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Foreword
Close Encounters of the Urban Kind is a journey of fear and discovery.
When I set out to create an anthology, I have a theme in mind but I must allow the stories themselves to help put the overall arcing storyline together. That way, the anthology becomes more than the sum of its parts. This is always my goal.
In Close Encounters of the Urban Kind, I decided I wanted the stories to tell a journey of discovery. In the beginning, the stories are nothing more than encounters with the unknown. They are where humans meet urban legends and aliens for the first time. There are no explanations given as to why anything happens. Alien encounter stories and urban legends are often filled with speculation but no concrete facts on why the monster (or the alien) is doing what it is doing.
However, as the audience of such tales grows and grows up, the encounter itself is not enough. The question of “why?” becomes as important as what happens. The further along the reader gets in this anthology, the more the stories hint at or explain why the encounter is happening. I know some readers will prefer the beginning part of the anthology where everything is a mystery, others the middle where only a hint of why what is happening is revealed and still others will prefer the ending where as much of the “why” is revealed as it can be without ruining the story itself.
When I set out to create Close Encounters of the Urban Kind, I knew I wanted stories that where specifically “encounters” and not an established relationship between the alien and the human who was encountering them. Though, I did allow for relationships to grow in the latter part of the anthology as more explanation of what was happening was revealed. In this case, it allowed the anthology to grow along with the reader’s familiarity with the type of story I chose for the book.
At the end of every story, the author have an afterword to speak about which urban legend they chose and why. As an author myself, I appreciate understanding how another author comes into writing the story they wrote. It is a way of asking “Where do you get your ideas?” Instead of an off-the-cuff answer, we get to peek behind the curtain and to see a little bit of the methodology of each of the twenty different authors. There are twenty different answers and all of them are fascinating.
Close Encounters of the Urban Kind is my homage to the campfire stories of aliens and monsters and mysteries told in the dead of night to chill and thrill those who listen…and then look up into the night sky and wonder.
Jennifer Brozek
February 2010
Lollo
Okay, rugrats,” Jenny said, as the credits of the animated film rolled up the television screen for about the eighth time that evening. “Time for bed.”
Sofia was sitting up on the couch, lost in the movie. She was nearly six, as she’d told Jenny any number of times in the last few hours, and had her mother’s straight, dark hair, currently tied in purple ribbons, and dark almond eyes. She was probably going to be a stunner in about ten years, when she was closer to Jenny’s age. Domenic, who was watching the television upside down with his legs up on the couch, was the younger brother, just turned four; he had his father’s pale blue eyes and a permanently curious expression. He didn’t talk much. He didn’t have to; Sofia talked enough for the both of them. They both looked over at Jenny with pleading eyes.
“Once more?” Sofia begged. “Just once more?”
Jenny laughed, “That’s what you said three times ago, kiddo.” She’d never babysat before, but the Rowes were nice people, good friends of her own parents, and needed her help. And they had a big plasma television, so that was definitely a bonus.
“Pleeeeeeeeeease?” Sofia turned on the charm, cranked it up to eleven. It probably would have worked too, if Jenny hadn’t already been subjected to it more than once that evening.
“I promised your mum I’d have you in bed by eight,” she reminded them. “It’s already past nine. If she finds out…”
“She won’t,” Sofia said. “We won’t tell.”
“Go on,” Jenny insisted. “Go brush your teeth and get into bed, the pair of you.”
The little girl sighed, as if the weight of the world had been laid on her tiny shoulders. She got up off the couch with the reluctance of a condemned man being led to his gallows. As she did, she pushed Domenic’s legs, and the boy fell over sideways onto the floor. He bounced to his feet, still smiling. The two looked at Jenny one last time, as if hoping for clemency, a stay of execution.
“Now,” she mock-growled, trying not to smile.
The children trudged from the lounge room. “Deafie,” Sofia muttered as she passed.
“I heard that,” Jenny shot back.
“Good!” Sofia stuck her tongue out at Jenny then ran out of the room. Domenic just stood there, looking up at Jenny with those curious eyes. No, she realized, not at her, not quite. At her left ear.
“That’s my hearing aid, Domenic,” she explained. “You’ve seen it before. It helps me hear properly.”
“Her ears are broken!” Sofia declared from the hallway. Domenic frowned, and raised his hands to his own ears, eyebrows raised.
“No,” Jenny told him, “my ears aren’t broken, not really. It’s my inner ears that don’t work properly. You know, inside my head. But I can hear a little in this ear,” she said, and pointed at her left ear. “Hence the hearing aid,” she finished with a smile.
“Deafie!” Sofia yelled, still in the hallway.
“Bathroom,” Jenny called back. “Teeth. Pajamas. Bed. Now.”
Domenic grinned, then ran into the hallway after his sister.
Jenny stretched, and changed the television channel. There was some kind of nature documentary on, which she paid no attention to whatsoever. Really, this babysitting thing wasn’t so hard. Especially when the kids were fairly good, like Sofia and Domenic were. They could most likely just about take care of themselves. She turned the volume of the TV down, turned her hearing aid up and listened.
“Guys,” she called, “I can’t hear you brushing your teeth!”
There was a long pause, then the sound of water running, toothbrushes being used. Jenny smiled, turned her hearing aid back down to normal, and decided to give them a few minutes, let them get into their pajamas and into bed, then she’d go and read them some stories. Just a few minutes. She turned her attention to the television, brought the volume back up.
“…when studying the natural world, it is vital to obtain as many specimens as possible, particularly unusual ones. As important as the ordinary creatures of the world are, it’s the exceptions that most often prove the rule…”
“Jenny?” A small voice said near her ear.
Jenny almost yelped in surprise. She turned to find Sofia and Domenic standing next to the couch, almost identical worried expressions on their tiny faces. They’d never looked so much like brother and sister as they did at that moment.
“What is it, guys?” Jenny asked. Then she frowned. “Are you trying to get out of going to bed?”
Domenic nodded, but Sofia shook her head. “Dom is scared,” she said. “He’s scared of the clown doll. Can you cover it up please?”
Jenny sighed, “Can’t you do it for him, Sofia?”
She shook her head.
“Why not?”
Sofia didn’t answer that, not straight away. She looked down, at her feet. Then she mumbled something.
“Pardon?”
Sofia looked up, and there were tears in her eyes, “I’m scared, too,” she murmured.
“Oh, honey,” Jenny replied. She was an only child herself, and didn’t have much experience with little kids. Sometimes she forgot how young Sofia was, how young they both were. She reached out and gave them both a quick hug, “I’m so sorry. I’ll go and do it.”
She got to her feet and walked towards the hallway. After a few steps, she turned. The children were still standing next to the sofa, watching her go, ignoring the chattering of the television behind them.
“Are you coming?” she asked them.
They both shook their heads in unison.
“Okay,” she said, “I’ll be right back.”
The hallway wasn’t long, but the light was turned off and Jenny didn’t know where the switch was. She hadn’t been in this house very often, and had found it embarrassingly difficult to find the toilet earlier in the evening. Luckily Domenic had shown her where it was. Now she was on her own. She passed the laundry door on her left and the master bedroom on the right, then the study and a cupboard, and finally came to the kids’ bedroom, just opposite the family bathroom. The light was on in the room, and she stepped inside.
The room was a typical children’s room. The wallpaper was bright pink; obviously Sofia had been the first to be in here. Her bed was on one side of the room, and Domenic’s was on the other. Each had toys piled up on them, and more toys stuffed underneath. There was a single pine wardrobe, painted white, and a large padded box beneath the window, between the two beds.
Sitting on that box was the clown doll.
It was big, bigger than either of the kids, and dressed in a pure white unitard. Across its chest were letters, scrawled in feathery lower case writing:
lollo
It had black boots and black gloves, both oversized for its body. Its hat was one of those old-fashioned jester’s hats, three-pointed and white, with black pom-poms on the end. Its smile was wide and black as well, as were its eyes. In fact, the whole clown seemed to be black-and-white, like on old photograph.
Except for its round bulbous nose. No, that wasn’t black or white. It was bright red, fire-truck red. Blood red.
Jenny had to admit, the doll was kind of creepy. She’d never had the fear of clowns that so many kids seemed to, and a lot of adults as well apparently, but this one was pretty horrible. She wondered why the Rowes had ever bought it. Maybe they won it at a carnival or something, throwing balls at milk bottles or the like.
She glared at the doll. “You, Lollo,” she said, just to hear the sound of her voice, “are one ugly clown.” She looked around the room for something to cover it up with. Bunched up at the end of one of the beds was a threadbare old blue blanket. She grabbed it and opened it up, then approached the doll. It gazed at her, impassive.
“Bedtime,” she told it, and threw the blanket over it. It settled over its contours, hung on the points of its hat. Jenny looked at it for a moment longer, then nodded. Good enough.
She went back to the lounge room. The kids were on the couch now, but still not watching the television. They watched her approach, their eyes still skittish.
“All done,” she declared, and clapped her hands. “No more scary doll. Now it’s bedtime. Come on.”
It took some coaxing to get the kids back into their bedroom. Their gazes kept flitting back to the shape on the toy box, all covered in the blue blanket now. Domenic still looked like he was going to cry.
“Okay, into your pajamas now,” Jenny said in her most authoritative voice. “Then into bed, and I’ll read you a story.”
“Two stories?” Sofia asked. She seemed so different from before, less confident.
“Okay, two stories,” she conceded.
“Jenny?” Again, Sofia’s voice was tiny.
“Yes?”
“Will you sleep with us tonight? Please?”
Jenny didn’t know how to answer that. She opened her mouth to respond, hoping that something would come to her.
In the kitchen, the telephone rang.
“Hold that thought, kidlet,” she said, and bopped Sofia on the nose with her finger. “I’ll be right back.”
She left the bedroom and jogged down the hall, back to the lounge room and the kitchen beyond. The phone was mounted on the wall next to the fridge. She picked it up.
“Hello?”
“Hi, Jenny? It’s Rachel.”
“Hi, Mrs. Rowe,” Jenny replied automatically. She wasn’t used to calling adults by their first names, even though she was virtually an adult herself. It was hard to break the habit of a lifetime. “How’s Tom?”
“Oh, Tom’s much better today, thanks,” Mrs. Rowe answered. “He’s keeping some food down now, and the doctors say he should be out in a week or so.”
“Thank goodness,” Jenny said. “He looked terrible when we visited last week.”
“I know,” Mrs. Rowe said, and Jenny heard the quiver in her voice. There was a brief pause. “Anyway, I was just ringing to make sure the kids got to bed alright.”
“Oh yes, they went to bed at eight on the dot, just as you said,” Jenny lied. “They’ve been little angels.”
“I’m sure that’s an exaggeration,” Mrs. Rowe laughed.
“No, really, they’ve been great,” Jenny insisted. “There was a small drama, with Domenic being scared of that clown doll in their room, but I sorted that out.”
There was a long silence. Jenny wondered if they’d been disconnected. She was about to speak again when Mrs. Rowe’s voice returned to the line.
“What clown doll?”
“The one sitting on the toy box,” Jenny replied. “You know. Lollo.”
“Jenny,” Mrs. Rowe said, her voice filled with confusion, “darling, we don’t have a clown doll.”
“What?” Jenny asked, her voice breaking a little. “What do you mean?”
There was no response. It took Jenny a few seconds to realize that the line was dead. She tried the phone a few times, but could not get a dial tone. A horrible feeling snaked down her spine to her stomach. She put the phone back on its cradle and turned to the lounge room, and to the hallway beyond. To the kids’ bedroom at the far end.
“We don’t have a clown doll.”
As she hurried down through the lounge and into the hall, she heard the television still blathering away.
