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When, by a decree of a greater power,
The poet makes his appearance in a bored world…
Who calls on a pitying God at whom these curses
Are hurled.
—BAUDELAIRE
—
PROLOGUE
Evil is relative. But so is blood.
Have you ever tasted blood—I mean really tasted it? No, not like when you bite your lip, or suck at a thistle scratch. I mean, have you ever cupped it in your hands and let it pour into your mouth? Have you ever gulped it down your throat like wine from a goblet? Have you?
Have you ever killed anyone?
Questions—yes! I can’t help it, I’m curious. Curiosity is a challenge, and challenges excite me. Have you ever slit open someone’s throat and watched the blood squirt out? Have you ever eaten human brains from a freshly cracked skull, or sucked out an eyeball? Hmm? Have you?
Have you ever bitten into a man’s heart while it’s still beating?
I have.
I’ve done lots of things.
Yes.
Blood. Flesh.
It’s all relative, like good, like evil, love and hate, and like anything born of humanity.
So where does that leave me?
««—»»
I can see the moon from here. It’s huge and bright. It’s beautiful. It seems to be following my eye along the water like a luminous spirit, a companion.
Or like a lover.
Love is all I’ve ever wanted. It’s also the only thing I’ve never really had. Love. Real love.
Is that so much to ask?
I’ve been on the water for days now, or perhaps weeks. Time, too, is relative. It scarcely matters. I feel like I’ve been standing on a ledge for a thousand years. I feel like I’m falling off a mountain. I don’t even know where I’m going.
Love sings to me; it beckons me like a siren, like something only half real melting in my fingers. Love is all that leads me on, that fuels my pursuit. It’s all that gives me life. One day I will find it, but until then…
My days are dreams. My nights are black/red scraps of memory. The memories are hot, erotic. They taste like salt, like spicy metal on my lips. They’re as beautiful and as relative as the moon.
Their blood bursts hot from my mouth, runs quickly down my breasts and my belly. In the moonlight it looks gorgeous black on my white skin. Sometimes I stand naked beneath the moon, and I rub their evil blood like hot oil all over my body. Sometimes…
…it makes me come.
Right now I’m lying between wooden crates marked GLASS, USE NO HOOKS, ONITA BREWERIES, MUTO, HENNIG, & ANDERSON IMPORTERS, INC., SAN FRANCISCO, CA. I’m in the cargo hold of some ship. When I get bored, I touch myself. I just think back, and I go to sleep in the memories. I’m the beautiful tousled stowaway hiding in darkness from the rugged men above. If they only knew they were shipping more than beer! Some cargo.
The ship rocks back and forth, on and on and forever, like the time I first died.
When you made me. Then I loved you, now I just don’t know…
««—»»
You’ve brought me a long ways, do you ever wonder if there’s more? If there’s something more to feel, to touch, to maybe love? Do you?
When you close your eyes, do you see angels or devils? Do you see love or hate? That’s what it all burns down to in the end, if there really is an end. Blood and flesh. Time. Good and bad. It’s about what we really are in our hearts.
I’m a killer, a murderer. I’ve eaten men’s flesh and drunk their blood. I’ve rived them open with my pretty, bare hands and drawn their innards out of their bellies like strings of yarn. I’ve watched the life go out of their eyes as I’ve grinned down, drooling in their mouths, and I’ve felt them twitch between my legs as they’ve died.
Oh, yes—a murderer. Me.
But when I close my eyes, I still see love.
««—»»
It’s a curse sometimes. It’s like lust.
I can smell the men above me on deck. Some stand watch, others idly run engines and boilers, or study charts. Many lay asleep in the bowels of the old ship. I can smell their dreams. Oh, what I could do to them! I could take them apart like dolls of clay, twist off their arms, their legs, their heads. I could bite open their skulls and suck their brains. I could burst their bellies and dress myself in their warm, steaming guts. I could gulp down their blood and swallow their hearts. I could, but I won’t.
Not yet…
—
ONE
Dissolution
(i)
“I don’t love you anymore.”
The words, her words, suffused beyond the wall of his sleep. They seemed like ghosts. Richard Locke shuddered in the darkness of his closed eyes. The bedsheets had somehow become entwined about his body and legs—they weren’t sheets as much as pale serpents come to feed on his dreams. Dreams, he thought. What had happened to his? He opened his eyes and stared.
“I don’t love you anymore,” she’d said on the last day of August. But that had been months ago. Months, yet he felt no closer to being over it today than he did then.
Locke moaned, staring at the ceiling. Somewhere, a clock was ticking.
Months…
The drear of autumn daylight which lay across his face seemed used, secondhand. He got out of bed as if rising from a coffin. Yes, he felt dead. Pale, gaunt, tacky. Sweat plastered his hair to his scalp. His joints ticked as he walked sullen across the room and looked blankly down at his desk. A piece of paper hung out of his typewriter platen.
CENOTAPH by Richard Locke
My love is now a cenotaph,
an extant, keening door
slammed shut on my heart
by her five little words:
I don’t love you anymore.
“What a bunch of shit,” he muttered. He ripped the sheet out of the machine and tore it up. Suddenly, he felt maniacal; he tremored in place, eyes frozen open. He must look ludicrous: a pallid, skinny 33 year old man standing in the middle of a disheveled room in baggy underpants with his hair sticking up. He rushed to the window, heaved it open, and leaned out. Several pedestrians looked up and laughed. Locke didn’t care. He let the torn-up poem slip from his fingers. He watched the pieces separate, then float dreamlike from the second story window to the street.
(ii)
Locke was a poet. He may even have been an acclaimed poet in some vast local sense. The interest from the money his parents had left him was slightly less than enough to get by. He worked one day a week at the bookstore on Greenwood Avenue, and occasionally he filled in as a substitute teacher at Lincoln High, but that was all. He knew there were far more functional ways to live; instead of writing poetry six to ten hours a day, he could’ve pursued a more conventional career. That, however, seemed false to him. He felt obsessed with being true, whatever that meant. He was put on earth to write, and write he would. Poets made little or nothing from their work—when an editor did offer money, Locke turned it down—but he didn’t care. He wasn’t a materialist, he didn’t even own a television. To be real, all he needed was a roof, a typewriter, and his muse.
He’d been writing for ten years. By now, he’d had hundreds of poems published—he’d lost count years ago. His work appeared regularly in any number of college literary journals, small press magazines, newspapers, and poetry anthologies. He’d also gotten some into national magazines: The New Yorker, Esquire, Atlantic Monthly, even Cosmopolitan, but he had yet to establish himself on a national level. He didn’t really care if that ever happened; he didn’t need recognition to feel real about what he did. Perpetuation was all that mattered to him creatively—it need not be widespread. Locke figured that if only one other person read any given poem, then that poem, and the corms of its creation, was given truth.
Truth, he thought now.
He stared past his Smith Corona, feeling like the displaced soothsayer of Shakespeare’s play. How can one define truth?
The question bid any poet’s quest. Locke had spent a decade pondering that, writing about it, even reveling in its premise. He wanted each of his poems, if only minutely, to touch the flesh of that question.
Locke wasn’t sure what truth was, but he was sure what it wasn’t. Truth was not any physical reality, it was not something you could see or hear. It was not solid. It was not tangible. Locke knew that truth existed somewhere between the lines of life, and exploring those spaces was what gave his muse power.
Or at least it had.
Until now.
His work desk was a big old black metal eyesore. Bookshelves surrounded him like ramparts. Pictures lined the wall facing him, the great poets: Keats, Shelley, Jarrell, Seymour, and a sullen kerchiefed Edgar Allan Poe. Locke liked the idea of being looked upon by these great men as he worked. The pictures enlivened him.
But there was one more picture, not on the wall, but right up close on the desk. A small photograph in a flat gold frame.
It seemed to radiate at him now, more than a photograph but a providence of some sort, a piece of his past and a piece of his future.
I don’t love you anymore, the picture seemed to say.
It was Clare.
The picture had been taken at Concannon’s, on her birthday. She smiled brokenly into the lens after having just downed one of the barkeep’s notorious “Birthday Shooters.” And sitting right next to her, with his arm around her, was Locke.
She was beautiful—she was resplendent. She was the only woman Locke had ever loved in his life.
And now she was gone.
(iii)
Who knew what love was? How could it be defined? Locke didn’t know. He’d been infatuated in the past, many times. He’d even been involved a couple of times. But he’d never felt strongly enough about a girl to voice the cryptic words I love you.
Until he’d met Clare. It was a strange rapport, an instantaneous one. He’d walked into Concannon’s one night last October to have a beer and shoot the shit with Carl, the barkeep. The night felt funny: mild, warm, when it should be chilly. 45th Street was desolate when traffic should have been backed up to the freeway. And Concannon’s, when ordinarily it would be packed at this time of night, was empty. Except for her.
She sat up at the bar chatting with Carl and drinking a shandy. A little lemon wedge floated in her glass. Her pose stunned Locke in the entrance. Who was this beautiful, beautifully dressed woman all by herself in the bar? She looked opulent, regal: a long dark jade organdy dress, Ferraganno high heels, big bright gold earrings. She had short tapered blonde hair with perfect bangs, which gently sifted each time she tossed her head to laugh at one of Carl’s notorious jokes.
“What’s the difference between a rooster and a lawyer? A rooster clucks defiance.”
Of course she laughed; she worked for a law firm.
But what was it about her, outwardly? Locke remained seized in the vision of her. She looked classy without looking overdone. Where most beauty in this town was fake, she looked real. Had providence put her there, just for him? Locke considered this—he believed in providence.
He walked up. “Hi,” he said, rather stupidly. “My name’s Locke.”
Her head turned. Huge blue eyes beamed. Locke nearly swooned at the scent of her perfume.
“My name’s Clare,” she said, and smiled at him. “It’s very nice to meet you.”
(iv)
Good conversation commenced instantaneously. Locke, of course, told her that he was a poet. Her response had surprised him. “What are your themes?” she’d asked. Usually girls in bars replied, Oh, really? or I wrote poetry in high school. “Societal naturalism,” Locke answered. “I try to do with words what Munch and Ryder did with paint.” That’s when things really got going; Clare had minored in art, she even did a little painting herself. Through their discourse he discovered that they shared many of the same views, tastes, and ideals. He was also happy to learn that she was here to meet some friends, (girls who hung out in bars by themselves were usually bad news in the long run). She was a paralegal for one of the firms in Queene Ann, one of the big ones.
They’d talked for a solid hour; Locke’s enthusiasm never lapsed. She fascinated him, not topically, but in some more oblique, deeper way. She was far more than just some attractive girl he’d met in a tavern. She was scintillating, diverse, abstract and intelligent. She was cool. Eventually her friends arrived, they were cool too, and even though the initial introductions had been quick, Locke could tell that her friends liked him, which made him feel even better. Later, Clare and her friends had left; Locke didn’t want to push anything. “Do you hang out here much?” she asked before departing.
“Most nights I stop in for a few.”
“I’d really like to see some of your poetry. Why don’t you bring some in? I could meet you tomorrow night after work.”
“Sounds good. I’ll be here.”
Her friends waved. Clare smiled again, donned her coat, and bid, “Goodnight, Locke.”
“Goodnight. See you tomorrow.”
She left the bar. Locke stared after her. Her perfume lingered about him like an aura. His beer got warm as he sat, thinking. His thoughts seemed to carry him away.
Carl snapped his fingers in front of Locke’s face. “Locke, Locke. You check out to the Twilight Zone, or what?”
Locke roused, looked around. “Clare,” he muttered.
Carl poured him a cold McEwans. “I didn’t think you had it in you, buddy.”
“What?”
“Clare,” Carl said. He flipped a Marlboro Light in the air and caught it perfectly in his mouth. “She likes you.”
“Oh, yeah? How do you know?”
“She’s in here three or four nights a week after work. Guys hit on her right and left, but she always gives them the brush-off. Every time, Locke. You’re the first guy I’ve seen her talk to for more than two minutes.”
“Is that a fact?” Locke pondered this. “You say she’s in here three or four nights a week? I’ve been hanging out in this john of yours for five years, and I’ve never seen her.”
“That’s because you’re a denizen,” Carl informed him. “You come in too late. She’s here a lot. She’s a nice girl.”
You’re telling me. “And she’s never with a guy?”
“Nope. Never. I’m a barkeep, I know everything. If she was dating anyone, I’d have heard about it.”
“But guys hit on her a lot?”
Carl laughed. “As good looking as she is, what do you think? She’s got guys trying to pick her up all the time, but she shoots ’em down like Sopwith Camels. Until tonight, that is. Until she meets Concannon’s renowned resident poet.”
“I wasn’t trying to pick her up,” Locke pointed out. Suddenly he craved a cigarette, and regretted that he’d quit years ago. “I was just being the charming, level headed, and deeply intelligent guy I always am.”
“Right, and my name’s Dick. Take my word for it, Locke. When you work this side of the bar long enough, you start to get a knack for seeing things that other people don’t see.”
Locke nodded, frowning. He had a knack himself, for being cynical in the light of the positivity of others. “Okay, Carl. So tell me, what did you see?”
“That girl’s nuts about you.”
Locke paused in the middle of a sip of McEwan’s. Carl’s observation seemed to remain alight behind his eyes, like details of a nice dream. Locke didn’t know how to interpret Carl’s mystic analysis, but that didn’t matter. Locke felt something, and whatever it was, he knew it felt awesomely real.
That’s all he wanted. That’s all any poet wanted. To find something in the chaos of society that was real.
And what he said next he didn’t so much say to Carl, or even to himself. He said it to the world. He said it to fate, or to oblivion, or perhaps even to God.
He said: “I could fall in love with her in the wink of an eye.”
—
TWO
Shorn Heart
(i)
Locke fell in love with Clare Black in the wink of an eye.
It was almost too easy, it was almost too real—the spontaneity through which their relationship commenced, and through which they’d not only become lovers and best friends but also each other’s confessors. Locke was a poet, and poets were almost always obscured from the conventions of life. Though he’d accepted his reclusion for a decade, he was never happy with it. It was Clare that had brought him back; her outgoingness, her sociability, and her vast circle of friends had welcomed Locke back into a world that he thought had abandoned him forever. No more of the brooding, recluse poet. No more sitting alone in Concannon’s, speculating his creative visions on bar napkins and wondering why he felt so different. He wasn’t different, he was just misguided. The vibrancy of Clare’s love had built him back up again. With her, he’d never felt more real in his life.
And he thought the same went for her. She was in the legal profession, which was hectic, highly pressured, and relentless. All of her closest friends were in the same business too, and this left her without advice and conjectures that were unbiased. Now, though, whenever she had a bad day, she could relate to Locke in a scope of feeling that she didn’t have elsewhere. He was the only aspect of her life that did not have a deep root in the same occupational realm. Locke became the diversity that she needed, and had never had until now.
They had lots in common, but not too much. Locke knew too many couples who had too much in common; staleness set in eventually, and the relationship went to hell every time. But he and Clare were different enough yet the same enough that, regardless of where they went or what they did, the harmony between the two of them never faltered. Love can’t be this easy, he’d wonder to himself a million times. But apparently it was. Verity, he thought. That must be the difference. Most relationships existed through compromises, but Locke and Clare’s differences only augmented each other. Their love evolved as a machine whose most intricate parts never failed.
It was impossible to describe. Clare’s love for him erased his sins, his errors, his inadequacies. He felt reborn in it: she was the ray of light that his darkened life had been yearning for, for longer than he cared to remember. The more involved he became with her, the more complete he felt, the more perceptive, the more real. He seemed to fit into every aspect of her life without a hitch—soon they became a fixture of the city’s social heart. With every week that passed, their love only became more sure of itself, more convinced of the very same truth that had joined them in the first place. In the spring they’d driven down to Portland to visit her family. It was more of the same: full acceptance. Her parents had thrown a big party; Locke met all of Clare’s relatives, who, like all of her friends, proved to be among the most congenial people he’d ever met. Her parents, who were even more congenial, thought Locke was great. At the party, Clare’s mother had taken him aside and said: “You’ve really done a lot for her, and we love you for that.” Locke wasn’t sure what she meant, but then she went on: “You’re the only boy she’s ever dated who’s been good for her.” Locke couldn’t hope for a better mark of approval. And then, later, Clare’s father had taken him aside. “You’re a great guy, Locke,” he’d informed him. “And that’s what Clare needs—a great guy. I really hope things work out for the two of you.” Locke was flabbergasted. He was brimming in elation.
That was the word. Elation. Locke was elated with his love. They never even argued. The few times they had problems, their love for each other refused to let them fight. Instead, they’d make deliberations, they’d reason, and then they’d resolve the problem. Soon they were talking of living together, of marriage, of their future together. They’d catch themselves going on out of the way drives, looking at houses, looking at yards. They talked about children…
Months went by. Seasons changed, but their love didn’t. It only steepened, it only evolved a little more each day into something more real for them. Clare’s love laid Locke’s whole life out for him—a wonderful, meaningful life…
And on the last day of August, the day he would officially propose to her, Clare Black opened her door, let him in, and said: “I don’t love you anymore.”
Locke’s world fell apart.
—
THREE
Woman Overboard
(i)
Ramsey’s vision plummeted—into blood. He tried to scream but his voice froze, his mouth locked wide open in the deafening silence. Shadows merged—what? Figures? People? Ramsey didn’t think so.
He was running through a chasm, underground. He was running away from something. Pits and rabbets pocked the chasm’s walls, oozing ichor. Every so often he’d step on something and slip. Some hot, wicked panting seemed to follow him, and rapid footfalls. At a bend in the grotto’s channel, Ramsey turned, paused, looked…
It was a wolf.
Ramsey gulped. Yes, an immense, gray timber wolf darted down the channel. But it wasn’t coming for Ramsey. Instead it pounced upon another figure—a man with a knife. Ramsey didn’t know how he knew—yet he was certain that the man was a murderer. His aura seemed to throb in frantic waves, greenly evil.
The wolf’s great maw spread like a bear trap. The man wailed, lashed out with the knife. Then the wolf’s jaws snapped shut, and the man’s hand, still gripping the blade, dropped to the stone floor.
Jesus… Christ…, Ramsey slowly thought.
It was not what happened next as much as what he somehow sensed behind all this. The dank air felt charged with energy. Evil for evil, he thought, though it seemed like someone else’s thought. And what was he doing here? What was this awful place?
The killer’s screams didn’t even sound human now. The wolf had cleverly snapped off each of the man’s feet just above the ankles. He lay spread legged before the beast, twitching. The wolf glared at him. Was it smiling? Could an animal smile?
Regardless, Ramsey wasn’t smiling. No way. Yet he continued to watch, hand and cheek pressed against the wall of warm, pitted rock. He didn’t want to watch this, he was forced to.
But by what?
The wolf, he thought.
Somehow he knew it was the wolf.
It waited. It stood solidly on all fours. When it looked at Ramsey, its red eyes twitched.
Ramsey wet his pants.
Footless now, the killer could only shift in retreat, pushing away from the gray beast on his clipped stumps. The wolf returned its gaze to its prey.
Watch, the word bloomed in Ramsey’s brain.
The wolf lunged. It bit directly into the killer’s crotch—one quick snap!—and tore the genitals out of the groin. The man’s screams cessated—too much pain often paralyzed the larynx, not that it would’ve mattered a moment later. For next the wolf’s jaws tore that out too, along with the rest of the throat.
Evil for evil?
But whose words were they? Not Ramsey’s.
The wages of sin?
Ramsey gaped.
The wages of evil?
Then rose the laugh: black, cynical, a fluttering chord in his head. Who was whispering these awful things to him?
The laugh replayed—a siren now, a fever pitched insanity. Then, again:
Watch.
Again Ramsey thought of a high torque bear trap. The wolf’s jaws snapped opened and closed, on and on, bursting into the killer’s gut. Blood exploded. Flesh and muscle parted easily as new lard. Each jerk of the wolf’s huge head shot wet innards this way and that. Ramsey watched now in the lowest disgust. This was no natural predation, this was not simply a beast feeding upon unfortunate prey. This was a jubal: the complete systematic destruction of a human being, purely for sport.
For fun, Ramsey realized. It’s doing this for fun.
The great snout delved, swallowing organs whole as it emptied the abdominal vault. The fur of the wolf’s angular face up to the forehead shone spiky red. Blood dripped off the tip of its lower jaw. Ropy segments of intestines lay about the dead killer like pink snakes, the bowel hung limp from the rive of flesh. It was then that Ramsey noticed the entirety of the chasm floor lay thick with offal, unwanted scraps of human meat and fat, and masticated bones. Black cavern flies buzzed in shifting sheets, oblivious in their feast. Maggots churned in jellied blood, marrow, and spoiled flesh.
Welcome, Ramsey, the unseen voice fluttered.
A crackling crunching sound split the fetid air. Now the wolf’s jaws closed steadily down upon the killer’s head, like a high pressure vise. The cranium split to large pieces which fell away, leaving the brain exposed and raw in dark light. The beast, almost daintily now, picked the shiny convoluted orb out of the base of the skull. It looked up at Ramsey, like someone’s pet dog with a ball in its mouth. The wolf wagged its tail.
Then its jaw crunched down on the brain and ate it.
Welcome to my home.
The voice, if it even was a voice, sounded forlorn. Did Ramsey hear weeping beyond? It was the sound of sadness, or regret.
Ramsey’s basest instincts kicked in. The killer lay dead, the wolf was finished with him. But what would the wolf want next?
Me, Ramsey thought.
He darted right, sprinted into the grotto’s veer. A rock wall faced him. Dead end. Then left, and the same.
I’m trapped.
Ramsey turned in the cragged juncture, refaced the beast. I’m dead, he realized. But the wolf seemed disinterested in him. It calmly bowed its head, lapping at the vast puddle of blood.
Sated, full bellied, its red eyes glanced a final time at Ramsey. His knees were shaking. The front of his pants were drenched, and the back of his pants, he grimly noticed now, felt warm and heavy.
The wolf stared at him—
Oh, please, God, please…
Then it turned and walked away.
Welcome to my home, the soft sad voice wept away in the darkness. Welcome to my domain.
(ii)
“Ram! Ram, get the lead out!”
Ramsey felt submerged in swamp muck. His body shook, he felt hands on him. It felt as though his soul were being dragged up from a bottomless, black pit.
“Come on, Ram! Shag ass!”
Ramsey awoke, enslimed. Cabin light fumed in his eyes. He lay in his bunk as if in a casket.
“Rise and shine, pal.”
Yeah, right. It was fifteen till midnight. Ramsey leaned groggily up in his bunk, and bumped his head. Peering down at him, and none too pleased, was Winslow, one of the engine techs, dressed in jeans, boots, and a heavy deck coat.
“We got watch, buddy,” Winslow said. “Fifteen minutes. I’m aftpoint, you’re on the portquarter. Captain’s worried; we’re in a bad chop.”
Shit. Ramsey could feel it, low in his gut—the slow, steady churn of the ship on the sea. When he tried to rub the sleep out of his eyes, he saw blood.
The dream, he remembered.
What a dream. He shook his head, as if to dislodge something. But the images only lurched closer. The wolf. The destruction. And the blood. All the blood, he thought.
“Ramsey!” Winslow fairly bellowed. He’d been drinking; Ramsey could smell it. But Ramsey could use a drink himself. After a nightmare like that, who wouldn’t want a drink?
“Sometime tonight, huh, man?” Winslow was getting ticked. “Captain wants us up and out now. You all right?”
Ramsey squinted. He felt sopped in gelid sweat. “I just had the worst nightmare.”
The wolf… He could still hear the screams, the manic jaws snapping, the bones as they crunched.
“I gotta drag you outta that bunk?”
“Sorry, man,” Ramsey apologized. Get your shit together! It was just a dream. “Portquarter watch. I’m rolling, I’ll be up in five.”
“Good boy.” Winslow headed to the hatch. “And wear something. It’s colder than a nun’s cunny tonight. And it’s weird.”
“What?” Ramsey asked.
Winslow turned at the end of the bunk aisle. Suddenly he seemed remote. “I don’t know, it’s just kind of weird out. Really high chop but no storm brewing. No clouds. You know what I’m talking about. Just…weird.”
Winslow went topside. Ramsey crawled out of the narrow bunk compartment. Weird night, he thought. He dragged on long johns, jeans, three shirts, his wool coat, and a watchcap. Gloves, too, and his best insulated boots. It was still only autumn, but when you were on watch, on the sea at night, the world could get very cold.
It was not this certain anticipation, however, that touched Ramsey into a fit of shivers. It was the shards of the nightmare that remained imbued, like lesions, in his mind.
The wolf. The screams.
The blood.
Death.
