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Long Winded
Tale

 


 


The porch was a
favoured spot in summer, the high heat doing its best to draw them
all out into its lazy embrace, where wicker chairs baked in the
sun, and a soft, green and white porch swing with cushiony seats
beckoned children to drape themselves on it, to rock back and forth
beneath its canopied shade. It was a wonderful place to curl on in
the onslaught of an August afternoon, to take a book or a
collection of bugs in a jar and inspect them in turn. The quiet and
solitude of it was appreciated by all, and the porch had evolved
into a section of the house reserved for quiet contemplation,
regardless of how many people occupied it. Such was the case now,
as Jeremy read his book, "The Children's Guide to Medieval Life",
and his sister, Celine, sat on the second last bench, a magnifying
glass in hand and the soft sizzle of ants beneath it.

 


"Well, well, isn't
this a hot day!"

Jeremy grimaced.
The sanctity of their silence had, of course, been disturbed by
their visiting Uncle Bill, who by all accounts was very much a red
and burnt and large oaf of a man who rolled across their porch in a
gait similar to an uneven marble. "Hotter than hell, that's for
sure." He settled his wide girth onto a wicker chair near the
porch's far railing, the small woven seat groaning with the strain
of his bulk.

Jeremy tried to
concentrate on his book, ignoring the huffs and phlegmy coughs of
his uncle whose presence was belying the entire purpose of the
porch. He wanted his uncle to obey the rules, but as it was, Uncle
Bill didn't know the rule of silence and contemplation for this
place, and though the rule existed, it had never been spoken so
much as evolved. So, Uncle Bill had to be forgiven, the rule of
their sanctuary forgotten, and the silence now disturbed by his
coughing and his muttering on the heat.

"You having a good
summer, Jeremy?"

He nodded, nose
still in his book.

"In my day we
would have been working gathering crops at your age." The old man
picked up a paper fan lying on a table beside him and began
stirring the air around his slightly yeasty smelling flesh. "We
didn't have time to do things like read books or play with bugs. It
was all work, work back then. But we were happy," Uncle Bill
qualified. "We were damn happy, I can tell you that. We always
found a way to fit play in somewhere, after we worked. Maybe by
swimming in the pond over yonder there, it used to be a lot
bigger." He pointed in its direction, a highway cutting through the
section of trees he was referring to. Only a small pool that was
more a puddle than a pond remained there now. Uncle Bill scratched
the stubble of his beard thoughtfully, his loud, brusque voice
cutting into the still air. "At least we used to, till your daddy
caught polio. That was another thing you kids don't know about.
People got sick back then, we didn't have those vaccines."

Jeremy yawned.
He'd been hearing this particular lecture for the past two days
that Uncle Bill had been staying with them, and it had been boring
the first time it had been told. He closed his book, giving up on
the thought of reading any more about mediaeval life, and in
particular the more grisly aspects of its history, such as the iron
maiden, and the truth-extracting torture of the rack. He closed his
eyes, and swung back and forth on the padded swing, the sun
glancing on occasion from the steel bars holding it together.

"A lot of people
died," Uncle Bill said. He wiped at his large, leathery neck with a
handkerchief. "That's just the way things were, back then."

Jeremy's sister
looked up at those words, only to dismiss them to return to her
rather grisly task of torturing ants. She was a cherubish creature,
with tiny blond ringlets of hair and wide blue eyes, the illusion
almost complete with her frilly pink dress. Celine's sadism was
typical of her age, though perhaps her three year old perceptions
had been moulded, just a tad, by Jeremy's insistence on reading her
the exploits of mediaeval Europe.

"They say almost
all of Europe was wiped out by the black plague," Jeremy said,
hoping his uncle would get the point that there was no way death
could have arrived on that kind of scale in his lifetime. "And
World War One killed the most people than any war combined up to
that point." He pointed to his book as if it were a scale of
humanity's demise. "It says so here in the back page notes."

Uncle Bill wiped
another trickle of sweat off of his back, but his apparent distress
at the heat didn't stop him from reaching into the pocket of his
cotton shirt to take out a cigar. He lit it with a lighter fished
out of his khaki shorts and leaned back, puffing smoke into the
heat, and making the world seem as though it were smouldering.

"Kind of morbid to
be thinking about death so much, on so hot and sunny a day," Uncle
Bill said.

Jeremy shrugged,
and leaned back on the swing, deciding to open his book again, and
tune his uncle out.

"The dead have
strange ways, you know," his uncle said, hampering Jeremy's
efforts. "You might think you have it all figured out, how life and
death work. But it's not as simple as it looks."

Jeremy thought
about mentioning that it wasn't he who had brought up the subject
of death, but telling one's elders they were wrong never resulted
in anything other than a tongue lashing and a trip to his room
where he'd have to sit for an hour as punishment. So Jeremy bit
down on his knowledge, his eyes scanning bloodied illustrations,
his uncle's voice wafting over the mediaeval horrors laid out in
colourful detail in his book.

"You might think
that books will tell you everything, my boy, but books don't follow
the course of reality most times. The facts are, it can only detail
what a person dies of or how, but it can't delve into the finer
points. You just get an overview, you don't read about all those
tiny little things of one person somewhere there who managed to dig
themselves out of a grave. You just don't see that kind of thing,
not in the books you're reading. And even if someone wrote about
some of the stranger pieces of death and life, well, what they say
is only half right and the rest is all wrong and of course, nobody
takes what's said on the pages of 'those' books all that
seriously."

The words on the
page of Jeremy's book weren't being read now, the pictures even
seeming kind of lacklustre. He found himself listening to his
uncle, a rarity to be sure. He wouldn't allow him the visual
victory, however, of his attention, so he kept his eyes falsely
reading the page.

The wicker chair
creaked as Uncle Bill leaned back and forth on it, balancing it a
little like a makeshift rocking chair. "There's strange things none
of us are meant to know about, and sometimes they leak their way
into our lives." He looked at his cigar. "They crawl in like smoke.
You aren't even really sure it's there until it collects enough,
and you notice that the air looks more grey, and there's a smell
like things burning." Uncle Bill glanced at the door, as if making
sure no one was coming out of it. He leaned forward in his chair
suddenly, his cigar clamped in his mouth. "I'm going to tell you a
story, my boy, and it's true, every word. I haven't been able to
talk about it for years, and I dare say your momma would kill me to
put the truth in your head. But I think you're the kind of person
who could appreciate what needs to be said, who can benefit from
knowing the little line between life and death isn't so tightly
pulled as we think."

Celine banged the
magnifying glass down on a large, black ant, severing it in
half.

Uncle Bill leaned
back, sweat trickling down his jowls, his watery blue eyes staring
up at the ceiling of the porch, but not really seeing it. He
sighed.

"It was during the
war," he said. "You get used to death. It's all over you. It's in
your boots, it's in your pores. You watch while some guy you called
your best friend gets blown to bits in a flash of light that looks
and sounds like thunder, but it isn't. You know he's gone for good.
You don't go looking for him, because you'll only find the pieces.
He's too quiet, see. That's how you know."

He coughed into
his handkerchief, a phlegmy, diseased sounding act. Jeremy winced
at it.

"I worked in the
hospital," Uncle Bill said, "in the mainland in Korea. I saw a lot
things in that place and suffered through a lot, my boy. I pray
every day that peace remains, that you don't know what war is, or
how broken and cut up people can be." He pointed to the book in
Jeremy's hand. "You might think it tells you the truth, boy, but
all that's in there is the most sterilized props they could find.
You can't smell the stench of rotting blood, you can't hear the
moaning issuing from dying lips. It's all a false promise, those
books of yours. They tell you nothing."

Uncle Bill took
another long drag of his cigar, the smoke acrid and polluting the
air of the porch.

"This is a nice
spot," Uncle Bill said, changing the subject just a little. "A good
place to sit and think."

The swing Jeremy
was on rocked back and forth, the sun still bearing down on them
all. He thought about going inside to beg his mother for some cold
drinks or even some popsicles, but just the effort of moving was
too much. The heat had been slowly mummifying them all, reducing
them to lumps that could barely move. Uncle Bill was slowly puffing
his cigar, the added heat coalescing and competing with the air
around him.

"There was this
one guy, a terrible case. Bullets had ripped his chest to near
shreds, punctured a lung, one lodged on the bottom half of his
heart. He was brought to us while he was still alive, and damn if I
can't still hear that horrible wheezing while he tried to breathe.
You know what's the most terrible thing about a dying man,
boy?"

Jeremy shook his
head, though he was still pretending to read his book.

"It's the look in
his eyes. All glassy and unseeing, fixed on the Unknowable. You'll
never see anything emptier in your life than the eyes of the
dying."

Celine brought the
magnifying glass up to hers and viewed Jeremy through it, her large
blue eye now hugely proportioned.

"He moaned for
well over an hour before he finally died. There wasn't anything
they could do, you see. His chest was one big open maw, you could
see his ribs and guts and there was nothing that could be done.
They cure horses better of what ails them than they do human
beings, boy, that's the truth. They let people suffer right up to
the end in the cruellest way they can. No amount of painkillers was
going to take away the pain of having your chest blasted open,
that's certain." The cigar was puffed, the air surrounding him in
grey ringlets. "He was a young guy too, about twenty or so. We
found a letter to a university and a picture of his wife and kid in
his back pocket. Bright young thing, ready to start studying to be
a doctor. That's the way life can be sometimes, my boy, it just
takes things."

"It can rearrange
things too," his Uncle added, after some small reflection. "Things
you just can't imagine."

He gave Celine a
bemused glance as she peered at him through the magnifying glass.
"Here now, Sunny, and I'm calling you Sunny because that's what you
are, like a blast of light out of the sky. Go on in the house, you,
and ask your mother for some cold drinks and things before we all
burst into flames right here on this little porch."

Celine,
understanding, giggled and tossed down her magnifying glass to run
into the house, her little voice high and shrill as she demanded
from her mother, "We want cold drinks!"

Uncle Bill
laughed. "She'll always get what she wants."

A quiet was now
edging its way over the porch, the kind that comes in hushed
whispers and confidences shared. Uncle Bill rocked back and forth
in his wicker seat, his cigar puffing rings of smoke, his sweat
smelling sour and ashen on the stale air. He glanced a few times at
the back door, and when he was confident that no one was running
back out of it, he began to talk again.

"This here that
I'm telling you, nobody's to know. I'm telling you, my boy, because
you're a bright lad, and maybe someday you'll become a scientist or
a doctor or something to that effect, and cure my worry with all
that information mucking about in that head of yours. All I really
want is to be proven a frightened fool, because that makes a hell
of a lot more sense than trying to think what happened was really
as I thought it had."

Jeremy didn't look
up from his book, but he listened just the same.

"I was telling you
about that young man, the one with the big hole where his chest
should have been. He'd died, of course, like we were expecting, and
since I was the one doing the morgue duty that day, it was up to me
to wheel him into that room we had set up for the dead. I hated the
morgue duty, I hated seeing the row upon row of stinking dead. It's
a terrible smell, death. Like rotting trees, only with an oily
undertone to it, just the foulest thing in the universe."

The chair creaked
under his weight as he rocked it. Creak. Creak.

"I brought that
poor young man in, and stood there for a while in all that human
rot, wondering how it could be that we could think of all kinds of
miracles, like going to the moon or curing smallpox world-wide, and
yet here we came, to become rotten meat under a hot sun no matter
how damn brilliant we are. I was moody back then, I guess, not that
the situation helped any. The war felt like it just dragged us in
forever, and I was tired, and missed my home."

He puffed on his
cigar, ash colouring the air.

"So, I was
standing there, thinking about this, when I figured hell, the poor
bastard I just brought in was too young and too full of promise to
be laying here without some kind of small ceremony to bid him
goodbye. I'd been there at the moment of his death, after all, I
figured I owed him that extra respect. I pulled down the sheet away
from his face, and stood there looking at him for a little while.
He was young, and a good looking guy, like I said before. All I
could think before I even bid him a proper good-bye was how this
just shouldn't have happened."

Jeremy turned a
page of his book, though he wasn't reading, the images of severed
limbs a grisly red hue.

"Damn, if he
didn't open his eyes and gasp!"

Jeremy bolted a
look directed at his uncle, his book now officially forgotten.
"What do you mean?" he asked, but Uncle Bill's expression was one
of a man who was lost in the moment of his story, the details
spilling from him separate of his will.

"I stood there,
just not able to breathe or even speak. And there that guy was, not
only looking right at me, but starting to sit up, his guts just
about spilling out of that hole in his chest. He weren't alive, I
can tell you that now, he weren't alive in any sense you and I can
make sense of, but there was his heart still beating, because with
that hole I could actually see it, and there was his blood running.
He glanced around the morgue a few times and then his chest, like
he damn couldn't believe he was there himself. And as God as my
witness, and hell, all his angels too, didn't he just grab the
white sheet covering him and stuff it against the hole in his chest
and just get off that stretcher and start walking!"

Uncle Bill's
handkerchief wiped at his brow. "I should have done the right
thing, then, son. I should have got out something, a chair,
whatever I could get my hands on and just smash that young man back
into death where he belonged. But I was so scared, and this guy was
just walking towards me... I ran, damn him. I ran back into the
hospital screaming my ass off that the dead were rising up to get
us and make us pay for taking them when it weren't their time to
go." He shook his head. "They never did find his body. The war
ended not a week later, and I came home, with that extra knowledge
I didn't want. As the years passed, I sometimes thought it had been
hallucination, you know, the way the horror of a war can get to a
man. I was ready to think it didn't even happen."

He sighed, as if
wondering if it would prudent to continue. Jeremy's white knuckled
grip on his book and his surprised, wide eyes at his uncle weren't
entirely forgiving.

"A couple of years
ago, I was in New York. You should go there sometime, boy, it's an
interesting place, filled to bursting with all kinds of people and
things, a real city. None of the other cities in the world come
closer to being a true 'city' like New York does. Rich people
living right there amongst the poor, and crazies and sane people in
all the different levels in between live in New York. It's the
great big example of the entire world, right there, no culture
hasn't found a home in it to mix right in. I was going to the Bank
of America, which was across the street from the bank of Hong Kong.
New York is the world's town, that's right."

"I was outside,
and it was a spring day, kind of chilly, still needed a coat,
because it gets damn cold in New York in March. I was ready to nab
myself a cab, when I happened to glance behind me.

"Boy, there's few
things in this life more horrifying than seeing the dead acting
like the living."

If Jeremy had been
nothing but a ball of disinterest before, there was certainly no
evidence of it now, not with the way he was staring, wide-eyed and
frightened at his Uncle Bill, whose own gaze was lost on a moment
far removed from their little back porch, and was instead somewhere
in a significantly more personal horror.

"He was older, of
course, but I knew him. He looked right at me, and turned away as
if I'd caught him with a prostitute. That's how I knew, you see.
That guilt, after all these years, of living when he knew damn well
he was supposed to be dead. He flagged down a cab before I did and
disappeared. I hope to never see that face again."

He sighed. He
shook his head.

"It doesn't
matter, I keep playing it in my mind, you see, the thought of him,
walking around, the hole in his chest stuffed by a sheet-- Who
knows? Maybe he even uses rubber prosthetics, they do that in the
movies, you know. To keep up the illusion and prevent people from
knowing the reality."

He scratched at
his chin, his cigar now burnt down to a dull brown and ashen stub.
"It makes you wonder, doesn't it? Just how many people are there in
this world, walking around when they've got no business doing so. I
wonder about that, with every person I meet. Just who is alive in
this world, and who isn't?"

The back porch
door swung open, and Celine bounded through it, a tray of drinks
not so expertly balanced in her small hands.

"Cold drinks!" she
shouted.

Uncle Bill gruffly
wiped at his face and rose from his seat. He bent down to her and
nodded politely. "Thank you little lady. I think we all needed some
refreshment, especially on this hot, hotter than any level of hell,
day." Ice clinked in his glass, and he gave Jeremy a warm smile
that, somehow, was more about empathy than simple manners.

His name was
called from inside of the house; Jeremy's father had come home from
work and had just been informed of his brother's current visit.
Uncle Bill 'hallowed' back, leaving the porch to meet the matching
depths of both his and Jeremy's father's voice. The porch door
swung shut behind him. Celine had placed the tray of drinks
perilously close to the edge of the white plastic patio table. The
magnifying glass was back in her hand, and she returned to her
grisly task of spontaneously combusting insects.

The porch was
theirs again, to sit and contemplate quietly. To meditate on all
things beneath the sun, and the odd flashes of light that reflected
off the steel bars of the porch swing Jeremy was in.

A place to sit and
think.

Truth be told, he
wasn't sure he wanted to anymore.
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Bucktooth
Moose's Enlightenment Haiku

 


It wasn't very
kind to speak of one's own sister as an eyesore, but that was
exactly what Kathy McNeil thought at the moment, especially with
the oddly shocked, half open mouth frozen in place the way it was.
She sighed and wiped a layer of dust off of her sister's shoulders
with a fuzzy pink duster. "Something has to be done about that
Moose," she said to her friend and neighbour Celia.

Celia nodded from
her seat at the kitchen table, a worn out faux marble creation from
the early seventies. The seat she had placed her girth in was in
gross contrast to the flowered housedress she was wearing, bright
pinks overtop of brown and yellow daisies, giving the effect of a
dying flowerbed in Kate's kitchen. She sipped at her mug of tea and
took three more cookies off the plate in front of her with a fat,
stubbily fingered hand. "When's everyone else due?" she asked Kate,
crumbs from the cookies falling onto the printed bouquet at her
ample bosom. Kate didn't have time to answer, since the low sounds
of several men and women at the front door caught her attention.
She fixed her frozen sister's dress at the shoulders, as well as
ensuring the plant hanging behind her wasn't crooked, and then trod
heavily to the main door to let her visitors in.

The screen door
was still closed, but she could see Arthur McCormick in the frame,
his grey hair frizzed out like a mini halo from beneath his
baseball cap. He didn't take it off as he walked in, his boots
stepped out of like he'd just walked into his own home, and
couldn't see the point of avoiding dirt being dragged in. His wife,
Martha, tsked behind his back and flew a few curses at him as she
grabbed his boots and put them up against the baseboards
properly--Not, it must be explained, in the way Kate herself often
arranged her own shoes, but then, at least Martha was trying.
Arthur headed directly for the kitchen with only a slight glance at
Kate's frozen sister and sat down beside Celia with a heavy sigh.
Martha stayed behind with Kate, while several other people from the
town began to file in one by one. Most of them said hello, unlike
Arthur, while others kept their heads bent and unseeing as they
headed directly for the kitchen and then around the corner where a
wall blocked off the view of the living room. One couldn't entirely
blame Arthur or the others for their strange rudeness. Arthur had
been one of the lucky people who hadn't yet had anyone in his own
family meet up with Bucktooth Moose and his pearl of petrifying
wisdom. He glanced over at Celia, who nodded at him again, crumbs
shaking loose from her huge bouquet. He turned away, and
concentrated on the floor's cracked yellow tiles instead.

"Father Turner
should be here in the hour," Martha was saying, crisply and with
that hint of anger that was always just bubbling beneath her words.
"Really, that man should be taking a much more active role in this,
don't you think? Being the town's *conscience* and all--If anybody
should have stopped Moose it should have been him, it's a damn
sorry thing if you ask me."

"I'm sure he's
been busy dealing with the families who've been affected," Kate
said to Martha, coldly. Martha gave Kate's frozen sister a
disapproving once over and then turned to Kate again.

"If people didn't
mind that silly Moose in the first place, none of this would have
happened." Martha said.

A young man with a
brush cut and striking blue eyes shot a glare at Martha from across
the room. Randy Pourier was a good friend of Moose and had only
come back to town after a stint in Halifax doing construction on
the new Xerox towers. He'd come to home to find his entire family
standing frozen in the middle of his kitchen, mouths agape, in a
pose like they'd been photographed at a surprise birthday party. It
had been two weeks and they were still in the kitchen, their frozen
postures too unsettling to look upon or move. Randy had been living
with his ex girlfriend on the other side of town, the thought of
going back to that house too terrifying to even consider.

Certainly, it was
a bold thing for Kate to be keeping her sister, whose name was
Evelyn (Evie for short) in the front room like a large ornament.
The people who had gathered to her meeting at her house were all
looking increasingly uncomfortable. At this point, with more than
half the town in the same state, and no one doing a thing about
Moose, she felt that a good jolt of the reality of the situation
would be just what they all needed. Most people avoided staying in
the living room, and had moved to the kitchen, which with their
collected girths and jostling was becoming far too crowded. The
fridge had been opened, and several men were standing near the
sink, bottles of beer in hand, Kate's husband among them.

"It's not entirely
Moose's fault," Randy said, suddenly. A bottle of beer was handed
to him by Arthur McCormick, and Randy twisted it open with the palm
of his hand expertly. He took a deep swig before talking again.
"He's not a bad sort, not at all. I feel right bad for him too, I'm
sure he didn't expect any of this." Randy's cousin Caroline was
sitting beside him, a slight girl with a haughty pout. Kate noticed
she didn't have any fear at all as she looked over Evie standing
shocked in the window, in fact she pressed up her wire framed
glasses as though giving Evie a good scientific once over. The
coldness of the gesture irritated Kate. Breaking the uncomfortable
ambiance that had pulled itself over the kitchen like a blanket of
mold, Randy tapped his thumb against the lip of his beer bottle, a
gentle clink overturning the general murmer of voices that began at
his small outburst.

"Moose is
alright," Arthur agreed, leaning back in his chair, his feet
splayed before him, searching out an invisible footrest. "It ain't
his fault he went learnin' 'bout them hookoos."

"Haiku," Caroline
tersely corrected him. Arthur gave her smirking glare, and Kate
herself folded her arms across her chest in annoyance. Caroline was
going to Dalhousie next year on a scholarship, and the little whip
was already putting on airs.

Martha was busy at
the kitchen counter, shoving the men aside as she filled up a
kettle with brown tinged water. "If he weren't so keen on knowing
stuff no one's got no business learnin' he'd be a lot happier and
so would we," she said, her voice angry, clipped, the flame on the
stove bursting into flame as she lit a match against the gas and
settled the kettle onto the burner with a loud clang.

"That's an
ignorant way of thinking, especially for a teacher," Caroline
replied, and sniffed as though she did, in fact, take great
pleasure in learning everything Martha would never have a hope of
understanding--and would likewise have a good time rubbing such
things in her face in a long and gloating future.

"Moose is just an
open minded soul," Kate's husband said, gravely. "I've long ago
decided that people like that aren't so bad--He was a right funny
fellow to talk to, and probably still is..." He looked around the
kitchen searching for support, but even Kate had to turn away.
"He's a hard worker, a good man, and he's had a rough deal for his
life, yes he has. There has to be a reason someone like Moose got
this pushed on him, and it's a judgement, I think, a message from
somewheres else and not here. We keep on forgetting that."

Martha turned on
him, dark beady eyes lined with wrinkles and sweat. There was a
slightly yeasty smell off of her, like spoiled milk. Her lips were
permanently downturned, as though a smile had never greeted her
face. Her voice was shrill when she shouted out "If it were a
proper message it'd be something we'd all be happy or miserable
about, not staring stalk still into naught at all, and looking as
shocked as the day we was born!"

Celia nodded from
her position at the table, and took another cookie off the
plate.

A hesitant knock
at the door was the saving grace for Randy. Kate left her kitchen
to walk through her living room, to see Caroline had made her way
near her sister Evie, and was looking her over with intense
scrutiny, like she was a sculpture of odd materials. She caught
Kate's eye as she paused at the door, brown eyes strangely large
underneath owl like wire glasses. Caroline pushed a stray strand of
long brown hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ear
where it inexpertly joined the ponytail tied on the back of her
head. "It's like she's stuck in time," she said. "Trapped in that
moment." She actually touched the stiff edges of Evie's pink
flowered shirt, the fabric as stiff and unmoving as granite. "There
has to be some explanation, a measure of physics not yet
discovered. We should pack up all the people who have been affected
and ship them to the NASA, to see what their scientists think of
it."

"I'm not selling
my own flesh and blood to a scientist to be used like a lab rat,"
Kate said to Caroline, angry. "If that's how you want to get the
rest of your university tuition, selling your parents to a lab,
well, that's up to you Caroline. I guess that's the cost of knowing
everything, you don't bother to care about anyone else." She was
tight lipped as she put her hand on the doorknob, ready to twist it
open. "Everyone knows you had no trouble hauling your whole family
into the basement to forget about them."

Caroline was about
to protest, but Kate opened the door only to find her front porch
empty. She frowned, and stepped out onto the front porch, wondering
who it had been who had just knocked.

"Who is it?"
Arthur asked from inside the house, his thick voice heavy with
worry.

"Nobody," Kate
said, and shut the door.

Caroline was still
staring over Evie like she was a bug under a microscope. Kate
finally got fed up and hauled her by her shoulder into the kitchen
with the rest of the gathering, the girl screaming in pain over the
pinched grip Kate held. A conversation had been brewing in the few
moments from when she had left, the way talk often did around here,
discussion ebbing and flowing with more frequency as the beers were
consumed. "I don't think it's so wrong to learn new things," Arthur
was saying. "In fact, I think if we're smart enough we should go
after knowing--I'm just saying a person has to have the right kind
of open mind, you know what I mean, to accept they don't know
anything at all, even after they get the answers."

"I wonder what
kind of answer Moose got," Randy thought aloud.

"It weird how the
people all just stay frozen like that," Kate's husband also thought
aloud. "Like they're living somewhere else and we're just seeing
the echo of them once being here."

"I suppose you
could get religious," Arthur said, and took a sip of his beer for
more courage. "Maybe it's like the apocolypse, only really quiet.
Even on Evie there, she don't look unhappy, just pleasantly
surprised." He chanced a glance in the direction of the living room
and then quickly returned his gaze to the cracked linoleum floor.
"Maybe that's how we're to go. Just yanked out of the physical
world so fast, it causes a rip in the way things are supposed to
be."

Martha swore under
her breath. "Oh shut yer yap, Arthur, like you know anything. No
use going about scaring us all like that with that ignorant
nonsense, everyone knows it all just that damn Moose's fault!"

A small quiet hung
over the kitchen, like the pall one finds in funeral wakes, only
this time it was for a person still alive and wreaking havoc on the
world for no known reason. Kate sighed, thinking about poor Moose,
because even if Martha and Celia and Caroline didn't think the poor
guy was worth thinking about and feeling bad for, Kate certainly
did. It had to be hard on him, having this kind of power,
especially for a simple guy like Moose who never did anyone any
harm, but had plenty done to him over the course of his life. They
used to call him Bucktooth Moose, until his father had smashed his
face in with the butt of a beer bottle when he was thirteen. He
lost a good chunk of teeth in that brawl, and never did get the
dentures to fix his empty smile. He'd left home to go live with
Randy and his family, and was probably more brother to that young
man than friend.

Most of the town
hated Moose now, but Kate couldn't feel that way about the poor
boy, not with that memory of him with his bloodied face after his
father had been done with him that awful day. Evie had always been
especially taken with him, Kate recalled, and always made sure he
was taken care of in the food department, especially since Randy's
parents weren't all that wealthy, and Moose needed a lot of food
for growing.