“…when Charles Darwin first visited the Galapagos Islands, he collected as many biological samples as he could, living and dead, despite the space restrictions he faced aboard the Beagle…”
Jenny paid no attention to it. All she could see was the long, dark hallway in front of her, and the rectangle of light at the end. All she could hear was her heart pounding in her chest, and echoes of the words on the phone, so simple, so awful.
“We don’t have a…”
By the time she reached the door, she was actually running. She burst into the room, not sure of what she’d find, but sure it would be something horrible, something she should have prevented. Something.
The kids were still sitting patiently on their beds, waiting for her to come back. And, on the toy box, the blanket still covered the…
“…clown doll.”
“Jenny?” Sofia asked, “What’s wrong?”
Jenny looked at the kids, forced herself to smile. “Nothing,” she said, “nothing at all. Just a little change of plans.” She kept her gaze on Sofia and Domenic, away from the blue blanket, and what was underneath it. “I just talked to your mum, and she said we could have a sleep-over at my house.”
“Really?” Sofia’s face lit up. Domenic still looked worried. His eyes kept drifting to the lump underneath the blanket. To Lollo.
Jenny nodded, “So, c’mon, let’s go.” She started to lead them from the room.
“Buddy boo!” Domenic said suddenly.
Jenny looked at him. “What?”
“Buddy boo!” he repeated.
“He wants his Buddy boo,” Sofia said. “His blanket.”
“What blanket?” Jenny asked. But she already knew. She looked at Domenic, at his eyes. They were fixed on the blue blanket on the toy box. She sighed.
“Okay,” she said, “I’ll get the Buddy boo, and then we’re out of here. Deal?”
The kids both nodded.
She turned and faced the toy box, watched it for a moment or two, keeping a close eye for any movement. That’s so stupid, she chastised herself, but she could not shake the thought. There was nothing, though. It was as still as a statue. Or a doll, for that matter. She stepped forward, reached out, and grasped the top of the blanket. She pulled.
It came off easily, exposing the black and white clown doll. Jenny found it even creepier now, since the phone conversation with Mrs. Rowe. There had to be a rational explanation for it, though. The kids might have had it for a long time, and their mother had forgotten about it. Maybe they dragged it out especially to scare Jenny. But their faces…they were too young to pretend to be so frightened. No, this doll did not belong to them. Someone must have put it there.
Which meant someone else had been in the house. And maybe that someone was still there somewhere. So the doll was not the threat, not by a long shot, no matter how creepy it seemed.
Something about the clown caught her eye, though, another color within the monochrome. A glitter of blue on one of its puffy, black, three-fingered hands. She leant in to look closer. Between its finger and thumb was a wisp of thread, like a spider web with tiny beads of sapphire dew along its length. She reached out a finger to touch it.
Something plopped into the gloved palm of the clown, something small and round and pink. It rolled back and forth a little. On one side was a hard shell, which was metallic purple. The color seemed familiar to Jenny. It was the same purple as…
The same purple as Jenny’s nail polish.
She looked from the object in the clown’s palm to her own hand. Her fingertip had been sliced clean off.
Jenny just stared at her finger, her breath caught in her throat. Her head buzzed, like her hearing aid was picking up static. There was no blood, no pain. The tip was just…gone, leaving a circle of bright red flesh, and inside that, white bone, perfect white. It looked like a cut tree, as if she could tell her age by counting the rings. Her eyes moved from her finger to the black gloved palm of the clown doll, where her severed fingertip still lay, rocking back and forth a little. She watched it for what felt like a long time, mesmerized by the motion, unable to believe what she was seeing.
Then, slowly, the dolls bloated fingers curled shut around Jenny’s shorn flesh.
Jenny shrieked and stumbled backwards, away from the clown doll, or whatever the hell it was. Away from Lollo. The kids cried out as well, startled by Jenny’s sudden reaction. They had not seen what happened; Jenny had stood between them and the doll specifically, an attempt to be protective. She turned and faced them now, and the look on her pale face terrified them even more. Sofia burst into hysterical tears, and Domenic, Domenic just looked shell-shocked, moist eyes and mouth wide open, face white.
Jenny took a deep, shuddering breath. “Come on,” she urged, trying to keep her voice calm. It was difficult, near impossible. She gathered the children up in her arms, one under each, and lifted them clear of the floor with a strength she never knew she possessed. She dashed from the room into the hallway, took a few more steps, then skidded to a halt and put the children down again. Sofia was still bawling; the high-pitched wails echoed in the confines of the hallway. Domenic was still silent, though, which was somehow worse.
Jenny turned back to the bedroom. She did not look inside, did not dare. Instead, she reached out and slammed the door shut. The hallway fell into gloom; the only light was coming from the other end, the lounge room. It looked a long, long way away.
“Okay,” she whispered, feeling the tremor in her voice deep down in her chest. Sofia was still crying, but the tears were less now, the howls a little softer. Jenny tried again. “Shh, Sofia,” she hushed, “it’s okay, it’s okay. It’s okay.”
Sofia went quiet all at once, like a button had been pressed. She looked at Jenny with big, traumatized eyes. A length of snot hung from her nose, swung to and fro like a translucent yellow pendulum.
“Okay,” Jenny said again, “Sofia, Domenic, I need you guys to be brave for me now, okay? I need you to go to the lounge room…”
“No!” Sofia yelled. She clung to Jenny’s leg desperately. Her tears started to flow again.
“Please, Sofia,” Jenny begged, trying hard not to cry herself. “You have to go with Domenic, take him to the lounge room. He needs you now.”
“What about you?” Sofia sobbed.
“I’ll be right behind you,” Jenny promised. “I just have to make sure…” She stopped, unable to finish the sentence, knowing how crazy it would sound. I have to make sure the door stays shut until you’re both safe. To make sure Lollo’s not right behind us, reaching out with its spider web gloves that cut like a hot wire through butter. Her fingertip throbbed with the thought, her missing fingertip. It hurt as if it was still attached, as if it was on the end of her finger, not in some horrible clown doll’s closed hand. That image still hovered in her eyes, those fingers closing up, swallowing part of her. And the way they moved; curled, not bent, like a startled millipede making itself into a ball.
She pushed these thoughts from her head, forced herself out of the round-and-round of them. The kids were still looking up at her. “I’ll be right behind you,” she repeated. “Now go! Scoot!” She pushed them as gently as she dared, down the hall, away from her, away from their bedroom. Away from the clown doll. Away from Lollo. She held the bedroom door handle with one hand, certain that at any moment it would start to turn, slowly but forcefully. “Go!”
They went, scurried down the hallway with quick, scared little steps. It only took them a few seconds to get to the lounge room, but it felt like forever to Jenny. When they reached the lit doorway, they stopped and turned back to her. Sofia was holding Domenic’s hand, tightly by the look of it. They both looked utterly terrified.
“Well done,” she called to them, and tried to smile. She did not entirely succeed; it felt more like a grimace, tight and uncomfortable on her face, but it was the best she could manage. She turned back to the bedroom door, which she still held shut tightly. Her hand was cramping. There had not been any movement, which freaked her out even more. She could not shake the feeling that the doll was right on the other side of the door, white head pressed against the wood, listening closely to everything that was happening. She knew she had to let go of the handle, join the children in the lounge room, but her fingers simply refused to loosen their death grip.
“Come on,” she muttered through clenched teeth. “Come on. Come on!”
She let go of the knob and staggered back a few steps away from the door. It stayed closed. She backed down the hallway, never taking her eyes off that door, ready for anything, any movement, a turn or rattle of the knob, a crack of light as the door opened. Ready to run like hell. The door did not open, though. The knob remained still. Slowly, as she retreated, the light around her brightened, until she was in the entrance to the lounge room, Sofia and Domenic by her side.
She looked down at them. “See?” she asked them as lightly as she could manage. “Piece of cake.”
They both threw their arms around her legs, and she knelt down and hugged them both close to her. But her eyes, her eyes inevitably drifted back down the hallway, to the closed bedroom door.
Was that a noise? A rattle? A squeak?
“Come on,” she said to the kids, and got to her feet. Her legs were shaking. “It’s time to go.”
“Buddy boo?” Domenic asked softly.
Jenny scarcely restrained herself from cursing out loud. She’d dropped the blanket when she’d lost her fingertip. The Buddy boo was in the bedroom. With Lollo. “I’m so sorry, Domenic,” she told him, “you’ll have to do without it, just this once.”
Domenic’s face crumbled, became a portrait of utter devastation. His bottom lip quivered, his eyes welled with tears.
“Don’t be such a baby, Dom,” Sofia chastised him, her voice haughty and mature beyond her years. It was as if she had not been crying her own eyes out just minutes earlier. “We don’t need your Buddy boo. We have Jenny. She’ll protect us.”
The boy brightened at this. He gazed up at Jenny.
I wish I had their confidence in me, she thought, but she nodded anyway. “That’s right. Now let’s get out of here.”
She led the kids through the lounge room, where the documentary continued to play on the television.
“…when a cub is captured, to be raised in captivity for study, often the mother bear will be understandably protective. The zoologists will do their best not to hurt the creature, but sometimes, regrettably, it’s a matter of kill or be killed…”
They reached the front door, and Jenny turned the handle. The heavy door did not move. She tried to open it, but the deadbolt was in place, and locked with a key.
“The kitchen,” she muttered. She’d been told that the keys were on a board in the kitchen, next to the refrigerator, near the phone. She remembered seeing them there, in fact, while she’d talked on the phone with Mrs. Rowe. Was that only minutes ago? It seemed like a lot longer.
They’d taken three steps towards the kitchen when the lights went out. Sofia screamed, and Jenny very nearly joined her. They froze in the darkness. No, not quite darkness; the television was still on, sending flickering colorful light across the room, so the power wasn’t completely out, just the lights. Jenny bent over and grabbed Sofia’s hand. She shrieked again.
“Shh,” she told the girl, “it’s only me. It’s Jenny.” She took a deep breath. “Sofia, can you hold Domenic’s hand for a moment? I need to go to the kitchen and get the keys, so we can get out of here.”
“Please don’t leave,” Sofia sniffled. She clung tight to Jenny’s hand.
“I won’t be out of sight, I promise,” Jenny told her. “Just stay here, just for a minute. Then I’ll be back, and we’ll go to my house, okay?”
“Jenny?” Sofia asked.
“What?”
“Are there any clowns in your house?”
Jenny’s reflexive laugh was more than a little hysterical. She regained control. “No, honey,” she replied. “Not a single one.”
Sofia grasped Jenny’s hand for a moment longer, then let go. “Take my hand, Dom,” she said to her brother, who nodded and took it.
Without hesitating, Jenny dashed for the kitchen. She knew exactly where she was going, despite the gloom, remembered it as clear as day. Straight in, to the right, around the cupboard. There was the fridge, humming to itself, oblivious to everything. Next to that, the phone, and then the pretty wooden board, painted with flowers. It had a row of little brass hooks on it, but Jenny knew that only one had anything on it, the left-most one, with its precious ring of keys. She reached out in the darkness and grabbed them.
All her fingers found was the cold metal of the hook. There were no keys.
“Sometimes,” the television said calmly from the next room, “when tracking or capturing animals, it’s necessary to construct a hide. This is designed to blend in with its surroundings, to allow scientists to observe animals in their natural surroundings, to wait for the perfect moment…”
Panic rose up in her. Her hands shook as she tried the other hooks, but they were empty too. In desperation, she got to her hands and knees, in case the keys had somehow fallen to the floor, but there was nothing there. The keys were gone.
“Oh, Jesus,” Jenny sobbed under her breath. She sat down on the kitchen floor, suddenly more exhausted than she’d ever been in her life. All she wanted to do was go to sleep. It would be so easy, just close her eyes and…
“Jenny?” Sofia’s frightened voice from the next room brought Jenny back to herself. She shook her head to clear it, tried to think straight. There was a back door in the laundry, but knowing Mrs. Rowe, that would be locked and dead-bolted too. Think! Jenny ordered herself. Think! Just…
The darkness became total, as the television turned off. A sudden shocking silence filled the house.
