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For my wife Stephanie, who is my biggest fan
& my most honest critic…

 


 


A history on the town of Parkview:

 


Before I started the literary construction of
Parkview, I had already completed 19 short stories between 1988 –
1991 (I was in Junior High at the time). I would staple the pages
together when I was finished with each one, and I hand drew front
cover artwork before passing them around to classmates and family
members to read. (I eventually compiled all of these short stories
into a single collection titled, Thanks For The Nostalgia,
which I independently released in 2009).

Then I read my very first Stephen King novel,
The Dark Half. It was the first time that an author grabbed
my attention and not just a book. After going back and reading
everything that he had written up to that point, I started to
forget that the town of Castle Rock, Maine that almost all of his
stories takes place in was fictional. I remember not only how much
fun I had reading a brand new Stephen King novel but also the
comfort of returning to a place that was so familiar at the same
time. So, back in 1991 I decided that I would stop writing all
these random stories and create my own version of Castle Rock… I
named my town Parkview, and the first place that I built was the
local bar, named Sneakers.

I decided to build the city of Parkview in my
home state of Massachusetts, and more specifically in the area of
the state that I was born and raised in; a region unofficially
called the North Shore. The Parkview tales should not be read out
of order or as “stand alone” short stories. This is technically a
novel where the sum is greater than its parts. They were written
with the idea that you were getting a “tour” of my town; running
into people multiple times in different places, all in a very
specific chronological order.

I wrote about all the different people and
places of Parkview between the years of 1991 and 2002, without any
real concrete idea of what I was going to actually DO with these
stories, or within the town I had started to feel so comfortable.
Then in 2002 I took a break from writing altogether. That hiatus
lasted until January, 2006 when I started work on my first novel,
Dreams Are Unfinished Thoughts, which was released on
October 16, 2007. I realized that I missed the little town that I
had created, and longed for all the people in it; maybe it was time
to finish their story.

I returned to the place I felt most
comfortable, but I also knew that it was time to say goodbye to my
town. Being able to compile all the events that brought Parkview to
life into one book is really a thrill for me. As great of an
experience it has been to write about Parkview over the last 19
years, I also know it is time to stop being selfish and let
everyone else take a guided tour through a town that is filled with
deceit, murderers, lovers, transients, temptation, and maybe a
vampire or two lurking in the shadows…

…So won’t you turn the page, step into the
bus, and let me be your tour guide through a town I like to call…
Parkview.

 


-Brian Paone

July 4, 2010

 


 


 


A BAR CALLED SNEAKERS

 


Greedy Dystopia

“It’s all hazy, all of it fucking hazy. It
was so fucking long ago, man.”

I took another long swallow of my drink, that
fucking neon sign outside of Sneakers wouldn’t stop buzzing
neither.

“So I am going to tell you my story how I
remember it. I don’t even know how much of my story I made up
myself, and over the years I stopped separating fact from my
imagination. My name is Kenny Loc and it seems that what I am about
to tell you is the truth, only because I believe it’s the
truth.

“Whether it’s the truth or not is not the
point, what’s important is that it makes one Hell of a story.”

 


…Seeing My Life For The First Time

The early 1990’s…

My father and I live in a little house on
Victorian Street in Parkview, Massachusetts. I was born and raised
in Parkview; a small city in the North Shore section of the state.
It got its name over a century ago from the historic Main Park on
the west side of town. Main Park is a canyon of sorts, and sits
approximately 100 feet lower than the city itself, giving the city
its name. You can see the park from almost anywhere on the west
side of town due to the drop-off. The downtown area of Parkview
sits on the Massachusetts waterfront and is a cookie-cutter replica
of some of the other New England style towns that encompass the
North Shore with its skinny streets, old architect, and tranquil
atmosphere.

The weekend before the start of our sophomore
year of high-school, my best friend Matt had a big cookout at his
house in which he invited the twin sisters that had just moved in
next door. When Matt introduced me to Erin and Becky I immediately
felt comfortable talking with them. Throughout the course of the
day, we became pretty good acquaintances. Little did I know Becky
and Erin were both starting Parkview High in September as
freshmen.

 


Of all the places to meet the girl I fall for
first, but in Gym class! When I walked in I really was taken back
by how pretty the new girl was. Guess who she was sitting next to?!
Erin! And they were talking! I walked over to that side of the
room, near Erin and Mystery Girl. We listened to the Gym teacher
speak and when five minutes were left in the class, he let us chat
amongst ourselves. Erin said Hi.

“Hey, what’s up?”

“Nuttin’.” She said.

“You’re freshmen, how come you’re in my Gym
class?”

“Me and Jamie were extras.”

“Oh, hi.” I said with a pond of frogs in my
throat, “You’re Jamie?”

“You’re, let me guess, Kenny.”

“How di-d you know my name?”

“Erin told me.”

“Erin?” I said shakily.

“Yeah…”

Erin broke in, thank God.

“Jamie’s new in Parkview.”

“She-she, she is?”

“Yep.” Jamie replied.

Oh God, get me outta here and on a phone! I
thought. Phones are so much easier to talk on than in person.

“She just moved here in June.” Erin said.

“What street?”

Then a chill. It started somewhere around my
lower back and finally spread to my shoulder blades then into my
temple.

“Victorian Street.” Jamie replied.

“Jamie’s got a boyfriend.” Erin replied.

“Oh.” I said, my heart falling maybe half an
inch into my breastbone.

“Yeah,” Jamie replied, “His name is Joey and
he goes to Fenwick in Peabody.”

“Oh.” I said again (and again and again).

The bell rang.

“Well, I’ll be seeing ya tomorrow.” Jamie
said.

“Okay.”

“Kenny.” Erin said.

“Huh?” I replied, watching Jamie walk
off.

“Kenny?”

“Yeah,” I said now turning towards Erin.

“Forget her.”

“But how did you know I, well, was interested
in her?”

“All the boys basically are.”

“Why should I forget her? I’ve never had a
girlfriend. Maybe it’s time to be more receptive!” I said.

“Maybe, but you know she’s way out of your
league!”

“What’s MY league?”

“Well, for one thing,” Erin said as we were
walking down the corridor to go to lunch, “You never had a
girlfriend and she’s not a virgin.”

(virgin, virgin)

It seemed to echo in my ears. A phrase

(not a virgin)

that scared me all to Hell. A peer pressure
phrase.

(not a virgin, virgin, virgin)

“Not a what?!” I said.

God knows I knew what she meant but was it
true? I mean Jamie? A freshman?

“You heard me.”

And there it was again,

“Not a virgin.”

(virgin, virgin…)

“Wow.” I said. “Well, with whom?”

“Joey, I guess, but not a word breathed about
this.”

“Okay, yeah sure.”

“Not a word Kenny!”

“Okay, don’t worry!”

(not a virgin, virgin…)

“Way out of my league.” I copied.

“That’s right.”

Erin left and went to the cafeteria to eat
lunch with a group of friends that I knew from last year. One of
them, Billy Fitzgerald, was a bass player. We’re trying to put
together a band. We’ve already got Billy on bass, Matt on keyboards
and I’m the vocalist. We’re actively looking for three more people:
a drummer, lead guitarist, and rhythm guitarist to complete the
lineup for The Reinforcements. All of a sudden, disturbing my
thoughts, a freshman made the mistake of sitting down next to
me.

“Hey!” I said, loving every minute of
torture. “Kid, did I say you could sit here?”

“No.”

I could hear the shakiness in his voice.

“What’s your name?”

“Shawn Clark.”

“Kenny?” Billy said, leaning over to me.
“Look at his notebook.”

I looked and what I saw was that he doodled a
handful of bands’ logos with a sharpie on the notebook he was
carrying; Guns N’ Roses, Pink Floyd, The Who, Rush.

“And…” I said.

“Don’t you see Kenny? This kid listens to the
same type of music that The Reinforcements are trying to write.
Maybe he plays an instrument.” Billy said.

“Kid, Shawn.” I said looking at him.

“Yes?”

“Do you play an instrument?”

“Sure do.” Shawn said.

“May I ask what?” Billy said, leaning over to
me.

“Some acoustic guitar, but mainly
rhythm.”

I turned back to Billy.

“Bingo!” I said.

“Go for it!” Billy said.

“Shawn, how would you like to be in a band
that sounds like most of the bands on your notebook?”

“What?!”

“You know a band.”

“Jesus Christ, why the Hell not!” Shawn
said.

“My name’s Billy.” Billy said.

“Hi.” Shawn said.

Billy leaned over me.

“I play bass, Kenny here sings and Matt, who
you’ll meet later, plays keyboards. We need a rhythm
guitarist.”

“Sure.” Shawn said. “What’s the name of the
band?”

“The Reinforcements.” I said.

“Sounds cool.” He replied.

“You wouldn’t happen to know a drummer or
someone who can play lead, do you?”

“I know a drummer, his name’s Jay Weatherbee.”

“Any good?” Billy asked with excitement.

“Sure, he’s the best in Massachusetts.”

“How old is he?” I asked.

“Uh, 17.”

“Okay, not too old.”

“But one thing,” Shawn confessed, “He’s
already in a group called Spiral Mindscream.”

“Urgh! What a name!” Retorted Billy.

“Who writes the material?” Shawn asked.

“We all do.” Informed Billy.

“Do you know anyone who can remotely play
lead?” I insisted.

“No, but I’m sure Jay does. His best friend
Glen Drake plays crazy solos. Jay talks about him a lot! His band,
Vertical Smile, just broke up last month.”

“Could you give us Jay’s number?” I
cautiously asked.

“Sure.” The kid said enthusiastically.

He wrote down a Parkview number.

“Great, thanks. What’s your number?” Billy
added.

Shawn copied down his number. Lunch ended and
that night we made arrangements to have Matt, Billy, Shawn, Glen,
Jay, and I set up a jam session that weekend. My thoughts of
Jamie

(not a virgin)

were lost in the excitement.

 


At 8:30 that night my thoughts about The
Reinforcements were interrupted when Jamie called me.

“Hello?” I said.

“Hi ya!”

“Hey, how’s it going?”

“Alright, I guess.”

“You guess?” I joked.

“Yeah, me and Joey got into a fight.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“No, nuttin’ you should be sorry for. I don’t
know why I ever thought he loved me. I actually thought for once he
really loved me. For once someone loved me for who I am, but I was
wrong.”

I thought, “I love you for who you are.”

She busted into tears over the phone.

“I picked this high school for one reason, to
get away from all those rumors about me but they seem to follow me
everywhere.”

“Rumors?” I asked.

“Yeah, about me sleepin’ with all my
boyfriends. It’s not true goddamnit, it’s not true!”

“It’s not?” I asked, taken back.

“What, you believed them?”

“No, I just…”

“No, its okay, everyone thinks I’m a slut,
tramp. It’s okay; I guess even though I’ve never really had sex,
I’d like people to think I have.”

“Why?!” I asked.

“To get boyfriends but when I won’t put out
they get all upset and stop talking to me.”

“I wouldn’t.”

“Huh?”

“I said, I wouldn’t.”

“That’s sweet.”

“Why are you telling ME all of this?”

“Because I really like you and I don’t want
you to get the wrong impression about me.”

“Oh.”

“But now I’ve got this REPUTATION to keep
which has all been created by rumors.”

“Can you trust me enough to tell me the
truth?” I asked.

“Huh?”

“The truth.” And after a few seconds of
silence, I repeated, “Jamie, the truth.”

“No, not now. Maybe later.”

“Okay.” I said. “One more thing.”

“Yeah?”

“How did you get my number?”

“I asked Erin for it.”

We said our goodbyes and hung up. I was a
little depressed about what I didn’t know. The phone rang again,
and I jumped. It was only Erin.

“Did she tell you?” Erin asked. “About those
false rumors?”

“Yeah.”

“I told you the wrong thing.”

“No, you just repeated the wrong
information.” I reiterated.

We hung up and I eventually fell asleep
wanting Jamie more than ever to be my girlfriend.

***************

About 3:00 the next afternoon the doorbell
rang. When I opened up the front door I wasn’t that surprised when
I saw Jamie’s face.

“Hello there.” I said.

“Hi.”

“Come in.”

“Thanks.”

“Kenny, who’s that?”

“A friend from school.” I yelled up the
stairs.

“Okay, but he can’t stay long.”

“Dad!”

“Yeah?” He yelled down.

“Why must you insist that all my friends are
boys?”

I heard the putter of footfalls on the
staircase before he stopped at the top. I could see the aging
process already growing strong in him.

“Oh, my Lord!”

“What Dad?”

“A girl? My little Kenny has a girl coming
over? For the first time?”

Let me explain my feelings: if I had a blunt
instrument handy I would’ve hit him with it. Jamie smiled and I
smiled back IN SHEER EMBARRASSMENT. Dad ran down the stairs.

“Hello.” He said.

Thinking hard I whispered,

“Get me out of here!”

“So, what’s your name?”

“Jamie.”

“Jamie what?”

Now come to think of it, I never really did
get her last name. But that wasn’t important right now, what was
important was to find a very small hole to crawl into.

“Jamie Kursopolous.” She said.

“Oh, that’s a nice name.”

“Dad!” I yelled.

“What?”

“Please!” I retorted.

“Oh, yeah, okay, you kids don’t get too wild
now!”

He walked back upstairs whistling some Neil
Diamond tune.

“I am so embarrassed!” I said forcefully.

“Its nuttin’, he seemed so happy.”

“Yeah, well I’ve never had that much luck
with girls.”

“I don’t see why not…”

I know I blushed.

“So what did you come over for?”

“I think it’s about time you found out the
truth.”

“The truth?” I echoed.

“Yeah, this will only take a second. I’ve
never slept with anybody but, but I was, well sort of raped.”

“I really don’t think it’s any of my
busi…”

The next thing I remember was closing my
eyes; I guess it was a spontaneous action. Her lips were pressed
against mine and I remember looking up at her face, her eyes were
closed. I felt like I was invading her privacy so I closed mine
too. Our mouths half closed, and then half opened again,
continuously. I switched the angle of my face to the right and she
broke off. She left without a goodbye and I just stood there as I
watched her walk out.

I kept the thin line of Jamie’s saliva on my
lips to revel in the moment. I was now completely obsessed with
her.

I got a mysterious threatening phone call
later that night from a male voice that I had never heard before.
He hung up after he threatened me with bodily harm if Jamie ever
came over my house again.

My stomach dropped.

(“My boyfriend’s name is…”)

Is what? I can’t remember. Jason, no. Jack,
no. John, no. Joey, yes!

(“My boyfriend’s name is Joey.”)

“Asshole!” I said.

***************

That weekend the six of us: Jay, Matt, Billy,
Shawn, Glen, and I got together and played. We sounded really good,
maybe because Jay was an excellent drummer and Glen was an
outstanding guitarist. Shawn, also proving himself worthy,
commented on how we really needed these two guys. Jay and Glen both
agreed that they liked the chemistry of us together. We were now an
official band, in a matter of speaking.

 


The only person I explained my story of
Jamie’s kiss to was Matt, which I also informed about the
threatening phone call. His response was for me not to worry about
it, but that week Jamie acted as if none of it happened. Being
still obsessed with her, Matt said it would be a good idea if I
didn’t tell anyone about it. I kept thinking how great it would be
if that kiss happened again, so to substitute the thought, I kept
replaying the scene over and over in my mind’s eye. It was
extremely shocking to my ears when, later that night, Jamie
informed me that she broke up with Joey.

“What?!” I said reacting to the news.

“He’s an ass!”

“But I thought…”

“You thought what?”

“I thought you loved him!” I said, hoping her
answer was No.

“I did, but only because I thought he loved
me. But he didn’t.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” I sympathized, no I really
didn’t.

“It’s okay.”

Debating whether or not to mention it, I came
to the conclusion that if I did, it might make her hate him more.
So I decided to tell her,

“He called me, you know.”

“He what?!” The bewilderment shook in her
voice.

Pursuing the hate that was breeding in her, I
rubbed in,

“Yeah, he told me that if I ever touch you
again, he’d fuck me up!”

Silence on the other end and it seemed to
become the loudest sound.

“Can I call you right back?” She blurted out,
crushing the stillness of sound.

“Sure.” I said, silently giving her
permission to handle the situation.

After about 10 long minutes passed, I was
debating whether or not to call her back. It was the doorbell ring
that jolted me out of my decision making, which I was silently
hoping it would be Jamie. In the process of opening the door, it
wasn’t a face that I saw first, but five white knuckles attached to
someone’s fist. I reached for my wounded eye as another forceful
blow connected into my lower gut, whereas I hopelessly tumbled onto
my knees. My father yelled from upstairs,

“Kenny, who’s there?”

A tiny bit of sense entered my head as I
screamed,

“DAD!”

Upon hearing my voice, Joey retreated into
the street. My father ran down the steps and lifted me up off the
soft carpet. Resuming a seat on the couch, the phone sounded like
it started to scream.

“I’ll get it.” He said. “Hello, yeah, who’s
calling? Hold on, it’s for you. It’s Jamie.”

Standing up, nausea and all, I vocalized,

“Yeah.”

“Hey, what happened? Please don’t say
nothing, I just saw Joey running down the street.”

Grunting and cutting her off I said,

“Could you do me a favor?”

“Sure.”

“Come over here.”

Placing one hand on my stomach for comfort, I
continued back onto the couch. Dad was the one who took the liberty
to answer the door when Jamie rang.

“Come in, he’s in there.”

She walked into the living room and I
squinted because she seemed to be more beautiful now than I ever
remembered.

“Are you okay?” She sympathized.

“Yeah.” I said.

Then she noticed my wounds.

“Oh my God! If it wasn’t for me this would
never have happened, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault that, um well, that I’m
in love with you.”

That enemy of noise, the harsh bitterness of
silence, seemed to creep into every crack of the room at that
statement. Why I said it, I still don’t remember. I think it was my
adolescent hormones at which I had no bodily leash on.

“You sure you’re alright?” Dad
questioned.

“Yeah.”

“Okay, I’ll leave you two alone.”

He climbed the stairs to give us privacy.

“What did you say?” Jamie implied.

Of course she heard me but it didn’t sound
like it would come out of my mouth.

“I think I love you.” I said, acting like I
was practicing it in a mirror and not confessing it to the true
flesh and bone.

She let out a sweet ‘oh’ and hugged me.
Unwanted mist appeared from nowhere on my eye lashes.

Apologizing for her ex-boyfriend’s violent
actions, she said,

“I’m so, so sorry.”

Reassuring her, I replied,

“It’s not your fault.”

Then it happened again only with less
intensity; just short quick peck on the lips. Leaning back, she
finished her dialogue,

“I have to go now.”

“Okay, call me tonight.”

“I will.” She promised.

“Oh,” I said, stopping her departure, “What’s
Joey’s phone number?”

Giving it to me, I politely replied,

“Thanks.”

“No problem.”

I still feel she told me because she knew
what was going on in my head and she had every right to like the
revenge I would bring upon myself. Upon her leaving, I proceeded to
call Joey.

Hearing his voice answer, I made sure by
asking,

“Joey?”

“Yeah.”

I could hear the wonder in his voice.

“It’s Kenny.”

Ooh, you could hear such rage and hostility
in his squeaky voice.

“What the hell do you want, punk?”

Not realizing I was challenging him, I
said,

“Come back, I want to fight you one on one.
Let’s finish it now.”

“Whatever you say, faggot.”

Wow, such ferocity in such a small mind. It
only took him 10 minutes to reach my front door.

“So where you wanna go?” He said realizing
that this was one fight that would not be interrupted by a
parent.

“Down there!” I said pointing to the grassy
area at the end of Victorian Street called Redman’s Lot.

“Whatever.”

And that was the acceptance that started our
short walk to the end of my street.

“Okay, now we’re here wha…”

Not letting the officious little prick
verbally communicate, I hit him with a fast right jab. His face
looked like rubber flying to the left, and then I hit him with a
quick jab. Then I nailed him with a right hook and then to finish
the hand assault, a quick uppercut to the chin was a nice touch.
Crumbling to his knees, I left him there to lick his wounds by
himself.

I trekked back to my house, and weary from
the day’s extravaganza, I easily fell asleep to what became one of
the most peaceful naps I’ve probably ever had.

 


When the fatigue was replaced with energy, I
woke feeling much better.

“Kenny?” Dad was calling.

Responding dreamily,

“Yeah.”

“Who is this Joey, and what the Hell
happened, Kenny? Does he have parents we can contact? Something
must be done.”

“No, I don’t want anything to be done.”

“Who is he?”

“Jamie’s ex.”

Very simply put.

“Oh.”

“Dad?”

“Yeah?” He answered.

“Can we drop it please?” I pleaded.

“Sure.” He agreed reluctantly and slightly
skeptical.

“Thanks.” I mumbled.

It wasn’t until the next day in Gym class
that Jamie said to me,

“Kenny, I want to tell you about what
happened to me.”

“No, you don’t have to, it’s your
secret.”

“But I think you deserve the truth.”

“If you want.”

“Can I come over tonight?” She asked.

“Sure.” I said with the invitation.

“What time?”

“About four o’clock.” I said not realizing
why that time but, hey, four is as good a number as any.

“Okay.”

Sure enough, promptly Jamie rang the doorbell
at 3:58. Stepping in, we made our greetings.

“Do you want anything to drink?” I asked.

She leaned over and kissed me replying,

“No, can I sit?”

“Sure.” I said granting the simple
request.

When she turned towards the couch, I
unconsciously clenched my fists in joy. Sitting down next to her I
thought that we really were getting somewhere.

“Okay, I want to tell you something.”

“Alright.”

“When I was 13, my Uncle Rod visited for the
first time in 16 years. I wasn’t even born the last time he saw my
parents. Well, he had this thing for young girls, followed by a
police record to prove it.”

“Weren’t your parents frightened to have him
around you?” I asked.

“No, because they didn’t believe he’d ever
hurt his own niece.”

“Oh, okay.”

I was content with that.

“Well anyway, that night he decided to stay
over and it was about midnight. I remember being a little scared of
him but not worried. He crept into my room, and he…”

She was overpowered with the tears.

“It’s okay.” I said, thinking I’d heard
enough. “You don’t have to tell me.”

“No, no.” She said warding my statement away.
“I want to. He placed a pillow over my face, just enough for me to
breathe but not enough for me to yell. The next thing I know my
underwear was off and I felt his fingers…”

“You don’t have to go into the details.” My
virgin mind comforted.

“I never spoke it to anyone. He wasn’t there
when we woke up the next morning.”

“Well, what did you do?”

“First, I took the sheets and threw them out.
I played dumb when I was asked where they were; I was so
ashamed.”

“Why did you do that?”

I honestly couldn’t understand why she would
throw out her sheets.

“Just because.”

“Okay.” I said realizing I needed more
education on this to completely comprehend the whole scenario.

“Well because they were a little bloody.”

Once I realized it, I became sick to my
stomach. I really was at a massive loss for words.

“I should be going now.” She apologized.

“Yeah, yeah okay.”

She got up and kissed me again before she
exited the house. I still sat there in that same position for an
eternity dwelling over the realness of the problem. I wasn’t
playing an innocent game anymore. Yes, I do love her.

I’d do anything for her, but this just
changed my perspective towards her. Then, out of absolutely
nowhere, an idea for a song hit me. Excitedly I picked up the phone
and called Matt.

“What are the chances of getting everyone
together this weekend to start to write?”

“Maybe 50 / 50.”

I felt a pang of joy as I scaled the stairs
to get to my bedroom. Sitting down in front of a blank piece of
paper, the whiteness suddenly became busy with a song, which I
titled Something To Prove. The pages began to fill with the
lyrics and melodies I wrote. It took me a little over an hour. I
really felt inspired.

That weekend we did get together and the band
liked the lyrics and ideas I had for song structure. We decided to
put music to it, and it took us two full days to complete. With the
creative juices flowing, I immediately went to work in the second
song.

I called The Reinforcement’s second song
The Jesus Principle. I presented it to everyone the next
weekend. It was even easier to compose than Something To
Prove. Jay brought his 4track with him on Sunday so we could
record the two songs and put them to tape for us to listen to
throughout the week.

We looked through Billy’s music collection
and picked a few local New England bands similar to us, and it
seemed they were all signed to the same indie label. We copied the
address of Soundscape Records out of Providence, Rhode Island from
the back of a cassette and I mailed out a press kit with the two
demos. I called Jamie to tell her about the press kit. In those two
weeks of not speaking to her frequently due to the band’s activity,
I hadn’t heard the news; I was sadly informed that she had moved
back to her home state of Vermont.

 


I don’t know what’s worse, finding out the
person you love never loved you, or realizing the person who once
loved you doesn’t anymore. Pain stricken, my heart cried out.
Jamie, the first one I loved, the first one I kissed, the first one
who understood me! Gone! I didn’t see things clearly for the next
couple of days. I tried to write some more songs but nothing seemed
right. I was falling apart, and fast. I didn’t even talk to Erin
anymore, and my school grades slipped. I was slipping. My father
tried to tell me there will be others, but I don’t want others. I
want Jamie!

On Tuesday in school, Erin asked me if I
wanted to go to a party on Friday night, I politely declined. I
still didn’t feel like socializing, but I was somehow talked into
going. Friday came slowly (as all the other days did), but once I
went to this party and met Erin’s cousin Jen, I completely forgot
about Jamie. Not just forgot her as a person but forgot my anguish
also. It’s the changeable values of love that made me fall for Jen.
Hardly knowing her, I made sure I started the conversation.

“What’s your name?” I decided was a good
intro.

“Jen Brighton.”

“Oh, mine’s Kenny.”

“So…”

We talked and laughed and shared stories for
a good two hours that night. We exchanged phone numbers and left. I
called her as soon as I got home which led us into one of the
longest phone conversations of my life. I invited her to one of our
practices so she could hear The Reinforcements play, and she
happily accepted my invitation.

 


Dear Kenny,

How are you? I’m really sorry about what I
put you through. How’s the band coming? I didn’t talk to you at all
after that, huh? As you probably know I’ve moved back to
Burlington, Vermont. What went on between us was nothing to regret,
I did like you but you were too wrapped up in me. My family thought
that the move to Parkview was a bad idea, especially now that my
Dad got his job back. We even are living back in our old house! Who
do you like now? I should tell you, I met this kid Nat. He’s really
cute and nice to me. He already has taken me out on a date; I
really like him a lot. I hope we can still be friends or at least
pen pals and if I ever see The Reinforcements on anything, I’ll buy
it, you can bet on that! I know you guys worked hard on those two
songs you told me about so I hope the best for you. I really feel
bad about leaving and not telling you about it but we were gone in
less than a week. We left the weekend you were recording your
second song. I can’t remember the name. Well, I guess I’ll write to
you soon.

Love always,

Jamie

XOXOXOXO

 


I dropped the letter into my bureau as my
heart also dropped. I got up and went to my desk and grabbed some
paper and a BIC pen. Over the next two hours I wrote a complete
song. The only title I could think of was This Place.

***************

I was debating whether or not to call Billy.
He might be upset that I’ve started another song and we still
haven’t perfected the other two, but I called him anyway.

“Guess what.” I said.

“What?”

“I wrote another song.”

“Another one?”

That was the attitude I didn’t want.

“Yeah.”

“Have you heard from Soundscape yet?”

“No.”

“What’s the name of the song?”

“This Place.”

“Okay, I’ll call the rest of them and call
you back.”

“Alright.”

I hung up and waited impatiently by the
phone. Restlessly I decided to go upstairs and read Jamie’s letter
again. The phone rang as I proceeded to trot downstairs to answer
it.

“Billy?” I said.

A girl responded,

“No.”

“Oh, Jen.”

“Hi.”

“Hi, I’m waiting for a very important phone
call about practice.”

“Well, all I called for was to ask if I was
going to see you guys play on Saturday?”

“Of course.”

“Where is it?”

“In Billy’s garage, that’s where all our
equipment is set up. I’ll give you the address.”

After giving her directions to Billy’s house
on Autumn Road, we hung up. The doorbell rang and standing in the
doorway was a postman with a certified letter.

“Um, Kenny Loc?”

“Yes.”

“Sign here please.”

I signed on the dotted line I was instructed
to as he shoved the envelope into my hands. That’s when the phone
started to ring.

“Oh, hold on.”

I ran over to the phone and put the white
envelope on the couch.

“Hello.”

“Kenny.”

“Billy, wait a minute.”

I ran back to the front door and the man said
I was all set. I closed the door and retreated back to the
phone.

“I think the label sent us a response.”

“Read it!” He said enthusiastically.

I put the phone down and took the package off
the couch and opened it. I went back to the phone.

“Okay, here goes.”

I opened the letter and read it silently to
myself first.

“Oh my fucking God!”

“What? What?!”

“They want to fund the recording of a five
track EP along with local radio spots and regional distribution. It
looks like they are going to give us 75 hours of studio time for
everything; recording, mixing and mastering.”

I halted right there.

“Billy,”

“Listening.”

“We need to finish three more songs before
they will move forward with the offer. We absolutely need to
practice this weekend!”

With somewhat my enthusiasm regenerated, I
traveled upstairs to look over This Place. I felt that it
was really a good song. Absorbing the lyrics, my mind and thoughts
drifted quickly back to Jamie. The love, the pain, the joy, and the
hate which brought me to depression. I realized that my heart was
twisted, and most of all I wasn’t going to kill myself being somber
over what I didn’t have. I concluded that it was this headstrong
attitude that drove my pen across the paper, before I even knew it,
the fourth song was completed. The only thing left was a title,
which I dwelled over and finally decided on For Sure. The
biggest test will be how well we manage in front of an audience…
Jen.

 


A feeling of insecurity had taken possession
of my heart as I kept recollecting my biggest deficit: Jen not
going to my school. She resided in a town called Lynnfield which
was close to a 20 minute drive from Parkview.

She was short, maybe five foot even at the
most. She had beautiful brown hair and a delicate face. I called
her just to make sure she could get a ride to Billy’s house. At
least that’s what my lame excuse was; my real motive was nothing
simpler than to just hear her voice sweep over the phone lines.

Jamie’s letter had been immobile for some
time now on my desk. Jamie’s image slipped out of my thoughts.
Sleep took me and I regained consciousness only to find that it was
presently Friday morning. I glanced at my clock: 6:40. I counted in
my head and realized that it was only 30 hours and 20 minutes until
I see Jen. Making sure I was comfortable with them, I wrote the
lyrics to For Sure on a piece of paper during study
hall.

When 3:00 came and I left with Billy to go to
his house, I gathered up the four songs. When we arrived Glen and
Jay were already waiting, but Shawn didn’t show up until 3:30. When
he did arrive I showed them This Place first. It got passed
around and everyone read the lyrics. After looking it over, Glen
got up and grabbed his guitar. I handed him the letter from the
label. Everyone gathered around his back and read it in
silence.

“I think it would be good to have one
instrumental.” Shawn said.

Glen sat down with this guitar and played a
couple of chords, the sound was so moving. The rhythm was
perfect.

“That’s so cool!” Billy exclaimed.

“I’ve been keeping it for a song that has the
ability to breathe. I think This Place is it. The words are
the best yet and it could be a mellow song.”

Jay got up and grabbed his sticks. Sitting
down at the kit, he started to play slowly. The simple shuffle beat
he performed was calm and soothing.

“This rhythm,” he said, “My father taught me.
I was saving it for a special song too.”

Billy got up and played three chords on bass.
It went perfect with the other instruments.

“This is nothing special but it goes best
with the song.”

Shawn got up and started to strike a couple
strings on the acoustic guitar, which gave it a depth I could only
dream. The garage door opened up and Matt came in.

“Sorry I’m…” He halted. “Wow! That’s
awesome!”

He quickly scurried over to the keyboards,
turned it on, and started fingering a melody. I stood up and
started to sing the words.

We decided to sleep in the garage that night
and when morning eventually reared its head, we were awoken to
Shawn strumming chords on rhythm.

“Shawn, what the hell are you doing?” Glen
asked.

“I couldn’t sleep, plus its ten o’clock. I
was just…”

“Ten o’clock!” I yelled. “Ah, shit! Jen’s
coming in three hours!”

Then it hit us. Shawn wasn’t playing any old
chord. He was playing something fresh, something new, something
beautiful.

“What is that?” I inquired.

He whispered,

“It’s an instrumental piece I wrote the first
time I ever got high.”

We glanced at each other.

“I called it Not Found.” Said
Shawn.

“It’s devastatingly beautiful.” Jay said.

Even with all the awe, we still had to get
moving so Billy went into the house to take a shower. The rest of
us followed to get something to eat. Shawn was still hypnotized in
the garage playing Not Found when Billy came out of the
shower. He got dressed and went into the garage and shut down all
the power. Shawn’s chords just faded into oblivion.

“Wha…”

“Come eat something.”

“The music,” he said, “Sometimes it just
possesses me.”

The red power light turned black.

“I know.” Billy added. “I know.

We waited anxiously for 1:00.

 


Matt stayed in the corner practicing the
composition he wrote to This Place while he waited his turn
for the shower. After we had all showered and got dressed, we went
back into the garage. At noon Billy’s mother brought us some
sandwiches.

“Play for me.” She requested.

“Sure.” We agreed.

Without a word we knew which song. It started
as Jay counted time with four clicks of the high-hat. After four
beats Matt picked up with the keyboards as Billy strummed in. Glen
didn’t come in until later but Shawn chimed in. I started to sing
the words to This Place. After our performance was
completed, Billy’s mother clapped.

“That was really good.” She complimented and
went back to doing whatever it was she was preoccupied with before
our presentation.

“Okay guys.” I said trying to keep the
program rolling. “Now let me show you the last song. It’s called
For Sure.”

I passed the lyrics out and no one had any
ideas. After a lengthy debate, For Sure turned out to be a
bass heavy, piano based song; showcasing the talents of Matt and
Billy.

We were in the middle of rehearsing
Something To Prove when Jen opened the garage door. I
swallowed hard twice as she started to walk in and said,

“Hi.”

She walked over to me and put one hand on my
stomach and another on my waist and our lips met. I never realized
through closed eyes you could see black spots.

The train ride was bumpy. The swimming pool
on the train was cold. The train was black and moving very quickly.
I was alone.

Glen was standing over me exclaiming,

“Holy shit Kenny, you passed out!”

I was lying on the ground and Jen was
kneeling beside me. Billy ran to get his mother and when I opened
my eyes, the first thing my hormones noticed was her beautiful
hair, beautiful eyes, gorgeous body and pink lips. Billy’s mother
gave me some orange juice and at that moment I felt like crawling
in a hole and dying from embarrassment. Jen spoke,

“Are you okay?”

I saw her lips form the O in okay and I felt
like passing out again. I slowly got to my feet and I noticed
everyone was standing around me.

“I’m fine.” I reassured.

Billy’s mother, after realizing I was indeed
alright and asked if I wanted her to call my father, went back into
the house. I sat down on a chair.

“Okay,” I said. “This is Glen, Jay, Matt,
Shawn, and Billy.”

They all said Hi and she returned the
greeting.

“I was on a black train swimming.”

“Fainting always gives you the weirdest
dreams.” Said Billy.

“Tell me about it.”

I could feel the blood pumping through my
veins at a tremendous speed. I looked at Jen and remained seated in
the chair. We started to play our set for her and half way through
This Place I saw tears come to her eyes. When it was done
she commented,

“That was one of the best songs I’ve ever
heard.”

We set up the 4-track and ran them through
all five songs. I was going to send one copy to Jamie and one copy
to Soundscape. That night after Jen had gone home and we’d all left
Billy’s, I read Jamie’s letter one more time. A feeling of
confusion rose over me. I did love Jamie but my feelings faded. I
decided not to send the tape to Jamie, it was time to let go and
move on. Jamie was just a happy memory and now I saw the real,
touchable future… Jen.

 


The next day Jen called me and listening to
her voice was completely enrapturing. I could picture her lips
forming the words. I realize now that Jamie was a fading light, but
her memory still sat up there on my desk. After Jen said goodbye I
was half way up the stairs when Billy called.

“Listen Kenny, we’ve got a problem.”

“Speak to me.”

“Glen blew out his amplifier yesterday. He
has to save up some cash and get another one.”

“So, how does this set us behind?”

“Kenny, listen to me, no music comes out of
it. That means no new songs, and no more playing or practicing
current ones. No more music!”

“Is that all we can do?”

“Sorry Kenny, is all.”

“Alright.”

We hung up. I started to think about how this
will free up my weekends for a while to spend with Jen. Oh my God
how I want her. I never had these feelings with Jamie; maybe
because right off the bat I knew she wasn’t a virgin. Jen, on the
other hand, was fresh, new. I feel like I am on the same wavelength
with Jen. Almost like Jamie was dirty and Jen seems to be clean. I
ran over to the phone and called her, I just wanted to hear her
voice,

“Jen?”

“Yeah.”

“When can I see you again?”

“How about Friday?”

“Great!”

 


Friday night came so slowly but when it did,
she took me to a party. Her friend’s parents were out for the
weekend and there was going to be about thirty people there,
including booze, and drugs, though I didn’t realize it until I
walked in. Jen looked fabulous wearing a tight mini skirt and an
off the shoulder tight black shirt. The house was full of smoke and
reeked of beer.

“I don’t…”

Jen interrupted me by handing me a beer. I
took a gulp, it stung my throat but it felt soothing in my stomach.
I took another gulp. Jen finished half of her’s already.

“Do you smoke?”

“Do you?” I asked.

“No, that and drugs I don’t do.” She
assured.

“Good, me neither.”

I took another gulp of my beer and it felt
like a monsoon in my stomach. I finished my first and she offered
me another. I took it and opened it. Our lips met, great feeling. I
could feel her lips moving up and down over mine as her tongue
teased playfully in my mouth. I loved every minute of it. We broke
off and I chugged the first half of my second beer. We went around
and she introduced me to all her friends. I was on my third beer
and my head was spinning. Jen noticed it too. I love the sweet
taste of her lips. The person who threw the party came over and
whispered to Jen,

“It’s all set.”

She nodded and grabbed my hand and led me to
the stairs. We passed a couple kissing on the stairs and we entered
a large bedroom.

“What?” I asked.

“Don’t worry about it. I just want to talk to
you.”

“Okay, about what?”

I can’t believe how much my words we
slurring. My head was reeling.

“Oh, nothing in particular.”

She closed the door behind her, she looked so
beautiful. She reached behind her back and unzipped her skirt. She
first pulled off her shirt and then standing there in a bra and
mini skirt, she kicked off her sneakers and my head was spinning.
Was this for real? Shit! She unsnapped her bra and pulled it off
and it fell to the floor. I walked over to her, now completely
buzzed, and kissed her. I put one hand on her right breast. I moved
my lips off hers and then slid them down her neck to her breast.
Three inches away from her nipple, I was on a train again. The
water was cold and the beer was filling the swimming pool. I had an
uncomfortable bulge in my pants but now that’s gone. My only chance
with Jen and I have to faint, don’t’ I? When I came to, she had her
bra on again. I just wanted to reach out and touch her, but I was
too drunk and tore up that I just wanted to go home. She kissed me
on the forehead and left a beautiful wet mark. All I remember is
waking up and having a headache. I know now that I want to make
love to Jen, sober.

 


Back To The Rivers Of Belief

Jen had come over the next day to watch T.V.
and eat dinner with me and my father. I think Dad really likes her,
Jen is very personable and very outgoing with people she doesn’t
know, and that almost immediately wins them over. After dinner was
finished and we helped clean up, we started watching the foreign
film Cinema Paradiso, which Jen informed me she had never
seen. I told her it’s my favorite foreign film and probably the
only movie that I will cry at every single time I watch it. About
30 minutes into it, she turned to me and asked,

“Kenny? If you feel up to it, I would love to
know about your mother.”

I paused the movie, and sighed.

“Sure. Well her name was Sonja, and I used to
think she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. When she
got really excited she would pronounce my name Kiney. She was one
hundred percent German.”

“What happened to her?”

I folded my hands in my lap and stated,

“She was murdered. That whole day was
atrocious. It started with my mother walking in on Candice and her
boyfriend Greg smoking pot and making out in her room.”

“Candice is your sister, right?”

“Right, she’s a senior at Boston College
right now and lives in Allston. So my mother freaks out and the
room stinks of pot, even though the window is open and the fan is
on… God, looking back at that now, she was so stupid! Anyway, so
they have a huge fight about how Greg was a bad influence on her
and she wanted him out of the house, and Candice retaliated with
how much she loves Greg and my mother yelling something that she’s
too young to know what love is. Man, is that whole moment burned
into my memory. So we leave the house and she’s pissed. That is the
last time Candice ever saw her. When we got into the car, my mother
cursed, which she never does and when she looked over at her ten
year old son I think she was embarrassed.

“So we were going shopping in Boston for the
day. We were going to drive to the T-station and take the subway to
Newbury Street. And when we were at the Parkview train station
waiting for the train to take us into Boston, a man approached us
and tried to snatch her purse from her shoulder and she stupidly
fought him off. I think it was more a reflex than anything, but he
stuck her with a blade and all I remember is how much blood there
was; all coming from her stomach. The man took off and someone must
have called 911 because the station was swamped with ambulances and
police cars within five minutes. This is where my memory of what
happened starts to get foggy. I know my Dad was called and I was
transported to the hospital in the passenger seat of a cruiser with
a police officer named Gerry Dixton.

He was the first one on scene and later he
interviewed me about what happened. We followed the ambulance and
my Dad was there shortly after we arrived. She died on the way to
the hospital, so I’m told. She bled out. It was a robbery that went
bad real fast.”

“So did they ever catch the guy that did it?”
Jen asked.

“Yes, Officer Dixton and his partner Officer
Lucas Tampico did actually. His name is Fred Baker and he was on
the lamb.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

I laughed when I realized I was using terms
that I had only learned myself because of this ordeal.

“It’s a term used for someone who is wanted
by the cops and is hiding out somewhere.”

“Oh.”

“And Officer Tampico called out sick the day
of the stabbing, that’s why he wasn’t there and I was allowed to
ride in the passenger seat. Fred Baker had a warrant for his arrest
out of Peabody for robbing an Eastern Bank. Thank God that there is
video surveillance at all the T stops ‘cause when Officer Dixton
reviewed the video, he immediately knew who he was. I guess Fred
Baker has been a local frequent flier in the area for years.
Officer Dixton knew of a handful of spots Fred would crash, and got
some good inside information that he was staying at a hotel. They
got a no-knock search warrant for the room, and Officer Dixton
arrested him.”

“Wow, that alone could be a movie!” Jen
commented.

“Or the beginning of a novel!” I replied.

“Funny thing is, me and Officer Dixton have
kept in touch over the last five years. He always checks up on me,
which is nice.”

“Is Fred Baker still in jail?” She asked.

“As far as I know, he is in Walpole State
Prison. Myself, Candice and my Dad attended every day of that
trial.”

“What a crazy story.” She said, shaking her
head. “I am so sorry you had to go through that.”

“Me too, and as far as I know, Candice never
smoked pot again after that day.”

Our conversation was cut short with the sound
of the phone ringing.

“I’ll get it!” I yelled up to my father.

I walked over to the phone and answered
it,

“Hello?”

“Mr. Kenny Loc?” A male voice asked.

“Yes, who’s this?”

“My name is Scott Whitgood and I am calling
from Soundscape Records.”

I turned to Jen still sitting on the couch,
pulled the phone away from my mouth, and lip-synced “It’s the
label!”

“How are you, sir?”

“I was curious if you and the rest of The
Reinforcements could come in to the office sometime next weekend to
discuss this press kit you sent us.”

“Absolutely, when would be good for you?” I
asked.

“Any time on Saturday. How about ten?”

“Sounds perfect.”

“I’ll give you directions if you have a pen
and paper.” Scott Whitgood said.

And with that I wrote down the directions to
Soundscape Records with my stomach in butterflies and my knees
shaking with excitement.

***************

Scott Whitgood had got in touch with me again
that week and requested only two members of the band, as spokesmen,
come to chat with him. We then could relay the message and the
offer back to the band. I recruited Billy to be my partner in crime
and on Saturday my Dad drove us into Providence to meet with the
label.

The office and studio was in a strip mall
surrounded by sub shops and Dunkin’ Donuts. There was a sign on the
door that read SOUNDSCAPE RECORDS – RING BELL TO BE LET IN. I rang
the bell and a voice crackled on the small P.A.

“Yes?”

“It’s Kenny Loc from The Reinforcements. I
have a meeting with Mr. Whitgood.”

The door buzzed and unlocked. Billy, my Dad
and I walked in through the door and into a corridor that was lined
with doors that entered into recording rooms. We could hear a band
recording through one of the doors. A larger built gentleman
wearing a Rush tee shirt and jeans approached us.

“Kenny? I’m Scott.”

“Nice to meet you. This is Billy, the bass
player, and my Dad.”

“How ya doin’?” My Dad and Scott shook
hands.

“Well, how about I give you a quick tour of
the place and then we can chat for a few minutes about what we are
looking at.”

“Sounds great.”

Scott took us through a handful of control
rooms, isolation booths, vocal booths, the mastering studio, a
lounge for eating and relaxing and some of the offices. The main
corridor was lined with framed albums from bands that recorded here
as well as the bands signed to their label.

Scott brought us into his office and sat down
behind his desk, littered with cassettes and promo pictures of
eager bands.

“So you know Soundscape is a small regional
indie label, which means that we distribute primarily to the
northeast of the country; New England, New York, Pennsylvania, New
Jersey, Delaware, Maryland and DC. We have distribution rights in
every record store in the northeast. We also advertise in Circus
Magazine, Spin Magazine and sometimes Rolling Stone if we are
sending a band out on tour with a national act. We also buy radio
spots and test different markets with tracks from the album. There
is minimal tour support and most of our bands stay within the
region unless we get into a co-op with another label and send them
out with a national act.”

“I don’t follow you on that.” Billy asked,
with the talk of national tours lighting up his eyes.

“Sometimes if one of our bands is selling
favorably, we will pay another label to take that band out on tour
with one of their bands. So let’s say your first single is getting
moderate rotation on the radio and the album is moving units, we
might pay Maverick Records to send you out on tour opening for
Candlebox, as an example. Then we can stretch our distribution to
every city that the tour stops in.”

“I get it.” I said, thinking of the endless
possibilities.

“So based on the fact that you guys have
never played a show yet as a band, but the demo is pretty tight,
and your ages are definitely a marketing tool; I would like you to
think about a two album, three year contract with us with added
points for songwriting and royalties on albums sales only. We will
budget merchandise sales and book some small road trips for you
based around your school schedules and you will get a percentage of
the ticket sales for all shows played.”

“What do you mean points?” My Dad asked.

“Well, let’s say we agree on a contract where
the band will get one dollar for every album sold. That’s the
band’s income. But we also offer additional points to the
songwriter of the song that is played on the radio from the radio
royalties. So let’s say every time the single is played on the
radio the label gets 60 cents, well the band won’t get any of that
money, but the songwriter will get maybe 10 cents every time it’s
played. So if Kenny was credited as the songwriter, he would that
money.”

“What stops the band from listing The
Reinforcements as the songwriter for each song?” Billy asked.

“Nothing.” Scott replied, “But some people in
bands are very adamant that they wrote the song and want the
monetary compensation for their talent.”

“So let me review what the contract says; we
have to supply the label with two albums in three years.”

“Right, and we will release your five song EP
as your first album. That’s the last part that I want to discuss
with you. We are willing to give The Reinforcements 60 hours of
studio time to record the album, anything over the 60 hours will
come out of your wallets.”

“I think we can record five songs in 60
hours.” I said.

“Don’t forget, that includes recording,
overdubs, mixing and mastering.”

“Understood. Piece of cake.” Billy said.

“Can we take a copy of that contract with
us?” My Dad asked.

“Absolutely.” Scott replied. “Talk it over
with the rest of the band, their parents, a lawyer; I want you guys
to feel comfortable with this contract.”

And with that said, we made our way back to
Parkview to discuss the band’s future and a chance of a
lifetime.

***************

Things moved pretty fast after that. We had
an entertainment lawyer from Marblehead look over the contract and
he was pretty satisfied that it was all pretty legit. The rest of
the guys agreed on the terms and we made multiple phone calls back
and forth with Mr. Whitgood about scheduling recording time. We
were going to record the album, now officially titled After The
Shock, over the course of five consecutive 12 hour days.

Soundscape lined up a photo shoot as well as
a meeting with a graphic designer for the front cover artwork. We
came up with the front cover being nothing more than a picture of
our instruments in front of a velvet looking curtain. Almost like a
live shot without the musicians.

Billy’s mother owned a caravan so she juggled
her work schedule in a way that she could drive the whole band down
to the studio for those five days of recording. Mr. Whitgood was
pretty adamant about not having any distractions while we were
recording so he was only allowing us to have visitors to watch the
recording on the fourth day, which would be a Saturday. Billy’s
mother, the saint that she is, agreed to drive us down to
Providence, and come back to pick us up each day.

The first day was almost completely spent on
set up and getting solid levels on the board. We met our engineer
and producer. Being the vocalist I felt that I didn’t really need
to be there after we were done with the first day, it was mostly
spent on all the drum microphones and the amps.

On the second day we started to record. I was
singing along with the songs on each take just as a scratch track
as a reference point for the rest of the band, but everything I was
singing at this point would be trashed and we would do real vocal
takes. This was just for the guitars, bass and drums to get
recorded. The keyboards also would be recorded later as an overdub
before I did my final vocal takes.

The third day was spent finishing up the
guitar, bass and drums and Matt also finished all the keyboard
parts to all the songs. The next day, the fourth day which was the
day all our parents and Jen would be allowed to watch, would be
spent on my vocal tracks for all five songs and we would start
mixing the album.

***************

After getting used to just the band members
and the engineer in the control room of the studio, it felt
claustrophobic with having parents and Jen crammed in there
watching. Most of our parents were not going to stay the whole day,
but wanted to be able to witness some of the process.

It was my day for vocals so I entered the
isolation booth, put on the headphones, and thought about Jen
sitting out there listening to me. The engineer’s voice cracked
through my headphones and he said that he wanted me to sing along
with any song I wanted so he could get a good level and then we
would record.

I picked This Place and during the
line check, I got self conscious of my voice for the very first
time. It was the first time that I had ever heard myself that loud
and that clear coming through headphones. I also had the thought
that everyone out in the control room was also hearing me loud and
crystal clear. Every blemish would come through.

We got a good level and we started running
through the songs. My voice stayed strong and we recorded a handful
of overdubs to punctuate certain lines or choruses. The longer I
stayed in the booth, the more confident I got with my voice and the
stronger I sang.

It was around three in the afternoon when I
finished all five songs. By this time almost all the parents left
but Jen stayed. The engineer wanted to take an hour break to give
his ears a rest before we started mixing.

“So, how did it sound?” I asked Jen as we
walked out into the hallway of the studio.

“Amazing. I can’t believe that is you guys!
It already sounds like it could be on the radio and you haven’t
even mixed or mastered it yet!”

“God, I hope it sounds as good as I am
hearing it in my head.”

“So we got an hour to kill before you have to
go back to work.” She said, with a coy sound in her voice.

“Ya, I think the guys are going to walk to
the Providence Place Mall for some food.”

“So we got an hour to be completely alone?”
She asked.

“Unless you wanna go get some food with
everyone.”

“Is that guy who is recording you leaving
also?”

“I think he said he had to run home for
something.”