He was a hard
worker too, no mistake about that, and even if he didn't learn all
that well in school, it wasn't for lack of trying. None of the
teachers had much time for him, even if Moose did keep saying he
wanted to be better at reading. Kate used to help him at the
library where she worked, showing him books he might be interested
in. Folks in town even cast an evil look to her these days because
of that, thinking maybe it was her who had put the haiku into
Moose's mind, but she'd had nothing at all to do with that. The
only other thing Kate had done for Moose was make sure that he got
in touch with Father Turner, who'd been instrumental in getting the
boy into a good trade apprenticeship. Moose had helped build most
of the new houses here in the town. It was his efforts that put the
drywall up, the beams and frames of their homes. It just wasn't
fair. He was a good sort, and didn't deserve the fact that most of
the town laughed at him behind his back because he was a little
slow and missing most of his mouth.

There was another
knock on the door, and Kate muttered "Now who's that now?" under
her breath, and brusquely walked fearlessly towards it, her hand on
the doorknob, twisting it quickly and flinging the door open.

Again, there was
no one on her porch.

"Oh go to, whoever
you are! I'll go tan your ass if you keep playing this stupid
game!" She flung the door wide open, and walked out onto her small,
neatly decorated porch, little pockets of forget me knots sitting
in white flowerbeds along the railings. She crossed her arms over
her chest and made her way down the small steps. Behind her,
Arthur, Randy and her husband followed her out, ready to make sure
whoever it was playing such stupid pranks on so serious a day
should be scared the bejeesus out of.

There was a figure
at the sidewalk, looking as if he was about to bound up the front
lawn and onto her porch, but couldn't, of course, not with the way
he was so stuck in time. Kate frowned, and journeyed further out to
see who it was, and she saw Father Turner's face, smiling like it
was beautific, his mouth open like he'd let out a huge laugh.
Arthur, Randy and her husband were now directly behind her, and
they, too, gasped at the sight of Father Turner, frozen in joy at
the sidewalk leading to Kate's house.

"Lor' thundering
Jaysus, 'bye--He's gone and got the Father done too!" Arthur
exclaimed.

They were about to
turn back, fearful of what might happen should they run into more
trouble, when he appeared suddenly before them. Moose, his big
gapped smile, his soft blue eyes and wild brown hair descending on
them from the top of the street.

Kate didn't have
time to tell him to stop--Moose was already talking, and he looked
infinitely pleased.
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In
Paradiso

 


It's been fourteen
days since he found the heart.

He held it in his
hand, fascinated by the way it kept pumping. He turned it this way
and that, trying to get a handle on why, when it didn't have a body
to live in, was this thing still working away, as though it had a
will to live? He poked at it with his thumb, and it indented a
little. There was a little squelchy noise as he applied more
pressure. He never did go so far as to poke a hole right into it,
though. That simply would be impolite. Ugly, grotesque and
downright hell bound it may be, but the damn heart was still alive
and he wasn't a man prone to killing.

He pushed his cart
further along the filthy street, his few belongings blowing in the
wind. Scraps of paper and rags followed the course of the wind,
eddying into tiny spirals that collected in the corner of his
favourite spot. He gruffly wiped at his cheeks with a stunted,
grubby hand, forcing a measure of warmth through them. The heart in
his shopping cart was still pulsing underneath its wrapping of
newspapers. The paper crinkled unnaturally with the steady
thump-thump of the sentient muscle. Oh, and he was sure it was
thinking, after all it was still alive without its owner, and thus
was an entity in its own right. He patted the stained newspaper
with something akin to affection, and began his nightly ritual of
arranging his various blankets and bottles into the semblance of a
home. Beside him he could hear a nasty cough from one of his fellow
fallen companions, and with a worried glance in its direction he
grabbed a half empty bottle of scotch and shuffled his way closer.
An old woman he'd seen plenty of times before lay on the cold, wet
concrete, her home a cardboard box with pictures of happy people
pasted inside of it. People with money and smiles.

She let out
another phlegmy cough, and he coaxed her at the entrance of her box
with the bottle of scotch, his own movements shuffling, and uneven.
Every day his bones felt less attached to his frame, his muscles
more and more stiff, as though he were turning into the stone he
slept on every single night. The old woman looked up at him and
smiled toothlessly. Her words were garbled, and her gnarled hands
reached out of her stained box to cradle the bottle in her palms.
She took a deep, satisfying sip before handing it back, her rheumy
eyes full of gratefulness.

"It's too cold,"
she complained. "You need a bit of warming up sometimes."

He nodded and made
his way back to his corner, his feet hurting from the ill-fitting
shoes he'd gotten from the local Salvation Army. It wasn't quite
ready to snow, but there was a snap in the air that suggested
winter wasn't too far off. Maybe it would be wiser to join the
others beneath the bridge, where they would set fire to the trash
barrels, and use them as effective methods of heat. He wasn't sure,
though, not with the way the junkies kept coming around the place,
and you could never trust a junkie. The drunks were easy enough,
only one or two of them really nasty when they got pissed, but
those other ones...The ones full of youth and anger and already
ancient lives of abuse--They didn't know anything but hurt or be
hurt.

He cast a worried
glance at his cart, and decided against the bridge. He didn't want
one of those living zombies to get his heart.

The old woman was
coughing again, and he toyed with the idea of just giving her his
bottle of scotch. He wasn't sure it would be an effective enough
medicine. The health worker who came around to them in their van
last week had said they had to worry about tuberculosis. He
realized he wouldn't be able to safely drink from the bottle again
anyway. He trudged back to her with it, and handed her the
remainder wordlessly. She spat out a few curse words asking him if
he thought she was some kind of drunken lush, but then remained
silent and free of coughing when he left. Charity was difficult to
understand in this kind of place, but it happened more often here
than anywhere else in their world. True charity lived here--raw,
ungrateful, and beautiful.

He sank onto his
pile of blankets and arranged the pieces of cardboard beneath him
to better hold the water seeping through the concrete back. It was
only a temporary measure, and the cardboard would have to be
replaced in about an hour. Sleep would come in fits and starts, one
eye always open, waiting for the police to oust him, or a gang of
youths to beat him up and steal from him, or even a fellow dweller
deciding he'd had enough of this life and was going to take out the
next guy who crossed him by looking at him. He knew how it was, he
knew how to survive by now. The streets were easy, compared to the
hospitals and their electrodes and mind controlling substances. It
was easier here, the devils couldn't find him, and he could be what
he always knew he was at his core, at his heart. He was a good
person. Bad things happen to them, too, it's true. Especially out
there, in that world the old woman pasted onto the walls of her
cardboard house.

He couldn't
remember how long it had been since he'd found himself here, on the
street, without a home or a job, or anything to tie him to that
imaginary world in the magazines. He had a vague recollection of
working hard,of being in an office, of going to work everyday and
coming home, and all of it alone. He'd worked hard, he remembered
that. He had nice clothes back then, and there was this fond memory
lurking inside of him of good meals at restaurants, and hot, hot
baths in clean bathtubs. That was before the devils came, before
they invaded his space, and started taunting him, stealing things
and ripping up his perfectly okay life.

One of them peeked
around the corner now, he noticed, it's tiny red face full of teeth
and malice. He turned away from it, and cast a worried glance at
his cart. He could hear it giggling.

He grabbed the
heart, still warm and beating, and kept it close to him. Blood
seeped through the newspaper it was wrapped in, further staining
his tattered wool coat.

The devil looked
surprised, and to his own surprise it seemed to shrink.

It jumped up and
down just a few feet away from him, shaking a tiny red fist. He
moved closer to it, the heart in his hands, and the little devil
let out a shriek, a small one, like a mouse whose tail has been
stepped on. He waved the heart towards it and it ran off, away from
the corner like it had been stung by a hot poker.

Satisfied that his
treasure was not only safe, but useful, he cradled the heart close
to him. Perhaps it was no coincidence that the devils were
shrinking. They used to be a lot larger, as tall as buildings
sometimes, but now...Now they were like little rodents, and
shrinking further still into the size of insects. Just this week
he'd often mistaken a cockroach for one of them. He'd found the
heart around the time they'd shrunk to the size of a cat, so he was
already on his way, but now he knew the heart had helped. Soon,
with the heart in his hand, he could shrink them into nothingness,
and he would at last be freed.

A razor thin
shadow passed his doorway, and he looked up to see a shred of a
girl walking down the alley, a fat man whistling behind her.
Without dropping his heart, he got up from his position in the
shadows and ambled towards them. When he closed the gap between
them, he bid a cough low from his diaphram and with one heavy shove
of air, threw the phlegmy contents onto the fat bastard's back. The
girl's customer screeched like one of the little devils, and even
his girth appeared to shrink. He ran off, away from the girl and
from street bums who used yellow spit as a weapon.

He was laughing,
but the girl was swearing. "What the hell? That was money, you
asshole!"

He couldn't help
it, he couldn't stop giggling. "Look at him run," he said.

The girl shook her
head, and swore as she stomped off, her high heels digging like
carpenter's nails into the cracked concrete. But he saw it before
she could hide it, that barest hint of a sly grin.

He held the heart
close to his own, its rythmn in sweet warmth against him, the blood
it seeped hotly finding its way past the woollen fibres of his
coat, through the layers of flannel and dirty cotton, to find his
scab ridden skin beneath. He sighed with great satisfaction and
headed back to his corner. The old woman in her cardboard box
glared out of her home at him, her cloudy eyes seeing his outline
and finding fault.

"What's that you
got there?" she asked, her gums smacking loudly.

He warily regarded
her gapped smile, wondering if he could actually take this kind of
a step with another human being. It wasn't entirely impossible to
be able to confide in someone else, after all plenty of other
people on the streets understood he always had an open ear to their
own troubles. He paced his foot in front of him, still unsure. She
was just an old lady, probably dying of tuberculosis, what harm
could it do to show her his heart?

He approached her,
and crouched down. She was still lying down in her cardboard home,
her empty mouth smacking on gums as she stared at his bloodstained
package, her eyes squinting, trying her best to really,truly
see.

He held it out,
and with a gentle tug on a corner of newspaper, unwrapped it.

***

The office was
busy this morning, full of phone calls that were answered in
clipped business voices. The aisles were rife with women in tight
black skirts running from desk to desk with blue and red folders,
their nails perfectly done, hair just right and coiffed to
perfection. He smoothed down his tie as one tossed a thin blue
folder into his 'in' box, and tried to give her a smile as she
passed. But the speed of the office was too much for him, and she
was already long gone, and was replaced instead by the empty
promise of work and more work.

He sighed and
picked up the folder, going over the figures that were sparsely
printed on the page. He wasn't entirely sure what it was supposed
to tell him, but the owner of the company certainly felt these
kinds of things were important. He'd paid an actuarial firm close
to six figures to give him this one eight and a half by eleven
piece of paper. He'd have to craft some creative bullshit to give
meaning, and make the boss happy. Then, if he did enough of a
bullshitting job, he could get a promotion to Keith's position, the
one he'd had his eye for the entirety of the year.

It didn't matter
that Keith wasn't from money, not like he was. Keith had a small
family to support, with a tiny little wife who worked on the
weekends as a grief counselor. He needed the job a hell of a lot
more than he himself did, but facts were facts. Keith had the upper
position and he was getting damned sick of Keith's talk of
'charity' and 'hope'. White collar philanthropists were his other
great hatred, the first one being second on the ladder when he knew
he was destined to be number one.

He tapped his
pencil on the surface of his desk, the rubber hitting the leather
in dull thumps. It sent out a patter in rythmn to his heart, a kind
of resolution that was more about determined living than actual
existance.

No, Keith had to
go.

He took another
look at the sheet of paper in front of him, and made a few notes in
the margins:

a) Keith put more
money into risky charitable organizations than was necessary

b) refer to
appendix ii and vii

c) stocks I have
recommended are doing well, and the risk venture was profitable

d) make sure
Keith's successes are downplayed in the overall scheme of the
meeting

He smiled, looking
over his notes. They'd be headed for the shredder soon enough, but
it always felt good to write these things down on paper. He picked
it up and gave the corner a teasing kiss.

"Bye-bye Keith",
he said to it.

***

They both sat in
the old woman's cardboard home, mutually admiring his prize. The
old woman smacked her gums at intervals, her breath rattling and
full of disease. "You ought to do something with it," she said.

"It does look
healthy," he said, eagerly. He hovered his hand over the beating
heart, as though it were a source of fire keeping them both warm.
"I was thinking...If I found some doctors...They could give me this
one, and take the one I've got now."

The old woman
looked up at him, startled, her cloudy eyes momentarily shocked
into clarity. "You wouldn't! You mustn't!" She swore in toothless
grimaces, a long litany of curses that would have made some of the
more seasoned hookers on the street in front of them blush. "Don't
be a fucking eedjit. You've got a good heart just the way it
is."

He clutched at his
chest self-consciously, not sure that what she was telling him was
true. It didn't feel like fact, not with the beautiful heart that
chased away devils pumping so beautiful and warm and alive in front
of them on her filthy purple and wool scarf. Silently, he began
wrapping up his special possession once again, taking care to keep
the edges of the paper from cutting it in any way.

"How do you know,"
she said, disturbing his thoughts all the more, "That the heart in
your hand don't belong to those devils you're always going on
about? How sure are you that thing is more about the devil than you
think? Serve you right, it would. Thinking of getting rid of your
own heart for that imposter--Bah! At least you know where *your*
heart came from!"

She shuffled her
way into the recesses of her box, and threw a dirty blanket over
her head, shutting herself in for the night. He sighed and trudged
back to his own corner, his blankets already wet from the
ineffectual sponging of cardboard beneath his own collection of
blankets. He felt a vague sense of hunger, and wondered if he could
peddle on the curb to earn enough for a warming cup of coffee,or
something reasonably stronger.

Yawning, he shoved
the heart under his overcoat, into a deep pocket where it fatly
swayed against his thigh as he walked. He made his way out of the
hiding section of walls and bridge that kept the homeless out of
the hair of the city's citizens, and found a bustling sidewalk full
of people with purpose. He walked among them, where he was mostly
ignored and he was seen was treated as though he were a human
devil--A damaged, shuffling version who had no hint of red to him,
not at all, but was part of the psyche nonetheless. Heavy irony, he
thought, for a man who had been running from his own demons all his
life. Irony, indeed.

A little devil
with a pinched, red face peeked at him as he laid down to sleep for
the night. It hobbled its way towards him, fiery eyes full of
curious anger. He watched it as it moved, his own lids half closed,
the little devil pacing in front of him, baring tiny teeth. It
wasn't any bigger than a field mouse at this point, always
shrinking while the heart inside of the paper wrapping kept getting
healthier and pumped more strongly. He held the heart close to his
own, and could feel his body syncronizing with it, as though it
longed to give the heart a new home. He spread his hand wide around
its circumference, and clutched it like a beloved teddy bear. A
child with hope in his arms.

***

Richard decided
against a cab and figured he'd take a walk instead. It was well
past the hour that many party-goers felt was fun, with the rising
sun just a couple of hours away from waking. He took in the fetid
smells of an inner city walk late at night, the strange quiet as
all its more respectable residents were collected in nice homes,
warm and clean and asleep. There was another city awake and full of
a half life at this hour, Richard knew. A city full of the
discarded, where a soul cost you only fifty dollars--Probably a
hundred since he was dressed well this time.

A young girl
clacking gum was leaning against a broken fence. She caught his eye
and he smiled at her, his bottom lip jaunting out as though he was
about to taste something sweet. She left the comfort of the fence
to give him a haughty once over.

"Eighty bucks,"
she said, and clacked her gum. He could see the barest outline of
braces against her stained teeth. "I got a place around the
block."

Behind her an
argument between two junkies was brewing. Someone had given their
friend a quarter of a gram less than they should have, and fury was
the menu of the evening. "You fucking theif!"

He could just
imagine the kind of place she was offering in this kind of setting.
He winced at the thought of some lice ridden hotel room that took
payment by the hour, where roaches crawled on your body like fleas.
He shook his head. "You can come with me."

She hesitated. She
clacked her gum and looked over her shoulder, maybe towards her
pimp. He tried to gauge her age and couldn't get a perfect handle
on it. She might be ten years old for all he knew. He really didn't
care.

"I'll give you a
hundred and fifty," he offered. Might as well make the night a
memorable one.

Her hesitation
left her, and she was now all smiles. She cocked her head in a
grotesque mockery of someone innocent. "Let's go," she said, and
wrapped her arm into the crook of his.

Richard couldn't
believe his luck. Hell, he would have settled for just a blow job
in the alleyway, but this would be special. He'd make her dress up,
give her all the painful little jabs and clips he'd picked up at
that S&M club he'd been to last week. He'd make her pretty
white flesh bleed, and then he'd fuck her until she couldn't walk.
He'd be a source of nightmares and evil long into the short life
she would have. He couldn't wait to get started. He'd managed to
ruin Keith's life, but toppling 'good' people was hardly a
challenge. One little hurdle and down they'd go. No, getting into
the psyche of a survivor, that was a special kind of skill, one
he'd like to practise tonight--Ruining this girl anew would be a
precious reward.

"Thief!" he heard
again, along with a string of garbled curse words. "You
fucking...I'll cut you! I'll cut..."

There's a certain
mentality to a mob. It grows suddenly when it is propelled by
methamphetamines and hopelessness, an animal instinct takes over,
and a cluster of human beings acts like a disrupted hive,
conjoining into a mass, a writing swril of arms and legs and
kicking feet. The swarm arose around them on all sides, hemming
Richard and his purchase in, shoving them closer to the center of
the arena, where the fight was already taking place. Richard could
hear the drum of their curses, the salty-slick taste of gasoline
and filth laying on the air, muddy bodies full of lice moving far
too close to his own good suit. He brushed at it and tried to brush
them off, as though they were nothing more than bugs. He cast a
frantic glance over his shoulder, to see his purchase had already
disappeared. She was used to these riots, she knew to get the hell
out of there before the place really erupted into a boil of
stingers and knives.

He was pushed more
and more into the center, where the action was happening. He felt
indignant, disgusted at their displays of inhumanity, at the way
they disregarded his status, spoiling his new, expensive suit.
"Hey!" he shouted at them. "Watch what the hell you're doing!
Hey!"

He tried to find a
way out, but it was impossible, they were closing in. People were
shouting in his ear, screaming "Kill him! Kill him!" into the night
that was already threatening to become morning. The fight was just
at his back now. He turned and tried to shove his way out, only to
be shoved back by a series of grubby hands. He stumbled over an
empty beer bottle and fell, into the closely knit arena.

Fell...Chest first
onto a cocked switchblade.

The crowd
dispersed as he fell. The two fighters forgot their quarrel, and
ran from each other in opposing directions. A thick layer of blood
was mingling with the gasoline laden puddles, mud turning a sickly
black, like oil.

Richard could feel
them move away, as quickly as they had come. Like a cloud of mist
they disintegrated, no more whole than thought. He touched at the
pain in his chest with his fingers, and felt the outline of a
gaping hole. There was a gurgling, and he could feel the fountain
of blood that rushed from the wound as he tried to sit up. His
heart, pumping blood through a thick, open slice.

***

He quickly stomped
from his corner to where this new man lay, the beating heart in its
paper container, wanting, he knew, to find a home. It didn't want
this man, though, he knew that for sure. He was in a real dilemma
this time, and he looked from the beating heart he wanted so badly
to the man dying on the concrete in front of him. He could give him
back life so easily.

But the heart in
his hands didn't want him.

He could feel the
old woman beside him before he saw here, and her judgement was a
lot harsher. "He's a bastard," she spat. "Let him die."

He sighed and she
shook her head, knowing well that his own heart wouldn't let him do
that.

"Don't waste it on
him," she warned.

"But..."

She patted him on
the shoulder, and gave him a gum rimmed smile. "I got someone who
can help us out. Owl knows what to do."

He rolled the name
around his surprised tongue reverently. "Owl.." he whispered, as
though the name carried with it an omen. He shook his head. "Owl
won't come. This won't interest him."

The old woman was
already heading up the street, away from his corner, away from her
cardboard home and the dying man on the concrete, her crooked walk
full of purpose. "He'll come," she assured him. "This is his
expertise."

***

Owl was silent, as
he always was. He was tall and thin and moved with a kind of
spidery grace that the old woman and her rumpled male companion
could only shudder at. Owl stretched out his huge hands, their
circumference like a bird of prey's claws. Reluctantly, the woman's
companion handed the bloody package to him, the heart wrapped
inside of it pumping away as though it were frightened.

Owl smiled, a
pinched expression not unlike a beak. He reached out with a pointed
claw and touched the man's chest, circling a section of breastbone
lightly. He then gestured his hand palm upwards towards the
stranger dying on the concrete not a few feet away from them all,
his gurgling last breaths sucking in the promise of morning.

"I don't
understand," the man who had given him the heart said.

"Pish...You are a
thick thing, aren't you!" the old woman chided him. She shuffled
closer to Owl, her gumless mouth grinning wide, giving her the
appearance of a wraithlike avenger. "Tell me, if he gets this heart
in your hands...Will he become a devil or a man?"

Owl wouldn't
answer her. He beckoned the man to follow him, the hollow thump
thump thump of the heart echoing across the dank underpass, the
alleway behind them hidden in shadows. There was only the barest
outline of the old woman's box, and the man's home, a grubby
collection of soaked cardboard and wool flannel scraps, was nothing
more than a whisper, a rumour in the darkness. He shuddered as he
stood beside Owl, not at all liking how this was turning out. Fear
gripped him. There was a tiny little devil the size of an ant
trying to crawl over his broken sneaker.

"Is it going to
hurt?" he asked, not wanting to look at Owl and get an answer. The
shadow of him answered anyway. Three distinct nods. Yes. Yes.
Yes.

Shaking now, he
stood over the dying man of wealth in thier midst, his fists now
clenched into real resolve. "The heart is mine, I found it, and it
knows it belongs to me. That's just how it is. I wish this could be
easier for you, even the old woman does say you are a bastard and
you were trying to pick up that poor kid..." He took a deep breath
and closed his eyes, willing courage to come to him. "Owl here is
going to help you as well as me. It won't be too long."

The dying man was
still conscious enough to widen his eyes, his pain eclipsed by the
sight of Owl's huge claw reaching down, towards his open chest. The
wound would be opened further, there would be terrible crunching
noises, like something being torn and eaten...

He couldn't see
any of these things. He had his eyes shut so tightly against the
images the lids might as well have been glued.

***

He couldn't
remember having a pain this severe in his body before. Not even the
time he accidently overdosed on a strain of bad coke had any
resemblance to this kind of horrible, aching sensation. He had a
vague recollection, possibly carried by the remnant of some drug
that hadn't yet left his system--a feeling that he'd been
vivisectioned and left for dead.

He squinted into
the morning sunlight, and found a pair of ancient, watery eyes
staring cloudily down at him. He frowned at the vision, and
blinked, and in that second the old woman who had been placed in
his sights was gone. He groaned and leaned up, his chest aching
like his heart had been ripped out. Some tendril of nightmare found
him, and he gripped at his chest, searching for a hole. There was
nothing, save the slightest whisper of a scratch that spread from
his ribcage up to his neck. His shirt was torn, and there were
buttons scattered near him. He must have had a fight at some point
during the night. He patted himself down quickly and found his
wallet. To his surprise he still had it, and when he opened it, it
was full of his usual cash.

He was still
frowning as he unsteadily got to his feet, his knees threatening to
give out on him. The pain wasn't so bad if he moved--It was like
he'd pulled a muscle he wasn't used to, maybe, or having passed out
on the concrete all night had given him some unexpected bruises. He
brushed the dirt off, little pebbles finding resting places in his
pockets. The sun was piercing him, its rays so bright it could have
been made of fiery arrows. He rubbed his eyes with his thumbs, and
tried to gauge a good idea of where he was.

Confusion reigned.
He tried to remember why he was here, and there was a vague thought
of picking up some prostitute, the image of some sad, bored looking
girl coming to his mind. He shook his head, no, that couldn't be
it. It didn't feel right, for one. He had no wish for that kind of
thing, why would he be here, looking for it?

He had memories,
it was true. Memories of doing such a thing before, picking up
whores and bringing them home. He had memories of blinding himself
stupid with drugs. He pinched his thumb and forefinger at the
bridge of his nose and blinked into the blinding clarity of an
early morning. No, that had to be some kind of strange nightmare,
he wasn't that man. He didn't have a need for these kinds of
things. Had he really taken drugs? Someone must have slipped them
to him when he wasn't looking.

He stood and began
to shuffle his way out of the alleyway, the bridge overhead singing
with the clang of a commuter train. People were busily heading to
work, and here he was, wasting his time passed out on the concrete.
It wouldn't be fair to his employer to be this tardy, after all he
was hired to do his job and he should be doing it well. He paused
and felt another aching pain erupt through his heart. Poor Keith
had lost his job, and he hadn't done anything, really, to deserve
that. Keith, who had a small family, and who was the nicest guy a
person could meet. It wasn't fair that he didn't have a place in
the company anymore.

He'd ask around.
He'd get Keith something better. Poor guy.

He walked further
into the brighter section of the alleway, and could see in a haze
of brilliance the outline of a pale, brown box. Curious, he moved
closer to it, his shadow overtaking it at turns, and creating some
definition in the shocking brilliance of the morning sun. He could
see it open on one end, like a kind of cubbyhole, strangely neat
for its purpose as a home, a series of pictures cut with precision
gracing the walls of the cardboard box, as though they were framed
there, and what he was looking into was not the residence of a
homeless woman, but a Hollywood set with its false, open wall for
the audience.

He crouched down,
and dared to find her within. She was crumbled into herself, as
though she was turning into dust right before his eyes. Her hands
were crooked towards her chest at a clutching angle, as though she
had been caught in a fervent prayer. Her arms were bare, the skin
hanging on them in the looseness of crumpled paper. Giving her some
dignity in her quickly decomposing state, he pulled the woollen
blanket at her waist higher, giving her body the semblance of rest.
He rose up, feeling a heaviness inside of himself that he wasn't
used to, the pain he had felt earlier suddenly disintegrating, to
make room for this horrible, new emptiness.

He hated the
thought of going back to his office, to the empty days and the
fearful glances cast to him as he walked down the hallways, as
though he were some kind of devil that would give only to take.

Something red
scampered on the ground near the old woman's body. He blinked, and
tried to search for it, but whatever the movement was, it was
gone.

The main street
beckoned him, and he followed its call, leaving behind the old
woman and her graceful home of cardboard. He made a note of the
intersection and street, and made a point to remind himself to call
the police when he got to the office. He fingered the wallet still
full of his money in his pocket, and figured he'd pay for her
funeral, too.

On the far corner
at the intersection, beneath a Pizza Pizza sign, a young girl was
pacing, selling her body to whoever might want to purchase her. He
felt sick as he watched her, wondering if the fate of the old woman
would be hers someday...Or was she to be absolved of that kind of
peaceful passing, and would only be fodder for murderers and
psychos?

He had a vague
memory of strange things with buckles and thorns waiting in his
condominium. He'd gotten them at a party, he recalled. He couldn't
remember who had given them to him, or even why. With a shudder, he
swore off drugs for good, not realizing that he'd never wanted to
quit in the first place.

The street swelled
and ebbed with people while he stood at the intersection. He leaned
against the lamp post, the pain he'd felt in his chest now nothing
more than a dull ache. He could see the way people averted their
eyes as he stood there, taking in his torn shirt, the messy suit
full of mud stains. They saw him the way most people would see a
man of the streets--Unclean, somehow deserving to be in the
destitution he found himself in.

There was a
blinding brilliance cutting into his sight, making his eyes water.
He thought it was the morning sun, but it kept coming closer,
obliterating the people in its path. The crowds that kept passing
him were oblivious to it, heads bent, regular citizens returning to
work. The ache in his chest was burning now, and he put his hand to
his bare skin. He felt shocked to find a welt--A long, smarting
line that went from beneath his throat to the bottom of his
ribcage. The scratch had grown, finding a new life as a scar.

