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(Strange what you find when you dig up the old backup disks you used to save work on. THIS TIME OF NIGHT (the title, by the way, comes from a song by the UK band NEW ORDER off the CD “LOW LIFE”) is a collection of some of my earliest short fiction pieces that I originally put together in 2002 to help publicize the publication of my first novel, THE FIXER. I actually thought I’d lost several of these stories, but then this evening (March 8, 2010) I found this file and I’ve decided to release this collection again – including the original foreword written below…enjoy!)
Here’s my brief history as a writer…
When I stopped working for Uncle Sam, I took a job in the private sector doing security work. I was recently married and had a lot of time on my hands. I’d been dabbling in writing for a long time, but nothing really serious. Now, all of a sudden, there seemed opportunity.
I started writing novels and short stories. This was in 1994. By 1996, I’d gotten my first published credit and there was no looking back. I churned out a steady stream of short stories. Some of them are pretty good, some are not so wonderful. But I did a lot of writing while also working on some novels.
Then I hit upon the short story that would turn into the novel that I would finally sell. When I began turning it into the novel, I dropped short story writing. I was completely committed to getting the novel as good as it could possibly be and didn’t want my mind thinking about other things.
In the years between 1998 and 2002, I didn’t see much of anything published. The few fans that I had been building with some of my published short stories obviously didn’t have anything new to read and vanished.
When I began publicizing the series I had sold in 2001 and 2002, I got a lot of “who the hell is this guy?” After all, four years is a long time to be off the scene.
So maybe this is about showing some of my own history as a writer. Maybe this is about proving that I really did write some fairly decent short stories a few years back. Maybe this is to show the evolution of one writer from the early days to now.
Maybe it’s something else entirely.
I’ve left the stories here as they were written. I could have rewritten them, but that’s not really the point. I have a lot of people write to me and say thanks for showing them that it can be done. For me to rewrite these stories as the writer I am today wouldn’t be a honest survey of what I’ve written from 1994 through now.
So the stories have faults. You’ll be able to spot a lot of them, I have no doubt.
But I hope you’ll also enjoy reading my work. And when you’re done, I hope you’ll go and buy my novels and enjoy more of my work.
Calling these “horror” stories would be inaccurate. There may only be a few here that would wholly embrace the public perception of what “horror” is. The rest are a sampling of the bizarre, the strange, the twisted.
Normal? Not a chance.
Fun?
Well, yeah, maybe…
You be the judge.
And thanks for reading!
I thought it would be appropriate to start with my very first published short story. The inspiration for this tale came when I was unfortunately working in the Financial District and saw an awful lot of bike couriers. The questions arose, as they normally do, and then took my thought process on the bizarre turn. This story sold to “Rictus Magazine” as it was making its transformation from print to on-line. The $5 check I was paid still hangs framed in my office, uncashed and still inspirational. I owe a tremendous thank you to Mary Spock, the editor of Rictus for giving me my first “published high.”
Landings suck.
I hate that first bump and then the slight touchdown of the nose of the plane as the wheels finally grip the tarmac and secure us once more to Mother Earth. I always think the plane is going to bounce off the runway and spill us all over the ground.
But it doesn’t. Never has, fortunately for me. And for my packages which I am charged with getting from one place to another.
Read about it awhile back, saw the advertisement in the local paper and called the number. Free travel anywhere? C’mon, who could resist?
The pay is good depending on what you’re carrying. Small deliveries get you enough to cover expenses and make an okay living. I moved beyond that within the first six months. I wanted to go for the gusto. Make the big bucks.
One of my friends tried to go the narcotic route and eventually ended up with almost a kilo of cocaine in his stomach in condoms. Fool tried to pass it and the rubber broke, spilling all that Colombian chalk into his small intestine and killing him before EMTs had a chance to jump-start his heart. Not my cup of Joe.
There’s better ways to make the good money.
The passengers are deplaning. I stand and grab my bag out of the overhead compartment. It’s light enough.
I smile once at the stewardess who flirted with me through most of the flight and finally slipped me her number. Nice body. Definitely wouldn’t mind tapping that.
Then I’m off the plane and into the terminal. I hate Logan. Damned airport’s stuck out the end of some useless real estate that nobody else wanted way back so it got zoned for runways. Only way to get here is to go through a damned tunnel under Boston Harbor. Talk about claustrophobia, holy shit.
I grab a cab and we shoot down towards the Sumner Tunnel. Place is jammed as usual with traffic. Cabbie rolls through the tolls and then we’re in two-lane paradise for what seems like hours. I’m sweating.
“Whassa mattah? You no like tunnels?”
What a freaking genius. “Not really.”
“Wha you think mebbe tunnel collapse or something? Mebbe drown?”
I look at him in his rear view mirror. “Shut the fuck up.” I slump back against the seat and close my eyes.
I flew in from Albuquerque. It was warm down there. My client had me stop off to get my package and was then kind enough to get me to the airport. Nice folks, these people. Definitely interested in making sure I’m as comfortable as I can be. I like that.
The sound of breaking glass halts my introspection. I squint and duck simultaneously trying to make out what has happened. We’re out of the tunnel at the entrance to route 93 north, by the North End, the Italian section of Boston.
Driver’s dead. Looks like a burst from a small 9mm compact submachine gun. Probably an Ingram, but the damned things aren’t much good at a distance. Maybe a Skorpion.
I throw the door open and roll clear of the cab which hurts like a bastard. Ever try rolling from a moving vehicle? Don’t.
Martignetti’s liquors is in front of me and beyond that is Hanover Street. Place is crazy with people, but that works for me. I try to disappear into the throngs but I know they’ll be behind me.
I’m concerned but not overly so. This has happened before. There are always competitors that want what you’re carrying and will do just about anything to get it.
I wish I had a gun.
Be tough to explain that to the airport officials, however.
I’m moving quickly now down some side streets. I’m lucky they made their move by the North End. They’ll have no choice but to follow me on foot. Too many of the streets here are one-way. Tough to do car pursuit.
I can hear the running footfalls behind me and I duck down another street. Must be two of them this time. Then my ears hear the metallic clang of a charging handle being pulled back. Locked, cocked, and ready to rock.
I turn another corner as the first bullets splang into the wall behind me. Masonry dust flies off and stings my eyes as the bullets carve pockets out of the bricks. I duck and run.
Then there’s one long drawn out burst of gunfire. I stop and turn back and see the van idling by the wall. The driver gives me a thumbs-up sign and I give him his answer sign. He nods and pulls up to the curb. My protection has arrived.
The two men chasing me are dead. The occupants of the van have seen to that. I climb into the back seat and the door slides shut. The man riding shotgun turns to me and smiles.
“Getting a little close, weren’t they?”
I nod. “Wondered when you’d show up.”
The driver laughs. “Got caught up in the traffic snarl they caused when they greased the cabbie. Sorry.”
“How are you feeling?” asks the guy sitting next to me.
I shrug. “Just some sweating, nothing much.”
He nods and turns away.
The van is already on Storrow Drive heading west. We get off at the Kenmore Square/Fenway exit and cruise into the Longwood Medical Area. There’s at least five hospitals clustered together here.
The van rolls into an underground parking lot, passes an additional security gate that can only be accessed with a special card and then continues five levels deeper until at last we stop.
The doors open and we get out. There’s a nurse and doctor standing by. I hop onto the stretcher and they immediately get an intravenous tube into me while they doctor begins palpitating my chest. The nurse nods and then two orderlies begin wheeling me down a long corridor. Doors open and I hear voices but I’m beginning to get very groggy. The doctor looks down at me and smiles.
My world goes black.
***
“Nice job.”
I smile. “Everything work out all right?”
The doctor nods. “The virus was extracted without incident. The temporary suspended animation state had only just begun to wear off. We were able to minimize damage and you should be good to go in a little under a week.”
“Why did the suspended animation wear off?”
The doctor shrugs. “Still an inexact science my friend. We’re doing all we can to keep the viruses contained for as long as possible while people like you are kind enough to transport them.” He pauses. “It’s still the safest method around.”
“What is?”
He grins. “Transporting virus like this. Couriers make it so much easier. Before we’d hold them in containers, but heaven help us if there was an accident. Using couriers, even if the virus breaks out and starts to infect you, we can keep it from becoming an epidemic simply by taking you into quarantine.”
Quarantine my ass. They’d kill me. But I know that, and they know I know that. The stakes are high in this line of work. Between the government trying to keep the viruses alive and private industry trying to kidnap all the couriers that transport them, it’s a damned good thing I get paid well.
The doctor claps me on the shoulder. “We’ve already got a new one for you, when you’re up to it.”
I grin. “This one got a name?”
He shakes his head. “None of this stuff has a name. Just a bunch of letters and numbers.” He holds up a slide. “Meet X1AA. Originated in Angola. We’ve managed to isolate the strain of bacillus that nourishes it.”
“What’s it do?”
“Usual. High fever, sweats, convulsions, internal hemorrhaging, coma, death.”
“If suspend fails, how long?”
The doctor smiles. “Probably be over before you knew what hit you.”
I nod. “Pay?”
“Usual, plus fifty percent bonus upon completion.”
I lean back and enjoy the sterility of the hospital room. The virus I transported is safely stored in some biomedical chamber several floors away. I am a free man again. Free to walk and do as I please. Not the harbinger of death that my occupation makes me out to be.
But I’d miss the adrenaline.
“Gimme a week,” I say finally.
“SCROOMTimes” actually grabbed this a few months before the preceding tale, but I never got any money for it. It’s sort of a bizarre tale, I think, and probably shows some experimentation with structure and also with the true horrors that live in the mind.
In the darkness I can hear Them roar.
In the shadows They dance beside me, taunting and mocking.
In my mind, I am Their savior.
The rain falls gently on Charles Street this night, making puddles deepen by curbside shorelines, dampening the feet of so many passers-by. The rain runs long across my windshield, drawing my attention downward, ever downward, until at last it disappears somewhere in the engine block.
It’s cool out tonight. Mild for February. My leather jacket provides only a superficial warmth. My core requires a deeper heat.
Water greets my feet as I step out of the car and walk down the street. In this part of Boston, the streetlights are electric versions of the old gaslamps that used to light the way at night. It’s a cheap imitation lost only on the Yuppies that inhabit this part of the city.
The cobblestones make footing difficult, compounded by the slowly melting snow from last week’s storm. It annoys me. But I compensate.
Someone passes me by in the darkness between lights. I cannot make out appearances, nor do I care to. To me, they are just another one of the victims. Nameless, faceless, without form, rhyme or reason.
But they compel me nonetheless.
And in that compulsion, I turn and follow the fleeting image that dances before my eyes, that briskly walking figure, hurrying home on this most inhospitable night to a dinner of warmth and a television full of cheap and giddy cheer, even, perhaps...
to someone special.
I sigh, but not too loud. I wouldn’t want him thinking I was following. That wouldn’t do at all. I need to follow-do you understand? I need to follow.