Then, in the blackness, a little girl’s scream.
“Sofia!” Jenny yelled. She scrambled to her feet in the dark, ran in the general direction of the lounge room. Her shoulder caught on a cupboard, spun her around a bit, and sharp pain lanced through her neck. She ignored it, kept running. “Sofia!”
A deep thrumming noise filled the air around her as she stumbled blind into the lounge room, soft at first, but quickly getting louder. It buzzed in her hearing aid painfully, made her whole body vibrate. Her hands and face became numb, her eyelids grew heavy. She fell to her knees, and something jabbed into the tender flesh there, something hard and square and plastic that cracked beneath her weight. The television came back on.
In the flickering light, Jenny saw Sofia slumped against the sofa. Her eyes were wide open and frightened, but she was not moving, not at all. Sitting next to her, cradling her head gently, was the clown doll.
It was running one of its black gloved hands over Sofia’s head, stroking her hair. The movement seemed oddly affectionate, even intimate. Then Jenny saw the glitter of the web between its fingers. Great swaths of Sofia’s hair fell away from her head into the thing’s lap with each stroke. Pieces of purple ribbon fluttered to the floor, sliced neatly in two. Jenny watched, transfixed, the deep white noise rendering her unable to do much else. It looked up at her, its eyes dark and deep and dangerous, two old wells negligently left uncovered. Its head tilted to one side, a curious gesture, then it returned to its chore, harvesting Sofia’s beautiful long straight hair, patient, meticulous.
With great effort, Jenny raised her left hand to her ear. It was like lifting a lead weight. Her numb fingers fumbled for a moment, then closed around her hearing aid. She pulled it off her ear.
It was as if she’d fallen into a freezing ocean. The deep noise was immediately swallowed by a familiar dull muffled roar, a soundless sound she was very familiar with. Some of it still penetrated, but not much. The feeling returned to her hands and face, and her strength with it. She tossed the earpiece aside, and looked down at her knee, at the object beneath it. It was the television remote control, and her knee was on the red power button.
She picked the remote up and hurled it at Lollo.
It struck the clown doll in the face and shattered. Batteries flew through the air, then fell to the floor and rolled away into the darkness. The doll looked up, distracted, watched as Jenny got to her feet. With a strange, sinuous movement, it pushed Sofia aside. The child fell over onto the couch, half-bald, eyes still open but motionless.
The doll slid down off the couch, landed on its feet. Its legs flexed beneath its weight like springs. It looked at Jenny, with that blank, expressionless painted face, the dead black eyes, the fixed toothless smile. It reached out its hand, the one with the shiny web between its fingers, and took a step towards her.
Without thinking, Jenny threw herself at the doll, bellowing as loudly as she could. She grasped its wrist with one hand, and clawed at its face with the other.
Something tore under her fingers, and the face came away from the doll’s head. It did not feel like cloth, more like soft leather, warm and yielding. It fell to the floor from Jenny’s hand, crumpled there like a discarded tissue. Where the face had been on the doll, there were no features, just a smooth flexible shell, translucent and milky, and within that, Jenny could see what looked like hundreds of gigantic grey earthworms, each one as long and thick as a rope, bodies segmented and writhing. It was always moving, the lithe strands flowing inside the shell like a solid bloodstream.
The doll struggled in her grasp, tried to move its webbed hand towards her again. She gritted her teeth, grabbed the thing’s neck with her free hand, and lifted the whole thing off the floor. It was surprisingly heavy, and squirmed in her grip with a calm, silent desperation.
She spun around and hurled Lollo at the television.
The screen shattered and exploded as its head penetrated it. Sparks showered down onto the carpet like spent fireworks. It twisted and turned, jammed in the glass and circuitry. She turned to Sofia, barely visible on the couch. She was blinking, looking around in a daze as if awakening from a deep sleep.
“Sofia!” Jenny called, and scrambled over to her. She picked the child up, held her close for a moment. Then her stomach fell away, as she realized what was missing.
Domenic.
Sofia sobbed something into Jenny’s chest, but she could not hear her, could not understand her.
“It’s okay,” Jenny told Sofia, “it’s okay,” but she knew it wasn’t, it wasn’t okay. She looked around the room desperately, but there was no sign of the little boy. Her eyes returned to the television. The clown doll’s head was still stuck in the shattered screen, its feet kicking at the floor. Flames licked the sides and front of the television, and the carpet was also burning now, set alight by the sparks.
Lollo fell free of the television, onto its back. The milky shell of its head was blackened. It lay there for long seconds, perfectly still. Then it sat up.
Jenny pulled Sofia to her feet. “Run!” she yelled, and pushed her down the hallway. Sofia did not hesitate, she dashed off down the corridor. Jenny hesitated for a moment, grabbed the discarded face of the clown doll from the floor, then followed close behind her. She could just make out the doorway of the bedroom at the other end now, the door wide open. As they approached the end of the hall, just before the bedroom, Jenny spotted something across the doorway, about a foot off the ground.
A glittering blue thread.
“No!” she screamed. She leapt forward and grabbed Sofia off the floor, lifted her up and over as they tumbled into the bedroom. They rolled on the floor and crashed into the wardrobe with a painful thump. Jenny got unsteadily to her feet as quickly as she could manage, ignoring Sofia’s silent cries. She looked down the hallway, but the clown was not there.
Then she saw the object just inside the doorway, a street lamp outside the window providing illumination in the room. A rounded lump of brown leather, with some thick strings hanging loosely off it. This time Jenny knew what it was immediately. She glanced down at her feet and nearly fainted. Her left shoe was half gone, and a large chunk of her foot with it, sliced perfectly straight. She was deeply grateful she could not see the end of her foot, the flesh and tissue and bone. She wanted to cry, but there were no tears in her eyes, nothing to mercifully blur her vision.
She looked up again, and screamed. Lollo was in the hallway, approaching with a strange gait, like it was on a ship in a raging ocean, swaying from side to side on boneless legs. Its blank shell of a head stayed at the same level as it moved. Jenny could see the glimmer of blue spider webs between its black fingers.
She turned and picked Sofia up, held her close to her, felt the heaving sobs in her tiny body. She closed her eyes and said a short prayer. God, please let this work!
She ran at the window, leapt up onto the toy box, then twisted to shield Sofia as she hit the window with the shoulder and back as hard as she could.
The glass cracked and shattered beneath their weight, and they fell through into the garden outside. Broken shards sliced at Jenny’s shoulder, back and legs, sending bright explosions of pain through her vision. They collapsed on the grass, and more pain shot through Jenny as pieces of glass were driven deeper into her. She did not make a noise, though, did not have the strength to spare.
She clambered back to her feet, and quickly checked to see if Sofia was alright. The child was saying something, tears and blood staining her cheeks. Only Jenny’s blood, she was pretty sure. She picked Sofia up and limped away from the house, towards the front gate and the road outside. Towards safety.
A familiar car pulled up fast, a yellow station wagon, and right behind that, a police car, lights flashing. The door of the station wagon opened, and Mrs. Rowe leapt out, her face stricken. She ran up to Jenny and snatched her daughter from her, tears running down her face. Mrs. Rowe looked around with wide, frightened eyes, screamed something at Jenny. Jenny could not hear, but she did not need to. She knew exactly what Mrs. Rowe was saying.
Where is he? Where is he?
A policeman approached from the other side, gun drawn and aimed at Jenny. She must have looked like hell, bloodied and battered and cut. Smoke filled her nostrils, and the heat of silent flames from behind her made her torn back ache even worse.
But she did not care. She was safe now. She was safe.
Her vision browned and speckled, her knees folded beneath her, and she was unconscious before she hit the ground.
The hospital bed was hard and uncomfortable; they made the bandaged cuts in Jenny’s back ache. The restraints were not helping either, wrists and ankles strapped to prevent her hurting herself, presumably, or maybe just to stop her escaping. She barely remembered getting there, just hallucinatory flashes; the bumpy ambulance ride, still with Mrs. Rowe and Sofia, the mother’s traumatized, accusatory glare. Being treated, the glass fragments pulled from her flesh one by one. Confused expressions as the nurses saw her foot, her finger. Then here, the straps tightened, a hypodermic slid beneath the skin at the crook of her elbow.
Now she was alone. It was dark, just a dim light in the room and a sliver from the corridor outside. And quiet, of course. She’d left her hearing aid at the house, and nobody had given her another one. She had not seen her parents yet, but presumably, hopefully, they were on their way. And the police would have questions, so many questions, questions that she was not sure how she would answer.
What would she say? That a clown doll took Domenic and attacked her and Sofia? What evidence did she have?
She glanced over at the chair next to her bed. There were her clothes, torn and stained with blood. And, on top of them, the object she’d clung to all the way to the hospital, unable to let go. White with black patches, three conical points, a bright red sphere. The crumpled face of Lollo.
Jenny closed her eyes, felt the sedative coursing through her veins, calming her nerves one by one with a quiet but firm authority. She wondered if Sofia was okay, with her mum, safe, secure. She wished her own parents were there, to hold her and protect her and tell her everything would be fine.
She opened her eyes again, and did not quite understand what she saw for a second or two. When she did, a distant panic rose deep inside her, muffled by the drugs.
The face was gone.
She looked around, working hard to keep her eyes open. There was a tiny figure standing at the foot of her bed, face and clothes pale. Jenny was sure for a moment that it was Lollo, then realized that it wasn’t.
“Domenic?” she murmured. “Are…are you…okay?” The boy did not look right; his face was pale, his eyes closed. In one tiny white hand, he held a familiar blue blanket, his Buddy boo. Jenny could not see his other hand. “Domenic?” she asked again.
Domenic’s eyes opened. They were pitch black, like the clown’s eyes. He opened his mouth, and a grey segmented tube snaked out, curled moist around his neck. Then he raised his other hand and opened it.
In his palm, charred and melted, was Jenny’s hearing aid.
Movement to her left distracted her. She turned her heavy head. Sitting beside her on the bed was the clown doll, its face in place on its head once more. Its name scribbled across its chest:
lollo
With drugged detachment, Jenny realized that the letters actually looked a lot like binary digits, ones and zeroes.
Lollo raised its black gloved hands and spun the glistening blue web between its fingers like a cat’s cradle, twisted the threads together into a single strand between its palms. It leant over Jenny, and its puffy fingers brushed her ears.
Then the sedative finally took hold and carried her away against her will. Her eyelids fluttered one last time then closed forever, as the clown doll lowered its hands to her neck.
AFTERWORD
This has probably been the hardest time I’ve ever had coming up with an idea for a themed anthology. I went through dozens of dead ends, and none of them worked. Then I stumbled across the story of a babysitter complaining to the parents about a clown statue, and being told they didn’t own a clown statue. In the legend it’s usually a psychopath, or sometimes a drunk circus midget. But my immediate, if odd, reaction was, how would an alien race infiltrate an ordinary house in order to examine the inhabitants or collect samples? And what would a clown doll look like, if it had been created by something that had never actually seen a clown?
Thus was Lollo born.
It creeped me out immediately, which was very encouraging. The two kids in the story are my niece and nephew, their names misspelled the way I always tend to do. The babysitter arrived full-formed in my mind, complete with a supposed disability that was actually an advantage in the extraordinary circumstances that she faced.
And from that point on, the story pretty much wrote itself. Or, more accurately, Lollo wrote it, and I just watched on in growing horror at what was happening.
I will never allow a clown doll into my house. Never.