The brilliance
came closer, and he bent his head down, trying to avoid it. He
could see tiny red things at his feet, almost the size of ants.
They plucked at his ankles, tiny, sharp things that tried to find
their way through the thin material of his black socks, to burrow
into his skin. The brilliance heading his way made them cower, and
they scampered to behind his heel, where he tried and failed to
step on them.

It took the shape
of a man, this white light, his essence blotting out all that was
on the street. He couldn't understand how people could continue
walking with this intensity billowing around them, purifying all in
its path. Richard looked up to expecting to find a deity. But all
he saw was a man, in clothes that looked worn but were immaculately
clean. He was a perfect version of humanity, Richard realized. No
wonder he was shining like a star had rested inside of his skin,
for that was a man who would win Nobel Peace Prizes and actually
deserve them. There was a man who would pinch together the valleys,
and heal all the wounds of the Earth.

The light passed,
the man within it, and a loud, resounding heartbeat full of the
tempo of the Earth followed with him.

It was painful to
see him walk away. More painful than whips or knives or drugs that
cut into a person's system and ate at their soul. More hurtful than
the most despairing poverty. Behind him, Richard could feel the
shadow looming, the shape of the giant red devil that sent forth
its puny army stomping ahead, through the city, his fury emitting
in fiery tendrils from his knuckles. A crimson avenger, searching
for that brilliance alone, but always just missing the mark.
Searching for the heart of an archangel.

Richard started
running, back into the alley where the dead woman lay peacefully
waiting. He had to hide. He dropped his wallet full of cash, but he
couldn't stop to pick it up. It didn't matter--His filth, his
needs, nothing mattered but the instinctive pull of survival.

Tiny red devils
giggled in glee and followed him into the darkness.
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Tiny Seed

 


Snow was
falling, in huge, unhappy clumps of slush that were trapped in the
wool fibres of her dark navy coat. The snow was dirty, and had a
musty smell clinging to it as it melted against the warmth of her
shoulders, her body’s heat palpable even through the thick covering
of wool. She stomped her way through the snow’s gradual buildup on
the busy city street, her head downcast as she watched her steps,
her heels just missing patches of ice. She slid a few times, and
managed to rescue herself before falling to the ground in terminal
embarrassment.

Diane’s eyes were
furtive as she found the subway entrance, her motions dictated
forward by the rush of people surrounding her. Her heels clicked
their way down each step, each wet grossly snowy descent splashing
a set of brown droplets onto her fancy black boots. To her they
were fancy, eighty dollars special to be exact, but to anyone
passing they were the military issue uniform of a woman who worked
in an office—Utterly impractical, painful and useless against an
onslaught of mid-March slush.

She leaned against
the metal railing, her hands clasping its cold surface. She had no
gloves, and the heat from her chilled skin misted the steel rod in
her grip. The steps were slippery and thick with people, the sounds
of subway cars arriving and leaving echoing upwards to where she
stood midway on the stairs. The throng brushed past her, full of
intense purpose, people and more people with many important things
to do.

She kept her grip
on the steel bar to keep her balance, and lifted her right foot.
The pinch that had germinated against her heel had now become a
stabbing pain. Making her way down these stairs in this busy rush
would only guarantee disaster. Even as she stayed where she was,
trying to keep her balance, there was too much jostling and
pushing. One false step, and she’d be hurtling to the bottom of the
stairwell, her body broken, and her appearance of perfection
shattered.

“It’s too busy,
for you,” Diane heard a small voice say.

She looked to her
right to see a small child standing beside her, his clothes thick
with a covering of snow. Beneath his wool hat she could make out
two large, black eyes staring up at her, his lips a pale hue that
matched his equally pale skin. His unearthly appearance made her
uneasy. She tried to ignore him, and inch away, only to be stopped
by a slippery patch of slush at her heel. Her new boots skidded
along the brown sludge, salt cubes sticking beneath the pointed
heel, preventing her from finding her balance. She tried to keep
her grip on the rail, only to have her hands freed from it as she
began to tumble, her arms flailing madly as though she could
prevent the inevitable fall by flying.

Something pushed
at her back, and righted her again. She was given a few cursory
glances by members of the throng still making their way down the
stairs, but the moment was soon forgotten, and witnesses were
quickly finding their way to a comfortable seat on the subway
train.

She held onto the
steel railing with both hands, not entirely convinced she was out
of danger. The crowd had finally ebbed, and she could hear the
singsong chime of a subway car as its doors opened and closed.

“Too busy,” a now
familiar voice said.

She frowned, and
turned to see the child once again. She tried to figure out of this
child could be a boy or a girl, but it had that strange ambiguity
often seen on the very young, and especially in children well
padded with snow and winter gear. It smiled at her, and held out an
object to her within the confines of thick, grey knitted
mittens.

“You need to take
this,” he or she said.

Diane stared down,
her eyes widening as she took it in—The stairwell seemed to be lit
up from the tiny object in the child’s hands, its golden glow
warming her as she stood above it. She dared to let go of the steel
railing and, much steadier than before, she reached for the thing
being handed to her. It was the shape of an avocado seed, she
immediately thought. Round, and smooth, and a brilliant golden
sheen. When she picked it up, the metal was warm in her bare hands.
The warmth spread throughout her arms to move like a cascade of
warm water over her entire being. It caught every piece of light
finding its way down the stairs and turned it into sparkling points
against the curves. She cupped the seed, as she now thought of it,
into her hands protectively, and slid her thumbs over its smooth,
comforting surface.

“Don’t waste it,”
she heard the child say.

She shook her head
and closed her eyes against the golden brilliance in her hands. “I
can’t take this, it has to be valuable…Why did you give this
me?”

She opened her
eyes to see a man in an overcoat trotted down the steps, past her.
He gave her a judging once over, and from his frown wasn’t pleased
with witnessing a woman talking to herself.

The child was
gone, but the large golden seed remained in her hands. She glanced
up and down the stairwell, searching, but this time was she was
alone. A rush of winter wind gusted downwards, and she got the
hint, descending at last. She was steadier on her feet now, and she
didn’t slip on her way down into the main artery of the subway.

///

The weight of the
seed was heavy in her coat pocket, and she kept nudging her hand
against it, making sure its presence was real. She stared blankly
ahead of her at the crush of people who surrounded her. It was a
miracle, to be sure, that she got a seat at this time of day. She
did a quick scan of the crowd and to her delight there was no one
infirm or elderly in need of a seat. They were all as healthy as
herself, at least on the surface, and all equally capable of
nabbing her seat, had they been just a little faster.

“It’s weird,”she
thought as she ran her thumb around the slightly elliptical shape
of the seed, the lining of her coat not blocking its warmth. “I
never get a seat on the train.”

She sighed in
relief as her stop came into view—a pale green station that had all
the hues of snot. She made her way easily through the press of the
crowd, no small feat to be sure. She found herself on the platform,
the train winding its way down the track, away from her. The
temperature had improved, and a new warmth was creeping through the
cold, creating fat, soft flakes of snow. She paused, staring at the
scene for a few moments, enjoying the gentle beauty of snow falling
against the train tracks. At times like this, with the station
covered in a thin veil of snow, its ugly railings coated with
white—at times like this she truly enjoyed living in the city.

The golden seed in
her pocket felt fat, and heavy, and warm. Diane smiled to herself,
and made her way to the exit.

///

The pleasure of
that moment in the train station was quickly replaced with a
feeling of oppression as she entered her dark apartment complex.
The brownstone was fairly well maintained, but it was an old
building and full of the musty scents and dark corners of a place
that has had too many walk through its doors. There was curly
ironwork reminiscent of the seventies decorating the main foyer,
its metal painted a sickly greenish yellow. She walked quickly past
it and headed for the side stairs. Darkness was threatening the
city now, as the sun began to set, and she had her key ready for
any possible outcome. She wondered, as she always did, why she
remained here when what she truly desired was her own house, (or
even a townhouse, like the ones she’d seen advertised in the real
estate section of the paper last week. She wasn’t that fussy.)
especially since this place was riddled with drunks and children
who ran feral in the halls.

She heard a
screaming child somewhere on the third floor, its wailing drifting
down in ghostlike eerie into the stairwell. She shook her head and
opened the door to the second floor and counted out the numbers
before she reached her own. “One-A”, “Two-A”, all the way to
“Six-A”. The ground floor apartments had no letters attached to
them.

“They can’t even
number this place properly,” she thought.

The key scraped
its way into the lock, opening the cavern that was her apartment.
She turned on the side light, flooding the doorway with the single
weak light that didn’t reach into the rest of her home. She closed
the door behind her, and took off her coat, tossing it onto a
nearby couch in the living room. After turning on four lamps the
place finally had a half lit coziness to it, but it was still far
from cheerful. The murmur of an argument from the apartment above
were trapped in her drywall, doing their best to escape. Diane
sighed. She’d be listening to this for hours.

Again, she felt
the urge to hunt for a new home, and quickly dismissed it.
Searching for another roof was a difficult process. Arranging
meetings with realtors, calling places, hunting out what she could
and couldn’t afford. All of it would eat so much time and between
her work and her commute, it was impossible.

She crossed her
legs and sat on the couch, her body covered in the shadows of her
apartment. Her relaxation was short lived. On the coffee table in
front of her was the real estate section of the paper that had
tempted her thoughts. In impatience she picked it up and folded it
neatly in half, then marched to her garbage bin in the small
kitchen, and tossed it in.

The answering
machine was sitting in accusation on the kitchen counter beside her
fridge, a red triangle blinking on and off. Sighing, she pressed
‘play’, and heard the cheerful voice of her sister begging her to
come shopping with her this Sunday. Diane already knew her answer
would be no. It wasn’t that she didn’t love her sister, she was
just too exhausted by the weekends to do much more than sit on her
computer and while away a few hours surfing the internet, or doing
some shopping online.

She hit ‘erase’,
and the invitation was gone.

Her feet were sore
from the walk in her high heeled boots, and she rubbed her ankle
absently before heading back into her living room. The argument in
the upstairs apartment had slowly tapered off, and there was
nothing left now but a kind of suffocating silence. She picked up
her coat to hang it up, and remembered the strange object sitting
inside of her pocket. Curious, she took it out, and was surprised
to find its weight had been exaggerated in her mind. She held the
elliptical ball of gold in her palm and stared at its beauty for a
few moments. Her senses told her it wasn’t exactly the same as she
perceived it on the stairwell—It was smaller, now, its lustre less
brilliant. She shrugged and placed it on the end table holding a
living room lamp.

Diane paced her
way down her hallway, towards her bedroom where life was truly
lived. She flicked her computer on with one hand and began getting
ready for bed, sliding free of the trappings of a secretarial
job—the uncomfortable stockings, the skirt that made her keep her
stomach drawn in, the sweater that was tight in all the wrong
places. She tossed her clothes into a hamper near her bed and then
rummaged through her dresser drawers, searching out flannel and
comfort.

The computer’s hum
was the sole occupant of the room, since Diane herself didn’t make
any noise, not even as she slid her drawers shut and dressed for
bed. It was only six o’clock, but she had no plans. She checked her
nails and discovered one might need a touch up of colour. She
picked at it, flaking off another shard of nail polish. It made an
interesting square pattern.

The blue from the
computer invaded her living space, killing all sense of warmth in
its cold hue. She sank into the office chair before the monitor and
began typing in random words into the search engine, searching for
things she didn’t have much interest in. She would find language
courses for free, and would bookmark them, only to delete them
later. Knowledge free for the taking, but who had time for these
kinds of things? She surfed around a bit more, and then hit her
email box. She read through every spam mail received religiously,
and then would triumphantly delete them. She read a couple of
emails sent from online acquaintances who asked her if she’d heard
about the latest movie with so-and-so acting in it. She hadn’t, and
she didn’t feel like seeing it.

She spent an hour
looking for teacups on ebay before deciding she’d had enough. She
checked her favourite chat room, but no one was there. It would be
at least four hours before the first would wander in, she knew.

She left the
computer humming and went back into the living room. She turned on
the television. It was nine o’clock, and Law and Order was on. From
the confines of her couch she watched ghastly murder and its
aftermath, and a gross miscarriage of justice. At ten o’clock, she
yawned, and stretched, and turned off the television. She began
switching off lamps, and paused as she saw the golden seed beneath
the last one, its golden sheen now noticeably dulled to copper. It
was smaller, too. Frowning, she shut off the light, and shut the
seed out of her sight.

Four hours later
she would wake up and wander into a chat room on her computer.
People would be vibrantly talking, subjects dancing in front of her
eyes with all the speed of a soul on its way to the edge of
existence. She would only offer one or two sentences and then fall
silent, merely watching the conversations as they ebbed and flowed,
a tide of people in print, a crowded stairwell that would make her
fall should she let them. She turned off her computer without
saying good-bye. No one would notice.

///

Laughter crept its
way towards her as she sat in her cubicle at work. There were piles
and piles of papers and numbers all ready to be entered into the
chart before her eyes on the computer. The laughter invaded her
space, cutting into her concentration. There were at least twenty
people on this floor, all likewise divided into tiny spaces, like
bees in a hive. The laughter was for those who were currently in
the boardroom and free of space constraints, the thick drone of
their amusement slicing through the glass partition, and into
Diane’s already pounding skull.

“I hate this
place,” she thought.

She never thought
she’d end up in an office since nothing about her personality in
the past had suggested this to be a viable option. She had imagined
herself working outdoors, doing engineering surveys, counting
pigeons. Anything but this horrible, sickening, stifling drudgery
of numbers and more numbers that merely did nothing more than
suggest who was going to be laid off and who would get a pay cut
this week. She shifted in her seat, the zipper from her ill-fitting
skirt digging into her lower back. All she succeeded in doing was
to make the hard metal nub dig deeper. Her shoulders were sore from
stooping over the keyboard, thanks to her broken chair, which was
too tall for her. They never did get her the new one she’d
requested four months ago.

As she did every
day, she fantasized about quitting. She could see herself walking
into the boardroom, smiling at the faltered looks of the CEO’s and
saying, very clearly, even politely: “I quit.” It wouldn’t even
need to be a spectacular tirade, just saying those two words would
embody every minute, every ounce of energy, every wasted second of
her life that she gave to this company. This company which couldn’t
even get her a proper damn chair, and kept threatening layoffs and
‘downsizing’ whenever anyone tried to improve their lot.

She probably could
leave, she mused. It would be very easy to walk into that boardroom
full of laughter, her own voice meek and sweet telling them they
shove this job as far up their asses as they could put it—all with
two simple words, and a smile to go with it. There was plenty of
money in her savings, she never went anywhere to spend it. A mass
of qualifications littered her resume, it’s hardly as if she’d be
out of a job for long.

She rummaged in
her coat pocket, searching for change for the coffee machine. She
found something small and cold and round inside of it, like the
weight of a ball bearing. She pulled it out and marveled over how
tiny the seed had now shrunken.

“Hey, Diane!” she
heard a cheerful voice filter down to her from above her cubicle.
She looked up to see a scrubbed young woman with ruddy cheeks and
sparkling green eyes. One of the ‘temps’ the company hired on a
regular basis. Give them twenty hours a week and no chance of a
permanent job or pension, that was the way things worked here. She
struggled to remember her name, something secretarial and carrying
with it the exuberance of bubblegum. Mary, Marie, Mary-Anne?

“We’re all going
to the Dip n’ Sip after work, do you want to join us?”

The young temp
worker, who really wasn’t much younger than Diane herself, nodded
to the other gaggle of partially employed who were gathered in a
couple of rows of black metal desks. They had a sense of
camaraderie among them that Diane coveted, but at the same time she
wasn’t sure what kind of connection she could give to them. She
felt frozen in the moment, unable to decide what was best, and as a
result said the first thing that came to her lips. “No. Thank you
anyway.”

The seed rolled
across the surface of her desk and onto the carpet. The cheerful
face, as well as its mood, disappeared from above. She bent to pick
up her strange gift and found that it had shrunk even more.
Perhaps, by the end of the day, there would be nothing left.

///

She steadied
herself as she made her usual descent down the crowded set of
stairs, her heels digging against cubes of salt. Her heels were
killing her, and the press of people was even worse than yesterday,
all of them pressing down, down, shrinking her, making her nothing
more than an object of passing. She held onto the rail with
white-knuckled fingers, her heart heavy and her feet sore beyond
reason in boots she shouldn’t be wearing.

“Do you have it?”
a voice said to her, and she stumbled.

She looked to her
right to see the child from the day before. He, or she, was as
androgynously youthful as ever, its eyes beneath its wool cap
sparkling, expectant, even.

“It’s here,” Diane
said, and reached into the well of her pocket, drawing out the tiny
minuscule bubble of metal that lay like a piece of sand in the
center of her palm. The child looked at it, and shook its head, its
mittened hands fumbling the tiny object into its grasp.

“You wasted it,”
the child said. “You could have had more of it, if you hadn’t
wasted it.”

Diane could feel
the pain in her heels, the push of the crowd weighing deep against
her and giving her odd looks for not keeping up the pace with the
rest of world, for not rushing ahead into life. She felt an
oppressive headache worming its way into her consciousness,
twisting and wringing her brain into frustration. “What are you
talking about? I wasted what?”

The child looked
up at her sadly, the tiny seed growing in its palm.

“Time,” the meek
voice said.

Diane frowned, but
time was not for reactions and disbelief, time was not for the next
moment that may happen to come along, nor was time the need to
complain inside of oneself of how much was going wrong. Time was no
longer for her.

She slipped as she
tried to get away from the child.

The crunch of the
cube of salt echoed throughout the stairwell, and despite the crush
of people she fell, down and down like a rabbit chasing life, down
into a place that had no longer any measure, or need, for time.
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Snow Day

 


Sure, she was the
new kid, but then that hadn’t been what had first made him notice
her. He was still only ten, and everyone knew for a fact that girls
were boring and only wanted stupid dolls and wore glittery lip
gloss, thinking it made them ‘cool’. Geoffry just thought they
looked stupid. That was his favourite word when thinking about
girls—Probably because it was the one his own older sister used
often enough on him.

But this one was
different, you knew that right away if you were observant, and
Geoffry’s last report card had very clearly said: “Geoffry is an
observant boy, but needs to concentrate more on the work at hand.”
He gave his teacher a momentary scowl as he thought on it, hoping
to somehow crumble her with nothing more than a fierce look. Miss
Pinz sat primly at her desk, heedless of the enormity of danger she
was in from Geoffry’s stare. He sighed, and pouted over the list of
math questions on the sheet of paper in front of him, his pencil
tapping lightly against his ear. Miss Pinz didn’t notice anything
unless it was messy, or went against what she called ‘school
regulation’. Like keeping your coat at the back racks, that was
‘school regulation’, along with keeping your lunch money in the
front coat pocket. He’d tried to keep it in his jeans pocket
instead, but oh no, that went against the Miss Pinz ‘school
regulation’, and he’d been told to keep it in his coat. He went for
a week without lunch because someone kept stealing his money. He’d
been demeaned into bringing plain butter sandwiches to school to
eat since peanut butter, like money he guessed, was also against
‘school regulation’.

He couldn’t figure
out why Miss Prinz could bring a peanut butter and jam sandwich for
her own lunch break everyday, but as in all things those who are
bigger get what they want.

The pencil tapped
his ear reflectively, and he chanced a glance outside, where the
wind was blowing a thick layer of snow across the school grounds.
It was so white and thick it was as if a huge sheet had been spread
across the windows, with someone shaking off the flakes of laundry
soap as they hung it to dry. It was going to be fun trying to
trudge home in that. He bit his bottom lip and tried to concentrate
on his math work once again.

His eyes slid
across the usual sets of long division, his numbers scrawling
hugely beneath the small lines of numbers. He caught a one and a
two hundred and twenty-seven as he glanced his eyes further to his
peripheral sight, capturing her inside of it. She was sitting at
her own desk, just two further back from his own. Her long, black
hair was still damp from their run outside at recess, its slight
curl holding onto the droplets of melted snow in a kind of healthy
shimmer. She had a pale face, but it was accented now by the blush
of cold on her cheeks, her bare knees equally red and chapped. She
looked so healthy, not at all like the rest of the class that was
mostly pale and sniffling from having to endure this never-ending
winter.

Nobody talked to
her. She had shown up just a month ago, and she still didn’t have
any friends. Geoffry couldn’t understand why, she seemed nice
enough, and there wasn’t anything about her you could call mean,
and she was happy and confident enough not to really get picked on.
It was like everyone just lost her in the blizzards that kept
pummeling their school and neighbourhoods. She was like a petal of
snow, unique but blended in among the billions.

“Geoffry Tartan!”
Miss Prinz harshly admonished. He looked up in shock to see her
standing board straight in front of him, a large ruler in her grip
and a pinched expression on her narrow face. “I suggest you stop
daydreaming and get back to work!”

“Yes, Miss Prinz,”
Geoffry said, fighting to keep his eyes from rolling.

“You’ll never
succeed if you dilly-dally and let your mind wander around like
that!”

“Yes, Miss
Prinz.”

“I wonder though..
Do you have trouble concentrating? Do you get this distracted
often?”

“Yes, Miss Prinz,”
Geoffry replied, not really listening.

“Perhaps I should
schedule a meeting with your mother.”

“Yes Miss..Hunh?
Why?”

“You were saying
you have trouble concentrating.”

“Only when you’re
talking to me, Miss Prinz.”

She didn’t like
that answer at all. He knew the way her narrow little face squinted
up that he’d said the wrong thing. She wasn’t fond of the truth,
especially not from students who ‘dilly-dallied’. God. Even his
grandmother didn’t use such a corny phrase.

“I think an extra
page of math homework is in order,” she said, and her heels clipped
the floor as she marched her way to her desk. “I want it signed by
your mother and on my desk first thing tomorrow morning.”

Geoffry fought to
keep the groan at bay. “Yes, Miss Prinz..”

She might have won
this slight battle, but his teacher had underestimated his new
obsession. He tried to keep his head bowed over his work while he
tried to get a better look at the new student. He couldn’t remember
her name, but he’d talked to her at recess today. She was pretty,
even now, all scrubbed by the cold outside. His own fingers were
still numb from the recent break. Just ten minutes ago. He still
couldn’t believe it had only been ten minutes ago that he had
managed to cough up the courage to talk to her.

He kept thinking
it over, those scant ten minutes, out in the blizzarding snow.
School regulation insisted that they enjoy their playtime outside,
and Miss Prinz didn’t see the harshness of the weather as a
problem. It hadn’t prevented her, however, from staying nice and
cozy in the teacher’s lounge while the students huddled against the
onslaught of the cold and the flakes.

But her…She really
didn’t mind it. She had been running and holding the snow in her
bare hands, throwing it up in the air, with her bare fingers raw
and red. She hadn’t bothered wearing her coat or her hat and mitts.
Geoffry had watched her make a snow angel wearing nothing but her
school uniform, her bare knees so red they looked like cheeks.

“Aren’t you going
to get sick?” he’d asked.

She’d just smiled
and laughed at him, and threw a snowball in his direction. He was
momentarily surprised, but then, he melted into the moment. He made
his own target and flung the soft ball of white at her. She got up
from the snow and scooped more up with her bare hands, working
several pieces of ammunition into perfect spheres which she then
hurled at him. They were both laughing by then, and he’d gotten in
a few good ones, though it was himself who was mostly targeted.

“Hey! No
snowballs! It’s against school regulation!” a familiar nasal voice
interrupted. The play was halted, and Geoffry tried to talk to her
again.

“What school were
you in before this one? What’s your name?”

The recess bell
had clanged loudly, interrupting whatever answer she might have
given. Laughing she ran into the school, snow clutched in her
hands. The frozen pieces of ice clung to her even as she sat in her
seat, as though they were reluctant to leave her.

That had been
eleven minutes ago. Now he was doing boring math while Miss Prinz
still gave him disapproving stares. He wondered if she had any
other expression, and doubted it.

“Young lady,” he
heard Miss Prinz say, in her usual nasal whine. “Young lady…” He
saw her check her attendance record and frown, slightly, only to
shake her head and stare in the new girl’s direction. “I saw that
at recess you did not wear your hat, mitts or coat. I want to
emphasize to all of you that it is most important that we go
outside wearing our hats, mitts, and coats. I will not have any
student doing any such nonsense in future, dilly-dallying about in
the snow without proper protection against the cold—Ludicrous!
Young lady, it is against school regulation to not wear your hat,
mitts and coat outside during recess, and especially not during a
snowstorm.” Miss Prinz glared at the new girl, but the girl was
busy staring at a drop of melted snow on a lock of her dark hair.
As Geoffry watched, he could have sworn the drop of water turned
that small section of her raven black hair white.

Not happy that she
was being ignored, Miss Prinz and her high heels clipped and
clacked to the back of the classroom where the coats were hanging,
along with all hats and mitts. She grabbed a random set and brought
them to the girl’s desk and, without asking, plunked a woolen hat
onto her damp head. She set the coat around her shoulders, and then
placed a set of mittens with a slam on the desk in front of
her.

“You will sit here
in the proper gear for going out into the snow for the remainder of
the morning,” Miss Prinz said.

She marched back
to her desk, heedless of the panic stricken look on the new girl’s
face. No one else in the class wanted to notice it either. They all
began scribbling in earnest on their papers, lest they be the ones
to get into trouble next. She was being quite the nitpicker today.
They all knew they had to stay low under her radar.

Geoffry couldn’t
help himself. He kept his sideways glance on the new girl, her hair
partially hidden by a knitted woolen hat, her shoulders covered in
what had to be a feather down coat. Her hands were still bare, but
they were resting on top of the mittens in front of her. Her
fingers were trembling, as though she was suffering a terrible
onslaught of cold. A line of water slid down from the cuff of her
shirt to collect in the center of her splayed fingers, a knuckle
holding it slightly back.

“She’s crying,”
Geoffry thought, and felt a new pang of hatred for Miss Pinz.

He gave up even
pretending to do his math, and kept the girl in his vision. The
droplet had increased to a small stream. There was water at her
feet as well, and to his surprise he could see a steady stream of
clear water pouring gently down her bare leg, to end in a couple of
puddles on the floor. The bits of hair that were visible beneath
the warm, wool hat were beginning to turn white.

Geoffry turned in
his seat then, to get a much better look. To understand just
exactly what it was he was seeing.

“Geoffry, I am not
warning you again,” he heard from Miss Prinz’s desk.

He couldn’t hear
her. He was staring at the new girl in horror, at the way the water
was just pouring off of her now, at the way her hair was getting
whiter and whiter, like it was turning into snow.

“She’s melting,”
he said aloud.

He got out of his
seat. He ignored Miss Prinz as she nasally instructed him to go to
the office. He stood, dumbly, at the desk of the new girl, his hand
clasping around a woolly mitten that was now soaked through. The
coat, the hat, they were also still there. Dripping.

Outside the
blizzard gusted loudly, snow plastering the windows.

Snow, calling them
out to play.
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The Amazon
Cure

 


The alarm
blared at her and she turned halfway on her side to block out its
incessant drone. It was too hot to get up. She sank into the smell
of her pillow and sighed over the faint scent of soap mingled with
the antiseptic cologne of bleach. The alarm droned on, and she was
now resigned to her 6:30am waking. Gerald, her husband, was already
up and had put on the coffee pot to brew. The faint scent of
scorched toast reached her, and she realized she was hungry.