(iii)
Their ship was called The Angus Scrimm, a 200 foot, 20 year-old bulk carrier known as a “pallet tramp.” Year round it traveled unscheduled routes up and down the coast on private and independent delivery contracts. A tub, a typical rustbucket. Ramsey had been hired last spring as a prop and shaft technician—decent pay for decent work. He liked the job and all its aspects, save for one.
Nightwatch.
Standing alone at the catline, at night, made him feel like the last man on earth. Ramsey didn’t mind solitude, but desolation was something else. The awesome vision often scared him: they were a gray speck bobbing on the universe. Both night and sea stretched on forever, a turbulent and cruel infinity.
Ramsey rose from the steel climb, stepped onto the port deck. Weird night, he reflected. Winslow was right. His face seemed to shrink at once against the cold abovedecks. It was bitter, icy, yet there was no wind. The ship pitched on the water; it was a bad chop, all right, real bad. The sea seemed to roil in infinite darkness, it seemed to play with the ship. Ramsey’s guts sunk against the heavy motion.
He walked past amidships, his hand trailing along on the tight stanchion cable. The ship continued to toss; he nearly lost his footing several times. Heading to the portquarter, he stalled.
What was it?
He squeezed his eyes shut against the still cold. A scent seemed to flirt with him; he looked down.
#4 HOLD, read black stenciled letters. Ramsey lifted the manway hatch, peering into blackness. Yes, a strange scent wafted from the freightway, something musky, like a warm animal. Sometimes they freighted exotic animals from Japan; to Seattle or San Diego, but not this trip. Just pallets of Japanese beer and auto parts from Osaka bound for Puget Sound. Ramsey’s face lingered at the opened hatch. The scent seemed seductive somehow, pleasant, heady. He stuck his face in and breathed.
Get on watch.
He closed the hatch and took his post. Captain’ll probably keep me out here till daybreak, he pondered, gazing out. From here, the world extended as a hostile, black, freezing scape. Stars blurred whitely overhead, and below, the sea churned within itself, throwing foam around the great plumes from the props. Low on the edge of the world, a full moon glowed.
Yeah…weird night. He closed his eyes, the moonlight swelled.
He tried to blank his mind. Suddenly he felt invaded. Images assaulted him: the dream, the nightmare. Blood dripping from the huge wolf’s maw…
Then: Snap!
Ramsey whirled. He was sure he’d heard a sound, something metallic, like—
Like a hatch closing, he realized.
The bridge loomed above him as he faced the bow. It looked like some great stone deity, a horned god. What was that noise? he asked himself. He walked back toward amidships. The vessel’s old metal groaned through a rise of sea.
Ramsey froze in his tracks.
A figure stood by the manway of the fourth hold. Was it Winslow? No, no, Ramsey could see. It was a woman.
But there were no women on board.
“Hey! You, there!”
The figure didn’t flinch. Cold air blasted Ramsey’s face. The figure, impossibly, seemed to be removing its clothing.
What the hell is this?
Then it occurred to him. A stowaway. It happened sometimes. Abused kids and runaways would sneak on board for a free ride up the coast. But…but…
“What are you doing?” Ramsey commanded. “Put your fucking clothes back on, are you crazy! It’s freezing out here!”
The woman ignored him. Piece by piece, she stripped off her tattered garments and dropped them into the sea.
Then she turned.
Ramsey faced her, speechless, stunned in the silent midnight clarity of what he was looking at. The world seemed to stop as he stared. His heart nearly stopped.
She was beautiful.
Fully naked now, she stood stock still by the port stanchion. Ramsey, as the ship continued to pitch, could not even conceive of a physical beauty this absolute. Moonlight bathed the flawless white skin and hourglass figure. She seemed to have no body fat at all, yet she wasn’t skinny. Instead she reminded him of a lithe beast—full formed, muscular, tight. A tumult of dark russet hair hung well past her shoulders, and a plush patch of hair the same hue showed between the sleek, full legs. Big conical dark nipples pointed at him, stiffening in the ice cold.
Then Ramsey looked at her face…
A vertigo stole into him. His vision seemed to shift. Somehow the reality of her face became enlaced with memory: the nightmare. Like flitting a deck of cards. In stark flashes he saw her face, then the wolf, her face, then the wolf—
“Did you dream?” she asked. Her voice dripped with every imaginable desire: hot, dark, penetrating. Her breasts glowed in the still moonlight, her tight abdomen, her firm, creamy hips.
“What?” Ramsey muttered.
He felt adrift like the ship, something tiny in the clutches of something so vast as to be immeasurable. He felt helpless, inconsequential, meaningless before the image of her. She was an icon of flesh. She was a testament to an ideal of beauty that ruptured the limits of mere humanity.
Ramsey fell to his knees.
“Are you a sinner?” she asked him. She looked down in a coy, tiny smile.
“Yes,” Ramsey moaned in response.
“We all are.”
He was not himself now. Whatever she was at her heart radiated a power that crushed him. The ice-cold air dried the surface of his eyeballs as he stared at her perfect flesh.
“I could kill you,” she whispered.
“Kill me,” Ramsey said. He was lost. He was inferior before her: total flaw dwarfed by flawlessness. She wasn’t human. He knew that now. She was something more than human.
Something terrifyingly more.
“Did you dream?” she asked again.
He was freezing, his teeth chattered. His face felt like brittle porcelain in the dead night air.
“Yes,” he said.
“It wasn’t your dream.” The woman turned, stepped toward the stanchion cable. “It was mine.”
She looked over the side. The sea misted on her face and breasts. “You never saw me,” she said. “I was never here.”
Ramsey nodded, open mouthed, numb.
When she looked at him again, the vertigo returned. Her face. The wolf. Her face. The wolf.
The wolf, he thought.
Ramsey blinked.
The woman’s eyes, only for a moment, were blood red.
She placed one bare foot on the stanchion cable. Ramsey’s gaze followed up the long, sleek leg, her rump, her sleek beautiful back. The muscles in her leg tensed. Next she was standing on the cable with both feet.
“Goodbye,” she said.
She dove off the cable, into the water.
(iv)
“What the bloody hell?”
Winslow ran to the stern. He knew he wasn’t imagining things: he’d heard a splash. Goddamn Ramsey must’ve fallen over the side on that last pitch.
His feet pounded the steel deck. He tore past the main cargo holds, the cold burning his face. He was about to shout “Man overboard!” when he saw Ramsey on the portquarter, looking over the side.
“Goddamn!” Winslow yelled. “What happened? Is someone overboard?”
Ramsey blinked at him. “What?”
Winslow leaned over the cable, scanning the sea at the waterline. “I heard a splash! Is someone overboard?”
“No, it was just a porpoise or something,” Ramsey said.
Winslow relaxed. Thank God, he thought. The sea churned below him, relentless, terrible. Thank God.
A person wouldn’t last a minute in that chop.
(v)
I think I was actually afraid for a moment. The water is black, endless, frigid. It’s like death. I felt consumed, I felt swallowed up and digested by its depths. Yes, I think I was actually afraid for a moment. But that’s silly, right? What do I have to be afraid of?
I’m purged. I’m free!
At least for a little while, anyway.
The ocean excites me now. Its deadly cold gives me life! It seems to shape my body in its great formless hands, remaking me in purity, in absolution. The awful cold makes me hot inside. It makes me feel passionate, loving, sincere, even crudely horny. It makes me feel a lot of things. Oh, how I love to just feel.
I’m dead.
It’s so nice to be able to feel when you’re dead.
I’m swimming now. I’m changing. I’m gliding through the black awful water—sleek, fast, nimble. I’m a shark. I’m a portent. I’m a destroyer.
I’m fine. I don’t know where I am or where I’m going, and that’s the only way I can feel safe. Because if I don’t know where I’m going, then maybe he won’t either.
—
FOUR
Malefactor
(i)
Locke awoke with tears in his eyes. When he couldn’t write, he slept. He’d been sleeping a lot lately. It was dusk now. The sun looked like blood in the window.
He got up, coughed, and went to the desk.
REFRACTION by Richard Locke
I always got less than
the least from you.
Now I hope that the rats come
and feast on you.
Was that how he felt? Bitter? Vengeful? These were useless emotions. They were false. He knew why he’d written it: because he thought that was how a man was supposed to feel when summarily rejected by a woman. Asshole. You’re supposed to write about how you feel, not about how you’re supposed to feel. The senselessness of the observation seemed to make perfect sense. What else could poetry be except for the re creation of an emotion into an image, via black and white words?
To be a true poet, he must reflect truth in his poems. The truth of how he saw things. The truth of how he felt.
How did he feel? How did he feel really?
I still love her, he answered.
He cranked the four line poem out of the typewriter and tore it to shreds. It was phony, a lie. Bitterness and spite often eased the edges of sorrow—Locke wished he could feel bitter. But he didn’t. He purely and simply didn’t. In all the time that had passed since she’d broken up with him, he still loved her. He still wanted her. He still wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. It would be so much easier to hate her for the inexplicable and expeditious manner in which she’d ended their relationship. But that would be false too. He didn’t hate her, he couldn’t. Even now, after over two months, Locke loved her as much as he ever did.
The emotion was a lie. Hence, so was the poem. He dropped the shreds of paper into the wastebasket, which sat full with many, many more shreds. The garbage can of his muse.
He stood in the middle of the room. He felt desolate. He wiped the crust of his tears from his eyes, and felt ashamed. Grown man, he thought. Bawling like a baby. He’d even cried in front of her once, on that last night. He’d begged her, he’d pleaded with her, he’d cried at her feet. What must she have thought about that? Had she been disgusted? Repelled? Locke had no idea. He had no idea about anything anymore. When Clare had told him that she no longer loved him and that the relationship was over, he’d begged her to give it one more chance. He’d assumed complete responsibility for her sudden unhappiness even though he was certain he’d done nothing to make her unhappy. He’d felt last ditched. He would do anything to save the relationship that she’d already decided was over. It was useless.
And today? Just now? He’d been asleep, he’d been dreaming of Clare. Of course he had—he always did now. It didn’t seem fair, that his own mind should conjure memories of their past, back when her eyes were bright with love for him. Locke felt betrayed by himself. Each dream unreeled as slow torture: their first kiss, their first date, the first time they’d made love, and the first time she’d said I love you. It was terrible.
Locke sat down to write. It was his only escape, or at least he thought it was. Before, he’d written of social themes, relevancies re formed in art for the reflection of the reader. Now, though, he could only write of her. He’d written nothing good in months.
Writer’s block? No, there was no such thing. Writer’s block was an excuse for writers who didn’t want to write. Locke always wanted to write. Mode, he thought.
Selfishness. I’m being selfish. Poetry was emotion—a personal one. But real poetry must always be relatable. Locke must change the mode of his vision. He must turn his indulgence into art, or at least try. God knew, nothing else was working.
He must transcribe how he felt in a way that was relative for the work.
But how?
Be honest.
Even now, he would do anything to have her back. But she didn’t want him back. He knew that—she scarcely spoke to him anymore. Where once he’d seen the brightest love in her eyes, he now saw only discomfort or dressed up annoyance. Locke was a blight to her—that was how she felt.
But how do I feel? he asked himself again.
I still love her. I love her more than anything in the world, and I’d do anything to get her back. I’d do anything. I’d even wait forever.
Really? Forever?
Yes! he thought.
He began to type.
FOREVER by Richard Locke
I ascend in light, then I fall
In the ashes of this last curtain call.
There’s nothing else but love, you see,
And this beckoning siren that carries me
Into heaven or the saddest realm of nether.
And even though you’ve cut the tether
My love for you goes on forever.
Yes. That was it. That was how he felt.
He stared at the piece of paper. He saw black ink on white pulp transcended into an image of his truth.
Then he tapped out another, a gust of spontaneity:
What sad phantoms stalk the warrens of your spirit?
What pale shapes rise on angel’s wings?
Have you traded the chasm for resplendence?
Or have you stopped believing in all of those things?
The window darkened. His eyes flicked down at the picture of her: beautiful, resplendent, in love.
My love for you goes on forever.
A single tear crawled down his cheek.
Forever, he thought.
(ii)
Forever, the malefactor thought.
“I am forever,” he whispered.
“What?” the girl inquired. “Did you say something?”
He smiled and faintly shook his head. She giggled, quite childlike. She’d unbuttoned her bright vermilion blouse several notches. He could smell the sweet youth of her flesh. He could smell her heart.
I am oblivion, he thought.
He wore black, all silk; he shimmered in his own darkness. The heater kicked on and fluttered the dark green drapes. He peeked out, frowning. San Francisco, he thought. An abyss. A canyon. Seamy light, crime, lust. What wonderful blood for a city. I’ll miss this city, but it’s time to move on, she’ll be northward, and we’ll find each other, and she will be mine again… forever… The lights looked like stardust in ebon streaks, through which tiny dots travailed—tiny dots that were human beings. How insignificant, the malefactor considered. He hadn’t been here in ages.
He’d only loved one woman in his ancient life. The girl, here, in the vermilion blouse and short black leather skirt, was something less. No, he didn’t love her, but he rejoiced in her. She was warm. She was alive. She was food. How old could she be? Twenty? Twenty five? Her vitality whispered to him. The malefactor sensed a deep and wonderful dichotomy: the absolute contrast of her youth and the sheer age of what she was. Strompet, he thought. Whore. The consideration impressed him. Her profession was perhaps the only human thing on the earth that was close to his own age.
He’d paid her a thousand dollars cash, five times what she’d asked.
She looked wholesome somehow, cherubic—another contradiction of self and effect. She wore no stockings, her young legs looked smooth and sleek in the lamplight. Nor did she wear any panties, he noted, when she wriggled out of the tight leather miniskirt. The malefactor watched from across the room. Fake, pretty blonde hair, long and straight. Chocolate brown eyes. A trimmed and nearly black pubic patch. Each of these images assembled into a complete contemplation. The freshness of her being. The surge of her youth. Her blouse slid off her shoulders to reveal smallish, pert breasts and pointed nipples.
“What’s your name, by the way?” she asked.
My name is oblivion, he thought. My name is forever. What would her reaction be if he actually said that? I don’t really even have a name. What worth are names? He smiled at her again.
“I know.” She laughed. “It’s John Smith, right? I get lots of John Smiths.”
“My name is Lethe,” the malefactor said.
“Well then why don’t you come over here and join the party, Mr. Lethe? You’ve got me for the whole night.”
No, I’ve got you forever. “Just…” he began. His eyes grew wide on her, the vision blooming. It was an erotic vision, a fleshy and sensual one: the young girl sitting naked at the edge of the big hotel bed, coyly smiling. All she had on were black high heels.
“I know,” she postulated. She leaned back, splaying her pose. “Lotta guys like to watch a little first. They like to look.”
“Yes,” the malefactor said.
She lay back on the bed and parted her legs. She closed her eyes and sighed, and began to caress herself. The malefactor felt enraptured; this was beautiful, watching the beautiful young girl delight in the pleasures of her own body. Her hands roved her breasts, distending the nipples. In moments she was touching her sex, fervidly plying it with her fingers. She writhed on the sheets. Her heels kicked out of the black shoes. And in just moments more, she’d climaxed.
Yes, the malefactor thought.
She seemed exhausted, astonished. After lying back to catch her breath for a minute, she leaned up. “God,” she whispered. “I don’t know what happened.”
“What do you mean?”
“I…” She faltered, squinting at herself. “I never come that fast. Usually I don’t come at all, when…” Her finish dissolved.
“When you’re with a…client,” the malefactor finished for her. “You don’t generally find pleasure in the province of your profession.”
She looked at him. Sweat dried on her chest. “Something like that,” she said, at once seeming sad.
“But why shouldn’t you? Why shouldn’t you find pleasure in yourself? Why shouldn’t you rejoice in yourself?”
Now her smile was a crux. Of course, she didn’t understand him. She would, though, in a little while.
She didn’t scream at all—they never did. She wrapped her legs around him as he thrust. With each thrust he could feel the frantic contractions of her sex, her repeated climaxes. “I love you,” she breathed each time she came.
The protracted incisors sunk into the beautiful white flesh of her throat. Sleight of mouth, he thought. She continued to climax as his teeth dug out the sternomastoid and scalenus muscle groups, exposing the jugular and the common carotid. They pulsed side by side amid the shorn muscle. The malefactor bit into them both.
She writhed beneath him, still convulsing her own silent, hot ecstasy. Lovely, he thought. It was lovely, to consume her so ardently. He swallowed all that she was in essence, not just simply her blood but her beauty and her vitality, her youth, her whole life.
The malefactor sucked her dry.
I am forever. I am oblivion.
He felt warm deep in his guts as he dressed. She didn’t look beautiful anymore, she looked vitiated, wizened. But that was all right. Her beauty was in him now. She was in him.
Faith was power. Belief was power. He’d known that for eons. Everything was either an insouciant lie or an unassailable truth. In all his years, in all his centuries of gleaning, that was perhaps the only real thing he’d ever become convinced of. It often depressed him—the fait accompli that the true quintessence of meaning was meaninglessness.
But I still have my love, he accounted. He adjusted the knot in his tie, aware of himself in the mirror. More superstition. He saw a thousand different things. Were they facsimiles? Were they falsehoods? He saw himself red as blood, covered in the blood of ages.
He stuffed the girl’s poor shriveled mouth with clumps of garlic. There was no potential here, no reason to bring her along as he had others, she was, regrettably, just food. He opened her eyes with his fingers. Love like blood, he thought. From the small bag he’d brought along, he removed a common red bladed hacksaw.
Then he sawed off the girl’s head.
Words drifted across his sentience. They weren’t his words. Whose could they be? Into heaven or the saddest realm of nether…my love for you goes on forever. A poem, an edict. Someone’s love unloosed unto the night. The malefactor felt sad now, not for the girl whose head he’d just sawed off but for himself. It was a cruel trust. I still have my love, he repeated. Even that sounded like a lie.
The malefactor left. He did not leave through the door. He did not leave as a bat. He left instead as a desire, an…edict. He left as a longing, or as the passion behind the saddest tear.
I am forever. I am oblivion.
He fell adrift, into the sea of night. Drifting.
I…am…Sciftan…
—
FIVE
The Arrival of the Dead
(i)
Locke walked down Sunnyside Avenue. An odd ambiance struck him—it always did. It was night, obviously there was, at present, no sunny side…as with the neighboring Meridian Avenue, which certainly wasn’t the nexus of anything that Locke could determine. It seemed to show him something. Poets were weird.
Am I weird? he pondered. He knew he saw things differently, but he felt that, as a poet, he was supposed to. Walking at night was more than that to him. It was walking through imagery, through a panorama of visual abstraction which solicited creative assessment.
The night’s chill air enfolded him. Down the street to his left, bright light hung in a still explosion about the Open Book: “A Poem Emporium,” enshrouded by crisp darkness. It had been a few months since Locke had done a reading there; he liked the place, they sold nothing but volumes of poetry and little literary journals, and thus were always on the verge of bankruptcy, but the little shop was true, no contradictions in its Quixotic purpose. He passed the church, the small office buildings where up-and-coming law firms shared floors with down-and-out telephone boiler rooms, some small shops. Renovated rowhouses which all seemed to tilt at odd angles descended down dark streets. Old streetlamps cast umbrae of spoiled light at each corner. Yes, Locke liked walking at night. There was a time, in his positivity, that he regarded walking as a symbolic act: each step forward became an acknowledgment, or—yes!—a celebration. Every single step he took through life felt like a celebration of his love.
Clare appeared in his mind. Not anymore, he realized. Now, walking seemed little more than a celebration of ambulatory capability. His positivity turned black.
Still, he liked to walk. Locke didn’t own a car, he didn’t need one. His world was here; he needn’t own a car to reach his muse. The bookstore and the high school were walking distance. When he’d been dating Clare, his friend Lehrling often loaned him his second car, an old gold Dodge Colt with a dent in the side. Lehrling’s first car was an Austin Martin Volante, which got a nice eight miles per gallon and cost a hundred grand. Lehrling was Locke’s best friend; he was a good guy. He was also a heinously materialistic, pompous schmuck. At least he picked up Locke’s bar tabs, so he couldn’t be all that bad. Poets needed someone to pay for their alcohol. It seemed proper that the rich support the creative poor.
Oh, where is she now, and what are her dreams, he recited a part of the poem that was to be his marriage proposal. But he remembers how the moonlight gleams, a resplendent angel in fine light dressed, and the poet thinks: Yes, I am blessed.
Blessed, he thought. He couldn’t get the darkness out of his heart. Cheer up! He tried to make a joke out of it. In all that we were meant to be, thanks a lot for dumping me. But it never worked. Never. Some joke.
The street felt as dark as his soul. Suddenly red and white throbs appeared around the silent corner. It was an ambulance—lights flashing, but no siren. It seemed to rove, driving slowly. Locke understood that when they did that, it meant that the victim had died on the way, so why hurry? The throbbing vehicle passed in a wake of eerie, lit silence; Locke watched it turn down 45th heading to the Swedish/Ballard Hospital some miles south. It seemed like an arrival of some kind. Or a message? he considered. But why should he think that? Why must he apply symbols to everything? It often aggravated him. Carrying the dead, he thought nonetheless. The arrival of the dead.
The moon peeked at him over rooftops, like a face trying to hide. Was someone shouting? He heard no other bar commotion. Clare drove a blue Sentra; Locke, as always, scanned the lot for it. Not here. But what would he do if it was here? Would he go in? Would he run away? He frequently asked himself this. He hadn’t seen her now for over two months. What would happen when their paths crossed again?
Where does she go now? What does she do?
The questions were a tumult, an avalanche.
Who sleeps with her now?
That was the killer, the dread of any jilted lover. An unbidden image lit in his head: Clare in bed with someone else, whispering her passion into another man’s ear, wrapping her legs around another man’s back…
Locke stopped, dizzy. Did he hear arguing? He had to lean against a fence post to steady himself. His love seemed like a cheap trick, an intricacy through which he’d become abandoned by truth.
He let the moment pass and moved on.
Locke generally entered Concannon’s by the back way—more symbology. The thief in the night. The fugitive. He pushed through the back gate, remembering all the times he’d come here with Clare, arm in arm, in love. His throat felt thick as warm pitch.
Locke was right; he had heard arguing. Two figures bickered by the back door—a nondescript guy in a white shirt, and a tall beautiful brunette who looked like a model. Locke froze in gridded shadow. Neither figure noticed him.
“What are you doing now that’s so much better than me?” the guy in the white shirt hotly inquired. “You’re more fulfilled now? You’re happier now?”
“Well… yeah,” the girl replied.
“Bullshit! You’ve never had a better relationship in your life!”
The girl seemed wearied. “When will you understand? I don’t want a relationship.”
“What do you want then? You want to spend the rest of your life shaking your ass on some dance floor? Giving your fucking phone number to every guy who wears the right clothes, has the right haircut? Getting laid by a bunch of anonymous cockhounds and dance club scumbags? Jesus Christ!”
The girl just shook her head, keeping her cool. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Why can’t you just accept it that things didn’t work out for us?”
“Things?” White Shirt laughed. “Work out? You used to love me, remember? There’s a lot more to love than ‘things,’ for Christ’s sake!”
The girl’s eyes looked huge in the moonlight. They looked flat, disimpassioned. “But I don’t love you anymore,” she said.
Locke watched with his mouth hanging open. Familiar words. Clare had said those exact same words to him, in the exact same way. The same blank expression. The same flat, disimpassioned eyes.
White Shirt seemed to stand in his own ire, minutely shaking.
“I have to go,” the girl said.
“But I still love you,” White Shirt croaked.
“So what’s that supposed to mean?” she objected. Yes, she was beautiful—tall, elegant, even in faded jeans. It was her beauty that gave her the calm, cruel power. “Just because you love me doesn’t mean I have to love you. I don’t. Why can’t you get that through your thick skull? I’m with someone else now, and, yes, I am happier, I am more fulfilled—”
“You only think you are,” White Shirt denied.
But again the girl only shook her head. She began to walk away.
White Shirt’s face looked corrugated. He pointed his finger like a gun. “Let me tell you something, baby! One day somebody’s gonna do to you what you did to me, and you’re not gonna like it! One day you’re gonna give your heart to someone, and they’re gonna spit it right back in your face! It’s gonna happen! My God, I hope it happens, I can’t wait! Then you’re gonna know how it feels!”
The girl shrugged and moved on. She passed Locke in the shadows without noticing him. The back gate slammed closed.
Familiar story, Locke thought. White Shirt went back into the bar. Locke mulled over the bitter scene, abstractly as always. Strange ideas drifted up. He remembered the ambulance, lights on but no siren. He thought of Clare. He thought of walking in the night, each step a celebration of his broken dreams.
