to the window first, aiming her rifle outside, but she cried, “I don’t see him!” Then, ignoring the sharp glass shards, she began scrabbling through the opening after their friend.
 
    Josh pulled his handgun, and shouted back at Tanaka, “Stay here!”
 
    She and even Michael had their own pistols in hand. Tanaka nodded.
 
    There were three of the Blues outside, two on all fours over Edward like hyenas and one that might have been a woman standing a little apart, weaving as if in a stupor, its mouth working soundlessly as if it thought it were already chewing. Its body was scabrous, pumice-like, but this matter was cracked and split at the joints to permit limited movement. Could that slight lump on one wrist be a watch, sealed over with the rest? Its hands, beneath the blue ash, still moving unseen even now as time continued stalwartly to move forward?
 
    The two that had grasped Edward had pulled him away from the building a little ways, and in a kind of cooperation that was most likely accidental, one held him down while the other one had gathered the fingers of its right hand together in something like a stone knife, and plunged that knife into Edward’s body through his pants, through his anus, tearing his rectum open. The arm was already in their friend past the wrist.
 
    Maria opened up on the one whose form vaguely suggested a woman. Thick yellow ichor sprayed from several holes blasted into its chest, and it stumbled backwards without a cry or even a grunt. A third shot blew off its jaw and made the head tilt at a sudden angle as the projectile shattered the back of the thing’s neck, destroying what now passed for its upper spinal column. The thing toppled like a statue pushed off its base.
 
    Josh had run at the two hunched over Edward – who had stopped shrieking. He kicked one with all his strength in the face. It straightened up somewhat, turning its visage up to him, grimacing with those yellow teeth. Josh practically pressed his gun’s muzzle to its forehead as he fired. A splash of liquified yellow brains from the back of the thing’s exploded skull. It slumped sideways, and he turned his attention to the one that had jammed its arm into Edward, now almost up to the elbow.
 
    The Blue was so ravenous with expectation that it didn’t even look up at the living man who stood over it. The things prized the entrails of the living, apparently so as to be nourished on the food within, in the process of being digested. The group had sometimes stumbled upon blackened and flyblown bodies in their nomadic wandering, hollowed out, emptied like the shells of oysters.
 
    This Blue had caught hold of its prey’s guts...and with a tug, yanked loops of glistening and dripping intestines out of Edward’s body, which was shivering violently with the last residue of life.
 
    “Die, you fucker!” Josh blurted at the thing, already dead, as he fired again and again at its head, its jaws opened wide to feed, cracked at the edges to accommodate the movement. He took the top of the Blue’s head off. He could see the smooth brain lying exposed in a bowl of its yellow juices. With its mouth still working like that of a fish breathing underwater, the creature thudded to the ground. In so doing, still gripping Edward’s innards, it pulled a few more inches out of him.
 
    Sobbing, Maria came over and unnecessarily fired into the two Blues Josh had killed. Seeing that Edward – though uttering no sounds – still trembled, she pointed her barrel at the back of his head, looked away, and fired a single booming shot.
 
    “God! God! God!” she wailed. “What’s the use, huh? What’s the fucking use?” She bugged her eyes at Josh. “We should all just shoot ourselves now!”
 
    Tanaka, having seen that the Blues had been killed, broke away the rest of the glass in the window frame with her pistol, then boosted Michael through. Josh helped pull her out after him. Maria slung her rifle over her shoulder, grabbed Michael and embraced him tightly, as much to find her own meager solace as to shield his eyes from the carnage – though it wasn’t the first he had seen, nor would it be his last.
 
    In turn, Tanaka took Josh in her arms. She found he was sobbing, quietly, too.
 
    “I used to live in this town,” he blubbered inadequately, nonsensically. It was all he could think to say. “I used to live in this fucking town!”
 
    “All the towns are like this now,” Tanaka said. And it was true. Borders between one town and the next were obliterated, eradicated, buried. Borders between one country and the next. The world had been repainted, sculpted anew. In a way, the world had been destroyed. In another way, it had been unified. Thinking this, Tanaka whispered in his ear, “Every town is our home now.” She kissed his ear, and held him for several minutes more.
 
    “Come on.” Maria let go of Michael, but held onto one of his hands. “Let’s get our stuff, huh? We have to find that fucking town.”
 
    “What town?” Josh sighed, wiping his eyes with the heels of his hands.
 
    “The one where we’re making your fucking farm. Right?”
 
    Lowering his hands, Josh smiled over at her weakly. Then at Tanaka. Then he turned, and cast his eyes across the wide, open land. And the land was the color of sea and sky, the two most vital of life-giving elements.
 
    Blue.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Blue Sphinxes
 
   From the windows in the hospital cafeteria Jill could see one of the Blue Sphinxes, as she had come to call them in her childhood. There were two of them, which she thought of as mates. This one she considered the female, as it had somewhat more feminine – though no less reserved and chilly – features.
 
    The statue loomed above the dark coniferous woods that bordered the town. Eastborough Mental Hospital was hidden here out of sight of the unafflicted in a no-man's-land between that town and those woods, like some idiot child of old locked away in a shed or attic room where he couldn't embarrass, couldn't frighten the allegedly normal.
 
    Jill sipped her orange juice absentmindedly, her gaze fixed on that towering figure. It was so vast in size that it was misty with distance, like a mountain, almost as if it were a ghost rather than carved of solid stone. Sky-blue stone. Maybe that was why, she thought, no one else but her had ever seen the pair of statues (at least, she had never met anyone who had). Maybe her eyes were more highly evolved, or mutated or defected in some way, permitting her to distinguish the blue of the great sculptures from the blue of the sky itself. Then again, she considered, they remained blue when the sky was gray (as it was now). At night, she couldn't see them either, and that was why she had come to love the night. Those eyes relentlessly gazing were veiled from her own gaze, at least for a while. But she still felt their cold stare, through the dark, just as she felt their gaze through the walls in the hospital where there were no windows. Appraising her. Criticizing her. Loathing her...
 
    They were as beautiful as she was homely, she thought. Abstracted, vaguely oriental features, lips pursed into sensuous but unsmiling lines. No pupils carved in their blank eyes. Her parents had been beautiful too, she remembered, though her father had left them when she was twelve. It was Jill's fault, her mother would tell her. Jill with her homely face and homelier mind. Jill who asked people why they couldn't see the statues like she could (and yet these people were impressed by that puny kitten of a sphinx that presided over the pyramids). Jill had been sixteen when her mother brought her here. Ten years ago, now. And it had been two years since last her still-beautiful mother had come. Though she hadn't seen her father in many more years than that, she imagined he was still handsome, as well.
 
    A light, ghostly snow had begun to fall. Good. It might become a blizzard. Might obscure that carven, spying face. For a while...
 
    An aide leaned over her shoulder, startling her. Asked if she was okay. Jill smiled and said she was fine. The aide, with a knowing look, asked if Jill was staring at her sphinxes. No, Jill lied, just watching the snow. Appearing doubtful, the aide still moved on and Jill turned again to the window.
 
    Tears began to fill her eyes...as they never filled the eyes of the two immense statues.
 
    She wished she herself could be one of those sphinxes. A third, between them.
 
    How she hated those sphinxes. How she loved them.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Harsh Light
 
   His body lay large and glistening wet, still warm, but stiffening, hardening... Donna gasped another sob. She had slid down the bathroom wall and sat on her heels, staring at her husband, dead on the linoleum of a heart attack, lying naked to her eyes for the first time in the light, the first time in their marriage of seventeen years... Bobby was a woman. Donna had never known this, never suspected. Seventeen years. His familiar head seemed grafted onto the alien body of a large-boned woman. He was without the tight binding which she had once glimpsed him in accidentally; he had said it was to support his bad back. Now she saw the breasts. At first she thought he was a hermaphrodite, but there were no signs of male organs. Bobby was a woman whose true name Donna did not even know.
 
    She shut her eyes tightly and shuddered. Her mother had died when Donna was sixteen. She had known Bobby for more years than she'd known her own mother. But now she knew that she hadn't known him.
 
    More than betrayal, more than anger, she felt confusion and hurt. That he...she...had lied, of course. But mostly because Bobby hadn't shared this with her. Had kept this secret, this reality, hidden from her.
 
    They had shared everything else but their bodies. Good times. Bad. Vacations. Holidays. Scrapbooks brimmed with their sharing. They had even shared sex, and again a tremor went through Donna. Bobby told her after they'd dated for several months that he had suffered terrible injuries in a motorcycle accident. Donna had been too much in love with him to break off, though she was tested by the prospect of life without children. They spoke of adoption, but it was too expensive, and difficult, and Bobby was reluctant. Now it was obvious he'd been afraid that a look into his past by adoption agencies might reveal his actual identity.
 
    Bobby had pleased his wife with his mouth, his hands. He never undressed for this. She touched only his head, his face, stroked his neck and kissed his gentle large hands. This was
 
   enough for Donna. Bobby had been her first and only lover. Now she realized that she had never had sex with a man in her life.
 
    They had slept side by side, Bobby in his pajamas on the hottest of nights. Bobby hiding so much behind so little cloth. As near as a bed mate, as distant as a stranger.
 
    This woman had loved Donna. She had feared rejection, obviously, if she'd been found out.
 
   And Donna had to admit she would have left Bobby if he/she had confessed; what would her family have said, her friends and co-workers? Yet, maybe only in the beginning. But if he had confessed after they had been together for several years, Donna wondered, would she have left?
 
   She wished Bobby had given her the benefit of a doubt; maybe nothing would have changed, ultimately. Maybe she wouldn't have let the prejudices of others affect her decision.
 
    How many nights Donna had longed, in her own pleasure, to please Bobby too. She had thought Bobby derived no pleasure of his own, but in the dark, had one hand sneaked away to stroke his own secret place? Now, to learn that she actually could have pleased Bobby also...
 
    He should have confessed everything, Donna thought, weeping, wagging her head, Bobby's prone body blurry through her tears but stark in the glaring, clinical lights like those of a coroner's table, Bobby's body like a cadaver laid open to spill all it contained, exposed to the core of its flesh, but the mind beyond reach, passed into oblivion, oh Bobby, Donna thought, who were you...
 
    She still loved him, even now. He should have told her while he was alive, before it was too late for them to share it. What a relief it would have been for Bobby to reveal the truth, she thought, and to know her loyalty in the face of it. In protecting himself he had cheated himself.
 
   He had betrayed himself just as much as her with his deception.
 
    Moaning his name, Donna went to him on hands and knees, lifted his large hand – still familiar to her lips and pressed her forehead against it, squeezing her eyes shut. She slowly stretched beside him on the cold floor, as they had lain in bed, her arm slung over him. She kissed his neck as she would do when they parked in his car when they first dated, while he was tenderly molding her breasts in his big hands. She said his name again and kissed his slack mouth, his parted lips. She ran her hand down to the breasts that he had cruelly restrained, like children chained in a cellar, and it was with that strong a pity that Donna reacted to them. Her fingertips just barely stroked them, trembling. He deserved this. He must have always dreamed of this. Could he see her now from some spiritual plane? And derive his long-denied pleasure at last?
 
    Donna cupped one breast now, fondled it as gently as he had done with hers. She kissed the cooling flesh, moved her shivering lips down Bobby's body. Once a victim of its own bondage, a prisoner of fear...now liberated, like a soul that had waited until death to be born. Body and soul had been bound too long. Donna wanted to show him the acceptance he must have craved from
 
   her. She wanted to consummate their marriage...
 
    Slowly, whimpering, she pressed her nose into the soft hair which was now only the most meager mask over Bobby's shameful secret. Yes, he had been ashamed of what he was. Donna
 
   showed him he shouldn't have been. He was as good a husband as she could ever have hoped for, and she only wished she could have shown it to him in this way while he was still alive.
 
    She ground her face against him so as to push her tongue deep inside his poor body, as if to tease out the last vestige of his secret so that no more of it remained.
 
    They were consummated at last, as they should have been all along, and for Donna it was a liberation as well. A tragic one. A liberation that sent deep cracks through her mind. But her shame was lifted. She had been ashamed all these years lest Bobby find out her own guilty secret...bound and restrained in her heart.
 
    She had wanted children, but hadn't really missed a husband's penis. She had loved Bobby as a man with no regrets and no dissatisfaction. But she had never told her family or her friends, and barely admitted to herself that despite her attraction to men Donna had always found herself more attracted to women.
 
   The End
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Insides Out
 
    Ending sadly, story told often, fate unhappy always follows it -- you hear wailing whales, you see nearing angels, tattered and torn fins like wings, mists spouted become dispersing halos, flesh that covers treasured chest, blubber is this for this you eat, blood is this for this you drink, "I am cursed but cured," you say, "this to witness am I", watching haunted and hollowed mothers of ghosts, skulls as echoing and depthless as sea, "harpoons plunge deep too," you cry, brine of tears are cried, great but tragic beasts striking upon sharp rocks, water like tossing flesh, blood in dyed waves, hammer pounding uselessly a heart, vast and stranded whales like fetuses die, flayed insides out insides flayed, die fetuses like whales stranded and vast, heart a uselessly pounding hammer, waves dyed in blood, flesh tossing like water, rocks sharp upon striking beasts tragic but great, cried are tears of brine, cry you, "too deep plunge harpoons", sea as depthless and echoing as skulls, ghosts of mothers hollowed and haunted watching, "I am witness to this," say you, "cured but cursed am I", drink you this for this is blood, eat you this for this is blubber, chest treasured covers that flesh, halos dispersing become spouted mists, wings like fins torn and tattered, angels nearing see you, whales wailing hear you -- it follows always unhappy fate, often told story, sadly ending.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Ouroborus
 
    The roots of great trees had burrowed through the ceiling over many years, growing ever downward and piercing into the floor as well. Into the walls, too...squeezing between mortared stones, the larger roots even nudging blocks out of their sockets so that they had fallen to the endless Tunnel’s floor here and there. Some of these roots were as big around as trees themselves. Noon marveled, because he estimated this stretch of the Tunnel was hundreds of feet below the surface. Not only that, but by his estimation the surface in this region was now a blasted desert devoid of any life. The forest that had once covered this area should be decades extinct. Maybe the trees were indeed gone, but their roots continued to dig blindly deeper and deeper, as if to one day sip the very magma from the planet’s core. These roots still alive like nerves after a tooth is extracted. Refusing to die, determined to survive at any cost, but without quite realizing why they should do so. Just like Noon.
 
    This spider-webbed lattice, this living weave, became so tight in spots that Noon could barely squeeze himself through it. He didn’t want to draw his machete and hack at the roots, because he didn’t want to leave a trail the Foeti could easily follow. Yet who was he deceiving, in that concern, but himself? Though the floor of the Tunnel here was of uneven flagstones, not dirt as it had been some miles back, he knew he was leaving plenty of signs of his passage for the Foeti and other denizens of the Tunnel to follow. The Foeti might not possess the sense of smell, but it/they could see clearly enough – just as other entities might not have the sense of sight, but could sniff the blood in his veins from a mile away.
 
    It was difficult to tell how far behind him the Foeti was/were. The Tunnel made its/their cries echoy, distorted. It/they might be lost way back in the steam as black as squid’s ink which he had groped his way through an hour ago, or as close as the beginning of the root forest. Its/their wails sounded like a nursery of newborn infants drowning at the bottom of the sea.
 
    Though the wails sounded like multiple creatures to him now – and on a few occasions he had injured the/a Foeti so badly that he was sure it would die of its wounds – he was not certain if there were many of them, or only a single individual. His opinion on the subject changed from day to day, from hour to hour.
 
    In any case – and fortunately for him – even if the Foeti was/were fairly near, the tangled roots were too dense to see through very deeply...and though there were bare light bulbs hanging from the low ceiling, they were spaced far apart so that the gaps between their pools of light offered brief shelters of darkness. He only hoped that nothing hostile was lying in wait for him in one of these intervals of darkness. The bulbs rested against the roots here and there, and their heat had scorched them black in spots though they hadn’t caught fire. Fire was perhaps Noon’s worst fear. If he ever came to a place in the Tunnel that was filled with flame, he would have to wait for the fire to die down before he could proceed. In that time, the Foeti might catch up to him. And if the fire was of a kind that would never die away, then he would have to turn back. That was simply impossible to contemplate. In all this time of running through the Tunnel, he had not once turned back.
 
    He estimated that he had been running for a year, at least...ever since he had fallen through the hole in the rotted floor of his moldering house in the old, old city – waking from unconsciousness to find himself in the Tunnel. The ceiling far above him, with just a dim bluish light showing him the hole his weight had broken open, so high out of reach. Luckily, the floor of the Tunnel had been of a thick black soil in that section (churned up by a seething population of night crawlers), and it had broken his fall.
 
    The walls of that section were also of wood, and Noon had been attempting to climb up one, digging torn fingers and toes between the rough boards to find purchase, when the Foeti had lunged out of the shadows for the first time – its hairless head disproportionately immense, its naked body undeveloped, like an embryo as big as he was. He had dropped down from the wall and begun running, then. He had been running ever since. Sleeping when it was moderately safe enough to risk it. Eating what edible plants, mostly fungus, he could harvest, and whatever edible animals he could kill. Drinking water that trickled down tiled walls, or that pooled here and there, or that flooded whole areas of the Tunnel that he had to wade through. When he couldn’t run, he dragged himself along. He had even crawled on all fours.
 
    In some places he had found doors blocking his way. Doors of decomposing gray-green wood. Doors of metal almost lost under incrustations of red rust or green verdigris. To his infinite relief on each occasion, he had not yet encountered a locked door. But he had done his best to barricade them once he was on the other side. Several times, in narrow parts of the Tunnel, he had even constructed and barricaded his own doors to impede, if not halt, the progress of the Foeti. Of course, elsewhere the Tunnel was so impossibly wide that he couldn’t see its sides, let alone create a door to block it. Only a few miles back, in fact, he had encountered one such region of the Tunnel, its walls lost in gloom but the ceiling so low he had to tuck in his head to avoid bumping it against a smooth surface apparently made of thick black (perhaps volcanic) glass.
 
    Over the months, this subterranean and stressful existence had taken its toll on him. His hair, formerly long and worn in a queue tied with a black ribbon, had begun to come out in stringy handfuls. He had lost weight, his skeletal condition impossible to ignore as his clothing tattered away until all he wore now were a pair of ragged trousers cut off at the knees. Worst of all were the headaches, so severe at times that he wanted nothing more than to stop running, running, running, to just drop down and curl in a fetal position and wait for his enemy to overtake him at last...to deliver him from his torment. His skull seemed to be literally and steadily ballooning with his pain, as though filling up with infected pus...
 
    The forest of roots was so dense that when Noon suddenly emerged from it he was surprised, shaken out of his numb, robotic reverie – not having seen its terminus approaching. Ahead of him loomed a great staircase, the ceiling sloping up at a steep angle, vanishing into a murk no longer illuminated by dangling light bulbs. Straightening up, Noon stepped close to the bottom step. He prodded it with his toe, and reached out to run his hand over a black-painted wall with a crinkled texture. His suspicions about the surface of the staircase, walls, and the angled ceiling were confirmed when he tore free a little tab of the black material to reveal words beneath it, printed in a small type, black against white. Newspaper. The walls, ceiling and the stairs themselves were composed of papier-mache, covered over with a glossy black paint.
 
    Were the stairs of nothing more than glued paper, then? Would they support his weight? As he tested his foot on the first step, he realized there were odd symbols marked on it in a dark but flourescent purple paint. More symbols, but different, on the second step. And so on, these characters varying on each. Did they tell a saga? Some parable? But if so, was this story to be read from the bottom to the top of the staircase, or from the top to the bottom? Or might it be read either way?
 
    Noon had taken only three wary steps up the flight of paper or paper-coated stairs when a/the Foeti burst directly through the wall at the foot of the staircase. The thickly painted papier-mache there had flimsily covered over and hidden a doorway in the true wall beneath.
 
    Noon then began racing up the steps as fast as his legs could propel him, terrified to have his foe so close at his heels in so unexpected a manner. He could no longer be timid about the staircase’s sturdiness. But he needn’t have worried, as it turned out, about the staircase supporting him or the Foeti catching him – just yet, at least. After several moments, he realized the Foeti was not pursuing him up the steps, and after a few moments more, he reined in enough fear that he was able to stop and look back down the way he had come.
 
    There had to be more than one Foeti, he decided (again). The first one that had attacked him had been entirely bald. This one had long cobwebs of hair hanging over its face, through which its lidless black eyes glared. And whereas the first ones he had encountered had always been crawling rapidly on all fours, lately the ones in this vicinity seemed to spend more time scurrying along on their hind legs, bent under the weight of huge heads which were still not as huge as the heads of the first Foeti he had known. This one even wore primitive, torn clothing.
 
    The wild-haired Foeti had not advanced up even one of the steps, paced back and forth at their foot, emitting terrible cries of frustration. Was the thing concerned that the steps might cave in under its weight? No...Noon understood what the problem was. The symbols on the steps. The Foeti was afraid of them. This was confirmed when he saw the Foeti lash out, dig its nails into the bottom step and tear away a strip of the papier-mache as he himself had done. It flicked the shred away, and tore another free. Then, it began flailing madly with both of its thin but powerful forelimbs.
 
    Even if it should strip all the symbols from the bottom step (and now Noon saw that a concrete staircase lay beneath the paper facade), there was still the step above that, and the step above that. Assuming that the messages or spells written on them were all equally powerful, all equally frightening to the Foeti. But whether the Foeti should be delayed for minutes or for a day, Noon didn’t linger to waste any more of this precious time. Turning forward again, he continued mounting the increasingly shadowy staircase.
 
    As he ascended, it appeared to him that the purple symbols became more vivid. And soon enough, as the last of the light bulb illumination below him receded (and the Foeti was swallowed up in the dimness, apparently having only gained a handful of steps), the symbols actually began to glow in the darkness. It helped him know where to plant his feet, though the luminosity was far too feeble to show him how much higher the flight of steps would lead him.
 
    In spots here and there, the glossy black paint had been chipped or torn by the passage of creatures not impeded like the Foeti, maybe curious like himself about what lay beneath. The layers of glued newspaper revealed by these wounds shone white against the blackness, but it was still difficult for Noon to make out the letters on them in the scant light from the purple-painted runes. Leaning his face close to one torn patch, he thought he made out the words “impregnated” and “stillborn,” the rest too smeared and blurred with hardened paste. In a smaller wound, in a sans serif type, there was just the word “our.” A few steps higher, another little tear (or maybe just a spot carelessly missed in the painting, since it lay like a shadow directly beneath a high ridge in the wrinkly surface) showed only the letters “roborus,” in a more elegant type style – though Noon didn’t know whether that was the start, middle, or end of a word.
 
    Ahead of him, he began to make out a haze of dim light. Around this time, after it seemed he had been ascending the stairs for close to an hour, he also started to notice that the steps were marred in more than just little nicks and peeled strips. The papier-mache was warped, buckled, as if its paste had become fluid again, bubbled and then rehardened. Greater sections of the painted skin had split and pulled away from each other. As he climbed yet higher, he saw more and more damage until whole large areas of the papier-mache had become damp and sloughed away from the concrete steps beneath, only to resolidify again. The purple characters (less and less luminous the nearer he came to that pale light) were cracked, distorted, or missing altogether.
 
    At last, he stepped up into the light. Here, the staircase and the painted papier-mache ended. The walls, floor and ceiling of the Tunnel were again of mortared stone. The new light was of an intoxicating, unmistakable quality...a kind of light he hadn’t seen in perhaps a year.
 
    It was sunlight.
 
    And with it, even more intoxicating, the smell of fresh air. Vegetation warmed by a summer sun. There could no longer be a mere desert above his head. The sunlight and fresh air came from four evenly spaced windows in the ceiling over his head, just out of reach of his outstretched arms when he tried to jump to touch them. These open windows were covered with heavy iron bars, too close together for him to squeeze through even if he could spring high enough to grab hold of them, but they permitted the sun’s gold (late afternoon, early morning?) light to filter through, a sweet-smelling breeze to waft between. And now he knew that it was intermittent rain coming into the Tunnel through these openings, and trickling down the stairs, that had caused the damage to the papier-mache, returning it to the formless mush it had started out as.
 
    Scanning around him for some forgotten tool or other item with which to pry loose the bars from one of the windows (should he even be able to climb up the blocks of the wall to reach them), Noon glanced back the way he had come. He heard one eerie, far-off wail from the pursuing lone Foeti, like the shriek of a hawk. There were no bird cries outside the four rectangular openings in the roof, but he did think he heard the shh-shh-shhing of sawing, sizzling insect noises in tall grass.
 
    His eyes were drawn back to the damaged papier-mache of the staircase he had mounted. The improved light made the newspapers it was composed of more legible. He saw part of a birth announcement page here, a column of obituaries there. One portion of the ruined top step in particular drew him closer. He crouched, cocked his head to examine it, at last broke that piece free in his hands to lift to his face.
 
    It was not merely letters or words that showed on the newsprint, this time, but a halftone photograph of a house. Was it from a real estate page? Did it illustrate the scene of some crime? The caption was partially torn away, revealing only the words: “...in the house at 101 Ada Street.”
 
    Even abbreviated, the caption made Noon’s heart spasm. Even before he had read it, he had thought the house resembled his own ancient domicile...through whose moldering floor he had plummeted into this unsuspected underworld. The photograph seemed to portray his home back in some older time, perhaps, when its wood was sturdier, its paint not yet worn away. If not his home, one very much in the same style. But the fragment of caption spelled it out beyond any doubt. The address it gave was definitely his own.
 
    His maple tree, growing so close to the house that its roots must have begun separating the very stones of the foundation, was missing from the picture, a mere sapling in its place. Was the picture so old that the sapling was the maple tree, in its infancy? Or...could this picture be of his house since he had fallen into the Tunnel? Repaired, repainted, resold? The damaging tree cut down, and replaced with a new one?
 
    A fresh headache was brewing like a storm in his poor stretched skull; he could ponder the photograph no longer, and slipped it into a pocket of his ragged trousers to examine again later on. For now, he wanted to concentrate on getting up to, and through, those metal bars over the four ceiling windows. He aligned himself directly below the first of the windows, and could hear more distinctly the sounds of insects in high, sun-yellowed summer grass. Bent blades of this grass even dangled down between the bars along the window’s edges. But as he stood there, inhaling, tilting his chin toward the fragrant air, a much cooler breeze washed over him. It was chilly, in fact, and caused him to look toward the windows spaced farther ahead. He found himself wandering forward.
 
    Noon stopped below the next of the four windows. His battered shoes crunched in a scattered heap of brown, dead leaves. A few brighter, more recently fallen leaves lay amongst them. He knelt, picked one up, twirled it by its stem. It was a maple leaf, and it was in fiery shades of orange and yellow. As he gazed straight upward, Noon thought he could hear tree branches rustling. The air had taken on a subtly different fragrance, and it had grown cooler. As he faced upwards, he saw a fresh leaf slip between the bars, and come spiraling lazily down like a stingray skimming through water. A fresh, red and gold leaf from a maple tree.
 
    Another icy breeze rushed over him. It came from farther ahead, and Noon went onwards, the skin of his bare arms turning to gooseflesh.
 
    He had taken only a few steps when he realized that the broad white blotch directly underneath this window was not sunlight on the floor. It was snow.
 
    Noon stepped into the crunching patch of snow, and into a silvery shaft of light that was like a solid column of frozen air. Above him, he saw only a blank gray sky between the bars, but a few stray flakes found their way through, drifted down, one of them alighting on his forehead as if in a frail attempt to soothe the agony distending his cranium, undoing his skull’s sutures.
 
    He knew what he would see next before he even walked over to the fourth window and raised his eyes toward it. Gilded dusk or dawn light beamed down, and the breeze was warmer and smelled of green growing things. Spring...
 
    Had there been a fifth window, would it look out upon summer again? A sixth, autumn? And on...and on?
 
    A slim arm thrust itself abruptly between the bars, its fingers grasping down at him futilely. Though it could not possibly have reached him, still Noon flinched violently. A woman’s arm, it looked like. He had seen woman-like creatures in the Tunnel before, but this was out of the Tunnel. Could it be a person like himself, trying to rescue rather than hurt him?
 
    Something, an instinct, made Noon look behind him. He saw another arm straining down through the ice encrusted bars of the third window. This arm, however, was little more than bones held together with frozen ligaments, blue tendons.
 
    Beyond that, yet another arm reached down through the second window, causing brittle leaves to fall between the bars. This arm, it appeared from where he was standing, was horribly black and decomposed, its skin sloughing away. And further on, a fourth arm clutched at thin air, writhing madly like a snake that had been run over by an automobile, flipping impossibly in both directions at the elbow joint. This limb was discolored, beginning to rot, but not yet as corrupted as the one which caused autumn leaves to trickle down.
 
    Each arm, despite its stage of decay, moved in an identical manner...right down to every jerk or twist of the wrist, every spider-like convulsion of the fingers...
 
    And each hand wore an identical, thin gold wedding band, like the one his mother had inherited from her mother, and which had in turn been given to Noon to place on his own bride’s finger on their wedding day. But no daughter of hers would ever wear it, since his wife had expired (and her child along with her) during labor. She wore the ring still in the velvet-lined jewelry box of her casket...
 
    No – even if he could reach those high windows, Noon knew this was not a good place to escape to. If he should bellow for help, who knew what other terrors might join this/these clutching being/beings.
 
    He continued on his way.
 
    Soon, the varied shafts of sunlight were lost behind him, as was the sound of insects, the smell of autumn leaves and clean snow. Transient impressions, ephemeral, already mere wispy memories swallowed by darkness.
 
    The Tunnel was now nothing but raw, dry earth beneath his feet, to either side and above, like the burrow of a giant animal or a titanic ant hill. For a time, he felt his way through absolute darkness. Something long and feathery – a centipede? – flowed across his hand as it moved across the dirt wall. But a suggestion of light showed ahead of him, and soon he no longer had to run his hand along the wall. The light grew...grew enough for him to see the changes that next shaped the character of the Tunnel.
 
    The walls, ceiling, floor were still mostly of dirt, but not entirely. A section of the floor was covered with a long, irregular patch of faded linoleum which lay fairly flat across the hard packed dirt. Its edges were broken, irregularly torn. The linoleum had repeating flowery patterns on it. Across the ceiling were scattered patches of white cork tiles, apparently anchored directly into the dirt. And on the earthen walls, again in patchy areas, had been hung sheets of old wallpaper, buckling and water stained, drooping over themselves...tacked directly into the earth without benefit of a wooden or plaster understructure.
 
    A lamp with a crystal shade hung from the ceiling. Its wiring must run straight into the dirt, as well. The dark spots in the bottom of the shade were doubtless insect carcasses. There were further signs that this part of the Tunnel had been adapted for habitation. Noon approached a table and set of chairs. There were three place settings; two for adults and a bowl for a child. The child’s chair was a high chair. Crusted bits of food – or were those desiccated insect carcasses as well? – lay scattered on the plates.
 
    He walked on; it seemed like he was passing through a kitchen which some force had stretched out, elongated and attenuated. There was an old refrigerator, oddly standing directly in the center of the Tunnel, but when he opened it up – praying for sustenance – it was not cold inside and there were only bad-smelling smudges where maybe food had long ago moldered and liquified. Further along, he saw a kitchen sink with cabinets beneath it, pushed up against one dirt wall. He approached this, hoping that water pipes had been fed into the dirt the way the electrical wiring had been (he had encountered a second, shaded lamp depending from the ceiling).
 
    The sink, he found, was full of water. And the faucets did work; both gave only cold water, but it tasted only slightly of rust and he eagerly cupped his hands under it, drank his fill and splashed handfuls of it across his face. His thirst slaked for the moment, he returned his attention to what he had initially seen inside the water-filled sink. At its bottom rested a rectangular wooden box with a sealed lid. Noon didn’t doubt that despite the lid, the submerged box must have become filled with water, soaking whatever the contents might be. He was curious enough to want to lift the box out of the sink and remove the lid...but at the same time, a great dread prevented him. The box put him too much in mind of a crude coffin. Of course, it was a coffin that could only accommodate the body of an infant, a newborn or a stillborn at that.
 
    He glanced back over his shoulder at the kitchen table, the place setting for a child. He decided not to touch the box at all.
 
    Under the sink, he found a glass pitcher with a plastic top such as juice or lemonade might be made in. He filled this with water, and then took it with him as he continued along.
 
    Maybe it was the coldness of the water he had gulped down or splashed on his forehead, but his headache surged with unprecedented force, until he had to stagger against a wall for support and press the palm of his free hand against his temple. When his damp hand came away, it was matted thick with hair from his head.
 
    Onward, he stumbled...ever onward. But finally he fell onto hands and knees, and he remained that way, crawling along slowly to conserve his strength, waiting for the pain to recede. Or would it recede? Could he, in fact, be dying?
 
    He realized he had lost his machete somewhere behind him. He had found it almost a year ago, amongst a pile of rusting tools and machine parts, in a section of the Tunnel that had seemed to him like a mad factory half lost under dust and corrosion. He couldn’t tell exactly what the subterranean factory had been designed to produce, but it appeared to be simply heavy doughnuts made of metal. The factory had been long dead when he encountered it, and yet at that time he had heard a distant boom, boom, boom and metallic clunk, clunk, clunk from deep behind the machines, behind the walls, from some engine that he never saw but which never stopped running. He imagined that sound in his skull now, the sound of his pain. Maybe the engine had been inside his skull all along.
 
    He didn’t go back for the machete. In fact, he no longer had the water bottle in his hand either, but he kept crawling along on hands and feet, scurrying faster and faster to the throb inside his head...a mechanized rhythm that seemed to be unrolling, even manufacturing, the Tunnel ahead of him...as if nothing but oblivion existed ahead of him until mere seconds before he reached it.
 
    A heap of debris, at last, blocked his path. Boards, spiked with nails. A musty armchair. A carpet, impaled on some of the more jagged boards. There was no more electric light here, but a pale bluish glow leaked down from high above. Noon took in his surroundings more closely and noticed that the walls were no longer of packed dirt, were covered in boards instead. The floor itself was of a spongy, thick black soil that his hands sank in to their wrists. (A nightcrawler slithered over his fingers, unseen beneath the loam.) Finally, he lifted his agonized, tear-streaming eyes to the ceiling far above him.
 
    The ceiling was of wood, with a broken hole through which that misty bluish light shone. He recognized the light. He realized he recognized the armchair and the carpet in the heap of debris that had fallen from above. They were articles from his own moldering home in the old, old city.
 
    He had, at last, come around to the beginning of the Tunnel again.
 
    A sound on the other side of the heap of debris caught his attention – a little groan, as of pain. Noon hunkered down lower to the ground, straining his hearing, but it was difficult to hear past the boom, boom, boom, clank, clank, clank. There truly seemed to be a whole factory crammed inside his skull, so terribly swollen and heavy did it feel. Something slithered down the back of his head, and then over his shoulder. He thought it was another centipede until he glanced quickly and saw a wispy hank of his own hair falling to the soil. As his hair was sliding away, so did his final rags of clothing seem to be drooping off of him. Impatiently, he clawed the last remnants away from his body.
 
    Another groan, and through the tangle of boards he saw a figure rise up. It was the most human-looking Foeti he had seen yet. Its long hair was tied in back with a black ribbon, and it slapped the black soil off its full set of clothing. It seemed to be trying to get its bearings; looked up at that hole in the ceiling so far above. As Noon spied through the fallen debris, he saw the upright Foeti walk to the wooden wall, dig its fingers and toes between the warped old boards in an attempt to climb all the way up to that bluish light of freedom.
 
    He must not let his enemy, his nemesis, escape. He must kill it before it killed him.
 
    With a terrible cry that sounded inhuman even to himself, Noon lunged out of the shadows. The human-appearing Foeti dropped off the wooden wall, looked his way only for an instant, and then began running off down the Tunnel.
 
    Noon chased after him. Pursued him. Running. And running and running.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Post #153
 
    At Christmas time every year, Wally Thompson could be counted on to decorate the interior of the VFW and to trace the windows in multicolored lights...but this was the first year he had decorated Post #153 for Halloween.
 
    In past years, Wally had served as Commander of the Post, though these days he mostly just did the cooking for holidays, special occasions, and on Sundays (everything from baked beans to jambalaya). But his creative streak had been in evidence for decades. He had intricately painted the VFW’s seal on the front door, even using metallic paint for the gold sections. From the ceiling hung his painstakingly detailed and realistically painted model tanks, aircraft and ships, including his own (the Russell) and his brother Bob’s (the Augusta), twirling slowly on fishing line, hovering like a sargasso sea of derelict space ships.
 
    This year, freshly inspired, he had outlined the Post’s windows in strings of orange lights that lent a warm and intimate glow to the bar’s cave-like gloom. A miniature pumpkin-like gourd rested atop every one of the scattered tables, and at the end of the sticky bar rested a large jack-o’-lantern with a fluttering candle inside, the interior radiance silhouetting a gap-toothed smile and creating a small warm room within this small warm room. The orange window lights and guttering candle shone through beer glasses and beer bottles, making their ambery depths seem like luminous magical potions.
 
    And tonight was, in fact, Halloween. On the large-screen TV across the room, up near the ceiling, Vincent Price – The Last Man on Earth – drove about an abandoned Italian city supposedly within the United States, gathering up supplies before night fell and the undead rose to lay siege to his house. Bob Thompson, at seventy-five two years younger than big brother Wally, had twisted around on his barstool to squint at the black and white film through a smoky haze that almost served as atmospheric fog, except that it was present in the Post year-round. “My boys loved this movie as kids,” he remarked in a voice wheezy as a bad Godfather impersonation. He’d had half a lung out decades earlier, but sat with cigarette in hand and fifth beer in front of him; his preferred Irish red.
 
    It sounded like the constant fizzing hiss of a very old movie print accompanied the film, but it was in reality the downpour of rain upon the little building’s roof. Besides being an extra chilly October 31st, this storm was torrential. As it picked up a notch in intensity and the drumming came more to the fore, Bob slammed his fist down on the bar. “God damn it!” he husked. “It isn’t fair that kids can’t go trick or treating on a night like this! They look forward to it for weeks, they make their costumes, and then they get cheated!”
 
    “No kid makes a costume anymore,” droned Dick, a Vietnam vet, a few stools away.
 
    “Yo, chill out, B. T.,” said the bartender, Tommy, who had the distinction of being the only veteran of the Gulf War on the premises tonight. “Some parents drive their kids door-to-door even in good weather. And there are Halloween parties they can go to.”
 
    “Don’t tell me to chill out,” Bob snarled, turning to face the bar again. “I can still snap your neck like a twig, you know! And don’t think I won’t!”
 
    Tommy – a hulking thick-necked twenty-eight-year-old a full head taller than the younger of the Thompson Twins, as he had nicknamed them – snorted and retorted, “B. T., you never snapped anybody’s neck, even in dubbya-dubbya deuce. You sat safe in your floating tin can and shot missiles at people you never even saw.”
 
    “Safe? We weren’t safe, God damn it! Do you know how many men – how many friends of mine – died on those ships? And we didn’t have those damn smart bombs like you boys had...we had to aim ours.”
 
    “Missile envy,” chuckled Dick. He was doing a crossword puzzle on the bar top. The jack-o’-lantern’s light flickered subtly across it.
 
    “And I shot an Arab once, you know...”
 
    “I know, I know,” Tommy groaned.
 
    “We were at port in North Africa and I was on guard duty, up on the deck. And I heard another guard down on the dock cry out, and I looked down and saw this Arab cutting his throat. So I opened up on him with my Thompson...”
 
    “Appropriately enough,” added Dick.
 
    “...and I cut that son of a bitch in half! So don’t make it out like I’ve never killed a man face-to-face. And did you, Tommy? Did you ever kill a man face-to-face? No.”
 
    “He’s lucky,” muttered Dick. He took a sip of his Corona, and held the bottle up in front of his eyes to watch the jack-o’-lantern through the clear bottle and pale brew. It looked like a lava lamp he used to own.
 
    “B. T., go back to your movie, you cranky old fart,” Tommy said, moving to the other end of the bar to draw fresh beers for Hank and Donna Tetreault.
 
    “Old fart? You’d think the one place I could get respect in this world would be in here!”
 
    Wally looked up at his brother, then at Tommy. He had missed the altercation. His hearing had steadily diminished over the years and he didn’t wear hearing aids. He’d learned to read lips a bit, but most times kept a little pad by his elbow so that others could scribble notes to him. So conversation was mostly a thing of the past, but he was still able to sit shoulder-to-shoulder with his comrades and his brother, in this place that was like their club house and their barracks. Bob had a wife to go home to but Wally was twice divorced, and had a few rooms in a tenement behind the VFW. This was his real home.
 
    “I think we’re going to make a run for the car after this one, Tommy,” said Donna Tetreault, accepting her fresh beer. “It’s dead in here.”
 
    “Always dead in here,” remarked Dick.
 
    “At the Cheng Du they’re having ‘scary karaoke’ tonight,” she went on. “We thought we’d check that out. You ought to try that karaoke some night, Bobby,” she called down the bar’s dully shining length to Bob Thompson. “With that great singing voice of yours!”
 
    “I can’t sing like that anymore!” he wheezed.
 
    “Well, you sure used to sing!” Donna raised her glass in a salute to him.
 
    “Slainte!” he toasted her back, raising his own drink, which shone red against the jack-o’-lantern’s crescent eyes like a glass full of blood. “Solas na bhflaitheas tareis antsail seo agat.”
 
    “Say what?” Tommy barked.
 
    “It’s Gaelic, you damn guinea. It means, ‘The light of heaven after this world for you.’”
 
    “Don’t call me a guinea you frigging mick!”
 
    “I’m Scottish, God damn it!”
 
    “What was that?” Dick shushed them, looking over his shoulder at Post # 153’s windowless front door.
 
    “What was what?” Tommy sighed.
 
    Now they all heard the light knocking outside the door.
 
    “Well come on in, for Chrissakes! We’re open!” Tommy yelled. “What are they knocking for?”
 
    “Tommy,” Dick said, “you don’t think it’s trick or treaters?”
 
    “At the Post? On a night like this?”
 
    “These days I can see trick or treaters going after a free beer,” Hank Tetreault joked, hopping off his barstool and taking with him a bowl of popcorn as a makeshift treat. “I’ll go look.”
 
    Hank opened the door, hesitated at the threshold, blocking the view of the night for the others. They watched him step just outside, under the door’s small overhang, letting the door close most of the way behind him, barely propped open by his back. On the big TV, it was flashback time for Vincent Price as he fell asleep in his wife’s mausoleum.
 
    “Come on, you kids!” the others heard Hank call. “You want some popcorn?”
 
    A few moments passed. Hank called again but his voice was muffled by a gust of wind. They saw a spray of rain blow into the room through the cracked door, and just as Donna started to demand that Hank come back inside – as if afraid that he would take another step forward and be swept away into the windy darkness – he withdrew into the Post and closed the door, a befuddled look on his face...which was misted wet. He set down the now soggy popcorn on one of the individual tables, and as he approached the bar Tommy tossed him a towel to mop his face with.
 
    “What was that?” Wally asked. He had a husky voice like his brother’s but louder and deeper. Where Bob had always been small, and was all the more so now, withered and bent and with a cane leaning against the bar beside him, Wally was tall and sported a formidable gut. Where Bob was more or less consistently ill-tempered, Wally saved his temper up for rare but monumental bursts of fury. He wore a concerned look of confusion as he watched Hank reseat himself.
 
    Dick shrugged at Wally, then turned to listen to Hank.
 
    “It was two trick or treaters after all,” Hank reported to his wife and his friends. “Looked like two Chinese kids...they were hanging back in the parking lot, standing there in the rain without an umbrella and not a parent in sight. Maybe they don’t know how to trick or treat right, being Chinese.”
 
    “Maybe they were playing a prank,” Tommy the bartender suggested bitterly.
 
    “They were too shy to come to you?” Donna asked.
 
    “I guess. They just stood there looking at me, then they turned away. I didn’t see any car they’d come in. They’re really getting soaked out there.”
 
    “So what were they dressed up as?” asked Tommy idly.
 
    “Oh, man, they had on this horrible makeup. Scars...you know...really good Hollywood style stuff. When I was a kid you might make up as a clown or smudge a little black on your cheeks for a pirate beard and that was it. An adult must’ve helped these kids do it. I don’t know how the younger one got his bottom jaw to look like it was all torn away.”
 
    “What did you say?” Dick asked sharply, abandoning his crossword again.
 
    Hank gestured violently at his own face. “The smaller of these two Chinese kids looked like his bottom jaw was gone. It was really terrible. Gross.” He paused. “Why? What’s wrong?”
 
    “It just sounds like something I...saw...over in Nam. These Vietnamese kids I saw one time.”
 
    “Yeah. I saw stuff like that, myself.” Hank was a Nam vet, too. “I guess they could have been Vietnamese instead of Chinese, come to think of it.”
 
    Dick nodded solemnly. Hank saw him throw a glance at the door.
 
    “What was it?” Wally insisted.
 
    Tommy slid Wally’s pad toward him and wrote, “Just some trick or treaters.”
 
    “You know,” Hank mused, working on his beer, “I guess they really don’t know how to trick or treat...’cause I don’t remember either of them even holding a trick or treat bag.”
 
    “A lot of foreigners in this town now,” Bob grumbled.
 
    “You don’t think they were in an accident, Hank?” his wife asked. “A car accident? Or hit by a car? You know? Maybe...maybe that wasn’t even makeup they had on!”
 
    “Oh, Donna...come on, it was makeup, believe me. They couldn’t be alive looking like that. I didn’t tell you how one kid had his arm pulled up in his sleeve to look like he had an arm missing, and how the other kid had fake intestines tucked under his belt.”
 
    “Kids these days,” Bob hissed, then swigged from his glass. “But my boys would’ve loved makeup like that.” He let his comfortably fuzzed vision slide fluidly across the room and back up to the movie, saw that Price had woken up after nightfall and was fighting for his life to get back inside the safe fortress of his house, besieged on all sides by zombies in very crude makeup, if any. The alcohol made the screen, the orange window lights, the candle’s reflection in the rows of bottles ranked behind the bar glow with a soft halo that lent even this shabby room an aura of magic.
 
    There was a rapping on the window over by the pay phone. They all heard it but for Wally.
 
    “Okay,” Tommy said, “now it’s obvious we’ve got some kids that are looking to get their pumpkins smashed for Halloween.” He came storming out from behind the bar. He’d been a marine and he wasn’t going to have two bratty little kids harass his clientele no matter what multi-million dollar pagan holiday it was. He made for the front door so that he could slip around to the window and catch the kids in the act.
 
    “There, look!” Donna gasped, pointing at the window.
 
    A few feet short of the door, Tommy stopped to look over at the window with the rest. Following the gaze of the others, even Wally looked.
 
    Framed in the window and lit dimly by the ring of orange lights was a pale face in the wet murk, its nose nearly pressed to the dirty glass. It was clearly not the face of a child nor of an Asian. Though the man’s hair was plastered to his skull, he appeared to be a blond, with the blandly even features of a Swede or Northern European. Tommy was closest to the window, and he thought that rather than peering into the room, the blond man’s eyes seemed to be rolling drunkenly, not quite seeing those inside, as if he were on some potent drugs.
 
    “Very funny,” Tommy said. “A riot.” Then he lunged for the door again, and ducked out into the rain, the door snicking shut behind him.
 
    They all heard him shouting, bellowing, as the face receded from the window leaving only darkness in its place. More yelling. Tommy was really getting worked up about it.
 
    “I hope he’s not getting into a fight,” Donna fretted.
 
    “Damn hot-headed son of a bitch!” Bob rasped.
 
    “Maybe we should go out there,” Dick murmured intensely.
 
    “And get soaked like him?” Hank said, having already had a taste of the downpour.
 
    “Wally, God damn it!” Bob said. He was the first to realize that Wally had pushed himself away from the bar and was swaggering toward the door like John Wayne with hemorrhoids. “You’re going to get drowned out there!”
 
    Wally didn’t know the particulars, but he had seen that pale face at the pane, and seen Tommy go darting out to meet up with it. Wally wasn’t much closer with Tommy than his brother was, but he’d put his life on the line for a fellow veteran.
 
    “God damn kids,” Bob raged. “I lied about my age so I could join the Navy and fight for my country. Now you see kids twenty-years-old or older who don’t do anything but skateboard and play video games all day. We should be calling the police down here to arrest these bastards!”
 
    Hank went to the window where they had seen the blond man and cupped his hands around his face so he could peek out into the night. “I don’t see any of them,” he related, his voice muffled by the glass. Not the blond man, not Tommy, not Wally who had just gone out after them. Not even those two children he had spoken to earlier.
 
    “Wait...” he amended. Then, Hank was reeling back from the window as if a bolt of lightning had stabbed him through the pane. “Jesus!” he cried out. “Sweet Jesus!”
 
    “What is it?” Donna asked, starting toward him.
 
    He waved her back, and stumbled backwards toward her, reluctant to take his wide eyes off the window. “I saw another of them...”
 
    “Another of what?”
 
    “People. Out in the parking lot.”
 
    “What people? What were they doing, Hank?”
 
    “Just standing there. Staring at me. This guy with dark hair. Maybe an Indian or something. An India Indian. And he had blood all over his shirt. He looked like he was ripped open across his body.” Hank made a slash with his hand, from his right shoulder down to his left hip.
 
    They all wheeled in one synchronized motion toward the door as it banged open...expecting to see the dark-haired, dark-skinned, darkly torn stranger framed in its threshold.
 
    Instead, they saw Wally in his baseball hat upon which was embroidered the name of his ship, and on which were little enamel pins regarding WW II, the VFW, and Scotland. Tommy’s arm was slung across Wally’s shoulders. Both men were drenched, as if Wally had pulled Tommy out of the sea itself. Dick bolted forward to take Tommy’s other arm. Together, the men walked Tommy to one of the tables and sat him heavily down. The beefy bartender was whimpering to himself inaudibly, tears welling in his eyes.
 
    As soon as Tommy was settled, Wally rushed back to the door and practically fell against it, locking it against the night.
 
    “Well?” Dick said, looking from Tommy to Wally and back. “What happened? Did somebody jump him?”
 
    At the bar, Wally hunched over his pad and scribbled madly. Dick drew close to his side, and saw how Wally’s hand shook, and how the knuckles were gouged and the gouges were filling up with blood, and how blood and water dripped off him to make the ink blur. Wally roughly tore most of the sheet free of the pad and thrust it at the younger vet, who took it and read it. The funny thing was, Wally had a hard time hearing, but he wasn’t mute. People wrote him messages, but he didn’t need to write them himself. This time, however, he seemed to have lost his voice.
 
    Dick stared at the smeary note in his hands, trying to digest it.
 
    “What does it say?” Donna demanded.
 
    “Never mind,” Dick mumbled.
 
    “What do you mean, never mind? Let us see it!”
 
    “What time is it?” Dick glanced up at an illuminated clock advertising a brand of low-grade beer. “Only nine thirty. Two and a half hours to midnight. Two and a half hours until Halloween is over.”
 
    “I’m going to go lock the back door!” Wally announced gruffly, moving around the bar toward the half-open door to the kitchen.
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Dick said, stuffing the note in the pocket of his jeans and jogging after the older man.
 
    “For Chrissakes, Dick!” Donna bleated.
 
    “I don’t think it’s a prank, Donna,” her husband whispered, huddling close to her more out of security than secrecy. “I don’t think these are kids fooling around.”
 
    “We killed them,” Tommy said aloud, suddenly, as if to explain or only to give voice to his madness. “We killed them...”
 
    “I’m going out there!” Bob announced, shuffling with determination toward the front door, brandishing his cane like a club.
 
    “The hell you are, B. T.!” Hank exclaimed, jumping between the gnome-like elderly man and the door.
 
    “Get out of my way!”
 
    “Bob, you can’t go out there! Did you see your brother’s face? Take a look at Tommy! It isn’t safe.”
 
    “They’re our dead, B. T.,” Tommy joined in. “They’re our dead. Come back for us. ‘Cause it’s Halloween, ya know? It’s Halloween and all the doors are open...”
 
    “It’s the people we killed, Bob,” Hank told him.
 
    Dick and Wally returned safely from the kitchen. Dick had a huge bread knife in one hand. Wally’s right hand, Bob saw for the first time, was bleeding from lacerated knuckles. Bob gestured at the wounds. “What happened? Did they do that to you?”
 
    “I took a swing at that guy we saw in the window,” Wally said. “My hand went right through him. I hit the shutter instead.” He added, “He had a hold of Tommy. Him and this other one. They had a hold of him, but I couldn’t hit them.”
 
    Tommy nodded, his eyes feverish. “Mm-hm,” he agreed. “Mm-hm.”
 
    “The one I swung at was a Nazi,” Wally said gravely. “The other one was a Korean, I think.”
 
    Bob sat down at one of the tables. Suddenly it seemed that he couldn’t stand up even with the aid of his cane. “Hank,” he said. “The one you saw, that was torn open across his front.” He repeated Hank’s diagonal slashing motion. “You said he was an Indian. Could he have been...an Arab?”
 
    “Yeah, I guess, Bobby. I guess he could’ve been.”
 
    Bob nodded grimly. “They have no right,” he said, but in a softer voice than his characteristic tirade. “They have no right to want revenge. We were right. They were wrong. It was black and white. It wasn’t about us being white and them being Japanese or Vietnamese or whatever the hell they were. We killed Germans and Italians and every kind of man.”
 
    “And women,” Dick said so very quietly. “And children...”
 
    “Maybe in your war. That’s what you doped-up killers did!”
 
    “I have one word for you,” Hank barked at Bob. “Hiroshima!”
 
    “Listen.” Bob pointed at the locked door. “These people were Nazis! Killing millions of Jews and gypsies and gays and everything! They were bad people! They don’t have a right to do this! To come back!”
 
    “I guess no one was watching them,” Hank joked very humorlessly.
 
    “I’m going to call the police,” Donna said. She hurried to the pay phone, and the others watched as she waited for her call to go through. They watched as her face grew rubbery and slack, and Dick thought he could hear a high female voice from the ear piece clamped to Donna’s head. She slammed the receiver back in its cradle.
 
    “Well?” Bob said.
 
    “It was a woman talking in another language,” Donna replied, on the verge of tears. “She sounded Vietnamese or Japanese or something.”
 
    “My God,” Hank breathed.
 
    “Maybe I should try to make a run for our car, huh?” she said. “I’m not a vet...I didn’t kill anybody. Maybe they’ll leave me alone. And I can get help.”
 
    “You aren’t going out there!” Hank snapped.
 
    “No way!” Bob grumbled.
 
    “We wait,” Dick said. “Until midnight. Until November first.”
 
    On the opposite wall from the window by the pay phone there was another window, near a glass showcase containing commemorative plaques, framed medals, photos of past Commanders. Wally had built the showcase. The face in the window was like a war trophy inside another glass exhibit. A trophy rather like the human skull Bob had brought back with him from North Africa. It was little more than a skull held together by shreds of flesh and some sodden autumn leaves that had fallen and stuck to it. A hand like a chicken’s gnarled claw scratched feebly at the glass.
 
    “Go away, damn you!” Wally thundered, taking a threatening step toward the apparition. “I sent you to hell and I’ll do it again!”
 
    The face withdrew, or perhaps faded, and was gone. They all wondered if Wally had, indeed, frightened the thing off.
 
    Behind them, the door rattled. They saw the knob trying to turn. Then, a thump at the window by the phone, and another face there as gaunt and translucently white as milk poured over a skull.
 
    “We’re sorry, okay?” Donna sobbed. “We’re sorry!”
 
    “No we aren’t sorry,” Bob said.
 
    “Bob, look!” Hank shouted. “It’s your Arab!” He pointed at the back window by the showcase.
 
    Bob followed Hank’s finger, and shuddered hard. The face pushed up against the glass so that its lips and nose were bent and distorted was dark-skinned but still ashen despite that. Though it had been night when he killed this man, and he had only seen him closely after he was already dead, he knew it was indeed the stealthy murderer who had killed the dock guard when his ship was at port. It could have been him on the pier that night, and that other young sailor safely up on the deck instead. Him with his throat cut. Survivor’s guilt had plagued him ever since.
 
    “What if they get in?” Donna wailed. “What’s to keep them from getting inside, if they’re spirits?”
 
    “Go away,” Bob whispered at the face smeared across the glass, orange glimmers reflecting in dead fish eyes. “It’s too late for revenge. I’m old. It’s all over now.” He was beginning to shake, and he put a hand to his chest, afraid that his laboring heart would gallop faster and faster until its legs folded beneath it. Tears of rage and frustration and fear came into his faded eyes. Yet through them, he saw another face rise up over the shoulder of the man at the glass. Another apparition with vacant eyes. But this one had a gaping crescent wound at its throat. And it wrapped its arms around the first apparition. It pulled it away from the window. Both of them, in this embrace, receded into the darkness and were gone.
 