In the darkness, I can hear Them.
In the shadows, I feel Their intentions.
I am the only one who can.
They laugh, you know. Laugh and giggle as They make their way along the street, down side alleyways and small indentations in the brick and stone and concrete. Hidden, but apparent nonetheless,
if only to me.
The figure before me grows smaller, but he’s not walking faster, it is merely me slowing down, allowing Them to feel to greater sense of security. In this way They grow bolder and come sooner.
But I move still, closer to the goal of my quest. My quest alone. Myself alone. There are no others now.
They have all gone on ahead of me. And I am left behind to continue the work. The work that they started. All of them.
Am I upset? I suppose I am. Certainly it would be nice to be with them, away from this existence. Certainly, it would.
But for me, it is simply not an option. At least not yet. Not until I have finished my work and then perhaps I will receive the sign. The sign of departure. Only then, may I be permitted to go.
Do you believe in divine intervention?
Trust me, it happens all the time.
I am one of those who intervenes in your life. Although you may never even know it. I exist for that purpose. And you may never know until it is too late, if you are one of the chosen ones.
The rain is falling faster now. The figure down the street is almost three hundred feet away. My feet are not making noise, the benefits of rubber-soled shoes. Manmade inventions have, in some small manner, made my work...less complicated.
We pass by the Boston Public Gardens, darkened with impenetrable shadows.
There is where They wait.
Shouting within.
Screaming profanity at me.
They sense me on the fringes of Their subconscious. Tickling the remnants of instincts once honed to a razor’s edge, long since dulled by the inexorable onslaught of what we call civilization.
But I am present; a lone obstacle to their climactic resolve.
The figure down the sidewalk is suddenly alone no longer. He does not see Them as I do. He is not aware of Their presence as I am. He is not in tune with the scheme of totality, the laws of the cosmos, or even the flow of life, as I am.
There is little time.
He senses me only at the last second and then I am upon Them as They move to attack. He screams once at my sudden appearance but then howls in agony as Their blades reach him first, cutting skin away from precious organs.
He falls away and hits the hard ground, panting as I move to take Them both on. One of Them lunges for me and I catch the thrust full on, sinking back to absorb the force as He stumbles to catch up with His sudden lack of balance. Too late, He realizes my intention as I suddenly redirect His energy back into His body, causing Him to stiffen once, then break apart.
The second comes at me with more caution, but His flow is compromised by His hesitancy. I make a sudden movement and He reacts, giving me the unbalance I need to move into Him, absorbing His energy, overwhelming Him with my own and splitting Him in two. He falls hard to the ground, cracking several times before lying still.
The man They attacked, the confused victim, is trying to get off the sidewalk. He’s bleeding badly but his eyes still gleam with the essence of life. He’ll be all right.
He watches me, wondering what to do. I offer him a swatch of gauze from my pocket. Lately, it seems, I have not been fast enough.
“Thank you,” he says finally.
I smile once and then walk away. Already, the shouting resumes in my head. The anger swells within me, but it is not mine.
I am a vast receptacle of emotion.
In the darkness, the Evil roars.
In the shadows, They wait.
And I alone, am the only defense for you...
But lately, I am less sure. Lately, I am less skilled. Lately, I am beginning to wonder when I will receive the sign to come home.
And now, more than ever before, I wonder...
What price salvation?
Another tale published by “SCROOMTimes,” this was one of the first stories where I played with a lot of characterization through dialog and inner monologue. It also shows my fondness for using monsters in stories and trying to go at it in a different sort of way.
“Whaddya think?”
I looked at the corpse. “Yep, I’d have to agree with you.”
“So it was a wolf?”
I nodded. “Uh, huh. Big one.” The throat had been ripped out. Massive blood and tissue loss.
The fat sheriff hadn’t seen anything like this before and as much as said so. “What would make ‘em do this?”
“Could be rabies.”
“A rabid wolf?”
“Could be.” He chose to let that go and looked at me. Regarded my unkempt beard, long hair and dirty jeans. He wasn’t happy.
“Can you...y’know, take care of it?”
I looked at him. Scared. A donut eater coming face to face with a big wolf. This kind of thing wasn’t in his plans when he took the job. Today he was lucky. “Yep.”
***
I’m a hunter by trade. It’s what I do. Trying to explain why would be like asking a fish what’s so special about water. So, I won’t even try.
But I’m one of the best.
I’d been trekking cross-country like I always do this time of year. Autumn. Hunting season. Vermont, New Hampshire and Maine, I love the Northeast woods. It’s wide open wilderness up there and if you weren’t careful you’d get so damned lost you’d better know how to eat pine bark.
The town had a problem. I stumbled into it pretty much by accident, picking up some new ammunition for the Remmington I carried. I stayed a day and had lunch at the diner. One of those old ones, looks like it was dumped there by some strange time warp. Good cherry pie.
Talk runs cheap in diners like that and I’d pretty much overheard the entire story by the time my second cup of coffee arrived. I finished, paid up from the small amount of cash I carried and strolled down a side street to visit the sheriff.
Like I said, he wasn’t happy. I told him I could help. He asked for credentials. I showed him the Remmington.
We walked to the body holding area at the local graveyard. Most of the cemeteries have them up here, but don’t use ‘em that much anymore. Ground gets so cold during the winter months they used to have to stow the bodies until the soil thawed out and they could be buried.
The deputy was definitely dead. Probably took less than twenty seconds for him to die. Having your throat ripped out isn’t pleasant.
The two man police force had just been halved and Sheriff Cruller Boy wasn’t looking forward to running the place alone. He hadn’t had many volunteers for deputiztion either. He looked me up and down again. I hoped this wouldn’t take too long. He grinned that nervous smile that people who live and die doing everything by the book smile when they realize they’re about to step off a page.
“Good luck.”
I nodded and left the town.
***
Octobers in Maine get damned chilly at night. I was in the woods, pretty sure of what I’d be facing. Wolves are magnificent animals and supreme hunters. I respect them and keep my distance. They don’t like people and would rather leave them alone. A rabid one changes things. Poor creature’ll be out of his skull with madness, doesn’t know which way is home and he’ll be driven to kill over and over again until he dies. That could take a long time.
There are parts of Maine where the trees grow so thick and close together you’d sure as hell better not be claustrophobic. Balsam firs and cedars and pines hedge you in everywhere you turn. It’s not easy hiking. If you’re not careful the damned forest’ll swallow you whole and spit you sideways when she’s done.
My moccasin boots gripped the ground. They were made from deer skin and cow hide. Durable and quiet, they left very little in the way of tracks.
It was damp this time of year from the rain that precede the snows. It was soft from the sea of pine needles that cushioned the forest floor. Sounds get muffled. Everything is closer than it appears to be. Good if you’re hunting, like I was. Bad if you were hunted, like the deputy.
The lake was the only source of water in the area, save for some decrepit, muddy puddles. That wolf will need water.
I set my back against the heavy pine and waited. It was cloudy. The moon was a dull glow behind a cloud, climbing higher in the sky as time marched on. The wolf didn’t show. Around two I fell asleep, let the Remmington meander into my lap and shut out everything but sound.
***
I woke up wet. I was lying in the lake with four inches of water around me. I must have rolled from my perch into the water. I was soaked.
Getting a fire started wasn’t easy but the waterproof matches helped and soon I was pretty warm. I collected some water from the lake, boiled it, strained it, and boiled it again and then added some pine needles. The tea warmed me and gave me some vitamin-C.
After I scattered the fire, I checked the shoreline for tracks. I came upon them right away. Big ones. By the depth and clarity, they’d been made last night. While I was asleep. That wouldn’t happen again.
I followed the tracks with the Remmington slung across my back. They circled lazily around the lake and my perch. Damn thing knew I was there. The tracks took off and headed deep into the woods and then emerged by the edge of a small farm. Sheriff Cruller Boy’s car was parked out front, sideways, TV cop style with the lights flashing. The wolf had killed again last night.
The tracks went across the field but I didn’t follow them. I didn’t need to. I knew what had happened here. What was important was for me to figure out where it was bedding down during the day. I searched the perimeter of the field for returning tracks and found none.
***
That night the sky was pretty clear. The lake was well lit by the moon and I felt pretty confident that my wolf’d be back to drink again. If he hadn’t lost his mind entirely, he might be playing with me. After all, he’d run circles around my hide last night. He could easily have scented me.
The Remmington nosed through the grass by the shore and waited patiently. I figured it would approach from the West, which was where the farm was. His tracks hadn’t returned and if he was bedding down by his kills then he’d be back this way soon.
I snuggled down again and waited.
***
I don’t know what time it was when I woke up. It was mid morning at least. I was tired and groggy and the Remmington was gone. The lake was numbingly cold. I was lying in it again. A fine gray mist had settled over the area. I brewed another batch of tea and warmed myself as best I could by the fire.
Something was bothering me about the lake. There was a definitive lack of animal life. There were a ton of new tracks pressed into the mud, but they all belonged to my wolf. There was nothing else. No raccoon, no deer, and especially no squirrels. A few birds lingered in song here and there but they were scattered aways south from the lake.
I felt no need to eat. I really didn’t need to. I’d gone for days without eating when I’d hunted before like this. I’d pork out when I got back. For now the teas I brewed from the local plants were enough.
I was tired again, and I wanted to know where the Remmington was. I had a bad feeling it was somewhere in the lake. How it got there, I had no idea.
***
Another night by this damned lake. I’m beginning to experience a type of deja vu. I don’t like it. Every night starts out like this, although tonight I have no rifle with me, just the hand-made bowie knife I got from a tracker in Texas.
The blade catches the moonlight and glistens. The lake is bright under a canopy of stars and the full moon, which outshines everything close to it in the sky.
I’ve slept for most of the day. I’m so fatigued I don’t understand it. It’s only been two, maybe three days since the cherry pie at the diner. Boy that was good. Definitely going back there when I find this wolf.
Damned wolf! Where the hell is it. I’m staying awake tonight. I’ll kill the damned thing with my knife and hands if I have to but I’m staying awake tonight. Why am I so tired? My eyelids drop once and then I drag the bowie across my palm to stay awake.
The blood flows freely. Blade was sharp as a bastard. In the crisp air the copper smell lingers around me. Cautiously I lick the blood from the cut. I don’t want it falling to the ground and having the wolf go crazy to get it. The copper stings my throat and my eyes water. I hesitate and then ease forward to lap a bit of water from the lake. Stupid I know. There’s a lot of organisms in the water that’ll have me squatting for days. But I needed something to wash down the blood.
The moon’s so damned bright. Feels like the sun. Nice and warm. Hot even. I glance around and make sure the wolf isn’t here and then remove my green and black flannel shirt, lay it down carefully by the tree. Moonsunlightshine warmer warmer warmer. Sweating now. Jesus, what did that blood do to me? My camouflage pants come off with my moccasins so I can squat in the lake to cool off.