The words meshed, not just Clare’s, not just the pretty brunette’s, but the same words spoken in the voices of a thousand ghosts:
I don’t love you anymore.
Locke gritted his teeth.
The night was something more than a night. The moon was a stoic overseer. The cold air was the last kiss of every shattered love affair in the world. The night was an arrival.
Locke went down the steps into the bar.
(ii)
Lehrling glanced up from a bottle of EKU Edelbock; he smiled, waved Locke over to the next stool. Carl the barkeep was making time with three girls at the other end of the bar who giggled, fawning over him.
“The poet extraordinaire!” Lehrling greeted. “Have a seat, let me buy you a beer.”
“Why don’t you buy me ten beers?” Locke returned the greeting.
“Uh oh. The self reflection of the stalwart artist. Hey, Carl! Get this man ten beers!”
Locke sat down. His thoughts winded him. Lehrling slapped him on the back, a bit hard for Locke’s liking. “So what’s up, buddy? How are things in the poet’s domain?”
Locke sighed. He looked around. Not much of a crowd, it was still early. But at the midbar pillar, he noticed White Shirt slamming back a pint glass of Red Hook, a cigarette lit.
“I need to talk to you, Lehrling,” Locke bid. Best friends, yes, but they addressed each other by their last names, since their first names were the same.
“No, no, no, please. Don’t tell me you’re still in the pits because of Clare. Please don’t tell me that.”
All right, I won’t.
“Ten beers?” Carl came over and asked. Carl was good looking enough to disgust most men. “Oh, no wonder—Locke’s here. Should I bring the whole keg over?” He put a pint down in front of Locke, which he drank from at once. In several gulps, it was gone. Lehrling and Carl raised brows at one another.
“So how’s the writing?” Lehrling asked, serious now.
“Sucks gorilla peckers,” Locke eloquented. “I haven’t been able to write anything good in months. I’m in a block and I can’t get out.”
Lehrling frowned over his stout. “That’s an excuse. You’re either a writer, or you’re not. You either get the job done, or you don’t. ‘Writer’s block’ is the refuge of the candy-assed dilettante. You write or you don’t, it’s just that simple.”
The job, Locke thought. That was the difference between them. Lehrling was a novelist; to him, writing was a job. It was something he did for money. Locke’s view, though, was that writing for money was a perversion of creativity. To be real, it must never be a job. It must be a passion. Money subverted the passion to lust. It seemed evil in some psychical way. Locke hadn’t read a novel since college; he’d never even read any of Lehrling’s books. Theirs was a strange relationship: they were best friends yet they constantly condemned each other’s creative motivations. Lehrling’s “speculative” novels had earned him close to a million dollars; he wasn’t famous, really, he was just rich. But to Locke, fiction was a lie. The only truth in the written word as an art form came through verse, not prose.
“You’re a schmuck, Locke,” Lehrling offered. “And I’m saying that as your friend.”
“Some friend.”
“Look, you want the truth, right? Isn’t that what all poets think they want? The truth?”
“Sure.”
“The truth is, a real writer uses every emotion in his life to make himself a better writer. You’re not doing that. You’re letting this Clare thing make you a worse writer.”
Locke gave this some thought. Had Lehrling hit it on the head? And if so, so what? What could Locke do?
“But that’s not really what you want to talk about, is it?”
No, Locke thought.
“How long’s it been since the two of you broke up? Month and a half, two months?”
“Almost three.”
“And you’re still not over it,” Lehrling observed. It was no question. “You want my advice?”
“No, I came here to look at your pretty face,” Locke said.
“You’re not gonna like it.”
“What’s the advice?” Locke nearly moaned and rubbed his temples.
“Cut bait.”
Locke winced. “What?”
“Cut bait. You don’t need the headache.”
“I can’t cut bait, Lehrling!” Locke shouted. “I still love her!”
Silence.
Locke glanced to and fro, head down. I just shouted in the bar, he realized to himself. Lehrling was looking at him. Carl was looking at him. The three girls at the end, and even White Shirt, were looking at him.
“You need to get a grip on yourself,” Lehrling suggested after giving the outburst some time to pass. “You need to calm down.”
“I know.”
Lehrling ordered them two more. “So what happened? You never seemed to want to talk about it before.”
But what had happened? Even Locke didn’t know that. “It wasn’t anything ugly. One day she just looked at me and told me she didn’t love me anymore.”
Lehrling nodded. He poured more of the amber bock slowly into the pilsner glass. “But who knows what love is, really? Are you sure she ever loved you at all?”
Yes! he wanted to scream. He knew she had. He was certain of it. That’s what love was, perhaps—not something you could define but something you simply knew. “I know she loved me,” Locke said, very quietly now. “Same way I know the sun comes up in the morning. I know.”
Lehrling, a cynic, left it at that. “Then you gotta ride it out.”
“Ride what out?”
“The despair.” Lehrling’s eyes sought Locke out. “I know all about despair.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. Shit, Locke, you’re not the first chump in the world to have a relationship go bust. If you let it mess up your life—in your case, your poetry—then you fail as a human being. So you ride it out. You tighten up the bootstraps and you move on.”
Lehrling didn’t understand anything. It was male pride, Locke knew, that induced these ideas. Locke felt above that, he felt superior to such a falsehood. But if he felt above it, why did he feel so low now? He finished his second draft and let the buzz kick in.
“But you’re lucky,” Lehrling continued. “You’re one up on the average guy in the same situation.”
“How’s that?”
“You’re a writer.”
“I know. Catharsis. Aesthetic reversion. It’s all a load of shit.”
“No it’s not. It’s true. And believe me, it’s the only thing that’s going to save you. Everybody deals with life in different ways. Writers deal with life by writing. We’re the most fucked up people in the world—that’s why we’re writers. If we didn’t have our writing, we’d all be in psych wards. Writing is the way we’re able to exist normally in society. I write speculative novels—”
“You write pulp novels,” Locke corrected.
“And you write candyass poetry, but that’s beside the point. My novels exist in a duality. On the outside they’re just novels, invented characters within an invented plot. But on the inside, somewhere in between the lines, they’re my displacement. In between the lines, Locke, my novels are me. All my perceptions, all my feelings, all my joys, sorrows, hopes, and dreams. It’s more than catharsis, Locke. Writing is exorcism.”
Locke signaled Carl for another beer. Exorcism, he thought. Displacement. Maybe Lehrling was smarter than he thought. Or maybe he’s just full of crap. Because Locke still didn’t know how to use what Lehrling had just said.
The novelist went on. “I’ve been shit on by women more times than pigeons have shit on the White House. I’ve never had a relationship that’s worked. I’ve loved girls, sure. Lots of girls. And when it falls apart, it hurts, it seems like the worst thing in the world. But I get out of it every time. I save myself—every time—with my work.”
Locke was looking down, running his finger through water rings on the bar. His beer seemed to taste like regret. All of his visions, then, reverted to a whorl of memory, plummeting. He felt ruined, even after three months. And now here was Lehrling, the know it all rich novelist, claiming to have all the answers. Locke didn’t even know what the questions were.
“You take it out of your heart,” Lehrling continued to postulate, “and you put it somewhere else. You put it on that piece of paper that sticks out of your typewriter. There’s no other way to get away from it, Locke. You’re a visionary, a dreamer—all poets are. Everything you feel, you’ve got to write about it. That’s the only way you’ll ever get over Clare. That’s the only way you’ll ever be free.”
Free… But Locke didn’t want to be free, he didn’t want to get over it, not if freedom meant that his love abandon him forever. He wanted Clare back—the way it was—that’s what he wanted…
White Shirt inexplicably pounded his fist on the bar. “Never,” he exclaimed. He was drunk and then some. “Never, never…”
Carl plunged beer mugs two at a time into the triple sinks. “Never what?” he asked.
“Never fall in love with a girl you meet in a bar.” White Shirt’s bloodshot eyes drifted up. “Never—” Again he pounded his fist. “—and I mean never ever ever!”
I hear that, Locke thought. Never fall in love with a girl you meet in a bar. He’d met Clare in a bar, in this bar. He’d never forget that first moment he’d seen her…
“Never, never… ,” White Shirt stammered on.
…the impact, the power, in that first single glimpse of her beauty…
“—never, never, ever, ever fall in love—”
…yes, the sheer resplendence of her…
“Like this asshole over here,” Lehrling whispered to him. “Look at him. He’s wasted, ruined, because of a girl. He’s got nowhere to put his feelings, so his feelings are turning him inside out. You want to end up like that?”
Locke glanced down the bar. White Shirt was staring up into the rafters now, his eyes pasted open, mouthing Never, never, never…
Love was supposed to be a wonderful thing, but look what it had done to this guy. No, Locke didn’t want to end up like White Shirt. That was scary. But what scared him more was not knowing exactly how he would end up.
Locke quickly grabbed a bar napkin. Lehrling said he must write about his feelings, he must take his feelings from his heart and put them somewhere else. So be it, he resigned, and took up his pen.
He quickly scribbled:
POEM ON A BAR NAPKIN by Richard Locke
This is how I feel, my love…
in the muse of the poet, or the destitute hack.
You would love me again in the wink of an eye
if you knew how bad I want you back.
Lehrling looked on, afrown. “You’re shitting me, right? That’s not a poem. It’s frivolity. I’m talking about real work, Locke, a real communication of your psyche, not some little ditty you doodle down on a bar napkin. That’s shit.”
“I know,” Locke muttered. Everything I write is shit. But it wasn’t a self condemnation. That was how any real poet should feel: that nothing could ever be good enough to be art. Lehrling was a novelist—naturally he didn’t understand. Locke wadded up the napkin and with a sigh tossed it into the can behind the bar. More of his heart crumpled and tossed away as so much garbage.
“Hey, keep,” White Shirt drunkenly demanded. “Another beer.”
Carl put a mug of coffee down.
“That’s not beer,” White Shirt observed.
“It’s the closest thing to beer you’re gonna get tonight,” Carl came back. “In case you haven’t noticed, you’re drunk.”
White Shirt shrugged. “I guess you’re right.” Carl’s eyes widened as White Shirt gulped down the entire steaming mug at once, scalding his misery.
“What do I do?” Locke pleaded.
“Write off the loss,” Lehrling said. “I told you. Forget it.”
I can’t forget it.
“Look at the facts. You fell in love with a girl. The girl dumped you. It happens every day. The only way you can preserve what you are is to forget it. And the only way to forget it is—”
“Yeah, right. Catharsis.”
“Catharsis,” Lehrling concurred. “Exorcism. Turn your feelings into art. Write the best poem you’ve ever written. Then you’ll be free. Take my word for it.”
But Locke could only frown at this emphasis of advice. The moment merged then into a hectic chaos. The three girls at the end of the bar jabbered meaninglessly, like parrots. Music beat bleakly from the stereo; it sounded far away. White Shirt resumed the forlorn pounding of his fist: “Never fall in love with a girl you meet in a bar! Never! Never!” But all Locke could see was his love. All he could see was Clare.
He felt supplanted. He felt unreal.
“Get drunk,” Lehrling suggested. “That’ll help.”
It did not help. Locke’s beer tasted like loss, like every loss in the world. He finished his second pint, then his third, then his fourth.
“That’s the spirit.”
Spirit? Do I even have one anymore?
Locke’s eyes lifted to the window. Murky light throbbed, moving—light the color of blood. Another ambulance roved slowly down the street.
Its lights were flashing, but its siren was off.
(iii)
Arrivals?
That’s what I thought, I guess, as I stepped naked up onto the cold splintery wooden dock. I thought of arrivals. Plural. Not merely my arrival to wherever this place was, but something more complex. Many arrivals, in many different meanings.
Rebirth!
The water gives me up now, from its depths like the calm monotony of death. Am I trite to say I feel reborn? Before me the sea stretches on forever, and behind me looms the city, like an intricate, carved mesa in black, flecked in tiny lights. I feel cleansed, vibrant. I feel alive in heat against the wet, dragging, deathlike cold. In my death, I’m alive. In my age, I’ve emerged like the first second of life from the sanctuary of the womb.
Am I here by chance?
I’m standing on a pier, looking out. I cannot distinguish where the sea ends and the night begins. Ice cold salt water drips off my hot skin. Boats bob in their slips, in total silence.
I like the silence. It makes me feel blessedly alone and so aware in this vast and awesome night. The big bright moon is looking at me. I can feel its vibrant light on my face, my breasts. I’m caressing myself in the light. I feel like the gleam on the edge of a razor.
I feel so beautiful now!
But I sense something else—I can feel it like a joyous promise in my heart. I know it’s something good, even though bad things follow me wherever I go. I know now, my face staring up into the moon, my breasts cupped in my hands, that I’m not here by chance.
I’m never anywhere by chance.
Then comes a third sensation.
Hunger.
—
SIX
Sustenance
(i)
Fisherman’s Terminal, the gaudily lit ornament of Puget Sound, made Jason think of palm trees, hurricane lamps, large thick drinks and Anna wearing nothing but red ribbons. Silly thought those ribbons, but so were palm trees in November. For that matter so was the possibility of seeing Anna in the buff. He had his chance and took it, just before they turned in that evening. Say, “good night,” a gentle kiss dragged out, maybe run your tongue past her lips. He thought the chance was good, but she pulled away before he got a taste of her lips. Anna kept Jason at arm’s length for a moment, then retreated to her cabin.
All shipping ground to a halt as police boats and helicopters circled the area north of the marine terminal. The area was secured, and no one was offering explanations. Yachts circled the barges that floated idly and waited. Tugmasters kept their vessels at idle throttle to keep their charges stationary. The bitter cold morning pulled sea smoke from the factories on Harbor Island to shroud the tugs in a mist that gave them the majesty of distant mountains.
A ghostly moon was sinking behind Seattle. The Sea of Tranquility was still visible to the naked eye as the sun cleared the Cascade Mountains. Jason braced the morning chill in a knit sweater and Levis jeans. As a rule he hated early mornings. He also hated paying taxes and waking up for the 2 a.m. watch change during deliveries. Jason took all this in great stride. Most of it was, after all, part of the job. The concept of being a professional marine captain seemed luxurious to most people. On paper it looked good: $100/day plus expenses. Reality was often a different creature. Leaking hatches, contaminated water, faulty electrical, and twelve hours a day worth of watches could make it a tough way to earn a buck. In truth, he was always glad to finally reach port with someone else’s vessel.
Coffee would be nice, he thought. The newly varnished teak wood door, to the main cabin, nudged him in the back.
“Coffee,” Anna announced or possibly asked as she handed him a mug. Things like that were hard to distinguish through her German accent. She had a warm, inviting smile. Though after last night, Jason was pretty sure that the invitation ended with coffee.
Jason nodded at the gangway, “Heavy bastard.”
They both were watching the crews reassemble the passageways. “Ja was es das?”
The question knocked Jason for a loop. Lethe had hired Anna to be Jason’s crew, which suited Jason fine. After all, it was one less detail to work out. Jason assumed that she was to become a permanent crew on the boat after he departed. “You don’t know either?”
“Nien.”
He was starting to get aggravated by it all. Lethe openly offered Jason a two-hundred-dollar-a-day fee for the delivery—along with provisioning cash and transportation to the Emerald City, both of which were standard. Two-hundred-a-day plus expenses made him wonder what he was in for. The doubled fee sent alarms off in his head, but…well, he needed money.
And then there was the guy himself, this… Lethe.
“Weird trip, and a weirder client,” Jason muttered aloud to the fog. “Not to mention a mystery cargo, and a frigid crew that can’t speak English.”
“Swine.” Anna retorted and stalked off to the galley. His eyes followed her. She filled her jeans well, not lacking in the sweater either.
Jason, next, caught the eyes of the laborer, who was resetting the teak doors to the aft salon. The man had been watching them, or possibly only her. He smiled a toothy grin and went back to work. Below deck, other locals of the boat yard were reassembling hand rails and more doors which led aft. An hour and a half before they had to disassemble everything to accommodate the passage of one 7 X 3 metal box through the Betruger’s companionway.
Yeah, that’s some mystery cargo, all right, Jason thought.
With four double staterooms with baths, this yacht, the Betruger, could double as a small hotel. The main salon and dining room were all art deco. Salmon-colored wall-to-wall carpeting, which ran to the ceiling, was trimmed out in black and gold tiffany molding. The word “exquisite” kept popping into Jason’s mind. He asked himself if this guy was a swish or something. The Betruger’s galley rivaled most restaurant kitchens in his home town. Even the engine room was carpeted. Her heart was driven by twin 343TA Cat diesels which could propel her at a speed of 10 knots for about 3,000 miles. To help make life comfortable aboard the 97-foot yacht, there were three generators on line which powered everything from the reading light in the head to the windless, which raised both 150-pound anchors. The bridge was fully enclosed with all the essentials; fore and aft thrusters, three VHF and a pair of single side band radios, two Furuno radars, a Furuno sonar unit, LORAN and SAT NAV. Her lines were the pride of the Burger design team. For a million-five-plus, before amenities, she could be anyone’s pride.
In Jason’s case the Betruger happened to be the pride of a man named Lethe, and like the yacht, Lethe was full of amenities; elegant, stylish, respectable, and on a first-name basis with the word money. Jason met the owner of the vessel at one of the posh restaurants which overlooked Fisherman’s Wharf (Their money was paid upfront. Again another alarm.) Lethe drew the attention of the waitress just by sitting down.
Lethe was tall, about a head larger than Jason, slim and graceful. He wore his clothes in the way a king might wear a crown, an accentuation of his own power but not its source. His face was wan yet healthily so somehow, and his hair was a wave of salt and pepper. It made it impossible to calculate the man’s real age; late forties, early fifties, Jason could only guess. He could even be in his sixties.
“Did the Betruger pass your personal inspection, Captain?” asked Lethe. His eyes gleamed like polished onyx and his voice betrayed a proper English accent. It was properly spoken, like one would hear from someone who was taught the language.
“It’s quite a yacht, Mr.…”
“Just Lethe. It is the only name I go by.”
“Is the Betruger a corporate vessel?” asked Jason.
“Why do you ask?” he replied, but those eyes burned their way past all Jason’s thoughts to the secret recesses of his mind.
“It’s just that some marinas apply discounts to corporate vessels. Also some have kitchens that’ll provide catering.”
“No, the Betruger is my private yacht.”
“Most of the vessels that size usually have some big money to back them unless they’re doing charters,” Jason fished a little more.
Lethe smiled, a long finger unconsciously tapping the table by his napkin. “Ah, let me speculate, if you will. I’ve offered you the job of transporting my yacht up the coast, and entrusted you with making arrangements for transporting its cargo to my estate in North Bend, and you’re curious as to why I won’t be on the yacht myself, why I choose, instead, to meet you at the destination-point, hmm? Curious? And about the fact that I’m paying twice your fee, plus abundant expenses?”
“Well,” Jason began. “I, uh—”
“And more curious still are you, about the ‘strange cargo,’ yes?”
“Well, Mr., er—excuse me, Lethe,” Jason fumbled. “You have to admit, the cargo is kind of strange. I mean, sure, lots of owners prefer to pay someone more experienced to transport their yachts long distances, and sometimes they prefer not to go along for the ride—fine. But this cargo of yours, this crate—it’s so big that you’re actually having contractors take apart the companionway just to get the thing on board. Why not just truck it up to Seattle?”
Lethe sipped from his glass of Montrachet. Jason had peeked at the wine list—$270 a bottle! “Let’s just say that it suits me far more to transport the crate by water. Hiring a truck seems… mundane.” Then Lethe smiled. “But, seriously, Jason. Do I look like a drug smuggler?”
“Hey, sir, really,” Jason jabbered too quickly. “I wasn’t for a minute suspecting—”
“Please, Jason.” Lethe seemed utterly amused, pausing to sniff at his wine every so often. “It’s your job to be suspicious, and it is that level of thoroughness that I expect. If you want to know what’s in the crate, why don’t you ask?”
“Okay, uh,” Jason said. “What’s, uh, what’s in the crate?”
“A twelfth century footstand.”
“A what?”
“An entablatured footstand. Think of it as a medieval coffee table; it’s solid oak, weighs close to three hundred pounds.”
“What, some kind of antique?”
“Perforce. This footstand was the actual gold carrier in which a ransom of 150,000 marks was paid to Emperor Henry VI of France, for the safe return of England’s King, Richard I, in the year 1192. It’s quite dull to look at, I’m afraid, but of course the entails of its history make it very valuable.”
A…footstand, Jason thought dumbly. “So you’re an antique collector, is that it?”
Lethe made an odd smile. “A collector, yes.”
“And I guess this footstand is worth a lot of money.”
“Oh, yes. Actually, it’s worth about as much as the yacht.”
Jason nearly spat out his Killian’s Red. A million-five for a fuckin’ footstand! You gotta be out of your mind!
“Because,” Lethe continued, sipping more wine, “the footstand also happens to contain the original ransom agreement, which is signed by both kings. It happens to be the only surviving document, in fact, that bears Richard’s signature.”
I guess that’ll do it, Jason thought. Collectors, what a weird bunch. If Jason had a million-five to blow, he’d pass on the footstand.
“Ah,” Lethe announced as a sultry waitress wended to the table. “Here come the snails. Have some, Jason.”
Jason took one glance at the things on the plate, and that was all she wrote. “No thanks. I’m trying to cut down.”
“Anna?”
Jason’s silent accomplice made a face and shook her head, but she didn’t hesitate to let Lethe pour her more wine. It was then that Jason noticed that most of the women in the restaurant kept stealing glances in their direction. Their waitress seemed to appear at Lethe’s shoulder about every five minutes, as if she seemed eager to serve on bent knee for him. When he commanded her it was by her name. Her face glowed every time he spoke. Lethe was getting her hot and bothered. Jason expected her to pull off her panties at any minute, and beg Lethe to take her on the table.
Jason leaned close. With a conspirator’s tone he commented, “I think she likes you.”
Lethe dismissed the attention as something that he was used to. “It is, after all, her job.”
Jason gravitated to the man. He also noticed that Anna seemed more reticent than before. It was clear that she was not comfortable around her new employer. Jason didn’t really care—money was money. And this was good money.
At any rate, the deal was done. Jason and Anna would take the Betruger up the coast in the morning, and meet Lethe in Seattle. “That reminds me,” Jason spoke up. “I’ll need the number of your hotel so I can call you once we’ve arrived.”
“No need,” Lethe replied and rose. “I’ll find you.”
“You’re leaving now?”
“Yes, I must go. So I’ll see you both in a couple of days.”
“Guten nacht,” Anna bid.
“Goodnight,” Lethe said, and then he walked away, leaving five one-hundred-dollar bills on the table to cover the tab.
««—»»
“Eh man, all done here,” said the lanky black man, who headed the marina crew, as he handed Jason an invoice for the work. The man in the army issue jacket that said EMMERSOM was all teeth under his mustache.
Jason signed it and handed it back. “Heavy son a bitch.”
“Damn straight. Weighed more than my Uncle Albert.”
“What’s that?”
“Took twelve of us pall bearers, and he was in a pine box. The old bastard ate fried clams three times a day at Benny’s when he was workin’ the dock. You ever had a plate of fried clams at Benny’s, man?”
“Uh, no,” Jason replied.
“Pile of clams bigger than your head. No wonder Uncle Albert weighted four-fifty when he kicked.”
Jason didn’t give a hoot about Emmersom’s uncle, but he knew what he was getting at. He felt the flush in his cheeks and a cold razor’s edge work up his spine. He had to admit, the crate looked like it could hold a coffin. “Tell me, you saying you think that’s a coffin?”
“I think nothin’, but whatever is in that thing ain’t secured, like machinery would be, you dig?”
Hmm. The crate was meticulously packed, a steel box on the outside, which stood to reason considering what Lethe claimed to be in it. But—
Jason shuddered. A hazy chill of old childhood dreams came back.…ashes to ashes, dust to…
“Man, you all right? You look pale.”
“Just a long night.”
“With that bouncy little German thing? Shee-it, I’d probably look pale too,” Emmersom barked. Jason just smiled and let it go. But the chill hung on as they stood a moment more to look at the huge crate now secured in the master stateroom.
“And it was a perfect bitch gettin’ down here, hadda practically take the whole companionway apart and put it back together.”
“Hey, better you than me,” Jason laughed.
Emmersom displayed his middle finger. “And just what kind of a fuckin’ nut’d wanna do that anyway?”
Lethe, Jason thought. A nut? “I wouldn’t necessarily call him a nut. Eccentric, maybe. And what are you griping about, man? The four bills I gave you to haul this thing down here came from him.”
“Next time, keep it. And what’s this shit? Says on the shipping invoice it’s a ‘anteekee’ footstand,” Emmersom remarked. “What dah crap’s a footstand, man?”