“Do you mind showing me the booth that you
were singing in? I’d love to see where you were.”

“Sure.” I said.

I brought Jen through the soundproof door
that separated the control room from the main tracking room and
then I opened the door to the small isolation booth that I had been
in all morning. My empty bottles of water, lyric stand and
microphone with spit guard were still all cluttering the small
booth.

“So this is it. I stood here the whole
time…”

And as I started to show her where I was
standing while I was singing, she closed the door, trapping us
inside the small booth. I stopped talking and she kissed me. As she
was kissing me and started to rub her hand over my crotch, stirring
me up. I felt all the blood rush down there and I started to pulse
in my pants.

She took her lips way from mine and dropped
to her knees, unzipping my pants. She took my erect penis into her
hand and started stroking it, looking up at me. I could have died
right there and everything would have been right with the world. I
grabbed the microphone with my left hand for support, and she slid
my penis into her mouth. I seriously thought I was going to finish
right then and there.

Jen was being gentle and forceful all at the
same time as her lips and mouth traveled the length of my penis,
back and forth. I was harder than I had ever been before, harder
than anytime masturbating, harder than any wet dream I had woken up
from.

She then grabbed me with her hand and stood
up.

“Make love to me.” She said and started
pulling down her pants.

She leaned forward, placed both hands on the
egg crate wall, and I entered her for the first time. I was swept
away in a river of all my emotions as she led me out of
pureness.

***************

The Reinforcements wanted to celebrate the
completion of After The Shock on the last night of mastering
when we got back to Parkview. Billy’s mother dropped all of us off
at the Fortune Cookie restaurant to eat. I had called Jen from the
studio and made plans for her to meet us there; she said her mother
would drive her as long as I could find her a ride back home.

Jen had been waiting outside the restaurant
for us when we all arrived and put in a table order since it was
such a large party. We were shown to our table, hand in hand, and
sat down to look at the menu. Officer Gerry Dixton arrived with his
wife Belinda at the Fortune Cookie shortly after we ordered our
food.

“See that man there.” I said to Jen when they
entered the Fortune Cookie. “That’s Officer Gerry Dixton.”

“Shouldn’t you go talk to him?” Replied
Jen.

“You wanna be introduced?” I asked.

“Sure.”

I took Jen’s hand and strutted over to
Dixton’s table.

“Well well, look who we have here.” Greeted
Dixton.

“How are you, sir?” I said.

“Very well.”

“Is this your girl?”

“The one and only. Jen, this is Officer
Dixton, sir, Jen Brighton.”

“Hi.”

“Hello. I’ve heard a lot about you.” Jen
said.

“Well, whatever Kenny is telling you about
me, it’s all lies.”

Jen chuckled and I asked,

“How’s Officer Tampico?”

“Good.” Officer Dixton replied, “He’s working
the Hands Across The Border program tonight. I think he’s partnered
with Officer Saia from Peabody.”

“Well it’s good to see you, sir.” I said.
“Tell Officer Tampico I said hi.”

“I will.” He promised.

“It was nice to meet you.” Jen said, and we
went back to our table.

***************

When Shawn called me the next morning at
8:30, and startled me out of my sleep, I knew it had to be
important. Until, of course, he said what he had to say; it could
have waited for another two hours.

“Kenny! Did I wake you?”

“Um, yeah. But that’s okay, what’s up?”

Continuing without any more apologies he
stated,

“Well, there’s this person that I’ve been
thinking about and I’m ready to snap. I have to talk to
somebody.”

“A girl.”

“Right.”

“Shawnman, couldn’t this wait until, oh say,
noon?”

“Kenny, I’m really in need of help. I mean
seeing you last night and all those times with Jen, I just keep
thinking of this girl and it hurts to see you and Jen so happy
together.”

“Woa! Why didn’t you say something
before?”

I was now enthralled with this situation.

“I really thought I could handle it myself.
But I realize now that I’m having a harder time dealing with it
than I thought.”

“Alright, firstly, what’s her name?”

“Well, you know her.”

“Good, tell me.”

“She’s in our lunch.”

“Shawn, I’m stopping the guessing game before
we start it. You either tell me flat out or I hang up and will
gladly go back to sleep.”

“Kay, kay man, Jesus. Her name is Nicole
Mitchell.”

At this point I counted my lucky stars that I
was laying down.

“No way! No way! No possible chance!”

“What?!”

“Nicole Mitchell? Yeah, you and 200 other
guys trying for her. Dude, firstly, she has a boyfriend and
secondly, she would never even look at you.”

“Thanks.”

“No, I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Well, what do I do?”

“Shawn, forget it.”

“No, tomorrow’s Monday, you’ll see. I’ll go
talk to her!”

“Good, ‘bye Shawn.”

We hung up and I went back to bed; although I
really couldn’t fall back to sleep. I turned the T.V. on and a
rerun of Mr. Ed was blaring at my face. I switched
guiltlessly through the channels and came to some cheesy B-grade
horror movie.

I flicked off the T.V. and had the driving
urge to call Jen. No, it’s too early. Shawn is supposed to be my
friend. Regret, reaching into my heart and yanking, made me call
him back.

“Shawnman, tomorrow I’ll help you talk to
Nicole.”

“Thanks guy.”

“Anytime.”

 


The phone crying loudly disturbing a peaceful
silence, made me twitch with a startle.

“Uh, hello.”

“Oh, I’m sorry; I didn’t wake you, did
I?”

“No, no, I was just laying here.”

“Good, what are you doing tomorrow night?”
Asked Jen.

“Nothin’.” I replied.

“Okay.” She said. “Come over at four o’clock,
I’ll take a stab at cooking you supper.”

“Really? Are you sure I won’t regret it?”

“Well, considering only two people have had
their stomachs pumped from me…”

“I believe it!”

“Hey!”

“Just kiddin’ witch’ya. Sorry honey, but it’s
kinda late and I need to get to sleep.”

“See, I told you I woke you up!”

“Nuht-ah!” I said musically.

“Fine,” Jen said, “Tomorrow at four
o’clock.”

“Tomorrow at four o’clock, goodnight.”

“I love you.”

Silence. Now that I think back, this was the
first time either of us had actually said it. I knew I loved her
but thinking it and saying it are two different things. Once you
say it, you are more vulnerable. I replied,

“I love you too.”

 


From the journal of Shawn Clark:

If there’s one thing I absolutely hate, it’s
not having control. If there’s one thing that I absolutely am
frustrated by, it’s not having control over people’s feelings.

How many times have we liked someone and
wanted them to like you back just as much as you do?

If there’s one thing I absolutely hate, it’s
not having control. If there’s one thing that I absolutely am
frustrated by, it’s not having control over people’s feelings.

***************

As promised, I reluctantly walked side by
side with Shawn over to Nicole’s table in the cafeteria. We went
around to her side and Shawn looked down at her, she glanced upward
and he fell apart.

I cleared my throat.

“Hi.” He said.

“Hi.” She replied.

Oh, this is going well.

“What’s up?”

“Nothin’.”

“Um, what was the Math homework again?”

I turned my back to them and had to let out a
snicker. I glanced up at the ceiling and shook my head. Shawn,
you’re a great guitar player, but don’t quit your day job.

She gave him his request and he tugged on my
sleeve.

“Ready Romeo?”

“Shut up!”

“What happened back there?” I asked as we
approached our table.

“I don’t know.” He said. “I had the whole
thing planned but when we were up to her, she just overwhelmed
me.”

Okay, so she was EXTREMELY attractive, that
doesn’t mean Shawn should choke up…

(not a virgin)

Oh, but that’s different! Jamie was a
different story. Jamie, I wonder why she popped in my head. I
haven’t thought about her in weeks. I sat down at the table.

“Are you okay?” Asked Billy.

“Yeah, why?”

“You looked flushed.”

“Just thinking.”

Why did the return thought of Jamie bring a
sudden feeling of loneliness and isolation? Speaking of Jamie, I
have to make a mental note to purchase condoms before Jen’s supper
tonight.

And then, after the mental note was written,
I excused myself, went into the boys’ bathroom, and cried and cried
and cried and cried and cried.

***************

From the journal of Shawn Clark:

Save me, I’m falling.

A cry is heard, the scream continues…

 


Timber!

As soon as Dad picked me up at school, we
went to a department store on the east side of Parkview called
Neptune’s Cellar. We placed a spring coat on lay-a-way last week
and today we could pick it up.

It was red and black checkered, light weight,
cotton jacket. Very closely resembling a lumber jack’s coat. We
arrived home at ten minutes before four and I called Jen.

“Hey babe.”

“Hi hon. Are you coming?”

“Yeah, we’re leaving now. I just picked up my
new jacket.”

“Oh, the lumber jack one.”

“Yeah, that one. So what if it looks like a
lumber jack!”

“Okay, see ya in about 20 minutes.”

Twenty minutes, shit. I forgot the
condoms.

“Dad! We need to stop at CVS; Jen wants me to
bring… soda!”

“Okay, but you have to run in and out because
I’ve got to get back before five!”

“Fine.”

I put on my new lumber jack coat and we drove
to the number one condom outlet: CVS. I got out of the car hoping
that he wouldn’t decide to join me. But, he didn’t.

I trotted through the enter door and turned
my direction to that special isle number six, and clenched tightly,
half hiding the box of Trojans. I paid for them and proceeded to
exit the store when I thought, “I’m in here for soda, what am I
going to say when I go back to the car? They were all out?”

I turned to the refrigerator and grabbed a
liter of Coke, paid for it, and put the condoms in my breast pocket
of the coat. This time I succeeded to go outside where my unknowing
innocent father was waiting for his sweet dear fine son.

Eating up the road to Jen’s house paid off,
getting me there around 4:30.

“Okay bud; call when you wanna come
home.”

“Right.”

I got out of his car and walked up to the
front door. Upon ringing the bell I realized, with a quick glance,
that Jen’s parents were home. Well then, maybe I didn’t need to go
to CVS. Jen’s mother answered the door with a pleasant,

“Hi Kenny, come on in.”

“Thank you.” I politely responded.

I took off my jacket and hung it up on the
coat rack next to the front door. I ran up the eight (yes I counted
one day) stairs that led from the front door to the hallway.

Jen was in the kitchen next to the stove
tending to a pot of sauce and boiling water.

Jen’s father was seated at the kitchen table
when he greeted me.

“Hello Mr. Brighton.” I replied.

It was the best I could do. What can I say?
The man scared me. He also owned a gun, I think.

“Are you ready?” Asked Mrs. Brighton.

“Head ‘em up move ‘em out.”

Mr. Brighton got up from the table and went
into their bedroom, leaving us alone. Taking complete advantage of
the moment, I leaned forward and kissed her gently. Leaning away I
commented,

“You sure you aren’t gonna kill me?”

“Ha! Funny!”

She resumed to her original position turning
to the pots, and carefully studied the contents. She picked up a
box of ziti and dumped it into the pot, like it did something wrong
to her and she was getting back at it.

“Let me see your new jacket.”

I traveled down the stairs to the coat rack,
reached up for it and halted.

“I can’t believe this!”

“What?” She replied.

“Your father has the same coat.”

And it was, exactly: shade, color, and even
size! Of course, I am five foot six and Jen’s father is five foot
six. I grabbed mine and put it on.

“See.” I said going back to the kitchen.

“Oh my God!” She laughed.

“I can’t believe it.”

She wrapped her arms around my waist and
yelled,

“Timber!”

I laughed and kissed her. She broke away and
I took off the coat, returning it to the coat rack.

“Well, we’re leaving.” Jen’s mother announced
entering the kitchen.

Mr. Brighton put the keys to the car into his
pocket and went down to put on his jacket.

“Bye hon.”

“Bye Mom.”

“I want Kenny to leave no later than eight
o’clock.”

“Yes Dad.”

Mr. Brighton put on his jacket and they left
the house alone to us kids. The door closed and a key was inserted
into the lock, the door was secured and a car door opened and
closed, and then another. The car’s motor turned over and they
drove out of the driveway.

I turned and looked at Jen; she was wearing a
baggy sweatshirt and a pair of jeans. I could see how her body
shifted perfectly under her garments as she stepped towards me and
placed one hand on my chest and leaned toward my mouth.

We started kissing slowly, gently, moving
backwards towards the counter next to the stove. I pressed her
against the wood of the counter and we started to kiss faster and
more sensual.

She lifted her right knee so it was rubbing
on my thigh. I placed my hand on the inside of her leg and slowly
moved my fingers closer to her sex. She groaned in approval as my
hand came free and her whole body was against mine. I pulled her
closer to me.

Slow rhythmically, our bodies moved against
each other, picking up speed over the course of the act. The fabric
that hung on our bodies made a rustling sound. Eventually each
breath she exhaled was invaded with a light sigh of pleasure which
excited me all the more.

And then, it was over. I knew it was over
because her thrusts became softer and softer until all that was
left was the panting and adrenaline.

“I have a confession to make.” I voiced.
“That was the first time for me, dry.”

“Well, I can see that.”

“Did you like it?”

She made a grunt, kissed me and said,

“Yes, Romeo.”

“Urgh!” I said and stuck my fingers in my
mouth.

We both broke into laughter.

“Now let me down you horn-pig.”

I backed away and she went back to the
tending of the pots while I stood behind her wrapping my arms
around her stomach.

“This is done.” She said, breaking the
silence.

I backed away and let her finish preparing
supper. After she made two plates she said,

“I set up a table downstairs.”

We descended to the family room downstairs
where there was a surprise waiting for my arrival. A card table was
placed in the middle of the room with a black tablecloth over it.
There were two chairs on each side and two white candles resting in
the center.

“We’ve never had a candlelight dinner
before.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“You really mean it?”

“Yeah, it’s great.” I said.

“Thank you.”

I looked straight into her two brown eyes and
said,

“I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

We ate and talked about The Reinforcements,
school, and finally Shawn and Nicole. We finished eating at 5:30
and we cleared off the table, I broke down the card/dinning table
and put it away.

“Now what do you wanna do?” I asked.

“I know you probably won’t want to but, let’s
watch Beauty and the Beast.”

“Fine.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I’ve never seen it.”

And so, somehow, I sat through Beauty and
the Beast.

***************

Jen got up and turned off the VCR.

“Did you like it?”

“Yeah, it was good.”

“You didn’t like it.” She had a faint twinge
of disappointment.

“Well, I’m not that big on Disney
movies.”

She sat back down on the couch. I put my arm
around her and she leaned into my body. She reached for the remote
and started to flip through the channels. I leaned over and pulled
her back and started kissing her neck, she made a sigh of approval
and closed her eyes.

I kneeled up on the couch and moved my mouth
around her neck and up to her chin and then to her mouth. She
placed one hand behind my head and the other teasingly played with
my pant button, with me maneuvering as such to help her along,
lifting and shifting my weight.

Her tender fingers found their way into my
shorts and gripping me with a closed fist, she used her hand to get
me even harder. My left hand groped into her pants and let my
middle finger play with her sex, until she thrusted herself,
moaning pleasurably in my ear. Picking up speed, I could feel her
grip on me loosen as she let herself be completely pleased.

Her climax rose and could feel her thrusts
softening and I released her from my grasp as she laid panting in
my ear.

“Now make love to me.”

“I brought condoms.” I whispered back.

The sound of my voice startled me a bit. I
kept thinking it was a dream, but my voice confirmed the fact that
it wasn’t.

“Forget them; we didn’t use them at the
studio.”

She was right, the rest faded into
oblivion.

***************

“What the…” Jen’s father exclaimed when he
reached into his pocket.

“What the Hell!” He now screamed.

He pulled out the box of condoms and
gasped.

“You must have grabbed Kenny’s jacket.” Said
Mrs. Brighton trying to make some sense of it.

“No shit! Turn the car around!”

“I can’t believe this.”

Mrs. Brighton made a U-Turn in the middle of
the road. The car sped homeward bound.

***************

“Do you want to spend the night?” She
asked.

“Your Dad wants me out of here by eight
o’clock.”

“They’re not coming home until tomorrow
night, they’d never know. C’mon, it’s not like we have to go to
school tomorrow.”

I got up, went to the telephone, and dialed
my house.

“Hi Dad.”

“Hi Ken. Ready to come home?”

“No, I’m not at Jen’s; we went to Billy’s
house to watch a movie. Is it alright if I stay here tonight?”

“Yeah, sure. Call me tomorrow morning at
eleven o’clock.”

“Okay, ‘bye.”

I turned to Jen and winked.

“You’re just as good at lying as you are at
making love.”

Love…

***************

Two hours later, the blue Celica pulled into
the driveway. Mr. and Mrs. Brighton got out of the car and walked
towards the house.

“What are they doing home?” Jen asked looking
out the window.

“Well, it’s only quarter past seven, so I’m
still allowed to be here.”

Something in my gut made me think of the
condoms, but how would they know? The front door opened and Mr.
Brighton screamed,

“Jennifer!”

She looked at me.

“Aw shit, now what?”

“Coming!”

She ran out of the room and up the stairs.
Then I heard,

“Get up here, young lady.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Sit down.”

I heard a chair being pulled out from the
kitchen table.

“Is Kenny still here?”

“Yes, he’s downstairs.”

Her father yelled,

“Kenny, come up here!”

I climbed the stairs with my head spinning,
fear gripped my stomach and I seemed to be aware of every step I
took. When I reached the top stair I saw Mr. Brighton standing at
the kitchen table and Jen was sitting across from him.

I walked into the room and took a seat next
to Jen. He stared at me and said,

“I tried to think of a million reasons for
this, but I can’t.”

He reached into his pocket.

“So how the fuck do you explain this?!”

The box of condoms were thrown across the
table and skidded in front of me, they stopped two inches from the
edge of the table.

***************

I gripped the sheets and sat up. The room was
dark so I rubbed my eyes to focus. The bed was soaked in sweat. A
dream, that’s all. I looked at the clock. It read 1:15. Then the
phone rang. I scurried to find the phone.

“Hello.” My crackly voice answered.

“Kenny,” Jen was crying, “Dad’s drunk and
he’s kicking me out of the house.”

Then the whole night came rushing back at me:
the condoms being thrown at me, me standing up and leaving hoping
Jen would be okay, explaining to Dad that the movie we were going
to rent was out so I decided to come home.

“What do you want to do?”

“I need some place to go, he’s drunk and Mom
can’t stop him. He just keeps yelling at me to get out of his
house.”

“Okay, I’ll sneak out and run to get you. Can
you hold on that long?”

“I hope so.”

“Forget it then, why don’t you leave and meet
me half way?”

“Mom won’t let me leave, like I said, she’s
trying to stop him.”

“Then sneak out and I’ll leave now and I’ll
get you wherever we meet up with each other.”

“Fine, I’ll leave now. I love you.”

“Love you too.”

I put on some clothes and sneakers and jacket
(yes, I got my jacket back) and went downstairs. I opened and
closed the front door without any noise. I realized if Dad woke up
he might want to know where I was so I went back inside and left a
note.

Then I left and started jogging.

***************

After jogging for 10 minutes and walking 15,
I met up with Jen. Her eyes were all streaked from crying and when
she saw me down the street, she started to run.

She lunged herself into my arms and started
to cry. I stroked her hair and hugged her close to my body. I put
my arms around her shoulders and we started the journey back to my
house.

Thirty five minutes passed before we reached
my front door, and when we entered there was no sound.

“Good.” I whispered. “Dad didn’t wake
up.”

I took her to the couch in the living room
and got some blankets. She laid down and I covered her.

“Try to fall asleep and we’ll deal with it
tomorrow.”

“Thanks.”

I kissed her on the forehead and went
upstairs to my room. I did, however, debate whether or not I should
sleep on the floor next to the couch for company, but she might
want to be alone.

I just hope that I wake up before Dad so we
can explain it together. I set my alarm for 6:00, just enough time
to get up before Dad’s alarm goes off at 7:00.

***************

From the journal of Shawn Clark:

There’s a forest and me. I raise a wall and I
move on. My wall explodes and sends pieces flying everywhere. I
quickly try to gather up the pieces to rebuild. I cry out for
somebody but my scream is not heard. Of course not. I am alone
again. Alone I’ll always be and alone I’ll die. I can cry out, but
all I get is my own lonely echo.

I know now that I have to let my feelings out
somehow. I’ve made the conscious decision to pour my heart about
Nicole, in a letter, and let Jen read it. Maybe she can see how
much I hurt and maybe she can help me. Maybe Jen will know what to
do. Yes, that’s what needs to be done, a complete letter about
Nicole. I must start that right away. It has gotten so I actually
feel comfort in the hurt because without the hurt, there would be
no feeling left at all…

I realize now, that the priceless era of
innocence is over…

***************

As the alarm clock screamed its war cry, my
muscles tensed and I jerked awake with a startle. I propped my body
up out of the comfort of my bed, put on a pair of jeans, and
scurried downstairs.

Jen was still dreaming and I hated to do it,
but I brought her out of her slumber. When she gained
consciousness, she remained silent. I decided not to interrupt the
silence. Jen smiled, a half hearted smile, but still refused to
vocalize.

I must have woken up Dad because he came
stumbling down the stairs in a semi-hazy stupor. My stomach tied in
knots, unaware of how he’d react to seeing Jen and I sitting on the
couch at such an early hour.

“Dad, we need to talk.”

“Fine.” He replied realizing I have every
intention on explaining.

He took a seat next to me.

“Fire away.”

“Last night at one o’clock, Jen called me and
said she was being kicked out of her house.”

“My Dad was drunk.” She added.

“I see. And why were you kicked out?”

She looked at me.

“Because I decided to take the car for a
quick joy ride after Kenny left and they found out.”

“Do you want me to call home?” Dad asked.

Jen stood up.

“Just talk to my mother. My Dad will give you
a hard time.”

“Dad,” I started, “do you think it would be
okay if Jen stayed here just until this whole thing blew over?”

He looked at me, raised one brow, and pressed
‘memory one’ on the phone. It rapidly dialed Jen’s number.

“Hello, Mrs. Brighton? This is Mr. Loc,
Kenny’s father. Jen is safe, she is here right now. Okay, that’s
fine.”

He handed the phone to Jen.

“She wants to know if you want to stay
here.”

“Hello Ma. Okay, yeah, sure. I love you too,
‘bye.”

The phone was hung up and she said,

“Ma will drop off some clothes and she says
this will be best until Dad calms down.”

***************

Later in that afternoon, reflecting all I’ve
thought and felt, in fantasy and reality, I wrote a song. I named
The Reinforcements sixth song Seven. The song was placed in
my desk drawer as Jen brought sandwiches to my room. We ate lunch
and my father gave her Candice’s old bureau, she unpacked what her
mother brought over.

“Don’t you think you should change that?”

She pointed at the calendar. I flipped it up;
it now read Tuesday, June 1.

“Two more weeks until summer vacation.”

“This will be great.”

“Hopefully I will be back in my house
again.”

That, in a way, hurt my feelings. I really
could get used to her being here with me. I moved next to her on
the bed and put my arms around her.

“I think you will be. We just gotta wait for
this to blow over.”

“Hey, guess whose birthday is this week?”

“Um, who’s?” I teased, feeling embarrassed
from the attention my birthday always brings me.

She giggled, leaned over, and kissed me.

“I’ll be right back.”

She left towards the bathroom and I picked up
the phone.

“Billy?”

“Hey Kenny.”

“I wrote another song. Let’s get together
this weekend and try to come up with something new.”

“Sounds good to me, I’ll call everyone today.
What’s the song called?”

“Seven.”

The Reinforcements went back into action.

***************

I got home from school 10 minutes before Jen.
I walked from Parkview High while Dad picked her up from Lynnfield
High, and as I sat down at my desk to look over the words to
Seven, I knocked over the phone on my desk. I slumped down
in my chair and thought how much our society depends on the phone.
And with my thoughts somewhat drifting back to my original martyr,
Jamie, I wrote Electronic Expression.

Finally when Friday came, we all met after
school at Billy’s.

“Well, here we are again guys. Back to the
drawing board.” I said.

“Let’s see the new song.” Said Jay.

“Well, I wrote another one last night.”

“Let’s not pump ‘em out, here.” Matt
said.

“I just like it the way we were when we spent
every weekend playing here, practicing our songs.”

“You mean you liked it better with Jamie
here?” Retorted Shawn.

“What the fuck is your problem?!” I yelled.
“Are you out to destroy us?”

Jen just sat on a chair stunned.

“You were so cool when we met you, what
happened?” Asked Billy.

“I’m sorry guys; I’ve just had a bad week.”
Apologized Shawn.

I reached in my pocket and yanked out the two
songs. The lyrics were passed around as usual and then Billy picked
up his bass and started slapping away.

“No!” I yelled, “Seven is supposed to
be another slow song. And I want Electronic Expression to
have a grunge feel to it.”

Glen picked up his guitar and ran over all
five strings with his pick.

“That sound.” I said.

Within an hour Seven had been put to
music and it sounded really good. We then moved on to Electronic
Expression. The music came easily but the chorus on it, I
couldn’t seem to get my voice as high as it should be. From the
corner Jen said,

“Well, why don’t I sing the chorus?”

That was a great idea; add a little spice to
the song. Who knew that Jen could sing?

 


Golf Ball Hall

From the journal of Shawn Clark:

I was looking out the window this morning
feeling that melancholic sensation when you are being left to your
sorrows. Looking out the window there was one bird seated at the
edge of my lawn. He seemed so lonely. Sitting on one corner of the
lawn, he was probably wondering if there was another bird on the
other side. A bird to love, and to spend its time with. He looked
around, saw that he was alone, and flew away. I am currently
traveling across my own lawn hoping there is love and companionship
on the other side.

The simple flower fades away clinging on to
what’s left of life. It finally dies alone and already forgotten.
Its search for love and life has ended with its deterioration. The
simple flower dies, and it dies alone. Alone in the world never
knowing companionship. The simple flower finally fades away, for it
is alone and alone it will stay. The truth saddens me, for I’ve
realized that simple flower is me.

The flower dies. Not a fancy flower, but a
simple, one colored blossom. It meant the whole world to me. It
expressed that you can reach out and change somebody. One dying
simple flower. Once alive with hope and wonder; now weltering with
sorrow and confusion. The flower is a simple flower, for that
flower is me.

Why is it that when you finally fall you fall
hard and fast and strong?

 


Living the lie that his life has been, he lit
a joint, only smoked half of it, laid on his bed and eventually
dreamed of absolutely nothing.

***************

He gripped the sheets in balls as he sat
straight up. The sunlight was blocked out by the room’s darkening
blinds, and the only audible sound was the headboard rocking
carelessly back and forth. Shawn looked at his alarm clock. 2:50
pm.

“Jesus.”

He wiped the sweat off his forehead. The
fluttering in his heart had ceased. At least for now, until he goes
back to sleep, or decides to masturbate. It always seems to help
the ol’ bout of insomnia. He looked at his phone next to the clock
and decided to make the call he had been dreading…

Shawn hung up with Nicole after only a few
minutes, nervously stepping back. He turned to his desk and picked
up the little brown bag and looked in. Taking out the small packets
of acid, he reached under his bed for his father’s handgun.

Feeling the weight of it, Shawn put it in the
back of his pants. He laid down on his bed staring at the packet.
All those bad trips; the forest, the bird, and the flower. Should
he try again?

The room was soft with sorrow. Icy fingers
had gripped at his soul and castrated his heart. Listening to the
soft music coming from the other room, Shawn realized that even a
good trip couldn’t save him now, he did need to be saved.

The walls stayed where they were but at the
same time they closed in on him. Convulsions started to pass
through his brain. Shawn’s ears rang from the low vibrations of the
room. Shawn gripped his bed side and slammed his head against his
headboard, causing pain to shoot through his skull.

The air was heavy and rich with temptation.
Shawn dizzily got off his bed and threw himself through the
doorway, tripping into the hallway. Picking himself up, he raced
down the stairs and spewed out into the street. He traveled at a
full sprint to Nicole’s house; misery loves company. And how death
can feel oh so right at all the bad times.

The gun, weighing down his spirit, while
sweating and restless, he dove through the streets nearing his
final destination. Stopping his speed at Nicole’s by gripping
tightly onto her chain linked fence, he belted,

“NICOLE!”

An open window produced her beautiful
face.

“Shawn, what the hell are you doing?”

He reached behind his back and placed his
fingers accordingly in the gun’s trigger guard. The sun had
coincidentally gone behind a cloud and the earth became darker.
Thrusting the gun from his pants, he placed it to his temple as
Nicole let out a blinding scream. Shawn closed his eyes and drew a
cold breath, despite the hot air.

He snatched the trigger and the sidewalk was
immediately covered in bubbling crimson. Crumbling backwards to the
ground, Shawn’s last thought before the blackness consumed him was,
“Anger is a gift, love is a fist.”

Nicole raced down the stairs and out to the
sidewalk screaming. She knelt down beside him, neighbors were
coming out of their houses, and an array of people stared at the
wailing Nicole. The sun came out from behind the cloud and Nicole
touched Shawn’s arm. She looked up to the on-lookers and grabbed
Shawn’s gun from his relaxed hand.

“I called 911!” A man yelled from across the
street as he was darting to the body.

He stopped in his tracks when Nicole stood up
and she pointed the gun into the air and pulled the trigger into
the atmosphere over and over and over and over and over…

***************

Waking up at Billy’s on the morning after
Shawn’s funeral, I was brought to reality by a white flash. When I
opened my eyes, my first sight was of Billy taking a picture of
me.

“Hey! No way will anyone see that!”

Then I realized I was the only one still
lying down, everybody had gotten up and gotten ready for the
day.

“Jesus, what time is it?” I asked.

“Eleven thirty.” Answered Billy.

I sat up from the floor.

“Kenny, you don’t have any plans today, do
you?” Matt asked.

“Um,” I looked at Jen.

She shrugged her shoulders.

“No, why?”

“Because at the corner of your street there’s
an underground passage. We just wanted to check it out. When Glen
and Jay went to get doughnuts this morning they found it.”

“I never knew about it.”

“Yeah, it’s in the back of that big grass
lot.”

“Redman’s Lot.” I added.

“So ya wanna go in? We need to do something
with our free time today so we don’t sit around and go crazy over
Shawn.”

“All of us do, we were waiting for you to get
up.”

I rubbed my eyes and walked over to the
doughnut box, while stuffing a Boston Cream into my mouth I
said,

“Sure, let’s go.”

After the doughnut was completely swallowed,
I got dressed and called Dad.

“Hey Dad, I’m gonna hang around here with Jen
for a while. I’ll be home for supper.”

“Okay, check in if you decide to leave the
area so I know where you’re going.”

“Alright, bye Dad.”

Billy told his mother that we were going out
for a walk. We left the house towards Victorian Street, passing a
brawl between three dogs. Jen grabbed hold of my hand and
interlaced our fingers. We reached Redman’s Lot and Jay immediately
advised,

“It’s right over there!” Pointing to a
thicket of trees.

We continued our journey to the other side of
the grass lot. When we reached the entourage of small trees, Glen
and Jay jumped down to the small ravine that was obscured by the
thicket. They landed on a flat, smooth, rock-like platform that
marked the bank of the small stream. The rock platform was big
enough for maybe 10 people to stand on, the rest of us jumped down
on it and we then finally saw the stream.

“Now look in there.” Said Glen.

When our pupils dilated to the dark, dingy,
opening we saw a cave. In the cave, the stream was flowing from an
opening on the left, maybe 20 to 30 yards back.

“Now how do you expect us to go in there?”
Asked Matt.

“I guess your eyes haven’t adapted yet. Keep
looking.” Replied Glen.

After a couple more seconds we saw faint
outlines of obstacles in the flow of the water.

“Rocks.” Said Jay. “Rocks big enough to step
on to get to the turn. When we reach the turn, we can take it from
there.”

Now we could see the scattered protrusions in
the current.

“So whada’ya say?” Asked Glen.

“Our best bet is to go downtown and buy some
rope and heavy duty flashlights.” I said. “Wait here.”

I pulled myself up onto the grass lot again,
and started to count 20 yards in my head as I walked forward. When
I reached the area that I believed the tunnel ended and took that
turn, I started to look on the ground.

Moving sticks around with my foot, I found
what I was looking for; a storm drain leading directly underground
to the far wall of the tunnel. I hurried back to the ravine and
jumped back down onto the rock platform.

“What we can do is tie a heavy duty rope to
the storm drain that I found. It is directly above the far wall of
the tunnel before that left turn. The current should be strong
enough if we let the rope fall into the stream. The flow should
carry it to us depending on whether the rope is stopped by any of
those rocks. If we tied the other end of the rope to the tree right
here, then rope should run along the top of the tunnel like a
clothesline.”

“So what are we using the rope for?” Asked
Matt.

“We hold on to it for balance. Look at the
walls of the tunnel, completely smooth. Look at the rocks,
completely round. There’s no way six of us can go 25 yards on
slippery rocks without one of us falling in the water. The odds are
too much against us. The rope will be to hold on to, to support
ourselves.”

“Sounds like it could work.” Said Billy.

One by one we pulled ourselves back onto the
grass lot. Downtown Parkview is a 15 minute walk, once we arrived,
we chose to buy our supplies at To Hammer Or Not To Hammer; a
hardware store with an idiotic name.

With Jay holding the big brown bag which
decaled Have A Nice Day, we walked back to Redman’s Lot. Now being
noon, we reached the rock platform. We emptied the contents of the
bag and all grabbed a flashlight, mostly yellow but Jen insisted on
a pink one.

I unraveled the rope and Matt and I pulled
ourselves back onto the grass lot, where we walked to the storm
drain and he helped me tie a triple knot around a grate in the
storm drain. After we felt it was tight enough to hold us, Matt
walked over to the ravine and said,

“Okay, get ready Glen, here it comes.”

Matt gave me the go-ahead and I dropped the
rope down into the stream below. It hit the current and didn’t
move, so I walked back to the ravine and jumped down onto the rock
platform.

“Kenny, it’s not coming!” Said Glen.

“Shit!”

“Oh wait!” Said Jen.

The current finally won the struggle and the
rope started to move toward us, and because the current didn’t go
over the rocks but around them, the rope followed the current and
stretched towards us.

Matt reached down and grabbed the rope.

“Now tie it onto this branch.”

I pulled down a thick branch from a tree
directly over our heads, the rope reached, and we tied a triple
knot. Letting the branch go, the rope snapped up to the ceiling of
the tunnel exactly how I predicted it would.

“Well, here we go!” Said Billy.

I thought it would be best if I went first,
considering the rope contraption was designed by me, and Jen
insisted on being behind me.

“Well, then you go second.” I told her.

Agreeing, I grabbed onto the rope and stepped
down off the rock platform. As I landed on a small rock, I turned
on my flashlight. Pointing it into the tunnel, I saw that the rocks
were closer together than I thought.

I took my first step into the cave as Jen
jumped down onto the rock I had just stepped off of. I stepped from
stone to stone, moving left and right, holding onto the rope. I
knew that we were all inside the tunnel when I noticed six spots of
light illuminating the dark walls. I then pointed my flashlight
down the next tunnel.

“Okay guys, this one will be easier.” My
voice carried through with an audible echo. “This tunnel is a round
tube made out of what seems to be metal. The stream only takes up
the middle of the tube. We can place our feet along the slopes of
the side and walk.”

Everyone gave the okay and I stepped into the
tube. Immediately I responded,

“Uh, guys. This isn’t a stream.”

“Well, what it is?” A voice carried
resembling Glen’s.

“This is a sewer system!”

“Keep going!”

“Okay.” I said, with thoughts of Stephen
King’s It starting to creep me out.

I continued to walk, one by one small circles
of light appeared on the walls. By the time the last person entered
the tube, I reached an opening on my right.

“Guys, we can either go straight or take this
right.”

“Well, what’s on the right?” Yelled Jay.

I held my flashlight into the tunnel.

“It slopes downward and there is no water at
all in it. It ends maybe 40 feet down and I can see a wall. I can’t
tell if there is another tunnel to the sides of the wall… wait a
minute.”

“What?!” Yelled Glen.

“There’s something down there.”

“It better not be an animal.” Said Jen.

“No, it’s more like a… a… bag or something. A
large duffle bag or… I can’t make it out.”

“Let’s go!” Said Matt enthusiastically.

I brought my left foot over and swung my body
to the opening of the new tunnel. I pointed my flashlight down the
slope and yelled back,

“There’s nothing to hold onto, so maybe we
should join hands and form our own rope.”

I grabbed Jen’s hands and she grabbed whoever
was behind her and so on. I started down the slope, carefully
placing my footing accordingly to where I thought it was the least
slippery. Everyone had put their flashlights in their pockets with
the light sticking out of the top.

The slope was extremely slippery and I could
make out the object at the bottom a little better now. It resembled
a military sea bag used for deployments. How and why would this be
down here?

“Woah! Jesus!” I heard Jay yell.

“Watch it there guy!” Said Glen.

“Is everyone alright?” I called up.

“Yea, Jay almost took us all down to the
bottom.”

Shining my flashlight to the end of the
slope, I ran the beam of light along the wall to each side.

“Hey guys, there’s no other tunnel leading
out of this one. It’s a dead end.”

Moaning, Glen said,

“Should we start back?”

I moved the beam of light to the middle of
the wall and remembered the bag.

“No, I wanna check out that bag down
there.”

Slowly moving downward, it suddenly became
extremely cold.

“God, it’s cold down here.” Said Jen.

“I know, it must be 20 degrees colder than
outside.”

It was dreadfully cold, I could almost see my
breath, or maybe it was just mist that took comfort in dark places.
Our decent was going too smooth, so that’s when Murphy’s Law took
over and Matt’s footing left him.

Sliding to the left and grabbing onto Jay, he
stumbled pulling Jay down with him. Jay, in turn, fell forward into
Glen yanking the trio into the knees of Billy.

Sliding down in domino effect, the six of us
slid all the way down the slope at tremendous speed, smacking into
the wall with a forceful WUMPH! Of course, me being in front, I was
the one who hit the wall the hardest.

Waiting for Matt and Jay to get off the pile
I started to laugh.

“What’s so funny?!” Retorted Glen.

“Just this. Now how are we going to get back
up?”

“On our hands and knees.”

The shock of falling and hitting the wall
seeped out of everyone and the whole fiasco turned into a laughing
matter. Eventually we were all in hysterics.

After we collected ourselves and the
chuckling ceased, I stood up and walked over to the bag. Everyone
gathered around me, and Billy said,

“You know, it looks really old and
dirty.”

I knelt down and untied the zip cords and
opened the bag. I looked up at everybody and then back down to the
bag. I slowly pulled it open and everyone placed their flashlights
on the bag.

I stood up and everyone kept silent, gasping
for air I exclaimed,

“There must be thousands of dollars
here!”

“Kenny, what are we gonna do?” Asked
Matt.

“We keep it!” Yelled Glen.

“Are we gonna keep it?” Jen asked.

“Hell yea! Finder’s keepers!”

The inside of the duffle bag was stuffed with
100 dollar bills; the bag was almost over flowing with the bills.
After the whoops and cheers died down, we decided to carry it out
and go home.

“When we get it out of here, who do we call?”
Asked Glen.

“We’ll see when we get to Billy’s.” I
answered.

“How do we get it up this slope? It has to
weigh a ton.” Said Jay.

“I know, Glen and Matt, can you guys go back
outside and try to disconnect the rope? We can try to pull it up
the slope.” I replied.

“Sure Kenny.”

Matt and Glen got down on all fours and
scurried up the slope, slipping a couple of times. They disappeared
around the corner.

“Now let’s just wait for them to come back.”
I said.

I sat down on the stone cold floor and Jen
sat next to me. Jay and Billy still hovered over the cash, picking
up the bills and dropping them back into the large bag. Then Billy
and Jay started to play flashlight tag on the walls.

“Hey Kenny, how are we gonna split this up?”
Asked Jay.

“Well, we’ll see how much is in it, and
divide it equally six ways.”

“You’ll give me some?” Asked Jen.

“Of course.”

“Oh, I didn’t expect you to do that.”

“That’s stupid, why wouldn’t I?”

“I don’t know.”

“SHHH!” Said Billy. “Listen.”

We all became silent and we could hear a
faint voice yelling,

“Kenny!”

I stood up and yelled,

“WHAT!”

A faint voice replied,

“We need scissors to cut the rope. We’ll be
back; we’re going to Billy’s to get a pair!”

I yelled back,

“OKAY!”

I sat back down beside Jen and put my arms
around her.

“It’s so cold down here.” She said.

“That’s why we need body heat.”

We could faintly hear the current of the
stream above us.

“Even though it’s so cold, it sure is
peaceful.” I said.

“I wonder what it’s like without light.” Said
Jay shutting off his flashlight.

Billy followed and the tunnel got
significantly darker. Jen shut off hers and I followed. Closing our
eyes and then opening them; there was no difference.

I felt Jen moving around to the front of me
so I pushed myself back against the stone wall. She kneeled in my
lap, moving her lips over mine. I placed my hands in the square of
her back as she continued the kisses.

Our making-out was interrupted by the faint
call of Glen yelling,

“Hey guys!”

I stood up and yelled,

“What?”

“We’ve got the rope, we’re coming in again.
We’ll be there in one second!”

“Okay!” Billy yelled.

I walked over to the bag and sealed it up.
Within a minute we could see the lights from their flashlights
illuminating the path. Then we saw them at the top of the
slope.

“Hey guys! Here comes the rope!”

Matt threw down the rope and it was short
about 10 feet. Jay climbed up the slope to reach it.

“We’ll have to pull the bag up this far
before we can tie it.” He said.

Billy, Jen, and I all grabbed a handle and
lifted the bag, and planting our feet we barely made it up the 10
feet to the end of the rope. Holding the bag in place, Jen and Jay
tied the rope around a handle and gave it the go ahead.

We let go of it and saw Matt stumble forward
as gravity tried to pull him down the slope. The five of us grabbed
the bag to stop it.

“Okay, stay there!” I said. “The only way to
do this is one at a time. One of us will go up the slope and help
hold the rope, that way we equal the strength. I’m sending Jen up
first.”

Jen climbed the slope on hands and knees and
grabbed the rope as she reached the top. Glen also grabbed it, Jay
let go of the bag and quickly scurried up the slope to hold on to
the rope. Billy soon followed.

I was the only one down there.

“Okay, here I come.”

With five of them holding the rope, the bag
didn’t move. I climbed the slope and reached the top. Clinging onto
the rope, we all pulled and slowly the bag scrapped its way up the
slope; we eventually got it to flat land. Standing outside of the
tunnel, in the tube with the bag Billy said,

“No one questioned why you were taking
scissors?”

“No one saw us.” Said Glen.

“It’s raining like a bastard!” Said Matt.

We hadn’t noticed it but Glen and Matt were
soaked.

“Okay, let’s see if we can carry this outta
here.” I said.

Stepping in the water, Jay, Glen, Billy, and
I all grabbed a part of the bag and lifted. It wasn’t very heavy as
much as it was awkward.

Stumbling out of the tube, we didn’t worry
about the stream or rocks; we just plowed through the water to the
outside world.

It was pouring out and it had gotten darker.
Jen and Matt pulled themselves up onto the rock platform as we
handed them the bag. Setting the bag down on the rock platform, the
rest of us jumped up. We then continued up the grass lot as they
handed us the bag. Then they raised themselves onto the grass lot,
by this time we were drenched, and Redman’s Lot had turned to
mud.

Jay grabbed an end and I grabbed the other as
we it through the lot; leaving a trail through the mud.

***************

As we focused our attention on getting the
bag of cash safely to Billy’s house for inventory, out of nowhere a
male’s voice commanded sharply,

“Hold it right there!”

I felt my stomach drop and a sudden taste of
acid fertilized my mouth. Turning around I first heard Jen scream
before it clicked that we had two guns pointed in our faces.

“Just give us the money and no one will be
hurt.”

There were two men standing approximately
five yards from us, and both of them had a sense of urgency on
their faces. One of the men was a great deal younger than the
other, with blonde hair and blue eyes. The older man was filthy and
had pock marks all over his face where a bout of chickenpox had
fought a battle and won many years ago. What drew my attention away
from the firearms that were pointed at us was that the older man
looked vaguely familiar, however I couldn’t tell if he just
resembled the average bad guy in movies, or if I had seen him
somewhere before.

We could hear sirens approaching and both men
had a look of fear and urgency in their eyes.

“Fuck it man, let’s go!”

“Awright children,” Said the older male,
“Let’s go!”

Pointing the weapons at us, we wandered back
to the ravine.

“We’ll just hide back in there until the Pigs
settle down.”

Dropping down into the tunnel, we were led
through our journey back into the cave. Jen was crying hot tears
that seemed to steam in the cold darkness.

“Shut her up, man! Or I’ll shoot her. I
repeat, I will shoot!”

The two men both burst out in hysterics,
apparently sharing a private joke.

“Hey Fred, who’s this?”

The blonde kid started to do an
impression.

Fred… Fred… I know that name. My whole body
tensed up with the ring of realization, as it seemed to scrape
through my ears and head as I remembered. Whispering to Jen I
informed,

“Guess what.”

“W-w-w-wh-what?”

“That man, Fred…”

“Y-yeah.”

“That’s Fred Baker, the man who killed my
mother!”

“Oh m-my G-Go-God!”

“Shut up down there!” Commanded the younger
one.

Following the tunnel respectably, after
entering the tube we reached the slope. With the two guns on us,
one by one we slid down it. Fred and the other man were last with
the cash to follow.

“Okay faggots, we’ll just wait here for a
while.” Said the other man.

The man named Fred noticed I was staring at
him. He looked at me and asked if I had a problem. I responded,

“My name is Kenny. Kenny Loc if that means
anything to you at all, Mr. Baker.”

Fred stood up over me, which caused Jen to
start crying again.

“So Mr. Loc, how’s your mother? Ha!”

Jen kept crying.

“I said shut her up man!”

“You ruined my life!” I retorted.

Jen couldn’t stop. Fred, in a swift motion,
lashed out and slapped her.

“I said, shut the bitch up!”

I stood up and punched him square in the
face. The blonde kid pointed the gun at me en-guard. Dabbing his
lip with his finger, Fred said to the other man,

“It’s okay Jake, I got this.” And then
turning to me he continued, “Listen Kenny, that was real stupid.
Real stupid. Although you got balls, and I like that.”

“Don’t ever touch her again.” I continued
more calmly, considering it was him who had the gun. “You’ve
already placed a constant shadow on my life; you are not getting
any more from me.”

I then saw five big white knuckles pound into
my face, causing me to fall backwards against the stone cold wall.
Everybody’s flashlight pointed at me as Jen grabbed me and yanked
me into her warm body. I buried my face into her shirt and started
to cry.

Fred took a seat on the slope in front of us
and watched.

“I want everybody’s flashlight to be on at
all times, and carried with you so I know where everyone is. I plan
to stay here for a couple of days. The flashlights can be turned
off only at night. We will turn them off when we know you are
asleep. When batteries run out, we’ll take a trip to town and
replace them. Also with food. I will escort my friend Kenny so he
can do the shopping. Understood?”

Nothing.

“I guess silence means yes.”

***************

Tear stained and distraught, Mrs. Brighton
searched Jen’s room the following day for any clues to the location
of her daughter. Nobody had heard from Jen, Kenny or any of Kenny’s
friends for over 24 hours. Even though the police are fully
involved, with Officer Dixton taking complete control of the
investigation, she felt that they knew more than they were letting
on.

Extending her hand between Jen’s mattress,
she felt a lump of paper. Pulling it out, she saw it was a letter
written to Jen. Looking for a signature, she discovered it was from
Kenny’s friend Shawn Clark. Enthralled, yet baffled at why one of
Kenny’s friends would write her such a long letter just before his
suicide, she decided to read it.

Taking an uncomfortable seat on Jen’s bed,
she began:

 


Jen,

I guess I should start with: you know I like
Nicole. So, on that note, we’ll go back four months ago to
December. I had just gotten over a heartbreak with Susan and it was
my birthday. I had met Nicole and found myself thinking she was
very pretty. I found myself becoming infatuated with Nicole, never
talking to her, just seeing her in class.

Liz gave me Nicole’s number, I was reluctant
to call but Jay dialed the numbers and made me talk to her. She
said she couldn’t talk, so I told her I’d call her the next
day.

The next night I called; we talked for two
hours. Not really talking about anything but it was enough to get
me to pursue her. I thought because we had talked for two hours on
the phone, Monday in school she would talk to me in the halls or in
class. I got to school and NOTHING. She was her same old quiet
self. I had made Kenny come with me to Nicole’s lunch table the
very first time I ever talked to her, and other than that I didn’t
bother him with it until now.

I called her again that weekend; once again
we had another two to three hour conversation. I continued to talk
to her on the phone, but the school conversations were
non-existent. I had to fill in the empty space somewhere, so I
started to write her notes in class. I would only tell her half the
stuff I had to say on the phone and leave the rest for the note.
That way it equaled everything out.

By the second week in February, it got to the
point that I couldn’t wait to talk to her on the phone. I went
skiing with Matt on February 12, and as soon as I got home, I
jumped on the phone to talk to her. We talked for about two and a
half hours that night. That started February vacation.

On Monday, February 15, I called her again,
and asked her to the movies. Well, it wasn’t a straight ‘no’, it
was an ‘I don’t think so; I don’t know if I can’. To understand my
reaction, you have to realize, the littlest things get me
depressed. Being frustrated with her not talking to me in school, I
lashed out with ‘you don’t know if you can, or you don’t want to?!’
As soon as I said it, I regretted it. She started to cry. I really
felt like crawling in a hole and dying. We talked about it for a
while and I got some stuff out. I knew the whole story of her
ex-boyfriend, so I asked if he was a factor. I hung up that night
with an empty feeling inside.

I had planned to ask her to the Freshman
Spring Social (or other wise known as The Semi), but then I was
skeptical. I let the week go and called her on Saturday, February
21. It was then I asked her to The Semi. When she accepted, I was
overjoyed. I mean I was smiling for a week.

I was then asked to be the assistant engineer
in the drama club, and run the soundboard for the spring musical of
Bye Bye Birdie; the play in which Nicole and I had discussed
fuscously since she was starring in it. I thought about it, and
decided to get her something for opening night. It was then that
our phone relationship took a downfall. We had gone from having two
to three hour conversations to simple 15 to 30 minute chats. I kept
writing her notes, but the school interactions were still a
zero.

It was the weekend of March 20 that the whole
story takes a turn. From the beginning of March to the weekend of
the 20th, our 15 to 30 minute chats had now turned into
five to ten minute monosyllabic words with silence blended in. It
hurt me so bad that our phone relationship had begun to dwindle,
that I started to feel more strongly.

So, I started working on the play. Seeing her
in school, not talking to me, and now seeing her every night at
rehearsal really killed me. I had become obsessed.

I had made a decision to get her flowers for
opening night, hoping that it would score some points and maybe get
her to talk to me again.

Opening night had arrived and I was
sooooooooooooooooo nervous. I had bought her a half dozen roses and
I have come to realize that Nicole is the MOST unpredictable person
I have ever met. So, I was ready to throw up, not knowing how she
was going to react. The play had ended, it was go time.

I had Kenny run up and get the flowers from
underneath the soundboard in the balcony. When I gave them to her,
she seemed excited but uncomfortable. Like she didn’t know how to
act. The post-opening night celebration was going to be held at The
Fortune Cookie.