Jeff Soesbe
The smell of a burned body: the sick sweetness of charred human flesh; the musky sharpness of immolated hair; the chemical bite of synthetic fabrics melted into skin. All those smells are here, in this house fire, behind the burned wood of the house frame, the melted rubber of wiring insulation, the scorched metal of pipes and wires.
Yet it’s the burned body smell that stays, that lingers in my nose and skin for days, no matter how much I try to scrub it out.
The smell of a burned body is one I always recognize, and I never forget. I know it far too well, and I’ve experienced it more times than I like. In my work as an investigator for the Sacramento Fire Department, the smell comes with the territory. I have to push my disgust aside, calm my seizing throat, and get on with the work.
The police report tells me the basic facts. Louisa and Eugene Chen, both in their seventies, died in the house where they lived together for forty-seven years and raised their family. 2504 B Street, a classic midtown house in an ordered row of classic midtown houses. Well-kept lawns, broad front porches, large flourishing oak and mulberry trees that arched shade over the street.
Now it’s a shell of a house, a scar on the serenity of the block.
My job is to figure out what happened. One fact on the report gives me a major clue: Eugene Chen was diagnosed with advanced lung cancer four months ago. He and his wife both smoked.
It’s one of the common causes of a fire involving the elderly. Smoking in bed. If not that, then space heaters, or faulty electric blankets, or pots left cooking and forgotten.
In fire investigation, we start from the least burned area and work to the most burned. Some of the kitchen remains; its location obvious from the charred husks of refrigerator, stove and sink. The blackened red brick of a collapsed fireplace, behind the kitchen, marks where the living room was. As I make my way towards the bedroom, the damage is more complete. Char patterns on floorboards show that the fire traveled hot and fast here, exploding out from the bedroom. The roof burned, buckled, collapsed, and burned some more.
The ash is thick, still damp from the water the firefighters poured on it, and it sticks to my boots, a warm heavy mass. It doesn’t help that it’s only two in the afternoon and already a hundred degrees. My hands sweat inside my plastic gloves. I just want to be done, to get back into the car, turn on the air conditioner, file the report and close this out.
I have to finish on time today, as I’m picking up Hugo from Sondra’s house tonight. It’s the second weekend of the month, one of the weekends I spend with my son. My time with Hugo is important to me. I don’t want to be late.
The bedroom gives all the evidence I need. A warped lighter and cigarette butts in a pile of ash near the twisted metal of a bed frame. A solid tangle of wires and insulation near the thin stubs of what was a wall. An electric space heater, melted into slag.
It’s everything at once. No wonder the place went up.
As I pick through the charred chunks of roof beams, stepping gingerly through the deep ash, confirming the final details, something catches my eye.
A small corner of wood, unburned, sticking out of the remnants of what once was a dresser next to the black stub of the frame of a closet door.
Curiosity gets the best of me. Carefully, I make my way to the corner of wood.
It’s the edge of a picture frame. I ease the frame from under its grave of ash, cloth fragments, and metal knobs.
A small picture, about ten inches by twelve, reveals itself. I shake off the ash clinging to it, flip the frame around to see the picture; A pale grey alien, painted on black velvet, crying bright green tears.
And it’s unburned. Untouched.
Back in my car I type up the report, including the evidence I found in the bedroom. Cigarettes. Electrical wiring. Space heater. Carelessness, forgetfulness, and now the Chens are gone. The flames claimed their lives, destroyed their home.
Except for the painting of the crying alien. It now sits on the passenger seat inside an evidence bag. It was in the heart of the fire, and yet it wasn’t burned at all.
Why not?
I take the painting back out of the bag and prop it against the passenger door. The alien is hairless, grey like a cloudy sky, and the tears trailing from its large black eyes as green as an unripe pear. What a strange painting.
Why didn’t it burn?
My rational mind says its survival is a fluke occurrence; a random coincidence of heat, flame and chance. Maybe it fell behind the dresser and was protected. Maybe. Already I feel my brain grabbing hold of this oddity and refusing to let go, and the pressure building at the base of my skull tells me a headache is coming. My subconscious will be gnawing and chewing at this the rest of the night as my obsessive mind takes hold, the same obsessive mind that drove Sondra crazy back when we were married.
I hold the painting in my lap as I lean back in the seat. A plain black velvet canvas, a simple wooden frame. It should have burned up. But it didn’t. Why? What happened? My thoughts drift as I imagine a fire pattern that would spare the picture.
My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I jerk in reaction. I put down the painting and check the phone. Sondra.
I’m light-headed, and sweating. Why is it so hot in the car?
I forgot to turn on the air conditioning. How stupid of me. I start the car, crank up the fan, and answer the phone.
“Hello, Sondra.”
“Ricardo, you were going to be here ten minutes ago.”
I check my watch. It’s 5:10. Where did the time go? I must have fallen asleep after finishing the report.
“Lo siento. I was working a fire. But I’m done now. I’ll be there soon.”
“Rapido, por favor. Marcos and I have a six PM dinner reservation at Supper Club, and the cab will be here at 5:40.”
Supper Club. It’s nice. It’s expensive. How long have she and Marcos been going out? Almost a year. I bet it’s their anniversary.
Sondra and I went to Supper Club, once. A long time ago, for an anniversary. Back when dinners were homemade burritos or spaghetti, back when we were junior firefighter and public defender. Back when we were a team, and our money went into fixing up the house.
Our house. Now, her house. Stop it, I tell myself, no more thoughts like that. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
“Bueno. Adios, Ricardo.”
Time to hurry. I shove the painting into my bag, between the laptop and a few folders, and pull out from the curb. Intruding into my thoughts of Hugo is the image of a small grey alien crying bright, green tears.
Nineteen minutes later, Hugo opens the door.
“Papa!” He throws his arms around my waist with a big hug and drives some air from my lungs. It was just Monday that I took him to the first day of school, but he looks taller, bigger, more mature. He’s only eight, but he’s changing so fast.
“Hey, hijo! How’s my boy?” I bend over and hug him the best I can. I can’t help but smile and laugh. He’s the greatest kid, so full of energy, so enchanted with the world. He drives joy into me every time I see him.
“Papa, come see my new X-Wing fighter!” He yanks me into the house. “Mama, Papa’s here!”
“Hola, Sondra.”
“Hola.” Her voice echoes down the hall from her room.
After the divorce, she kept the house in Rosemont and I moved into a cheap apartment on Howe near headquarters so now it is, indeed, her room. The house is decorated in her style: pictures of her family, candles and Oaxacan figurines on the mantle, Zapotec rugs, handwoven blankets draped on the leather furniture. Neat, classy, expensive. Her style. Corporate lawyer style. Not public defender style.
Hugo’s room is chaos, toys and comic books and sci-fi posters and spaceships and planets. I love my boy’s room. He grabs the X-Wing off the floor and holds it up. It’s made out of Legos.
“Great spaceship, hijo.”
“This is Gold Leader. Starting our run.”
While he flies it over the bed, I reach up and press the test button on the smoke alarm. It squeals a high pitch and Hugo jumps.
“Papa!”
“You don’t have to check that every time you come over, Ricardo.” Sondra’s voice, from the doorway.
I turn towards her. “Lo siento. Old habit. You know me….”
I see her and pause. She’s wearing a summer dress, tan with big blue flowers. Her skin is the color of burnished gold, and the dress suits her perfectly. Her hair is up, the dress shows her shoulders. When she tilts her head to the side as she puts in an earring, I feel a tug somewhere deep inside me, an empty place with ragged edges that has never quite healed. It’s been a year and a half now.
“Hi, Sondra. You look nice.” I swallow a lump in my throat.
“Gracias.”
She’s hiding something. It’s in the tone of her voice. Have things changed between her and Marcos? I sneak a glance at her hands. No ring that I can see.
“Papa, can we eat at Carlo’s Pizza for dinner?”
“You bet. And I’m hungry, so let’s go.” I grab Hugo’s suitcase, eager to get back outside the house and away from the feelings that fill my lungs like smoke.
At the car, Sondra hugs and kisses Hugo. “Be a good boy. Mind your Papa.”
I put Hugo’s bag in the trunk. “Sunday at six, right? You have Abuelo’s birthday dinner?”
“Si.” Her expression changes, her voice less certain. “You could come, if you want. My parents ask about you.”
I wonder what they ask. I’m sure it can’t be too favorable. I’m also sure Marcos would be there. He’s a good guy, but I always suffer in comparison. “I should work. House fire in midtown last night. Old couple died.”
“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.” She truly is. It’s nice to hear her concern. “Well, the invitation is open.”
“I’ll think about it. Adios, Sondra.”
“Adios, Ricardo.”
When we’re away from the house I ask Hugo. “So, hijo, Mommy and Mister Salazar have been dating a year, right?”
Hugo stops making spaceship noises. “I guess. Mama said it was their anniversary.”
That explains it. Sondra and Marcos will go out to Supper Club, come back home, listen to music, dance in the flickering light of the candles. Sondra always liked lots of candles.
Good thing I’m eating pizza tonight. Pizza is good for filling up the hole I feel in my gut and the slow steady dull ache that crawls its way up to my heart.
The pizza at Carlo’s is marvelous. Thick crust, rich tomato sauce, and fresh toppings. But what Hugo and I really love is Carlo’s collection of old arcade machines. Pac Man. Centipede. Space Invaders. And the grand prize, an original Star Wars game. Hugo and I love to come here, fill up on pizza and root beer, and play Star Wars until we can barely see straight.
These are the good times, the times I live for. The times spent with my son. Video games, pizza, talking about school and friends and his soccer team and comic books and superheroes and science fiction movies.
As I’m going to the counter for more change, I notice a new picture hanging in the array of pictures on the wall next to the counter.
A crying alien, painted on black velvet.
This one is dressed in a cook’s apron and hat, has very light red/orange skin, like cooked cheese, big wet eyes, and a single green tear running down its face.
“Giancarlo. Where did you get that picture?”
At the counter next to the oven, Giancarlo is spreading dark red sauce on pale dough. “Yasmin found it yesterday at the swap meet. The one under the freeway, Sixth near Broadway? She thought it would cheer me up. He’s cooking, he’s making pizza!”
“But why is he crying?”
“Probably cause business is so slow.” Giancarlo laughs as he opens the register, then gestures to the nearly empty restaurant. “Not enough steady customers, like you.”
Another painting. It’s not exactly like the one in the Chens, but similar. I’m sure it’s just a coincidence. But it nags at my mind as I walk back to the video games, and remains in the background of my thoughts as Hugo and I battle Tie Fighters and try to destroy the Death Star.
After dinner we’re back at my apartment, sitting on the fold out couch, watching The Empire Strikes Back. Near the end, Hugo leans against me. Darth Vader has just told Luke that he is Luke’s father, and Luke’s response was to jump off the balcony inside Cloud City.
“Papa?”
“Si, Hugo?”
“Did Darth Vader love Luke?”
“I’m sure he did.”
“Why did he leave him, then? Leave him on Tattooine with his tia and tio?”
Hugo hasn’t seen the later movies, so he hasn’t gotten the whole story yet. But, of course, this isn’t really about Darth and Luke.
“Well, there were a lot of things happening to Darth Vader.”
“Did he and Luke’s mommy get divorced?”
“They split up, si. But he never knew about Luke and Leia.”
“If he knew he had kids, would he still have gone away? Would he have joined the dark side?”
I put my arm around him and hold him close. He needed some reassurance.
“Maybe not. I don’t know. But I do know that I love you, Hugo and I’d never leave you behind. Okay?”
“Okay.” He’s sleepy, his voice is trailing off. “I love you, Papa.”
As the credits roll and my heart feels nearly full to bursting with love for my son, he drifts into sleep. Tears dot my eyes. What goes through his mind at times like this? What does he think happened? Sondra and I have been good about that. Any problems we had we never aired in front of him. We’re always respectful to each other. I wonder what he thinks about the whole situation.