“It’s a,” Jason began. Then he frowned. “Don’t ask unless you want to hear a lot of shit about King Richard’s ransom note.”
“Shee-it.” Emmersom chuckled, lit a butt. “Well I’ll tell ya what it ain’t. It ain’t a box full’a drugs.”
Jason looked at him. “Yeah?”
“That thing weren’t off the pallet one minute ’fore the Harbor Police were all over it with them dope-sniffin’ dogs of theirs. And the mutts couldn’t’a cared less about it. Couple of ’em wouldn’t even go near it.”
Interesting, Jason thought. A bit relieving too. Everything was fine…
So why didn’t he feel fine?
“Anyway, thanks, man,” he offered. “Thanks for getting this big hunk of shit down here. I’ll see ya in a few weeks.”
Emmersom smiled again, shaking his head. “Shee-it. A fuckin’ footstand?” Then he left for abovedecks.
Two hours later, Jason and Anna had topped off the fuel and water tanks and were underway.
Yeah, Jason thought at the helm, watching Anna bend over the mooring box. Everything’s fine.
««—»»
Jason had taken the first salon aft of the bridge, giving Anna the first full shift at the Betruger’s wheel. It was night somewhere off the Washington coast. His stateroom was lit by a red night-vision light. It gave a ghoulish feeling to the room. Naked, he climbed out of the king size bed and stretched. The cabin door opened. Anna was illumined in red. Her blonde hair fell behind her shoulders. She wore jeans cut off above her pockets which revealed tight thighs and muscular calves. Whenever Anna stood up she flashed bikini lines.
Jason didn’t see his pants. “My turn,” he commented.
“Ja,” she said, stepping toward him. She crossed her arms and skimmed her T-shirt over her head. Her long fingers lightly slid down her shoulders and over her breasts. They stopped for a moment to linger on the nipples. She stroked the valley between and the bottoms of those domes and moaned, “Ja, your turn.”
Jason could feel himself stiffen in the night air as Anna’s hips swayed from side to side. Her cut-offs slid down. Then those long elegant fingers slid through the dark patch between her golden red thighs. “Ja, your turn.”
She took his hands and placed them on her breasts. They were round and firm; the nipples raised beneath his caresses. Anna’s fingers ran down his sides, then up to his erection. He moaned as she descended, lightly kissing his chest, nipples, the underside of his ribs. Her tongue tickled him above his hips. Lower, she explored. Her hair teased his penis. She kissed the inside of his thighs, then her tongue was working around his circumcision…
Jason moaned and lay back on the bed as her tongue, teeth, and lips worked in unison. The cool air struck his member as Anna released him and kissed her way up his body, gently massaging him with her breasts. “Ja, your turn.”
Thank God for autopilot, Jason thought.
She straddled his hips and bore her sex down atop him. Jason thrust his hips upwards into a very wet, hot Anna. They both moaned… He ran his hands over her breasts as her gyrations became manic. “Ja!” she cried. “Your turn!”
Then her lips pulled back to reveal elongated teeth that looked sharp as roofing nails.
Jason screamed as she bit into his neck…
He leapt awake with a hollow cry, bathed in sweat. The engine’s drone was soft, hypnotic. A slight swell rocked the vessel. Jesus, what a dumbass dream. In the dark stateroom, Jason felt around for his jeans. An LED clock read 1:40 a.m. Out in the companionway he tugged his shirt over his head and watched Anna on the helm. They were in a following sea. The port aft end of the vessel would raise slightly, then dip. Their motion was constant. If it had been an oncoming sea, he would have felt a bumping motion.
Jason steadied himself along the bulkheads as he walked aft to the master stateroom. If there was something loose in Lethe’s crate, a following sea might cause the container to slide and damage the bulkheads. The stateroom was easily larger than his. Its king-size bed sat in a recessed floor, and was topped by a canopy whose floral design matched the bedspread. By comparison, the oblong box which sat in front of the bed seemed small. Jason circled the box looking at how it sat. So far it hadn’t moved. He squatted down and tried to see what it would take to move something this massive. His arms and legs strained at the smooth, cool, dead weight. His face grew hot, temples pounded, a groan escaped him; but it wouldn’t move. Shit, he thought. Maybe it is Emmersom’s Uncle Albert.
The container was 7 X 3 X 3, exactly. Footstand, huh, Lethe? It was time to see this mystery cargo. Jason gripped the under side of the lid and grunted. The cold metal lid wouldn’t move. Again he walked around the container, running his fingers under the lip. Nothing. No seams, no welds, no latches of any kind. This was turning into a weirder trip than he thought.
He considered using a crow bar to pry it open. Out of nowhere he was swept by a wave of nausea. His knees buckled,…ashes to ashes, dust to… He clicked off the light and closed the door behind him as he ran for the deck. The cool ocean air braced him and the moment passed.
It was quarter of three in the morning when Jason relieved Anna. She was grateful to be off early. A million faint points of light speckled the black heaven. The Pacific Ocean mirrored the dark void of space as the Betruger plowed its way through the sea. Jason’s heart slowed to a steady beat. Calm took control as he reestablished their position.
An hour later, they were just south of Seattle when he noticed Anna on the side deck staring out into the ocean. What’s she doing up here now? he wondered. She only went to bed an hour ago.
“Couldn’t sleep?” he called out.
She didn’t answer. She kept wiping her eyes. When she finally turned, he was startled to see her so wan. She looked like she did in the dream. And when he finally asked what was wrong, she said something about a bad dream, too. Her face was that of a child, who after waking from a nightmare, didn’t want to go back to sleep.
(ii)
Called him Wire. Smalltime thief, bigtime headcase. Lotta crank ‘n speed ‘n angel dust had turned what was between his ears into bad meat. Got the nickname in K.C. Detent—doing eighteen months on a GTA—on account he was skinny, like a piece of wire. Earned some more nicknames he’d just as soon forget on his second sendup: “White ‘N Tight” and “C Block Boy Cherry.” That was at Walla Walla, the state slam. Had to do three on a nickel for burglary. Fuckin’ animals. Lotta times the players traded him between block bulls for cigarettes. “You my bitch t’night, White ‘N Tight!” he’d been told too many times. Wire’s poor bowel had been the depository of many an ejaculation.
Raped lots of chicks in his day, and killed two guys once on a burn pickup, back when he was dealing. Fuck dealing nowadays—too many cowboys, and a lotta fuckin’ Jamakes had taken over. This county, shit, first offense dealing coke or frog got’cha a mandatory pound in the state cut, no parole. Ain’t no way ol’ Wire was going back to that shithouse. Jacking was a safer gig if you’d got it up the ass many times as Wire; some of those players had cocks big as fuckin’ rolling pins. He’d been jacking small stuff five years now and was doing all right, had a coupla good fences in SeaTac. Boat shit was always big in the fall, ya rip stuff in the fall that people’ll want in the spring, give the shit time ta cool down. And a town like this, shit, one fuckin’ marina after the next, boats all over the fuckin’ place. Pretty penny numbers was shit like fishing sonar, depth finders, and these new digital map things, whatever the fuck they were. CD-Rome, something like that. Ya keep active, ya do all right, plenty of dust money, which was fine for Wire.
Carried a small folding knife—an Almar. Sharp stuff, it’d do the job. Had a three inch blade so if the pigs shook him down they couldn’t burn him on the knife laws. Anything three inch or less was in the books as a penknife. Didn’t sound big, but ya hold one to some chick’s throat and she’ll bend over fast, Wire could tell you. Figured he owed it to the system ta rape chicks, after all the times he’d gotten raped in the joint. So fuck it, he didn’t give a shit long as he got a nut off.
With boat shit it was easy down here at Shilshole most of the boats belonged to Boeing engineers or Microsoft execs who used their boats one or two weekends a year. Lotta the marinas let their security contracts expire end of October, so usually he didn’t have to worry ’bout any of these night watchmen chumps. Wire parked by Charlie’s and walked over to B Dock at the big marina next to the restaurant. Figured he’d hit a row of cabin cruisers.
Didn’t figure on seein’ the chick.
Off-the-wall shit. He was about to shag a padlock when he felt something weird. Weird night, too. Cold and real breezy. The moon was real low and white. Wire turned, crowbar in hand, then he hunkered down in the coaming.
What the fuck?
See, this chick was standing at the end of the dock. Buck naked, too, which didn’t make no sense ’cos it was cold. She looked wet. Had this split-tail just come out of the water? Naw, that’s fuckin’ impossible, she’d freeze ta death. Wire’s drug cooked brain was at least functional enough to realize that.
But she was beautiful.
Wild red hair, dynamite body, legs, hooters. This chick was one hot number. So what the fuck’s she doin’ standing naked on a fuckin’ pier in the middle of the night?
This was a good question. Wire, however, did not deliberate upon it. All he knew was this: he was gonna get inta this chick’s shit good. Oh, yeah. He was gonna do a cock number on her like she’d never fucking forget.
She was just standing there straight as a mooring stull, staring up into the black sky.
Wire was getting hard just looking at this weird chick. Her skin was white, almost like light. She had the big dark stick out kinda nipples and an ass that wouldn’t quit. Suddenly she turned and stepped onto one of the boats.
Wire made his move. Fuck the fuckin’ inordinate inexplicabilities, he was gonna get down. He opened up his Al Mar and snuck past the dock. The moon made his shadow look like a slinky wire.
She’d climbed aboard a 24 foot cabin cruiser called WE’RE AWEIGH. Nice looking boat, and well equipped. Maybe when Wire was done plugging this broad till her shit came out her ears, he’d knock the boat over for its depth finder ‘n shit. Two birds with one stone, ya know? But when he peered over the gunwale, he couldn’t fuckin’ believe it!
The chick was doin’ the job herself!
Wire couldn’t see what she had, but she was breaking the lock off the door to belowdecks. Just like that—Crack! and it was off. Then she stepped down into the cabin and turned on the light.
Wire couldn’t make heads ner fuckin’ tails of this shit. Naked chick, wet like she just come outa the water, bustin’ into boats. But if indeed she were a fuckin’ thief, like Wire, she was not possessed of much between the head handles. Gotta be plain ass stupid to turn on the cabin light when you’re jacking shit off a boat at midnight.
She was looking for something, Wire realized next, not jacking. She was rummaging through the cabin slots, tossing things to the floor. Towels, sandals, tubes of suntan lotion, shit like that. She was bending over, and Wire was gandering that big beautiful tail-end on her, and he could see that gorgeous rack of tits swaying back and forth as she continued to rummage. All he could contemplate was this beautiful body and what he was gonna do to it in about two seconds.
But what was she looking for?
Clothes, he realized then. She’d found a pair of cutoff jeans, and slipped into them. Then she found a T-shirt that said THE KORT HAUS TAVERN on it. Before she could put it on, Wire stepped over the sheer line and thumped down into the cabin.
The chick turned, unsurprised. Wire stared at her rib melons, his thumb running along the smooth steel of his Al Mar.
“Hello,” she said.
Wire’s sneer went lax. He felt funny all of a sudden; he felt prickly. There was some scent that reminded him of animals or something. “Them shorts, sweetcakes? Get ’em the fuck off,” he articulated. He turned the knife, which glinted meanly.
“Are you a sinner?” she asked.
What the fuck was this shit? “Get the fuckin’ shorts off, honey, or I cut ’em off. I got no time ta fuck around. We can do this hard or easy. Your choice.”
The chick smiled. “Easy,” she decided.
Oh yeah, oh yeah, was the only thought that could traverse Wire’s PCP pocked gray matter as she stepped back out of the cutoffs. Wire gaped. He’d raped tons of chicks, some of ’em real hot numbers, hot bods, but never anything like this. Uh uh. This was some cut of meat. Just looking at her Wire thought he might blow his juice right in his grimy jeans. The mere outline of her in the cabin light, the sleek curvy shape of her—Wire had never fathomed such an intricate and concise ideal of fuckin’ physical pulchritudity.
But that all of a sudden funny feeling began to grow, like some fucked up heat way-way down in his gut. What was it? He tried to concentrate, he tried to look at her face, but he couldn’t see it, not really anyway. There was something about her eyes—huge, rich dark brown or dark something, he wasn’t sure—that obscured him, and more and more it did indeed seem that she was made of light. She was so fuckin’ gorgeous he coulda shit.
But what had she said? Are you a sinner?
“You don’t need that.” She meant the knife. “It’s been a long time for me.”
“The fuck you talkin’ about? I—”
“Come here.”
Now something was really fucked up. He was staring at those high, big-as-croquet-balls tits on her, that dynamite flat waist and big dark bush. He felt summoned, he felt screwed in the eye by some overpowering call of desire. Next thing he knew, Wire—a sociopath, an amoral streetscum thief and rapist—was making out with this chick bigtime. They both seemed to melt together onto the cabin floor, swooning in each other’s arms. This wasn’t no fuckin rape—this was passion, something quite foreign to Wire, so foreign, in fact, so remote from the scope of his scumbag drug infested brain cells fried like bacon life that he could scarcely fuckin’ contemplate it. She was all over him, her warm sweet lips dressing him with kisses as she peeled his duds off. Her tongue slipped around in his mouth, and those big dark nipples got so hard they felt like pebbles against his chest, and all Wire could do was lie back and let this tough, brick shithouse chick smother him with her kisses and caress him into a vortex of pleasure like he’d never known.
She reached down—her hand was so hot—and all she had to do was lay one finger on Wire’s torqued up throbbing works, and that was all she fuckin’ wrote. Wire’s spunk shot out of him before he even knew he was coming. Aw, fer shit’s sake! Some rapist! He felt like a fucking idiot. Yeah, ol’ Wire really tore this bitch up, huh? Yeah, he really jammed it to her. Blow my nut before I even get it in her stuff. You’d think I was some fuckin’ thirteen year old or something. Regardless of the circumstance, he felt absolutely fuckin’ humiliated. “Don’t worry,” she consoled. Her hands stroked him, caressed him. Had he been a bit more introspective he’d have realized it was the first time he’d been really caressed in his life. “Time means nothing,” she said.
“Huh?”
“We have lots of time.”
Even her voice drove him nuts. Darkly sweet. Softly coarse. She gently turned him over on his belly, straddled him, and began to massage his back. Yeah, this was all right. So he’d blown his first load kinda fast? Like this she’d have him up again in no time. Her fingers felt like electric heat working deep into his shoulders and along his spine.
“Does this feel good?”
“Yeah,” Wire moaned. “Oh, yeah, baby, that’s nice.”
Did she giggle?
“Cadillac misses you.”
Wire’s thought processes took a hike. His eyes bulged.
“And so do Sliphammer and Percy,” she said.
Suddenly he wanted to vomit. He couldn’t move, he could only lie there now in terror rigid as an iron rod. What she’d said—it was impossible. His mind became a sewer of memories: all those horrid hot sweat stinking nights splayed out on some crusty bunk, on his belly.
Cadillac. Sliphammer. Percy.
They were some of the players who’d butt fucked him back when he was in the state slam. The biggest of them, guys with cocks like radiator hose. Every night these fucking bulls gave it to him. Every night for three fucking years.
“White ‘N Tight,” she said, and then her voice, that creamy rough sexy dark syrupy voice oozed into hideousness…
“Yeah, we’se gonna bust you up right in yo’ boy pussy, we’se gonna work yo’ ass.”
Wire was screaming. The giant black hand gripped the back of his neck and mashed his face against the floor.
“You my bitch t’night, White ‘N Tight,” Cadillac said.
—
Seven
Bang!
(i)
By midnight Concannon’s was packed. Chatter, laughter, and the aroma of halibut fish & chips swirled in the air. It was one of those nights, Locke supposed: they arrived in droves—the downtown restaurant crowd, armies of beer snobs, and revelers in general. It gave the pub its spirit; this was no pit stop for singles but a consortium of cool and happy people. Carl jockeyed drinks like a madman. Music beat in the walls. In no time Concannon’s rocked in frolic.
Locke sank in despair.
It didn’t take him long to get drunk. How many pints had he had? Six? Eight? Alcohol pursued his despair—it always did. I’m becoming a drunk, he drunkenly considered. Each beer delved further into his memory of Clare.
He felt locked out of the crowd’s revelry. He felt totally alone. Where is she now? What’s she doing? How come she doesn’t come here anymore?
Because you’re here, asshole.
Was that it? She didn’t want his love anymore. She didn’t want him in her life anymore. She didn’t even want to be in the same room with him.
Is that it?
Locke ordered another pint.
Lehrling was trying to make time with two waitresses from The College Inn. “I’m a novelist,” he bragged. “Big deal,” they both said at the same time. “I have five million books in print,” he tried again. “Oh, we care?” they both said again. Eventually they picked up their Nordic Wolfs and moved across the bar. Then a girl from the art college sat down next to him. “Hi, my name’s Dan Quayle,” Lehrling said. “Can my father buy you a drink?”
That one seemed to work.
His friend occupied, Locke was left to his thoughts. Before him lay balled-up examples of his current work, on bar napkins. Exorcism, he remembered Lehrling’s advice. He wrote another one:
Through twilit nights my love still soars.
I am forever and ineffably yours.
He crumpled it up at once and ordered another beer. What good was poetic exorcism if it didn’t exorcise? Perhaps Locke’s love was so great it could never be exorcised. Perhaps his love for Clare would be in his heart forever.
Every now and then he craned around. Couples holding hands. Couples kissing. Couples in love. Was the whole world in love tonight? Even Lehrling was making it; the art school girl had her arm around him!
Kissing couples, holding hands,
passions swirl in glee.
Everyone’s in love tonight,
everyone but me.
Forlorn asshole.
Could anything feel this bad? The beer entombed him in regret. If he had no feelings at all, then at least he could cope with himself. But how do you get rid of feelings? How do you kill your feelings?
“How do you kill your feelings?” he muttered aloud.
“Wish I knew,” a voice muttered back.
Locke’s gaze flinched up. It was White Shirt. He’d come back from the john to find his barstool gone. He stood next to Locke at the rail, pasty in inebriation. “God on high, I wish I knew.”
Locke launched into more scribbling:
Once upon my love,
once upon my glee,
once upon the resplendent promise
of all we were meant to be.
God on high, forgive my grief,
and kill my feelings—I beg of thee.
White Shirt stared crosseyed at the bar napkin. “A poet, huh? That’s not bad.”
It sucks, Locke augmented.
“But I don’t think God does stuff like that, do you?”
Locke shrugged.
“If there even is a God. Well, I’m pretty sure there is.” White Shirt wobbled in place. Carl had stopped serving him an hour ago. Some goateed guy on the other side got up and left. White Shirt began drinking what was left of his beer. “My girlfriend broke up with me.” Then he paused to stare up at the rows of pewter beer-club mugs hanging from hooks on the ceiling rafters. “I still love her.”
Locke didn’t want to hear this drunken carbon copy of himself spout his sorrows. Was love relative? Was grief?
White Shirt gulped, digging in his pocket. “We were going to get married. She gave me the ring back last week.” He opened his palm to reveal the ring. “Fourteen hundred bucks. Can you believe that? I must be the sucker of time immemorial.” Then he leaned forward and pitched the ring into the waste can behind the bar.
Locke’s brow elevated, but he said nothing. It wasn’t any of his business.
“Yeah,” White Shirt bumbled on. “I wish I could kill my feelings, all right. Love’s a killer.” He gulped again and staggered away, in search of more abandoned beer.
Love’s a killer.
Locke tore the poem to shreds.
“Hurry up please, it’s time!” Carl shouted, quoting T.S. Eliot as an announcement of last call.
Time, Locke thought. He scribbled:
Time means nothing,
time means nothing to me.
Heralds in ashes, heralds of love,
vagrant angels peering to me
the poet in his shroud of feelings,
his extant heart, and fallow amour.
I mean nothing.
I mean nothing to her anymore.
Lehrling, who was still making time with the art student, turned and rolled his eyes at Locke. “I don’t believe you, man. When I told you you gotta write about it, I didn’t mean here, now. Only dejected idiots write poetry on bar napkins.”
“I’m a dejected idiot,” Locke mumbled.
“What’s wrong with your friend?” asked the girl from the art college.
“Don’t ask,” Lehrling replied. He leaned closer to Locke. “Stop moping. You’re supposed to be having a good time.”
He was having a good time, all right. I mean nothing to her anymore, he thought. Was that the realization of truth that would end his despair, that would exorcise him? Was that what he’d been refusing to admit for the last three months?
Locke wanted to cry.
“Last call for alcohol!” Carl shouted. Lehrling seemed disgusted with Locke. “You want a last beer?”
“I want Clare back,” Locke said, chin in hand. “That’s all I want.”
“He looks so sad,” offered the art student, with doleful brown eyes beneath blonde bangs.
Lehrling frowned. “He’s just drunk. He doesn’t listen to advice, he’d rather mope.”
“I still love her,” Locke warbled. The beer had caught up times ten. The world tipped. “I’d do anything to get her back.”
“Cheer up,” the girl said. “Maybe you can work things out.”
“Don’t even say that,” Lehrling complained. “You’ll get him going again.”
Work things out. Right. I mean nothing to her anymore. She doesn’t want to work things out—because she doesn’t want me.
Locke made to stand and started to fall over. Lehrling, swearing, caught him. “It was nice meeting you,” the art girl said to Lehrling. “I can see you’ve got your hands full with your friend, so maybe we better get together another time.”
Lehrling, still propping up Locke, looked frantic. “No—wait, I—”
“’Bye,” bid the art girl, and walked out of the bar.
Lehrling ground his teeth. “Thanks, buddy! Thanks a lot! She was going to go home with me.”
“Sorry,” Locke blundered. “What do you think Clare’s doing right now?”
“Just shut up, you drunk horse’s ass.” Lehrling helped Locke out of the bar. He led him out the back way, into the parking lot along Meridian, then propped him up against the brick wall. “Listen to me, Locke. You’ve got to get your shit together. You’re letting this Clare business turn you into a perpetual fuck up.”
Locke tried to mouth a response, gave up, and nodded.
“You can’t let a woman ruin you. You’ve got to face facts. It’s all over. Live with it. Move on.”
“Yeah,” Locke managed.
“We’ll talk about it tomorrow, you’re too drunk now. Get in the car, I’ll take you home.”
Locke glanced at Lehrling’s Volante. His drunken vision made the sleek car look warped. “No, I’ll walk. I need the air.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah, it’s just down the street.” The cold air began to revitalize him. “And sorry I messed things up with the art girl.”
“Don’t worry about that.” Lehrling opened the car door. “Call me tomorrow.”
“Sure.”
Locke remained propped against the wall as Lehrling drove off. The car sounded like a purring animal. A few minutes later the lot was empty.
He hated being drunk; it made him feel defenseless against himself. The cold air bit into him, but he didn’t feel it. He felt warm, instead, warm and prickly in despair. He gazed out into the open night and realized that Clare was out there somewhere, oblivious to him. The notion made him feel nonexistent.
Maybe I’ll go home and kill myself, he thought almost frivolously. It wasn’t a serious thought—suicide was for dopes, and, besides, he didn’t have a gun. But still, the thought had surfaced, and he had to wonder why. Moonlight bulged in his eyes. Love’s a killer, he recalled White Shirt’s manifesto. Locke thought about that.
Instead of walking toward home, an unknown penchant urged him to stagger back down 45th, away from home. Where am I going? came the clear question. I don’t know. A quest for more alcohol? Maybe. Concannon’s set last call ten or fifteen minutes early—“bar” time as opposed to Pacific Standard. Drunks often manipulated this, Locke knew. But he also knew that wasn’t the reason…
It was something else that drew him in the illogical direction. Was it a presage, then? An intuition? Locke didn’t believe in any of that. But then—
He stopped, afret, at the corner next to a long-since-closed Chinese carry-out called Fuji’s. Footsteps snapped in his ears. He passed a comics shop, its dead front window sporting a sign: GOON ACTION FIGURES! ONLY $50! I’ll pass, Locke thought. Again, without a logical acknowledgment as to why, he ducked behind the brick corner, let his eyes survey the street. Light rain pecked at his head; it ruined the scope of his vision into a mural of tiny slits. There was another bar down here, wasn’t there? I’ve lived here all my life. I should know, shouldn’t I?
Yes, there was another bar—well, a “wine bar” really, some nose-in-the-air pinkie-raising joint called The Cellar. Got lots of great reviews in the Post-Intelligencer and The Stranger.
Locke didn’t get the big deal with wine. Crushed and rotten grapes were cool? He didn’t think so. They also served foi gras on lemon grass toast points, and quail tenders in mustard-sorrel sauce. Give me a Dick’s Deluxe and a beer, Locke thought, still unable to gauge what notion had brought him here.
But then he knew…
Maybe God had urged him out here. White Shirt had said he believed in God, hadn’t he? But if so, then what kind of sense of humor did God have?