I couldn’t bring myself to talk to her at The
Fortune Cookie. Partly because all of our conversations have been
on the telephone and not face to face. I felt insecure talking to
her in person. I remember looking over at her throughout the night
and every time I did, I would think about how much it hurts that
things weren’t working out.

Getting up the next morning for the second
day of the play, I knew it would be a hard day. The play finally
came and went. Liz was having a cast party, which EVERYBODY
practically went to. She was there and I didn’t even know how to
act. You know how hard this was? Watching her from a distance, I
was so frustrated at myself that I wanted to just beat myself up.
The whole night was one big heartache on my part. This wasn’t
working the way I wanted it to.

Leaving there and sleeping over Matt’s, I had
a hard time getting to sleep. Well, one more night of the play and
it would be over

At the play, I sat with her while she waited
to get her make up put on and she seemed so distant. The play came
and went and afterwards, downstairs in the cafeteria, I gave her a
hug for congratulations. And I realized that this was the first
time I had ever touched her.

Jay, Matt, Glen, Kenny, and I were supposed
to sleep over Billy’s house but first we decided to go to Denny’s.
I had no idea she was there also until maybe 15 minutes after we
got there. Just goes to show how much she pays attention to me.
When the booth she was sitting in cleared out a little, I went and
sat with her. No big thing, just small chat. When the people she
was there with had to leave, she got up and on her way out of the
booth, she asked me if I wanted a piece of her hair. When I said
sure, she literally took a piece of her hair out of her head and
gave it to me. On her way out she gave me another hug and left.

Billy’s friend Kristen (she’s a sophomore and
I don’t know how to spell her last name) said she’d sleep over
Billy’s too with all of us. So the seven of us went back to
Billy’s. We got there, set up and started watching the Star
Wars trilogy. Then at 2:30 a.m., I went in the front room alone
with Kristen.

She told me that she was friends with Nicole.
She asked me if I liked her. I sort of just chuckled and said that
was an understatement. She said she knew I was going to The Semi
with her. Kristen said ‘I don’t know if I should tell you this
but…’

Well, Kristen went on to say that she and
Nicole were listing the people they would NOT fuck, and I wasn’t on
Nicole’s list. Knowing that Kristen had to reveal all, she also
went on to tell me that Nicole was joking about how EXTREMELY horny
she was at Denny’s. I told her how I felt and that it seemed there
was an unreachable distance between Nicole and myself.

The morning came and I went home and slept.
When I woke up, I wrote her a two page note. I needed a way of
talking to her without my head reeling of confused thoughts. I fell
back to sleep and woke up the next morning; sleeping for 21 hours,
I thought maybe my head would be cleared.

As soon as I woke up and thought about her,
the most melancholic feeling rose in me. I felt like I was a
million miles away from her. That night, I called Liz and she said
that Sunday at the play Nicole ran up to her and yelled ‘He gave me
flowers!’ Well, that got me thinking. If I gave her the flowers on
Friday night, and two whole days later she was still excited, that
meant it had been on her mind for the two days. So, does that mean
anything? Well, at least she didn’t just forget about them, two
days later she was still excited!

The Semi was that next Friday night. Jay got
to my house and we went to pick up Liz. At Liz’s house I called
Nicole for directions. On the way to her house, I was shaking like
a leaf. We got there and I was ecstatic. Seeing her come out of her
house in her dress and the excitement of the situation, I had
forgotten how much I love her. I had so many hopes for the
night.

When I finally got to dance with her, it was
like I had died and gone to Heaven. Holding her made me realize
what it was I was after. She seemed to have so many mood changes
throughout the night. When The Semi was over, I dropped Jay and Liz
off at my house to wait for Kristen and Gary (Gary is a freshman
and he asked Kristen to be his date) while I took Nicole home.

Later that night I was alone with Jay in my
kitchen and I completely crashed. I just sat at the table and
thought that now The Semi was over, I have nothing to look forward
to. Before I could say to myself, well don’t worry at least The
Semi is coming up. But now it’s gone and there is nothing coming
up. It’s all done with.

On Wednesday morning I decided to write a
note to Nicole. I realized that she is emotionally killing me. So,
I wrote a note to her, telling her how I felt. So, I thought: If I
had one chance to tell her how I felt, how would it go? Do you know
what? It depressed me more.

I’m now sleeping over Kenny’s house. It’s
April 23 and we are watching The Shining. Earlier we were
looking at pictures of The Semi. It hurt to look at her in the
pictures. Well, I’ve taken up too much of your time. I hope you can
see how much I love her and how hard I’m trying to get something
going. And I’m NOT GIVING UP!!!!!

That’s the reason why I’ve told you all of
this. I have drained Liz and Kenny of all their information. Here’s
the lowdown: Nicole’s been my world for four months. I love her
more than anything. I eat, sleep, and breathe Nicole. I need you to
tell me if you know anything. Anything at all. If you can find
anything out, please do. I’m losing sanity fast. Please help me,
I’m not giving up.

Love,

Shawn

 


Looking away from the paper, Mrs. Brighton
rubbed her eyes from the glare. Placing the letter down on Jen’s
bed, Mrs. Brighton was forced into tears.

***************

Waking us from our slumber, Fred and Jake
handed us our flashlights. A trip to the store in the middle of the
night for food and batteries was pulled off without a hitch. I used
my watch light to see that it was ten o’clock in the morning.

“C’mon, let’s get up!”

Pulling ourselves together, and fighting the
stale smell of sewer that crept into the bowels of our nose, our
skin slithered with dingy, aged dirt. We passed around some bagels
that I retrieved from the store last night.

Eating the rough breakfast, Jen leaned over
and said,

“Happy birthday.”

Really? Was it already? Looking at my watch
again, the date said: 6/7. Yup, my birthday.

“What’s that?” Said Fred nosily.

“It’s my birthday.” I said calmly.

“Well Hell, why didn’t you say
somethin’?”

“You wouldn’t care, asshole.”

“I’ll pretend you didn’t say that and being
the warm hearted person I am, I’ll let you call home. Any pay
phones closer than the one at CVS?”

Speaking up, Matt said,

“Not really.”

“Well, let’s go.”

Getting onto his feet, Fred ordered Jake to
watch everyone. Fred led me out of the cave and reaching daylight,
I was forced to shield my pain stabbing eyes.

“I’m really happy everybody is cooperating
down there.” Fred spoke up.

“Well, why wouldn’t we? You’ve got most of us
scared shitless.”

“Good.”

Silence swept over us for a while, then his
hoarsely voice rose,

“Do you love her?”

“Huh?”

“Jen, man. Do you love her?”

“What are you? You’re my enemy. I despise
you. You murdered my mother and now you have the balls to kidnap my
friends and girlfriend. You’re not my buddy; I don’t have to answer
to you.”

“C’mon man, do you?”

“What do you think; I’ll tell you my personal
life?”

“Is she good?”

“Hey listen, that’s none of your goddamn
business.”

“She is, isn’t she? I can tell by the way she
moves, I’ve been watching her. Maybe I’ll find out for myself.”

Reaching my brink, I grabbed a fistful of
shirt and screamed,

“You lay one damn finger on her; I will
personally rip out your heart and make you…”

“Yeah, make me what?”

Slapping my hand away I was stunned. Isn’t
that what Joey said to me on the phone that night about Jamie? Has
it come down to this?

“Go ahead!”

“Huh?” I snapped from my trance.

“Go ahead.” He said pointing to the phone
booth.

“Oh.”

Stepping inside of the steel framework, I
called home collect. After the fourth ring, the answering machine
picked up. Because I was calling collect it would not connect me to
even leave a message. When I stepped out of the phone booth I heard
someone yelling,

“Kenny! Kenny! Over here!”

I turned to the voice that drifted through
the humid air. Maybe I was saved. It was her. She had come back to
me.

“Do you know her?”

“Yes.”

“Kenny,” She said standing in front of
me.

I shook my head slightly, if she only knew. I
wanted to yell “RUN!”, but Fred would’ve caught her anyway.

Fred reached out and grabbed her by the hair.
Pulling her close to him, Fred made us walk back to the cave.
Crying and stunned, she followed us to the slope. Climbing down,
devastated at the events and clinging on to me, I pitied her.

She never deserved this. Everybody was
shocked to see her, even Jen. Well, at least Jen has finally met
the infamous Jamie Kursopolous.

***************

After settling down and realizing the only
thing to do was wait, Jamie became sociable. But not until the next
morning of June 8 did we all actually realize for ourselves that we
were here to stay for a while. It was the worst birthday any one
could have, and I wondered if word had gotten around school
yet.

“Hey Matt.” I called.

Getting up from sitting, it seemed like all
we did was sit and talk, he sat down in front of me.

“Do you think people are talking in
school?”

“Are you kidding?” Yelled over Billy. “They
probably started talking before anyone else did.”

Fred and Jake decided to get small battery
powered lamps yesterday, so our flashlights were absent. The cave
was illuminated nicely, it had actually transformed into what
looked like a bright regular room.

Turning to Jen, who was always next to me, I
said,

“How do you feel about Jamie being here?”

“I don’t care. I know she was in the past and
you don’t have any more feelings for her.”

I hope I don’t.

“Good.”

“You don’t, right?”

“Right, of course. I love you.”

“Dido.”

I leaned forward and saw Jamie talking with
Jay. It looks like she’s flirting with him. Flirting?! In this
situation? I wonder if Jay told her he’s got a girlfriend. Liz, she
must be going out of her mind!

Speaking, with the purpose of strangling the
silence, Matt said,

“How long do you think we’ll be down
here?”

“Until they know it’s safe to escape.”

Fred and Jake were seated on the slope facing
us, reading the newspaper.

“I’ll answer.” Invaded Fred looking up from
his reading. “Until they stop printing shit about us. Then I’ll
know people have forgotten about us.”

“That could be a year!” Cried Glen.

“Well, sucks to be you!” Retorted Jake.

The shadows on the wall now casted their
eerie reflection throughout the musty cave. Could this place really
be called home? Could this place just be Hell?

Looking over, I noticed Jamie was slithering
towards us. Crouching next to Matt she began,

“Well, I never expected to be re-united with
you like this.”

“I never expected to be re-united. Why did
you come back?”

“My Dad had this big conference in Boston for
the weekend and he asked if I wanted to spend the weekend with him
to visit friends. When I thought about seeing you again I jumped at
the chance. I took the commuter rail to Salem and then walked to
Parkview, and that’s when I saw you. I was going to your house to
surprise you.”

“Wrong place, wrong time.” I answered.

Forgetting Jen’s existence, Jamie leaned over
and whispered next to my ear,

“Not unfortunate for us.”

She started to kiss my ear. Pushing her away
I said,

“Don’t.”

“But Kenny, c’mon. We were so good together.
What happened? We loved each other.”

“No, I realize now I never loved you. I was
infatuated by you.”

“Well, aren’t you still?” She implied moving
closer.

“No, I love Jen.”

I saw Jen smile.

“Who? This bitch?” She said looking at my
girlfriend, now frustrated realizing she was losing.

“Hey!” I said.

“No girl, you just crossed the line.” Said
Jen while standing up.

That caught everybody’s attention.

“Why don’t you just shut up, whore!” Replied
Jamie.

“Don’t start with me!”

“C’mon!” Said Jamie pushing Jen slightly.

“Should we stop it?” Asked Jake.

“Naw, let’s see a fight. Let’s see ‘em fight
to the end! I don’t care.”

Standing up, Fred and Jake were ready to
witness blood.

“C’mon!”

Jamie gave Jen a second shove.

“Bitch!”

Jen lashed out and landed a slap on the side
of Jamie’s cheek. Jamie’s hair flew to the side through the
motionless wind as she slowly turned her head back to Jen. Touching
her lip, Jamie landed a closed fist punch to the face. Jen fell
back against the stone wall and grunted as she slid to the
ground.

“Okay, that’s enough!” I said interfering.
“Calm…”

Before I could finish, Jen had gotten to her
feet and rushed at Jamie. Grabbing her by the throat, the two girls
fell to the stone floor. Jen, kneeling on Jamie and swearing at the
top of her lungs, she landed many punches to Jamie’s head. It took
both Jay and me to pry her off. Still, in our arms, she squirmed
and kicked, trying to be released. Not thinking to grab Jamie, she
ran straight for us and kicked Jen in the stomach. From the impact,
Jay let go of his side.

Realizing she had one arm free, Jen tried
reaching Jamie. Retaliating, Jamie ran at Jen again, only this time
to be intercepted by Matt and Glen. Both girls, kicking and getting
nowhere, Jamie decided to spit at Jen. Now enough was enough.

“Hey!” I screamed.

Everybody fell silent instantaneously.

“We may be down here for a while; we can’t
hold you two forever. So please, for the sake of maybe making the
situation a little more pleasant, either stay away from each other,
or just be civil.”

“Whore!” Screamed Jamie.

“Shut up!” I yelled. “Now on the count of
three, I am going to let both of you go. One, two, three.”

We let our grasp on the two girls slacken and
release. Hand extended to Jamie, Jen walked up as to shake her
hand. Realizing it was the only thing to do, Jamie also went to
shake hands. Jen closed her fist and pounded at Jamie’s temple.
Stumbling backwards and tumbling, Jamie started to cry. Jen sat
down feeling triumphant.

I had no way of knowing how to handle this,
so taking the worst of the two, I went to comfort Jamie. Glancing
at Jen and walking in Jamie’s direction, Jen gave me the dirtiest
look as if to say ‘Who do you think you are?’

Sitting down next to Jamie, I said,

“Are you okay?”

“Oh, Kenny.” She threw her arms around
me.

Thinking it was harmless, I gave her a hug
back. She whispered,

“I still love you.”

I swallowed hard and kept in a low tone.

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Tell me you love me too.”

“I can’t, I love Jen.”

At those words Jamie started to sob.

“Shhhh.” I sounded. “It’s okay.”

“I do love you Kenny Loc.”

“I know, but I can’t return the feeling.”

“You did once.”

“I realize that, but things change. I’ve met
my new love.”

Pulling away from her embrace, she looked at
me in the face and said,

“You don’t mind if I kiss you on the
forehead, as friends, do you?”

Feeling confused at her despair, I
replied,

“No.”

She leaned forward and once again, I felt the
touch of Jamie’s lips on my face. Leaning back she continued,

“I need you Kenny.”

“I don’t feel for you anymore, can’t you
understand that?”

“Don’t tell me that.”

“I have to get back to Jen now.”

“Don’t leave, please.”

“I have to.”

I stood up and started towards Jen. She
looked up at my silhouette and bitterly growled,

“Thanks, thanks a lot!”

“What?” I yelled.

“Go comfort her first! Hug her first, let her
KISS you!”

“Hey, you wanted to shake her hand, at least
I thought, until that cheap shot to the head!”

“All I was doing the whole time was defending
you.”

Kneeling down I replied,

“You’re right, I’m sorry. But you have to
understand that just because I don’t like Jamie anymore doesn’t
mean that I shouldn’t care for her as a friend.”

“It also means that you shouldn’t have made
it look like I was the bad guy.”

“Now, how did I do that?”

“By going over to her first.”

A sour taste of anxiety shook my whole body
as I realized she was really angry.

“I’m sorry.” I said as I reached out for her
and pulled close.

“I’m just afraid of losing you.”

“Never.” I said. “I love you too much.”

Little ironic, huh?

Fred and Jake grabbed their newspapers again
realizing that the excitement was over. Matt leaned to me and
said,

“Are you done? Can I talk to you?”

“Sure.”

We got up and walked to the far corner of the
room, away from everybody.

“Listen man. I’ve made up my mind; I’m going
to try to escape tonight. We never kept going straight after we
found this part of the cave, it might lead out again.”

“You’ll never make it.” I said trying to
discourage whatever thoughts his mind was reeling.

“At least I have to try.”

“No, c’mon. How do you plan on pulling it
off?”

“Well, when Fred takes you to get more
supplies tonight, Jake will be the only one left to watch us. I’ve
already talked about it with Billy and he’s going to ask to go to
the bathroom. While they’re up at the stream, I’ll make a run for
it.”

“It’ll never work.”

“It might because you know Jake would never
allow the cave to stink up with shit, so he couldn’t refuse Billy.
Plus, if he doesn’t accompany Billy to watch us, then Billy runs
for it. I have to try.”

“Think about it! It’s stupid! It’s…”

“The only thing we have.” He finished.

It hit home.

“I guess you’re right.”

“I’ll run to get help as soon as I hit
topside.”

“What if it doesn’t lead out?”

“I’ve thought about that, I’ll only go until
I hear Billy and Jake coming back. Then I’ll stop. I’ll have maybe
20 to 30 seconds before Jake realizes someone is gone, so I’ll run
as fast as I can back and leave through the way we came in.”

“It might just work.”

“I hope so.”

We turned to everyone else and I went back to
Jen. Jamie had stopped crying and was talking to Glen.

“What did Matt say?” Asked Jen.

“Nothing, he just wanted to know, um, what
we’d do if you guys started to fight again.”

“Don’t worry about it; she’s not worth the
aggravation.”

And with that, she rested her head on my
shoulder and somehow in the midst and crescendo of the excitement,
fell into a quiet slumber.

***************

Just as Matt called it, Fred waited patiently
for the middle of the night to arrive, and then asked me if I felt
up to doing some errands.

“Ready?”

Answering yes, we started up the slope, and
traipsing through the stream to starlight, we headed for downtown,
shielded by the cover of the darkness. Hiding and watching for
moving vehicles, we entered Bowman’s Food Emporium; the 24 hour
supermarket that stood outside of downtown Parkview. It was almost
always empty at night.

***************

Standing up, Billy announced,

“Man, I can’t take it anymore! I have to go
to take a shit!”

“Hold it! I won’t leave them alone!’

“C’mon! Fine. I’ll go right here.”

Billy motioned to pull down his pants,
revealing his boxer shorts, as Jake jumped in,

“Okay, okay, let’s go.”

He reached for the pistol that was at his
side and stuck it in his waist.

“Nobody moves.” He warned.

Billy and Jake headed up the slope into the
darkness.

***************

Entering Bowman’s, I went through the aisles
as quickly as I could, picking up items that Fred told me. Standing
behind me, Fred made sure I looked down and talked to absolutely no
one. With a basket full of food to last three days in my hand, we
headed towards the cash register with a pocketful of money from the
duffle bag.

I didn’t pay too much attention to the older
woman staring at me when Fred and I walked through the doors into
the parking lot. Something made me look back at her and I could
still feel her eyes watching us, and Fred made me quicken my pace
back to Redman’s Lot.

****************

Matt lunged onto his feet and scurrying up
the side of the slope against the wall, he too was engulfed by the
darkness as he reached the top.

Trying to go to the bathroom as best as he
could, Billy stalled Jake as much as he dared. Making sure he was
away from visibility of seeing Matt escape, Billy squatted and went
to the bathroom.

Matt reached the top of the slope and took a
sharp right; entering uncharted darkness.

***************

We reached the grass lot, unseen by anyone,
and we each held a grocery bag as we lowered ourselves to the rock
platform.

Fred, noticing Jake and Billy, retorted,

“What are you doing here?!”

“He had to go to the bathroom.”

“What are you stupid or something?”

“Huh?”

Fred was wild with anxiety, yelling,

“It’s a decoy! One of them probably escaped
already!”

“But I wouldn’t let them pass!”

“Not going the other way!”

Fred shoved the grocery bag into my arms and
headed for the tube. Being pitch black, he made his way past the
opening to the slope and ran past it, lunging his body into the
unknown path.

Stopping and listening, Matt had remained
motionless. His whole body was completely drowning in adrenaline as
he was frozen there in the darkness.

I came from behind Fred to also listen.
Hoping Matt found a way out I asked,

“Can I bring these down?”

“Yeah.”

I slid down the slope to the others. I was
greeted with,

“Did he get out?”

“Shh! I don’t know.”

Fred called into the darkness,

“Hello!”

No reply. Matt stood there like a deer caught
in the invisible web of a headlight.

Jake came down the slope, counted, and called
up,

“Yep, there’s one missing!”

We could audibly hear Fred grunt.

“Great.” He breathed.

“It’s Matt; he must have left just a couple
minutes ago.”

Calling again into the darkness, Fred
yelled,

“Okay, I know you’re there Matt.”

His body trembled upon the sound of his
name.

“I’ve already explored that part and it’s a
dead end. So come out now and I won’t hurt you. I’ll pretend it
never happened.”

No reply.

“C’mon,” psyching him out, “There’s no way
out. You have to be there.”

Breaking down, Matt squealed,

“You won’t hurt me? Please.”

“No, of course not.”

Stepping from the darkness and into the path
of the light from below, Matt stood face to face with Fred.

“Shithead.” Was all Fred mumbled.

His stolen revolver screamed with a crack as
the dreadful sound ricocheted throughout the cave. My muscles
shuddered and Jen let out a scream. Some of us stood up and looked
with horror. Some put their heads down, not believing what they
just witnessed. Matt collapsed to the metal ground of the tube.

We all huddled in a corner together. Fred
picked up Matt’s limp body and rolled him down the slope. Seeing
Matt’s arms flail lifelessly, and his carcass smacking into the
wall next to us, and the surprised look still plastered to his
face, stunned us all.

Calling down as he descended to us, Fred
said,

“That’s it; I’ve given you some leeway. You
have betrayed my trust. From now on there’s no more fucking
around.”

My whole body tingled from disbelief.
Reaching the bottom of the slope he said,

“Is this clear? You are now to be mannequins;
just sit there and do nothing.”

I saw Jay clutch his fist and didn’t
hesitate. Standing up, he let his fist fly into Fred’s face.

With an elapsed turn around, Fred pistol
whipped him with the butt of the gun in the cheek. Knocking Jay
backwards, Fred continued,

“C’mon guys! I’m not playing around
here!”

I loathed him even more now.

“I see you Kenny, you despise me more. I am
not scoring any points here now am I? First I stab your Mommy, and
then I shoot your best friend. Hate me. Come on, hate me. Let it
out, come at me! I’m ready, and I KNOW you want to!”

I stared at him; let my eyes burn through
him, let my consciousness grip his throat, let my gaze pierce him,
let my…

“Come on, Mommy’s gone, best friend is laying
next to you, how do you feel?”

…hate breed in me, let my wishes carry me
away, let my isolation seep into him, let my voice echo,

“Fuck you!”

“Hey, there we go! A start. C’mon, is that
all you got?”

He waited. Realizing I wasn’t going to be
pushed any further, he walked over to us.

“Stand up.” He said pointing to Jen.

Getting to her feet, he grabbed her arm and
called to Jake.

“Grab him. I want him to watch this.”

Jake clenched his palm around my arm and led
me up with Jen and Fred to the top of slope. Entering the tube Fred
said,

“Let’s see just how good she is Kenny.”

“No! Come on!”

I twisted and twisted but it was no good.
Fred reached at Jen’s shirt and she fought him off with slaps and
kicks. Tears streamed down her cold face, her attack wasn’t
enough.

He reached his hand up her shirt and gripped
her breast.

“Ooooo, Kenny, I think she wants it. If you
could feel how hard they are!”

I lashed from side to side but Jake, every
time, still seemed to hold on.

“You mother fucker! You mother fucker!”

Jake slapped his hand around my mouth.

“Hmmmm, I bet she tastes just as good as she
feels.”

He pulled Jen’s head backwards so her chest
stuck outward. That’s when I was pushed to the brink. Striking Jake
in the head, he stumbled backwards tripping over the slight incline
of the tube. Falling on his side, he slid all the way down the
slope and smacked into the stone wall next to what used to be
Matt.

I grabbed Fred from the back and pulled him
away far enough so Jen could get a good swift kick to the crotch.
Bending over to grab his wounded groin, she then kicked him in the
head.

Worn out from the last week, it was a weak
kick not doing much damage.

Down below; Jay, Billy, Jamie, and Glen had
pounced on Jake and started flailing on him. He put his arms up to
try to stop the blows but they kept coming.

Getting his second wind, Fred grabbed me
around the back and flung me like a doll off of him. Pulling out
his gun, he pointed it at us.

“Get down there!”

Obeying a bullet’s words, we slid down the
slope. Firing into the ceiling, everyone stopped their attack on
Jake. Stunned at the sound, they all retreated back to the corner.
Fred came down the slope and began,

“No one will move from that corner unless I
say so! This has gone too far!”

He helped the wounded Jake to his feet,
minimal damage had been done but it was a dent in their egos. They
both took seats on the slope, 10 feet from us.

Jen glanced at Fred with the same hatred that
bred in me.

“Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten you.” Fred
answered the stare.

I hugged her and looked over at the body of
my best friend. Someone had propped his head up against the bag of
cash.

“Just so you know why we’re here.” Replied
Jake.

I looked away from my dead friend and
wondered how someone could be so heartless. I loved him like a
brother. We had just dug our hole deeper, and it seems like it’s
all going downhill from here.

***************

Placing one hand on his back pocket and
turning the key to the door, Mr. Loc turned towards his 1987 BMW.
Its funny how one small fall through a floor during a simple
structure fire can set you up for life; a firefighter’s disability
paid in full.

Flicking on the ignition, the engine roared
to life, and Mr. Loc headed towards the movie theatre downtown. In
a town the size of Parkview, near a metropolitan city as large as
Boston, the theatre is not surprisingly state of the art.

The silenced radio, which hasn’t been on
since Kenny’s disappearance, shows a digital clock which informs
Mr. Loc that the movie doesn’t start for another half an hour.
(Forty five minutes with coming attractions.)

Reaching the theatre, Mr. Loc parked the car
and bought his ticket. Entering the semi-bright movie theatre, he
took a seat smack dab in the middle.

Folding his tender hands, he noticed a
heavily built man seated roughly 15 seats to the left of him. Mr.
Loc and the balding man were the only two in the theatre so
far.

Squinting, Mr. Loc recognized the pastor.

“Father!” He said standing up.

“Well Mr. Loc, how are you?”

“Hangin’ in there.” He answered, walking over
to Father McKean.

“They still haven’t found Kenneth yet.”
Father McKean stated, as to share in the parent’s grief.

“No, but I haven’t lost faith.”

“We’re all praying for him.”

“Thank you.”

Mr. Loc shook Father McKean’s frail hand and
traveled back to his seat. Father always gave Mr. Loc the
willies.

(we’re all praying for him)

“Yeah right.” He whispered. “Who’s we? Not
the church, that’s for sure. But who? Maybe your drinking buddies
or maybe the local whore that you love to entertain on Saturday
nights.”

(we’re all praying for him)

Mr. Loc’s eyes grew moist, but not quite wet
remembering the first time Kenny brought home a girl. Jamie was her
name. He still saw himself flying down the stairs, making a fool of
his son. Not really realizing it until bed that night, but it was
such a strange incident, that’s when it all started, didn’t it?
Bringing Jamie home the first time.

Then the band, then Jen, then the record
deal. Oh how he loves that girl, and now this…

Mr. Loc wiped a sheet of sweat from his brow
and then brushed away the emotions that started down his cheek.
Will I ever see him get married?

(we’re all praying for him)

Only 10 minutes left and the theatre was
slightly full.

All the sounds of the filling theatre struck
him with incredible force. Wanting to block them out and think by
himself, Mr. Loc looked around. More people started entering. Beads
of sweat dripped off his face and the crackle and pop of the movie
starting assuaged the audience’s noise.

Grunting and quickly staring at the screen,
Mr. Loc could take no more. The loud music of the picture swept
through the air and smacked him in the depths of his ear drums.

Standing up, he ran to the aisle and out of
the piercing theatre…

***************

Officer Dixton and his partner of 10 years,
Officer Lucas Tampico, were patrolling the downtown area of
Parkview that night. The silence in the car was shattered by
dispatch requesting Officer Dixton to call into the control room
over the radio.

When Dixton called, the dispatcher said,

“I didn’t want to go over the radio, with all
the people who have scanners, but we just received an anonymous
phone call from a female who told us she thinks she saw the missing
Loc kid with an adult male, and the Loc kid looked scared. Um, she
followed them in her car and they disappeared into a ravine near
Redman’s Lot.”

“Motherfucker. Alright, thanks.”

“What?” Tampico asked.

“Looks like we may have a tip on the missing
kids, and it may be a possible kidnapping situation.”

“Where?”

“Someone spotted them in that ravine in
Redman’s Lot.”

“We used to call that ravine Golf Ball Hall
when I was a kid.” Tampico added.

Dixton picked up his microphone and called
out to his Sergeant. He asked if they could meet in the parking lot
of Redman’s Place Mall. Driving into the empty parking lot of
Parkview’s two floor shopping center, they sat and waited for
Sergeant Robert Murtauf to meet with them. Dixton saw his patrol
car enter the parking lot, and he pulled up side by side with
them.

“What’s up?”

“You know Golf Ball Hall?” Dixton asked.

“Ya, that’s the sewer system’s nickname at
the backside of Redman’s Lot, right?”

Tampico nodded silently as Dixton
answered.

“That’s it. Dispatch just received an
anonymous tip that the missing kids are down there, possibly with
an adult male.”

“You’re kidding me, who else knows this?”

“No one yet.”

“Okay,” Sergeant Murtauf continued, “Let me
call Lt. Harroborough and see what he wants to do. Meet me back at
the station, and let dispatch know you guys are unavailable for
calls right now. Topps can handle all the calls in your zone for a
while.”

Murtauf picked up his microphone in his car
and radioed to Officer Lawrence Topps.

“Can you listen out for all downtown calls?
Dixton and Tampico will be tied up with me for a while.”

“Roger.” Topps replied, his voice cracking
over the radio.

Dixton followed Murtauf back to the station.
They went into his office and Murtauf called patrol commander
Lieutenant Harroborough’s home phone. After a handful of rings,
Harroborough picked up the receiver, clearing his throat.

“Yeah?”

“Lt., its Murtauf.”

“What’s going on?” Harroborough asked.

Murtauf went on to update the Lieutenant on
the new information they received.

“I’ll meet you at the station in 20 minutes.”
Harroborough replied.

When Murtauf hung up, he told Dixton and
Tampico that the patrol commander was on his way to meet them.

***************

“I know the inside of Golf Ball Hall like the
back of my hand.” Tampico told Lt. Harroborough when they started
discussing their approach. “When you enter the ravine, the sewer
system is on you left, and then you can either follow it all the
way out again, or you can go right into this cut out which is the
size of a room. It’s the only place they could be hiding in. I used
to explore in there when I was a kid.”

“The problem is that we don’t know anything
about how many people we are dealing with, weapons, motives or
casualties.” Murtauf said.

“Well, we need to move on this information,
and move before the sun starts coming up. Our best weapon right now
is the darkness and the element of surprise. In most kidnapping or
hostage situations, time is on the side of the police; but I don’t
necessarily know if that is the case here.” Dixton said, letting
his thoughts return to a few years ago when he first dealt with
Kenny Loc and his mother.

“Okay, at the least we need to assess the
situation and then make the decision to activate the SRT Team if we
have a true kidnapping or hostage situation.” Lt. Harroborough
added. “Let’s go ahead and see what we actually have in that
ravine. Is everyone wearing their vests?”

They all confirmed, and the four police
officers started to make their way to Redman’s Lot. They parked
down Victorian Street, killed the engines and approached the grass
lot as silent as possible. They had cut their portable radios off,
and used the shadow of the night to move across the lot.

The four of them drew their Glocks as they
approached the edge of the ravine. They stopped and listened as
hard as they could for any voices or noises coming from Golf Ball
Hall. They could not hear anything past the sound of running water
coming from the ravine underneath their feet.

“Okay,” Lt. Harroborough whispered, “Let’s go
in methodically and as quietly as possible. The slower, the
better.”

Harroborough lowered himself down into the
water first, followed by Dixton, Tampico and Murtauf pulling up the
rear. Taking each step slowly and purposely, the four of them
reached the end of the ravine and the start of the metal tube that
was part of the sewer system. Harroborough held up his hand to stop
their advancement and listened. They stood there for a few minutes
straining their ears, again there was absolutely no sound coming
from anywhere inside the tube.

Dixton felt his hands start to sweat while
gripping his service weapon, holding it at the low-ready position.
There was still enough moonlight to give them a little bit of sight
into the metal tube as Harroborough stepped inside. As silent as
they were trying to be, their boots started to bounce low footfalls
down the tube.

They reached the entrance to the “side room”
that Tampico had mentioned and all moonlight had disappeared at
this point. They were in complete darkness and Harroborough stopped
again and focused his ears on any sound that didn’t sound
natural.

Dixton’s hands were dripping with sweat now
from adrenaline and a little bit of fear. The muscles in his
forearm were starting to get sore from the tension of his hands
gripping his gun. Then they all heard it at the same time. Someone
coughed from down below.

Dixton’s heart rate jumped and he thought his
heart was going to jump out of his throat. Murtauf and Tampico
silently moved to the other side of the opening to the side-room
and they strained their ears again. This time, the more they
focused, they could hear some rustling and the sound of a female
mumbling in her sleep.

Harroborough, even lower than a whisper,
said,

“I am going to flick my flashlight on and off
so we can see what we have. The light will only be on for half a
second so make sure everyone burns what they see into their mind
like a picture.”

Harroborough pointed his flashlight into the
opening, but angled it up to the ceiling, and clicked the light on
then off. Tampico gasped out of reflex.

“Fuck!” Dixton said, under his breath.

“I saw two males sleeping and a handful of
the missing kids.” Murtauf said.

“That’s what I saw also. Anyone see any
weapons?” Harroborough asked.

“No, but did anyone see the one kid against
the back wall? Something didn’t seem right with him, he wasn’t
sleeping normally.” Tampico asked.

The other three officers said they hadn’t
noticed.

“I am confident that everyone down there is
sleeping.” Harroborough said.

“Do you want me to active the SRT Team?”
Murtauf asked.

“Here’s the problem, we obviously have a
fucked up situation down there. And if it is a kidnapping, the
kidnappers are sleeping right now. We can’t afford to call anyone
in and chance them waking up. We need to move now.” Harroborough
answered.

“I’m game with whatever your call is.” Dixton
said.

“As quietly and carefully as we can, let’s
secure the two males first and then we will go from there. I will
keep flicking my flashlight every few seconds so we can keep our
bearings where they are. It seems they are only about 30 feet from
us.”

The four of them started to slowly crawl down
the slope towards Fred and Jake. Harroborough would strobe his
flashlight every few seconds so they could keep their bearings.
Dixton and Tampico still gripped their firearms, and Harroborough
and Murtauf both held a pair of handcuffs as they descended.

Fred had pushed his eyeballs as far as they
could go without moving his head towards the four figures
approaching slowly towards him. He placed his finger inside the
trigger guard of his gun, waiting for them to get closer. At least
one Pig would pay tonight.

The four officers got closer to the two
sleeping adults, almost having to crawl on all fours to avoid
slipping and crashing into the wall down below. The room was
completely silent except for the breathing of all the children and
the running water from the stream above. Dixton tried to control
his breathing as Harroborough and Murtauf reached the two men and
started to reach out to trap them.

Dixton’s heart fell from his throat to his
stomach when he realized who one of the men was. Harroborough
flicked his flashlight one last time so they could get a good
position over the sleeping men, and Dixton immediately recognized
the man as Fred Baker.

“What the fu…” Was all Dixton could get out
of his mouth when all Hell broke loose.

Fred Baker jumped to his knees gripping his
weapon with both hands and fired once into Sergeant Robert
Murtauf’s stomach. The sound of the gunshot and the flash of
gunpowder filled the blackened room simultaneously. Lt.
Harroborough didn’t have enough reaction time to turn on the
flashlight before Dixton pulled the trigger of his Glock in the
direction of where Baker had fired from. The return fire from
Dixton’s weapon lit up the room a second time and then all was
black again.

Harroborough finally got the flashlight
turned on, and Tampico immediately pounced on Jake who was starting
to wake up from the shots.

“Stay the fuck down!” He screamed at Jake as
he handcuffed him as frantically as he could.

Murtauf was staring at the ceiling and
coughing. Dixton turned and looked at Fred Baker, lying on the
stone floor with a single perfect hole in his forehead.

“You okay?” Harroborough asked him
hastily.

“Yeah, I think so.” Dixton replied.

“Murtauf, can you hear me?”

“Yeah, get me the fuck outta here!” He said,
gripping his stomach.

And that’s when we were finally all awake,
wondering what the Hell just happened.

***************

Redman’s Lot was covered with EMS personnel,
Parkview Police, and Massachusetts State Police. The grassy field
looked like something out of a movie. Robert Murtauf was
transported to Parkview General Hospital confident that he was
going to get some deserved time off for his wound, and Fred Baker
was pronounced deceased by the coroner a few hours later.

Dixton and Tampico escorted each one of us
out of the ravine while Lt. Harroborough called every one of our
parents. They wanted all of us to go to the hospital for an
evaluation, and Harroborough told our parents that they could meet
us there.

Jake Smith had been placed in the back of
Officer Topps’ patrol car and transported to the Parkview Police
Station to be questioned by Detective Elise Merkidase about the
events of the last few days.

And lastly, before we started to make our way
to the hospital, we all stopped and stared as Matt’s body was
brought out of the ravine in a large blue bag, carried by two
paramedics. Jen buried her face into my shoulder and started to cry
uncontrollably.

We would try to return to our everyday life,
only this time we sacrificed our innocence.

 


The Mobile & The Fueled

The funeral for Matt was held Wednesday after
we were rescued. The mayor of Parkview, Ms. Pauline Fisher, awarded
Officer Gerald Dixton and Officer Lucas Tampico an honorary
achievement award.

I was in my father’s car with memories of
Shawn in the back of my mind. We were right behind the limo going
to the cemetery with the rest of the band and parents behind
us.

Jen’s father seemed to forget all about our
previous situation; he was just happy to have her alive. I was a
little sad, to be perfectly honest, I’m going to miss waking up
with her and living in the same house.

That day I buried my best friend and my
ex-girlfriend went back home to Vermont. My current girlfriend is
back in her house and my band, minus keyboards and rhythm
guitarist, will make our first video next month.

I buried my best friend that day and I wrote
a song about Jamie’s return called The Missing and the
Comfort.

***************

The day after the funeral my doorbell rang.
Opening up the door I was surprised to see a stranger standing
there. His tall posture made him look as if he was part of a black
lamp post.

“Kenny Loc?”

“Yeah.”

He extended his arm.

“I’m Brad Tournif.”

I noticed his instrument under one long
arm.

“I’m here to audition for the band.”

I took his keyboard and said,

“Come in.”

Jen, who was watching T.V. in the living
room, stood up and I introduced them.

“Jen, this is Brad Tournif. He’s going to
audition for the band.”

“And I write, too.” He said shoving a piece
of paper in my face titled Is This For Real?

 


From the diary of Kenneth Loc:

Nobody really felt pity for Shawn’s death.
People like that are dead even when they are living. That kind of
love can destroy you. Why do we hunger for this thing that is going
to destroy us? I know loss is a big part of everybody’s life. I was
painfully shown the loss of innocence. And that has been my biggest
loss, the loss of thinking everything is what it seems.

I’m going to end this entry now. I’ve stated
my feelings and I have to learn to cope with change. Good night
diary, I’m going to continue the rest of my life now, with the
realization that innocence comes in very small dosages. And maybe
that’s all we need.

***************

I was sitting at my desk in my bedroom with a
college ruled single subject notebook, already burning up the pages
with my pen, when there was a knock on my door.

“Come in.”

“Hey there.”

Jen closed the door behind her and sat on my
bed next to the desk.

“What’chya doin’?”

“Writing.” I answered.

I think I was afraid that she would find that
what I was writing was silly and I was in no frame of mind to be
embarrassed right now.

“Lemme see.” She said, as she reached for the
notebook.

“I’d rather explain what it is.”

“Is it your diary?”

“No, I decided that my last entry was going
to be the final entry. Okay, let me see if I can explain this
correctly. Since Shawn’s suicide, and then everything that happened
with us at Redman’s Lot, and Matt getting killed, I have been
waking up every night from night terrors. I feel that we have
absolutely zero back-story on Fred and Jake and I think that has
really started to affect me. The whole fucking incident was so
random that I don’t think my brain is processing it correctly.”

“So are you writing a story about what
happened to us?” Jen asked.

“No, I am writing Fred and Jake’s story.”

“I don’t follow…”

“I have started writing a fictional
back-story of Fred and Jake, almost like a prequel to what happened
to us. It’s my way of coping, I guess. You can laugh if you want,
it actually does sound pretty silly coming out of my mouth. I just
can’t seem to get away from the fact that the man who did this to
us is the same man who murdered my mother. How did he get back
here? There has to be some fantastic explanation, and what a
fucking coincidence, huh?”

“No, I think it’s healthy. I’m glad you found
an outlet to deal with what we have been through.”

“Anyway, so I have included Officer Dixton
and the few other people we met that night like Lt. Harroborough
into the narrative. The problem is that we know nothing about where
they came from, what they were doing, where they were going. So I
have given them their own adventure leading up to the day…”

“You don’t have to say it.” Jen interrupted.
“So, do you want to let me read the story?”

“Actually, I would rather explain it to you.
It’s not finished so I’d rather give you an outline instead. I
think it would be the final nail in putting the pieces together in
my head.”

“Okay, I’m all ears.”

“Alright, well I have named the story The
Mobile & The Fueled.”

“Catchy title, maybe you can send a copy to
Officer Dixton, he might be flattered and find what you came up
with interesting.”

“That’s an idea. Anyway, so I came up with
this story that Fred and Jake just robbed a bank in the area and
hid the money in the ravine. We coincidentally stumbled on it, and
then we were in the wrong place at the wrong time when they came
back to retrieve it and make their get away.”

“You know, that is probably the most
believable scenario there is for how all the events lines up that
afternoon.” She said.

I put the notebook in the desk drawer and
made the conscious decision right then and there to leave it behind
and move forward with my life. I wanted to be able to stop
revisiting all my sadness and wipe the slate clean, in an attempt
to try to regain some of the innocence that I lost…

 


‘Scuse Me While I Kiss The
Sky

After we practiced and Jay, Glen, Billy, and
I agreed that Brad was the best replacement we’ll ever get, we
officially started working on the second album. Later that evening,
Jen and I were sitting on my bed and she whispered,

“Make love to me.”

The alcohol had really taken its toll from
the last three hours. Memories like quick spits of lightning came
and went.

I remember Jen holding my hand saying,

“Kenny, I have to tell you something…”

That’s how it all started. It was the
completion of the destruction of my innocence as she began to
explain how she can’t bare children because… Because of what? Can’t
remember. Too long ago. What’s the use?

The loss of innocence: Sneakers…

 


Sneakers

“Hey!” Moe screamed at me.

My drunkenness swarmed around my head.

“Wah?” I slurred back.

“Listen man, you’ve had enough.”

I looked down at my half drank bottle of
Southern Comfort and replied,

“Yeah man, you’re right.”

“Of course I am.”

It was then I remembered the two men sitting
on either side of my stinking body.

“You’ve been shooting those for the past
three hours.” Moe continued.

The two men I was sitting at the bar with
shook their heads. One spoke up,

“Old man, you’s a liar!”

“I don’t believe one word of your story, ol’
mun.”

What?! I just spent the last three hours, on
my birthday no less, telling my story and they don’t believe
me?

I lashed out,

“What don’t you believe? My mother’s murder?
The band? The cash? The kidnapping?”

“Well, if the story I just wasted three hours
listening to in this smelly bar…”

“Hey!” Moe retorted.

“Is true, where did the cash go?”

“I have no idea.”

My drunkenness hazed up my thoughts, and I
knew my story was incomplete and in someway unbelievable. What the
hell did I tell these guys?

“Ken, go home.” Moe said. “Go home to Jen,
she’s a lovely lady. You don’t wanna worry her.”

“Moe, I love you.”

“I know, that’s why I think you should
go.”

I stumbled off the stool and after telling my
story, at least I think that’s what we were talking about, I’m not
quite sure anymore, I left Sneakers in a drunken haze.

***************

Upon reaching home, I stumbled through the
door.

“Hello?” I called to my lovely wife.
“Jen?”

The constant tick tick tick of the
Grandfather clock was all that was audible. Walking through the
poorly lit living room, I entered my kitchen and flicked on the
lights. It illuminated the appliances that were covered in dust,
and the Grandfather clock’s ticking was less audible now.

I placed one hand on my cluttered table for
stability and yelled,

“Honey!”

We had been childless all our lives.
Reflecting the gleaming light from the mantle were pictures. I
staggered over to the mantle and picked up a dusty picture of Jen.
It was the one of her in her blue sundress taken when we went to
the Marginal Way in Maine, not long ago. I caressed the brass frame
as the dust clots fell to the floor, and my hands started to
tremble violently.

A single tear crawled down my aging cheek and
I dropped the picture, shattering it.

“No!” I cried.

But it was too late. Flashbacks of Jen rushed
into my head. I had to go back to Sneakers. I had to tell Moe that
Jen passed away and I had been hiding it from everyone, especially
myself. I was alone in this great big world and finally
noticed.

I started to head towards Sneakers again; it
was time to accept Jen’s death after her long battle with cancer.
It was time for me to start to live again. It was time to sober
up.

I was one block from the bar. Old age and
drunkenness won the fight for my equilibrium; I stumbled over a
curb and hit the sidewalk hard. The small black spots in my vision
started to become larger; and as I finally closed my eyes, the last
thing I saw was that big flashing neon sign announcing to everyone
the stupid name Moe gave to his bar.

The neon sign buzzed off and then on, then
off and then on, that one word of ‘Sneakers’ as I drifted away,
forever.

 


 


FACE THE CROWD

 


A Flu & A Party

It wasn’t until Adam Gilmour violently
flicked off the T.V. that he realized he was sick. In his
frustration he understood that he had to call in sick for work,
something he always hated, yet loved to do. Adam leaned forward,
causing the thick blanket that was keeping him warm to fall off the
chair. He gripped the phone and dialed the office’s number.

The phone rang twice and his boss picked up.
Adam reached up and patted his cheeks, feeling the rough skin from
not bothering to shave for two days.

“Jim, its Adam. I’m not coming in tonight;
I’ve got a 102 temperature and the flu.”

“Alright, get better.”

“Thanks.”

“I’ll see you later.”

“Goodbye Jim.”

He hung up and the phone startled him as it
screamed in his hand. He clicked it on and answered it.

“Hey buddy.”

“Jesus Chris, you scared the shit outta me.
The phone rang in my hand.”

“Sorry guy, what are you up to tonight?”

“Nothing, I plan on watching Needful
Things on HBO. I’ve got a 102 temp and I called out sick.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Why do you ask?”

“Cause this girl Cassie that I work with is
having a party and I figured maybe you’d like to go, you know,
mingle a little. Get your mind off of Heather, you can’t stay in
every night and sulk.”

“I know, but I’m really sick. I just want to
relax and stay put.”

“That’s what you’ve been doing for a month
now!” Chris’ high pitched voice wailed over the phone.

Adam got a glimpse of his image in the mirror
that hangs over the TV. He noticed how the bags under his eyes
invaded his face, turning his blue eyes to almost black. His short
pudgy nose was flushed with red fever and his shoulder length
blonde hair was mangled and tattered from laying down all day. His
long fingers gripped the phone tighter as he conformed.

“Okay, pick me up in 10 minutes. I’ll stay
for a little while.”

“Dude, I’m there.”

Chris hung up the phone with him and he
dragged his body from the chair. It was almost impossible for him
to stand up to his full six foot stance, considering his stomach
felt like it was going to produce some unwanted alien. Adam’s long
rickety legs almost collapsed and he suddenly wondered why the hell
he was going to a party.

Oh yeah, he thought, to “mingle”. He stumbled
into the bathroom to wash up a little. He didn’t care to change,
who is he trying to impress? Splashing cold water on his face, he
was content with his looks so he locked up the house and went to
wait on his front steps.

Adam sat down on the cold stone step and
huddled his chin between his raised knees, keeping his face
somewhat covered from the still winter air. The snow stopped
falling, it flurried all day and the total accumulation was
reported at two inches. White rain covered the whole city of
Parkview, turning a dull Massachusetts city into a landscape of
tranquility.

The snow already melted underneath his
buttocks and was seeping into his pants. That was not going to help
his health, not at all. The air was silent, the city was silent,
the street was silent. The quiet invisible hum of a snow covered
evening was at hand. There were no more barking dogs, no whining
kids, no screeching tires on the road; he only noticed his own
inhaling and exhaling. Then, pumping his heart rate to an inhuman
speed was a startling crash that sent audible noise through the
night.

Adam turned his head toward the crash and
noticed it happened right in his own driveway! The disturbance of
quiet occurred 10 yards away from his flu ridden body. The clang
seemed to go on forever, and then followed by a roll and a WHOOSH!
When the noise stopped piercing his ears, he could finally see what
was the cause of all this raucous. Two large steel garbage
barrels!

Believe that if you will, two barrels were
now thrown all over his driveway, the contents of the barrels
scattered amongst the pavement. He immediately got up to see who
the bastard was who threw these barrels into his driveway. He
crawled over to the fence that separates his driveway and the
neighbor’s backyard, but saw no one. He had to dodge the trash as
he made his way to the fence, and noticed that there were unusual
items that had been tossed.

And not only that, his first reaction was
“who the hell would throw two trash barrels over the fence and into
my driveway?” He bent down and picked up the two barrels; planning
on placing the rubbish back into the barrels. He stooped down again
and started picking up the trash; medicine bottles, notes, food
wrappers, shower curtains, a phone and a double tape deck stereo.
He placed each item into the barrels and grabbed one of the empty
medicine bottles and read the name: Howard Erics. Never heard of
him, unfortunately.

Adam had just placed the last piece of trash
into the barrels as Chris pulled halfway into his driveway. He
walked over to the car, pissed off from the disturbance and the
mystery of what happened, and opened the passenger side door.
Falling into the warm leather seat, he said,

“You’ll never believe what just
happened.”

“You’re right if you don’t tell.”

“Somebody just threw two garbage barrels full
of trash over the fence into my driveway.”

“What?” He asked confused.

The car pulled out of the driveway, paused,
and leaped forward into drive as they headed down the icy hill.

“Yeah,” Adam said while feeling the warmth of
the car, “I looked but I couldn’t see anybody.”

“That’s strange, did you find a name?”

“Only one, someone called Howard Erics.”

“Never heard of him.”

“Me neither.”

“Those aren’t the new people that moved in,
are they?” Chris asked.

“No, the Tampico’s have lived in that house
for years.”

“That’s really strange.” He said and ended
the subject.

The white puffy trees sped past them as Adam
crouched down in the seat, feeling the warmth and listening to the
sound he loved the best; the silence of night.

***************

By the time they pulled into Cassie’s
driveway, Adam didn’t feel like he was dying from the flu anymore.
Chris shut off the engine and he stepped out of the warmth and into
the harsh night.

Every light in the house seemed to be glowing
with excitement; every window was invaded by light casting itself
into the street out front. Adam stood in the path of the light and
waited for Chris to enter with him.

“C’mon buddy.” He said and slapped Adam on
the back.

They walked up the pathway and Crhis knocked
on the door. When it opened, light and music poured from the crack
and hit Adam with nauseous speed. A man opened the door further and
stepped aside to let them in. Cassie was standing at the kitchen
counter and yelled to Chris,

“I’m glad you made it!”

“Hey, I never miss a party I’m invited to. I
hardly miss the ones I’m not invited to either!”

That got a chuckle.