Still...She
reached her hand out to blot the senseless buzzing with a poke at
the snooze button. Her hand traveled along the desk beside the bed,
rummaging blindly over various folders and papers. Her fingers
ending up skimming a surface of soil. Before she realized what her
blinded hand had done, the potted spider fern crashed to the wooden
floor, the brown clay pot exploding on impact.

"Shit," she swore
under her breath as she heard Caroline whimper in her bed in the
bedroom next to her own. She paused, waiting for the inevitable
questioning "Mommee?" to grow out of the silence, but the request
never came. Caroline had fallen peacefully back to sleep, no doubt
unwilling to face the heat herself.

Uncaring now of
the plant carcass that lay on the floor in a mangled black and
green heap, she groggily pulled herself out of bed and wandered to
the welcoming aroma of freshly brewed coffee. Gerald was fully
dressed, cup of coffee to go already in hand and a battered
briefcase in the other. She pointed to it questioningly.

"Paperwork," he
explained, "It's going to be too hot to do any landscaping
today."

She nodded, the
effort unbearable against the tropical humidity that paralyzed any
sense of movement. She poured herself a fresh cup of the black,
steaming brew, which in this kind of weather made it seem
lukewarm.

The television was
on, a nature show put in to fill the empty space between the late
night movies and the morning news. It caught her attention in bored
bursts. She sank onto the couch in front of the screen, coffee in
hand, seeing and hearing nothing.

"It's truly
remarkable," a frizzy haired man with Buddy Holly glasses was
saying. "The regrowth in this area is nothing short of amazing.
Usually, the pace would be much slower, years upon years at least.
But what you see here has happened over the expanse of a only a few
months." He gestured excitedly over a large range of densely
vegetated tropical forest.

"Honey," Gerald
called from the kitchen, "have we still got any Calamine
lotion?"

"I think so, " she
replied, yawning. "Why?"

"Put my hand in
poison ivy or something, " he muttered. He walked past her towards
the bathroom, scratching at his hands.

The sun shone in
through the patio glass with a ferocious glare. Sandy, their cream
colored Persian cat, lay purring in its heat. Her eyes squinted
against the onslaught with rapture.

"Barbara," Gerald
called out from the bathroom, "I can't find it." The clink of
various toiletries, and the opening and shutting of cabinet doors
broke the utter silence of their home. "Here it is, never
mind."

Mug still in hand,
she got up from the couch and walked over to the patio doors. Their
backyard was a mess of yesterday's prunings and half-hearted
attempts at gardening. Gerald was so busy beautifying other
people's yards he didn't have time for his own horticultural
masterpiece. Still, Barbara mused, even with this mess there was a
fairyland feel about their yard. Richly flowering hedges blocked in
a secret garden in the center of the yard while all around it were
various fruit trees and stone pathways leading to flowered
hexagons.

Caroline's
dinosaur shaped wading pool glinted in the sun, a perplexing
injection of twentieth century blue plastic poking out of the
Shakespearean setting. Barbara opened the sliding mesh door and
stepped out into the vacuum of air that hung like a hot towel over
her face and body. A shimmering green floated in chunks within the
toddler's wading pool, and to Caroline's disgust it was a mess of
slimy, dark green algae.

"Gerald?" she
shouted back into the house. "Where should I dump all this dirty
water?"

Gerald came out of
the bathroom rubbing ointment on his reddened hands. He followed
his wife to the wading pool.

"This is great
stuff, "he said, pleased. "The plants would love this. Give it to
the roses, they could use an extra boost."

Gerald felt roses
could always 'use an extra boost'. If a rose bush had more leaves
than flowers he considered it a personal failure.

"I guess I'll use
that old soil pail," Barbara murmured, not relishing the idea of
handling the disgusting looking water.

"I have to go,"
Gerald said. He picked up his briefcase and gave Barbara a quick
kiss on the lips. His mouth tasted minty, more like the actual herb
than toothpaste.

"I'll probably be
home early. A lot of this stuff I can take care of at home, except
for a couple of clients who I have to run out and see. Have a good
day." And with that map of his day laid out plainly, he walked to
the right side of the house, down the brightly tiled path that led
to their driveway. She walked back into the muggy confines of their
house as she heard his car leave.

"...The strange
thing about this new regrowth is that it appears to have an
abnormal level of tox..."

Barbara yawned and
shut off the irritating drone of the TV. She walked into the
kitchen to find the white pail that she'd use to collect the water
from Caroline's pool. She eyed the dust bin, and remembered the
tumbled spider plant. She put down the pail and with a sigh picked
up the broom and dust bin and went to go clean up the mess.

There was a lot
more plant than soil, she noticed, in fact the poor thing would
have burst its confined pot if it hadn't been so clumsily freed.
She picked up the plant gingerly, cursing softly at the small
number of roots that had gotten caught in the slats of the wooden
floor. A couple of them were so embedded she needed to pry them out
with the metallic edge of the dust bin.

She brought the
victim by its leaves into the kitchen where she filled an old
margarine tub with water and arranged its roots within the green
plastic container.

There were still
more tendrils of green that she hadn't noticed when she re-entered
her bedroom and swept the soil onto the dustbin. Back in the
kitchen, the dirt was dumped unceremoniously into the garbage.

"Ow! Shit..."

Barbara felt a
sting on her forefinger. She looked at her hands and discovered a
few rows of small, white blisters that burned hot to the touch.
Frowning, she went back to the bathroom cabinet to get some
Calamine lotion. The blisters were horribly itchy.

As she was easing
the cream into her skin, Caroline burst out of her bedroom.
Obviously, she had been lying awake for awhile. Her long, blond
hair lay in a tangled halo around her head and her blue eyes were
sparkling with energy.

"Mommy, let's go
to the zoo!" she squealed. Barbara grimaced, imagining the long,
hot trek through the heat, Caroline melting and meltdowning beneath
the oppressive sun.

"I don't know
sweetie, maybe we should go somewhere cooler instead."

"I want a Pop
Tart!" Caroline exclaimed, running into the kitchen, the zoo
already forgotten.

Still nursing her
itching fingers, Barbara reached to get the tarts out of the top
cupboard.

"Are you sure you
don't want cereal instead?" she asked. Caroline shook her head
violently. No. Barbara knew better than to fight this battle, when
it came to nutrition versus starvation, Caroline would choose the
latter. She handed her a frosted strawberry tart. Caroline liked
them untoasted.

Barbara began to
tidy up the kitchen, gathering up a few mugs and placing them in
the sink. Caroline disappeared back into her room and when she
re-emerged she was fully dressed in her swimsuit.

A sudden stab of
pain in Barbara's hand made her drop the coffee mug she was holding
to the floor. Gerald's favorite mug. The ceramic shattered into
large chunks of brown and green clay. Barbara looked at her hands.
The blisters were bleeding now, turning into tiny holes as if her
skin had been splattered with acid. She rinsed her hands under cold
running water from the tap for relief, then automatically began
picking up pieces of the broken mug off of the floor.

As she opened the
cupboard door hiding her garbage she couldn't understand what she
was seeing.

A massive spider
fern, growing in her cupboard.

She dropped the
pieces of the mug back onto the floor. Her hands were still
burning. Somewhere, in her senses, she could hear the sound of
their screen door opening and the patter of little feet on the
patio stones. Caroline, in her swimsuit, looking for relief from
the heat in her algae infested pool.

The blisters were
leaving drops of red on the linoleum floor.

"Caroline?"
Barbara shouted to the back door.

Silence, save for
a loud, happy splash.
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White Mug

 



please...please...please

 


She washed the
dishes, ignoring the voice that continued to swell and ebb around
her. 'I should be used to it by now,' she thought. She dried a
white mug and placed it carefully in the cupboard, a matching
blandness meeting her in white cups, white plates and white
saucers. She scrubbed the dishes until not a spot remained, not one
cofffee stain, not one hint that they had ever been in use. It was
hard work, but it was good to concentrate on something else. It was
good to wallow in something that had the mere appearance of
normal.

In the confines of
his playpen, her eight month old son quietly played, only lifting
his head up once in a while to listen, and then return his
attention to his toy car. He gurgled and spat on it, drool lining
the red plastic surface. He wasn't like her, she thought. He hadn't
learned how to be afraid. He would always be a cheerful child, for
it was routine now,a simple function in their day to day lives.
They'd both succumbed to its pleading refrain, barely acknowledging
it, but knowing it was as intimate a part of their existance as an
arm, or fingers or the beating heart.

Jack stared up at
her from his playpen, infant drool dripping from the rattle now
placating his teething gums. She smiled at him, and finished drying
the last of her dishes before placing them in careful precision
back into her cupboard. She closed the cabinet doors gingerly,
afraid to hint that she may even be present. She wanted to remain
invisible in this spot, forever here but not here, a prescence only
felt but not seen.


please...please...oh, please...

The front door to
their house slammed shut. Startled, she swept her hand across the
kitchen counter and dropped a ceramic mug to the floor. She stared
at the pieces on the floor, at the white chunks of ceramic spotted
with bright red, messy circles. Her palm was bleeding.

'I put them away,'
she instantly thought. 'They were put away, I didn't leave it,
I...Oh, what does it matter now?'

Her son began to
cry.

"Miriam?"

Cursing softly,
she bent down to pick up the pieces of mug. Drops of blood rained
down onto the floor, smearing onto the pieces of white in an
unpleasant pattern. It would have been better not to touch them,
she was merely upsetting their symmetry.

A shadow overtook
the bright light of the kitchen, and she looked up to see the
outline of her husband in the doorframe. She swallowed, deeply, and
shovelled the bloodied fragments into a pile and then discarded the
largest pieces. Large swipes of red lay on the floor like a swath
of red primer. She wrapped her bleeding palm in a dishtowel and sat
down at the kitchen table, her eyes riveted to the floor. She would
vacuum the rest in a moment.

She could barely
find her voice.

"You frightened
me," she said.

"You're bleeding.
Are you badly hurt?"

"It's
nothing."

He tossed his
briefcase onto the small kitchen table with a hollow thunk. With
some effort she withdrew her focus on the floor to focus instead on
the briefcase. It was a battered affair, a brown, cheap thing he'd
picked up in his early days of work and for whatever reason had
given sentimental value to. The clasps were rusty, and the metal
frame of it was bent. It never did shut perfectly, but through some
unknown force of geometry it never did fall open. 'Where did he get
it?' she suddenly thought. 'Would it still be in business, would
they still sell versions of it? It might have been a thrift find.
It's so ugly, no proper businessman would be caught dead with such
a thing. Old battered things are meant for the elderly and college
professors. How can anyone possibly take him seriously?"

She found she
couldn't take her eyes from it, a morbid, curious pall had taken
her over, and despite the disaster it would bring with it, she
longed to know what was hidden beneath the rusty clasps of the
briefcase.

She dared to reach
out for it, but her husband took it by the handle and walked out of
the kitchen.

"Sarah is coming
by tomorrow," he said.

Miriam frowned,
scanning her mind for the name. "Who is she?" she asked.

"That psychic I
told you about," her husband replied. His voice echoed back from
their bedroom, ethereal, distended. "They say she's very good. I
had a chat with her myself yesterday, and believe it or not, she
seems pretty down to earth..."

She brooded in
silence for a long moment at this news. She felt sick in the pit of
her stomach, an equally brooding terror winding its way through her
gut. Psychic? Since when did he believe in such things? She clasped
her arms around her stomach and was tight lipped when she shouted
out to him.

"You didn't need
to do that. We're managing."

"Yeah, right," the
response was. "Just like you've managed that cut hand, and how
bloody long has Jack been in that playpen, with you too terrified
to move? I swear Miriam, I've tried to ignore it and keep things
together as best as I could, but it's interefering far too much
now. I can't just pretend this isn't happening to us, it's eating
away at our family." He walked back into the kitchen, and the pain
in Miriam's stomach tightened.

He brushed his
fingers against her cheek.

"Things will be
better after this, you'll see," he said.

Involuntarily,
cruelly, she felt herself shrink from his touch.

Miriam choked on a
sob, wishing she could believe him. "Micheal..." she whispered,but
he couldn't hear her.

"No," Miriam
whispered. She wiped away the tears with the back of her hand, and
felt her husband's touch melt away from her cheek. Jack continued
to play happily in his playpen, heedless of the terror that had
crept into his mother's heart.

///

"Mrs. Johnston?
Miriam Johnston?"

She looked through
the torn screen of her front porch and saw a young man with short,
dark brown hair. He was accompanied by a strong, older man with a
set jaw and a determined gaze. The young man had eyes that were
infinitely kinder, and Miriam had the strange sensation that he was
a person who could be trusted. His rather stern companion, however,
was another story. She would tell him nothing.

Between them both,
a tiny woman with a shock of short, red hair stared up at
Miriam--She was stout, her body giving Miriam the impression of a
squashed stove-pipe. Miriam sighed in annoyance, and fought the
urge to roll her eyes. Of all people...Of course, Micheal had to
find the most quintisessential stereotypical psychic, one who
merely needed some blue eyeshadow and some bangles to truly finish
the charade.

"Honestly," she
muttered, and bit her bottom lip.

The younger man
with the kind eyes dropped the crueller bomb. He held out his
badge, and nodded to Miriam. "Constable Ralf Dickerson," he said.
"And this is Inspector Andrews." He paused, giving a good once over
to Miriam's pale, tired face. She paused at the latch, uncertain if
she wished to let them in.

"This is Sarah
Marois," Inspector Andrews said, as though clarifying. "She's an
associate of ours."

"The psychic,"
Miriam said with a resolved sigh. "Look, I know you're only worried
because of what happened the last time, and I'm still very sorry
the police were called over such a silly matter--I mean, ghosts and
goblins aren't your domain, and it was really stupid for Micheal to
call you. I was just panicking, is all. He's taken it all out of
proportion."

"May we come in?"
Dickerson asked. He rubbed his hands together, an action that was
supposed to entreat caring in the recipient. I'm cold,
shivering--please offer me comfort.

As if in response
to Miriam's thoughts Dickerson spoke: "It's a tad chilly out here
this morning."

"Come in,"Miriam
said, automatic, unemotional. She was wading through surreal
motions, disaster stalking her while she was powerless to prevent
its resolution. "I'll put the coffee on."

The three
strangers planted themselves at her kitchen table. When Micheal had
told her yesterday about the psychic, she didn't think he'd meant
they'd arrive the next morning. Typical of Micheal, she thought,
bitter. He saw it as a problem, so he was the one who was going to
take care of it, regardless of whether or not he had the knowledge
to do so properly. It was impeding on his well-being, Miriam knew,
and it was because of this that he called the woman known as Sarah
in.

"I feel stupid
about this whole thing," Miriam said to the trio. "I know it's a
big waste of your time, I don't know why my husband called you. I'm
sure the police have better things to do than go around hunting for
things that go bump in the night."

"That's more our
job than you may realise, ma'am," Inspector Andrews said. His voice
was harsh, unfriendly.

Miriam felt
chastined. She walked past the playpen where Jack was happily
munching on his plastic, red car, baby drool sliming the surface.
She gave him an acknowledging smile before heading for the coffee
machine, and opening the cupboard doors above it.

She paused,
uncertain. The memory of the bloodstained ceramic haunted her, the
asymmetry of the three white mugs as opposed to the usual four
bringing her harshly into a dangerous understanding. Her careful
environment had changed. There was no map showing her how to
continue, no way to figure out where and what to do.

"There's four of
us," she said, mostly to herself. "But I only have three mugs."

"I sense a great
disturbance in the astral plane," Sarah, the 'psychic' said. She
closed her eyes and began to moan and sway in her seat, her voice
gurgling between a mixture of deep and childish intonations.

"I am Mary...oh,
so lost and aloooone..." Sarah took a deep breath, and shook her
head forward, as though she had become limp. She opened her eyes,
and blinked, as though surprised to still find herself at the
kitchen table. She fixed her gaze on Miriam, and swallowed for
effect. "There is a spirit here," she warned. "A little
girl..."

'Oh, honestly,'
Miriam thought, and this time her eyes did roll at this useless
information. 'What a transparent charlaten! How in Heaven's name
did those two coppers get roped into her insane lies? She'll make a
good show for them, and they'll find some loose connection so she
can call the entire facade a success. She can legally list
'consulted by police with great success' as part of her resume in
psychic matters--She's just a money grubbing con artist..."

"I sense a great
disturbance," the psychic repeated, and Dickerson nodded. Andrews,
however, wasn't so moved, and Miriam suddenly felt her original
assessment of him soften. He was tough, but he clearly wasn't a
fool. He was humouring the younger man, that much was obvious.
Perhaps he was merely trying to be open minded, give his young peer
a break. Psychic Sarah was merely a pointed lesson, a warning
against gullibility. Miriam studied Andrew's rigid posture, his
stern, bored expression, and she knew he had effectively shut out
all that Sarah had just tried to con them with. Kind as it might
have been to put up with a younger collegue's naivite, it was quite
another to completely succumb to it oneself.

"I see you've cut
your hand," Constable Dickerson suddenly said.


please...please...oh, please...please...

The three sat at
the table, eyes wide. Sarah the psychic was especially moved, her
breath catching as she spoke.

"What the hell was
that?" she managed to breathe.

Sarah had a
familiar terror cemented to her expression, one that Miriam could
relate to. She felt sorry for the woman, despite her intended
deception.

Sarah, the
psychic, wore the expression of one who had, for the first time,
found themselves face to face with the supernatural.

"I cut my hand on
a broken mug," Miriam said. She knew what to do now, the spell felt
broken, she could move through the routine. The three pristine mugs
in the cupboard were brought down, and she poured the freshly
brewed coffee into them. She wouldn't get one for herself. To allay
the problems of how to fix the brew to each person's liking, she
placed a small creamer with cream onto the table, accompanied by a
bowl of sugar. Also...The spoon for the sugar, for stirring the
coffee--oh yes! One couldn't forget the spoon.

There. Everything
was right again.

"I understand your
husband was the one who...uh...called the disturbance in,"
Inspector Andrews said. He had lost some of his cool demeanor, but
he kept a lid on his terror, if he felt it. His voice was
distinctively deeper. "Where is he right now?"

"He's at work,"
Miriam said. Automatic. The right answer.

"And you're always
here, at home?" Dickerson said, a little too carefully for Miriam's
liking.

"Of course," she
said, and crossed her arms over her chest. She motioned towards the
playpen, where Jack happily chewed his life away. "Someone has to
stay home and take care of the baby."

Sarah, her face
stark white, stared from Miriam to the playpen, and back again. She
opened and shut her mouth as though she had forgotten how to
speak.

"Oh fuck this,"
Sarah said, having found her voice from somewhere in the ceiling.
Her intonations were high, hysterical. She bolted from the kitchen
table. She sounded far less knowledgeable of the Unknown and more
ignorant cockney instead. "Fuck it all, mate. I didn't sign up for
this shite. I'm off."

"Sarah?
But...Wait!" Dickerson left the table to run after her, leaving his
stoic partner behind. Miriam could hear tears at the door, and
Dickerson's soothing, understanding voice. It was becoming less
friendly, however, as Sarah revealed she wasn't quite as psychic as
she claimed to be. Poor thing. Her con career was in ruins. She'd
never step foot in a 'haunted' house again.

Their two mugs of
coffee were abandoned. Strangely, this didn't bother her.

But the ring they
had left, the tiny spill. Dotted stains of brown lay on the surface
of the kitchen table, with remnants of sugar from the spoon lining
them, as though pointing the way. A dirty table, now. One she would
need to clean, and soon.

"I don't suppose
you have anything stronger?" Andrews asked. He pushed his coffee
away.

Stronger. Stronger
and more confident. That's what she had to be.

"No," Miriam
said.

"Funny thing,"
Andrews said, "about your husband ringing us up. Is he really at
work, are you positive?"

She didn't like
the steely look in his eyes, the sense of private bemusement.
People express their fears in a variety of ways, and it was clear
that for Andrews, he was the catch and kill variety--Never let it
take you, vanquish all if you have to. Including one Miriam
Johnston, if it came to that...

"Because I could
have sworn I'd seen him in the morgue about a month ago."

He tapped his
fingers on the rim of the white coffee mug, his actions not
disturbing the contents within. Miriam frowned, and looked
away.

"Obviously, you
made an error," she said.

"You're taking
care of the baby right now, so you say. Is he taking a nap?"

"He's in his
playpen."

"No. He
isn't."

Panic overtook
her. No. She wouldn't succumb to this trick, she wouldn't look away
from the coffee mug, its perfect white surface not marred by the
dark brew within it. She would hold onto what she knew to be true,
and this monster known as Inspector Andrews could just shrivel up
and go to hell.


please...please...

"Do you know why I
saw your husband in the morgue?" Andrews asked.

"Because you made
a mistake. I told you that already." To hell with him. She grabbed
the mug full of coffee and emptied it into the sink. The dark
liquid swirled and eddied in a perfect circle before being sucked
down the drain. She turned towards the table again, and took away
the fake psychic Sarah's cup. Placing it gingerly in the sink, she
did her best to not upset the contents of the mug. She smiled when
the surface ceased to ripple, its symmetry caught in a standstill
for all time.

"I saw him on the
slab the day he committed suicide," Andrews continued.

'Terrible brute,'
Sarah thought. 'What a cruel, evil man! What does he know, anyway?
I should clean that table, it's dirty...'

"Shot clear
through the temple, a slice from a bullet right clean through the
brain. Instant death, actually, Mrs. Johnston, which is more than
what I can say for you."

Bastard. He had
her attention now, and she moved slowly in response to his words,
away from the comfort of the clean sink, and towards the certain
doom of the dirty kitchen table, and Andrews' own, filth ridden
sensibilities. She sat down at the table carefully, as though
afraid she would shatter.

"I told you. You
made a mistake, Micheal was home yesterday..."

"No, Mrs.
Johnston, he wasn't. You didn't let me finish."

The coffee mug
that Andrews had pushed away was the last remaining dish on the
table. Miriam took it in her hands, scorching her palms with the
white mug's surface heat.

"He left you and
your son for dead...He didn't shoot you, he slashed you up with a
kitchen knife. Because this is where it started, Mrs. Johnston,
right in this kitchen, where the two of us are sitting across from
one another." He leaned forward, as though giving her a sincere
confidence, one that couldn't be shared. "We figure the two of you
had an argument while you were washing dishes. He might have gotten
to the baby first and..."

"Jack?" Miriam
said. She blinked as though waking from a disturing dream. Most of
what Andrews said had completely bypassed her. She cast a fearful
glance towards the playpen.

It was empty.

A large, red spot
lay where the little red car should have been.

"No," she said,
and bolted in a panic from her chair. "Where's Jack? Jack!" She
turned her fear onto Andrews. A concentrated anger brewed inside of
her as she stared at him, fear giving her the courage to confront
him as she shouted, "What have you done to Jack? What have you done
to my baby!!"

"We figure your
husband attacked the baby, first. You did your best to save him,
but..."

"You're a liar!"
Miriam began circling the kitchen, panic lining every timbre of her
voice. "Jack! Jack!"

"We know you tried
your best," Andrews said, his voice uncharacteristically
sympathetic. He nodded to her bandaged hand. "We found defensive
wounds on your palm--We figure he killed you about the same time he
attacked the baby."

"No," Miriam said.
She collapsed at the table, her eyes riveted on the white mug in
front of her. There was a hairline crack on the surface near the
handle, an imperfection she hadn't noticed before.

"Dickerson was
sent to the house after we found Mr. Johnston's body. He'd pulled
over on the highway to off himself. We'd found the briefcase on
him, and when we opened it..."

"No, no, no..."
Miriam said. Her world was softly unravelling. In some distant
dimension she could hear Jack's soft giggling, Micheal's
understanding, strong voice. There were cracks in the white mug,
bleeding and stained with coffee. She could hear a familiar voice
shouting, somewhere in the distance, screaming at her that they
were ruined, that it was her fault he'd lost his job yet again and
her own voice, shouting back that if he'd at least *looked* more
professional...

"We found the gun
in the briefcase, and the bloodied knife. When Dickerson came to
the house to inform you of his death, well, he walked into quite a
scene. He won't get over that, it's certain. Just as he won't be
able to let this mess go, either."

Miriam could
actually feel it, her physical substance fading away, leaving her a
wisp, insubstantial. She clenched her faded fists and tried to bang
them on the kitchen table, but they made no sound as she hammered
and hammered onto the surface.

"Your husband did
call us, Ma'am. That was no lie. And try as we might, Dickerson and
I just couldn't keep ignoring phone calls and noise complaints from
the dead..."

A wail of sorrow
poured over her, washing her away. She wanted to deny it, but it
was far too late, and the illusion she had so carefully constructed
was disintegrating, her family gone, her own being filtered out of
this world, to come cleaner somehow in the next. She wanted to
offer denials, accusations, but all she could give Andrews was a
longing lamentation before she finally faded away from view, away
from this place full of carefully orchestrated lies.


"Please...please...oh, please..."
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It’s not so
bad, really. I’ve gotten used to it and let me make it very, very
clear, I am not in the habit of being a complainer as Daddie used
to say. No way, when something got in my path I’d just figure out
how to get around it-like the time our neighbour Billy Dickyson
stuck my pigtails in the inkwell, and I’d got rid of the evidence
by lopping my hair off with a good sharp pair of scissors. There
wasn’t any point in walking around with a set of inkstained
pigtails, now was there? My name is Emily and I am fourteen
forever. It’s true, that’s what happens when you’re a ghost, you
just stay as you are and never get out of it. Never never. I
couldn’t tell you at all how I got this way, but I can say it had
something to do with a party, and a black lake and Daddie. But
that's all I can tell you, and don't get the wrong impression. He
wasn’t a bad person, not Daddie. You didn’t hear such a thing from
me. He had a certain way about him, as those guys who make lots of
money often do. Still, I have to say I don't think Daddie wasn’t
all that bright, even if he did make a lot of money. He did end up
with that English 'Lady', who wasn't much of a lady at all.



Oh, I’m not being
mad about Daddie. You can’t be mean about a person you don’t know,
at least not properly mean. Never saw him much, and mum was already
long gone from tuberculosis. The old nanny was severe and not
exactly warm or caring--other than making sure my frocks were
spotless, that is. I imagine she is now in heaven surrounded by
piles and piles of white frocks without stains on them, and since
those were the things she cared about most in the living world, I
imagine this has made her very happy.

I love the house
I’m in, though that’s not why I’m still here. They say, when you’re
alive that is, that when you die you meet up with a whole host of
angels who go taking you along up to heaven if you’re good, or hell
if you’re bad. Seems to me, people who know nothing like making up
stories an awful lot. I don’t know of any dead people walking
around with the living, but then, you’re lucky to be meeting me,
aren’t you? It’s not all bad, like I said. I never knew anyone well
enough to miss them that much-especially not that mean Billy
Dickyson and his wells of ink. So it doesn’t bother me that I’m
here, and They are here as well. I told you, I love this house.
It’s just a one-story house; at least that's what it looks like on
the outside. Inside it’s all these little levels that go up and
down and only two and three steps at a time. Great for running
around the corners. In the back there’s a Japanese garden with a
pretty little fountain. I’m glad They kept that, it’s damn fun to
run through it like it was all made of water, and not water and
marble. Out in the front, the house looks like a pretty little
dollhouse, with curly wooden decorations around the awnings and a
bright red roof. I know a great deal about the awnings, the
contractor who put them up told me all about them, back when we
stayed here when I was alive, of course. He told me how they have
to get cleaned and how squirrels like nesting in them. I don’t
think They know much about it, though, since the squirrels keep
running through it like a little mini highway, and spill the leaves
and twigs into their garden all the time.