For when Locke peered through the rain, the first thing he saw was this:
Clare hand in hand with some guy…
Some guy in a brown suede leather longcoat, short dusky blonde hair, a primped goatee. Skinny, almost svelte; black silk shirt and black slacks. Locke almost hurled. What? She dumps me for some wussy eurofag lawyer? Fuck! This guy’s middle name must be Creamcake! Probably one of the goddamn associates in her firm. Probably just a paralegal himself, spending all his money on clothes…
But then his gaze focused more sharply, onto Clare herself.
The white blonde hair a little shorter, the same aqua/white cotton tank dress she’d worn on their first date—a simple ferry ride across the sound to Bainbridge Island—and an apricot talbard coat. And—
And the same Bvlgari earrings I bought for her on Valentine’s Day!
But none of that—none of the primal jealousy or meat-head ex-boyfriend covetousness—mattered, when he looked a bit harder…
And it all came back.
Still…so…beautiful…
How could he describe this? How could he ever define it to himself? It was his whole world walking across that street right now, a completion of everything that meant anything at all…
It was his truth.
I still love her…
They crossed the street, obviously having just had their fill of fussy and motherfucking gooseliver on toast. The blonde guy was saying something, then Clare tossed her head and laughed. Her face glowed—Locke knew, with the same love it used to glow for him.
But not anymore.
This guy was the wine-snob, caviar-eating hump she’d left him for? The primordial instincts poured in. What’s he got that I don’t have? Why’d she dump me for him?
More, more.
Is he better than me? Is he a better lover?
What was the catch?
Then he saw it.
They sauntered to the corner, oblivious to the drizzle, then they stopped. The blonde dork whipped out his keys, then opened the passenger door to a cherry-red Corvette LT-5, fifty-grand worth of wheels. He slipped in, then they were driving away down 45th, Clare’s hair shimmering in the drag.
Locke backed up, stunned. That was it, wasn’t it? That’s what it always boils down to… Not love. Not faithfulness or endearment.
It’s money! It’s cars! It’s suede leather coats, wine, and black silk shirts!
All an antithesis to everything Locke held sacred.
But the vision, the glimpse of her, blinded him. I’m a fuckin’ poet who works a day a week at a goddamn bookstore… The real world was material, and that excluded him exclusively. What woman in her right mind would want to spend the rest of her life with a penniless fool?
Yeah, cars and cash—that was reality, and why shouldn’t it be? Locke didn’t have any of the things that real people wanted, so—
Why should she want me?
It all dragged him down, further than ever before. Maybe he was just full of shit. Was his perception of truth just a selfish impulse? Locke looked down the wet street again—the red Corvette was gone, and so was Clare—but all he saw was the long black avenue of his failure.
He had to face it. He’d never add up. Not in this world.
He stood for several more minutes, sucked in the cold night air and the clouds calmly spitting on him. The city was abed; the houses along the side streets stood black. Black shadows pooled across the parking lot.
Locke walked back the other direction, toward where his half-soused brain told him was his apartment. Concannon’s was kicking people out. When Carl said Last Call, he wasn’t fooling around. Locke hiccoughed, then stumbled around the corner and crossed the parking lot. Just get your drunken ass home! he thought. His balance slipped, equilibrium shortchanged. He almost fell when his foot buffeted a curb slab.
“Drink much, Locke?” he asked aloud.
He’d only taken a half dozen steps across Concannon’s emptied parking lot when he heard someone say: “Hey.”
He’d been wrong, the lot wasn’t empty. A single car remained parked in the corner, in rain-spotted darkness.
“Yeah?” Locke called out. The dismal weather seemed to suck all the vitality from his voice. “Who’s that?”
“Come here, I need to talk to you.”
In any city you don’t approach faceless voices at night, not that Locke had any money for muggers. But he felt no fear. Was it his drunkenness, or an insight?
Another step and he made the car: a shiny black Firebird, one of those Formula models; its waxed lacquer hood looked like polished obsidian. Locke’s eyes adjusted in the pallor of the streetlight.
Sitting at the wheel was White Shirt.
“Figured it out yet?”
“Figured what out yet?” Locke queried. Suddenly his curiosity overwhelmed his inebriation. His face smacked of the wet cold.
“How do you kill your feelings?” White Shirt looked past Locke’s shoulder, at the moon. “I know the answer. God just whispered it to me, just now. Think I’m lying?”
Locke was insensate. “What’s the answer?”
“Transposition, man.”
“What?”
“Metamorphosis.”
Christ. Reason snapped back, and maybe even a trace of sobriety. “Hey, you’re pretty drunk. You should call a cab.”
White Shirt ignored the comment. “You still love her, don’t you?”
Locke stalled in the cold. White Shirt must’ve deduced his plight by reading the poems he’d written on the napkins. “Yes,” he eventually said.
“I know the feeling. That’s the transposition. That’s the link, I guess.”
The link?
The darkness rose again in Locke’s heart, like the darkness which now idled about White Shirt’s head.
An aura. A black aura.
“That’s what makes the two of us the same.”
Locke stared.
“And we want to know how to make it go away, don’t we? We want to know how to kill our feelings.”
Locke’s heart seemed to seize. His joints locked up.
“I can show you.”
Locke didn’t know from guns. He only knew that the gun White Shirt was suddenly pointing at him was huge. The giant tarnished revolver looked like it weighed ten pounds. Locke thought he could’ve stuck his entire thumb into the end of the barrel and there’d still be play.
“Don’t move, Locke. Listen.”
Even in the swift, bracing terror, Locke caught the illogic. “How do you know my n—”
“I’m not sure what this is about. It’s… funny,” White Shirt seemed to muse to him. “‘Heralds in ashes, heralds of love. Pewter mugs dangle up above like the hasp on my soul’s broken lock.’”
Then White Shirt smiled.
Locke remembered the beer-club mugs hanging from the ceiling over the bar. He remembered how White Shirt had been staring at them…
“It’s kind of like that,” White Shirt said next. “But this isn’t a herald, Locke. It’s a portent. A warning, I guess.”
“A warning?”
White Shirt’s arm didn’t waver against the big revolver’s weight. His eyes gleamed like diamond chips. “Love is a great power, did you know that?” He chuckled. “Of course you do. But it’s also like a summons. It calls to things. It calls to things that are alike. Doesn’t matter if they’re good or bad—you know what I mean? Maybe it’s primordial or genetic. I don’t know. It just calls to things that are alike.”
Locke’s eyes felt stapled open. “What things?” he asked.
“Sometimes wonderful things. And sometimes the worst things you could ever imagine.”
Lunatic, Locke realized. Madman. This guy was going to kill him. Locke figured his only chance was to drop to the ground and try to roll…
White Shirt cocked the pistol, as if he’d sensed the calculation. The click of the hammer sounded like a piece of tinder snapping.
“People are whispering to me,” White Shirt informed him. “That’s part of the summons. They’re using me, I suppose. ‘Into heaven or the saddest realm of nether… my love for you goes on forever.’”
Impossible. The poem he’d written yesterday, and had later thrown out. How could White Shirt possibly quote a poem he’d never seen?
“Arrivals,” the gun wielder went on. Behind them another ambulance roved slowly down the street, its lights throbbing but its siren off. “He’s coming, Locke.” The gleam in White Shirt’s diamond eyes flicked out. “He’s coming soon.”
“No!” Locke lurched forward and yelled.
White Shirt, his face touched by the saddest smile, plugged the gun barrel into his left ear, and—
“Jesus Christ don’t do it, man!”
—squeezed the trigger.
BANG!
The bullet made its exit through the right temple, and in the process evacuated the entirety of White Shirt’s skull, leaving hanks of brains and viscera pasted to the passenger side of the car’s plush Scotch Guarded interior.
—
EIGHT
The Second Arrival
(i)
The new dawn left him awash in light the color of despondency: deathlike, pale, drained. North Precinct Homicide Captain Jack Cordesman stepped onto the coaming of the 24 foot cabin cruiser called WE’RE AWEIGH. Another 64; they always got them early in the morning. TSD floodlamps blazed in the entrance, behind intent shadows. Cordesman went down the short steps of the companionway, then stopped, forced to glance down at the atrocity. What kind of a world is this? he thought.
“Kenneth Parker Ubell,” the uniformed first responder told him. “Also known as ‘Wire.’ We been looking for this fucker a long time.”
“What, he’s skell?”
“Scumbag across the board, sir. Word is he’s pinching for the fences in south county. Done county time on a GTA and a stint in the state cut—multiple counts of armed burglary. ID’d him through the latent datalink in my car. Hell of a machine, Captain.”
Technology. Wonderful. A Hair & Fibers guy was studiously vacuuming the carpet, while another fumed for latents around the forward cabin. But Cordesman was still staring, still not quite sure how this thing at his feet could be human.
The uniform prattled on. “Got about ten outstanding warrants. A dust burnout according to our squeals; used to deal coke before the Jamakes moved in, and the word is he snuffed two of our inside stools on the DEA jam we had going a couple of years back. World’s better off without him you ask me.”
So the guy was skell. Fine. What goes around comes around. But what had happened? Who had done… this?
The smell was extraordinary. Cordesman hadn’t smelled anything like it since that time the Jamakes had left a couple of movers hanging upside down in a project laundry room. Bellies slit open. Guts on the floor. Cordesman pitied the janitor. The odor spiked him: fresh offal, excrement, fresh blood. Kenneth Parker Ubell, alias Wire, or what was left of him, lay nude upon his side. His innards had been expeditiously hauled out of his abdominal cavity, as though someone had been searching for something lost among the crowd of organs. The cabin had been decorated; Cordesman thought of a high school party adorned with crepe paper, only in this case the crepe paper was the majority of the small intestine, hanging from the low ceiling. The rest had been thrown around. And his head… his head…
“Somebody did the job on this guy,” the uniform remarked.
“Even bad guys have bad days.” Cordesman surveyed the cramped cabin, careful not to step past the evidence line. Wire’s clothes lay aside, unbuttoned, not torn. “I don’t like the clothes.”
“Sir?”
“I mean what the fuck happened here? What, this guy was busting onto the boat for stuff to pinch, then somebody caught him? Suddenly the perp’s the victim? And why take off his clothes?”
“He was raped,” a tight, nasally voice answered.
The figure aft turned. It was Jill Brock, Deputy Superintendent of Technical Services, a.k.a. Evidence Section. She wore booties, acetate gloves, and a hairnet, to prevent erroneous fiberfall from contaminating the crime sector. “Good morning, Captain,” she added.
Cordesman made a face. “What do you mean raped?”
“The crime of forced sexual intercourse without consent.”
“I know what rape means, Jill. Usually it’s women who’re raped, not guys.”
Jill Brock shrugged. She was skinny, bony, pallid. “Changing times, sir. You ever walked through Broadway? I’ll bet a lot of the fellas there would turn you on. This guy’s an ex con. Lots of ’em get turned in the joint.”
“How do you know he was raped?”
“Non reflexive rectal dilation, giveaway sign. Happens a lot in the bigger cities and the state cuts. Washington, Baltimore, your old stomping grounds. Death by asphyxia, choked to death during the act. You want to see his asshole, Captain?”
“No thanks. I gotta drive.”
“My guess is he was working with a partner. The partner turned on him during the job.”
“Come on, Jill,” Cordesman objected. “His partner sodomized him and then tore him up into a cold cut platter?”
Again, Jill Brock shrugged.
“Any prints?”
“All over the place, sir,” she said, grasping a CRP portable ultraviolet spotter. “Got a lot of funny fall too, long red pigmentation, along with some kinks. Ask the owners if any redheads or number ones have been on the boat. I’ll run the jizz, the prints, and the scale counts fast as I can, and cross-reff them through the department intranet. And another funny thing, no toolmarks on the lock.”
Cordesman looked at her warped. He wasn’t buying the “partner” rap. Wire was skell, but he was smalltime. “And what about his head, Jill?” he inquired. “What happened to his head?”
“That’s the weirdest part, obviously. I’ve never seen a cranial insult anything like this. Don’t know what kind of thing could pry off the top of a man’s skull. The point is his brain’s gone.”
“His what is… what?”
“His brain’s gone,” Jill Brock matter of factly repeated.
“You mean blown out?”
“No sir. There’s no gunshot evidence. Somebody took his brain.”
Cordesman needed a drink. Yeah, a Fiddich, rocks. Make that two. He’d quit years ago but right now he wished he hadn’t. He stared openly at her, and at the revelation. “Jill, people don’t take brains. They take exams, they take vitamins, they take vacations. But they don’t take brains.”
Jill Brock shrugged. “Tell that to this guy, Captain. ’Cos somebody sure as hell took his.”
(ii)
Wire’s brain tasted exquisite.
(iii)
Stillness had settled on the Sound. Fog lay upon its waters like a fallen cloud, obscuring the shore. The sweet, stagnant smell of the bay lulled him, along with the droning, vibrating diesels. A raw mist chilled his face. It made him shiver under his foul-weather jacket, his nerves on edge, he felt coiled like a high-tension spring.
Something set his senses on high.
Not too much longer…
It was 9 p.m., 2100 to the military. Their course lay towards the Ballard Bridge and the Fisherman’s Terminal, just south of Golden Gardens. The lights of the homes on Sunset Hill shone as clearly as any beacon drawing the Betruger to Elliot Bay. As they neared the mark, he could see the light reflecting from Harbor Island with its smoking chimneys spewing and glowing smelters, and downtown Seattle with the huge Christmas star in place on the old Fredrick & Nelson’s, and finally, their destination, the festive string of lights that delineated the Terminal.
With the buoys a hundred feet on the Betruger’s stern, Jason brought the starboard engine to idle. A distant green light swung past his bow. The Betruger was in the bay. Looking up at the Ballard Bridge they took a left into the terminal. Twenty minutes later, he guided the vessel to the dock with the engines alone. The captain of a passing ferry gave a noncommittal wave as his passengers gawked at the immense and exorbitant yacht that was coursing along. The ship slowed to a dead stop in front of the marina’s north “t.” With the forward starboard engine thrusters, Jason closed the gap between the bow and the pier. Anna, about as talkative as she always was, tossed a hauser to the dock girl. Jason got a good look: short honey-colored hair and tan muscular legs made him wonder just how long it had been since—
Well, last night didn’t really count, did it?
Dreams didn’t count…
The Betruger fought against the aft thruster as it forced the stern near the dock. Anna was setting spring lines while Jason wondered about how to get into the dock girl’s pants. The way he felt now, he’d have more luck; Anna wasn’t biting. In fact, she’d weirded out for the whole trip, barely said a word. But the entire trip was weird, Jason had to admit. Sometimes you just felt things, and this had never felt right at all.
Lethe.
Fuckin’ weirdo, Jason had no problem articulating. His money’s green, sure, but what kind of guy hires you to take his one-point-five-mil yacht up the coast, says he’ll meet you at the marina, but doesn’t even leave a number so you can call when you pull into the dock?
A fuckin’ weirdo, that’s who.
Oh, well. Why worry? They were tied up now, they’d arrived at their destination, and there was no sign of Lethe on the pier. I wonder how long we’ll have to wait for this screwball?
««—»»
He drained the last of his Beck’s in the galley. His watch read quarter of eleven. Women, he thought. They take forever and a day. But, hell, he’d given her enough time; he rapped twice on Anna’s cabin door. Nothing. He held his breath, but all he heard was the sound of his own pulse. “Anna?” he called. “We better get topside. Your gear ready? I’m sure Lethe’ll be here any minute—it’s getting late.”
Nothing.
“Anna?”
No running shower, no hair dryer, nothing.
He knocked again and gently opened the door. The cabin was dark, the bed made. She ain’t here. She’s already topside, and I’m standing here talking to a friggin’ door!
A soft red light escaped from under the door to the master cabin. Jason could hear a soft rustling noise. Why would she be in here? he wondered, then he gently opened up the cabin door. “Anna, what are you doing in here? Looking for Focke Wolfs? Come on, getten zee lead out,” he tried to joke. But—
The joke ended when he looked ahead.
A single glimpse showed him the steel crate. Its lid, somehow, had been pushed off, and then another glimpse showed him what was inside.
The veneered, dark wood. The plush white pillowed interior. The lined lid cocked open—
Footstand, my ass! That’s a coffin!
But what his next glimpse showed him was infinitely worse.
Sprawled across the floor lay Anna. Her long blonde hair lay spread around her head, a macabre halo. Someone in a white suit crouched over her…
Anna’s limbs twitched as her glassy eyes stared past the ceiling.
“What in God’s name…” Jason muttered.
The head of the figure in white jerked up. A shock of salt and pepper hair hung across the sharp planes of his face. Black eyes bore into Jason’s own.
Lethe smiled, blood ringing his mouth.
Anna’s T-shirt was sopped with blood, pasting the material wetly to her breasts. More—fresher—blood eddied in feeble pulses from her gnawed-open throat. Even in the red light, she looked anemic.
Rage launched Jason forward. He charged Lethe, raising the first thing in hand’s reach, a small fire extinguisher. “You fucker! So help me God I’m gonna split your head!” he promised, then caught Lethe squarely in the temple with the extinguisher, behind a good, hard swing. The impact made a tuned crack! Lethe’s head snapped back violently.
Then he looked at Jason and laughed.
Jason rammed a right so hard his hand hurt. Lethe’s head snapped back again, and then he laughed again.
A blurred backhand sent Jason flying into the port bulkhead; air and spittle exploded out of his mouth.
Jason’s mind dimmed. A chuckling could be heard.
Christ. I gotta get outa—
The hands which next ringed his throat felt like an iron collar. Jason’s vision swam as the pain became acute. His arms flailed at Lethe’s head. Snapping sounds ground from Jason’s throat as, very quickly, his larynx was crushed. He could taste his own blood rising from his collapsed throat, and in a surprisingly neutral sensation, he understood that he was about to die.
The protruding bones of Jason’s neck emerged through his flesh, passing between Lethe’s fingers. The universe closed around the vampire’s face.
The next thing Jason saw was the ceiling. He could see Lethe talking but he couldn’t hear the words, and he could feel blood running into his ears.
Yeah, I’m dying, he thought. This is it, the Golden Hour. Shit…
Lethe came back into view. His arm was wrapped under Anna’s breasts, lifting her like a limp doll. His lips mouthed more soundless words.
It looked like he said drink.
Then he dropped Anna on top of Jason.
The soft blonde hair fell across Jason’s face, her firm breasts pressed to his chest. He’d always imagined that she would feel like this, and what a thing to recall now, dying, with his throat crushed. A sensation, at any rate. Yes, a nice sensation to die to.
But then Anna’s lips closed on his throat.
—
NINE
Party
(i)
Lehrling stopped out front, the rather infamous building on Third Avenue. “You go on in, I’ll park the car and wait for you in the waiting room.”
Locke nodded. His head ached with each nod. “What do you think this is all about?”
“It’s nothing, man. Go on in.”
Locke got out of the Volante and closed the door. He walked up to the Public Safety Building stepping past the trio of winos who sat passing a 40-ouncer of Rainer Ale on the steps in the futile hope that they’d be picked up for vag by one of the passing patrolmen and wind up with three hots and a cot for a few days. Locke took the elevator to the 4th floor and wandered down the hall till he came to a small sign that read in white tactile letters: SEATTLE POLICE DEPT., HOMICIDE /ASSAULT UNIT—NORTH PRECINCT, with an arrow indicating a right turn down the hall.
Locke felt weird. Walking into a police station. Just upstairs was the City jail. It was something he’d never done before. Images from TV surfaced: cops striding back and forth from the booking room, stray banter, phones ringing, typewriters clacking. A bald sergeant with a mole like the end of a finger looked blankly up from the desk.
“I’m here to see a Captain Cordesman,” Locke said.
“Locke, the suicide?”
Locke didn’t like the way he’d worded it. “Yes, I witnessed a suicide last night.”
“Down the hall to the left,” the sergeant said, looking back down at some papers.
Locke was surprised they hadn’t searched him, or at least signed him in. He could be a nut for all they knew. He could have a gun or a bomb or something.
CAPTAIN J. CORDESMAN, a plaque read on a milky glass door. HOMICIDE. “Come on in,” a voice invited before Locke could even knock. No doubt the room’s occupant had seen his outline in the glass.
Locke entered a cramped office. A slim figure rose behind a dented desk heaped with reports. Coffee bubbled on a burner.
“I’m Cordesman,” the guy said. “Thanks for coming down. Have a seat.”
Locke sat, distracted. This guy was a cop? He was skinny and had hair to his shoulders, hadn’t shaved this morning, either. A crumpled tie adorned a crumpled dress shirt. “Want some coffee?”
It looked like pitch percolating on the burner. “No thanks,” Locke said.
“So you’re a poet, huh?”
“That’s right.”
“Interesting.” Cordesman lit a Camel, cocked a brow. “You all right? You sick?”
“I’m hungover.”
The cop seemed to smile, as though remembering something. “How many did you throw back?”
“I don’t know, eight beers, ten. I wasn’t driving or anything.”
“Always drink that much?”
Locke frowned. “No,” he said. “Why?”
“Just curious. I guess all poets drink.”
What was he getting at? “You called me down here to ask me how many beers I had?”
Cordesman sucked smoke. “I’m just trying to determine how accurate your sense of observation was last night. How come you didn’t have a bar tab?”
“Huh?”
“A bar tab, you didn’t have one. We checked.”
Why would they check that? Locke hadn’t done anything wrong. “A friend of mine paid.”
“Lehrling. The novelist.”
“Yeah.”
“But he didn’t see the guy kill himself?”
“No, he’d already left.”
Cordesman nodded and tapped an ash. A Glenfiddich ashtray on the desk sat clogged with butts. “How well did you know Roderick Byers?”
“Who?”
“The guy, you know. The guy who killed himself.”
White Shirt, Locke associated. “I never knew his name. Never saw him before.”
“So you were just walking out of the lot and you happened to look and see this guy do it? At night? No lights in the lot?”
Locke was beginning to dislike the sound of this. “The streetlights were on. Didn’t you check that too? And, no, I didn’t just happen to notice the guy. He called me over.”
“Called you over? To his car? But you just said you’d never seen him before. Didn’t you say that? Just now?”
Why is this guy grilling me? Locke wondered.
“You nervous, Mr. Locke? You’re sweating.”
Was he? Yes, suddenly he felt icky, stuck in his own heat. “I’m hung over, like I said,” Locke excused. “And I’m a little shaken up.”
Cordesman tittered without smiling. “Understandable. Who wouldn’t be, I mean, after seeing a friend commit suicide?”
“He wasn’t a friend. And when I said I hadn’t seen him before, I meant I hadn’t seen him before last night.”
“Ah.” Cordesman crushed out the Camel and fired up another. He pushed strings of his long brown hair off his brow. “Just tell me everything that happened.”
It felt grueling to replay the scene to himself. He told Cordesman how he’d noticed White Shirt and the girl arguing in the parking lot, and later how White Shirt had told him that the girl broke off their engagement. “So after the bar closes, I’m walking across the lot to go home, and he calls me over to his car. That’s when he killed himself.”
“That’s all, Mr. Locke?”
“He said some weird things. And at first he was holding the gun on me.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know.”
“He try to rob you?”
“No.”
“Then why did he hold the gun on you?”
“I don’t know!” Locke shouted.
A clock was ticking. Cordesman laxed back in his chair, smoking, looking at Locke. In the window behind him, clouds engulfed the sun. “Relax, Mr. Locke. I’m not interrogating you, I’m just—”
“I know. Trying to determine the accuracy of my state of observation. Sounds like interrogation to me.”
“What ‘weird things’?”
“I don’t know. He was drunk.” But what did Locke remember, like exactly? White Shirt had said… Transposition, man. Metamorphosis. What could he have meant?
You still love her, don’t you? White Shirt had asked.
It must’ve been his imagination. “He said something about portents, warnings. He was drunk, and I don’t remember it all too well. I was drunk too.”
“Portents. Warnings.” Cordesman seemed to fix something to that. “What kind of gun did he have?”
Locke rolled his eyes. “Look, Captain, I’m a poet, not a gunsmith. All I know is it was a gun. And it looked big, bigger than the ones in the movies.”
“It was big, all right,” Cordesman explained. “A Webley .455, an antique. The British manufactured them for their officers in the Boer War, they wanted a sidearm that could take out a drug crazed native with one shot. Fires a bullet half an inch wide.”
“I’m edified in knowing that,” Locke said.
Cordesman then laughed mirthlessly. “I guess if you’re going to kill yourself, that’s the piece of hardware for the job.”
Locke felt cruxed, irritated. Sweat trickled at his armpits.
“Parity,” Cordesman said. “Do you know what parity means?”