“Cassie, this is my friend and co-worker Adam
Gilmour.”

The 30 year old woman walked over to them,
letting her long brown hair flow behind her.

“Nice to meet you.” She shook Adam’s
hand.

The music caused everyone to scream to be
heard and the kitchen was junked with scattered Vodka bottles and
Budweiser cans. There were two opened bottles of Southern Comfort
and Amaretto.

“Want a drink?” Cassie asked Adam.

“Nah, I’m not feeling very well today.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

Chris bumped his shoulder up against his and
said,

“See that woman right there, with the blue
shirt and blonde hair?”

“Yeah.” Adam said squinting through the haze
of smoke and sweat.

“Her name is Mary Carpenter. She’s probably
the biggest slut in here and she dares call herself Mary Carpenter,
pretty ironic huh?”

“What? That’s not her real name?”

“Nobody thinks so, but nobody knows what her
real name is.”

“That’s odd, I mean really odd!”

“Tell me about it.”

The lights seemed to be flashing and the
music finally came to the end of the song. With more concentration,
Adam assumed that there were probably 75 people in the house as
Chris took him through the other rooms to mingle. Some couples were
making out on chairs, some people were sleeping in their own vomit
and some were more conscious than others.

“I’m going to try to see if I can get a
quickie with little Ms. Mary Carpenter herself.” Said Chris.

“Knock yourself out.” Adam said.

Chris left Adam’s side and went into the
living room where Mary Carpenter was sitting. Adam was in a room
with 15 other people he didn’t have a clue about. One guy, roughly
in his late thirties, approached him and asked,

“Hey man, you know Cassie?”

“Nah, just met her.”

He extended his hand and said,

“Me too, name’s Barry.”

“I’m Adam.”

“You got a last name Adam?”

“Gilmour, you?”

“Erics.”

Adam’s chest jumped with anticipation. He
stared at this man, Barry Erics, and contemplated whether or not he
should ask. The man looked harmless enough. Other than a scraggly
beard and his 5 foot 4 height, Barry looks like he’s safe.

“Say, I hate to ask personal questions but
are you related to a man named Howard Erics?”

“Why, yes sir. He’s my brother-in-law and
that girl in the other room is my sister.”

“What girl?”

“The girl in there that calls herself Mary
Carpenter. She’s my sister and she’s the one who knows Cassie. She
dragged me here, said I’d meet some nice people and, hey, free
beer!”

“I’ll be right back.” Adam said and excused
himself from the room.

He searched through the rooms and found Chris
standing around Mary Carpenter and a crowd of people. He came up
from behind and tapped him on the shoulder.

“Chris, can I talk to you a second?”

“Yeah sure,” he turned to Mary Carpenter,
“hold on.”

Adam dragged him over to the side and
said,

“Well, the mystery of Mary Carpenter has been
solved.”

“What the Hell are you talking about?”

“Her real name. I just met her brother, Barry
Erics.”

“So?”

“So, her last name is Erics.”

“Ooooo, big deal, you found out her maiden
name.”

“No, remember the name of the person who
threw the trash over my fence before you came and picked me
up?”

“Uh, vaguely.”

“Does Howard Erics ring a bell?”

“That’s really strange, man.”

“I know, I’m going to try to find Barry
again, you keep talking with her.”

“Hey, I think I’m scoring anyway!”

“If Erics is her maiden name, don’t you think
she’s married then?”

“I don’t give a shit! I’ve wanted her for
months and I’m not letting a ring get in the way.”

“Fine.” He couldn’t play parent with a man
two years older than him.

Adam trekked back to the small room where he
had found Barry and he hadn’t moved.

“Sorry,” he said, “Had to take a leak.”

“When nature calls...” Barry said.

“So tell me, I’m just curious to where Howard
is now.”

“Why, do you know him or something?”

“Yeah, or something.”

“Well, he’s directing a play at The Drama
Shop.”

“What play is that?”

“I dunno, one that he wrote himself. Mary is
starring in it; I think it opens in two months. I remember him
calling it A Soft Bed.”

“That’s a strange name for a play.” Adam
said.

“Yeah well, you’ve never met him. He’s a
strange man.”

“Wait a minute,” he said being so stupid not
to see it, “You said that she’s your sister, which would make her
maiden name Erics. But she married a guy named Howard Erics?”

“Yeah, I never said that he was from outside
the family. He’s a third cousin; 15 years younger than her.”

“You’re telling me that her husband, Howard
Erics, is 20 years old?”

“Well, really 23, she’s 38.”

“Do you know if he was in the area tonight?”
Adam asked.

“What’s with all the questions?”

“Nothing, I just thought I saw him tonight
and I didn’t know if it was him or not, and I’ve been going
crazy.”

“Actually no, he’s out of town for the rest
of the month collecting props and trying to promote A Soft
Bed.”

“Thanks man.” Adam said and started to walk
away from him.

“Hey, you leaving?”

“Yeah, I’m going to find my friend.”

“Alright, come back if you don’t find
anyone.”

He pushed his way through the crowd and Chris
came rushing up to him.

“Wanna go?”

“Why, what happened?”

“Nothing, she dissed me. I was shot down like
a duck.”

“Sorry, man.”

“Do you wanna leave?”

“Do you?”

“Well, sorta. I don’t wanna hang around my
rejection.”

“Nah, I think I’m gonna stay a little bit and
talk some more to Barry. This is getting interesting; I’ll just
walk home later.”

“You sure? With your flu and the cold
outside?”

“Yeah, I’ll be okay.”

“Alright, I just have to say bye to Cassie
and I’ll be on my way.”

He walked over to the kitchen table, grabbed
a beer, and left through the door. Adam realized that he was alone
in a swarm of people he didn’t know.

Mary got up and walked over to him and
said,

“He’s your friend?”

A little taken back by her voice, he
answered,

“Yeah.”

“Nice guy but a little weird.”

“Nah, Chris is okay I guess.”

“What’s your name, Blondie?”

“No, I’m Adam Gilmour.”

“Hi, nice to meet you Adam Gilmour. I’m Mary
Carpenter.”

Adam shook her hand and said,

“So, Howard is off trying to promote A
Soft Bed? How nice.”

The confused look on her face was
priceless.

“How do you know about Howard?”

“Well, Mrs. Erics, I am a psychic and I can
read everything on your mind.”

She realized he was joking when he started to
laugh.

“I’m sorry,” Adam continued, “I was talking
with Barry for awhile.”

“Oh God, he’s like the black sheep of the
family. You know, the one you wish you could chain up to the
radiator in the basement and throw steak at.”

“Yeah, I have a few of those.”

“Come over here and sit with me. Cassie is
the only one here I know and it seems she’s so busy at her own
party. That’s okay though, ‘cause I’m sleeping over tonight and
we’ll get to talk then.”

“Well, you know Chris.”

“Yeah, but he’s gone so now there’s Cassie
and you, Mr. Gilmour.”

It was a reasonable invitation so he sat down
next to her on the couch, noticing her even 5 foot height, and
short brown hair landing just on top of her shoulders. He realized
she must attend a tanning parlor because her skin was a creamy
brown. She had the type of knees that you could see yourself
reaching over and cupping with your palm, and the tight blue and
white stripped long sleeve shirt made you glad that she was
considered easy. For a horny male, you could get your hopes up.

“How late are you planning on staying, Mr.
Gilmour?”

“Until I get kicked out probably; I have to
walk home tonight. Chris wanted to get home.”

“What a shame.” She said sincerely.

“I’ll hack it, don’t worry.”

“Oh, I’m not worried. Tell me about
yourself.”

The music came on again with full force
pumping an annoying beat through the house.

“Wanna go outside? It’s stuffy in here and I
can’t hear myself think.” She said.“Sure, I’m starting to feel sick
anyway.”

“Have anything to drink?” She asked getting
up from the couch, presenting her full figure in front of his
eyes.

“Nah, I feel under the weather today. I don’t
think it would agree with my stomach right now.”

Adam stood up and walked with her to the
front door, not really understanding what he was doing. Is he
trying to pick her up, or just prove that if he wanted to he could
get her when Chris couldn’t? They were always in a battle of sorts.
He justified his behavior by believing the latter.

The cold air smacked into their faces when
they stepped out from the shelter of the house, but before a second
of uneasiness could pass, Mary spoke up.

“Did you see Cassie looking at us leaving?
She thinks I’m such a tease.”

“No, I didn’t even see her.”

“You don’t think so, do you Mr. Gilmour?”

He gripped his elbows to try to kill the
chill, and sniffed in the sharp air, feeling it refresh his lungs;
pure and clean. There weren’t any cars traveling down the street
and most of the houses on the street were lightly dimmed. It was
almost surreal, and tranquil. He forgot all about Howard Erics or
that this woman was his wife; he forgot that he should be in work
right now and he forgot about his flu. It was the mixture of clean
air, quiet night, and this woman standing to his right.

“Do you? I hope not.”

He snapped from his trance and asked her what
she said.

“I said, you don’t think I’m a tease, do
you?”

“Nah, I just think that you’re a Good
Samaritan who wants to talk with a guy who is alone at a
party.”

She shifted onto her left foot and said,

“How old are you, Mr. Gilmour?”

“Before I tell you anything, you have to
promise you’ll call me Adam, not Mr. Gilmour.”

“I can dig it.”

“Good, now should I call you Ms. Carpenter or
Mrs. Erics?”

“Mary will do.”

“But is that respectable when you are 10
years older than me?”

“My, you are a youngin’, Adam!”

“Not as much as your husband.” He reminded
her.

“That’s one subject I could deal with not
talking about.”

“Your wish is my command.”

Why was she really talking to him? Here they
were alone, in a quiet night surrounded by snow and frost; inside
is a party yet she chooses to talk to him.

“Do you work with Chris?” She asked.

“Yeah, he’s my mentor you could say.”

“I’ve always wondered what it would be like
to work in a major bank firm.”

“It’s not all that glorious, as it may
appear.”

“Oh, but I could make it glorious. Don’t you
think, Adam?”

“You could probably do anything you wanted
to.” He said.

The music from inside slowed down a bit but
the stereo pumped out another beat as soon as the last one
finished.

“You married?” She asked.

“Nope, there isn’t a Mrs. Gilmour yet.”

“Are you dating? Oh, I hate to pry but you
intrigue me.”

“No need to apologize, if you must know and I
hate to lie, I just broke up with a girl I had been seeing for
seven years last month.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. That must be hard, especially
after seven years. That’s a long time.”

“Yeah, I put a lot into her; I poured my
whole life into her and we shared everything. I keep asking myself,
can I ever trust again?”

“Don’t worry about it, you’re young. I mean
some nice girl is going to want to open an account at your bank and
it will be love at first sight.”

Laughing, he said, “Isn’t that a little
fairy-tale-ish?”

“Nah, weirder things have happened.”

Then he thought, yeah you married your
cousin. She noticed the silence so she kept the conversation going
by saying,

“So, is that why Chris brought you here? To
get your mind off of Heather?”

The sound of her name from Mary’s mouth
stunned him for a second. As he turned to her his stomach dropped a
little.

“How’d you know her name was Heather?”

“Lucky guess?”

“No, did Chris tell you? Is this all a set up
to help me?”

“Not at all, Adam. You just look like a guy
who could love a Heather.”

“That’s weird.” He said and made a mental
promise not to drop it; he was determined to find out how in the
world she guessed that one.

“Want something to drink?” She asked.

Now that he thought about it, a Southern
Comfort would feel good going down right about now.

“Only if you join me.” Adam said.

“Sure thing.”

They turned back toward the house and entered
into the loud crowded rooms. He noticed Cassie looking at them when
we came back in. Mary walked over to the table and handed him a
glass.

“What’ll it be?”

“Southern Comfort.” He answered.

She picked up some ice with tongs and
shrugged her shoulders.

“Sure.” He said as she dropped the ice in his
glass.

She poured the drink into his cup and poured
herself a glass of Amaretto. Sipping the drink, his stomach was
feeling better and his spirits were up. The only problem was
Heather’s name coming out of Mary’s mouth. That was startling.

She introduced him to a group of people she
worked with that just arrived from a different party already
piss-drunk. She took his hand and dragged him over to the table
again, filling his glass again. If he didn’t know better he’d think
she was trying to get him drunk.

After numerous trips to the table, always
with her filling his cup, Adam was spinning. His head was all mush
and his stomach was hot. He had to sit down for a while so she
resumed a seat next to him. She laid down and put her head in his
lap. He reached and started stroking her hair, running it through
her fingers and watching it fall back into his lap.

“You’re not a big drinker.” Adam slurred.

“Nah, just one does good for me.”

She drank her Amaretto and stopped, while she
kept filling his cup. Adam noticed how shiny her hair was as it
fell between his fingers. Was he feeling affection for this woman,
or was he feeling intoxication?

The only thing that bothered him about her
was the fact that she pulled Heather’s name out of thin air. There
was no way she could have known unless… Chris might have said
something. Yeah, that can be the only explanation! Chris said to
keep him company and he told her briefly about Heather. But if she
knew about her, why didn’t she know that he wasn’t married? Or that
he was single?

Adam let his head fall backwards onto the
couch and he complained,

“I am so tired.”

She propped her head onto one elbow and
looked up at his face.

“Wanna leave?”

“I still have to walk home. I think I should
get going.”

“No,” she whined, “You can stay at my
place.”

“I don’t think that would be a very good
idea…”

“Oh what?” She said with a chuckle, “Do you
think I want you to sleep with me? Heavens no, it was strictly
outta friendship. Howard won’t be back until next week, I was
planning on you sleeping on the couch and then going home when you
felt a little bit more… sober.”

“If it won’t cause you too much trouble.”

“No trouble at all! In fact, I cleaned the
house today so there won’t be a humiliating mess waiting for
us.”

“Okay, I’m game.” Adam said not feeling very
well.

He stood up from the couch and felt like he
was going to fall back onto it, but his feet kept their balance.
She got up from the couch, her hair flowing from the side of her
head and resting squarely on her shoulders as she stood up
straight. She ventured over to Cassie and said,

“We’re leaving. He’s going to stay at my
house.”

Cassie gave a half-hearted wave to both of
them as they left the blaring house.

 


In Reality: A Soft Bed

The house was exquisite. It was seated upon a
snow covered hill that was surrounded by trees on the outskirts of
Parkview. The white marble exterior shocked Adam’s eyes as they
pulled into the wrap-around driveway. She killed the engine of her
blue 1945 Rolls Royce and unbuckled her seatbelt. They got out of
the car and the air pinched his lungs as he walked around the rest
of the car, noticing the bumper sticker that read “SHIT
HAPPENS.”

“Cute.” He said, pointing down at it.

She was standing along side of the car and
smiled briefly.

“That’s my own personal oxymoron.” Mary
said.

He really didn’t want to stand out here and
discuss a Shit Happens bumper sticker on a classic car, so he
said,

“Gee, I bet you have a warm fireplace in
there.”

“Yeah, we have seven of them.”

“What the Hell do you need seven fireplaces
for?”

“We’ve never used all of them.” Mary said
grabbing his hand and leading him up the front path to the enormous
monster of a mansion.

“Watch this,” she said as they approached the
front stairs, bordered by trimmed shrubbery.

Mary pulled out a little black key chain and
pressed a round button. For a second a tinny little red light
flickered on the key chain as the house immediately flashed to
life. Every light turned on and the front door made an audible
CLICK as it unlocked.

“I want one.” Adam said jokingly in his
stupor.

“That’s not all it does.” She said
braggingly.

She pressed a second button on the key chain
but this time no noticeable difference occurred from the
outside.

“Come inside and you’ll see what that one
did.” She said.

And they entered the white palace.

***************

It smelled of warm home, taking him instantly
back to the days before his Dad sold their house and his Grams
would come over on Sunday mornings to accompany them to church and
then help prepare the five o’clock dinner. Whether he was outside
playing, or in his room with a friend, the smell of home always
could reach his nostrils; the smell of security and shelter. That’s
how this foreign hallway smelled.

Mary opened the closet door that stood to the
left of the front door and hung up their coats powdered with snow
dust. The hallway was finished with wood paneling and a soft
colored wood floor, and there were numerous doorways leading away
from the hallway all ready to be explored. It almost reminded him
of the hallway in that horror movie Poltergeist, when the
mother is running from her bedroom to Carol Anne and Robbie’s room
and the hallway keeps getting longer and longer as she tries to
run, not letting her reach her children, sending suspense through
the watcher until they…

Adam took a few steps forward towards the
first doorway on the left as Mary’s voice half startled him.

“I’ll show you around. You’ll probably get
lost if you tried to do it yourself.”

She brushed past him into the room that he
was already trying to enter and stood in the middle of the floor.
He noticed that the room was painted a baby-blue and there, laid on
the floor, was a white spotless carpet. Letting his eyes focus on
the objects in the room, he saw that there was an oak desk in the
corner with a pretty impressive word processor sitting on the left
of the desk. Mary noticed his eyes wandering to it.

“That’s actually where Howard wrote all of
A Soft Bed; he worked on it for a good 14 hours a day for
over three months. I helped him edit it; it really is a great play.
The best I’ve ever acted in but that’s not saying a Hell of a lot
considering.”

She walked past him back into the hallway and
continued the tour of the mansion. She let him view the five
bathrooms, eight bedrooms, seven fireplaces, and numerous living
rooms and dens. The kitchen automatically reminded him of the
kitchen from the Overlook Hotel from Stephen King’s The
Shining.

Leading him out of the kitchen, she said she
saved the best for last. They climbed the stairs again to the
bedroom and she opened a door that lead into a room that he
instantly noticed had a crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling
over the biggest and widest bed he had ever seen. The canopy hung
down to an absurd level as he almost couldn’t even see the
mattress. Shadows danced across the room as the curtains blew
gently in the breeze from the unopened window shutting out the real
cold.

“The master bedroom.” She said.

“This is where you and Howard sleep?” Adam
questioned, wondering how two people could sleep in a room as
grandiose and resplendent as this one.

“When he’s home we do.”

What was really funny was that he was
starting to feel almost completely sober from the house, but that
didn’t stop his exhaustion from gripping his eyes.

“Are you tired?” She asked.

“Yeah, I feel like I’m going to fall asleep
right here.”

“Wanna go to bed?”

“That sounds good.” Adam replied wondering
which of the eight bedrooms he was going to have the pleasure of
staying in.

“How does staying with me sound?” She asked
out of the blue.

“Huh? You mean in here?” He asked.

“Where else would I mean?” She said and he
almost thought she was going to add the word ‘silly’ to the end of
the sentence.

“What about Howard? Your husband?” He said
trying to see if she had any motives for this request.

“I don’t think sleeping next to another warm
body during a freezing blizzard is such a crime, do you?”

How could he have answered that? First of
all, it wasn’t a blizzard but squabbles, and secondly, some
husbands would look at that as a crime.

Adam must have let some time go by with
silence because she took it as a yes and said,

“Good, we can just talk and keep each other
warm, if you don’t mind.”

It was then that he questioned, how the Hell
did I get myself into this mess and where is it going from
here?

That almost deleted the question of how this
woman knew about Heather, but that will just have to be placed on
hold for the time being.

She excused herself from the room and went
into the bathroom adjacent from the enormous bed leaving him alone
in the massive room. Proving to himself that he was still buzzed,
he actually started to remove some of his clothes. Within seconds,
he realized that he had stripped down to his boxer shorts and was
feeling extremely cold. Feeling her body next to his sounds good
right now.

There was a CLICK as she came from the
bathroom dressed in a bra and a pair of white cotton panties. She
never even looked at him when she started to pull down the
blankets, and the sheets, and slithered underneath the warmth. Then
she glanced at him and said,

“Are you going to join me?”

Adam took a cold step towards the bed and let
the sharp chill fill his nostrils as he tried to sober himself up.
He reached the soft bed and writhed in next to her. She pushed her
body towards the middle of the bed as he followed suit and did the
same. He was looking right into her eyes as a chill ran down his
body telling him that it welcomed this new warmth and it was happy
escaping the cold.

She placed her hand on his cheek and rubbed
his face a little. Even he could feel the stubbles that were
growing from his unsmooth face. She arched her side as he placed
one arm under her and the other he wrapped around her soft side.
Her skin was all the same smooth milky color; even the shadow that
passed her cleavage didn’t loose the tint. She scooted closer to
him as he felt her cheek against his and she began to talk.

“Howard called his play A Soft Bed
because he said this was the softest bed he ever slept in.”

“What’s the play about?” Adam asked
sleepily.

“Uh, ah, I can’t tell you.” She played.

“Why not, what’s the big secret?”

“No big secret, you’ll just have to come see
it.”

“Maybe I will. When does it open?” He
asked.

“A week from tomorrow.”

“What?” That sort of shocked him. “Barry said
that it was in like two months or something. How come Howard isn’t
here helping to put it together if it goes up in a week?”

She brushed her hair out of her face as she
said,

“He knows I will be rehearsing whenever I
can, and there is only really one other character in the play.
Other than the opening scene, there is only one character being
played by this man named Jay Weatherbee, and he basically knows it
by heart. There really isn’t any music at all and there is only one
spotlight used and it’s in the very end of the play.”

“I’ll have to see it, it sounds
interesting.”

“It is. My Howard is a genius at writing the
perfect play.”

“How many plays have you been in?” He
asked.

“This is only my second. I played Bonnie in
Anything Goes but I realized I’d never do another musical.
Do you know how quickly you can get sick of songs like Heaven
Hop? Trust me, the show ran for a weekend and I was so glad
when it was done and I could say goodbye to that annoying accent I
had to imitate.”

Adam noticed that his body was tingling with
warmth as he found he liked talking with her. In fact he was
falling for her, realizing that there were some feelings showing
somewhere in the conversation.

They both fell silent for a while until she
asked a question,

“Do you want to touch me?”

It was her solemn voice asking this that made
his heart feel heavy. It reminded him of loneliness and despair.
Her voice seemed hollow talking to a hollow person filled with
emptiness. Her tone and mannerism made him cringe with pain and
remembrance of his other love. The love that he tried to grip but
slipped through his hands like they were coated in butter. Her
voice reminded him that they were two lost people, unhappy with
heir lives and in need of another caring touch. They were two
people that came to the end of their ropes with a lifestyle that
was not suiting them very well and needed to find some relief in a
hallway of darkness. It was her tone that sent him spiraling down
into his memories without answering her.



It was the winter before this one, 11 months
ago when he could reach out and touch the woman he was going to
marry, and yes they were going to do it. Her name reflected her
sweet personality and carefree attitude about life and love. She
was completely filled with light, or at least she seemed to him.
How many times had he reached across her smooth stomach to touch
her hand and grip her delicate fingers with love and passion? He
would feel so alive and he wanted to feel alive again inside, but
she left him like a passenger trying to catch a train that has
already called its last All Aboard of the day.

Adam remembered the day, the hour, even the
second (as slow as it passed), when she bid him farewell and took
off. She left Parkview forever to find a different life for
herself. And the kicker of it is, he let her go because he loved
her. If she wasn’t happy in his arms, hopefully she will find
happiness in someone else’s. It was Mary’s tone of voice that
reminded him of his memories with Heather,

He thought about it for a while,
contemplating whether he wanted to feel her touch again, or would
it just make him cry and hurt again? Did he really want to reach
over and touch any other person again, even if it meant nothing to
either of them, or even if it meant everything to them? He realized
that his cloudiness was pushing him towards the
you-have-no-one-else-in-your-life-right-now decision.

“Yes.” Adam said to her as she waited
patiently through his recollections.

She silently reached out and touched his bare
hand and pressed it firmly against the soft skin above her breast.
His free hand walked around her and found the clasp of the bra and
unlatched it, peeling the fabric away from her chest.

“This is the first time I’ve been with
someone since Heather.” He confessed.

“Heather’s not here,” Mary began, “It’s me
and I’m here with you.”

He exposed her naked chest and let her
fingers dance across her nipple. She pulled him on top of her and
shoved down her panties. His dick had grown to full length as she
tore off his shorts and let it fall freely. She gripped the base of
it and stuck it against her opening and said angrily,

“Fuck me!”

He shoved real hard, causing her back to arch
in a moan. He felt his dick squeeze into the hole and clamp down.
She started rocking fast and violently.

“Fuck me real hard! Fuck me!” She
screamed.


This made him shove harder and made her moans
become louder until she was actually SCREAMING into the room with
pleasure.

“Oh God, fuck me, fuck me, fuck me harder,
FUCK ME!”

She climaxed quicker than he thought she
would and dropped off fast in motion. His hips still rocked gently.
She rolled over onto her side and squeaked as he fell out of her
and her sex closed up.

She was breathing fast and looked at him as
he rolled back to the position he was in when he was lying next to
her. It was then that the dirtiness and guilt seeped in.

Her screams now clouded over him and wouldn’t
let his stomach calm down. He felt dirty and slimy, and that
reminded him that they did nothing at all. Just as she said, they
fucked. No feeling, no love, no comfort. Just pure and simple
fucking. He felt violated and worse than he had ever felt in his
life.

She brushed his hair away from his sweaty
face and closed her eyes. He didn’t even want to talk to her but he
felt he had to control his disgust for what he just did.

“I’ll see if I can get the night off and come
see your play.”

She looked up at him and said,

“You don’t have to, if you don’t want
to.”

“No, I do. I’m really intrigued by it. A play
with only two characters in it, written by a man at a word
processor completely in his own home. And the play actually being
able to hit the stage.”

Now she was interested that he was
interested.

“Well believe it or not, we already have the
first night sold out and there is only 50 tickets left for the
second night.”

“Really? I guess I will have to buy a ticket
soon then.”

“Ahh, don’t worry about it. Come the first
night and ask for me and I’ll see that you get the best seat in the
house.”

“How did you sell that many tickets? I
haven’t even heard about the play before.”

“We advertised in programs from other plays
that have been playing in the theatre, so mostly everyone who
bought tickets are regulars anyway and are consistent theatre
junkies.”

“Oh, I see. I’ll be there then, the first
night, cheering you on.”

“Thanks, just ask for me and someone will get
me.”

Adam shifted in the bed and his skin stuck to
the sweat that was drying in the sheets, and he almost got sick for
a moment.

He melted into a dreamless slumber.

 


A Toothpick Outline

He waved goodbye to her as she left him
standing in his driveway, cringing to the cold Parkview wind and
clinging to his dirty clothes of two days. She honked the horn as
she drove away and he watched her taillights fade below the hill of
his street. He turned towards the warmth and emptiness of his own
house.

Adam staggered up the icy front steps and
inserted the oddly shaped jagged key into the master lock. It
clicked open and a rush of stifling air immediately hit his face,
thawing out his eyebrows. He retreated into his bedroom, stripped,
and prepared himself for a glorious attempt to take a shower.

He crept through his hallway stark naked and
found the bathroom. He turned on the hot water tap first because it
takes the shower a couple of seconds to heat up. He stood there,
letting the water splash against the palm of his right hand and
noticed that the water was getting hotter; he turned up the cold
and adjusted the temperature to a nice hot stream, and stepped
in.

The water hit his neck and back first,
tingling the nerves and sending chills through his arms. The water
jogged around his shoulders and seeped in between his chest,
running down across his groin and into the tub. His body was now
emerged in liquid and the slimy feel of dried sweat was slowly
leaving his body. He put his head down and looked at the floor of
the tub, letting the water filter through his hair and eventually
soak it until the water droplets rained from the tips.

Alone in this house is when he seems to
remember the most about her. It’s when the lights are dimmed, the
soft hum of the refrigerator echoes through, and when the silence
comes is when the loneliness and despair seeps in.

He felt lifeless as the water trickled down
his arms and jumped from his fingertips onto the bottom of the tub.
The steam started to fill up the room. He felt so alone,
recollecting all those past memories with his beautiful Heather,
and those eccentric days and jovial hours they spent together.

He let his cheek press against the slippery
wall of the shower and let his back and knees relax. He laid
against the wall and kept pondering the questions that seemed to
haunt him. Why did she leave? Who did she leave with? Where is she
now? Most importantly, is she coming back?

He propped his body back into a standing
position into the direct line of water. Then the last and most
disturbing question arose from his subconscious, what exactly was
it that I did to make her leave? There was no fight, no difference
of opinion, no other woman.

All of a sudden he felt sick, was sleeping
with Mary just revenge at Heather? “Why am I feeling so GODDAMN
FILTHY?!”

Adam shook his head and all the water sprayed
across the tub, making a scratching sound as it hit against the
shower curtain. He backed away from the spray of water and reached
for the faucets. He continued to turn them clockwise and the water
ceased from pouring out of the shower-head. He opened the curtain
and let the semi-cold air that was left in the bathroom strike his
body, sending goosebumps across his arms and shoulder blades. He
grabbed a towel and started to scrub the water out of his hair.

Drying off and falling asleep seemed the only
logical thing to do now.

***************

His breathing slowed a bit and he could feel
his blood pressure drop for a second. His muscles relaxed and he
knew thatheI was falling asleep…

 


She looked at the sandwich as if to say, why
would you want this? But she didn’t question it because we were in
love. Heather handed me the sandwich and said,

“I dunno, maybe we shouldn’t buy the
house.”

“What, you don’t want to have a secure place
for a family? I mean, we don’t want to start to have kids and THEN
buy a house, right? We should be secure first.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” She said.

“Of course I am, and the house we looked at
yesterday was perfect.”

Then I could see the glitter in her eye, and
I knew it wasn’t from the sun reflecting, it was a REAL glitter.
The freshly cut grass of Main Park just added to the aphrodisiac;
the bright cloudless sky and the homemade sandwiches we brought on
this picnic. The September air was comforting and the soft sounds
of children playing in the meadow echoes faintly in our ears. I
took my sandwich away from her and she said,

“Yeah, I guess it would be great to have our
own house now.”

She shuffled her body across the blanket and
leaned against me. I put one arm around her back and said,

“Plus, we don’t have to go through the hassle
of traveling through apartment to apartment. We will have our own
house when we get married!”

“Yeah,” she said, “I love you Adam
Gilmour.”

“I love you too, baby.”

She placed a gentle kiss to my lips and
looked down at her sandwich. Everything seemed to be at a stand
still, neither one of us knew what to say, the silence was enough.
We could actually FEEL the love flowing between us and I knew
everything was going to be perfect forever…

 


Adam Gilmour woke up in a pool of cold sweat
and tears.

 


In Drama: A Soft Bed

Opening night. The lights, the sound, the
crowd, the outfits, and the anticipation of viewing a play that was
written by someone right here in this town. The “genius”
playwright, Howard Erics.

Adam was dressed in his finest, which wasn’t
that fine, three piece suit and tie. He climbed the front stairs of
the Drama Shop with the crowd and admitted to himself that he was
amazed at how many people were here for a poorly advertised
production.

The theatre, given the name the Drama Shop by
its owners Mr. and Mrs. Humphrey back in 1945, was a dull looking
set up but the lights and sound transformed the stage into a
lifelike adaptation of generally well written fiction.

He seemed to be squished going up the front
steps of the stone building and headed straight towards an usher
checking everyone’s tickets and serving guidance on where the
guest’s seats are located. One teenage boy glanced at his ticket
with a flashlight, a ticket that was sent to him in the mail with a
piece of paper that read nothing more than “Kisses,” and showed him
the aisle in which he would find his seat for tonight’s
performance.

Adam strutted over to his row and found his
seat. His first thought was, wow she must have pulled a lot of
strings to get me this seat. It was dead center, row five and at
the Drama Shop, row five is like you’re actually IN the play. He
slid down between an older gentleman and a young female, maybe 17
years old, with her wire-rimmed spectacle boyfriend. He nodded to
the gentleman on his left and he took it as a, “Gee I would really
like to talk with you.” He leaned over and said,

“I’ve been waiting for this play for six
months now. First time out with the lady in over two years by
ourselves.”

“Good for you.” Adam responded.

Then Adam thought, Thank God I had the dozen
roses delivered to the theatre and not brought them in with me.

The wait soon came to an end as the theatre
was full and the house lights dimmed on the audience and the stage
lights splashed a blue hue on the curtains. The crowd immediately
became silent and the curtains pulled apart to start the long
awaited Howard Erics masterpiece, A Soft Bed. To make the
situation real, out came the co-star of the play. He remembered
Mary saying something like his name was Jay Weatherbee. He glanced
down at his program and located a picture of a man with the name
Jay Weatherbee printed under the photograph. The short biography
said that he attended Berkley College in Boston and majored in
drum-arts. It went on to say that he had been in a signed band when
he was in high-school that released two albums, called The
Reinforcements.

The play began with the actor, Jay
Weatherbee, sitting outside a house on the front steps. Adam
thought to himself that the props were extremely well designed. It
truly looked as if we were spying on this man from across the
street.

Then he glanced at Mary’s biography and saw
that, sure enough, it said that she had played the part of Bonnie
in Anything Goes last April.

The theatre was silent; no music, no voices,
not even a cough. Even Mr. Weatherbee was looking solemnly down at
his shoes. Then a startling BANG erupted from stage right and the
audience jumped with Mr. Weatherbee. The audience glanced at what
caused the disturbance of silence. When Adam looked to see what was
happening on stage, something inside told him that this play wasn’t
right.

His subconscious snapped when he saw what had
happened.

***************

Everybody in the theatre was staring at the
object on stage, enjoying the play and wondering what’s going to
happen next. But Adam was going through agony and silent torture.
Jay Weatherbee got up from the imitation front steps and walked
over to a fake driveway next to a fake fence and stared
bewilderedly over a garbage barrel that laid scattered in his
driveway. He looked down and glanced over the fence to see if
someone was there (just as Adam had done) and then back to the
barrel (just as Adam had done). Adam couldn’t believe his eyes.
This happened to ME, he wanted to yell. It was so perfect too, just
like it happened to him. He watched in awe of what was going to
happen now.

Sure enough, as he unconsciously predicted, a
fake car pulls up and the guy gets in and drives away. The stage
goes dark and he starts to get butterflies in his stomach from
anticipation. The lights come back up on stage and the scene has
changed to inside the car. There are two men, Mr. Weatherbee is in
the passenger seat and another man is driving. When the man driving
spoke Adam almost keeled over and died. He said,

“You know Adam, going to this party will be
good for you. Get your mind away from her.”

This man’s name is Adam? Is this some kind of
joke? And a party, and a girl he’s trying to forget? What the
Hell’s going on around here? He became completely enthralled with
the play now.

“You know I’m sick,” said Adam played by Mr.
Weatherbee, “I even called in sick to work. This damn flu.”

He almost wanted to sit back and laugh
hysterically and yell, “This is my life!”

The two guys in the car arrived at the party
and it looked just like Cassie’s place. And there sitting on the
couch was Mary. They must have been using a ton of extras for this
part because the place was packed with music pumping through the
theatre.

Adam went to another part of the stage,
supposed to be another room of the house, and the man who drove
went over to flirt with Mary and you could see he was getting
nowhere. Not really hearing what Adam was saying, the audience
could see that he just made a new friend with someone. He sat back
and thought, sure, it’s Barry Erics.

Now two thoughts crossed his mind, either
this play was really written by Mary and the Howard thing is a
pen-name and she wrote this whole play in the last two weeks based
on our time together, or the play was really written and she was
just practicing her part live with me. But he thought, nah how
could it be coincidental like that?

As the time went by, the microphones turned
on and you could hear Adam starting to talk with Mary and Mary
definitely coming on to him. They had a small conversation which
was really close to the one they really had, and then they left to
go to her house. This getting out of hand, he thought.

After an hour of the play continuing, the
scene changed to Mary’s bedroom, and there was Mr. Weatherbee
playing Adam getting undressed and under the blankets with Mary.
Ironically enough, her character name in the play was Mary and her
last name in the play was Carpenter.

The conversation went on and Mr. Weatherbee’s
character started to pour out his guts about a lost love by the
name of Heather. He felt like I was living in the Twilight Zone or
something. This really was written before. That’s the only way she
would have known Heather’s name.

Adam paid attention to the stage again and
now Mary was going through her speech about them being two lonely
people caught in lifestyles that they don’t like, and it is almost
word for word as she said it to him! Then you could see the lights
go dim and the scene ended and the audience got the impression that
they did have sex. Of course the profanity and his guilt were left
out, or maybe it was never written in the first place. You can’t
guess everything.

Then came the part of Adam taking a shower,
and his thoughts inside the tub. This was hitting to close to home.
Now his real feelings were being exposed, and how did they know
that that was how he was feeling?

Then came the scene where he went to bed, and
Mr. Weatherbee laid down and began to twitch like he was starting
to dream. The lights dimmed and they actually acted out his dream
about the meadow picnic he and Heather had.

Adam mumbled under his breath, “How the Hell
did they know I dreamt that?”

His stomach knotted and he almost burst into
tears when Heather (his Heather, his love, not some actress PLAYING
her but HIS Heather) walked out onto the stage and sat down next to
Mr. Weatherbee to continue the play. They started talking and
discussing the buying of the house and the exchanges of “I love
yous.”

Adam felt sick and he wanted to stand up and
yell, Heather I’m here! What are you doing?! But he wanted to see
how the play would go on. He figured if he really wanted to talk
with her he could after the play backstage. He felt sorrow actually
seeing her up on stage and in front of him in person. He wanted to
scream to the audience, you don’t understand what’s really
happening here! But he stayed in his seat and took the pain. He
couldn’t believe that she was really up on stage acting this
out!

That’s when he felt even guiltier for fucking
Mary that night. Now that he could actually look at Heather in
person, playing herself in a play. Adam felt that there was no end
to this dark descent.

Goosebumps erupted throughout his body and he
was so intrigued with the play. When the lights came up, it began
the last scene of the play. He was REAL interested with how it was
going to end. If it ended with the Adam character going to see the
Mary character in a play, the audience wouldn’t approve of such an
anti-climatic end, so there must be a final ending. Maybe even an
ending that will seal his fate with her too, a sort of manual of
what’s going to happen.

Up on stage, the Adam and Mary characters
discussed him going to see her in a play that she was going to star
in. The regular audience thought it ironic that her character was
going to be in a play. He just thought, Holy shit this is really
how it’s going to end! It never went off track!

Mr. Weatherbee’s character agreed to see her
performance and next thing they knew a back curtain was lifted and
all the people that played extras in the party scene earelier are
now posing as an audience in a theatre. Even if the last two weeks
of his life wasn’t being acted out on stage, he’d think this was a
pretty good effect. It really looked like there was a double show
going on stage. Far back on stage they built a fake stage where
supposedly Mary would be performing in a play. He noticed the
audience had become real quiet and his stomach started to
growl.

Mary came on the fake stage and started to
perform this same play again. It was like he was watching his life
right in front of his eyes, live and in color! He couldn’t believe
it, this was really him that was being portrayed on stage. The
really weird thing he noticed was that Mr. Weatherbee was seated in
the EXACT same seat in the fake audience as he was seated in the
real one. They didn’t actually run through the whole play again but
gave the impression that they did. The lights went down and he
finally realized that everything that happened was just a big put
on. He felt betrayed and hurt. It was all a scam! Nothing she did
was for real. It was all practicing her part. Live practicing, with
him!

The lights came up and he was real curious on
how the play was going to end, considering he haven’t lived this
part yet. It’s like this was going to show him what to do from
here.

The scene was decorated like a dressing room
and Mr. Weatherbee’s character, Adam, stormed in on Mary and
demanded to know how she could violate him like that. Didn’t he
mean anything to her? How could his whole life be part of a play?
Didn’t she have any morals and know what he was going through?

He sat and watched this with wide staring
eyes, not getting over that the way he was acting was the way he
was actually feeling. Actually using the word “violated.” It’s like
even now his thoughts are being portrayed on stage.

Jay Weatherbee’s character started to blow
up, yelling threats and obscenities at Mary, and then when the
climax finally reached its point on stage, Adam pulled out a .22
and aimed it at her head. Everyone in the theatre gasped and even
he was taken back by the action. He actually wanted him to shoot
her. Adam thought the whole audience did. Jay Weatherbee’s
character searched his soul in one long soliloquy and closed his
eyes. Thinking he couldn’t bear the pain, he fired. Mary fell off
her seat and the stage lights flashed from white to red, giving the
impression of confusion and death.

Adam was stunned at the sound of the gunshot,
even though he knew it came from the soundman with a CD filled with
different sound effects, it still sounded too real for him.

The crowd gasped at the sound too, and the
curtain fell. The place erupted in cheers. The curtain separated a
tiny bit as Mary came out and got a standing ovation. She took a
bow and Adam stood up with the rest of the audience and clapped.
Jay Weatherbee came out next and the applause continued. It was
then that Heather appeared from the curtain and he felt a sudden
feeling of despair and emptiness. He made a promise that he would
find her after the show and talk to her again. Then came out the
guy who played Chris followed by everybody that played extras. The
house lights came on and the cast disappeared behind the
curtain.

The real Adam Gilmour stood up from his seat
and followed the flow of people. He now knew what had to be
done…

 


 


DRIFT TO THE CENTER

 


A Deeper Shade Of Mushroom Blue

“Okay people, you know the rules or you
wouldn’t be here. But, I’m gonna refresh your memories in case
ya’ll freeze up.” The man spoke like a Drill Sergeant.

Runner #23 looked up to the orange sky and
asked himself if this was really worth it. He thought of the
Chrysalis he had held once when he was a boy, and it made him yearn
for the slow drip of energy it gave off.

He thought about the Nugburten that stole the
Chrysalis, and how he wanted that back. The feeling, that drug. And
yes, that’s why he was here.

“Before I let you Runners test fate, I remind
you that the government of New Bystlu is not responsible for loss
of limbs, loss of sense, or loss of life. This was voluntary
people, if you want to back out of the Run, do it now.”

Runner #23 looked at the other Runners that
were there with him. All dressed in metallic armor, glass shields
protecting the eyes, and small antennas protruding from the tops of
the black helmets. Nobody stepped out of line.

The Starter replied briskly, “Good, then we
are ready. This building behind me was once called The House Of
Blues, this land we are standing on used to be called New Orleans
back two centuries ago. The House Of Blues is the only remaining
structure that the government of New Bystlu will allow to
remain.”

The Runners became anxious, they all knew the
history of the site; it was what was inside that they were
after.

“In the year 2420, all illegal substances
were finally destroyed and the War On Drugs ended in victory for
the Old Republic. That was the year that the Old Republic died and
the government of New Bystlu was born. We have been a drug free
world for fifteen hundred years, only letting a few touch the
Chrysalis.

“But you must cross this mine field and enter
the House Of Blues. You who survive the field will be allowed to
take a piece of the Chrysalis home; you who do not make it will
perish.”

The Runners were ready, ready to risk their
lives in order to take a piece of the Chrysalis. They stood on the
long ago version of Bourbon Street, now transformed into a mine
field protecting what the Old Republic used to call LSD.

Runner #23 turned his head to Runner #94 and
said, “Name’s Hayward.”

Runner #94 looked back and replied, “They
call me Weaver back where I come from.”

“Where you from?” Hayward pried.

“Born and raised in the destumunb of
Gytrease.”

“That’s a rough place to grow up.” Weaver
said.

“Yeah, got nothing much to live for these
days, that’s why I thought I’d try to see if this drug is worth all
the fuss.”

“My father once got a piece of the Chrysalis;
he was my age when he was a Runner. He survived but wouldn’t let
anyone else eat a piece of it. I just remember the touch of it when
I was a kid.” Weaver said.

“Ate it all by himself?” Hayward
questioned.

“Nah, the Nugburten took it away.”

“Bastards…” Hayward retorted.

And then the Starter activated the mine field
and the Runners started running for a taste of Paradise…

***************

“I can’t believe I’m writing this shit!”
Vinnie said and stood up as he flicked off his laptop without
bothering to save the story.

He left his study and went downstairs to a
hot breakfast that had been waiting for him for over five minutes
now.

 


Table Talk

Vinnie Tampico reached the bottom step and
walked limply to the kitchen. The smell of fried eggs and bacon
were sizzling through his nostrils, making his stomach speak its
own language. He strutted into the room that was home to these
wondrous smells and his small figure cast a light shadow in the
morning sun. He pulled out a chair at the round oak table. His
black hair hardly moved at all, and his brown eyes looked over his
family, which were already seated at the table.

Even if his career as a short story writer
wasn’t taking off at all it wasn’t because of poor timing. He knew
it was because he hadn’t found an effective way of putting his
thoughts on a computer screen. ‘At least the family wasn’t
starving’ is his justification to pacify his time. There’s always
time to write a novel.

He looked at his eight year old daughter and
smiled.

“Hi honey.”

“Hi Daddy, good mornin’.” Allison replied to
her father.

He leaned over and brushed her brown hair
away from her delicate eyes.

“You look real pretty. Is that a new
dress?”

“Yes, Mommy bought it for me yesterday.”

He smiled at Allison, sitting there in her
pink dress, how beautiful she was already. She had so many features
of her mother’s and a touch of her dad’s dark complexion.

Vinnie’s wife reached over his head and
placed two over-easy eggs on his plate with a sizable amount of
bacon.

“Want O.J., hon?” Terry asked.

“Thanks, babe.”

Vinnie looked at his pregnant wife and
imagined her body beneath her nightgown. The long delicate legs,
petite waist and firm breasts. Her blond hair cascaded down around
her ear lobes, and the light color of her skin brought out her baby
blues. He always had such a tremendous amount of appreciation for
his family right after there was a failure at writing. It came more
often than he wanted. It became frustrating, not only to him but to
Terry also because if he didn’t do well on a story that he actually
thought he could write, he became depressed. But his number one
rule was, Never In Front Of Allison.

Vinnie never wants to show his failure in
front of his girl. Terry is always there to vent to, but Allison is
too precious.

Vinnie Tampico, brother of the infamous
Officer Lucas Tampico of the Parkview Police, attended Syracuse
University and graduated, with honors, with a Masters degree in
Astronomy that went nowhere. Vinnie Tampico was working at a local
power plant making ends meet, and trying desperately to get off his
feet as an author. But how can a novel be finished if he can’t seem
to pull off an eight page story?

Terry sat down next to him at the table and
leaned over to kiss him. He accepted the affection and smiled at
her.

“How’s the story comin’?” She asked.

He grunted for a second and said,

“I’ll tell you later.”

Terry automatically knew what that meant. So
many stories were deleted in a flick of a switch.

“Daddy,” Allison interrupted, “Guess what
we’re going to be doing in school?”

“What, honey?”

“The Wizard Of Oz.”

“Really? Well, that’s nice. And what are you
going to be?”

“I wanted to play Dorothy but Bethany
Lovechild got it instead so Mrs. Brighton said that I could play a
flying monkey if I wanted.”

“Well, that’s great…”

“You will come with Mommy and see it,
right?”

“Of course I will.”

The fluorescent lights ricocheted off the
walls and gave the room a bright appearance, turning the small
kitchen into a screaming greenhouse. The rest of the home was set
in old Victorian style with three bedrooms, two bathrooms and a
fireplace. There were eight rooms all together, not counting the
bathrooms and the kitchen.

“You should get going, you don’t wanna miss
the bus.” Terry said to Allison.

Allison stood up and put her plate in the
sink. She grabbed her lunchbox, kissed Terry and Vinnie goodbye,
and ran out the front to wait for the little yellow vehicle from
Hell.

“What happened baby?” Terry said, rubbing her
hands through Vinnie’s hair.

“I don’t know.” He said, leaning back in his
chair. “I get through the first two pages and then I fall apart. I
can’t seem to hold a strong line for more than five pages and if I
do, I rush the ending and the climax gets confusing and it starts
to make no sense.”

Vinnie scooped a mouthful of eggs into his
mouth as Terry asked,

“So what story were you working on?”

“It’s actually a story for Playboy; they
always seem to publish new authors, and the best thing is, a lot of
those authors get publishing offers right outta Playboy. They’re
looking for a 10 page, double-spaced short story. So I figure, hey
its only 10 pages, maybe I can think of a plot that runs for 15 so
when I do start to cop out, the story is really done.”

“You know that wouldn’t work.” She said.

“I know, but I’m really getting aggravated
with myself up there. So anyway, all week I’ve been thinking up
this plot, you know, living it in my head first.”

Terry interrupted him and said,

“Come.”

“What?’

She grabbed his hand and led him up the
stairs.

“What?” He asked again wondering where she
was taking him.

She led him into their bedroom and shut the
door. She let the nightgown fall to her ankles and stood there
stark naked. She unbuttoned Vinnie’s shirt, removed it and then
took off his pants. The bed was unmade and she led him under the
covers. Terry wrapped her arms and legs around his body and
said,

“Okay, continue. I just wanted to lay with
you.”

“Hmmmm, you feel good.” He replied.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, go on with the story of the
story.”

“Alright, so I played this plot over and over
in my head and I actually think I’ve got something here. Okay, so
it’s a little tragic, but doesn’t everybody need some shock in
their lives? I sat down this morning and started to write. I called
it A Deeper Shade Of Mushroom Blue and it’s about a
futuristic game where the prize is outlawed street drugs and the
losers could face death. I was going for a Blade Runner
meets Running Man style and I just got really lost with my
ideas and it fell apart.”

“It sounds like a good story, but you need to
make it simpler and not try to cram a novel into 10 pages.”

He could feel her breath upon his body, and
the warmth of her loving skin.

“Yeah, I know but I get all these ideas and I
try to go with them all at once and it doesn’t happen.”

“You know what you need to do?”

“What?”

“Lock yourself in that office, sit in front
of the laptop, and take one idea, not 10, just one, and instead of
10 ideas coming out in page one, how about one idea coming out in
10 pages?”

“I keep trying that, but my mind races and
off I go.”

“Well, when that starts to happen, sit back
and take a deep breath and concentrate on one main idea.”

“Yeah, I see what you mean.”

“Now, I’m going to get ready and go out with
Lucy.”

“Where are you guys goin’?”

“Nowhere, just thought we’d go out to eat for
lunch and hit the mall. I haven’t seen her since I’ve been
pregnant.”

“The last time I saw her was during that
three day blackout we had last summer. I ran into her at the
market. Well, that will be good for you.”

Vinnie placed one hand on Terry’s stomach and
smiled. Hopefully a boy, he thought quietly. There have been many
power failures in the area in the last five years. More than a lot,
a ton! They always seem to come during crucial moments, too; an
important football game, a cook out with the family, trying to tape
E.T. for Allison one night. Why can’t they come during the
middle of the night?

Terry kissed him gently and got up to take a
shower. Vinnie left the room quietly while she was in the bathroom
and went into his office. He flicked on the laptop and stared at
the blank screen. He was still staring at it when Terry came in and
kissed him goodbye.

***************

Vinnie stared at the screen for a long while,
pondering a storyline. He refused to try to write A Deeper Shade
of Mushroom Blue again. He realized his number one problem.
When a story doesn’t work out, he shuts off the computer and
doesn’t bother to save it.

“Maybe if I start to save the stories then
try to go back and edit them and fix them a little later. Maybe I
can develop a story instead of presto-bango, here’s a story.” He
thought out loud.

At first he let his mind drift away from his
work, if you can even call this work. He let his mind drift to the
son he might have in a couple of months, or even if he has another
daughter, that would be perfect too, but a son would be great. He
privately thought he could name him Hayward. He really liked that
name and every story he’s ever attempted to write he always used
Hayward as the protagonist.

The lights started to flicker softly and he
thought,

“Another bad time to deal with a power
failure.”