Hell, sometimes I wonder what I think myself.
The day is catching up to me and I’m getting tired. I unwind from Hugo, set him on the couch bed with his droid pillow and Star Wars blanket and tuck him in. He’s so sweet, so young, so innocent and it breaks my heart to have him going through all this.
As I’m unpacking my work bag, the corner of the plastic bag holding the Chens’ picture sticks out. It’s been in the back of my mind since dinner, so I take it out, prop it up on the counter bar between the living room and the kitchen, hold it there with the salt shaker.
Did the Chens get their picture the same place as Giancarlo? The frames are different, but the style is similar. Crying aliens, black velvet.
Surely there’s nothing to worry about, but my mind doesn’t want to let it go.
A yawn overwhelms me. I’m beat. It’s been a long day.
In the bedroom, I change into shorts and a t-shirt and settle into bed. Alien faces run through my mind. Aliens from Star Wars, aliens from pizza parlors, aliens from paintings that survived a house fire. So many aliens.
“Papa?” Hugo, sniffling.
I jerk out of sleep. He’s standing next to the bed.
“Hugo? What’s the matter?”
“I’m scared.” He’s half asleep, half-awake, and his voice has the tinge of tears in it.
I roll off the bed and go to him, kneeling down on the carpet, holding him close. “What’s the matter?”
“I had a bad dream. There was a fire. Can I stay in your bed?”
“Sure, come on.” He virtually collapses onto me, nearly knocking me over. He’s getting so big. I remember the days when he was light and precious and so easy to carry. Now, he’s all legs and arms, especially when he’s sleepy like this and I’m holding all his weight.
By the time I set him into bed he’s asleep again, his breathing slow and regular.
Dreams of fire. I don’t think it’s the movie. He had some nightmares after the divorce, but hasn’t had any in a while. Why tonight?
Back in the living room, the painting still sits on the bar counter. It’s easy to pick out, the green tears glow in the faint light coming through the sliding glass door and the black velvet has a luster all its own.
Could the picture have caused Hugo’s dreams? I sit on a barstool and stare at it for a while, resting my chin on my arms. Black velvet, gray alien, green tears. It’s not a pretty picture, ugly almost, but it pulls me in.
The counter is hard and warm beneath my hands. It’s the end of August, the end of another day of hot temperatures, the end of another summer.
Another difficult summer. The second summer of being alone, of not having anyone in my life beyond my son, who I see every other weekend and when I’m not working. The second summer of being pathetic, dumpy, thinning hair, aching muscles, a constant coating of oil on my face from eating all the wrong foods, drinking all the wrong booze.
Goosebumps roll down my spine.
Thoughts spring forth in my head. It’s chilly in here, Hugo will get cold. I should turn up the heat. I’m hungry. I want to cook something on the stove. I haven’t smoked in months, but I could use a cigarette.
A high whistle, like a train, pulsing, beeping.
I snap to alertness. Where am I? I had a weird dream and now I’m, I’m what?
I’m standing in the kitchen. It’s hot in the apartment. I’m sweating.
The smoke alarm is going off.
Beans are burning on the stove. The temperature is set on HIGH. I turn the burner off and try to move the pan but it’s too hot. I yank a pot holder from the drawer and use it to hold the handle while I run cold water over the beans.
Smoke billows up and I grimace.
There’s something in my mouth. I’m clenching a stale, unlit cigarette between my lips. Where in the world did I find this? I spit it into the sink.
I turn off the smoke alarm. Next, I check the thermostat. It’s at eighty-five, as high as it will go. I flick it off and open the sliding glass door in the living room, open the front door of the apartment, go to the bedroom to open those windows too. A night breeze crawls through the apartment, clears out the smoke.
Hugo is still asleep, thank goodness, though he’s sweating under his blanket. I pull it off him.
What’s going on here? What happened? Last I remember I was looking at the picture on the counter.
It’s still there, propped against the wall. The frame is warm in my hands. Weird. The heat from the apartment, maybe?
The alien eyes stare back at me, unmoving. I feel like there’s an accusation in those eyes. Like I did something wrong.
I set the picture down, face down, on the counter.
Suddenly I feel cool. No need for the heat. No desire to cook. No urge to smoke.
I pick up the picture, keep it facing away from me, and go back into the kitchen. The electric burner where I was burning beans is still a dull red. I crank it back up to high and it quickly glows hot.
I touch the edge of the picture frame to the burner.
The picture frame doesn’t burn. It doesn’t smoke.
What it does instead is get incredibly hot, hotter than the pan handle. I flinch and toss the picture frame into the sink, where it hits the water in the pan then hisses and steams.
What is this thing?
I run the sink full of water to drown the picture. It doesn’t float, but sits in the bottom, accusing me with its stare and its tears. A chill shivers down my spine and raises the hairs on my arms. Now I feel cold again, like I should warm everything up.
I reach into the sink and flip the picture around. The frame is still warm, even under a sink full of cold water.
I grab the ice cube trays from the freezer, crack out the cubes, and dump them into the water. They float, blocking my view of the picture.
The apartment feels normal again.
Is this what the Chens went through? Did they turn on electric blankets? Bring in heaters? Plug things into one outlet?
Did the picture tell them to?
This is crazy. I’m imagining things. I’m tired, sleepy. I’m making things up. I’m getting too obsessed with this. Time to go back to bed.
I close up the apartment, but leave the picture in the sink full of icy water. The bedroom windows remain cracked. Hugo is snoring lightly, and I lie down and curl up next to him. Quickly I’m asleep.
My dreams are of the Star Wars Cantina, lightsabers blazing with sparks, the gutted shell of a Sandcrawler burning in a hot desert wind.
“Papa! Papa!”
Hugo’s voice, calling me. He’s not in bed. I panic for a second, then realize he’s in the living room.
I rush into the room. He’s sitting on the couch, eating Raisin Bran, watching TV.
“Carlo’s Pizza burned.”
The reporter’s voice carries over Hugo’s. “Firefighters have just finished putting out the fire at the local restaurant on Folsom Boulevard. No one was injured, but the business is believed to be a total loss. Firefighters suspect either an electrical problem or issues with the pizza ovens, but will investigate for possible arson. This has been a News Ten Action Bulletin.”
Hugo looks at me, concerned. “Papa, do you think the Star Wars game is okay?”
“I don’t know, Hugo. That fire looked bad.”
Clone Wars comes back on, and the aliens remind me of the picture that is still in the sink.
I go pull it out of the water, set it on a towel to dry. It’s not hot, just soaked with water. The fabric has sagged, the frame is a bit warped, some paint has flaked off. It looks like an ordinary painting, nothing special. If not for the pot of burned beans still in the water, I would think I imagined everything from last night.
What I need is some coffee. I’m so foggy-headed I can’t really think straight. But one thing I know I will do. First thing Monday morning, I’m going to the swap meet and find the person selling these paintings.
Hugo wanders in with his bowl and goes to put it next to the sink. He stops and stares at the painting.
“Mama has one of those.”
My heart stops a beat. “What?”
“A picture of an alien, crying. Marcos got it for her. It’s in the office, next to my room.”
“This same picture. An alien, crying?”
“Not exactly the same. Hers is wearing a jacket, like a suit. And the alien is brown. But it’s still crying. Green tears.”
Sondra. Fancy dinner with Marcos. Wine.
Candles. Candles everywhere.
The obsessive part of my mind is screaming inside my head. I should call. I might wake them up, and if nothing’s wrong Sondra’s will grumble. But I should call.
I quick dial the home number on my cell. There’s no ring; just an immediate busy tone. Like the line is dead.
I try her cell phone. It rolls right over to voice mail. Is she on the phone?
I try again.
Come on, Sondra. Pick up the phone.
She usually puts her phone on silent. Could it be on silent? But then it would at least ring, not roll over to voice mail.
I try the house again. Busy.
Something is wrong. I need to go there.
“Hugo, we have to leave right now.” I run into the bedroom, throw on clothes.
“What’s happening, Papa?”
I grab his shoes, shove them in his hand, grab my keys and wallet from the counter, and yank open the front door. “We have to go to the house.”
“Is something wrong?”
“I don’t know. But we need to go.”
On the road, dodging cars, hurrying to make the lights, we speed towards Rosemont. I’m hoping for the best but fearing the worst, and seeing in my mind a crying alien with tears that burn like flame.
The smoke is visible from Watt as I turn onto Keifer Street. It drifts up from the middle of the neighborhood, black and curling, as if there’s a small volcano in the middle of Rosemont.
Left on Port, and when we hit the corner on Glenwood I see the smoke billowing up. The engines from Station 106, the closest one, are there pouring water on the shell of the house.
Standing in front of the house is a good-looking couple, in a pose I’ve seen before. Arms around each other, wife leaning her head on the shoulder of the husband. People staring at the physical remnants of their life going up in flames.
It takes me a second to realize its Sondra and Marcos.
They’re both alive.
Relief washes over me. Behind it is a blow to the gut, a voice inside saying that they fit together.
When we park at the curb, Hugo jumps out of the car and runs to Sondra.
“Mama!” he calls.
Sondra, tears on her face, grabs Hugo and clutches him close.
As I walk to where they are, I scan the house. The fire obviously started in the living room then went into the bedrooms. I can see it in my mind, a candle catching a figurine, a figurine falling onto the rug, the rug under the couch. Once the couch caught fire, the house roof and walls wouldn’t be far behind. Especially with the blankets helping the file along.
Both the office and Hugo’s bedroom are completely gone. Once the fire grabbed the wall, it went through the office and all the books, then straight into his room. These older Rosemont houses go up fast. They used flammable material for insulation back then, sometimes even just piles of newspaper. Sondra did a remodel earlier this year, but she didn’t touch the old walls or change Hugo’s room.
If Hugo been there, it could have been bad. Very bad. I say a quiet prayer that he was with me last night.
Sondra is still clinging to Hugo. Marcos hovers next to them, one hand around her shoulders. Shock has frozen their stunned faces.
“Are you two okay? What happened?” I ask, though I already know.
Marcos’s voice is shaky, “The alarm went off, and we smelled smoke. The bedroom door was too hot, so we went out the window. It must have been the candles.”
Hugo’s smoke alarm saved their lives. I say another silent prayer.
“Ricardo, could I borrow your phone?” Marcos asks. “I want to call Jorge from the office, let him know what happened.”
I hand over my cell. “Sure.”
He gives Sondra a quick kiss, protective, concerned. He’s a good man.
Sondra sets Hugo down. “Hugo, go with Mister Marcos for a second. Let your papa and me talk.”
“Okay, Mama.”
We watch them walk off. Marcos, on the phone, pats Hugo on the back, like a good step-father should.
“How are you, Sondra?”
“Still a little scared. There was so much smoke, even with the door closed.” She wipes tears from her face and brushes back her dark straight hair. She’s wearing an engagement ring on her finger. A big ring. It wasn’t there when I picked up Hugo last night.
She notices me staring and covers it with her hand.
“Marcos proposed last night. I said yes.”
“Oh.” What else can I say?
“I’m sorry. I was going to figure out how to tell you.”
Things have changed. They will never go back to the way they were. Now, I know this. We move on. The life I was clinging to out of desperate hope, out of fear of what lies in front of me, is flying away like the ash on the wind.
I have a new life now, a new life that includes my son, my ex-wife, and what will be her new husband.
“I’m happy you’re okay, Sondra. Both of you. And congratulations.”
“Gracias, Ricardo.”
Marcos comes back with Hugo, handing back my phone. “I got Jorge. He’s happy to help get things filed.” He puts an arm around Sondra, holds her close. “Sondra, we could head back to my house if you want, find some clothes.”