    It was a reversal of what Bob had seen that night over fifty years earlier. The murderer with his knife coming up on the guard from behind.
 
    “Someone pulled it away!” Dick blurted, pointing at the window by the pay phone. “Someone grabbed that one!”
 
    “Maybe the police are here!” Donna babbled.
 
    “We never called them,” Hank reminded her. “And how could they grab these things? How could they?”
 
    Wally ventured to the window by the pay phone and dared to put his forehead against the glass. Were those two figures struggling in the parking lot, stumbling closer to the one streetlight? Now they were under the light, but the illumination only seemed to make them look misty, insubstantial, whereas in the dark they had had a faint bioluminescent glow. He swore he was not only seeing the rain in front of their wrestling forms, but through them.
 
    Then there was a gust, and the figures seemed to tatter, to shred like tissue paper in water, and then they were both gone. Both the man in the Nazi uniform...and the man in the British World War Two uniform who had seized hold of him.
 
    “They’re gone,” Tommy said, as if he could sense it. “They’re all gone now.”
 
    Bob came up beside his taller brother. He, too, wore a baseball cap festooned with pins and buttons, the seal for Post # 153 embroidered on the front of his. Shoulder-to-shoulder, they stared out into the night and saw that the rain had diminished to a mere drizzle. The storm was moving on.
 
    “Let’s have another beer,” Wally Thompson said to his brother.
 
    Together, they shuffled to the bar. Wally poured one for Tommy, and brought it to him. Tommy sipped it with gratitude.
 
    Bob raised his glass of Irish red. The others saluted him with their own preferences.
 
    “Slainte!” he said. And then, “Go mbeire muid beo ar an am seo aris!”
 
    “What’s that mean, B. T.?” asked Tommy.
 
    “It means, ‘May we be alive at this time next year,” Bob told him.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Apples and Oranges
 
   (with Scott Thomas)
 
    I suppose that living next door to the Silvestris was both a privilege and a curse. Mind you, I've never been good at distinguishing between the two. I've never been good about hints and cues or the interpretation of omens and dreams. Maybe I see too many things in simplified terms, or not at all. I mean, sometimes the only difference between the truth and a lie is who's doing the telling.
 
    Even stumbling about in puberty's oversized shoes, I maintained a certain ambivalence about the stories the other kids would tell about Mr. and Mrs. Silvestri. Funny, but the stories sounded stupid when the other boys told them, but delicately terrifying when from the lips of the girls. But girls were a separate universe of flesh then, desirable even in their colt-legged maturation while we boys were bumbling and gangly and, I'd imagine, about as sexy as the Straw Man in The Wizard of Oz.
 
    I lived with my parents and younger brother in Eastborough, Massachusetts, a small inland town, seemingly snug in the valley region of Worcester County. Our house was a perpetually grey Victorian brontosaurus that overlooked the Silvestris’ compact pink ranch house. My mother scoffed at their house, said it looked more like a trailer, “and that color...”
 
    Despite the gossip, they seemed to be a law-abiding pair, although the police quietly spoke to Mr. Silvestri when one summer he put a curious wooden sculpture in his backyard (within view of Mrs. Franklin's kitchen window). It was something he had carved and painted, an image of Josephine Baker and Mata Hari, obscenely entangled. A high fence went up around the Silvestri yard following that little conversation. Too bad; I was rather drawn to the totem pole.
 
    For my thirteenth birthday my Uncle Ralph gave me a pair of binoculars. Before long I grew tired of watching the robins and blue jays and even the goldfinches that visited the thistle that my father (in honor of Scotland) refused to mow down. Most of my memories about the binoculars are set in summer.
 
    Perched in the humid shadows of my second floor bedroom, I would watch the vague shape of Mrs. Silvestri as she lounged in her screen-house, repositioning her long pale legs while she painted her toenails. Sometimes I would spy on her husband as he pushed the mower around their yard. He was an ominously tall and thin man, and it struck me as odd that someone who spent so much time shirtless remained so pallid. At any rate, I tried to view the fabled scar on his stomach.
 
    Rumors hovered like flies around Mr. Silvestri's scar. Supposedly he got it during “the war,” but which war he got it in was never made clear. Though I couldn’t have guessed his age, except to say he was rather older than his wife, he was much too young to have been in World War II and probably too young for Korea, too. Vietnam, I supposed.
 
    It was alleged that Mr. Silvestri took a broom handle and went out one night during a blizzard; he stood there like a ghost in the snow, carving the shape of his scar into the cold white pallet of the yard. The shape was believed to resemble some type of magical rune or something of the like. I was in the school library when one of the girls told me about it – I can still see the way her mouth moved as it shaped the words and the way the afternoon sunlight slickened her lips.
 
    Better still was the story about the hitchhiker that disappeared over in Sutton. She was a fetching thing there in black and white on the front page of the Telegram, her hair a mysterious waterfall of smudged halftone. There was something guiltily provocative about missing teenage girls.
 
    Mandy Rogers was last seen walking along Route 146 wearing blue jean cut-offs and a T-shirt. It was summer, of course. August swallowed her whole.
 
    The story goes that Mr. Silvestri picked her up while driving home from his greens-keeper job (in Sutton). Supposedly he amused himself in ways best not repeated, even hypothetically, before killing her (in some titillating manner, like a gasping strangulation, or a sensuously symbolic stabbing). He then, according to legend, removed her fingers with garden shears and opened his scar, feeding the digits into the moist darkness so that they could play cat's cradle with his intestines while he stood in blizzards, watching for rare winter lightning, as the snow crept up around Josephine Baker's wooden ankles.
 
   * * *
 
    It was so hot that I expected to find palm trees growing in the Silvestris’ yard when I went over to mow the lawn, pushing my candy-apple red machine. The mister had cut his hand at work, and Angeline – her name was Angeline – had poked her head up over the wooden fence that divided our yards, had spoken to me when she heard me cutting the grass.
 
    I remember the smell of the damp, cut grass mingled with gas fumes and the subtle impression of her sweat and perfume whispering between the fence uprights. I glanced at the bottom of the fence – it didn't quite reach the ground – saw her glossy red nails as she stood on her toes to peek over (her nails were the same color as my lawn mower). Her eyes were visible – greenish grey – the terminating points of the fence giving her jack-o’-lantern fangs.
 
    What thirteen-year-old boy could have said no to five dollars, lemonade and red toenails? When I finished with the family yard, I wheeled the mower around to the gate in the Silvestri fence and, for the first time, stepped inside. Angeline stood there nearly naked in the heat with her lazy copper hair, her lazy gaze and a lopsided grin that an older male human might have construed as lurid. She had a cigarette in one hand and a glass of vodka-laden lemonade in the other. She was thirty-seven at the time.
 
    While the Silvestris had no swimming pool, her black bikini was damp, plastered to her rounded pallor like leaves from seaweed. I half-heard her remarking about the heat, laughing her dark laugh as I stared numbly at a lone bead of sweat that worked its way down from the lower edge of her rib cage – it hovered precariously above the musky little mouth of her navel. I imagined that her words came from in there.
 
    “It might be weeks before Mr. Silvestri can do anything around here,” Angeline said, shifting her weight in the grass, drawing at her cigarette.
 
    She glanced at the house and I turned to look, saw Mr. Silvestri walk past the big glass sliding door. He was naked and his hand was in a mitten of bandages, pressed over his scar.
 
    I nodded, mumbled some sort of acknowledgment in a thirteen-year-old's broken words, and yanked the cord on the mower – it growled to life. I watched Angeline's back as she walked languidly to her screen-house, her long legs white against the dark little pie slice of material that failed in its attempt to cover her buttocks.
 
    I must admit that I felt awkward and exposed – I wondered what Angeline's eyes were doing behind the mesh of her screen-house walls, behind her big dark glasses. I wondered if Mr. Silvestri was watching from the pink ranch house. Still, I mowed, dodging toads and grasshoppers as thunder heads mounded in the west, careful as I cropped close to the brightly painted totem pole.
 
    I had never seen it up close before and I marveled at it (inconspicuously). I had only seen it from my own yard (before the fence went up) and from my bedroom window. I hadn't seen the back of it until that moment.
 
    There, behind the scantily clad entanglement of vanilla-pale Mata Hari and coffee-colored Josephine Baker, was the carved image of Mandy Rogers, the missing teen. Her hair was painted dark and her wooden jean cut-offs were unzipped below her belly, all the way down to the upper wisps of pubic hair (nicely rendered). The fingers of one hand were missing.
 
   * * *
 
    I never told anyone else about the totem pole and apparently no one else, but for the Silvestris, ever saw it. They never entertained and they did not seem to have any relatives in the area.
 
    Even though Mr. Silvestri had returned to his previous capable self, I was still called upon to mow and once to help the Mrs. find a pearl earring that had been lost in the grassy yard. It was the end of my thirteenth summer, and I blushed to see her down on her hands and knees with her backside in the air and her breasts swaying lazily in their small dark hammocks. In the fall I raked leaves and in winter I shoveled their snow. I never did see any strange symbols carved by Mr. Silvestri, by the way, though he did like to stand out and watch the storms.
 
    There was a terrible accident that winter, and I did not set eyes upon Angeline again until the following spring. I had dreamed of legs like eels spiraling down through icy black water, long nylon-sleek legs drowning. In spring when robins and dandelions and the tulips returned, I watched from my window as Mr. Silvestri pushed Angeline out to her beloved screen-house. She was in a wheelchair and her legs – poking out from her shorts – were gone below the knees.
 
    It was a few days after that when I noticed Mr. Silvestri working on a new totem pole.
 
   * * *
 
    After graduating from high school I went on to college at Lowell University, leaving my parents with just their remaining son, Tom, who was only two years my junior. Despite our nearness in age, Tommy and I had never been as close as we should have been. I was more the scholar, Tommy more the athlete, from our earliest days to our incipient adulthood. Whereas I had always been more reserved and solitary, Tommy was convivial and ever sought the company of friends. Our differences even extended to the physical, my sibling being short and muscular whereas I was tall and lean. Tommy had never seemed to share my interest in our unusual neighbors, except to make the occasional crude comment about the Mrs. – but these remarks were mostly dismissive, as if a woman of her age could only be grotesque, not alluring. Tommy was drawn to the blond cheerleader type. Despite all this, there was no animosity between us, and I was as sentimental leaving him behind as I was the parents that we were both so very attached to.
 
    In the city of Lowell, I lived with a roommate on campus. It was there that I met Phoebe, and I was immediately beguiled by her, although she would not be the conventional ideal of American beauty – again, not the kind of girl Tommy would take notice of. Rather than being wasted to model thinness, she was plush and curvy, what most of my peers might reject as overweight. I’d long found myself attracted to women with actual meat on their bones. Not that I wasn’t attracted to slender women as well, but there are many forms of beauty, and who can say which is better? It’s all apples and oranges, I say. I had even had a strong crush on a pretty African-American student named Janice until my attention was diverted to the pallid-skinned Phoebe.
 
    With many people, a certain individual characteristic seems to define them, and whenever I saw Phoebe, the word “hair” almost floated like a superimposed caption before my eyes. Hers fell to the small of her back, and was very thick, as indulgently lush as her flesh, dark brown with a subtle auburn sheen. Her eyes were long, hooded with an almost oriental aspect, and green. Once I saw her up close, it was obvious that she had bad skin, her cheeks pitted from years of extreme acne, though the raw volcanic pinkness of barely contained blood and pus that must have once raged across her face had healed and gone quiet. It was easy for me not to notice this scarring, however, after a time. Her hair, her eyes, her upholstered voluptuousness made it recede to the subliminal background.
 
    The same was true of the pink birthmark that covered half of her forehead. Funny that I didn’t notice it for quite a while, even after we had begun talking. But one afternoon she and I sat with mutual friends in an outdoor café, and she had her elbow on the table with her head propped in her hand. When she withdrew her hand, I saw the pink area on her skin but took it to be an impression left there by her palm...until I realized it wasn’t fading away. I gathered she had made a habit, either consciously or unconsciously, of covering the spot in that way. But just as with her acne wounds, I soon came to ignore it. Or perhaps not ignore it, actually. Perhaps I subconsciously found the wine stain attractive. These elements humanized her, made her real. Not like the airbrushed human blow-up dolls in men’s magazines, not like the overly tanned and overly augmented bubble-gum divas of pop music – celebrity women, fantasies, like golems shaped out of celluloid and silicon, collagen and diet pills, sun tan lotion and greasepaint, brought to life with a magic potion of computer-generated graphics and masturbated sperm. Phoebe was corporeal, tangible, of the flesh however imperfect, and she and I became lovers, at which time I was able to pay tribute to that flesh – fully revealed to me in all its glowing opulence. I made a religious communion with it.
 
    Sometimes, however, she unnerved me. Though generally sweet, soft-spoken, Phoebe had a temper. I had felt the stab of her tongue on a number of memorable occasions, and she’d even gone after my brother one time, leaving him clearly shocked at this unforeseen characteristic. But it wasn’t so much this, really, that unsettled me. I think it had more to do with the fact that her eyes in their shape, if not precisely in their color, reminded me of my boyhood neighbor, Mrs. Silvestri. There was a vaguely feline, disquieting quality to them. At the same time, it was one of the features that had drawn me to her.
 
    Naturally I returned home to visit my family when I could, and it was on one such visit that my mother told me that she’d read in the paper about Angeline Silvestri’s death. She’d never been well after the loss of her legs in that car accident we had heard about (though some people claimed she had been mangled after riding on the back of a snowmobile during a blizzard with a young man who wasn’t her husband and who was too drunk to be driving...while someone else had even said she was attacked by a shark while the Silvestris were on vacation in some warm location or other). She had rapidly aged over the remainder of my teenage years, her hair graying, though she still retained a shadow of her beauty. Once in a while, she had even sat in her wheelchair, in her screen-house, dressed in her black bikini. With my help no longer enlisted in mowing, raking and shoveling after the accident, I would peer at Angeline only from a distance, but protected by that distance; sometimes her image bobbed in my binoculars as I held them unsteadily in one hand, my other hand gripping another instrument.
 
    The stumps of her legs, pressed together on the seat and thrust out from her, rounded and white, strangely echoed the cleavage of her breasts, or the halved globe of her full bottom. I would find myself focusing on these abbreviated limbs specifically...imagine rubbing my almost-manhood between them, lubricated by our summer sweat.
 
    Sometimes, when she was inside her little pink house, I found myself focusing on the totem poles instead. At least, what I could see of them from my window. The painted wood likeness of Mandy Rogers was not visible, but Josephine and Margaretha Zelle (as I’d since learned was Mata Hari’s real name) were in view...as was the totem pole Mr. Silvestri had sculpted with his hammers and chisels shortly after his wife’s return from the hospital.
 
    As a biologist will patiently watch a caterpillar spin its cocoon, wriggle as a larvae, emerge and unfold its butterfly wings to dry, so I studied this artwork as it gradually took shape. At first, of course, that shape was vague. One time I swore it was a sculpture of me, in fact. That impression quite unnerved me...somehow I swore that it was. This shirtless figure held in its arms two shapely severed legs, embracing them to its chest, the tops of the legs – where torn wounds should have been – formed into full-lipped mouths, pressed to either of the figure’s cheeks in a twinned kiss. These lamprey-like limbs, sanded so smooth they appeared soft to the touch, were painted so masterfully that they appeared to be wearing sheer nylon stockings...red on one leg, orange on the other. Beneath this delicate, translucent layer of paint the toenails of both disembodied legs were painted a garish crimson.
 
    When he finished painting the new figure, however, I saw the subject had red hair instead of my dark brown. It was then that I realized how much the figure held a resemblance to my mother. Not as she was now, grown stocky and going prematurely gray, but photos I had seen of her as a teenage girl...with a slender boyish body, and short red hair.
 
   * * *
 
    Mr. Silvestri spent less time outside after his wife’s death. At least as far as I could see from any of the windows in our house, even those in the attic, he hadn’t added any new totems to his high-walled backyard, and the close turf there had grown as tall as elephant grass, tangled with weeds, unchecked. My father groused that Mr. Silvestri’s twisty little apple tree near to the fence was dropping small inedible fruit to rot in our yard, and half-joked that I ought to offer to cut the thing down. “Pretty awful-looking yard for a greens-keeper,” he grumbled.
 
    My mother never complained about the apples, though as I say she did make comments about the color of the neighbors’ house. I think she disdained it because she had always seemed to dislike Mrs. Silvestri herself so much, leading me to suppose it had been Angeline’s idea to paint the little house that shade of pink. Maybe mother did resent those apples falling into our yard, however, because one afternoon while she was lounging in our yard (though with her fair skin she never tanned), reading and eating the sections of an orange, I saw her toss another, whole orange over the fence into the Silvestris’ overgrown yard. A kind of vengeful cross-pollination?
 
    One weekend when I was home, more out of curiosity than generosity, I knocked on the pink house’s front door and watched as the tall but now stooped Mr. Silvestri approached, the screen door making him look insubstantial, or broken up into dots like a newspaper photo. Through its mesh I saw he was unshaven, and I saw the glyph of a scar on his shirtless belly, raised and shiny like a brand.
 
    He recognized me immediately, despite the fact that I hadn’t talked to him in years, and he even smiled with apparent pleasure...squeezed my hand for a longer period than I was comfortable with. When at last I drew my hand away, his grip slid down to the very ends of my fingers. But when I offered to mow the jungle of his backyard, he told me that it wasn’t necessary; he liked it wild and natural that way. It was his wife who had enjoyed sitting out there, and now that she was gone it no longer mattered to him to keep it neat.
 
    “Angeline was very fond of you,” he told me, smiling wistfully. “And your mother is a lovely woman.”
 
    I thanked him, a bit distractedly. I don’t know what movie was playing on his TV in the other room while we briefly talked, but something bad was happening, judging from the almost nonstop screaming and the buzz of a chainsaw. It almost caused me to shudder as we exchanged amiable goodbyes.
 
    That was the last time I saw Mr. Silvestri before returning to school to begin my third year. Except, for the time Phoebe and I were attending the Spencer Fair, over the Labor Day weekend, several months after I’d offered to mow his lawn.
 
    Evening was falling, the carnival lights were swimming phantasmally all around us, the air brisk so that the smells of frying food were all the more tantalizing, and we walked huddled together cozily against the chill. And above the music, the shouts, the roar of whirling machinery came an oddly familiar buzzing sound. I found myself drawing Phoebe toward it.
 
    Inside a meshed enclosure, a man wearing a painter’s mask was shaping a tree stump with a chainsaw. Samples of his work, apparently for sale, ringed his little tent. There were owls, dragons, stumpy figures that were either trolls or children or both, remarkably detailed in view of the medium and the artist’s implement. But it didn’t occur to me at first that I was looking upon the work of Mr. Silvestri. For one thing, I’d never known him to profit from it. For another, he had always exclusively used hand tools, to my knowledge. But then, as we circled around the tent to get a better look at what he was shaping, I discovered a more elaborate sculpture on the opposite side. It was a life-sized rendering of silent screen vamp Theda Bara. Dark-haired, dark-eyed, exotic and voluptuous as was the aesthetic in those days. She was wonderfully painted, but entirely in black, white, and every shade of gray...as if a flesh and blood figure had stepped out of a movie screen, but still silent, wordlessly staring.
 
    When I looked up sharply at the man, I realized that the tent he was in, erected to contain shavings and to protect his admirers from flying wood chips, was Angeline’s old screen-house.
 
    After a while, Phoebe grew a little impatient and started pulling me away. It irritated me, I confess, because I wanted to figure out what Mr. Silvestri was sculpting. It looked like a black woman, judging from her roughly sketched-in features and from the hair, which appeared to be in plaited corn rows. He wasn’t really going to make her nude, was he, as it seemed? Not in front of these cotton candy-eating children?
 
    As Phoebe yelled over the sound of the chainsaw that she was getting too cold, and tugged a little harder on my arm than I would have liked, I saw Mr. Silvestri lift his half-masked face and gaze directly at me through the intervening web of screen, his saw noisily idling in the air in front of him. He even lifted a gloved hand in a little wave, before turning back to his artwork.
 
    We returned to college shortly after that. Phoebe and I had moved into an apartment together off campus. And on my first day back to classes, my former roommate informed me gently – knowing that I’d previously had a crush on her – that our fellow classmate Janice had been murdered on a hiking path in Maine’s Acadia National Park over the summer. Because she’d been beheaded, and her head not recovered, she’d been identified by the tattoo on her upper arm.
 
   * * *
 
    Inexplicably, the particulars of Janice's tattoo became something of an obsession with me. It was a difficult obsession to pursue with Phoebe underfoot. Between my studies, a part-time job and the tattoo, I was burning both ends of the proverbial candle. But I had to know...was the tattoo the same arcane shape as the scar on Mr. Silvestri's stomach?
 
    The search took me into curious directions – tattoo magazines, tattoo web sites. Since tattoos, once the territorial pissing of edginess and counterculture, had (ironically) been homogenized into fad mainstream status, there proved an overwhelming number of places to search. I soon tired of looking at trendy tribal designs, butterflies, roses and grim reapers.
 
    I turned to the strangely less annoying pages of esoteric books. I paged through Crowley and LaVey, books on ceremonial magic, wicca, Kabbalah. While there were many symbols, none matched the curious graceful lines of Silvestri's scar.
 
    My investigative resources were contrastingly slim when it came to trying to find out what Janice's tattoo had looked like. I couldn't exactly waltz into a morgue and slip a bottle of whisky to a coroner and ask him on the sly. That was the stuff of television. I was limited to the meager scraps provided by the newspapers, which were entirely unenlightening. My search led me nowhere, but it's just as well – a more disturbing death soon occupied me.
 
   * * *
 
    Women make better widows than men make widowers, and this proved to be the case with my father. He took mother's death even harder than Tommy and I. Father found her, after all, there on the kitchen floor. He just gave up after that, it seems. He stopped eating, stopped sleeping, stopped laughing. Before long his body, abandoned by his will, aged beyond its actual years, had to be interred in an institution amongst other lost souls ranging from the severely depressed to the severely deranged. It killed me to see him sitting pale and drug-dazed in one of those places, unshaven and wearing pajamas, watching younger residents play Ping-Pong with his once vivid blue eyes dully following the ball as if tracking a hypnotist’s bauble.
 
    In case you're wondering, my mother died of natural causes, if one might dismiss a massive cerebral hemorrhage in those terms. Her death alone was tough enough for us to deal with – but the desecration of her corpse had made it all the worse. Someone had broken into Randal's Funeral Home and cut out mother’s heart.
 
    Phoebe and a number of friends urged me to sue the funeral home, but I was too numb, too distraught to think of pursuing such a thing. I forgot all about tattoos and magical runes and plunged myself into my schoolwork. Phoebe and I stopped making love.
 
    We even stopped talking eventually; her lush warmth had become little more than a shadow to me. Our apartment in Lowell came to reflect the quiet discord. By the time she left me the place was cluttered with dirty dishes, unwashed clothes, half-read books and neglected spider plants dangling like emaciated squid in a currentless sea.
 
    I had a hard time paying the rent with Phoebe gone and guiltily decided to approach father and Tommy with the idea of selling the old family house. The thought of moving back there had more than simply occurred to me; I had pained over it. But it seemed a haunted place to me then, and it would have made traveling back and forth to Lowell an unnecessary effort. What had really started the idea in my head, though, was the offer of my Uncle Ralph to have father come live with him in New Hampshire – if my father was ever able to emerge from Eastborough State Hospital as a functioning individual. So, my father gave his nodding, blank-faced consent to all this, and Tommy agreed too, as he had just moved into an apartment with two buddies – too agonized to dwell again in that museum of family memories. Thus, I commenced the process of putting the house on the market, and cleaning out its contents, primarily on my own.
 
    Yes, I worked almost entirely by myself, except for the several times that Tommy and his friends helped me carry out the larger pieces of furniture (only a few of which they took for their own apartment), but I actually preferred my lonely communion with the house, however melancholy that was. Another reason I didn’t resent Tommy’s absence was that I knew how grievously he suffered even stepping over the threshold – taking mother’s death and horrific defilement (and father’s mental collapse) almost as badly as father had. I was worried that soon our father might have a roommate...
 
    It took me weeks to clean the place out. I presided over yard sales – watched strangers take away the furniture I had grown up with. I emptied my mother’s drawers, bagged her clothes for the Salvation Army, threw out the things that no one but my parents would have wanted, a piece of myself thrown out with every one of them.
 
    While I had only limited storage space at my apartment, there were some things that I simply could not part with, for instance the tattered copy of The Night Before Christmas that my mother had read to me every Christmas Eve, and the watercolors she had done as a younger woman while working as a nanny up in Bar Harbor, Maine.
 
    The paintings showed a promise that she never pursued. I especially liked one she did of a loon, and the one that showed a ship's figurehead, ghostly in snow.
 
    The attic of the old Victorian dinosaur was big enough to have been an apartment itself. I had stored things there for many years. There were boxes of old toys that I had been too sentimental to part with, childhood scrapbooks, all my true crime books – serial killers and MacDonalds-spraying monsters sleeping under dust. There were newspaper clippings I had hoarded over the years – missing teenage girls smiling, the news-ink capsulizing their happier times.
 
    There were unexpected treasures too, like a German Luger, stuffed in a box of ancient brittle newspaper, that my father must have inherited from his uncle, who likely smuggled it home from World War II. I was glad Tommy had never discovered it up there as a child, as he had been rambunctious enough to have done me or himself some harm with it...and I was relieved father hadn’t remembered it, after having failed at an attempt to overdose himself just before we convinced him to check into Eastborough State Hospital. But more perplexing than the Luger was a faded box of curled black and white photographs that revealed itself when I was cleaning out a dim attic corner. It had sheltered there unseen for many years, tucked beneath the rusting, moth-worried stroller that my mother had pushed me in as a baby.
 
    This proved an especially intriguing discovery. I carried it out to the car, through the sad empty rooms where I had laughed and played, where my family had dwelt, seemingly since the dawn of time. My footsteps were an awful sound in the abandoned rooms.
 
    That night, sitting in the clutter of my apartment, I had time to explore the box of photos. They had been taken up in the wilds of Acadia National Park, largely. Black pines balanced above cliffs of grey stone over an Atlantic the color of ash. Mountains reared, misty and ancient, and quaint New England farmhouses stood humbly in expanses of field and on shores that were the stuff of postcards.
 
    My mother was in many of the pictures. She looked to be the age she was shortly before meeting my father, back when she would leave Maine to visit her sister in Eastborough, not long before I was born.
 
    A man accompanied mother in a number of shots, older than her but fairly good-looking. He was very tall and thin and there was a curious scar on his belly. It looked like an anchor, I thought, or a serpent dancing. There was no doubt that it was Mr. Silvestri.
 
    One picture in particular fascinated me. It showed my mother and Silvestri with their arms around one another, standing beside a freshly carved figurehead, such as one might have found on an old historic ship. The photo was slightly older than me and the image was washed out in spots, so I could not make out the details of the figurehead. All I could be certain of was that it was female, and that it was naked.
 
    What struck me most about the picture was that my mother, dressed in a two-piece bathing suit that looked conservative by today’s standards, was clearly pregnant. Being my mother’s first child, I was offered a rather straightforward conclusion. The photo depicted my biological parents.
 
    Your head would have been reeling as mine was, if you too had discovered such a thing. To think that the box of pictures – my very history – had been sitting above me, up in the attic all the years I had spent in the family home. My history in a cocoon of cobwebs, waiting.
 
   * * *
 
    I could not wait to talk to Mr. Silvestri. Maybe he could explain it all away. There had to be some explanation, other than the one implied by that image. Somehow, I couldn’t bring myself yet to ask my father about it. Was I afraid to unhinge him even more? Talking with Tommy about it seemed out of the question, for the moment, as well. And after all, if what I thought – what I feared – was true, then the man who had raised me as his own son wasn’t my father anyway...just as my brother must actually be my half-brother.
 
    So I took the box of photos and rushed down to my car, climbed into the clutter of empty coffee cups and crinkled tattoo magazines, and sped off for Eastborough.
 
    The ride seemed so much longer than the forty minutes it actually took. Mr. Silvestri's house sat there pink behind its fence, beside the looming husk of my childhood home, a cruel FOR SALE sign sticking up out of the weedy lawn.
 
    I found myself pounding on Silvestri's door, when he did not respond to my more civilized knocks. I called through the grey mesh of the screen. Blue light flickered inside and the volume of the television, while low, carried the sound of something buzzing, above an under-layer of screams. The door was unlocked – I let myself in.
 
    The house was dark but for the cathode-pallor that flashed and rippled, loosely defining a path for me. Perhaps I had inherited my housekeeping inadequacies from Mr. Silvestri, I thought, stepping around and over empty soup cans, bunched newspapers and even some sculpting tools.
 
    In the small living room, I stood and stared at the flickering blue screen. A videotape was playing. It showed Phoebe (naked) lush and lovely as ever, her beauty humbled by its pockmarks. She had stopped screaming, but her body was shaking violently, the roaring chainsaw buried deeply beneath her sternum.
 
    There was nothing to do but watch. I saw Mr. Silvestri pull out his spitting tool and shut it off. He put it aside and went to work with several small hand tools, carefully removing the (suddenly paler than usual) wine stain mark from her forehead. His task completed, he rose up out of the picture and the screen filled with static.
 
    Trembling and nauseous, I stumbled through the dark house. I felt drunk or dizzy, but curiously sad when I found Mr. Silvestri dead on his bed.
 
    He was naked on top of the covers, thin and long. He was unmarked, the victim of “natural causes” himself, no doubt...whether that be a cerebral hemorrhage of his own, or a massive heart attack. I took his hand – the one he had cut those years ago. It was cold. Funny, I had never realized how serious the injury had been – it looked as if the fingers had been cut off and reattached. I had never noticed how feminine they were compared to the fingers of his other hand.
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed and stared. I could hear the hiss of the television from the other room. I could still hear Phoebe's screams, preserved in my head. Crickets called from outside and fireflies flitted beyond the screen of the bedroom window.
 
    I found myself gazing out into the fenced yard at Mrs. Silvestri's screen-house. The totem poles, vague and sentinel-like in the darkness, hovered nearby. There were two fireflies inside the screen-house. At least I thought they were fireflies, initially, but they did not blink, and they did not move. They just hung there like the forgotten glare of Mrs. Silvestri's dark glasses.
 
    Eventually these luminous dots did move, and I watched as a dark figure stood up and then came through the squealing door of the structure. It walked slowly, unsteadily, its feet hissing through the overgrown grass. While I could distinguish very little about it, I could see that it was female, and that it was naked.
 
    I soon lost sight of the thing as it walked around out of my view toward the side door. I heard the door open and close. I heard soft footfalls, an empty can clattering away over the linoleum. I heard it pad in the small hall outside the bedroom.
 
    Back-lit by the flashing blue TV static, the woman appeared in the doorway, a silhouette. She stood there, silent, wobbling slightly as I fumbled off my sneakers, pulled my shirt up over my head and dropped it by the bed. It waited as I hurried out of my jeans and pulled down my underpants. My erection wobbled.
 
    I sat back on the bed by the withered dead man, his dull eyes fixed on the ceiling. The woman stepped into the room. I could hear something like breathing from her.
 
    She was a puzzle of sorts – Josephine Baker's perky helmet of Flapper hair hardly hiding Phoebe's wine stain, Janice's lovely brown face housing the mysterious dark eyes of Theda Bara. Mata Hari's flaccid little breasts, separated by an unsettlingly familiar scar, hung above the smooth curve of her belly. The legs, long and statue-like, could have come from none other than Mrs. Silvestri. It was not long before they were wrapped around my back.
 
    The dead man on the bed jostled as the mattress creaked and the headboard tapped urgent morse code against the wall. I was up on my knees watching Mata Hari's breasts slapping up and down against her ribs, her navel winking as my thrusts alternately scrunched up the soft of her belly. Janice's mouth was open and dark, rasping out a sound that might have been more appropriate to asphyxiation than lovemaking. All the while Theda's eyes, lynx-like with their Cleopatra make-up, were fastened on my own.
 
    I labored, deliriously, the faint blue from the TV highlighting the shared sheen of sweat. The assembled woman reached up to touch my face, the fingers of one hand stronger, more masculine-seeming than those on the other.
 
    Funny, I thought, close to coming – whose name should I call? I fell against the women and worked my hips desperately, slurping in and out. I could feel the thing's heart, strong against my own – I could hear it. I recognized it – wasn't it the first sound that I had heard in my life – the sound of my mother's heart?
 
   * * *
 
    There were three or four days of being sequestered in the Silvestri home...it was hard to judge just how much time elapsed. I knew that Tommy had been looking for me during those days, because when I made one brief trip next door to my family home, I saw that my brother had not only left a series of increasingly distraught messages on the answering machine, but he had even been there physically to seek me out; on the kitchen table I found a half-empty can of some sort of weight-lifter’s shake he favored. The messages, when I played them back, started out with him trying to locate me to tell me about the disappearance of my ex-girlfriend, Phoebe...but the last messages, building to the near frantic, suggested that Tommy wondered if I had disappeared off the face of the Earth, too.
 
    Poor Tommy; this news about Phoebe, and his worry over me – coming after the dual tragedy of our parents – seemed to have brought him to the breaking point. If only he had known that our mother was, in fact, very much alive...after a fashion. I again, as in the past, found myself wishing that Tommy and I had been closer...
 
    But I was too distracted, too concerned myself, to contact and reassure him...because the quilt of flesh that was my lover, my mate, my neighbor and my mother had begun to decompose.
 
    I had started to detect an unpleasant odor emanating from the mute being’s flesh, even after our post-coital showers. The increasing suggestion of rot. And then, on the second (third?) day, the wine stain on the entity’s forehead actually sloughed off, leaving a livid, glistening red wound in its place. (I saved the patch of flesh in a plastic microwave container.) By what I judged to be the fourth day, the smell had become a stench (I had to wear a painter’s mask, such as Silvestri had worn doing his chainsaw sculptures, while making love).
 
    Where the varied components had once blended smoothly together, I could now detect seams like widening fissures, cracks in the flesh like borders between the now more disparate pieces. And they seemed to be decaying at different rates, each with its own variation of stink...some like foul meat, others more like washed-up fish. Mata Hari’s breasts smelled like moldering wood. The body parts even discolored at different rates. Janice’s brown face was blackening as if with strangulation, whereas Angeline’s legs were only mottled red as if with a spreading rash. But she/they had become so unsteady on these failing legs that I had to settle her/them in the wheelchair Angeline had occupied after her dismemberment.
 
    My lover did not speak (and whose voice would she utter, in any case?), could not tell me what she might need or lack. Had Silvestri died (no doubt, while in his creation’s amorous embrace) before he could add one final, crucial ingredient? Or had she been destined for a brief, mayfly-like existence all along?
 
    There was another source of fetor in the house, and that originated from my biological father himself. Initially, I had simply carried his body into the living room and laid him on the sofa, covering him with a blanket, but now I knew I must deal with him a little more thoroughly. I decided to carry him into the bathroom, there to dismantle him in the tub and wrap his parts in plastic for easier transportation and burial in the woods of Eastborough Swamp.
 
    One might wonder, at this point – and fairly enough – how I could have so readily, so easily accepted the living totem as my lover, and notions such as dismembering the man who was my father. It was the dawning in me, when I first saw my lover approach me, of a sense of fate. A sense of legacy. My composite lover, and my mind-set, were both a kind of family inheritance...from two conjoined families.
 
    I again wore the painter’s mask when uncovering Silvestri’s now putrefying corpse. My lover watched me from across the room, sphinx-silent in her wheelchair. My true father had gone a shade of purple-blue, but what really drew my eyes was the wound in his belly. In his decomposition, the scar had parted open and the old injury gaped darkly. There appeared to be a bright glint within him, and when I shined a flashlight into the wound, I saw its beam reflected back at me. Delicately I reached my fingers inside, doing my best not to touch the edges of the wound (but failing), and withdrew from his body a small knife for cutting linoleum, with a rounded wooden handle and a very sharp C-shaped blade.
 
    The knife seemed to sing in my fist, downloading a long history of speeded up, screaming information – compacted memories – into my nervous system. Again, I experienced that sense of destiny, that notion of inheritance. With this came an awareness in me of nascent artistic abilities...
 
    Also within this body cavity I had discovered a pretty class ring, for Sutton High School, that I knew must have belonged to Mandy Rogers. Though it did not vibrate with stored-up memories, I slipped it like a wedding band onto one of the fingers of my bride, whose silent screen vamp eyes still shone brightly up at me despite her reeking deliquescence.
 
    Shortly after discovering Silvestri’s knife, and using it as one of the tools in my methodical dismantling of his body, I grew convinced in my very marrow that my lover was not, in fact, incomplete in any way. She was very much whole. But she was still lacking something...and I now knew instinctively what it was I had to provide – and quickly – so as to keep these women, this golem, alive...
 
   * * *
 
    The last time I visited my father in Eastborough State Hospital, I leaned close to him over the table where we sat and finally asked him why he had never told me about my real father...how we had come to live next door to the Silvestris, or them to us...but he only stared back at me with those once crystalline blue eyes that had always made my own brown eyes seem like muddy water in comparison. But the light was out behind those windows, and he said absolutely nothing to me...though his mouth worked subtly, silently, like that of a fish. And like a fish, he now occupied another world from me. I squeezed his hand with choking pity.
 
    He was found dead by an orderly late that same night, spread-eagled naked upon his bed. It appeared that his time he had not bungled his attempt to poison himself with an overdose of pills (though I was told, with frenzied apologies, that the staff had no idea where he had gotten the drugs from). But while he had apparently died by his own hand, surely he had not been responsible for that other horror. For even if he had been able to cut both his own eyes out, where were those eyes now?
 
    Beyond despondent, Tommy returned to our old family home, from which I had telephoned him, and met me there. We embraced and he sobbed in my arms, his own muscular arms tight around me. Over his shoulder, I saw eyes glinting in the murk of another room. I hoped Tommy hadn’t heard the stealthy squeak of a wheel. I made an angry little gesture with my hand, and the glimmering eyes withdrew.
 
    I had dragged a mattress over from next door, into this house, and laid it upon the floor...its own beds already gone. Tommy must have thought it was something we had missed in cleaning out the large furniture. I hoped he didn’t find the smell of the big mattress too offensive; I had turned to the floor the side that was stained from making love to the creature’s deteriorating body. We sat on the mattress, drank beer (he much more than I) and at last stretched out on our backs to talk in the growing dark like two little boys who couldn’t get to sleep. But...eventually...Tommy slept.
 
    I had brought pillows, too, and I put one of these over Tommy’s head to muffle the sound of the Luger.
 
    I carried my brother – with all his bulked-up muscles, so much heavier than lifting my two fathers had been – into the bathroom, that still smelled to me of my mother’s powders and perfumes. Now, my lover and I lived and worked in both houses. It was appropriate enough. Two families were becoming combined, as they were meant to be. It was like tearing down the fence that separated the two yards, and letting the grass grow rampant to blur where the division had been...the apples from the Silvestris’ gnarled little tree falling, scattering, to sprout new trees in the one merged yard. Incongruous orange trees would sprout as well, from the seeds of my mother’s tossed offering of fertility. A whole orchard of both kinds of trees...how wonderful that would be...
 
    The knife sculpted smoothly, working its way between the joints of bone with an ease that was mystical. I disassembled poor Tommy, released from his torments, with as much ease as I had opened the glyph-like wound in my own abdomen. It was as though the blade had worked its way around the nerves in my body without even nicking them, because I felt not a hint of pain as I inched one of Tommy’s severed limbs slowly into my interior in a strange sort of digestion, or intercourse...fitting that part of him into me in a space that shouldn’t be large enough to accept it.
 
    This process I had begun was not surgery, per se. I did no stitching or assembling in a mechanical sense. I did cut, yes, but it was more art than it was science. And while I worked, first over Tommy’s fresh young body and then, next door, over the blackened body of Mr. Silvestri, I found myself muttering strange words in a kind of chant, words that came to my tongue directly from some bequeathed gene, skipping past my brain altogether.
 
    Now, our anguished and fractured family – families – would be all united again. More so than ever before. Tommy and I would be close at last. My father reunited with my mother...my mother with my true father...and me with Mrs. Silvestri. And Phoebe. When I took the flap of wine stained flesh out of the plastic container, and smoothed it across my lover’s brow, it adhered there again. By the next day, its edges had blended with the skin that was not wine stained.
 
    The discoloration and the odors of rot vanished from her. She was able to rise from her wheelchair again, at last, like a cripple cured by a faith healer...and totter toward me stiffly, grinning, her arms lifted, outspread like wings to engulf me in her embrace. And I embraced her with the new, muscular arms that had replaced my own former, too-skinny limbs. I gazed down into Theda Bara’s glowing black eyes with my new crystalline blue eyes. And my hands, which ran up and down her smooth back, were the hands of a true artist...the patchwork hands of my biological father.
 
    This was what my lover, my mother, these goddesses had needed, in order to restore her...restore them. She drew me by the hand, into the other room, and down onto the mattress, still stained with Tommy’s blood...
 
    And we joined our two bodies together there, in a sense...in our final and most profound act of unification. The act of love.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Praying That You Feel Better Soon
 
    When I half-fainted in the close, carpeted aisle of Taylor’s Cards and Gifts, I fell heavily backwards against a display of ceramic knickknacks and brought a row of them shattering down in little glittering fragments like the bones of faeries.
 
    The proprietor, more concerned about my health or a lawsuit than the knickknacks, called an ambulance, no doubt thinking this old lady had suffered a heart attack on the premises. I assured her and the few customers who gathered around that I was fine, if shaken. But I offered no explanation except to mumble that I hadn’t eaten enough that morning. I did not tell them about the card I had just picked up. It still lay on the floor where I had dropped it, and I saw the proprietor half-consciously stoop for it and return it to its place in the wall of GET WELL cards. For a moment I again saw the front of the card, before I looked sharply away.
 
    There was no type on the front, which was simply a gray, soft-focus black and white photograph of a statue in front of a vague background of trees. The statue was of a little girl, with the prepubescent wings of a child angel. Her hands were pressed together under her chin in an attitude of prayer, her lids lowered and the subtlest smile on her tiny lips. The flowing lines of her light soft gown were remarkably rendered in the unwavering stone, as if you might expect to see the material begin to float and ripple. The lines of her hair and feathers of her small spread wings were also realistic if a bit more stylized.
 
    These days, a lot can be done to alter photographs. Another person picking up that card might think that the dark stains on the angel child’s cheeks had been added in by a computer program. It looked as though heavy black mascara had run down from both eyes as a result of tears the child had shed. It put one in mind of pictures of the Madonna in which tears of blood are said to have flowed.
 
    But I knew those stains were not an embellishment. I had had this angel statue meticulously described to me, some twenty odd years before.
 
    The ambulance arrived. I balked at going with them, but a policeman who came wouldn’t let me drive until I had been checked out. At last I gave in...but before I left Taylor’s Cards and Gifts – as loathe as I was to touch it again – I bought that card of the angel child, though I had no intention of sending the thing to my ailing cousin in Minnesota.
 
    While seated in the back of the ambulance (no, I told the officer, I had no children to drive me to the hospital -- and my husband had died years ago) I took the card from my bag with trembling hands and heart, and opened it at last to read its inside sentiment. There was a closer shot of just the statue’s prim folded hands, screened to look lighter, and the scrolling words:
 
    Praying That You Feel Better Soon.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   * * *
 
    It was my husband William who described the angel child to me.
 
    Will had been an employee of the town Department of Public Works, and it often fell to him not only to plow snow from the roads of Eastborough during the winter, but from the roads and pathways of the several town cemeteries as well. After the blizzard of ‘78, Eastborough was like Pompeii after all the ash fell, and for a week it seemed that I didn’t see Will at all, as if those two feet of bright heavy snow had buried him as well.
 
    The town’s four cemeteries took little precedence when some people couldn’t even get to work for a week, but when at last the DPW could take the time, it fell to Will to plow out the Pine Grove Cemetery, which borders on Eastborough Swamp.
 
    Will told me later that evening that although the sky was a blazing blue that afternoon, a biting wind had been whipping up mists of sparkling snow dust like wraiths that billowed between the ranks of stones. Well, Will didn’t say it like that – Will wasn’t one for embellishments, or for much talk at all. But I could visualize the scene as he related it to me that evening. And Will’s emotion made the visualization all the more vivid, because he was shaken that evening – and Will wasn’t one to be shaken, either.
 
    The snow lay in as yet unbroken dunes and drifts, and he could only tell where the paths lay because there were spaces winding between the rows of granite markers. He lowered his plow and began what would prove to be a long afternoon’s work, Pine Grove being the largest of Eastborough’s graveyards.
 
    Up front when one enters into Pine Grove, the plots tend to be newer, the rows neater, the markers more polished and modern in their outlines. The cemetery began at the periphery of the swamp, and grew out from there. There are no old willow-and-urn 18th century slates, as there are in the Midtown Cemetery just down the street from my house...the oldest stones in Pine Grove date back to the mid 19th century. At the back of Pine Grove, Will must have seen those pitted, slanting white markers with their raised or indented words nearly erased by rains and many previous blizzards and biting winds. There is a section along one side path that is entirely devoted to children...many of them stillborn, or dead in their infancy. It’s a sad little spot, a tragic reminder of a time when such deaths were more common than now.
 
    But that isn’t where Will struck the stone angel.
 
    He was turning down a fresh pathway when his blade caught against something buried in an especially deep drift. He said he heard a screeching as the metal ground against stone. Hissing a curse under his breath – he never swore outright, and certainly not at me – Will stopped his truck and got out with a shovel in hand. A less conscientious worker wouldn’t have thought twice about the accident, and kept going on despite whatever damage he might have caused. I sometimes wish Will hadn’t stopped, and dug out the thing he had struck so as to inspect it. But then, he wouldn’t have been my Will if he hadn’t...
 
    The first thing he laid bare was the top of a head. As he dug further, he uncovered a child’s head with dreamily lowered lids, streaked stains down both cheeks, and a smile so subtle the Mona Lisa might seem like a grinning fool. He dug further like a less than enthusiastic archeologist, and he didn’t stop until he had found the spot where he had struck the little statue. There was only a scrape across one of her stylized miniature wings, a white scratch against the age-stained gray of the rest of her. Will was relieved. The statue leaned a bit to one side, but he didn’t know if he had caused that or if it had been a natural occurrence. There was nothing he could do about that either way, and so he got back into his truck, poured a fresh coffee from his large plaid thermos, had a few sips, and resumed his work.
 
    He circled about the cemetery, and the winds picked up in speed, like waves breaking across his windshield. He told me that as he turned into yet another pathway – though nearly finished now, as the sun began to lower and the snow began to turn a dark violet color – he saw an odd thing through a cloud of this whipped-up dust.
 
    Distantly, through the glittering veil and the naked branches of intervening trees, Will saw a child that seemed to be having a violent seizure. The figure was vague, but it seemed to be tightly bound, so that it couldn’t move its arms or legs...could only whip its body madly from side to side. It was as if a child were being terribly electrocuted, as Will described it (his deep, low voice in a raspy whisper, tinged with shame at the tinge of fear I heard in it). Violent, jerking spasms. The child’s clothing seemed to be snapping and blowing behind it in a blur. He heard no cries, but he said he could see the steamy exhalations of the child billowing around its head, obscuring its face.
 
    Needless to say, Will turned his truck around as quickly as he could manage and headed back that way. But as he rounded a bend and neared the spot, he realized what he had really seen...
 
    It was the angel statue he had struck. It was not moving, its face as placid as when he had uncovered it. What he had taken to be clothing blowing behind it were only its marble wings, incapable of any blurred, frenetic movement. Will shuddered, and told himself he had gone without enough sleep and with too much coffee over the past week.
 
    Still, he couldn’t account for the steamy clouds that were still dispersing in the air around the head of the angel child.
 
   * * *
 
    Will was not the fanciful type. He wasn’t superstitious, wasn’t even religious (much to the disapproval of my parents early on, though they came to accept him for the kind man he was). So I didn’t feel he was lying about or imagining what came later. If he told me he hadn’t been dreaming that night, then I had to accept that. It didn’t mean I believed what he saw was fact. It only meant that I didn’t disbelieve him...
 
    It was nearly a week after Will had plowed out the cemetery that I awoke to an awful cry in the middle of the night. I had never heard my husband utter such a sound before – for it was him I had heard. As I sat up in bed, my heart galloping, I saw his large body silhouetted at one of the room’s windows.
 
    When I asked him what was wrong he spun around startled and frightened me as much as I had frightened him. I clawed a lamp on, and saw a face so transfigured that for a wild moment I wondered if I hadn’t surprised a burglar in the bedroom, a stranger with crazed eyes. But it was Will, and he cast one more look – a timid look of dread – out the window before he came to the bed to tell me what he’d seen.
 
    He told me that a scraping sound had awakened him, a sound against the clapboards outside as if a tree branch were blowing against them. But there was no tree outside that window close enough to rake across the boards. So Will stole out of bed, and went to peek around the shade to see what it might be.
 
    It had been dark, but the street lamps had given off enough illumination to glow white on the figure he saw climbing up the side of the house toward our second floor bedroom window.
 
    It was a child, all white from her skin to her hair to her gown...poised on the side of our house like a fly...a fly with stone wings...and he said when he parted the shade, the child lifted her head to look up at him. Her eyes were open and had black pupils and rolled like the eyes of a panicking horse. But she was grinning, grinning in such a way that her lips were pulled far back from white gums like the lips of a snarling dog, revealing little clenched marble teeth.
 
    But when he cried out, he said, he saw the child drop from the house to her feet and scamper off madly across the yard, disappearing into a line of trees that separated our yard from the next. She had thrown one look back at him over her shoulder, he told me in a shaky voice. She had still been grinning.
 
    We slept with the bedside light on that night. I admit, the light made me feel better, too.
 
    In the morning, I saw Will out that same window. He was examining the yard for footprints in the snow...but if any had been there, a light snow that had fallen in the early morning hours and a gusty wind had obliterated them. What was left could have been made by a dog. But I thought there was something suggestive to them, at least. Because when Will had left for work, I snuck out to look at them myself.
 
    He had been afraid to leave me alone in the house...but promised me he would be home before dark. And again, I’ll admit that I was grateful for his promise.
 
    The snows of the early morning returned the next night with more vigor. By the next day, Will was out plowing again. I filled his big plaid thermos for him, kissed his cheek before he left. It was unshaven. That wasn’t like Will.
 
    Those who examined him later decided it was a massive heart attack that killed my husband sometime that afternoon.
 
    When he didn’t answer his radio calls, his friends Donny McNeil and John Thompson drove out to Pine Grove Cemetery, where they knew Will was supposed to be plowing.
 
    They found his yellow truck there. The plow was down, and he had begun his job. But inside the cold tomb of its cab, Will sat dead behind the wheel. I’m told his eyes were tightly squinted shut, as if to block out intense pain...or as if to block out something terrible he had seen.
 
    Through my tears, I asked Donny and John later if they had seen any odd footprints in the snow. If they had seen any children about in the graveyard. Both of them wagged their heads, but when Donny began to ask me why, I waved for him not to.
 
    Well, John said as if in an afterthought, he had heard something funny when he opened the door of Will’s cab -- something he had dismissed or hadn’t really taken in at the time, considering the shock of the discovery of his friend. He remembered now that he had heard a child giggling behind a tree, not too far away. He hadn’t seen anyone when he glanced that way, but he believed he saw a little white mist of breath curling out from around the trunk...and maybe...just maybe...tiny white fingers peeking out from behind, clutching the bark.
 
   * * *
 
    I discovered one thing about the statue of the angel child just several weeks after Will’s funeral. And more than twenty years later – after my trip to Taylor’s Cards and Gifts -- I have now uncovered another fact.
 
    The first discovery came with the aid of the DPW, the Eastborough Antiquarian Society, and through my own investigation of Pine Grove Cemetery, once the snows had receded enough for me to explore it.
 
    Try as I might, and filled with dread though I was, I could not locate within all of Pine Grove any statue of an angel, let alone that of a child angel. And when I asked Will’s boss at the DPW, he told me that despite Will’s having struck the statue, it had not been removed – at least, not by any of his crew. He began to suggest that Will himself had removed it, if he had been feeling guilty about the thing, so as to set it straight in the earth come spring...but he dropped his theory when he noticed my glare.
 
    It was Jo Torrey at the Antiquarian Society who was the most helpful, the most informed, and whose information stunned me the most. Jo was into gravestone rubbing. She would have known these things...
 
    She told me there had never been any angel statues in Pine Grove Cemetery.
 
    And that was where it ended, for twenty years. And though Will and I had plots already purchased in Pine Grove, I had Will cremated and scattered his ashes along a path in Acadia National Park where he had kissed me on our honeymoon. I did not want him left helpless in that cold ground, under future snows...
 
    The get well card with the angel was printed by a large corporation that was not immediately receptive to my letters, but I persisted with more letters and several phone calls and my niece contacted them over the internet, until finally I was given the address of the photographer who had taken the photograph of the angel with her dark-stained cheeks, and her little hands pressed together demurely under her chin.
 
    The photographer, a Richard Bedard, has since told me that he chanced upon the statue in a small, back road cemetery in Oakton, Virginia.
 
    Which is a long way away from Eastborough, Massachusetts.
 
    I do not want to visualize a small white figure scampering along dark roads in the dead of night, in its mysterious migration. Or perhaps, even, flying...
 
    I try to tell myself, some nights as I lie awake in the same bedroom where my Will stood in terror at that window, that it couldn’t be the same statue. Couldn’t be...
 
    But it’s clear in the photo, you see. White against the gray of the stone.
 
    There is a long shallow scratch across one of the angel’s wings.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The Arms of the Sun
 
   -1-
 
    “Just do it!” Valerie screamed. “Don’t stop now, you idiot!” She sprayed spittle in his face. Her blood was on his fingers. Her juices were dried on his withered organ, from when they had made love this morning on the mattress on the basement’s damp floor. During the night, they were too tense to make love.
 
    George held the exacto knife as if it were a pen he was using to write on a leg cast, or a tattooist’s buzzing needle. A hesitant tattoo artist, who had quickly withdrawn when he saw his customer grip the arms of her chair and arch her back in pain. It was not a tattoo he had begun, however, but an incision he had lightly parted open down the front of her chest. She had no blouse on. She smelled of musky, acidic sweat, since neither of them had dared venture upstairs to shower for days. A band of thick blood began inching down her skin, between her rapidly rising/falling breasts. Her wrists were tied to the arms of the old chair with the sleeves torn off one of his old dress shirts.
 
    Her chest, where he had begun to carve it, was flushed red with her sunburn. Though she’d received the burn two weeks ago, it hadn’t turned brown or to freckles or peeled. It was as vivid and hot to the touch as it had been the day after the Fourth of July barbecue at their co-worker Dawn’s house. She had worn a halter top and shorts that day. They’d fought about that before they even left their apartment. Why was she dressing like that if she knew Dawn wasn’t going to be opening the pool because of all the little kids running around? Because it’s fucking scorching out today, she had replied sharply. George had persisted, telling her the shorts were too tight (I can see your camel toe!) and too short (I can practically see the bottom of your cheeks!), finally bringing up his main concern – that their co-worker Raphael would be there, and she knew how much Raphael liked her, and Raphael knew she liked to flirt with him in turn, and she had snapped that he shouldn’t be so immature and jealous, and he had brought up her halter too and that a girl with breasts as big as hers shouldn’t wear a halter and she had said fuck you and what difference does that make and she had stormed out of the apartment without him, leaving him to drink beer in front of the TV all day with the merciful air conditioner blowing on him (let her sweat and swelter, let the Latin lover ogle her) and he hadn’t ventured outside all day except once to pull the mail out of the mail box, which was almost sizzling to the touch, and he had quickly ducked back in out of the crushing heat, though he had lingered just long enough to squint up at the sun with his palm like a visor, seeing how silvery the sun looked, and how spiky its rays as if those spikes were solid protrusions instead of projections of light. There was a thin greenish halo around the sun, besides. Pollution in the air, or just heat haze, distorting its radiance.
 
    The only other time he had gone outdoors was to watch Eastborough’s annual fireworks, launched from the high school football field, as they splashed in crystalline colors across the now black sky, accompanied by crackling/sputtering like automatic fire and bomb-like booms whose delay made him tense up slightly each time in anticipation. It seemed as though stars were going nova in a chain reaction, galaxies being born in one big bang after another only to grow cold and extinct, eons condensed to seconds. Valerie pulled up into the driveway halfway through the show, and stood beside him on the little rickety porch of the two-family home to watch. They didn’t speak. They heard the massed voices of people far away, at the high school, crying out – as if they were being mowed down by the machine guns his imagination conjured. As if a distant war were going on. When they’d spent their colors, the fireworks sizzled, wilting, and as they turned to embers, drifted on the hot air in their direction, drooping like willow branches of ash and fire...resembling dimly phosphorescent, immense jellyfish floating across the sky in purposeful migration.
 