But the lights came on strong and didn’t
falter again. A sigh of relief came over him.

A dark cloud passed over the city of Parkview
and it stunk of dark thunder and acid rain. The low hum of a
rolling ball was heard by small animals as they ran and took
shelter, covering their young, and preparing for the storm that was
about to send old women into their closets and children under their
bed.

Vinnie leaned forward, pressed his fingers to
the tips of the keys, and started to light up the screen with a
string of words.

 


This Teapot Tempest

When Allison’s fourth grade class realized
that the student was done, they started to clap more out of habit
than out of congratulations. William nodded his head and went to
his seat at the back of the room. Mrs. Brighton stood up from her
desk and walked to the center of the blackboard.

“Thank you, William.”

Her face was sunken, her hair was cut short
above her ears and her dress seemed to float behind her, acting
like a cartoon character’s shadow after they take off running at
top speed.

“What was the name of your poem, William?”
Mrs. Brighton asked.

“I called it This Teapot Tempest.”

“Hrm, interesting that a fourth grader would
write something that complex, and yet title it after a saying that
wasn’t used anymore.”

“My Mom says it all the time.” William said,
letting his voice get a little defensive.

“I see, well very good. Anyone else want to
read their poem?” She asked and moved back to her seat behind her
desk.

Mrs. Brighton had a framed picture on her
desk of her husband, herself, and Jen taken last year during
Christmas time. She didn’t even glance at the picture when she sat
down.

“I’ll read mine.” Said Bethany Lovechild
standing up, the newly appointed Dorothy in the school play, with
her faded blue jeans stained from spaghetti sauce hanging loosely
around her waist.

“That would be fine, Beth.” Said Mrs.
Brighton.

Bethany scrambled her way to the front of the
class and stood there. The other twenty eight students stared at
her. There was no doubt when you looked at her why she was the butt
of every joke at Parkview Elementary School. She wore the same
stained jeans everyday, a ripped blouse that looked like she fought
a pack of hungry wolves for, and grey sneakers that started off
white a long time ago.

Her face was soiled and her hair was stringy,
revealing a thinning hole where the hair started falling out. The
students practically had to hold their noses closed as she passed
them. And Mrs. Brighton has many times dug into her pockets to give
the girl a dollar for the cafeteria or else she wouldn’t eat until
the next lunch, and even sometimes that was a gamble.

Bethany stood in front of the class and
unfolded her piece of paper, and began to speak,

“My poem isn’t as good as William’s but I
think ya’ll will like it just the same. I call it Samhain,
and it’s about Halloween and monsters.”

“How did you think of that name, Beth?” Mrs.
Brighton asked from the corner.

“Samhain is the name of the Halloween God who
is supposed to determine which monsters are allowed to roam the
earth, and which are supposed to stay dead.”

“Oh, I see.” Said Mrs. Brighton.
“Continue.”

The girl took a deep breath.

“Okay, here goes.” Began Bethany:

 


“Is that a ghost I see in the corner, or is
that just me?

Is that a monster coming down the street?

No, that’s just Pete.

I think I see a witch trying to put a spell
on me,

Nah, all I see is Allison.

Oh my God, is that an ugly thing right
there?

No, it’s just plain old Aaron.

That’s a scary mask I see,

That’s not a mask, that’s Ralph…”

 


Bethany eventually went through all of her
classmates, insulting them with a different ghoul of Halloween. The
class started to get restless and angry at her. Who was she to say
such stuff about them? She was the ugly dirty monster here.

“That will be enough.” Interrupted Mrs.
Brighton, before Bethany could continue with the teaching staff of
the school.

She already started to insult Mrs. Brighton,
the principal, vice principal, gym teacher and janitor. There had
to be a limit somewhere.

“Beth, I’d appreciate it if you tried harder
tonight to write a poem; maybe one a little more constructive.”
Said Mrs. Brighton.

“Yeah, but yesterday you told us that we were
supposed to write about something we feel strongly about. William
felt strongly about, whatever it is he wrote about, I really didn’t
understand any of it, and I feel strongly about this.”

“But Beth, there’s a fine line between
expressing your feelings and letting us know how you feel, and
expressing your feelings and hurting ours. Now unless you want a
zero on this project, I advise you to re-write something more
creative for tomorrow.”

“Yes, Mrs. Brighton.” Replied Bethany and
went to take her seat.

“You’re lucky I didn’t write about how you
stole Dorothy from me in the play!” Allison Tampico yelled out as
Bethany moved away from the front of the class.

“That will be enough!” Mrs. Brighton warned
to the two girls.

She walked down one of the rows of children,
many of them holding their breath until she passed, wishing she
could walk faster. And then, Bethany wasn’t standing anymore.
Allison reached out her foot and tripped Bethany.

She fell to the ground with a WHOOP! and slid
a couple of inches on her bare elbows. The children started to
laugh and Mrs. Brighton stood up at her desk. Bethany got to her
feet, glared at Allison, and subtly sat down at her chair.

She didn’t say another word for the rest of
the school day. Allison was rewarded with an hour of washing the
classroom the next day after school.

Then all the lights went out and the school
went black.

 


Anything You Don’t Steal, You Can Take

Terry stepped out of Lucy’s car, protected by
the roof of the parking garage. The Redman’s Place Mall stretched
out in front of her; bright neon lights advertising different
sales, or the debut solo-album by Kenny Loc, the ex-lead singer of
the band The Reinforcements that was originally from Parkview.
People bustled in and out of the entrance, some carrying large
shopping bags happy with everything they found, and some empty
handed, disgusted that their favorite stores were out of the new
Stephen King novel.

Terry laughed and thought to herself,

“Kinda reminds me of life.”

Lucy locked the doors and walked with Terry
into the mall. The openness of the building always gave Terry a
feeling of anxiety and wonder. They walked straight to the Food
Pavilion where they both purchased lunch and found a seat in the
middle of the cluster of tables.

“So tell me, girlfriend, how’s Vinnie’s
brother?”

“Who, Lucas? He’s all right I guess; he’s
thinking of leaving the force though. He has taken the Sergeant’s
exam three times and keeps getting passed over. He and Gerry are
still patrolling the mean streets of Parkview together.”

“Well, if that’s what he really wants to do.”
Lucy replied biting into her hamburger.

“You’re not still interested in him, are
you?”

“Me? Nah! I’m just curious on how’s he doing.
He’s still a local hero in my eyes after he and his partner saved
those kids.” Lucy said while blushing.

“I guess he’s fine. Vinnie’s at home
hopefully writing a story.”

“He’s still trying with that?”

“Yeah, he seems to have permanent writer’s
block though. Maybe if he’s alone with no football game on T.V. to
watch, no wife nagging him or a continuous ‘Daddy, Daddy’.”

“How is Allison? She must be getting
big!”

“Oh yeah, she has her Dad’s build. Her
birthday is next month. She’ll be the big nine.”

“And how long till the newcomer arrives?”

“Six weeks.” Terry said patting her
stomach.

“Jesus, I envy you. I want to have kids so
bad but my biological clock is almost beyond winding.”

“Nah, that’s no excuse. You just have to find
the right guy.”

“Easier said than done.”

An audible rumble passed through the mall,
quieting everyone down for a second.

“Big thunderstorm is coming; good thing I
closed my windows.” Said Lucy.

“Yeah, Vinnie should be closing them right
now if he heard that. Unless he’s blaring his music so loud, but I
doubt it because he promised he’d seriously try to write something
today.”

They stood up from their table, unnoticed by
the near-by shoppers, and threw out their trash. They both headed
for the department store that was across from the Food Pavilion,
and entered the fluorescent lit store with bright colors and
ignorantly fake happy employees.

The storm grew closer as many shoppers
decided it was safer at home. As if the thunder had an arm and
could strike them dead in the mall. The shopping mall emptied
somewhat as the people ran to their cars, hoping they wouldn’t get
caught in the upcoming downpour. The thunder let out a cry again,
and the neon signs that were advertising so many promises flickered
for a second, hardly enough to be noticed by the customers. The
first flash of lightning lit up the sky, and the town went dark for
a few seconds longer, but the lights came back on, teasing.

The rest of the shoppers remaining in the
mall continued to blow their money and walk aimlessly around its
large open hallways.

***************

Terry was in the dressing room, trying on a
large blue sundress that hung down a little more than she would’ve
liked, showing off her cleavage. Maybe she’ll buy it; she doesn’t
own anything that shows her curves. Lucy was in the dressing stall
next to her trying on a pink and white sweater advertising four
Canadian Geese flying, heading straight for her left arm. It didn’t
quite fit her as it should.

The lights flickered on and off again and
Terry grunted, hoping they would stay on as the storm passed. She
took off the sundress and placed her own clothes back on her body.
She fixed her hair in the mirror and opened the curtain; she
stepped out and walked passed Lucy’s stall and yelled in,

“How’s it fit?”

“Not good. It’s kinda small.”

“I’ll be over at the register when you come
out.”

“Okay, I’m almost done.”

Terry walked away from the dressing rooms and
made her way through a maze of clothes, pocketbooks, shoes and
toddler items. She stopped at the infant shoe rack and picked up a
small blue Nike. She laughed to herself and thought how great it’s
going to be to have another child running around the house, playing
with its food and reaching to be picked up by her and Vinnie.

She cleared her head and made her way to the
register and placed the sundress on the counter.

“Is this going to be all?” The cashier
asked.

“Yep.”

“Okay, cash or credit?”

“Cash today.” Terry said pulling out a wad of
tens and fives.

The lady punched in the code numbers of the
sundress into the cash register and the price showed up on the
mini-screen that was facing Terry. The woman, looking down,
repeated the price that had already come up on the screen and Terry
flipped open the wad of bills. She counted out the money and handed
it to the woman. The lady reached for the money and the lights went
out again; only this time they didn’t come back on.

 


Count The Linguini

Boy reached for the phone, the portable phone
of course. He needed to walk around when he was nervous. He carried
the portable phone upstairs and decided he needed to think about
the phone call one more time before he actually made it. So, Boy
started to boil some water to have a cup of tea.

Pulling the chair out from the table, he sat
down and turned on the phone. He dialed Girl’s number in
anticipation and nervousness. The other line started to ring and
ring and ring and ring and ring and…

The answering machine picked up, “Hello,” her
sweet voice “I am not able to come to the phone right now but leave
a message and I’ll call you back. BEEP!”

Boy started to speak in a shaky voice. “Yeah,
hi it’s me. Just give me a call when you get this.”

Boy checked the water and decided he couldn’t
ease his mind with anything so he poured the lukewarm water down
the sink. It was a bright sunny day outside, he noticed as he sat
down on the couch by the window, alone.

Everything was gone, his parents had just
been murdered in front of him and it was only a matter of time when
the killers came after him too.

He really needed to talk with Girl, to get it
all off his chest. All the tightness in his head, and how messed up
his insides felt. How everywhere he looked, and every time he
looked at himself, he only saw destruction.

Boy decided to take a shower, feeling the
void of time that was waiting for Girl to call him back. This phone
call would end it all, a finalization on everything. An end to the
bad and all the thoughts that swam around his head even when he
slept.

As he stepped into the shower the phone
started to ring. He let it ring a couple of times; realizing this
was the end of everything. Shutting the water off, he answered the
phone.

“Hello? Yeah, hi. No, I just think we need to
talk.”

It was Girl and maybe everything was going to
be all right. But everything she was saying was not making sense.
All the lies and all the deceiving has seeped into his head and
scrambled up his insides. The conversation went in the wrong
direction. Boy got hostile, Boy got desperate, Boy was alone and
needed the only one who could understand, but she did not
understand this time.

“Listen, that’s not my point! You’re not
listening to me. I wanna know why you want out of this relationship
now! Listen, they killed my parents. I saw it! They’ll come after
me too. I can’t run, I can’t hide, there’s nothing I can do! Then
you go and tell me all of this now? I can’t handle it! I’m sorry.
All I want to know is why you want to end this relationship now?
So, listen, go take the test and call me back if you are pregnant.
Okay? Bye.”

Boy realized that he had lost Girl too. She
didn’t want to listen to him then maybe she’ll listen to a last
letter. A last goodbye.

Taking a piece of paper out of the drawer,
Boy sat down and started to write a goodbye to everything around
him for the last time:

 


“Maybe since we can’t talk without arguing
you’ll at least give me the time and read this. You know I love
you. I love you more than anyone I know. You are the world. Why you
ended this relationship, I’m still baffled. I do need you as much
as I need my parents. There is no escape now, I will also be found
and killed. My father has a shotgun in the shed out back… there is
no other choice.”

 


Boy folded the letter, addressed the envelope
with her Parkview home address, and slipped the final goodbye in
the mailbox out front. A weight had been lifted off his shoulders
and the outside air felt good against his naked chest. The shed was
only right out the back door, the shotgun right inside the shed,
salvation inside the shotgun.

The garage door opened and the summer air
felt warm and sticky, just as it always has and as it always
should. As Boy closed the door of the shed behind him and picked up
the shotgun and rested the nozzle against his chin, the phone
started to ring.

Girl was pregnant and calling her lover, the
daddy. This time it would be her that got the answering machine;
only this time he would never return the call…

***************

Vinnie sat back, letting his eyes fall away
from the hum of the screen. He glanced at the clock, only an hour
he had been sitting here. He tensed his tongue in his mouth and
decided to get up, stretch and grab a cup of water. He left the
office, leaving the words that were plastered to the screen to hang
there, waiting to see what was going to happen. He reached the
bottom of the stairs and entered the kitchen talking to no one.

“I actually kinda like it. Okay, granted it’s
only a page right now, but I can really develop a simple
theme.”

Then, talking out loud, he started to think
of the ending and the rest of the story.

“I can have the girl get there in time and
confront him, and then the mystery of his murdered parents can come
into fruition…”

He smiled and nodded to himself.

“Yeah, that should take up about 10 pages,
and I’m not trying to intertwine a complex plot. I really think I
like it.”

He poured himself some water and started to
feel giddy about the story. Maybe this is it. Maybe it will get
published in Playboy and someone will see it and like his style.
Hey, anything can happen. Now the anticipation of wanting to get
back upstairs was overpowering him as he quickened his pace, poured
the water and hurried to get back upstairs.

“I can’t believe I actually got a story I
like and I WANT to go upstairs and work on it! I promise this time
I’ll save the damn thing even if it does go downhill like my
others. I’ll keep working on it little by little. This may probably
be MY story now. A story I am happy with, finally.”

His heart beating a little bit faster, Vinnie
started to climb the stairs to his office. When he reached the
middle of the staircase, he spilt his water all over the front of
him. He paused and silently cursed himself for tripping on the
stair. And then a greater fear rushed over him. The fear came when
he realized why he had tripped.

All the lights flicked off in the house as a
piercing crash of thunder rattled the windows ever so lightly…

 


Invisible Curtains

Terry involuntarily looked up at the ceiling
as if she could SEE why the lights went out and the power died. She
stuffed her bills back into her purse, and a voice crackled over
the PA system.

“Attention shoppers please exit the building
through any one of the designated exit areas; please move quickly.
We are experiencing a power failure from the electrical storm.”

Terry shrugged and handed the lady the
sundress. The lady hung it up on a rack of other clothes that
weren’t purchased. Lucy came out of the dressing room and headed
for the cash register. Terry saw her coming and walked up to
her.

“We gotta leave.”

“I know, I heard.”

They started their way out of the store and
into the open hallway of the mall. There they entered the flow of
people leaving, blending in and were dumped out into the parking
garage. Lucy and Terry made their way to the car and got in,
shielded from the pouring rain.

Terry closed her door and said,

“I wonder if the house lost power.”

“When we have these power failures, all of
Parkview usually goes out.”

“I just hope that Vinnie wasn’t too far into
the story yet. This is the first time I hope that he was writing
something he hated. He’ll be pissed if he lost a GOOD story.”

The car pulled onto the street and they
passed a line of houses and businesses, all plagued by
darkness.

***************

Vinnie stumbled up the stairs, yelling softly
to himself, and flew into his office. He knew they lost power but
the denial that it actually happened was weighing over his head. He
had to SEE for himself. He rushed into the dark room and sure
enough, the screen was blank, and the little green power light was
black.

“Fuck!” He screamed.

His shirt was clinging to his stomach where
the water spilled. The house was lit by only the few shards of
sunlight that were peeking through the window. And even those were
growing dim as the black clouds were suffocating them.

He made a fist and brought it down hard on
his desk, grunting and swearing again.

“I can’t fucking believe this!” He laughed at
his frustrations.

He leaned across the keypad and turned off
the already powerless terminal. He stood there, in almost complete
darkness now; his mind in a shroud of anxiety. He turned around and
fled away from the office. Running to the staircase, he picked up
the glass off the stairs and bounded to the bottom, leaping into
the kitchen. He threw the glass into the sink, and suddenly a
greater worry shrouded him.

“Where’s Terry?” He asked himself.

Of course, the mall. They would make everyone
leave if it lost power so she’s probably on her way home right now.
Don’t worry, his mind raced, but he couldn’t stop. He entered the
living room and opened the little drawer in the end table next to
the couch. He found the candles and matches that Terry always kept
there, sometimes for power failures and sometimes for romantic
dinners.

He reached in and grabbed two candles and a
book of matches as thunder crashed across the air, rattling the
windows and shaking his chest. The rain started to pound on the
windows, and sprayed through the small holes of the screen, landing
on the windowsills.

“Shit!” He yelled.

Vinnie ran over to the window and closed it
with a THUD! He went to the next window and shut it. He then ran
through the house trying to beat the rain, half stumbling through
the dark house. He reached for the bathroom window and his face
flashed white. He jumped back quickly as lightning exploded in the
sky right over the house, and lit up the downstairs like a nuclear
bomb. His breath quickened as he reached to shut the window. He ran
into his office and shut the window that was directly over his
laptop. He noticed some of the keys had been splashed with water as
the storm violently threw itself down on the city.

Vinnie thought to himself,

“If I only had written a little faster and a
little longer, the auto-save would have kicked in and it would have
saved the story. But no, auto-save comes every two pages and I was
only nearing the end of the first.”

He made his way back downstairs to the
candles and lit both of them, causing one side of the room to glow
orange. He walked upstairs with one candle and placed it in the
hallway, and used the other one to put in the kitchen where he sat
down, and in the glow of the flickering light, tried to calm
himself and read the morning paper.

In the darkness outside, Lucy’s car pulled
into the driveway and the engine died. Two doors opened and closed
as two voices ran through the darkness of day, and into the porch
soaking wet.

Vinnie looked up at his wife and friend as
they entered the house, and he tried to smile as best as he
could.

***************

Terry and Lucy’s silhouettes danced across
the walls from the flicker of the flame. They shook themselves off
and walked over to Vinnie.

“Hi hon, how’s it goin’?”

“Sucky! I was writing something great! I
mean, really great. I really liked it and poof! Out goes the
lights.”

Terry sighed as Lucy said,

“Hi Vinnie.”

“How ya doin’ Lucy?” Vinnie responded.

“Okay, having problems with the writing?”

“Yeah, it wouldn’t be so bad if it wasn’t for
these damn power failures!”

“Mm, I think we’re all getting sick of
them.”

They took seats at the table and the kitchen
lit up instantly. The house regained its inward shine as all the
rooms brightened.

“Well, whada’ya know? That was short
lived!”

“Yeah, if it was going to mess me up, it
could have been worth while and stayed off for a month!” Said
Vinnie.

“Want a pot of coffee?” Terry asked them.

“Yeah, I’ll have one.” Said Vinnie.

Lucy agreed, too.

“Oh hon, I found this pretty sundress you
would’ve loved, but the power went out while I was trying to buy
it.”

“You should’ve just ran; all the detectors
were obviously off.”

“I would never do that!” She laughed.

Vinnie flipped the pages of the paper to the
Arts section.

“See, look here, an article about some guy
that got a five book, five year contract from Viking Press for just
sending in a paged outline of a book he hasn’t even started writing
yet!”

“I guess you have to be in the right place at
the right time.” Said Terry.

“Yeah, I guess. And today was the right place
but the wrong time.” He said.

They drank their coffee and watched the storm
pass.

 


Samhain Rose Up

Allison was deep in thought when the bell
rang for Gym. She was frustrated about her looming detention after
school this afternoon, and pondering over why her parents weren’t
more upset with her when she came home yesterday and told them.
Allison thinks it has something to do with her dad losing another
story.

When the bell finally stopped ringing, the
children filed out of the room to go to the recreational area
outside. The November air wasn’t so chilly that morning in
Massachusetts but it was the wind that made the children put on
their coats. Mrs. Brighton’s homeroom class filed outside and
scattered into many games of football, kickball and jump rope.
Bethany was upstairs in the classroom writing another poem.

She came in that morning without another
poem, something that didn’t help Mrs. Brighton’s mood. After a
tizzy fit with Bethany, Mrs. Brighton scolded her and informed her
that she would be spending Gym inside writing another poem. If
there wasn’t one completed by the end of the block of time, she was
going to receive a zero for the assignment. Bethany had no choice,
it seemed.

She sat down at her chair and drummed her
eraser nervously on the blank paper; the clock ticking was the only
noise in the room. The faint cries of laughter and excitement rose
through the windows to Bethany from below. No ideas came to
her.

She rose from her seat, stood at the windows,
and looked down at her playmates. They were running and skipping
about, laughing away their minute worries. She squinted her eyes,
not because of brightness but because anger seeped into them. How
innocent they looked down there. No, innocent wasn’t the right
word, how VULNERABLE they looked. Yeah, that was the word.

It was too good to be true; she ironically
got the idea for another poem. She would express her feelings about
her classmates, but instead of insulting them, she would let them
know how stupid and cruel and VULNERABLE (yes, vulnerable) they
really were.

She went back to her seat and sat down, but
instead of picking up the pencil to write on the paper, she
unzipped her blue backpack which had a cool patch on it that she
stenciled in herself. It read: CAIN ROSE UP. Cain Rose Up
was Bethany’s favorite story in the whole world. It was by her
dad’s favorite author, Stephen King, and even though he wouldn’t
let her read any of his books, or see any of his movies yet, she
snuck into her dad’s room, went over to the bookcase and grabbed
one. She had always been curious to find out what the big secret
was, so she grabbed a book by this Stephen guy and chose one purely
by the cover. The one she chose had a cool monkey on the cover
banging together two cymbals. The book was titled Skeleton
Crew, and lucky for her, it was a collection of short stories.
Bethany liked short stories the best of all. But this one story,
Cain Rose Up, was her favorite of the whole book. Even
better than any story she’s EVER read in her life. It’s about a
student shooting other students from his dorm room window.

She finished unzipping her backpack and
finished thinking about Cain Rose Up. She grabbed the
Jennings .22 handle and carefully lifted it out of the bag. She
smiled to herself with the thought that Curt Garrish, her hero, in
Cain Rose Up, would have been proud of the choice. It was
the only choice, though. The .22 was the only gun in her house that
her father did not lock up.

She carefully made her way to the window,
trying not to be spotted by anyone down below, and rested the gun
on the windowsill. She slowly opened the window, letting a cool
breeze enter the room. Oh yes, she was going to express her
feelings about her classmates. Oh, they shall know how she feels,
better than any poem could ever read.

Although she had no intentions of writing a
poem, one slipped from her mouth anyway:

 


“Roses are read,

Violets are blue,

You are sitting there helpless,

I’ve got a little surprise for you!”

 


She finished the poem in her head, and an odd
thought came to her. She suddenly chuckled for a second, and then
spoke the line that crept into her head so suddenly. She
breathed,

“Death be not proud.”

She aimed at the head of Mr. This Teapot
Tempest William and squeezed the trigger. All time seemed to have
stopped for the children below, but Bethany knew that her time had
just started.

She pulled the trigger again.

***************

“Oh my GOD!” Terry screamed into the phone,
slammed the receiver down, grabbed her car keys and made for the
front door. “Vinnie, are you dressed? We gotta go to Allison’s
school NOW!”

“Yeah yeah.” He answered from the top of the
stairs. “Is everything okay?”

“Allison is fine and no one is hurt. That
girl that Allison was talking about at breakfast yesterday,
Bethany…”

“The one who got the Dorothy role?”

“Right, well she brought a gun into school
today and started shooting at the children from an open window
inside one of the classrooms.”

Vinnie felt the blood drain from his face as
he started bounding down the stairs.

“Are you fucking kidding me? Wait, you said
no one got hurt?”

Terry continued talking as they closed the
front door behind him and jogged to the car in the driveway.

“No, I guess the gun she was using wasn’t
strong enough to reach the children. They were outside at Gym.”

“Fucking shit! How old is she?”

“I assume eight or nine, right? All I know is
the children and teacher thought someone was lighting firecrackers
inside the school until Mrs. Brighton looked up at her classroom
window and there the girl was, pointing a gun at all of them and
pulling the trigger.”

“How did they get her to stop?” Vinnie asked
as the car pulled onto Main Street and sped past the CVS.

“The principal said that she only had nine
bullets in the gun and just ran out.”

“Oh man, this is crazy.”

When Terry pulled into the Parkview
Elementary parking lot, she was greeted with an arsenal of Parkview
Police as well as students, teachers, and curious onlookers.

“There she is!” Terry said as she spotted a
designated safe zone where all the students who were waiting for
parents had been placed.

They both jumped out of the car and Allison
noticed them walking towards her.

“Mommy!” She yelled and started running
towards her parents.

Vinnie knelt down and let his daughter fold
herself into his arms as he picked her up and closed his eyes so he
could feel her better. Terry wrapped her arms around the two of
them and they didn’t move until they were completely satisfied that
Allison truly was safe.

 


Parkview didn’t have another power failure
after that, and Vinnie Tampico didn’t attempt to write anymore
either.

He opened a fitness and wellness center on
Main Street, aptly called Tampico’s Massage & Gym…

 


 


TIGER

 


Battles Of The Serious & Defiant

The slim boy swaggers across the brightly lit
cafeteria, congested with long brown tables and bright orange
seats. Stale, uneaten lunch aromas hang in the air, stalling a
breath for a moment as he passes through a pocket of spoiled
atmosphere. Swinging his blue lunch box, gripping the flimsy
plastic handle without a care in the world, he lightly plants his
feet, giving off a bouncing motion to his strut.

As if he has a determined destination, he
swings his arms blissfully, his lunch box slices and cuts through
the luke warm Parkview Middle School cafeteria air, invaded with
scattered breezes from the open windows. Like a knife, his captor
of food retracts through the prisoned air.

The low hum of conversation floats through
the air, drowning out the high pitched scream of the glowing
fluorescent lights. Taking a few lackadaisical steps forward, he
approaches a fellow teacher. Ceasing his bounding steps abruptly,
the boy’s maroon sweater ruffles a bit as his hair sways for a
second, almost as lightly as his bouncing steps.

Time ceased. The balding, heavy set teacher
exchanges words, to which the boy’s eyes drop and his face lowers,
becoming serious. His eyes dart back and forth nervously, a foul
metallic taste of anticipation creep into the bowels of his face as
a tiny minute sense of relief crosses his cheeks, loosening their
grip on his face. He coughs momentarily to expel air. As if he was
informed with shattering news, he nods his head in agreement, and
the teacher follows the boy out of the room.

The boy’s energetic pace is lost somewhere in
the conversation as he firmly exits, accompanied by the
overshadowing man.

***************

For a minute, or one frozen moment, the slim
boy ran his scrawny twisted fingers over the long wood handle of
the kitchen’s refrigerator. The boy reached for the mayonnaise.

“Ricky!” Came the call from the kitchen
door.

Startled, the slim boy twitched, and
unwillingly let the mayonnaise jar crash to the floor in a mess of
broken shards.

“Now look what you have done!”

The angry figure that the boy called Mom came
rushing at him with tremendous speed, knocking him down. The
inertia of the blow caused his head to bounce off the linoleum
sink.

“What are you stupid or something’?!” She
yelled.

The slim boy retorted,

“Ma! I hate you!”

“Don’t use that tone with me! Who do you
think you are?”

“I’m nothing.” The boy mumbled, defeated.

“That’s right, and never you forget that! You
are nothing. You’ll never be anything, and you will stay nothing!
Now go to your room.”

He stood up refusing to cry because that
would bring the physical hurt, and that he couldn’t deal with.

“No wait, I think a couple hours in the
basement won’t do you any harm. Are you hungry?”

Realizing this could or could not be used
against him, he decided lying wouldn’t be taken too lightly now, so
he replied,

“Yes.”

“Good.”

She grabbed him by his arm and dragged him
down the basement stairs. There set up was the chain which he had
spent so many days of his life tied up to. She shackled and
pinioned his body to the wooden post.

“Reach out your hands.” She commanded.

This was one command the boy had not heard
before, but he did as he was instructed. She brought over a table
perfectly to the height of his out stretched arms and placed it so
the tips of his fingers brushed the edge. She retreated upstairs
and the boy heard his all-loving mother searching through the
cabinets.

After a couple of minutes were lost in his
listening, she came back downstairs with a peanut butter and jelly
sandwich in her hand. She placed it on the table.

“There,” she said, “try to reach for it. You
won’t be able to get it, but hopefully the thought and eventually
the smell in your mind will teach you not to sneak food, and then
have the rudeness to drop it so no one can eat it.”

***************

Five hours later, Mrs. Franklin heard her
husband pull into the driveway. He would be tired and filthy from
his day working in Parkview’s Goodyear garage. She heard the front
door open and she did not, however, get off her seat but waited for
him to come into the room.

“Hey.” Was what he entered with.

“Hi Ron.”

Honey and other such pet names never crossed
the married couple’s mouths. Not even in the making of the slim boy
had any verbal signs of affection crossed in the air above the
bed.

“Where’s Ricky?”

“Downstairs.”

“You didn’t tie him up again, Jan?”

“Yes, he deserved it.”

“What are you stupid or somethin’?! Are you
fuckin’ deaf?! Didn’t I tell you my boy was not an animal and
should not be treated like one?! Don’t you hear a thing or are you
too fucking dumb?! Maybe that’s it!”

She was taken back by his rage.

“No human being should be treated like
that!”

He dashed across the room and grabbed her by
the hair. He dragged her across the room to the cellar door and
opened it. Ron practically threw her down the stairs, without ever
losing a handful of hair. The sight of his boy sickened him to see
him all bound up like an animal.

With one arm holding Janice and the other
hand free, he quickly started to free his child. The boy squirmed
realizing his Dad, oh his loving Dad, his understanding Dad, was
there to save him. The boy wrestled out of the chains, knocking
over the table, and scurried upstairs.

Ron tossed Janice in the spot that his son
had occupied not 10 seconds ago. He grabbed the dangling chain and
started to yell while he bound her up.

“No person…”

Around went the chains.

“should be treated…”

Around went the chains.

“like an animal.”

Janice was completely bound up and an old rag
that was lying on top of the greasy furnace was stuffed into her
mouth.

“Do you hear me? No human deserves what you
have done to my Ricky. No one worth anything should be treated like
an animal.”

He looked at his chained and gagged wife.

“Except an animal…”

 


The Tall Grass & A Night Prowler

The tiger pushed the long grass down and
flattened it with its bare paws. The grass fell like tall tress in
front of him, making a path for him on his endless journey. The
tiger became fearless when he was in the grass, wandering around.
He was so flat against the ground that his stomach was scrapping
against the dirt. His elbows were higher than his back, and if he
was met head on, he would look like a giant grasshopper getting
ready to spring into the air.

The tiger was after his prey, and he was
almost positively certain his next meal was around here somewhere.
At any given moment he must be ready to pounce on his enemy,
leaving his hidden position in the tall grass and consume the
victim.

The air was clear and smelled of wood and
plant vegetation. The sound that found its way into the tiger’s
ears was one of humming from many different birds and flying
insects. The sky was perfectly blue and the ground was perfectly
green thanks to the tall grass.

His paws were getting soiled with dirt but
his mood was completely focused on finding his enemy, and pushing
through the tall grass without being noticed which was very easy to
do, considering the grass was so high that nothing could see the
tiger unless it flew from overhead.

Even the children passing or riding their
bikes on the sidewalk couldn’t see him. Even if his mother looked
out at the living room window onto the lawn, he would still be
hidden thanks to the tall grass. The passing cars that stopped at
the red light in front of his house wouldn’t be able to see the
tiger unless they were in a monster truck, high above the view of
the tall grass.

Ricky Ballard started to feel joy for the
fact that his father was sick upstairs, well if you call a broken
leg “sick”, and he hasn’t mowed the lawn in over two months. The
last time the lawnmower was out was June 4, and this was the first
week in August. The grass looked freakish next to the perfectly
manicured lawns of the surrounding residences.

Ricky kept low to the ground, pushing down
the blades of grass with the palm of his hand, feeling the green
cut through the spaces between his fingers. It felt good; it felt
like summer.

Ricky was roaming around on his front lawn,
hidden by the tall grass, trying to find Patrick. Ricky always
liked to be the tiger when they played this game. He believed that
Patrick liked to be the prey. It’s sort of like when school
children play tag, some guys just like to be “it” and some would
rather be chased.

Ricky was starting to get excited. He knew
Patrick was around here somewhere, and when he found him: POUNCE!
The game, which had been dubbed just plain Tiger, started last
summer when Ricky and his cousin Patrick found a meadow that had
been forgotten by any caretakers. The grass was almost four feet
high and they both roamed around on their hands and knees,
pretending to be different animals. When the tiger came up, the
game was created.

One person would be the tiger, and the other
would go hide in the grass. The tiger had to stay low to the ground
searching for its prey, the other person. The prey was allowed to
move freely anywhere around the lawn and as soon as the prey was
spotted, the chase was on. The game just turned into a simple match
of tackle football without the pigskin.

Ricky was moving slowly through the tall
grass. He was almost sure he heard Patrick up ahead in front of the
bushes that outlined the house. He really grew to love this game.
It made him feel so powerful, especially when he went to school and
he was always the butt of every joke and sneer. He was actually
nominated for a category in the sixth grade yearbook last year. The
students wrote with their pens the letters “un” in front of the
word “popular”. The category now read the Most Un-Popular, thanks
to a couple of wise asses.

Of course, he won and the joke was, once
again, on him. But playing Tiger gave him the feeling that all
those shitheads in school were behind him and it was just him and
his powerful muscles in the jungle, surviving only if he had enough
courage to kill and eat in the wild.

He saw movement up ahead and now was sure he
had Patrick in his grasp. The tiger’s teeth would come down on his
prey any minute now. The only downfall of catching the prey in
Tiger is that the prey became the tiger and the players switched
places. Ricky lived to stretch out his reign when it was his turn
to be the tiger.

He saw Patrick’s head peek up over the tall
grass and Ricky pounced. Patrick stood up and started to run for
the other side of the lawn. The game now turned into a game of
tackle. The tiger had 30 seconds to get the prey to the ground or
the prey pretends to shoot the tiger and the tiger loses. Tigers
should never lose, Ricky thought.

He was up on his feet in a flash, chasing
after his cousin, but he didn’t get very far. He grabbed Patrick by
the arm and tried to swing him down. Patrick planted his feet and
Ricky felt himself losing his balance. Ricky grabbed his prey from
around the back and started to force him to the ground but Patrick
wasn’t ready to give up.

Ricky realized that his 30 seconds were
coming to a close and started to panic. He started to panic because
that would mean he would lose the game. He would be weak again. If
you can’t even be something you’re not in a game, then what can you
be?

Ricky started to panic, released everything
he had and drove Patrick to the ground. He let out a yell as he hit
the ground and looked up at Ricky.

“What the Hell’s wrong with you? You almost
broke my arm!” Patrick screamed.

Ricky stood there, drained of all emotion,
and started to speak.

“I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over
me.”

The game had suddenly turned into a must win
situation.

“I’m going home.” Patrick declared.

And Ricky knew that nothing anyone could say
would change Patrick’s mind when it was made up, and his eyes said
that it was. He let him run home knowing he’d get a call tomorrow.
All would be forgiven and they would spend the day swimming and
laughing, or maybe another round in the jungle. Kill or be killed,
that was the one rule.

***************

Ricky was staring down at the lawn from his
bedroom window on the second floor of the house. His dad sleeping,
as always, in the den downstairs with his leg propped up on a step
stool. Ricky’s father never really mastered the art of crutches so
he hops around the house on his good leg. Ricky looked down at the
lawn, feeling a weird kind of happiness. He wasn’t glad that his
father broke his leg, but it meant that no one mowed the lawn and
that provided hours of enjoyment for him.

Ricky’s mother wouldn’t be caught dead mowing
the lawn. She actually would rather the grass consume and swallow
the house whole before she would put herself in jeopardy of being
seen doing a man’s job. And forget about the neighbors, it’s not
like they’d ever come over and offer assistance. And other family
members? BAH! That was another story in itself.

He was having a hard time seeing the tall
grass from his widow. The street lights were casting abnormal
shadows on the blades and the night was absent of a moon. There was
no bright object shining high tonight, no sirree.

The darkness and the unknown of the grass
when the night came made Ricky want to crawl around in it even
more. His passion for the grass and being a predator, hidden and
feared, grew as he looked down on it. Then, with a shove of
adrenaline, he knew what he should do, even though it was almost
1:30 in the morning.

He would play a little game of Tiger by
himself.

***************

The cooling soil felt good under his bare
knees and shins. The tall grass relaxed him as he pushed through
it, roaming around the small lawn in front of his house. There was
dew starting to form on the grass and no reason to get dressed to
perform his own private game. Who was there to see him? He was
completely 100 percent consumed in the tall grass just like a true
predator should be.

He started roaming around the front lawn in
his Fruit Of The Loom underwear, occasionally stopping and sniffing
the air, pretending he smelled a chase ahead in the jungle. His
imagination started to get into the driver’s seat and his small
lawn turned into a large meadow in front of him. He pushed his mind
so he wasn’t roaming around on the small lawn anymore. He was a
ferocious tiger stalking his prey in the wild.

Ricky started to get anxious and excited when
his imagination was running wild, and he started to forget about
his house and his sleeping parents in it. He wasn’t in the middle
of the city anymore in his underwear. No sirree bop! He was a mean
and horrible feline, stalking his game.

Ricky started to do his best impression of a
tiger’s roar and started to chase an imaginary rabbit that he saw
under a tree. He didn’t know if tigers even chased rabbits, but his
imagination let the game continue; supplying the animal. He chased
the make believe rabbit around the lawn, and pretended to eat the
rabbit whole and alive.

This was too much for him being out here in
the dark, surrounded by the tall grass, pretending to be a tiger,
just chasing his night’s supper. The excitement grew in him and he
felt his penis start to get longer and thicker. It became
uncomfortable in his underwear so he sat on his butt and pulled
down his whities to his thighs.

His penis was standing completely erect
obviously excited with the game too. It was more than just playing
the game; it was the power that came with it, and capturing and
dominating. Ricky started to stroke his awake penis and didn’t stop
until he had one of those shivers go through him; the ones that
will, one day, also be accompanied with a river of cells.

***************

The tiger was ready to pounce. There was no
Ricky right now, the capturing and dominating tendencies had
completely taken him over. He was crouched down right at the edge
of the lawn at the sidewalk, his underwear pulled up to where they
are supposed to be, his chest covered in dew and sweat.

He had heard the young girl singing to
herself when she was a couple houses down the road. Ricky’s first
reaction wasn’t to run and hide; no, he was a tiger. He slowly made
his way to the edge of the lawn and stayed there hidden, waiting
for her to walk by so the tiger could snatch its prey.

Ricky’s heartbeat was increasing faster as
the young girl was coming closer. Ricky started to rationalize what
she was doing out this late. She must be on her way home; walking
because either she was too young to drive, or didn’t have a ride.
The tiger started to rationalize what the prey was doing over this
side of his meadow. It must have gotten separated from its mother,
maybe because it was a simpleton rabbit or the mother abandoned
it.

The girl was very pretty as Ricky saw when
she approached. She looked like she was 18 or 19 with long legs
that disappeared somewhere under her short mini-skirt that seemed
to become part of her hips when she walked. She was getting very
close now.

Ricky started to get an erection again. This
one came from nowhere and grew with tremendous speed. He didn’t
know what could have caused it, seeing the very pretty girl’s legs
and thighs, or the excitement of being so close to catching his
prey.

The girl walked by Ricky now, not seeing him
in the tall grass that covered the lawn, and all he saw was her
profile. The prey was here, the prey was his. He leaped from his
parapet of grass and knocked the girl to the sidewalk. She let out
a grunt as she fell, and he saw she closed her eyes when she
landed.

He was more like a worm or a fish out of
water than a tiger. He was squirming all over her. His naked body
crashed against her clothes, his erection sending jolts of pain
every time it got smacked. The girl started to scream and push him
off of her.

The prey can’t scream! Ricky let his
imagination swallow him again; this wasn’t a human being underneath
him now, this was a small rabbit. And he must kill his prey!

Ricky first wanted to stop her (it) from
screaming so he closed his hands around her throat. He had stopped
his thrashing and collected himself, now it was the girl (the prey)
who started to violently kick and swing, trying to escape his
grasp.

He had successfully shut off her wind pipe.
She had stopped screaming and stopped breathing simultaneously. He
felt his prey go limp under his grasp and his erection was
throbbing more than ever. His prey was killed; he had done the
tiger’s deed. He pulled his underwear down again and sat on top of
the young girl’s stomach. He brought himself to the chills again
and finished.

When he looked back down at the girl’s face,
his imagination let go and she transformed from a dead rabbit, his
triumphant kill, to the pretty girl he saw walking down the street.
Fear snatched at his heart when he finally realized what he had
done.

The game had gone too far.

***************

When he woke up the next morning, he leaped
out of bed and ran to his window. What he saw down below was what
he was afraid of most. There were police officers, paramedics,
ambulances and practically the whole town population was crowded
around the body of the dead girl. The parents were there, standing
inside the ring of plastic that the police surrounded the scene
with.

Ricky got dressed fast and flew out the front
door. His parents were standing with their backs to the lawn and
the house, even his dad had come out for the excitement.

“Hey Rick.” His mother said when she noticed
he was standing next to her.

They were putting the girl in the ambulance
slowly. There was no rush, it was obvious she had been dead for
some time now. The sun made everything look so different than it
looked in the night. Ricky turned his head, positive that he was
going to vomit, but fear kept that down.

But fear was nothing compared to what he felt
when he heard the medical examiner ask the mother of the girl if
she could sign the autopsy papers. They were going to find out who
did this, Ricky heard the detective say to the mother.

And Ricky was sure they would.

***************

Ricky was glad that everyone had finally left
from in front of his house. But when everyone departed, and the
police barriers were taken down, his father asked him to do the one
thing he had been dreading.

“Hey Rick, I’d like you to mow the lawn
today.”

So, here he was, standing at the edge of the
lawn with the mower making as much noise as humanely possible, and
a swirl of air coming from underneath. He took a deep breath and
pushed the lawnmower onto the tall grass, cutting down his
forest.

As he was giving the lawn a scuzz, he started
to feel better about the girl. He may only be going into the
seventh grade but he knew about things such as alibis. If they
accused him of the murder (and why wouldn’t they, they’re going to
find his prints all over her body) his parents will swear up and
down that he was in bed sleeping, right? They’ll fight for him.
And, of course, he can just say “But Mom, I was sleeping at
1:30!”

Why would they believe that their son killed
the girl? Wouldn’t they have heard him if he HAD left the house?
Ricky started to feel better about the situation.

He continued to push the lawnmower along the
grass, chopping off all its green hair. When he finished, what he
used to pretend was his jungle to roam free in, was now a perfectly
manicured lawn which looked liked everybody else’s on the block,
picture perfect.

He left the game of Tiger back with the cut
grass, and went inside to find another game to play, maybe one less
harmful.

***************

That night, while the family was gathered
around the T.V. set watching the news at 6:00, Ricky’s father
said,

“Thanks for mowing the lawn today.”

“Yeah, no problem.” Ricky replied.

Then everyone shut up. The newscaster was
starting to do the report of the girl they found dead outside their
house this morning. Ricky’s stomach twisted in his body, this was
what he was waiting for. It’s usually exciting to see your hometown
make the national news, but not when the crime that was committed
was committed by you.

They all listened carefully:

“Thanks Calvin. A young girl was found dead
this morning in Parkview. Local officials and police say that she
died of asphyxiation. She was believed to be strangled and sexually
assaulted but the perpetrator did not remove any of her
clothes.

“There were blood splats found all over the
girl’s belongings, along with large bruises on her neck. There were
a couple drops of semen found on her shirt and skirt.

“Her name is Mary-Jo McCantyre. She was a
senior at Parkview High School coming home from a party at her best
friend’s house. Police believe that Mary-Jo’s attacker had been
following her, and when she reached the corner of Western Avenue
and Main Street, the attacker acted.

“There are no leads right now and the police
are going to start work on the blood and semen DNA tomorrow. If you
would like to send a donation to the McCantyre family, please do so
by sending it to Saint Anthony’s Parish at 423 Victorian Street and
mark it Attention Father McKean.

“Back to you, Calvin.”

“Okay, thank you Debra. When we come back,
there seems to be an end to this Indian Summer. Frank will have the
details.”

****************

Two days after Ricky saw the newscast, he
came down to breakfast and sitting on the table was the Parkview
Times, unfolded to the first page. There was a picture of Mary-Jo
McCantyre covering the top half of the page and an article that
followed:

“There is nothing strange about the death of
our Parkview’s own Mary-Jo McCantyre’s murder. It was executed by
the book; she was followed coming home from a party alone, it was
the middle of the night, and there wasn’t a soul anywhere.

“Her murderer, who has been identified as
male, grabbed hold of Mary-Jo’s throat as she was walking home.
There were reported bruises and scratches on her knees and elbows,
there was semen found on the bottom of her shirt and waistband of
her skirt.

“Police believe that the attacker is a
younger male, possibly between the ages of 16 and 20. They hope to
have more information when the results of the DNA come back.

“Mary-Jo McCantyre was going to be a senior
at Parkview High School next month. She just had her seventeenth
birthday in May and her parents said that her future plans were to
graduate from high school and go to MIT in Boston.

“Donations are being accepted at 423
Victorian Street, Parkview.”

***************

The last of the bad news about Mary-Jo
McCantyre came when Ricky was riding his bike with his cousin
Patrick. Ricky’s mother and father were sitting in the living room
watching the news when they had an update report which shocked
everyone, including Mary-Jo’s mother:

“We have an update on the Mary-Jo McCantyre
murder story. The autopsy reports were released today at 3:00;
first to Mary-Jo’s parents and then to the police.

“The reports show that Mary-Jo was two months
pregnant, and hadn’t told anybody about it yet. Local officials
have talked to Mary-Jo’s boyfriend of a year, Gabe Hartfordman, and
he’s reported as saying that he had no idea that she was pregnant
either.

“Mary-Jo’s parents are assuming that she was
keeping it quiet, but most definitely knew she was pregnant. The
manhunt is in full force now that the DNA reports have come back.
Police have said that a man by the name of Alex Williams is the
suspect. Police have no leads yet on where Mr. Williams is at this
time.”

They flashed a picture of the suspect, Alex
Williams, on the screen.

“If you know where this man is, or how the
police can find him, please call us here at the station on the
citizen’s hotline: 1-800-STOP-CRM. Thank you.”

***************

When Ricky came in from his bike ride, he was
stopped short at the front door by a statement from his mother.

“Hey Rick, they know who killed that
McCantyre girl.”

Ricky’s stomach dropped and his knees went to
Jell-O.

“Who, Ma?”

“Some guy named Alex Williams.”

“That’s great, Mom.”

Ricky fled to his room, feeling both relieved
and confused. How could they accuse another man of the crime if his
prints are all over the body? How can they possibly believe that
someone else killed her if Ricky’s prints are right there?

He started to relax, realizing that no matter
what, he wasn’t going to get caught. No matter how it happened, how
ever weird it is that they are accusing someone else, it still
happened.

But, if he’s not suspected of killing Mary-Jo
McCantyre, then this innocent man Alex Williams is being hunted
right now. And if he is caught he could very possibly be thrown in
prison for something that had nothing to do with him.

“How could they possibly get the wrong
prints?” He asked himself out loud.

Ricky decided there was only one way to
handle this. He got out a notebook from his desk drawer and started
to write on the first page:

 


“Dear Lieutenant Dixton,

“I want you to know that this man, Alex
Williams, did NOT kill Mary-Jo McCantyre and her baby earlier this
week. He is completely innocent. I want you to know that you can
call off the chase for Alex Williams because it is I who killed
her. It is I who played with myself while sitting on her stomach. I
will not give you my name, but I will tell you that Alex Williams
is not guilty.”

 


Ricky didn’t sign the letter or write any
closing statements. He addressed the envelope ‘Gerry Dixton,
Parkview Police Department, Parkview Massachusetts’, and slipped it
into his pocket.

He mailed the letter the next day early in
the morning, and waited. What else does a tiger do?

***************

“Thanks Calvin. The most recent news on the
Mary-Jo McCantyre murder is the capture of Alex Williams, the man’s
whose semen was found on Mary-Jo’s body the morning after she was
murdered.

“The anonymous letter that Lieutenant Gerry
Dixton received earlier this week, announcing that Alex Williams is
innocent has been dismissed by the police department. They say that
the letter was a hoax, a copy cat letter; someone wanting
publicity.

“Alex Williams has been questioned and spent
the night in the Essex County Jail. His bond hearing has been set
for later in the week. We will have more on the story as it
progresses.

“Back to you Calvin…”

***************

“I DID NOT KILL HER, MAN!” Alex Williams
screamed at Lieutenant Dixton and retired Lieutenant
Harroborough.

“Your semen was found all over her friggin’
body!” Dixton yelled.

“Calm down.” Harroborough said, laying a hand
on Dixton’s shoulders. “Don’t lose your cool.”

Then Alex Williams looked up at the two
Lieutenants and started to cry. He then spitted out these words
that will change the course of events forever,

“Do you wanna know why my fucking shit was
all over her?!” He sobbed, gasping for air. “Because she was
pregnant with MY baby! We were having an affair and Gabe didn’t
know about it yet. Why do you think he didn’t know she was
pregnant? Because it was mine! We were planning on running away and
getting married but she had to go and get fucking killed! Her AND
my baby! That’s why my goddamn junk was all over her man, because I
was all over her earlier!”

Dixton and Harroborough looked at each other.
Later that day, Dixton took out the anonymous letter he received
earlier in the week and read it again.

This time, he believed.

***************

The young boy reached for the long white
telescope. Shutting off his bedroom light, he pointed it at the
stars that hung like white Christmas lights over the sleeping town
of Parkview. After moving from star to star for five minutes, a
light coming through the telescope caught his eye.

Looking away from the sky, the young boy
noticed his next door neighbor, a girl at the age of 16, turned on
her bedroom light. Staring into the bedroom, the girl started to
undress.

Her loosely fitting white shirt was pulled
over her head of long back hair, falling down around her breasts so
the young boy couldn’t see. She started to take off her short
mini-skirt.

Not being very tall, but medium build; the
girl took only a couple of seconds away from the boy’s stargazing
to undress. Only standing there for a short period completely
naked, the young boy noticed the long tanned legs of the girl.
Focusing more clearly, the girl shut off her light and disappeared
into bed.

Lifting his telescope, the young boy returned
to the stars knowing they are billions of miles away. The young boy
felt they were closer to him than the girl.

For he returned to the only real thing he
knew; what was up in the sky.