I’m a bit used to
Them now, or rather I should say I’m used to one of Them. I get the
idea that one of Them is a stockbroker or banker who looks nervous
all the time. He reminds me of the men Daddie used to have meetings
with, and usually was on the verge of firing. He has that sweaty,
skinny anxious look about him, like his meal keeps getting handed
over and then taken away, and he never fails to be shocked about
it. Daddie would have gotten rid of him in a heartbeat.

The other one of
Them is a quieter sort, he likes to sit and read and not do much
else, although he disappears for most of the day ‘visiting’. He’s
painfully social, a trait that often results in utter boredom
expressed at the other one’s heated complaints of his day and his
profession. This more sociable man makes me think he’s as far away
from money concerns as a person can be without being a monk. I did
wonder about that monk business, and I still have a strong
suspicion that this is what he is, and he spends most of his day in
some impoverished section of our neighbourhood. I can visualize him
handing out alms and spiritual advice to anyone who would care to
stop and listen or require help. I hadn't seen too many people like
that in my short life. I imagine his lectures soft-spoken, like
attendance at a school-only more even and less cold and when your
name is spoken it’s with a lot more affection and pride than you
expected. You’d want to live up to a roll call like that.

Yes, a monk. I’m
sure that’s what he does.

Most people think
that a ghost is stuck on a place from a sense of deep love or
commitment. I know this isn't true. I do love this house, but if I
had my way I’d have ended up haunting the big castle Daddie once
visited in England, even though I didn't want to go. It wasn’t so
bad, and I did like playing in the long, echoing hallways, and
making funny faces at the very, very dour butlers that filled up
the place. That was the home of some fancy woman with a British
accent. They call women with money 'Ladies' over there. I know for
a fact she was just a rich old tart, although I also remember her
young maids trying and failing to get me to sit down and learn a
'proper tea'. Who the heck drinks tea, anyway? It’s just dead
leaves and water sweetened up with milk and sugar. I kept saying
just give me the last bits, but they never minded me once.

I was always
contrary when alive, so I guess that means I’m stubborn now that
I’m dead, too. I half wonder if that's why I’m stuck here, in this
house. It's curiosity that's gluing me here.

You might find
that odd, but you never knew me when I was alive. I was always
snooping around looking for information that I wasn’t allowed to
have. It fixed all that boring time spent with dull maids and
nannies whose only thought was to keep me out of Daddie’s way. They
wanted to make me a proper, quiet, obedient lady. Never did figure
what the point was in being a lady-especially since being a lady
meant one eventually married someone like Daddie. That would never
be my ambition, I like my independence. Ladies aren't supposed to
be inquisitive. They must be damn stupid then. Well, maybe there's
something to it. I have the sneaking suspicion that the moment of
my death was brought about by just that particular inquisitiveness,
and I daresay it’s not something I would recommend others have, if
you want to live by my example. No, I don’t know how I died, other
than a lake was somewhat involved, and Daddie. That’s as far as it
ever goes, and that’s fine by me. It’s kind of the same feeling as
the day that you were born. You know it happened, but it’s not a
memory you want to think about, or relive because it would answer
everything if you could find it again. And knowing everything is
quite, quite terrifying.

I could probably
go on into heaven, wherever that place is. There has to be more of
people like me. But I don’t want to go, not with Them here, and
everything getting so interesting.

You see, the
nervous little banker is poisoning the monk.

Oh he’s not doing
it right away this second, and I know you’re smart enough to know
that wasn’t what I meant. He’s been putting a powdered substance
that isn’t sugar into his afternoon tea every day, and I haven’t
yet figured out just what poison, exactly, he’s using. What I can
see is how this is slowly eating away at the monk; his hair is
thinning out, and his nails are looking brittle. Quite chilling,
actually, a heck of lot scarier than some tiny ghost of a girl
innocently living in their pretty house. Watching someone die
suddenly is one thing, but to see it over days and days, like these
modern films, with each frame studied and solid and whole and not
speeding past into one swift scene-It’s awful. It’s like watching a
living being decompose, and of course that’s what it is.

I would stop it if
I could, but I can’t. I can only watch and stare and wish with all
my might that the monk won’t drink that cup of poisoned tea, but he
shakes his newspaper open, yawns, and does it anyway. No amount of
praying or wishing or hoping or even screaming at the top of my
lungs at him does any good. What the heck use is he, if he’s a monk
and can’t see ghosts? It’s very frustrating, but at the same time I
have to admit that it’s become a bit of an addiction for me, trying
to figure out why the banker is poisoning his dear friend, and why
it is his dear friend doesn’t think to notice.

He’s in the
kitchen now, with me. The banker looks around, his beady little
black eyes surveying the scene, making sure no one is watching, and
completely unaware that someone is. He opens the cupboard door and
takes out a small bottle hidden behind a whole series of small
glass spice bottles. He shakes it and inspects it like he always
does before he uses it, and then with one more nervous, sweaty
glance at the swinging door separating the kitchen from the smoking
room, he unscrews the cap and shakes in a teaspoon of the white
powder into the cup of tea. He then prepares it as per usual, and
makes a great show of clinking the little silver teaspoon around
and around in the cup, the metal clanging against the porcelain
sides with what I can see as agitated nervousness. It’s like he’s
angry at the way the tea is mixing the sugar and milk and poison
into the appearance of a harmless tan hue. He then sets it all on a
tray and brings it into the smoking room, where the monk is seated,
a newspaper opened wide in front of him, his calm expression never
wavering. The nervous banker tries to talk to him, and he’s angry
and wringing his hands and pacing, but the monk merely takes up the
cup of dreadful tea and takes a long, satisfying sip.


He never does
thank his friend for making his tea.

I don’t know why
this is important, but it seems to me that if a person can’t give a
friend the simplest of pleasantries, especially when this monk so
freely gives it out to complete strangers-well, there’s something
amiss in this relationship, that is certain.

It’s not all bad,
being in this house with Them. I have learned a few things from
this odd monk and his habits, such as the proper date which is
printed on the top right hand corner of the newspaper he is
reading--1935. Now, I was born in 1835, so you can imagine how very
interesting all of this is to me. It's really something to be
placed in the future, me this nice house with two people, one of
whom is a bloody murderer.

I got that phrase
‘bloody murderer’ from one of the maids in the fine Lady’s house in
England. Jack The Ripper was running about in the East End of
London, then. The maids were fond of scaring each other with the
gory details, and that was one of the phrases they used that I
decided to keep. I never would have thought I’d have had the
pleasure to my curiosity and see a bloody murderer face to face.
It’s kind of exciting in a sick way to look the nervous banker
right in the eyes when he’s committing his crime. He’s got a cold,
dispassionate expression living inside the pupils-a blackness like
the deepest lake you ever could imagine. That’s what I see in there
when he’s putting poison in his friend’s tea. That, mixed in with
something hot and flashing. Hatred. Anger.

At first, I
thought it was money. "Money," as Daddie used to say, "is about
primitive urges." I think this is true. The maids loved telling the
stories of how they suspected certain members of more wealthy
houses got a help along in their deathbeds, or were put there in
the first place by impatient family. So, I kept my eyes open for
any hint that this might be the source of the trouble, and watched
the banker nervously scour the numbers in his stock pages, his eyes
calculating each sum and loss and gain with remarkable speed. I
watched the mail for bills that were outstanding, for the banker to
be holding back, not paying his fair share. I even learned the poor
sap’s name off the bills and statements, and it was a bland and
dull set of letters in type. Arthur Smith, of all things.

Arthur Smith paid
all the bills on time, his exact share. He never seemed to be
without, and had even purchased a new car, a nice little ’32 model
Bugatti (I’d read the manual) and was quite fond of his one big
buy. Even the monk had noticed it, and approved. Odd, since he
usually didn’t waste any words on the banker at all most days, and
kept his company stubbornly to himself.

Something must
have come between Them, I reasoned, for they weren’t like this when
I first met Them. When I’d first ran my bike back and forth across
their front lawn, they had been in a heated, but pleasurable debate
on the nature of good vs. evil, and there was a lot of laughing
going on, and looks of true understanding. This was so commonplace
I had taken it for granted after a while, the chatter of their
‘arguments’ becoming a static noise in the background. Gradually,
however, that noise began to disappear, the arguments now more
heated rather than friendly. Once, they even came to blows over the
old ‘chicken vs. the egg’ philosophy. Kind of a dumb thing to raise
a fist over, but there it was.

So, it wasn’t
money.

Right now I’m
sitting in the smoking room, watching the monk sip at his tea,
blissfully unaware that he is dying by his former friend’s hand.
The banker, nervous, twitchy creature that he is, has left for the
day to conquer the world of commerce. The monk has remained at home
to make his mysterious living that seems to involve reading the
paper, and visiting various people around town, talking to them and
shaking a lot of hands. He’s like a lawyer in some ways, and I half
wonder if that isn’t the kind of training he’s really had, with
just enough of a spiritual twist of monklike priesthood experience
behind it to make it really impact people. He’d make a good
sheriff, or even mayor, this monk. He has a name, too, much more
interesting and eye catching than dull old Arthur Smith. He’s
Denison Dujobold, and when people say his name it just rolls around
their mouths like a big, fat coin. A name like that could be made
important.

He takes another
sip of his tea and folds his paper inward until it’s like a narrow
rectangle, so he can read the article better without the
distractions of other bits of info around it. Nah, it can’t be over
politics, that’s too easy, and besides I've never heard an argument
over this government or that between them. If there’s some
complicated scheme going on, Arthur Smith doesn’t know a person at
all to make one with. He doesn’t have a girlfriend, for one, and
two he’s strictly conservative, which is why he and Denison
Dujobold argued so often. Two completely opposing views on as many
topics as one could dream up. I miss those ‘fights’. They were the
only times Arthur actually seemed to exist like a man should, and
not be this darting, sweaty, nervous little drab of flesh and
tweed.

I often wondered
what it was that had made them friends in the first place, but I
wasn’t about to put too much stock into those theories, since all I
could really think was that Denison was hard up for company and
figured Arthur would do for a while. Some people are like that,
they flit from place to place and person to person like a restless
fly with its last hour of life speeding it up.

No, it couldn’t be
politics. I could draw a page out of the Ripper book, and figure
that Mr. Smith was simply a man who enjoyed killing, since that was
the Ripper's whole reason. This would fit the picture best, I
supposed, but I couldn’t equate the rage barely suppressed in his
eyes when he poured in that powder into Mr. Dujobold’s tea with any
source of pleasure. If anything this whole business was positively
destroying him, too, for he was ever more nervous and sweaty and
generally unhappy.

Mr. Dujobold
folded his newspaper once again, creating a small square of
newsprint and one tiny article sitting inside of it. It had to do
with the dwindling economy, but then I didn’t pay much attention to
boring articles like that. Money was something people just had to
learn was a thing they could do without on occasion. Daddie often
said so, but then he wasn't one for taking his own good advice very
often.

I rested my chin
in my hands as I looked him over, and I have to admit that I did
like looking at Mr. Dujobold because he’s a fairly handsome man. I
think if he weren’t a priest or a monk or a mayor he’d have made a
very fine actor. Not the ugly old Shakespearean ones like I grew up
when living, but these new chiseled ones that look like they were
poured from a mold. He’s like a work of art, and it’s easy to
discard the high colour of his brow and set him in tones of black
and white and grey. He tossed the newspaper, now a neat little
rectangle no wider than my thumb, onto the surface of the coffee
table in front of him. He’s smiling and looking very calm, and I
wistfully think that if he drops dead soon at least I’ll have some
good company here, for once. That’s probably selfish of me, and I
daresay I thought about chiding myself-but then, at this point,
it’s more reality, isn’t it?

He finishes his
deadly tea, and sets the cup with a clank onto the tea tray in
front of him on the coffee table. The little square of newspaper is
tucked underneath it, as though he hopes for something significant
in it that he can guide himself by. I take a peek at the headline.
“Unemployment Reaches An All New High-Thousands Penniless!”

People becoming
poor wasn't something I thought worth smirking over, as Mr.
Dujobold was. I frowned, wondering at this.

A ring at the
front door disturbed my thoughts, and Dujobold sprang into action,
practically leaping out of his seat to go and answer it. He flung
the door open and let a young man in his early twenties in, giving
him a fierce hug and a kiss on the cheek and overall acting like
the man was his long lost brother just found that second. The young
man smiled too much, I thought, and he has a habit of touching his
slicked back black hair a little too often. For some odd reason, he
reminds me of Mr. Smith, and the plot thickens ever more as I
observe.

He says something
into this new man’s ear, and the man actually blushes. Instead of
getting argumentative like Mr. Smith does, however, this man just
leans a bit closer into Mr. Dujobold’s personal space. Mr. Dujobold
does not push him away, and in fact seems to be encouraging it.

He does shove him
away, gently, just a few moments later, and makes his way to the
phone. He dials up the operator and gives her the number to Mr.
Smith’s office. He gets Mr. Smith’s secretary, of course, and he
asks her to tell him that he has to come home immediately, he just
stepped in and the house is a mess, they may have been broken
into.

I blink. I do, I
honestly do. I’ve never heard a blatant lie cross Mr. Dujobold’s
lips before, but here it is.

It’s quite
unsettling.

The new man, the
new version of Mr. Smith, starts rubbing at Mr. Dujobold’s
shoulders. He’s got that same quick, eager face that Arthur Smith
had when he and Mr. Dujobold were still close friends. He rests his
head on Mr. Dujobold’s shoulder, and he’s asking questions such as:
“Will this work?” “How long will he take to get here, do you
think?”

Mr. Dujobold
smiles, and it looks as honest and sweet and kind as it always
does, with that hint of tired around it because he’s getting
murdered, and falling fast of poisoning though he doesn’t know it
yet. He steers this younger version of Mr. Smith into the kitchen,
and I can hear the clink of glasses and the opening of cupboard
doors, and I know from how it echoes that it’s the little liquor
cabinet on the side. I hear the new man’s insistence that speed is
of the essence, that this is their ticket to pure freedom. Six
hundred thousand dollars is at stake, after all.

“Go on Dennie,
make me a strong one, will you? Do you think we can do it, really,
do you think so?”

Denison Dujobold’s
voice is calm and even, and there’s even the hint of a laugh in it.
“Of course we can,” he says. And then I hear the gunshot.

I run towards the
kitchen entrance, but Mr. Dujobold calmly walks out, a serene smile
on his face. I don’t want to look into the kitchen, no matter how
much my sick curiosity is goading me. I know from the silence that
the Mr. Smith replacement in there is either dying or already gone,
perhaps waking up in his own house as a dead man. Mr. Dujobold is
whistling as he starts overturning chairs and breaking vases and
spilling the contents of his shelves onto the floor. He tears off a
few pictures from the walls and rips at the canvas with the scuff
of his shoes, tearing the corner of the painting of a calm, ocean
landscape.

He does this
arrangement for a while, sipping at his brandy as he does so. He’s
wearing gloves.

I’m not feeling
well at all. When the front door opens I want to run after the
murderer making his way in and push him back out, because this is
insidious what Mr. Dujobold is doing. It makes me want to make sure
Mr. Dujobold stays alive a lot longer, because I don’t, no I don’t
never, want to have to survive forever with a man who can so easily
fool people into thinking he’s kind, and sweet, and
trustworthy.

Mr. Smith stands
in the doorway, astounded at the mess. His voice is high pitched
and excited as he surveys the scene, and his first instinct is to
go for the phone to call the police. But Dujobold steers him away
from that salvation, and instead leads him by the shoulders towards
the kitchen.

“Come here, I have
to show you what else happened,” Dujobold says.

I try to run and
stop him, whatever way I can, and I sink into and through the
swinging door into the closed kitchen. I have only a split second
when I see the gun in Dujobold’s hand. It fires into Mr. Smith’s
chest like a bee into a spider’s web.

It’s very quiet
for a while. Dujobold is arranging the crime scene, I can tell.
He’s getting the bodies to line up properly to fit his story. He
puts the gun he used to kill Mr. Smith into the hand of the man who
had been worried if it was all going to be all right. The gun he
used to kill his accomplice he now held in his bare hand, and
rather carelessly. He mulled about the scene for a bit, then walked
through the kitchen back out into the smoking room, and then
further in, towards the front room. I could hear him dialing the
operator and him saying, in a voice that mimicked panic and despair
in a very convincing, movie star fashion: “Operator! Get me the
police!”

I hadn’t followed
him, of course. I am now sitting in the usual place where I often
enjoyed observing Mr. Dujobold as he read his paper every morning.
Across from me, in Mr. Dujobold’s favourite chair, is now Arthur
Smith, and he is staring at me as though he is looking at a
ghost.

“I am, of course,”
I say to him. “A ghost, that is.”

He shakes his
head. He says, “But...how?” All I can do is yawn and shrug and even
roll my eyes a little at his density. “It’s because you’re dead,
stupid,” I say, but he isn’t all that accepting.

We watch Dujobold
putter around the house, checking in the mirror and making sure his
hair is the right kind of mussiness. He is practicing his bereaved,
panic-stricken expression in the mirror in the front foyer. This
goes on for a good ten minutes. I’m very bored now, and Arthur
Smith is only irritating and not good company at present. I fix him
in my glare, for he’s blubbering about the 'Audacity of Dennis to
do this to him!', and I can’t keep it in any longer.

“I don’t know why
you’re so mad. You were the one slowly poisoning him to death.”

He pauses then. He
looks at me as if he doesn't understand, although there is that
shadow of guilt flashing over him, just a little.

“I…”

“I saw the
arsenic,” I say to him, curtly.

“We don’t have any
such thing in this house!” he says, and I swear to you on Daddie’s
swollen bank account, the man is still sweating as a specter!

“I saw you put it
into his tea every morning,” I assure him.

He really is the
most ghastly shade of pink right now. I wish I had some magical way
of wiping that colour off. “That wasn’t arsenic,” he says, and his
pink complexion thickens, a truly ugly colour.

I was about to say
it couldn’t bloody well be vitamins! (I always liked that term:
“Bloody hell!” The Lady in England said it quite often to Daddie,
as I recall, and usually over the messy state of his finances) but
Arthur Smith looks near tears and he’s so mortified in what he’s
revealing I have to strain to hear him. “It’s cocaine,” he said,
and he’s not looking at me, not at all. “They say it…It’s supposed
to increase….Well, look, you’re a girl whose been dead a long time,
I can tell by your clothes and you can’t be all that innocent
still, can you? It was for his libido. There, I said it.”

I’m not a stupid
girl, I know what a libido is. It’s something the Lady in England
always complained about when she found me wandering through the
house. She told me I was a strain on their happiness, that I sapped
Daddie’s libido with my ‘wickedness’. She raked the air and was
very un-English when she spoke with me. She was so angry, saying
things like I should be more caring of a man who thought to provide
for me, who thought enough of me to never tamper with my
grandmother’s trust fund regardless of his own state of
affairs-which was the first and last I’d ever heard of that.

“What do you care
of his libido?” I countered, only to claw the words back into my
mouth as I thought more about them. I kept thinking of Mr. Smith
number two and how he nuzzled at Mr. Dujobold’s neck.

I feel terrible
for poor, dull Mr. Smith! It must be quite a blow to realize that
you’re more precious as a life insurance policy than as a living,
breathing human being.

“I’m sorry,” I
say.

Mr. Smith is quite
upset. He looks like the kind of man who might even cry in front of
someone, and that makes me very uncomfortable. Oh, I really do feel
horrible!

I latch onto the
one hope while the police pile into the house, and Mr. Dujobold
spins his fantastic, foolproof lie.

“He’s still dying,
you know,” I assure Mr. Smith. “I’ve been watching him carefully
this last while, and I guess since it isn’t your arsenic, like I
thought that was, it has to be something else eating his life away.
Maybe consumption. Or some organ failing him. I’m not a doctor, I
can’t really tell.”

“Do you think so?”
Arthur Smith asks me, and he’s full of hope and hatred as he looks
on Denison Dujobold.

“Oh yes,” I say,
looking at the thinning hair, the brittle nails, the tired
expression he can’t hide even now as he’s pumped full of a
murderer’s adrenaline. “I’d say he only has a few months at the
most.”

Arthur Smith seems
to beam at this news. I almost mistake him for the arsenic poisoner
again.

“I’ll enjoy that,”
he says.

And, much as I
hate to admit it, I will too.

Something as cold
and strangling as black water claws at my lungs. I’m thinking of
the lake on the Lady in England’s estate.

Daddie always
said, “Murderers are the cowards of commerce.”

If anyone knew
that, it would be him.
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In Place Of
Mourning

 


There was no
harm that fell from the day's light, nor in the shadows that played
over the car as we drove down the highway, the stretch of the sky
golden amongst equally tainted leaves. These little splatters of
trees fell as we sped past, their spent red, brown and golden hues
littering our path. Beauty, but wrapped in the decay of late
summer, an encroaching promise of death.

I hadn't wanted to
come here. My Aunt's death had brought many in my family sadness,
though in my case it had been a quiet relief. You'd be wrong to
think I'd held any animosity towards her, however, since she had
been a generous person enough to take care of me when my parents
were too ill equipped to do so themselves. My mother had long since
vanished from everyone's life like a whisper one never speaks of,
and my father...Rumour has it that he now drives a cab somewhere in
the belly of New York. He drinks with his buddies every single
night to forget about Mother, my Aunt, and no doubt myself.

It hadn't been
easy for my Aunt to care for a boy of about ten, with a feral
attitude and a chip on his shoulder large enough to make a house
out of. She did her best, even if I hated her for it sometimes. She
had her rules and her care, and my relief at her passing was unfair
to her memory--maybe even a little heartless. She raised me with a
stoic firmness that would never bend in any direction, regardless
of how much she maybe should have on occasion. But still, I had
been a child of difficult circumstances, and without that firm
resolution of hers, I probably would have been as much of a piece
of human driftwood as my mother and father had been.

Thinking about the
past brings me abruptly into the present, with the sound of my
companion's snores enveloping the car. His head slops lazily from
side to side, his mouth drooling and mumbling in his uncomfortable
sleep. I have this urge to nudge him awake, to let him enjoy the
picturesque countryside along with me, to see the way the leaves
dance and sway and fall against each other in their last fatal
collapse to earth. He has a day and half's beard on him, and I
stroke my own chin, feeling is only the thin down that suggests I
should have brought a portable shaver. Still, in the current
setting we are in I supposed we could stand to look a little
rustic.

The road leading
into my Aunt's cottage is a hollowed out space nearly completely
overgrown with trees. It is hard to navigate through, though the
car itself seems to know where it's going. Long, clawing branches
scrape the sides of the car, and suddenly I'm happy that Tom is
still sleeping, since it prevented a fit on his part over the paint
job the new car was going to need. The trees eventually thin out to
become more of a clearing, and then I see it, nestled like some
little, warm fairy tale house in the middle of a forest, its roof
badly patched, the nearby barn fallen into further disrepair than
how I had remembered it. A large duck walks lazily past the front
of the car as I drive closer to the porch, a waddling girlfriend
tagging along behind him. I get out of the car and stare at the
house, at its small hinged door, too narrow for my Aunt's wide
girth, at the two cracked steps leading up to its entrance. The
windows are still intact, however, a good sign, and regardless of
the sheer isolation of the place, there are phone lines, and a grey
disk on the roof declaring my aunt had purchased a satellite TV.
This was what she did in her later years, when her eyes were too
poor for sewing. She sat on her wide couch with the multi-coloured
quilt and watched TV shows, talk shows mostly, and every now and
then the latest movie, which she always found fault with. She had
favorites of her TV pop psychologists, and would write to me about
their exploits at length, and how she could teach *them* a thing or
two about how to get some common sense. I believed her when she'd
said she could do it. My Aunt had that habit of forcing people to
listen.

I park the car and
take the key out of the ignition, sitting quietly while the engine
dies. I undo my seatbelt and open the car door, Tom still sleeping
inside. I take a long, deep breath of the air around me, at its
fresh, clean scent that is a shock to my lungs. My body wants to
surge towards it in memory, but I hold my emotions back.

There is a
stirring within the car, a series of half hearted grunts and
mumbles that signify that Tom is awake. I keep my distance from him
now, as my mind is so overwhelmed with memories. I stare at the
entrance of the house, half expecting my Aunt to come waddling out
of the torn screen door, her flowered dress hanging loosely around
her knees, her grey eyes small and piercing with disapproval at my
very presence. What would she think, I wondered, of my bringing Tom
here? Tom, who is now getting out of the car, rubbing sleep from
his eyes with the heels of his hands and running them over his face
and his black stubble. His piercing blue eyes finally register that
somehow we'd left the highway to arrive at a beaten down cottage in
the middle of nowhere. Tom, with his black hair that had that messy
look only a very expensive hairdresser could properly create.

Tom, my lover.

"Pretty
convenient," Tom observes, kicking at the tires of the car and then
looking at the nearby porch. "Door to door service." He looks up at
the trees, at their thick, golden canopy that was darkening into
crimson as every minute passed. The sun was setting, and even now
the mosquitoes were in full force. "Isn't there a garage?"

I laugh. "Of
course not."

Tom is
unimpressed. "I hope it doesn't get covered in birdcrap." He nods
at the house. "Jeez, Mickey, you grew up like a hermit." He swats
at the air, disturbing a pile of bloodthirsty insects that are
hovering like a halo above his head. "You actually grew up in this
shack?"

"Spent nearly ten
years here," I admit. Tom's downcast look is almost endearing, his
pity wrongly placed. "I was a happy kid here, for the most part.
There wasn't much by way of video games, but then again, there was
fishing and hiking and all that other sport. And I wasn't that
isolated." I point towards the back of the house, bidding him to
follow me as we take a small path. "Across the lake there was
another family, and they had lots of kids. The Bishops. And beside
them there was the Townsends, and they had a boy my age." I put my
hands in my dress trousers as we make our way to the dock behind
the house, a tiny, grey leaky boat swaying in the water and hitting
the side posts gently. "His name was Gerald. His parents weren't
from here, they were city folk looking for a new start. His dad had
a breakdown before they moved here, and I guess the hope was that
he'd be cured by the slower pace of country life. It didn't work,
of course, he went bonkers again just before I left for
college."

Tom slaps his arm.
He slides his leather jacket back on in a vain attempt to quell the
mosquitoes ardor, but they merely pool their resources onto his
knuckles and on his neck. He slaps that, too. "Damn! I think I know
why he lost it."

I'm not hurt by
Tom's lack of enthusiasm since, in truth, I suspect this is how it
was going to be. Tom is a true city dweller, a man who thrives on
highways and crowded streets, who doesn't feel at home unless the
buzz of life is right there at his ear while he sleeps. The silence
will be hard for him to bear, I think. He slaps the back of his
hand, and I smile and turn away, knowing that if I let my gaze
linger any longer I'll be leaning against him, and stealing a kiss
from eager lips. This in turn would lead to his steering me back
towards the house, to it's small confines and its neat
arrangements, my aunt's stuffy remainders laying in the form of a
multicoloured quilt on the couch, hiding the holes. I haven't
stepped in yet, but I can already envision her side table with her
TV guides and reading glasses, a bottle of scotch in the rollover
cabinet attached to the couch. I know how it will be for me inside.
I will stumble over furniture and knock down small artifacts of my
youth as Tom pushes me further inside, to the outline of the door
that used to be my bedroom, to the thin, narrow twin bed that would
barely accommodate one full grown man, let alone two.

Somehow, I know
that Tom would bend physics just to have me in that exact
scene.