    “Do it, do it, do it!” Valerie shrieked, jolting in her chair as if an electric current passed through her.
 
    His hand shaking, George leaned in again to make a second cut, this one horizontal and meeting the end of the first. He swallowed hard, held his breath, gripped his wrist with his other hand, and – putting pressure on the edge of the blade – drew the scalpel-like knife to the right in one motion. The sound of the slice was barely audible, a half-imagined whisper.
 
    “Fuck!” Valerie sobbed, stomping her feet on the stony floor. “Oh God, oh fuck!”
 
    Valerie was most severely burned on her upper chest. Her shoulders were reddened, shiny balls, her face uniformly pink. There were white strips of skin where the halter straps had been, and her fleshy breasts were pale, soft, vulnerable animals that seemed to quiver – but her upper chest was almost lurid in its color. There was a round pale spot in the very center of the burn, however. One might easily have concluded that Valerie had worn a medallion that day which had shielded, stenciled, the shape. Once she had told George that after a spring break in Florida, having worn a small crucifix throughout her adventures, she had come home with the outline of a cross burned onto her like some kind of stigmata (punishing her for her sins, George had told her, not entirely joking, jealous even if he hadn’t known her at the time). The medallion outline she sported now seemed to be surrounded with wavy spikes, like the arms of one of those starfish with more limbs than just the standard five. But, of course, Valerie hadn’t been wearing a medallion that day. Neither had the other thousands (millions? wondered voices on the radio, faces on TV) of other people – in this country and others – who had been burned so badly on July Fourth...who had woken up on July Fifth to find that same spiky circle emblazoned on their chests.
 
    “Faster! Keep going, damn it! Stop being such a fucking wimp or I’ll have to do it myself!”
 
    Before they’d begun, George had suggested she dull the pain with a few of their last beers. She’d replied a tattoo artist had once told her (she had a thorny, tribal-style black tattoo in the small of her back which her low-slung jeans and midriff-baring t-shirts often showed off, to the delight of Raphael no doubt) that people often made the mistake of downing alcohol prior to an inking, only to end up regurgitating their medicinal elixirs as a result.
 
    He made a third incision: from right corner downward. This time, riding his wave of adrenalin, before he ended up hesitating to the point where he simply couldn’t bring himself to resume at all, he carved a fourth line horizontally – connecting the bottom corners of the two vertical slices. Now, the pale medallion that had appeared overnight on Valerie’s breastbone was outlined in a picture frame of streaming blood. Glittering beads were snaking down her skin, one of these even entering into the space of the medallion shape. For some reason, it alarmed George to see that drop of blood enter within the mysterious stencil, and he quickly smeared the blood away as best he could with the balled remnants of his ripped dress shirt.
 
    “Now dig it out,” Valerie wailed, throwing back her head, tears streaming like her blood. One of those tears had plopped on his knee a moment ago, to join the spittle on him, the blood, her lubrication of mucus. He was being anointed in some way. It was like a religious ritual. A baptism/exorcism, perhaps.
 
    George rose from his stool so as to better pose himself a little above her, above the wound. He adjusted the lamp he had set close to her, the heat of its bare bulb burning his shoulder as if to redden him like her. His skin was, however, as pallid as it always was.
 
    The point of the angled razor blade was slipped under the lip of the upper, horizontal slice. He then drew it sideways, separating the outer layer of skin from the dark wet redness that was somehow contained within all skin, within his own, like the gulfs of space kept outside merely by a thin blue vapor of atmosphere.
 
    “Ohhh God, oh my fucking God...”
 
    It sounded as though Valerie were having an orgasm. Or delivering a baby. And he, the untrained surgeon, pulled down the edge of her wound so that he could drag the blade along once again, shaving more of the square flap of skin away. Blood ran more freely. It trickled over his hand, wound around his wrist. In grabbing up his already blotted and smudged shirt to swab at her some more, he accidentally dropped the knife. When he retrieved it, he saw that the delicate tip had broken off. And the blade, sterilized only with little isopropyl alcohol, had touched the gritty floor. He grabbed up the plastic bottle, splashed some more alcohol over the knife, and leaned in again to complete the operation, abbreviated tip or no.
 
    “This will save me...” Valerie was chanting, almost hyperventilating, her frantic state making George ache even though this had been her idea “...they won’t get me now...” she panted, sweat running down her throat, sweat now added to her fluids on him, her straight brunette hair matted with it, plastered to her cheeks in long dark lines like bloodless gashes “...they won’t get me...”
 
    He had opened the flap so much now that it began to curl over itself, like a page being turned. For an abrupt moment he had to spin away, and he hacked, gagged, bent over to vomit but only a long stream of spittle and bile dangled free, so he wiped his arm across his mouth and straightened up again. He tried to get in closer to his flaying. If he saw only the wound – as a surgeon covers the rest of his patient up until it’s an anonymous blob – and not the body it was a part of, not the face of his girlfriend contorted with agony, it might be easier to finish.
 
    The flap of flesh hung almost entirely off, raw crimson underside glistening, a door open entirely on its hinges. Blood flowed down Valerie’s spasming belly, pooled in her navel, soaked the rim of her blue jeans. He had a pair of tweezers. He used them to grip the flap and pull it out taut so that, with his right hand, he could make the last decisive stroke. At the same time, with the tweezers, he pulled harder at the flap...until it came away from her body at last and hung limply, dribbling, and he whirled to fling the flap with the medallion on it into a waiting rusty trash can he had found down here in which he intended to burn that square of skin, skin he might have kissed once, burn it to ash with cleansing fire, purifying flame, but first he had to fall to his knees and this time he was able to vomit, really vomit, while above him Valerie stamped the ground and even gave him a stomping kick on the hip that almost knocked him over as she sobbed, “Ow, you fucker, ow-ow-ow-oh God, oh God, oh-ho-ho God!”
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    In the day, they could maybe chance a trip upstairs into their apartment – even outside, if they didn’t stray far – to furtively collect more supplies. At night, however, the Changelings (as they had been dubbed by the media, for lack of a more clinical classification) became much more active...
 
    One time – the last time George had dared remove the bolts and latches he had hastily mounted on the inside of the cellar door, and go upstairs into their apartment during the hours of night – he had peeked around a shade in the darkened living room and seen the road in front of his house seething with black movement, as if filled with huge maggots swarming on a bed of rotting flesh. These had probably once been his neighbors, among them the elderly woman who had rented the apartment above their own in this little house on this little side street just off the center of this town of Eastborough. Their massed voices, if voices they could still be considered, had been deafening. The voices they used at night were like men strangling while they bellowed rhythmic chants, ghosts moaning loudly underwater (the ghosts of the people they had once been). There were almost garbled worlds. Their combined booming voices had made the walls rumble, and had made him want to sob. He had tried not to make noise to alert them as he clawed his way through the murk back to the cellar door in the kitchen.
 
    He didn’t know where they hid or nested during the hours of angry daylight – if this punishing, persisting sunlight harmed them or if they were simply nocturnal – but more than once during the day he had heard loud thumps, a dinner plate or window smashing, strange high chitterings and deep bass croakings, all coming from the second floor. Sounds he could even hear from down in the basement. He thought that must be his former fellow tenant, Mrs. Parker, sheltering during the day, moving about a little in her somnambulant rest. The chitters/croaks were apparently the daytime voices of the Changelings (mumbling in their sleep?). He and Valerie had been careful not to make too much sound down here even during the day – but he was certain the thing upstairs must have heard her screams today. He hoped the Changeling had been too disoriented in its slumber, or that the thing was simply too unintelligent, to direct an attack on their makeshift bomb shelter when night came.
 
    Should he wait and take that risk? Or should he try to avoid it? Act upon it, in advance?
 
    He diverted his thoughts to the issue of food. There was still electricity on this block, though he didn’t know for how long others like himself could maintain it. But he wanted to go upstairs to the fridge as little as possible, so it was better to have canned and packaged food, and though they were okay for the time being this could only last so long. He and Valerie had made one previous trip to the Serves U Rite convenience store around the corner from the end of their street (on foot, so as to be more stealthy), coming back with bags full of groceries and he with a throat raw from puking; there was a body in the store, no doubt someone like himself who had not been burned by the changeling sun but who had been cornered in the nighttime by some of those who had. The body had been charred and half consumed. The Changelings seemed to cook their food in the process of eating it.
 
    During that excursion, he and Valerie had worn hoods made from pillow cases with eye holes, shirts with long sleeves, buttoned to their throats, and winter gloves despite the suffocating heat. Under their hoods they wore sunglasses, and briefly noted that the jagged buzz saw of the sun was still a metallic silver, that it still wore its thin green corona. In Valerie’s case, however, it had seemed all these precautions were a wasted effort. She had already been burned...
 
    He came back to the thought he was trying to sidestep. It reared up to block his path. His former tenant. The second floor. She had to have heard Valerie screaming a few hours ago. Night would fall in a few hours more. What then?
 
    Glancing over to Valerie, he saw she was still passed out on their mattress, which together they had dragged down here; still without a shirt on, big patches of gauze taped over her chest. The gauze was stained, sodden. A small electric fan, resting on the chair she had been lashed to, directed a cool breeze on her like a child blowing kisses; a good-intentioned but insufficient comfort. After the operation she had finally decided that self-medicating with alcohol wasn’t so bad an idea after all, and had drank their last three beers though they were only moderately cool from having been stored in a basement corner.
 
    He began looking around him for weapons. He had done this before, occasionally near panic, on nights when the sounds the Changelings made were close at hand, rattling the small cellar windows behind the boards he’d nailed up, but also on nights when their sounds were far away or absent altogether, which in a way made him more tense sometimes. He’d never spotted much that could be used to defend their caveman’s lair. He had no guns but for an old BB gun, without even a BB to load into it. No axes, no chainsaws (just an old hedge trimmer he wasn’t even sure worked anymore). There was a garden spade with a long handle and a good heavy blade, but other than that his weapons would put him distressingly close to an enemy. Several butcher knives...a hammer...assorted screwdrivers...a tire iron...
 
    He gazed up at the low ceiling of insulation tucked between plumbing, all of it thinly veiled in webs old and new. Spider carcasses, gnarled and brittle, hung from them; the live ones lurked cleverly out of sight. He looked at the ceiling as if he would eventually see through it, through the intervening first floor, into the second floor. Was it even Mrs. Parker up there? Why shouldn’t it be another of the things instead? Why, if they were so thoroughly altered, would they feel an instinct or a desire to rest in the places they had dwelt in while still human?
 
    It didn’t matter if it were Mrs. Parker or not. What mattered was that the creature, the being, the entity or however he might think of it, lived in the same nest he did. But what if he could catch it resting, vulnerable? Assuming he killed it, assuming it could be killed at all, would the others miss it tonight if it didn’t slither down the front staircase, nudge open the door to the porch, squirm out into the blackness to seek its fellows? Would they come looking for it if it didn’t show up?
 
    If it should wake while he was attacking it, might it call out in its alien language to alert the others? Would they come that night, hundreds, perhaps thousands of them, all those in Eastborough who had been out in the sun two weeks ago on July Fourth? All those who had already changed, that was to say. People changed at different rates. Some had changed in a mere two or three days. Others still hadn’t changed. And hopefully, never would...especially now that they had skinned away the strange pale brand the sun had marked on Valerie’s breast.
 
    He had to try. If everyone were afraid to try, then they all might as well step out into the night with their arms spread open, like martyrs without a cause, sacrifices. They might just as well give up, right? No...no...people had to try. Surely others were doing so. Fighting. He didn’t have a gun, but he’d heard gunfire; one night there had been numerous thundering shotgun blasts from just two streets over, down by Eastborough Swamp, convincing him that more than one person had joined forces to protect their nest. Whether they had succeeded or not, however...
 
    Should he rid his nest of the creature that shared it? Would it make more sense, instead, to take their car and drive, drive, drive as far away from other people – and hence, concentrations of Changelings – as he could? But he and Valerie knew their street, their town. Its resources. Out in the woods somewhere, up in Maine maybe, they could isolate themselves fairly well. But what about food, then? Electricity, running water? For now, they had these things.
 
    Why not take the chance of killing the thing upstairs? It might just help him understand how intelligent, or unintelligent, the Changelings were, by their reaction or lack of reaction to it. Mrs. Parker’s horrible doppleganger might not be missed at all. Even if they did note her absence, she had been elderly; might her Changeling, then, also be old and ailing? Might they take her disappearance to mean she had passed away naturally? Would they investigate?
 
    He would do it. The thing had heard Valerie. Had to have. He looked over at her, more unconscious than asleep. Animal or entity, it would know there was prey in its own nest. It would investigate tonight. He must go to it before it came to him...
 
    Yes. Yes – he would do it.
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    George wrote a note to tape to the front of their portable TV, letting Valerie know where he was/what he was up to should she awaken before he got back (if he got back). While he wrote it, he glanced over at the TV, which ran with its sound turned to a barely detectable murmur. He narrowed his eyes at the screen, trying to decipher what the grainy, apparently live footage was showing.
 
    Was it a skyscraper in some city (which city? did it matter? some foreign city where it was already dark), taller than those around it? A deformed, lumpen skyscraper that had to be, in fact, an organic thing? There were tracer bullets or rockets streaking toward it from several directions. The video flared with static, jumped, the image was almost lost. Did the skyscraper sway radically, suddenly? Were those arms coiling, uncoiling, at the summit of the thick, towering stalk, as if it were a sea anemone of gargantuan proportions?
 
    How many of the many people in all those city buildings had been poisoned by the sun on the Fourth of July? How much time had it required to become contaminated – a few hours of direct basking in the sun, or as little as fifteen minutes? Hadn’t they listened to the doctors, he thought, who always stressed how bad the sun was for you? Bad for the skin. (How true that had proven!) Skin cancer. This mass change, maybe, being the ultimate, purest form of cancer...
 
    How many of those people condensed within the frame of his television were like him, hiding by both day and night for different reasons, waiting for...what? The sun to reconfigure? For the monsters to revert? For the army to rescue, for chaos to retreat, for reality to resume? How many of them down there were Changelings, probably swarming the streets like cars had once swarmed them, like boiling masses of maggots from this distant view? Hadn’t a lot of them already been maggots, in a sense? Hadn’t they merely been recast into the form that best suited their souls? Drug dealers, rapists, gang bangers, murderers, racists of every color, lawyers, welfare frauds, businessmen who moved their companies to Arizona so they could pay Mexicans minimum wage and put people like him out of a job (before he got his current job, if he could call it a current job; how many of his co-workers were like him, how many not?), abusive parents, fondling priests, terrorists and rude cabbies, religious fundamentalists and road ragers, dog kickers and telemarketers, mafiosi and fast food cashiers who could barely speak English and always got your order wrong. All revealed as their essential selves in the silver light of the new sun. Reincarnated into a living afterlife, hell for the humans, heaven (for all he knew) as far as the Changelings were concerned. Maybe he was one of the unlucky ones. Maybe this was the Apocalypse, Judgment had been passed, he had missed out, and being a maggot was bliss. And why should he have survived their fate? Was he so better a person? Was it karma, a blessing, a curse? Had it really been a random event? Had he been spared for a reason? Did God have a stake in this conflict? Or had the sun changed Him, too? Was that God he saw on the screen now, blind head of Medusa snakes churning, like a brain with all its tightly coiled tissues come undone in a cosmic wind?
 
    Even with the TV’s sound so low, he could hear a long, foghorn sound that he knew must have come from that looming giant, rolling over the city like thunder...
 
    Then the image flared again, and was lost for good this time, and after several moments a grim-faced man came on. George found he didn’t want to know what the grim-faced man was saying to the camera.
 
    He taped the note over the man’s face, where Valerie would notice it. Then he tucked a hammer through his belt. A screwdriver with a long blade. He held a butcher knife in his right hand. In his left, he picked up the small metal trash bucket in which he had dropped the excised piece of Valerie’s flesh. A glance at her, then he was mounting the stairs to their kitchen...
 
    Nothing much looked amiss. There was no debris, no chaos. He even heard birds chirping outside, and some wind chimes hanging from his neighbor’s porch tinkled drowsily in the thick, languid air. The shades were down, though, and curtains drawn to keep out the mercury-colored, mercury-poisoned blaze of the sun.
 
    If he boarded all the windows, would the Changelings notice it when they came along this street? Would it only attract their attention? Once again he decided to leave them as they were.
 
    After filling a glass at the sink and downing it, he crept along into the living room. As yet, he had heard no sounds from the floor above, not the slightest creak of a floorboard. It was usually that way, in any case. At a living room window, he peeked out at the street. It had always been a quiet street, even before the end of the world had arrived. No cars. No people. No monsters. Toward the end of the street, though, he saw a crow picking at a scrap of something in the middle of the road. Something crisped black, it appeared.
 
    He unbolted, unlatched the door into the front hallway...cracked it so as to peer out first with one eye...
 
    It was dark in there, with the shade drawn on the small window in the front door. But the thing that lived upstairs was not sleeping in the front hallway, had dragged no charcoal remains of a victim in there with it. Just the bottled up, fermenting heat. He eased himself into the hallway, eased the door shut behind him, heard the lock in the doorknob snick. He had the key in his wallet.
 
    There was no snail trail of slime on the front stairs that led to the second floor. No smudges on the wall, no posts knocked out of the handrail. But it slithered up and down these carpeted steps nightly, silently, he knew. He had heard the front door close, and the screen door slam.
 
    Before creeping up into the murk of the second floor landing, he turned to the front door instead. Opened that, then after looking out of the screen door, opened that too and stepped out onto the porch. He wore no protective hood or long sleeves but he had already poured lighter fluid into the trash can. He danced down the porch steps, placed the bucket in the gutter in front of his house, lit a match and tossed it into the bucket, bolted back onto the shaded porch. He watched until flames started to rise. He’d come back for the bucket after. He didn’t want to linger to smell Valerie’s skin as it cooked. He hoped the rising smoke wouldn’t stir Mrs. Parker from her dreams. Hoped the cooking flesh wouldn’t arouse her appetite.
 
    Back in the hallway. Again, contemplating those shadowed stairs.
 
    Switching the butcher knife to his left hand, George placed his right on the handrail and pulled himself up onto the first step, as though he were hoisting himself up some looming craggy cliff face, howling winds threatening to sweep him off to his death...
 
    If the door were locked, he had the key for that, too. Mrs. Parker had given a spare to Valerie, in case she ever needed to let herself in and assist the old woman. Stroke. Heart attack. But they had never anticipated her current condition. In a nightmare, perhaps.
 
    He was halfway up now, paused there to lean his hearing forward.
 
    He heard a helicopter approach. Pass overhead. Fade. Then silence again. No restless movements from inside the apartment above. Just birds chirping outside. Wind chimes tinkling in barely moving air as thick as stew.
 
    Up the remaining steps...up the perilous cliff face...
 
    There really wasn’t much of a landing outside Mrs. Parker’s door. Just a window with a ledge in front of it, upon which rested a parched, dead plant and a few knickknacks too poignant for him to bring himself to look at. Posed on the top step, he put his shoulder and ear to the door, listening for the last beats from a dying heart. Still no sounds from within. He realized he had already closed his free hand on the brass doorknob. It became slick, immediately, with his sweat.
 
    He wouldn’t need the key; the knob turned in his grip. Mrs. Parker was less afraid of the outside world than he was.
 
    It seemed he took an hour to tease the doorknob around until at last, at last, the metal tongue withdrew and the door came open a sliver. He tensed, nauseous with anticipation, with dread, imagining the Changeling lurking on the other side, just waiting to launch itself at him. His heart was a fist clenched tight with the fear that the door would squeal on its hinges. There was no squeal. And when he had the door opened inward six inches, he saw no sign of the apartment’s tenant.
 
    The door was open wide enough for him to poke his head in. He darted looks this way and that...
 
    The shades and curtains were drawn in here against the sun, too. It was gloomy, but he could see that there was disarray. A chair knocked over in the bedroom to the right, and some ceramic trinkets shattered on the floor. To the left was a short hallway with a bathroom and the kitchen branching off it, he recalled, and the living room was at its end. The long strip of rug in the hallway was bunched up and folded over itself, from something heavy having dragged itself across it.
 
    George planted his first step over the threshold. Flowed inside the apartment like smoke. He left the door wide open behind him, in case he had to plunge through it to escape.
 
    Shit, he thought. He could clearly smell the smoke from the trash can fire out in the gutter. Well...for all he knew, the Changelings couldn’t smell, anyway.
 
    Right or left? Bedroom or hallway?
 
    Bedroom, he decided. Bedroom first...
 
    Immediately upon leaning into the room he saw the thing on the bed. Immediately he realized that the burnt smell he’d detected wasn’t coming in from outside, but from this horrible scorched mass.
 
    Though she was all but unidentifiable, he knew this was Mrs. Parker. Too weak, too afraid, to rise from the bed as one or more of the Changelings bore down on her? Or had they killed her – fed on her – elsewhere, and merely left her remains here? He could see a wedding ring on one black stick of a finger, and a familiar steel medical ID bracelet around a crumbly ebon wrist. Yes...there was no question...it was her.
 
    So – the noises they had heard over the past few weeks. Not Mrs. Parker coming and going in the night...but one or more of their other neighbors, they turned into Changelings, returning to feed on her repeatedly...
 
    He was infused with guilt. If only he and Valerie had got to her first. Rescued her, brought her down in the cellar with them. They had panicked, thought only of themselves the first night they saw the Changelings in the streets. They had assumed Mrs. Parker had become one of them, as so many had. Yes, they had tried to call her later that night on Valerie’s cell phone (phones were still working up until a week ago). There had been no answer. They had called, from the basement, repeatedly in fact. But still, they had assumed too much. What if she had been too weakened with fear to rise from her bed to answer the phone? How long, how long had she been alive before the first Changeling reached her? He could only hope that they had got her that first night. That she hadn’t been alone up here, terrified and confused, for long...
 
    In a closet he found a spare blanket, and he covered her body entirely with it. There wasn’t much to conceal, anyway; she was more like the remnants of a campfire than a human being.
 
    Now, he took an empty pillowcase for a sack and turned back toward the hallway that led to the kitchen...grief and guilt already nudged aside, replaced with relief that his upstairs neighbor was not a Changeling and the realization that her kitchen could be ransacked for food. Maybe there were even some items in the fridge that hadn’t expired; frozen dinners they could cook in the microwave downstairs, their own stock of these having run out already.
 
    For a few moments he just stood in front of the open fridge and freezer doors, basking in the chilly air as it wafted over him. There were indeed frozen dinners they could cook in the microwave they had carried down to the cellar. He dropped these into the bag. The milk in the refrigerator was obviously bad, but there was a half-full bottle of root beer. Cheese slices. And the cupboards around him had to be full of boxes of cereal they could eat dry, cookies, crackers, canned vegetables, canned tuna and meat and...
 
    The Changeling reared up to fill the narrow threshold that led into the hallway, blocking his exit, trapping him here in the kitchen.
 
    The high, almost electronic chittering sound it made was like knitting needles driven into both ears until the points clashed against each other in the center of his brain.
 
    George had never seen one in the light before. Had never seen one of them this close. And they hadn’t seen him, before, either. Not in their present incarnation, at least.
 
    (On TV one night, he had watched an afflicted patient in some military base’s hospital transform into a Changeling. It was not a gradual process. It seemed that the pale medallion-like shape – whether burned onto a chest, back, thigh, or forehead – would abruptly became an open, swirling vortex of flesh. A volcanic crater, out of which lava poured furiously, instantaneously, in all directions...covering and consuming the body. But this lava was really a translucent, silvery matter like the gelatin a canned ham came packed in. And when the entire form was encased, the arms absorbed and shortened until they were less than nubs, the legs fusing into a dolphin-like tail but without the flukes at the end, it resembled nothing so much as a kind of cocoon woven from raw protoplasm. In less than a minute, the afflicted person on TV had transformed into what had appeared in front of George now.)
 
    Though the Changelings most often moved about on their bellies – flopping awkwardly, horribly, fish drowning in air – they could also rear up like a cobra, as this one did. Their convulsive wriggling movements and gelatinous appearance suggested a snail or some other mollusk...boneless...but this creature was vaguely backlit by a shaded window, and George could just make out the silhouette of a human skeleton, largely intact, buried at the center of the rubbery, silvery flesh...
 
    The neck of the thing, if it could be designated as such, was surmounted by a writhing forest of translucent arms, the same faint green color as the sun’s new halo. It reminded George of that towering sea anemone creature he had seen on television only a short while ago. The Changelings’ leader? Their god? Or would all the Changelings, eventually, grow to such a scale?
 
    “Jesus Christ!” he shouted, and backed off, holding the knife out in front of him. Passing it quickly to his left, he scooped up a large can of tomato sauce from the counter and hurled it at the thing as if it were a grenade. The can thumped off its neck, and the creature recoiled just slightly. Instead of its high chittering, it gave out a low, deep croak that made the windows and his eardrums rattle. Day voice. It wasn’t much better than night’s bleated chants...
 
    The eyeless head lowered. The undulating stubby tendrils parted to reveal, at their center, like the pistil of a flower, a circular lipless mouth – a toothless black well of a mouth slicked with a thick mucus, silver as melted metal. Wisps of smoke began curling out of the foul-smelling gullet, and even across the room from it George began to feel the intense heat generated within the thing’s guts...which could be seen through the flesh of its body as mere cloudy shadows grouped around the human skeleton that was its core, and the only remaining evidence that it had once been human.
 
    Somehow a horrible thought pierced through his crackling terror...
 
    It had once been human.
 
    But where had it come from just now?
 
    Up the stairs, behind him? Following him into the apartment? But it was sunny out. It couldn’t have come from outside...
 
    It might have come from the basement, however.
 
    “Valerie,” he whispered. “Oh my God...Val...”
 
    Then their improvised surgery had been in vain. It had come too late. The new sun’s poisons already too assimilated by her system...her cells already tainted, mutated...
 
    “Val!” He screamed it this time, as though he might actually appeal to the creature for reason, for mercy.
 
    It inched its bulk into the room. Backing him up more against the counter. He made a threatening lunge with the knife to keep it at bay, and picked up a coffee can to hurl at it next, though this was three-quarters empty.
 
    More smoke streamed out of its throat. The air actually began to ripple fluidly in front of its gaping mouth, a dragon bringing up its flame. That round, black hole of a mouth whose celestial opposite blazed in the heavens outside...
 
    There was a window over the sink behind him; he knew it was probably too small for him to fit through, and if he turned his back on the Changeling it would surely seize hold of him before he could even open it, no matter how sluggish or disoriented the nocturnal creature might be in these hours of daylight...
 
    Daylight.
 
    He threw the coffee can; the entity jolted back with another rumbling sound, though the can bounced off its tentacles lightly. But it gave him the seconds he needed to spin, grab hold of the window’s drawn shade, pull its edge and let it go. The shade sprang up, the sunlight sprang in. The Changeling had no eyes, but its skin must be sensitive to the direct sunlight, however that light might have spawned these beings in the first place. With a louder croak than before, a sound that vibrated the bones in his body, the Changeling began to withdraw from the threshold. It did not ignite, did not turn to ash, like some vampire...and because the light was just as dangerous to him as it was to the creature, he had to duck down below the edge of the counter...but he knew he had a chance now to escape the thing. If he could just get it to withdraw fully to the landing, he might be able to turn down the hallway into the living room, where there was a back door and external wooden fire escape as dictated by law. He’d be in the sun, but he’d be able to race around the house to the porch again...
 
    He heard a sound that was maybe a hawk screeching, maybe a human cry. At first he thought this was some new sound the creature had made (an expression of pain, he hoped), but then he heard a loud humming thwack of metal against the Changeling’s body. It looked as though there was a person inside it, besides its own undigested skeleton. But the person was not inside it; behind it, and this time he saw the spade rise up and crash down on its body again.
 
    To get at its second attacker, the Changeling had to twist back over its own body awkwardly, hampered by the narrow doorframe. In so doing, the skeleton inside it had its top half twisted backwards while its lower half still faced forwards. Somehow it didn’t shatter inside the metallic-hued flesh.
 
    “Come on, you fuck!” he heard Valerie’s voice shout at the thing. “Come on!”
 
    Its smoke – now billowing, hazing the air – and the heat gusting from its throat had caused a smoke alarm to go off in the hallway...adding to the cacophony.
 
    With the Changeling having turned its back to him, George darted at it with the butcher knife, his heart screaming a kamikaze cry even if his throat was too seized to emit its own, and he slammed the blade into the back of the thing’s neck just below its crown of tendrils.
 
    He leaped backwards and pulled the long screwdriver from his belt like a sword, evading the Changeling as it whipped about. It let out a trilling shriek so high-pitched that George heard glass shattering, maybe in the kitchen window, before his hearing suddenly switched off. His senses were further impeded as the shriek was translated into a gout of hot smoke so thick that he lost all sight of the monster as he crashed back against the kitchen counter...jabbing wildly with the screwdriver...expected that tentacle-surrounded maw to come whooshing at him out of the fog at any second...
 
    But it didn’t come. Instead, he felt a heavy, vibrating thump through his soles. Then, a kind of stillness that spread even as the strange smoke began to dissipate. His eyes streaming, George coughed but could not hear the sound of it. Through the mist, he saw the Changeling where it lay, only several feet from his shoes. The butcher knife’s haft jutted up from its neck. Maybe even jutted up from whatever it had for a cloudy brain inside that rubbery flesh. Besides this, the end of a wooden pole protruded from its mass of tendrils. Tendrils no longer swarming with maggot-like movement. George recognized that pole as the end of the spade, which Valerie had somehow rammed down the creature’s throat while the smoke had obscured his vision.
 
    Valerie stood on the other side of the bulk, waving her arms at the thinning rags of smoke. She looked like she was coughing but George couldn’t hear hers, either. She looked like she was saying something. His name, maybe. He said hers, back. Maybe he heard his own utterance, deeply muffled, or else he simply felt his voice box vibrate.
 
    Her patch of bandage showed, entirely saturated red. Her own eyes streamed; from the smoke, or tears? But she stood over a dead monster, and extended a hand to him, and George found the strength to straighten up and extend his hand to her in turn.
 
    
 
   -4-
 
    “We got lucky,” she told him, when he could hear again. He had lost much of his hearing on an earlier occasion, after shooting guns in the woods for hours with a friend of his, without any ear protection. It had taken a while for it to come back then, too. And Valerie had told him that her hearing had been badly muted by the Changeling’s wails, too. In a cotton-swaddled voice, she said, “It was weak in the daytime. Maybe weaker because of the sunlight you let in.”
 
    “It wasn’t Mrs. Parker,” George said, lying back on their mattress while Valerie paced the cellar. And it wasn’t you, either, he added in his mind. “It could have been anyone, staying up there. Any of our neighbors.”
 
    “Maybe even Mrs. Parker’s cat. I didn’t see any sign of it up there.”
 
    “Well...I think it’s more likely it ate the cat.”
 
    “I hope not. Poor little Bootsy.” Valerie had often showed more concern for animals than for human beings – not that George could fault her much.
 
    “I hope the others in the neighborhood didn’t hear all the commotion. And if they did, I hope they don’t know it came from here. For all we know, it was calling to them...telling them what was happening...”
 
    “We’ll have to be on our guard when night falls.”
 
    “Should we even wait for that? Stay here?” George said. “Maybe, if only just for tonight, it might be a good idea to get in the car, find another house a couple blocks away, make sure it’s empty, and hole up there for the night. Maybe someplace with a view of our street. One of the brick tenements downtown. Top floor. We can peek out the windows and watch to see what happens around our house...”
 
    “You know how I feel about being above ground level. If we ever got surrounded or trapped up there, we’d be stuck.”
 
    “No more stuck than we would be in a basement.”
 
    “A tenement has too many apartments. Hence, too many Changelings could be nesting inside. Maybe we could try another house, if we search it carefully first, but I think we’re as safe here as we would be anywhere, George. We’ve already stored up some food, fortified our locks, we have bottled water. I don’t think that thing called out any kind of message. I don’t think they’re anything much more than animals now.”
 
    “We’re animals,” he reminded her.
 
    “They’re not smart like us. They’re not organized,” she persisted. “They’re just...chaos. Chaos in the flesh.”
 
    “Weren’t we always?” George mused, lifting his eyes to the ceiling, which with its pipes and wires and pink insulation looked like something alive with its skin sliced away. “Really...you know...nothing much is changed. Night or day, I guess I’ve always been wary of other people.” He hesitated at going far enough to admit the real word: afraid.
 
    “No time to get philosophical on me. I need you down to earth,” Valerie sighed.
 
    George coughed a few times; his lungs still felt coated in soot. “The thing will rot up there. Even if they don’t smell it, we will.”
 
    “Well what do you propose? That we drag that big thing down the stairs and toss it by the side of the road in case they resume trash pickup?”
 
    “I’m just saying.”
 
    Valerie reflectively touched the fresh bandage she had taped to her own chest, and winced. “Maybe you’re right,” she conceded. “Maybe we should leave. Maybe even for good. Find a place where there’s more people like us. But it’s getting too close to dark, now. By the time we loaded up the car, found a place, checked it out for Changelings, settled in for the night – no, we can’t chance moving tonight. I say we lay low, sit tight and hope for the best.”
 
    “Okay,” George said. “But it’s going to be a long night...”
 
    “It always is.”
 
    
 
   -5-
 
    Because it was summer, it didn’t get entirely dark for quite some time; even by nine-thirty there were still ragged blue vestiges of undissolved light in the sky. But around seven o’clock, they had finally lost their electricity. One minute the TV was running with muted sound – showing another of those giant sea anemones soaring above the roofs of some slightly different-looking city – and the next, the cathode light vanished from that box, leaving it essentially a burnt-out shell. The last true sign of the end of the world: no more television. The sun might as well explode altogether.
 
    The lamps they had plugged in went out. They groped for flashlights and found some candles. They had a transistor radio with batteries but didn’t listen to it right now. But when the distant chanting sounds of the Changelings began to mount, until by ten o’clock (by George’s wristwatch) they had reached an unprecedented, earthquaking plateau of a crescendo, both George and Valerie agreed that they had to go upstairs to their apartment and peek out of its unboarded windows to see what was happening out there. George only hoped that they wouldn’t lose their hearing for good, should this horrific barrage of sound increase any much higher. It already had his ribs humming like tuning forks in his chest.
 
    It was Valerie who peeked first around the shade in one of the dark living room’s windows, kneeling on the sofa to get at it. And only one moment after pressing her forehead to the glass, George heard her hiss, “Jesus, oh my God, Jesus Christ...” as if he were operating on her again. It seemed a human instinct to call out to deities and saviors at moments of ecstacy, pain and fear, even if one professed not to have any true spiritual beliefs at saner moments.
 
    George kneeled on the arm of the sofa and peered out another window beside the one Valerie hunched before.
 
    “Oh my God,” he hissed himself.
 
    The giant was so impossibly huge that its base seemed to fill most of the night sky, at least from this angle, blocking out millions of stars in one tremendous eclipse. At first he thought that the great sea anemone creature must be rooted right in the town center of Eastborough, only several blocks away, but after a minute he estimated that it must be outside the town, perhaps in the middle of Route 9.
 
    Something he hadn’t noticed from the poor TV images of the other two stationary goliaths: a pale but unmistakable greenish glow emanated from the translucent, boneless arms that writhed at its apex. They cast just enough of a dim illumination for George to see that the circular trunk of the massive life form was pulsing darkly with movement. It suggested to George’s mind melting beads of wax running up a candle in reverse. As their eyes adjusted to the gloom of the blacked-out town and the soft bioluminescence of the vast entity, they began to make out and figure out what these movements were upon the monster’s hide.
 
    Changelings. In numbers they could not count or estimate. They were crawling up the gigantic stalk in hordes, inching along like caterpillars, to reach – what? The mouth that no doubt resided at the center of the glowing tendrils? Drawn like bees to pollen? Would they pick up and carry that pollen? Spread it, spread more of these titans, further across the globe? Or did they mean to hurl themselves down the thing’s gullet like sacrifices into a volcano, to pay homage to it...to feed it, make it huger still, make it stronger?
 
    But it was Valerie who voiced another theory, in an awed and terrified whisper, and George felt it was intuitively correct.
 
    “They’re building the thing. They’re all coming together, and blending together, to make one giant Changeling...”
 
    “My God,” George muttered again, as if reluctantly surrendering to the fact that this was his god.
 
    “Then what?” Valerie went on in her whisper. “When they’re finished, what do these big things do?”
 
    “Maybe,” George said, his mind aching as he tried to encompass the scope of these concepts, “maybe then the big ones...migrate to each other. And then...and then they all blend together, too. Into...into one last monster.”
 
    “And then it’s over.” Valerie barely exhaled the words.
 
    The earthshaking chanting sound. Was it coming from all the Changelings adding their forms to the behemoth, building a skyscraper brick by brick, a body cell by cell? Or did that voice originate from the titanic deity-to-be itself?
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    Just before midnight it began to rain.
 
    A thunder blast that sounded like a bomb exploding directly above the house woke both George and Valerie, who lay in spoon shapes on their bare mattress. They sat up in the guttering light of a big scented candle in a jar, tensed up almost to the point of throwing up, listening to the tail end of the blast as it rolled away. As it diminished, they became aware of the steady staticy white noise of a downpour.
 
    “It’s raining,” George whispered.
 
    “Duh,” said Valerie. But it hadn’t rained for two weeks. Not since the Fourth of July.
 
    And a thunderstorm. A wave of cooler air must have drifted in from someplace else.
 
    As they got to their feet, locating flashlights, another blast erupted overhead. The Fourth of July all over again, with them at ground zero. Behind the thunder and the downpour, the chanting sound of the giant entity could still be heard, but about an hour ago the sound had dropped its level to something less oppressive, something they had even managed to fall asleep listening to.
 
    Without either of them discussing it with the other, they both went to the stairs. Up into their apartment, their living room, again.
 
    The monster had not moved from where it was rooted. It still gave off that sickly green light with its connotations of both vegetation’s growth and tissue’s decay. But, unless the rain obscured it, there no longer seemed to be any movement bubbling across the thing’s body. Had it finished, then, absorbing into it every one of the Changelings in Eastborough, perhaps even the county?
 
    There was something else. Steam was wisping up from the mouth hidden high above in the midst of the tentacles. As though the rains were extinguishing the fires in the giant’s guts.
 
    They returned downstairs. They snacked from cans, and listened to the rain even after the thunder had moved on, and turned on the transistor for a while. They only detected garbled scraps within the static, disjointed words. “Paralyzed...water...the heat...”
 
    One slept. Then the other. Then both.
 
    When morning came, Valerie was gone.
 
    George bolted to his feet, charged into the little cave-like cellar room which housed the water heater and the electrical circuit breakers. He half expected to find a Changeling in wait for him there, a Changeling with an odd square-shaped scar on the front of its rubbery body. But she was not there...
 
    George found her upstairs, kneeling on the sofa. She turned to him, away from the window, when she heard his approach. He saw that she was smiling.
 
    “Look,” she said in her normal speaking voice, which sounded alien to him now.
 
    George pressed in beside her. The first thing he noticed, of course, was the quality of light. Not silver. Not blazing/blinding. The sky was softly gray; in fact, it was still lightly sprinkling. A small pond of a rain puddle lay in the street in front of the little house whose ground floor they rented. The rain had half-filled the little trash can he had burned Valerie’s tainted flesh in, still standing in the gutter. The grass of their lawn, overgrown from neglect and yellowish from weeks of sun, was matted down and marshy-looking. Birds twittered on telephone lines. The chanting had died out hours ago...
 
    But it was only for a second that George took note of the sky. His attention was too much commanded by the sight of that mountainous animal or being that dwarfed their little New England town.
 
    It was gray like the sky. Even in this subdued daylight they could see the scarred, wrinkled aspect to its trunk. As if, despite the hours of rain, it had been dehydrated, mummified.
 
    The tentacles at its summit were gnarled into unmoving forms, like worms dried by the sun. Like the bare branches of a long dead tree. It was petrified. (Paralyzed, the radio had said.)
 
    They held hands as they emerged into the gray light, the light misty rain. They wore no hoods, no long sleeves. The air was cool. Comfortably, beautifully cool...
 
    They walked. It was several minutes before they met another person walking...but by the time they had all reached the far edge of their town, there were easily a hundred of them. And many of them had linked hands by that point.
 
    The rain had stopped by then, the sky clearing to a crystalline but gentle blue. The petrified giant (Medusa had transfigured herself) was still a good distance away, out on Route 9 for sure, but it seemed to block the blue sky directly ahead of them, its branches spread across the sky like fractures in its cool ceramic surface. It might not be a good idea to get too close, in any event. A while ago, on the far side of the monster, they had heard a great crash, and seen a great puff of dust billow up. A few minutes later, they had understood the cause of the sound, as they saw one of the ossified tentacles break loose and drop to the earth far below, shattering against it, turning to a cloud of ash. The entity, the god, was disintegrating like a pillar of salt...
 
    “The rain,” was all Valerie could say. But she squeezed George’s hand tighter. He saw tears in her eyes. Healing, purging water. “The rain...”
 
    “Look at the sun!” another woman sobbed and laughed at the same time. She raised both her hands up as if that orb were her god. It was a bright, blinding disk to be sure. But it was of a color and aspect all of them had known all of their lives.
 
    Another limb dropped off the monster, smashing and becoming pulverized below. When this cloud of ash rose up, a cool breeze lifted its particles, gusted them high into the air. A cloud of this dust blew across the sun as the breeze carried it in the direction of Eastborough’s survivors.
 
    The airborne ash began to flutter, snow-like, to earth. George tilted up his face and blinked his lashes against the gray flakes, but held open a palm to collect some of them. Valerie drew closer, against his arm affectionately, to stare into his palm with him – as if to read his fortune there. Foretell his future.
 
    Though three flakes had already settled against his flesh, and the gust of breeze had died away, the flakes continued to move. They each had a tiny rounded kernel at their center, and frayed edges – no, more of a fringe – and as George and Valerie stared at these edges, they saw that they were like the legs of three sluggish centipedes...stirring slowly awake.
 
    With a strangled exclamation, George began to throw the flakes down, but Valerie had already slapped them out of his hand...before they could fully awaken. Before they might burrow beneath his skin...
 
    The flakes were piling all around them. Autumn leaves. Alighting in people’s hair. George and Valerie weren’t the only ones who had noticed their odd appearance and movements. Some had begun swatting at themselves, some were crying out, some were turning to run back toward the town and their homes.
 
    Yet another massive limb tumbled. Crashed. Exploded into a rising storm cloud of gray, drifting pollen...
 
    “Oh my God,” George said. There was no escaping this new deity. No denying it. Though he might not worship it, he had to acknowledge it.
 
    In a dead, fatalistic voice, Valerie said, “They’re seeds.”
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Twenty-five Cents
 
    She worked all day with her back to money, as if she worked with the ocean just behind her. But it was an ocean damned up from her sight and smell and touch. She felt only its immense, silvery, crushing presence looming just beyond.
 
    She dispensed small sips of this ocean as a bank teller, damned as well from her customers behind bullet-proof glass though sometimes their fingers brushed in the crack between them. She also pushed lollipops through the crack for mothers to give to their children, who valued colored sugar over the faces of dead men on greasy bills. Her name was Jonatha, and she thought sometimes that she should work in a candy store instead, because she preferred handing out the colored sugar to the pictures of men long rotted.
 
   * * *
 
    “I’m sorry, Jonny,” her boss said, calling her by the nickname her co-workers used. Her family had never called her Jonny; her father’s name was Jonathan, and he had died too young, before she was even born, before she could even know him, but she loved him because she had been taught to do so – her name was a tribute and something not to be marred any more than it already was. Sometimes she felt guilty that there was no “n” at the end, just as she had sometimes felt guilty growing up for missing that bit of anatomy that would make her even more of a tribute to the man. She was a walking tombstone erected to his memory, and secretly hated to have that monument chipped or stained in any way.
 
    But her boss Brett said, “I’m sorry, Jonny, you’re a good worker...you’re very pleasant to the customers...I never hear any complaint from them, or from anyone here. It’s just that your attendance record really works against you.”
 
    “I get these...migraines,” Jonatha said in her own defense without much conviction, as if she suspected herself of lying. But she was nodding with fatalistic understanding, as if she could agree with Brett’s logic that it was better to be a surly teller with a spotless attendance record than a cordial teller who missed one day a month, on average.
 
    “Well that must be hard, and you should see a doctor about it if you haven’t already, but I really have to look at the bigger picture here and how absenteeism affects the team. Whenever you’re out we’re short-handed, and that puts a lot of pressure on the rest of the team.”
 
    Jonatha nodded, flicked a glance up at him, then dropped her eyes again to the tiny speckles of splashed mud on the black of her shoes against the cream of the carpet that looked to her like beach sand.
 
    Brett leaned forward and said, “You have another review coming up in six months. If you can go until then without any more absences, I’m sure I can get you a raise. But at this point I’m afraid my hands are really tied, here. It’s our policy to stress attendance to the crew.”
 
    She nodded and muttered, “I understand,” and rose when he rose in dismissal.
 
    “But you are a good worker, and keep up the good work, and do your best, I know you can do it,” and perhaps he said more of these things as he walked her to the door of his little office, and Jonatha returned to work. She knew the teller to her right, Jessica, had recently received a twenty-five cent an hour raise. And a few months ago, Jennifer – the teller to her left – had received an increase of twenty-five cents. They weren’t supposed to discuss their pay, but both young women had boasted. Jonatha prayed that they would not ask her how her yearly review had gone, meanwhile cashing a paycheck for a man who looked like an auto mechanic which was three times what she made in a week. He must not have terrible, torturing headaches. He must have a great deal of worth as a worker, and a man.
 
   * * *
 
    It was a duplex, and Jonatha’s mother lived on the other side of the wall. She had two older sisters who lived in nearby towns, both married and with children. Jonatha lived on her side of the duplex alone. The house was nowhere as big as her childhood home – a dilapidated Victorian -- although childhood can distort the size and shape of things. Her mother had told her that the house before that had been even larger...but that house had burned down before Jonatha was born.
 
    When she came home from work she put a mug of water into the microwave to heat for tea, put on a soft jazz radio station with the volume turned very low so as not to disturb her mother, then started running a hot bath. Even before she was ready to disrobe, she avoided glancing at herself in the mirror. Peripherally, however, it looked like a man shared the bathroom with her, stealing a sideways peek at her. That intrusive figure had short dark hair, a round face upon a stocky body, glasses with thin frames and thick eyebrows above them.
 
    In the kitchen again, she dunked a tea bag into her mug. Listened to the water splash in the tub. Listened to jazz and Brett’s words, sorry, sorry, good worker, but sorry...listened to Jennifer and Jessica brag about their raises...a quarter an hour, each. Was it because they were both pretty? Long-haired, short-skirted? Did that elevate their worth in Brett’s eyes?
 
    A quarter. Twenty-five cents. Twenty-five pennies. A year since her last raise – of a quarter – and she was not worth even twenty-five pennies more an hour. She was not of sufficient value. Despite Brett’s words, she doubted he would fight to win her a raise in six months, since pay reviews were a yearly thing and six month performance evaluations generally only brought money to new employees. Twenty-five cents. You couldn’t even buy a coffee from a machine for twenty-five cents. Twenty-five cents itself had no value, no worth. And she wasn’t even worth that worthlessness.
 
    She shut off the faucets for the tub, but didn’t disrobe...instead, paced her apartment with her mug in hand. Her step was trained to be soft, so as not to disturb her mother beyond the wall. Jonatha’s sisters had both told her that they couldn’t understand how she could put up with their mother’s...sensitivities. They had also told her, at other times, that she was the one who was most like their mother. While her mother said she was the one who was most like her father. Jonatha took her word for that.
 
    Thoughts of her father made her drift into her bedroom. Thoughts of quarters made her look in the back of a bureau drawer for those meager treasures of her father’s she had secreted away there, and hadn’t looked at for a long time. She sat on the edge of her bed to go through them.
 
    A few black and white snapshots; they were all scorched brown along one edge. Father had been handsome, lean, with a wide grin almost too wide. Jonatha thought she didn’t look at all like him, except for the heavy eyebrows she supposed. She hated to imagine that handsome face blackened by flame, the lips seared away to make the huge grin a garish caricature, the lids burned away from staring eyes, strangely intact. She shuddered the image out of her brain and went on to the other articles beside her.
 
    Father’s humble coin collection. Though they seemed exciting at first glance, she had looked up several pieces and found their value to be negligible. The German coin with a swastika on it, the American coin from the eighteenth century. Too common. But they were special to her, because they had been special enough for her father to keep with some other coins in a little velvet pouch.
 
    At least she could understand his interest in those coins, but she wondered what his interest had been in a brown-tinted plastic pill vial filled with pennies. She uncapped it, poured them into her palm. The dates were not old...the oldest one she found was from 1962. In fact there were two from 1962.
 
    She counted the pennies. There were twenty-four.
 
    What had been his intention in keeping them? She checked the dates again. One from 1970, one from 1972, another one from 1970...
 
    She spread them all out on the bed, like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, to look for patterns to fit together.
 
    Jonatha quickly realized, when she had finished, that there were two pennies each from twelve successive years. Two for 1962, two for 1963, 1964, 65, 66, 67, 68, 69, 70, 71, 72, 73. He had died in 1973. In the fire. When the big house burned down. Just before Jonatha was born.
 
    Twenty-four pennies.
 
    She found that number oddly incomplete. It bothered her. And then she realized why.
 
    She took the vial to the kitchen. Opened her pocketbook, removed her wallet. She extracted one penny. 1999. She dropped that into the vial, atop the older pennies stacked inside. There. Twenty-five cents. The amount she hadn’t been worth. But these pennies had been worth something to her father...and if he had lived, she was sure she would have meant something to him, as well.
 
   * * *
 
    Awful dreams were as common to Jonatha as her crippling headaches, and awful faces were common to those dreams. But before, the faces had always been burnt. Flesh cooked to black ash, peeling away in rough patches from raw bloody muscle beneath. Yellow steaming pus brimming from the corners of eyes swollen shut or glaring open. Sometimes the faces were indistinguishable, barely human. Other times a face was only too recognizable. Every burnt face was her father’s.
 
    But tonight, she saw another face in her dream.
 
    It was a young woman. She lay naked in a dry bathtub. It was Jonatha’s bathtub. She had long hair, and Jonatha thought she looked like Jennifer from work – though the next day, she would wonder if her dreaming brain had merely “cast” Jennifer in the part. The woman’s body, so clinically exposed in the harsh bathroom lighting, was slender but large-breasted, the American ideal. Many times Jonatha had stolen glances of her co-worker in her clingy tops and tight pants, envious almost to the point of an unhappy yearning, or hunger. As if she subscribed to the primitive notion that if she could somehow consume the very attractive Jennifer, she might become like her.
 
    The woman in the bathtub had a beautiful body, there was no question. But her body was not fully beautiful, just as the bathtub was not fully dry. There was no water, but there was other fluid.
 
    Jonatha’s dreaming gaze could not linger long on the wounds that marred that taut youthful flesh. Elastic skin had drawn back from some of these gashes in wide, too-wide grins of red meat.
 
    The young woman’s eyes were gone. Jonatha could tell by the thick, drying bands of blood that ran down either side of her face. But as if to plug the wounds, there was a penny resting atop either socket. As Jonatha watched, the pennies sank further into the sockets, heavier than the blood they floated upon. The pennies sank until the blood oozed over them, and they were gone.
 
    She awoke in the dark, and instantly remembered her bathtub. She had retired without taking her bath. The water was still in there, cold now. She blamed this for her dream – her subconscious mind trying to remind her of it. She wanted to go right now and let it out...but she was afraid to look in her tub. Afraid even to draw aside her protecting blanket.
 
    A sharp cough startled her. It sounded as though it came from beside her, in the bed...from a woman lying beside her...her naked flesh almost phosphorescently white, her mouth slack, her long pretty hair matted with half-congealed gore, and eyes glinting copper in the dark...
 
    The sound had been her mother, she realized, beyond the wall. Perhaps she was having a nightmare, too.
 
   * * *
 
    It was Friday, noon time, and the Eastborough Savings Bank was massed with people anxious to cash their checks during lunch break. They were queued up in a roped-off pen as if waiting to get on a ride at Disneyworld...or like pigs waiting to be slaughtered.
 
    Jonatha looked over at Jennifer as she chirped amicably to a man who appeared to be flirting with her. How could Jennifer stay so cheerful, joke or chat with nearly every customer? Jonatha wondered if Jennifer kept her resentments in a vault, and when she got home, wrote furious diary entries...or made terrible phone calls to elderly people...or stuck sewing needles through pet goldfish to see if they could still swim thus pierced.
 
    Paycheck after paycheck went through Jonatha’s hands. She nimbly counted and recounted bills, crisp newly designed twenties mixed with dingy old twenties. A tray in front of her held coins in vertical stacks like poker chips. She scooped out the combinations of metal disks she needed almost without conscious thought, unerringly.
 
    But her gaze focused, suddenly, on the coin tray. The coppery stack of pennies. Their uppermost edges gleamed, highlighted by the overhead banks of fluorescents.
 
    She was mesmerized by the coins. On each, the face of a murdered man. Like the succession of burned faces in her dreams of her father.
 
    When she looked up at last, it was because her customer had grown impatient, cleared his voice, and said, “Sir – excuse me?”
 
    Jonatha was confused for a moment until she realized he meant her. For some reason, she hoped Jennifer and Jessica hadn’t heard him. It would only fortify them, perhaps, in the knowledge of their own prettiness. Instead of correcting the customer, Jonatha said nothing and counted out his change for him. His paycheck came to $384.24. She didn’t give him two dimes and four pennies. She counted out twenty-four pennies.
 
    As she slipped him his money through the metal tray between them, her eyes were drawn past him, taking in the waiting, staggered rows of customers.
 
    Between two women bundled in heavy winter coats, there stood a nude woman with long red hair pasted to her shoulders and upper breasts with dried blood. Streaks of it had run down her ribs and over the curve of her belly, making a matted scab of her pubic hair. Her hand that held the dividing velvet rope was missing the tip of every finger down to the first knuckle. Her lips had been sliced away to reveal a Death’s head grin, and two new pennies glowed with reflected light in the streaming sockets of her eyes.
 
    Jonatha jerked her eyes back to her customer, who had tucked his money into his wallet and turned away from her disgustedly.
 
    She looked back to the line of people in dread, her heart tumbling down the staircase of her ribs. But the nude woman was gone, and the two in winter coats had closed up the space between them.
 
    A new male customer approached Jonatha. “Hello,” she said to this one, so he’d hear her voice and know she was a woman. But her voice was shaky, she noted.
 
    As Jonatha counted out this man’s change – she gave him a quarter and twenty-four pennies to make forty-nine cents – she dropped several pennies to the floor and squatted down to retrieve them.
 
    “Is everything okay, Jonny?” Jennifer said, drawing close to her side when Jonatha had risen. “You look sick or something...”
 
    Jonatha half-turned to reassure her co-worker that she was fine, but no words came when she saw the pennies glowing like molten metal in Jennifer’s flowing eye sockets.
 
   * * *
 
    In her bathroom’s mirror, Jonatha stared at her bare chest. Her breasts were small, but she did have breasts. She didn’t think Jessica’s were any larger. Jennifer’s were another story. Jennifer’s were so plump, heavy, as if filled almost to dripping with some vital ambrosia that was half milk and half honey. Jonatha pictured Jennifer standing beside her, also topless. As if to compare herself to Jonatha. With her eyes on her reflected, thick boyish hands, Jonatha began to timidly, almost experimentally squeeze her own breasts, running her thumbs over her stiffening nipples. Over Jennifer’s hardening, rubbery nipples...
 
    Something yawed in Jonatha’s guts, squirmed in her groin, sent hot blood ballooning into her face. Almost instantly she became ashamed, embarrassed, repulsed by herself and the image of Jennifer that had made her do such a thing. The boyishly awkward, kneading hands dropped from Jennifer’s imagined flesh. She imagined herself turning to face Jennifer and her large, boastful breasts with a flashing sharp blade in her hand...
 
    ...imagined putting pennies where the nipples had once been.
 
    Jonatha flinched. She actually stumbled back a step, as if to physically recoil from her vision. Why had she thought that? Why?
 
    A sound behind her made her flinch again. And now, in the mirror, there was indeed another woman in the bathroom with her. Jonatha wheeled about to face her.
 