She nods, the fear in her face transforming into action. “That would be good. Then I can call insurance, get going on claims.” She gives Hugo a kiss and hug. “Hugo, you go back with Papa and I’ll call you later.”
Hugo sniffles, “I want to stay with Mama!” He sniffles, and then pops his thumb into his mouth, eyes wide.
“Hugo, it’s Papa’s weekend.”
Hugo needs his Mama right now. It’s in the way his eyes dart from the house to her to me. “It’s okay with me, Sondra. I can stay here, help the Station 106 guys, then come by later.”
“Candles.” Marcos looks sheepish. “We left candles lit. Too much to drink.”
“You were celebrating. As you should.”
“Sorry.”
“It’s okay. Congratulations. I mean it.”
There’s silence. No one speaks. We all look at the house, what’s left of it.
Someone has to get us moving, and it’s me. “Go ahead, you three. Get some clothes, get going on insurance. I’ll stay here and call you when I know more.”
“Thanks, Ricardo.”
“Hey, hijo.” I offer Hugo my hand. “Let’s get your stuff from the car.”
After we get his blanket and shoes, Hugo grabs me around the waist, tight, and I pick him up and hold him.
“Papa. I’m sorry.”
“Sorry about what?”
“Mama and Mister Marcos want to get married, Papa. She asked me yesterday if it was okay, but I couldn’t tell you because it was a secret.”
“It’s okay, hijo. It’s okay.” It really is, too. I know the change will be tough for me, but I also know it’s good. Everyone will be happy.
“I don’t have any toys, Papa.”
“But you do. I have your X-Wing, remember?” I carry him over to Marcos’s car. “You go with Mama. I’ll call you later and bring over your stuff.” I’ll make sure to stop by the store and get him a new Star Wars toy. Maybe a droid. We both love the droids.
“Okay, Papa.”
“You be good, and I’ll see you tonight.” Marcos helps him get buckled as he gets into the car.
“Sondra?”
She turns, her face quizzical.
“I think I’ll come to dinner Sunday night. If that’s okay with you.” I actually do want to get together with her family. It’s time to start taking old connections and making new things from them.
Surprise and gratitude show brighten on her face. “Yes, that would be nice.”
They drive away, Hugo waving at me from the back seat.
Once they’re around the corner I walk slowly up the lawn towards the burned remnants of the house.
I don’t really need to look through the wreckage. I know what I’ll find. Molten piles of wax, twisted candleholders, a hot spot in the living room where the fire started, then jumped to the couch, the blankets, and then the walls.
But I know I’ll also find something else.
A painting of a crying alien, dressed in a suit, green tears on its face. A painting undamaged by smoke or flame.
After I make sure the painting is here, my next stop is the swap meet. I’m not waiting until Monday. I’m finding those paintings, and I’m finding them now. The paintings have killed two innocent people, and destroyed a good man’s restaurant. They almost got me, my boy, his mother and her fiancée.
I’ll get every one of those paintings, from the swap meet or from the people who bought them. Then I’ll dispose of them, in whatever way I have to in order to keep everyone safe.
No more smell of torched houses, no more stench of burned bodies.
No more pictures that take advantage of people and use their emotions against them.
No more, I vow. No more.
AFTERWORD
The “Crying Boy Painting” urban legend arose in Britain in the mid-1980s, when an article in the tabloid The Sun related how firefighters reported finding paintings of crying boys in the ruins of burned houses. As the paintings were very popular at the time, a small panic set in, one that eventually led to mass bonfires of the paintings (organized by The Sun as a publicity event).
After I read about the legend in Fortean Times (April 2008 issue), it stuck with me as a wonderful example of the power of the human mind to extract a malevolent conspiracy from a mere coincidence.
Also, the paintings themselves were truly touching. Scores of paintings, all featuring small boys with big eyes and tears rolling down their sad, accusatory faces.
For the anthology, I decided to use the “Crying Boy Painting” legend with some changes. The crying boys became teary aliens and the paintings affected people who were in heightened emotional states, somehow leading them into dangerous behavior.
The addition of a fire investigator still struggling with his feelings over his divorce and its effect on his son brought the story together.
Erik Scott de Bie
There’s a story about the lights—the two street lights on Gray Road—that makes everybody nervous. But right now, we’re just waiting for the flicker: one of the two lights that buzzes on and off like a signal. Margery is our flagger, sure, but we know she’s waiting for the light. She always does.
The engines rev and the cars shudder, pawing at the line like horses, their jockeys—we drivers—performing our own little rituals as the sun sets. Ruiz is crossing himself. Dickerson is puffing greedily on a cigarette. Juarez is cold and focused. Me, I crank up the Offspring. Gotta keep ‘em separated.
Flicker. The flag comes down.
I lift the clutch, hit the gas, and we’re off.
Wind whistles through the corn as I race past. Over the music, I hear my engine roar, not in protest but in desire...need. Clutch, shift through neutral, clutch, smooth shift into third, all within a split second.
Six point two seconds in, and I’m doing sixty.
I’m around Ruiz, who waves the middle finger at me, but I just smile.
I jam past the gold Miata with the black flames, Dickerson, and swerve in front of him when I’ve cleared two feet. Dickerson slows down; typical. It doesn’t matter, as long as I’m ahead of him by the turn, as his Miata kicks it in the corners. Not that he’s as good as I am, anyway, but why take chances?
The race is all over before you cross the finish line. Before you hit the gas, before the flagger waves, before you even dig the line. It begins and ends before any of that, and it’s all in your mind. It’s like when Musashi psyched out Sasaki; the duel’s over before it starts and the smarter fighter wins. I get this, and that’s why I’m always set out three lengths back but I win anyway.
Dickerson’s catching up, I realize, and wonder if he hasn’t grown some balls today. I weave a little—not enough to hit him, but Dickerson panics as usual and over-corrects, swerving and braking. The shrieking chases me down the road. He spins and fish-tails off the shoulder. Everyone behind him honks and slows, trying not to crash.
It’s just Juarez ahead of me now. We’re streaking down Gray and he’s three car lengths ahead.
We flash past the Racing Lights, and I can feel everyone’s nerves fray. I can see it in their driving. Like I said, there’s a story about the Gray Road lights: a story that makes everybody nervous. Everybody except me.
I make up half a second there because I don’t hesitate. I punch the gas harder.
First turn is long and easy. I make up another half second. More on the second turn. Now it’s two lengths between me and Juarez, and six seconds to go before the big turn.
Back in the day, we used this stretch for straight-up, quarter-mile drag racing—from the starting line to the first turn—but you can’t just ignore a turn like Gray-Kobert, where Gray Road turns into Kobert Lane, which snakes back to town. It’s tight and sloped and scares the hell out of drivers who don’t know how to handle it. We do, and it still scares the hell out of us.
One way to take the turn is to drop the gas half a second, then just power through it. But that isn’t the fastest way. Not my way.
The distance drops to one car length. Juarez backs off and starts the turn. I have to pass him in the turn; I knew it would come to that.
In my mirror, the lights—one flickering, one steady—disappear and I jam it.
The trick is to turn the instant you can’t see the lights in the rearview anymore. There’s the tiniest incline to the road, and it puts just enough of an angle in the road that the lights slide up out of the mirror. You think you’re going to slide and spin out, but you aren’t. Not if you stick it and don’t waver. Fight it too hard, and you spin out. Too soft, and you spin out. You have to turn just right.
We turn. The world is our own, set at a steep angle and with its own rules of gravity. The pull is toward the outside and down and left. The force pushes me back in my seat. My heart is beating fast. Each of us moves like a ball in a spinning roulette, bound for either life or death: an exit onto hot blacktop or a bloody red crash in the trees. We’re in the turn. We have to trust in the mercy of the universe now.
I see my chance and take it, turning a little sharper. My car shivers, but I reassure her silently. There isn’t going to be anyone coming on the other side. We’re going to be fine.
I’m passing Juarez inside by inches. My passenger door pulls level with his back door. I see him starting to waver; worried he’s going to hit me. Now we’re side by side. He glances at me, and his eyes are wide behind the driver’s window. Scared.
It’s over before it starts.
We come screaming out of the turn, Juarez just behind me. The home stretch is as wide open as the sky over the valley.
I relax my turn just a little, and swerve ahead of him as the stereo warns against talking back. Juarez can’t get around me. He’s done. He tries anyway, and I hear his tires squeal as he spins out. Dirt flies into the air as he skids into the ditch. Disrespecting me—now he’s taken out.
I’m alone in a clear, midnight-blue world, infinite sky laid out before me. It’s me all the way.
Crossing the finish line is as easy as breathing.
As the sun dips halfway below the horizon, we gather in the parking lot of the Christmas Tree Farm—empty in the off-season—surrounded by fields of growing crops. There’s no one around and nothing else to do on a Friday night, but that’s the way this town always is: about fifty of us hanging out in the country, acting like daredevils and wishing we had a keg.
In a town like this, if we didn’t have racing, we’d all go nuts.
“2000 Acura Integra, Type R,” I said when my parents asked me what kind of car I wanted for my sixteenth birthday. “A 1998 would work too, as long as it has the B18C5 engine. I prefer new, but used with less than twenty thousand on it would do fine.”
“Oh,” Mom said. “That’s…that’s a very specific answer.”
“Don’t you want something more…I don’t know, sporty?” Dad asked.
I smiled. “Nope.”
It may not look like much, but it’s got it where it counts.
I do a victory lap and make my entrance. Music blares, the cars start honking, and there’s even applause. I circle the lot once, then pull into my favorite space, spray-painted with my initials to mark my territory. I leave the engine idling and climb out.
“Puta madre!” Ruiz shouts at Dickerson. “What was that, cholo? You try to kill us?”
“Dude, he almost hit me!” Dickerson objects.
“What I tell you about tailgating?”
“Don’t?”
“Don’t, Dick.” Ruiz smacks Dickerson upside the head.
I look around, but I don’t see Juarez. For a second, I fear the worst, but then his ZX comes clanking into the parking lot, a long dent in the front end. Must have hit a log or something. Real tragedy...about the car, I mean, not his pride.
Juarez climbs out of the car, the door groaning as it opens. He looks OK, other than being pissed. “Bastard!” he growls at me. “You son of a mother….”
“Yep,” I say, before he can finish the insult. People laugh.
Juarez sneers at me, then gestures to his car. People have gathered about, making “ooh” sounds and wincing. Juarez is coming closer, chest puffed out for a fight. I smooth my hair back from my face and think now would be a perfect time for a cigarette. Except that a year ago, I practiced smoking for three days before I finally gave up.
Juarez might have taken a swing at me, but someone stepped between us, and all my coolness evaporated in the face of a petite redhead crossing her arms and glaring.
“Hey, Hotshot.” Margery’s glasses are drooping on her nose and she’s biting her lower lip and I know I’m going to get it. “Are you going to take me home, or what?”
The crowd goes “ooh!” and “oh yeah!” and “whipped!”
“Totally.” I shake it off as best I can and put my arm around her. With my other hand, I click open the locks of my Integra. “Hop in.”
She inclines her head and gives me a little smile that I recognize only too well.
“In front of all these people?” I murmur.
“Or not at all,” she observes.
“That’s a choice?”
She winks, “Totally.” Her imitation is perfect.
With an elaborate sigh, I bend down and kiss her, to the applause of all and a number of catcalls. Margery White, love of my life, queen of the world.
“Be seeing you, gringo,” Juarez threatens as I turn the keys.
“Better wash your panties first,” I say. “Think you wet them.”
Then we’re peeling out and driving off.
Two hours later, the engine purrs nice and smooth as I pull up in Margery’s gravel driveway. To see her in her H&M halter and skinny jeans, her pink-tinted glasses and three hundred dollar purse, you’d never know she was a country girl except for the tan she gets working in the fields. You can’t get a glow like that in a salon over in Sac-town. She’s a collection of opposites, my Margery.