***************

Ricky Franklin got the news that Dixton and
the Parkview Police Department were reforming their manhunt for
Mary-Jo McCantyre’s murderer. The newspapers were splashed gingerly
of stories about Alex Williams being Mary-Jo’s secret lover, and
that his name was officially cleared from the investigation.

The hunters are out, once again, on their
mission to catch a killer, and bring justice to the town of
Parkview…

 


 


AND

 


The Sucking Of The Machine

Gabe Hartfordman wasn’t always hurting
inside; the pain stopped when he stepped into his machine. He slid
down into the sticky leather lining and reached up towards the
black vinyl belt that would close the machine on him, hopefully
forever. Laying down in what resembled a tanning bed, he pulled the
glass cover down over his body.

The cover of the machine made a CLICK as he
was completely concealed in his vault. He placed the Head Mount
Gear over his eyes and stared into complete black. His fingers
found the red switch that whirled the hard drive on when he flicked
it upwards.

All of a sudden, the black goggles he had
over his eyes lit up and he could see a beautiful landscape. There
was a giant animated computer keyboard in front of him placed over
an ocean of vibrant pink light. There was a head on the top of the
computer that spoke to him.

“Enter password.” It said.

The teeth moved in a mechanical way as it
spoke to him. Gabe moved his animated finger to start to type. He
typed in: LEGION.

“One moment please.” Answered The Head.

Gabe sat there and waited. His human body
laying completely immobile in the machine but the image of his
newly animated body moved restlessly behind the goggles waiting for
The Head to let him pass into Cybercity.

“You may pass, Legion.”

Gabe thought about returning to real life for
a second and then remembered all the pain. So he pressed ‘Return’
with his animated finger and The Head let him enter Cybercity,
hopefully forever.

***************

Bright lights of purple, blue and gold
floated past Legion’s eyes. Spinning uncontrollably around and
around, he approached Cybercity and came crashing down onto the
synthetic dirt.

Legion stood up and glanced around.
Beautiful, that’s what it was. No pain, no mistakes, no heartaches;
that’s what Cybercity was. He read a sign that was sticking out of
the dirt: Welcome To CyBeRcItY - It’s Whatever You Make Of It.

He tried to brush the dirt off his pants, and
then he realized he wasn’t wearing any. Completely naked, he
touched his body, running his purple and orange fingers over his
brightly covered body. He was flawless. Completely animated and
perfect. There wasn’t any clear definition of where there were any
joints or imperfections of his skin. He didn’t even have skin
anymore. It was a completely beautiful mold of animated color.

Legion placed his hands in front of his face
and noticed how perfect each finger was shaped. He then touched the
smooth top of his head and felt its roundness and flawlessness.

He looked up into the synthetic animated sky
and laughed. The sun was green and started to set, turning the
horizon into a beautiful color of dark white. The clouds moved at
an incredible speed; some purple, some red and even some orange.
The animated clouds were perfect.

Looking into the distance he saw the city
itself. The buildings piercing the sky, and the clusters of houses
were a beautiful rainbow of colors and textures. All the buildings
appeared to be made out of animated synthetic metallic silicon. And
he loved it!

Starting to walk towards the city, Legion
took a deep breath and noticed his feet were toeless. It appeared
that his feet were a silicon type of rectangular shaped box. That
didn’t matter, Cybercity was waiting for him, happiness was waiting
for him, utopia was waiting for him and best of all, euphoria was
waiting at the gates.

***************

Upon reaching Cybercity, Legion noticed the
trees that bordered the streets were full and did not move at all,
yet there seemed to be a breeze occasionally. Standing in front of
a massive building, he studied the texture of the building
materials. There weren’t any breaks in the surface; no brick lines,
no siding lines, just straight up smooth and flawless silicon-like
substance.

The front door of the building opened as
three animated people stepped onto the street. These were the first
signs of life Legion had seen since his entrance into Cybercity.
The first one out was a beautiful girl, completely made up of red
and blue coloring, the second was a younger boy made of just green
coloration. The last one astounded Legion the most; he was made of
violet, apricot and rose-colored skin.

“Hey you, there.” Said the latter.

“Uh, hi. I’m new in Cybercity.”

“We could tell, we’ve never seen you here.”
Replied the green boy.

“Did you come from Virtual Town?” Asked the
girl.

“No, I actually came from Parkview,
Massachusetts.” Legion answered.

“Wao! Come with me.”

The beautifully colored boy yanked him away
from the other two around the corner of the building to privacy.
Legion noticed his skin was absolutely perfect coloring.

The sun was setting and the air smelled of
sweet perfume as the boy began to talk.

“Don’t ever tell anyone any information about
your real life, that defeats the purpose of Cybercity, doesn’t
it?”

“I guess so.”

“That defeats the purpose of you buying the
machine and validating a password, huh?”

“Yeah, you’re right.”

“Of course I am. Don’t ever tell anyone
anything about your real life, and especially why you bought a
machine and came to Cybercity. That could be used against you if
they find your weakness. And don’t ever, ever let anyone know how
long you are staying for, and if you aren’t going to stay for life,
don’t ever let it slip when you’ll be leaving. They won’t let you,
information passes too quickly in this mainframe.”

“Thank you, what’s your name?”

“I’m called Cygnus; it’s a Canadian prog
thing.”

“Nice to meet you, you’re the only one I’ve
seen so far in Cybercity.”

“What’s your name, if I might ask?”

“I’m calling myself Legion.”

“Have you ever been to Virtual Town?” Cygnus
asked with uncertainty.

“No, I didn’t know there was one.”

“Yeah, there are really three mainframes that
were designed.”

“Three? Jesus, when I wanted to buy a machine
they told me there was only one.”

“Nope, they figured that even with Cybercity,
and yes we were the first mainframe to go live out of beta testing,
too many people were still being medicated.”

“Well, I could see if it was advertised more.
I found out about it through my psychiatrist.”

“Don’t forget, my friend, the system doesn’t
want Cybercity to become over populated because when that happens
crime will start, and then people will go back to real life and the
whole purpose will be defeated.”

“Then they should advertise all three
mainframes, give people a choice. Or even expand them; Cybercity’s
construction still isn’t even completed.”

“That’s where you are wrong. We wouldn’t want
it bigger; over population. Aren’t we stronger inside Cybercity
than committed by the system outside?”

A voice appeared right behind them.

“Are we interrupting?”

“No, no not at all.” Said Cygnus.

The other two people came around the
corner.

“This is Dysphoria.” Said Cygnus pointing to
the girl, “And this little one is QuickSilver.”

“Hi, I’m Legion.”

They all greeted his hello and Legion turned
back to Cygnus.

“You said there are three mainframes the
system has set up. Other than Cybercity and Virtual Town, what’s
the third?”

“That’s the one we know you didn’t come from.
See, if I had a choice I’d just assume not tell you, but since
everyone in Cybercity has the complete equal right to know all
information, I have to tell you.”

“Why do you have to?” Legion asked
curiously.

“Because I can be returned to real life by
The Head for withholding information; that’s a crime in cyberspace.
Especially Cybercity because this one is the most peaceful between
Virtual Town and the other.”

“Is this thing you referred to as The Head
the image that I saw in the passage between real life and
Cybercity?”

“Yeah, The Head controls who enters
cyberspace, who leaves and who gets kicked out. The Head is the
only thing in cyberspace that can kick someone out of a mainframe.
The Head can also deny your password.”

“Why would he do that though? I mean, the
mainframes were built so people would have a safe haven to go to,
right? Cyberspace is an in-between point of life and death. Instead
of committing suicide, or taking medication for depression, you can
go to Cybercity where your body lives on in a machine but your mind
gets transported to an animated world, but you can go back whenever
you want, right? I mean I could right now go back to my body and
step out of the machine. All I wanted Cybercity for was an
emotional escape, a temporary social suicide if you will, and
that’s what it was built for, correct?”

“That’s right.” Answered Cygnus, “But The
Head can deny passage.”

“I don’t see why. The psychiatric field wants
to save people by giving them an alternative motive to suicide, or
admission into a hospital. Why would they include something that
could deny entrance?”

“Because if a person is causing trouble or
has committed a crime, The Head can instantly delete them from the
mainframes.”

“Oh, I see. It’s prevention from crime and
turmoil in the society.”

“Tell him the other mainframe he asked
about.” Interrupted QuickSilver.

“I was hoping he would forget about it.”
Retorted Cygnus.

“Oh, if he wants to know, tell him.” Whined
Dysphoria.

“Yes, honey.”

“Seriously though, tell him.”

“Okay, the third mainframe is a place called
Punah.”

“What does Punah mean?”

“According to the dictionary, the word puna,
without the ‘h’, means a cold arid plateau. No one knows if it was
named after that word with an ‘h’ added to the end to give it a
sense of mystery, or if it was named after something completely
different.”

“Why didn’t you want to tell me?”

“Hey Dysphoria, whose home at your
house?”

“Nobody.”

“Can we go there? I hate to talk about it
outside.”

“Yeah, sure.”

And with that, QuickSilver, Cygnus, Legion
and Dysphoria walked through the animated streets of Cybercity to
the house.

***************

The streets were illuminated by the computer
generated setting sun and the low hum of the oncoming street
lights. The buildings they passed were high and rich in neon color,
scratching the sky with a pococurante effort, carelessly produced
by the people living in their dwellings.

Approaching Dysphoria’s house, Legion noticed
that the front steps led to a door that was higher on the right
side and shorter on the left side. A dilapidated slant of a door.
Dysphoria must have noticed the color change in Legion’s face
because she stated,

“The people I live with are cartoon freaks,
which explains why they built the door that way.”

Legion stepped back for a second, collected
his thoughts and exasperatedly said,

“I love it! Not just the door but this whole
city! Everything that you can do here; make your doors how you want
them by just thinking how they should be! Fuck suicide, come to
Cybercity!”

“Give it a try.” QuickSilver spoke up.

“Huh?”

“Go ahead, I live here too. Change the door
to how you like it.”

“I can’t figure out how to do that yet.”
Legion replied solemnly.

“Sure you do, just look at it and picture the
door how you want it. Color, texture, shape, look.”

Legion briefly and cautiously looked at
Cygnus.

“Give it a shot. You’re eventually going to
have to build your own house before the day is out.”

Legion looked at the crooked door and
pictured it straight, oak with a small window at the top center.
The door appeared to become liquid and melt into the image that
Legion had envisioned.

“Jesus.” He whispered.

“It’s real easy once you can see what you
want.”

“C’mon inside.” Said Dysphoria.

They traveled up the green and orange steps
and into the house. It was a small four room house, set up like a
traditional American house. The building included a living room
furbished with paintings, a library and a mantel piece. The dining
room had a table, chairs and a small radio. There were two bedrooms
holding beds, dressers and small T.V.s.

“When we built the house, we didn’t want to
live in a huge mansion like some people build. The trouble with
living in Cybercity is that even though there are no boundaries, it
can still get crowded. We decided to build a practical house.”

When Dysphoria was finished with her
explanation they sat down on the living room floor. Each one of
their beautiful colored bodies swirled as their joints moved to
advance in a sitting position.

“I really want to know everything about The
Head and about the third mainframe, Punah.”

“Oh Legion, there isn’t that much to tell.
The Head, as I’ve already said, can deny passage into reality and
vice-versa. That was the system’s first program; building
Cybercity, Virtual Town, and Punah.”

“The man who invented and developed The Head
was a man named Norbert Wiener who was designing systems for
virtual reality based training simmunations for fighter pilots. On
his downtime he was developing software that could compile and
understand a person’s history, and make an intelligent decision
based on the information. Wiener proposed that his cyberspace brain
should also be used with assisting the emotionally unstable.

“With every new piece of software or security
classification comes a new breed of hacker. One hacker, infamously
known throughout cyberspace as Bandwidth, developed a
counter-program that allowed him to build his own society of
misfits. That’s when they approached Wiener to develop The Head to
guard the passage way from life to cyberspace. Wiener designed The
Head to make intelligent decisions and gave The Head ultimate
discretion of cyberspace.

“That was how the mainframes came about.”

“What about Punah, why is talking about that
so taboo?”

“Because that’s the mainframe where all the
criminals and fugitives are sent by The Head. See, when you enter
your password, The Head cross references your IP address on your
machine with the information you had to give to register it.
Scanning the files you must be clean to enter Cybercity or Virtual
Town. If The Head reads that you have a criminal history, it will
immediately send you to Punah. It will prevent passage to the other
two mainframes; the person can either travel into Punah, or
out.”

“So, what you are saying is that Punah is
filled with crime, and that I could actually travel from here to
Virtual Town whenever I want?”

“Whenever you want.” Responded
QuickSilver.

***************

Giving Legion and Cygnus glasses of water,
Dysphoria sat down again to listen to the explanation.

“Why do you choose to live here and not
Virtual Town?”

“I’ve never traveled there, plus I’ve already
made a ton of friends in Cybercity.” Replied Cygnus.

“I don’t mean to pry, but where do you
live?”

“I live across Cybercity, next to the
shopping mall.” Answered Cygnus.

“Why don’t you live closer to Dysphoria?”

This time Dysphoria answered.

“Because it doesn’t matter where you live in
Cybercity, there’s no transportation. You will where you
want to go. He could live anywhere in Cybercity and still see me in
the same amount of time.”

“Cool.” Legion said.

All of a sudden, the front door swung open
and in came Dysphoria’s roommates. They were two guys and a girl,
perfectly shaded in almost every color of the rainbow, and then
some.

“Who changed the door?” Retorted the oldest
looking male.

“This is Legion, he’s new here. We gave him a
try at animating.” Answered Cygnus.

“I don’t care who he is,” the male’s color
went into a clumsy black and gray, “I liked the door how it
was.”

“Change it back, God you’re so impossible
sometimes!” Retorted Dysphoria.

As the door swung shut it immediately changed
before their eyes into the cartoonish shape it held before.

“I’ll be leaving now.” Included Legion.

“Alright, but make sure you build your house
before dark. You don’t want to be sleeping out in the streets.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“Any plans for tomorrow?” Asked
Dysphoria.

“None, I don’t even know what to do here.”
Legion replied.

“Why don’t we get together at noon tomorrow
and hang out.”

“Sure, sounds cool.”

Legion made his thanks and exited the house.
He traveled down the street wondering where the Hell he was going
to build a house.

The sun was almost out of sight against the
synthetic blanket of a sky.

***************

Legion stood facing an unoccupied space
between two enormous buildings filled with purple and green and
baby blue coloring. Deciding he would take into consideration the
reason why Dysphoria’s house was smaller than the others, he
decided it would be wise if he built a three room house.

Imagining a bright, red slanting roof, a roof
appeared in thin air and hung there waiting for the house it will
shelter. Legion popped a chimney to the right side, and then
continued with the rest of the house. Immediately four walls sprang
up invading the empty space. Different colors swirled throughout
the texture but Legion decided on purple and orange. He added three
steps up to his front door, which was painted a nice synthetic
aquamarine.

The wind actually started to blow lightly,
piercing Legion’s animated body and making him hunger for the
shelter of his own house, his own rules. There was a slight
electric smell in the air as the wind passed underneath his
nostrils. And he could hardly make out the colors he chose for his
house as the sun finally disappeared behind the horizon, bringing a
shroud of black night upon all of cyberspace.

***************

It was the obnoxiously loud ring of the
telephone that startled Legion’s slumber into consciousness.
Jolting into a sitting position, his colors started to appear on
his body, the black color of sleep was intercepted by his natural
animated silicon synthetic colors.

He reached across the bed to answer the phone
and the morning sunrays touched his arm sweetly so he felt some
tingle of warm air. The electric smell that appeared last night had
been transformed into a cinnamon-esque aroma. The waterbed that he
made for himself sloshed and swished as he drew the phone to his
ear.

“Hello?”

“Oh, did I wake you?”

The precious voice of Dysphoria filled his
ear.

“It’s okay, really.”

“I’ll let you go… if you want.” She said
apologetically.

“No, it’s fine.”

“Do you still wanna do something today?”

“Sure, I really want to see Cybercity.”

“Okay, come over in an hour.”

“Sure, no problem.”

“Okay, don’t eat breakfast. I’ll cook for
you.”

“Hey, thanks. And by the way, how’d ya get my
phone number?”

“You don’t have one, you’ll learn to wish to
talk to someone and then you do, remember? Mind control, that’s the
secret in the mainframes.”

“Yeah right, I forgot.”

“Just come over, I’ll see you then.”

“Okay, bye.”

Upon hanging up the phone, he placed one palm
on his forehead and released a long exhaling breath. What was going
on?

“Why am I falling for her already?” Legion
breathed into his bed. “I’ve only been here for 12 hours and I’m
already infatuated with someone. I know nothing about her, nothing.
Of course, that’s the reason for the mainframes, but God I hope
Cygnus is not at her house. I want to be with her by myself. So
what if she’s Cygnus’s girl, I’m having breakfast and then spending
the day with her. Isn’t that what I wanted since I noticed her when
I arrived?”

He slapped himself in the cheek to snap him
out of it and entered his bathroom to take a shower. He turned on
the water and stepped in. Freezing cold water pierced his skin and
made all the color drain, and his body flushed to white. He quickly
closed his eyes and thought about adding some hot water. As the
water got warmer, his coloring returned.

After cleansing himself, he left his new
house and traveled to Dysphoria’s. The streets of Cybercity were
bustling with citizens. So many different colors; it looked like
someone melted hundreds of crayons and threw them into the air.

The single thing that amazed Legion more than
anything was the politeness and courtesy that was present in these
fellow citizens. There was no race, no creed, no status; just
friendly, helpful, loving people. It was better than living.
Numerous people passed Legion and exchanged a perky ‘Hello’, or a
‘Good Morning.’

Reaching Dysphoria’s house, before entering,
he crossed his fingers in prayer that Cygnus would not be there and
that it would be them alone. With that thought, he knocked.

The crooked door opened and there the
sunlight radiated onto her perfect and flawless shape. So many
colors floated in her body, and when she signaled for him to come
in, her hair reflected the unbelievable eccentric sun that showered
its light onto her beautiful features.

“Come in.” She spoke, and she spoke with
elegance.

Letting his thoughts run away from him,
Legion thought, “Did I notice her radiance before, or am I falling
in love again? Look at her, she’s beautiful and I want her so
much.”

“What do you like to eat?” She
questioned.

“Pancakes are awesome!”

“I think so, but I also like French
toast.”

“Nah, I’ll have pancakes.”

He glanced around the small house for other
company. None in view.

“Where’s everyone else?”

“Well, QuickSilver is out with Cygnus, and
the people I live with are at some festival at the park. I figured,
since I was here long before any of them, I should have the
privilege of showing you around. Cygnus said he’ll meet up with us
around 3:00.”

She continued to say this while fixing
breakfast.

“Um, I don’t know how to ask this, but…”
Legion stopped and stuttered.

“Just ask, its okay, really.”

“We’re not supposed to know anything about
each other’s real lives, but that makes it hard to get to know
anyone.”

“It really depends on the person and what
you’re asking. See, Cygnus just said that to you so you wouldn’t go
around answering everybody’s questions. There’s no law that says
you CAN’T tell someone about yourself. It depends on how much you
want people to know. The law is that you don’t have to tell anybody
anything, it’s your discretion.”

“Would you be offended if I asked you a few
questions?”

“Depends on the questions.” She said
laughing.

“How old are you?”

“I’ll be 18 next month.”

“Oh.”

“Why, how old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

“When’s your birthday?”

“March.”

The smell of the cooking made his senses
arouse and his stomach just realized that it was empty and wanted
food. He got up from the table where he was sitting and looked over
her shoulder at the food below.

“How long have you been in Cybercity?”

“For almost two years.”

“How long has Cygnus?”

“I can’t answer that, that’s information
about someone else. We’re not allowed to do that.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Well, how long have you two
been together?”

“What? What do you mean?”

All of a sudden, his throat cleared and dried
up. Maybe that was a bad question to ask. Or maybe there’s an
embarrassing mistake and they’re not together.

“Are you kidding me? I wouldn’t get together
with him romantically. Don’t get me wrong, he’s cool and he’s
probably my best friend here, but I would never think of having a
relationship with him.”

“Oh, I thought you two were going out for
some reason.”

“Nope. I’m single, and I’ve only had one
boyfriend in Cybercity, and he had to go back to life because he
got his shit straightened out and he wanted to try to live
again.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be, I’m not offended or anything.”

God, she was beautiful, standing there with a
hint of sunlight peeking through the small window over the hot
stove.

“I plan on living here and I want a
commitment with someone that is also planning on staying here
forever.”

Legion said, “Well right now I guess I’m
planning on staying here too. There’s too much pain to return to,
and this feels so good.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Wanna know why I came into the mainframes?”
Legion asked.

“Only if you want to tell me, but yes, I’d
like to know.” And then as if she had to make up her mind once more
she replied, “Yeah, sure.”

“Well, it’s because of this girl that I was
involved with for over two years. Twenty six months to be exact.
Believe it or not, even at 15 years old, we were talking about
getting married after high-school. We wanted to spend the rest of
our lives together, and we were going to do it too. If it wasn’t
for…”

“It’s okay, you don’t have to tell me.”
Dysphoria said turning away from the stove to face him.

“No, I really want to. It seems different
telling you because I get the feeling you really care for me, as
much as you can for just meeting me, but your caring is more
comfortable than the therapists that I was forced to see.”

“Well, that’s what the mainframes are for,”
she continued, “We’re all here because we’ve got real problems that
we can’t deal with anymore. We’re all here for the same thing, and
if you need to talk, we’re all here to listen.”

“Well, leaving a party one night, Mary-Jo was
walking home by herself. It was after midnight and someone
supposedly had been stalking her. The fucker had been following her
from the party and at some point during her walk home, he attacked
her. She was strangled and then raped. It was all over the news.
The worse part of the whole thing is that she was pregnant with
another dude’s baby and they still have not charged anybody with
the murder yet.

“Jesus, I’m sorry.”

“No need for apologies. It’s over and now I’m
dealing with it, that’s why I’m here.”

“Sometimes our other problems seem so
insignificant when death enters our lives. You can hear people
worrying about what they are going to wear to the mall, and to them
that’s a dilemma. Nothing’s a problem until death arrives.”

“I hear you. So, why are you here?”

“That’s funny, I’m actually going to tell
you. Cygnus doesn’t even know. I refuse to tell him but I feel real
close to you already.”

A spark of excitement crept into his
thoughts.

“My mother was a prostitute and my father was
just another job, I have no idea who he is. You want to talk about
an unwanted child, look at me. There were too many pressures at
home, school and my neighborhood. What other escape was there than
the obvious?”

“Where do you live?”

“Believe it or not, Oxford, England.”

“You… don’t have a British accent.”

“No one has accents in cyberspace, our speech
pattern and dialects are all identical to each other. We are as
neutral as we can be in here.

“I’m from a small town called Parkview in New
England. It’s pretty boring there.”

“Never heard of it.”

“You know Salem, Massachusetts? Where all the
witches were burned?”

“Ya.”

“It’s right there.”

“Can’t be worse than Oxford.” She said with a
chuckle.

“You’d be surprised.” He said leaning back,
letting her place their breakfast on the table.

“There, good eating from Dysphoria.”

“Thanks.”

She took a seat across from him and he choked
on a breath of air at her beauty. Her hair fell down, just briefly
resting on her shoulders, and her perfect body swayed down into the
seat.

He took his fork and stabbed the pancake into
little pieces. Bringing the food up to his mouth, he realized he
was hungrier than he thought. Dysphoria started to giggle.

“What?” Legion asked back.

“Nothing, you’re cute when you’re enthralled
with something.”

“Why, was I enthralled?”

“Yeah, you were looking at the fork like you
didn’t know what to do with it.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean to.”

“No, I just thought it was cute, is all.”

They both stared at each other and then broke
out in hysterics. She spit half her food across the room and they
rejoiced more that they were in company of someone that finally
understood their pain, than anything comical.

Legion looked back down at his breakfast and
started to bulldoze shovelfuls into his mouth.

“Hey, slow down!” She laughed.

Looking up at her, he stuffed as much pancake
into his mouth as he could and let it hang out.

“Argg! That’s disgusting!” She said, laughing
uncontrollably.

Legion started laughing so hard it hurt.
Banging the table in laughter, he knocked over his juice and sent
it flying into Dysphoria’s lap. She started laughing even harder
now that she was covered in orange juice, which caused Legion to
fall to the floor hysterically laughing himself.

She started to get up and get a rag to wipe
it up.

“No,” he said in-between breaths, “I’ll get
it.”

Legion stood up, slowly calming down, and
wiped up the mess.

“I’ll get the rest.” She said and stood
up.

Legion sat back down and let her reach over
the table to wipe up the mess. Her arm was in front of his face and
her body was practically rubbing against his shoulder. She finished
wiping up the mess on the table and turned back to the sink to wash
out the rag. He noticed her long, firm legs and how much he wanted
her.

She turned back to him, with the clean rag,
and started wiping his face clean of the pancake and juice. So
gently she touched his face, and she was staring completely into
his eyes. He reached up and placed one hand behind her head and
drew her near.

They both, simultaneously, closed their eyes
and let their lips press together. Her lips felt like smooth cream
to him as he ripped the rag out of her hands and grabbed her arms
and pulled her close. She straightened up so she was lined up with
him and they fell deeper.

She started rubbing his back and head as he
grabbed her back and pulled her closer. All he wanted to do was
feel her body with his and feel comfort again, even just for a
brief time.

She moved her luscious legs forward, and sat
lightly in his lap. She arched her back and let him run his fingers
over her hard nipples that started to turn into a deep crimson. Her
breasts started to protrude through her colored skin, and they
became completely crimson. They grew out to a perfect round, plump
shape as he grabbed them and squeezed them together.

Slowly, as she became more aroused, her whole
body started to become crimson. Her perfect colors of green and
purple started transforming into crimson.

“What’s happening?” Legion asked in-between
touching her lips.

“Our colors change with our moods.”

Sure enough, when he glanced down, his whole
body had changed into a deep blue. He could feel the weight of her
body pressing down and smothering his. He loved it so much. She
reached down between his legs and grabbed at his erect penis.

“Where did that come from?” He asked with a
smirk.

“Our sexual organs only show when we are
aroused.”

She started to stroke it from bottom to top
ever so slowly. Her breasts became incredibly large, and his penis
had hardened considerably.

“God, I want you.” She whispered.

“Take me.” He answered. “Nothing to worry
about, right? No pregnancies, no disease, take me!”

She slithered off of him and grabbed him by
the hand and led him into the bedroom. His penis stayed
uncomfortably hard, smacking him in the thighs as he walked towards
the anticipated room. The lights were off and she didn’t bother
turning them on. She delicately closed the shades which darkened
the room more. They slid into bed, and under the cold sheets.

He started kissing her again and she felt for
his penis and placed it against her body.

“You’re shaking.” She said.

“Don’t worry about me.”

She grabbed a good hold and slowly pulled his
body so he entered her. He could feel her open a little and then
close in around him. Her back arched slightly as she let out a
groan and started to raise and lower her hips, causing friction
between the skin.

He followed suit and worked against her,
feeling the action of entering and then almost pulling out as she
moaned in pleasure. He didn’t feel it ending but then in one huge
explosion, it was. She glanced up over his back and laid down flat
on the bed.

“I’m sorry.” He said.

“No, don’t be. It’s expected, it’ll get
better, trust me.”

He arched his hips and felt his sex slide out
of her and then he could almost feel her close up around the air.
He pushed her leg over to the side and laid down next to her. She
rolled over and wrapped her arms around him.

Staring up into the ceiling for awhile,
listening to nothing but the silence, and smelling the sweet smell
of lust, he cautiously asked,

“What’s your name?”

“Dysphoria.”

“I know, I mean your real name.”

She propped herself up on one elbow and her
hair fell over her shoulder. Her color returned to the swirl, and
her breasts disappeared into her body again. Legion’s organ
shriveled quickly because of the guilt of disappointing her, not
because of lack of being aroused.

“Why do you want to know?” She asked with an
evil grin.

“Dunno, just thought maybe I’d like to get to
know you.”

She stood up on the mattress and looked down
upon him.

“Listen you piece of shit! I fucking came to
this mainframe to escape my fucking life, not reminisce about it! I
live here now, my name is Dysphoria and that’s all you need to
know! I don’t live there anymore and I don’t have any fucking
desire to, you bastard! Haven’t you learned that yet?!”

“Hey, I’m sorry.” He said standing up
slowly.

He placed one hand on her arm and guided her
back to the bed.

“I just thought you’d open up.”

She grunted and rolled over to place one hand
on his stomach. He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her
close.

“I apologize.” She said solemnly. “I didn’t
mean to lash out. I just don’t like to think about it.”

“Okay, now that I know that, I won’t make
that mistake again.”

She looked up and brushed his hair with her
fingers.

“You really are sincere.”

She then placed her head on his chest and
closed her eyes. He then noticed more sounds than before: the
repetitious clicking of a clock to keep time in a world where time
isn’t necessary, the soft yapping of a dog. A dog? Why would a dog
be here?

Her fingers started to twitch lightly on his
stomach as she was falling asleep. He looked around the room and
wondered how this came to be. This was where he wanted to be, with
Dysphoria forever and never leave. But the hurt was still here in
Cybercity, wasn’t it? Even though he escaped life, the hurt came
with him.

The people who live in cyberspace live here
because they are escaping something devastating in real life. But
it didn’t matter now. The only reason for staying here wasn’t to
get away from the pain of losing Mary-Jo, it was because he now
found comfort in someone else.

Maybe that’s why other people come, too. Not
to escape a problem, but to find people to empathize with. Forever
is how long he’ll stay in the mainframes.

She was so soft, lying partially on top of
him. Legion was extremely comfortable despite the sweat pouring off
of his body, and the intense heat of the room. Then the beautiful
silence was broken by her words.

“Angie.”

“Huh?” He asked.

“Angie, that is my name. Angie Benton.”

“Nice to meet you,” he said leaning up,
extending a hand, “I’m Gabe Hartfordman.”

“My pleasure, Gabe.”

“Pleasure’s all mine.”

“You know what’s funny in Cybercity? Making
love to someone isn’t the closest you can be with someone like it
is in life. Nope, here having sex is like just kissing. The highest
level you can reach with someone, the equivalence of making love in
life, here is letting someone know your real name.”

“So you’re kinda like a cyber-slut then,
considering you’ve only known me for a day.”

She laughed and said, “Yep, a real
cyber-whore!”

They both laughed and let the moment
pass.

“Come on.” She said sitting up and pulling
him by the hand.

“What?”

“I wanna show you Cybercity.”

They both climbed out of bed and Dysphoria
fixed the sheets.

“So, how did you come to pick Dysphoria?” He
asked as the mood in the room became less serious.

“Well Dysphoria means a feeling of happiness,
confidence, or well-being sometimes exaggerated in pathological
states as mania and that seemed like all I was doing in real life.
I was never REALLY happy, but I put on a façade for everyone. I
figured it suited my situation well.”

“I like the way it sounds.”

“How’d ya pick Legion?”

“Well, Legion means many different things,”
he said following her into the kitchen, “it’s a temporal lobe in
the brain that can alter personalities, it means interlacing many
personalities into one, and it also refers to the expulsion of evil
spirits from the soul. I had too many demons rising in my life and
I needed them exorcised, sort to speak. The death of Mary-Jo, that
was my girlfriend, and the hate I felt towards myself were my evil
spirits. I became a legion by entering Cybercity and casting out my
demons.”

“Hmm, interesting. Let’s go! You’re going to
love this place!”

She opened the door and they walked outside.
The sun blinded his eyes for a second, and he squinted while she
closed the door. She happily trotted down the stairs and waited for
him as he stepped down. When he reached the sidewalk, she placed
her hand in his and they strolled towards downtown Cybercity.

***************

The buildings towered over everything. The
trees and bushes that were planted were so small compared to the
high rise of the structures.

“Who lives in these? Considering there’s no
money system, it can’t be the rich.”

“No, it’s the greedy. C’mon, I wanna show you
the mall.”

“The mall? Why do people work if there’s no
money? And why would people shop at a mall if they can make
anything they want right in front of them?”

“You’ll see.”

It was then that a loud buzzing was heard
above their heads. When Legion looked up, he saw a gentleman in a
jet pack.

“Jesus, that’s awesome!”

“Yeah, in here you can imagine anything you
want, so even things impossible in real life are credible
here.”

Scanning around, Legion saw many different
types of people and buildings. A cyber-Boston almost. A utopian
society made out of images and ideas. Perfect!

Dysphoria’s hand felt good in his, and he
squeezed it a little just to make sure she was really there with
him.

“Let’s get something to eat first.” She
said.

They crossed the street and came upon a small
little venue. There were a few tables outside, sheltered with blue
umbrellas.

“What do you want?” She asked him.

“Just a hamburger.”

“Think of how you’d like it and make it.”

Sure as she said, after a few seconds of
contemplating the burger, one appeared just as he likes them.

“Why are there restaurants if people can just
do this whenever?” He asked baffled.

“It gives us a sense of order. It would be
mayhem if we did things whenever we wanted. It keeps us running
smoothly. Some buildings don’t allow food, not because they are
afraid something may be ruined, but because they are trying to keep
things orderly.”

She released her hand from his so they could
eat.

“Why was Cygnus so hesitant to tell me about
Punah?” Legion asked, starting conversation.

“Listen to me, Punah is the mainframe where
all the criminals are sent.”

“Yeah, that’s what he said but why the
caution?”

“Because The Head can control who enters
cyberspace and what mainframe they’ll enter, but it can’t control
when we want to travel mainframe to mainframe when we’re already
here. The exception to this rule is Punah. People sent to Punah by
The Head can’t access the other two mainframes. People don’t like
talking about Punah because it’s the only thing we need to fear
here. With the right amount of knowledge, and the amount of
experienced hackers in Punah there is always a chance that one of
them could find a way to penetrate through. Remember, all of
cyberspace is really just software, and a good hacker can decode
any encryption. They could attack us, and there would be nothing we
could do about it. Yes, we have the advantage of wishing how things
should look and happen, but we can’t wish things on other people.
You can’t wish other people to die, or love, or hurt. That’s the
only thing we can’t control, and once you’re dead in Cyberspace,
you die in real life. We’re not immortal in here.”

“I know that, but if there was a war, we
could kill them too.”

“But people don’t like to think that way, we
don’t want a war.”

“Obviously.”

“But my point is, if they decided to come, we
could always exit and let The Head return us to our bodies and we’d
be safe. But most people here would rather die in here than return
to real life alive. I know I would.”

“I don’t know, I’m not sure of what I’d
do.”

“Well, if you’re not sure, then when the
moment came that you might actually die you might return. That’s
just a natural reflex, but I’d fight. This is my new world, and I’m
going to die in here. Whether from old age or in a war, I’m dying
in here… not in real life.”

“All I know is I’m here to stay, and
hopefully with you.” Legion said.

“Let’s not rush into anything. Yes, I like
you and yes we made love and yes, I even told you my real name, but
before there’s a commitment let’s just experience each other.”

“Whatever, as long as I am with you.”

“You’re so sweet.”

“Hey, I try!”

They finished their lunch and Dysphoria
said,

“I wanna show you the mall, then we can go
meet up with Cygnus and QuickSilver. What’s cool is there’s no
curfew here, even though a lot of people like to be in before
dark.”

“Why?”

“Because here in Cyberspace, when the sun
goes down it is blacker than black. There are no street lights, no
shine of the moon, it’s like closing your eyes.”

“Why don’t people just imagine there are
street lights?”

“Because with something like that, they won’t
own the street lights. You can only imagine something that you own.
A street light would be shared by everyone and it would be
impossible for everyone to imagine the same exact light. We don’t
even bother trying. When multiple people imagine a place to live,
that’s different.”

“Okay, I can dig it.”

“You’ll find all this out in time anyway.
Come on, you gotta see the mall!”

***************

Walking in the direction of a crowd of
colorful people, Legion thought of a good question,

“If they can’t imagine street lights, how’d
they get a sun in here?”

“That was built into the software of
cyberspace with The Head. Norbert Wiener did that himself.”

Being content with the explanation, he really
started to admire the beautiful colors people possessed. The
permanent exquisite tints of colors ranging from the most basic
blue to the most extreme elegant fuchsia. So many colors and so
many people saved from a life that wasn’t worth waiting around to
live.

There wasn’t a wind, but the air was mildly
cool, sitting upon the skin and not making the pores sweat. It was
only a matter of minutes when Legion stopped walking with Dysphoria
and gripped her hand, almost causing the synthetic blood to stop
pumping. He stared up, and plastered against the baby blue sky was
the most stunning structure.

Its pillars were made of almost every color
imaginable. The palace was as long as the eye could focus, and
filled with numerous shades of white from off-white to a hint of
faded yellow. It was bustling with Cybercity citizens, each
greeting each other in harmony.

“This is one of the reasons for living in
Cybercity, Virtual Town doesn’t have a mall.”

People bounced blissfully in and out of the
building, some leaving with smiles, some leaving with grins. Pure
utopia! The sun fired its rays hitting the palace, and reflected
off its flawless surface into the pupils of everyone looking at
it.

“Come on, it’s great inside!” Said Dysphoria
grabbing Legion’s hand.

“What time do we have to meet Cygnus?” He
asked, never retreating his eyes from the texture of the
building.

“We’ll go find them now if you want.”

“Doesn’t matter.” He replied.

They walked up the perfectly constructed
stairs and into the open mouth of the palace. Entering the
building, Legion immediately comprehended that the roof was
missing. The view up into the sky was breathtaking, and so was the
view inside the mall.

“Why is the roof missing?” He lazily
asked.

“When the mall was built, the engineer wanted
sunlight to shine into the greatest attraction in all of
Cyberspace. Sort of a reminder that we left a shitty life and are
now living in a jovial society.”

“Don’t tell me that one person made this!” He
said dumbfounded.

“Yep, it’s the greatest attraction in the
three mainframes. People come from Virtual Town everyday just to
walk inside, to capture the beauty of it.”

“Well, who was this mastermind?”

“One of the first people ever to come into
Cybercity. She has been a hero to a lot of people here. Her name is
Jamie Kursopolous.”

“Wait, Jamie Kursopolous?” Legion
interrupted. “I remember something about her when I was real young,
her name always stuck out to me.”

“Well, you should. She lived in Parkview for
a year, and…”

“I remember! She somehow got involved in that
kidnapping along with the guys from that band The Reinforcements in
a swere system that was nicknamed Golf Ball Hall years ago.”

“That was one of the many many tragedies of
her life, that eventually stacked up emotionally for her, which was
what led her to design this utopia we are in now.”

“I believe the first Reinforcements album was
written about her and the relationship she had with the singer,
Kenny Loc.”

“Like I said, she is a hero to a lot of
people around the world for giving us renewed hope in cyberspace.”
Dystopia finished.

Legion, stepping completely inside the mall
and now having a clear view of the whole inside, noticed how long
it stretched. He understood what the mall was now. The building
itself was only a shell of beautiful colors, but it was open on the
inside and it was where people could come and communicate with the
real world. At a space of every 10 feet, there was a computer.
Computers circled and filled the whole inside of the mall.

“Go ahead, call someone.” She said as someone
walked away from a computer near them.

The palace was completely filled with people
using computers, some just exchanging information and ideas,
bragging or looking for sympathy. The mall, in short, was the main
meeting place of the mainframes.

“How does it work?” He asked as they
approached the average looking PC.

“Pick up the phone there and dial the number
you want to call on the keypad.”

Legion immediately dialed his own home phone
number, pressing the keys and shaking. It started to ring, then
CLICK!

“Hello?”

“Ma?!” He asked loudly.

“Gabe, Gabe is that you?”

“Yeah Ma, it’s me.”

“Thank God you’re okay, how are you?”

“Fine Ma, how about you?”

“Holding in there, we miss you Gabe. Come
back to us, we can’t stand looking at your body up in your room
trapped in that machine.”

“I can’t come home Ma, at least not right now
and it is so unbelievably beautiful here. Everything’s perfect and
happy. The place is filled with smiles, and people are there for
you. I’ve already got a girlfriend, her name is Dysphoria. And we
agreed this was the best solution for me right now.”

“People are there for you here! What about
your father and me? That’s what we are to you Gabe, people who are
always there for you!”

Dysphoria slapped him in the arm and
whispered, “Don’t tell her that, she’ll want to meet me.”

“Where does she live?”

“Ma, obviously in Cybercity.”

“Already? Geez! What about Mary-Jo?”

“Ma! Mary-Jo was part of my life that I
hated, don’t you see? Everything is special and full of life now
that I’m here.”

“Please come back, Gabe!” She begged. “What
if I pull that stupid looking helmet off your head, would you
return?”

“No! Don’t touch that, you’ll kill me! I can
only come back if I want to. I should get going, I love you and
I’ll call you later.”

Legion hung up before she could start her
crying routine.

“Done?” Beautiful Dysphoria asked.

“One more call, to my best friend.”

Legion dialed the numbers and listened to the
ring. When the phone picked up he asked,

“Is Cole there?”

“Just a sec.”

After a few yells of his name, and the
familiar sounds of his house, he came to the phone.

“Hyellow?”

“Cole!” He said in a low horse voice.

“Gabe, is that you?”

“Yeah man, what’s up?”

“Dude, where are you?”

“In Cybercity.”

“How is it, man?”

“Purely unbelievable, you gotta see this
place.”

“Guy, I want to so badly but my parents won’t
let me get a machine. I want to come soon, man. Hey, how’s this for
a name: Phreak? Isn’t that cool?”

“Yeah, cool. Well I gotta go, I’m at the mall
and there’s lots I wanna see.”

“Shit, there’s even a mall there too? I’m so
there, wait for me, seriously. Fuck my parents, I’m going to buy a
machine and stick it somewhere out of the way and come in with
ya.”

“Hey, if you do, you could live with me!”

“No shit?”

“None. If you’re serious, come in. Ask for
me, do you have a piece of paper handy?”

“Yeah, hold on.”

Legion could hear the phone being placed on
his wooden desk, probably next to his laptop where his phone
was.

“Cole’s got this crazy idea he’s going to be
an author or something.” Legion whispered to Dysphoria.

“Okay,” he said when he came back.


“If you come, ask for me or my
girlfriend.”

“You got a bitch already, Jesus guy, I love
you!” He said chuckling.

“Ready? My name is Legion and my girlfriend’s
is Dysphoria. Just ask for her first, almost everyone here knows
her.”

“Legion and Dysphoria, got it. Hope to see ya
soon man.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“Later.”

“Bye.” Legion hung up and turned to
Dysphoria.

“That was my best friend. He may be coming
into Cybercity very shortly. I would tell you his name but I’m not
allowed to leak information on anyone else.”

“You’re learning!” She said giggling, “But
you asked for Cole when you called his house, so I guess you need a
little more practice.”

He leaned forward and kissed her.

“Come on,” she said, “let’s try to find
Cygnus and QuickSilver.”

They walked deeper into the heart of the
mall.

***************

Grabbing her hand, Legion said,

“He’ll probably come.”

“Who?”

“My best friend, he’s the type of guy that
acts on impulse. Like if he wants something, he may not get it
right away but if someone else says that it’s good or he should get
it, he’s easily persuaded and he all of a sudden can’t live without
it. I’ll bet you he’ll be here.”

“Well, if he asks for me, he should be able
to track us down.”

“He said he’s going to call himself Phreak if
he does come.”

“Well, at least you’ll have someone you’ve
spent time with in real life.”

“Yeah. This place is really cool.”

“I love it here in the mall. Even though,
other than the computers, it’s empty of material things, it’s great
to meet people, and get ideas across and exchange gossip. It’s like
a living 1-900 number.”

It was then that someone came up behind him
and grabbed Legion’s neck and grunted,

“Give me all your money.”

Within a second, Legion’s color went from the
usual swirl to completely forest green. Every inch of his body
looked like a swamp.

“Scared ya, didn’t I?” The voice said.

As Legion turned around, Dysphoria started to
laugh.

“Bastard!” He chuckled. “You scared me half
to death!”

“No, correction,” said Cygnus, “scared you
completely green!”

Legion’s color started to swirl again as his
pulse slowed.

“So, how do you like the mall?”

“It’s elaborate. I’ve never grasped such
beauty in one place before. And a sense of warmth and companionship
with people I’ve never met.”

“Woa! We have a poet on our hands!” Cygnus
commented.

“Nah, nothing close to one. Wait ‘till you
meet my best friend.”

“Oh no, not another man-o-many-words coming
into the mainframes.” QuickSilver followed sarcastically.

“No, actually my best friend is somewhat of a
talented writer.” Backed Legion.

“When is this friend of yours coming?”

“Whenever he can find a place to keep his
machine without his parents finding him.”

“Good luck.” Said Cygnus.

“Hey, have you checked out the cyberphone?”
Asked QuickSilver.

“Isn’t that what we were just using?” Legion
asked Dysphoria as he glanced at her.

“Wait a minute! What’s the cyberphone? I
haven’t heard that one before.” Retorted Dysphoria.

The mall was becoming busier as the morning
was advancing into the afternoon. The different kinds of people
were becoming plentiful, also. Many numerous distinguished types
and the eccentric colors were cramming into the mall, taking
advantage of its purpose and intentions of contacting loved ones
that are missed, or informing another fellow cyberpunks of new
ideas.

“It’s actually brand spanking new. They
installed it this morning.”

“Where is it?” She now asked curious.

Legion almost felt like an imbecile for
mistaking something old for something that had just been installed.
He felt naïve about the mainframes.

“Over by the W.E.L.L., next to the back
entrance. It’s really cool.” Answered an enthusiastic
QuickSilver.

“C’mon, we’ll show it to ya.” Said
Cygnus.

Dysphoria and Legion trailed behind
QuickSilver and Cygnus as they made their way to the back of the
mall.

“Jesus, this place seems to go on forever!”
Commented Legion.

“Breathtaking, huh?”

As they approached the rear of the mall,
Legion noticed a circular formation of computer screens and
keyboards. They formed a perfect circle and there were many
citizens typing away.

“What’s that?” Legion asked curiously.

The formation took up practically the whole
back of the mall.

“That’s the W.E.L.L. It stands for Whole
Earth eLecronic Link. If you don’t want to talk to someone on the
phone, you can come back here to the W.E.L.L. and instant message
them on their computer back home.”

“And over here are the cyberphones.” Said
QuickSilver.

Against the rear left side wall, the whole
wall was plastered with hanging telephones.

“Where do they go to?” Asked Dysphoria.

“These are so we can talk to people in
Virtual Town and Punah.” Said Cygnus.

“No way!” She said excitedly.

Dysphoria ran over to one and picked it up.
It resembled any other touch tone phone, except it only had two
buttons instead of twelve. One button read: VT and the other read:
P.

“See, look.” Said QuickSilver grabbing it out
of her hands. “Push one of the buttons.”

He pushed VT.

“And it automatically rings whatever
mainframe you push.”

“Lemme see.” She said intercepting the phone
again.

She placed it up to her ear and it was
ringing. After a few seconds, a voice answered.

“Hello?”

“Hi, who’s this?”

“This is Mercury.” Said the female voice on
the other line.

“How’s the weather there?” Dysphoria
asked.

“Great, there’s a lot of clouds in the sky
though. Who’s this?”

“My name’s Dysphoria. Aren’t these new phones
great?”

“Yeah,” Mercury replied, “the only problem is
there is also a connection with Punah.”

The funny thing was she actually whispered
the last word as if she was giving secret information.

“How’s the weather in Cybercity?” Mercury
asked.

“Very hot, the sun is right above us
now.”

“I hear ya; we had a hot day like that last
week.”

“I have a quick question.” Started
Dysphoria.

“Anything to help.” Answered Mercury.

“Virtual Town doesn’t have a mall, so where
are your cyberphones kept?”

“The people who installed them built a
mammoth bulletin board in the exact heart of Virtual Town. The
cyberphones are hung there. The scary thing is, I’ve never been to
Cybercity. I’m dying to see the mall. I’ve heard so much about it
from friends who have taken vacations over there.”

“It’s really beautiful. If you ever decide to
come over, look me up.”

“Your name’s Dysphoria, right?” Mercury
checked.

“Yep, and I ever come to Virtual Town I’ll
look you up, I’m always eager to meet new people in the
mainframes.”

“Alright, I’ve really got to go. I just
picked up the phone as I was passing it. I have to get home to my
husband.”

“You’re married? Wow, not too many people are
married in cyberspace.” Said Dysphoria.

“Yeah, I know. It’s actually my husband from
real life. We both couldn’t stand the pressures from our families
because it was an interracial marriage.”

Once again, Mercury said the last two words
like they were top secret information.

“I’ll have to come by and visit then, if I’m
ever in Virtual Town.”

“Okay, do that.”

“See ya.”

“Bye.”

Dysphoria hung up the phone and turned
towards Legion, Cygnus and QuickSilver.

“Those are great! Now we have communication
between mainframes.”

“Wanna prank Punah?” Asked QuickSilver.

“Don’t you dare!” Scolded Cygnus.

“What else is there to see?” Legion asked
impatiently.

“The gallery, but I think it’s closed
today.”

“What’s in there?”

“Mostly art, books, music. It’s like the
entertainment center. It’s the place to be on a Friday night.
That’s when they show movies, Friday nights at 10.” Said
Cygnus.

They slowly started to make their way to the
front of the mall again. The one thing Legion noticed most now
wasn’t the bright people, or the fabulous colored walls, or the
excitement of a super-information terminal, or the way they can
communicate with real life or other mainframes through computers
and phones, or even that he isn’t physically here and he’s in
animated form. No, the one thing that plagued his mind now was that
ever since Cygnus and QuickSilver caught up to them, Dysphoria
hasn’t shown him any signs of affection.

He can still see, though, that she’s right.
Cygnus isn’t romantically involved with her, but then again why the
coldness? He really started to think maybe she’s like that with
Cygnus too, a good fuck and affection when they’re alone but when
company shows up a front is put up. She doesn’t even look at him
the same way.

And now, walking out of the mall, she’s on
the far left of him, with Cygnus and QuickSilver in-between. She’s
not even trying to make an effort to be next to him, never mind
hold his hand, or slip her arm around him.

Reaching the hot daylight, the foursome
decided to go back to the number one hangout, Dysphoria’s house.
Retreating through the streets, the colors never changed but only
got brighter as the day grew older. The people scurried along,
occasionally exchanging common greeting words and then passing by
merrily. Traveling through Cybercity to reach Dysphoria’s house,
Legion witnessed two children riding bicycles up and down a purple
paved sidewalk. It was then that the city started to shake. The
ground lifted into the air and came crashing down, sending everyone
on their backs.

Glancing at the sky, not being able to focus
because of the stench of tin foil and the jittering of the ground,
Dysphoria managed to scream,

“What the Hell?!”

Looking over his shoulder, Legion saw all the
buildings shake and twitch. Almost before the point of crumbling,
the city stopped moving and everything fell back to normal.

“What the fuck was that?!” Screamed
Dysphoria.

Legion wanted to reach out and hold her, for
he too was scared out of his mind. Cygnus scurried up close to
Dysphoria and said,

“Power surge, Jesus the mainframes haven’t
had one of those in years.” Said Cygnus.

Legion put his head down and asked,

“What caused it?”

“It’s a basic power surge, like one you would
have in your house. Maybe caused by too many people trying to come
or leave at the same time most likely. We haven’t had one since
they upgraded the servers.”