    The nude young woman groaned loudly. A drawn-out sound that seemed like it would never end now that it had begun, a kind of irritating whine of “Ehhhhhhhhhhh...” that might have been comical if it were not so ghastly. It was the sound of a dying woman who could not form words, could not even scream or sob. It was a fatalistic moan past despair, even, and just short of a death rattle.
 
    And of course, pennies in her eyes.
 
    Jonatha wanted to scream, herself, but she couldn’t find the words, either. Instead, her hands flew to her face, her palms pressing into her own eyes to blind them.
 
    The moan went on until a thumping replaced it. The moan faded. The thumping grew more insistent.
 
    Jonatha reluctantly lowered her hands. She was alone. She snatched up her turtleneck and slipped into it while moving through her apartment. She stepped outside, into the cold night air, and let herself into her mother’s apartment with a key.
 
    She found her mother lying in bed, watching the TV at the other end of the room, across her lap the cane she had used to pound the dividing wall. Her glaring face was lit only by the TV’s subaqueous bluish glow.
 
    “What were you doing in there?” her mother asked.
 
    “What do you mean?” Jonatha asked weakly.
 
    “That horrible noise. You almost gave me a heart attack!” her mother snapped.
 
    Jonatha just stared back at her.
 
    “Well? That was you making that awful sound, wasn’t it?”
 
    “Yes,” Jonatha said faintly. “I guess so...”
 
   * * *
 
    At the end of each narrow aisle of the library there was a small cubicle-like desk with a chair. Jonatha sat at one of these. Occasionally she would see someone peripherally outside the window directly to her left, and look out at them with a start, but it would only be some passerby dressed in warm winter clothing. Once in a while she would glance up to her right nervously, expecting to see a nude figure standing in the aisle with her, spying on her with a metallic stare. But whenever she looked up, she was alone in the aisle she had selected.
 
    The books she had taken to the desk were about murders in general, mass murderers in particular. And in the indexes of several books, she found mention of Massachusetts. Two books mentioned nearby Worcester, Massachusetts in their indexes. And one book listed Eastborough, Massachusetts.
 
    The page given was part of a chapter on a series of unsolved murders that took place in central and western Massachusetts. The sexually assaulted and horribly brutalized bodies of nine young women were found between the years 1964 and 1972. There had been other disappearances of women in the area that might also have been the work of this killer, but no further bodies were ever discovered.
 
    The authorities had good reason to believe that these nine women had been the victims of one man. All of them had had their eyes removed.
 
    As Jonatha read this, she had to grip the cold, hard edge of the desk – of reality – to keep from plummeting into the glaring white vortex that the book had become in front of her face. Pennies, she thought. They would now mention the pennies...
 
    But as she read on, there was no mention of pennies.
 
    She looked through the other books. Another one summarized the killings, but did not indicate that one of the victims had lived in Eastborough. And this book, also, made no mention of pennies being left in the eyes of the corpses. Just that their eyes had been cut out.
 
    Maybe, Jonatha considered, it was one of those details that investigators liked to keep secret, in order to weed out those who might give false confessions...
 
    Or, she thought, maybe the murderer hadn’t left the pennies in their eyes. Maybe, after he had fashioned each gratifying, mystifying tableau, he had taken the pennies back before he left. Rinsed them clean, perhaps. Kept them for souvenirs...
 
   * * *
 
    An angry hammering. A knife driving into a rib cage. A half-rotted fist slamming the inside of a coffin lid. Jonatha’s eyes snapped open in the dark and she grappled for the bedside lamp.
 
    It was her mother, of course...her cane against the bedroom wall. At – Jonatha turned the clock-radio to face her – at two-thirty in the morning? What could she have been doing to upset her? Snoring? Crying out in her sleep as the naked body of a young woman loped along after her through the blackened, smoking ruins of a burned house, dragging her entrails after her?
 
    Had Jonatha been making that drawn-out whining noise that her mother claimed she had been making the night before?
 
    “That’s it,” Jonatha hissed to herself, swinging her legs out of bed. She threw on a flannel robe over her comfortably baggy men’s pajamas. “I’ve had enough of her. I’ve had enough.” She stepped into her slippers, and scuffed purposefully through her apartment, snapping up the key along the way.
 
    It was snowing lightly outside. Like drifting ash from a distant pyre.
 
    In her mother’s apartment now, and she had every intention of telling her off this time...telling her off at last...
 
    Before she hit the light switch, Jonatha swore she saw a figure standing over her mother’s bed, bare skin awash in pale street-lamp glow coming in through the curtains. But when she hit the wall switch, there was only her mother there, sprawled unconscious in a knotted tangle of blankets, froth about her lips and chin and her cane fallen to the floor.
 
   * * *
 
    The elderly woman in the next bed – so frail she was ethereal -- would occasionally reach her skeletal arms toward the ceiling as if imploring angels to take her away. They must have been taking their time in doing so. Jonatha mused that they were too busy collecting the souls of younger women throughout the world, who did not live to become frail. How many women, she wondered, right now, right this very second, were having their lives stolen to fuel some man’s brief and petty fantasy? Hundreds. Thousands. This very second. The second before, and the second that followed. Moaning out their last, fatalistic breath.
 
    She returned her gaze to her mother, frail in her own hospital bed, and jolted. For a moment, it seemed as if two bright coins had been laid upon her eyelids to weigh them down. But it was only that her eyes had come open at last.
 
    “Jonathan,” her mother said to her.
 
    “I’m Jonatha,” her daughter corrected her. She shuddered. Did her mother think it was her husband, long dead, who kept vigil beside her?
 
    “I know,” she wheezed, closing her eyes again. “I was having a dream about him.”
 
    She didn’t elaborate. In her dreams, did Jonathan come with charred face, smoking clothing, as in her daughter’s? Or as the handsome grinning man she had married? Jonatha hovered closer, like a predatory angel of Death herself, sniffing for a confession.
 
    “Mother...tell me...tell me about my father.” The eyes did not open. “Tell me how he died. How he really died.” Now the eyes did open. “He killed himself, didn’t he? It wasn’t an accident. It wasn’t him smoking in bed. He set himself and the house on fire, didn’t he?”
 
    “Why are you asking me this?” her mother hissed. Once, Jonatha would have been too afraid to go on. But she went on.
 
    “I’ve...looked at books. Books about murder, mother. I’ve seen...I’ve...” How could she tell her about the visions, the ghosts, whatever they might be? The information encoded in her very own genes, perhaps, inherited like race memories?
 
    A claw-like hand fell upon her arm and squeezed. Tears filmed the old woman’s faded eyes. “I did it, Jonatha...”
 
    “You did...what?” she whispered.
 
    “I set the house on fire.” She met her daughter’s gaze more directly, and her tone became a kind of urgent pleading. “He wanted to stop himself, but he couldn’t. And as much as I loved him, I prayed that he...that he would end it...even if he had to end himself. But he couldn’t control himself. It was a sickness. And I had to help him, the only way I was able.” She gasped a jagged sob. “I set your father on fire.”
 
    “Oh my God,” Jonatha barely exhaled.
 
    “There were twelve. It hurt me so. I wasn’t enough for him. I never denied him...but I wasn’t enough. There were twelve. No one ever knew it was him, never even questioned him. Only one girl was from Eastborough. He was smart about it. Once a year...like an anniversary. Like our anniversary. Once a year...and the first time, I found out later, the first time was in 1962. Then once a year after that, without fail. I don’t know what that meant to him. Maybe he didn’t understand it himself. He was sick, your poor father, like I say...”
 
    “Mother...” Tears now formed in Jonatha’s eyes as well.
 
    “He kept their underclothes. I found them one time. Blood on them. He kept them and I confronted him. He confessed to me, he broke down and told me. It was 1973. Twelve sets of underclothes. If I had only found them sooner...so much sooner.” Again, a ragged sob. “But I forced him to tell me the truth. I wasn’t afraid of him – he would never have hurt me. He loved me, your father, and I loved him. I worshiped him, Jonatha. He was so good to me, and your sisters...he loved us dearly. He couldn’t help what he was. He loved us and he would have loved you, too. He was excited about you...he was waiting for you. Though – though of course – he was hoping it would be a boy this time...”
 
    “You should have gone to the police!” Jonatha cried.
 
    “I couldn’t. I couldn’t betray him. But I had to stop him, and I had to help him, and it was the only way. I had to burn him...burn those clothes...burn everything I could. They never discovered him. And they never discovered me.”
 
    Jonatha covered her eyes with one hand, bucking with silent sobs.
 
    “Forgive me, dear,” her mother pleaded, her voice that of a soul in limbo. Her grip on Jonatha’s arm tightened. “Forgive me for killing your father...”
 
    “I forgive you, mother.”
 
    “And please try...please forgive your father.”
 
    Jonatha made no reply.
 
    Her mother withdrew her hand and lay back, closing her eyes again against the tears streaming like blood. “He’s been coming to me in dreams. Him, and...and...” She let the second thought go. “I don’t know why, suddenly – but I think it’s because he knows I’m dying. And he wants us to be together again.”
 
   * * *
 
    Not everything had turned to ash. The underclothes, perhaps. But the truth hadn’t burned. Nor had the vial with the pennies.
 
    Jonatha held the vial in her hand. She stood in Pine Grove Cemetery, which bordered Eastborough Swamp. Her mother would be buried here soon. Her father already was. She stood before the glossy monument, inscribed with dates like the date on a penny. Two for each woman, two for each year. One for each eye.
 
    But Jonatha remembered something. She had added a penny of her own, to make the amount a nice rounded twenty-five cents. She uncapped the vial, and found her new penny resting on top. She pocketed it, and recapped the bottle as if to trap a genie once more. Maybe it wasn’t the decline of her mother that had summoned the visions, she considered, but the fact that she had added a penny to the others, disrupting their meaning, clouding the message they had ached so long to impart. That one penny made all the difference, perhaps – as one “n” made the difference between Jonatha and Jonathan...
 
    She had a trowel with her, and after glancing about to be certain no one saw her, she squatted down, moved a plastic tray of flowers, and dug a secret hole beneath it. Into this she deposited the vial, and she scooped the cold winter earth back into the hole. She hid the raw spot under the tray of flowers, so it would not be noticed when the new grave was dug.
 
    Jonatha took in the monument once more before leaving.
 
    She had loved her mother. And she thought that she might still love her father.
 
    But however similar their names were, she had no intention of ever allowing hers to be carved into that gravestone beside his.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   A Naming of Puppets
 
    The borders of the kingdom are the borders of the galaxy, and the universe beyond is a hugeness of steel giants that hurtle past in gleaming streams by day, and by night they are fewer but their unblinking eyes blaze light like twin comets, and however removed these metal beasts may be, they occasionally rain gifts and treasures upon the many peoples of the kingdom with its multiple kings.
 
    Sometimes these gifts themselves become more citizens to inhabit the kingdom.
 
    On October the 9th, in a year known by some as 2002, two oversized green trash bags normally used to collect leaves and other yard debris were cast over the top of a rusting metal fence surrounding a long-unused lot filled with trees and bushes, located beside a brick factory which had seen several owners and several uses over the past few decades. These were not the first bags of trash to be dumped over this fence, though they were two of the biggest to have been deposited there in some years. Occasionally, a motorist too lazy to journey to an official town dump, or who did not even possess a dumping permit sticker on their vehicle, pulled up alongside the vine-choked fence. This had been one such vehicle, which drove away now...toward a shopping mall where the vehicle’s owner would purchase more material things to replace the ones he had disposed of today. Though he hadn’t really disposed of them – he had merely shifted them from one place to another. From one side of a fence to the other. From one universe to another.
 
    Eventually, the mouths of the bags fell open, permitting the entry of rain, snow, fallen leaves. Rips were inflicted on the skins of the bags, by animals and other denizens of the kingdom, curious about what lay within these vast wombs. By the time a year had passed, rips were also being inflicted on the bags from within.
 
    A dweller of the universe beyond the rusted fence of the kingdom might not expect to see life come forth from earth steeped in motor oil, chemicals leaked from the plant next door, and generation upon generation of decayed leaf and mouse. But to be fair, the denizens of the kingdom would not readily believe that the giant beings beyond the fence had evolved from creatures so small they were essentially invisible, spawned in chemical baths and steaming gases which in that raw state would choke and poison those very giants today.
 
    By the time it was October the 9th, of the year dubbed 2003, on the eve of a full moon, the first of a new race of sentient creatures clawed its way out of one of the green plastic wombs...followed closely by another, then others. Over the past year, some of the contents of the bags had tumbled out of them and had become buried under moldering leaves. From these leaves, heads and bodies now started to poke themselves up. Those heads began to turn, eyes to take in their surroundings with a mute and dazed wonder.
 
    Orienting themselves to their surroundings was the first instinct of these newly spawned entities – though they didn’t stray far, at first, merely circling the area of the two torn wombs. Their second instinct was to assign themselves identities, identities in the form of names, so that each would know what kind of person they were as they ventured out into these new surroundings. They did not assign each other names, as a parent does a child. They were all children, all parents of themselves.
 
    At least they had much raw material from which to formulate these names. They constructed themselves from words the way their bodies had been unconsciously constructed by them while they still slumbered like seeds and bulbs. One creature took his name from a letter neatly hand-printed on lined notebook paper. Another, from the wedding column of a rotting newspaper. An obituary. An electric bill. A love note. A birth announcement (appropriately enough). They instinctively knew what words were names and which were not. Those who had formed a female identity while they slept took female names, and some consciously chose male names, though for others the issue of gender was of no consequence in terms of their mind or their body.
 
    There was a being who had named himself Terry Tidwell, and this one possessed a torso made from an empty bottle of prescribed antibiotics (he had taken his name from its blurred label), from which branched oversized limbs: stilted legs made from windshield wipers and long, long dragging jumper cable tentacle-arms that ended in formidable pincers. His head was a souvenir Mexican Day of the Dead sugar skull, all crystal white with brittle pink frosting and green sequin eyes, saved from melting by the cellophane which still wrapped it.
 
    Another of these newborns dubbed himself Ron Wallen, his form consisting of a plastic spring water bottle for a body (clear but with the dregs of muddy water and a drowned snail sloshing around inside it), arms and legs that were sticks bound together with wire twist ties from bags of bread, and for a head, a cream-colored and spiny sea shell that looked like a miniature conch, though none of them had of course ever seen a conch, another souvenir from some past vacation or honeymoon. He tried to blow a deep voice out of this miniature conch but only produced a faint hiss.
 
    Avery Duarte’s body was a broken camera, scuttling along on four legs that were actually the looped ends of two bent coat hangers. The hooks of these coat hangers were thrust out ahead of him like the arms of a scorpion. The lens in the front of his body looked like a flashing cyclops eye, but he also had a head perched atop the camera: a white, perforated wiffle ball like a skull with too many eye sockets but no mouth.
 
    Her body a shapely 20 ounce diet cola bottle, Shannon Wuller sported a feather duster head (the feathers neon pink), its broken white handle inserted into the bottle for support, showing through like a spinal column. Her legs were translucent emerald-colored swizzle sticks, stiff so that she walked like a haughty but tipsy model, her feathered hair looking like the pink flower at the top of double green stems, and she also carried a little pink paper parasol from a long-drunk rum drink.
 
    Shane Ryan Staley’s mouth was a big gold-colored woman’s hair clip, positioned horizontally, which opened and closed its wide fanged jaws with ominous little clicks. His eyes, which could move independently of each other, were two D-size batteries, the pupils at their positive ends being raised and rusted. He had taken his name from an invoice for a company called Camelot Books. He had also slipped a business card for this place (did its building, off in the fabled realm beyond the vine-strangled fence, truly look like the company’s castle logo?) into the peanut butter jar of his torso so that the card could be glimpsed through the streaked smears of the former contents.
 
    Ellen Schillig was an ingenious concoction of pepper shaker (now filled with the rich black soil her essence had fermented in), an empty ink cartridge from a discarded printer, intricate multiple-jointed limbs made from ball point pens, and a chattering head that was a stapler (she spat out a few last staples as if coughing up amniotic solution) with a green plastic shell...all of this sinewed and tendoned with rubber bands and the little elastic circles, prettily colored, that women used to bind their hair in ponytails – these elastic circles still sprouting long twisted hairs from those awesome, mystical giants.
 
    If Ellen’s head was the stapler, then Alexander Duarte’s head was the staple remover, also with a green plastic shell but with four lethal fangs like those of an eyeless cobra. Like a lobster with asymmetrical claws, he had a medium-sized wrench for one arm and a very small wrench for the other, and he half-strutted, half-limped about on two different legs as well...one being a man’s smoking pipe, the caked bowl of his foot still aromatic, the other leg being a little pen knife with a rusting blade that opened and closed somewhat as he walked, like the stiff knee joint of an old, wounded soldier, or a pirate with a peg leg which speared the earth and thus threatened to topple him from time to time.
 
    There was Helen, with her almost fleshless chipmunk skull for a head, dried flower arrangements bursting from its eyes, and black wings taken from a dead crow jutting from her back as though she were some junkyard angel; Tommy with his bulky yellow flashlight legs (one of them, when he lifted it, could still emit a wan suggestion of light) but his arms merely floppy shoelaces; the majestically named Prince Albert Scott, with his broad and swaggering cigar box torso (inside of which he stored trinkets to tempt the pretty ladies), limbs a tangle of lightless Christmas bulbs and a sparking disposable cigarette lighter for a head, whose royalty none of the other new citizens (not even the pretty ladies) acknowledged.
 
    They were all named now, the newcomers, just in time for a third instinct to become manifest among them. The instinct to hate those who were not like themselves. And since no one is entirely like any other, they began to resent or envy the body or head or clever composition of this one or that one of their brothers and sisters. But such small hatreds can still be roughly grouped into tribal hatred, and within several days the newcomers had broken down into two camps. One of them nested in the remnants of one trash bag, the other in the twin trash bag. They had all found their origin in one or the other of these respective wombs, so it was easy for them to decide which side to show allegiance to. In another few days – with the older inhabitants of the kingdom watching from the sidelines, refusing to get involved, and frankly hoping that this invasion of immigrants wiped themselves out utterly – the two camps went to war.
 
    The first casualty of this bitter conflict was Mark (who was no relation to King Mark, one of the greatest kings of the kingdom) of the Left Bag (or First Bag, as they liked to call it, claiming it had been hurled over the fence first – though none of the Left Bag’s people had yet come into existence at that point and thus could not prove their claim). Mark was gathering twigs for the roof of the palace which was being erected inside the Left Bag (the palace’s thatched roof would protect it from rain that entered the trash bag through its many lacerations). He was part of a team of twig-gatherers, but on his own wandered too close to the Right Bag (or True Bag, as its inhabitants preferred to think of it).
 
    Through a rent in its dark green skin, one of the Right Bag’s citizens, who had dubbed himself Tino, saw Mark collecting twigs that ought to belong to those of the True Bag, and he grew enraged. When Mark strayed impudently near to the bag, Tino and another Right Bagger, JP (who had inadvertently named himself after a pub, JP’s, a menu from which he’d found in the bag, assuming that JP must be the actual owner) reached their arms through holes in the bag’s membrane and seized hold of Mark. Tino jerked Mark’s head (a pine cone) one way, while JP tugged at his pipe cleaner arms in another direction. The attack was over quickly, and left Mark in the pieces he had originally willed into a body for himself. The combined energy of their violence upon him overrode his own energies of cohesion. As soon as Mark’s parts thudded to the leaf-carpeted ground, his consciousness dissipated, never to be restored – at least in this realm of existence.
 
    After he didn’t return from his twig foraging, Mark’s decapitated pine cone was spotted the next chilly morning by one Leigh Haig, whose own mind and powers of perception were focused through the bright yellow cooking timer he used as a head. When he found Mark’s remains, this plastic timer set itself to five minutes to send out a clicking code of alarm. Suddenly, two other puppets sprang up from under the sparkling, frost-painted leaves where they’d been lying in ambush, and set upon Leigh. These assassins-in-wait were called Koish and Stephen Darkkat. Koish’s arms were two rusty, cheap serrated steak knives. As if to complement his partner, Stephen had a spoon for one arm and a fork for the other, and walked about on a scissoring nutcracker. Haig put up a noble battle, whipping his twig arms at the two warriors, but Koish hacked off one scarecrow arm and the other arm was pinned between Stephen’s fork and spoon so that Leigh was helpless when Koish administered the killing blow – which sent his chittering timer head rolling, still counting off a final minute of time before it went silent.
 
    The war escalated. The Right Baggers tried to lure several of the squirrels that lived within the kingdom (using nuts they gathered and broke open in the toothed crotch between Stephen Darkkat’s legs), hoping to use these mighty beasts as mounts, but the squirrels would have none of it. In fact, a Right Bagger named RoseMary, who managed to seat herself upon one of these ferocious monsters, found herself on a wild ride through the forest and then high up into a tree, where she finally lost her hold on the creature’s gray fur and plummeted to the ground many feet below. There, her marionette’s body shattered into its constituent pieces and the life went out of them all.
 
    Soon, the fighting had devolved into all-out chaos, despite the intentions of both armies to utilize calculated strategies. The immense green lawn bags that were their rival kingdoms-within-the-greater-kingdom sagged and deflated as their contents were ravaged for weapons and defenses. Catapults were created which launched acorns and stones; crossbows, mounted on wheels, were invented whose windlasses took two puppets to wind. They made clubs, swords, lances; armor out of tin cans, shields out of the tin cans’ lids. It became a frenzied Punch and Judy show on an apocalyptic scale.
 
    One Left Bagger (or First Bagger), instead of taking a name inspired by the junk and trash within her bag of origin, had appropriated for herself a name that was well-known and well-loved within the kingdom – that of the late, tragic Isolde the Beautiful. The people of the departed princess’s palace heard of this impudence and were outraged; it was this as much as anything which inspired them to finally step forward and act, instead of merely watching the two armies attempt to enact genocide upon each other. Isolde’s widower husband, King Mark, ordered assassins from his palace to intervene, and they commenced a skillful guerilla warfare against both of the opposing armies.
 
    The first victim of these assassinations was the imitation Isolde herself. One chill November day, as afternoon dimmed toward an even chillier twilight, Isolde and another First Bagger named Trygve sat beneath a leafless bush, thinking they were well hidden, weaving a new rope for their crossbow to replace the one slashed by a True Bagger’s blade. While they worked they exchanged a quiet conversation, Isolde by clicking against each other the sharp, open safety pins at the ends of her medical tubing arms, and Trygve by punching rubber keypads on a pocket calculator torso (numbers raced across the calculator’s little window display like a horde of ants hurrying to their nest).
 
    Without the warning sound of a crumpled leaf or snapped twig, King Mark’s terrorists were abruptly upon them. Isolde managed to stab a safety pin hand into one warrior’s styrofoam ball head and jerk it off his shoulders, killing him, before the others brought her down and tore her apart, herself. Trygve was also ripped asunder, blows raining on the calculator body, numbers flashing in the little window like screams translated into a silent code.
 
    Next, it was two Right Baggers – named Eddie and Jake – who fell prey to surprise guerilla attacks. This was a major blow, since Eddie and Jake (as their tough-sounding names might suggest) were two of the most ruthless and swaggering of the True Bag soldiers (in fact, they had both taken their names from a crime novel with musty yellow pages thrown out with the rest of the Right Bag trash). It happened this way: Eddie and Jake were on guard duty one night, positioned at the mouth of the Right Bag, when a stick snapped in the darkness beyond. Jake advanced warily on his toothbrush legs to investigate, holding ready his weapon – a metal spatula with its edges made sharp by diligent rubbing against stone. While he was thus distracted, two assassins rushed in on either side of Eddie, who was too busy watching his friend’s receding form to realize his own danger. There was a swoop of a sword (a metal ruler that measured by the inch, pica and agate, which had also been sharpened against stone), and Eddie was neatly decapitated. Jake spun around too late; an old moss-stained brick, hoisted by rope into the tree above him an hour earlier, was released – striking him down and wounding him badly enough that he was easily finished off by the warriors who had executed Eddie.
 
    When the Left and Right Baggers finally realized that they were both under attack from a common enemy, they did something that was perhaps even more suicidal than endeavoring to annihilate each other. They joined forces, became allies, and declared war on the microcosmic kingdom of King Mark within this broader macrocosmic kingdom. Now, King Mark had truly had enough. He, in turn, contacted the other palaces of the kingdom, and persuaded their rulers that these newcomers were too arrogant, too uncivilized, too much of a threat to tolerate. And so it was that King Mark gathered his own, far more powerful allies...
 
    A swarm of elite troops representing King Mark and his allies fell upon the twin trash bag palaces. Had the weather been warmer, these troops might now be wearing live stag beetles strapped to the ends of their arms like new hands, jagged jaws ready to seize whatever crossed their path. A group of these doll warriors might carry a live snake like a battering ram and release it into the enemy fortress to cause havoc and damage, distracting the enemy or even crushing soldiers under its frantic squirming body while more troops swept in with spears and clubs. But even in this cold weather, with many animals already hibernating, the efforts of the elite troops were still formidable indeed.
 
    With great risk and cunning, a raccoon had been caught the night before, snared in a net and then bound with ropes. This night, the bound animal was led spitting and squealing furiously to the Left Bag, prodded from behind with spears both to keep it moving forward and to keep it properly agitated. At last, it was prodded into the mouth of the Left Bag as its restraining ropes were released...
 
    From outside, the elite unit listened with satisfaction as the enraged raccoon went on a rampage throughout the bag, which squirmed and thrashed like a vast failing heart. At last, the raccoon clawed larger a small hole in the side of the dark green lawn bag, and escaped through it, leaving great destruction in its wake. The fortress the Left Baggers had constructed inside the bag had collapsed and caved in when the raccoon had blown through it like a living cannonball. Taking advantage of the disorientation and destruction the huge monster had inflicted, the warriors moved in and picked off a good number of dazed survivors who had stumbled outside blindly.
 
    One of these unfortunates was named Dusty, who was in fact dusty and covered in pine needles upon blundering outside into the screaming cold of night. There was a twanging sound of multiple rubber bands, like the strummings of some strange orchestra, and then suddenly Dusty was full of tiny arrows outfitted with clippings from beautiful blue jay feathers to make their flight true. Like St. Sebastian swooning in his ecstasies, Dusty staggered along several more steps before collapsing to the leafy floor of the kingdom. Dusty’s head was that of a teddy bear groom wearing a top hat, a wedding present which had had its head ripped off by the actual groom upon the day of his divorce (said divorce having prompted the move that resulted in so many treasures being stuffed into these two bulging Santa Claus-like sacks of trash). This teddy bear head still smiled up at the frigid stars that showed through the barren tree branches, despite having lost an eye in the raccoon attack and having been turned into a pin cushion by miniature arrows.
 
    A team of the most powerful puppet warriors had arduously dug up a large stone the day before, and had rolled it across the floor of the kingdom during this night. Previously, it had been noted how the Right Bag lay in a bit of a depression in the earth. This mossy boulder was rolled right up to the edge of that hollow by the straining soldiers, laboring like a sweating team of pyramid builders, and then pushed over the lip to rumble down upon the Right Bagger settlement. Again, this was an act that created great destruction to the fortress constructed within the bag, and was the source of much pandemonium.
 
    A True Bagger who had adopted the name Jeffery A. Stazak (his first name tragically misspelled as was the case with far too many Jeffries), with his head and body formed from one solid unit (dark-colored glass in the shape of an African-American woman, the interior of this bottle still sticky and smelling of maple syrup), was struck with a fusillade of stones as he attempted to flee. Finally he was brought down, his body cracked and splintering, and a soldier emerged from the underbrush to shatter his glass head from his glass shoulders, releasing a few drops of thick ichor and emitting more of that sweet, delicious smell.
 
    Just as one insolent Left Bagger had taken the name Isolde, inspired by a much-mourned princess of the kingdom, so had a Right Bagger been inspired to take the name of another much-beloved and mourned hero of the kingdom, this one named Tristan. This pretender-Tristan, rather than having the head of a grinning jester like the original Tristan, possessed for his body and head a dark red resin Buddha figurine, smiling jovially and with legs crossed, his lap meant for the burning of incense cones. With his own pudgy legs folded beneath him, the Buddha instead scurried about on legs constructed from slender lengths snipped from a car’s radio aerial. The Buddha’s smug smile seemed to mock the memory of the true Tristan; the elite troops had been waiting to corner this enemy. They descended upon him like a flock of silent birds. The Buddha remained smiling even as he was lassoed with little ropes, dragged down, and drawn and quartered. It took some effort to break the resin figurine, but with enough blows from enough diminutive clubs, it was done.
 
    The next morning after this night of much death, the ragged and demoralized survivors of the twin bags surrendered to the armies of King Mark and his allies, who showed a proud and haughty mercy and agreed to admit them into their ranks as slaves.
 
    Thus it was that one former Left Bagger – who had failed to find a proper name for itself amongst the rubble within its bag and had thus dubbed itself simply Nameless – became a personal servant to Iseult of the White Hand, daughter of the Duke, one of King Mark’s allies in the war. Nameless was required to sit behind the beautiful Iseult and comb the silky white-blond hair plugged into her plastic doll head twice a day (even though this obsessional combing was no doubt the cause of her hair becoming more and more sparse). Not a bad fate, actually, considering the demise of so many of Nameless’s former comrades. Other prisoners enjoyed similarly merciful fates as they were adopted into the various kingdoms-within-the-kingdom.
 
    None of the puppets of the kingdom could speak in audible voices like the giants who lived beyond the fence that enclosed the kingdom (except to drum or tap or clack out rhythms of code with the various components of their bodies), and so none of them could truly address one another by the names they had taken. These names were something they had adopted chiefly so that they might address themselves in their own minds. But as prisoners, they retained these names, were not stripped of them or assigned new ones. So it was that one former Left Bagger continued to think of herself as Lisa Wallen, whose shapely body was a novelty hourglass egg timer and whose smooth white featureless head was a plastic container of dental floss (which she had used to secure her head to the hourglass). Lisa was one of those prisoners who had been given a comparatively pleasant job, in her case as a personal servant to King Mark. And so it was, too, that a former Right or True Bagger continued to perceive himself as being an entity named Matt Schwartz, whose head was a brooch of a butterfly – like a fossilized insect of glittery mock gold and faux gemstones – and whose body was contrastingly composed of greasy auto parts, three chew-marked pencils for a balancing tripod of legs. Matt was one of the slaves whose job it was to tear down the last remnants of the twin fortresses, and to help strip the membranes of the twin bags down to small pieces that could be made into rain-resistant outer cloaks for a good many of the kingdom’s numerous denizens.
 
    There was even a couple named Michael and Karen – he, of King Mark’s people and she a one-time Left Bagger – who fell in love and became so devoted that they took on the same last name of Templin. Not content with that marriage, they went so far as to marry their very bodies together into one. His had been chiefly composed of a radio-controlled toy race car standing on one end, and hers from a curling iron. In a tender ceremony, other Left and Right Baggers and even King Mark’s subjects helped bind their bodies together with bits of string, dried blades of wild grass, the electrical cord from Karen’s body and dental floss from Lisa Wallen’s head.
 
    And so, peace again reigned throughout the kingdom, just in time for the snows that would soon fall and fill the fenced-in universe, and make travel difficult or even impossible at times. There would be a kind of mellow hibernation. Perhaps, come spring, there would be new conflicts. The rebellions of vengeful slaves. Perhaps King Mark and the Duke would sever their alliance and go to war for this or that reason.
 
    Or perhaps a new, brimming bag full of trash would be cast over the rusty web-like wall that encompassed the kingdom of the puppets.
 
    For now, however, this story had ended. It is time to tuck oneself under a bed of moldering leaves, to burrow oneself into the life-giving polluted black soil. To silence the humming thoughts that occupy skulls made from tea cup and thread spool, to still the movement of bodies made from TV remotes and half-rolled toothpaste tubes. A sifting fall of leaves. The first sifting flakes of snow as a blizzard drifts ponderously nearer. But beyond the chain-link fence, the streaming comets of the metal beasts continue to blaze back and forth through the night. Never ceasing in their seemingly pointless orbits. Metal beasts that will bring their giant owners to this store, that mall, in order to purchase this toy, that appliance...all of which will one day end up discarded. Some of which will one day lift their heads and bodies from rotting leaves or melting snow – so as to enter into a new phase of existence entirely.
 
    But until that day of spiritual rebirth – good night, children. Dream rich, dark dreams steeped in the juices of wonder, and in the power of possibilities.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Gasp
 
    About three-quarters of the way through a videotape of the 1976 Japanese film IN THE REALM OF THE SENSES, Art shut the movie off so he and Rubina could make love on their sofa.
 
    On top of her, smiling down, Art said, “I’m surprised I made it this far.” The movie was shockingly erotic, the actors courageous as they indulged in actual intimacies (though Art had commented that it wouldn’t take much courage for him to “act” with that leading lady, with her giddying little girl sobs of pleasure).
 
    In fact, Art had wanted to keep the movie running while they were entwined on the couch, half out of their clothes, but Rubina had found that to be a little too much.
 
    “It’s based on a true story,” Art told her, as he rolled his belly against hers in a rhythm like waves on a beach. “They got more and more obsessed, until even strangling each other wasn’t enough. Do you want me to tell you how it ends?”
 
    “No. I want to see the end,” Rubina panted against his shoulder, her feet hooked over his calves. She had closed her eyes. She did not mean to summon the face of the Japanese actor, but suddenly he seemed to be the one staring down at her. The impression of this alien face gazing intently at her was so real that it startled her eyes back open.
 
    “Where did you get the tape?” Art asked, leaning in to kiss her just under the thrust jaw of her tilted head.
 
    “I think it was my uncle’s,” she said quietly.
 
    Art pulled back a little to smile at her again. “Your kinky dead uncle?”
 
    “Yes.”
 
    “This seems a little artsy a movie for his tastes.”
 
    “He wasn’t stupid. Just sick.”
 
    “Aw, Ruby. A guy who has sex with cadavers is sick. A guy who experiments a little is just...liberal.”
 
    “He’s sick if it gets him killed,” Rubina said. She wasn’t smiling.
 
    Art changed the direction of the subject somewhat. “So where’d you find the tape?”
 
    “With some other stuff of his, in the cellar.”
 
    “Any other movies?” Art asked with a hopeful and exaggerated leer.
 
    “No.”
 
    Rubina’s tone was a little terse, and so he dropped his inquiry. Rubina had not been close with her uncle, but everyone knew how much she’d loved her aunt...and missed her.
 
    Still, as he drew closer to his climax, and the waves pounded the shore more rapidly with the onset of a storm, Art whispered, “I can understand fetishes, sweety. I have a fetish for your hair.” Though Rubina’s mother was of Irish descent, her father was from Pakistan. Her hair was so black as to be nearly midnight blue, and she wore it long and parted in the middle. Toward its ends, it coiled itself into serpentine black ringlets. He scooped a slithery handful of it and draped it across one breast, pushing aside strands so that her nipple poked out through the dark web. He kissed it in its nest.
 
    Art drew back so that Rubina wouldn’t bump heads with him as she propped herself up on one elbow. “Did you hear something on the porch?” she hissed.
 
    “Yeah. The wind blows your mom’s cheap plastic chairs over all the time.” Art pried two slats of their new Venetian blinds apart to look out at the porch. “It really blows down this street, I notice,” he continued. “It’s like a wind tunnel.” They had only moved into this ground floor apartment two months ago. Rubina’s parents lived on the second floor. For seventeen years – up until two months ago – Rubina’s mother had rented this apartment to her sister Helen.
 
    “See anything?”
 
    It was dark outside. They had begun watching the movie in the early evening; the sun had fully set since then but they had forgotten to turn on the outside light. Art couldn’t reach the switch from here, and was obviously not inclined to remove himself from where he was. He sank back atop her, resumed his movements but at his earlier subdued rate.
 
    “Nothing there,” he said, playing with her hair again. He pulled a thick black rope of hair across her throat, looped it tightly under her chin. “Haven’t you ever wanted to try a little autoerotic asphyxiation, sweety?”
 
    “No. I haven’t.”
 
    “Come on. Let me strangle you with your hair. That would be so hot.”
 
    Rubina pushed his hand away. “Stop it, Art. It isn’t funny.”
 
    “I wasn’t entirely joking.”
 
    “Well get it entirely out of your head. The last thing I need is for my boyfriend to act like my uncle.”
 
    “That’s different. He was alone. He used a...”
 
    “Arty. I mean it.”
 
    “Sorry. Come on...take it easy.” He leaned in to kiss her under the jaw again.
 
    She put her hand on the back of his neck forgivingly. “It isn’t just my uncle,” she told him. “It’s my aunt.”
 
    “Your aunt...of course...I hadn’t thought of that. I’m sorry, sweety.”
 
    Rubina hadn’t forgotten. It had only been two months since her Aunt Helen hadn’t returned from an early Christmas shopping excursion in downtown Worcester. Two months since she had been raped and manually strangled in the stairwell of the mall’s parking garage.
 
    “I don’t want to see the rest of the movie,” she said close to Art’s ear.
 
    “Okay, sweety.”
 
    But a few minutes later, when they had finished and he lay atop her, using a strand of her hair now to give her a thick mustache, Rubina asked him, “How does the movie end?”
 
    “Maybe we should drop it.”
 
    “Tell me, Art.”
 
    He sighed. “Okay. Here comes the spoiler. The guy and his mistress get more and more obsessed until they just can’t get enough of each other. So he tells her to strangle him all the way. Until he dies. So she does it. And then – and it’s really gross – she slices off his dick.”
 
    “Now that’s love,” Rubina said dryly.
 
   * * *
 
    Rubina thought that maybe it wasn’t such a good idea after all, carrying down to the basement her boxes of Christmas decorations, packed away again until next year. She was a bit light-headed, a touch feverish, her throat a bit sore. She was feeling just badly enough that she had called in sick today at work. Still, it was February third and Art had been teasing her about not yet having taken down the tree. Not that he’d offered to help her.
 
    Catching her breath, a fizz of almost visible static filling her brain, Rubina poked around the cellar with its dusty cement floor, webs filling the gaps between the rafters and insulated pipes of the low ceiling. Her mother and father had stored boxes of old books down here, and she flipped through some of them. One of these she uncovered was a dog-eared copy of Alex Comfort’s THE JOY OF SEX, heavily illustrated. Horrified at the thought of her parents referring to this manual, she abandoned her book-grazing, afraid of what embarrassments she might disinter next.
 
    She glanced up at one of the small windows near the ceiling, this one looking out into the driveway. Over the weekend the last of the snow had finally melted...and now, here it was snowing again. She rose on her toes to gaze out. Often a smell, a taste, a quality of light would fill Rubina with an acute if brief nostalgia (in the realm of the senses, she thought) – and the brittle bluish glow against the cellar’s brick wall made her feel like a kid home sick from school.
 
    Her Aunt Helen had used to make homemade chicken and rice soup. Had used to bring it upstairs to her.
 
    She returned to her idle browsing. At last, holding an old LIFE magazine that had belonged to her aunt in her hands, Rubina found her eyes inevitably drawn to the half-moldered cardboard box that, a week ago now, she had spotted in the web-festooned cavity under the stairs, and dragged out from that cave with the end of a broom. She hadn’t carried it up to her apartment, had left it on the floor by the stairs...but she had not poked it back into hiding, either.
 
    After a few pulses of hesitation, Rubina walked to it, and after a few more pulses, crouched beside it, unfolding its warped flaps like the petals of a huge and rotting tropical flower.
 
    It was in this box that she had discovered the video. And the other things that she hadn’t told her boyfriend about.
 
    There was the handful of Polaroids. Shuffling through them again, she decided she should hide them more securely or even destroy them before Art or especially her parents found them. Rubina liked to believe – from her aunt’s grim expression, from what she hoped was a weary resignation -- that Aunt Helen had not submitted to these poses, to these bindings, enthusiastically. She hoped that her uncle had imposed these humiliations on her.
 
    Her aunt and uncle had divorced twelve years ago. Rubina’s mother had confided in her that toward the end Helen had taken a coworker as a lover, and ultimately she left her husband for him. Rubina’s mother seemed to have approved of this decision for reasons she wouldn’t elaborate on. So Rubina’s uncle had moved out, and the lover had moved in...had lived with Helen in this house until he died of throat cancer three years ago.
 
    A year before that, Rubina’s uncle had died, alone in his own apartment. For some reason, Aunt Helen had taken this box from among his possessions. Had stored it away down here instead of destroying it. Had she harbored some feelings for him, still, after all? The thought of her beloved aunt even somewhat enjoying the activities captured in those photographs repulsed Rubina more than the image of her own parents coupling.
 
    The last photo in the batch was the most disturbing. Rubina was reluctant to even look at it again, though – as if following the imp of the perverse – she did.
 
    He must have taken the blurred, crooked photo of himself, holding the camera up in front of his face at arm’s length. The camera’s flash had reflected in streaks and glints on the plastic bag that covered her uncle’s head, his blue eyes gazing intensely out from behind that caul-like membrane.
 
    Rubina had heard about autoerotic asphyxiation. She had even looked it up online one time, and had been darkly amused to read that a recent ruling (Padfield versus AIG Life Insurance Company) had declared that fatal mishap through autoerotic asphyxiation was not excluded under ERISA-governed accidental death policy. There was even an online support group for victims of accident death by autoerotic asphyxiation.
 
    She had understood, from her brief reading, that most practitioners chose to hang themselves, the oxygen deprivation enhancing their self-simulation. Often, unsolicited death was the result – often interpreted at first as suicide. There were rumors that the lead singer of INXS, whom Rubina still thought of as incredibly sexy, had died in this manner. Another sort of celebrity, 55 year old “vampire rapist” John Crutchley, had suffocated while arousing himself in custody at Hardee Correctional Institute. He had been given a mere 25 year sentence though suspected of killing 20 women (a little over a year per murder), and after only 10 years of that appalling sentence had even been moved to a halfway house. Good riddance, Rubina thought. Reading that story had only made Rubina despise her own dead uncle more, by tenuous association.
 
    Rather than hang himself while masturbating, her uncle had chosen to cinch a plastic bag around his neck. And this was how he had been found, sitting on the sofa in his apartment’s small living room, after having been dead for several days. In his VCR, police had found a home movie of him and his wife Helen on vacation in Bermuda, some years back...though there was nothing pornographic on the tape. Rubina had seen it years ago, in fact, vaguely recalled her aunt’s youthful beauty as she splashed in the bright surf in her bikini, smiling at the camera without the weary resignation of the secret Polaroids. There was the day and the night in every relationship.
 
    From the cardboard box, Rubina next withdrew the spiral notebook she had scanned through once before.
 
    While sitting on his couch, bag around his head, it appeared that her uncle had not only watched tapes and taken photos of himself, weirdly smiling at the camera, but he had sketched vulgar drawings on the notepad in his lap. Had scribbled vulgar phrases, as if to either further excite himself, or – as Rubina had the impression – to record his sensations while in this precarious altered state, wavering on the threshold of life and death. Rubina could not prove he had written in this notebook while deprived of oxygen, but the unsteady lines, deeply indented in the paper, strongly suggested that possibility.
 
    She was as hesitant to view those pages again as she had been that photo of his face, the eyes riveted on her own. But again, she found herself rereading those words as if against her will...
 
    On one page was scrawled : “I see my mother. I see her like a dog, Dad taking her from behind.” Rubina sneered. While she turned away from such imaginings, her uncle had obviously fantasized about them.
 
    Another page had a sentiment so roughly carved into it that the paper was torn through in places. “I saw the little bitch and her man doing it on the sofa. They didn’t see me watching.”
 
    That one unsettled Rubina greatly. Could it have been true? Could her uncle have spied on his wife while she and her lover made love on the couch? If so, had they already been divorced at the time? None of these weird journal-like entries were dated.
 
    Rubina flipped back through more pages. She stopped at one she hadn’t seen before, though she had thought she’d seen them all previously. On this page was scrawled: “I took her throat in my hands. I put my thumbs on the center and pressed. Her eyes and mine were locked as I pushed her down on the stairs. It must have hurt her back. They were her stairs to heaven.”
 
    A shudder went through Rubina, causing her to look up anxiously at the gloom of the furnace room, gaping ahead of her unlit. For a delirious, ghastly moment, she thought she was reading a confession. A confession of her aunt’s murder two months ago.
 
    But it could only be a coincidence. A horrible coincidence. Because her uncle had accidentally suffocated himself four years ago, now.
 
    Rubina flipped pages back and forth more intensely, searching for more she might have missed. And she found one. The last one. On it were the words: “I saw the little bitch and her man in their bed. He was kissing her back, above her round beautiful ass. He told her she had a mole there and she didn’t know it. He was kissing it. They didn’t see me watching them.”
 
    “I don’t care what Art says,” Rubina whispered aloud, shutting the notebook. “You were sick.”
 
    She remembered sitting on her uncle’s knee when she was little. His palm running up and down her legs as he told her how pretty was the dark skin she had inherited from her father. She remembered him hugging her at her fifteenth birthday party, and slipping one hand under the back of her t-shirt across her bare skin.
 
    “I’m glad you’re dead, you freak,” Rubina muttered, refolding the flaps of the box. With her foot, she shoved the box with all her force, and saw it slide under the staircase and vanish in darkness and the winding sheets of cobweb.
 
    A subtle shadow flicked across her peripheral sight. A brief eclipse of the cold blue light coming in through the small cellar window which looked out upon the driveway. She had had the impression of legs scissoring past.
 
    Art. He must be home for lunch, to see how she was feeling. Rubina thumped up the wooden steps, shut off the basement light, and went into her bathroom to look out at the driveway.
 
    There was no car in it...just an ethereal haze of falling snow.
 
   * * *
 
    The next morning Rubina felt more feverish, and called in to work sick again. She hoped the rest would allow her to avoid a third absence, or she’d require a doctor’s note. She knew that companies resorted to this measure not out of mistrust, but simply to make extended absences a pain in the ass.
 
    She visited her mother in the second floor apartment, sat over tea with her at the small kitchen table, both looking out at the snow that was still falling, still accumulating. Art had been out shoveling last night for over an hour. He had shooed back inside Rubina’s father, who had had a heart attack last year.
 
    “Mom,” she asked in a distracted tone, “did you like Aunt Helen’s husband at all?” She found even the taste of his name on her tongue repugnant, since finding that box. The box she hadn’t told her mother about, for fear of what it might suggest about Aunt Helen’s complex feelings.
 
    “He could be funny, and charming, when he wanted to be. Why?”
 
    “I was just thinking of Aunt Helen last night. So I thought of him.” After sipping her tea, Rubina asked, “Do you know if he ever hurt her?”
 
    Her mother looked surprisingly wary. “What do you mean, hurt her?” She knew about the bondage, Rubina realized then. Maybe she had even seen those Polaroids, at one time or another.
 
    “I meant, did he ever abuse her?”
 
    Rubina’s mother dropped her eyes to the spoon she stirred slowly in her tea, as if trying to view the past – or peek at the future – there. “I don’t know. They had their secrets. It was a love/hate thing. But I thought it was...more healthy for Helen to leave him.”
 
    Would he ever have hurt her badly? Rubina wanted to ask. Would he ever be so jealous – or even so much in love with her – that he might actually take her life?
 
    But she didn’t give voice to these thoughts. Her unease was illogical, absurd, even to her.
 
    Later, Rubina dozed off on the sofa while watching TV with the sound turned low. The empty box for IN THE REALM OF THE SENSES still rested on top of the VCR. The tape still waited inside the machine, not fully uncoiled, coitus interruptus. She was tempted to watch the climax. She was tempted to bring the movie downstairs and return it to the mildewed box she’d taken it from.
 
    She rose up from the pool of sleep from deep below its surface. Hands were pulling her up, as if rescuing her from drowning. The hands had hold of her dark hair, which billowed around her like squid’s ink, obscuring her view of the murky silvery depths. But the higher she rose, holding her breath so she wouldn’t drown – holding her breath until her lungs seemed like spent condoms and her face bloated with blood like a man’s engorged glans – the tighter and more painful seemed the grip on her hair. And now, cords of her hair had gotten snagged around her neck. As the hands dragged her to the surface, the noose of hair tightened around her throat. Rubina wanted to gasp in air, but she knew there was only water that would fill her. She clawed above her, trying to rake the hands with her nails, praying that she might cause them to withdraw before she was choked...
 
    Then, before her, hovering in the water, youthful and beautiful in a bikini, was her Aunt Helen. Not smiling, though, as in those videos of Bermuda. Her face was weary, and sad, as her hands reached out to Rubina...took hold of the cords of hair and tried to pry them free...
 
    Rubina awoke with a sharp inhalation. Her hands plucked at her throat – where her hair had become wound tightly around her neck.
 
    She sat up, gagging, clawing so desperately now that her nails etched vivid welts on her flesh. She loosened the hair, sucked in gulps of air while sobbing out at the same time. And when the front door opened beside her, she bolted to her feet with a rasp meant as a scream.
 
    Art stood there, a smile fading from his face as he saw the tears in the oversized chestnut-brown eyes that had first attracted him to her, now bulged and frenzied.
 
    “Were you just in here?” she hissed at him.
 
    “What?”
 
    “Did you do this to me? Wrap my hair around my neck? Is this your idea of a joke?”
 
    “Ruby...I just got home!” He saw the disheveled blanket on the sofa, her crumpled pillow in her favorite red pillowcase, and Rubina still in her pajamas. “You had a bad dream, sweety. Maybe you tangled your hair yourself, rolling over...”
 
    He reached out to feel her forehead for fever but she flinched back from him, still struggling to recapture her breath, her lower back slick with sweat where Aunt Helen’s husband had once caressed her.
 
   * * *
 
    While he was shifting his position over her, Art accidentally pinned some of Rubina’s hair under his elbow, yanking at her scalp. “Ow!” she snapped. “Watch it!”
 
    “Sorry, sorry. Jeesh. I’m starting to think you should get a crewcut, sweety.”
 
    “You’d like that, huh?”
 
    “Just kidding.” She lay on her belly on their bed, and he lay atop her back. He kissed the back of her head. “It was your eyes that really hooked me, but the first thing that struck me was your hair. When I think of you, I think ‘hair.’ But enough about your underarms...”
 
    “I hate you,” Rubina said against her pillow.
 
    He had bunched up her pajama top, and now he ran his hand under it, across the smooth plane of her back. “Your skin is so hot. I like it better when it’s cool and clammy.”
 
    “You’re so romantic, Art.”
 
    He had slid out of her, and now moved slowly down her spine, as if to kiss each vertebrae in its chain, as if to soothe her fevered skin. He rolled her pajama bottoms further down her legs, then lay across them, encircling her bottom and laying his cheek against it. “Mm...nice funky bum.”
 
    “Shut up!” Rubina squirmed until he removed his face. “Why are guys so perverse?”
 
    “Hey, perverse means unnatural. It’s normal for guys to be pigs.” He pinched one buttock in an effort to lighten her spirit, and resumed his kisses in the scooped out hollow of her lower back. “You have got the prettiest shade of skin, my dear.”
 
    “Yeah. Thanks.”
 
    More exaggerated smooches. “Mm.” He seemed to have hit one particularly tasty spot, which he kissed again and again. “Did you know you have a mole right here?”
 
    Rubina rolled over and sat up so violently that her hip clipped Art painfully on the jaw. “Oh my God!” she said.
 
    “Jesus, easy! What did I do now?”
 
    Rubina sprang up from their bed, and tore at the slats of the Venetian blind covering the window nearest the bed. Art watched her peering out into the frigid darkness.
 
    “What is it? Did you hear something again?”
 
    Slowly she let the slats fall back together, withdrew from the window. “No...”
 
    “What, then?”
 
    “Art...I was reading a kind of journal or something my uncle wrote. I found it in the cellar, when I found that movie.”
 
    “And?”
 
    She faced him. “He said he was peeping at a man while he was kissing a woman’s mole. On her back. A mole she didn’t know she had.”
 
    “Really? Huh. That’s a funny coincidence.” Art sat up, his expression growing more perplexed. “So why did you look out the window? Who’d you expect to see out there? Uncle Perv?”
 
    “Art...you’re alienating me, you know.”
 
    He threw up his hands. “Well, what, then? You read some voyeuristic stuff he wrote. Don’t read any more if it freaks you out.”
 
    Rubina was rearranging her clothes, covering her skin while a shiver of gooseflesh spread across it. More to herself than to her boyfriend, she murmured, “I thought he was spying on my aunt and her boyfriend. But it sounds like he was spying on us...”
 
    “Ruby...”
 
    “My God.” She flashed her huge dark eyes at him. “And the other night...on the couch while we were watching the movie. He wrote something about watching a man and a woman making love on a sofa...”
 
    “Look, Ruby. Two things. First, your uncle is dead. Second, if he was dead and spying on us and writing this stuff down, which would be impressive in itself,” Art paused to snort, “how could he have written about me kissing your mole before I actually did it?”
 
    Rubina ran both her hands back through her hair, pacing in bare feet alongside their bed. “He wrote all those things down while he was suffocating himself, I know he did. When he was oxygen deprived. In another state of mind – close to death. What if he saw us that way, Art? Saw something that hadn’t happened yet?”
 
    “A voyeur with psychic powers. That’s better than being Spider-Man,” Art remarked.
 
    Rubina stopped her pacing to glare at him. “I’m sleeping on the couch tonight.”
 
    “Yeah? Okay. Maybe Uncle Fester will be out on the porch looking in at you, Ruby. Or maybe he’ll wrap your hair around your neck while you sleep.”
 
    “Yeah, speaking of which – maybe that was you who wrapped my hair around my neck today, Art. And maybe you’ve already read that notebook in the cellar. I’ll bet I don’t even have a mole on my back...and you’re just playing some sick mind game with me.” Rubina’s pitch was notching up toward hysteria.
 
    Art nearly vaulted from the bed, and took her by the shoulder, spinning her so that her back faced toward the mirror of her vanity. “Stay here a second.” He stomped out of the room, into the bathroom, came back with a hand mirror. He lifted the back of her pajama top with one hand, positioned the hand mirror carefully with the other.
 
    Straining her head over one shoulder, Rubina could see the dark mole on her lower back, reflected in the silvered glass.
 
   * * *
 
    Rubina called into work for a third day. She promised she’d get a doctor’s note, but through the morning kept putting off a call to make an appointment...instead, pacing her kitchen, drinking tea, her eyes continuously returning to the shut and bolted cellar door.
 
    Several times, she even put her hand out to the knob, but then withdrew it again as if she felt a burning heat radiating from its metal.
 
    She found herself eyeing every window in every room she entered; even the skylight in the bathroom when she was seated on the toilet. She hadn’t showered in two days, but was nervous about closing herself in with the curtain, water in her eyes, and instead took a long bath with the curtain open and another cup of tea perched on the edge.
 
    At one point, she caught herself dozing off in the water, her hair floating about her shoulders like spreading squid’s ink, and sat up in the suds with a start. She looked up to the skylight, to see if a face was framed there, leering down at her. She realized that snow had begun to fall yet again, and had painted over the skylight. It made her imagine that the house was trapped under an avalanche of snow, made her feel buried alive.
 
    The bathroom had been enlarged by her uncle in some earlier time, extended out beyond the floor above. As Rubina dried herself, she looked around her at the walls that her uncle had erected with his own hands. He had lived in this very apartment for five years, until the divorce, until his wife made him leave.
 
    What energies had his dead skin cells, the oil in his fingertips, the blood of a nicked thumb, the sweat of his palms conveyed to these white walls? He had gazed into this same mirror Rubina’s face was framed in. His whiskers down that drain, his wastes down that toilet. His sperm, perhaps, down the drain of the shower? Did this sludge of him linger still, recirculating itself through the plumbing, more than enough material to clone a person from -- almost enough to clog together and form some clotted fetus, blocking one of the pipes, waiting to be flushed up to the surface and walk these rooms again, reborn?
 
    Though she had none of his blood in her veins, what energies might the sweat of his hands have conveyed to the flesh of her younger self’s legs, the flesh of her back? Had her mole existed before he had caressed her there, or was it a cancer he had impregnated her with? Rubina almost felt the urge to return to the bathtub...to scrub at her lower back vigorously...
 
    Almost physically reeling back from these thoughts and images, Rubina reached up to feel the heat of her own forehead. She felt its radiance on her palm even before it touched her skin.
 
    Despite her fever, she swaddled herself in blankets on the sofa and flipped through cable in long, idle loops. Somewhere in her wanderings through the cathode labyrinth, she dozed off.
 
    She dreamed it was snowing. Snowing through a skylight that was open in her small living room above the couch, instead of in the bathroom. As she lay there, layer upon layer of snow collected on her...at first melting against her hot face, but eventually dusting it. Coating it. Covering it entirely...
 
    Rubina awoke with a gasp, or with the intention to gasp, but she could not draw breath. The pillow over her face pressed down against her too tightly, mashing her nose and lips. Mashing even her eyelids shut. She pushed at it, grinding her heels against the sofa cushions in a writhing panic. Not being able to press the pillow away, as if it were a crushing stone too heavy to lift, she thrashed around for wrists to claw, hands to grasp, fingers to pry loose.
 