She lives out on Gray, a mile back from where we race. You can just see the racing lights from her house—the one constantly on, the other flickering. Off and on, off and on, every few seconds, like a sluggish hazard light. Both of them, lighting our race.
There’s a story about those lights, like I said. When it’s dark and empty, California’s expanding flatness in every direction, the two lights are the only thing you can see for miles around, from any direction. And sometimes, when you’re really tired, or worried, or distracted for some reason, the lights follow you. No matter which way you’re going, or how fast, or how many turns you take, the lights never get smaller. Caused a few accidents over the years; somebody’s cousin took his eyes off the road, or a friend of a friend pulled a wiggins.
Personally, I think it’s all bullshit. But hey, it makes a good story.
The gravel rattles under my Integra’s wheels as we take the turns on the long path nice and slow for her old man’s benefit. The fewer reasons I give him to forbid his daughter to date that racing idiot the better. Around the last turn, I turn the key and shift to neutral to let us coast a few feet before the friction stops us. She hates it when I do this, but I can’t resist the fun. Then we sit a while in the car, neither of us speaking, looking out at the sunset past her ranch. The blues and purples are perfect tonight, and I take some personal pride in that, thinking that maybe my fumes give it just that extra touch of color.
“You didn’t do it on purpose, did you?” she asks, and I’m a million miles away and don’t hear.
“Huh?”
“Made Juarez spin out like that.”
“Tsch, right,” I said. “It’s not my fault wetback doesn’t know his own….”
“Don’t do that.”
“What?”
“You know what I mean.”
“Oh. Sorry.”
She’s sensitive about these things. A number of migrant workers come by every summer to work for her dad, and she’s grown up in a place where Mexicans aren’t the enemy. Helps that she was home-schooled, where she didn’t have to see the fights on the playground every day—until of course she realized she was just too damn fine to stay home. Good for all of us. Especially me.
Now she’s our flagger, and a finer ass there isn’t to be seen on the Gray-Kobert track. Just seeing her gets us moving and makes us race our hardest on the tiny chance she might go for the winner.
I’m the winner.
“You’re doing it again,” she says. “Is racing all you think about?”
“Was not,” I say. “I was thinking about you. Specifically, how hot you are.”
“And about racing.”
“OK.”
Margery rolls her eyes. I don’t even know why I bother lying to her. “Is this what you want to do the rest of your life? Racing?” she asks. “What about college?”
I shrug. “My grades suck too hard. I do OK in English, but math…” I wince.
“I could tutor you.”
“Like that would do any good,” I say. “Math is too, I don’t know . . . too mathy.”
“Mathy?”
“Exceptionally mathy.” I nod wisely. “Algebra-y and calculus-y and trig…trigonom…triggy.” I ease my arm around her shoulders. “Who uses math, anyway?”
“I got a seven-hundred seventy on the Math SAT.”
“Who uses it besides you?”
Margery rolls her eyes. “I mean, you know more about cars than anything else,” she says. “Don’t tell me you want to work at the garage all day and race all night.”
“Maybe,” I said. “So long as no one brings in one of those cars that shall remain nameless.”
“Jettas?”
I wince. “Dammit, woman, I said nameless.”
She grins and shakes her head. “You and your irrational hatred of German cars.”
Margery looks away into the sunset. The colors set her hair to glowing. Magical. I want to touch her but somehow I can’t. We might be inches apart, but there is a distance between us that isn’t measured in anything calculable, like degrees or integers or car lengths. She’s not the same sort of person I am, and it’s taken me two years to figure that out. What’s going to happen next, I have no idea.
“You’re smart,” she says finally, her tone sad and serious. “Do you want to stay around here the rest of your life? Believing in stupid things like the Racing Lights?”
“Yeah, right.” I look down the road at the lights. They come on before sunset this time of year, but they’re easier to see as the night gets later, when darkness steals all the color from the world.
“Whatever,” she says and opens the door.
“Hey.” I pull her back in and put my arm around her neck, putting her face close to mine.
“What, with no one watching?” she asks.
“Or not at all.”
She smiles and we kiss.
“Y’know.” My hands creep where they really shouldn’t go. “I could come in. Help you study.”
“And be all mathy with me?” She pulls away and adjusts her shirt. “My dad’s home, horndog.”
“Well, that’s the suck.”
“Mathy and the suck...hmm,” she says sarcastically. “I can just tell you’re going to be a writer.”
I make an obscene gesture to her.
“Some other night,” she says. “Race on, cowboy.”
She shuts the door.
After I drop Margery off, I drive for a while, thinking. Nowhere to go in the country, really, so I just kind of meander, at one with the California emptiness. I go as fast as I want: the country is so lonely you think you’re just crawling along and don’t realize you’re driving a mile every forty-five seconds.
The clock ticks to 11:39 as I coast up to the starting line and put the Integra in neutral. I pop out Margery’s Etheridge CD and put it back in its case. Her presence in my car is small, but there. It’s not just CDs and lipsticks and things...but memories. I think of her every time I check over my shoulder, because once she decided flashing me at ninety mile an hour was a good idea. (Not that I minded.) Also the backseat is special—so special I don’t let anyone sit back there.
The valley wind is cool through the window, and I turn off the engine so I can listen to it. I sit there in the quiet and the vast. The night sky stretches a long, long way before fading into dark invisibility against the foothills on the horizon. The lights on Gray road buzz; the one constant, the other winking. The light is hypnotic I’m floating, but I’m not asleep.
The night is perfect, and yet somehow cold.
It’s the cold that jolts me up, as though the air dropped ten degrees in ten seconds. I’m watching my temperature gauge, and sure enough, it’s dropping. One degree, two, three…from a cool fifty-five to a chilly forty-five. But it’s supposed to be May. The temperature makes no sense.
And there’s almost no sound. No traffic from I-80 a few miles away. Nothing from town. No wafting conversation from one of the farm houses within a mile. Just me and the Racing Lights on Gray Road. The broken one buzzes on and off—very loud in the otherwise total silence.
I’m not sure when I lost track of time, but when I look at the clock, it says 1:35. I remember seeing it was around 11:40 when I pulled up here. Where had two whole hours gone?
Need to go home, I think, which is weird. Here I am...alone, the night, the car, the road, perfect, and all I can think about is how I have class in six hours.
Maybe Margery’s right. Maybe I should grow up while I have the chance.
I think about it.
Nah.
I open up the center console and pull out an unmarked jewel case with a burned CD inside. It’s just got one word written on it in Sharpie: Driving. This CD goes into the player, and I flip to number six. As the intro plays, I turn the key, wondering how it’s so cold my breath is steaming. My baby is purring; she wants to fly.
Then Zombie starts singing, and I peel out. Twenty. Thirty. Fifty. The engine roars as I double-shift like a pro.
I shoot past the Racing Lights, and dust swirls up to coat them in my wake. The broken one flickers, then snaps on. It glows permanently, as though I fixed it with my speed.
The cold air whipping in stings my eyes. I didn’t close the window, and the wind resistance slows me down, but I don’t care. I’m young, I’m free, and that’s all that matters.
Lights in my rearview.
At first, I’m sure it’s just the Racing Lights back along the road. I’m just not used to them both being lit up, and I keep waiting for the one on the left to start blinking. It doesn’t.
Also, they don’t seem to be getting any smaller.
“What the hell?”
A truck? Speed limit fifty-five, asshole. But hey, who cares? No way he can match my Integra.
I double-shift into top gear. I’m doing seventy. Eighty.
The lights are still there.
Maybe it’s Juarez, looking for a little payback. Freak me out on the country roads so I spin out in a ditch like he did. But if it’s Juarez, why would he wait while I just sat there for like two hours? Besides, the lights are too high off the ground for a Miata.
No. This is something else.
“Whatever,” I say as we go around the soft turns. Six seconds before Gray-Kobert. “Eat it, loser.”
The lights move a bit, then snap back into my rearview. No one corners that fast. No one.
Then one of them blinks.
I realize with a shock of revelation that drowns out the heavy metal on my stereo—realize it in the slow, creeping sweat at the back of my neck.
It isn’t a truck. It’s the lights on Gray Road.
And they’re following me.
I shouldn’t be able to see them like that. They’re around every turn, never getting any smaller, always the same in my mirror. Maybe they’re even getting bigger. No, that’s not possible. Is it? How?
In my rearview, the blinking light twirls over and around the steady light. Circles it like a moon.
Panic rises in me. My foot slips on the gas and I press it back harder. My Integra whines and the wind howls. I’ve never gone this fast before—not here, on the country road. Ninety-five. One-hundred. One-hundred and ten. Streaking down what’s left of Gray before it turns into Kobert…
It’s only then that I realize. With the lights moving, I don’t have my cue. I can’t see them disappear in my mirror.
And that’s when my headlights illumine the reflectors along the curving road. The turn is already on top of me. “Shit!” I cry, cranking the wheel and slamming the brake.
The force slams me to the side. My tires scream. I’m sliding, sliding, and for a second, I think I’m going to make it. I know it.
Then my left tires lifts clear of the road, the balance tips, and I flip over.
There’s a weightless moment—my stomach sucks itself against my spine—and then the bumper of my Integra hits the ground with a scream. The seat belt cuts into my chest and stomach, sending spittle and a bit of my dinner flying. The wheel explodes like a cannon blast and we bounce off the front end like a rubber ball, flipping over and slamming down again and again.
Air bag, I’m shouting in my head. Where’s the f...?
The airbag goes off into my face, punching me out.
The world comes back slowly, like excited kids called back in from recess one at a time.
First is sound, but not every sound. Only a few: the CD is still playing, which is funny. It’s skipping on the word beast, over and over. Beast–beast–beast. I can hear a buzz, like one of the street lamps, but of course that isn’t possible. There are no lights next to the turn.
Funny how I’m so concerned about what’s possible and what isn’t.
My Integra is upside down in a ditch thirty feet from the road. I can smell my own blood. It’s in my nose and in my eyes. The reek of spilled oil mingles with it and I can also smell gasoline leaking out, surrounding my crashed car like a spreading red pool around a murder victim on a police procedural.
I’m trapped. Seatbelt, airbag, vehicle bending around me—all of it holds me jealously in place. Either that, or I’m paralyzed. I don’t feel much of anything, except my right foot. It keeps hitting the gas, then the brake—gas and brake—as though somehow I can race my way out of this. As though I won’t have to die.
There are three of them standing over me. I can’t see them very well; can’t see anything very well. It’s too bright, as though floodlights are giving us illumination; high beams from three parked cars on the road. But the three of them aren’t blocking the light. They look like they’re made out of the light.
They throw around sounds—words?—in a clicking, whirring language that reminds me of the engines of racing cars. Their hands, if that’s what those are, are flying around, making what I think are rude gestures. The CD keeps skipping: beast – beast.
One of them snaps off something at the one in the middle. He replies in a buzzing sort of whine, then slaps the first one upside the head.
My vision is dimming. It feels like falling asleep, or possibly like dying.
The light grows. Time stops.
I see everything.
I open my eyes and stare at my clock. The numbers are big and red: 6:44 a.m.
In a second, I’m going to wake up. In two seconds, I’m going to get up.
The numbers change to six four and five and my CD-alarm goes off. Rob Zombie plays—just the way to start a day. The same song as last night, actually.
I’m surrounded by pillows and music posters. The racing calendar says it’s April. Dust dances in the light streaming through my window. I’m stripped down to my boxers. I inspect my arms and legs—no damage. Not even bruises. Aside from that particular feeling of not having showered the night before, I’m pristine.
It’s like it never happened.