“That freaked me out!” Replied
QuickSilver.

They got themselves to their feet and watched
everyone else that was on the street climb to their standing
positions. Making sure that everyone was okay, they continued their
march to Dysphoria’s.

***************

The power surge was the talk of cyberspace.
Legion, Dysphoria, QuickSilver and Cygnus discussed it all the way
to Dysphoria’s, retelling the same exact events that they lived
through. Immediately after it stopped everyone that was indoors at
the time filed into the street to get a glimpse of what just
happened. The streets of Cybercity were congested with citizens,
baffled at the sudden jolting of their city.

Making their way through the crowds, they
reached Dysphoria’s unscathed. She put her key in the lock and
opened the crooked cartoonish door. They entered her house and she
immediately traveled throughout the house to turn on all the fans,
trying to kill some of the heat.

“Can I get a drink of water?” Asked
Cygnus.

“Sure, just run the faucet for a while, it’ll
come out warm at first.”

He walked over to the cabinets and reached
for a glass. He waited with his hand underneath the tap, waiting
for the cold. QuickSilver got up and excused himself to the
bathroom, and then he went into his room and closed the door.

“He’s young, huh? I’ve been trying to figure
it out but I can’t seem to put an age on him.” Legion said to
Dysphoria. “Sometimes I look at him and he looks really young, but
then he does things that make him appear older.”

“Well, QuickSilver’s been through a lot and
he’s been hardened by the cruel world.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

Cygnus came around the corner into the living
room with a glass of cold water.

“Uhhh! This is what I needed.” He sighed.

Dysphoria sat down next to Cygnus on the
couch and Legion pulled up a chair from the kitchen table. He
noticed how comfortable Cygnus always seems to be in this house.
Where were her roommates all the time?

All of a sudden, out of the clear blue,
Cygnus suggested,

“Wanna take a trip?”

“Who?”

“All four of us.” He replied.

It comforted Legion a little to know he’s one
of them now.

“Where?”

“Stupid question, Virtual Town. Where
else?”

“I didn’t know where you meant.” Said
Dysphoria agitated.

“So, you wanna?”

“When would we go?” Legion questioned.

“Tomorrow sounds good to me.” Cygnus
suggested.

“Tomorrow? We’d have to plan it right now. I
don’t even have a map of the Barrenlands.” Said Dysphoria.

“Wait a minute. The Barrenlands?” Asked
Legion.

“Yeah, that’s what the space is called
between the mainframes.” Answered Cygnus. “See, Cybercity isn’t
connected with Virtual Town and Punah. You can’t just walk to the
outskirts of Cybercity and cross some invisible town line and be in
another mainframe. There is an area that separates us, and one of
the main reasons people don’t like to mainframe-hop is because the
Barrenlands are unprotected. It’s ‘anything goes’ there. That’s the
place of no rules because it’s not a mainframe, just the passage
way. Think of it as a hallway connecting the three mainframes.”

“Yeah, and extremely dangerous, too. Anyone
from Punah can be wandering around in the Barrenlands.” Retorted
Dysphoria.

“This is how it’s laid out.” Continued
Cygnus, “The mainframes would be on a straight horizontal line, if
there was a map of all cyberspace. Cybercity would be on the far
right, Virtual Town would be in the middle and Punah on the far
left. You would draw a line and connect the mainframes, and the
‘hallway’ would be the Barrenlands. You can’t get to Punah from
Cybercity, you have to go through Virtual Town because it’s in the
middle.”

“Sort of like you can’t go to South America
from Canada without going through the USA.”

“Right, it’s a straight line of mainframes.
We’d only be traveling through the Barrenlands from Cybercity to
Virtual Town. That’s the safer of the two.”

“Obviously, “ said Legion, “Because it’s the
farthest away from Punah. But the Barrenlands from Virtual Town to
Punah would be a suicide mission, right?”

“Well, it’s not that bad but who would want
to go to Punah anyway? That Barrenland is hardly ever crossed.”
Finished Cygnus. “So, ya wanna go?”

Dysphoria looked at Legion and shrugged.

“Sure, I’m up for it.” Said Legion.

“Me too.” Followed Dysphoria and released
with a smirk.

“Okay, we’ll see if QuickSilver wants to go
and…”

“Don’t worry about him,” said Dysphoria,
“He’ll be ecstatic.”

“Okay, we’ll send him down to get us a few
maps of Virtual Town and the Barrenlands.”

“Where do we get maps around here?” Asked
Legion.

“The mall acts as a Welcome Center, almost.
There are only five maps that they produce. One for each mainframe
and one for the two Barrenlands. There isn’t one for all of
cyberspace yet.”

Legion stood up from the floor and
voiced,

“I’m up for it.”

“I’ll go on one condition,” said Dysphoria,
“We try to make an effort to meet Mercury.”

“Yeah, no problem. Whatever you want.” Said
Cygnus.

He then got up from the floor, traveled over
to QuickSilver’s room and knocked on the door. A muffled, “What?”
came from within.

“Come out here for a second.” Said
Cygnus.

After a few seconds of shuffling around, the
door opened and QuickSilver joined them in the living room.

“Wanna go on a trip?” Asked Cygnus.

“Sure, where?”

“Virtual Town.”

“No way!” His eyes turned pure white as his
coloring jumped to pewter in the excitement.

“But you have to do me one favor.” Replied
Cygnus.

“Sure, anything.”

“Go to the mall and get a map of Cybercity,
Virtual Town and our Barrenlands.”

“I’m there!” QuickSilver said as he quickly
trotted out of the house into the bright sunlit street.

“There’s only one thing I’m not clear on.”
Said Legion.

“Yeah?”

“How are there maps if people come and go
from cyberspace everyday? I mean, is my house on the map?”

“Yes, sir.” Said Cygnus.

“How is that possible? I mean, do they have
people that go around everyday and record everyone who has come and
gone?”

“Nope, it’s actually quite simple.” Started
Cygnus. “Let’s see if you can figure it out yourself. What are we
all attached to physically?”

“A server.”

“Right, we enter the terminal to come into
cyberspace, right?”

“Right.”

“Okay, when we build anything in here, or
destroy anything, how are we doing it?”

“With our minds.”

“Alright, how are our minds hooked up so we
can live here?”

“Through computers.”

“Correct, which means that every time anybody
from any three mainframes makes any move or any thought at all, it
passes through the main terminal; known commonly as The Head. So,
it reads everything we do because we are in here jacked into it.
What did you see most of in the mall?”

“People.”

“Okay, besides people.”

“Computers?”

“Right. You know that computers send information to each
other.”

“Yep.” Answered Legion.

“So, it is stored where?”

“A file is created by The Head.”

“Right, so how do you think we keep the maps
accurate?”

“When I built my house, it was recorded by
The Head and then stored in the terminal that makes the maps.”

“There you go, see you got it by figuring it
out. That’s the only way to survive in here; being able to figure
shit out for yourself.”

“How often are the maps made?”

“They’re not. They’re only made when someone
uploads a map for a certain mainframe from the server, which acts
as one big external hard drive.”

“Oh, so the one QuickSilver is bringing back
will be completely correct.”

“We hope, unless a lot of people build from
now ‘till tomorrow and Cybercity gets bigger or smaller.”

“I don’t think it will be that much of a
change.” Said Dysphoria.

“Me neither.” Agreed Cygnus.

It was then that the front door opened and
QuickSilver let a wave of sunlight crash into the house. He had
three rolled pieces of paper in his left hand and closed the door,
shutting off the excess light.

“Got ‘em!” He said.

“Good, bring them over here and lay them out
on the floor.”

Dysphoria cleared away some chairs, and he
placed them on the floor. They were average looking road maps,
including every building and street.

“See, there is where we are now.” Said Cygnus
pointing to Dysphoria’s house on the map.

“I didn’t think I was that far from you.”
Said Legion looking at his house and comparing the distance between
the two.

“See, there’s the mall.” Said Dysphoria
pointing to the large palace.

“Jesus, its huge compared to the other
buildings!” Said Legion locating it and noticing the mall wasn’t
quite in the center of Cybercity, but more to the north-west.

“Okay, let’s lay them all out and take a
looky.” Said Cygnus.

They laid out all three maps, and this was
the first time they’d seen anything to do with Virtual Town. It was
a lot smaller than Cybercity in the sense of population, but the
land area was larger. Virtual Town was kind of like Georgia and
Cybercity was like Washington D.C.

Looking at the map of the Barrenlands, they
noticed that it was nothing but a stretch of dirt, save one small
cottage in the middle.

“I wonder what’s there.” Said Cygnus. “Nobody
is allowed to live in the Barrenlands.”

“I guess we’ll find out when we go, huh?”
Said QuickSilver.

“Okay,” said Cygnus taking out a pen and
drawing a line across the maps, “we’ll start from here and go
through the mall and come out the back entrance. That will put us
only a few minutes from the entrance to the Barrenlands. We’ll
travel down the dirt path, hopefully only taking a few hours and
then we can enter Virtual Town here by this strange shaped
design.”

He made an X at the building.

“We can then travel through this street and
move over to the west more and end up right in the center. From
there we can make a decision to where we want to go.”

“To find Mercury.” Said Dysphoria.

“Whatever you want, honey.” Said Cygnus.

She turned a sarcastic smirk as Legion
shifted uncomfortably in the air. Cygnus rolled up the maps and
said,

“When do we go?”

“First light in the morning.” Said
Dysphoria.

“Why not now?” Said QuickSilver.

“Because I don’t feel like starting off and
having the sun go down on us, and have to spend the night somewhere
in the Barrenlands. I’d much rather make the whole trip in one day
and deal with the darkness in Virtual Town.” Said Dysphoria.

“I can deal with that, so first thing in the
morning we’ll all be here.” Said Cygnus.

“Hey, can I sleep at your house tonight?”
QuickSilver asked Cygnus.

“Sure, we can watch a movie if ya want.”

“Okay, can I?” He asked Dysphoria.

“I don’t mind.”

“Thanks.”

The sun started to make its descent into
night. Shadows started to form on the lower part of the walls and
Cygnus said,

“I think we should get going. I want to
prepare some stuff for tomorrow.” Said Cygnus.

“We’re leaving now?” Asked QuickSilver.

“Yeah, I want to be home before dark and get
some shut-eye.”

“Okay, we’ll see ya tomorrow early.”
QuickSilver said and kissed Dysphoria goodbye.

“Bye guys, see ya tomorrow. Do I get one
too?” Cygnus said to Dysphoria.

“No, only cute guys.” She said and started to
laugh.

“Very funny.” He replied.

“Bye guys.” Legion spoke up, trying to hurry
them along.

“See ya when I see ya.” And they left.

Dysphoria came over to Legion and led him to
the couch. When they sat down, she rested her head on his
shoulder.

“I’m sorry if I acted different while they
were around.” She said.

“Don’t worry about it.”

“No, see Cygnus is the type of person that
believes in taking everything slow. And I didn’t want him to think
less of me starting something with you so early to your
arrival.”

“No problem, I just thought that maybe
something was wrong.”

She gave a sound that meant ‘no way’ and
kissed him firmly on the lips, arching her back and rubbing her
hands over his face. When she released the kiss he asked her,

“Why did QuickSilver ask for your permission
to sleep over at Cygnus’s?”

“Well, just because. Why?”

“I dunno, struck me as kinda weird.”

“No, listen there’s something maybe you
should know. Cygnus knows this so it’s only fair that you also
know.”

“What?”

“QuickSilver is my brother.”

“What?!”

“Yeah, I was in Cybercity and then he came in
after me. I can’t tell you when because that’s…”

“Giving out other people’s information,”
finished Legion, “I know.”

“Want something to eat?” She asked.

The sun was rapidly falling behind the
horizon and the shadows darkened the land causing it all to appear
much simpler and less exuberant.

“Sure, what do ya got?”

“Anything you want.” She chuckled.

“I really feel like an ice cream sundae.”

“Hot fudge?”

“Yep.”

“Whipped cream?”

“Of course.”

“What kind of ice cream?”

“Mint chocolate chip.”

“Oooooo, a personal favorite.” She said.

She got up off the couch and went into the
kitchen. When she retuned she held two ice cream sundaes dripping
with fudge.

“Smothered and swimming, that’s how I like
it!” He said.

She handed him his sundae and a spoon and sat
down next to him. The cushion on the couch lifted slightly as her
weight fell onto it.

“My roommates aren’t coming home tonight.”
She said.

“Where are they?”

“At the gallery. There’s an all night jazz
festival starting in an hour.”

“Who are your roommates? They’re never here
it seems. Why’d ya bunk with other people?” Legion asked in-between
spoonfuls of fudge, mint chocolate chip ice cream and whipped
cream.

“They are just people from my neighborhood.
We all decided to stay together. We all came in together too.
They’re never here because they have a gang of friends they’re
constantly with.”

“So they’re not coming home tonight.” Legion
repeated.

“Nope, the festival runs until tomorrow.”

“Oh.”

“Wanna sleep over?”

“Will they mind?”

“Listen, they’re not my parents. Even if they
were coming home, I’d ask you to stay. It’s not like there are
rules here. I’m not sneaking you in.”

“Yeah, sure I’ll stay.”

“Great!”

The sun had almost completely fallen on
cyberspace, making people find shelter in their homes or
buildings.

***************

It was totally dark when Dysphoria led Legion
into the bedroom that night. The clock that kept unnoticed time
clicked away endlessly as the door shut to block out all the
outside sounds. They emerged themselves in the bedroom and
submersed their bodies under the sheets.

“You feel good.” She said to him.

Legion rubbed his hand over her face and felt
the perfect animated image, pressing lightly on her skin to make
sure she was real.

“You do too.”

He then felt around her back as he pressed
his lips to hers and found her buttocks. She pressed firmly into
his body, and her breasts started to show. Her color also started
to change into the mono.

She groaned for a second and then reached
down and placed one hand on his mid-section. His penis immediately
showed itself, and she held it in her palm and started stroking it
to activate the hormones. Out of habit, he lightly started shifting
his hips to match her pulls.

He left her lips and pushed her neck up so
she was forced to look at the ceiling, and he slid his lips to her
hard nipples. He accepted them into his mouth and felt their
excitement, pushing her breast together slightly. When he did this,
her chest grew a little more.

He grabbed her body and rolled over on his
back so she was sitting on top of him. She reached down and placed
his organ into her sex and straightened her back. She looked at the
ceiling, letting her hair fall over her back, and started to slowly
rise and fall on him.

He exhaled a moan and rested his hands on her
hips, and pushed up and down to help her motion. Her beasts were
bobbing up and down with her movements, and this excited him more
causing his penis to become more erect.

His larger penis made her pick up her pace
and bounce on top of him faster, causing her chest to enlarge even
more. She steadied her speed and kept up the fast motion of rising
and falling. Her breasts were jumping up and down with more force
as she came crashing down on him, just to rise up again. She
started to let out frequent grunts, and then she tightened her legs
around him and in one final flash an orgasm smashed into her.

Legion never let up thrusting up and down,
for he had not yet come and didn’t want to stop until he did.
Proceeding with the act, she kept bouncing on him, her body
preparing for another round.

She relaxed her legs, feeling him still
entering and almost exiting her. Then his climax started building,
and Legion forced his body to move faster. The sweat was actually
pouring down his face from his hairline, and the sweet smell of sex
entered his nostrils causing him to realize what he was doing. That
thought, and the vision of her rising and falling so fast on him,
her breasts dribbling on her chest, and Dysphoria’s own excitement,
caused his body to sputter and then climax.

He let out a long thrust and let his sex
release a pleasure filled spasm. She grunted one time and looked
down at him, letting her sweat fly through the air and smack him in
the face. She got off of him and crept up and placed her head on
his wet chest. It was then they instantly fell into deep slumber,
their bodies returning to normal, hiding their parts.

They slept until morning, and didn’t wake up
until Cygnus walked in the room ready for their journey.

 


Traveling Through The Maps

The haziness and disorientation of sleep
hadn’t worn off them when Cygnus barged in the room. Him standing
there made everything seem so wrong and sinful. It amplified a
simple situation into a big catastrophe.

“What the Hell?” And that’s what brought
Dysphoria and Legion out of their trance completely.

Dysphoria stood up onto the bed and
defended,

“Get out! Haven’t you ever heard of knocking
on the goddamn door before coming in?!”

Cygnus made a calm-down gesture and slowly
backed out of the room, closing the door. Dysphoria crumbled back
onto the bed and mustered,

“Jesus, the nerve of some people!”

“Will he be mad? He seemed mad.” Even
Legion’s voice wasn’t a bit crackly when he woke up.

“He can’t be mad, it’s my life! He doesn’t
own me. I just like his company, is all.”

She rolled over and scrunched herself against
his chest and sighed deeply.

“Let’s get up.”

Legion made a groan of protest, but she
pulled off the sheets anyway. Dysphoria tidied up the bed and
stepped out into the hallway, looking right at QuickSilver sitting
at the kitchen table. The sun had just tossed its rays over the
windowsill and started to invite itself into the house.

The T.V. was on in the living room and
Dysphoria crept towards it. Legion made himself imperceptible and
went into the bathroom, closing the door and letting the muffled
silence consume him. Dysphoria stepped into the living room and
glanced at Cygnus’s body sitting on the couch, glued to the program
that was on. Whether or not he saw her and was ignoring her, she
couldn’t guess.

“Hi.” She whispered.

“Good morning.” He replied. “Have you
eaten?”

“Not yet.” Her voice seemed to crackle with
daisies. “I just thought we’d leave as soon as possible.”

“Yep, that was the plan.” He retorted.

“So, we’re leaving… right?”

“Only if you want to.”

“Why wouldn’t I want to?” She stepped more
into the room, letting the sunlight brush her skin.

“I dunno, just thought maybe you’d want to
stay here AND FUCK!” He screamed as he stood up and raised his
backhand to her cheek.

“You bastard! Don’t EVER threaten me in this
house again, or so help me God you’re grandchildren will be born
dizzy!”

“God can’t help us, you wench. It’s all a lie
anyway. There’s no hope and light anymore. I’m even getting sick of
the mainframes.” He started as he sat back down, regaining his calm
composure. “I’m so sick of this place I wanna vomit, if you could
just see it the way I do. I wake up every goddamn morning, and I
want to live! That’s the scary part, I want to fucking live! But I
can’t! Can’t you see it anymore?! We’re not living here. It’s the
same damn thing everyday, and I’m so goddamn sick of this! And what
choices do I face? Huh? Go back to real life medicated or kill
myself, and what happens if death is just another world we go to
and I hate it there too, huh? Don’t you see we’re stuck and there’s
no way out anymore, and even through death we’re stuck ‘cause we
keep going round and around and around and around and around and
around and it never seems to stop!”

She walked over to him and sat down next to
him on the cushion.

“This trip is a good idea, you know. I say we
should get going, get your mind off of shit and see another
mainframe.”

“I hate to be hurt, you know.”

“I know that.” She answered. “We all do.

“And you understand, I just flipped out when
I saw you guys.”

“Shocking, but true.” She grinned.

“Alright, lets’ move this caravan outta
here!”

He stood up from the couch and called to
QuickSilver. He explained that they were leaving and Legion
retreated from the bathroom. Making his way into the living room,
Cygnus made his apologies and the four of them started out the
door.

When the front door was opened, the sun
rushed in, trying to get as much into the house as possible before
the door was shut. The heat beat down upon the street, and there
were numerous citizens out attending to yard work or what have you.
The foursome trotted down the street, QuickSilver holding the maps
under his left arm and grinning.

The course to the Barrenlands was already
mapped by heart. Traveling through the streets to the Barrenlands,
Dysphoria had a premonition that she’d never see this place again.
Whether it meant she’s going to find more happiness in Virtual Town
and stay, or wind up deciding to return to real life, there was a
shroud covering her guts. Cygnus walked beside Legion as they
passed through the streets on their way to their first vacation all
together. To them, they knew they’d be back, this was their home.
The trip to Virtual Town was a business trip to see what it’s like.
Report and return, no sweat!

QuickSilver couldn’t care either way, and
when they reached the gate to the Barrenlands, the sun seemed to
disappear. It looked as if someone placed pretty tiles on a new
floor, stopped and left the rest of the room the ugly black cement.
Cybercity’s ground and air was sweet and fresh, but at the gates to
the Barrenlands, the ground turned into mud and the air started to
stink. Cygnus looked at them and pushed the gate open with a
creek.

They stepped into the Barrenlands, closing
the gate behind them to Cybercity, and started forward.

“Okay, let’s try to go through this as fast
as we can.” Said Cygnus.

Step by step they moved forward. The sun
hardly reached this area so the lighting was horrid. The air
smelled of burnt tinfoil and tasted like salt water. When they
finally approached mid-way into the Barrenlands, Legion spoke
up,

“Hey look, it’s that shack that was on the
map.”

Sure enough, there was the cottage. It was
completely gray in color and only had one window, covered in dust.
The wind was ripping at its sides, and practically tearing down its
siding of black wood. To their surprise, the creaky front door
opened and a man staggered out. They gasped as Cygnus threw his
arms back, protecting QuickSilver and Dysphoria. Legion huddled
close to Dysphoria, and they waited.

The man stumbled drunkly out of the shack,
actually wearing clothes. The first person in these naked
mainframes to be wearing cloth on his body. His cloak was made of
brown cowhide and a fringed rope was tied around his waist. He
leaned his bodyweight against a long staff with carvings sketched
all over it. And the weirdest of all, which they noticed, was his
coloration; not a pretty blue or purple or orange or yellow. No, it
was a regular silver color. No one in cyberspace had silver or
gold; it just didn’t happen and yet this man with clothes and a
perfect silver casing was standing in front of them.

Noticing that his new company retreated a
little bit, he spoke with a crackly voice,

“Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you. But you
better run! Run now! They’re coming and they’re coming fast! I’ve
seen them and I’ve seen their wrath, they’re not taking prisoners
and they want it all! Run! Go back to your human bodies and live a
good life. Put back everything that happened; it’ll be worse
here!”

Cygnus grabbed Dysphoria and QuickSilver and
ran towards the approaching gates of Virtual Town. Legion tagged
behind as they raced through the gates, into the middle mainframe,
feeling Virtual Town’s own sun beat down on top of them.

***************

As anxious as she was to meet Mercury face to
face, Dysphoria was overwhelmed with excitement as she realized
that they were really in another mainframe. The Virtual Town sun
beat down upon their heads, a slightly different color than the one
in Cybercity; it was pinkish.

Stepping into Virtual Town’s dirt, they
immediately located the large orange building that the map said
they would find directly past the gates. Legion didn’t care about
what they’d think, so he took Dysphoria’s hand in his as they
started into town.

The scattered clouds were a relief from the
piercing heat in Cybercity. Virtual Town was a more conservative
mainframe than Cybercity. The houses were modest in their modest
neighborhoods, and the shapes and colors of the houses weren’t as
elaborate. Nonetheless, Virtual Town was just as beautiful and
welcoming.

“What do ya all make of that dude back there
in the shack?” Began Cygnus.

“He freaked me out,” said Dysphoria, “I have
no idea what he’s talking about, either. Who’s coming and why
should we run?”

“How come he gets clothes when we are always
naked?” Implied QuickSilver.

“That was definitely weird.” Said Legion. “I
mean, he had no reason to just leap out of his hut and start
warning us.”

“Probably found a way to transport drugs
through cyberspace.” Said Cygnus as a joke, and the conversation
was dropped.

“When can we find Mercury?” Asked
Dysphoria.

“Whenever.”

“Can we now?”

“Where do we start?” Asked Cygnus.

“I say we should just begin to ask
people.”

“You can ask.” Said QuickSilver.

“Okay, fine.” With that she released her grip
on Legion’s hand and made her way into a busy street.

She approached a yellow and orange colored
woman and politely asked,

“Excuse me, I was wondering if you knew a
lady named Mercury.”

“No, I’m sorry. But you might want to ask
that man there, he knows practically everyone.”

Dysphoria gave her thanks and started over to
the gentleman beautifully colored purple and pink. She tapped him
gently on his shoulder and when he turned around to face her, she
questioned,

“Excuse me, but you wouldn’t happen to know a
lady by the name of Mercury, would you?”

At this time Legion, Cygnus and QuickSilver
walked up to Dysphoria and stood behind her back. The man
answered,

“Why yes, I reckon I do.”

“Would you be able to tell me where she
lives? We’ve come from Cybercity and I talked to her on the
cyberphones, and I’m just dying to meet her.”

“Did she give you an invitation?”

“Yeah, she said that if I ever came to
Virtual Town to ask around for her.”

“Well then, Mercury lives down this street
and take a left. It’s actually the third house on the left. It’s
blue and red colored, can’t miss it.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“No problem.”

Dysphoria started to walk in the direction as
the trio followed suit behind. The man reached out and snapped
Legion’s arm back. Legion stopped and stared into his eyes, his
body coloration turning to pure white.

QuickSilver, Dysphoria and Cygnus also
stopped in their tracks and waited to see what the man was going to
say. He looked Legion in the face and said,

“Your friend Phreak, I believe his name is,
has come for you. You must hurry and find him before he gets
himself into trouble here, and buys himself a one way ticket to
Punah.”

The man released Legion’s arm and he stumbled
back, catching his balance with his waist. The man turned around
and walked away, finishing whatever chores he was involved with
before he was interrupted.

Legion walked over to Cygnus, QuickSilver and
Dysphoria and asked,

“What the Hell was that all about?”

“I have no idea, that’s two weird instances
in a row. Maybe these people know what they’re talking about.” Said
Cygnus.

“How the frig did he know that his handle was
going to be Phreak, and that he’s coming?”

“That’s the weirdest part of it all.” Said
Dysphoria. “There’s no way he should know that.”

“What should I do? Do I go back to Cybercity
and look for him, or stay with you guys and hope he comes here, and
maybe find him after we return?”

“Do what you want.” Said Cygnus. “If you want
to stay, then stay. If you want to go back and look for him, go
back. He might not even be in the mainframes yet.”

“Alright, I’ll stay and find him when we get
back.”

Dysphoria grabbed his hand this time, and
they followed the man’s directions down the street until they came
upon a blue and red house; the color of Mercury.

***************

Cole Franklin grabbed the cover of his
machine, surrounded by dark and gloomy smells, and closed it on his
body. After the goggles and Head Mount Gear was in place, he found
the switch and flicked it upwards. The machine whirled and whistled
into life as Cole’s vision turned from black to a beautiful
pink.

Seated upon a mammoth computer keyboard was a
giant head, animated in every form. Looking at Cole’s image, it
said,

“Enter password.”

Cole reached over with his newly animated
fingers and punched in his name: Phreak. The Head spoke a word of
gratitude and the searched the files in a split nanosecond.

“Passage granted.” It added.

The room of beautiful pink suddenly flashed
and flickered into a dirt ground. Cole landed, and climbed up on
one knee, glanced around and gasped at the sight of this beautiful
world.

He viewed the land that lay before him; a
land named Virtual Town.

***************

Extending his hand, Phreak tried to reach out
for the beautiful buildings and people that walked about. The
worries and stress that his mother might find his machine and yank
him out were flushed out of his body when he saw what this world
looked like. He realized that all his fears about his mother were
so insignificant looking at this world.

He then decided that he would look around and
experience this world, but first thing’s first he had to find
Legion. He memorized his name and Dysphoria’s before he came, so
there was no excuse for forgetting.

It was the man’s colors of purple and pink
that drew Phreak to ask his question. Upon asking if the man knew
where he might find Dysphoria or Legion, the man answered that yes,
they just passed and he had sent them on their way to a woman’s
house. Phreak asked for the directions and the man gladly gave
them, explaining the woman’s name was Mercury and the house would
be blue and red.

Thanking him and starting on his way, Phreak
refused to get over the colors or the people and houses. The
swirls, the mixtures, even his own mixture of yellow and pink.
Absolutely beautiful, one might say.

When he reached Mercury’s house of blue and
red, the front door was slowly closing, and before it shut
completely, Phreak got a look at four people entering the house
disappearing into one of the rooms. Phreak, himself, went up to the
house and knocked.

***************

Startled at the sudden door slam directly
behind them, Legion found it strange that as soon as they entered
the house, a modern day gentleman would call. Mercury excused
herself and reached to open the door a second time, revealing
Legion’s best friend.

“Can I help you?” Mercury asked in her loving
and motherly voice.

“May I please speak to Legion?”

“Um, sure. Come in.” Mercury answered.

“Thanks.”

“Legion, someone’s here to see you.”

He immediately knew who it was, but the
question of ‘How did you get here and how did you find me?’ would
have to wait.

“Hey man, what’s up?!” Said Phreak stepping
into Mercury’s dwelling.

“I can’t believe you’re here!” Said Legion.
“How’d ya get your mother off your back?”

“She thinks I’m sleeping out tonight, and I
hid the machine in my grandmother’s basement. She doesn’t even know
about it. I snuck in when she wasn’t home and found a corner that
hasn’t been touched in 20 years. There’s no way I’ll be found.”

“Cool, everybody this is my best friend,
Phreak.”

“Hey, how’s it going?” Said Cygnus.

“Not too bad.”

“This is QuickSilver, Cygnus and you’ve heard
about Dysphoria.”

“Hey, nice colors.” He said to Dysphoria
jokingly. “What do you say to people in here to compliment
them?”

“Nothing, but nice colors.” Said Legion.

“And this is Mercury, and her husband Knite.”
Said Dysphoria, turning to the owners of the house.

“Nice to meet ya, this pink and purple
colored dude told me you guys would be here.”

That sparked even more curiosity in Legion
about that man. It was then that Mercury went on with her own
excited greeting.

“I can’t believe you guys actually came and
found me.” Said Mercury. “It was different talking to you on the
phone, but to actually meet you is really thrilling.”

“Yeah, we were planning a trip here, and I
made them come with me to find your house; I just had to meet you.
Maybe you two can show us around Virtual Town and play tour
guides.”

“If you want.” Said Mercury. “Come in, all of
you, and sit down. I’ll get you something to drink.”

The five of them entered further into the
house, and Knite led them into a living room and they sat down on
the couch. Phreak looked around. The initial shock of this new
environment hadn’t worn off yet.

“How long have you been here?” Asked Legion
to Phreak.

“About 20 minutes.”

“Ohhhh, he doesn’t know anything yet,” said
Cygnus, “there are rules and places and opinions we must
share.”

“I’m all ears.” He said.

“Just remember one thing,” said Legion,
“until we can sit down and go over everything with you, do not tell
anybody anything about your real life. This place is for people
that want to start over.”

“Yeah, but you know everything about me.”

“Right, you can tell people stuff, but you
don’t HAVE to.” Said Cygnus.

“Got’cha.” Said Phreak.

Mercury had now entered the room with a tray
of seven large glasses of fruit punch. They each took a glass, gave
a word of gratitude, and drank greedily.

“So, do you like Virtual Town better than
Cybercity?” Asked Mercury.

“It really is a beautiful place, but
Cybercity is more luscious and, of course, we have the mall. That
in itself is a landmark.”

“I hear ya.” Said Knite.

“Maybe one day we’ll take a trip to
Cybercity, visit the mall and come to your house.”

“Sure, anytime. I’ll even show you guys
around the mall. It does get confusing at times.” Said
Dysphoria.

There was a hint of uncomfortableness in the
air among Legion, Cygnus, QuickSilver, Phreak and Knite as they
really didn’t seem to know what to say or do with themselves.
Mercury and Dysphoria acted like two old school friends, and became
oblivious to the other company.

Legion turned to Phreak and started up a
conversation about the hometown and best friend’s babble. Cygnus
and QuickSilver started to ask Knite if he knew about the silver
colored man that lived in the Barrenlands that wore real clothes.
Knite said he had never been to the Barrenlands, but if he and
Mercury took a trip to Cybercity, they would stop and talk with
him.

***************

After each one of them stopped with their own
private conversations, they included themselves in a major
discussion based around the mainframes, the weather and the fact
that Mercury and Knite just must visit Cybercity. Then the
conversation got turned once again to the man who lived in the
Barrenlands, questions arouse such as why does he wear clothes, how
come he’s colored silver, and most of all, what did his warnings
mean?

“I think,” said Cygnus, “that he’s some sort
of hierarchy in cyberspace, maybe an accomplice to The Head. He can
also see all trouble within cyberspace, and is nice enough to
present a warning.”

“Nah, I think he’s some loony that found a
way to wear attire and was blessed by the color silver, whether
that made him loony or the color is a result of his looniness.”
Answered Dysphoria.

“I dunno, maybe.” Started Legion. “There’s a
simpler explanation for him. I mean, he was just a man who probably
decided…”

Legion’s dialogue was cut short by an
unbelievable ear piercing shatter of glass. The two front picture
windows of Mercury’s house imploded into the living room, slicing
and cutting the seven occupants.

“Get the fuck outta here!” Screamed Cygnus as
he grabbed QuickSilver and headed for the door.

Mercury grabbed Knite’s hand, Legion put his
arm around Dysphoria, and Phreak managed to keep his own balance as
they ducked out of the house through the back door. Entering the
back yard, they saw that the house started to catch on fire, and
the entire front of the house imploded into the living room.

Knite reached behind his neck and dabbed the
running blood that was traveling down his head.

“I’m cut!” He yelled. “The bastard cut
me!”

Mercury looked at his head and told him he’d
be alright. Grasping Dysphoria’s hand, Legion and the rest of them
made their way cautiously to the front of the house. Smoke was
bellowing from within the house, making the air stink of burnt
electricity. But it was when they noticed the horrors in the
street, that the ruined house seemed like spilt milk.

What the seven of them saw was a street
filled with smoke, confusion, terror, hate and anarchy. The street
was crammed with people running up and down in mayhem. QuickSilver
was almost carried away by the swarming crowd of people, but Cygnus
scooped him up into his arms. All they could do was move with the
flow of people down the street. They all held hands so none of them
would be separated and they let the mob carry them away.

Absolutely dumbfounded by the events, Phreak
yelled over the shrieking crowd to Legion,

“What the Hell is going on?!”

Legion glanced at all the buildings, they
were also all in flames or shattered. All the owners were running
for their lives, but the cause of this catastrophe wasn’t visible.
The streets were becoming dense with citizens as they were making
their journey away from their smoldering homes.

Determined to understand what was really
happening, Legion craned his neck around to look behind him. His
multi-colored swirl of a complexion faded to a complete gray as he
saw numerous people behind the crowd with guns and large
sticks.

“Aw shit, look behind us!” He yelled.

Cygnus was the first to look, and mumbled “Oh
my God.” Seeing the sight of the intruders, the adrenaline pumped
harder as he pushed through the crowd more fiercely.

“What is it?” Cried Dysphoria.

“Just keep moving!” Retorted Cygnus.

The intruders were moving closer to the
swarming crowd, destroying any kind of building they passed, making
sure the streets of Virtual Town were demolished. It was then that
Legion realized that this wasn’t happening on just this street; all
of Virtual Town was infected with these deadly intruders. And, as
far as he could tell, the crowd was moving directly into the
Barrenlands, trying to escape into Cybercity.

There was nothing that could be done, the
crowd was too dense to get out, and the city was already in flames.
They let the tide of the crowd sweep them into the passage of the
Barrenlands. Every citizen of Virtual Town was fighting their turn
to pass through, and even now the Barrenlands were squished with
people scurrying to get to safe land in Cybercity. Then a frightful
thought crossed Legion’s mind. What if these intruders just keep
following us right into Cybercity and destroy that, too?

With new fear rushing over him, Legion
glanced behind him again to get a glimpse of their attackers. The
number one thing that actually amazed him was that they were all
wearing helmets that resembled welding masks. The masks were pure
black in color and fitted snugly over their heads. Strapped around
their shoulders were many different kinds of weaponry. The
intruders themselves looked like everyone else, and they would have
blended in nicely if it weren’t for the masks and firearms.
Although, for a split second, Legion thought he saw a man that was
completely colored gold.

“But that can’t be,” he thought, “Must be an
illusion from the smoke and flames.” And he continued on with the
crowd.

The foursome plus Knite, Mercury and Phreak
were wrangled into the Barrenlands, allowing them to be swept with
the crowd. The passage of the Barrenlands was much narrower than
the streets of Virtual Town, so the crowd became even denser.
Rubbing shoulder to shoulder, everybody’s sweat was making the air
putrid.

It was then that Legion noticed many many
people disappearing into thin air. People, who were standing in the
claustrophobic crowd, were vanishing in front of them. At first,
fear struck Legion in his heart; fearful about the combusting
citizens. But then, as he thought about it more, he realized that
these people were disappearing on their own. They were returning to
real life. These people, right now, are waking up in their
machines, snug in their homes, instead of running from these
intruders. That thought didn’t comfort Legion at all. It made him
actually contemplate leaving and returning to his room and his
mother and his dog and father and the memory of Mary-Jo. No, that
hurts too much. Better to stick this out. So, he kept onward with
the crowd and his friends.

***************

As more people were returning to their
machines and disappearing from cyberspace, the crowd started to
thin out a bit. But as the crowd lessened, Legion feared that if
the intruders started to open-fire on the crowd, they would be
easier targets.

Running to the half-way point in the
Barrenlands, they approached the hut. Just as expected, the clothed
man was standing outside his door watching everyone pass. Viewing
it like a four-star movie.

When the seven of them reached the man and
his hut, he extended his hand and grabbed Cygnus’s arm, yanking him
to his front door. Legion, Dysphoria, QuickSilver, Mercury, Knite
and Phreak sliced through the moving crowd, like Salmon, over to
the man and Cygnus.

“Listen to me, boy.” The clothed Silver Man
began. “They’re here! You better run your hide off because they
ain’t gonna take no prisoners. And I mean that as sure as shit! Are
you listenin’ boy?! They’ve finally come and the time to stand up
or fall over is here!”

Looking at the man through the corners of his
eyes Cygnus asked,

“Who are you talking about? Who are these
people?”

“Have you noticed an intruder that was
completely colored gold?”

Legion stepped forward, closer to the
man.

“I thought I saw one, but I dismissed it as
an illusion.”

“No my friend, that was Bandwidth.”

“What?!” Exclaimed Cygnus releasing himself
from the man.

“Yes, that’s right.” The man noticed some
bewilderment on their faces, especially from Phreak. “Bandwidth,
the leader and ruler criminal from Punah somehow found a way to
travel with a group of hackers into the other two mainframes.”

“But wouldn’t The Head have stopped
them?”

“No, have you noticed that I’m colored
silver, and Bandwidth is colored gold? Yes that’s right, I look
like a mutant compared to your beautiful colors. There’s a reason
for that, you see.”

His voice became almost distant as the
passing crowd practically was rubbing up against them.

“Yes, there’s a reason.” He said almost
falling into a daydream. “You don’t know this, almost nobody does,
but The Head is the one that gives you your colors.”

“I know that.” Said Cygnus, trying not to
sound too ignorant.

“Yes, but do you know how The Head does it?”
When the man saw a blank look on Cygnus’s face he proceeded. “The
Head rapidly scans your record throughout your life: police
records, school records, work records, psychiatric records, and
with all that adds up to a score. Your color that The Head assigns
to you is based off that score. Gold is rewarded to the person with
most unworthy lifestyle. Obviously, someone like the criminal
Bandwidth, who is by far the most notorious person in all of
cyberspace.”

“And silver is given to the best.” Finished
Mercury.

“Correct, or the most admirable. So I feel it
is my duty to be the one to stand and fight him myself, maybe
that’s why The Head chose to do that. And because of my good
behavior in life, for some reason The Head has actually given me
limited clothes and a house in the Barrenlands letting me have free
access to any mainframe whenever I want.”

“So, what is your advice to us?”

“The best thing I can say is to return to
your machines in real life, and then come back later. Wait until
it’s done, Bandwidth isn’t going to show any mercy this time
around.”

“No way.” Dysphoria said calmly. “I’m here,
this is my home and I’m staying.”

“Suit yourself, but you must leave the
Barrenlands now because they will be here shortly and I don’t think
Bandwidth is planning on sparing anybody.”

Taking his warning, the seven of them said
thanks and good luck to the man and continued with the flow of the
crowd. They were once again being swept towards Cybercity, hoping
that Bandwidth and his men weren’t going to follow them and destroy
that too.

***************

Legion realized that his own panic really set
in when they crossed out of the Barrenlands and into Cybercity,
crushed by the crowd. He then comprehended that there was going to
be serious trouble if someone doesn’t do something soon. Cybercity
is in complete jeopardy of annihilation, following Virtual Town.
But they didn’t like to believe that Virtual Town has been
completely destroyed.

Noticing that they were towards the back of
the sea of people, Cygnus silently prayed that Bandwidth and his
troops would either not hurt any of them, not destroy Cybercity,
and maybe hopefully somehow get sucked back into Punah where they
deserve to be. With that fear in his mind he said,

“How’s everyone holding up?”

“Okay.” Answered Phreak.

“As good as the situation allows.” Said
Dysphoria, putting her arms around Legion and resting her cheek on
his shoulder while walking with the crowd.

“You’d think that we’d be moving faster.”
Said Legion, noticing that the crowd was at a slow pace.

“Maybe they’re not too much in a hurry to get
into Cybercity.” Said Cygnus.

Cygnus turned around and glanced to where
Bandwidth and his hackers were. He noticed that they were almost
stationary, static in the sun, watching the crowd flow away from
them.

“That’s weird.” Said Cygnus, putting emphasis
on the ‘weird’, making it sound like he said ‘we-eared.’

“What’s that?” Asked Knite, turning back as
much as he could to see.

“Bandwidth and his men are just standing
there watching us move away.”

“That could be a good sign.” Said Legion.

“Yeah,” said Mercury throwing her two cents
in, “maybe they just want Virtual Town and they don’t care about
Cybercity or us.”

“That kinda makes sense.” Said Dysphoria.
“They are prisoners in Punah, right? Well, maybe they just want a
mainframe where they can be free.”

“You’re making it sound like it’s all right
what they’re doing.” Said Cygnus.

“No, I’m not saying that. Obviously I think
it was wrong to drive us out, and to burn everything to do it, but
yet I can see the way they probably feel trapped.”

“They were placed as prisoners in Punah for a
reason.” Said Knite.

“I don’t care who they are, or what they
want. I don’t need this shit!” Said Phreak.

“So, what are you saying?” Asked Legion.

“I’d rather get an ass-whipping from my Ma
than be killed by cyberconvicts! Sorry dude, I’m goin’ back.”

The words practically weren’t out of his
mouth when Phreak completely vanished into thin air with no trace.
Legion thought of how he’s standing in front of The Head right now
asking for a passage back into real life again. That really was
tempting, but no, he must stay with them, or Dysphoria at
least.

Legion glanced back towards the stagnant
intruders. They were almost disappearing out of view as the crowd
pushed them further towards Cybercity. As Legion kept squinting his
eyes, he realized he couldn’t see the gold colored Bandwidth at
all. His stomach flipped in his body as he whispered to Cygnus,

“I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

***************

Within seconds they were all glancing behind
them trying to look for Bandwidth through the crowd. It was almost
impossible. The crowd finally swept them through the other side of
the Barrenlands, and they were now standing in Cybercity, directly
in front of the north-west entrance of the mall.

“He’s not there.” Said Legion. “I swear, he’s
gone.”

“He has to be somewhere.” Said Cygnus,
grabbing onto the quiet QuickSilver.

The six of them scanned the crowd for
Bandwidth, but nothing. Someone completely colored in gold would
stick out like a sore thumb amongst a crowd of purples, yellows and
greens.

“Quick,” said Cygnus, “we should all try to
get back to Dysphoria’s house. We’ll hopefully be safe there.”

“Yeah, considering they don’t try to attack
us here.” Said Dysphoria sarcastically.

“There’s nothing else we can do right now.”
Said Cygnus getting testy.

“I just wanna go home!” QuickSilver
practically cried.

Bandwidth and his hackers were completely out
of sight by the time they fought through the crowd and down
Dysphoria’s street. But they never made it into her house.

 


The Spitting Of The Machine

The air suddenly smelled of burnt sweat as
they turned the corner to Dysphoria’s street, and saw Bandwidth and
a handful of men standing on the other corner. Cygnus’s first
reflex was to reach out and grabbed QuickSilver and Dysphoria,
while Knite stood in front of Mercury. The ocean of people still
passed behind them as they stood in the deserted street with
Bandwidth. And then, the gold colored human-monster stepped towards
them.

Paralyzed with fear, they stood there as the
six-foot-five shiny gold fugitive traipsed towards them. He was
wearing an array of keys that dangled around his belt, causing the
still air to be filled with CLING-CLANG. They all moved backwards
slowly, Knit and Cygnus standing in front as a shield. Bandwidth
made no motion to slow his pace as he approached them.

“Let’s try to get back into the crowd.”
Whispered Cygnus out of the left side of his mouth.

Just as if Bandwidth heard the plan, he
extended his hand with immense speed at their faces. His palm
glittered in the sun as it stood only half a foot away from their
eyes. His handful of hackers stayed on the other side of the
corner, watching in amusement of their leader.

Bandwidth stood in front of them, arm
extended, and hand out as if to signal ‘Stop!’ He then slowly
spread his fingers away from each other and looked between the
spaces of his fingers. He got his face down to the level of his
open extended hand, and got Cygnus in between two fingers and Knite
in between two fingers. And then, he spoke.

“I could crush you, if I wanted to. Just like
closing my hand.”

He then looked up from his scope of fingers
and placed his arm beside his body. He stood erect in the sunlight
and casted a mammoth shadow upon them. Bandwidth then turned around
and faced the other way. Cygnus started to shuffle backwards,
trying to get them to the main street and back into the safety of
the crowd.

Bandwidth moved so fast, no one saw it. He
was standing in front of them with his back towards them one
minute, and then he was facing forward, gun drawn and smoking.
There was a small trail of smoke that looked like T.V. static
coming from the barrel of the liquid baby blue and apricot pistol.
Cygnus looked behind him, with break-neck speed, only to see
Dysphoria’s body crumble beneath her feet.

Legion reached out an arm and grabbed her
stomach by her animated skin, but it didn’t stop her descent to the
ground. Dysphoria collapsed to the ground, causing Cygnus to
release a scream. Everyone turned around and looked at Dysphoria
lying on the ground, crimson blood flowing out of her neck,
covering the ground. Legion screamed a loud “NO!” and tumbled to
the ground beside her.

He placed one hand on her forehead and
started to scream.

“I fucking had her! I fucking had her in my
fucking hands. She was in my fucking hands!”

Cygnus leaped over to Legion and pulled him
away by his shoulders.

“Get away, man!” He yelled.

“No, you fuck!” Legion said, leaping back to
Dysphoria. “I fucking had her!”

“Get the fuck back!” Screamed Cygnus so loud
it was a squeak.

He threw Legion off one more time and pressed
his hand on the wounded neck, trying to stop the blood flow.

“It ain’t gonna work, goddamn it!” Screamed
Legion.

Knite, Mercury and QuickSilver had all bent
down over Dysphoria’s body. None of them had noticed that Bandwidth
walked off and disappeared with his hackers around the corner.

***************

Legion started throwing punches into thin air
and stood up in haste. Cygnus moved over into the empty space where
Legion had been sitting, and got a better angle to help
Dysphoria.

“She’s gone, man!” Legion yelled at
Cygnus.

“Shut the fuck up!”

“She wanted to die here and she did, she just
wanted to get away from the hurt, and she winds up fucking dying to
do it! I just wanted to get away from death and I fucking see it!”
Legion’s voice trailed off as his vocal chords had gotten tired of
screeching.

“What are you saying?!” Yelled Cygnus
glancing away from Dysphoria’s body up to Legion.

“Look… look!” Legion said quickly pointing to
Dysphoria’s body. “No more color, she’s grey. She’s fucking grey,
she’s dead!”

He was right. Her color drained out of her
body and was replaced with a dull grey. Cygnus sighed and sat back
on his knees, and placed his chin on his chest.

Legion stared up at the sun and calmly
said,

“I’m outta here.”

Cygnus jumped up and reached for Legion’s
arm, but it was too late. Legion disappeared into thin air, flying
back to the main terminal, known as The Head.

***************

As soon as Legion entered that beautiful pink
room, filled with a giant computer keyboard and a talking head, he
knew he had done the right thing. Leave them behind, that was good.
Go on with real life, but then a voice shot through the room with
ear piercing speed. It was Cygnus’s words screaming,

“Hit Escape, come back Legion! Hit
Escape!”

The Head looked upon Legion and said,

“Enter name now.”

He typed in GABE.

The Head said, “Thank you.”

“No!” Yelled Cygnus’s voice again. “Hit
Escape! Hit Escape!”

“Password valid.” Replied The Head.

Legion reached forward to press the Return
button just as Cygnus’s voice sweeped through again.

“How will I ever find you again?! Come back
to us! Hit Escape!”

Legion closed his eyes, leaned his hand
forward, and let his fingers press the button marked Return.

***************

Gabe Hartfordman pushed the cover of his
machine open and stared up at the ceiling of his dark bedroom.

 


 


TREE BRINGS SPRING

 


The Chicken & The Egg

“Even a dog distinguishes between being
stumbled over and being kicked.” The man said to his three
friends.

“Where did you hear that shit?” Asked one of
the friends.

“I read it somewhere.”

“Aw shit man, you ain’t startin’ to go wussy
on us, is ya?”

“No way man, I just remember reading it
somewhere and it stuck in my head.”

The four men sat around the circular table,
occupied with the square laminated playing cards and their small
red and blue chips. The rest of the small room wasn’t even visible
through the dense and thick cloud of dirty smoke that had been
lingering over the table from hours of smoking.

The men’s noses had become immune to the
smell of the smoke and the smell of their dirty bodies. Their skin
was covered in a layer of soot and slime, crawling off their bodies
and dripping from the force of gravity. Each one of the men has at
least four empty bottles of booze next to them, and a small
revolver holding one bullet.

The gun rests untouched in the middle of the
table while the men go on and play their cards and drink and smoke.
And most importantly talk, and maybe even tell more than they’d
like to.

“It’s your turn, John.”

“Shit on me it is.” John turned and spat into
an ashtray.

“Looks like you’re coughing out your lungs
there, good buddy.”

“I ain’t coughin’ out shit, now will one of
you please throw down a card.” Replied John.

“I guess it’s my turn.” Said Leland Gardner,
throwing down one of his cards so the design of a Queen was
pointing upward. “Huh, beat that you old farts.”

“You better watch your butt on who you’re
callin’ old.” Retorted Frank. “And get me another bottle instead of
staring at me. My luck seems right in check with me tonight
fellas.”

“Frank, you are piss drunk, you always feel
lucky when you’re drunk.” Replied Leland.

Frank threw down his card and it showed a 2.
Leland started to laugh and gather the two cards which now belonged
to him.

“Hey James, you done with your Christmas
shopping?” Asked John.

James looked up at his friend and thought for
a second about vomiting. The feeling passed.

“Nah man, I’m hopin’ that beatin’ all your
asses here tonight will pay for the shit.”

“You ain’t gonna win if you keep sittin’ out
of the games.” Said Frank.

“Yeah yeah, I’m just waitin’ for my time. I
don’t feel so lucky right now.”

James took another gulp of his bottle and sat
back in his chair. The room was filling with smoke and the smell of
filth and alcohol. The bright lamp that hung above the table
vomited its yellow light down onto the players and the cards. And
that forgotten gun that was resting in the middle of the table.