    The pressure on the pillow eased. Just before she could fling it away herself, it was lifted, and hovering close was Art, smiling down at her.
 
    “You bastard!” she sobbed hoarsely, devouring oxygen with raw wheezes. She batted the pillow in its red pillowcase out of his hands, sat up as if to launch herself at him, and Art backed off holding out his palms to ward her off, chuckling nervously.
 
    “Whoa, hang on, hang on! You were dreaming, Ruby! You had that pillow over your face when I came in. You were holding it there yourself. I’m the one who took it off...”
 
    “No! No, Art! You were playing your games again. First with my hair, and now with my pillow. I’m not falling for it again! Did it turn you on? Or are you just a cruel sick bastard?”
 
    “Ruby, I’m telling you. I came in and you were having this fit, holding the pillow over your own face! I swear it!” As Art’s voice became more agitated, it was apparent that it had a wheezy quality to it, too.
 
    “What are you doing home now?” she demanded.
 
    “I’m starting to get sick myself.” He gestured at his throat. “Losing my voice. Sweety, come on, listen.” Gingerly he sat down beside her, their thighs touching, and slipped an arm around her shoulders. “It was a dream. I wouldn’t hurt you. Ever.” He leaned in to kiss her temple, and whispered huskily, “Unless you wanted me to, of course.”
 
    Looking straight ahead, she nudged him away with her elbow but said no more about it.
 
   * * *
 
    That night, as they sat watching TV together in silence – one of a seemingly endless number of forensic programs to be found on cable – Art snuggled closer to Rubina and tried to nibble at her smooth neck, parting the heavy curtain of her hair to expose it. Just under her jaw, he kissed a dark dot of a mole he had never really noticed there before. She squirmed away from him, scowling at the TV, where a specialist was explaining that the brain of a dead person begins to liquify immediately, and that the discoloration of lividity commences within three to five hours. Art withdrew from Rubina, and minutes later rose, mumbling in his increasingly raspy voice, “I’m going to bed.”
 
    Brain death. Lividity. Rubina woke to see the same program playing, though the VCR’s clock told her hours had elapsed. She had dozed so long that the program was being played again. Hazily she sat up straight and winced at the pain in her back. Too much sleeping on the couch of late. Carefully she stood, massaging her own muscles under the back of her pajama top. After watching a few more minutes of the program, dully entranced, she willed herself to shut off the set. Barefoot, she shuffled toward the dim glow of the kitchen’s nightlight. Across the kitchen, the black oblong of her open bedroom door.
 
    Inexplicably, she felt vaguely aroused. It made her wonder what she had been dreaming this time. It made her feel awkward to be aroused when she was still distrustful of Art. She hoped he would not gloat, would not say something sarcastic or smug, when she crawled naked into bed to awaken him.
 
    Rubina stepped through the black rectangle, and edged carefully to the bed, pulling her top up over her head as she did so. After stepping out of her bottoms, she began to crawl onto the side of the bed she always slept on, but found that it was already occupied. Her knee as it depressed the mattress caused a hand to slump against her bare skin – and startled, she reached out with her left hand.
 
    It came into contact with something slippery. Something with pliable folds, like a loose skin over hard bone.
 
    Rubina jerked her hand away as if electrically shocked, and the same hand darted sideways to the bedside lamp, half toppling it before she got it to snick on.
 
    Then she was screaming, jolted back from the bed, backing straight into the wall.
 
    Because her uncle lay on her side of the bed, one fist clenching the sheet beneath him. Wearing nothing but a plastic bag cinched tightly around his neck. His expression was peaceful, with even a touch of a slight contented smile on his lips. He was not discolored (no lividity yet), but streams of stark red from asphyxial bleeding ran down from his nostrils and the corners of his mouth, pooling in a pocket of the bag around his chin.
 
    She thought his eyes would flick open, piercing blue. Art’s eyes. Not uncle’s eyes, after all. She was groggy, she was still dreaming, it was Art and she expected his eyes to snap open because Art liked to play games, to tease, to be morbid and...
 
    His eyes didn’t open. And when Rubina slapped at Art’s foot it rocked limply. When she slapped at his arm it flopped off the edge of the bed and his head rolled to one side on the pillow.
 
    And Rubina screamed until she thought she tasted the sting of blood in her throat from the strain. She screamed until she nearly strangled on her scream. Until she lost her voice altogether.
 
   * * *
 
    Rubina was questioned at her apartment. Through her pain, she felt fear. They thought she had done this, didn’t they? And even more frightening than that thought was the thought that perhaps she had. While she had been dreaming; somnambulantly seeking out Art in their bed an hour or so before she sought him out again, naked, later...
 
    But no, not her, not her! Art had that kinky side, waiting to evolve further, to rise more fully to the surface, the side that had drawn him to her uncle’s movie from the basement. Frustrated by her coldness, her rejection, he had instead sought self-stimulation. It had to be that! Her uncle’s methods and that film had been on his mind. It was an accident, not a suicide. Not a murder by his lover...
 
    Rubina was not arrested, not charged, though she was questioned again. And on the second time she was questioned, she reluctantly mentioned the items of her uncle’s she had found hidden away under the staircase in the basement, how one or more of these items (the photos of Aunt Helen, bound and gagged?) might have inspired Art to some extent, and the police had then asked to take these articles for examination.
 
    The third time the police came to talk to her, they returned the moldy carton, though they had found it useful.
 
    “Do you remember previously seeing the plastic bag your boyfriend used – inside that box of your uncle’s belongings?” asked a gravelly-voiced detective in street clothes as he unwrapped a menthol lozenge and popped it into the side of his mouth.
 
    “I don’t recall seeing that bag in my uncle’s box. Why?” Rubina asked in a lobotomized tone. As if her brain had partially liquified.
 
    “Well,” said the detective, “we found some fingerprints on the plastic bag that didn’t belong to your boyfriend. Actually, we didn’t find any of your boyfriend’s prints on it. On a hunch that he was aware of your uncle’s belongings before you discovered them, we dusted some of those items and found prints on them that match several prints on the plastic bag...”
 
    Rubina was sitting on her couch, and realized her hand rested on her pillow in its red case. She couldn’t bring herself to sleep again in her bed. She withdrew her hand from the pillow as if it might incriminate her, and mumbled, “Those prints...you mean they were mine?”
 
    “No...no, not yours. We think they’re your uncle’s prints, is what I’m saying. We think that plastic bag was in the box with his other possessions.”
 
    But Rubina did not remember seeing any such bag in the cardboard box previously. Everything she saw inside that carton – when she carried it out to her backyard later that same afternoon, when she laid the box down in the snow, when she squirted it with lighter fluid that soaked into the mildewed cardboard – was just as she remembered it from before. She had returned the video to it, as when she had first discovered the box. The Polaroids were there. And as before, resting atop the other articles in the box was the spiral notebook. The one containing her uncle’s cryptic notes. His journal of fantasies...or observations.
 
    Just one last time she had picked it up. Opened it directly to a page she had apparently overlooked before. On it were scrawled the words: “The man looked into my eyes. I thought it was a mirror at first. I thought I was looking out of the plastic at him. Then I realized he was looking out of the plastic at me.”
 
    Rubina’s face burned with the rising heat of the flames, as if she were again in the grip of some terrible, disorienting fever.
 
    But the crackling fire seemed to burn away invisible bindings from her. And despite the smoke, the cold outside air seemed to clear her congested lungs.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The Call of the Worms
 
    The steep path up the slope was lined on either side with the fossilized shells of an extinct mollusk, set into the ground so that their long spiral shells pointed upwards like stalagmites.
 
    Actual stalactites dripped from a calcite ceiling lost in gloom. At one point the party of King G. stopped to rest, and G.’s Second – the King-in-Waiting – turned his face up to catch a steady stream of cold, pattering water across his forehead. It soothed his agonies somewhat. All of the members of the King’s party felt the agony of the worms, but that pain had been steadily increasing in the Second’s skull. As his worm grew, so did his skull expand to contain it. But the pain was a blessing, the presence of the great worm Yahhew within him. And he was particularly blessed, being the King-in-Waiting.
 
    The winding path through the ranked spikes of spiral fossils ended in a level cliff top. Its ragged edge overlooked the Gulf, a plummet of deep gloom like the vaulted ceiling of the cavern above them. The Second had never seen into the Gulf’s depths himself, but he had heard stories related by those who had been lowered by rope. In a pool of black water or some other fluid, countless fossilized ammonites – these shells coiled in spirals rather than tusk-like – churned against each other constantly. Not buoyed up by the water, but filling the pool to its bottom, however far that might extend. Though constantly gnashing against each other in the turbulent pool, the coiled fossils never eroded, never wore down smooth.
 
    Their music came up to the party now in greeting, a rasping, grating chorus...like the teeth of dreaming giants grinding in their sleep.
 
    King G. had been foremost in the party, and he posed haughtily at the very lip of the precipice. Like all of his party, he was naked and purified, but there were marks to set him apart. Besides the greater size of his hairless head, twice that of the others, he wore a blue turban tightly wrapped around it, the only garment among them. Also, his skeletal leathery body bore the mark of Yahhew – an X – branded in a raised pattern all across his skull, his face, his torso and limbs.
 
    Across the Gulf, the procession of the great worm Lalah rose into sight upon the opposite cliff. At its very edge, staring across, stood King S. in his red turban. The two Kings, the two parties, did not yell or gesture across at each other. Despite their seething hatred, they maintained a solemn sense of decorum. This was a holy ritual, enacted every four years. As it had been since even the time of the dead ammonites singing below in the Gulf.
 
    Spanning the Gulf, high above the heads of both parties, was a horizontal iron bar scabbed in the rust of ages, its ends stabbed deep into the rock of this cavern chamber’s opposing walls. It had been replaced a number of times before, when it had rusted too much to support even the scarecrow weight of Kings past, but never in the lifetime of G.’s Second. He gazed up at it now while unconsciously rubbing at a particularly excruciating point above his right temple.
 
    He returned his attention to his King. It was time. The two youngest members of the party stepped forward to ceremoniously unwind the blue turban from the head of King G., and as he watched it uncoil, itself like a great worm, the Second knew that soon it would coil anew around his own pulsing cranium.
 
    Now the King stood exposed in all his glory. Now, sensing its time, the great worm Yahhew began to emerge from the hole it had bored in the very top of King G.’s greatly engorged head.
 
    The worm avatar was so beautiful, so pale, that the Second caught his breath to admire its glistening length as it poked itself, writhing, out of its lair. He had to remind himself that it was the rear end of the worm he was seeing, not its head, as the puckered tip seemed to sniff at the air.
 
    Two others of the party, the pole bearers, had been fitting together the segments they had carried with them into one long staff that they struggled to stand on its end, until at last they could lean it against the rusty horizontal bar above them. The King inclined his egg-round head forward slightly, supporting its weight in both his hands, so that the sniffing blind end of the worm could find the pole, and begin to wind itself sinuously around it. As it wound itself higher up the staff, and higher still, pulling itself coil after coil from the nest of King G.’s head, the spiraling white shape reminded the Second of the spiraling fossils that had flanked the path to the Gulf’s edge.
 
    Looking across the Gulf, he saw that King S. had also had his turban unwrapped, and the great worm Lalah was similarly winding itself up another long pole, so as to reach the horizontal metal bar.
 
    Yahhew’s pallid avatar had reached the bar first, and its end wrapped around it securely several times. It had uncoiled to its full length, and eased its hold on the staff so that the two pole bearers could withdraw it and again break it down into its several pieces. Across the clattering Gulf, the King-in-Waiting saw that the other pole was being withdrawn as well. The avatar of Lalah had secured the end of its tether-like body to the corroded bar that spanned the maw of the Gulf.
 
    Now, with the battle moments away, the members of both parties gave voice to the agonies their own, much smaller worms privileged them with. They moaned in unison, some even hugging their own cadaverous forms and rocking as they crooned. Accompanied by this sound, and adding his own long groans to it, the Second approached King G. holding a ceremonial dagger in each hand, their blades curved and made from smoothly polished calcite.
 
    The King-in-Waiting handed King G. the two curved daggers. King G. turned slightly to nod at him in thanks, as much as he could nod with the body of Yahhew extending upwards from the crown of his head. He then turned the milky glaze of his eyes back to his opponent across the Gulf. While he did so, the Second moved to take his place directly behind him.
 
    King G.’s Second reached out and placed both hands squarely against the back of his King. And then, with all the strength of his younger body, he shoved the King out over the Gulf.
 
    Across the intervening space, at the very same instant, and as the moaning reached its crescendo in a screech of wails that filled the vaulted ceiling, King S. was also pushed off the edge of his cliff.
 
    Swinging forward at the ends of their elastic tethers, the two Kings raised their daggers in each hand and spread them out like glittering wings.
 
    On the first swing, the two Kings didn’t achieve quite enough momentum to meet in the center, above the Gulf’s gorge. When King G. swung back to the cliff, his Second lunged forward again and gave him another mighty shove. King S.’s King-in-Waiting did the same; he nearly lost his footing, in fact, and stumbled over the cliff’s edge before catching himself. A Third would have had to step up to replace him, had he been lost below. The ammonites spinning and clashing down there would have ground him to pulp as if between the gears of some gigantic mechanism.
 
    Again, the two Kings swung toward each other, living pendulums, and this time they even swung past each other. As they did so, they both slashed wildly with their calcite daggers, though both were forbidden from any attempt to slice at the avatar which suspended them from the iron bar.
 
    King G.’s Second winced as he saw one of King S.’s blades hack his master across the wrist. One of King G.’s hands flopped half-severed, and the knife it had held spun away into the gloomy void below. But King G. had also opened a slice across his opponent’s bony chest. Both howling from their wounds, and in their fever, the two rulers swung back toward their respective cliff tops again, and their parties raised a loud moan of sympathetic pain, inspired by their own constant suffering.
 
    The Second felt his master’s body thump into his waiting hands again, and again he gave him a push out over the chasm. In that moment of contact a fling of King G.’s pink, watery blood had sprinkled over his face. He licked it from his gnarled upper lip, honored to ingest it.
 
    For a third time, the two rulers arced toward each other, one King flailing with two knives, the other with just one...King S. with his body entirely covered in brands of Lalah’s mark – the O – as King G.’s figure was covered in the mark of Yahhew, the X.
 
    Both rulers inflicted dramatic wounds upon the other. King G. had one thigh opened up so that the thin bone gleamed within the brown folds of meat. King S. was slashed across the lower face so that the ends of his mouth extended back to his small withered ears, and his tongue lolled out of his now unhinged jaw.
 
    Jarred as he caught the body of his King once more, G.’s Second opened his mouth to catch another spray of blood. King G.’s song was a wheeze and a gurgle that caused a shared glory to surge in the bony breast of the King-in-Waiting. The lesser avatar of Yahhew in his own skull writhed in its sleep, sensing its own time was near. With a bark of effort and of pain, the Second shoved yet again.
 
    Blurred in flight, both trailing blood like the tails of comets, the Kings flew at each other. And this time they collided with a loud smack, maybe the crack of broken bones. Then the knives themselves were blurs.
 
    The Kings wrapped their legs around each other, entwined directly above the center of the Gulf, from this distance impossible for G.’s Second to distinguish from each other. They seemed to be one conjoined entity stabbing at itself. He saw an arm, lopped off at the elbow, drop into the chasm. Blood rained like the trickling of the stalactites overhead. Then, a string of entrails unfurled, swayed. The howling of the two Kings had also entwined into one voice, which the parties on both cliffs echoed in an ecstacy of agony.
 
    The savagery began to slow. Arms and knives less frenzied. And now the arms, the knives, did not rise and fall any longer. Now King G.’s Second, the King-in-Waiting, could distinguish the two more easily. Both branded bodies were going still in their embrace, knives buried to their hilts. The two worms had become twirled together in the struggles of the Kings...who now only twitched in their death throes. Their sound had died away, and so did that of the two opposing parties. The cavern chamber went reverentially still.
 
    All moans having ceased, all breaths being held, as the parties watched the distant dead faces of their Kings.
 
    The lids of one of G.’s closed eyes began to be pressed apart. A gush of tears down his cheek, and then a white head probed free into the air. A second later, a similar white head pushed itself free from the socket of King S.’s eye. These glistening heads wavered in the air, and opened mouths with several sets of black thorn-like hooks. The heads of Yahhew and Lalah wavered toward each other, sniffing blindly.
 
    The King-in-Waiting, now the King, did not remove his eyes from the spectacle even as the two youngest members of his party began to wind the blue cloth of his turban around his pulsating skull. Soon he would turn back down the fossil-lined path, toward his people, where his body would be branded all over with the holy mark of the X.
 
    But for now, tears of pride and love and pain in his milky eyes, he watched as the avatars of the two great worms, Yahhew and Lalah, locked their thorned mouths in a kiss. This was how they reached each other, with the weight of the Kings to bring their bodies together.
 
    This was how they mated, and kept their species eternally alive.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Working Stiffs
 
    "I always wonder how these scabs ever found a place like Bossier City," Nate muttered around a wad of masticated sandwich. Nate often referred to the Haitians as “scabs,” though the shop was not union. In principle, he contended, they were scab labor; they must have been making all of minimal wage, and by working so cheap they kept American-born workers from finding employment.
 
    "They must have sailed right up into the Gulf of Mexico," Ray replied, "into the Mississippi, then the Red River, right up to Bossier City, Louisiana just to piss off their friend Nate Skate, originally from Philly and not a Louisiana native himself."
 
    "Well I think that someone should sail their illegal black asses back down to Haiti."
 
    "For a black dude, you sure do hate these guys," Ray whispered. The Haitians filled two long tables across the grimy cafeteria from them.
 
    Nate's lowered voice was a grumble like an animal's warning growl. "I ain't from Haiti, am I? I'm an American just like you; why shouldn't I be pissed off? And maybe I'm more mad about it than you 'cause I am black. Y'know? 'Cause this company be using these guys for slave labor instead of paying American guys a decent human paycheck."
 
    "So get mad at the company, not these dudes. They just wanna eat, like you and me."
 
    "They don't eat," mumbled George, the third man at their table. He was reading a spread newspaper around the tin ashtray resting in the middle of it.
 
    "What?" said Ray. Ray was the new guy. He knew what Nate meant about slave labor; he had been appalled to learn what the plant was offering for starting pay, but what was he to do when his unemployment had been drying up fast?
 
    "They don't eat," George repeated blandly, not looking up from the paper. He squinted at the type through the further impediment of his cigarette smoke. "Look at 'em."
 
    Ray stole a surreptitious prolonged glance. He hadn't noticed it before, but none of the men were eating lunch, though this was lunch break. He supposed he hadn't looked more closely before, afraid to stare openly at the tables crowded with solemn black men.
 
    The men didn't smile. None had coffee. Newspapers covered the tables like tablecloths and half of them seemed to be reading them; at least they were hunched forward over them. Ray thought he heard a very low somnolent conversation amongst several of them but he wasn't sure that he saw lips moving. They all seemed so tired, burnt out. Maybe they had day jobs also, in addition to working third shift. Third shift was a funny one to grow accustomed to; he had worked it before, and had never quite figured out when to sleep. That had to be why they weren't eating “lunch,” either; it was, after all, quarter past three in the morning.
 
    The flesh of most of the Haitians was a ghostly blue color. Even their hair, and clothing. They were sanders, who worked on the third floor, sanding the injection-molded plastic computer housings the molders -- Nate, George and Ray included -- produced on the first floor. Some of the sanders wore surgical masks around their necks, but others didn't. Ray couldn't imagine that any of them would be ignorant enough to sand without masks, and coat their lungs in that blue chalk. It was the dust on the men which accounted for their eerie coloring, particularly disturbing since their skin should normally be so dark. But even the molders amongst them appeared anemic and unhealthy.
 
    "They don't eat," George droned on, " 'cause they're all too sick. Look at 'em. They all have AIDS; they're from Haiti, right? If one of 'em ever gets himself cut I won't go near him to put a Band-Aid on him. Let him bleed to death."
 
    "They just look tired," Ray said, "like we do. And I wouldn't feel too healthy breathing in that crap, either. You complain, Nate, but would you want to do what they're doing?"
 
    "Some of them are molders, dude, and two of them are painters. Look, you and Georgie and me...we're it. There's more of them! That doesn't bother you? I have a son, Ray. What's it gonna be like someday when he goes hunting for a job? Damn...I've been meaning to call the immigration people down here to look at these scabs...I mean it. I worked for a shoe factory in Philly once, and a couple times those immigration boys came in and took out these Hispanic dudes, whatever they were."
 
    "But do you resent them because they're foreign, or because they work cheap? I work cheap, same as them. Aren't I keeping out other workers, too, by undercutting them?" 
 
    "You were born here, right? Your country owes you a job, right?"
 
    "Come on, it's xenophobia, man. The problem isn't them; it's the company. It's all the big businesses. Building American cars in Mexico. They're the ones hurting the country...waiting for the other guy to give us jobs, while they take their act to Taiwan. They're traitors to us and their country. But don't blame these poor guys. Everbody started out in America the same way they're doing."
 
    "Xeno-what?" said George, not looking up from the paper.
 
    "Whatever you say, man," Nate sighed. "But I think you're just mouthin' your guilty white boy's politically correct bullshit. We'll see what you say the next time you go for a job and can't get in past guys like these here. Then we'll know if you really mean it or if you're just talkin' out your ass." Nate had been balling up his grease-stained paper lunch sack, now tossed it in an arc for the barrel, missed. "Hey, check it out."
 
    Nate had nodded toward the Haitians but Ray had already turned his head at the sound of their chairs scraping back, almost in perfect unison. The men were rising to return to work, break over.
 
    "What?" whispered Ray, turning back, afraid to gawk.
 
    "No clock in here, right?"
 
    "Company's too cheap," George commented.
 
    "Yeah?" Ray said.
 
    "Look at their wrists. None of my boys here have a watch. But they always know when break's over. Always. Like clockwork."
 
    Ray had to laugh at this complaint. "So what? Hey, they saw you toss your bag, or they saw you peek at your watch a second ago, like I did..."
 
    "They never look over here. You notice that? Snotty assholes act like we're not even here."
 
    "They saw you peripherally. They don't look at you 'cause they know you hate them. What do you think...that they're robots, or something?"
 
    Nate glared openly at the men as they filed out into the plant, shuffling their dusty sneakers and boots. He waited, however, until the last man had passed through the door, before he said, "I don't know what to think. They're somebody's victims, like you say. But they're evil, Ray. They're evil as hell."
 
    Ray could only chuckle and wag his head, gathering up the debris of his own lunch. "I don't know about you guys, I really don't..."
 
    "You got hired by the personnel director. You know what he is."
 
    "Yeah...a black guy. Accent. So he's Haitian, too. He's hiring his cousin. Nepotism sucks, but everybody does it."
 
    "They ain't his cousins. But he does go out of his way to get them in here." Nate rose from the table, his tall and wide body a suitable vessel for his great anger. "Something's not right. Some day I'll find out what." Then Nate trudged out of the room, also.
 
    Ray glanced to George. "What's he mean?"
 
    At last George lifted his head. "Know what I think? Nate never believed me, but I think he's starting to..."
 
    "What?"
 
    "They're Haitians, right?"
 
    "Right; so?"
 
    "Voodoo, pal." Without waiting to watch Ray's reaction, George got up, stretched, and strolled out of the cafeteria after his friend.
 
    Alone, Ray slid George's paper toward him. "What is this," he murmured to himself, "The Enquirer?"
 
   * * *
 
    Ray had been “foamed.” The bulky hose head he inserted into his molds had not coupled properly, and hot yellow plastic had spewed back onto his shirt front and forearm. It would harden to a crust like an alien fungus on his clothing, but he had rushed to the men's room to insure that it did not harden on his bare arm. He washed the hot plastic off as best he could, but still ended up losing a painful amount of arm hair.
 
    "Great," he muttered, having noticed one expensive sneaker had got hit, too. The shiny yellow foam was everywhere out in the molding area; spattered on the floors, the ceiling supports, the bases of the molds...sometimes it overflowed and piled up into considerable heaps, like great cancerous masses. The workers used iron pikes to chip it away when it solidified.
 
    Frowning down at his arm, red from burns and abrasion, Ray turned out of the men's room and skidded to a halt as he nearly collided with another man who was passing by the door. "Oops," he said automatically, looking up into the other man's eyes.
 
    It was one of the Haitian men, one of the sanders from upstairs, powdered pale blue with the dust of the dried housings. The man had also come to a halt, and his lips seemed to move as if he meant to apologize, but no sound came forth and they remained slack, loosely parted. The man stared a bit past Ray's eyes as if too shy or uninterested to make contact, and Ray didn't know whether to feel friendly or insulted. The Haitian stepped around Ray to continue on his way, but Ray was still looking at his face in that moment, despite his own shyness with the foreigners, looking at his averted eyes, and he saw that the eyes were not like Nate's eyes, Nate who was also a black man, Nate with the whites of his eyes stained dark like old ivory. This man's eyes were glazed, as if under a membrane, milky like an old dog's eyes. Maybe it was cataracts. Bluish cataracts...
 
    Dust, Ray realized, even as the man passed him, and now showed Ray his back. Ray spun on his heel, sneaker squeaking. The man had the dust of the sanded plastic computer shells on his eyes...
 
    As if the worker not only never wore his goggles...but as if he never even blinked.
 
   * * *
 
    There was one other non-Haitian on third shift, but perhaps Nate hadn't included Phil because he was their immediate supervisor. A low-key youngish man forever in a baseball cap, he never breathed down Ray's back, never put on the pressure; one of the few redeeming aspects of this job. Though he seemed rather solitary and decidedly unchatty, Ray still felt he could approach Phil about the Haitian men.
 
    "You have any trouble communicating with these guys, Phil?" Ray asked him in an off-hand tone later that same night he had foamed himself.
 
    Phil shrugged, wiping his grease-blackened hands on a rag. "Well, not anymore, but when the first group started I had to have Mr. Bokor as a translator." Mr. Bokor was the personnel director. "I explained things to him, and he translated it to them. And they watched the first and second shift molders, too. They picked it up fast; I think maybe some of them did this kind of work before." Again, a shrug.
 
    "So you do this every time a new one comes in?"
 
    "No; Mr. Bokor knows enough about it himself, now, that he just briefs them on his own, I guess. They still don't speak any English, none of 'em, so I just point out what I want them to do, sign language, you know. Write down how many parts I need." Shrug.
 
    "Hm. Well...at least they're not rowdy, huh? But funny guys. Odd."
 
    "I guess so. They get the job done, that's all I care."
 
   * * *
 
    "We're probably all laid off," Nate rumbled, guessing at the reason why Phil had called the entire crew together at the start of their shift. The meeting would be held in the molding area, where the sleek shells of high tech equipment were created in an atmosphere of Industrial Age gloom; in fact, with its chains hanging down from the ceiling and the molds like ominous great iron maidens, the area seemed like some medieval dungeon or torture chamber.
 
    The last of the sanders from upstairs were shuffling to join the group, and watching them, Nate changed the subject. "You guys gotta be right. Lookit these scabs. Gotta be drugs..."
 
    Ray drew closer to his co-worker. "I went to the library this afternoon...I found a book about the supernatural and it had a piece on voodoo. They think these witch doctor guys -- hougans, they call them -- drug people so they look like they've died, then later they dig 'em up and use drugs to make them into mindless slaves. People really believe it's the living dead. They say you can't let them ever eat salt, 'cause it makes them realize they're dead and breaks the hougan's spell. I'll bet in reality the salt does something to counteract the drugs..."
 
    "Bokor must be their witch doctor!" George interrupted.
 
    "Hougan," Ray corrected.
 
    "I'll bet these guys don't even get paid at all! Y'know? No benefits. Maybe no vacations. Have you ever noticed one gone on vacation? I haven't."
 
    Nate switched his intense gaze to Ray. "I thought you were the one who didn't think there was anything wrong with these dudes."
 
    "I guess I just looked at them closer."
 
    "Okay, um," Phil began. "Everybody...just wanted to tell you about something that happened this afternoon. Early evening." He cleared his throat, scanned the faces massed before him. "On the way home from work today Mr. Bokor, our human resources manager, got involved in a bad car accident. And, ah, he was killed..."
 
    "God damn!" Nate breathed.
 
    Ray traded glances with his two friends, and then began glancing around him at the rigid forms of the Haitians.
 
    Phil went on, "Mr. Bokor – " he pretended to be turning a car wheel " – crashed his car – " he punched his fists together " – and died." He slashed a finger across his throat. "I know it's gonna be hard for you Haitian guys to, um, communicate with us here for now, but hopefully we can do something about that..."
 
    Several of the men had shifted their weight, Ray noted. Several swayed. He even thought he saw one rustily turn his head a fraction to look to the comrade immediately next to him. But not a sound from any of them...
 
    "I know you can't really understand me," Phil continued. "Um..." He shrugged helplessly.
 
    "They understand," Ray whispered to himself, watching the slight ripple spread through their ranks. More felt than seen, really. And when he saw one of the men – just one – blink, he shivered. Such a normal thing from one of these men seemed so very, very strange.
 
   * * *
 
    For the first time since he'd started, Ray saw that the Haitians were late to work.
 
    Every night they bussed to the small plant crammed into two vans, packed like slaves in a galley ship, he imagined. The idea of two of those unblinking automatons driving any kind of vehicle on the open road nearly gave him shudders. Greasing up his mold for a shot, Ray looked up to watch them come staggering in at last, unaware that his hand motions were gradually slowing, and finally stopped.
 
    Two of the black men went directly to their stations without punching in. Another Haitian wore his shirt unbuttoned all the way, revealing the bare front of his chest. Another wore no shirt at all. Yes, it was a hot, muggy night...but that didn't explain why the very last man, Ray noted incredulously, had his fly open and his belt hanging undone.
 
    Ray saw that Nate had taken note; was wagging his head in disgusted awe. And Phil had noticed, too. He headed over to the last man. Ray couldn't hear the supervisor clearly, but saw him gesturing reluctantly at the other man's crotch. Finally Phil pretended to work his own zipper and at last, without looking down, the Haitian zipped his fly. But he left his belt undone, and Phil gave up on him to go speak to the man with no shirt. He had to pass Ray as he went, and paused to say, "I think these guys were out drinking, tonight. I don't know if I should let 'em work. Bokor's accident must've really upset them..."
 
    "Yeah," Ray agreed.
 
    He continued staring after the man with no shirt and watched Phil skip after him to catch up, lightly take hold of his arm to turn him around. Now the one with the open shirt stopped at his mold to slowly begin buttoning up, roused by Phil's concern, but with molasses-slow movements. Ray had switched his attention to him, and spotted something he had missed before, the shadow of the shirt having obscured the man's chest previously. Light fell directly on it, now, and Ray saw the terrible raised scar which ran the entire length of the man's bony chest, like a great Y. If he hadn't known better, he could have sworn it still had stitches in it here and there. Stitches of heavy black thread. Was he seeing what he thought he saw? What kind of surgery would...
 
    Oh, Ray thought. Oh...
 
    "Hey!" Phil cried out, and Ray whipped his head around in time to see that the shirtless man had picked up one of the iron pikes they used to break away dried plastic overflow. Phil hadn't spun the man to face him – it was not like Phil to do that – but the Haitian must have been startled at being touched, and reacted with uncharacteristic speed as he swung around with the heavy rod and smashed it down squarely onto Phil's baseball cap.
 
    "Hey!" Ray echoed, and he started forward.
 
    George was closer, and he lunged at the Haitian, but he was empty-handed, and when the Haitian swivelled toward him George scampered back, putting a mold between them. He yelled, "Drag Phil out of there! Get him in the caf!" He motioned to the man with the pike. "Come on, come try that on me, scumbag!"
 
    Ray darted to where Phil had crumpled, scooped him under the armpits. The supervisor lifted his head and moaned; thank God he was still alive. For now, at least. Looking up, Ray saw Nate rushing to lend aid, a wrench in one fist.
 
    He also saw that all the other Haitians immediately around him had turned in his direction...and were beginning to trudge toward him, dragging shoes with undone laces.
 
    Nate caught Phil by the shirt front and together they pulled him backwards into the cafeteria. They let Phil down on the floor, then Nate covered the threshold while Ray removed the boss's cap to inspect the damage.
 
    "How is he, man?" Nate growled.
 
    "No blood. I dunno about his skull. He's out of it." 
 
    "Come on, George!" Nate bellowed. "Get in here, man!" Then: "Damn, where is he? They got him... I think they got him." Then Ray flinched when Nate roared, "Back off, or I'll split your heads open! You wanna crack skulls? I'll show ya cracked skulls!"
 
    Ray left Phil to join his friend, and saw that all of the Haitian molders were scuffing toward the cafeteria. Gaping like fish, fish-like eyes unfocused yet unwavering. There was the shirtless man, pike still in his fist. There was the man with the great Y- scar on his chest...
 
    "They're dead," Ray said. "Nate...they're dead."
 
    Nate turned his head to glare down at him. "What..."
 
    A figure flashed into the doorway, and as Nate whirled to bring the wrench up against its head he saw George there, crossing his arms over his face as a shield.
 
    "God damn, dude!" Nate grabbed him by the shirt collar to haul him in. "Where were you?"
 
    "Luring them away so you could save Phil!"
 
    "Did you call the police?"
 
    "Call?" George blinked. "No...I..."
 
    "Great. You came back here to keep up company. You go get out of the plant and call the police! Me and Ray'll stay here and guard Phil..."
 
    "Too late," Ray said.
 
    The Haitians had made a wall of their bodies as they advanced on the cafeteria. They halted only a few paces from the threshold, and the three men inside gaped just as slack-jawed and glassy-eyed as they at this vision. For one of the men had accidentally "foamed" himself in plastic only minutes before; the hot yellow material oozed on him like candle wax, was even spattered heavily across his face and in his hair. He didn't seem concerned.
 
    The men from upstairs had joined their fellows. None of the sanders had had time, yet, to coat themselves blue in dust...but one of the men who spray-painted the finished computer housings had somehow sprayed himself pretty thoroughly. Even one of his eyes was painted a nice cream color, still open as if he might be seeing through the heavy layer.
 
    "Jesus, Nate," George hissed. "Oh dear God..."
 
    "They are dead," Nate stated matter-of factly.
 
    As if all of the Haitians shared one communal mind, the wall of them began pressing forward once more. Despite an umwillingness to give up ground, the three inside backed off in equally sympathetic unison. Nate's stentorian expressions of rage did not deter them, and the first of them began filing into the brightness of the caf.
 
    Ray darted back to Phil, dragged his limp form all the way to the rear of the room. Straightening up, he glanced frantically around him for a weapon. They were trapped; the only hope lay in fighting off the sluggish things as best they could until help arrived. Even if they had to wait until dawn for first shift to arrive.
 
    There was nothing much in the line of weapons about. A chair, Ray decided, and as he reached out to one his eyes swept across the surface of the table before him. Newspapers. Packets of ketchup left over from someone's fast food lunch. A salt shaker...
 
    Ray seized the salt shaker and twisted off its lid. He nearly dropped the bottle, fumbled with it, only spilled a little. He had intended to rush back to rejoin George and Nate, but by now the encroaching tide of the dead had driven the two men back to where he stood.
 
    Ray poured salt into his open, trembling hand. George looked to see what he was doing. Ignoring him, Ray stepped beyond his two friends and began sweeping his hand up...began to fling the mound of salt directly into the face of the foremost of the goggling, shambling cadavers.
 
    As his hand came up, the Haitian caught his wrist with startling cobra swiftness. Much of the salt fell. Ray made some incoherent sound of fear and surprise.
 
    Nate came in with the wrench then, his arm a blurred arc. The heavy tool thudded off the side of the black man's neck. Nate then withdrew, afraid that the others close about would grab hold of him as well.
 
    The corpse seemed not to have noticed the blow, had lifted Ray's hand to its mouth, its grip supernaturally powerful for so emaciated a creature. Ray twisted to be free, spilling more salt. The lips of the dead thing parted, and now it inclined its head to take Ray's fingers into its mouth. At any moment, to clamp its teeth around them. To bite them off, also with superhuman strength, so that it might suck his blood from his fingers as if through four fleshy straws...
 
    But instead he felt the tongue of the dead man lick his palm. Lick up the remnants of the mound of salt he had poured into his hand.
 
    And then the zombie let go of his wrist. Lifted its head to meet his eyes. For the first time, one of them actually looked into his eyes and seemed to be really seeing him. The contact lasted only a moment. But Ray understood.
 
    He stumbled back a step, his mind hissing with the white noise of near madness, and poured more salt into his palm...
 
   * * *
 
    Ray poured salt into George's cupped hand. Nate had found his own salt shaker. They stood in a row, a bit apart, with three small groups of the dead queued up to them. George couldn't look into their eyes, and flinched each time one of those cool slug-like tongues probed out to gather up the salt in his hand, but Ray watched their faces avidly. The change in those glassy bulbous eyes was subtle, but it was striking – the difference between the eyes of a dead fish, and those of a live one. Still, none of the men said a word even after they had taken their strange communion. And that was what it was like. Ray felt like a priest. He felt oddly...good.
 
    Those who had partaken marched wearily out of the room. Then there were no more. The three workers followed the last few men outside and watched them pile into their vans. A moment later, they were watching the dark sheen of the distant vehicles as they whirred off into the night like two June bugs. Afterwards, they went back inside the desolate shop to call an ambulance for Phil...none of them discussing what had transpired while they waited for it to arrive. But Ray felt a kind of pride...as if he had released some potentially dangerous animal from a heinous trap. An animal he had set free to return to its dark and mysterious home.
 
   * * *
 
    The three men would follow the story each night in the newpapers, seated at their customary table in the cafeteria. The company had hired some new workers to replace the Haitians. A few Hispanics. Some Cambodians. They all sat apart at their respective tables.
 
    The papers told how the Haitian workers at the plastics plant had attacked their supervisor, and then fled. The supervisor, now recovered, had speculated that the men had all been drinking heavily, and this was the reason given for the horrible accident the two vans had suffered not far from the plant only minutes after they'd left work. One had plowed at a suicidal speed into a telephone pole, and the other had plowed into the rear of the first. Everyone in the two vans was killed, and a resulting fire had charred the bodies beyond recognition.
 
    Further, it was found that the men were illegal immigrants, with no families to claim their remains. The owner of the plastics plant was under investigation as to whether he had been aware of the status of the Haitian workers all along...
 
    "We might be out of jobs soon," Nate observed, folding away his paper. But the tone was oddly calm, for Nate.
 
    Ray said nothing to that. He had caught one of the Cambodian men glancing over at them shyly. Ray waited for the man to meet his gaze, and when he did, made a point of smiling at him.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The Friend of the Children
 
    My mistake in asking Joan out, I think, was that I followed her outside the building at lunchtime to do so. Perhaps she felt pursued, as I called her name and caught up with her. Maybe she was irked, too, that I’d interrupted her brisk walk to whatever errand she was running at lunchtime. She didn’t seem irked, per se; just nervous, I suppose. She was surprised. It was unexpected. We had only ever said hi before this moment. She may have felt accosted, but I was only trying to spare her the awkwardness of asking her out in the office itself. Spare her, and me.
 
    I had been preparing myself to ask Joan out for several months. It took several seconds for her to stare at me in brittle discomfort, give a twitchy smile, and decline. I smiled, too, and apologized I think and turned back to the building.
 
    I didn’t eat my lunch when I got inside. Just a black coffee that tasted like something that coursed through the vending machine to lubricate it. From my table, I glanced over at Sylvia and Suzanne at another table. Customer service reps in their twenties; Sylvia is very slim with very short hair dyed bright blond, and Suzanne is nicely voluptuous with longer hair dyed bright red. Personally I like a full, curvy, Rubenesque body like that. In pagan times Suzanne could have modeled for one of those prehistoric Venus symbols that New Age people wear as pendants. Earth mother. Fertility goddess. A body meant for childbirth. People like Desmond Morris say that’s what men look for, unconsciously, in women; signs that they’d be good, healthy mates to propagate the species with. 
 
    I watched these other women in a deliberate effort to take my mind off Joan. To console myself. While I sipped my coffee, Angie, head of Human Resources, walked by my table, and she’s very tall and wears short skirts; black nylon from the floor up to my seated shoulder. Close enough to touch. I inhaled deeply and surreptitiously as she passed, hoping to steal a whiff of her secret garden that passed at the level of my face, so close, separated only by a few thin veils of fabric. But I caught the scent of nothing more than the cooking cardboard of someone’s microwaved TV dinner. I stole a look over at Suzanne again, but her eyes casually met mine and I looked away quickly.
 
    I had dragged a food-crusted magazine from an empty neighboring table and was flipping through it when I heard the gargling cry, and nearly leapt to my feet. I looked up sharply and saw Nicole had entered the cafeteria, and carried a bundled baby in her arms. Nicole, another customer service rep, had left some time ago on maternity leave – that I knew for sure. But for a beat or two I was almost in a panic. I thought the baby in her arms was one of mine. Of course it couldn’t be – how could one of them find its way here? Or, who would sneak into my apartment, steal one of them, and then bring it here so as to taunt me or confront me or accuse me? It was impossible, of course, but like I say – for a moment I thought that was exactly what had happened. Because Nicole’s baby sounded just like any one of my babies. From where I sat, bolt upright with a cold iron rod for a spine, it even looked like one of my babies. But Nicole never turned my way to glare or gloat; instead, she angled the swaddled infant for Angie to coo at.
 
    I rose from my seat, and did something especially bold for me. I approached Angie’s table, too, and leaned over her shoulder to gaze at the baby. “Well, well, is this him?” I asked innocently.
 
    “Her,” Nicole corrected. “Her name’s Jessica.”
 
    “Jessica,” I said. I wasn’t so bold as to touch the sleeping creature’s minuscule, dimpled hand. But then I knew very well how a baby’s hand felt. The skin as dream-soft as the skin of a very old woman’s hand. Mostly I just wanted to see the baby’s face. With her reddish hair, Jessica could have been one of my babies. Nicole might be lying about her being a girl. I felt an almost desperate impulse to wrestle the baby from Nicole’s arms and dash out the door with her. But I would have to take her word for it that the baby was indeed hers.
 
    I’d have to count my own babies when I got home that night. Though of course, that would do me little good if some new ones had appeared.
 
   * * *
 
    Maybe someone does sneak in my apartment, though. Brings the children and leaves them with me. If so, I don’t know why they chose me. I’d never been a father before January. But someone must have thought I’d be a good one, and I’ve definitely tried to be.
 
    But more often these days I assume that I’ve collected the children myself, gathered them here in the night, perhaps, when my conscious mind is sleeping. “My Bed is a Boat,” says Robert Louis Stevenson in A Child’s Garden of Verses. When I sleep I think I’m transported to another place within myself, and another me wakes up to take care of some of my needs that my day self might be a little too timid to contemplate. If I’m ever caught by the authorities, which is my greatest fear, I hope they come at night. My dreaming self would probably deal with the situation a lot better than my waking self would.
 
    The first baby came last January. Like the infant New Year.
 
    I had fallen asleep in my rocking chair, with my favorite blanket wrapped around me. It needed a wash but its unwashedness made it more of a comforting nest for me. The TV was still on, and I thought the gargling cry that woke me up had come from the set. But as I stirred, I saw that there were only two disrobed adults on the screen, and though they were making various inarticulate noises, none sounded like the cry I had just heard. And when I heard it again, coming from off to my right somewhere, I got to my feet and let my blanket slide off me.
 
    To my right was my bedroom, which was in darkness, and as I stalked nearer to the doorway the cry came for a third time. My skin rippled. I was very cold without the safe cocoon of my blanket. From atop a bookshelf outside my bedroom I took a metal figure of a knight holding a sword in front of him like the Oscar. I turned it upside-down in my fist for a club.
 
    My left hand plunged into the dark pool of my bedroom and scratched for the wall switch. It came on in a stark burst at the same time a fourth cry came from my bed and I lunged into the room, maybe crying out myself, holding the club high to smash down on the intruder who was writhing under my quilt.
 
    I jerked the quilt back and nearly sent the metal knight crashing into the wispy-haired skull of a naked baby boy. I had no experience with children before then, as I say, but now I’d know to place his age at about three months.
 
    With the warm quilt off him, his body exposed to the chilly air of my badly-heated apartment, the baby boy promptly started peeing. I’ve since seen it happen when changing diapers. It’s the change in temperature that sets them off. It can get you in the face. And wouldn’t you know all my babies are boys.
 
    The baby looked up at me, but for the moment I ignored it, looking here and there with jolts of my head, expecting to see an adult intruder as well. Whatever adult had left this baby here.
 
    I went into the other rooms. I found no one. I tested my door: locked, chained and bolted. My apartment was on the second floor of an old Victorian house, but I checked to see that the windows were still latched, nevertheless.
 
    Someone must have left it here before I came home from work, and the baby simply hadn’t made a sound until now, had been sleeping. A key would have admitted them then, but there was no way anyone could get past the chain and bolt that were currently in place.
 
    When at last I returned to the baby, I put down the knight statuette and stood looking down at my uninvited guest. It’s hard to tell with babies for a long time what color hair or eyes they’ll end up with. Its eyes, wandering with blissful emptiness up to me, were that sort of no-color almost-blue grayish color. I considered his lightish hair to be red. My hair is red I guess but I prefer to think of it as strawberry blond.
 
    It was a while before I picked up the baby. In the meantime I had made a cup of coffee, and lit a cigarette, and smoked it while I looked down at the baby. But then I got to feeling guilty. Smoke isn’t good for tiny lungs, it can promote respiratory illness in infants (I’ve since quit), and the bedroom is the coldest room in my apartment. I fetched my favorite blanket from the living room, stubbed out my butt, then went to the baby and bundled it awkwardly into my arms.
 
    It didn’t latch its jaws onto my neck, or sprout talons that it plunged into my cheeks. It gurgled and squirmed a little, but it seemed to like that I had picked it up at last.
 
    I had to call the police.
 
    Well, I had better drink my coffee first while I thought about that. What would the police think about my story? That I had woken up in my locked apartment to find a strange baby in my bedroom? A naked child, in my bed?
 
    You hear of children left on doorsteps. Better that than left in garbage cans. But why my apartment, why choose me so specifically? Someone wanted me, me, to care for this child.
 
    Maybe it was me who wanted me to care for this child. But I didn’t consider that theory until the fourth or fifth baby. That it might be me who was bringing them here. When my day self, the part that went to work, was off in Stevenson’s “Land of Nod.”
 
    I made another coffee, and as I poured in the milk the baby made a little half-sound. I glanced over at it, went “ohhh” inside, and then went about finding a way to get some milk inside the creature. I didn’t have an eye dropper, a turkey baster, anything like that. I checked the time. The Shopping Cart was open twenty-four hours. They’d have bottles there. Disposable diapers, too.
 
    I couldn’t very well take the baby with me to the store. I could be seen, recognized. (Or its actual parents might see it, recognize it, and accuse me of kidnapping.) Would he be all right here alone for half an hour? Well, he had been all right alone up to an hour ago. I carried him back to the bedroom, stripped my soaked sheet, flipped the mattress over and set the bundled baby in the center of the bed.
 
    “I’ll be right back, little guy,” I whispered to him.
 
    As I went downstairs to the front door, I prayed that the child would not start balling in my absence. What would the two elderly brothers who lived downstairs make of that? Well, they were hard of hearing in any case.
 
    At the Shopping Cart I bought diapers, bottles, nipples, canned formula, and – on a sudden impulse – a plastic rattle with cows on it jumping over a moon.
 
    And when I returned to my apartment and let myself in, I found that there were two babies on my bed. A third was in the laundry basket in the bathroom, but he didn’t seem to mind.
 
   * * *
 
    Joan is too skinny, I decided, sort of hard-edged, like it might hurt to hold her tightly. Her face has concave cheeks, and I could visualize that her inner thighs are concave, and her hips hollow where the pelvic bones jut out in pointy knobs. I imagined that her unhealthy naked flesh, if you were to kiss it, would smell faintly of the diarrhea and vomiting that keep her so thin. She has slouching shoulders and her hair is a very dull brown. I like brunettes, mind you, but some people’s hair just has no sheen or life. I didn’t know what color Suzanne’s hair might really be, but I thought she looked good as a redhead. I guess I’m prejudiced that way; every one of my children is a strawberry blond.
 
    I ignored Joan. In the office, I found myself eyeing Suzanne. Suzy, her friends call her. One day I watched her come into the cafeteria from outside and stop at a friend’s table to chat for a moment, and her hair was mussed from the wind and the nipples on the heavy swells of her breasts were unabashedly erect, straining against her clearly outlined bra and her too-snug white blouse as it to tear through both. She was flushed in the face and a bit out of breath from the wind, as well. It was easy for me to imagine that this was how she would look if she were to be physically excited. I wondered if she dyed her secret garden that pretty red color, too.
 
    That same day I gathered up my strength for eight hours so as to say, “Goodnight, Suzy” to her as I passed her cubicle on my way home. She looked up and said, “Oh, hi, goodnight.” I thought that was cute. “Oh, hi, goodnight.”
 
    At work I would anxiously watch the little clock in the upper right corner of my computer screen. Count off the hours before I could go home. But I no longer fretted nearly as much as I did in the beginning, when I thought the babies might dehydrate during my long work day, starve or freeze, smother themselves while sleeping or fall out of bed or lie in their own poop for hours or any number of things. But my babies are all extremely well behaved, and really don’t even cry that often or that loudly. I feed them in the morning (no longer rushing home at lunch break to do so; I got in trouble for being late back to work too many times) then immediately when I get home. There might be a little dampness in some diapers, but they seem to be in synch to my rhythms and save the real mess for the evening (which keeps me busy). And I now have various cribs and playpens throughout the apartment, so I don’t have to leave them on the bed anymore, where they might roll off. I’ve put lots of stuffed animals and bright plastic things in their cribs and playpens. Bath night is Saturday, because it’s a real project.
 
    At this point I had fifteen babies.
 
    I still said hi to Joan if she said it first, but I didn’t look at her if she went down my aisle. Suzy, though. So very busty. Her ample bosom looked like it could feed a whole litter of kids. I imagined that the plush, lush flesh of her breasts was as soft as my babies’ hands. I imagined her aureoles were large, as befitted her overly generous orbs, a flower petal pink against the cream of her skin. And did they smell of milk, like the heads of my babies? I could smell the tops of my babies’ heads for hours. Suzy could recline regally on my bed, fully disrobed, languid as an artist’s model, and I could lie half upon her, one leg hooked over one of her meaty thighs, while I suckled avidly, ardently from her right breast...and one of the babies would lie upon her chest, its own working mouth fixed leech-like to her left breast, its hands far too small to encompass the girth of that life-giving organ.
 
    I would have to ask her out.
 
   * * *
 
    I firmly believe that you should read even to newborns, so that they get accustomed to the soothing flow of the written word, and the warmth of the human voice. I would have read to my children in the womb, had their wombs been nearby. How many different wombs they had formed within I had no way of knowing.
 
    With two babies in my lap and others close by, playing on the rug or in their playpens, I read from Stevenson’s book. It was a nice, very old copy – no date of printing, unfortunately, but it had art nouveau-style illustrations. The poem I read was “The Unseen Playmate”:
 
    “When children are playing alone on the green,
 
    In comes the playmate that never was seen...”
 
    Zach gurgled contentedly. Josh was trying to grab his own wiggly pink toes. Adam had already fallen asleep. I dressed them in certain outfits so I could tell them apart. In this light, I could see the spot on the top of Adam’s head where the plates of the skull hadn’t fused yet. It was slightly depressed, and pulsated with the flow of his blood.
 
    “When children are happy and lonely and good,
 
    The Friend of the Children comes out of the wood.”
 
    I had Suzy’s phone number memorized. One time I had even picked up the phone and begun punching the number. But I had lowered the handset back in its cradle. I must not act so unexpectedly, like I had with Joan. I needed to strike up more of a conversation with her at work first. Why should that be such a daunting idea? It could be mundane talk...this awful cold, all the snow...or shop talk. Work bitching. That always created a sense of camaraderie, didn’t it?
 
    “You need a mommy, don’t you, Zach?” I baby-talked, wiping bubbles of saliva from his lips. “A nice red-haired mommy? Yes, you do, don’t you? Nice red-headed mommy. Not some mean old skinny mommy like that mean old skinny Joan. No, not her. She didn’t want to be your mommy. She’s bad, huh? Huh, Zach? Bad, bad Joan.”
 
   * * *
 
    Suzy lives in a big old tenement house, too, but on the ground floor. It needs a coat of paint almost as much as mine does. There is a gym set in the backyard; I could see a bit of it from where I was parked across the street. At first my heart sank, because I thought that Suzy might already have children, but then I saw some Asian kids come out the front door with their mother and drive off in a minivan.
 
    If Suzy had already been a mother, I would have changed my mind about her. I certainly couldn’t take her away from her own children. She did have a boyfriend who lived with her, I discovered after watching her house for part of one Saturday and part of one Sunday, but that in itself didn’t change my newest plans.
 
    I don’t think I could secure chloroform. I’ve considered knocking her unconscious with something like my little statue of a knight (wrapped in a hand towel, maybe, to dull the edges), but I know it isn’t like knocking someone out in the movies. She might not go immediately unconscious...I might have to hit her again, keep on hitting her. Or I might just hit her once but so hard that it caused brain damage. Then what kind of mother would she be? It might even kill her. I didn’t want to do that. Not to Suzy. Suzy didn’t look mean like that scrawny little snobby Joan. Desmond Morris wouldn’t approve of Joan as a mother for my brood. I got hot throbs in my cheeks when I remembered how Joan’s smile had been all twitchy when I asked her out. Who’d want to kiss those twitchy, thin little lips?
 
    Suzy. Suzy was the one...
 
   * * *
 
    Bath time! I got more wet than the babies did. One after another into their plastic baby bath, factory style. It was while I gave each its turn that I counted seventeen. They were going to eat me out of house and home at this rate. I dreaded the terrible twos, though they hadn’t as yet seemed to be growing any older. Anyway, I needed a helper, and soon...
 
    I read to them all, one poem in one room, another in another room, leaving no one out. I stood over one playpen in which five of them were settling down to sleep, and read Stevenson’s poem “Young Night Thought.”
 
    “All night long and every night,
 
    When my mamma puts out the light,
 
    I see the people marching by,
 
    As plain as day, before my eye.”
 
    My own mamma never read to me, not once as far as I could remember. It’s a good thing I still developed a love of books on my own. Mamma was tall and bony thin and smoked cigarettes. Bad, bad mamma.
 
   * * *
 
    My day self is learning how to be stronger and more assertive from my night self, as if he’s a big brother or an instructive, encouraging father. My day self has got his rifle permit now, and hence a rifle. It’s easier than getting a pistol permit, and this will work fine since I plan on keeping the rifle inside my car, where Suzy won’t see it until she’s close to the car. When she does see it she’ll know to get in, and I can keep the rifle in my lap with the barrel against her side while I drive with my right hand. I’ve gone through it in my mind, but I think I might have to saw off the stock of the rifle so it will fit better and be more maneuverable. I won’t saw off any of the barrel; I’d be afraid if I didn’t do a neat enough job the barrel might explode when a bullet went through it. But I don’t plan on shooting Suzy anyway, unless she makes too much noise. That wouldn’t work for either one of us, and I don’t even want to think about it.
 
    I wonder if she would indeed be willing to breast feed them. Can a woman who isn’t pregnant produce milk if an infant suckles on her long enough? How do nursemaids do it? I need to read about that; I have all kinds of baby books now, Dr. Spock and company. You can’t beat mother’s milk with any kind of formula, and I read in a children’s magazine I subscribe to now that some people think certain types of formula can contribute to the risk of autism. One in five hundred kids is autistic these days; the rate of autism vastly increased when kids started getting a new kind of vaccination back in the seventies. It’s still under debate, but good thing that none of my kids are vaccinated.
 
    I’m going to wait until the boyfriend goes to his job on Saturday morning, like he always does. He’s a big stupid grease monkey who works in a garage – I followed him there one Saturday. He looks like he drinks too much beer and watches too much football. Some father he’d make.
 
    When I see Suzy come out of her house later on in the day, as I’m hoping she will, to go to the market or go visit her mother or what have you, that’s when I’ll call her over to my car, parked on the other side of the street. I’ll have the engine idling already.
 
    That will be tomorrow. Today is Friday. I’m in my cubicle, working at my computer. Joan walks by, in the aisle. Cold, hard; I picture her as a naked animated cadaver, smelling of sour vomit. She smokes, too. Glad I gave that up.
 
    I hear Suzy’s laugh, from another aisle. Deep and throaty, coming from inside her bountiful chest. I love her laugh. Rich and full of life. Her body is a vessel large enough to contain the love she’ll need for my twenty little tykes.
 