I reach over and hit snooze. There’s another sound, I think—music playing somewhere else, a CD skipping—but I’m asleep in seconds.
Seven minutes later, the song picks up where it left off. I hit snooze again.
The clock says 6:58 when there’s a knock on my bedroom door. “Aren’t you getting up? It’s not Saturday, you know.”
Groan. “Yeah, Mom,” I say, waking up a little more.
The shower feels good; warm water rolling down my face. The patina of grease you collect when you drive in the country with the window down flecks away and swirls into the drain. The water soothes me, washing away the night and the dream and all of it.
I really should think about the class starting in twenty minutes. I had homework yesterday, but of course I didn’t do it. Racing is way more important…or at least, I thought that yesterday. Today, after Margery and I talked last night, I’m not so sure. Maybe I should try a little harder? You know, actually do something with my life?
Nah.
The clothes I wore yesterday are nowhere to be found, which sucks because those are my favorite jeans. I should probably wear shorts today anyway. The weather’s getting hotter, though the mornings are always cold. Spring weather—can’t make up its mind. Dressed and ready to go, I look for my backpack but it’s also missing. “Mom?” I call. “Have you seen my bag? Mom?”
No response.
I look in the kitchen and living room, but she isn’t there. The rest of the house is empty.
“Mom?”
I see her through one of the windows: she’s standing on the front lawn, looking at something in the driveway. The screen door squeaks shut behind me as I walk out toward her. I hear something...a word repeating over and over...but I can’t make it out.
“Hey Mom, have you seen...?”
That’s as far as I get.
My car is sitting in the driveway—upside down. The front is smashed into the cabin and crumpled like balled up newspaper, the shattered engine spilling out like guts. The wheels are blown out and the torn rubber spirals off into the morning air like tassels. Spindly webs trace along every inch of the glass, and the driver and passenger doors have come loose and hang like broken wings. I see both airbags inside, collapsed like popped and half-deflated mattresses.
The CD is still skipping. Beast–beast–beast…it murmurs.
Mom is looking at me, her face completely open; shocked beyond understanding.
“I think,” I said. “I think…I’m going to try harder in school.” I reach into the destroyed car and turn the CD player off.
AFTERWORD
While this story is indeed based on a true experience, the Racing Lights is a self-generated urban legend and not one in the classic lexicon.
I grew up in a small rural town in California, where (once I got my license) I drove out to visit a good friend who lived out in the country. I particularly enjoyed driving at great speeds on the dusty country roads, at one with the great open space that is unique to California. Usually, I would play loud rock music with the windows down as I drove (the songs featured in this story are “Come Out and Play” by the Offspring and “Superbeast,” by Rob Zombie).
Driving back late one night, I passed the two operative street-lights on the road—one active, the other buzzing and winking on and off. The second light went on as I passed and glowed brightly. For the next two miles—for some reason—I could always see the lights in my rearview mirror, never growing smaller or moving.
I drove faster.
Waterheads
You root for the Dawgs, you ask which Peachtree, and don’t you ever, ever break down on the old covered bridge.”
Those were Bethany’s first words to me, on my first day at Campbell High. She was just the kind of Georgia peach dad had promised would be waiting after his transfer to Atlanta - ripe, firm and sweeter than sugar. I’m no kind of romantic, but I swear, she smelled like honeysuckle even from across the room.
I probably should have waited for her go-ahead, but looking like that, she was hard to resist. So I’d sat down at my desk, introduced myself, and asked what anyone new in town had to know. It was an interesting answer.
“I got the Peachtree thing three weeks ago: street, boulevard, avenue or battle,” I told her, “and I’ll see how the Dogs measure up. So, what’s the deal with the bridge?”
She leaned over, smiling with a secret. I worked to keep my eyes above the cross at her neckline, leaning in and turning my ear toward her lips.
“Waterheads,” she whispered. “They’ll snatch you straight to Hell.”
That was worth a grin. “Waterheads, huh? Why do I just know that we’re not talking about a gang?”
“No sir,” her smile stayed put. “Just the Waterheads. They live back in that old forest and the hills around Nickajack Creek; lived there since even before the War. You ever break down on that bridge at night—you ever turn off your lights, even for a moment—their little ones will swarm right over you and fetch you where nobody’s ever like to find you.”
“Nothing to worry about,” I said airily. “My Corolla’s all but new. It’s not going to break down, no matter where I go...or what time I get there.”
“That’s good,” she said, “It’s my pleasure to meet you, Tyler. My name’s Bethany.”
The teacher tapped on the chalkboard and that was that for our first conversation, but I’d made up my mind it wouldn’t be the last. If she was serious about the straight-backed kid I saw her laughing with at lunch I’d be surprised.
Loved the story, too. That’s a perfect way to pitch a quick lights-out after curfew; pull over to one side with your girl, kill the headlights and hold her tight, waiting for these Waterheads to come around. If she was laying a trap, I’d be the first to fall into it. That’s half of the game, right?
I didn’t catch her after school, and it was a little early in the game to start a real chase, so I decided to ride over to the bridge to see how much traffic I’d be competing with. Letting the Corolla’s engine spin into life, I gunned it onto the street, getting both jeers and whistles from the kids in the lot. Dad always said that it doesn’t matter what people say about you, so long as they’re talking about you.
Once I was at the bridge, though, I realized she wasn’t angling for a feel at all. There was hardly enough room for one car to fit through at a time, much less pull over in the dark.
It was a pretty enough place, though. More than anything I’d been having trouble getting used to the smells when we moved out from San Francisco, with peaches in place of patchouli and too many flowers wherever you might be. Here, though, it smelled of water and old cedars; like the docks back home, only scrubbed free of that fish stink. I got out of the car to take a closer look at the bridge.
The trees around it were draped in the weird Atlanta vines; kudzu, mud brown and sickness green, covering every single inch of the trees and blanketing the forest. There was a pair of streetlights at either entrance to the bridge, dim now but promising too much bright light when the sun went down.
The ground was deep green grass, red clay and grey stones, stretching away on either side and sloping down toward Nickajack Creek. A marker to one side had a bunch of historical information. I caught the year 1872 and quit reading. A history lesson wasn’t part of my afternoon’s plan.
Dull overall, compared to what I’d expected, until a quick breeze picked up out of the trees above that sent a shiver through my bones and held me in my place. It wasn’t that it was cold, or unpleasant. It just felt…wrong, somehow.
I got back in the car and headed through the bridge proper, figuring I’d turn around once I was across. You had to drive slow, given how incredibly dark it was inside—despite the high windows along the tops of the walls—and you could hear the click-clack-click of the tires on the wood tapping against your teeth as you rolled slowly across. On the way back I turned the radio up nice and loud to tune that out, but I still had the vibration running up my spine, and the echoing music made the creepy feeling even worse.
So that was her game, I figured. Not to suggest a make-out point, but to see if the new guy got chased off by a make-believe boyfriend or creeped out by the local ghosts. I might not like that weird feeling the breeze and sounds gave me, but I’d be damned if I wasn’t bringing Miss Bethany up to this bridge before the month was over.
“So how’s Marshall?” I’d got the boyfriend’s name in the class before, paying more attention than anyone else to roll call while I doodled across the notebook.
“Marshall’s fine, thank you very much.” The smile was back, her eyes closing sweetly. “He’s such a very nice boy.”
“Oh, well, if that’s your type…”
She opened her eyes, looking more amused than offended. “It is,” she said, “and it always has been.”
“That’s too bad,” I shrugged, and watched her smile get a tiny slice wider. “Thanks for the sightseeing suggestion yesterday. That bridge is a weird little place.”
“You went over?” Her eyes shone with amusement. “Did you see those rocks all over the place?”
“Yeah.”
“Some of those aren’t even rocks, you know that? They’re sandbags, left over from the War. They’ve sat there so long they’re petrified.”
“Scared stiff by the Waterheads?”
That got a little laugh. “That must be it.”
“That’s something else. We’ve got petrified wood back home, but nothing like that.” I paused, waiting for her to say something, and when she remained quiet I went for the opening. “I saw the Dogs opener is the first week in September.”
She glanced over. “The bridge and the Dawgs. You paid good attention to my advice, huh?”
“I listen well, Miss Bethany. I always said it’s the nice thing to do.”
She blushed at that, sweet and pink. “They open on September fifth.”
“Give me a call if your friends get bored. We’ve got a good setup in the television room.”
“I’ll bet,” she smiled, “and we’ll see.”
I was in.
She came over with a few friends from the cheer squad and two guys to keep it even. We watched the Bulldogs stomp their way through Arkansas the entire afternoon, laughing and cheering and carrying on. Dad stayed out of the room after he’d met the group, and by the end of the afternoon we were shooting pool as the announcers wrapped up their commentary.
You don’t learn that much about Georgia fans during a game except how loud they can get, so as the conversation lapsed I started on one of the few things I knew about.
“So who here can tell me more about these water babies?”
“Water babies?” Nicole, one of the cheerleaders, looked up from her shot. The look on her face told me to back away slow and leave it alone.
“No…not babies,” I shook my head. “Sorry. I must have heard it wrong.”
I’d have let it drop, but Justin was in too good a mood after the game. “He’s talking about the Waterheads up Nickajack,” he said, “you remember.”
“Duh. Of course she does,” Bethany said with a glare, and Justin’s face got serious.
“Oh…hey, I forgot…”
“It’s no big deal, Justin.” Nicole forced a laugh, brushing away her dark bangs. “Forget about it.”
Things got quieter after that, and Justin took off with his buddy just before Nicole and Haley made their excuses. “Bethany, you coming?”
“No,” she said, “I’ll have dad come pick me up in a bit. You go on ahead, I’ll see you at practice.”
When they’d closed the door, I turned to Bethany. “What was that all about?”
“Oh, it’s…kind of awkward, is all. Nicole’s brother, Chris, he crashed his car into Nickajack around Christmas last year.”
“That’s a hell of a drop off,” I said. “Is he dead?”
“I don’t know,” she said quietly. “They never found him.”
“What?”
“They never found his body, just…just the car, messed up real bad in the creek. All its electronics burned out, from the ignition to the GPS and radio. There was blood on the wheel where he must have hit his head, and the windows were all smashed up, but there was no body.”
That same weird shiver from the bridge went through me again. “Hey, you don’t mean you really think…”
“I’m not a baby, Tyler.” She rolled her eyes, “I think he got pulled out by a current in the river and then caught in some weeds downstream. Maybe he was drunk, or high, and stumbled off into the woods trying to get away from the crash. Chris…he was a little wild.
“That’s what everybody at school figures happened, but one of the clowns made a joke about the Waterheads stealing her brother’s body and it just stuck. So she doesn’t like talking about it. And if Justin weren’t a complete idiot he’d have let it go.”
“Yeah, I can understand that.” I looked around. “Sorry about bringing it up.”
“You didn’t know. It’s just so weird, that’s all.”
I didn’t know what else to say after that, but she picked up the cue and we started another game. It was close to nine when I started getting hungry again.
“You been to the Varsity yet?” She asked.
“No, but I’ve heard about it.”
She set the cue down. “It’ll be quieter now. The game’s been out long enough. Drive me down and I’ll introduce you the best hot dogs you ever did eat.”
We passed my dad in the living room on the way out the door, and he waved me on without looking up from his paperwork. “Back by midnight, Tyler. Nice to meet you, Bethany.”
“Nice to meet you, Mister Rice. You do have a lovely home.”
“Well, you’re welcome in it anytime. Drive careful, Ty.”
“Sure. C’mon, Bethany.”
I hadn’t had her in the Corolla before, so I hugged the curves a little quick and a little tight to see if I could get that sweet little catch in her breath. It always worked like a charm in the hills back home, and sure enough, the second time I got her. I turned to her, keeping my eyes real gentle.
“Too fast?”
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