The water touches me and I shiver once before I begin sweating again. What the hell is going on here? Ouch! What was that? Itch. Need to scratch my back. I drop the knife and reach behind to scratch my shoulder. Damned hairy back’s what I’ve got. Blame my mother and father for that. It’s a genetic thing.
More itches make me scratch at every pore of my body, I look around for the poison ivy I must be sitting in, but there’s none around. Damn, I’m going to need a haircut pretty soon, for my body. I didn’t realize I had this much.
For a moment I can’t see, and then at once my vision is restored, but different. I see things now. I hear things too. I smell more blood. My hand is caked with it. I sniff at it curiously. My tongue scrapes across the leathery skin of my palm and my saliva swells with the taste of my own blood.
I need more of it. Now. I move, easily, nonchalantly through the woods, sniffing, listening, tasting the air. My moccasins are gone, replaced by my paws. My fur clings to branches as I pass.
I’m acutely aware of this kind of rhythm that flows in the woods. The rhythm of life. It runs parallel to me and I can leap into that rhythm at any time to disrupt it, take from it. Whenever I do, it closes up behind me and I’m left with my kill, my meal.
But for now, I have nothing. And now I hunt. I told you I was the best. Maybe I’ll wander around Sheriff Cruller Boy’s way and see if he’s convinced.
A cycle of twenty eight days and a full moon is all it takes to make me complete. It feels good to remember again.
An early attempt at combining horror elements with the espionage novels I loved so much. This one never saw publication, but it’s not a bad piece – if only for the somewhat twist ending.
Jake listened as the radio inside the sleek ebony Mercedes crackled once and spit out the minute transmission.
"Target departing."
The man next to him in the car exhaled a thin stream of unfiltered cigarette smoke into the already hazy interior and glanced at Jake. "Show time."
Jake nodded. "Nothing fancy. I'll be quick."
"Just make sure it gets done," said the man turning his attention to the exterior. "No screw-ups."
Jake frowned. "Jesus, Hank, you have to keep bringing the past up? It was one time."
"One time too many," said Hank. "Just get it done."
Jake sighed and opened the door. Outside, the Boston night was already enveloping the city in a blanket of fog and shadow. Jake sniffed once and caught a fresh gust of sea breeze, the salty brine tickling his nostrils as he exhaled once, long and slow.
The ear piece crackled. "Test."
Jake flexed his jaw muscle. "All clear."
There was another transmission on the net, to the other people watching and listening. "Delta's foxtrot." That meant Jake had just exited the car and was proceeding on foot.
They were down by the financial district. Devonshire Street to be precise. Jake glanced at the entrance to one of the older buildings on his left and saw the numerous security cameras watching the street for problems. But all they saw was Jake. Mild-mannered Jake, wearing a black cotton windbreaker over a navy turtleneck and dark jeans with canvas sneakers on five feet ten inches and one hundred and fifty-five pounds. Mister Gray.
"Target approaching Water Street."
That would have been the spotter on the rooftop. They'd be watching for when Jake would intercept his target, giving clear cut directions so Jake could make the interaction as seamless as humanly possible.
"Delta has that," he said. Ahead of him Water Street intersected Devonshire and he could make out a lone figure walking briskly through the darkness.
Jake increased his speed, closing the distance to roughly two hundred feet. It had to be quiet. Surprise was absolutely essential.
But Jake was a professional. After all, hadn't he spent two years in the isolation tanks down in Virginia learning all manner of tradecraft? And the stealth training had been of paramount importance to him. All those hours of practice walking on damp rice paper until no wrinkles, no rips or tears showed in the wake of his passage. Jake harmonized his breathing and movement until he simply slipped through the air, scarcely disturbing air molecules as he moved.
Who'd have thought a high-school dropout from Queens could have ended up like this? He grinned in spite of himself.
"Target approaching Federal Street."
Jake increased his speed again. The distance was down to one hundred feet now. Still the form in front of him showed no signs of detecting him.
Jake stayed out of the lights as he moved. It was the most difficult part, weaving in and out of the circles of light that tore holes out of the blanket of night. Jake had to compensate for them and still keep his rate of speed fast enough to catch up to his target.
No problem.
There had only been once. Last year in Berlin. Jake was within two feet before his target caught wind of him and beat a hasty retreat. Jake could have pursued, but it was called off by the agent-in-charge. Jake had had to endure a humiliating debrief back at headquarters.
And Hank was still fond of dredging it up before every subsequent mission, much to Jake's constant annoyance. Of course, Hank was still bitter about Jake's upstaging him on the recertification tests. Jake had beaten Hank's previous record by a full two minutes. Hank, at forty-five, was simply losing that youthful edge. And the folks at headquarters knew it. They slapped Jake out on the tip of the spear and kept Hank in reserve. After all, Hank had years of wisdom and field experience he could still pass on.
Honestly, Jake liked Hank. He was fond of listening to the elder man recount stories of work during the Cold War. Before Jake's time.
At twenty-two, Jake was still young in terms of field operatives. Not that anyone seemed to care. As long as he got the job done, he could have been a twelve year old with a retainer and it wouldn't have mattered.
As long as he got his target.
"Target passing Milk Street."
Jake narrowed it down to fifty feet and still his sneakered feet let no sound escape his footfalls.
The dress was personal choice, although dark colors were strongly suggested. Hell, you had to be crazy to wear anything else. Muted darks broke up the body better and made it tough to determine distance, depth, and angle of the attack. All favorable points in any degree of close-combat.
And with an enemy like this, every point counted. Heavily.
Twenty-five feet.
It got hairy here, because Jake had to now avert his eyes from staring directly at his target. They could sense it, they could. That intention. Picked it up like radar and it made surprising them especially hard. Jake concentrated on the details of last night's Patriot's game as he closed to ten feet.
There'd be no communication on the net now. No one took the chance that a snatch of conversation might float out of the ear piece Jake was wearing a little too loudly and alert the target.
Five feet.
Jake withdrew his right hand now and steeled his will. It all came down to this. A single moment of decisive action. The adrenaline streamed into his bloodstream, galvanizing his thoughts, body, and spirit into one single vessel of action.
Three feet.
Jake launched himself at the form in front of him and landed squarely on his target's back. They fell, cascading all over the sidewalk. Jake plunged his hand down, down, down, not stopping at the first point of contact, but continuing until he had slammed his right hand down into the writhing form beneath him.
Pay dirt.
The screech that exploded out of the target made Jake cringe, but he stayed on top of the target until the movement finally subsided and then ceased entirely.
He slumped off to one side and into a brick wall. "Contact-contact-contact."
"Delta, confirm."
Jake sighed. He got to his feet and rolled the body of his target over. The face of the blonde woman stared up at him vacuously. Her eyes seemed dulled by the sudden exodus of her life force. Her mouth was agape and a thin line of pink, frothy foam bubbled out of her mouth.
Jake frowned. "That's confirmed."
"We have that Delta, stand by."
Down the street some three blocks, a van engine roared to life. It zipped down to where Jake stood waiting. Hank in his Mercedes came speeding down the street as well. He got out of the car and came over to Jake.
"Okay?"
Jake nodded. "Yeah. A real banshee, this one."
Hank sniffed. "Hell, they all are." He bent close to the woman's body. "Damned pretty too." He shook his head. "Shame."
Two men came out of the van and bore a stretcher. They scooped the woman's body up and hefted her into the rear of the van. Hank looked at Jake. "Let's get this over with and I'll get you downtown for the debrief."
Jake nodded and together they climbed into the rear of the van.
The woman's body lay on a steel slab table in the center. One of the technicians smiled at Jake. "Nice strike. You don't get much more on target than this."
Jake nodded. "Thanks."
Hank frowned. "Let's do this, okay? Letterman's on in an hour."
The techs nodded and one of the removed a steel saw from a nearby shelf. Placing it over the woman's neck, he sliced down and deep, cutting through the thin neck muscles, trachea, esophagus, and finally the spinal cord. Black, viscous blood oozed out all over the table and ran in rivulets into deep grooves that conveyed it into a container under the table.
"Not much oxygen in her," said the tech. "Probably out for a meal."
Jake frowned. "Good thing we caught her."
The tech hefted the decapitated head and looked at it. "Damned shame."
"Just put it in the fucking container," said Hank. "I don't have time to listen to you guys wax poetic over a freaking corpse."
The tech frowned, but placed the head into a steel container. "All right, that's done." He bent over the sternum and then looked up at Jake. "Want it back?"
Jake shrugged. "Does it matter?"
"No, but it was such a nice kill," the tech shrugged. "Figured maybe you'd want it as a souvenir."
Jake shook his head. "Leave it in there. Better safe than sorry."
The tech laughed. "Hey man, come on, that's old hat. Once we get the head, the game's over. You can do what you want with the rest. No problem."
"The man said leave it there," said Hank.
"All right," said the tech. "We're through here then."
Hank gestured to Jake. "Let's go."
The night air felt refreshing on Jake's face, cooling the sweat he hadn't realized was accumulating on his face. He brushed his hand over his face and it came away damp. "Christ."
Hank stopped. "What?"
"Still sweating," said Jake. "Thought that would have stopped by now."
"Shit, kid, it doesn't ever stop. Not ever," said Hank. "This isn't the kind of thing you get used to. You do, you die. That simple, got it?"
"Yeah," said Jake. "Yeah, I got it."
"Thing about these things is they know we feel this way. It's what gives them the edge. Just gotta learn to get it under control long enough to take 'em out and then you let the fear grab you, wrestle around for a bit and then get back up in the saddle again. Deny the fear and it'll come out when you can least afford it, namely right before a kill."
Jake got into the Mercedes again. "Hank?"
Hank turned the engine over. "Yeah?"
"You ever wonder what it's like?"
Hank looked at Jake. "Kid, our job's no different than the CIA, DEA, DIA, FBI, or any other one of the alphabet soup organization in our government. We've all got temptations in the job. Shit, imagine seeing all that money a DEA agent sees day in day out? That's temptation. CIA guys got state secrets they could score millions for if they sold out." He slid the car into gear and pulled out. "Us? We got the lure of fucking immortality. And even though the price tag's damned expensive, it sure is a pretty picture, ain't it?"
Jake nodded. "Yeah. Sure is."
"And she was a babe," said Hank. "No doubt."
"Just weird," said Jake. "This is not what I expected to be doing with my life."
Hank laughed. "Not too many people grow up knowing they'll be doing this for a living," said Hank. "Can you imagine? A vampire assassin?" he laughed again. "Look real pretty on a resume, huh?"
Jake laughed too. "Guess so. What time you think we'll be through tonight?"
Hank shrugged. "Pretty cut and dry op. Shouldn't take but twenty minutes for a debrief. Initial the witness statement to the destruction of one undead blood sucker and that's a wrap."
"Buy you a drink afterwards?"
Hank looked at him. "Yeah?"
Jake nodded. "Sure. I think they play Letterman down at Roger's. And they stock Bombay behind the bar."
Hank smiled. "Well, shit. In that case, yeah, I guess you could buy me a drink."