But that isn't
what I want right now, much as the thought warms me. What I need
right now is this view of the lake, so dark at dusk, no semblance
of joy or red sunset upon its surface. This is a bottomless place,
one that creeps into dreams and underneath eyelids, and fills even
the most stoic boy's heart with terror. I'd hadn't lied when I said
I went fishing, but the tied boat nudging and bumping the side of
the dock had been out of use for more than a mere ten years. I'd
never used it, I'd never sank a rod into these ugly, black waters.
I'd journeyed to a pond on the other side of the house, and farther
away from the lake and its black nightmare promise.

"A girl drowned
here once," I say, feeling Tom out about his thoughts on the
lake.

He shudders, and
that satisfies me.

***

The evening is
uneventful, save for Tom's exclamations on how run down my Aunt's
home is, and how can we possibly live in such a shack for the
entire summer? I sigh, Tom's overly gregarious exaggerations are
getting on my nerves, and this is not how I want this to be. My
Aunt's home used to be immaculate, but one can't expect thirty
years of human existence to be cleaned up with one wipe of Pine
Sol. Tom was used to things being new and shining, his parents'
home was a sprawling mansion that was constantly rejuvenated with
new construction projects every fall. He was used to perfect,
unchipped drywall, and corners and nooks completely free of any
semblance of dirt. As an adult he preferred condominiums to houses,
and the one we share back in the city has every stamp of his
personality upon it. Brash, bold iron sculptures leading the way
into the foyer. A huge painting that looks as though the artist's
paints had puked on it. He did his best, poor Tom, and yes *poor*
Tom, for while he is rich in stocks and bonds wealth, he is poverty
stricken in taste.

He pokes around my
Aunt's small cottage, picking up pieces of ancient bric a brac,
pretending to know its appraised worth.

"I don't know why
we have to spend the entire summer," he whines.

I point to the one
extravagance my Aunt had allowed herself: The very large television
and it's controller shaped, oddly enough, like a phaser rifle. I
hand it to him as a peace offering, and the gesture works. Tom
eagerly sits beside me on the couch, unsettling the multicoloured
quilt that lay overtop it in his haste.

"Yes! The game's
on!" He gives me a leering grin as we sit on the couch, the sounds
of hockey filling the room. His arm entwines around my waist, to
become more of an insistent pawing. "I guess it would be stupid of
me to ask if there's a place to order pizza?" he says.

"Yes, it would," I
answer. I look over his shoulder at the tiny kitchen. "We should
bring the food in. We have the ingredients for spaghetti."

"I'd rather
pizza," Tom pouts. His attention is driven away from the game and
is now seriously considering the inside of my thigh. I can't say
the attention is unwanted, but it feels eerie to have this
happening here, in my Aunt's house.

If I lean my head
in just the right direction I can see through the small side
window, the houses across the lake, the one in specific detail that
I had gotten to know best of all. The house belonging to
Gerald.

I shudder, and
pull away from Tom's touch. Everything suddenly feels captured in
fingers of ice. Small, pained, digits clutch at my heart. I get
up.

"I'll get started
on dinner," I say.

***

Tom is persistent
when he is worried, it is one of the main reasons why I love him.
As we lay breathing against one another, our nude bodies blanketed
in darkness, it is Tom who whispers it into my ear, kissing me
softly, his hands petting my hair.

"What's wrong?" he
says. He props himself on his elbow and stares down at me, limpid
blue eyes dreamily taking me in as if I was one of his favorite
objects d'art. Knowing his lack of taste, I'm not sure if I should
be flattered or not. He clasps his hand in mine and kisses it, the
softness of his lips making me remember just what we had done
earlier, on this tiny, narrow bed. I wouldn't dream of even looking
in my Aunt's room, where a much more comfortable double bed is
neatly made and waiting for its usual occupant. It's so full of her
dainty country flowers and potpourri, all juxtaposed with her more
rustic fare, like her hacksaw for chopping the firewood into
smaller chunks, and her various scattered debris of a woman in the
bush. Safety pins are in a pile on the dresser, there's a crack in
the antique mirror. There are stacks of Readers Digest and The
Farmers Almanac at her beside table, along with a mug that said
'Instate Insurance'. She is still there, in that room, a physical
entity that wasn't about to leave. I'd closed the creaking door,
and guided a very tired Tom to my old bed instead.

"You said you
wanted to come here, more than anything. Father wasn't too pleased
to see me taking the time off from the company to go 'gallivanting'
as he puts it. I think he believes I'm off to Greece to hang out at
some sex beach or something, that's the kind of thing he thinks I'm
about, the stupid jackass." My knuckles were tenderly kissed. "We
don't have to stay here, you know. You've paid your respects to
your Aunt at the funeral, I don't know why you think you have to
overcompensate like this."

"That's not it," I
reply.

"Then what?"

Unbidden, a flash
of memory falls over me in that dark room.

Black eyes. A
black lake. Icy fingers stabbing the inside of my heart.

I put my arms
around Tom, in a gesture supposedly about calming his worries, but
more about giving myself some comfort.

"It's nothing," I
insist.

***

I'm alive, it
seems, but I'm watching death.

It creeps around
me in black water, icily holding itself against my heart, her long
black hair curling around my neck, drawing me under, my lungs so
full and compact from lack of oxygen I'm a water's breath away from
drowning. I try to pry her fingers from my heart, and even in the
water I can hear the bones invading my lungs snap like twigs.

I awake.

I'm dripping in a
thin sheen of sweat, not at all sure I want to fall back onto those
covers again. Tom is softly snoring beside me, most of his limbs
fallen off of the small bed and onto the floor. I disentangle
myself from his embrace, and make my way shakily to the open
suitcase on the floor, where I tug out a pair of pajama bottoms. In
the dark I can't tell if they are Tom's or mine. By the time I
leave the room and close the door behind me, I realize they are
too

large for me, and
they have to be Tom's.

I sigh, chasing
fear away with the steady intake of my breath, hoping this will
ease the slowing down of my hammering heart. The dream was one that
attacked me before, but with its ally, that huge, cold lake behind
me, I am at its mercy.

The cabin is
cheerless, covered in shadows of blue and black, a bruised setting
as I wade my way through it. I dare to open the side door leading
to the pantry, a small, rarely used room for holding my Aunt's saws
and duck feed. I see it. It sits with haunted purpose in the far
corner of the pantry, partially hidden by the large sacs of gravel
my aunt used to line her flowerbeds with.

The tiny school
desk, and the ancient typewriter on top of it.

I approach it, the
dark blues and blacks of the shadows clinging to me. There it is,
that small desk with the black typewriter, so old it would have
been out of date in the thirties. I swallow back bile, half
expecting to see a blank piece of paper in its roll, but thankfully
it's empty. I reach out, as though to touch it, only to cringe my
attempt away.

What had my Aunt
been thinking, I wonder, to keep this reminder for so long? It
seems oddly cruel, in a way, for hadn't she dashed every dream I
had created upon the paper I had purchased with my errand money?
Hadn't she told me it was foolish and a waste of time to put my
fingers on those keys and coax words onto perfectly good paper?
She'd blamed the slip in my grades on my inattention to reality,
and had dutifully locked my fantasies and creations away. I had
only my mind to work with, then, and in many ways this might have
been worse.

The desk drawer is
barely visible in the dark, but I know it's there. I know the red
of the mahogany this ancient typewriter sits on, I know every
knotted grain of its surface, every notch in its spindly legs. The
chair, with its one rung in the back missing, is also exactly as I
left it, my name etched into the side of the seat with a
key..."Mickey". I know there is a knob on that desk drawer that is
a lighter shade than the rest of the wood, I know how round and
smooth it feels against my palm. I know that if I seek it out and
open that drawer, I'll have Pandora's wide mouth gobbling after me,
and all the world would flood in black and blue darkness
forever.

I open the
drawer.

Crisp, white pages
greet me. For a second, I feel relief, until I dare to take the
pages out, and thumb through them, their edges tinged yellow. I
scan through blank pages until a set of fully typed ones shout out
at me with such force they might have slapped me.

These pages aren't
harmless.

I had counted on
my Aunt to destroy them, but she had merely placed my dreaming into
this room to gather dust and be forgotten. She hadn't found this,
my last creation, the one I only now remember having hidden away
beneath the stack of blank paper, hoping my secret would remain. It
seems I had succeeded in this, since she had never bothered to take
the pages from the drawer.

A grave oversight
on her part.

My hands are
shaking, I can't let go of the pages.

I want to call for
Tom, to beg him for help, but I have no voice left.

There is only the
swirl of words, pale and yellow on a typed page, one in particular
winding its way over and over my terrified eye.

Annabelle.

***

Breakfast arrives
by my early waking. Tom blearily walks out of the bedroom, and
instantly brightens at the scent of frying bacon, his hands eagerly
rubbing together as he inspects my cooking at the squat, vintage
fifties stove. His eyes rove over the oddly placed dials and
switches on its front panel instead of on another rectangle on the
back, as is common in modern stoves. The surface of it is
inordinately large, too, with bloated burners that would never burn
out, and rounded steel edges shellacked in a hospital aqua coating
that had never chipped in all the many years my Aunt had used it.
He opens the door of the stove, out of curiosity, and frowns.

"It looks like
such a big old clunker, but the inside stove is so small."

I shrug over my
toast. "That's the way they made them back then."

He closes it
carefully. "I guess I should be happy she didn't use a coal stove."
He stretches and yawns, ending the action with a quick scratch at
his belly. "So, what is the adventure for today?" He looks over his
shoulder as he is getting his bacon, placing the strips on a white
plate. "Swimming?"

I try not to
shudder. "No," I say, and hope he doesn't detect any of the latent
fear in my voice. "Fishing."

Tom's mouth
instantly breaks into a wide, pleased grin. "Alright! We can use
that boat..."

"No." I point
somewhere vaguely northeast with the corner of my toast. "There's a
pond with lots of fish not far from here, it's where I usually
went."

"But..." Tom is
confused. He picks up a piece of bacon and begins chewing it.
"There's a huge lake right behind us, you can't tell me it isn't
better there."

"There's no fish
in it," I assure him.

It might have even
been true.

***

We are getting
dressed when Tom finds them, the papers I had thought I had so
carefully stashed away in the side table. He thumbs through the
pages, not looking at me as he does so. I sit on the edge of the
bed, wondering why I hadn't just destroyed them. Or maybe I had,
and like the ghosts those pages were they kept coming back,
rearranging their molecular structure until they were whole again.
So much of who and what I am had been formed by their existence,
they were like proof of my life.

"Mickey," he says
as he reads them over. "Is this something you wrote?" He doesn't
bother waiting for me to give any explanation. "This is pretty
good." He inspects the yellowed edges of the papers. "You wrote
this when you were a kid?"

I nod, and aim to
take the papers from his grasp, but Tom is obstinate in his
perusal. "This isn't bad at all, you should show it to your
editor."

I feel something
cold wedge itself in my throat. So innocently those words had
fallen from Tom's lips, in a gesture of kindness and pride for his
lover, for me, and yet, I take threat in the promise. I seize the
papers from him and shove them in the side table drawer, fully
ready to burn them later if that's how it has to be. "It was a long
time ago, " I try to keep the panic out of my voice. "I don't think
it's that good, I'm much better at the craft now."

Tom opens his
mouth, ready to argue, but the looming thought of fishing and of
enjoying the time we were going to spend in this isolated spot wore
on him more. He let the subject drop and grabs the waiting fishing
pole laying across a chair in the corner of the room. "I hope
there's trout." He flashes me a smile, "You can gut it and scale it
and all of that, hillbilly."

I smack him on the
back of the head, playfully. I pretend cheerfulness though I don't
feel it. "Jackass. I'll show you how to do it."

"No way," Tom
says, ever savvy, "you'll only get me to do it all the time."

He pokes at the
center of my chest with the pole, the metal circle at its tip
slightly scratches my skin. It leaves a circular imprint at the
region of my heart, the tiny piece of cold metal amplified in my
memory. I swallow deeply and grab a T-shirt out of the open
suitcase in a vain attempt to erase its feeling.

"Come on," he taps
at the fishing pole with his palm, "let's go get lunch!"

I am more
pessimistic. "We might not catch anything." I twine my arm around
his waist, and steal a kiss from smiling lips. "Then again, maybe
we will."

We get our gear
and leave the cabin behind. I won't look back at its foreboding
presence, at the way those papers still linger within it, at the
way the lake further behind it is slowly lapping in soft currents
into the morning. A black lake that never lets in sunlight, not
even on a cheerful day like today. I want to be far away from it
all, just for a little while, to a place that was welcoming, warm
and felt so much like Tom's chest when I lean against it. I want,
no, I need strength and comfort for the days and weeks that are to
come.

Leaves fall before
my feet, mottled, brown, and crisp with death. I crush them with my
steps.

2.

My personality is
not harsh, but I feel its prickles creeping into my voice as Tom
exclaims over how small the pond is, his hopes dashed as he looks
out onto the pile of mud that once held water. It is a murky, foul
smelling place, and while part of me understands his disgust,
another thinks of how childish he is being. This was my recluse
from all worries and harm in the tiny world I lived in for ten
years. Here, I was free to dream and think and create my own place
within the universe, and not be under the thumb of a totalitarian
Aunt and her

hatred of
imagination.

"I don't know how
we'll catch anything in this ugly little pool," Tom mutters again,
and I want to hit him.

He is
exaggerating. The pond, yes, had shrunken a little since I was a
child, but massive clumps of foliage had replaced the water, its
stagnant pools pungent, but still teeming with life. Tom slaps his
neck, the sound echoing across the trees on the other side.

"Look." I point
into a pile of reeds, "Frogs."

Two of them, the
last remainders of the season, lazily sit amongst the reeds, not
moving as Tom and I approach closer. The colder weather was making
them sluggish, and if I want to I can easily capture one or both
and take them home. But their quiet reflection belongs here, not in
a jar in the house. A round eye swivels at me, and a sound erupts
from the tiny creature, not unlike a rubber band being snapped.
They both jump into the water, my shadow far too conspicuous for
their liking.

Tom, for all his
complaints, has already set up his fishing pole, and tosses in the
first line. His new jeans have splotches of mud on the knees,
something he'll bemoan when we get back to the small house.
Otherwise, he is resigned to being here and is now making the most
of it. He is such a city dweller, my Tom, and I can't help but feel
a little sorry for the way I have thrust him into a place he
doesn't belong. I don't know why it had felt so important for me to
bring him here in the first place, maybe it was to work some kind
of exorcism or personal peace. Neither are being granted. I had
made a mistake.

"I'm sorry, Tom,"
I blurt out. "I know you didn't really want to come here."

I had meant 'here'
to mean the entire trip, but Tom took the shorter view. "Oh, the
pond's not that bad, I guess. You came here a lot as a kid?"

"Yeah."

"It's a nice
peaceful little spot," he observes.

"Yeah, it is."

We watch the
surface of the water for a while, minnows nipping at Tom's line.
There was trout in here, once, but the small rivulet that had let
fresh water into the pond had dried up, and now the pond was more
stagnant. It was unlikely anything other than insects or reptiles
lived here now.

As if making a
liar of me, Tom's line pulls taught. He eagerly tugs on it,
bringing in his catch, a grey head poking out of the surface of the
water. He pulls on the line and nearly falls into the water himself
as he brings the fish to shore. It is huge and bloated, I see with
some surprise. An ancient catfish drawn up from the pond's
center.

"Holy shit, look
at this ugly thing!" And being a huge catfish, it definitely was.
Tom whistles while it flops around on shore, not at all confident
with picking it up with his bare hands. He points at its massive
'whiskers' and its equally large mouth that gaped at him.

"We can have it
for lunch," I offer, but Tom is feeling differently.

"Nah, he has to be
an old thing, to get this big, right?"

I nod.

He unhooks the
barb out of the fish's mouth, an action that makes him grimace and
look as though he is about to be sick. He gestures to me, "Well,
don't just sit there, throw the ol' bastard back in and let him die
of old age!"

I wipe some
patches of mud off of my worn jeans, and take the catfish by the
gills, and hold him up, getting a better look at him. Tom is
disconcerted, and in some perverse way this makes me happy. "He's a
good seven pounds at least."

"Put the old thing
back, he'll suffocate if you don't hurry up."

"Not catfish. They
can live in mud, you know."

Rather than
torture Tom any further, I toss the old fish back into the pond,
and he swims off into the depths of the pond's center, smarter and
extra wary of treats dangling for free in the water. Tom shakes his
head, and sets the fishing pole down on the ground behind him
before coming close to me, to sit beside me on a large rock I had
found as my perch.

"Did you know
her?" he asks.

I frown.
"Who?"

He looks out onto
the pond, and then back at me again. "That girl, the one who
drowned."

Annabelle.

He doesn't know
her name. Only I ever had that horrible privilege.

He looks all
around him, swatting mosquitoes and flies as they dare to land on
his arm and neck, waiting for an answer. My silence would only
cause more questions, so I clench the edge of the rock and consider
my options. I can lie, and get out of it easily enough, say I never
knew of her at all. But Tom knows me too well. I'm a horrible
liar.

"She was eight," I
begin. "She had long, brown hair tied in pigtails. She came with me
when I visited Gerald across the water. We didn't use that boat you
saw tied up at the dock, if that's what you think. We used a
smaller dingy, a little red one that fit us all perfectly."

I swallow, and
wonder if Tom could figure out the rest for himself, but he is
silent and patient as I speak, waiting to hear more.

I don't want to
give away too much, though I doubt he has the kind of imagination
that can solve my dilemma. It is not a cruel thing to say, and it
should be clear by now that cruelty is not in my nature. Tom is
open and brash and tasteless, three things that he can make a
virtue rather than annoying vices. My breath leaves me in a heavy
sigh when I view his expectant face, his blue eyes trusting that
every word I speak had not even the hint of a lie.

"We would visit
Gerald early in the mornings," I continue. "Sometimes before the
sun even crept out of bed. My aunt would have been livid had she
known, but the lake was quiet and she was a deep sleeper.
Annabelle..." I pause, I'm astounded at how easily I had spoken her
name, "would already be at the dock, waiting. We did this nearly
every day, for a whole year, no one catching on that we were all
together, not until breakfast arrived, and we'd somehow find our
ways home. My Aunt would have been furious, you see, had she known
I'd gone out on the lake by myself." My eyes flicker over the
surface of the pond, over its opaque and almost solid surface. "She
couldn't swim, my Aunt. In the back of her mind, she always had a
fear of the lake."

Tom is quiet. A
frog's voice disturbs the quiet setting, a rubber band snapping an
echo across the water and into the tall reeds.

"One morning, we
set out to get Gerald, and Annabelle thought it would be fun to
balance on the stern of the boat, like she'd seen some fishermen do
on one of those National Geographic TV shows. It was November, and
the snow hadn't hit us yet, but the weather was cold, and we had
all of the season's gear on. Thick, wool lined boots with heavy
treads. Long wool coats."

I can't say it,
but Tom put the words there for me, making the story true, for him
at least. I'm a terrible liar, but he thankfully can't see through
it.

"She fell in."

"Yes." I'm
enveloped in suffocating quiet. "She fell in. The wool coat, the
winter shoes...She sank like a lead weight."

There is nothing
now. Nature is silenced into a real hush at this news, digesting
it, turning it over in its mind and finding fault with the details.
But Tom's arm banishes its doubt, his body is against my side, arms
taking me into a real and sympathetic embrace.

"All this time,
and you never told me."

I shrug his touch
away, the guilt so powerful it is making me nauseous. "No. It
wasn't something that I liked digging up."

He squeezes my
shoulder. All full of sweet reassurance, my Tom. "We don't have to
talk about it anymore if you don't want to."

I nod, thankful.
Lines from an old poem by Edgar Allen Poe swirl around my
consciousness, taunting me for it, talking like a cliché with a
single word, 'Nevermore'. Only I had no Lenore, I had Annabelle, no
black raven to betray her presence, only a large, black and empty
lake.

Empty? Oh no,
never *really* empty. That black lake that sucked in the sun and
killed it, that long stretch of water that held its sway between my
shore and Gerald's--Not empty in its black ink at all, no, it was
immensely full of all kinds of things. Things like Annabelle, who
had not only fallen in, but had walked out first.

Tom murmurs in my
ear, bringing me back the realization I am in his arms. Shaking.
Tears possibly falling. The moments seem so separate from my body's
reaction. My soul has long fled from it in terror.

***

It is still
morning when Tom makes love to me.

I close my eyes
and gasp at the way his hands so expertly coax my body into
pleasure, at the way his fingers tease the tip of my shaft,
stroking it while I try to fuck his palm. It is a doubled collapse
of sweetness and pain, for he's inside of me, his presence so deep,
so concentrated into my body I feel as though he's about to nudge
my heart. I cry out at the blinding sense of ecstasy that
overwhelms me when he brushes against that section of my prostrate,
and I can't resist, a sticky wetness clings to my stomach, and it
is smoothed against my skin with Tom's continuing long strokes. He
comes after me, his arms tight around me, with all the purpose and
strength as if he wants to crush me into his soul. I understand why
people claim sex can be similar to dying. Nothing else can cause
that flash of instinctual insight that reduces a person to just the
sensation of their body's heart beating, and the rush of blood
throughout their veins.

We remain
together, skin against skin, the shape of his body perfect against
my back, his lips kissing the center of my neck, murmuring
something I can't quite hear. I feel like I'm drifting into sleep,
and I wonder if this might be a good idea, since that had been
robbed from me the night before. Tom buries his face in my hair,
and a few of the blond strands find their way across my sight,
making the living room look at though it is filtered through airy
cobwebs. The scent of his cologne mingles with the musk of spent
sex which oddly enough is in agreement with the overall woodsy
scent of my Aunt's cottage, a slightly animal and yet comforting
aroma. I want to lay here, in his arms, until the evening falls and
on and beyond then, to never move from this sweet makeshift lair we
have made on the couch, where every placed limb is in perfect
symmetry even though the angles look uncomfortable.

Tom's arm drapes
around my chest, pulling me closer against him if that's even
possible.

I love this
man.

I'm drifting on
that thought, happy for a while with it, my eyes threatening to
close. He is already snoring in my ear, a gentle, heavy breathing
that is warm against my ear. I want to fall into that place where
Tom is currently dwelling, to lazily trace each other's bodies and
minds in dream. My eyes flicker over the large TV across from us,
to the oil painting above it of a dense forest scene in winter. The
pull of that season makes me turn my head away, my fading, sleepy
sight now catching the outline of the front door.

She's there.

I want to bolt,
react, cry out, scream. But Tom is snoring peacefully, and I can't
move, not at all. I'm rooted to the couch while she makes her way
towards me, her long dark hair dripping with black water, her eyes
opaque and milky and yet horribly filled with sight. Her coat is
soaked, covered in moss, the bloated flesh of her face still
somehow keeping its shape despite the partial decay. I want to
scream. She reaches out to me, and then over my shoulder, to touch
Tom's forehead with a skeletal grey hand.

"NO!"

I'm sitting
upright. Tom is beside me, his arm around my waist, he's saying
something, his words supposed to be soothing, I assume, but all I
can feel is panic. It's not fair to him, but I shrink from his
touch. How can I not, when the thing that called itself Annabelle
has actually touched him?

She'd touched
Gerald too. I remember that now.

I feel sick. I'm
shaking and I want to purge my experience as easily as one could
purge the flu. But it's a deeper sickness, a winding, hideous
cancerous thing that won't let go, no matter how far I run away, or
how I return to face it. It was wrong of me to come here. I have no
ammunition, the years I thought I'd built in strength have only
been a mask of the truth before me now. Everything, all over so
easily. She touched my Tom, she touched the man I love.

Tom's arms are
around my shoulders, he's asking me if I had a nightmare. I have no
real answer for him, so I numbly nod. I clutch at him, making every
sensation of his skin known to me, to not be forgotten. There is a
horrible sensation in my being, as if I'm already at his
funeral.

***

Gerald was my
best, and only friend, at the time. He wasn't an exceptionally
likeable person, and no, I never did have any kind of 'boyish
crush' on him or anything of that sort. If he himself felt that way
towards me, it wasn't reciprocated. Thoughts of girls and sex and
all of the relative suspensions of puberty were of no interest to
either of us, not when there was fishing to be done, or boats to
cast out into the water, or days full of the adventure of living
feral and trusting in the thick woods. I think we might have
thought ourselves Tom and Huck had we ever read the books, but our
reading material was mostly the collection of Popular Mechanics
that Gerald's father owned. One would never think of it, to see
myself and my profession now. I had shunned books as a youth as if
they were filled with infection.

Perhaps I was
wiser as a child.

I remember the
summer I met Gerald well. He was a fat boy, another displaced city
kid squatting on the edge of his parent's dock, his legs dangling
over the water. I had a good three months jump on him, and had time
to be lonely. My prejudices about appearance and coolness had long
since faded into a sincere need to meet someone my own age, and
make a friend of them regardless of what we might have in common. I
suppose I was lucky in finding a lackey in Gerald, who was so
pampered by the city he had no idea how to light a fire even
with

matches.

He had a small red
boat, and he got in and took it across the water himself when he
saw me waving at him on my own dock. In retrospect it was quite a
feat for an ignorant city child to take that kind of initiative,
and row a boat for the first time across a deep lake, without the
worry of ability. I had exclaimed over the boat as he sailed to my
dock, impressed by the fact that a boy around my age would even be
trusted with such a responsibility.

"I'm not supposed
to be using it," Gerald had clarified. So, the truth of the matter
was out. He was as lonely as I was, and in search of someone else
to call a friend. He'd stolen his father's boat and rowed it
inexpertly to my shore, just to seal the confirmation.

Friendships born
out of mutual desperation do have that habit of becoming firm,
don't they?

The present
beckons me into the kitchen, where Tom is fixing an early lunch. I
wonder what he would say, if I confess that I had lied. He'd laugh
off my truth, if I told it to him, he'd tell me I'm worrying over
things that don't exist, and hell, that's a good creepy one for the
campfires. Having lived it, I cannot let it be debased by such a
simplistic shaking off. I hope in all my soul that Tom won't have
to know about it, ever.

Gerald drowned one
fine summer day when we were fifteen. He was thinking about girls
while I...I kept thinking about his handsome eighteen year old
cousin David who visited sometimes. I probably would have told him,
one day, had he lived. Gerald wouldn't have cared, if anything he
would have been blissed beyond belief to no longer think he had to
suffer my competition. He was a very egalitarian person, Gerald
was, a hater of conflict. The feeling grew instead of lessened
within him, over time, and he'd flinch if he thought I even had a
hint of argument to give him and would concede to anything to
prevent a skirmish, let alone a war. I had to be careful not to let
poor Gerald agree to things he wasn't sure he wanted to do, like
fishing in winter, which he hated. I still think it was his
father's doing. His father, who kept losing his mind every time the
snow arrived.

Gerald had been my
best friend for those short years, and I don't think I'll ever come
close to finding that kinship again, not even with Tom.

I yawn and decide
that brooding over my past and things that cannot be healed is no
way to spend the remainder of our time here together. I am thinking
we will cut this visit short after all, the idea of staying any
longer in the little cottage hideous to me.

"You know, I think
I'm getting the hang of this place," Tom says around the edge of a
sandwich. I open my eyes and give him a weary look. He shrugs, and
gestures around the small house. "It's not so bad, kind of cozy,
really. We could fix up the place really well and use it as a
little retreat every now and then."

I shake my head.
"It's not much of a retreat for me."