“I don’t give a shit about Christmas this
year.” Said Frank, still losing every round to Leland.

“You don’t give a shit about anything,
Frank.” Replied John.

“No man, I mean it. The way I look at it is
that it’s all a big barrel of pig’s ass.” He looked up and stared
at John and James, ignoring his game with Leland. “I mean, what is
Christmas about anyway? It’s about the birth of someone that did
great things. Well, shit on me. I’ve done some great things lately
and what do I get?”

“I don’t think that’s the point of
religion.”

“I’ll tell you what the point of religion
is.” Frank said staring away from the cards. “Fear. Religion
thrives on fear and control. Religion hasn’t helped me one bit
through my life and it sure ain’t starting now. I know I’m going to
Hell, and maybe I want to go.”

“You’re just talking through the bottle. I
know you don’t really mean it.”

“What the fuck do you know about how I feel,
asshole?”

“Hey Frank, chill out man. We’re just all
talkin’ here.”

“Well, you just keep your observations to
yourself.” He said looking straight at John.

“I think there are too many beautiful things
in the world to not believe in religion.” Said Leland.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right. If you’re the
type of person that likes carnage, rapes, murders, hate, racism,
ignorance, blackness and sorrow.” Retorted Frank.

“No, I’m the type of person that likes green,
and trees, and wind, and love, and passion, and smiles and
destiny.” Answered Leland.

“I guess you see all the trivial things then.
It’s people like you that travel through life and think everything
is roses. Well, I hate to burst your bubble but it isn’t. And
here’s another shocker, everything sucks! You are just too blind to
see the truth in all the good. The truth is that in all good there
is an incredible amount of shit.”

Leland sat there looking at Frank and
smiled.

“You really have no idea what life is all
about, do you?”

“Okay guys. We’re not going to start talking
about life and time and God. We’re here to play cards and get
drunk.” Said John.

“Maybe we need a talk about stuff other than
sex and money.” Said James.

“Why don’t you tell me what life is about,
Doctor.” Said Frank.

“Life is about smelling and breathing and
touching and feeling and holding on.” Answered Leland. “What do you
think life is, Frank?”

“I see life as a big garbage dump that we
have to shovel through.”

“Then you haven’t started living yet.”

“Maybe I don’t want to live.”

“Now you are talking nonsense.” Said Leland.
“Living is the greatest thing we can do. The world passes us by so
fast, and yet we try to find our niche.”

The group fell silent until Frank said,

“I wanna prove to you that life is full of
bad luck and empty of light and love.”

Leland, James and John had no idea what was
going through Frank’s mind when he picked up the gun that was lying
in the middle of the table.

“Uh Frank, don’t you think you’re acting a
little stupid right now?” Said James, one could hear the fear
tremble in his voice.

“Don’t you think sometimes life is pretty
stupid? I mean, reflections are everything. When we look back at
what we’ve done with ourselves and the time we’ve been given to do
them, we are slackers. We have been given all the time in the world
and yet we’d rather sleep it off.”

“I resent that remark, man.” Said John. “I’ve
worked and fought hard for my life.”

“It’s all so trivial in the end. And all we
have left to talk about with each other is religion, politics and
the weather. I’m drunk, I’m a fool, and I’m tired of losing to you
pigeons time and time again in a stupid game that includes
cardboard and luck.”

The room fell silent and everything ceased to
move. The smoke continued to rise to the ceiling, but the air
became motionless. Frank closed his eyes, placed the revolver to
the side of his temple, breathed deep and pulled the trigger.

James reached forward to stop him but it was
no use, Frank pulled the trigger. John pushed his chair from
underneath him and stood up. The chair fell over on its side and
skidded into the corner. Other than that the room was silent.

The three men stared at Frank. His eyes
closed and his teeth shut tight, and the revolver still pressed
against the soft part of his skull. Leland breathed a sigh of
relief. Now the task was to get his heart to stop pounding.

“See what I mean?” Frank said and started to
open his eyes. “I can’t even win at Russian Roulette. Jesus Christ,
there’s one bullet in the chamber and four empty. You’d think Lady
Luck would come once in my life, but no.”

He flipped open the chamber and looked in at
the single bullet.

“Huh, well would you look at that! It was in
the next chamber; one more pull of the trigger and I would’ve
gotten more than just air. Oh well, the story of my life.”

Frank placed the gun back down on the
table.

“That’s my gun so don’t anyone of you think
of taking that slug out of there. I just might want to spin the
roulette again later.”

John picked up the chair he knocked over when
he jumped up and set it right side up. His muscles relaxed a little
and he looked at Leland and said,

“You wanna go out and get anything?”

Leland looked back at John and said,

“Yeah, you guys want anything? We’re gonna go
to Nick’s Roast Beef.”

James lifted his buttocks forward and pulled
out a five dollar bill from his back pocket.

“Sure, get me a large steak bomb.”

“Anything for you Frank?”

“Nah, I’m all set.”

“Okay, we’ll be back shortly.”

Leland and John opened the door and entered
the dismal night, leaving James and Frank to sit at the table.
Frank looked up at his long time friend and confessed,

“There is a scary part to this.”

“You mean other than the fact that you just
had a 25 percent chance of blowing your brains out everywhere and
you gambled it? In my book, that’s pretty scary.”

“Something in me just knew that the bullet
wasn’t in the barrel and I would win. But something also wished it
wasn’t that way.”

“What’s wrong with you? Why are you acting
like this? You know you can’t kill yourself, you have
responsibilities.”

“I just can’t handle them anymore. I’m so
tired of reflection, and when that happens, you’re a goner.”

Frank let his gaze drift off his friend to a
small black dot on the wall, and his eyes began to fill with
water.

“You can handle anything you want. I’m going
through the same shit and trying to cope with the same
responsibilities that you are, and I’m not giving up.”

“You always were the strong one.”

“That has nothing to do with it and you know
it. It has to do with how much you want something, I mean really
want something. And nothing can become small and insignificant when
you’re dealing with life. There’s too much here that I love.”

“What’s good? All I see when I’m looking
around is black.”

“That’s because you are only seeing the
night. And even the night isn’t all that bad. There are too many
things here that I see everyday that I never think about that I
would miss too much if I tried to take my life. I love the trees
and the air and the sun and the beach and food and dessert and
music and my wife.”

“I love my wife.” Frank said solemnly.

“Do you realize that if you killed yourself,
she would hate you? I know Bella, and the last thing she wants is
for you to leave her behind. She loves you.”

Frank and James became silent. Even the sound
of the ticking clock had faded in their thoughts. The air became
stationary and all movement ceased. Frank’s cigarette burnt itself
out in the ashtray and the smoke stopped rising up to the ceiling.
James could almost see Frank perfectly now through the haze, and
something told him that nothing was well.

He proved himself right when Frank quickly
reached for the gun on the table and spun the chamber. It slowed
down with a click-click-click. James went to reach forward to grab
the gun from Frank’s hands but he raised the gun to his forehead
and pulled the trigger.

Again, nothing. The revolver clicked around
to the next chamber, Frank closed his eyes and again pulled the
trigger. This time there was a loud blast and Frank’s body was
flung deep into his chair, causing the chair to become weightless
and tumble over onto its back. Frank came spilling out of it.

James stood up and almost knocked his head on
the swinging lamp that hung down over the table. Frank lay,
entangled with the chair, and a smoking gun resting in his limp
hand.

The crimson blood and metallic brain matter
that had been splattered onto the wall behind Frank’s body started
to slowly drip toward the floor, and then the rains came. Slow at
first but as James listened to the drops falling on the tin roof,
he could hear the power and their melodic ensemble. He could think
of nothing more than the rain when he glanced down at Frank’s limp
body.

Somehow he knew that the sky was really
crying for his lost friend.

 


Downpour

“There really wasn’t anything I could have
done. You know that, don’t you? Oh please tell me that you do. I
can’t stand the thought of a guilty conscience.”

“I know, my brother. There was nothing that
could have been done, but I thought we had gotten off the subject
of old friends.”

“Have we? Do we ever get off the subject of
old friends? Sometimes I think that’s all we have left to talk
about; old friends, past lives, forgotten dreams, failures.”

“You know, when you start rambling like that
you start sounding like Frank did right before he died.” James
remarked.

“Oh, but I love the simple things, just like
you my brother. I love the robin and the starfish and the
wildebeest and the stars and the fires and passion and light and
redemption. I am like you, my brother James, for we share the same
philosophy.”

“Do we? Do we ever stop talking about
philosophy? Sometimes I think that’s all we have left to talk
about: shared philosophy, old friends, past lives, forgotten
dreams, failures.”

“You sometimes confuse me, but that’s okay. I
am entitled to be confused. I still wish I was there when Frank
died, and that this burden you’ve been carrying for oh-so-long was
shared with John and me. It must be dreadful to fall asleep at
night.” Leland remarked.

“Not more dreadful than the minute when I
wake up and remember. Sometimes I think that’s all we have;
memories. And all we can do to cure them is to remember.”

“Ah, but remembering hurts sometimes, doesn’t
it?” Leland asked, rhetorically.

“Remembering hurts, that you are right. But
isn’t this a beautiful day? Isn’t the air crisp and clean, and the
sound joyous and humble, and doesn’t the laughing children make you
want to run home and just feel?”

“You surely do have some magnificent things
to say, James. And because I am like you, I do agree. Today is a
wonderful day, just splendid. Makes you wish that summer would
never leave and make itself comfortable here.”

“You are speaking like summer is a being. It
is you who confuse me, my dear Leland.”

“Ah, but be silent and look up into this
tree. And remember, and learn that remembering is a healthy thing.”
Leland said as he pointed into the air above them, into the tree
they were sitting under.

Leland and James looked around at their
surroundings. It was a sight to behold forever, a sight to
remember. The tree that shaded them with its long arms was full and
plentiful. Its green leaves were lit up from the bright yellow sun
that hung happily in the sky.

The sky above the tree and the laughing
children were a pink blue, bright and eccentric. The children
danced and played in the large, green park. The mammoth tree that
sheltered Leland and James was tucked away safely in the corner of
Main Park, looking over the energetic children, and keeping them
from harm.

The clouds in the sky had gone elsewhere and
all that was seen was a sea of blue, green and yellow. The wind
tugged at the blades of grass lovingly, beckoning them to play with
it. The breeze leaped and skipped through their hair, lifting it
and letting it go, and then played again.

“It is a beautiful sight to see all those
children happy and playing.”

“Yes my dear James, it is a perfect day,
isn’t it?”

“I couldn’t agree with you more.”

“A perfect day for remembering.” Said
Leland.

“No, my brother. A perfect day to
remember.”

“You are very wise, my friend. Yes, that’s
right; a perfect day. What are perfect days good for when the night
has swallowed them up? They are good for remembering.”

The two men fell silent and listened to the sweet song of the
blue-jay, and the beautiful noise of happy children laughing;
children without worry or stress, children not yet touched by the
world.

The wind blew lightly, just enough to cool
the skin but not forceful enough to shake the clothing that hung on
the men’s frames. The tranquility and silence that was now present
under the huge tree was interrupted when an older man, dressed in a
three piece black suit, folded his legs at the knees and sat in
between James and Leland. They greeted him like family.

“Good afternoon to ya.” Greeted James.

“Good day, gentlemen.” The newcomer said.
“Mighty fine day.”

“It sure is, it sure is. I can’t remember
another day quite as fine as this one.” Replied Leland.

The newcomer ran his long, bony hands through
his thin, white hair. He then looked up to the sky and shook his
head.

“What is it that ails you, my good dear
brother?” Leland said.

“I just remember the old days…”

“You should have sat in with us earlier for
we were just discussing remembering before you joined our small
party.” James said, looking down at his fingernails.

“Ah, I think remembering is a wonderful
thing.”

“Memories can drive a man to the edge.”

“True, you are true in what you say. But I
remember when Parkview was a young and jovial town, and I wanted to
rule it.”

“And you got your wish.” Said Leland.

“No, good sir. You are mistaken in the words
that you speak to me. I ran the town. Rule and run are two opposite
words.”

“I believe that Lieutenant is a position
where you can rule the town.” Said James.

“But that was a long time ago. After I took
ill with my stroke, I haven’t been able to do much of anything.”
Harroborough said.

“You live in the history of this small town.
But enough of memories and remembering, I am starting to yearn for
the earlier days. We shall live for right now. We shall live in the
present, think about the future, and remember the past.”

“You are your own worst enemy. There you go,
you just can’t get away from talking about remembering. That will
be the death of you yet! Mark my words. I have seen many a man
destroy himself over lost memories and forgotten feelings.” Said
James.

“I feel just awful about Frank’s misfortune.”
Harroborough spoke up.

“Yes, he was a good friend but he remembered
too much. He remembered what it was like to feel bad and rotten
inside. He let his stale emotions get the best of him. We are
stronger.”

“Are we? Are we really? Sometimes I doubt
what you say, my brother James. Sometimes I start to believe that
no matter how hard we try, our past memories and feelings flood our
thoughts and haze our sights so we can’t see straight anymore.”
Leland replied.

The retired Parkview Lieutenant stood up and
brushed the dirt off of the back of his suit.

“I must be leaving you gentlemen. I am moving
on to visit with the playing children over there. The very best to
you both, and until next time, bon-jour.”

“Take care of yourself Lieutenant.”

“I promise.”

The gentleman walked away from the two men,
leaving them alone under the large tree to soak up their thoughts,
smell the coming of summer and most of all, remember all that’s
happened.

***************

The children jumped, yelled, shared and
laughed together. The attentative mothers smiled sincerely at their
children. It was spring time, summer is on its way; what’s there
not to smile about? The children are growing, the marriages are
perfecting, the days are warming, and the parents are maturing.

The large tree at the corner of the park was
reaching high into the air, blooming with green and life. Spring is
definitely upon them, and the sun is living longer during the
evening. When the evening falls, the air cools and the insects come
out to play. The stars start to twinkle and there is so much love
to go around, from the teenagers to the fiancés to the
“forever-together’s.”

The days become so perfect that at midnight,
when the moon is watching over everyone, any of the lovers can take
a walk through the city and smell the happiness in the air. The
feeling that grips at your stomach and won’t let go; the feeling of
spring and summer.

Long talks in the backyard, long walks on the
beach, long hours in the tall grass, long kisses under the
stars…

Spring is upon the world, and the big tree in
the park welcomes it with open arms. Spring is the time for lovers,
and most importantly, a time to make memories for remembering
later.

 


The Comfortable Days Before Summer

“There he goes.” John said, leaning over
Leland and banging on the window.

When the young man looked up, he waved at
John.

“Off with his sweetie.”

John, James and Leland were sitting in The
Fortune Cookie, eating pork fried rice and sweet and sour chicken.
The booth where they were sitting was against the window facing
Main Street, Parkview. The local CVS and Redman’s Lot a.k.a. “Golf
Ball Hall” was to the right. John watched his grandson walk away
from The Fortune Cookie with his girlfriend.

“That never happens to me.” Leland said.

“What’s that?” John asked, now sitting back
down in his seat.

“Spending a day with friends and seeing
family walk by the window. I never get to see my grandchildren
anymore, never mind just reaching up and knocking on glass to
wave.”

“I see Tommy a lot. Plus, your grandchildren
live in Georgia.” John replied.

“Yeah, but my point is that you don’t need
specific visit times with your family. They just pass you on the
street. I don’t have that luxury.” Leland said.

“I see he’s got himself a young love.” James
added.

“Yes sir. That’s Miranda, his girlfriend.
They’re probably going to the park.”

John changed the subject and the bill came.
They finished up their meal in the restaurant and chatted the rest
of the day under the warm sunshine on John’s porch.

***************

“That man’s everywhere!” Tommy exclaimed when
he passed by The Fortune Cookie and was startled at someone
knocking on the window as he walked by.

“It’s good that you have a close relationship
with him.” Miranda said, gripping his hand tighter.

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“Isn’t it a beautiful day?”

Tommy looked up into the cloudless sky and
sniffed in the crisp air. The sun was shining down, but the air was
cooling and subtle. The trees swayed slightly and the ground was
bright and colorful from the pastels in the sky.

“Yeah, it really is a gorgeous day. This is
what life is supposed to be like. Perfect days, the bright sun, and
the one you love on your arm.”

Miranda wrapped her arm around his back as
they crossed Victorian Street together to go towards the park.

“The best thing about days like these,”
started Miranda, “is that they are worry free. We can float through
the day without responsibility or care. The days seem endless, but
when the evening does come, the night seems even better. The
darkness doesn’t bring the cold; it keeps us warm, the crickets
sing, and we stay carefree.”

She paused for a second and then added,

“I love you Tommy Dugen.”

He smiled for a second and then thought about
the summer days. They did seem to go on forever but when the night
fell, the time seemed even better. And when it’s time to go, even
if it’s early or late, the morning comes very quickly. Even if one
doesn’t go to sleep but wanders through the night.

Tommy quickly remembered some of the
wonderful long summer nights from last year. Two o’clock in the
morning swimming in his pool the starlight and mosquitoes keeping
him company. The soft hush of the air and trees, the way your soul
could fly into the night sky and become lost.

He started to remember being outside at 4:00
in the morning wishing the warm night would live forever. But when
the sun woke up and spread itself over the land, that was just as
good. The warmth never left when the day turned to night and the
night turned to day. It was just one endless piece of memory.

“I love you so much, Miranda.” He
replied.

The warmth of the sun drowned them as they
entered the park amongst the laughing and leaping children who are
making their own memories of spring. And the sight of the children
lifted Tommy’s heart for he believed everything was good. The
children play, the lovers play, the birds play, the memories
live.

Could the world feel this perfect? It’s hard
to imagine crime and war and sickness and depression and
desperation when the sun is high in the atmosphere and the flowers
are singing. It’s even harder to imagine death and despair, black
and rain when the night has come. During summer the night is not
black; the night is a field of bliss. No one is really alone during
the spring and summer.

She led him away from the children, and past
the large tree that always seems to bring spring every year. They
walked into the woods that surrounded the park. The shade of the
trees gave spring a different sound and feeling altogether.

In here, spring felt protected and alive. The
air didn’t seem to move much but it was an ideal place for spring
to conquer, and places for remembering later on.

“Where are you taking me?” He asked.

“See over there by that small pond?”

He looked and saw a small body of water, no
larger than a driveway, frosted with lily pads and water flies. The
grass was tall around the edges and the small shrubbery was
exploding with life.

She began to lead him over to the edge of the
water, and when they were both standing there, all that could be
heard was the flapping of small insect wings and the breeze skating
on the water. She looked at him and smiled.

“I want you to make love to me here. I want
this to be the place and I want this to be the day. My beloved, it
is such a precious day.”

“There’s nothing I want more.” He said to her
as he started to reach under her short sleeve shirt. “There’s
nothing I want more…”

 


The End Of Summer / The Dead Of Winter

“You can’t do this to me!” He cried in
desperation.

Desperation seemed all too real now that the
cold was upon them, and the big tree in the park was dead. The
reality of all that is bad seems possible now.

“Well, I’m doing it. Maybe it was a mistake,
maybe we weren’t meant for each other, maybe we weren’t ready.
Whatever the reason, I don’t think we should see each other
anymore.”

“You have no idea what you mean to me! I love
you.”

“I know you do, but there’s so much stuff to
do. Sure everything seemed great over the summer but it’s not now,
and we just have to face that fact.”

“What can I do to make this better?” He
pleaded.

“You can let me go, and we can move on.”

That’s when he hung up. He turned away from
the phone and looked out his window. The cold invaded the good
feelings and the summer nights, now everything was dying. The grass
has melted, the trees were naked, and the animals have died. Just
then the phone started to ring.

He walked into his living room and opened his
grandfather’s gun cabinet. He left the house without answering the
phone, letting his memories get the best of him.

He breathed in the slicing air as he placed
the revolver in his belt. He started down the street and noticed
how just a couple of weeks can make everything turn rotten. The sky
was covered in a low gray mass, and the ground was somber
black.

Everything died in the winter, didn’t people
know that? Even in New England, the changes were present and the
mood of the citizens were brought down. The jovial feeling was now
replaced with anxiety and panic and melancholy. The winter had a
way of killing all the good feelings.

And as he walked towards his destination, he
started to remember. How come memories hurt more during the winter
and cold? How come the summer actually feels like a distant place
for despair? Why is it that when we start to remember how the
summer was, we get all knotted up inside and everyday seems to
crawl by a little slower, even though everything seems to be dying
a little quicker?

When he reached the park he could almost see
his breath. He crossed the field and listened to the crunch of dead
grass under his sneakers. Even the sounds of the cars going by
sounded different. In the summer they sound like they have a
purpose and a destination that they are eager to get to. In the
winter they sound slow and mellow.

Tommy looked up at the big tree that was now
bare and frozen. He sat down with his back against its long trunk
and he could feel the dead and cold radiating from it. He looked up
at the bony branches and said,

“Well, old fella. You’ll be here next year to
bloom and provide shade for the happy children. How come it hurts
so much now to think of the happy days of summer when things go so
wrong for you during the winter? Why does it weigh upon your soul
and make you feel like vomiting when you think of the good times of
summer when the winter is slowly taking you apart?”

The tree had no answer. If it was summer,
however, the tree would be running off its mouth, but not now. Now,
it’s dead until spring.

“What’s the use anyway?”

He drew the gun from his belt and opened his
mouth. He slid in the barrel and felt the cold metal pierce his
tongue. With the back of his head against the tree, Tommy Dugen
pulled the trigger and was sent to a land of eternal spring…

***************

“I don’t know!” Miranda said for the
billionth time. “I don’t know what he was thinking. How am I
supposed to know why he did it?! I don’t have any answers!”

But that was wrong, wasn’t it? As she briskly
walked away from the group of people, she realized that Tommy’s
death was her fault, but there was nothing she could have done.

“How could I have known he was going to do
it?” She asked herself, trying desperately to reassure herself.
“Nobody can know these things, right? So, just let it go and feel
grief about losing him, but not the guilt.”

She looked up at the tall lockers and empty
corridor in haste. This school and everyone in it sucked, and
nobody understood anyway. Everybody lives in their own private
world and nobody REALLY cares.

“Why does everything have to be so bad?” She
said to the empty corridor and tall lockers and black windows. “Why
do people have to invade my space? Nobody ever understands
anyway!”

When she turned the corner to the main
staircase that led out of her prison, she practically knocked over
her English teacher.

“Excuse me, Miranda. How are you doing? Are
you holding up okay? If there is anything I can…”

Miranda muttered something but he didn’t hear
it.

“What was that, dear?”

“I said you can all go fuck yourselves!”

And she ran down the hall and out of the
front doors into the darkening sunlight. The front of the school
was crowded with imbeciles waiting for their Mommies to pick them
up so they can go to their houses and continue to live the lie that
everybody seems to live.

She stopped running when she reached the tree
that stood in front of the school. Miranda bent down to catch her
breath and whispered to herself,

“Tommy, why did you do it? And why was it
over me? Did you really know if you loved me or did you just think
you did? You could be here right now enjoying everything I know you
love.”

She panted and regained her breath, and said
out loud to no one but herself,

“You remembered all that was shitty and
didn’t think about anything you truly loved. Did you think when you
pulled the trigger that you were just getting rid of the bad?
Didn’t you realize you were also sacrificing the good? Wasn’t that
enough to keep on living? Wasn’t there enough good to keep on
going? Now you just have nothing.”

She looked up in the melancholic sky and
screamed at the top of her lungs,

“WHY DID YOU FUCKING LEAVE ME, YOU
BASTARD?!”

All the insects that were standing in front
of the school stopped and stared at her.

“I HATE YOU ALL! DO YOU HEAR ME, I HATE YOU!
STOP LOOKING AT ME! YOU ALL FUCKING SUCK!”

She took to her heels and ran up to the
street as fast as she could, leaving a group of startled idiots
behind. When she went to school the next day, her English teacher
didn’t mention a word about the exchange of dialogue the day
before.

Later that night, Miranda decided to write a
letter to God and tomorrow she’ll drop it off at the rectory. She
wrote on the outside of the envelope that she would use for the
letter: “Since my prayers don’t seem to be reaching you, maybe
you’ll listen to a piece of paper.”

She pulled out a piece of white paper from
her desk drawer and scribbled the pen on the corner of the paper to
get it working. As soon as the ink started to come out of the pen,
she titled the page “Dear God,” and began to write:

“Sometimes I feel there’s a violent red
monsoon swimming in the bowels of my body. And there doesn’t seem
to be any light or opening to let it out. There are many holes and
voids which cause me to shake, and sometimes I get terrified of my
despair, and terrified that all this loneliness will erupt like a
blue ribbon out of my skull. Sometimes I feel seeing the reverse of
good is better than being blind. Sometimes I feel that hurt is
better than being numb, because without the hurt there would be
only warm water flowing down a cold black drain. And an endless pit
that never ends. And I want to watch all the dancing dolls fall
away from my sight. Everybody’s invading my space.”

***************

John placed his hand on top of James’ when
James put his on John’s shoulder. Leland and James stayed quiet and
let John say what he had to say.

“He was too young! Too young to die like
that, especially from his own hand. He had such potential and so
many goals. What drives a boy to do something that drastic?”

He fell silent. The trio was sitting in
John’s kitchen at his table. There were slices of half eaten
chocolate cake scattered about.

“I never thought I’d see the day that I would
have to bury a grandchild, especially Tommy! He was such a strong
boy! I’ve never encountered so much death than I have in the last
four months.

“I know that when you get to my age, you will
attend many funerals because everyone around you is getting old and
dying off, but Frank and Tommy’s deaths were completely voluntary,
and neither of them had to go when they did.

“One would expect to bury their brothers and
sisters and friends when they are my age, but one would never
expect to bury their grandson, or friend who was close to 20 years
their junior.”

The room fell silent again and then John
broke down and started to cry. Leland and James let him cry, for if
he didn’t cry now in the company of friends, he’d cry in the
company of his own reflection and the only thing worse than crying
alone, is the dark that winter brings.

***************

“I have been asked to say a few words, and I
will keep it at that.” Miranda began, dressed elegantly in a black
dress.

She had taken the stand at the podium facing
the full church. Tommy’s family was seated up front, and friends
and other relatives were seated in the middle while classmates and
teachers sat down back. His coffin was resting at the front of the
white altar of Saint Anthony’s.

“I will say a few words because I am not the
only one who is going to speak about Tommy today, and because I
don’t think I can hold out that long once I start thinking about
him.

“They told me that all bodies are brought
into the church head first, which means he’d be staring up at the
ceiling, where he’d probably be staring if he was alive and
attending regular mass.

“I feel that Tommy took his life because, for
a split second, he forgot about light. For a split second he let
everything harmful fill his mind and he saw no easy way out. But
let me tell you, Tommy was infatuated with the good in life.

“He loved the spring most of all. He loved
the green grass and the full trees and the sunlight and the
flowers. He loved to hear the children laughing and playing, and
once he turned to me and said ‘The children, listen, they’re
singing.’ I said, ‘I just hear them laughing and playing’ and then
he said ‘Listen harder’ and he was right. If you ever listen to
children playing, they are singing the song of life and hope.

“He was very poetic about the way he viewed
life and everything in it. I don’t think it was Parkview that made
him unhappy, I feel that Tommy could’ve been happy anywhere as long
as he had the spring.

“He loved the animals and the sounds and
smells that spring brought with it, and most of all, he loved to
feel life in his heart. I truly believe that he lost sight of all
that when he took himself.

“I think he remembered how much he hated the
winter and the darkness, and how much he had grown to hate me. Yes,
it’s true; he did start to hate me. He thought I planted these
seeds inside of him and they kept sprouting, and that’s why he was
so depressed all the time.

“He couldn’t forgive me. He told me that all
his sickness and emptiness was because I left him, but I do not
believe that I killed him. I did at one time, but I don’t now. I
believe that Tommy started to remember how much he loved spring and
how much the spring we spent together meant to him. I believe that
now he realized that every time spring came, or he thought about
it, he wouldn’t be filled with joy anymore; he’d just remember that
he didn’t have me anymore.

“Spring now transformed from a joyous time
into a time he doesn’t want to remember, and I took away the only
thing he loved most in life. I took away his memories of what
spring should be, and replaced them with memories that he couldn’t
have anymore.”

Miranda stopped and looked at the back of the
church. She knew she was done, she couldn’t go on. There was
nothing left to say, and all of a sudden it all seemed so trivial.
She stepped down from the podium really wondering what she was
doing here, and wondering what had really gone wrong.

***************

Miranda found a single subject black notebook
that belonged to Tommy underneath the passenger seat of her
mother’s car. She lightly caressed his name that he had written on
the front of the notebook with whiteout. When she opened it, it was
empty save a poem he had obviously never finished. Miranda slowly
read each word, consuming the sentences with her eyes:

 


The pale blue sky was covered with black
lights and white shadows,

‘Come to me’ she spoke, in a field of daisies
surrounding meadows,

How many days have I wished away thinking I
was alone?

How many days have I really actually been
helpless,

And without fear?

I realized I couldn’t go to her as I looked
up into that sky,

A twilight that covered us from harm and
happiness,

A glowing sky that exposed us to bliss and
fright.

She asked me again, ‘Come to me’ but I knew I
wouldn’t.

Not to let her down, I spoke and said ‘Maybe
tomorrow’,

And then left her own hand dangling by her
own side.

***************

“I have to confess, as horrible as this might
sound, it’s true. Between all the girlfriends I’ve had, if I had
the power to get only one back it would be Susan. I would trade in
all the time I’ve spent with Meghan in the last six months if I
could just go back to being with Susan.”

“You loved her, huh?” Miranda asked
solemnly.

“Yeah, I still do. When I saw her this
weekend, I wanted to hug her and kill her all at the same time.” He
said.

“Sometimes love can be very confusing.” She
answered.

They let a silence come between them.

“I’m sorry about Tommy.”

“Thanks, nobody really understood what
happened. Sometimes I don’t even know what happened.”

“I think you did a good job on his eulogy at
the funeral. I couldn’t have stood up there that long and said what
you said. I kept thinking about what if that was me and Meghan was
lying at the foot of the altar in a wooden box.”

“Jesus, you make it seem so awful.” She said
quickly.

“I didn’t mean it like that. I just think
you’re a lot stronger than I am.”

“Nonsense. If anyone is the strong one in
this town, it’s his grandfather. He really loved him, but the sad
thing was he loved him like a kid. Tommy’s grandfather loved Tommy
like Tommy was the parent and John was the kid. The even sadder
thing was Tommy didn’t give John the attention I think he should
have.”

“I don’t know. It just seems so stupid
sometimes. We all have our problems and they always seem so huge
when they first happen, but when we finally encounter death, we
realize that our problems are so selfish and minute.”

The chilly air whipped through their hair as
he asked Miranda,

“Do you believe in religion?”

“And what kind of religion are you talking
about?”

“You know, do you have faith in any higher
power?”

“Sure. I believe Tommy is in Heaven right now
looking down at us.”

“Yeah, but I think he may be regretting his
decision. Do you believe in God?”

“God as in Jesus and Noah and the Ten
Commandments?”

“Yeah, I guess so. But I’m Catholic and even
I believe that the Ten Commandments are just our in-born
tendencies. We didn’t need a large slate of words to tell us that
murder is wrong and cheating is wrong. That should be bred into
us.”

“I don’t care, I’ll go crazy if I start
thinking about time and infinity and space.”

“Can I tell you something? I’m thinking of
leaving Parkview.”

“You’re not running away, are you?” She asked
him motherly.

“Nah, nothing like that. I think I’m just
going to get up and go. Maybe even take Meghan with me. Maybe even
travel north into Canada, I don’t know. This whole town seems to be
not working for me.”

“I can’t leave. We were all born here and
grew up together in these streets, and down there in Main Park with
that large tree. And all those days spent playing in Redman’s Lot,
and feeling free in this goody-goody town. I feel safe here; even
though there has been a lot of misfortune lately.”

“You don’t mean what happened to Kenny Loc
and everybody, do you?”

“Not even that worries me. We can’t blame
Parkview for that.”

“That’s probably the most adventitious thing
that’s ever happened in this town. What about the girl Bethany
open-firing on her classmates from the school window.”

“Okay, that freaks me out but besides that,
Parkview is a nice place to live and grow.”

“Well, we’ve had three suicides in this town
in the last four years and it just seems like this town is getting
worse.” He said.

“Nah, I just think you’re ready to move on,
and you need to find the bad in this place to justify you’re
feelings.” Miranda said to her friend.

“Anyway, here comes my mother, today is the
last day that she has to get me from school; tonight I am picking
up my first car! Take care of yourself, okay?”

He stood up from under the tree in front of
the school and she watched her friend trot over to the car that
pulled into the school parking lot. She looked away from him and
then looked to all the kids still waiting for their parents to come
and get them. Everything is so damn trivial when the shit comes
down, isn’t it?

***************

The three men were sipping their coffee when
the newsflash interrupted the talk show that was blaring at them
from the television. James and Leland hushed John so they could
hear what the newscaster had to say.

“The earth was due for another world war.”
Said Leland, commenting on the constant impeding doom from the
reporter.

“This may not be all it seems.” James said.
“These things happen all the time and the press escalates it.”

“I hope you’re right, my friend.” Said
John.

“God save us all. Isn’t there enough death
and destruction and pain in this world?”

“Yes, my good friend.” Answered John. “There
is too much pain, but sometimes there are people in this world that
don’t know what it’s like to remember. Maybe we all need to start
remembering what we’ve done and who we are, or else we’ll never
jump forward.”

“You speak wisely.” James commented. “I
remember many great things and I can go on.”

The three men looked at each other and
agreed. They agreed that life should be lived and life should be
remembered and, most importantly, life should be spring.

***************

“I wish everything was back the way it was
before Tommy died.” Miranda said to her friend the next day in
school. “You talked about taking off and leaving Parkview, but I
could never. There is too much of me planted here in this
town.”

He looked at her sternly and then said,

“What was it about him that you loved so
much? Everybody knew you loved him.”

“I loved his passion for life. He had such an
unbelievable passion for the simple good things in life. His
favorite thing in the world was the spring, and everything the
spring brought. Some people can’t see through their problems to
enjoy the light, but let me tell you, that was his greatest
talent.”

“Some people can’t, you’re right. Look at
Tommy’s grandfather’s friend that killed himself last year playing
Russian roulette. I heard that he tried the game twice in an hour,
and when you play that more than once in a lifetime, it’s not a
game; it’s an attempt.”

“I hear what you’re saying and that’s why I
can’t understand why Tommy left me like that. He didn’t give any
signs of wanting to die. In fact, he loathed the time of year when
the grass died and the trees went bare.”

“Don’t you think that’s kind of ironic that
he killed himself in the fall when everything does start to die?”
He asked her.

“Maybe. I don’t know. All I know is that he
fell in love with the sun and the sky and the children. He really
loved those children playing.” Miranda said. “You don’t think that
if maybe Tommy had done what Gabe and you did he might still be
alive, do you?”

“You mean a social suicide into cyberspace?”
He asked.

“I dunno, I just keep thinking that Gabe may
have been another Parkview tragedy if he hadn’t bought his machine,
and spent that time in that place.”

“You know the truth of the matter is, I only
went into cyberspace to hang out with Gabe. He’s my best friend and
I missed him a lot. I wasn’t looking for any other emotional escape
from real life.”

“How was it there?” Miranda asked.

“Totally fucked up. It seemed that there were
worse problems in Cybercity than there are here in Parkview, that’s
why I… you know, aborted. But I’d like to think it helped Gabe, and
gave him what he needed to come back healthy. As for Tommy, who
really knows. I think Tommy was more in love with tangible life, so
I would be afraid that going into cyberspace, either of the two
mainframes, would have fucked up his head even more.”

“Couldn’t fuck it up anymore than it was
Cole, he shot himself.” Miranda said matter of factly.

Miranda and Cole Franklin talked more about
the little things that troubled them, and when the conversation
seemed like it was starting to fade, Cole excused himself and
walked to his car. He always tried to stop conversations when he
saw they were running out. He hated not having anything to say, so
he would always stop them before they came to that.

Cole never wanted to run out of things to
say, especially to Miranda now that she needed someone to talk to.
To talk is to remember, and sometimes remembering is the best thing
that someone can do; or so Cole thought.

***************

Vinnie’s daughter, Allison Tampico ran into
the small bathroom at school practically in tears. Allison found
one of the only people that she could talk to comfortably washing
their hands.

“Mike Baldwin said no!”

“What?” Miranda said.

“I asked Mike out, spur of the moment you
know, and he said no!”

“Oh, no way!”

“Yes, I can’t believe it! I’m nothing now. I
have no purpose to live.”

“Don’t talk like that, Allison.” Replied
Miranda.

“You don’t know how much I love him.”

“Yes I do, you’ve told me.”

“But you don’t really know.”

“Allison, I know how much I loved Tommy.”

After a moment of understanding, Allison
continued.

“Now I don’t know what to do for the prom. I
was hoping to have a boyfriend for that.”

“Just a boyfriend? Would that have any
meaning?”

“Well, no. Okay, Mike for the prom.”

Miranda shut off the running water.

“Can you give me a ride home?” Miranda
asked.

“Sure.”

Miranda always looked like something from a
movie in Allison’s eyes. Boys were always turning their heads to
check them out as they walked down the halls. Allison liked to
think they were looking at THEM but she knew deep down they were
ogling at Miranda.

Miranda that use to have the model boyfriend
and her, Allison who can’t even get Mike, the president of the
Parkview High Chess Club, to go out with her.

“Ready?” Asked Allison.

“Yep.”

They walked out to Allison’s car and Miranda
got into the passenger side.

“Hey, do you think instead you can drop me
off at Cole’s?”

Allison mumbled, “Sure.”

That really wasn’t a problem since Cole lived
just two streets down from the Tampico’s Massage & Gym. Pulling
onto Cole’s street, Allison slowed down letting Miranda out.

“Thanks.”

“Anytime.”

“I’ll call you tonight.”

“Okay.” Said Allison.

She pulled away from the curb and realized
that her biggest problem really was Mike. He practically was her
every waking thought. How can anything else in the whole world be
worse in her life right now?

That night Miranda tried calling Allison, but
the phone rang and rang and rang and rang and rang and rang and
rang and rang…

 


The Tree Will Bring Spring

Cole was sitting in his car, pounding on the
steering wheel to the fast drums that were pouring out of his
speakers, and thinking how good everything was. The days were
growing longer and the sun was getting its courage up to stay out
and play deeper into the hours. It was just warm enough to roll
down the windows and get a cool breeze through the opening.

He was feeling really good. The sun was
blazing onto the ground, and the birds came out a week ago chirping
their hearts out. Big blustery clouds invaded the blue sky, and the
children started to laugh and sing and play.

Thinking about the children brought images
and memories of Tommy back. “Had it really been almost a year
already?” He asked himself. “Nah, couldn’t be. Tommy killed himself
in the fall; this is the beginning of spring.”

But, otherwise, the day was perfect. It was
the first real warm day in almost four months. It was the first day
since September that he could drive down the street with the window
open and the music blaring. The greens were coming back on the
lawns and the trees, and the colors were returning to the flowers
and the houses. It was a good day.

He was sitting in traffic, waiting for the
light to turn green but he knew that he wouldn’t make this next
light. He was too far back in the line. School was letting out so
the traffic was atrocious. Cole expected to be sitting in this
line, waiting for the light, for at least another five minutes.

Then, he noticed the little white car in
front of him. Well, he noticed the white car long ago when he
pulled up behind it to take his place in traffic, but he just
noticed the girl that was driving. He first noticed her eyes in the
rearview mirror, and noticed how pretty they were.

He then started straining his neck to see the
rest of her. He saw that she had light brown hair, and the back of
her head was only half visible behind the driver’s seat. When he
strained to see further, he noticed he could see her whole left
profile in the side view mirror on the driver’s side.

His heart started to flutter faster as he saw
most of this girl’s face in front of him. He guessed she was
probably 17 or 18. His whole body started to dance and he kept
staring at her profile in the mirror.

He glanced around at the bright colors in the
air and land, at the chirping birds, at the laughing children, at
the sounds of spring, and the beautiful girl in the car in front of
him. The nostalgia was too much, so he did the only thing he could
possibly think of. He stepped on the gas and smashed into the back
of her car.

***************

“I am so sorry!” He said, sounding incredibly
sincere. “I was looking somewhere else and the next thing I
knew…”

The girl was standing at the back of her car,
viewing the damage. Cole was standing next to her, stealing secret
glances at her body. He actually started feeling guilty about
smashing into her car, but at least he got to see her fully and get
a chance to talk to her.

“My Dad’s gonna kill me!” She said.

“No, he won’t. I’ll talk to him if you
want.”

Her whole face brightened and she quickly
looked at him.

“You would really do that?” She seemed so
childish in her responses. “Most people are scared of my Dad.”

“No problem, just give me your number and
I’ll call him tonight.” Cole said.

He started to wonder why people were afraid
of this sweet girl’s Dad.

“What’s your name?” He asked her.

“I’m Tracy.”

“I’m Cole, and I am awfully sorry about
this.”

She completely melted.

“Don’t worry about it at all.”

“I hope you had nowhere to go soon.” He said,
trying to be caring and sweet.

“Nah, I was just going home.” She
answered.

He decided not to waste the moment and asked
her,

“Do you wanna get somethin’ to eat? I can go
back with you and explain what happened to your Dad in person.”

“Sure, I guess.”

They drove away, following each other to The
Fortune Cookie and talked over a wonderful lunch. Cole didn’t tell
Tracy that he smashed into her on purpose just so he could talk to
her, until seven years later.

He confessed on their wedding night.

***************

Tommy’s grandfather, John, died the next year
from bronchial pneumonia in Parkview General Hospital. His funeral
was small, consisting of Leland, James and Tommy’s mother. It
rained that autumn day when he was buried just yards away from
Tommy and Frank.

The large tree that covers the park still
blooms in the spring and dies in the winter. Some people say that
the tree dies every winter because it remembers the day Tommy’s
life was taken against its bark. Some people go on living everyday
because they have their memories to hold on to, and some people are
destroyed because they remember.

It’s a vicious circle: life remembers death
and death remembers life, night remembers day and day remembers
night, and most of all, friends remember memories and memories
remember friends…

 


 


IN A STONE’S THROW

 


Sun Rising

They must roam free, without rules and yet
without privileges. Simple privileges that we take for granted
every time we rise from our harmless and peaceful slumber. A
slumber that may be invaded with the most horrible visions and
nightmares, but harmless nonetheless. We can occupy a world that
sees no true darkness, only the darkness of the human night, not
the darkness of eternity.

They must feed on the night and let go of the
warmth of the day, they must hold onto their sanity as the stains
of time try to rip it from their grasps. They are pathetic
creatures, forever destined to prey on even more pathetic
creatures, parasites of parasites maybe.

They are free from the binds of life, but yet
trapped by the binds of death; crawling through the ages, watching
many things crumble, watching many things created. They are
summonsed by the dark, and shoved away by the light. They are
pathetic and free, and have finally decided to wake up…

***************

“Do you know what you are talking about?” The
Irish brute spoke, his accent was thick and without restraint.

“If I didn’t know what I was talking about,
would I even attempt to say it?”

“Hmm, a true future philosopher. The world is
dead from the blessings of philosophers, did you know that? We
don’t need any more.”

“I’m not trying to preach here… “

“That’s not the point, lad.” His accent
became thick and irregular as he puffed another breath of smoke
across the room.

“I’m only trying to prove an impossible
theory, one I think that can be taken seriously if only looked at
the right way.”

“You are surely mad, mister.” The poor
lighting in the room hid the vast amounts of smoke that floated in
the air as the tall Irishman bent down to touch noses with the
gentleman.

“You are mad.” His breath stank of whiskey
and corn flakes. “Do you remember who else was mad?” He flung his
body into a standing position, making judgment upon the
gentleman.

“No, sir. Nobody is really mad or insane,
their views just may far surpass those of the logical thinker, and
do you, dear sir, think that is a case of madness?!” The
gentleman’s mouth was producing large amounts of spittle as he
flung the words. “I think not! So many people have tried to prove
the impossible, but they are only the impossible to the people who
never really tried!” His voice became a faint whisper as his vocal
chords tried to keep up with him.

“Yes they were mad! Damnit, look at some of
the people through history. Einstein was most definitely mad,
Thomas Jefferson was mad, Ben Franklin was an imbecile, and
Alexander Graham Bell was an idiot.”

“Those aren’t the people I’m talking about,
you dolt, and you know it! I’m talking about the people that knew
something many years before they could have, Arthur Clarke,
Nostradamus, Mary Shelley and Bram Stoker!”

“Madness, its madness I tell you!” The Irish
giant belted as he made his way across the room.

“Listen to me!”

“I’ve made it my rule not to listen to
madmen, and if I did, I’d be dead! I need you to stop this theory
of yours, and for God’s sake boy, stop scaring everyone!”

The gentleman retorted, standing up from his
chair,

“Who am I scaring?! People should deal with
the truth, and the truth shall be what I am going to prove!”

“Damnit!” Screamed the Irishman and took two
quick steps towards the gentleman and grabbed him by his collar.
“This is not some Halloween joke you’re playing with here, this not
some bloody haunted house you’re planning on setting up, this is
playing with death! You must surely be mad, boy!”

“Look at me!” Screamed the gentleman. “Do I
look mad to you?! Do I look dangerous to you?”

There was an uncomfortable stretch of
silence.

“Answer me, damn it!”

“It’s not so much you that scares me; it’s
your overworking mind that makes you think you can control such a
horrible act.” The Irishman’s voice grew to a groan.

“You really think I could do it, if I tried,
that’s why you are so foolishly scared.” Said the gentleman.

“No! I think I am talking to a madman, and if
he is not mad than he is surely dead!”

“I am not mad, and I am not about to die, you
leprechaun.”

The Irishman eased his grip on the gentleman
and the gentleman stumbled back to his wooden chair and sat down.
The Irishman glanced at the door that could shut him out of this
mess. He turned back to the gentleman sitting at the table and
said,

“Not only is this a crime to the human race,
this is an abomination in the eyes of God.”

“Oh, piss on your God! Do you think if God
existed he’d let such a monster in the world in the first
place?”

“You will NOT carry through with your plan!
That is a direct order. Do you understand me, Mr. Fratus?”

The gentleman sat in the dim light and placed
his head on his arms.

“I asked you a question, boy. Do you
understand my order?”

“Yes, yes, I understand your foolish order.
You don’t know what you are doing.”

“No Mr. Fratus, you are the one that doesn’t
know what he is doing.”

The Irishman opened the door, letting out
some escaping smoke and light, and left the gentleman to brew over
his thoughts, and his despised order.

***************

Lance Fratus propped himself onto his palms
and got out of his chair. The Irishman left again but it wouldn’t
be the last time. He always seemed to come just when Lance was
getting closer, closer than he and his team had been in weeks. That
filled him with childish excitement.

Lance walked over to the light switch and
flicked on the fluorescent lights, revealing a landscape of
laboratory equipment and a large block of ice on the far wall. The
Irishman hated this room, and Lance knew it, that’s why he always
insisted that their meetings be held here. They compromised by
keeping the lights off so the Irishman didn’t have to look at the
monster.

Lance started to walk to the far wall, past
the equipment and dusty windows. Didn’t he say something about Mary
Shelley? How ironic that his lab looked like something from her
vision. The windows blared beams of sunrays, falling on the dusty
wood floor. His footfalls echoed upon the wood floor, and his
sounds echoed through the room.

He was the only one here now since all of his
colleagues left to go back to their dorm rooms. This was when Lance
felt he got the most of his thinking done, when he was completely
alone with the monster.

He traveled to the far wall and in between
two large windows, propped up against the faded wall-papered wall,
was a solid six foot block of ice. At first glance it looked like a
piece of glacier that had broken off, but upon closer glance, the
truth lied.

Lance ran his fingers over the ice, feeling
the cold melt with his hot touch. He felt the bumps in the solid
water and wanted to reach through the ice and touch the inside. His
passion was what lied in that block.

He ran his fingers over the ice just in front
of the monster’s frozen face. Lance sighed heavily and realized it
was a no-win situation. The headmaster of the laboratory just
denied his one wish, but Lance didn’t hate him. He was just doing
his job.

Lance turned back to all the instruments in
the room, the instruments that ran so many tests on the monster
that probed him and promised of a day that they could thaw him and
for the first time, man and myth could live together
peacefully.

Lance’s number one drive was for man and
monster to live together, no more suffering and pain. Lance looked
back to the frozen vampire and wondered if he could think or dream
while frozen, and how sensuous was a true vampire? That was what
Lance wanted to find out, and the only thing that was stopping him
was that block of ice that kept the vampire frozen
indefinitely.

***************

Parkview is not a mystical city; it’s just a
small town where average folks reside. The Parkview Observatory was
nicknamed Lab Ben by Professor O’Brien after the protagonist in the
novel Salem’s Lot by Stephen King.

He nicknamed it Lab Ben when Lance Fratus
crashed through the door one morning, interrupting Professor
O’Brien’s class and started hollering something about vampires. Not
only was the Professor hostile about Lance disturbing a class on
the temporal lobe, but for the foolishness he was yelling
about.

“Slow down and spill your guts, Mr. Fratus,
or please leave the lab immediately.” Said Professor O’Brien
staring at Lance; ‘spill your guts’ was the Professor’s private
joke.

“Professor, you have to come this instant! We
have found a most disturbing discovery this morning!”

“I will not leave my lesson until you tell me
what it is you are so excited about.”

The Irishman’s piercing eyes told Lance it’s
do-or-die here.

“We have found a vampire.”

“Who is this ‘we’ you speak of, Mr.
Fratus?”

“Myself and Allen.”

The class was facing in the direction of the
hysterical Lance Fratus, their shiny instruments glared behind them
in the lab. The sun was coming through the windows and falling on
open textbooks and test tubes.

“If you don’t come with me Professor, the sun
will destroy him. He is weak as it is!”

The class started to chuckle under their
breath, and Professor O’Brien yelled,

“Silence! If what you are proclaiming is
true, Mr. Fratus, then we should go right away.”

Lance let out a sigh of relief as the class
started looking at each other in bewilderment. The Professor wasn’t
serious, was he?

“Let me grab my notebook, I’ll meet you
outside Mr. Fratus.”

Lance exited the lab and waited outside in
the sunrise. Professor O’Brien joined him moments later and wasted
no time. He quickly opened the door to his Toyota Camry and started
the engine. Lance got in the passenger’s side and buckled up.

“Where is Mr. Thomas now?” Asked the
Professor.

Allen is staying with the vampire. He placed
his shirt over the vampire’s face to shield it from the sun’s rays.
We don’t know if that will help but we had to do something.”

“And how do you know if it is a true vampire,
Mr. Fratus?”

The car bumped along Main Street, passing a
CVS and a grass lot. The landscape was no more interesting than
that of a blank piece of paper.

“All the tell-tale signs are there. The
overgrown eye-teeth, the black cape, his hair is slicked back with
something more than gel, his fingers are long and white, and his
face is sunken and powdered.”

“And what about the beast’s eyes?”

“They are shut.”

“Good God! A vampire with closed eyes outside
in the world! Impossible!”

The houses flashed by as they turned onto
Victorian Street, with its large mansions and white picket
fences.
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