Jake nodded. "Good."
Hank wheeled the car down past Fanueil Hall. Outside, night continued to embrace the city.
And everything that resided in it.
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The pain was unbearable.
Harold Molarni clamped a firm hand across the underside of his jaw and shuffled into the kitchen. He hadn’t showered yet, hadn’t done anything in fact. Except maybe moan and pray to every deity he could remember from his religion studies classes in college. The pain was unbearable.
His wife stood scrambling eggs in the kitchen of their house. She looked up as he came in and frowned.
“Harry, for God’s sakes, will you just make an appointment?”
Harry tried to grin back, emphasizing his pitiful attempt at a smile. “Oym foyn, okay?”
She looked at him. “You’re not fine. That damned tooth has been bothering you the better part of a week now.” She shook her head. “Frankly, I’m a little tired of listening to you moan at night, especially if we’re not having sex.”
He tried to smile and winced as the pain shot through his jaw again. “Ow.”
Her frown softened. “Honey, you need to go. I know the dentist frightens you. It frightens a lot of people.”
“What does?” chirped their son Rick as he wandered into the kitchen playing with the family dog.
“Nothing, dear,” said Harry’s wife.
“Dad’s tooth still killing him?”
Harry nodded. “Uh huh.”
Rick shook his head and held his hand out for the dog to give him a paw, which it did. “Dad, just go to the dentist.”
“Uh uh.”
Rick grinned. “Afraid of the drill, Dad? That high-pitched whine?”
Harry frowned.
“Oh and then the smell,” said Rick. “That’s bad, too. That burning smell. Awful. You know your teeth are actually bones? So it’s like your bones are burning. Gross, huh? My teacher was saying that during World War Two, when the Nazis were putting people to death they’d-”
“That’s enough, Rick,” said Harry’s wife pushing him toward the backdoor. “Why don’t you take King and go outside and play?”
“Aw, mom, I was just trying to help dad out.”
“Out,” she said. “Go for a walk.”
Rick frowned and then walked away trying to imitate the sound of a drill. King the dog followed behind him.
Harry stood up. “Valium?”
She shook her head. “No way, Harry. You’ve almost cleaned out my supply as it is. You keep it up and I’ll have nothing left for myself. And you know how bad I get tension headaches.” She walked out of the kitchen and returned a minute later carrying the Yellow Pages. “I’m making you an appointment.”
“Uh uh,” said Harry.
“Uh huh,” said his wife. “You keep it up and you’ll have to use sign language soon to communicate with me. This is ridiculous. There must be someone that can help you.”
“They awl the same,” said Harry wincing again.
“Here’s one,” she proclaimed. “Easy Does it Dentistry.” She looked up at Harry. “Says here they specialize in treating patients with neurotic symptoms.”
“Um not noorodic.”
“You most certainly are.”
Harry sighed and watched her make the appointment.
***
‘Easy Does it Dentistry’ resided in a small office building downtown. Harry phoned in sick to work, or rather, mumbled in sick to work. His wife wanted to drive him, but Harry insisted he was all right and could still function. His persistence won out over his wife’s pleading.
The doors opened automatically as he walked up the sleek cement slope toward the building. A small brass plaque inside directed him to the second floor and there, behind twin wood-paneled doors, he found the clinic.
He was greeted immediately upon entering by a receptionist who could have posed for the toothpaste commercial of her choice, her smile was that luminous. She handed him a clipboard and asked him to fill out the necessary blocks. Harry sighed and thanked the stars he had a good benefits package at work that covered this dental emergency one hundred percent. When he was done filling out the forms, the receptionist directed him back to his seat.
“It’ll be just a moment.”
But Harry’s attention was riveted on a bulletin board across the room. He shuffled over, aware that the throbbing inside his mouth had grown to even greater proportions since entering the clinic. He frowned.
The pictures on the bulletin board, meanwhile, were all smiling toothy snapshots. Harry glanced at the banner over the board that read “All Our Customers Are Happy,” and sighed.
I sure hope so, he thought.
“Mr. Molarni? The dentist will see you now.”
Harry turned and saw the receptionist smiling at him. He tried to reciprocate but the action alone brought more pain into his jaw. The receptionist pouted sympathetically and pointed.
“Down the hall, second door on the right.”
Harry tried to grin and got it. He walked down the hall and turned right at the second door. It was an large examination room.
“Harry?”
Harry turned and saw the dentist. He was a small man, about five feet eight inches and weighed maybe one hundred twenty pounds. He held out his hand. Harry took it.
“Nice to meet you, Harry. My name’s Dr. Samson. Your wife said you were in excruciating pain, so I won’t waste any time here. Let’s get you into the examination chair and take some x-rays. Once we get those, we can see what’s what.”
Harry got into the chair and tried to relax his body. He was stiff with tension. Dr. Samson leaned over him getting the lead apron in place.
“Any kids, Harry?”
Harry nodded and held up a finger.
“One huh? So you don’t really care if some of the radiation sterilizes your balls, do ya?”
Harry looked at him wide-eyed. “Huh?”
Dr. Samson laughed. “Just a joke, Harry. Just a joke. Your jewels are perfectly safe. No need to worry. I promise.” He held up a small piece of cardboard. “I would like to try to get you to bite down on this while we shoot the x-rays. Think you can manage it?”
Harry sighed and tried to open his mouth. Dr. Samson leaned closer and then recoiled. “Yikes, been a few days since you brushed last, huh?”
Harry closed his mouth gingerly around the cardboard. “Uh huh. Sorry.”
Dr. Samson smiled. “No problem. I’m used to it. You wouldn’t believe what people come in here with.” He made some adjustments and brought the x-ray over to the side of Harry’s jaw. “Okay, we’re all set Harry. You sit here nice and still and I’ll be back as soon as the radiation evaporates, hahaha.”
Harry grinned and looked straight ahead. I hate this place, he thought. The lights went low just then and there was a small clicking noise and the x-ray machine zapped his head. In under thirty seconds, they were done. Harry sat in the chair. Dr. Samson came back in.
“Okay, Harry, let’s get you out of this apron and then we can see what the x-rays show us.” He helped Harry out of the chair. “Come with me.”
They walked down the hall and into another room. There were five sheets of film hanging up against a lighted backdrop. Dr. Samson began frowning immediately. “Huh, look at that. Interesting.” He turned back to Harry. “Congratulations. You have an impacted wisdom tooth. And it’s infected.”
“Whaduhthat mean?” asked Harry.
“Usually?” asked Dr. Samson. “Oral surgery.”
Harry winced.
Dr. Samson smiled. “But, fortunately for you, we here at Easy Does It Dental have innovated a new solution to oral surgery.” He motioned Harry to follow him. “Let’s get you back to the examination room.”
Once there he pulled a stool across from harry in the examination chair. He held a small tube in one hand. “Harry, you saw all those smiling faces out front, right?”
Harry nodded.
“Well, I’m here to tell you that all those people were oral surgery candidates until they came here. You see, we have a different method of cleaning up the infection and extracting the diseased tooth. We call it the Driller.”
Harry frowned. Dr. Samson laughed.
“It only sounds nasty, Harry. I assure you if you decide to go with the Driller, you’ll never feel a thing until the tooth is long gone.”
“Weally?”
Dr. Samson nodded. “Uh huh. And the best part of it is, that you don’t even have to stay here. Once we do the implant, you go home. It’s that easy.”
“Lethdoit.”
Dr. Samson nodded. “Glad you feel that way. He held up the tube. Inside was a speck of dust. “This is the Driller.”
“Whaddisit?”
“It’s what we call a biobot, Harry. Minuscule sized robots that can be programmed to perform a zillion different functions, all within the body. They’re the latest rage in the medical field right now.”
“Isitsafe?”
Dr. Samson nodded. “Naturally. Of course this technology is new, so sometimes there are programming errors, but nothing to be concerned with. Your biobot has two mission profiles, as we call them, clean up the infection and excavate the diseased tooth. The tooth gets excavated by the biobot, by breaking it up into tiny pieces that pass through your digestive tract and get washed out of your body. In the space of a week, your tooth will be gone.”
Harry smiled.
“The best part of course,” said Dr. Samson, “is that as soon as we implant, the pain vanishes. It’s amazing.”
“How?”
Dr. Samson shrugged. “The biobot secretes a small nerve dampening agent at the root of the tooth. You’ll never even know you had a problem until it’s gone. Tidy, huh?”
Harry nodded.
“Did you want to do the implant today, Harry?”
Harry nodded.
Dr. Samson smiled. “Great. You sit right there while I wheel over the insertion machine. We’ll zap the biobot in, and that’ll be that. Okay?”
“Uh huh.” Harry watched Dr. Samson wheel a large needle-like instrument over to the base of the chair.
Dr. Samson noticed the frightened look in Harry’s eyes and smiled. “Relax. It’s not painful at all. Less of a pinch than a Novocain shot, really. You open wide now and I’ll target your tooth. Then we fire the biobot in with a squirt of liquefied toothpaste. Once inside your mouth, the biobot will attach itself automatically to the programmed target, in this case your impacted tooth. After five minutes, you can spit the toothpaste and the biobot stays in place. From there on out, your life is back to normal.”
Harry smiled.
Dr. Samson leaned in close to Harry’s ear and cracked his knuckles. “Are you ready Harry?”
“Uh huh.”
Dr. Samson stood again and nodded. “All right, here we go. I need you to open your mouth as wide as you can. The first thing I’m going to do is laze your tooth.” He slipped a pair of glasses on Harry’s face. “It’s the same technology they used in the Persian Gulf when they were hunting Scud missiles. Those commandos would use a laser beam to paint the target and then call in air strikes. The missiles would automatically seek the lazed targets.”
A beam of intense light appeared. Harry felt a warm sensation in his mouth.
“Just another second, Harry,” said Dr. Samson. “There. Now keep your mouth open while I prep the injection.”
Harry watched Dr. Samson insert a smaller test tube into the launcher and then close the chamber. “Here we go.” He wheeled the device closer.
Harry felt the brief squirt of toothpaste, tasted the minty fluoride and resisted the urge to close his mouth. A speck of toothpaste dribbled out of his mouth but Dr. Samson used a tongue depressor to scoop it back in.
“Just a few minutes now, Harry. Hold on.”
Harry leaned back in the chair, trying to keep the rest of the toothpaste inside. His salivary glands were pumping a continuous stream of fresh spit into his mouth and he felt like he was drowning. The throbbing continued and then just as he thought his mouth would overflow entirely, it was done.
Finished. The throbbing stopped. Dr. Samson gestured toward the rinse sink. “Go ahead, now Harry. Spit to your heart’s content.”
Harry never felt such relief as when he dumped the frothy contents of his mouth into the porcelain sink. He helped himself to the water pick and rinsed again.
Dr. Samson stepped away. “Well...how are you feeling?”
Harry’s eyes were wide again, but not from fear. “My god, I can talk again. My mouth...it doesn’t hurt at all!”