    Tomorrow, mamma. Tomorrow.
 
    I hope Suzy will like to read aloud. I could use a break. It will be our favorite book, of course; A Child’s Garden of Verses. And she will read it from the first poem, which Stevenson dedicated to his nurse – his “second mother” and “first wife,” as he called her – all the way to the final poem, “To Any Reader,” which concludes the book with these lines:
 
    “He has grown up and gone away,
 
    And it is but a child of air
 
    That lingers in the garden there.”
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   The Tripod
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   Metacarpus, Pennsylvania, 1918
 
    John Board thought he had it pretty easy; once or twice a week he’d shoot a crime scene, and then the remaining days were spent on the developing of his photos and the care and feeding of his cameras.
 
    Board had half an attic flat in an old tenement house on Coccyx Street. The other half was used for storage by the elderly owner of the house; shapely but headless dressmaker’s dummies, moth-eaten baby outfits, heaps of roofing shingles and ceiling slats, buckets of rusted nails, a solitary shoe in a mote-swarmed ray of afternoon sunlight slanted across the worn floorboards, a crumpled cigarette pack partly snared in an abandoned spiderweb on a windowsill, the desiccated mummy of a bird which had found ingress somehow and starved to death. It all broke down to still lifes for him, but he had only ever taken a photo of that skeletal bird, which looked like a fragile construction of twigs and dust. His cameras weren’t interested in the inorganic, though he personally sensed as much residual life in the crumpled cigarette pack or sunlit shoe as he did the carcasses it was his profession to record.
 
    When drunk one afternoon, he had ventured into the other half of the attic and dragged one of the headless dummies onto his side. It now stood beside his bed and wore a dingy bra he had later found in an old wicker baby carriage, also in that long disused section. He would sometimes playfully cup one of the mannikin’s breasts through the bra and wonder how long shriveled or decayed was the flesh that had once filled that garment.
 
    One morning he awoke feeling thoroughly poisoned by the amount of bourbon he had ingested the night before, to find the headless/limbless torso of the dressmaker’s dummy lying in bed with him. He didn’t question himself as to what might have happened, though the fact that the bra had not been removed indicated that he might have been too drunk to perform.
 
    Board slept on a fold-out sofa in the largest of his three rooms, and thus used the small bedroom with its slanted walls and water stained, peeling flowered wallpaper for his work.
 
    The new camera wasn’t mature yet; today he checked on its progress by rolling up his sleeve and immersing his arm into a glass tank full of milky fluid sitting atop an old desk whose drawers were filled with bottles of solution and other supplies. As he groped in the cold, nearly gelatinous bath, he saw a fluttering dark shape skitter against the glass then recede again into the whiteness. After a few moments he had hold of it, and lifted it out, dripping, for inspection.
 
    As a boy he had once wandered with his Aunt Marge along Lumbar Beach, and seen numerous horseshoe crabs seemingly washed up in the surf. He had tried picking one of these up, only to meet with resistance, and had found that it was a male copulating with a female, who was nearly buried in the mud beneath him. His aunt had laughingly told him it was their mating season, the whole beach being the site of a silently shameless orgy. Board had then let go of the crab, hoping he hadn’t injured its crabhood in any way.
 
    The cameras always reminded him of that horseshoe crab he had unknowingly tried to dislodge from its girlfriend. He held this camera by spreading his fingers over its smooth white carapace, which had two horny ridges but no other features. Beneath the shell, a fringe of small boneless legs rippled in the air with a fluid rhythm as if it thought it was still whisking along the aquarium’s bottom, feeding on the finely ground bone chips he sprinkled into the tank once a day.
 
    The front of the creature was distinguished by a single, large and pearly eye without a pupil, which would ultimately reach the size of a cue ball. The mouth was hidden underneath the forward part of the shell. He had once had the tip of a finger bitten off by an old camera that was beginning to malfunction. He was glad when he was able to retire it, not long after. If he’d had his way, he’d have taken a hammer to the thing that same day. That, of course, would have been suicidal, though.
 
    Lightly he touched an intact finger to a puckered orifice at the rear of the creature, and it pulsed slightly at his probing. Still too tight, but soon he’d be able to load a film cartridge in there.
 
    Satisfied with this instrument’s formation, Board returned it to its tank, watching its shadowy form descend and disappear into the liquid void.
 
    Now it was time to check on how the latest batch of photographs were coming along.
 
    A dozen photographs were clothes pinned to a line strung at the end of the narrow room so that the light through the one bare window could tease the images out of their chemically coated surfaces. There had been twenty frames on the roll, but typically almost half of them hadn’t been properly exposed. That was why Board always made sure to overshoot any given subject, taking repeated shots from each angle.
 
    All of these photos illustrated the same crime scene, from two different angles and in a spectrum of grays ranging from nearly white to nearly black. The crime, as it turned out, had been committed by the victim himself. A man sat at a heavy, battered table, remarkably erect in posture despite having no head. What was left of it hung down in flaps about his shoulders like the half-peeled skin of a banana, the upper part of his shirt soaked black with the cascade of his blood. One hand had fallen to the table top, palm up like a dead spider with its legs curled, and the other had fallen limply down his side. The shotgun he had fired into his mouth – a 1903 John Browning auto-5 – was also still erect, its butt having hit the floor and the barrel propped against one thigh. After taking the pictures, Board had looked over the policemen’s shoulders as they examined the weapon. The victim, a Joseph Cup, had sawed off part of the barrel so as to make it easier to reach the trigger with his thumb. But, running his own thumb over the end, one cop noted that Cup had filed the abbreviated muzzle smooth, so no burs would painfully scrape his inner mouth as he blew his brains across the ceiling and walls in a widely distributed pattern that in the photos almost looked like a wallpaper design.
 
    Again, after he shot the photos, Board watched as an officer used two pencils to lift up Cup’s face. It was fairly normal looking, if somewhat slack and rubbery, like a boneless mask. Until the officer had done this, it had appeared as if the head were entirely decimated, when in fact the blast had obliterated most of the interior but left the torn leaves of outer skin to flop down inside-out. The cop removed the pencils to let the face slither back onto Cup’s chest.
 
    Board had already taken in all this at the scene, but now as he unclipped and studied the photos, he found himself focusing on the surroundings, the background details, rendered in ghostly ash tones by the orb of his camera.
 
    The kitchen the man sat in was small, with a cast-iron stove up against the wall behind him. The walls were somberly dark, with only a few faded lithographs hanging in frames, the barrenness accentuated by the high ceiling. Despite the spare orderliness, the floor looked dusty, gritty. Very subtly, each photo was more uniformly bright in its center before shading out in a circular shape toward the darker edges, as if a softly glowing spotlight had illuminated the scene, though this was an effect of his camera’s vision.
 
    There were no close-ups of the victim, with or without his face held up for view. Another photographer, in the police mortuary, would take a few of those downtown with his own unblinking camera. Board did the crime scenes only, established the environment, the setting. His relationship with the dead ended there.
 
    These prints had come from his first roll of film; the second must be ready to develop by now. Picking up a pair of forceps, he moved to the mature camera he had used yesterday to record this murder/suicide. It was still attached to its collapsible, telescoping tripod, which stood in the corner. Long bolts affixed the creature’s shell on either side to the platform atop the tripod. When he swivelled the platform around to get at the rear of the camera, its legs – splayed out atop the platform like a decorative trim – wavered slightly. The one eye turned somewhat in its bony socket as if it were trying to look over a shoulder it didn’t have, as he applied the forceps to the puckery orifice at its other end. He had to insert the instrument partly to catch hold of the second film cartridge, which he extracted slowly, drooling a few strands of mucus. An ever present fishy, somewhat diarrhetic smell in the room intensified, but he was accustomed to it; he knew it even permeated his clothing. Board wiped the cartridge with a rag, pried off its lid and removed the rolled up negative strip, then turning to unfurl it in the light through his window.
 
    Again, only about half of the twenty frames looked usable, the others either entirely clouded white or at least too vague to be worth viewing. This series, though shot second, had been devoted to the first of the two to die – Cup’s wife Josephine. She lay back on their small bed with its huge metal headboard and slightly smaller footboard like the barred walls of a cage. Her bare feet hung off one side almost to touch the dull planks of the floor, and she was in her nightgown. The wall behind her, also somberly dark with a repeating pattern of flowers in an ornate vase, was flecked generously with blood, and the sheets under her were a black tar pit that threatened to swallow her up eventually. Her husband had shot her in the chest. Her eyes were half-lidded as if frozen in a blink, and her lips parted in the subtlest of empty smiles. But all this Board remembered more so than discerned clearly now, since the negative images were so small, and reversed so that her face seemed prematurely black with rot and her pupils glowed uncannily white.
 
    Because of the tininess of the bedroom, dominated by the bed as if the room had in fact been built around it, Board had had to elevate his tripod to take in the whole of the scene as best he could, shooting directly down from above. The three crutch-like tripod legs had been fully extended, one on one side of the bed and two on the other...then he had swivelled the platform vertically to tilt the camera’s orb downward. As in all the photos Board shot in this manner, the legs were clearly in the shot, foreshortened so that they looked huge, like columns supporting the ceiling of the room. It was an unavoidable intrusion in the composition, but he had grown used to it...even though it was the only element of himself in these pictures, which were otherwise so intimate: portraits – still lifes – of the interior of houses, the interior of lives, the interior of brains both figuratively and literally. The framing tripod legs, distorted and tapering with false perspective, were like an unintentional artistic signature where he intended no artistry at all. A dispassionate device, a mere practicality.
 
    Less dispassionate, however, the camera began making a chittering sound behind him. Glancing around, Board realized it was looking at the negatives over his shoulder. Its legs were fluctuating in an increased rhythm. Feeling a lurch of disgust, Board set down the roll and swivelled the camera around to face into the corner again. It was a fairly bold thing to do, denying it its mindless pleasure, but he had done his job yesterday recording these nakedly intimate scenes onto film and now he was inside his own intimate space, and he didn’t feel like giving the thing the chance to relive that apartment’s contents within the walls of his own.
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    “Well hello, chum,” said Detective Robert Shoe of the Metacarpus Police Force, Precinct 3, looking up as Board entered his office. Board held his straw hat in one hand and an oversized envelope in the other. He watched as Shoe continued searching the stations on a radio at the end of his desk. He did this by positioning a heavy magnetic block like a paperweight on different spots atop a flat creature like a huge pill-bug. There was a classical music station, but he bypassed that, sliding the magnet to another area of the segmented shell until he found a station tinnily playing “Your Lips Are No Man’s Land But Mine,” by Campbell and Burr. He then fine-tuned the station by adjusting the angle of the eyeless, albino creature’s two forward antennae. In between the various stations, there had been a hissing static filled with cicada-like chittering. It was all the various creatures throughout the city of Metacarpus, communicating with one another. Board had once owned a radio, but had given it away because it chattered back and forth with his cameras all night, to the point where he couldn’t find a clear station on it at all.
 
    Finished, the jowly Shoe looked up at his guest and smiled. “Whew, my boy, you smell like a diseased whore. No wonder you don’t have yourself a wife!”
 
    “Thanks,” Board said drily, tossing the envelope onto the man’s blotter.
 
    Shoe slipped out two complete sets of photos of the murdered wife and suicidal husband, the Cups. He wrinkled his nose at the husband, but Board didn’t know if that were the stink of the glossy prints or their subject matter. When he appraised the wife, he commented, “Pretty legs.” Dropping the photos back to the blotter, he smiled up at Board again. “You ever touch any of these women, Johnny? When no one’s looking? Feel a leg here, a posterior there? A nice soft titty before it gets too cold?”
 
    “No, Bob, I don’t. I’ve never frenched a woman with her face shot off, either, oddly enough.”
 
    “A lot of them are nude when you find them, aren’t they? Even with blood on ‘em, they still have nice figures sometimes, huh? Kind of a strange feeling, lookin’ at that combination of ugly and nice...smooth and torn...isn’t it? Be honest; I’ve seen enough dead women myself to know.”
 
    “Maybe that’s what you look at, Bob, but I’m just there to take my pictures and go have a bourbon at the closest saloon.”
 
    “Ah, Johnny, you’ve got quite the moral character, don’t you?” Shoe rose and stretched, wandered out from behind the desk as ponderous as his body. “Well, this is a closed case. Straight to the files. I’m still looking for the Assassin who knifed that whore down on Patella Ave, that you did last Monday. Probably the same guy who cut that Italian girl on Femur Road two weeks before.”
 
    “I remember. I don’t know, though. That girl was mutilated...her face cut up. The one last week was just stabbed. A different feel to them.”
 
    “Ohhh...hey...maybe I should hire you, huh, chum? Maybe you can solve all my open cases for me! Catch every Assassin in town so the Bugsies’ll have to recruit a whole new team, huh?”
 
    Board bit back his anger, knowing that the seemingly jovial Shoe had a mean temper. “I can’t help but get a feel for things in my line of work, Bob. Sometimes I get a sense of what’s going on in the killer’s mind. I can’t help it.”
 
    “Well, that doesn’t really concern you, though, does it?”
 
    “It does, if I want to make sure I don’t leave out an important clue in my shots.”
 
    “Evidence is one thing. Motive is my field – right, my boy?” He tugged up his drooping trousers with an indulgent grunt. Despite his taunting of Board, his office was ever permeated with flatulence. “Anyway, Johnny, yeah...a sick case might not vary his technique very much...but an Assassin might use a knife this time, a razor the next, a hatchet after that...just to keep the Bugsies entertained. Am I right?”
 
    “Sure,” Board conceded, sorry he’d ever given his opinion. “Well, there you go, anyway. Guess I’ll be off for some lunch.”
 
    “I’d join you, but I have a meeting with Captain Soup about those Italian kiddies killed over in the Phalanges slums. Getting a lot of bad press; we need to find that one. Hey, what do you think, Inspector Board? Help me figure this one out. Sick case or Assassin?”
 
    “Not my part of town. Didn’t Tom Brick take those shots?”
 
    “Don’t know. All I know is they want my precinct to help find the killer so those fuckin’ guineas will stop their noise.”
 
    A new song started on the radio. It was Arthur Fields’ jaunty war ditty “You Keep Sending em Over, and We’ll Keep Knocking em Down.” Shoe pretended to march in place, grotesquely, and sang, “‘We’ll drive em under the clover, six feet underground...’” He laughed. “You ever think of taking up a gun and making a few corpses of your own, Johnny?”
 
    “No,” he answered, putting his hand on the doorknob. “I’ll stick to being a hyena. Always makes me wonder, though...the war...”
 
    “Wonder what?”
 
    “With all that going on, why the Bugs still want us to play this game.”
 
    “Well...maybe ‘cause the war is anonymous. All these men piled up in fields. Maybe they like it more cozy, one on one. But for all we know they watch the war, too...I’ve heard rumors. Cameras in balloons, in airplanes. Anyway, I just think they can’t get enough, my boy. Just can’t get enough.”
 
    “I’ve heard rumors, too. That they even started the war...”
 
    Detective Shoe put a finger to his lips, and glanced over at the radio meaningfully. Its antennae flicked subtly, but it went on playing a fresh war song, “I Wish I Had Someone to Say Goodbye To” by Henry Burr. Changing the subject, Shoe joked, “Here’s your song, laddie.”
 
    Board let himself out. “Till We Meet Again,” he said to Soup laconically, quoting another Campbell and Burr tune.
 
    As he descended to the dusty street, where his two-year-old 1916 Dodge waited for him, Board idly mused that Shoe would probably attend that meeting he’d mentioned before he fed one of the two complete sets of new photos into the computer on the opposite end of the desk from his radio – the computer being a large, white, almost spherical creature like an engorged tick with pulsing gills and a slit incised in its exoskeleton wide enough to accept each photo and document it was fed. Once these were absorbed into its memory, they could be accessed by the Bugs from their homeland at any time...and the now unneeded prints and accompanying police reports themselves would be digested and excreted, via a black rubber tube inserted into a rear orifice, into a bottle on Shoe’s floor – a black sludge which he poured out daily.
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    On his way to Scapula Street, a poor Italian section, John Board watched Metacarpus pass by along either side of him, like a gray river flowing around a rock he stood on in its very center. Seemingly unbroken trains of row houses, compressed together like frayed books in an overstuffed shelf. Flat-roofed tenements. Small brick warehouses and mills and factories. None of these buildings were more than a few stories high. Wives on the charred skeletons of fire escapes, hanging out laundry as bleached as their skin. Dirt lots walled in by high plank fences and filled with decades’ worth of debris thrown out the tenement windows and layered like geological strata. The city would suddenly open up, part like moth-eaten curtains to lay bare broad spaces where railroad tracks ran across the uniform flatness of the land in sutures, and telegraph poles were like rows of crucifixes from which the bodies had long rotted, before the squat buildings swallowed up those bleak voids again, to smother them. In the distance now, in the vicinity of Scapula Street as if to guide him, Board saw a looming black water tower on a tripod of scaffolding, pointing at the sky like a rocket that might have brought the Bugs here, except that the Bugs were not here, could not get themselves here; could only manage to send the seed of their instruments to be raised here as remote extensions of themselves. The water tower reared like a fat prison guard over the tenements that cowered around its legs, faceless but all the more stern for that.
 
    When he parked his Dodge, Board put his hand on the camera that rested in the seat beside him. Though it did not move at this contact, he sometimes thought he felt an imperceptible thrum of life through its inscrutable chitin. He never, ever touched the single eye purposely, except to wipe it occasionally with a soft rag.
 
    In the street, he screwed the camera’s mounting platform onto his telescoped tripod. Then, with this under his arm, he walked toward the house to which he’d been summoned by the police. It was more of a shack than a house, really. One story. Flat tar-papered roof. A scrap of dirt for a yard, and dubious looking alleys formed by the identical buildings that flanked it. A baby cried in one of those buildings, and a block or two away a dog was barking. The sky overhead was gray as ash, as if the air had long ago caught fire, and that fire had long ago burned itself cold. It was neither cool nor warm out today, but a breeze stirred the grit of the yard around Board’s legs. Board nodded at the cop who loitered outside the shanty’s crude plank door smoking a cigarette. They went in together.
 
    “Wife killing seems to be the national pastime, Board,” said Crate, the patrolman. “Well, I guess it’s something to do. But if we got all these wife killers together and sent them overseas, we’d win this war in no time.”
 
    Board gave an obligatory grunt meant as a chuckle.
 
    “Hope you haven’t eaten,” said Crate, squeezing into a room where the rusty smell of blood stung the sinuses. As he stepped to one side to make way, he asked, “Doesn’t this ever bother you?”
 
    Board said nothing as he set up his camera for the first shot. Crate’s partner, Mattock, snorted and joked, “Board loves this stuff. He’s a ghoul.”
 
    The walls were bare wood, with no insulation, no plaster. Folded newspapers had been wedged into gaps through which the wind might gain entry. In lieu of curtains, an old baby blanket and a half of a bed sheet were nailed up over the two windows. A cast-iron stove rested on tottering stacks of bricks, its pipe skewered up through the low ceiling. A few pictures from newspapers were stuck to the walls by way of decoration. Board thought that if this were only a hunting cabin, it might be cozy. Beyond the taint of blood, the room stank of a long unbathed dog that there was no sign of, of grease, of foot odor, of dust; an embarrassingly intimate combination that this woman must have been fully accustomed to, the atmosphere of her days.
 
    “Anything in the bedroom I need to shoot?” asked Board as he made his adjustments. The cops replied in the negative.
 
    “The husband swears he didn’t do this,” Mattock told him idly, “says he came home and found her like this, but he was drunk as a skunk and had her blood on his hands.”
 
    “He seemed really shaken up,” Crate added, “but that’s probably just because he’s starting to realize what he did.”
 
    The victim lay on the floor, half under a bench that was pushed up against one wall to serve as a table. She was nude except for her socks, her legs looking forced apart, one knee cocked. Her face, broad and drably pretty, with a slight frown of disapproval, was turned to one side. Her throat had been cut with apparently one smooth incision, whereas Board often saw numerous, frenzied slashes. The woundings to her body he had witnessed many times. Her nipples had been excised, and she had been opened up from the slit of her vagina to just below her sternum. A soaked dark rag of something hung out of her like a huge tongue (the wet, apparent chaos of the human interior contrasted so disturbingly with the smooth order of the exterior). The killer was definitely a man; the hatred directed at her gender, at the specific icons of her sex. The orifice spitefully and mockingly enlarged, so that it dominated her, as it no doubt dominated the killer’s view of women. Yes, Board had seen these same mutilations perpetrated by a forgotten string of husbands, boyfriends, and strangers, far too many times. And yet, as he stepped back from his camera and pushed his thumb on the cable’s plunger – the other end of which he had plugged into a hole drilled in its shell just behind the eye – the wounds that weren’t present glared just as distinctly. Usually, it was his experience, there was some battering or disfiguring of the face. Blows from a fist or heavy object. There were often numerous stab wounds in addition to the slashing, these parted open in ellipses as the tight surrounding skin drew open their lips. Often there were defensive wounds on the hands; he’d seen fingers half hanging off backwards from trying to catch hold of a blade. But this woman seemed only to have suffered these few neat, precise strokes. And this from a passionately enraged, blurrily drunken husband?
 
    “It was an Assassin,” Board announced softly, more to himself than to the two patrolmen. He thumbed the plunger again. There was no flash, no click, no sounds from his camera but its legs were fluttering excitedly atop the platform it was bolted to.
 
    “Say what, Board?” Mattock replied. “An Assassin? Not...not this one. It was a crime of passion.”
 
    “It always is. But not by her husband. He’s telling the truth.”
 
    “Just shut your pie hole and do your work,” Crate chuckled, only half joking.
 
    “You’ll be sending the wrong man to the gallows,” Board argued quietly.
 
    “You’re just upset ‘cause you won’t get to photograph that, too.”
 
    “Now the ghoul’s a detective,” Mattock laughed.
 
    Finished with the photographs taken from the side, Board now moved in closer, for a direct downward angle. He splayed the tripod’s legs around the dead woman as if his camera were the gloating murderer, gazing down at his handiwork. He extended the skeletal legs to their full length, the top of the camera nearly touching the low ceiling. Later, when these shots were developed, he would curse himself to find that one of the legs of the tripod was positioned in such a way that it obscured half of the woman’s face. It wouldn’t matter to Detective Shoe, because there were no wounds on her face to be recorded, and it didn’t obscure the throat wound, but it bothered Board. Even though his intention was not to create art, it was a bit of artlessness, a bit of unprofessionalism, a more than usual intrusion of himself into the scene.
 
    As he finished up, shortening the length of the tripod’s legs, he muttered, “Whoever did this should be skinned alive and have his eyeballs burned with cigarettes.”
 
    “Whoa, Board, such barbarism!” laughed Officer Mattock. “You’re starting to frighten me! Maybe you’re the one who tore her all up!”
 
    “What do you mean, whoever did it?” Crate said. “We’ve already told you who did it. Don’t start on that again.”
 
    Board tucked the tripod under his arm. “Sure there was nothing in here?” he asked, peeking his head into the adjoining bedroom for the first time. There were only these two rooms in the shotgun shack.
 
    “Nothing,” Crate snapped. “Do you think we don’t know our jobs? Get your vulture ass out of here...you and your friend. Your dirty work is finished.”
 
    “Dirty work?” Board looked at the man. “I’m just doing a job.”
 
    “Yeah, you and the Assassins.”
 
    “Hey, I’m not like them. My relationship with the Bugs is not like theirs.”
 
    “No? It’s all part of the same process, though, isn’t it? The Assassins do the painting, so to speak, and you frame the picture, so to speak.”
 
    “I help you guys catch the Assassins!” Not that they usually were caught. That was a risk the Assassins took, when they went to work for the distant Bugs. If they were caught, they had to be punished like any common enraged husband or demented fiend.
 
    “You don’t help us catch them, Board. You keep the Bugs hard, is all you do. Don’t make it sound like you’re one of us.” Crate was really steaming now. “You probably get as excited as they do. Fucking voyeur.”
 
    “You know that’s not true.”
 
    “Do I?” Crate gestured at the rough plank door. “Get out, vulture...your work is done.”
 
    Board carried his camera outside, where scraps of curious spectators had gathered...a few dirty children, a few faces propped like jack-o’-lanterns in windows. A red-haired man with rolled up shirt sleeves leaned in the mouth of one of the alleys between the shacks, smoking a cigarette. A thin dog, maybe the one that had been barking earlier, maybe the one whose smell filled the shack, scampered past.
 
    Peripherally, Board saw the eye of his camera swivel ever so slightly. He looked down at it and decided it was looking up at his face. That irritated him. He tossed his equipment a little too roughly into the back of his Dodge.
 
    Something made him look up again abruptly at the man in the alley.
 
    The man had bright red hair. But this was the Italian neighborhood of Scapula Street, on the border of the Phalanges, the Italian ghetto.
 
    The redheaded man smiled at Board and tossed his half-smoked cigarette to the ground. He then turned and walked further into the little alley, out of Board’s angle of view.
 
   -4-
 
    With their straw hats tilted back on their heads and mugs of beer in their hands, these purchased by John Board, he and Tom Brick wandered into the saloon’s adjacent billiards room. The ceiling was high, the walls paneled with dark wood half the way up. The one billiards table had a decorative fringe all the way around it. There was a layer of laughter in the atmosphere like the cloud cover of cigar smoke. A pill-bug radio on a shelf was playing “I Don’t Want to Get Well” by Van and Schenck.
 
    Tom Brick was the police photographer for Precinct 4, which encompassed the Phalanges. Detective Shoe, Board had recalled, was now lending aid to Precinct 4 in capturing the murderer of several Italian children because of that neighborhood’s demand for increased action.
 
    “How’s your wife?” Board asked, leaning his back against the tall baseboard to watch the game in progress. Brick told him that Grace was doing well, after having had a long bout with influenza. “And the kids? You have two, right?” Brick said he had four, in fact, and one of them had nearly died over the winter but thank God had recovered. Board agreed.
 
    “So you want to know about this thing with the murdered children,” Brick said.
 
    “Yeah. Shoe told me he was going to help in the investigation. I read a little about them in the papers when they happened, but I don’t remember much...”
 
    “Well, about a month and a half ago they found an eight-year-old girl dead in a tenement cellar. She’d been sexually assaulted and strangled. It was horrible, John. Her hands were both still curled in the cord around her neck. I have two daughters, was all I could think. It made me want to cry. All the horrible things I see, and after a while I start to not think twice about it, and then suddenly seeing this was like the first body I’d ever seen.”
 
    “And then a few weeks later, wasn’t it, another one like it?”
 
    “Yes. A seven-year-old. Same thing, except she was found in a back lot where she’d probably been dragged, whereas they think the first one was actually killed where she was found. This one had been dead a few days and was starting to decompose. I tell you, John, I really started seriously thinking about quitting...”
 
    “And there’s been a third...”
 
    “Again, same thing. Strangulation, dress pulled up around the waist. This one’s eyes open like she was surprised, like she was going to start bursting into tears at any second even though she was already dead. They found her on a tenement rooftop, where they think it took place. This was last week.”
 
    “Sounds like a sex fiend,” Board mused, staring into the rising bubbles of his beer, “more so than an Assassin. Unless it’s an Assassin trying to look like a sex fiend.”
 
    “Well, think about it, John. If I was a sex fiend, wouldn’t I want to become an Assassin? Get paid for it? Have some small measure of protection, even at the risk of being caught, because I’d be risking that, anyway? It’s not like men like you and me go volunteering to be Assassins, is it?”
 
    Board nodded thoughtfully, gaze still submerged in the fizzing depths of his beer. Through it, he could see the finger which had been shortened by one of his former cameras. He thought of the Irving Kaufman war song “Don’t Bite the Hand That Feeds You.” He asked Brick, “Have there been any witnesses? Any suspicious characters around? A man with red hair, maybe?”
 
    “They’ve looked into a few local people, but I haven’t heard anything about any real witness, or a man with red hair. Why do you ask?”
 
    “Yesterday I shot a crime scene on Scapula Street...one street over from your territory...looks like a husband carved up his wife. But it seems too neat. And the husband was drunker than an Irishman. And when I went outside, I saw a redheaded man who smiled at me.”
 
    “So?”
 
    “I guess I didn’t like the way he smiled at me.”
 
    “Remind me never to smile at you.”
 
    “He was a redhead. On Scapula Street.”
 
    “It can happen. An Italian family lives on my street, for instance.”
 
    “I suppose,” Board murmured.
 
    “We need to get out of this work, you and I. Go to work for the newspapers instead.”
 
    “Not much difference there,” Board said, then taking a long swallow of his beer.
 
    As if afraid that Brick might look disapprovingly upon it, Board waited for the man to go home to his family before he switched from beer to bourbon. From bourbon he graduated to a woman named Grace (or maybe that was Brick’s wife’s name; he forgot) who had a room upstairs from the saloon. Grace was older than he and no doubt weighed more, but she had a pretty enough face, or so it seemed at the present. Board moaned and sweated more from effort than from pleasure.
 
    Grace turned her face away on her greasy pillow. “You smell,” she said.
 
    “So do you,” Board grunted. “We all do.”
 
    She didn’t say anything to that, but he still felt like apologizing. He kept his eyes off her face, afraid to see revulsion or boredom there, and looked down at her breasts instead. But doing so, he imagined her nipples missing. Indented, open dark hollows there instead.
 
    He rolled off her. Lay on his back panting, sweat trickling down from his armpits, his heart galloping blindly like a horse on a treadmill inside him.
 
    “Not my fault if you can’t do it, mister,” grumbled Grace. “I still need my money.”
 
    “You’ll get it,” he said. And he’d get his paycheck tomorrow, himself. But he didn’t know if he were a pimp, procuring pleasure for his clients...or a prostitute, the means to that pleasure himself.
 
    Board stared at the woman’s radio, on a table by the bed. Its feelers did not waver as it played the Peerless Quartet’s “Somebody’s Waiting for Someone,” but a chittering static drifted in and out.
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    “There is No Death” by Lambert Murphy played on the radio as John Board sat in Sam Nail’s barber chair, having his hair trimmed. He had just unfolded the morning newspaper in front of him. On the front page were war stories...and on the second page he saw a photograph of a familiar location. The plank door, the patch of dirt for a front yard. The thin dog, looking at the camera. It was the outside of the shotgun shack in which he had photographed that murdered wife, two days ago. The headline read: “WIFE SLAIN, DRUNKEN HUSBAND HELD.” Then, in a sub-heading of smaller type before the article itself began: “INVESTIGATING OFFICERS APPALLED BY KILLER’S SAVAGERY.”
 
    After reading the article quickly, Board returned his attention to the photograph. Not only was the dog there, but he remembered several of the equally thin children at the edge of the frame, also staring glumly at the camera. But there was one feature missing. Included in the shot was the alley mouth where he had seen the red-haired man smoking his cigarette. The alley was empty, in this photograph.
 
    The offices for the Metacarpus Times were just a few blocks over from Nail’s barber shop. Board said to him, “Sam, you get some of the Times boys in here, don’t you?”
 
    “Oh, sure. Pete Spoon...Ronny Shingle. Two of their top writers.”
 
    “What about photographers?”
 
    “Oh...ah...yeah. Mick Clay...Jacky Glass...”
 
    “Mick Clay. He Irish? A redhead?”
 
    “Oh, that he is. You can always tell when Mick’s been here...his hair stands out in this carpet.” Nail shuffled one foot through the layer of mostly dark hair that covered the floor around the chair Board sat in. “You know Mick?”
 
    “Maybe,” Board said. “Any idea where he lives?”
 
    “Mick? Oh, no...not offhand. Quiet, is Mick. Friendly, though. Want me to tell him you was asking about him, the next time he’s in?”
 
    “No thanks, Sam. Maybe I’ll run into him someday. It isn’t important,” Board said.
 
    Well, that would explain the redheaded man he had seen, wouldn’t it? After all, why would an Assassin chance hanging about a crime scene, even to gloat? It might also explain the strange, unpleasant little smile the man had given him. A newspaper photographer, smugly looking down his nose at the ghoul with his tripod under his arm. Board figured that Clay must use a mechanical camera instead of one like his own. Usually when one took photos of inorganic subject matter, the shots didn’t develop. Then again, maybe the poverty-stricken children and dog might be enough to arouse the interest of a living camera.
 
    Board had not seen a camera in the man’s hand. If he was indeed this Mick Clay, he had either already put it away, or hadn’t yet taken it out.
 
    Perhaps Officers Crate and Mattock had been right; he was reading too much into the killing, which might very well be as cut and dry as the murder/suicide case he had recorded before that.
 
    And yet Board kept seeing that smile on the face of the red-haired man. And the vague, vacant frown on the face of that woman, her nakedness not enough of an intimacy or enough of a revelation for her attacker, gutted like a fish on the floor of her sad little casket of a home.
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    Tom Brick draped his coat over Board’s brassiere-wearing dressmaker’s dummy, at Board’s invitation. “Cover yourself, madam!” Brick chided. “John, I didn’t know you were married. Looks like the ideal wife...not too talkative.”
 
    “That’s not kind, Tom.” Board handed him a glass of beer. “I’m sure your Grace is a fine woman.”
 
    “Oh she is, John, she really is.”
 
    “You’re a lucky man.” Board slurped the foam off his barely cool beer. The block of ice in his ice box was nearly melted away. “Thanks for coming, Tom.”
 
    “Oh, I’ve always wanted to drop in for a visit, old man!” Brick said brightly. “Let’s have a look at your gear.” He followed his nose past his colleague. “Must be in here, eh?”
 
    Board watched Brick as he peered into the tank of milky fluid in which the immature camera was growing. Board rolled up his sleeve and plucked it out for him to have a clear look at it. The thing’s fringe of legs swam in the air, and the mouth underneath the front end worked languidly as if it wanted a finger to chew on. The single ocellus rotated slightly.
 
    “Coming along nicely, pal!” Brick complimented him. “I only have my one camera at present...I really should get a seed to grow a new one, in case I find myself empty-handed unexpectedly.”
 
    “Tom, do you know any newspaper photographers personally? From the Times, for instance? A man named Mick Clay, in particular?”
 
    “Ahh...the name doesn’t ring a bell, John. But I have seen a few at crime scenes, now and again, as I’m sure you have. There were more than one at the scene of that last little girl’s murder, because of the increased public interest. It’s a top story, as you know.”
 
    “Yes. The public eats it up, I’m sure,” Board said, wiping the white fluid off his hand with the rag of an old undershirt. “Have any of the photographers you’ve seen been a redhead?”
 
    “A redhead? Ohh...you’re thinking of that fella whose smile didn’t sit well with you, the other day.” Brick gave a chuckle. “Well, come to think of it, I guess I did see a redheaded photographer on the rooftop, at that last scene. Maybe it was that one. Or maybe it was the one before, in the back lot.” Brick pursed his lips thoughtfully against the rim of his glass. “Or maybe it was at both.”
 
    Board didn’t say anything for a few minutes. He had set down his glass of beer to sprinkle bone chips in the tank housing the immature camera. There was a streaking dark blur as the camera shot itself forward to feed, but as the thick fluid settled there was again no sign of the aquarium’s sole occupant.
 
    “How do the Bugs recruit the Assassins, Tom? How do they communicate with them?”
 
    “Huh? Oh...wish I could say, John. I suppose the police know, but they’re not telling the likes of us. Or maybe they don’t know. But I’m sure the government does. Must be the same way the Bugs communicate with the government. However that is.”
 
    “Maybe over the radios.”
 
    “Well, could be. Or maybe directly to their brains, some say. Some say they were talking directly to people’s brains for years, before they were ever able to figure out how to get their instruments here. Telling them to kill. To fight wars...”
 
    “But they don’t control the Assassins. The Assassins aren’t puppets. They have free will.”
 
    “Oh yes, right...I’m sure of that.”
 
    Board turned to face his guest. “So did you bring that gun for me to look at, Tom?”
 
    “Sure. Hold on.” Brick returned to the other room, Board trailing after him. Out of a pocket in the coat draped over the mannikin, Brick produced a slightly scuffed looking dark pistol. “I really don’t want it around the house anymore. Grace and I are afraid the kids will get a hold of it one day. I’m glad you asked if I had one...I’d almost forgotten it was stowed away.” He handed the heavy object to his host.
 
    It was a 1903 hammerless Colt automatic, .380 caliber. Board hefted it in his hand, turned and pointed it at the dressmaker’s dummy. “I like it,” he pronounced.
 
    “All right, then...I have cartridges for it, as well.” Brick dug in another pocket.
 
    “Let me offer you a trade for it, Tom. You take that camera I’m growing, in there. Take the tank and everything.”
 
    “What?” Brick laughed, incredulous. “I can’t do that, John! That gear is worth more than that old gun of mine.”
 
    “You said you were thinking of getting out of our line of work, Tom. Do you still plan on that?”
 
    “Well,” Brick replied, sounding a little embarrassed, “I’d like to, but right now...” His words tapered off.
 
    “I’m getting out of it, Tom,” Board said. “So I want you to trade me this gun and these bullets for my new camera.”
 
    “Are you sure, John? I don’t want to take advantage of you...”
 
    Board pointed his gun into the room with the slanted attic walls that served as his work space. Specifically, he aimed it at the aquarium, as if waiting for its inhabitant to appear. “It’s a fair trade by me, Tom.”
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    Each rap on Board’s door was like a roofing nail being hammered into his skull.
 
    “Mr. Board? Mr. Board?”
 
    Lifting that multiply pierced skull from the pillow of his sofa-bed, Board squinted at the door to his attic apartment. Peripherally, he caught sight of an empty bourbon bottle and his newly acquired Colt resting on the floor beside him. Also resting on the floor, lying on its back, was his headless, limbless torso of a dressmaker’s dummy. Its bra was off and nowhere to be seen.
 
    “Go away, Billy!” Board growled.
 
    “There’s been a murder at 28 Pelvic Street, Mr. Board! Detective Shoe wants you to get right down there, sir!”
 
    “Go away, Billy!” Board snarled again.
 
    “Sir...”
 
    “Go!” he bellowed, and it felt like he’d cracked every suture in his skull in the effort. His sundered head dropped back to his pillow. A few moments later, after having heard the child’s shoes clomping down the stairs, he heard the boy mount his bicycle and speed away back to the police station of Precinct 3.
 
    Let Shoe come over here and harass him. Let Shoe find someone else to be their voyeur. Their ghoul, hyena, dirty little peephole peeker...
 
    Maybe he’d catch up with Mick Clay in the Phalanxes, he thought. Catch him in the act before he cut open another wife, strangled another little girl. And then Tom Brick could use his new camera, if it were ready by then, to take pictures of Clay’s corpse. Its peeper eyes and smirking smile shot away with that new Colt .380. Brick could set up his tripod so that it stood directly above Clay’s spread corpse, gazing down on the ruin of his red-haired head.
 
    Thoughts of Brick’s tripod brought back to Board a scrap of memory like a rag of torn flesh, disconnected from its body. Painfully, he turned his head a little on his pillow to look toward his little work room. Though he couldn’t see directly into it from this angle, he could see the legs of his tripod lying on its side on the floor. He couldn’t see the camera, mounted to the top of it, but he could guess that it lay cracked like a white skull, lying in a pool of milky white blood. What he’d recalled, vaguely, was swinging that tripod by its legs last night. Swinging it like a bat against the doorjamb, again and again, until the camera was chittering loudly in pain, maybe in fear and anger, screeching almost fit to burst his eardrums until it made no more sound, its legs no longer flickering madly.
 
    Board let his head roll back on his old, flattened pillow, closing his eyes against poisonous black pain. Before he fell back into a sleep more like unconsciousness, he dimly recalled having poured some of his bourbon into the mouth of the crushed camera as it lay dead or dying. Sharing his poison with his partner in crime.
 
    He dreamed of strolling along Lumbar Beach as a boy, but this time without his Aunt Marge. And the animals mating in the surf were not horseshoe crabs, but cameras like his camera, and the ocean was white like their amniotic bath, like their blood, like semen...
 
    A new pain woke him sharply, dispersed the dream and the poisoned fumes.
 
    Mick Clay smiled that familiar little smile down at him. Gazed down at him from above like a camera on a tripod. He had blood speckled across a black rubber apron like the kind Board sometimes used himself when working with his amniotic solutions and other chemicals. Board realized he himself had spat that blood onto Clay’s chest when he was jolted awake so abruptly.
 
    “I hear you’ve been asking around about me, Mr. Board,” said Clay.
 
    Somewhere, Board heard a chittering sound. Either from some piece of equipment Clay had brought with him, or directly in his mind.
 
    And as Clay slowly, lovingly opened him up for a second time, Board wondered who else would soon stand over him, this time taking his photograph.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   300,000 Moments of Pain
 
    Eastborough, Massachusetts has a population of 15,649. That breaks down to about 743 people per square mile. And when at work we produce a batch of the dental anesthesia Eastocaine, typically consisting of 300,000 injectable cartridges, that works out to be about 20 painful shots of pain killer per citizen. A hurtful bit of numbness, like the burn of heroin in a vein, cocaine in a nose, whiskey in a throat.
 
    Not to say, of course, that the magical solutions we produce are used in our town alone. EastCoast Pharmaceuticals is the fourth largest pharmaceutical company in the United States. In employee meetings, profits are referred to in the matter of billions. I remember being a new employee and marveling at talk, during these meetings, that the company owned this or that molecule. (One imagines a microscopic flag planted on such a molecule. Though I suppose I own my own molecules.) I was even more in awe of the building that housed the administrative offices, seeing it up close for the first time, though as a resident of Eastborough I had driven by it on countless occasions. The sprawling complex of buildings – either utterly windowless or else made entirely of windows – is dominated by an immense glass pyramid, a striking sight, looming against the sky behind it and mirroring that sky whether it be brilliantly blue or midnight black. On days when thick fog comes in off nearby Lake Pometacomet, the pyramid is only a vague but still towering mystery against its paler gray background, like an ethereal echo of itself.
 
    As a lifelong townie, I could tell you a lot about the reputation Eastborough has for weirdness. Maybe it’s something in the water, or the magnetic ley lines in the earth itself. There are certain spots, certain places, that seem to have generated more tales of hauntings and murder and unexplained events than others. The print shop Rosen Thermographers, where I also worked for a time, comes quickly to mind...though the scariest thing I personally encountered there were the wages and the management. There was that employee who came to work with a gun, for instance (fortunately, before my stint), and the mysterious fire that ultimately gutted the place. Another seemingly psychically polluted spot would of course be Eastborough Swamp. Less known as such a place, unless you work there yourself, is EastCoast Pharmaceuticals.
 
   * * *
 
    EastCoast is a melting pot. I recall the very rewarding feeling I had one night, riding to a local doughnut shop during our 1:15 AM third shift “lunch,” sitting in the backseat with my Laotian group leader Patty, while Fazal, an Indian Muslim, and Ufuk, a Turkish Muslim, sat up front...Fazal and Patty singing, “Ooh baby I love your way,” along with Peter Frampton on the radio. If only we could all ride along together in such harmony on this fast-spinning globe of ours as it hurtles us to that great doughnut shop in the sky! Most of my co-workers are from Ghana, and are generally very polite, very articulate, very nice to work with; in my immediate team there are Ama, Daniel, and Frederick. But last year the new guy in our department, Chris, was just a boring old native-born Anglo-Saxon white boy like me. Well, we were immigrants, too...we’d simply got here several generations before the likes of Ufuk and Ama.
 
    I trained Chris on the cartridge washer in Bay Three, and we hit it off right away, both being avid readers who would generally prefer to crack a book on our break time than hobnob with our co-workers, however pleasant they were. Like me, Chris tended to get philosophical about the thousands upon thousands of 1.8 ml dental cartridges we produced of such patented solutions as Eastocaine Hydrochloride in water. Chris and I were struck by the irony of the night Ama was suffering intensely from an impacted wisdom tooth, at the same time being surrounded by countless gallons of medicine which might have relieved her agony.
 
    Our job was to operate the washer, which rinsed the empty glass cartridges and lubricated them with silicone (for smooth delivery of their contents, when the cartridges were inserted into a dentist’s steel syringe) before sending them into a long tunnel to be sanitized with hellish heat, and then on through the wall into the sterile core to be filled. When they reemerged, we would load the filled product into trays and onto wagons.
 
    Like me, Chris marveled at the dumpster in Bay One, filled with fully constructed but chipped or defective morphine sulfate syringes. Only empty rejects were trashed there, however; they were a lot more careful about accounting for and locking up even the waste from a product containing a controlled substance. But Chris and I joked that if these syringes had been full it would have been a junkie’s vision of heaven; we imagined an addict diving headfirst into such a dumpster to die in unparalleled bliss. We knew these particular syringes, imposingly large, were for delivering morphine into an IV bag rather than directly into a body, but it still made your skin crawl to look at so many needles bristling in that dumpster. All the pain needles bring before the comfort that follows. People fear needles. We manufacture fear here at EastCoast Pharmaceuticals, as if mass-producing sacrificial knives inside a great Aztec ziggurat.
 
    Chris was a divorcee, and didn’t seem to want to get into the subject much further than that fact, but we would trade sexually-themed jokes at times, as males will do to bond. When we were caught up on our work and sat in the SOP room reading from the numerous volumes of Standard Operating Procedures (crenulated impressions across our foreheads, left by our hair coverings, looking like scars where the top of our skulls had been sawed off and our brains removed – or so it felt, working on third shift), we would joke about the lists of terms that defined defective products. I’d read the term, and Chris would supply his suggestive interpretation. There was “poor self support structure” (“Better use Viagra!” Chris would quip), “non/slow function” (“More Viagra!”), “crooked plunger” (“Ouch!”), “no orifice” (“Bummer!”), “finger grip slippage” (“Hold onto that thing!”), “needle sheath can not be removed” (“My condom’s caught in my pubic hair!”), “protruding plunger” (“Down, boy!”), “plunger motion exceeds limits” (“She’s had enough, already!”), “sloppy fill” (“No comment!”), “soiled unit” (“Sorry, wrong hole...”), “discolored needle sheath” (“...but at least I used a rubber!”), “scuffed/scratched tube” (“Watch those teeth!”), “loose plunger rod” (“You promiscuous stud, you!”), “poor rod formation,” “channel leaker,” “blocked orifice,” “invaginated stopper” (?!) and so on.
 
    We are haunted by ourselves. There was something haunted – distantly morose – in Chris that I couldn’t pick up on, though it may have had to do with his ex-wife, or his general sensitivity. He seemed to have a half-formed crush on a pretty East Indian woman who sat at another table during break, and maybe also on a Vietnamese woman who used the easy-for-Anglos name of Lee (but then every guy, myself included, liked long-haired Lee). Chris admitted he found foreign-born women exotic. But he never approached any of these co-workers, that I was aware of.
 
    When one night during lunch one of the solution prep workers joined us at our table and mentioned that she’d received some more mysterious phone calls upstairs last Friday night, Chris’s interest was really piqued. He asked us what that was in reference to, and the rest of us were only too quick to launch into the stories of EastCoast’s alleged hauntings. Most of these tales were recounted by Ama in her dark and musical Ghanian accent (with a touch of British from the four years she’d lived in London).
 
    Ama explained how on Friday nights, when third shift was a mere skeleton crew, there were occasionally phone calls to solution prep which, when answered, resulted in only empty silence.
 
    Someone playing tricks? Chris suggested. But Ufuk jumped in to relate how a security guard had once been making his rounds, crossing from the guard shack to the main complex, when he saw the glass elevator rising through the glass pyramid. As he drew closer, he saw it descend again. But when he entered the pyramid to investigate, he found no one in any of its offices.
 
    The solution prep worker who’d brought up the phone calls said that they often heard noises on the floor above them on Friday nights when there should be no one on that level.
 
    Ama jumped back in to say that she had once seen a computer in a darkened office go on by itself, as she was passing along a corridor lined with such offices, deserted for the night.
 
    Someone described how one evening, three second shift workers decided to take a walk along a pathway through the woods in back of the company, these woods bordering Lake Pometacomet. A voice from amongst the trees shouted at them, as if to purposely ward them off, and they went running back to their building in fright.
 
    Supposedly, Ufuk said, EastCoast was built on a Native American burial ground. Chris groaned, but I told him that as a kid I had always heard legends that Lake Pometacomet – named after Chief Sachem Pometacomet, also known as “King Phillip,” who declared war on the white man’s colonies – was haunted. Allegedly, a young Indian woman had once drowned or killed herself or been murdered in that lake, falling or jumping or being pushed from a canoe in its very center. What wasn’t a rumor was that EastCoast’s waste water had once found its way into Lake Pometacomet, until the matter became a controversy and they had to pay for the lake’s restoration.
 
    Chris grew increasingly intrigued, and rather less skeptical, at the sheer volume of stories so many of us had to add. Still, he asked reasonably, why would a ghost or ghosts haunt inside so modern, so high tech a place as EastCoast? Well, I said, one time on the way to the town dump I saw a coyote run across the road, and because I live a few streets over from the aforementioned Eastborough Swamp, some nights I’ve heard coyotes howling in the woods. This town, this whole country, is overdeveloped. There just aren’t enough old Victorian houses and 18th century graveyards left to contain all the ghosts anymore. The spirits have been driven into more developed areas, like the coyotes with their shrinking habitats.
 
    Chris laughed uneasily at my theory (even though I had Ufuk nodding thoughtfully), and he faced Ama as she returned to the subject of the security guard who had seen the elevator operating by itself, as if a ghost were playing with a device that was alien to it, like the phones and computers.
 
    One time, she told him, the security guard had again been making his rounds when he heard a woman sobbing inside a locked storage closet.
 
    The guard hadn’t tried unlocking the closet. And he had quit, Ama said, shortly thereafter.
 
   * * *
 
    One night Chris showed me an article he had torn out of a newspaper left on a table in our gigantic cafeteria. (Did I mention it has a triangular-shaped fountain pool in its center? Quite a building.) The article concerned recent findings about the water strider insect, and seemed to illustrate some point Chris was trying to make about the relationships between men and women. It doesn’t appear to make sense biologically, he said, for men to be more obsessed with sex than women are. Isn’t it all about procreation, propagating the species? But the water strider story apparently helped him understand this conflict. It seems that male water striders have been evolving a more flattened abdomen and longer, gripping genitalia to make them better adapted for overpowering females to mate with. However, in an evolutionary process that counters that other process, as if two Gods are at war over the same species, females have been adapting new features that make it increasingly difficult for the males to mate with them. It sounds contradictory, but it’s all worked out, no doubt, to maintain a balance in numbers, in population, in Nature as a whole. So Chris said.
 
    Um, your point being? I asked him. He sort of shrugged it off beyond that information, however. All he really added was that it could explain why human women aren’t always as receptive to carnal transactions as men are. My feelings were that this might have something to do with his ex-wife. And maybe he had, after all, tried asking out that pretty East Indian woman – unsuccessfully. He was very often smiling, Chris, but he had a melancholy air as well. A far-off look like he was reading a book even when he wasn’t, even when he was operating the whirling, water-jetting, steam-billowing washer machine. I wanted to reach out to him, help him in some way, but I’m a man and we often find that hard and I didn’t know what to say, what encouragement to give or comfort to offer.
 
    On the following night I was reading Nabokov’s Lolita at a cafeteria table by myself, waiting for Chris to come and read Mishima’s The Sailor Who Fell From Grace With The Sea at the other end of the table, but not really thinking much of his absence. When he finally arrived and sat down, however, his face was flushed and his whisper intense. I asked him what was up and he told me.
 
    He had been heading for the stairs, so as to go down to the locker room and retrieve his book, when he had passed a hallway closet near the restrooms on the second floor, where we worked. Just as he reached the head of the stairs, he had heard a mumbled voice behind him. In turning, he imagined it was coming from the closed ladies’ room. But as the indistinct voice trailed off, he had the impression it had come from the locked utility closet instead.
 
    I suggested he was over-tired, as we all were constantly on the graveyard shift. Or it must have been someone in the ladies’ room, after all. But Chris got very defensive. Hey, he said, you guys are the ones who told me all those ghost stories...I know what I heard.
 
    Well, you never know, I conceded. And I asked him what the voice had sounded like.
 
    A woman, he said.
 
   * * *
 
    Just as on the outside EastCoast looks like it could be a futuristic colony on another planet, on the inside it reminds me of a hospital combined with a space station combined with a sweatshop. The glossy two-toned halls smell of disinfectant, the vast production rooms of isopropyl alcohol. Floors are either pristine or sticky with spilled medicine. As I mentioned, steam hisses out of machines, water pools on the floor, broken glass can be everywhere; cuts from such glass and burns from hot metal or scalding water are common. But there are also computers and banks of prettily-lit buttons all about, so that the production bays have an odd blend of factory and high tech, old and new processes at work in noisy conjunction. The constant clack and jangle of glass fills the air. Glass bottles and ampules move along conveyor belts in processions like marching, faceless soldiers...clear glass like drifts of shattered ice, amber glass vials that look like root beer candy you could suck on. Some of the workers, temps mostly, wearing blue uniforms, with most of us entirely in white like an army of apparitions who have been laboring here for generations in an endless loop of ghostly single-mindedness.
 
    Zombies might be a better analogy. Third shift is a real challenge; the best thing to do is stick to a consistent sleep routine, but that’s hard to accomplish. We shuffle about blurry-minded, and some of us like Daniel have bloodshot eyes that would make a zombie envious (then again, Daniel works five hours of overtime a day, most the time). It’s no wonder some of us hear things, see things out of the corner of our eyes. I’ve caught myself trying to use my credit card style ID tag – which serves as my time card and also unlocks doors within the plant – to gain access to my apartment when I get home. You might very well wonder by now if I’ve ever had a ghostly encounter myself. Nothing really to speak of, unless you count looking at my face in the mirror when I get home in the morning.
 
    Maybe Chris was having an especially difficult time adjusting to third shift, though he didn’t doze off in his chair in the plant or in the cafeteria like some did. Still, it wasn’t long before he was looking extra pale, extra distant. We talked about books less. Since finishing Lolita, I had moved on to its precursor The Enchanter, but I noticed that Chris was reading one called Phone Calls From The Dead, apparently penned by two parapsychologists. When I asked him about it he seemed embarrassed and reticent, as if afraid I’d make fun of him. But he explained that there were many cases of ghosts communicating over phone lines. I told him it sounded fascinating and that he should show the book to the solution prep people who had been getting those enigmatic phone calls on Friday nights.
 
    Maybe my interest in the book renewed Chris’s trust in me. Setting down the paperback, he leaned across the table and began to relate a new experience he had had in the plant several days prior.
 
    I could tell Chris had hesitated, questioned his decision, before proceeding with his story...but he told it nonetheless.
 
    He had been walking down one of the many labyrinthine corridors of this glossy modern biotech company, on his way to dropping off some samples from our latest batch outside the microbiological lab for testing. And when he had deposited the samples and turned back in the direction of our department, he had seen a woman disappear around a corner in the hallway ahead of him. The woman, he told me, was rather exotic looking, her skin dusky, with long black hair that looked matted and wet. And she didn’t have a stitch of clothing on.
 
    I know it was a mistake to do so, but I couldn’t help laughing. Who could blame me? I teased Chris that it was a wishful hallucination. Maybe Chris was daydreaming about Lee too much. A bit testily, he said the woman hadn’t looked like Lee. Well, I asked him, did you follow her? And he told me that after a startled and faltering moment or two, he had indeed run forward and looked down that bend in the corridor. But the naked woman was not in sight.
 
    I then asked if she had made eye contact with him. No, he told me. I teased him that next time he had better run faster, and get her phone number.
 
   * * *
 
    I didn’t share either of Chris’s strange encounters with the others, for fear that they would tease him even more than I had...would refer to the nude woman as a wet dream when he described the beads of water he had thought he saw glistening on her bare shoulders...would joke that if it were an employee who had taken a shower in the downstairs locker rooms, then she had gone a long way in search of a towel. I knew Chris was too sensitive a person to have to endure that kind of ridicule, however good-natured and playful it was bound to be. Still, maybe he should have shared his experiences with all of us. We were all open-minded about such things. Ama had many an eerie tale to tell from when she’d grown up in Ghana, and Ufuk had once told me a story some old Turkish relative had once told her about a woman who could turn into a cat (or was it the other way around?). Maybe then Chris might have admitted to other sightings I suspected he witnessed, but didn’t share...except for a final one that he reluctantly confided to me alone. He more or less had to, because I was with him at the time it occurred.
 
    We had left together for our 4:30 AM second break, our respective books in hand, when Chris suddenly lagged behind me...turning so abruptly that his sneaker squealed on the polished corridor floor. Turning also, I saw him approach a closed office door with a window in it. The office was dark, and I saw Chris rattle the knob. It was locked.
 