Locke eyed him. “It’s a connotative noun that means equivalence or resemblance, in status, nature, amounts, things like that.”
“Exactly. Similitude, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, there’s a parity here, Mr. Locke, a similitude. There often is when a violent death is involved. And I think you’re aware of this parity, but you’re not mentioning it for some reason.”
“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, Captain,” Locke said.
“Byers was a poet.”
Byers. Locke still had trouble with the association. His name wasn’t Byers to Locke, it was White Shirt. But—
A poet?
“I didn’t know that,” Locke eventually said.
“No?” Cordesman lit yet another Camel. If he didn’t get to the point shortly, he’d die of lung cancer right here in the office. “He was a professor of English at Evergreen State. Had several dozen books of poetry published. Hardbacks.”
Locke kind of crinkled his nose. Probably just little college hardcover house, and small-press publishers.
“Random House,” Cordesman added. “For a poet, this guy Byers was a big gun. No pun intended. Big reviews in the New York Times, the Post’s Bookworld, all that. Gotta $50,000 advance for his last book. Sounds like pretty good money to me. You get that kind of money for your poetry, Mr. Locke?”
Locke crinkled his nose some more. “No.”
Cordesman nodded. “Strange, though, isn’t it? The guy’s a big-name poet, and you’ve never even heard of him.”
“What’s a big name? Poetry is poetry.” Locke couldn’t help but add, “And $50,000 advances for poetry books are very atypical.”
“Still, it’s weird. You didn’t know him, yet he called you to the car to tell you something. How do you account for that?”
“I can’t account for it.”
“It’s almost like he waited for you. He waited for you specifically. To tell you ‘weird things.’ My question is this, Mr. Locke. Why? Why you?”
“I told you, I don’t know. And what’s this got to do with parity?”
“Byers was a poet. You’re a poet. Byers’ girlfriend recently broke up with him. Didn’t your girlfriend recently break up with you?”
Locke stared at him.
“I’m an investigator,” Cordesman replied to Locke’s stare. “I investigate death, and any potential detail surrounding death. It’s my job, Mr. Locke. I ask around.”
Locke, at once, felt trespassed upon, molested.
“Clare something, right?” the policeman continued. “A paralegal?”
“What’s my private life got to do with the suicide?”
“Parity, remember?”
Locke continued to stare.
“You and Byers have a lot in common.”
“So what?”
Cordesman gave a shrug. His crumpled tie had an embroidered halfmoon on it, flecked with ashes. He smiled crookedly. “I don’t know, I just have this feeling that Byers was specifically drawn to you, via similitude. Kind of weird, huh?”
“Yeah, kind of weird.” Similitude, the thought returned to Locke’s mind. His mind felt clogged, like the ashtray. Now Cordesman seemed to be looking at him in some sort of precision. “Two poets. Two jilted lovers.” The cop held up a small photo of White Shirt. “Hell, you two guys even look alike.”
Did they? Bullshit, Locke thought, and even if they did, what was the big deal? “I don’t know what you’re grabbing at.”
Cordesman’s lips pursed, as if sucking on something, a thought, perhaps. Or a conjecture. He got up, walked around behind Locke, closed the office door, and returned to the desk. A sheet of blank paper had been pinned to a cork board beside the window. The policeman lit another cigarette and returned his gaze to Locke.
“You know the old phrase. Opposites attract? Well, in my business, that’s almost never true. In my business—”
“Parities attract,” Locke guessed.
“Yes, and why? I think people, and their interactions, are sort of…magnetic. In lots of ways. About ninety percent of the homicides in this country are committed by perpetrators who have things in common with the victim. Same for rape. Same for most violent crimes.”
“Is there a point to this?”
“Oh, there’s a point,” Cordesman continued without pause. “There’s something in the human psyche, I think, that has a mutual effect. If you’d been investigating murders for as long as I have, you’d probably know what I was talking about.”
“This wasn’t a murder. It was suicide.”
“Well, suicide is murder. The murder of oneself. It’s still a crime. And what is crime really about? It’s about the failure of personal interactions, isn’t it?”
“If you say so.”
“I think that people are called to commit crimes. Does that sound absurd? I think people are summoned.”
Locke’s throat felt parched. Hadn’t White Shirt said something about a calling, a summons?
“Why did you do it?” Cordesman asked.
“If you’re accusing me of murder, I think I better call a lawyer.”
“No, no, I’m sorry. Byers killed himself. We n/a/a’d his hands last night, our TSD people. We’ve proved that he killed himself.”
“Then why did you ask me why I did it?”
Smoke gushed out of Cordesman’s smile. “I meant why did you write that word on the inside of Byers’ windshield?”
“What word?”
“Come on, Mr. Locke. There was writing on the inside of the windshield, in blood. In Byers’ blood.”
“Well, I didn’t write it.”
“No?”
“No.”
“Then who did?”
“He must’ve written it himself.”
Cordesman laughed. “What? After he shot himself?”
“Why not? He could’ve written it before he died.”
“That would be clinically impossible,” Cordesman countered. “Death was instantaneous. The Webley slug created what forensic people call a counter cou-vacuum. It sucked his entire brain out the opposite side of his head. Byers couldn’t have written it. He was dead.”
“Someone else must have, then. Between the time he killed himself and when the ambulance arrived.”
“In five minutes? Christ, the hospital’s just a couple of miles away from the Concannon’s parking lot.”
“Then when I went back inside to have the keep call,” Locke guessed.
“Unlikely. We’re talking minutes here, Mr. Locke. Somebody just happened to be walking by at two o’clock in the goddamn morning when you just happened to be back inside having the barkeep call the ambulance? And this somebody just says hey, that dude just blew his brains out in his car so what the hell I think I’ll just write some funny word on his windshield? In his blood?”
Locke could not assess this. It was too fast, and there was too much he didn’t know. “Listen, Captain, I still don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. I didn’t write any word on the guy’s windshield. I wasn’t even aware of it.”
Cordesman’s keen, analytical gaze went suddenly flat. Was he disappointed? “No, Mr. Locke, I guess you didn’t. Maybe you didn’t. But I’d really like to know who did.”
Locke sat in the silence, trying to untie the knot of feelings and questions. “What was the word?” he finally asked.
The gaunt policeman turned to the cork board, where he’d posted the blank sheet of paper. He picked up a red magic marker, which squeaked as he hastily wrote:
SCIFTAN
—
TEN
Encounters
(i)
It goes on forever. Why?
I’m a monster. I’m hideous. I ate a man’s brains last night and I liked it. There’s something—some gravitation, some force—that wields us in some way. It’s not fair, I don’t understand it.
Why am I like this? Why do I do the things that I do?
I guess I’m just in one of those moods. Women get that way sometimes—ha—Maybe it’s that time of the month. I’m a bitch. I want to kill.
Good and bad. Beauty and ugliness. They’re words, they’re relativities. Why can’t I be like everybody else? I’m not allowed to be, it’s my providence. We all have a providence, don’t we?
The man on the boat—whose brains I ate like a rich meal—he had some money on him. I bought some clothes at a store called The Gap. Do I look pretty now? Will people look at me and say “There’s a pretty girl”? Maybe. But beauty’s skin deep. What a trite phrase! They wouldn’t think I was pretty if they could see what I look like underneath.
I almost wish that they could.
««—»»
I know what I’m looking for now. I’ve always been looking for it—something true, something real. It’s my only salvation, and it never ends. Never, never… It’s like the Sartre story: what we need the most—to be happy, to be free—is the one thing we can never have. Vicious cycles. I want you, you want somebody else, somebody else wants me.
I want to be loved. Don’t you? Doesn’t everybody? Sometimes I laugh about it, my hands outstretched to the moon at midnight, with some peon’s blood running over my breasts and down my legs, making myself come with my own fingers in this black chasm that’s my life. I want to be loved. But the only man on earth who loves me is the only man who has the power to destroy me. And he will. Someday he will. Because the closest feeling to love is hate.
««—»»
Men are so stupid, even immortal ones. See, I dumped him. It was a long time ago, and he’s found me and brought me here. He’s got this idea in his head that when I see him again, my love will return. Stupid, stupid! Only men can conceive of stupid things like that. And when he finally realizes that my love for him is dead—
He’ll kill me in the worst way imaginable.
I’m not very happy right now. Can you tell? I guess I’ll go and find something to do.
Something that will make me happy.
(ii)
Locke sat at his typewriter. It was 9:00 p.m. He’d been trying to write for hours, but the only payment for his efforts was the blank sheet of paper that stared back at him from the platen. It mocked him with its intractable blankness—Poet, where are your words…
Uninvited thoughts drew him back to his many talks with Lehrling, who’d told him he considered “writer’s block” to be the excuse of the “candy-ass dilettante” and Locke had nodded, agreeing with him. That had been a lifetime ago, when he had a muse named Clare; there had been no ending of words then, he could fill volumes, but now—
Now there was only the awful whiteness of the blank page which lolled out of the typewriter carriage, the page as empty as his life, his spirit.
He glanced out the window, the street beckoning him.
A long walk, a tall drink—something hard. The vision of a chimney glass of Tullamore Dew barged without welcome into his consciousness. He was drinking too much, or maybe not enough; but in any event the idea of staring any longer at the blank paper seemed abhorrent.
Next, he was out walking into the tepid night. He looked up at the stars. So much to see, or was there? Many saw inspiration, others—writers, perhaps—often saw their muse, while still others viewed a vast and fascinating panorama of possibilities. Like that bizarre San Diego coterie who’d seen a UFO coming to take them to a better world, but only if they killed themselves. Locke wondered what Lehrling saw when he looked up at the stars. Dollar signs and women’s phone numbers? Locke looked up and saw the moon, a baleful, malformed eye staring back at him with a cold dispassionate gaze. The stars themselves seemed empty and devoid of possibilities; just a vacant gulf that made him feel trapped and twisting in a net of isolation.
People are out there right now, he realized. Laughing, kissing, making love… But for Locke there was only the dull sensation of being utterly and completely alone. His future seemed behind him, a spot on the night’s horizon too far away now to go back to.
Gems glimmered suddenly and he stopped. Hawberk’s Jewelers, the narrow store where, in the past, he’d often stopped to peruse their selection of engagement rings. Clare had been with him once and pointed out a beautiful band with a small diamond in a heart-shaped mount. Now, of course, the store windows were blank, the window displays stripped of their true adornments until morning, leaving only the baubles and paste and slender mannequin hands with nothing on them.
The shit that’s worthless, Locke thought.
Like his muse, and the way his life felt now.
The shit that no one would bother to steal.
Locke found himself across the street from Concannon’s, the neon sign of a leprechaun holding a martini glass winked at him as if in recognition. I’m so broke I can’t even pay attention. Maybe Lehrling would be there…
The tavern stood quiet for mid-evening. Only a few people sat at the bar, the lone drinkers who had lingered long past happy hour. Stockbrokers and junior partners for the most part; twelve-hour days of cocaine-driven screeching intensity followed by the usual five hours of power-drinking to mellow out and hopefully snatch a few hours of dreamless sleep before climbing back on the Sisyphean economic treadmill. A lone man stood at the dartboard, playing a solitary game; and there at one of the tables, Lehrling, and a companion…
Someone’s getting lucky.
The blonde seated with Lehrling was almost a stereotype of Aryan beauty—reminding Locke of one of the girls from the beer commercial featuring “the Swedish Bikini Team”—she sat pressed against Lehrling, his arm around her and her body-language leaving no doubt that some rapport was growing which would eventually lead them both to bed later. It astounded Locke—this girl was drop-dead gorgeous, and Lehrling, though a witty enough conversationalist, was certainly no one’s idea of a movie star, unless of course the movie star in question were like, maybe, Charles Grodin. Locke glanced at the mis-matched couple again and Lehrling met his gaze and nodded toward the bar making a writing motion which indicated that Locke should charge his drinks to Lehrling’s tab.
What a man.
Locke returned the nod, took a seat at the table nearest the dart board to watch the solitary practitioner of the ancient game.
Carl wasn’t behind the bar tonight and the waitress who took his order for a Tullamore Dew and water seemed exasperated when directed to charge his drink to Lehrling’s tab. Locke sat and watched the dart player; a tall man of indeterminate middle age, dressed in a fine charcoal gray suit. He played as though the remarkable precision of the game came as naturally as breathing. Locke had played casually before counting down from 301 to hit zero exactly on a “double” got on his nerves; he’d thought it the most frustrating game he’d ever been exposed to: hit a target a quarter of an inch wide to start the game, the “double” ring and then finish by hitting the appropriate “double” to bring one’s score to zero… The precision involved was maddening; that’s why Locke had quit.
But now he watched the man take careful aim and throw, double twenty; a lucky first dart “on,” he thought, then in rapid succession: two darts sped unerringly to the treble twenty; a “160” on…
This guy’s real good or real lucky.
Immediately, Locke’s interest was piqued. He watched the man retrieve his darts and quickly throw a treble seventeen, treble eighteen and then the double eighteen: a perfect game…
Christ! Locke thought.
Gathering up the darts, the man came over to Locke’s table and, reaching into his pocket, produced a crumpled bar napkin and placed it in front of Locke.
“I believe you dropped this the other night, and what with the small drama that took place outside, I neglected to return it to you then. You have a rare gift for true poetry, Mr. Locke.” The man spoke in a soft voice that betrayed just a hint of accent.
“Well, thank you. I’m afraid that this little snippet isn’t really among my more serious works, but thanks for returning it, Mr.—”
“Lethe, my name is Lethe.” The tall man proffered his hand, long piano-player fingers, a solitary onyx ring on his index finger. Locke shook hands and gestured for the man to take a seat; he was surprised by the tensile strength in the returning grip. This was not the macho-see-how-strong-I-am handshake of one of the pathetic ex-high school jocks, but instead almost a restrained, controlled strength, as though Lethe was far, far stronger than his slender frame would indicate.
“That’s quite a grip you have, Mr. Lethe,” Locke said smiling. “Musician or athlete?”
Lethe chuckled, “I’m glad you didn’t guess woodworker or stone-mason. Actually I’ve a number of interests, many of which require a good deal of physical discipline, but that’s not what motivated me to stop by and chat; I hadn’t intended to discuss my frivolous hobbies like tae-kwan-do or the klavier. No, I wanted to talk to you more in my capacity of, shall we say, a patron of aesthetics. You see Mr. Locke, I’d like you to write a book.”
Locke nearly choked on his drink. He’d heard of deals struck at upscale parties and writers’ conventions, but this had to be some kind of weird angle.
Is this some sort of gay come-on?
“You’re a publisher then, Mr. Lethe? Which house do you represent?”
Lethe smiled and signaled for the waitress before replying, “No, no I’m not with one of the New York houses; I’m more of an aficionado of literature; particularly that in which the author is able to capture the true feelings within the human psyche. Not the crass sort of popular drivel that your friend over there churns out.” He gestured dismissively towards Lehrling. “What I’d like for you to do is create a small volume of your work that I could have privately published in a suitably ornate edition for my library. There’s an old fellow out on one of the San Juans that does exquisite hand-made books, and has in fact prepared a few choice volumes for me previously.” Lethe paused and took a sip from his drink.
“You mean a vanity press sort of thing?” Locke frowned. “Of course I’m flattered, but I really do try to focus on wider circulation, no offense intended.” Locke looked over at Lehrling’s table again. The blonde seemed to be doing her best to force her tongue down his throat. How the hell does Lehrling do it?
Lethe followed Locke’s gaze and chuckled, “Well, crass commercialism and a gift of gab does seem to have some rewards, but I rather doubt what we’re seeing there has the same depth and power as love, loss, and the other subjects you write so well about. I’m not basing my proposition, of course, on a single poem—I’ve read your work extensively.”
Locke turned a suspicious brow. “Is that right? Where?”
“Calvert, Gothic Light, Mynd. Oh, and your ‘Preceptor’ piece in The Phoenix was exemplary, as was “Exit” in Cosmopolitan. Quite a lofty sale, I’d say.”
Locke had sent back the $300 that Cosmo had paid him, but that wasn’t what grabbed him at the moment. This guy’s for real, he had no choice but to conclude. He’s read my work…
“While I’m certainly not able to compete with Random House or Penguin,” the articulate man went on, “I am rather…ample of means. Would you consider, say, $10,000 a substantial enough fee to ignore the ‘wider circulation markets’ for this particular project? Reprint rights, of course, revert back to you. Immediately.”
Locke was stunned—$10,000 for a privately-printed limited edition! Robert Frost and John Updike didn’t get money like that! “That’s more than generous Mr. Lethe,” he close to stammered, wondering if he should pinch himself awake. “I don’t know what to say. I, I…”
“I know, you don’t want to make any hasty decisions, and you must talk to your agent. Not to worry; there’s no pressure—here, take this, as shall we say, an advance. If you decide you don’t want to pursue this project, well, then just consider it a token gift from an admirer of your work.” Lethe passed a small sheaf of bills across the table and rose to depart.
Locke stared at the five matching engravings of Benjamin Franklin that smiled knowingly at him from the table. Five-hundred dollars, is this guy whacked? Locke slowly slid the money across the table uncovering the man’s somewhat old-fashioned calling card which read in stolid print:
A. Lethe
Todesfall Rd.
North Bend, WA
888-0776
A Microsoft millionaire? Locke wondered. North Bend was a small suburb to the East with incomes ranging from just above the poverty line to palatial estates that had been carved out of the bucolic countryside by the cyber geniuses of Nintendo and Microsoft. Yet North Bend was still small enough that its Post Office tolerated quaint anachronisms such as no street numbers. Perhaps this strange commission was the beginning of a turn for the better, a fresh start, a new day in his pocked life. Feeling expansive, Locke signaled the waitress to bring a round of drinks over to Lehrling and his beauteous companion. The waitress scowled at him when he gestured to Lehrling’s table.
It was empty.
Oh, well, Locke thought. He looked at the money in his hand. At least Lehrling’s not the only one who got lucky tonight.
(iii)
Lehrling groaned with pleasure and subtly shifted his position, the silken ropes that held his wrists to the bed-frame were smooth enough to preclude any chafing even if things got a bit more energetic. He couldn’t believe this good fortune: he’d met the girl, Anna, only by chance at Concannon’s. She’d bumped into him and dropped her wine spritzer whereupon he’d quickly taken the blame and offered to buy her another. From that point on the evening had moved along at a delirious pace that was much better than anything he could have contrived to orchestrate. The language barrier had been dissolved by the solvency of several more drinks, and Anna had begun to display such a degree of passion and enthusiasm that Lehrling thought a hasty exit from the pub to be in order.
Pay day, he thought.
He’d had lots of pay days—the “Rich Novelist” persona served him well—but this was a bit more than a typical bar floozy. This was prime turf.
Upon inviting her to his place for another drink, Anna had responded with her usual reply of “Ja ist gut!” and Lehrling had negotiated the winding drive to his Laurelhurst condo in record time. After arriving he’d barely time to mix them a couple of Champagne cocktails before she was leading him to the bedroom. Anna had apparently gone out well-prepared for a carnal frolic, from her backpack she’d produced a couple of pieces of silken cord and a small wooden paddle; she bent over and wriggled her firm buttocks at him and indicated that she wanted to be tied up and spanked. Lehrling complied with her request, though he was more than a little disconcerted by her yelps with each stroke of the paddle. It was obvious the spanking was bringing her to the point of orgasm. On about the fifteenth stroke she convulsed and shuddered, gasping “Aaah…gott!”
Kissing her on the neck, Lehrling untied the cords and made to turn her over. She quickly rolled over on top of him saying “My turn, ja?”
Uh, ja, Lehrling thought.
She scooted up on the bed, lowering a pristinely blonde muff over his face. At the same time, though, she tied his wrists to the headboard. Lehrling began lapping at her sex as she rocked back and forth on his face when…
Did he hear something? He thought he’d heard the front door open, but of course that was impossible. Not with the Arrowhead alarm system, and the motion detectors in the foyer. The only door opening here is hers…
He lost himself in Anna’s wet musk as he felt her hand reach back and grasp his cock. She climbed off of her perch and began running her tongue up and down his chest, all the while gently tugging his erection—Lehrling closed his eyes at the tensing pleasure, reveling in the sensation of her tongue and lips traversing every inch of his chest and belly, finally coming to his groin. The lips, then, with an almost painful slowness, worked their way up the shaft, toying with him, a tease of flesh. This was exquisite torment. Tough life, huh, Lehrling? he joked to himself.
Then she finally took him into her mouth and began to suck…
“Now, Anna…”
Lehrling’s eyes shot open at the sound of the man’s voice. A tall figure stood in the doorway, features indistinguishable in the darkness; however, the shock of an intruder in his bedroom paled in comparison to the blinding white-flash pain as Anna’s teeth came together and precisely bit the corona off of his penis. Lehrling jerked so violently that both wrists dislocated.
Blood gushed. The red smile showed him what she was doing…
Chewing. She was chewing his glans, vigorously, as one might chew a tough piece of clam meat.
Then, so to speak, she went back to the well, and sucked some more.
Teeth, with the exactitude of siding shears, bit off the rest of Lehrling’s penis in minute increments—biting, chewing, swallowing—biting, chewing, swallowing—until nothing remained but a meager stump. All Lehrling could do, of course, was feel the pain… Coherence was long lost, nothing sapient, no human thoughts in his head, which seemed reasonable. Well, maybe just one, somewhere flitting about in the mad crush of his brainwaves…
—she’s eating my—
But that was about it.
—
ELEVEN
Interrogation and a Solitary Wake
(i)
The knock on the door startled Locke to wakefulness; he groggily threw on his bathrobe and glanced at the top of his dresser, where the money and calling card remained, fanned out like a winning poker-hand. Yes, one could be true and be financially rewarded at the same time it seemed. Right? he asked himself. The knock came again, jarring him from the first positive mood he’d known in quite a while.
Locke opened the door to see a grim-faced Captain Jack Cordesman, accompanied by another man whose off-the-rack coat and scuffed Volume Shoes loafers readily identified him as one of the hippish-detective’s brethren in law enforcement.
“May we come in, Mr. Locke?” Cordesman seemed stern, distant—not much like the refined wiseacre Locke recalled from their first meeting.
“Is there a problem?” Locke was puzzled. Cordesman, in spite of his previous method-acting, had seemed satisfied that he’d had nothing to do with White Shir—er, Byers’ suicide.
Why are they here?
“You’re not under arrest, and we don’t have a warrant, at least not yet… We would like you to get dressed and come with us, there’s something we’d like you to take a look at.” This from Cordesman’s companion, a man who seemed completely devoid of emotion. In another setting the Jack Webb monotone would have been hilarious; in this context it seemed to possess something of a creep-factor. Locke glanced at his clock, 9:38 a.m.
“Captain Cordesman, can’t you at least give me some idea what it is that you’re after? I work quite late you know—”
“Work late or drink late?” the captain slipped in, one eye on the empty sheet that hung out of the typewriter.
I’m not in the mood for this. “I can juggle mangoes late and whistle Dixie but I don’t see how that’s any of your business. So why don’t you and Major Hochstetter there turn around and—”
Evidently Cordesman wasn’t in the mood for it, either.
“It’s like this Locke, you get dressed and come with us now, freely and of your own accord, or we’ll…” The captain paused. “Let’s see, how can I say this with eloquence? Ah, I got it. We’ll grab you by your hair, drag you out of your palace, and throw your ass in the county detent with a bunch of guys who’ll just be tickled pink to have a real live poet in with ’em to help the time go by. Those fellas will make you go through every verse of ‘Old MacDonald’ from quack-quack to moo-moo before they get tired of your attributes. In the meantime, we’ll be processing your arrest report.”
“Oh, yeah? For what?”
“First-degree murder,” Cordesman said.
««—»»
The journey in the unmarked prowler was short and uneventful, other than the terse introduction of the second man as “Detective Kerr.” Both policeman maintained a stony silence as they headed east on 45th past Concannon’s, past the University, to the winding streets of the Laurelhurst neighborhood. Locke had a sinking feeling that he knew what the ultimate destination would be… His suspicion was confirmed as they pulled onto Lehrling’s cul-de-sac.
It was a frenzy of activity, three squad cars, a plain vehicle with city plates, and a camera crew from one of the local stations. Locke was reminded of scurrying ants racing about a pile of spilt sugar or roaches surprised by a sudden burst of light.
“What is it, what’s happened here? Is it Lehrling? Has there been some kind of accident?” Locke was suddenly very concerned for his friend.
“We thought you might be able to tell us, buddy,” Kerr said.
“Oh, give me a break!” Locke exploded. “Is Lehrling dead?”
Cordesman looked back, a brow cocked. “Why would you guess that?”