“I told you,” said Dr. Samson. “Wait right here, Harry.” He left and returned a minute later holding a small camera, one of the instamatics.
“Harry, you mind if I take your picture? We want to add you to our bulletin board.”
“Sure, go right ahead, Doc.” Harry beamed him a huge smile. There was a quick flash of light from the flash and then the mechanical clicking sound of the picture rolling out. Dr. Samson took it from the camera and placed it on a nearby counter.
Harry was massaging his jaw. “This is incredible. I can’t even feel the tooth.”
Dr. Samson smiled. “Guaranteed, Harry, you won’t have another problem with that tooth.”
Harry stood up. “Is this covered by insurance?”
“Absolutely. Biobots are all the rage right now with insurance companies because they cut costs dramatically.”
“Wonderful, wonderful,” mumbled Harry. “Say, Doc? Any eating restrictions or anything I should stay away from?”
“Eat like you normally would, Harry. Enjoy yourself. Been about a week, hasn’t it? Probably felt like a fast. My advice? Grab a burger or a huge sub somewhere and chow down. Fix a huge dinner tonight. Eat for a change.”
Harry nodded. “That sub sounds real good.”
Dr. Samson held up the picture. “Perfect smile here, Harry. You’re our newest satisfied client.”
But Harry didn’t go for the sub. As he was driving home, the nearby McDonald’s beckoned instead. Harry slid the car into the drive-through and ordered and extra value meal.
No hamburger ever tasted so good, he thought. He tore through the burger with ravenous devotion to satisfying his stomach’s lust. He smeared endless packets of ketchup all over his French fries and slurped the large Coke with no regard for how loud he might be. It was his car after all. And it was his meal. His first real meal in almost two weeks.
Harry was ecstatic.
What better way to celebrate his ecstasy than by creating some for others? Harry drove home and spent the afternoon making love to his wife.
And working up another large appetite.
“It’s amazing, honey,” said Harry that night over dinner. “I can’t feel a thing back there. It’s like it’s not even there.”
“Dad?”
“Yeah, Rick?”
“Dad, you got a robot in your mouth?”
Harry grinned. “Biobot, son. But pretty much the same thing, yes.”
“Cool. Can I see it?”
Harry shook his head. “Too small to be seen, Rick. But it’s there. I know it is. It’ll take about a week and then my tooth will be gone and the infection will be cleared up.”
“Cool, how’s it run?”
“You mean energy? The dentist said it worked on some new micro-molecular battery cells. They have a life of almost two years.”
“What happens to the biobot after your tooth is gone?”
“What?”
His wife gave him a look. “What happens after? Do you get it removed?”
Harry frowned. “Huh. I forgot to ask him that.” He shrugged. “I’ll call him first thing tomorrow.”
***
The following week is a busy one.
Harry, refreshed and back at work with a vengeance, tackles long overdue projects and turns in several reports. He’s up late at night working on the computer and little things are forgotten. Almost every night, he’s stumbled into bed at around midnight.
“Goodnight, honey,” says Harry leaning over and kissing his wife. “Love ya.”
“Love you, too, hon,” she says.
Harry lays back and closes his eyes. One week. No more tooth. A look into his mouth this morning had confirmed it. The tooth is gone. His mouth looks normal. No problems at all. Harry sighs and drifts off to sleep, his last thought to call Dr. Samson in the morning and ask about removal.
2 AM. Harry’s eyes bolt open. His mouth throbs. His screams are choked by the reservoir of blood in his mouth. He jerks about spraying blood everywhere as he claws at the sheets, trying to wake up his wife.
She wakes up screaming. “Harry! What’s the matter?”
“Ow, my mouth is-gack-killing me! The pain! Jesus Christ, the pain!”
“What should I do?”
“Call Samson, the dentist! Call him!! Oh, my god!”
“Harry!”
“My heart! Oh, dear god, this hurts so much!” Harry slumps back into bed, blood running from his mouth in streams, mixed with bone and saliva. The pain is horrendous and like nothing he’s ever experienced before, not even that kick to the groin from little Sue Martin in the sixth grade. Nothing compares. Harry writhes atop the sheets while his wife screams into the phone for an ambulance.
If he can just hold on until they get here and gas him unconscious or give him a shot of morphine or something-anything to quell the agony he’s going through.
Just a little while long-
***
“We’re very sorry, Mrs. Molarni.”
She sits there, mute, listening to the policeman. His hand is heavy on her shoulder.
“Why? What happened? Why did my Harry die?”
“The way it looks ma’am,” says the cop, “your husband had one of them biobot implants. Is that right?”
“Yes.”
“What was the time frame on the program?”
“I...I don’t know. All Harry said was that his tooth would be gone in a week.”
The cop nods. “He forgot to get it removed, didn’t he?”
“He-he said he’d call. I don’t know...I guess he never did...”
“Problem with those biobots, ma’am, is that they keep on doing what they’re programmed to do. In this case, it was excavate teeth. Problem being, those little bots don’t have all that much pain killer stored inside ‘em, y’know? Your husband’s probably had enough for a week, no more. Come today when he didn’t have it removed, that biobot just went on digging and drilling. Only this time there was no nerve dampeners. Your husband felt everything. Pain got so bad, he up and had a heart attack.” He pauses. “I’m really sorry.”
She nods. “I can’t believe he’s gone...”
***
The policemen have left. The sheets have been changed. Rick has finally fallen asleep again. Tomorrow all the arrangements have to be made. She sighs. My god. My dear husband, gone.
The bed feels so empty without him. So void. Too much room she’ll never feel comfortable utilizing. But the pillow is soft and she lays there for some time before finally dozing off.
She never sees the biobot, washed out of Harry’s mouth by the deluge of blood, maneuvering its way along the carpeted floor. Inch by inch, circumnavigating the rug fibers, it finds its way to the bed post, then the sheets. It climbs, it moves, it never stops. The program must be obeyed. The tiny sensors probe but don’t detect any lazed targets. Only a mouthful of prospective ones. But that doesn’t matter now. The never-ending program directs the little biobot into the gaping mouth.
Her mouth.
And then, in the hazy afterworld of the death of a loved one, when sleep comes fitfully, but then finally and completely, only then...
the drilling resumes...
The concept of the bizarre life that exists in prison has always been a source of unease with me. I wrote this story back in late 1996, but never pursued publication for it. My focus was always the novel and a lot of my short stories sat without ever having been shopped around.
The metal bars shuddered once and then screeched when the door to cell number four on the upper level opened. David Geoghean looked up and sniffed, taking in the faint odor of urine mixed with the smell of methane from the nearby swamp. The combination made his nostrils cringe.
A lone inmate was hurriedly mopping the stairs, but fell back as they crested them. He looked once at the huge guard that was escorting David before backing away, making little noise. Other than some mumbled whispers, there were no sounds here.
The guard pointed. “Your new home.”
David nodded. Gray as far as the eye could see. Everything was: the uniforms, the paint, the steps, the walls, and especially the bars. Never-ending gray bars surrounded David as far as he could see.
Scattered beacons of perversity, the faces of veteran convicts pressed into the bars on their cell doors. They whispered. Always whispered. Their eyes watched him and David shuddered.
He turned and peered into the darkness of his cell. The guard prodded him from behind. “C’mon, move your ass.” David Geoghean sighed, surrendered his last mental vestige of freedom, and stepped inside.
The door rattled shut behind him. Automatic. Not the old lock and key system of yesteryear. Everything was controlled electronically by the guard that sat in a booth high above the floor.
Bunk beds sat on the left side of the cell. The gray paint peeled off in places and had flecked into a small pile by one of the bedposts. Assorted pictures of half-naked women adhered to the stone walls by excessive amounts of masking tape. The most interesting aspect of his new home was the pristine toilet in the corner. It was sparkling clean which pleased David, himself disgusted at the thought of using a toilet not properly sanitized.
His cellmate sat on the top bunk. His long hair was held back by a thin rubber band and his mustache and beard were unkempt. A single earring dotted one ear and David almost grinned thinking how much the guy looked like a stereotypical prisoner.
“What’s yer name?” The voice was low. A harsh whisper. David shuddered again.
“Geoghean.”
“Name’s too tough. What’s yer first name?”
David looked at him. One eye seemed larger than the other. “David.”
The man nodded once. “I’ll call you Dave.” He moved off the bed easily, without making a sound and pointed once at the toilet. “That’s the can. I like
it kept clean. You got the runs or somethin’, make sure you clean it up good when you’re done. I don’t want none of yer crap spackle on my ass when I gotta squat. Okay?”
“Yeah, no sweat. I like it clean, myself.”
The man sucked his teeth. “Good.” He looked David up and down. “You look kinda skinny. How much you weigh?”
David shrugged. “One sixty or so.”
The man shook his head. “Not good. Ain’t enough meat on you to make the others wanna stay away. They’ll take you soon enough.”
“Take me?”
The man frowned. “You know, a little lovin’.” He peered at David. “Shit, boy, what you in for anyway?”
David clenched his jaw, hoping he looked tough. “Attempted murder.”
“That it?” The man chuckled. “Oh, boy, you best find yerself some defenders pretty quick. Attempted murder’s like finger-painting in this place. Everyone else already gone beyond that ‘attempted’ shit and graduated to full blown mass murdering. You starting this game with two against you already. One more an’ you’ll go down quick.”
David leaned against the stone wall, feeling the security of the cool rocks as they pressed into his back. “What’s your name?”
The man shrugged. “Name’s Calvarez. People call me Monk.”
“You religious?”
Monk just looked at him. “In this place, you gotta find some kinda god to pray to when they bend you over in the shower. And you better pray to a strong god, too.
Take a lot to keep them boys away. And they seen you already. You can bet they waiting for tomorrow to come pretty quick.”
On cue the cells around them erupted into hootcalls and wails. Voices screamed and wailed about fresh meat in the prison. Monk thumbed outside the cell.
“See? They waiting for sunup.”
David shook his head. “Shit. Is there anyway to get through this without giving it up?”
Monk grinned. “Only one way out of here without giving it up.”
“What is it?”
Monk shook his head. “No way, dude. I ain’t seen enough of you yet to give up the secret. Maybe you some sorta cop, undercover like. I don’t know you.” He grinned. “Then again, cops ain’t stupid enough to put a Joe under here with only ‘attempted murder.’” He laughed. “Shit, that a good one.”
David sighed. “I don’t even know why I’m here. I was at Fairhurst Prison. It wasn’t a maximum security joint like this one. It was only attempted murder. Two months ago I was a pharmacist. One slip on the dosage scale and I get an attempted murder rap. Figures I would get the hellfire and brimstone district attorney.”
Monk laughed. “You ain’t even a real criminal. But you ain’t the first one come through here like this neither. See, this place got a real problem keeping prisoners alive. Most of ‘em lately been deciding that death a better alternative than permanent stitches on your asshole.”
“Jesus, I was almost married for crying out loud.”
Monk smiled. “Almost?”