    Coming to his side as he stood there with his nose practically pressed to the glass, I asked him what he’d seen. After several beats of hesitance, Chris told me. While we had been walking, he’d peripherally glimpsed a figure in the door’s window. And when he’d faced it, he’d recognized that same woman he had seen before. Naked, dusky, her hair plastered to her neck and the sides of her broad, pretty face. And this time, he told me, she was making direct eye contact with him.
 
    I wanted to joke, “Does she have a sister?”, but I refrained. Indulging him, in a thoughtful tone I suggested that Chris was more sensitive to these kinds of occurrences than the rest of us were. He only grunted distractedly, and finally – after seemingly peering into every shadowy corner of that office – peeled himself away from the glass.
 
   * * *
 
    Perhaps it was our fault. We all got Chris worked up about the supposed hauntings inside EastCoast Pharmaceuticals, by sharing our stories like campfire tales of old in that high-ceilinged cafeteria with its triangular fountain pool. We churned up each other’s imaginations like silt on a lake bottom, heightened each other’s fears and excitement, and made ourselves more susceptible to illusion and misinterpretation. We didn’t realize that perhaps Chris was even more impressionable than the rest of us, that with him our talk might be some kind of catalyst.
 
    I didn’t personally witness any of the last events myself, but I pieced them together later with the help of my co-workers, as we huddled around one of the tables in the cafeteria.
 
    Ama was the one who saw Chris take the key ring off the wall of Hassan’s office, Hassan being our boss, while Hassan was on break. This in itself wasn’t too unusual, in that we used the various keys to unlock the metal cabinet where the big jugs of alcohol were stored, or the cages where we corralled the wagons laden with filled product until they could be inspected by the interchangeable and generally disagreeable old Polish ladies on day shift.
 
    It was Frederick who saw Chris in the hallway outside our department, near the restrooms at the head of the stairs. Frederick was going into the men’s room, and thought it was a little odd that Chris would be unlocking the door to the utility closet a short distance away.
 
    Since Chris was my partner on the cartridge washer, I was the one who noticed his absence first. Not wanting to get him in trouble, I asked my co-workers if they’d seen him, before going to my group leader Patty about it – though I did ultimately do that. She in turn went to Hassan, who in turn ended up going to security. Ultimately, security called the police.
 
    But before I went to Patty, I asked Frederick, and he told me about Chris unlocking the closet inside of which he’d said he’d heard a mumbling voice that time.
 
    The closet was found to be locked, but another key was quickly produced. Inside, security discovered Hassan’s set of keys on the floor. But Chris was not there.
 
   * * *
 
    I myself, as I’ve said earlier, have never had an unexplained encounter inside EastCoast Pharmaceuticals, as I never did at Rosen Thermographers. But every so often a new story is added to the lore we exchange at the cafeteria table.
 
    And it wasn’t so long ago that one of the women in solution prep told the rest of us that on a Friday night, third shift, when the plant is practically empty, she’d picked up a phone call and there hadn’t been any voice on the other end. She was just about to hang up, when at last she thought she detected a few faraway, half indistinct words distorted by a hiss of static.
 
    Though she hadn’t known the new guy very well, she told us, the voice had sounded like Chris.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The Fork
 
   ...are we the dolls themselves,
 
   born but never fed?
 
   – Anne Sexton, The Falling Dolls
 
   He had no eyelids; his returning vision began at the center and spread out equally to all sides, like his returning consciousness. He lay gazing up at the low ceiling of his compartment, as if it were the sky and he were interpreting the billowing of clouds. Instead, he sought faces and figures in the whorls and knotholes of those splintered, moldering planks of wood. The grain made miniature galaxies and vortexes, like a petrified universe. He couldn’t conceive of the wood that composed his compartment ever having been alive, ever having been trees under a bright and open sky. He had never seen a tree, in fact, but it was like a collective memory etched in the rough grain of his own composition.
 
    Even straining his imagination, he could find no faces in the wood. He was not permitted even imaginary company, so it would seem.
 
    He sat up from the hard boards that formed his bed. Besides this, his only other furniture consisted of a small box positioned in front of a larger box, serving as his chair and table. His furniture was of the same wood that made up the walls, floor, ceiling: scarred, rotting, leeched of even the dingiest color. He had constructed two small windows in his compartment; one directly behind his chair and one on the opposite wall; naked smeared panes held in place by mildewed frames. He stood, and moved to the nearest one, staring out into the gloom. There were two parts of every day. Murky dark and utter dark. The pitch black outside his windows was lightening to an ashy gray, and he could just begin to make out details of the infinite enclosure of the vast outer room.
 
    A sound made him turn, a light tapping or skittering at the opposite window. There was a vague shape beyond the glass, a fluttering darkness that might have been the humped back of a taxidermist’s dusty bird come to life, or the husk of a huge milkweed pod infused with mindless sentience. Its various aspects were suggested to him from the worn hieroglyphics of his collective memory. But as he watched, the quivering black blot withdrew. He knew better than to rush outside to pursue it; he had done so in the past, and encountered nothing. The most he had thought he’d seen, once, was a very large moth with a single wing flying upwards in a jerky blur towards the machinery of the sky.
 
    Moving to the edge of the table, he looked down into his empty bowl. It was part of the sky, having dropped down here; he’d found it in the low scrub of flaked rust. A hemispherical cap that rocked when he touched it because it wasn’t meant to be a bowl, and did not have a flat bottom to rest upon. There was nothing in it. Some stillborn memory indicated to him that he should put something into it, but he could never recall what. He had tried various things, hoping it might connect with him, that he might stumble upon the correct answer. He had placed a handful of rusty screws in there. A half-melted clump of hardened slag. A gray and stinking fragment of flesh, glistening slick with decomposition but still pulsing, its waning electrical and chemical commands wandering in ever slower paths through its cells. All of these things had dropped down from the sky, and been discovered by him half-hidden under the uneven bed of fallen rust outside his compartment.
 
    Beside the bowl lay a fork. He had taken that from outside, as well. It was either a reject, ejected from the mechanisms, or it had simply been fed through the wrong slot somewhere along the line, ending up down here. He had found other forks before, during one period of pitch black had even heard a pelting rain of them, clanging and clattering across the flat roof of his tiny compartment. He had gathered them up, when the gloom lightened, and heaped them in another of the compartments, in case anyone ever came looking for them. If they were defective, rejects, he could not tell; he had never used a fork, as he could summon no recollection of its intended purpose.
 
    This fork had one tine that was slightly bent toward its brother. Was that the problem? He tapped it against the edge of his box table, then swiftly held the vibrating fork to the side of his head. He listened to its brief, humming song. He had once done this again and again, a hundred times successively, hoping that there might be some coded language hidden in the fork’s song, some kind of instruction. Was the fork, then, a device to transmit the voice of the Masters? If so, that voice was beyond his interpretation.
 
    With one slim, stiff finger, he rocked the bowl once more. It seesawed, wobbled, slowly came to be still. He considered rocking the bowl again, as if the sound of its wobbling on the tabletop might contain the message he sought. He decided not to rock it. He went to the door of his compartment, three planks joined together, and creaked it open.
 
    A landscape of wooden boxes of various sizes lay before him, some lying separate and others touching, some piled atop others, some inside of others, all of them compartments much like his own...with the major exception being that none of them were occupied. Some contained items that he had stored or categorized or disposed of himself. Other boxes had been filled by other hands, apparently, long before he had been here...though time was as obscure a concept to him as that of trees. The time he had spent before dwelling down here gaped emptily, like that bowl he didn’t know how to fill.
 
    Between all the compartments, which stretched off into vague duskiness, the floor of this gigantic outer room was covered in something like (strobe-flash images through his mind) deep piles of autumn leaves, dunes of a desert, drifts of snow, ash from a volcanic blast. The carpet was composed of irregular flakes of rust, some as large as his hand and others fine as powder...a mere coating in some places, up to his knees in others. He kept his roof swept clean, so that they didn’t trickle through his ceiling boards, but some roofs were mounded with the fallen particles. Even as he watched, there was a subtle, minute sprinkling of them drifting down from above. The larger flakes tumbled or rocked gently as they floated down, like scales shed from an immense (flash: snake), yes, that was the word, snake. Tilting his head back, shielding his lidless eyes with one hand, he looked upwards.
 
    The light snow of metallic scabs sprinkled down from the machines of the sky. As the grainy air lightened (the source of this very diffuse illumination unknown to him), he was able to make out the general outlines of that high, distant ceiling. Even as he began to do so, he heard a faraway slide and clunk as some massive iron piece slotted into its socket. A faint grinding/rattling, then an echoing click fading away. Silence again. It seldom got very noisy; more like the ghosts, the memories, of sounds. Sometimes he thought that was all they were – more restless memories. But sometimes, especially when it grew pitch dark, he would hear great rumblings up there, and crashes, like (flash: trains) colliding. Like thunder might sound, he thought.
 
    There was only a fine, nearly invisible mist or fog up there now, tendrils unfurling, shredding, reforming. Other times there were fat billowing clouds – either fumes or steam – and he had lain in the scratchy bed of rust gazing up at them. He had never seen faces in those, either.
 
    Occasionally hot slag dripped down from the heavens, whitely incandescent (perhaps it was molten metal, glowing through cracks, seams and vents in the far machinery, that was the source of daylight). Once, when it began to fall, he made the mistake of turning his face up to it. The heavy fluid that spattered his face had blistered it, and when his face cooled his skin cracked and bits flaked away. But it had not hurt him.
 
    When he pressed his palms to his temples, felt the subtle fluttering and twitching inside, sometimes he suspected there was another machine in there, equally as complex as the one that made up the sky, but this machine did not make forks as that one did. This one molded fluid thoughts, solidified them, ground them down, polished them, sent them along conveyors or discarded them if misshapen. This machine had filled endless wooden mail slots with broken bits of seashell, with glass eyes and tea bags, with teeth and clumps of hair and twisted spectacles and all the rest of those things he knew of but had never known.
 
    Sometimes he thought the fluttering in his cracked skull was from a taxidermist’s dusty bird, or a husk of milkweed pod infused with life.
 
    One of the memories he half-divined was of falling from that sky himself, like the forks, the screws, the slag. That was how his hairless head first became cracked, and running his fingertips along those jagged sutures helped him to half-recollect. He had slipped through a chink, slipped between a conveyor track and a walkway, while carrying along a wooden box full of forks. A blur of plummeting, the rush of darkness, forks tumbling all around him, a landing partly broken by the thick carpet of rust. A very long sleep, but at last a small click buried inside and then his head finally lifted. A grinding inside it, as if misaligned gears meshed again in improvised patterns. He stood, looked about him, saw the village of boxes, and began to walk toward them in his hesitant, flickering way. Even now, his jerking movements seemed to suggest that every command his head sent to his body and limbs staggered and skipped a beat before reaching them.
 
    Now, as many times before, he stared up at that sky with a numb longing, caressing the fissures in his smooth head, and dreamed that he might dismantle several of the box-like compartments. Using screws from a pile that filled one of these boxes, he would connect the dismantled planks, building an immense ladder, so as to reach that ceiling. So as to slip through its chinks once again, and return to his labors after this long time that he had been idle. He had a calling. It called to him in a weak, scraping, hissing voice, like the whispers of mechanized angels on high. He had a function, a purpose, a reason to exist. He was a maker of forks.
 
   * * *
 
    But the logistics daunted him before he ever started the project. Even if he began his ladder upon the roof of the tallest box, how could he ever build one long enough to reach the sky? He would need to climb arduously back down and up again every time he needed more planks, an immense distance, as he could only hoist with him so many planks at a time. And what if the ladder teetered, fell over while he was at its summit, and he should plummet again? He might not survive such a fall a second time.
 
    He had seldom tried very hard to escape the outer room. It dwarfed and humbled him, made his desires seem minuscule and ridiculous, presumptuous and unrealistic. Instead, he had existed down here cycle after countless cycle, and thought that perhaps one day he would be discovered here and liberated by more capable hands; those of the Masters he had once served. Infrequently, however, his impulses to be freed gathered strength, took on life. As was usually the case, part of him was rising up to smother those impulses. The ladder idea wouldn’t work. Escape did not lie in venturing upward. He very nearly allowed his growing obsession to subside...
 
    Instead, as he had done several times before, he decided to search for his escape down here on the floor of the massive chamber. But in the past, he had only traveled as far as he could go while still being able to return to his compartment before it grew black in the outer room. He tried to never, ever leave his compartment when it was utterly dark outside. There was that perhaps-moth at his panes, on occasion, and he had heard other disturbing things that did not sound like the gnashing of the sky machines. But today he had come upon a new plan.
 
    He had never before been able to journey far enough to reach any of the outer room’s walls. He had only neared one of them close enough to make out its gray surface, misted with distance, before he had to turn back toward the village of boxes.
 
    Yet now he had the idea to bring a box along with him, and he could shelter inside it when the air turned black with night’s rot. A box small enough to tug behind him or push ahead of him, but large enough to contain his curled or seated body. So he commenced his inspection of the boxes, testing their soundness, experimenting with pushing them through the bed of metallic scurf. He preferred the idea of seeing in front of him more clearly, and so began to create a harness that would enable him to pull the box behind him. He found mounds of balled wire in one box, and extricated several strands, twisted them and affixed them in two loops to the outside of the box, using screws to hold them in place. He could then slip his arms through the two loops, so as to drag the box along behind him like a sled.
 
    This work took up most of the lighter part of the cycle, and he decided to rest inside his regular compartment until he could strike out fresh when the light returned.
 
    While lying on his bare cot, staring at the ceiling, he listened to the sounds outside his close walls. A stamp...stamp...stamp, as of a titanic metal hoof stomping on the ceiling far beyond this one. A second or two of scraping at one of his black window panes, then gone. And – perhaps he only imagined this, as his vision closed into a narrower and narrower circle – the feathery sifting of rust tumbling out of the sky and alighting on his roof, like soil upon a (flash: coffin’s) lid.
 
   * * *
 
    After a long time of dragging the box behind him (flash of a snail shell), ploughing through the rustling fields of corrosion, he decided to rest. The wire hoops were cutting into his shoulders; it didn’t cause him pain, but he was afraid to cause himself a debilitating injury. He flexed his arms, meanwhile standing on his toes as if that might help him see further ahead. Was it? Yes. He could begin to make out the vaguest notion of a looming barrier ahead of him. He was coming upon one of the walls that made up the outer room.
 
    He took a second break later on, and when he finally decided to pitch camp, he could see the wall more clearly than he had on that previous excursion. It was all gray, one apparently solid surface rather than being composed of boards of wood or plates of metal, though it seemed chipped, pocked, even fissured with cracks. Those cracks might yawn like (flash: canyons) when he drew near enough. Might he escape through one of them?
 
    This portable shelter had no windows, but as he rested inside it, clutching his knees to his chest, he heard soft ticking sounds against its exterior, as if stealthy probing fingers were feeling for a way inside. His vision narrowed but never entirely closed up. He was too unnerved by that exploratory sound, and by the feeling of being so far from his village of boxes, the only home he could remember, even though he knew it was not the place he had been intended for. He must be brave. His duties lay elsewhere. He must rediscover his function, must traverse this broad lacuna. He must fill the empty bowl of his skull (cracked like that great wall). Somewhere, there were those that valued and needed him. Those beings who knew how to utilize the beautiful and mysterious metal objects that he had once fashioned out of formless ore. They were his Masters. They would be expecting him back. He must not disappoint them.
 
   * * *
 
    Just when it seemed that the wire loops by which he drew his shelter along must slice into his shoulders, saw his very arms from him – and his weakening, overworked legs give out beneath him – he reached the base of the towering gray wall.
 
    The machinery high above him, lost in a heavy layer of steam, chugged and hammered with a regular rhythm. And while no molten metal dripped from it at the moment, it must be a common occurrence here: there was a hill of solidified slag, looking like a hummock made from intertwined worms fossilized in lead, slanting up against the wall like a ramp. Hardened streams of slag marred the wall where they had run down its flank. And there were indeed huge rents and fissures in the wall. They seemed to be concentrated in the area of the slag heap, leading him to conclude that the heat from this fluid metal had caused the wall’s material to split.
 
    The largest of these cracks jagged down to touch the summit of the slag hill. He could see darkness within it. Shrugging off the wire hoops that had dug into his body, he discarded his shelter behind him, the husk of a moth’s chrysalis. He moved to the foot of the slag mound, and began to clamber his way up it...using his hands to find purchase in the gray, convoluted mass.
 
    His long journey had left him fatigued...the climb was slow, and once he lost his hold and slid halfway down the hill again on his belly. But at last the crest of the slag hill was reached, and he straightened up, peering somewhat timidly into the fissure that yawned directly before him now. It was as black as the night cycle in there. Was it night in the world beyond? A warm, humming breeze blew out at him, stirring the frayed edges of his coarsely woven garments.
 
    Steeling himself, his head throbbing with a synchronized echo of that chugging clamor from above, he stepped into the fissure in the wall.
 
    He found himself not passing through the wall, but merely inside of it, where it proved hollow. Dust coated everything like the darkness, but enough faint gray light entered the rift to reveal to him a giant piston sliding greased and nearly soundless, which in turn smoothly rotated a self-oiled crank. And there was an immense grooved belt of segmented metal, which was circulating as a result of the piston’s pumping. This toothed band descended out of the murk above him, sandwiched between the two interior faces of the wall. It then looped and flowed upward again, back into the dissolving gloom.
 
    To his great disappointment, after he had journeyed so far to reach this place, there were no service ladders set into the inner walls. But his gaze returned to consider that looping belt.
 
    Perhaps he could reach the ceiling of machinery after all...that factory in the heavens.
 
    Inching carefully forward, he waited until he thought he could seize onto the moving belt firmly. After several false starts, during which he nearly lost his nerve, he lunged for it, caught it, hugged himself to it, grasping onto two of its blunt teeth. The belt easily bore his slight weight upwards, upwards inside the wall. Looking down, he saw the pale light from the outer room fade away until he was entirely swallowed in blackness, as if he had fallen to sleep. Or ascended into sleep.
 
    Upwards, upwards, and the air grew warmer, warmer, hot, hotter. He heard the increasing hiss of the steam somewhere on the other side of the wall. Higher, higher, the belt soaring with mindless confidence. He passed through a cloud of steam vented from somewhere. He passed through a cloud of loud gnashing sound. Tilting his head up, he saw that at last he was approaching a gray mirage of light, that became more real, more prevalent the higher he rose.
 
    There was a ledge near the top of the shaft, where the belt ran around a great turning wheel. He would have to leap off the belt and onto that narrow walkway. If he missed, he would fall. If he hesitated, the belt would sweep him downward again, if it didn’t tear him to shreds at its apex before that.
 
    He loosened his grip on the notched belt, stood on one of its teeth, leaned far out and prepared to fling himself into space. A bit higher...and now he jumped, an infinite abyss roaring with its emptiness beneath him, but then his feet alighted on the ledge, and he clawed his fingers across the wall desperately until they dug into pocks and found purchase. The belt continued rotating behind him, the teeth he had gripped slipping back down into the pit. Now that he was secure, he looked around him, and then up at the ceiling where the gray light filtered through gaps in a tight and complex weave of cobwebbed struts and girders, pipes and conduits, all of it caked thick with rust.
 
    One pipeline ran vertically up past the ledge, joining the mass above him. Plastered to the wall, he shifted gingerly toward it. He took hold of the pipe, jagged with its corroded skin, and began to hoist himself up along it. His efforts caused scabs of rust to sprinkle down to join the layer that covered the floor even inside the wall.
 
    After all the dreaming, the yearning, the hopeless hope, at last he touched the metal sky.
 
    It was a struggle, but he was able to pull himself up into the nest of pipes and supports, and squeeze his body between several strands in this metallic tapestry. He was through...
 
    He entered the gray light as if it were a sea he had been plunged into, a sea that stunned him with its coldness, that ripped the air from his chest.
 
    But the air was actually molten, rippling, with the heat generated by the machinery. And it wasn’t lack of air that nearly ceased the clockwork motions inside him, but the scene spread before his eyes. This unthinkable vastness of openness and freedom under a featureless sky the color of pewter.
 
    Around him, crumbling chimneys and brick smokestacks and humped, hulking sections of the factory reared and loomed. Distantly, he saw the misted outlines of a (flash: city). But most of all, he saw the forks.
 
    The forks were a sea. A landscape of snow, with drifts swept up against the factory’s external machinery. A desert, with dunes and hills. The forks swallowed the bases of the chimneys and smokestacks. The forks seemed to reach all the way to the distant city itself. They glimmered and glinted under the sunless gray sky. Thousands, millions, more, polished and without a (flash: fingerprint) smudged upon one of them. He knew suddenly what a fingerprint was, though his fingers did not possess them.
 
    The city was silent. But the factory itself chugged and pounded and rang with its ceaseless purpose, even as it crumbled into decay. A sudden crashing/clattering waterfall of sound, and he looked to see even more forks disgorged from a chute in the side of a black machine. They poured across the other forks, settled with a tinkling sound, lay still. For several moments there lingered in the air a loud, ringing hum of a piercingly high register, as if wailing (flash: spirits) had been raised from these mounds and cairns of forks, only to quickly dissipate. It had been the vibration of the many tines. For it was a treacherous vista of sharp tines, tines like myriad mysterious grins.
 
    Some of the forks had plain, unadorned handles, while others boasted flowery filigree. Dinner forks and salad forks and baby forks.
 
    Suddenly, the memory slotted into place with a definitive click. He knew what the forks were for. What the Masters had done with them.
 
    But the Masters were gone. Just the forks, now. The billion forks lying like heaped bones, or fallen stars, fragmented and gone cold.
 
    He wandered unsteadily across the landscape, the forks slithering and shifting under his feet. He didn’t venture far, however, instead sat himself down in the shadow of a smokestack, his back against it.
 
    His cracked eggshell head lowered. He felt his body stilling. There was no purpose for him up here, after all. He had not been prepared for that. He had nothing to insert in its place. The knowledge seemed to empty him, blank him.
 
    He hugged his knees to his chest, and lowered his forehead onto his knees, weary from his long journey. Weary from a disillusionment too hollowed-out to be despair.
 
    The circle of his vision began to diminish, close up, the light at the center growing smaller, smaller, more distant, until darkness consumed it altogether.
 
    Another waterfall of forks swarmed around him. Later, there came more. Gradually, he was buried. Only the top of his bare skull showed. After a long time, not even that.
 
    For a while, he continued to hear the churning of the factory, even in his blind interment. But at last, one day, there was another small click inside him. And then, restful silence.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The Green Spider
 
    Brice was struck by the ugliness of the Desmonds' dining room table. It had to be an expression of artistic chic; some hip, funky embracing of tackiness, campiness, kitsch. It was really two tables butted together, with metal legs and orange formica tops, such as might have been stolen from a fast food restaurant or workplace cafeteria. At least, upon it, the silvery cardboard ashtrays did not seem as incongruous as they might otherwise.
 
    Mrs. Desmond – Greer – was an artist, after all, and she had taken Brice aside and asked him if he cared to leave the little welcoming party thrown in his honor to have a peek at her studio.
 
   He had shown interest in a three-dimensional piece of hers hanging in the dining room. It was nothing really more than gears of various sizes meshed together, mounted inside a frame of rusty
 
   metal strips. Brice found it ugly, too, but it was curious how she had painted the entire piece a pale green that was almost white. It gave the metal a mock patina of verdigris. In view of the original purpose of this apartment building, at least it seemed appropriate, like a window broken open in the white-painted brick of the dining room wall to reveal the ancient guts of the factory it had once been.
 
    "Here we are," Greer proudly announced, gesturing him inside her studio. It had high narrow windows, higher brick walls than the other rooms, an open loft-like feel. "I fell in love with this room immediately. It's so big and airy...it must have been a storage room, a little warehouse thing. We were originally going to make it a combination living and dining room, but then I had this...vision. And like I was telling you, I never had an interest in sculpture before. I painted a little in high school, but that was it. But I just got so inspired in this place; it brought out the artist in me and now I'm obsessed with it." She chuckled. "David's been very good about it...and he even encourages me!"
 
    There were work benches, shelves stacked with pieces of machinery like disconnected dinosaur bones waiting to be catalogued; the raw material for her sculptures, as she called them.
 
   Or were those shelved items her finished pieces? There were tools spread upon the bench counters, and soldering irons, and in one corner there was even welding equipment – metal sheets having been laid down to protect the floor, hardwood where once it had been concrete.
 
   Brice was shocked that, despite her safeguards, she had gotten away with welding inside her expensive apartment.
 
    "Wow," he said. "You are really involved in your art, I can see that. I've never heard of a female artist so interested in an industrial...theme."
 
    "Well, it must be the environment. I loved these apartments from the first time David and I drove past them. I never even noticed this place before when it was a factory, and I must have been by it a thousand times, but when it was turned into apartments it grabbed me right away. I loved the red brick, the little green canopies and awnings. Oh...I thought it was sooo cool. I was thrilled that David fell in love with it, too."
 
    "Well, I was intrigued the minute I saw it, too. Really neat. But Mr. Orabona was a little vague about what it used to be. A textile mill, or something?"
 
    "Oh no, it was a shoe factory. Milton used to be the big shoe-making town in western Massachusetts. My father used to work over at the Milton Boots company, back when they made their boots here in town."
 
    "Too bad what happened to them, after Avery Brothers gobbled them up."
 
    "Oh, I know. My father was laid off at fifty-three years old. He'd worked there for thirty years as a leather cutter. They make their boots in Mexico, now...but the label still calls them Milton
 
   Boots, you know?"
 
    Brice wandered over to a piece mounted on one wall of clean white brick. "This is intriguing," he remarked. It was much like the arrangement of gears in the framed piece he had commented on before, but with plumbing pipes worked into it. And, spread across all the toothy wheels and aimless plumbing there was a giant spider jaggedly snipped out of a thin sheet of metal, its legs bent into joints, eight various-sized screw heads for eyes. All of the piece painted a pale green.
 
    "Speaking of my father," Greer said, coming to join him. "I call that one ‘Green Spider.’ It was inspired by a story my father told me; when I started sculpting it came back to me. When my father worked at Milton Boots they shut down every year for the first week of July. Well, one year during this vacation the company had the whole interior of the plant spray-painted a light green color. They had a lot of ground to cover so they did a fast, messy job, Dad told me. He thought it was awful...just indiscriminate. And when he returned to work he noticed a spider crawling on the wall of his work station. It was painted the same green as the wall. He thought it was sad, this poor thing sprayed along with everything else, but still alive and going about its business as usual...who knows, maybe blinded by the paint, maybe suffocating under it, but crawling along, doing his best. It must have made an impression on me, like it did him, because --" and she gestured at her artwork.
 
    "I like that," Brice admitted sincerely.
 
    "This place will be good for you, too, Brice. What is it you do for a living, if I might ask?"
 
    "I'm a web site designer, speaking of spiders," he joked.
 
    "Oh...so you must have artistic talent, yourself!"
 
    "Well...with computers. I took graphic design in school, so I like to think I'm artistic. I don't have a nice big area like this to work in but I have a little spare room set up as an office away from the office, so I hope to get some good work done here."
 
    "Oh, I'm sure you will. This great old place has become my muse."
 
   * * *
 
    In order to do good work, one needed a good work environment, and Brice had wondered what might be the best way to set up his computer in his new apartment. Instead of utilizing his old, too small computer desk, or buy a new one, he decided that he would design his own, customized to his needs and taste. Starting out fresh in a new apartment inspired him, motivated him, whereas in his old apartment he had never felt such an ambitious impulse.
 
    He bought some prefabricated shelving materials for the bulk of his work station, but he wanted to do something more with it, give it a quirky, adventurous touch, which at first eluded him. He knew he had found what he was looking for when, coming home from his small office in Worcester one evening, he saw some scrap leaning against the apartments' dumpster. He might not have noticed it had he not seen another tenant looking through the scrap like an old woman scouting out treasure at a flea market. He had spoken with this woman, Eleanor, several times; she was a retired CPA and a widow, friendly, and Brice felt comfortable enough with her that he was able to approach her and the beckoning collection of discarded matter.
 
    "Do you need a hand carrying something, Eleanor?" he asked, to mask -- for the moment -- his own interest in the treasure.
 
    "God, I hope I don't look like a bag lady going through the trash!" she chuckled warmly. "I've been making birdhouses lately...I started with one for my sister's yard, and it came out so nice that I'm making more for my three nieces. I put down a tarp on the floor of my spare bedroom soI could saw and sand them, but I'm letting them stay on the rough side, kind of homely looking -- it gives them an old, folksy feel. I'll have to show you."
 
    "They sound great. Um..." Brice's eyes fell on a large piece at the back of the stack, and he dragged it out. An old hand-painted sign, much of the badly blistered paint flaked away. "LO... MILLS," he read. "Was this the name of this place, do you think?"
 
    Eleanor inclined her head to read the sign. "I don't know if it was ever a mill. I think my uncle used to work here many years ago when it was a machine shop."
 
    "I thought they made shoes?"
 
    "I don't know about that. I'm sure it was a machine shop."
 
    Brice again regarded the wooden sign. "Hey, ah, did you have your eye on this, Eleanor?"
 
    "Oh no, by all means. Are you going to hang it up?"
 
    "Not like this. I thought I'd use it as the backboard for my work center. Well...by the time I put the computer in and the rest, it would pretty much obscure the letters, so I don't know..."
 
    "I thought you were going to say you wanted it as a headboard for your bed."
 
    A grin spread across his face. "What a cool idea! I like that! Thanks, Eleanor...I really like that." He passed his eyes over the debris once more. "That old door...that would be great. Paint all messed up and cracked – the 'distressed' look, they call it – that would be great as a backboard."
 
    "I hope you let me see it when you're done. In fact, if you don't mind helping me carry my wood inside, I could show you those birdhouses now..."
 
    "Sure. Love to."
 
   * * *
 
    After he had gushed sufficiently over Eleanor's birdhouses, and the start of her first dollhouse, Brice joined her for tea at her kitchen table. While she was pouring his hot water, they heard a metal grating sound and a clang like the cage door of an old elevator being dragged into place. "What was that?" he asked her.
 
    Dangling a tea bag into his cup, then draping the string over the side, his hostess shrugged. "I hear it sometimes...maybe something in one of the other apartments. Or a ghost." She smiled at him with a twinkle. "Ghost in the machine."
 
    "Or the ghost of a machine," he joked back. He glanced around the cozy, neat kitchen. "I sure do love this place."
 
    "Thanks," said Eleanor, sitting.
 
    "I'm sorry...your apartment is great. But I meant this building -- having been a factory. You know, I feel almost...guilty that I never worked in a factory. They're part of our American identity, but they're almost like this mythic thing now, a part of our past...like when every family could easily buy a house and a car."
 
    "They're still around. In case you hadn't noticed, there are more material things in existence
 
   now than there ever were in the good old days."
 
    "Yeah, factories are still around...in Hong Kong slums, and Taiwan, and wherever. It's a shame...all the Americans who can't get an honest job. Not everybody is cut out to be an office worker. My dad couldn't have been some customer service rep, or a smooth little corporate salesman. He worked for an abrasives company, making grinding wheels. He was this big guy with big rough hands, and he made stuff, you know? You should see his old plant now. Windows boarded up or broken, all these tall weeds growing up out of that big old empty parking lot. It looks like a scene you see in those movies about the end of the world...when everybody's dead."
 
   He dunked his tea bag distractedly, watching the steam. "We are all dead. We live a virtual life, now."
 
    "Well you're starting a new life here, aren't you, hon?"
 
    Brice turned his heavy, brightly glazed mug to have a better look at it. It was somewhat irregular, obviously individually crafted. "This is nice."
 
    "Cheryl in apartment four made that; isn't it pretty? She's a technical writer for some big office supply chain. Just recently she's taken up pottery..."
 
   * * *
 
    Brice had decided to paint the rest of the work station in progress the same dark campground green as the ugly door, so as to better merge it with the final piece. And he was staring at the sign (LO... MILLS), trying to imagine the best way to attach it to his bed frame, when a third inspiration found its way into his thoughts. He hurried out into the dark parking lot, afraid that he would find the scrap gone, but it was still there, among it a second dark green door. This, too, he carried inside. It would make, he had decided, a great coffee table.
 
    The next several weeks were filled with activity. He found himself doodling on his computer at the office: sketching out blueprints of his apartment, imagining how he could build a new entertainment center for his TV, VCR and stereo, and a kitchen table. And a bookcase; he really had a taste for amateur carpentry, now. He remembered how when he'd first moved into his old apartment, even hanging a picture had seemed an ordeal.
 
    He hadn't called Gwen in a week. They had met in an internet chat room, and had been dating in the wary, uncomfortable way of these times, as if both were reluctant but going through the motions, fulfilling some social prerequisite but without any real connection or personal passion (sex aside). Finally, she called him, but he was in the middle of painting the leg pieces of his bedside table and fairly glared at the phone for disrupting him. He listened to her leave a message on his machine, then turned back to his work...within moments was lost in it, Zen-like.
 
   * * *
 
    Idly, he flipped through a catalog of office supplies, his computer screen empty before him; if only he could find the ambition at work that he felt at home. He knew his two partners in the web design company had grown a bit impatient with him of late (he had called in sick earlier this week, so tired was he from staying up until four-thirty in the morning to finish the bookcase), but moving was an exhausting process, and he was still settling in; carting out his old furnishings, and creating their replacements.
 
    In the catalog, he found a page which advertised time clocks. This caught his fancy. Wouldn't it be cool, he thought, fun, if he bought one and put it in his little home office? He could, for his own amusement, punch in and out every time he went in to do some work. He had never punched an actual time clock in his life; it seemed so retro. The digital clocks were more expensive, but he preferred the older sort with clock faces, anyway. Two hundred dollars, was all. And he could order some punch cards from the catalog, too. He immediately flipped to the back and started filling out the order form.
 
   * * *
 
    In his dream, a great hand had extended from the wall of his bedroom, and was creeping slowly up his body, the fingers playing over his legs...his groin...his stomach. Across his chest, nearing his bared throat. It was dark, and he was paralyzed, but he was able to just lift his head enough to look down at the massive hand as it came. In the gloom, he saw faint glimmers on the hand. Rings, reflecting light? No, he realized...eyes. Eight eyes, made out of screw heads. It was not a vast hand that was climbing up his body toward his face, he now understood, but a huge spider cut from a sheet of metal...
 
    Brice was startled awake by that grating/rattling sound he had heard one time in Eleanor's apartment. A clang at the end, and then the sound was gone. Just as he reached out and turned on the bedside lamp, his phone rang. He jumped again at the sudden burst of sound. He got up from the bed, where he had dozed off fully dressed but for his shoes, his fingernails outlined in dark green paint, and shuffled to the phone to glower down at it resentfully. He had shut off the pesky answering machine, which seemed lately to have become a bottomless receptacle of unhappy disembodied voices, but the caller ID display showed him that it was Gwen again. He wasn't happy with her for calling when he was trying to nap; he had been working hard. He returned to bed, ignoring the rings until they went away. He left the light on, still a little unsettled by his dream, and that sound which had awakened him...but soon he had drifted again into the deep, lush sleep of physical exhaustion.
 
   * * *
 
    "Brice – someone's here to see you!" Eleanor announced brightly, poking her head into her little workshop.
 
    Brice turned from his labors, and saw Gwen framed in the threshold. "Oh...hey," he said with a wary smile.
 
    Her eyes sprang from his face to the shelves he was mounting on the wall. "Haven't you been getting my calls?"
 
    "I'm really sorry, Gwen...I've been so busy moving, and then working..."
 
    "Working? Brice, Ed told me you quit the design company! He said you went into business for yourself selling crafts!"
 
    "No, no...look, it isn't just crafts. It's products. Eleanor makes these great birdhouses, doll houses, nativity scenes. Another tenant here makes great three-dimensional artwork. There are two women who make clothing, even a guy who makes quilts. You wouldn't believe the talent in this place, that was just waiting to all come together! So I'm not in business by myself...we all got together last week to start our own company. We call it Lost Mills."
 
    "And what does your landlord think of all this going on in here?"
 
    "I never really see him; he's some foreign guy who owns all kinds of properties. I don't think he cares so long as we pay our rent and don't wreck the place. Hey, we're looking into putting ads
 
   in Yankee, other magazines...we have a real collaborative here; we've got our hands in all kinds of areas. It's exciting!"
 
    Gwen stepped gingerly into the room, gazing at the shelves that already covered the walls, most of them filled with birdhouses – some painted, others waiting. It was like a small warehouse.
 
    "Well if you don't make some money on this pretty fast, I think your landlord is going to kick you out of this nice place, no matter how lenient he is."
 
    Brice sighed, looked down at his expensive, now paint-spattered athletic shoes. He found a composed tone. "I feel good about myself. We all do. I'm sorry you don't understand that."
 
    "Yeah, I talked to some of your new friends, looking for you. It's like some kind of a  blissed-out cult in here, Brice. What is there – some kind of pollution still in the walls or the water pipes or something that has you all drugged? You were making great money as a web designer...it's what you do! This --" she swept an arm around her "-- this is just...nutty!"
 
    Brice lifted chilly eyes to the woman, and seemed to see her from a fresh perspective. She had been born into a wealthy family. Had gone to a good college. Ran the computer department for one of Worcester's major hospitals. She had never had a blister on a finger in her life. Look at her, as perfect and lifeless as a glossy magazine ad -- smelling too strong like a perfume ad – her short hair like a wig, not a dot of paint or speck of plaster on her. Office girl, that was all.
 
   Looking down her nose at working men like him.
 
    "I have work to do, Gwen," he told her icily.
 
    "I see. Work." She snorted the word. At that moment, there was a rattle behind the wall, like a metallic snarl, as if a heavy chain or pulley had been set into motion, as if gears had started to turn and gnash their hungry teeth -- a rhythmic sound like the churning legs of an immense mechanical spider on the other side of those bricks, crawling up from some dark forgotten place of grease and rust. Gwen visibly flinched at the loud clang which followed and concluded the grinding. She looked back to Brice, who showed no reaction, and added shakily, "Well, fine, Brice. Whatever makes you happy. But I hope you know what you're doing."
 
    "I appreciate your concern. Now, if you don't mind." And he flicked his eyes meaningfully toward the wall, where one of their punch clocks was ticking precious time away. He would have to work through his second afternoon break to make up for this loss.
 
    "Goodbye, Brice."
 
    "Right," he said. He watched her leave (he did take in her nyloned legs; office girls were at least good for that). Then, satisfied, he returned to his job. He busied his hands, stained darkly in paint like two industrious ants. He disengaged his mind, entered a deeper communion with life.
 
   His senses again grew keen. He inhaled the smell of the paint, he felt the texture and weight of solid matter, his muscles pleasantly tired from the day's honest labors. He sweated, he felt alive, he felt valuable; he made things, and he would leave things behind him. He felt like he was rebuilding his very own body.
 
    His mind was full of neatly cut shelves, stacked with new bright thoughts, all freshly painted.
 
   And behind the wall, in a more soothing, contented sound than before, a metallic rhythm again began to churn...lulling him, singing to him – like a titanic mechanical heart, staggering back to life.
 
   The End
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Flesh Wound
 
    "Quit complainin', man, it was only a .22." 
 
    "I been shot, man...were you shot?" 
 
    "You nailed his slanty-eyed ass, didn't ya?"
 
    Petey and Dave had their arms slung around each other's shoulders when they banged into their apartment, just as they had after many Saturday nights spent in the streets, except tonight they weren't supporting each other's drunken weight – Dave had been shot, and he had been moaning and whimpering and cursing the fact ever since. Petey helped Dave lower himself onto the couch. He sank low into the sharp springs that almost ripped through its thin surface.
 
    "It still doesn't hurt?" 
 
    "No, man, it must've hit a nerve. I'll probably be paralyzed for life!"
 
    "You didn't get shot in the spine, dude." Petey couldn't help but laugh. "Look, it's hardly even bleeding. Look what you did to him, huh?"
 
    They had spotted the one they called Sai walking alone...purely accidental, though they'd wanted him for some time. He was the leader, and here he was alone, vulnerable. They'd tailed him into an alley. Petey had a knife, Dave had his snub .38. In the alley Dave had shouted out at Sai's back and opened up on him. Sai went down, wounded. From the ground he fired back. Dave was struck in the leg but somehow, miraculously, remained on his feet. Dave's second bullet hit Sai in the cheek.
 
    "Chop suey," said Petey now, remembering the result. They hadn't found any drugs on him. They hadn't found the gun he'd fired, either. Probably dropped it in the thick layer of alley trash -- they hadn't taken the time to search. Bigshot Sai, always bragging he didn't carry a piece, didn't need one with his Kung Fu crap and all that mystical shit.
 
    "I'll go get Doc Cool," said Petey, handing Dave a bottle of rum. All out of Coke.
 
    "What if I need a real doctor?"
 
    "Look, man, it's nothing. Maybe you hit a couple little nerves – they'll grow back! You can't go to a real doctor; you wasted somebody and they'll find out! Doc Cool can handle it, and he'll give you medication they've never even heard of." 
 
    "Well go get him, hurry, it might start hurting or I might go into shock."
 
    "Go into shock. Man, you don't know anything about medicine, do ya?" Petey chuckled and left the apartment.
 
    "Oh, man," Dave moaned. Alone with his shot leg, already he felt nauseous. His right leg, in the front of his thigh. The jeans were bloody but not as much as he would have thought they'd be. But the bullet hadn't passed clean through and that might mean Doc Cool would want to go digging. Oh, man.
 
    Dave undid his belt, unzipped his jeans and slowly, gingerly worked them down, afraid that the tiniest wrong move would trigger an explosion of pain. None came. The wound was revealed but he did his best to ignore it until he had his sneakers and then his jeans fully off.
 
    The puncture was a disorienting sight to see in the flesh of his body he knew so well. It didn't belong. He wiped the blood away with a sofa pillow and saw that none more was leaking. This left the hole looking all the more strange; so clean, so black, as natural looking an aperture as one of his nostrils. That was what made it look so unnatural -- its naturalness. A bold, arrogant invader pretending it belonged.
 
    "Looks bigger than a .22 to me," Dave whimpered, and swallowed some rum. Should he pour some on the wound to disinfect it? He couldn't -- he was afraid it would pour into the hole, inside him. He reached for the remote control of their stolen stereo TV, leaning forward toward the coffee table.
 
    Dave felt a cool breeze against the underside of his right arm and sat back abruptly, startled. In leaning forward, the underside of his right arm had come close to his punctured thigh.
 
    "Oh man, this isn't worth it...no way...I wish we didn't even run into Sai tonight, I don't care." Dave knew what he must do. He must hold his palm over the black bullet hole to see if a chilly little breeze had truly issued out of it. But he sat there staring at it, both his hands well away from it, as if it were a scorpion poised on his leg.
 
    The hole looked bigger the longer he stared at it. A .22. huh? It looked to be the size of a dime, to Dave. The rim puckered down into it. And not a drop of new blood. A nostril. Maybe it had breathed out air like a nostril, too, huh? Yeah right. But how the hell did he know what bullet wounds did and didn’t do? Except to other people.
 
    Dave reached out his right hand to it -- the scorpion, as if to pet it -- his palm held flat and level.
 
    And now his hand was directly over it, four inches above it.
 
    Dave yelled. He jumped up from the couch as though propelled by its springs, almost pitched across the coffee table. But what was he going to do -- run away from his leg? And in any case he found that it was now totally numb, wouldn't support his weight. He toppled back onto the sofa, whimpering.
 
    The breeze against the palm of his right hand had been more than cool; it was chilly. And, it would seem, continuous.
 
    "Oh, man, Pete, c'mon man, hurry!"
 
    The fat old bastard upstairs began pounding on the ceiling as always after a Saturday night on the streets, when they laughed and cranked up the tunes. "Shut up!" Dave shouted back at him. He'd shoot his .38 through the ceiling, the way he felt now.
 
    He looked back at the hole. The hole looked back at him.
 
    It was bigger, the diameter of a half dollar, but before Dave could react to that curious development he saw the eye. It was only there for a moment; it swam up out of the blackness and pressed against the peephole to glare at him a moment before receding. But he'd seen that the flesh around it was a ghastly blue, and the lid was slanted almond-shaped in what was called the oriental fold.
 
    So Dave yelled some more, and the man upstairs stomped again. The ceiling shook, things rattled. Dave had clapped the bloody sofa pillow over his thigh but hadn't attempted getting off the divan again. "Pete! Help, somebody help me!" The ceiling rumbled. "Help me, you fat-ass; call a doctor, hurry, hurry, hurry!"
 
    "Shut up or I'll call the police, you druggie punk!" a voice boomed from above.
 
    Dave felt the pillow move under his hand. He started to pull it away but it resisted. He had to jerk it roughly to free it, and then he saw the teeth which had been gripping it. The hole was the size of a beer coaster and a mouth was pressed against it from the other side, the flesh blue around the blue lips, which were curled back dog-like from the black gums and yellow teeth. The teeth snapped a few times before the mouth receded. Blackness. The chill breeze was now a continuous gust Dave felt across his face, stirring his hair. A distant whistling sound like a desert sand storm came from within.
 
    "God help me, help me!"
 
    "Shut up!" boomed the man upstairs.
 
    "Call the police, call the police!"
 
    "All right, wise guy, I will!" Stamping footsteps moving across the ceiling.
 
    Fingers curled over the puckered rim of the crater in Dave's hairy thing. They were blue fingers with blackened nails. Whatever was in there, behind there, was just clinging, maybe supporting itself.
 
    Tears ran from Dave's eyes.
 
    The hand shot out of the wound; Dave sat back hard to protect his throat. The black nails raked down his chest. Blubbering crazily, Dave fought to stuff the hand down with the sofa pillow; the fingers caught it, a brief tug-o'-war ensued. The blue hand won. The pillow was quickly squeezed through the hole, now the size of the round mirror Dave snorted lines from. The pillow was gone inside him.
 
    Dave couldn't formulate an exorcism any better than he could a prayer. All he chanted, mantra-like, was, "Go away go away go away go away..."
 
    The top of a head rose from the hole but jammed, the hole not wide enough to accommodate the entire thing. Black glossy hair was plastered wetly to the skull, blue forehead showed. After a few unsuccessful butts the head submerged again.
 
    The rum bottle went flying in Dave's mad flurry to pull his jacket to him. He had to throw himself sideways across the couch to yank it from the coffee table rather than simply lean over his leg to retrieve it and thus near his throat to the hole...
 
    The cardboard Halloween skeleton hanging by a string from the lamp cord above danced a jig to the frigid gusting wind from the cave of his leg.
 
    He had the jacket, pulled it to him, sat up. The hammer of the .38 hooked the lining of his pocket as he fought to wrench it out. The lining tore. His satin jacket. He didn't care; he had a hole in his thigh that spanned its entire upper surface, curving down either side. He should have seen bone. The inner walls of red and purple muscle. But beyond the puckered rim was only utter blackness...whistling. 
 
    But now there was something...
 
    The head rose again, and this time cleared the manhole of the wound. The shoulders alone jammed it now.
 
    Sai grinned at Dave. His own bullet hole in the cheek (and the exit pit in the rear of his head) had healed nicely. Not to be dissuaded, however, Dave shot him in the face again.
 
    An eye was punched in, leaving an entire socket open. A thick black syrup sputtered out. Sai threw his head back and wailed, gritted his yellow teeth and whipped his head madly from side to side. Dave shot him again, this time in the forehead. More black syrup. The head sank away, the wail sinking with it. Farther. Farther. Distant, like the arctic whistling.
 
    Then gone.
 
    Dave fired twice more down into the hole for good measure, laughing. The revolver clicked empty. He laughed. What would the neighors think?
 
    Doc Cool would have to cut his leg off, that was all. Then burn it so the door was gone. That was all. The medications would make all of that no problem. Petey would take charge of everything...
 
    The hole had stopped spreading. Good thing, Dave laughed to himself, or else his leg would just fall off anyway. Still didn't hurt. Hell, he wouldn't even need any pain killers, really. But he wouldn't tell Doc Cool that, of couse. Yeah, must have hit some nerves, huh? Sai and his Kung Fu crap. Kung Fu that, pal. You can't beat cold lead.
 
    "Oh man," Dave laughed. And laughed. And laughed...
 
   * * *
 
    On the landing, Petey and Doc Cool heard sirens. Doc Cool looked to Petey, frowning. "They're coming this way."
 
    "No they're not, man, they're just passing."
 
    "They're coming. You been snagged." Doc Cool lunged past him.
 
    Petey grabbed after him but Doc Cool wrenched his sleeve away. Petey said, "Come on, man, help me get him down to your car!"
 
    "You ain't coming in my car." Doc Cool was pounding down the stairs. "I ain't even here." 
 
    Petey turned and leapt at the door to his apartment.
 
    "Dave," he blurted, bursting in, "come on, man, we gotta fly! The cops...whoa!"
 
    Whoa was right.
 
    Dave was there on the couch were he'd left him, though not as he'd left him. He was doubled up over his legs; at first, for a moment, Petey had thought with his head between his legs. Actually, he realized, Dave's head was in his leg. One of his arms, somehow, was in there, too, almost up to the shoulder. Even as Petey watched, Dave curled in further over his leg. He stuffed his shoulder into the hole. One distended vertebra after another marched slowly, patiently into that tunnel. Dave curled yet further. He was getting to be a ball, a snake tightly coiled in upon itself, coiling tighter. Or rather, swallowing its own tail.
 
    Petey passed out, the idiot. Crashed to the floor for the police to find and cart away. He missed the grand finale, and would later, in prison, only be able to dream, to imagine, to guess at – endlessly – what it looked like as Dave finally finished swallowing himself.
 
    Which is what had to have happened.
 
    The police found nothing of Dave.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Elephants Weep
 
    As he pulled into the parking lot – empty except for dunes of autumn leaves like gold scales shed from the waning sun – David recalled that the Dearborn Heights Zoo had been home to Ivory, the albino elephant. He also recalled that Ivory had passed away a year or two ago.
 
    His car nosed into a parking space close enough to the admission booth that he could see it was dark, unmanned. He checked the time on his dashboard. It could be past closing time, he supposed, but the more likely explanation for the desolation of the parking lot and the closed-up appearance of the booth was that the zoo had died along with its greatest draw.
 
    Still, David let himself out from his car if only to stretch his arms and back in the open, cool air. Splayed fingers bracing the base of his spine, he wandered closer to the booth, and now he could see around its edge. A chain was slung in the air across the path that led into the zoo, and from its center hung a sign which read: NO TRESPASSING. POLICE TAKE NOTICE.
 
    Had he been to this zoo as a boy? He couldn’t recall. David was only aware of Ivory through the newspapers. He wasn’t even sure whether he had ever passed through Dearborn Heights before. Returning home from the hotel and the convention, he’d become lost. No maps in the car; he got lost reading a map more readily than he did driving. Finally asking directions at a gas station where he’d bought a coffee, he learned he’d been going south when he should have been going north, so at least he knew he was pointed in the correct general direction now. But his back had cried out for a rest, even if the afternoon was soon to bleed away.
 
    The sign hanging from the inadequate barricade rocked slightly in the chill breeze. David stood at the chain gazing further into the tree-enclosed zoo, which seemed to have the mood of a wooded urban park. He supposed it was as dangerous at night as an urban park, as well. Junkies, vandals, thugs and their equally tough girlfriends stealing into dark places to rut. But it wasn’t dark yet, and the nocturnal creatures had probably not yet emerged. Beyond the chain, he sensed only utter silence, a forlorn emptiness.
 
    All was cool shadow beyond the chain, the hissing of the wind through leaves sounding to him like a distant surf...which is always a beguiling sound. David lit a cigarette, glanced over his shoulder at the parking lot and his lonely vehicle, peered along the blocked path once again. Without even a conscious decision to do so, David walked back to his car, retrieved his suit jacket, slipped it on, locked up, and returned to the chain. He stepped over it.
 
    Cigarette in one hand, half-drunk coffee in the other, he strolled the entrance path, which passed by trailer-like restrooms that were labeled LIONS and LIONESSES. He groaned inwardly. Why not “Cocks” and “Hens,” he thought, taking a sip of his lukewarm coffee.
 
    The path opened up into a small area with shuttered snack stands, a scattering of picnic tables, and a few miniature carnival rides whose bright colors looked almost tragically nostalgic in the gray light. There was some black graffiti sprayed on the snack stands’ shutters. Indecipherable, arcane-looking symbols, jagged and ugly, which David didn’t like looking at.
 
    As a boy he had loved trips to the zoo; one of the two he best recalled was also closed down now. His mother would point to a lion or giraffe and say, “That’s from our country, son. That animal lives where we come from.” But David was an African-American who had never been to Africa and never would, any more than his father or even his grandfather had been there. Sometimes he felt he existed on the narrow hyphen between the words African and American. As a well-educated black man with a good job at the turn of the twenty-first century, he considered himself caught in a kind of limbo: not white, and not the streetwise, angry black man some would expect him to be. Though divorced, he had a good relationship with his two children and was a solid part of their lives. But both children were academic, scholarly, and black classmates frequently teased them about it, labeled them white wannabes. It exasperated David, who couldn’t understand why one black kid wouldn’t want to see another make his mind sharp and his prospects bright. At least David, when he was the only black kid in his high school, had merely been ignored and friendless.
 
    At the convention this weekend he had often felt just as ignored and friendless. Well, he knew he tended toward an introspective moodiness, which didn’t lend itself well to convention-style banter. Or was he making excuses for those who shunned him because of his color? He hated to think he might be that defeated.
 
    Beyond the splintering picnic tables and blistered kiddie rides the path wound through gardens gone wild – fallen leaves snagged in tall weeds – and curved around the edge of a pool which might once have contained goldfish but was now a murky soup. The gravel of the path scraped and crunched under his shoes, the rocks grinding together like teeth gnashing in sleep. Peripherally, David saw a movement close to the ground, and turned half expecting to see a peacock waddling along, but it was only a low bush buffeted by a gust of chill wind.
 
    The path forked in several directions now; a sign post indicated that the PETTING FARM was to the right, and SNOW LEOPARDS and WOLVES to the left. He chose the left path. He polished off his coffee and cigarette, put the butt of the latter into the cup of the former and carried it with him until he found a rusted waste bucket to drop it in. Lighting a fresh cigarette, he considered a large area enclosed by a high mesh fence, the enclosure dominated by a looming outcropping of rock like the bare crest of a mountain. There was no sign that he could see to indicate what animal might have dwelt within, but he guessed mountain goats or some such. He watched for some time, squinting through his smoke, as if he hoped some animal would at last emerge from the crags, but of course none did.
 
    As David stepped forward again, he heard a short deep grunt from somewhere ahead of him, and he stopped again in his tracks.
 
    What had it been? It had sounded like an animal sound. It had been vaguely bovine, but perhaps less domestic than that. Maybe even one of the low throaty sounds a great cat makes. But it was pointless trying to imagine what sort of animal had made the sound, because it couldn’t be any animal, could it? What was the likelihood that even the humblest little zoo would forget one of its animals in closing down, leave it behind? Even if they had, it would starve to death within its pen.
 
    Unless it had escaped from its pen. Or escaped during the hectic moving/closing process. And remained in the vicinity of the zoo, afraid to venture far from it.
 
    David smirked derisively at himself. Right, he thought.
 
    At most, it was a dog. More likely, it was some sound beyond the zoo itself, a car or just about anything. He continued his aimless stroll, not anxious to return to his car and the road. He’d rather lose himself on these paths than on the highway again. He realized it was foolish...especially where the sun was dropping steadily under its own molten weight. He didn’t want to run into the police, or run into the sprayers of that cryptic graffiti he had seen. But he told himself he’d work his way back toward the parking lot any time now. After this cigarette. Or maybe one after that, for the road.
 
    What was there to rush home to? The kids lived with their mother and their mother had not been replaced. There was only work tomorrow. He did not want to hurtle toward that. He wanted to hear the echoes of his mother’s voice, in this place, and the echoes of animal sounds, even if both were only in his imagination. Echoes of his childhood.
 
    He peered into more penned areas and empty cages. He was reminded of news footage he had seen on TV during the Gulf War; animals in a zoo cut off due to the fighting were starving to death. He was haunted to this day by images of the cadaverous lions, crying out forlornly as they slowly died in their cage. Abandoned, all but forsaken. There had been a magazine article about it, too; a devoted zoo worker had finally made it in to check on his charges, and an elephant had been so happy to see him that it had wept. David hadn’t known that elephants could cry tears. The story and accompanying photos had given him a physical ache in his chest.
 
    He couldn’t remember now what the final outcome had been. He supposed that the problem hadn’t yet been resolved at the time of the article. Had that elephant died? Those beautiful lions? He did know, however, that Iraqi troops had been killing some of the animals for target practice. For fun. And people thought lions were frightening.
 
    He wondered what the fate of the animals here had been. Moved to other zoos? Or destroyed?
 