Locke felt astonished by this outrage. “Well, for starters, you just implied I was about to be arrested for murder, and for seconds, we’re pulling up in Lehrling’s fucking driveway. So I guess it’s reasonable to assume—”
“I was merely citing an abstract possibility, in order to gauge your initial, emotive reaction,” Cordesman blandly replied and refaced the window. “Thus far, I’m not sure how to judge them…which is disturbing.”
Locke exploded again. “You fucking mind-game, Gestapo motherfuckers can’t—”
“Just come with us,” said Cordesman.
The car jerked to a halt, then Locke was being led out. The threesome made their way quickly through the crowd of gawkers and newspeople, to the front door of the building with the ominous “Crime Scene” barricade flanked. Two granite-faced uniformed cops stood guard.
The sinking feeling of certainty had already settled hard into Locke’s gut. The book offer last night and the inexcusable (and probably actionable) manner by which Cordesman had treated him were blocked out. Locke, in slow dread, ground his teeth, forcing himself to think about nothing.
An odd, slim woman with dark frizzed hair came out the front door. She carried a black bag with the Seattle PD Criminalistics insignia on it, and she looked shell-shocked, even pasty—that or sleep was an infrequent venture.
“Captain, you’re not taking a civilian up there, are you?” She looked at Cordesman with and expression of deep concern.
“’Fraid so, he might know something about this, and we can’t be sure till we see how he reacts,” Cordesman remarked brusquely as the trio pushed past and started up the stairs.
“I’ve never seen Jill act that way before,” said Kerr. “Shit, I’ve seen her eating lasagna while she’s got a three-week floater out on the slab next to her.”
“Yeah, and that bothers me too,” Cordesman noted.
Another uniform stood at the door to Lehrling’s townhouse. Even before they entered, the stench of wrongness, of violent death, hit Locke like a sharp jab to the solar plexus. God almighty…
Bracing himself for what waited behind the door, he steeled his nerves and allowed the detectives to guide him almost gently into Lehrling’s abode.
God al—
It was worse than anything he could’ve imagined… The horrific stink emanated from a sheet that had been draped over the loveseat as a slipcover. A huge shape of dried blood encrusted the sheet, along with ample urine and feces. Saving that, the living room was relatively undisturbed. Lehrling’s somewhat ostentatiously handmade book-shelves containing proofs and first printings of all his books stood unmolested, as did his shelves containing valuable first editions by other authors—Crews, Taylor, Tessier, and the like. It was the small bedroom upstairs that provided a vision into a demonic abattoir…
No.
Lehrling’s head had been impaled on one of the bedposts, one eye staring sightlessly at them as they stood at the doorway, the other transfixed on the bedpost, fluid leaking slowly to pool on the floor. His hands and forearms were still tied to the headposts by silken cords. They’d been severed just above the elbows. Locke struggled to keep from vomiting, he probably could’ve held it in had he not glanced down at the body lying just inside the doorway; the body with the chest cavity open and empty, and the horrible wound to the groin; it looked like the whole area had been gnawed on…
Cordesman watched Locke very raptly. “Mr. Locke? I’m sorry about this, but…”
The area of space that had once been occupied by Lehrling’s genitals now revealed nothing more than a ragged void of flesh. In a haze Locke dimly heard Cordesman reciting, “—man teethmarks are all over the corpse, and, uh… Jill, would you be so kind?”
The pale woman with the headful off kinky split-ends had just returned with an acrylic clipboard. On the clipboard, Locke noticed at once, was Lehrling’s driver’s license and gekkoskin wallet in a plastic evidence bag.
“Something worth adding,” Cordesman said. “Lehrling’s tongue isn’t in his mouth anymore.”
Locke wobbled, his knees threatening to give…
“The dentoid patterns, as Captain Cordesman has just told you, are human.” A distinct eeriness—or a sinus problem—exuded with the woman’s discourse. “All dentoid patterns, similarly, will leave salivary evidence. In this case, we used a traxelene field test. Traxelene, simply put, is a genetically-engineered dye that, when in contact with saliva, will register molecular traces of primary salivic enzymatic activity.”
Locke could barely hear her, and could barely understand what she was saying. He did notice, however, small smears of some mock-bluish dye-like substance on various areas of Lehrling’s corpse.
—salivic enzymatic—
The blanched woman went on, her nasally tone irritating as nails on slate. “What this means, Mr. Locke, is that the perpetrator apparently consumed the victim’s penis—”
Dazed as he may have been, this slapped Locke in the face. He jerked the line of his sight to meet hers. He was speechless.
“The presence of primary enzymes, is what she means.” Cordesman again, fingering an unlit Camel. “If you bite something when you’re not hungry, those enzymes won’t be there. Get it?”
No. Locke did not get it. He felt too traumatized to get anything except out—
“That’s what leads us to seriously suspect that the decedent was subjected to anthropophagic acts,” the woman added.
“That means cannibalism, Mr. Locke.”
Locke just kept staring.
More: “—sliced him open, then commenced with the manual extraction of major organs, such as the liver, pancreas, spleen. We found part of the liver on the front steps.”
“Abstraction, Locke,” Cordesman was insightful enough to add.
Then Kerr, not so insightful: “Looks like whoever did this ate their fill and didn’t want to bother taking home a doggy-bag.”
As Locke fell to his knees, what was left of last night’s dinner came rushing up from his stomach to splatter on the floor. He looked up at the ceiling where a solitary word had been written in a mahogany blend of blood and feces.
The word was SCIFTAN.
“Locke, hey Locke.” Detective Kerr roughly helped Locke to his feet, sidestepping vomit. “Is this him? Is this Lehrling?”
“Of course it is, you flatfoot gumshoe motherfucker!” Locke properly replied. “He was my best friend! He was like a brother! And you know fuckin’ well it’s him because you got his ID in an evidence bag!”
Kerr throttled back, paused a moment, as if a moment would be enough to absorb Locke’s grief. “Were you with him last night?”
Locke couldn’t believe what he’d seen, Lehrling dead, vigorously mutilated; these cops thinking he could’ve had something to do with it.
It was surreal, abominable…
“I saw him last night at the pub, he had a girl with him, but then he usually did. They were getting pretty close so I didn’t go talk to them. She was real cute, a blonde, pretty young… She couldn’t have done something like this, could she?” Locke needed answers, reassurance that the whole world hadn’t just turned into a sociopath’s funhouse, that maybe this wasn’t really happening, maybe that wasn’t his best friend lying here all torn to pieces—eaten—by some kind of Dahmeresque creature.
“Sorry about bringing you here, Locke,” Cordesman murmured, “but it’s that…parity I was mentioning; people around you seem to be having really bad luck lately. Your friend for instance—well, we always say ‘it’s a jungle out there.’ Looks like someone thought he was food…”
(ii)
A silent drive downtown then, to Cordesman’s smoke-rank office. I thought smoking was banned in all public buildings now. More questions, to the tune of four hours’ worth. Seeing Lehrling dead so abruptly was bad enough; being treated like a suspect only compounded the jagged gears of his feelings. “No rubber hose? No bright light in my face?” he asked. At this point, nothing would’ve surprised him. But instead Cordesman merely asked rounds of the same questions, in different sequences, while smoking perpetually and brushing his shoulder-length hair out of his eyes time and time again. Jesus Christ, just cut your hair, will you?
Eventually he wondered when they would ask him to take a polygraph exam, and he even wondered if they were going to advise him of his right to counsel. Gratefully, though, after crushing up one pack of Camels and opening another, Cordesman and his cohort took Locke back to the unmarked car.
“Look, I didn’t have anything to do with Lehrling’s murder,” he nearly pleaded with them in the car. Kerr drove; his brow creased at the statement.
“So you’ve told us,” Cordesman said, and lit yet another filterless cigarette.
“Do you believe me?”
“Of course. We just want to get your story straight. I eliminated you as a suspect the instant you walked into the crime scene. Tarsal plate fluctuation, right-left eye movement, things like that—it’s the best lie detector, Mr. Locke.”
Locke’s backseat fury began to build up like steam. “If you eliminated me as a suspect when we got to Lehrling’s, why the hell did you question me for another four hours afterwards?”
Smoke gushed in front of the long-haired head. “By making you constantly repeat your observations from different starting points, it’s easier to jar something you may have forgotten. I’d think you’d want to assist the police in any way you can. After all, Lehrling was your best friend, or at least that’s what you’ve claimed.”
Claimed. He’s damn near calling me a liar! Locke wrung his hands together, repressing himself. Figuring Cordesman out made no sense—the man seemed bent on quietly keeping Locke at odds with his own emotions.
They stopped and started along with rush hour; Locke thought they were driving him back home but was surprised when they pulled into Concannon’s parking lot and got out, Kerr of the granite jaw and cheap suit, Cordesman pushing hair out of his face.
“I didn’t know Seattle PD drank on duty” Locke said, a mirthless joke. “But, hell, if you’re buying, I won’t tell.”
“We’ll leave the drinking to you, Mr. Locke.” Cordesman jettisoned a Camel butt. “We’re just here for a little human discourse.”
“Oh, you mean you’re going to interrogate, manipulate, and intimidate the bar staff, maybe accuse them of murder like you did me.”
Kerr glared, “Why don’t you—”
But Cordesman stopped the rebuff with a flit of his hand. “No, Mr. Locke. We’re merely going to make relative inquiries regarding this blonde woman you claim to have seen Lehrling with.”
There was that word again—“claim”—and everything it implied. The tone bugged Locke, but so did everything about this guy, and now that he was back on familiar ground, he felt a trickle of bravado. “I ought to sue you for the way you treated me today. You goddamn cops think you’re hot shit with your big bad badges and guns but I’m a citizen. Your job is to protect citizens, not harass them.”
Kerr’s glare deepened, a tint of red coming to his brow. “Captain Cordesman has the highest conviction rate of any homicide investigator on the west coast.”
“He’s also got the longest hair,” Locke came back, “and he smokes more cigarettes, but that doesn’t give him—or you—the right to shake me down—”
Cordesman bid Kerr to follow, replying but not bothering to return any eye contact. “If you feel that I or any other member of the Seattle Police Department has infringed upon your rights, Mr. Locke, then it is not only your privilege but also your responsibility to report such infringements to the Office of the Chief of Police. Feel free to take legal action too; in fact, and I strongly recommend it, in which case, of course, I would be at least temporarily removed from this investigation—”
“Sounds good to me,” Locke butted in.
“—and the assailant or assailants who eviscerated and castrated your best friend would, as a result, never be caught.”
Locke smirked, following them toward the ornate entrance. He’s got a pretty damn big ego. The neon-illumed leprechaun beamed knowingly, as though in possession of the answers to the conundrums plaguing him. The electric martini winked on and off, an almost hypnotic summons to the bar, an invitation to partake of fun, festivity, and most of all forgetfulness. Locke stepped inside and was dismayed to find the Irish pub as lively as ever. No mourners for their departed comrade in evidence, not even many familiar faces. Just last night Lehrling had sat here, had joked and flirted and drank here, and was now irrevocably taken from their midst, yet no one seemed aware of it.
At least there was one familiar face.
Carl was in his usual spot behind the bar, deftly flipping a cigarette into the air and catching it in his mouth.
“Tom Cruise from hell,” Locke said.
“Damn straight. Too bad I’m better-looking.” But the tall barkeep’s gaze thinned at notice of the police. “Those guys again. They’ve already grilled half the people who were on last night. Me included, and I wasn’t even here.”
Locke pulled up his regular stool, stealing a glance over his shoulder. Cordesman and his mascot had cornered the busboy and fry cook near the kitchen entry, Kerr scribbling in a notepad while Cordesman spewed his inquiries.
“They’re back to do some more grilling.” Locke ordered a Red Tail V.S.B., though he felt an atypical urge to get into some single malts. Maybe he’d have a few later.
Maybe later. Yeah, and maybe I’m an alcoholic.
“I take it they’ve been doing the same with you,” Carl supposed.
“Let’s just say I feel like a beef and pork combo at Toshi’s Teriyaki House.”
Carl drew a perfect pour from the tap and set it aside a moment, to “set.” He glanced solicitously to Locke. “Still can’t believe it about Lehrling. The cops give you any idea who they think did it?”
Locke shrugged. “Shit, for a while they were acting like they thought I did it. Maybe they still do. That son-of-a-bitch Cordesman was pulling all kinds of mind-stunts—first he tells me I’m a murder suspect, then he drags me to the crime scene because he says they need positive ID of the body, then I see some funky evidence lady with Lehrling’s driver’s license in a plastic bag. Which means they knew damn well who it was all along.”
“Why’d he do all that?”
“Just to see how I’d react.”
“Sounds like police harassment to me.” Carl slid him the beer. “They were asking me about the blonde girl Lehrling left with. You saw her, right?”
“Have to be blind to miss her.”
“The long-haired guy’s putting it on like she was the killer. That 110-pound rack of angelfood cake? Right. If she’s a psycho-killer, I’m gay.”
Several provocatively physiqued women at the bar laughed; Locke was sure they could all make a first-hand verification as to Carl’s heterosexuality.
“It sucks, though,” Carl continued, simultaneously preparing oyster shooters and pouring several drafts. “Lehrling was in here all the time, almost every night—”
“He was part of the place.”
“And now he’s in the morgue.”
Locke’s mind went silent. In the morgue, yes, but not exactly complete. In the morgue…with parts missing… Parts consumed…
A flash in his mind’s vision tried to comprehend the scene: Lehrling’s body convulsing, blood blooming forth from his groin, his abdominal cavity converted to a psychopath’s warehouse of delicacies, organs plucked out as if by voracious melon-pickers, evacuated with glee.
What kind of a world was this? Not a world, he decided. A hock-wad of the gods. Cosmic phlegm…
The beer, ordinarily a sweet bitter ale, turned sour with the cogitations. Drunks generally turned to their poison for solace but, just as generally, solace was the last thing they collected.
“When’s the funeral?” Carl asked, snapping the images. He triple-flipped pint glasses onto the rubber-lined shelf, expert as a Pike’s Place juggler.
“There isn’t going to be one. Lehrling was an atheist, didn’t believe in funerals.” More beerside recollections trailed home. “He’d always joke about dying. Said he wants his friends to pay their respects to him here.”
“Then I guess you’re ready to pay more respect.”
Locke glanced in a half-shock at his empty pint glass—he’d downed it in minutes. But just as he would raise his finger for another, the two policemen were standing at either shoulder.
“Can I get another beer before you cuff me?”
“We’re leaving now, Mr. Locke,” Cordesman announced. “Just wanted to know if you’d like a ride home.”
“Thanks for the thought, Captain, but after so many hours in your polite company, please don’t be offended when I say that yours is not a face I prefer to look at anymore.”
“No offense taken, Mr. Locke.”
“You definitely beat the clichés,” Locke pointed out. “A police captain who talks about abstraction in human dynamics and has hair longer than a heavy metal roadie.”
“It’s true that basic ethical concepts are essentially indefinable, but they do seem to denote intrinsic, objective qualities apprehended intuitively.” Then Cordesman made a gesture that was the closest thing to a smile Locke had seen. “How’s this for cliché, Mr. Locke? Don’t leave town anytime soon.”
««—»»
Locke meandered home, up the steps, and next found himself sitting statuesque before the window, trying to make sense of it all—this busted puzzle that was his existence…
First Clare leaving him inexplicably, now Lehrling dead—his best friend—gone… And who was the blonde girl? She couldn’t have done this, could she? No, only some kind of monster did this thing, so what had happened to her?
Had the killer taken her?
Questions with no answers trickled on him—like the rain—as he cracked open another beer, this one from his own refrigerator—Hamm’s, the Poet’s Beer. $3.98 per twelve-pack. The gray early-evening drizzle had started, more of a mist actually, a clammy and cloying wetness that gradually soaked through everything. Locke was agitated, confused; what to do… Call Lehrling?
No, Lehrling was dead.
He glanced at the dresser, paused midsip on his beer. There it was, like a beacon calling to him from across a dangerous and rocky harbor, the business card lying neatly where he’d left it.
Lethe… He’d call Lethe. The man’s offer had seemed sincere, and getting out of town, even a short distance, would be good. To hell with Cordesman, he thought of the detective’s order. This ain’t Iraq. Suddenly it didn’t matter anymore, considerations he’d once dwelled upon.
Writing for money. Writing poetry, which he viewed as the ultimate art form, in return for financial compensation. Somehow, though, he felt that he was making the right move. Why not engage his skills to keep afloat? Poe had. Blake and Shakespeare and Stevenson and Faulkner had. Perhaps financial solvency would accelerate his muse, lessening day to day worries so that he could climb out of his recent block.
Perhaps it would make him a better poet.
Yeah…
And if this were the case, then he owed it to his art to do it.
Locke never even suspected that he might be rationalizing…
He snatched up the business card, quickly punched in the numbers.
“Ja?” a female voice answered on the third ring.
(iii)
I smell it in the air, I breathe it out of the glint in your eyes. Fear and reason. Sin and redemption.
Relativity.
Human truth and the crudest clichés are all the same in a way. When you’re fucking your girlfriend, striving for that “nut,” what do you see when you haphazardly notice the moving shadow on the wall?
Do you see love or lust? Do you see proof of the human species as a higher order of life?
Or do you see another animal racing to dump primordial sperm into another available receptacle?
I don’t know.
Do you?
They say that existence precedes essence.
I don’t want to believe “they” are right.
Because I am not the only one who can breathe it out of the glint in your eyes.
There’s someone else.
Someone who does it far better than I do.
(iv)
“Is Mr. Lethe available? It’s Richard Locke, the poet,” Locke replied, hoping he hadn’t misdialed in his haste.
“Ja, chust und minute,” the voice replied. A throaty purr conjured up a vision of Dyanne Thorne in Ilsa She-wolf of the S.S. Or maybe a fiesty Hans Holbein peasant girl. Locke shook his head at the unwitting imagery. This was probably Lethe’s housekeeper, and more than likely some obese, middle-aged German woman.
“Lethe here,” came the quiet voice with its hint of accent.
“Mr. Lethe, this is—”
“Ah, Mr. Locke. How wonderful to hear from you so soon.”
“I’m calling regarding your offer; I think I’d like to accept.”
There, it was out— He’d agreed to write a book solely for money… Was this hackwork? Was it a setting aside of what was real, what was true? Locke didn’t know anymore, all he knew was that he was alone, his best friend was dead, Clare was gone, and anything that was different had to be an improvement. It was time for a change.
“Mr. Locke, your timing couldn’t be better. I’m having a small get-together here tomorrow evening and we’d be delighted to have your company. Why, there’s even a small guest-house that you could stay in for the weekend if you like.”
“That’s very kind of you, I’d be glad to get away from the city for a few days,” Locke went on. “A break in my routine may be just the stimulus I need to get started on this project.”
“Bring whatever luggage you like, you can stay at the cottage as long as you wish. I’ll send my driver round for you about six if that’s satisfactory. I think that this will be a most rewarding weekend. You’ve much potential Mr. Locke, perhaps much more than you realize.”
Without waiting for a response Lethe hung up, leaving Locke’s eyes to query the phone. What to do now? How about writing? he suggested to himself. I just got a $10,000 book deal, I can’t sit on my ass forever. But he found the mood, and the motivation, displaced. Lehrling wasn’t even cold yet.
Something nearly subconscious took him to his desk. I know…
Exorcism. Lehrling had talked about it all the time—
“Catharsis,” the novelist had advised only nights ago. “Exorcism. Turn your feelings into art. Write the best poem you’ve ever written. Then you’ll be free.”
Catharsis, the displacement of despair via his creative energy. But Locke had dismissed it as a pop psychology, liberal rhetoric. He’d never really bought all of that but he saw the link.
Tomorrow, for the first time in my life, I’m going to accept money for my work. So tonight…
An unheeding glance to the dresser, to a picture of Clare. She seemed to smile back at him through the dead memory.
Tonight I will write the best poem of my life. And then…
Like the prelude of a pianist before the ivory keys, Locke flexed his fingers before the manual typewriter.
He began to type.
««—»»
Eleven lines, and how many rewrites? Thirty-five, forty? Locke never thought in terms of drafts or output; it was irrelevant. The final creation was the only thing that mattered.
It was full dark now. Hours has passed in his creation of the simple eleven-liner in his pocket. What else could he do? It felt like some inkling of closure, or at least self-cognizance. The last act of the artist before his welcome permutation into hack. Locke didn’t care anymore how he felt about any of that.
The poem was the thing, and that was all.
Well, not quite all.
More of his cryptic poet’s empathies suffused into the mix of what he feared might be the final dribbles of his concept of truth. The poem itself was fine—it was as good as he could make it, and it had been a long time since he’d felt that way. But it’s not real.
Not yet.
Until the conveyance of his muse had been finalized, the poem could never be real. He hadn’t created it for an audience, nor had he created it for himself.
There was only one person in the world he’d created it for, and until that person read it, the poem would never be anything more than meaningless black marks on bleached woodpulp.
It will never be real until she reads it.
A numb trek through oblivion—that’s how his journey seemed to him—with truth at the end of the line. Clouds like dark mountains crept overhead; moonlight through their valleys, steeped by the atmosphere’s ash-gray sky, painted ghost-light about their billows and edges. Locke thought of luminous, warped bones. Bereft of their leaves, the trees on either side of the dead street seemed to extend their branches—skeleton hands clutching for Locke’s soul.
Closer, now…
His footsteps, like his resolve, plodded on.
Closer…
The anticipation—and more than a prick of fear—distorted his vision. He began to see Roosevelt Street in rhythms, in skiagraphs, in weaveworks of textures, as though the force of his determination had tinted his blood with some psychedelic. Colors hummed, unreal yet painfully intense. Pots of some otherworldly phosphor seemed to hover at the fringes of his vision, but when he focused…they were streetlights. Truly, this was a poet’s night, a fictile darkness of steeped dimensions and hidden heights.
A few more steps through this strange realm, and he was there.
Reality reattained. Locke stood with hunched shoulders at the apartment building’s darkest corner. A loiterer, a hoodlum. He dare not look up at the second-story unit—What if she’s standing on her balcony? Christ! What if she sees me? These very real considerations did not occur to him until this very moment. A neighbor might dismiss him as a peeping tom, call the police. Wouldn’t that be lovely? She’ll look out her window to see a couple of city beat cops stuffing her ex-boyfriend into the back of a prowl car.
But he would not be thwarted. Cowards die a thousand times, he thought. He’d come out here with the summit of all his truth in his breast pocket—he sure as shit wasn’t going to turn around now.
But where to put it? Where must he leave his truth?
Easy! There was Clare’s car—the Nissan Sentra—parked cold at the curbside. He could just stick the poem under a wiper and leave. In the morning when she went to work, she’d see it, take it off, read it.
Locke smirked. Yeah, but if you had any real balls, you’d go inside, walk your ass up the steps, and stick it in her door…
Suddenly his teeth were chattering. It was cold, yes, but not that cold. He was afraid—afraid of being seen, afraid of humiliating himself.
But didn’t that really mean he was afraid of the truth?
His hand trembled when he reached into his jacket and withdrew the single sheet of paper, trembled more when he unfolded it. Paled by moonlight, his face looked down at the truth.
THIS, MY VERITY, I PROFESS
by Richard Locke
Glyphs, like signs, like cenotes and ziggurats,
remnants of ruby revelations—they’re symbols.
Welcome to my castle in the air; its walls are
muses with garrets through which I peer for
errant truths.
You can’t see it, but it’s always there.
Providence, infinity, terra incognito? They’re all
the same in a way. So up into the ziggurat I go,
through the rive in the interstice, jubilant and
dressed in raiments black.
Swaying the fragrant thurible for you.
Yeah, he thought in a mental sound like a death rattle, or the keen of a rusted mausoleum gate.
Here was his eulogy, and all that he professed. Here was his exorcism, and—
Here was his love.
Solemn as a pall-bearer, and in graven silence, Locke opened the door to the apartment lobby and began to ascend the steps.
(v)
“Don’t you ever sleep?” Kerr said.
Cordesman, slouched at his desk, glanced up. He has been ruminating over the dichotomy of epistemological theory and its subtexts involving pure phenomenalism. It made sense but it didn’t. If it made sense then, conversely, it couldn’t make sense. If it was real, then it could only exist in the acknowledgment that most of reality was unreal. The tenets of the so-called Knower-Known pretext (that an object of knowledge is not a construction of the mind but an independent act of knowing) seemed to clearly contradict the functionalism of the theory’s major moving part, that being is subjectivism, or the assertion that physical bodies are only complexes of sense-qualities. In other words, matter does not exist.
“You ever read Descartes, or Moore?” Cordesman asked, exhaling Camel smoke.