David sighed. “She dumped me over the indictment.” He tossed his stuff onto the bottom bunk and sat on it. He looked at his cellmate. “Monk, you gotta help me. I can’t live with being raped.”
“No? Most guys in here do.”
“I can’t stand the thought of it.” David shook his head. “How can I get out of it?”
Monk nodded at his bed. “Best get yer bunk made ‘fore lights out. Tough to see after.” Then he jumped up onto the top bunk and lay down. In moments, a low mantra of snores filtered out of Monk’s bunk and echoed against the cold stone walls of the prison, the only sound in the pervasive darkness.
***
The rough hands woke him, and he started to scream in fear but one hand was firmly clamped over his mouth. David opened his eyes and saw Monk standing over him. He grinned and leaned closer.
“Don’t say nothin’. We gotta be quiet. Okay?”
David nodded once and the hands left him. “What’s going on?”
Monk frowned. “You wanted to know how to get outa bein’ banged, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Awright then, shut up and follow me.” Monk went to the rear of the toilet and pulled a small lever. Instantly the toilet swung out and revealed a small crawlspace.
David pointed. “We’re going in there?”
Monk smiled. “Better go in there then in yer rear.” He chuckled softly at his joke.
David frowned. “You first?”
Monk nodded and crawled into the blackness. David followed and heard the opening close behind them.
It was impossible to see. The lack of light made going tough and there was only the pervasive sound of scraping as the two of them made their way down the tunnel. David’s knees and shins began to bleed from the rocks digging into his legs and his
hands were a mess of scrapes. Once he thought he heard Monk say something but shrugged it off as imagination.
Finally, after ten minutes of travel, David could discern a change in the void. Differences in shade began to emerge and here and there David could just make out cracks of light around the outline of Monk’s butt.
And then suddenly they were out of the tunnel. Into the light.
David looked up and grinned. “We escaped?”
Monk turned and looked at him. “Escape? From there? No way. No one ever escape from this prison.”
“Why not?”
Monk shrugged. “Too difficult and the warden ain’t easy on escapees. Legend has it the guy been ‘round here since the beginning.” He rolled his eyes back. “That’d be ‘bout hundred years or so.”
David grinned. “Right. That old? Nobody’s that old.”
“That what they say.”
David shook his head. “Anyway, if we aren’t out of the prison, then where are we?”
Monk shrugged. “Dunno. Could be some old type of boiler room from the looks of the machines over there. Got that huge rock table in the middle. I think it’s granite. Ain’t been used in years. ‘Cept by me and a few other guys.”
“Other people know about this?”
Monk shrugged. “Yeah, so?”
“Nothing, it’s just I thought something like this would have to be kept secret.”
Monk grinned. “Uh uh. In fact, the more everyone know about it the better.”
“Why?”
The hands were on him then. There was no time to react. Before he could scream, David felt a grungy hand clamp across his mouth. David felt himself lifted and carried towards a huge slab of a table in the center of the room. He was placed on his back looking up at the ceiling as his arms and legs were tied down. The moldy smelling hand across his mouth came away abruptly but David could not speak.
The men around him wore hoods.
They had finished tying David down and then turned before Monk. Together they spoke in unison. “He is ready.”
Monk nodded. “Welcome, David.”
“....what is this? What’s going on?” The words came out, choked, mere wisps of the strength he wished he could convey.
Monk smiled. “Well, you wanted to know how to get out of being raped. This is the only way.” He turned to one of the hooded followers. “Is everything prepared?”
“Everything.” All spoke as one.
“What happened to your voice?” asked David.
Monk grinned. “You mean that ridiculous accent I had earlier? Merely a show.” He turned around as if to check something. “I must say, however, that your arrival was rather fortuitous.”
“...how?”
“Come now, surely you noticed the absence of noise when you arrived....?” He glanced over his shoulder with a smile. “You see, my followers and I need a sacrifice once a month or our god gets very restless. The other prisoners were up for grabs until you showed up. They were quite worried about it. When you came they knew, immediately, they had nothing to fear.” He grinned. “At least until next month.”
David yanked at the bindings. “You can’t kill me!”
“Why not?”
“The warden, the guards, they’ll notice me missing!”
“Hmm, yes, well maybe we should just ask them.” He turned to the hooded men. “Gentlemen?”
At once the hoods disappeared and David could see each of them clearly. The collars of prison guard uniforms peeked over the edges of their robes. The large man nearest to the table grinned at Dave. It was the guard that had escorted him to his cell.
“And as for the warden,” said Monk suddenly. “Well, I don’t think it’ll be a problem.”
“Why should the warden believe you?”
Monk laughed. “You know, I never asked myself that question.” He turned around now and David could see the gleaming knife. It seemed to pull Monk toward the table. The blade gleamed, mammoth and unwieldy.
Monk stood behind David’s head and held the blade aloft. From his perspective David saw only the searing flash of light that hypnotized him. His ears cringed when he heard the chanting start, a strange litany that filled his mind and threatened his soul.
The prison guards seemed to weave back and forth as they chanted in unison. Monk had his eyes closed. David struggled against his ties but he was held fast.
“The warden!” He shouted. “The warden will get you all!”
Monk stopped chanting. “No David, he will not.” He smiled and began lowering the blade, his eyes glistening.
“I am the warden.”
Stephen King has a tremendous ability to take the everyday and turn it into the horrible. I did a lot of experimenting with that as well, where I would observe everyday activities and then try to let my imagination go nuts. “Garbage’ is the result of one of those outings.
"Lemme tell you something...." He paused.
"Dave," I said finally.
"Yeah, Dave, knew that was it. Sorry, got a slight dysfunction remembering names and stuff like that." He thumped his head with one hand. "Otherwise, sharp as a tack."
I nodded, prompting him to go on. He was still grinning and I guess he'd forgotten what he was saying. Finally he remembered and shrugged.
"See? There it goes again." He shook his head. "Like I was saying, these people here in this neighborhood, they're the good folks. Take the time and make sure it's all organized right and proper. Ain't no mix-ups, or loose shit that don't belong. Nice and orderly. They wasn't always like that, but I trained 'em good, and they learned even better."
The brakes screeched and hissed, stopping the truck again. Hal gave me the thumbs up and we jumped off the back. He was right. The garbage cans were perfectly aligned by the curb with the lids firmly in place. The raccoons must have hated this part of town because the scavenging looked scarce.
Hal and I scooped up two cans apiece and dropped the lids to the ground. One of us would empty while the other started the compactor on the back of the truck. Then Hal took the empties back and aligned them just as nicely along the curb and refastened the lids.
"Don't want 'em to get maggots in the cans," said Hal quietly.
I followed suit, more to show Hal that I could be just as meticulous as he and also had the respect necessary to make it in this position. Hal's former partners had all quit after a week or two. Hal said it was because they didn't understand the system. I hadn't questioned him, just been grateful for the job. It was tough feeding a wife and two small kids on welfare. I had hated receiving those checks anyway. I was still young and could easily find work. Of course, I was still trying to make a go of it at the whole writing thing. In the meantime, I had to support my family. This job came up and I jumped at the chance.
Hal thumped the truck on the side and we were off again. Every other house for five streets was the same as this one. Neatly arranged garbage cans and recycling bins. You could see Hal's face beam with pleasure at the way people took the time to make sure everything was in order.
"It's a pride thing, I guess," said Hal on break. "I take pride in my job. Yeah, sure, folks see us as garbage men and think about all that shit we touch everyday, but we're a necessity. People need us to haul their crap away. They need us."
I nodded and then our coffee was finished.
"Down to Forest Hills next and then over to the upper end of Washington Street."
Forest Hills was pretty neat with only one or two exceptions. Hal pulled a notebook from his pocket and made a notation at each house that had things in disarray and then we were off to Washington Street.
It was a poor neighborhood. Many of the three deckers had tenants numbering into the teens. They were violating building code after building code. Hal didn't even notice that so much as he did the garbage.
"Goddamn," he muttered quietly when he saw the first house. "You'd think they'd learn."
The trash was all over the sidewalk and road. Lids weren't even on the cans and several of the cheap plastic bags had been torn through by neighborhood pets. There was food everywhere and the smell of rotting decay made my stomach lurch.
There was a small girl crying on the steps and Hal walked over to her.
"What the matter?"
The girl looked up at him. She was Hispanic and didn't look like she was old enough to be in school yet, or old enough to know much English. She wiped one dirty hand across her face, streaking her tears into horizontal mud lines.
"My kitty. Gone."
Hal frowned. "Your kitty's gone? That's too bad." He took out a lollipop from his breast pocket and handed it to her. Her face brightened. Hal patted her on the head.
"Will you do a favor for me, sweetie?"
She nodded.
Hal was writing in his notebook again. "Will you tell Mommy and Daddy that if the trash isn't arranged nicely next week, it's going to be a problem for me. Will you tell them that?"
"Okay," she nodded, slurping on the lollipop.
Hal and I moved to get the cans and made our way down Washington Street.
"Too bad about the cat," I said to Hal as the truck lumbered down the street.
He shrugged. "They should know better than to leave the trash like that."
I nodded. "That's pretty unacceptable."
"They'll learn," said Hal.
***
But by next week they hadn't learned. The trash was still the same way. This time, in addition to having bags ripped to shreds, there was glass mixed in with the papers to be recycled.
"Sonuvabitch," said Hal. "This fuckin' pisses me off."
I noticed the cat before Hal did, but only just. I never saw Hal move so fast as when he scooped the cat up. He nuzzled it close to his face and read the collar around its neck.
"Four Ten Washington Street." He looked up and confirmed that the address was the same as the one on the cat's tag and nodded. "Musta gotten the girl a replacement kitty." He shook his head. "Oh well."
And tossed the cat into the compactor.
He had pushed the button before I could even react. I was glad I couldn't hear the screams and wails of the cat as the steel teeth crunched down on it.
"What the fuck are you doing, Hal? You just killed that cat!"
He nodded. "They'll learn, Dave. They'll learn."
I shook my head. "You gotta be kidding me, Hal! You can't just go around killing people's pets!"
"Why not?"
His question was like a bucket of water was poured over my head. I stood still.
"Why not, Dave? I've done it before. Done it a million times. People, they learn, they do. Takes some of them awhile, but they learn. They all learn."
***
I couldn't sleep that night. I had dreams of cats. Bloody gore wrecked across the gaping maw of the trash compactor. It nauseated me.
I wanted to quit the job.
But I couldn't.
My wife had continuously heaped praise after praise upon me for getting a decent job. We could eat well, now. I had benefits, medical insurance. My kids could rest easy knowing their dad was taking care of them all.
And helping to keep the cat population down at the same time...
***
"Does it ever take more than a cat to convince them?" I asked Hal later that week.
He looked at me for a long time, like he was trying to sort me out. From my initial reaction the other day, he had pretty much not spoken to me, which made work uncomfortable. Fortunately for me, all the neighborhoods we went to had good garbage.