    There was a cage that a sign indicated had once housed a vulture; now it contained only the vulture’s macabre props: a grinning horse skull, a few sets of antlers, stray bones strewn about the dirt floor. David could almost imagine that the zoo he had seen on TV had resembled this at last: cages of exotic skeletons, like crumbled museum displays, carcasses picked clean by the tiny animals like mice and insects that were free to come and go between the bars.
 
    As he contemplated the bones, there was a rustle of the bushes that hunched darkly behind him. He turned more abruptly than was logical. He saw nothing, but the shifting of leaves had seemed more than the lonely wind might produce. More focused, and more aggressive, almost as if some animal low to the ground had crashed along through the brush just beyond the path before darting off into the deeper brush and trees again.
 
    David moved ahead at a brisker pace. He really should think about circling back to the parking lot.
 
    The path now became long and straight, directly bordered on his right by a high fence. Beyond the fence was the street he had driven along as he turned into the zoo. Traffic on the road was sparse; only the occasional car hissed past. He hoped none would be a police car, that he wouldn’t be spotted on the other side of this mesh, like one of the zoo’s denizens himself.
 
    To his left there was another enclosure dominated by heaps of rock, looming cold and shadowed. But whereas the presumed mountain goats’ pen had been open at the top, this one had a high ceiling of mesh as well. A sign explained the precaution – this had been where the advertised snow leopards had dwelt. He stopped to read a plaque which offered a few interesting facts about their habits and habitat: they lived at the highest altitude of any of the great cats. Atop one of the thick posts of the outer barricade, someone had left and forgotten a pair of binoculars. But then David realized, as he picked them up, that the heavy rubber-sheathed instrument was attached to the post by a strong cable so as not to be stolen. It was there so that former visitors could spy on the leopards more closely.
 
    David crushed his cigarette, lifted the glasses to his eyes and played with the focus. He imagined that the small, thick-coated leopards had been fond of perching up on the rocky ledges. He traced the lenses along those jagged shelves now, idly, the focus shifting in irritating watery waves. He was unfamiliar with binoculars and was determined to master them, to get a focus that would remain consistent.
 
    A white figure darted through his field of vision, passed in and out in a cloud of blurred focus.
 
    David lowered the binoculars sharply, gazed up at the gloomy cliffs with his naked eyes. Had it been there, on that ledge, that he’d seen the figure? There was nothing there now. He looked at the spot through the glasses again, fought to keep perfectly still so the image wouldn’t cloud and waver. He saw nothing but some weeds rippling. Having his eyes covered even with a viewing device made him feel suddenly vulnerable, so he set the glasses back atop the post.
 
    What had he seen? A large dog lunging between the rocks? Something on all fours, it had looked like, and very thin. Somehow the figure had seemed both shadowy and yet pale. But it hadn’t been black or white so much as simply colorless. A visible invisibility.
 
    In other words, a figment of his imagination. He really had to get out of here; it was much too lonely, much too sad a place. Its cold wind was stirring up loose leaves inside his brain, loose memories of actual animals he had viewed in his childhood, as distant and removed as another lifetime now. He wondered if going forward would be quicker than retracing his steps. Well, he’d pick up the pace again. He went forward.
 
    A sun-faded plaque to his right announced that the next enclosure contained a number of Mexican wolves. He didn’t stop to read the facts this time, however. The wolf enclosure was very large and deeply forested. The path curved now, away from the street, circled him back toward the heart of the zoo. The path became elevated, as well, as it hugged a swelling hill. He wondered how zoo patrons had ever been able to spot the wolves in the dense vegetation of their keep.
 
    At the crest of the hill there was another outcropping of stone, but this one he could tell was fake, plaster perhaps artfully molded into a cave. He trudged up the increasingly steep incline and at last reached the cave, cursing himself for not backtracking after all. But how could he resist peeking into this cave, which he would have loved as a child? He ducked inside it, and at his feet a wolf lay gazing up at him, several cubs suckling at her belly. His heart lunged in the cage of his chest.
 
    But the nursing wolf was a statue, fused with the floor of the faux cave. Another plaque offered more fascinating wolf facts. Bastards, David thought. How many children had shrieked when stumbling upon that petrified wolf? He could imagine some poor old grandmother clutching her chest as she crumpled to the floor of the mock den, with its clever imitation cave paintings of elk or antelope and its stenciled handprints. Amongst these symbols was more of that black, blurry spray-painted graffiti, menacingly modern and primitive at the same time.
 
    David emerged from the cave, started down the other side of the hill. He could be on his way home by now. He was in an unfamiliar part of the state; who could tell how much longer it would take to get home tonight? If he got home too late he’d call in sick tomorrow, whether his bosses expected his convention report in the morning or not. But they’d think he’d had too much to drink at the convention, or shacked up with some woman he’d met in the hotel bar, as if he could ever be so lucky.
 
    From the hill he could now see city skyscrapers, distantly looming above the tree line, deep gray against the darkening gray of sky. The city and its suburbs like Dearborn Heights would spread, flow over the wooded oasis where this zoo now hid and cowered amongst the trees, itself all bones like an abandoned lion.
 
    Now he was on the opposite side of the wolf enclosure, and he glanced that way as he trudged down the slope. And again his heart jolted as he saw a figure so pale it seemed to glow, ducking between the trees. He realized it was keeping pace with his descent, and even thought he heard the crackle of twigs under its feet. The separation of the mesh fence did little to alleviate his alarm. Whatever it was, it had somehow got from inside the leopard enclosure to the wolf enclosure, so it could just as easily get out here to where he was.
 
    And he no longer thought it might be a dog. Some snow leopard left behind, after all?
 
    Or worse, perhaps – might it be a person?
 
    But what he’d glimpsed appeared to be without clothing. And the impression he’d received was one of emaciation.
 
    Some demented child – some homeless person, hiding out inside the derelict zoo? It wasn’t beyond possibility, was it?
 
    David broke into a trot, keeping his gaze on the wolf pen as he moved. Did he see occasional stirrings of the undergrowth, like the swells of a dolphin cruising parallel to a ship without quite surfacing? But at last the wolf enclosure was left behind as the path veered away into another direction...
 
    He slowed his trot to a brisk walk again. Still, he had the unsettling sensation of being followed. No – stalked. He should have paid heed to the graffiti, the nearness of that mountain range of city. People shot helpless zoo animals for fun. People were capable of more horrors than any alligator or panther that might once have been housed in this place.
 
    At the base of the hill the trees receded and there was a broad clearing of cement. Its naked openness relieved David – no brush in which a person, animal or hallucination might hide. A sizable enclosure here had a large plaque wired to its mesh which featured a photo of the famous and recently deceased Ivory, the albino elephant. David had almost forgotten about her. So this was where she’d lived and been shown. A structure like a small airplane hangar adjoined the caged area; she’d obviously slept and sheltered in there.
 
    David paused to look at the plaque, which he realized was intended as a giant card for people to pen their condolences upon. Most of the messages seemed written by children, though others were obviously from parents or teachers on school outings. “We loved you, Ivory” and “We’ll miss you.” But some clever soul had drawn a word balloon on the plaque, next to the photo of the white elephant, and Ivory seemed to be saying the word, “wassup?” Most of the inscriptions were faded and washed away. This made the mysterious graffiti on the plaque seem to glow black in contrast. The word “wassup” didn’t seem humorous to David; it was as alien and as ugly and beyond his comprehension in sentiment as those sprayed symbols or initials or whatever they might be.
 
    From inside the black maw of Ivory’s structure came a mournful sob. It was faint, muffled by the depth and dark of the barn-like building, and was halfway between an animal’s grunt and a human moan.
 
    David backed away from the plaque, the mesh, as if afraid something would burst suddenly from that cavern, rush the fence. He spun on his heel and resumed his brisk walk. Didn’t want to seem too afraid to whatever might be stalking him. Animals could smell fear. And people relished it.
 
    The path narrowed ahead. The pallid openness of cement was replaced by the dark closeness of vegetation. But there was no other way except through it.
 
    The path twisted and turned, and branched off in several directions. This development did not please him; he wanted only the one clear path back to the admission booth. Was that its roof now, however, and its boards showing through the leaves and pine needles? Thank God. David tossed a glance over his shoulder. Through a break in the trees he could again see the city rearing on the horizon. The sky was so dark now, the sun below the rim of the world, that lights sparkled from those looming monuments, as icy as stars.
 
    He reached the structure he’d spied, and it was not the admission booth but a log cabin, like something homeless people might have fashioned as a shelter against the coming winter. But yet another plaque explained that this was a mock-up of a camp that conservationists or biologists and so forth would use whilst on excursions into the wild.
 
    It had several windows without glass or even shutters, and from a distance was as black as outer space inside. David reached out on impulse and tugged at the door latch, but it was sealed or locked. He gingerly drew near enough to one of the windows to gaze inside.
 
    There was a table that he could make out in the murk. And a cot, it looked like. He was certain that had been utilized for explorations of a more carnal nature. Some tattered charts and maps on the walls, but whatever other props there might have been had been destroyed or removed. David thought he saw the twinkle of glass shards on the floor. Broken beer bottles. And across one of the maps – wasn’t that more spray-painted calligraphy?
 
    Irrationally, the child in him imagined how cozy such a structure would be if he could light a fire in its metal fireplace, if he could huddle here safe against the cold autumn night as it fell around these log walls. Its simplicity touched upon some primitive, romantic side of him crouched in the underbrush of his cells.
 
    But as his eyes adjusted more to its gloomy interior, he at last made out the vague outlines of the figure that knelt in the corner, behind the wood stove. Watching him all the while. It was an animal, hunkering, perhaps gathered for a leap. Or a person, naked and insane, sheltering here, anxious to protect its territory. Whatever it was, it turned its head just a fraction, just enough, that light somehow reached its eyes. Maybe it was the faint, icy city light. Whatever its source, it was just enough to make the thing’s eyes glisten like the shards of the broken bottles.
 
    This time David broke into a full run. And he could swear he heard the brush crash behind him. The thing he had seen...he was convinced it had pounced through one of the cabin windows to pursue him.
 
    The gravel under his shoes ground and shifted and once he nearly stumbled; he gave his ankle a wrench in redirecting his weight. Through his harsh breathing and the clatter of gravel, did he hear more gravel crunching further behind him? He didn’t dare look behind him for fear of stumbling again or slacking his pace or seeing those glowing eyes more clearly. But he sensed, as a primitive hunter on a savannah or open plain might sense, the thing that loped along behind him, waiting for just the right moment to launch itself into the air.
 
    Was that a low throaty grumble or a whispery giggle?
 
    His instincts couldn’t tell him whether it were animal or human – but really, what was the difference? -- only that it ran on all fours and its eyes blazed hungry and it was nearing...almost on his heels...and then David burst from the path onto the paved lot where the admission booth stood unmanned. He leaped the chain but snagged his ankle, tumbled hard, cracking his elbow on the pavement. He sprawled onto his back and found himself looking up with frenzied eyes at the path beyond the swinging chain.
 
    He saw the thing for just a moment, ducking back around a bend in the path, thwarted though only the thin chain separated the two. Did it really look like some feral adolescent, nude, eyes glaring emptily in its snarling face? Was its hair kinky and close, its nose broad, lips full as though it were black? But it wasn’t black, or white, so much as colorless. And skeletal, thinner than anything that could still be considered alive...
 
    Clutching his elbow, David scrabbled to his feet. He limped across the lot to where his car shone dully under a streetlight. Autumn leaves had fallen upon its hood as if it had rested abandoned here for days or weeks.
 
    He let himself inside. It was safe in here, safer than that meager log cabin. Steel and plastic encasing him, and the engine started without a beat of hesitation...
 
    ...but as David left the parking lot, pulled out into the desolate road which ran past the front of the zoo, he remembered that he was still just as lost.
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The Schism
 
   One
 
    The playroom section of Arden's basement was largely intact. A dartboard still hung on the wall, with holes in the wood paneling around it where Arden and his friends had missed when they'd had too many beers and too many laughs. There was the billiard table, its green baize dusty like a field powdered in snow, but dully gleaming balls still lay upon its surface as if a game had been interrupted only minutes -- rather than four years -- ago.
 
    Also hung on the wall beside the dartboard was a jigsaw puzzle Arden had fitted together and glued in place. It was a gaudy glittering skyline of New York City at night. He hadn't been to New York in years, certainly not since the Shift, but he imagined all those bright windows gone dark, the buildings that still remained standing lost in their own shadows and mixed in with minarets, towers and domes of utterly alien design, equally dark and ruined. It would never be glued back into place like this.
 
    Beside the puzzle hung an 8x10 horizontal blow-up of a Fourth of July cook-out from ten years ago. Arden stood in the back of the ranked, smiling faces. He was just as tall now, of course, but more stooped – not with age, but with a crouching wariness his body had learned.
 
   His hairline had only just begun to recede then. Big stupid grin. His wife Chris had once called it that with endearment in her tone...but in their final years, she had said it more in disgust. They had still lived together under this roof at the time of the Shift, though they had been undergoing their own shift for the last few years before that. Arden believed their marriage wouldn't havesurvived another year, if one of the Capricorns hadn't killed her first.
 
    He stared at his wife's smiling face now. Eyes crinkled warmly. Short frosted-blond hair. T-shirt and shorts, he could see between the bodies of two long-dead nephews in front of her. He had a sudden memory like liquid flushing through him, of how her body had felt under him, how his had felt to be inside of hers. He wanted to hold her. He wanted to kiss her again, despite the anger of her mouth he knew so well. He wanted to cry, as he had not been able to do for over three years, as best he could remember.
 
    He almost cried now, but he looked away from the photograph. Beside it, another photograph hung. Neither had fallen when the two worlds fused into one. Again, rows of bodies posed for a camera, though this photo was in black and white, faded to foggy white around the edges, and was slightly three-dimensional when he moved, like a hologram.
 
    It showed a group of Geminis. Libras. A Scorpio or two. A couple of Cancers. They were all a cancer, to Arden...even though, in a sense, they were the same people he had just seen in the first photo. His murdered nephews. His wife. Himself...
 
    The creature he singled out as his own alternate self resembled exactly every other Libra he had seen, but he would have known it was his twin even if it had appeared in an entirely different photograph by itself. For some reason, one could always pick out one's own twin. He had been close to his several times, in tracking it down, and had felt its vibration, its essence, its presence, without ever having more than one flashing glimpse of it through some rubble. But the Shifters were even better at sniffing out their alternate selves, stalked them over many miles sometimes. Both Arden's kind and the Shifters were compelled to annihilate each other. It waslike an instinct. Scientists, when scientists had still been alive and a few TV stations had stillbeen in operation to transmit their theories, had suggested that it was more than just a territorial matter. It was like the conflict between matter and antimatter. One group must cancel the other out. It was against some mysterious law of physics that the schism should exist, that two of the same self should occupy the same place and time. Even more than the calling to destroy one's opposite race, one felt the almost maddening urge to destroy one's own alternate self in particular.
 
    These urges were too powerful to resist or protest. There were no treaties attempted. No talk of peace. Hatred only. And death. Much, much death.
 
    Arden took note of the wall this second photo hung from. The paneling was cut off in a jagged line here, replaced with a gray, pocked wall of cement. The floor cracked and buckled as if an earthquake had bisected the cellar. The far end of the playroom was lost in gloom and great draping sheets and shrouds of a dust-coated web-like substance, and he couldn't see the upright piano he had hollowed out and converted into a bar. In its place there appeared to be some hulking black machine crusted in grime, rust, fallen plaster, but he had seen similar things before and had given up trying to figure out their operation or even their purpose.
 
    It was not that two dimensions had collided...but that one had divided. No one knew why, though his people blamed the Shifters (hence their name, which implied responsibility) and their hellish machines. Arden imagined the Shifters blamed his kind, in turn. But for whatever reason, there had been some small displacement...and his reality had half shrugged off its neat, pressed jacket. Just a small sliding movement, that had allowed one's shadow to walk away with its own life, in a way. No one could say how it had happened, and no one had ever seriously considered a way to mend this wound in reality.
 
    Arden had stopped actively seeking out the Shifters for the purpose of murder about two years ago, when ammo had begun to get pretty scarce...concentrating on pure survival, instead.
 
   By then both races had been largely decimated, in any event. And like a man reluctant to purchase a foreign automobile, he had finally given in and adopted one of the Shifters' weapons to replace his empty M-16 and sawed-off pump shotgun. He was sorry he hadn't done so earlier. 
 
   He realized, after a while, that the thin, black, insect-like Shifter assault rifle never ran out of ammo...which the best he could figure was some sort of gas compressed from the air into solid pellets. But the Marine combat knife he wore in a sheath on his lower leg was Earth-made.
 
    He still thought of his world as Earth, even though he knew they both were.
 
    A scuttling near that enigmatic machine, in amongst the shadows and shrouds. He whirled, crouching even lower, his large mournful eyes gone larger and wild with an almost insane intensity. Across the floor and into the adjacent laundry room darted a creature like a small black armadillo with no tail, legs, or head. Arden slowly, reluctantly eased his body. Along with the Shifters had come their animals, their plants, the oceans of the two worlds also mixing together.
 
   Another survivor who had seen the Atlantic had broken down into sobs trying to describe it to Arden. Arden had no desire to see it for himself.
 
    He turned back to the bizarre photograph of his alternate family. He wondered if any of those beings, unlike his own family members, yet survived.
 
    Though every Cancer looked like every other Cancer, every Pisces like every other Pisces, the various types of Shifters were often vastly different from one another. Most, at least, had in common skin as white and glossy as ceramic. It usually had the appearance of being cracked, and sometimes it was in fact cracked and broken, as with Libras, though often these were merely black veins. But more than being like pulsing veins under warm flesh, they were like the cold veins of color in marble.
 
    The types that had hair always had black hair, which was also cold, glossy, as if spun out of flexible volcanic glass. They always wore rough heavy clothing, winter or summer, never in any hue other than black, gray or brown. Sometimes they wore mittens, fingerless gloves, scarves wound around their lower faces. Again, even at the height of summer.
 
    No matter how wildly they varied, they always had eyes of pure black, empty as those of a shark.
 
    Arden took in his own twin. The Libra. Like all Libras, it was fairly short – shorter than he by a head – and nearly lost in the photo. Its head was entirely bald, and without ears, so much like that of a doll which had been ground under the heel of a spiteful child; there were webs of cracks around its huge black eyes with their long lashes, around its skull-like wound of a nose and its tiny delicate mouth.
 
    It had its long, almost simian arm around the shoulders of Chris’s double, though neither of them were smiling. Had their marriage also been dissolving at the time of the Shift? Had they too struggled to have a baby, unsuccessfully? Was his double now grateful, as he was, that they hadn't been successful after all?
 
    It had taken a long time for people to figure out how the Shifters could come in such variety.
 
   Numerous different sexes, it was suggested. They certainly didn't correspond to earthly sexes and races. An Asian woman's twin might be indistinguishable from Arden's. It was finally understood. It had to do with what astrological sign you were. "What's your sign?", once a joke, was now a matter of great seriousness. And Arden had never for a moment in his life believed there was anything to astrology, the influence of the planets on the lives of humans.
 
    Now he was a believer. Not in heavens and hells, however, as some had chosen to interpret this. Not in Armageddons. At least, not in any literal Biblical sense.
 
    He had hoped to find his alternate here, after having sought him out in other towns, other cities, even other states over the past few years (though he had given up on hunting Shifters in general, he would never cease his hunt for that particular prey). He had not found him, or sign of his recent presence in this undisturbed dust. It was time to leave this house for the second time.
 
    Arden had thought he might take a picture away with him, but he couldn't bear the thought, after seeing Chris smiling, Chris with her arm around him. It hurt more than her anger ever had.
 
    But before he left the strange hybrid that had once been his bland little house, he removed that holograph-like black and white photograph from its frame and tore it into small, scattered fragments, like an undone jigsaw puzzle.
 
   Two
 
    In the center of Arden's hometown, a building about the same size as the Serves U Rite convenience store floated directly above its flat roof, neither structure touching but the intervening space filled with thick webs like Arden had seen in his cellar. The uppermost, alien building was gray concrete with no windows but a series of large black metal balls were set into its surface, entirely ringing it. Its door was open and a scarecrow of a body half hung out of it, though from this distance Arden couldn't tell if it were human or Shifter.
 
    He heard a grinding noise, and saw from moving patches of red rust like bloody continents on scorched planets that the balls in the concrete were rotating. They stopped. He couldn't see that anything had been changed by this rotation, though it must have formerly communicated to the Shifters something like the advertisements in the Serves U Rite's bullet-shattered windows regarding the prices of cigarettes and availability of lottery tickets. Lottery tickets, Arden smirked inwardly. We all lost the lottery.
 
    He moved further into the center, keeping out of the middle of the street and close to buildings, heaps of rubble, but minding their windows and doorways. He kept both fists on the handles of the Scorpion, as he had dubbed his stolen weapon.
 
    The library was entirely gone. That happened sometimes. In its place was a Shifter structure in its entirety. It had a metallic composition and a generally rounded shape, reminding Arden of that animated armadillo shell he had seen in his basement. Again, black with crusted sores of rust. A muted, dull bell was ringing somewhere inside it though he saw no belfry, no bell exposed to the cool autumn breeze.
 
    Out of the top of the police station, which carven letters indicated had been built in 1928, a tower of brass tainted a verdigris green rose sixty feet into the air, as if it had grown up from the ground straight through the earthly structure. From its spire, a tattered black pennant slapped at the gray sky.
 
    Arden had given up on hunting for his twin, the Libra, in town; what he sought now was food. But he knew better than to check the Serves U Rite, the downtown restaurants for canned vegetables, powdered milk, and the like...that would have already been exhausted. He would have to search individual homes. In his backpack he was down to one can of chili and one of kidney beans.
 
    Arden selected a residential side street, the end of which was nearly blocked by thin black trees with interlaced vine-like limbs that had appeared in the middle of the road. But no sooner had he slipped through this black lace when he heard a distant cry, and he whipped himself behind a trunk no thicker than his own torso. He looked out through the web of vines, wondering
 
   if that cry had been from a human or inhuman throat, and flinched when he heard a patter of automatic fire from somewhere across the town center.
 
    There shortly followed more sputter and clatter of automatic arms, and then a thudding whump that rattled remaining windows around him which could only have been a grenade of some kind. This was not one being hunting another, he knew.
 
    A wailing scream that abruptly ended in a wavering echo. A strange whistle, and then a louder blast that vibrated horribly up through Arden's soles and inside his chest. He wished his Beretta still had ammo, in case he ever dropped the Scorpion or lost a hand and needed a one-fisted weapon. At least he had kept it in his backpack. He swallowed, suddenly very thirsty, and listened to the single cracks of one or more nonautomatic weapons. These discharges sounded nearer than the others, from over in the direction of the Serves U Rite.
 
    Another whistle, screeching, ear-splitting, and a derelict car in the opposite street flew up into the air in a bloom of fire-cloud, came down on the roof of a house and half-crashed through it, remained wedged up there. Arden realized that two human men had been crouching behind that vehicle might even have been observing his own progress. They were hurled by the blast, burnt and torn and deader than dead.
 
    He saw three Shifters emerge, scrambling like insects from under a log, from a narrow brick alley between two commercial buildings across the street. He raised his Scorpion to sight on them, poking its slim black barrel through the vines, but hesitated, reluctant to give away his position.
 
    It wasn't necessary. A flurry of cracks, and the Shifters stumbled, staggered, went down.
 
   Arden glanced again toward the Serves U Rite, caught a glimpse of metal flash in the web-obscured space between the earthly building and its hovering twin. Again, the humans there must have been watching Arden all along. He shuddered to think how vulnerable he had been.
 
   What if it had been Shifters instead? No matter how good one was at surviving, in the end it all came down to luck.
 
    He waited for a few minutes, and no more gunplay followed. At last, he saw several humans coming into view from the direction of the Serves U Rite. They were bald but goateed, in their baggy clothes looked as skinny as feral dogs. Arden watched them poke at the charred remains of their comrades who had been killed by the rocket blast. Already the limbs of those corpses were curled and gnarled in the air like driftwood.
 
    A tiny crackle behind him, and he spun, gun leveled from the hip, saw another bald human creeping out from between two of the residential dwellings. This soldier carried a shotgun loosely, obviously wanting to put Arden at ease but not so trusting that he'd sling the sawed-off over his shoulder.
 
    "Hey," said the soldier.
 
    "Hey," said Arden, not lowering his Scorpion. Not as trusting.
 
    "I'm Bill. Good to see another friendly face in town."
 
    As Bill neared, he let his shotgun fall all the way down his leg, truncated barrel pointing at the ground, so Arden relented and half-lowered his own muzzle, took a step forward and shook the extended hand of the shaven-headed youth. "I'm Tom Arden," he said.
 
    "Come on, Tom, let's go see the others. It's safe; that was the last of the fuckers in town we know of – except for our prisoners."
 
    Arden followed Bill into the street, and there were now nine men waiting for them. No two were women, but they were equally bald. All were white, all in their early twenties to early thirties. "Hey," said one man who was bulkier than the others, his goatee fiery red. His eyebrows were so light-colored that it looked like he'd shaved those, too. "I'm Bob."
 
    Arden shook the big man's hand, too. "Tom Arden. Sorry about your friends, there." He motioned with his weapon to the smoking human-shaped cinders, could hear them crackling.
 
    "Yeah," Bob growled, glancing back at them. "Fuckers fucking fucked them good, huh?
 
   Fuckers."
 
    "Yeah," Arden agreed. Neither of the young women were crying. He hadn't expected them to.
 
   Tears were part of the way things used to be.
 
    "You didn't know what you was walking into, huh man?" grinned an especially wiry youth with a lower tooth missing and ears like those of a bat jutting out from his badly-shaped skull.
 
   Shaving one's head wasn't for everyone, Arden noted...though he personally thought one of the two shorn women looked rather fetching that way. She had a bit of dark stubbly fuzz he would have liked running his hands over...but her hard eyes and thin mouth were less inviting.
 
    "We shouldn't hang out in the open like this," Bob said, glancing about. "That takes care of the last Shifters in town so far as we know, but there could be newcomers." He returned his gaze to Arden meaningfully. "Come on, man...we'll take you to our place. You could probably use some food."
 
    "I'm pretty much set," Arden lied. Maybe Bob could tell. He leaned forward and put his arm around his shoulders.
 
    "Aw, come on, man...don't be shy. We're on your side – remember?"
 
   Three
 
    The cinder block walls of the high school gymnasium were covered in centerfolds and wrestling posters, most of these portraying the wrestler Iceman Rick Berg, called Iceberg, who with his polished denuded head and surly goatee clearly served as role model and patron saint to these survivors (though only Bob came even close to Iceberg's size). Well, what would Arden expect – a clan of survivors who patterned themselves after Salvador Dali or Charles Dickens?
 
    The gym and its adjacent locker rooms and such were their primary headquarters, though they told Arden they had stockpiled weapons and food throughout the town in the several months since they'd migrated here. They'd come from nearby, much larger Worcester, where there were too many Shifters to wipe out.
 
    There were others amongst them, and now the entire group congregated here...so that the total came to fourteen, only four being women. While they sat on the bleachers and compared notes and reloaded, Arden strolled about the periphery of the wide wooden floor, which they had cleared of rubble and mopped so that it gleamed honey-colored with the reflected light of their appropriated Shifter lanterns, which never ran out of battery power.
 
    Also on the walls were a few posters of teen pop idol Kristeena Dove, who wasn't as pretty to Arden as people had seemed to think, though her looming bust was so perfect it might have been computer-generated. Those curves must be long rotted now, Arden thought, and remembered that during her fame there had been rumors that she had had breast augmentation.
 
    The kid with bat-like ears, Tim, saw Arden taking her in and swept up beside him. "Those are my posters, Tom. You know what? I saw the Shifters kill Kristeena Dove. No shit. I saw it in Boston, where she was appearing when the Shift happened. She was doing this promotion thing, this concert, for Huh? Jeans."
 
    Arden turned from Kristeena's tanned midriff and winking bellybutton. "Yeah?"
 
    "They crucified her. No shit. It was like a show the Shifters put on for this big group of prisoners they rounded up...human people. They knew she was famous, so they made it a show.
 
   They crucified her on a stage, and gutted her right there while she was still alive."
 
    "It's true," said Bill, joining them. "It happened three years ago. I guess she was able to keep hidden for the first year, till they caught her. The Shifters are strong in Boston...they've pretty much overrun the whole town. Susie over there saw them crucify Kristeena Dove, too."
 
    "Susie was with me," said Tim proudly, grinning, as if he and Susie might be an item, real or imagined. Susie was the woman Arden had admired earlier, and he doubted that any one man was permitted to have her all to himself, with women so outnumbered in their ranks. And he certainly doubted that Tim would be the lucky one.
 
    "Well, I never liked that crap she sang," Arden said, "but that's pretty awful."
 
    Tim narrowed his eyes slightly, and after a few moments asked, "Didn't you ever hear her song Honey I'm Still Lovin' Ya? Can't see how anybody couldn't like that song. It was really slow and pretty."
 
    "Sorry." Arden shrugged and shook his head. "Guess I was too old for that."
 
    Bill cut in, "That's what we're gonna do to our prisoners we caught a couple days ago. Have a big execution for them. Now that we've cleaned up the town, and we don't need 'em for hostages or anything, guess we can go ahead with that any time. Bob will let us know."
 
    "How many prisoners do you have?" Arden asked around a mouthful of a barbecue-flavored dried beef stick. "Where do you keep 'em?"
 
    "We have three. They're in three lockers, chained up like mummies and padlocked in." He chuckled. "Hey, there are air holes, right? Bob says we'll probably crucify them, too. He likes country music, mostly, but he liked Honey I'm Still Lovin' Ya."
 
    "It was my idea to get even for Kristeena," Tim put in.
 
    Arden ignored him, asked Bill, "Has Bob ever tried getting them to talk in English?"
 
    "Yeah. We had five prisoners, originally. That's how we lost two of them...trying to get them to talk English. Didn't work." Bill grinned. "They screamed all right, though. Sounded like a tea kettle when the heat is up high. Matter of fact, the heat was up high!"
 
    Tim broke into loud laughter. It attracted Bob, his arm slung with territorial significance around the shoulders of Susie as he sauntered over. Maybe she was a one-man woman after all.
 
    "You ever seen a Shifter up close, Tom? Alive?"
 
    "Only for a second, before I killed them."
 
    Tim laughed again approvingly.
 
    "Want to see our pets?"
 
    He gave a shrug, chewing. Bob clapped his free arm around his shoulders again, as if eager to show off a new car. "Come on..."
 
    They left the wide gymnasium, entered a narrow cinder block corridor, turned into a boys' locker room. Gloomy, glistening aisles of gray lockers, benches, an open shower area strewn with fallen ceiling tiles. Bill and Tim trailed behind, ever with their weapons at hand. Tim asked
 
   Arden as they walked, "So, you gonna stay with us, Tom? Join us?"
 
    "Can I keep my hair?" he joked.
 
    Tim narrowed his eyes and didn't joke back.
 
    They came at last to three lockers that had had their combination locks removed, heavy padlocks keeping them secure instead. Bob produced a key ring, and worked at the first. This locker had a bumper sticker for the angry Latino rap group Fight Tha Machine stuck across it.
 
   They had made a lot of money from bumper stickers, t-shirts, and other products of the heinous Machine. Arden idly wondered if they had since been crucified, too -- or if they still lived and
 
   celebrated this return to the primitive purity of hard survival. Or did they lament the actual destruction of the Machine that had afforded them a gilded lifestyle?
 
    He watched as Bob opened the first padlock and then the door, stepping aside with a flourish like a magician's assistant.
 
    And the creature inside did look a bit like Houdini, trussed up as it was in dog chains and more padlocks. It blinked its eyes and scrunched its face at the lantern light they shone in upon it. It was an Aquarius, with the customary pulpy head like a gray lifeless heart into which two black beads had been set for eyes, its tubular mouth and single nostril like severed valves. Arden had found from killing them that they had no skulls.
 
    Bill prodded it in the side with his shotgun's abbreviated barrel. "How's it going, Zodiac killer?"
 
    "Cute, huh?" Bob remarked. "Wonder if it's a girl. Can you imagine screwing that thing if it was?"
 
    "I dunno," Bill joked. "Kinda like that funky mouth..."
 
    "Here," said Bob, slamming that door shut and handing Bill the padlock so he could start on the next. He opened the second locker to reveal an Aries. Where the first captive had seemed to squirm and wince, this one glared back at them with icy, unsettling composure. It seemed to have breasts, but so did all Aries. It had a neck three times as long and thin as a human neck, and a head the size of an infant's, from which hung curtains of glossy black hair. Black eyes glared from nests of black veins in the clown-white face.
 
    Arden didn't like its height, those arctic eyes blazing down at him, and was glad when Bob locked it back in its steel sarcophagus.
 
    He unlocked the third cell, so to speak, and repeated his proud ritual of revelation.
 
    It was a Gemini, like all Geminis -- symbolized in astrology as the Twins. Slender, its body proportioned like a human's, with long, straight hair like the Aries. Tiny childlike nose, a small pouty mouth like that of Arden's Libra twin. Those lips were a bloodless white, however nicely formed. Its obsidian eyes were larger than a human's but had something very much like an Asian human's oriental fold...except that they slanted vertically rather than horizontally. Its face was porcelain white, with a delicate tracery of dark veins, not as distinct as those seen in some other forms of Shifter. In fact, except maybe for the Virgos – with their more human-sized, human-shaped eyes, and who were the only Shifters with eyebrows – Geminis were the most human-like of the enemy.
 
    "Pretty, pretty," Bob said.
 
    The chained being stared at Arden. Directly -- large vertical eyes blinking sideways. It continued to stare at him as Bob began to close the door and say something.
 
    Arden stepped forward and held the locker door open.
 
    "What?" Bob said.
 
    Arden kept his eyes trained on those of the prisoner when he half murmured, "That's my wife."
 
    "What?" said Susie.
 
    "It's Chris. My wife." Arden said it as if talking in a dream. "It's my wife's twin," he amended.
 
    "How do you know?" asked Bill. "They all look alike..."
 
    "It's like how we know who our own twins are," Bob spoke up in Arden's defense. "You feel it in your gut. If Tom says it's his wife, then it's his wife."
 
    "Fate, man," Bill said, putting a hand on Arden's shoulder in philosophic solemnity. "It's fate."
 
    "It's a vibration he followed," Susie disagreed. "Subconsciously."
 
    "Anyway," Bob said, and now it was his turn to clap Arden's shoulder. "We'll let you kill her on the execution day, all right? I take it your real wife is dead?"
 
    "Yes," Arden whispered, still staring.
 
    "And did this demon fuck do it?"
 
    "No....it was a Capricorn that killed her."
 
    "Well, anyway, we'll let you put this one down – okay?" And with that, Bob gently moved
 
   Arden aside, and closed and locked the cell once more. Until the door was shut, the Gemini kept its gaze fixed impassively on Arden's.
 
   Four
 
    "Can't sleep?" Bob asked. Even he, the leader, took a watch...and now it was his. He sat on the bleachers under which the others dozed on sleeping bags and wrestling mats, and he was scooping out the last moist crumbs of deviled ham from a little tin, his assault rifle propped beside him and a lone lantern gleaming on the dome he kept as polished as his weapon.
 
    Arden scuffed out of the shadows, hands in his pockets. "Guess not," he murmured. He took a step closer to the cinder block wall to squint at another of Tim's many posters, this one only the size of a sheet of typing paper. The light didn't fall directly on it, but it seemed to show a large woman squatting down and vomiting.
 
    Bob gestured at it with his spoon. "Tim printed that off the internet. Before the Shift, of course. It's a fat woman smeared with shit, making herself puke."
 
    "Why?" Arden said, turning to him.
 
    "Why is she making herself puke? Or why is she covered in shit? Or why did Tim hang it up?"
 
    Arden didn't need to ask, really. On the internet, he had seen deformed stillborn babies and naked murdered women with humorous captions like, "Children are better seen than heard" and, "Sexy Dead Bitch" (but he could find nothing on the web about his father's ship, which had been present at the D-Day Invasion). All that virtual blood and rot was lost now, diffused in the ether.
 
   The real thing, less glamorous, was all that remained.
 
    "Why did Tim save it?" Arden asked, finally.
 
    "He just thought it was funny, I guess." Bob shrugged, gave a little chuckle. "He thought it was freaky. And Tim's got this weird artistic streak, y'know? He hangs up posters and other things he got off the internet, wherever we go. In a bathroom in a supermarket in Worcester he hung up a picture of a cute naked girl with no arms or legs. He just thinks it'd be funny if someone went in there someday, a human or a Shifter, and saw it there unexpectedly. He told me he went to Maine, right after the Shift, in a car he found...he was looking for his parents, but he never found them. Anyway, in a toll booth along the highway he left a picture of Kristeena Dove sucking on a horse -- except it wasn't really her, of course...somebody just put her head on somebody else's body. Tim just thinks it'd be freaky if somebody chanced to see it, either a year from now or ten years from now. Like I say, it's a kind of artistic thing he does." Bob nodded profoundly. "I think it's his way of saying ‘I was here.’ You gotta hang on to a sense of humor.
 
   Remind other people or just remind yourself of everything we lost in the Shift, and everything we still have."
 
    Arden nodded slowly, as if with understanding. He glanced at the vomiting woman again, then moved closer to Bob. "Bob...about the prisoners...I've been thinking..."
 
    "Yeah?"
 
    Arden played with a lapel of his shirt, kept his gaze averted. "The one that's my wife...I don't
 
   want to see that one killed..."
 
    "What? Come on, man...you know as well as I do that thing isn't really your wife. That thing's a mockery of your wife. That monster's kind murdered your wife."
 
    "In a way, though..." 
 
    Bob cut him off, but kept his tone wise and fatherly, as if unseling a confused teenager. "If
 
   that thing could have killed your wife itself, you know it would have done it in a heartbeat. You want to kill your own twin more than anything, don't you? And he isn't really you, is he? It's not like you'd be committing suicide if you shot your twin, right? Look...I'm one of the lucky ones. I found and killed my own twin, and let me tell you I now have this great inner peace, all the time. I think if you kill this Gemini fucker, you'll feel something like that. It will help you come to grips with the death of your real wife."
 
    Arden was silent a few moments as if absorbing this, but when he looked up into Bob's face he said, "No...I don't want to kill her. I'd really appreciate it if you just let her go, Bob."
 
    Now it was Bob's turn to be silent for several moments, but when he spoke his tone was still even and calm, perhaps with that inner peace he had alluded to. "Sorry, Tom, but I just can't do that. I can't let any Shifter live when I have it in my sights. With all respect to you. I just think you're confused."
 
    "Bob...I'm just asking you, as one human to another..."
 
    "I'm sorry, Tom. Look...I don't want to hurt another human where there's so few of us left, and I know you feel the same way, so let's not let this come between us, okay? If it was your prisoner, maybe I'd turn the other way...but this is my prisoner, Tom. And I just can't do that, buddy." When Arden didn't respond, he added for good measure, "Face it – if your real wife wasalive, you wouldn't think twice about wasting this animal."
 
    "It's just one Shifter, Bob."
 
    "One Shifter that would kill every last one of my group if it had half the chance. Yourself included. Tom we aren't going to fight over this, are we?" A beat. "You wouldn't kill a human
 
   to save the life of a Shifter, would you?"
 
    Arden looked away. He heard someone snoring. He heard his throat click as he swallowed.
 
   "No," he answered, his voice distant to his own ears. "I wouldn't."
 
    "I didn't think you would. You're not psycho. You're just confused, like I say. You don't have to kill the thing if you don't want to. Look...I won't even have a big execution for it, okay?
 
   I'll kill it myself, nice and quick. You won't even have to see it happen. All right? If that helps..."
 
    "Thanks," Arden mumbled softly, and he drifted back into the shadows. He felt ashamed of his weakness. Ashamed of his request, which even he couldn't understand well enough to properly defend. Bob was right about one thing. He was confused.
 
   Five
 
    In his dream, it was Chris beneath Arden's slowing churning body. She spread her arms out away from her naked torso, pulling her breasts taut, and he braced himself above her with his
 
   arms so he could look down at where they joined. He saw her tanned midriff, her belly button which seemed to be winking at him, but when his eyes moved back up her body again, he saw that her breasts had become larger, as if augmented, and that she had become the teen pop star Kristeena Dove, with her dyed blond hair and her vapid face made all the more vapid by the fact that she was dead, her arms spread out in crucifixion...
 
    An explosion jarred him from his sleep.
 
    He fumbled for the Scorpion beside him, even as tiles from the ceiling rained down and shattered across the bleachers above his head. He saw the shadowed forms of the others around him scrambling up from their mats and clawing for weapons as well.
 
    "The door!" screamed Bill, who was on watch, and he opened fire with his shotgun as fast as he could pump it.
 
    Arden didn't hear the clink and clatter of the second grenade that was tossed into the gymnasium from the doorway, but he heard the detonation in every cell of his body. It jolted him, but others got it worse. He heard a body thud on the bleachers nearly above his head with such force that the metal benches rang afterwards. The rumble off the enclosed walls was deafening. So was the fusillade of gunfire directed at the doorway in the wake of the explosion, but Arden suspected the terrorist hadn't stuck around to encounter it.
 
    He got out from under the bleachers and saw several badly mauled bodies in the center of the room, where the honey-colored floorboards had been torn up and blackened. A glance behind him showed that the corpse hurled onto the bleachers was Bill, the first of the gang to approach him. His knees ended in red streamers of flesh and his face was a gouged-out crater.
 
    "Team One out the front!" Bob bellowed. "Team Two out the back! Meet up at Camp Five!
 
   Move, move, move!"
 
    "How did they find us?" Susie shouted furiously.
 
    Arden thought he knew. The prisoners. Giving out some telepathic whistle, or maybe even a literal one beyond the range of human hearing. Or maybe they could track their own kind via
 
   vibration, as they could track their twins...
 
    The prisoners...
 
    Arden headed for the smoky door with its bullet-chewed threshold, where the terrorist had appeared.
 
    "Tom!" Bob called after him. "Hey, you're with Team Two! Don't panic, man!"
 
    "I'll get him!" he heard bat-eared Tim yell helpfully, racing after him.
 
    Arden picked up his pace and scooped up a lantern by the door bolting in the direction of the showers.
 
    Even as he reached the lockers he heard Tim catching up with him.
 
    "Yeah, that's right," the bald-headed young man panted, "we have to take care of these bitches." He nudged past Arden, leveled a shotgun, and fired through the metal of the first locker. Big jagged holes punched by buckshot; Arden thought he heard a keening scream inside.
 
    Arden turned to Tim, lifted his Scorpion, and fired it into his badly-shaped skull from two inches away. It blew the side of his head out, and the young man crumpled with a slack-jawed look on his face that wasn't much different from his living expressions.
 
    After darting a look over his shoulder, Arden focused his attention on the padlock to the third of the three narrow cells. Bob had the keys. He decided to try the concentrated force of Tim's shotgun on the lock instead of the Scorpion, and retrieved it from the floor. Pointed it at the padlock, and turned his face aside as if that would save him if a pellet ricocheted and struck his head.
 
    The thunderous report bucked both his arms, rippling his flesh and nerves. Metal clanged behind him from a few ricochets that had thankfully missed him. He looked again to the padlock and saw it was twisted but not broken. So much for the movies. He had no choice but to pump the slide with aching arms and try it again. Meanwhile, he heard more gunfire from somewhere close at hand and from the gym, a third explosion. The enemy had not fled...were still encircling them...
 
    Again, the thunder and the painful repercussion. This time, the padlock fell to the floor.
 
    Arden pulled the metal door open, and lifted the Shifter-made lantern to direct its glow within. He half expected the being inside to have suffocated, or even escaped Houdini-like...but it was there, blinking at him vertically, its long black hair framing its delicate geisha-white face.
 
    He set aside the lantern and the shotgun to help her out of her metal coffin. There were other padlocks securing the connected lengths of chain wound around her, and he certainly couldn't shoot these off, and he suspected lock-picking with twisted paperclips was just as cinematically exaggerated as neatly shooting off a padlock. The image of him shooting Bob for his key ring flashed across his mind, and it left an unpleasant tang. He hadn't quite allowed himself to realize he had murdered another human being, but the thought of doing it again started to bring it home.
 
    He experimented with unlooping and unwinding those sections of chain he could, and found the Gemini shrugging and squirming to slip out of her bounds as well. It became apparent that it was the confines of the locker, primarily, that had prevented her from doing this before. With Arden helping, they soon found that they could extricate her without unlocking any of the various padlocks…
 
    ...her...he was thinking of the creature as her, now...not it...
 
    ...and when the last loops of chain slipped down her dark-clothed legs, and she stepped out of them, she lunged for the shotgun Arden had rested on a bench.
 
    He swept up the Scorpion before she could get her hand around Tim's gun, and thrust the barrel under her jaw, pinning her up against the locker that still housed the other surviving prisoner.
 
    "You're coming with me," he hissed. "Understand? You're still my prisoner." He listened to shouting, the discharge of a handgun. A voice calling out for Tim. "You hear that? They'll kill us both if they find us here. You're coming with me."
 
    He swept up the lantern again and handed it to her. She accepted it. He took her free hand in his. The bloodless flesh was as cool as gravestone marble...but she did not jerk the appendage out of his grip. With the Scorpion in his free hand and the shotgun left behind, he drew the Gemini after him. Now, to find a way out of here that wouldn't bring them face-to-face with either the Shifters or Bob's family.
 
   Six
 
    There was a door just beyond the locker rooms that led out directly onto the playing fields behind the high school. Arden cracked the metal door, and heard some shooting out there in the chilly blackness, some distant bellowing/echoing voices as a few of Bob's crew fought their way away from the school. Most of the battling still seemed behind him, however, contained within the building. He decided to chance an escape by this exit, and was opening the door further when he felt the Gemini jerk at his hand and he wheeled around to see Bob and Susie in the short hallway behind him.
 
    Arden had swung his Shifter weapon around, and Bob had a Shifter pistol in his fist. It was a kind that sucked in moisture from the air, chilled it to unthinkable coldness, and fired it out as projectiles of compacted ice. It was already pointing at Chris's twin.
 
    "You'd better get going, Tom," Bob said in a steely, slow voice, "and get that thing out of my sight."
 
    Arden stared back at the man with what he hoped was an equal steeliness, gave a subtle nod, and dragged the Gemini out the door and into the open black void of night. All the while he expected ice bullets that never came. Whether or not Bob and Susie fled via the same exit he didn't know; he didn't look back or linger to find out.
 
    He had nodded at the Shifter to extinguish their lantern, and thank God for the absence of floodlights which once would have blazed across these now overgrown fields. Still, as soon as he could get them out of the open he did so, pulling the Gemini behind the metal bleachers flanking the football field.
 
    At one point they crouched down behind these ranked benches and waited as several indistinct figures scurried down the driveway that ran parallel to the football field and led to the student parking lot. The furtive shadows looked smallish, and Arden took them to be Shifters.
 
   The moon glowed dimly on the bare whiteness of one of the figures' heads. He guessed it might be a Sagittarius; the ugliest of the Shifters, their skulls showed bare through the crowns of their heads, and protruded spherically so that to Arden it looked as if an ivory-colored bowling ball had been dropped off a tall building and half-sunk into the top of each Sag's head. The imagined impact also seemed to have squashed all their features downward in hideous folds and wrinkles to the bottom third of their faces. But whether or not the scampering childlike form was one of these demons or not he couldn't really make out.
 
    As they huddled there below the bleachers, he wondered if his captive would emit some cry audible or inaudible to his ears that might alert these passing soldiers. But then they were gone.
 
   Had she known he had pointed his gun at her mid-section all the while?
 
    They rose and ran again, linked by the hands.
 
    At the far end of the track field, beyond the football field, they came to a chain link fence.
 
   Arden motioned with his gun for the Gemini to climb over it. Then, when she was on the other side, she watched him through the web-like barrier. He saw her pallid face glowing bluish and her black hair rippled across it like serpentine shadows. He whispered to her, "Now it's my turn.
 
   Don't you dare try to bolt or pull any other tricks, or you'll be sorry."
 
    He hoisted himself awkwardly over the top of the fence, while still holding the Scorpion in one hand. It had no strap by which he could sling it over his back. As a consequence, he slipped and tore his sleeve and raked his arm on the top of the fence, dropping on his back at the Shifter's feet.
 
    She only stared down at him, mute and unmoving. He hissed a curse under his breath as he scrambled to his feet again, feeling angry at himself for feeling embarrassed in front of her.
 
    Before he could reach for her hand, she held it out to him obediently. He took it. It had grown warmer from his having held onto it. They resumed their flight, the gunfire behind them now a muffled, faraway crackle like kids' firecrackers on the Fourth of July.
 
    Just beyond the fence there was a Vietnam War memorial, on the black marble of which were etched the names of all the town's residents who had fought in that war. Only two of these names were for men who had actually died over there -- in a foreign civil war which had once divided Arden's own country, as if in a nearly bloodless second American Civil War. Now, he thought, all of these listed veterans might be dead, killed in a third Civil War. The first one was renowned for pitting brother against brother. The third had pitted self against self.
 
    With unintentional symbolism, this memorial had been erected on the outskirts of town rather than near its center, where the other war memorials were situated. So, beyond its little paved lot were woodsy narrow side roads lined with small darkened houses. Arden drew Chris's twin down the first one they came to, and from there he guided them down another off-branching road, and another. The gunfire was now totally lost to their ears...perhaps it had even ceased. Had any of Bob's group successfully made it to safety? Had any of the attacking Shifters survived? Maybe each side had canceled out the other, and none of them were left.
 
   Seven
 
    Arden hunkered down at a window, peering between its sheer, filmy curtains into the deep blue limbo of night. Still no sounds of battle wafted to him. He turned his attention back to his companion. She crouched close to the floor, further back in the living room of this abandoned house. He didn't want to chance using the lantern, but her indistinctness unsettled him. He wished he could hear her rustle or even breathe; she was preternaturally still. He was grateful that at least a little of the night's blueness reflected dimly on her alabaster forehead, and glistened in her vertical eyes, so he could tell she was still there.
 
    He crawled closer to her across the carpet. Though soft furniture was all around them, it was common instinct for both of them to keep low. Anyway, lounging about on sofas and easy chairs would seem like some freakish mockery, like posing skeletons at a banquet table.
 
    "I think we're safe," Arden said very quietly to the Shifter. "I think it's all over out there.
 
   They're all dead. Or gone. You know?" The glistening black eyes stared up at him. The vertical lids blinked. Arden looked away from her face, holding his weapon across his knees. "So what
 
   do I do now?" he said, more to himself than to her. "Let you go? Are you my prisoner? You're my enemy. And you're my wife..."
 
    Light, tentative pressure on his knee. Arden flinched hard, jerked his head to face his captive.
 
   He almost brought his gun up to strike her in the face with its stock.
 
    The Gemini had rested a hand lightly on his leg. Those eyes still mysteriously glittered. Arden heard himself swallow loudly.
 
    The hand moved a little. Back and forth. A fearful movement? A shy movement? But it was, for all that, a caress.
 
    Without taking his eyes from hers, Arden reached around to rest the Scorpion on the floor on the far side of him. He then placed his hand atop her caressing hand. It was small, bony, cold, like a furtive and starving animal. He stroked it, then curled his fingers between hers.
 
    They leaned toward each other. Her arms slipped around his shoulders, his around her slender back. He expected at any moment to feel a secreted dagger pierce him between the shoulder blades. He didn't care, as he moved his face to hers. No blade came. Their mouths pressed together. He closed his eyes to blot out the nearness of her alien features, however weirdly beautiful they were. Her white lips were chill. It was like kissing his dead wife goodbye...
 
    They had shunned the chairs before, and shunned the beds in the house now. Arden had undressed the Shifter, removing her baggy, unattractive dark clothing to bare a body that softly luminesced in the murk. Under his body, hers seemed as delicate as a bird's. There was no hair down there but his hand had brushed across three circular and identical openings just below her navel, one above the other. She had helped guide him into the central orifice. She was warmer inside than out. Much warmer. He propped himself above her and leaned his back deeply into each drawn-out, probing thrust. Her slim legs hooked over the backs of his legs. She arched her back in soundless pleasure, ribs standing out in her taut chest, her eyes clenched vertically shut but her mouth gaping wide. She had no breasts, no nipples, but he dipped his head down to suck at the smoothness where they would have been. He pressed his face into her long sweep of neck, sliding his hands into her silken black curtains of hair. One last, shuddery, lunging thrust and he came with a sound like a sob -- suddenly, desperately wrapping his arms around her back to crush her to him. She breathed hard against his neck. She didn't loosen her arms or legs from around him. It was not only as if he were trying to hold onto Chris again, he thought as he lay there atop her. Tears running down his face, and dripping onto her shoulder. It was as if he were trying to pull his other self -- his enemy self -- back into his body.
 
   Eight
 
    Arden's eyes snapped open. Morning light, metallic-chilly but at least a pinkish gold, slanted into the room. He sat up quickly, expecting to see the Gemini squatting there watching him, training his gun on him. He couldn't believe he had fallen asleep without hiding the Scorpion first. Chris had always teased him about how he konked out after sex...
 
    The Shifter was not pointing the Shifter weapon at him. But she was gone.
 
    "Shit!" Arden hissed, scrambling awkwardly to his feet, stiff and cold, his elbows raw from carpet burns. He wrestled his way back into his clothing and shoes, then stumbled into the next room. And the next. He found no sign of his prisoner.
 
    Finally, he went to the front door, and opened it. He didn't have the Scorpion in his hands. He didn't care. He imagined his twin would be waiting out there for him...having hunted him down successfully at last. Maybe his twin would have its arm around Chris's twin. And they would be soundlessly laughing at him. And then they would kill him.
 
    And, in fact, his twin was outside the door. Arden realized he must have sensed it out there, in that unknown way that the twins were able to home in on each other...
 
    But his twin, the Libra, lay dead, its body sprawled in the tall, dead grass of the front lawn, several feet from the doorstep. Though its face was hidden in the tangled, uncut weeds, he had no doubt that it was his own alternate self. The handle of a large kitchen knife protruded from the back of its neck. In its frozen fists, the Libra still clutched the handles of its gun. It had been just outside the door, just about to enter the house in which he slept, when it had been surprised by a stealthy attacker from behind.
 
    Arden looked up and down the road. He saw no one. It might have been one of Bob's men who had sneaked up on the Libra, he reasoned. But he had another theory as well. That his other self, and Chris's other self, had been even more unhappy than he and Chris had been toward the end. That their schism had been destined for tragedy all along.
 
    But in killing her husband...she had also saved her husband's life.  Arden pulled the gun out from under the corpse, and walked off back toward town.
 
    He saw no one along the way. But what he did see made him pick up his pace, until at last he was running into the center of town at full clip, gulping at the air, his lungs feeling as though
 
   they were filled with fizzing blood. Until, at last, he fell to his hands and knees in front of a bald-headed man with a goatee who sat on the curb outside the Serves U Rite convenience store.
 
    "Bob is dead," the man said softly. "They got him."
 
    Arden lifted his heavy head, but instead of looking at the young man, he looked past him at the building. The gray concrete structure that had formerly appeared to magically float above the Serves U Rite had vanished.
 
    He looked beyond the convenience store. He could no longer see the verdigris-green minaret with its tattered black pennant, which had formerly skewered the police station.
 
    Slowly he got to his feet, and Bob's soldier watched him. He nodded. "Yeah," he said. "It's all gone."
 
    Arden staggered a step, glared down at the man in drunken intensity almost like fury. "Gone where?" he demanded.
 
    "Where? Back where it came from."
 
    "How?"
 
    "How? How did it come in the first place? Who knows?"
 
    "But...why now?" Arden snapped. He spun on his heel, sweeping his gaze in a circle around him. "Why would it go away now?"
 
    "Like I say, I don't know. It all just came back together again."
 
    Arden returned his gaze to the bald youth, and snorted a sad, delirious laugh. "Yeah – it came together." It was like a crude, private joke. But he wondered if that could have been it, somehow. Could it have been something so small and simple, something so alchemical?
 
    ...As two bodies joining in the dark? Blending? Melding into one? Like magnetic poles, opposites, drawing together...negative pole no longer repulsing negative pole?
 
    "The Shifters are all gone, I think," said the young man. "Only the dead ones are left. I don't feel them anymore."
 
    "I don't either," Arden said. She was gone. Entirely gone now. Both of her...
 
    The bald man stood, clapping dust off his pants. "I'm going to just walk, I suppose. Um, so, you wanna walk with me?"
 
    Arden shrugged. Smiled a little. Looked around him again.
 
    He had grown used to being alone. But he said, "For a while, I guess." And the two of them started trudging along the unbroken double lines that bisected the center of the street.
 
   The End
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