Kerr popped him a mugshot. “Uh, Clancy sometimes. And a little Grisham. But I’ve never heard of—”
“It’s just philosophy,” Cordesman admitted. “It could be nothing but a rooker full of egghead bullshit, but—goddamn—if you look at it closely enough… None of it makes sense, and that fact is what authenticates the sense of it. See what I mean?”
Kerr walked slowly across the smoke-rank office, side-glancing his boss with a concerned tip of an eyebrow. He poured coffee from the little burner on the room’s only file cabinet. The stuff in the pot bubbled like radioactive sludge. “Well, no, Captain, I don’t know what you mean.”
Cordesman winced, aggravated. “We’re cops, Kerr. Jesus Christ, who is more in the middle of the human condition than us? Our job is to enforce an ideal of civility in a primal scape. Right?”
Kerr glanced over his coffee cup, paused. “Whatever you say, Captain.”
“Don’t you see? It’s functional altruism versus emotive and approbative indefinability. The only way we can be real is for both of these values to be fact.”
“Yeah?”
“And if they’re both fact then, functionally, they cancel each other out.”
Kerr at last took a sip of the coffee, smirked, then spat it out into the waste basket. “Hey, this coffee tastes like paint.”
“By now, it probably is paint. It’s been cooking on that burner since this morning.”
Kerr, disgusted, dropped the entire cup in the trash. “And speaking of this morning, that was the point of my comment when I first entered your charming and very fragrant office. You know, the comment that you immediately ignored?”
Cordesman leaned back in his Office Depot chair, drew hard on his cigarette. “Oh, something about sleep.”
“Yeah. You picked me up for the prelim site exam at, what? Five this morning? Now it’s past two a.m. And this ain’t the first time.”
“Well, you’re obviously not sawing any logs yourself.”
“It’s all that crystal-meth I’ve been stealing from the property vault. You ever been down there? Actually I couldn’t sleep because of the pending Cone trade.”
“Yankees will never trade him, especially to Seattle. If they do, I guess I’ll just have to cut my throat. Why go on living? I came close when that shit-for-brains Steinbrenner got rid of Key and Wetland. What’d they ever do for him except win the World Series?” Cordesman, in spite of his conviction record, had only been here since ‘91; he’d come from a county department in Maryland, where he’d lived all his life. But, even more to the contrary, he was and always would be a Yankees fan. “I see, so you couldn’t sleep because you’ve got steel in your shorts over this trade that’ll never happen, so you come here?”
“Not exactly. I decide to pour myself a bottle of Adam’s since this week it’s on sale at Safeway for $4.49 per six—hint, I can only buy it on sale because I’m two years overdue for a step-raise—”
“Oh, shit, I didn’t know that. I’ll put you in for one,” Cordesman said. Kerr was a good cop. He deserved his Adam’s. Cordesman remembered the day when he’d drunk it himself—always to excess.
“—and then my phone rings. It’s one in the goddamn morning and my goddamn phone rings and you know who it was?”
Cordesman stalled. “David Cone?”
“No, it was Jill Brock, you know, the field chief for Evidence Section. And you know what she says?”
Cordesman held up his hand in dismay. “I don’t know. Maybe she told you to forget about the trade because the Yankees are the only team that matter?”
“No, she said, and I quote, ‘Doesn’t goddamn Cordesman ever read his office intranet?’”
Puzzled, Cordesman stroked an imaginary beard. He’d tried to grow one once but, for whatever reason, the right half of his mustache came out blonde. “Office intra—”
Kerr pointed to the Hewlett-Packard P-6 on the captain’s desk. The monitor was off. “Do you ever turn that on?”
“What, the computer?”
“No,” Kerr said. “The pencil cup. For the most decorated senior officer in the department’s history, and for a guy who could’ve made deputy chief the day he walked in here but didn’t because, so he says, he didn’t feel that his ‘Kantian opportunities’ could be ‘maximized’ in a desk job—and rejected an eleven-grand pay-hike as a result—you sure don’t know much, do you?”
“Hey, fuck computers,” Cordesman said outright. He lit another Camel off the lit end of the last butt. “I don’t fuck with any of that fuckin’ computer shit. I’ve told you that. That fuckin’ thing sitting on my desk there—” Cordesman pointed to the beautiful Magnavox .26 17-inch monitor—“is the eye of hell.”
Kerr nodded. “Eye of hell or not, sir, you might want to take a quick peek at it every so often. There’s a little icon on it that says ‘Weekly Multi-Precinct Homicide Blotter.’ Then you’ll be aware of related homicide evidence among the other three city homicide zones.”
Cordesman had profane language on the brain tonight. “I don’t give a fuck about the other fuckin’ precincts, Kerr. I only worry about fuckin’ North Precinct.”
“I understand that, sir. But when fuckin’ evidence in the fuckin’ East, West, and South fuckin’ precincts directly fuckin’ relate to an ongoing homicide fuckin’ investigation in the fuckin’ North Precinct don’t you give a fuck about that?”
“Watch your language, Kerr, and yes, I do give a fuck about that. But I don’t generally worry about it, for two reasons. One, Ann Arundel County, Maryland, has more homicides in three or four weeks than this entire candyass city has in a year.”
“Ah, I see, the blood-soaked big bad east coast homicide cop has looked into the abyss and the abyss looked back.”
Cordesman clapped. “That’s good, Kerr. At least you’ve read some Nietzsche—”
“What’s the second reason?”
“I expect my immediate subordinate to keep me apprised of relative homicide evidence from other precincts. Immediate subordinates who fail to do that don’t get recommended for their step-raises.”
Exasperated, Kerr turned on Cordesman’s computer. The screen buzzed, then flashed. He dragged the mouse pointer to the LISTINGS menu, then clicked H/A UNIT.
“Read,” Kerr ordered his superior officer.
Cordesman read, his face drooping. Kerr plucked the cigarette from his lips before it fell out of his mouth.
“Oh, fuck me,” Cordesman said.
(iv)
After the deed—and, no, he hadn’t been seen—Locke walked home, that is, he walked home the long way as in about four miles. He hoped the bracing air might clear his head, but not halfway through Fremont, he found himself staring into a bookshop window which sported a handsome display of Lehrling’s first-edition hardbacks, all signed by the now-dead author. An ornate, hand-lettered sign read “In Memoriam.” Locke scowled—the bookseller had probably received the books as gifts from Lehrling himself, and had now raised the price by over fifty percent. News travels fast. This commerce of literature disgusted him, this ghoul capitalizing on his friend’s death, but here was Locke himself accepting a commission to pen a volume of poetry for a wealthy eccentric. Contradiction upon contradiction. Where was verity? Was nothing really true any more? Great is truth, and mighty above all things, came a lost thought from scripture. Or was he taking the part of the cynic because of his own string of losses? Just an hour ago, in fact, he had creatively acknowledged the end of his love for Clare. And hours before that, he’d witnessed his best friend as a gutted, decapitated corpse. Not a very good day, he figured.
His trek seemed aimless now. He didn’t know where he was going and he didn’t want to know. More catharsis? The final trimming of the exorcism? Down one street, then another, cutting through alleys and trash lanes. One moment he found himself loitering about a marina dock near Gasworks Park, and the next moment—in reality over an hour later—he was standing midpoint on the Ballard Bridge, watching late cold-front clouds slither before the night. Oh, weep for Adonais, he recited Shelley, looking down at black water. Fishing ships sat motionless in their great slips. The passion-winged Ministers of thought… Locke felt lost of such ministers tonight, and lost of all passion. Then, Byron: All heaven and earth are still—though not in sleep. And silent as we stand in thoughts too deep…
It seemed pathetic to allow his soul to be so completely demolished by something as simple as a broken love affair. Nothing deep there. Just more human dynamics, as Cordesman would say.
I’ll never see Clare again…
All right. Fine. Get on with your life. He’d submitted his proof—his poem. He’d taped it to her door. If this was to be a psychical exorcism, why did he feel not all that much different?
The remembrance of Lehrling’s guts ripped out didn’t help.
A crosswind rocked the bridge; Locke wavered on the narrow walkway, chilled suddenly to the marrow. For some people, creation was life.
But with what would he create now? Tomorrow guillotining his lifelong ideals and taking money for writing?
He’d created with whatever he could. Ashes if need be.
Perhaps ashes would prove the most honest pigment for his whore-poet’s paint.
“Hey—”
Locke turned, faced the north side of the bridge from whence he was sure he’d heard the voice. But no one refaced him. “A man’s voice,” he muttered to himself. He jerked up the collar of the too-light jacket; Autumn in Seattle always sucked. Poe should have lived here, more fuel for the gloom. But where was Locke’s fuel? The minute drizzle seemed to dissipate into something foglike, and just as he was ready to dismiss the caller’s voice as imagined, he thought he saw something—no, someone, standing a good fifty yards ahead.
Just a figure.
He smelled a trace of something awful but it disappeared with the next breeze. A bum, he concluded. Ready to make a plea for spare change or a cigarette. But the figure just stood there, barely visible, an entity half-formed of the gelid mist. A metastasis of the night.
“Don’t go there…”
Locke’s gaze thinned; the figure sharpened, yes, he could see it. What’s more, the voice had sounded familiar, no one he knew, but—
Who could it be?
Don’t go where? To Lethe’s? No one knew about that but Locke himself.
“We know. Lehrling and I…”
Locke broke from the rigid stance, ran forward down the walkway with speed that surprised him. His footfalls clattered, resounding like gunshots. Yet the closer he got to the figure, the more insubstantial it became, until—
He was there.
—it was gone.
Jesus.
Certainly it had never been there at all. Lehrling’s death, and the final wounds to his heart over Clare—it was leading him to imagine things, or—
A polite way to suggest hallucination.
Even Locke remained rational enough to consider the likelihood. Wernicke-Korsakoff Syndrome, delirium auris, depressive neurosis and hallucinosis. All common symptoms of progressive clinical alcoholism. Admitting that’s what he might be—an alcoholic—didn’t really bother him. My brain’s a booze sponge.
“Why not just jump off this bridge right now?” he asked himself.
He looked down at the water—a black, endless plain which seemed a mile below him. What would he feel? Nothing, or at least not much, but—
No. I may be pathetic but I’m not a sucker.
A last vestige, perhaps. The last hook still punched through the skin of his inner being.
“Maybe next time,” he told himself.
Locke crossed the bridge, headed back toward home. Hearing voices, seeing things. Terrific. More time lapsed with the fractured thoughts; next thing he realized he’d passed the Red Hook Brewery, was re-entering Fremont—the full circle. The scenic, lakeside town stood dark, asleep. Even the bars were closed. For the first time, then, he checked his watch and noticed through a start that 3 a.m. was long past. Time flies when you’re having hallucinations, he thought. He even chuckled. Now, in the mist-drenched night, alone, he wished he hadn’t quit smoking. An accompaniment for the mood.
Seeing an imaginary figure on a bridge. A ghost…
But then Locke’s footsteps took him up Woodland Park Avenue, past a trailer-sized pub, its windows dark, and of all things, an alcohol-abuse clinic. The mist reformed, seemed to collapse downward from some unseen point above him—living fog. Sentient. And when he turned onto the next street, he halted, peering out.
Two more figures stood in the rainy mist.
He turned around, looked behind him.
Two more blocked his escape.
Locke had a funny feeling these figures weren’t hallucinations.
A second later—
WHACK!
—he knew beyond all certainty, when one of the figures broke a wooden plank across his face.
—
TWELVE
Feeding Frenzy
(i)
Haunters of the dark. There are many more than you might think. What stood in wait on the bridge was an auspice.
But I, not by choice, am more than that.
I watched him come across the other side of the bridge, watched him follow the waterfront road. My senses felt famished. My blood ached. But I too am cursed, like Locke, like Byers and Lehrling, and like my nemesis. Just in different ways.
The gods, evidently, like variety.
A saturnine night, but then mine are always like that. Think of someone famished, one of your homeless, perhaps, one of those half-persons you turn your gaze away from when you see them begging on a corner. Then imagine such a person set down before a steaming buffet but they can’t eat because their lips are sewn shut. Or one of your addicts holding the rock in their dirty hand…
But there’s no pipe.
Appetite and demand. The constant yearning to be quenched. There are meals all over the place; they’re like gnats.
I could sniff its scent in the air—blood and flesh—but none of the soul-rot that was the only thing which allowed me my sustenance. I could taste this one’s aura with each breath, a taste like my own blood in my mouth when I bite my lip.
Damaged goods. A damaged soul.
Just like me.
But those other men who converged from both sides of the street?
Oh, yes…
(ii)
T.J. wanted to bust a gut when Craze cracked the wood across the geek’s face. The skinny dude hit pavement before any of them could really see it. “Easy pickin’s,” T.J. said, tossing his empty bottle of ‘Bird. What kind of shit for brains must these assholes have to walk the streets this late? But God love ’em, ’cos this was where T.J. and his crew really danced. You need money? Then just wait for some dickbrain like this guy to come your way.
Then take him down.
Simple. Why work when the money walks right up to you and says “Take me?”
As for T.J. himself, whose real name was Thomas Jonathan Cambers (though his rucking pals thought it had something to do with T.J. Swan), he’d left home when he was fifteen—fuck school and all that teachers and books shit. Never knew his father but he supposed his mother was all right. She’d cry and blubber whenever he came home to Tacoma—only when he needed money—and never understood why the regular world wasn’t for him. The last time, she’d refused to give him anything so he’d locked her in the basement for a week, thinking the confinement might loosen up her purse strings. Too bad she’d died the first day—hell, how was he to know she was taking heart meds? At the end of the week, he stuck his head in to be socked in the face by the stench, and there was mom, her eyes black, her cheese-mold face, and the squat body bloated up with putrefactive gas. Oh, well. Shit happens.
Never really bothered him much, at least not consciously. At night, though, most every night, he had dreams like to make him jerk upright and scream: dreams of himself getting locked in the basement and seeing that fat pile of rot that was mom get up and give him a kiss. Of course, T.J. never told the others about that part. As leader, he had a reputation to maintain.
“Check his shit, Craze. Willy, Marlon, eyeball the street.”
They were a rather unique coterie: homeless sociopaths. Willy was constantly drunk or fucked up by drugs, not much good for lookout tonight, but Marlon was okay. And Craze…well, he was just Craze. Streetpersons, the papers called their ilk. The poor and the homeless and the destitute. Well, shit, T.J. would rather sleep under a bridge any day, the rent was just right. When the winters got bad, they stayed at the shelter on 45th; when it rained—showertime. Right now they were cooping in the abandoned church, a good crib. Yeah, it was easier this way; they were their own men. You piss when you want, shit when you want, eat when you want, get faced when you want, no fuckheads telling you what to do. You got a woody, you find someone to fuck.
It was autonomy.
Cops rarely messed with homeless. They didn’t want to get their hands dirty. Hell, one time T.J. had gotten picked up for peeking in apartment windows, looking for a good place to leave a peckersnot. “I’m gonna shit my pants, man,” he’d said, reeking in the backseat of the patrol car. “No lie, can’t help it. Sorry if I get shit in your car, it comes out the leg…” They’d expeditiously dumped him off on Midvale, waving his stink out of their pinched faces. T.J. had no hair at all on his head but a great unruly beard. He wore the same overalls he’d jacked out of one of the Stone Electric service trucks a year ago. Other than that, they all looked essentially the same with their unwashed clothes, food-flecked beards, matted hair. You could smell them coming. Willy limped; he’d had his foot crushed a while back when they’d been busting into a hardware store for crowbars. An anvil or some shit had fallen on him. Fuck doctors. Willy just kept himself juiced till the pain died down—now the foot was half to rot, he kept it wrapped up in a towel surrounded by duct tape.
“Shit, T.J.!” Craze complained. “The motherfucker’s only got a few bucks on him, and no credit cards!” Uh-oh, T.J. thought. When Craze got his dander up, he was hard to turn off. Craze was schizoaffective and bipolar; all fucked up was another way to put it. They’d lit his brain up for years at the state psych ward with that shock treatment shit of theirs. Why? Claimed he’d knocked some little girl’s head in with a tire iron when he was like twelve. Just felt like doing it so he did it. Then he tore off his first piece of ass, at least that’s what he said, humping this little Tootsie Roll while her brains squeezed through the fracture. T.J. saw no reason to disbelieve him. Sure, Craze knew right from wrong—he just preferred wrong.
The geek groaned, blood on his face. “Let’s do a number, fuck him,” Craze said.
“All right, why not?” T.J. authorized. “Come on, drag him home.” They each grabbed something and dragged the geek to the old church. Plop! went the geek when they stuffed him into the side window. Rusted chains secured the once grand front doors. All the pews had been taken out, all the stained glass removed to be covered over with planks. A variety of unchurchly things decorated their abode: countless empty beer cans and wine bottles. Food scraps, chicken bones. And shit. Lots of shit. A few downed planks let in enough illumination from the corner streetlight.
Craze whipped out his carpet razor, was fixing to maybe cut one of this geek’s ears off, or slice off a lip like he’d done to that rich old lady they’d taken down at the Ballard Market last summer. Cut her lips clean off while Willy and Marlon put the blocks to the old bag. Nothing but red teeth showing. Kinda funny.
Marlon lumbered up, picking at his crotch. “Lemme scratch my dick in him first, huh? This shit itches.”
“Sure, Marlon,” T.J. okayed. See, a couple months ago, they’d busted up a whore on Aurora—this bitch was all fucked up on crack—jacked her pussy-pouch for sixty bucks, but that wasn’t enough for Marlon. “Shit, man,” T.J. warned. Even homeless sociopaths could be possessed of some prudence. “These street hoes got everything going between their legs. You gotta be crazy to dip into that shit.” Plus, Marlon already had a case of rectal herpes from the joint. Every time he’d take a shit, he’d holler.
But Marlon, all six-foot-five of him, wouldn’t hear of it. This chick was like most of ’em: rack-skinny, little tits on her, and long stringy hair. The usual crack-whore trash for clothes: tight shorts, halter, high heels. Willy and Craze held her down behind the dumpster at Blue Video, but she’d passed out once she got a whiff of Marlon’s unwashed-for-a-year crotch. He’d plugged her hard, left his snot quick, then they’d all pissed and shit on her. But Marlon, ever the completist, just couldn’t be slaked, the sick pup. He’d scooped up a good rasher of their shit off her chest, then mashed it all down into her face. He pressed down good and hard until she smothered. “Fuck it,” he excused himself. “Guess I just got a hair up my ass.”
But the joke was on Marlon. Few days later, they wake up under the Nickerson Street overpass, and he’s got some big pusser on his dick, the size of a walnut. “Told ya so,” T.J. said. “Itches,” Marlon replied. “Just like my asshole.”
Marlon had been in the Nam. Mostly peed himself and fired his 16 over his head during a fire fight. Said he got captured by VC, got the shit tortured out of him. Had something all fucked up with his skin, his chest, legs, under his neck—like hundreds of little holes, and T.J. figured it had something to do with the torture. No reason not to believe it ’cos—shit—anyone fucked up enough to do the shit Marlon did had to have had a reason. Willy was another story, though. Kinda quiet, happy to sit by himself with his crack or his Mickey’s. Said something once about an aunt or a foster home or something but that was it.
No point crying over spilt Mickey’s, T.J. reasoned. The past was the past. So, they’d all got themselves bung-holed one way or another. Only made sense to make up for it now.
Willy sat against the lectern post, picking at his foot and sniffing his fingers. “Hurry up and have your butt-fuck,” Craze said, his razor gleaming. “I wanna do me some carving.”
“Shit, T.J., I gotta puke,” Willy complained.
“Then puke, Willy Boy. It’s a free country, and you’re a citizen.”
“Uh, yeah. You’re right.” Willy leaned over right there and—errrrrrp!—let his belly rip right about where the priest would’ve stood when reading the lessons. He picked through the vomit, fascinated by the bits of undigested peppers from the macaroni salad they’d ripped off from Safeway. “Why waste ’em?” He began to eat the bits, clipping each one with what remained of his front teeth.
That’s my boy.
T.J. sighed an overwhelming satisfaction. The beautiful night sky showing through the plank gaps, the cool breeze, the whole world open to them. Life was good, and T.J. felt blooming in gratitude when he looked down at his flock.
Marlon was just about to pull the geek’s pants down, when—
CLANK!
—they heard the lock bust and the chain fall.
Then the front doors creaked open and the woman walked in.
(iii)
I’d been following him all the way from the bridge. Something about him. I could smell his heart—a sad heart but a true one. I could smell his brain.
I knew he wouldn’t suffice, I knew that in a glance. I saw honest passions and grand designs. Tainted in sorrow yet too true to his core.
Then I saw the others.
(iv)
T.J. stared at the woman who’d entered the emptied nave; in fact, they all stared. Their crusted mouths hung open at the incredulity, their black-rot teeth glistening in their grins. Shit, she had no idea what she was in for. Right here, in the abandoned church? Who cared how she broke the door chains—they’d been rusted for years, probably gave way with a quick tug.
Marlon’s diseased cock stuck out, his hands frozen above their previous task. “Hell with this fella,” he guttered.
“Yeah,” Craze said, rising to his feet. His carpet razor glinted like a gem fragment.
“The more, the merrier,” T.J. said.
He couldn’t believe what happened next. The crazy bitch just walked right up to him and said, “Do you think I’m pretty?”
Pretty? Shit! This chick was a piece of work. Dressed like a whore in the tight jeans and top. Chilly as it was tonight, you’d think she was nuts but that was fine with T.J. and the boys. That cold air perked her big tits right up, nipples sticking out like to poke you in the eye. Couldn’t see much of her face, though, the way her breath turned to steam every time she exhaled.
I don’t give a shit about her face…
“Yeah, you’s real fine, hon,” Craze said.
“Real fine!” Willy added, unceremoniously rubbing his joint through his pants and anxiously tapping his rotten foot. But it was T.J. who made the move, reached out and grabbed her shiny red hair and hauled her the fuck down.
What—
T.J. had her about squashed flat against the dirt-caked floor; his hips dry-humping her as grimy hands struggled to get his Stone Electric overalls off. She didn’t resist at all—this was gonna be way too easy.
“Come on boys,” T.J. said. “Time to get this train rollin’.”
“Yeah,” Marlon guffawed. “All aboard!”
They raped her for hours, taking breaks between the variety of positions. A tough chick, too. After Craze’s first turn he beat the shit out of her good and got to choking her so hard T.J. had to stop him. “Can’t be killin’ this dish, Craze. Gotta make her last, you know? Fun for the whole night.”
Now Marlon was plumbing her good, the biggest of them. Each thrust of the pus-bulbed penis made a sound like Willy scarfing macaroni salad.
“I wanna cut her a little,” Craze excitedly asserted himself. “’Kay?”
“Sure, but just a little.”
T.J. sat back in attendance, amid garbage, hitting off another bottle of ‘Bird while Willy hit off his crack pipe. “Get me hard faster, the rock,” he pointed out, sucking the hot gas into his lungs. The light neatly tinted the scene. Cozy, T.J. thought. But—
Yeah. One tough chick. She didn’t make a sound when Craze started nicking her with the razor, and he knew she wasn’t dead because just then her legs went up and wrapped around Marlon’s hairy back.
She’s…digging this, T.J. realized. We’re raping the shit out of her and she’s—
“More,” she breathed under Marlon. “Harder…” Then huge, glittering eyes gazed desperately to Craze. “Cut me more.”
Fuck, T.J. thought. She must be from L.A.
The long, curvy body flinched under Marlon’s reeking weight when Craze put the razor to her skin. A long moan fell out of her mouth—Craze cut right through her nipple-tip. T.J. nodded—this was wild, and seeing her flinch like that put some more spark in his meat. He pulled it back out, all seven unwashed inches, and pulled his balls out too. Then he lay down. “Got a lollipop for ya. Get on over here and start sucking.”
Her eyes looked hot at the command. Marlon pulled out, let her up, then she was crawling forward, that beautiful firm white ass wriggling high in the air. Chuckles echoed round the damp, open space of the wasted church. Where faithful congregations once prayed, T.J.’s congregation rocked. She slithered over him, a real pro, real whore material. Probably started out on her daddy ‘bout when she was four. She sucked the entirety of T.J.’s foul cock while Marlon kneed up from behind and parked his—herpes and all—right into her rectum. Holy shit, T.J.’s brained stewed. This was primo head; she was sucking on it like a straw in a milkshake, and didn’t seem to give a hoot that it hadn’t been washed since his last shower at the shelter which was, like, last February. This debasement excited him further—he nearly came—so he pushed her head off. “Suck them dirty balls a bit. Got some critters in there for ya.” This second command was obeyed without hesitation. That hot, deft mouth tongued the filthy scrotum, roving through mites and crusts of old sperm. Then she sucked one ball into her mouth, expelled it, sucked in the other, alternating.
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