Finally he shrugged. "Sometimes."
"Sometimes?"
He nodded. "Yep. I only start with the cats or dogs, whatever pets they have. That's what we take first. Usually it's enough."
"Usually."
"Well, not always. There was this one household, see, they had three cats and four dogs. Took them awhile before they caught on."
"But they did, right? I mean...eventually?"
Hal nodded. "Yeah, they caught on...eventually."
***
Another week had gone by. The house at 410 Washington Street was unchanged. Hal was muttering a stream of obscenities as he clambered off the back of the truck.
"Fucking people just do not want to understand. This is not brain surgery we're talking about here, it's just simple common courtesy that they don't have the ability to grasp. This shit pisses me off to no end when they can't even have the decency to understand what it is they we are going through out here every day all the time. Tell them to try this job for awhile and see how well they like having food juice run down their arms and making you stink to high heaven and no one wants to go near you because you are so fucking untouchable and handle other people's shit all day long. Well this is just enough of this."
The small girl was on the porch again. Hal saw her and smiled. She smiled back and came down to see him.
Hal bent down and patted her head. "Hi sweetie, did you give Mommy and Daddy that message I asked you to deliver?"
She nodded. "Yes."
"Did they understand?"
She shrugged. "Mommy yell at Daddy and Daddy say he not care."
Hal frowned. "He didn't care?"
She shook her head. "Uh, uh."
Hal smiled again. "Would you like another lollipop?"
She grinned. "Yeah."
"Would you ask your daddy to come on down here for a minute?"
She grabbed the lemon lollipop from Hal. "Okay, wait here." And then she vanished up the steps. A few minutes passed and I watched Hal rub his hands, flexing the immense muscles in his forearms.
Then the door slammed open.
He was young. Maybe twenty-two. Already a father.
He was pissed.
But so was Hal. "What the fuck's your problem? Your trash looks like shit. I wanted this trash arranged neatly so we can do our job properly and efficiently."
"Fuck you, man. I don't give a shit about no fuckin' garbage man. Just pick up my shit and get the fuck outa here, 'fore I get my boys and kick your ass."
Hal smiled. "You're gonna kick my ass?" He spread his arms wide and I could see the definition of his biceps and triceps that layered his arms. "Go ahead, fool. Try something."
It was a looping punch swung out from the side a mile away. Hal watched it arc into toward his chin and then moved ever so slightly to the inside and then brought a haymaker up under the kid's chin.
The sound was unmistakable. Kid hadn't clenched his jaw and his teeth were breaking from the strike. His head snapped back and then he began to drop. Hal caught him.
"You stupid fuck," said Hal.
And then dumped him in the compactor and pushed the button.
I stood there, unmoving. I should have done something-anything but let Hal kill that guy.
Hal must have sensed it because he gave the compactor a final glance and then turned to face me. His eyes, they gleamed like some of the tigers I'd seen on nature documentaries. His teeth were bared and when he spoke, he hissed.
"What's it gonna be, kid?"
I backed away, holding my hands up. "Hal, hang on a second. I don't want any trouble."
Hal got closer to me. "How's this gonna play out, kid?"
I could smell the sweat and perspiration from him. It came off in waves that reached me a scant two inches ahead of Hal's hissing voice and leering face.
And then he was right in front of me. All along his body, unseen muscles rippled underneath his T-shirt, flexing and weaving hypnotic patterns. Hal seemed completely energized, totally committed.
The stink of coffee breath hit me one last time. "What's it gonna be, kid?"
***
Washington Street is now pristine.
There are no longer any houses that haven't learned Hal's system.
And my system.
Yeah, I could have gotten another job. Maybe done a lot more with my life. But I like the job I have. I'm still writing, hell, you're reading my latest efforts. What's that old saying, 'write what you know'?
Well, this is what I know: Hal and I function perfectly, like a well-oiled machine. Our drivers know we don't play games, we get the work done quickly and efficiently. They appreciate that. Our patrons know we will always be there, rain or shine, get the garbage out of their neighborhood and take it to where it needs to go.
Prompt, courteous service. Who could ask for more?
Every now and again, we'll add a route to the one we have. A few new streets that need their garbage carted away. Most of the time the people need little encouragement. They're ready to learn. Most of the time it doesn't take but a few examples. A kitten here, a small poodle there. Then the cans are arranged as we requested.
But every once in awhile the compactor gets a good workout.
And someone goes missing.
So the next time you take out your garbage, try to remember all the times you've turned your nose up at us as we go by. We don't care much what you think of us, but do make certain everything is arranged nicely.
After all, that compactor's an awful big place.
No telling what sort of things might end up in there...
This tale ended up in “Knightmares Magazine,” another online venue that was trying hard back in 1997 to revolutionize the online publishing world by putting out disks and experimenting with multimedia formats. They did a great job, I thought, but that may have been just because they agreed to publish this.
Looking back, Jack would have sworn there was no possible way the man could have been dead. But then again, there was no way Jack would have claimed to be sober that night, either. At one-fifteen Sunday morning, most folks, Jack included would have insisted on still saying it was officially Saturday night.
Party night.
But Jack had ended things early. Lisa, his girlfriend, was out of town for the weekend and the guys he had been hanging out with were all at various stages of hooking up with girls for the rest of the night. Jack had never been too keen on fooling around behind Lisa's back, so he canceled his own ticket and decided to head for home.
It would have been easy to fool around. Hell, as he sat looking at his reflection in the subway window, he even smiled at himself. The white button-down shirt he wore under the black textured Liz Claiborne jacket with his Levi's and Doc Martens was a killer outfit. Lisa always loved him in that look. She also liked the way Jack wore his hair, cropped short on the sides and back with the rest swept back off his face, his strong-boned jaw line fully pronounced.
Killer. Just killer.
He could have driven into town no problem, but Jack was conscientious about the whole drinking and driving scene. He took the subway instead.
He was, however, not sure if it was such a wise decision to take it home. One-fifteen in the morning? He shook his head. And what other weirdoes would be his companions that night, he wondered.
He jotted down some notes briefly in the notebook he carried everywhere. Jack was real big on life experiences and riding the train this late at night was something he'd never done before. Cabs or driving. Nice and safe. Leave the train to the other people.
Like the thirty-something guy with two sacks of groceries and the older rental car company mechanic stretched out asleep across the better part of six seats at the other end of the train car.
Jack grinned as the man's snores echoed down to him. Sleep would be ice tonight, even if Lisa's warm body wasn't snuggled into every nook and cranny of him. He still had the cats.
The air brakes hissed finally and then train slid out of the station. It groaned down the iron tracks and slid into the next station down where the doors chimed once, slid open and granted access to passengers.
No one boarded.
But just as the doors chimed again and began to slide shut, a man darted on board. Jack looked up and frowned because he hadn't seen the motion in his peripheral vision until the man was already on-board the train.
He looked older. Maybe fifty. Gray hair intermixed with strands of pure white. He moved with measured steps, though, as if he was accomplished at both walking on trains and boats with equal ease.
The slacks he wore were khaki chinos and a long sleeve madras shirt. Topped off with sneakers, he looked like a strange patchwork of fashion. Jack sighed and went back to writing notes on his night out with the guys.
"Late night, huh?"
Jack looked up. The man was sitting directly across from him. Of all the seats to take...
Jack frowned. "What?"
"I said 'late night.' I've never seen you before on the last train."
Jack shrugged. "Didn't drive tonight."
The man nodded. "Very wise. Did some drinking did you? No use risking life and limb in an accident. Good choice to take public transportation."
Jack was starting to wish he'd taken a cab home after all. Instead, he smiled. "I guess."
"Mind you," the man continued, "these rides can get pretty dangerous. Never know who'll show up."
Jack smirked. "What do you mean by that?"
"Just what I said. Anything can happen."
Jack frowned and rolled the ball-point pen he was holding down across his knuckles. In a pinch, the pen could be a formidable weapon. And Jack knew several ways to inflict severe pain on an attacker if he had to.
The brakes hissed again and the train moved out of the station. They passed through a long tunnel and emerged inside of the next station down. The doors slid open and both the mechanic and the man with the groceries exited the car.
Across from Jack, the man winked.
Jack gripped the pen. "What?"
"Shhh," said the man pointing down the car. "Watch."
In that instant Jack caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned to get a better view and saw ripples like heat off a scorched stretch of summer highway fluctuating down by one of the exits.
Jack whirled his head around looking at the man across from him, but the man had his hand up staying Jack's question.
Jack turned back and saw the shimmering form become more solid, albeit opaque. It began to take shape. Not into one, though, but two distinct masses emerged from the haze. As Jack peered down the train, he could make out two men. Seated across from each other.
If looks could only kill, Jack decided, these two would be anything but alive.
Their clothing, though, was the strangest part of it all.
Vintage 1977. One of the men wore platform shoes and bell-bottom pants with a fringe vest and nothing else. The other wore a taut maroon velour top with cowboy boots and jeans. Clothes aside, the men weren't there for a beauty contest. Their stares indicated blatant hatred for each other.
And then Jack heard them speak for the first time, an almost hollow eerie sounding pair of voices.
"I want the stuff, man."
"You can't have it, slick."
"It's partly mine."
"Partly whatever you can take from me, man."
Jack heard the metallic snikt of steel being released and knew instinctively one of the men had just popped a switchblade open.
It was the man with the velour top who now stood. But he didn't wave the blade around trying to intimidate his co-rider. Instead, he merely held the knife. Loosely, by the look of it. Further evidence that he was skilled with the tool.
And prepared to use it.
The man with platform shoes held up his hands. "Hey, man, be cool. No need for the rough stuff."
"Isn't there? I want the stuff."
"Be cool, man, you can have it. No sweat." The man with the platform shoes reached behind him and then there was another awful metallic sound of release as a second knife joined the party.
The subway train lurched through another tunnel and the lights vanished, plunging the car into total darkness. Jack halfway expected there to be two dead bodies when they emerged into the lesser darkness on the other side of the tunnel.
The lights came back on, but blinked off and on with annoying consistency. Deepening shadows danced around Jack as the subway car slid down the tracks among city lights and a waxing moon.
And all the while, the two men circled each other.
Like choreographed dancers, the blades slashed the air time and time again. Both men seemed extremely competent with their knives, neither over-committing themselves and risking the loss of balance. At another time, in another place, they might have been superb fencers dueling for points rather than survival.
At the point when they both appeared to be tiring, the train lurched horribly, spewing the two men into the corner of the train car. Jack felt his ears cringe as two sickening sounds of steel puncturing flesh followed by two separate moans reached him. Jack stared down the car as they blinked in and out of tunnel darkness.
When the lights came back, Jack saw the darkening stains of blood puddles spreading all over the end of the car. The man in the velour top was toppled over the man with the platform shoes, locked in a strange embrace. And as Jack watched, the life in their eyes blinked out simultaneously. Then their bodies vanished in another bout of shimmering haze.
Jack exhaled for the first time in a while and felt his face damp with sweat. The man across form him looked sad.