He looks at me,
guilty, and then stows himself away further into the kitchen to eat
his sandwich. "Yeah, I guess, considering..." he says, his words
lightly finding their way around me. I want to pack up and leave
right now, but Tom's willingness to please me and be stoic about
this trip touches me. And who knows, maybe he actually *is*
starting to enjoy himself here? Without the taint of that other
world, it is a pretty place, where nature and humanity actually
have the illusion of being in harmony.

I feel tired, and
continue to rest on the couch. The TV flickers on only half through
my own volition, and I watch it with an empty expression, taking in
nothing of the large screen's contents save the impression of
colour. All of life feels drained and empty, the sounds Tom is
making in the kitchen echoing throughout the small house, his
presence far away to my perceptions. I think about closing my eyes
and sleeping again, but the thought of seeing *her* and her
horrible touch so close to Tom makes me shudder and force my eyes
to remain open.

Ten minutes crawl
past, then fifteen.

There is a soft
pattering on the roof of the house that eventually shifts and
combines into a collection of large drops hitting it like stones.
The branches of trees brush against the window panes, the wood
scratching the glass. Tom's hand warmly finds my shoulder, and he
is looking out the front window, concern evident on his
features.

"How bad do the
storms get here?" he asks.

I rest my cheek on
his knuckles, keeping the impression of his strength near me.

"As bad as
anywhere else."

***

It is a violent
storm, a tempest born of frustration from having to behave itself
for the duration of the summer. Thunder rolls across the tops of
the trees, and all the world seems tipped upside down, water
bursting through the sky that once been a briny, rolling sea. It is
late afternoon, but the house is drenched in darkness befitting the
evening. There is a harsh gust of wind, and the satellite
television's reception is knocked out, leaving Tom and I with no
other distraction but each other. In any other situation, this
could have bode romance, and perhaps it still will, but right now
Tom is looking with worried eyes at the roof, a gaze which travels
back into the kitchen, where several pots are collecting droplets
of rain.

"Are you sure this
little place can stand this kind of storm?" he asks.

I'm not sure at
all, but I nod. Yes.

Tom isn't fully
convinced. He approaches the front window and stares out into the
torrent of rain that is washing the forest floor. "I keep thinking
that lake behind us is going to just get up and walk in," he says,
and he's meant it as a joke.

Everything is so
cold, and clutching at my heart. Icy fingers wrap tight around my
heart muscle, refusing to let it beat.

3.

Silence, in place
of mourning. This is what I cultivate.

The storm has
finally passed, and Tom is outside, watching the way the trees bend
in latent dampness over the water, leaves cutting new patterns
across the now glass still lake. It is still dark outside, the sun
setting behind the ceiling of grey. He is standing near the dock,
one shoe drenched in mud, the other half on a plank, as if he is
about to walk to that ancient, leaky boat, untie it and take a
small journey outwards. I half expect him to do so, and leave me
behind.

She's standing
near him. He can't see her, but I can, her dark wool coat dripping,
a chill emanating from her that has nothing to do with the cooler
air released from the storm. She is a shaft of grey herself, almost
blended in bruised tones with the clouds and shadows around her. I
keep my distance, and approach Tom with caution. I don't think she
will try to murder him here, now, with the wind still battling
water that sprayed in droplets from the trees.

Her milky eyes are
on me. Hating me. Even after all this time, she still harbours her
resentments, is still waiting on the bottom of a black lake to walk
out and consume me.

"Tom."

"This is such a
beautiful place," Tom says. "It must be rich in history. I wonder
if the natives used this route to trade on?"

"I don't know," I
admit. "There was a family who lived further on in, back in the
Victorian era. They owned a small logging company on the further
shoreline."

She stares at me,
unblinking. I feel as though I am trapped inside of my own words,
the truth daring to spill out. If I told Tom the entirety of
it...If I told him that the girl who drowned was a spectre who had
walked out of the lake, who was a selfish, eternal child who at
first was my friend, only to turn into something grotesque...Would
he understand, or would he laugh and call me crazy?

I remember how she
walked out of that lake the first night I had arrived, her hair
dripping wet, but her face calm, ruddy, almost healthy. The years
that have passed since the fateful day she touched Gerald, they
have stamped her own crimes upon her soul, making a visual
testament of them in her decay. There is some justice to this, I
think.

I'm feeling
braver.

"There was a girl
from that family who drowned," I say to Tom. "If you go further
along the highway, you can find the mansion they used to live in
easily enough, though it's nothing but a crumbled wall and some
pieces of foundation now. The little girl who lived there was fond
of the lake, and used to play on the shore every day, and as was
often the case in those times, she didn't know how to swim. She
found a little red boat that her older brother used, and pushed it
out onto the lake and paddled upwards, following the current. She
got pretty far, before the rain hit, and then she panicked. She was
only nine or ten, and somehow, no one is entirely sure, the little
red boat capsized and she fell into the water, and drowned."

She isn't glaring
at me anymore, I see with relief. Her eyes are now trained back on
the lake, memory flooding her transparent spirit with sadness.

Tom shakes his
head. "This lake seems to like devouring little girls."

"It devours
everything," I say. I really am feeling courage now. Tom has walked
further up the dock, his feet echoing in soft splashes on the
planks. "Tom," I say. "I lied to you earlier."

He pauses, and
looks back at me, puzzled.

"I...It wasn't a
girl I knew who died," I begin. "It was Gerald, the boy in the
house across from here."

Tom's face shifts
into a worried mask of understanding, though I am quick to reply to
it. "Not a friend like that, just a good friend. My best friend."
My voice is catching in my throat. "It's this lake, it's...She was
so jealous. She grabbed his ankle and pulled him in when he was
fooling around, balancing on the stern of the boat. Gerald was a
strong swimmer, but she..."

Annabelle, that
was her name. It was the one I had given her, all those years ago.
She is staring at me now, through me, her milky white eyes not full
of hatred as I had suspected, but consumed with mourning. It makes
my speech halt, the stammer in my breath collapse. I look up to see
that Tom is further out on the deck, only half listening to me, the
tragedy I am telling him fading in the light of understanding. He
is sympathetic, but he also aloof from it. He has never lived
inside of its terror.

A mist collects on
the black lake.

I turn to
Annabelle, I want to ask her 'Why?'. Why did she need to destroy
the only friend I had in all the universe?

But Annabelle
smiles at me, her teeth green with moss, a shrunken mouth that
betrays the skull beneath it. She approaches me and takes my hand
in hers. It is a slimy grip, algae and small fish inside of her
flesh.

I blink back
tears. I am still holding her hand when I look out on the deck,
searching for Tom.

Tom. And Gerald.
And now me. Before the story even began, there was Annabelle.

The mist rolls
blackly over us all.
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Birdfoot

 


"I'll tell you
what makes a good story," Cyril Blackburn, chief editor of The
Tommorrow Today, had said. "Seven legged chickens."

The time was now
exactly twelve noon, and Jimmy Morrison was nursing a headache and
a cup of coffee thick enough to stand on. He downed the mud in the
cup like a shot, and nodded at the harried waitress at the other
end of the counter for a refill. Beside him, Frank Murry, the
photographer, sat pale and morose, his fingers pressed on his
wrist, checking his pulse. Murry did that a lot, Jimmy noticed, and
it wasn't like he had any kind of heart condition. He was just a
nervous guy. So nervous in fact that he looked as though he really
was going to have a coronary most days, what with those bug eyes of
his and that strained way he had of breathing. It was a wonder he
managed to hold a camera steady, but then fear and shock can do
wonders to making the body's system smarten the hell up.

Murry was wheezing
away right now, and twitching in his seat. He'd wisely taken
Jimmy's advice and had the orange juice instead of the coffee.

"I'm getting tired
of these stupid runs," Jimmy complained. He rubbed his hands over
his clean shaven face, and then laced his fingers through his short
blond hair, knotting them behind his head. "I've got a Ph. D. in
humanities, for God's sake. I analyzed Finnegan's Wake for my
doctorate thesis and nearly had a nervous breakdown in the
process." He sighed, and stared into the blackness of his mug as
the worn out waitress filled it to the brim with coffee. "I even
wrote a book. It got rave reviews."

The waitress
paused. She set the pot of coffee on the counter and looked down at
Jimmy with a new respect not often handed out to strangers in this
tiny, dusty town. "You wrote a book, huh?" she said, and smiled a
little, her red lipstick cracking brightly across her grin. "What's
it about?"

Jimmy didn't
answer right away. He twirled his cup of full coffee into a
complete circle, and didn't look up at her when he spoke. "Elements
of mystical homoeroticism and suicidal conjecture on pages 564 and
716 of Finnegan's Wake."

The waitress
snorted. "No kidding?"

Jimmy gave her a
wan smile. "I sure wish I was."

"People gave that
thing rave reviews?"

"All three who
read it, yes they did."

Murry was
fidgeting in his seat again, little mumblings of panic brewing up
from his throat. "I hope I get the flash to work right...I hope I
get the focus right this time...My god, a seven legged bird...Did
you ever think such a thing..." He shakily held his camera in his
grip, nearly breaking it with the way he was making it bang around
the countertop. Jimmy held out his hand and steadied Murry with a
forceful grip on his shoulder.

"For God's sake,
Murry, it's a damn chicken."

The waitress
nodded in firm assent at this as she headed to the other end of the
counter. "You got that right. Someone ought to call the animal
folks on Crudgy, that's for sure. Word here is that he gets the
chickens to sit on plutonium rods to make them mutants on purpose.
It's just wrong to me, is all. Bad enough we get those damn
genetically altered tomatoes all the time, they just don't taste
quite right, all sandy instead of sweet, you know what I'm
saying--I wouldn't be eating no glow in the dark fried chicken, I
can tell you that."

Jimmy figured she
was wise for her assertions, all though what had sounded on the
phone like a good old boy country farmer knew where to get
plutonium rods was a mystery he wasn't about to solve anytime soon.
He took another sip of hot coffee, the waitress now at the other
end of the counter, talking to an ancient regular wearing a
baseball cap. The bell on the front entrance door jangled and
everyone, including Jimmy and Murry looked over their shoulders to
see who had dared disturb the afternoon.

He was standing in
the doorway with a fedora sitting jauntily on his head, a wide grin
on a model-handsome face, neatly manicured hands on hips as he
pushed the hem of his good suit jacket aside. He nodded like he was
a realtor about to buy the place out and put an amusement park
there instead by the next morning.

Jimmy swore and
turned away, but it was too late. Shocking blue eyes had found him
and the grin was even wider. "We-hell! Fancy seeing you here!" A
sharp smack met Jimmy's back, causing him to sputter his coffee.
"What are you in for in this neck of the woods, if you don't mind
giving me the scoop?"

"Seven legged
chicken," Jimmy answered. He turned to the man who had decided an
answer meant an invitation to join them. "I didn't think the Weekly
Weird had a habit of stealing other rag's stories, Karl."

Karl shook his
head and rapped his knuckles on the counter, causing the waitress
to frown at him. "Hey, a cup of coffee over here, and are those
danish fresh?" He pointed at the row of packaged pastries on the
tray under the clock. They sure as hell didn't look fresh, even
from where they were sitting. A fly settled on one and took off,
proving the point. The waitress rolled her eyes and kept talking to
the ancient man at the end of the counter. Impatience would be
rewarded with rudeness.

"Seven legged
chicken, huh?" Karl said, brightly. "You got better luck than I do,
I was stuck at a car crash scene where the blood splatter was in
the shape of Elvis. They're thinking of running the photos on the
front page, full non-living colour."

"That should put
off a few appetites at the grocery counter," Jimmy replied.

"Yeah, I'm just
doing my part to improve the American diet."

Murry was sipping
at his orange juice, his bug eyes closed and no doubt a little
prayer of thanks going upstairs to Heaven at the fact that he
hadn't had to take any photos at the crash site. He should have
known better, since where Karl was, gross humour wasn't far behind.
"Come on with me," Karl said to Jimmy, pulling on his sleeve. "It's
a hell of a thing, you should see it."

"It's a car wreck
scene, nothing that special," Jimmy said, and made no motion to
follow.

Karl coughed, and
gave Murry's frightened glare an understanding grimace. He bent low
to whisper in Jimmy's ear. "Look, baby, I've heard a few things
from the locals here. They let slip sometimes to a rude bastard,
just to get rid of him--You got a story and I got a story right in
this same little dust mite town, and you and I both know there's no
such thing in this world as coincidence. Come on, damned if you
don't want to see this."

Jimmy sighed, and
had another drag of hot coffee. Beside him, Murry was slowly
brewing into a panic, his bug eyes wide, his hands shaky on his
camera as he realized the inevitable.

"Fine," Jimmy
said. "And stop calling me 'baby'. You never even called me that
when we were dating."

"I could have
sworn I did," Karl said, grinning. "I know you had a few pet names
for me...baby."

"Like 'Stubborn
Rude Asshole'?"

"That's the
one."

***

The wrecked car
had been cleared away, but its evidence was still littered over the
concrete road, bits and pieces of twisted metal and glass littering
the area. There was a huge splatter of red in the center of the
road, and Murry was leaning against a rock, trying to get his
bearings and bring his heart back into a proper rhythm. Both Jimmy
and Karl looked down on it in mute assessment, Karl with his hands
in his pockets and his head tilted to a cocky angle, and Jimmy with
his usual shrug, arms crossed over his old white t-shirt.

"You sure that
stain supposed to be Elvis?" Jimmy asked.

Karl gave him a
lopsided grin. "From the right angle it can be, I suppose."

They stood looking
onwards at the abandoned scene for a long while, Karl casting
knowing glances at Jimmy. "You're looking good, baby," he said.

"Proper diet,
exercise and getting the hell rid of you," Jimmy replied. "It did
me wonders."

Karl kicked a rock
down the street, and watched it skip along the black ashphalt.
"I've been wondering how you've been doing."

"How's that waiter
you dumped me for?" Jimmy asked.

"With a Hollywood
actor," Karl answered. "I guess the tabloid life isn't glamorous
enough for those behind the pink and yellow print."

"I'd say sorry,
but I'm happy as hell you're miserable," Jimmy said.

"That's good to
know," Karl replied.

Murry was making
retching noises in the background and Jimmy walked a little further
ahead, away from what might have been a now drying brown stain in
the shape of Elvis seeping into the concrete. He sure as hell
didn't know what he'd done to his karma to make this little
coincidence happen, but he'd throw a few curses out at Krishna when
it was over, and they all went home to their offices. Karl had a
lot of nerve even talking to him, and he didn't know yet what angle
the guy was trying to get out of this situation. Maybe he was
really was trying to say sorry, who the hell knew. All Jimmy could
think of was that the guy did look damn fine in that suit, the
fedora shadowing his face in all the right angles, and that
infuriating smile he'd fallen for just killing him all over
again.

"Chicken feet,"
Karl said. He walked away from Jimmy's confused expression, tilting
his head and hiding his own with the brim of his fedora.

Jimmy and Murry
stared at him blankly. Karl gave them a quick smile as he looked
back over at them, his hand pointing to a clump of trees not far
from the crash site. Cautiously, both Murry and Jimmy made their
way towards where he was pointing, and it wasn't without some
gasping for air on Murry's part. He looked about ready to faint
away, he really did, and Jimmy wondered morosely if Karl was up on
his CPR knowledge, since his own was kind of rusty.

There, still a
little wet thanks to the effect of shade, a few flies buzzed over
the collection of red tracks. Tracks like those of a medium sized
flock of birds, but at the same time strangely symmetrical. Jimmy
sighed, and stood up after giving them a good inspection. He
crossed his arms over his chest. "I guess loony farmer Crudgy is
getting few more visitors than he expected," he said. "We'll take
my car."

***

Sure, it was weird
knowing he'd gotten so used to places like this, he who had grown
up in the center of a big city like New York and the only large
expanse of field he'd ever seen had been the shrubby sections of
Grand Central Park. He always thought only the ocean could have
this kind of omnipotence, but he had been wrong. Jimmy pulled up
into farmer Crudgy's driveway, the huge sprawling wasteland of tall
yellow wheat rolling like surf beneath the summer breeze. He
stopped the car when it reached the huge, red barn at the end of
the dusty road, its door hanging off the hinges, an ancient tractor
rotted through with rust and sitting like some industrial corpse
against the entrance. Crudgy himself tottered out of an old house
not too far from the barn, a little white wooden shack with a
rocker on the porch. The paint was peeling, and even from where
Jimmy was standing he could see the broken out windows patched up
with uneven pieces of wood.

Crudgy himself was
as much a stereotype physically as one could get, what with his
overalls and the plaid cotton shirt and that layer of pale dust
that stuck to everything. Karl was beating the settled dirt off of
his fedora as he got out of the car, Jimmy following him
afterwards. Murry was shakily staying put in the back seat, until
Karl banged on the rear window, and motioned for him to get out
too. Karl flashed a worried looking Crudgy a brilliant smile and
held out his hand in greeting.

"Nice to meet
you," he said, shaking the man's huge, dusty and calloused hand.
"Karl's the name. Heard you have some interesting animals growing
up on this farm of yours."

Crudgy wiped beads
of sweat from the back of his neck with a stained looking
handkerchief. "I got a problem, is what I got," he said, and though
he looked the part of town hick, he certainly didn't sound like
one. He pointed into the barn. "I got that thing holed up in there,
but I don't know for how long." He glanced at Jimmy and Murry. "You
fellas call the army, like I asked you to?"

Karl adjusted his
fedora onto his head, neatly combing some stray hair that had
escaped from beneath it back underneath it. "They called me, that
should be enough," he said, and winked. Jimmy rolled his eyes, and
Murry looked as though he was about to dig a hole in the ground to
hide inside of. "Let's have a look at this bird. Should do wonders
if you can breed more of them, imagine all the fights you'd cure at
Thanksgiving dinners."

Crudgy didn't find
this last quip all that amusing. "I got a real problem, mister," he
said. "I'm not keen on people making fun of my problems, you got
that?"

Karl was a little
taken aback, but gave the big guy some room. "Yeah, I got it," he
said, warily.

All four men
walked into the barn. It was dark, and gloomy, even though the sun
was streaming in through the open slats in the roof. There was
nothing in the barn at all, save some stray rusted equipement, and
a few things that looked oddly out of place in Crudgy's
possession--Things like old computer chip boards and cracked IBM
monitors stacked in a far corner. Crudgy pointed to a dark corner,
and then stepped behind the trio. "It's right in there," he said.
"Damn if I know what to do."

Karl squinted,
trying to make out the dark shape that was swaying from side to
side. He looked back at Jimmy and Murry who were both not all that
interested in seeing this awful sight again. Murry was slowly but
surely inching his way back to the car.

The thing in the
corner shuffled again, and this time made its way into a shaft of
bright sunlight.

"Damn," Karl said
in appreciation. "I say damn, will you look at that!"

It was a chicken,
there was no mistaking that, just an incredibly large one about the
size of a golden retriever. Seven legs waddled it a little closer
to Karl, who stood as still as death while the thing pecked
about.

"Karl," Jimmy
shouted to him. "Don't let it that close to you."

But Karl was busy
taking a good look at the things many, many legs. He frowned, and
wiped at his mouth, trying to take the dry taste against his lips
away with touch. "It's got blood on its feet," he said. "And take a
look at that mouth--That's definitely something red."

"I kept trying to
tell them," Crudgy said from his safer distance. "I called the
police and they laughed their ass off at me, I called animal
control and they told me to stop my drinking. After what I seen
that thing doing, I didn't know who the hell else to call except
maybe the army, and they don't want to listen to me."

Karl was frowning,
looking at the thing. It had massive, red, malevolent eyes and it
was pacing back and forth like it was rabid. It had that kind of
murderous look to it, like it wasn't quite right in the head, and
would lash out at anything should it come just that fraction too
close.

Like right that
second, when Karl tried to move away.

It lunged its
massive beak at him, and tore a large rip in the knee of his
pants.

"Oh...shit," he
said, and tried to back off, only this seemed to agitate the thing
further. Jimmy and Murry were in equal fear now, only Murry was
making these horrible whimpering noises that Jimmy wished would
just for the sake of hell stop.

"I thought this
thing had seven legs," Jimmy said to Crudgy. "I just did a count
and it's got eight."

"Of course it
does," Crudgy replied. "I tried shooting it after you left, and
just like I told you, everytime I try to kill the thing it grows a
new leg. I don't know how the hell to get rid of it, it's a
terrible mess, that's what it is."

"It's going to eat
Karl," Murry whined.

"There has to be
some way to kill it," Jimmy reasoned. "Have you tried poison?"

"Ate a whole box
of Vermin Be-Gone and all it did was belch," Crudgy replied.

"Interesting,"
Karl said. "Think this thing is an omnivore?" He chanced a glance
back at Jimmy, the thing hissing at him as he did so. That vicious
beak was far too close to his face, and that mad glint in its red
eyes was screaming for blood, or violence. Jimmy tried his best not
to let on just how scared he was right now. His mouth felt as dry
and sandy as the air he was breathing in.

"Could be," Jimmy
said.

Karl spoke
carefully, doing his best not to make any kind of sudden move that
might set the thing off. "Maybe, if Crudgy's got some firecrackers.
Light 'em up...feed them to this thing..."

Crudgy sighed, and
wiped at the back of his neck again. "I don't think that's such a
good idea," he said. "Who's to say if I blow it up, only ten dozen
more show up out of its pieces? It can grow them legs pretty quick,
that's for sure."

"A bird with that
many legs..." Murry whined. Jimmy cast a glance at him, he really
didn't look well at all, in fact he looked about ready to faint
dead away, which might be the best thing for them all at this
rate.

"I wonder what
would happen," Karl said, "if you kept shooting at it."

"He told you,"
Jimmy said to him. "Everytime it's injured, the damn thing just
grows another leg."

"Yeah," Karl said,
and almost relaxed, only to have the thing hiss and stalk him yet
again. "Maybe a few more legs is what it needs."

Jimmy's mind
mulled that over. The thing had Karl cornered, and they'd already
been partial witnesses to what it had done to the couple in the car
crash. Poor Crudgy was at a complete loss as to how to deal with
the situation, and it was clear no one was coming to their rescue
at any time to take care of some loony farmer with a mutation
problem.

"Crudgy," Jimmy
said. "How many guns and bullets have you got?"

Crudgy shrugged.
"Enough," he said.

"G-Got any machine
guns?" Murry asked. His eyes were just bugging out of his head,
Jimmy thought. He was going to lose them in the dust in a second if
he didn't calm himself down.

"Yeah, I got one
of those," Crudgy replied. Jimmy raised a brow.

"Load her up," he
said. "Let's see what happens."

***

It didn't take
long for Crudgy to get prepared. The thing had lashed out at Karl a
few more times while he'd struggled to get the stream of bullets
into the gun. They were lucky, Jimmy figured, that the thing seemed
more concerned about stalking its prey than paying attention to a
little pain inducing firepower. Red eyes rolling lazily back and
forth, madness and rage swirling inside of them. Eight legs clawed
at the ground, taking up clumps of earth with the strange,
symmetrical pattern its feet created.

"You got him in
your aim, Crudgy?" Jimmy asked.

Crudgy coughed,
and wiped at his neck with his oily cloth again. He laid on the
ground with the machine gun set up at its target, a target which
thankfully thought itself invincible. "I'm ready," he said.

"Don't shoot
Karl," Murry added.

"I'm a good for
it, don't worry about it," Crudgy said. "Used to be in the
Specialization Airforce before I retired down here. This place was
my going away present, nice and dry cosy." He squinted his small,
watery eye through the target of the gun. "Where I come from, it's
so damp and cold and miserable it's a wonder anybody even gets up
in the morning. I like it here a lot, the sun's nice and hot, you
can do your thing and nobody bothers you. Raising chickens was kind
of a hobby for me, it's not like I can even eat the things. Can't
metabolize much more than wheat." He rechecked his target point.
"You stay still, there, Karl," he said.

He fired.

Bullets riddled
the thing, feathers flying and its body rolling along the ground as
every hit made its mark. Karl managed to get out of the way of fire
and run towards Jimmy and Murry, Murry collapsing to the ground and
covering his head with his hands. Crudgy paused after the first
round, to get a good look at his handiwork.

The thing rolled
around. It got up again.

Legs started
sprouting from it, each limb popping out of its body with a sound
not unlike a shoulder bone cracked out of its socket. The count
went up to fifteen, then twenty, then thirty, and it still kept
rolling along, a huge massive beak hissing open and looking for
blood.

"More rounds!"
Jimmy shouted.

Crudgy obliged,
shooting at the thing with all the bullets he had. The leg count
went up past thirty, and well into forty and soon it looked like
the thing was nothing more but a jumble of legs and one beak.
Eventually, it couldn't move for all the legs it had, and just lay
in a twitching jumble of limbs that couldn't synchronize. Every now
and then that awful beak would peek out between feet, a malevolent
red eye piercing them all.

Crudgy sighed in
relief.

"I guess that
takes care of that," he said, and got up gruffly from his position
on the ground. "Least now I can get rid of it proper somehow. Tranq
it, incinerate it and..."

"I'm going to be
sick," Murry said, and was.

Karl walked past
Jimmy, heading straight for the car, his hand clutching his torn
pants together. "Thanks, baby," he said to Jimmy.

"Thanks, Karl,"
Jimmy said, and was genuinely feeling good about how it turned out.
"I imagine a hundred leg chicken is much better story than a seven
legged one--or even a blood stain in the shape of Elvis." He gave
Karl a wink. "We'll be right on the front page, *baby*."

Karl got into the
car, smiling to himself. He was infuriating in his calm cockiness,
make no mistake, but this time Jimmy couldn't help but respect it.
"No problem with me, Jimmy," Karl said. "When they get sick of that
story, I got dibs on what retired intergalactic aliens consider
their version of Florida."
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Archeopteryx

 


“More damn birds?”

Karl was fiercely
unimpressed, and no wonder. In just the last four days alone since
he’d followed Jimmy along on the tail of few short articles for The
Tomorrow Today he’d been forced to contend with the wonders of
nature’s feathered friends. The eccentric editor of the rag
definitely had a thing for mutant birds-they’d just finished doing
a brief stint at a New York City dump to discuss the fact that over
70% of the seagull population there was gay. The fuzzy haired
naturalist had been hyper and eager, probably getting lonely in his
research and dying to talk to somebody, anybody, even a couple of
tabloid reporters about the work he’d been doing for so long,
forcing some useful meaning into it. The seagulls had flown
overhead, well fed and happy and in their thousands. Karl figured
there must have been a hell of a lot of closet case seagulls. After
that was done they’d taken a brief run over the border to Quebec
where ravens were busy digging holes in a small town’s graveyard.
Karl wasn’t about to hazard a guess as to why, though it looked to
be something to do with the fact the gravedigger looked mighty old,
and the folks of the town weren’t altogether that fussy about the
burial of their dead. He could have sworn he’d seen a flap of lace
not too far from the main cemetery entrance, just poking out of the
ground like a white clump of snow. He didn’t want to think on what
that might signify.

He unfolded the
piece of paper he had in his side jacket pocket and read it over
again. This latest fax only confirmed Karl’s suspicion that they
were going after tales for a madman. In bright black letters, the
sheet of paper read: “Prehistoric bird found on island in Thunder
Bay! Get there as fast as you can! Like your life depended on
it!”

Damn nuts, that’s
what editor Cyril Blackburn was.

He was getting
tired of it. They seemed to be running after one winged freak over
another, and it was beginning to get on Karl’s last nerve. Okay, to
be fair, maybe it wasn’t so much the bird crap going on as the fact
that Jimmy was still playing his “I’m gonna be a cold, aloof jerk
while you just sit there sweating and thinking about how to get
back in my good graces.”

Or his pants. Karl
wasn’t that fussy.

“You didn’t have
to follow me, you know,” Jimmy said to him, dismissing every iota
of the Karl’s pique. “I’m sure the Weekly Weird is just itching to
have you back writing stories about monstrous traffic accidents,
and the odd power line electrocution.”

“Don’t be a
jackass,” Karl said, his usual unflappable cool poise pretty much
obliterated by the past week and a half.

“Nah, that’s your
department,” Jimmy replied.

Behind them, in
the back seat, there was a lot of rustling and fidgeting going on.
Their tag along photographer, Murry, was shakily checking his
camera over, and dropping rolls of packaged film onto the floor of
the car. He thumped and bumped around the back seat like a trapped
squirrel, and even Jimmy, who was used to this, reached back and
gave him a cuff on the ear. “Quit it, will ya Murry?” he said.

Murry’s bug eyes
nearly fell off his face as he looked up, the expensive camera in
his hand nearly toppling to the floor and only rescued by the
nervous photographer’s quick reflexes. “Do you think…Do you think
the graves were that shallow?” he asked.

“Dammit, Murry, we
were there as much as you were,” Karl said to him, annoyed.

“Yeah..but..”

“We’ll know when
you get the shots developed,” Jimmy added by way of reassurance.
“You got some good pictures of that flock of crows, I think.”

“They were
ravens,” Karl reminded him.

“Whatever. Crows.
Ravens.”

“Ravens are a lot
different from crows, they’re bigger and better on the evolutionary
scale,” Karl said.

“I took some
digital pictures too,” Murry said, his voice shaking slightly. He
put the larger camera into his pack and took out a much smaller
grey one. He stared at the back of it with huge eyes. “I…I think I
can see a hand in the preview screen…”

“Who the fuck
cares, Karl, they’re birds, they’re black and they’re digging up
graves in small town Quebec.” Jimmy reached back and smacked Murry
alongside the head again for good measure. “Put that shit away and
just enjoy the scenery, will you?”

“It does matter,”
Karl continued, but the conversation on Jimmy’s end was over.
“Ravens are smarter than crows, they can even be taught to talk,
did you know that? Edgar Fucking Allan Poe and his ‘Nevermore’.
Thought you were an English lit major, there, Jimmy, you should be
quicker on these things.”

“That’s one thing
you always were, Karl,” Jimmy said, deadpan. “Quick.”

Karl raised a
brow. “As I recall, you kind of liked it that way.”

Jimmy swore under
his breath and gripped the steering wheel a little tighter. He
shifted in his seat and gunned the motor a little, going faster.
And why not? This was Canada, the speed limit was well over a
hundred on this stretch of highway-might as well play at legally
being part of the Indy 500. Karl settled with ease into his own
seat and glanced out the passenger window to his left. He kept the
smile threatening his handsome features hidden. Oh yeah, he was
getting under Jimmy’s skin all right, and he knew if he played this
end of the trip properly he’d have a damn good time in the next
hotel room rest up. He brushed at his hair with his fingers, seeing
the ghost of his reflection in the passenger window’s glass. Sure,
he was a good looking guy, and the suit and tie helped, making him
a lot more distinguished than his personality probably was. His
fedora was neatly on his lap, and just out of habit he put it on,
smoothing stray strands of hair underneath the rim. The transparent
man looking back at him from the glass gave him a wink, assuring
him yes, indeed, he was all that and more.

“I wonder how they
bred,” Murry said, breaking the mood.

“What you on about
now?” Jimmy asked him.

“Those seagulls,”
Murry said. “There were so many of them. The naturalist said they
were all male. I wonder how…”

“Nutter
naturalist, that’s how,” Karl said, and this seemed to be a logical
explanation enough for Murry, who instantly relaxed.

A sense of quiet
overtook the car as they drove, and Karl caught the glances Jimmy
was giving him. Within half an hour Murry was snoring in the back
seat, his mouth slack and his big eyes closed. He looked like a
snoozing frog. The scenery outside the window was a mixture of red
and brown rock, splayed every now and then with a shaft of green.
The Great Shield of the earth’s crust rising up and closing in the
thin stretch of highway they traveled, the map of evolution
streaming past them in distinctive coloured graphs of sediment.

“Pretty out here,”
Karl observed, watching a hawk fly past them overhead.

Jimmy shrugged.
“If you like trees, rocks and water, it’s okay.” He shifted
uncomfortably in his seat and sighed, heavily. “Get used to the
view, it’s all you’re going to see for miles and miles.”

“That’ll be okay,”
Karl said, smiling.

“After four hours
of nothing but this, you’ll be road raging on chipmunks,” Jimmy
warned.

The drove on, past
the series of intersecting highways, past the odd semblances of
civilization that dotted the side of the highway. A taxidermist
shop that looked abandoned, what with all the broken windows and
cobwebs lurking in the holes in the wood. The drove past the
various rest stops comprised of Wendy’s fast food restaurants and
Tim Horton’s-all of them discreetly tucked away from the highway
and giving the illusion of stark wilderness.

“Didn’t your dad
grow up around here?” Karl asked.

“Sudbury,” Jimmy
replied, and he wasn’t exactly pleased by the reminder. “We passed
it already, about two hours ago.”

“What place was
that?”

“The big grey lump
with the giant nickel sitting on it.”

“Oh, yeah.”

There was a
clearing along Karl’s side, a large moose that looked a bit worse
for wear sitting by a lake shore. Coyotes or maybe wolves, or more
than likely feral German shepherds were surrounding it. He craned
his neck to get a better view, but Jimmy drove on as though the
sight hadn’t fazed him. Karl cricked his neck, not willing to let
it show he’d seen anything out of the ordinary, not with Jimmy
being so deadpan about everything. It surprised Karl to see Jimmy
acting so at ease in this deep country setting when he knew the man
was more a city boy at heart. For some reason, it upset his own
city bred equilibrium, but he’d be damned if he was going to let
that show.

“We should stop
for a coffee,” Karl said, yawning.

“Not unless you
like it tasting like corn syrup,” Jimmy said. “It’s all well water
up here, and not properly filtered.”

“Explains some of
the sights,” Karl said, thinking of the old taxidermist shop they’d
passed.

“People with sense
buy their water around here,” Jimmy said, as though he had
experience with a long life of drinking corn syrup.

“Came here often,
did you?” Karl observed.

“Every damn
summer.”

*_*_*_*

Karl got out of
the car, stretching. The air wasn’t clean, like one would expect,
and that had a lot to do with the pulp mill downstream. It let out
one hell of a bad smell. Karl coughed, and covered his mouth with
his palm, doing his best to use his fingers to filter out the
poisons the mill was spitting out. “It’s like cooked diapers,” he
said, gagging.

“Welcome to the
beautiful North,” Jimmy said.

Damn, no wonder
Jimmy had settled to become more of a city boy at heart than Karl
himself was. In the back seat, Murry was still blissfully asleep,
though in this aroma that wouldn’t be for long. Unless he was used
to it by now, since they’d had their fair share of stinky settings
in the last two weeks. Karl took off his fedora and brushed at the
air with it, upsetting a myriad midges in the process. “Where are
we supposed to be?” Karl asked. “Who are meeting?”

“Not meeting
anybody,” Jimmy said. “We’re just checking out a sighting.”

Karl didn’t like
the sound of that. “A sighting of what?”

Murry was yawning
in the backseat, and his head popped up onto the sill of his
passenger window, huge frog eyes blinking into the sunlight and
vile aroma of an obscure Northern Ontario location. He coughed and
pushed the door open, and for once, shockingly enough, Murry didn’t
look his usual fidgety, overly cautious self. He stood up, baggy
cargo pants and a dirty t-shirt meeting the day-if anyone didn’t
know better they’d think Murry was a resident of the place, he fit
in so well organically into the surroundings. Clouds of mosquitoes
hovering above his head like a halo, and Murry scratched at the
growth of beard threatening his narrow chin as he looked out over
the expanse of marshland and striking, clear blue skies
overhead.

“Looks nice out
here,” Murry said, and didn’t mention the horrible smell of the
pulp mill at all, which irked Karl no end. The mosquitoes weren’t
bothering him like they were Karl, obviously, and Karl took off his
fedora to swat at the air to upset the cloud of the insects into
scattering black streams above him. He could feel them biting
through his white cotton shirt. Jimmy slapped his neck and brought
back a spot of blood.

“Look at that
blue!” Murry exclaimed, staring up into the sky, infinity within
reach. “I’ve got to get a picture of this!”

He scrambled back
to the car, only to be halted by a sound that was like coppery wind
chimes beating against each other in the breeze. He turned back to
Jimmy and Karl, suddenly unsure.

“I thought you
said we weren’t meeting anybody?” Karl accused Jimmy.

A shadow overtook
them, the sound of wind chimes so loud it was a veritable racket
over the howls of surprise falling out of poor Murry’s mouth. They
looked up to see a brilliant array of colours streak across the
sky, only to settle into a whole creature which now sat on the roof
of their car, it’s majestic wingspan wide as it looked on all three
of them. Karl found himself dumbstruck at this vision, and he
stepped back, unsure.

“What the hell’s
going on, Jimmy?” he asked. “Isn’t that..?”

“It’s an
archeopteryx, apparently,” Jimmy said. He shoved at Murry’s
shoulder. “Go on, get a picture of the thing so we can go
home.”

“I..I can’t,”
Murry stammered. “The camera’s still in the car!”

The bird danced
slightly on the roof of the car, brightly coloured wings flashing
iridescent in the breeze. Karl could hear them as they brushed
against each other, a slight jangling sound not unlike wind chimes.
He wondered about what might cause that sound, since the bird
wasn’t a bird so much as an odd mixture of lizard and avian.
Perhaps the feathers themselves had some sort of armouring on them,
and this is what made the musical jangling. It paced the roof of
the car, reptilian eyes cold as it looked down on them. An ancient
wisdom seemed to lurk within its black gaze, and Karl had to break
the visual contact, as though his soul were at risk.

“It’s not that
big, only about the size of your mom’s cat,” Jimmy assured Murry.
“Go on and get the camera.”

“My mom’s cat’s a
monster!” Murry reminded him.

“Aw come on, it
was only a small dog it ate,” Jimmy said. “Get the camera! This
could be Pulitzer stuff, Murry, did you ever think of that?”

“Never,” Murry
said, and shuddered.

Karl got a good
look at the creature perched on the roof of the car, its
mulitcoloured ‘feather’s in stark contrast to the basic black of
the vehicle. It stretched up and preened its wing with a long,
teeth laden beak, a slight musical fluttering careening over the
breeze and over to where they were standing. It cocked its head in
question like any other bird, and Karl was beginning to see little
threat in the creature. After all, they’d dealt with a lot worse
than this and gotten out relatively unscathed.

“It’s more afraid
of us than we are of it,” Karl assured Murry, though he couldn’t
exactly attest to the truth of that statement. “Go on.”

With Karl’s no
nonsense command, Murry seemed to bend a little-Maybe it was
because Karl looked more an authority what with the suit he was
wearing and the way the fedora had been placed back on his head,
like a man with all the answers and who was confident enough to let
them out when need be. Hell, Murry had seen Karl in much worse
fixes than this, that was certain. Karl could see the recognition
of this in Murry’s expression, and he watched as Murry steeled
himself, wide frog eyes never leaving the slightly metallic sheened
bird on the roof of the car, his steps easing slowly forward. He
bent low and pushed the car door open incredibly slowly, pausing in
a dead stop when the bird shifted on its perch to move nearer to
him.

Murry looked up at
it with huge bug eyes, frozen still like he was made of stone.

Karl was starting
to wonder if this was a good idea. He kicked at Jimmy’s ankle to
get his attention. “Hey, what’s with this thing?” he asked. “You
sure Murry is okay that close to it?”

“Murry is a
professional,” was all Jimmy would say.

Karl gave a good
once over to this man who had once been his lover only a waiter
ago. Sure, he was still handsome in that rugged fifties Brando kind
of way that Karl couldn’t help but fall for time and again,
but..damn, where had that cold streak come from? “I think you left
your heart somewhere on the highway on the way up here,” Karl
observed.

“What do you
mean?”

“I mean you’re
looking more like a guy I used to know and not the guy I’m looking
at now.” Karl adjusted the rim of the fedora, covering his face
with shade. “Let’s hope Murry’s got his tetanus shots up to date,
just in case.”

Jimmy made a face
at this, right at the second that Murry lunged for his camera and,
true to the workings of fate, upset the damn bird who started
jangling like a wind chime in a hurricane. The bird swooped down on
Murry and with frightening speed clamped its large, teeth laden jaw
onto Murry’s hand. The camera fell to the ground, smashing on a
rock near Murry’s foot. Murry stumbled away from the bird, his hand
dripping large red blobs onto the ground.

“Dammit, Murry!
You okay?” Jimmy shouted. The bird of supposed evolutionary
paradise took off into the sky, its odd feathers humming through
the wind and tinkering like a demonic fairy as it disappeared into
the stark blue horizon. Murry sank into the passenger seat, nursing
the wound on his hand. Jimmy pulled Karl closer by the arm and then
yanked on his tie. “Give that thing to me, we’ll bind up his hand
with it.”

Sure, it had to be
his one really good, expensive silk tie, and of course it had to go
towards patching up poor bug eyed Murry. He almost felt embarrassed
as he took it off and handed it over, thinking of all the times on
this road trip he’d envisioned using its silken softness on Jimmy
wrists-along with all the other pleasant fantasies that particular
hope had drawn in his mind. Jimmy tied the silk tie around Murry’s
wound as expertly as he could, the burgundy colour of the tie
turning a slightly darker shade as Murry bled into.

“The hospital
can’t be too far away,” Jimmy said. “Looks like you might need
stitches. Does it hurt bad?”

“Actually,” Murry
said, those frog eyes kind of half closed like he was dreaming,
“not really.”

They bundled Murry
into the back seat, then scrambled in themselves and sped off. They
left the stink of the pulp mill and the marshland midges and
mosquitoes behind. The shocking blue of the sky, however, continued
to follow them south, and Karl half expected to see that brilliant
iridescent bird descend upon them again, its feathers jangling and
banging in the wind as it fell upon them. Karl looked in the rear
view window at the very pale image of Murry, who was clutching his
blood soaked hand. The Great Shield of Canada rose before them on
the highway, the oldest land mass on the earth-rich in history and
the blood and sweat of evolution. It was more oppressive than
before, Karl thought, and the clay cliffs that rose on either side
of them felt like they were going to narrow and swallow them car
and all, preserving them into its many, many fossilized layers of
earth history.

“Fuck!” Murry
said.

Jimmy wasn’t
looking so calm now, Karl could see. The cold heart he’d played
with had effectively been quashed, and was replaced by the guy Karl
had known and loved so well-the one who would fly across a highway
on double throttle like he was doing now to get his friend and
colleague to the closest hospital.

“You doing alright
there, Murry?” Karl asked, but the question was stupid. Any idiot
could see how pale Murry was indicated just how bad he was
doing.

“I hope to fuck
that thing wasn’t poisonous,” Jimmy voiced aloud.

“Shut up, Jimmy!”
Karl said to him in a low hiss of a whisper. “You want to put him
into a coronary right here and now on that thought alone?”

“Oooh, geez,”
Murry groaned. “Ooooh, man, something’s not right here, not right
at all…”

“Don’t you worry
about a thing Murry, you just sit tight and we’ll be at the
hospital in no time,” Jimmy said. He gunned the pedal just a little
more.

“No, Jimmy, this
ain’t right, it shouldn’t be so…” Murry swallowed back lumps of
fear and pain and began untying the silk holding his wound
together.

“I wouldn’t do
that, Murry,” Karl warned him. “Murry, leave the tie alone!”

The tie fell off
the wound and both Karl and Jimmy let out a horrified gasp in
unison. The wound was pulsating, a huge lump crawling just beneath
the skin on the knuckles of Murry’s injured hand.

“Dammit, Murry,
it’s poison!” Jimmy shouted. “Tie it off like we had before!”

“Fuckin’…hurts…”
Murry managed to say between choking. Karl could only stare at the
hand, now ballooned to twice its size, something moving and
twisting just beneath the skin. He made like he was going to reach
towards Murry, only to pull back, his hand now clutching the
headrest of his car seat.

“Murry,” Karl
said, keeping his voice. “Open your window.”

Jimmy looked over
at Karl like he was a madman. “Oh, like that’s going to help!”

Karl ignored him,
and undid his seatbelt. He leaned over his seat to undo the window
for Murry, and rolled it down halfway. Swallowing, he caught
Murry’s huge frog eyes and barked an order at him.

“Put your hand out
the window, Murry,” Karl said.

The car careened
at an angle at this, and Jimmy fought to regain control of the
wheel. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? No, Murry,
don’t!”

“Do it Murry,”
Karl said, his voice even, commanding, not holding that same
inflection of panic that was overriding Jimmy’s authority at
present. He caught Murry’s huge eyes again, and they were bloodshot
with pain. “Trust me on this.”

He’d blocked out
the sounds of Jimmy’s yelling, the car becoming oddly muffled as
Murry did as he was told. The car careened again, and Jimmy’s
screaming was matched only by the sound of tires cutting into the
asphalt, the wall of the earth’s history threatening to take them
into it’s suffocating embrace once and for all.

The wound on
Murry’s hand bubbled, spitting green and blue and purple. It opened
wider as his hand flapped out of the car window, a slight shimmer
blinking into the sunlight. The wound opened further and Murry
screamed.

A small beak,
lined with nasty sharp teeth. About the size of Murry’s thumb. It
poked out of the wound.

With a final,
horrifying squeal that shouldn’t be heard from a grown man, the
thing broke free from Murry’s wound. Jangling feathers and
iridescent colours sped alongside the car. Jimmy pressed his foot
on the brake, and the car came to a full stop about twenty feet
later. His hands were shaking on the wheel, and Murry’s injured
hand was still hanging outside the car window, blood dripping along
the highway in a steady stream, a large hole in his palm where the
bite had been. He had more colour now, at least, with that thing
out of it. Karl rolled down his window and popped his head, fedora
and all, out of it to get a better view.

The bird…what did
it look like? Like an archeopteryx or some such thing. Half bird
half lizard, half of every thought of evolution flying away into
the sky, its wind chime song lingering along the quiet northern
Ontario sky.

“Murry?” Jimmy
asked, his voice weak.

“Yeah, I’m okay,”
Murry said, breathless. He had wound the tie back around the wound
in his palm. “I’m okay now.”

It’s nice to know
someone is, Karl thought. “Give me your cell phone,” he said to
Jimmy.

Usually, he’d
argue, but considering the circumstances and the panic they’d all
shared, he wasn’t about to press the point that it was his tab and
not Karl’s. “The hospital’s only over the next intersection,” Jimmy
said.

“I’m not calling
the hospital,” Karl said. His hand was shaking. He had to dial the
number four times before he got it right. ""I’m calling our gay
birdman in New York.”

Jimmy made a face.
“You’re a loony, you know that? He won’t be able to tell us
anything about that thing, he just cares about his damn
seagulls!”

Karl raised a brow
at Murry in the backseat. “You still got those pictures of that
flock of ravens in the digital camera?”

“Yeah,” Murry
said, frowning. “And some of the graves too.”

A gruff voice met
Karl’s on the cell phone, and Karl recognized him as one of the
sanitation workers on the garbage site. “Hey..Yeah…Listen, my
name’s Karl O’Neil, I was there with a couple of other reporters
from The Tomorrow Today not too long ago….Yeah, that’s right, we
were talking to Dr. Pheldman. Is he around? You ain’t seen him a
few days, huh?”

Jimmy cast Karl a
wary glare, which Karl did his best to ignore.

“Listen, uh, could
you do me a favour and go check up on him? Nah, it’s nothing, I
just…Yeah, he’s an odd one all right, heh, but listen…I really
think you ought to go check and see if he’s all right. What? Oh,
nothing, really, he’s just a kooky guy and well, we all kind of
like him, you know…We’re were kind of worried about his state of
mind, kind of, if you get my meaning…Good, good. I’ll wait.”

There’s a trick of
evolution that a lot of people don’t know about, or if they do they
don’t like to think about it all that much. Like the fact that a
thing will do its best to reproduce itself, and will use the most
efficient means it can to make that happen. They say dinosaurs are,
in fact, birds, and if that’s the case then they’ve had the longest
time on the planet to evolve, and try new methods of existence.

Jimmy steered the
car back onto the right track along the highway, still too fast for
the speed limit, but not with the same insane intensity as before.
A horrible kind of quiet had enveloped them all, the kind of
silence bred by a truth one doesn’t want to acknowledge.

It really wasn’t a
surprise when their man in New York came back to the phone
screaming. Somewhere in the distance there were police sirens. Karl
could hear the sanitation workers, a whole group of them by the
sounds of it, swearing and hollering and in a generalized severe
panic.

Karl clicked the
cell phone shut.

Right now, all he
wanted was to be deep in the heart of a city, any city. Someplace
busy and noisy and that didn’t have any hint of a porch, or any use
at all for shock blue skies and jangling wind chimes Somewhere new,
by earth’s standards; as far away from this heartland of microcosm
history.

They passed the
lake where they had seen the moose, fallen by wolves, or maybe
dogs. No sign of anything but tranquility.

The passed it all,
the Tim Horton’s hidden in the thick of the woods, the sad
taxidermist’s shop, right on through into the nickel plated
civilization that was Sudbury. And it wasn’t enough.

“Drive faster,”
Karl said to Jimmy.

“Murry’s doing
okay now, we don’t have to race,” he said, terse.

Karl rolled his
eyes at him. “Not in a race. Listen to the guy.” He pulled off his
fedora and teased his flattened hair into wakefulness with a comb
of his fingers. “Man oh man. Jimmy, you have never been so
wrong.”
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Fae Bar

 


"Damn
fairies," he said. He splayed his hand around the girth of his
stout and downed a good half of it in one gulp. He let the pint hit
the counter with a loud thud before repeating himself, making sure
he was heard this time. "I say...Damn *fairies*. Always coming in
here, ruining the place with their...Well, you and I know what they
are, don't we Charlie?"

Charlie, the
bartender, tried to stay out of it, but he couldn't resist an
understanding nod to the man before him. "Get you another one,
Earl?" he asked, and he didn't wait for the reply, and simply
handed over the black brew in its tall, dew covered glass. Earl
took it appreciatively since he'd already finished off that third
one.

"Damn *fairies*,"
he said again, and glared right at one.

Oh, you couldn't
miss them in this part of town. Attracted to all things sparkly and
happy like they don't know the world's all to shit. That's what
Earl was thinking as he looked at it. Damn thing, with its knowing
little smile and the way it lolled its head this way and that,
drunker than he was himself at present. It wasn't very big, but
then he knew that didn't matter when it came to these things--They
could surprise you sometimes with their strength. He downed another
half of the pint, he was at three and a half now, not a bad show.
"Damn fucking FAIRIES!" he shouted. "What the hell do they think
they are? Just because they've been around, and you know what I
mean, don't you Charlie?"

He glared at the
two young men at the other end of the bar, their arms draped over
each other in intimacy. One was clad in leather gear as this was
the costume for the working guys serving drinks. They were both
blond, and muscular, with handsome faces and oddly perfect smiles.
Their eyes danced on each other with more sparkly recognition than
the disco ball's glitz settling on them in lighted shadow.

A large belch at
the bar disturbed the mood, as did the horrible stench that wafted
up from it.

Earl couldn't take
it anymore. He banged his glass on the surface of the counter and
left his seat, heading right for the fairy, his fists clenched. The
two men at the other end of the bar watched on angrily. The mood of
romance had been destroyed.

"Take it easy
there, Earl," Charlie said.

Earl wasn't about
to take his advice. He walked right up to the fairiy and poked his
finger on a bony, white shoulder. "Hey! You! Get the hell out of
this bar! You're disturbing the peace!"

The two men who
had been wrapped in romantic interest could only stare, waiting for
the inevitable. Before Earl, the crumpled set of silk and dirt
slowly shifted. He poked at the fairy again, his hand brushing
against a tattered wing. "It feels just like a fly's", he thought
with disgust. "Only more rubbery, kind of slimy, even..."

"Hey!" he shouted
at the fairy. He went so far as to shake its shoulder, little
golden sprinkles of dust littereing the counter and floor as he did
so. "HEY!"

"Earl, don't go
doing that," the leather clad loverboy at the other end of the bar
warned. "You know what those things are like. We just got the place
renovated thanks to the last time."

"Give it a rest,
Earl, I'm warning you," Charlie said in agreement.

But Earl was too
damn mad. He was so sick and tired of these things walking into his
favourite bar, drinking the taps dry (after all, fairies have lots
of gold and that can buy a lot of drinks--and by God in Heaven,
those things can DRINK!), tossing dwarves out the front window and
biting the busboys. Not to mention constantly requesting old polka
tunes which somehow *always* managed to get played even though the
DJ never stocked such things. Damn fairies and their damn polkas.
It could kill a man, it really could, to have to deal with that all
the time...

The fairy stirred,
her head now resting on its side, her cheek plastered to the bar.
He used the term 'her' loosely, since you could never be sure with
a fairy. She had greasy hair that wasn't quite hair, and her eyes,
when she opened them, were a sickly yellowy red. As usual, she had
a pack of fags with her. With one hand on the pack she shook one of
them out. She held it to her smeared red lips and the cigarette
magically lit up. She sneered, and her little teeth were sharp and
a shade of sickly brown, like she'd been smoking since the first
hundred years or more of her life. Which, given the disposition of
most fairies, was more than likely.

"Get out of this
bar!" he shouted down at her. "Your kind aren't welcome here!"

She narrowed
drunken eyes at Earl. Slowly, she got up from her perch on the
barstool, the smell of her sweat and filthy gown nearly knocking
everyone down in her close proximity. Truly, it was a godawful
stench. Clumps of dirt clung to her sheath of silk, shades of green
and blue algae and mold covering a good portion of her arms and
legs, and staining the front and back of her dress. Not for the
first time was Earl nearly overwhelmed by how *wrong* she was.
After all, he'd thought fairies were supposed to be clean and
pretty and like classical music--But it seems that fairies were
only pretty from a distance, and once you got a better look it was
clear they were Earth's magicals creatures--And magical creatures,
Earl had learned, are 'of the Earth'. Full of its dirt and mold and
mange--which in the odd way the Earth ran on decay, such things
actually were pretty at times, when one looked on it. From a
healthy distance, that is.

Right now, though,
in the confines of the bar, the stench of Earth was unbearable.
Seeing she'd gotten up from her seat, the two lovers at the end of
the bar made their exit into the crowd of dancers on the floor.
Those dancing closest to the bar made a much wider birth for any
possibility.

Earl squared his
shoulders and did his best to put on his assertive face. An
accountant didn't get to use that expression very often, so he was
out of practice. Enough was enough, he wasn't about to let his good
pal Charlie, the owner and bartender here, go through another
escapade like the last time. He'd nearly gone bankrupt thanks to
this thing. Poor Charlie, even now he was looking haggard around
his cheeks, his eyes black rimmed from lack of sleep over worry.
Sure, he'd gotten gold from the thing, but gold wasn't as good a
currency as it used to be. It looked as odd as hell to keep
bringing that stuff to the bank, and Charlie was already under
investigation by some international organizations. Some of those
'organizations' weren't so legal, either. What information could he
tell whatever future James Bond or Al Capone tried to torture out
of him? That he was getting gold from the coffers of fairyland?
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