"I wondered if they'd show up," he said quietly.
"What was that?" said Jack.
The man looked at him. "That, young man, was proof that life exists not just on this plane."
"What?"
"Ghosts. Spirits. What have you. That's what we just saw."
Jack frowned. "Come on."
The man spread his arms. "You saw them as easily as you se me. The proof was before your eyes. This time of night is when they walk. When they return to where they died. Those two men died almost twenty years ago. They'd been lifelong friends, but heroin, that cursed narcotic, it drove a wedge between them more powerful than mere friendship could ever bridge. They died killing each other. Tragic."
"And you-you've seen them before?"
The man nodded. "They've shown up several times, but it's been almost a year since I saw them last. I thought perhaps they'd made the jump finally to the other side. I guess I was mistaken."
"That what you meant by dangerous?"
"Actually, no. Those two are harmless to the living. They stay content to relive the moments of their death all those years ago." The man sighed. "There are other spirits, who aren't content to stay away from this plane. Sometimes a serial killer will show up. Sometimes some psychotic murderer will creep in and you can never be sure if they're prowling for another victim."
"Why the hell," said Jack, "would you ride this train then?"
The man shrugged. "Nothing much else to do."
The train slowed down and Jack realized they were at the final stop. Forest Hills. The car jerked to a halt and the doors slid open.
Jack looked at the man. "It's been interesting."
The man held out his hand. "My name's Ted."
Jack extended his hand, but the motion was cut short by an abrupt shout from the other end of the car.
"Hey, let's go, buddy. End of the line."
Jack saw it was the conductor and nodded. He turned back to Ted.
There was no one there.
"What th-?" He turned back to the conductor. "Where'd he go?"
"Where'd who go?"
"The guy siting across from me," said Jack. "He was just here."
The conductor rolled his eyes. "Hey, buddy, come on, will ya? I want to go home. There was nobody there. Trust me."
Jack shook his head and walked to the door. The conductor clapped hi on the back. "Tipped a few wet ones back tonight, huh, pal?"
"Well, yeah, but there was this guy there-"
"Listen," said the conductor. "Best thing you can do now is grab a taxi home and slide yourself into bed. Get some sleep."
"I guess."
"Take it from me," said the conductor, "it's the best thing. I've seen a lot of crap along this route. You don't want to be here after closing. It's like a metal graveyard, if you catch my meaning."
"I think so," said Jack. "Thanks."
The conductor smiled. "No prob. Things always get a little weird on this last run. What with the ghosts and all."
Jack stopped. "Ghosts?"
The conductor shrugged. "Call 'em what you want. I know what I've seen. We don't call this the 'Ghoul Express' for nothing."
"For the last train," said Jack, "it was one helluva ride."
"It always is," said the conductor. "It always is."
“Eternity On-Line” was one of the coolest on-line mags back in 1997. Steve Algieri was a helluvan editor and I had a lot of respect for what he was trying to accomplish. Each issue of one of his magazines had a theme and this was my attempt. The story had to center around a historical figure. I chose John F. Kennedy. This is not a political story, although the reader might infer something political out of it. That wasn’t so much my intention, and this piece certainly isn’t anywhere near horror. But it is strange…
Dawn came as it always did: in a burst of electrical current leaping across thin filament until the bright burn of light flashed throughout the room dismissing the dark for a temporary ten hours.
If he could have blinked, he would have. But his pupils hadn't dilated in more than twenty years.
He'd been dead that long.
At least, that's what his body was. Hell, who could have argued with the useless cadaver that lay flaccid on the cold metal tray at the morgue at Bethesda Naval Hospital? Gaping bullet holes, massive internal trauma. Pulse entirely absent. Breathing non-existent. And no reaction to light from the eyes.
In their place, he would have pronounced the same conclusion. Dead.
But he'd been snatched from the other side, held in some kind of twisted limbo state. Captured forever, a mute witness to the passage of time.
Twenty years was a long time. And contrary to what he'd always thought, when you hung around forever, time didn't flash by, it crawled.
He measured it in two increments: light and dark.
In the light, he watched the passage of time in the form of the thousands of people passing by him. In the darkness, he did nothing.
His name used to mean something. But he'd taken it for granted. How often had someone walked up to him and said it? Perhaps a million, perhaps more. In that simple utterance lay the grand definition of what he was, what he had been, what he might have chanced for.
After all, wasn't a name the epitome of personification?
He didn't think it was back then. But then, he'd never really paid much attention to his name, beyond feeling very superior indeed whenever anyone called him "President Kennedy."
He'd been loved by the majority of the country. He'd been loved by more than one woman. But he hadn't been loved quite enough to stop the bullets of an assassin from robbing him of his life that day in Dallas.
And somehow he ended up here, staring out of the plain canvas and half inch of colored oil paint at the passersby who visited the Smithsonian every day.
It always annoyed him that Marilyn's painting wasn't nearby.
He'd thought a lot about time travel when he was younger. When he had more time for such things. That time he'd been stranded on the island in the Pacific during the war. He'd thought about it then.
What would it have been like, he imagined, to voyage through time, to see the future-visit the past? His push to put men on the moon was part of his zest for science and technology. It the moon was possible, maybe time travel was as well.
Of course, he never figured he'd experience it this way. Not as part of some damned painting of himself.
A group of school children wandered over to him. They were dressed in loud colors and flashy patterns. Hair was longer now than it had been when he'd had a body to move around in. Most of them worked sticks of chewing gum around drooling jaws.
Their teacher was almost painfully uninterested in mentioning his credits. She stuck with the basics. And ended with the assassination.
The kids seemed interested in that part.
It pained him to watch them move away. It was his only chance to hear snippets of conversation. To learn about the future. To savor his own from of time travel.
He'd always pictured himself as a keen observer, but this was nothing more than a prison for him. He wanted so desperately to cry out, to attract attention. But of course, he couldn't.
Over the years he'd learned a bit. He knew about Vietnam. It made him dizzy to think about 50,000 American lives lost. Who could have imagined such a tiny country would have cost the US so much? Certainly not him. Not when he had started the whole thing.
And that damned Castro was still firmly in charge of Cuba. If only the CIA's poisoned cigars had done the trick. Damned Communists.
Darkness came as it always did: at six o'clock in the evening. Closing time.
Tonight was different though.
Tonight, the President had a visitor.
"You look well," said the old man leaning on the push broom. He wore his hair cropped close to his scalp. The universal military look. His glasses rode the bridge of his gnarled nose and when he smiled, only five teeth showed.
"You can talk now, you know."
And then there was the most indescribable yet exquisite sensation of regained muscle control. He raised his eyebrows, feeling his forehead crinkle, his eyelids opened more than they had in a long time. He blinked.
"Oh, my God."
The old man laughed. "That's the usual reaction."
Kennedy looked at him. "How-?"
The old man shook his head. "Nope, can't tell you. Against the rules and such. I'm just here to see how you're making out."
"How I'm making out? For God's sakes man, I'm dead!"
"Uh...yeah. You are."
Kennedy stopped and frowned. "But I'm not dead. I'm stuck in this painting."
The old man smiled. "Oh, you're dead all right. You saw your body right? Remember floating above it while all those people worked on you?"
"Yes."
"Those bullet wounds. Nasty things. They used those 5.56 millimeter rounds, you know. Not much room for mistake there. Massive trauma wounds and whatnot."
Kennedy nodded. "I guess not."
"And the funeral, well that was a helluva show." The old man smiled. "They did you justice with that one."
Kennedy glanced around. "But how did I end up here? What about-?"
"Heaven?" The old man laughed again. "What about Hell too while we're at it, eh?" He shrugged. "They don't exist, John."
"Don't exist? Of course they exist."
The old man raised his eyebrows. "Oh? And you've proof have you?"
Kennedy shook his head. "Well, no-but-"
"'Course not. You're just riding along on all those silly notions everyone has about death and dying and afterlife jazz, aren't you?" He shook his head. "We should have nipped that train of thought in the bud a long time ago."
"Well, what is there if not an afterlife?"
The old man rested his elbow on the broom handle. "Well, there's an afterlife, yeah, well, maybe 'afterlimbo' is a better term. Really depends on what you did with your life when you had one. You know," he gestured at Kennedy, "before your current state of affairs, don't mind the pun."
Kennedy frowned again. "But I thought I led a decent life."
The old man chuckled. "You always were one for the jokes, weren't you?"
"I'm not joking."
The old man frowned. "What, are you kidding me? Decent life? You had countless affairs, plotted to kill other human beings, brought the world to the brink of nuclear holocaust, and began a war that would last longer than any in American history. You call that decent?"
"Better than some I've known."
The old man raised a finger. "You haven't the right to judge anyone, John. Certainly not while you're being judged yourself."
Kennedy sighed. The wooden frame around him rattled against the wall. "So, this is my penance?"
"Maybe. You always were a sci-fi fan. We thought the prospect of time travel would appeal to you."
"This isn't time travel."
"Of course it is. You've been hanging there for almost twenty years now. You've borne witness to a lot of changes in the world, haven't you?"
"If you call watching the fashion world come full circle three times, change, then yes, I suppose I have."
The old man shook his head. "You're a bitter man, John Kennedy."
"I'm a dead man," said Kennedy. "You could grant me the honor of a decent death."
"A decent death? What is that, anyway? You haven't even earned the perspective most of your fellow time travelers acquire after a few years. You're still clinging to the notions of your live body and mind. You're past those now. You've got to start thinking in the bigger picture."
"I'll pardon the pun," said Kennedy. "How am I suppose to think in a bigger picture if no one clues me in?"
"Well, that'd be why I'm here. See, it's judgment time."
Kennedy frowned. "Not the judgment time I'm thinking of, is it?"
"Nope. See, you're catching on."
"So, what is it, then?"
The old man gave a half-hearted sweep and smiled. "Two possibilities. One choice. And you need to make it tonight."
"The possibilities?"
The old man smiled. "Possibility one is that there is an afterlife. That your little sojourn in that canvas is your penance for past sins and now it's time to move on."
"Move on to where?"
"Well, now that'd be telling, wouldn't it?"
"Yes."
The old man ignored him. "Possibility two is that there is no afterlife, that you are destined to hang there for the rest of time eternal, to watch, to crave life, to only have memories of your past to help you in your anguish."
"That's not a possibility. That's a living hell."
"Well, a limbo hell, yes."
Kennedy sighed. "And I make a choice of which one I believe?"
"Yes."
"And if I guess correctly?"
The old man shrugged. "You guess correctly, your reality changes. You learn the ultimate perspective. You see things as they truly are. Not as you want them to be. Not as mortals dream them to be."
"If I'm wrong?"
"Then your worst notions of mortal fear and hell come true."
"It's not much of a choice."
"I can come back in another twenty years," said the old man. "See if maybe someone's been along offering a better deal than this. Truth be told, I don't think anyone'll be by save for about half a million tourists with their cameras flashing." He turned to leave.
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