Praise for Sparks and Shadows
"Snyder has a unique voice and her work is almost instantly recognisable ... It's rare to encounter a writer who so loves words and the changes that can be rung and the tricks that can be played. Rare and precious. But because of Snyder's versatility, it's difficult to give an overview of this collection. Every piece is different, and every piece demands attention ... Dark, funny, and romantic by turns, Sparks and Shadows is a must read. Go! Buy! Read!"
— Greatest Uncommon Denominator Magazine
"(N)ot only does Lucy A. Snyder write truly intelligent horror that is both witty and political but her stories and poems tap the feminist potential of horror to illuminate the shadowy extremes of both love and hate... Whether you are looking for dark fantasy or horror or just something to tickle your funny bone, I recommend you pick up a copy."
— The Green Man Review
"The short stories and poems in Lucy Snyder's debut collection range from dark to very dark to sexy to hopeful, often with a wry twist of humor ... Highly recommended..."
— Sequential Tart
"At times poignant, witty, erotic, thoughtful, chilling and maniacally gleeful, Sparks and Shadows is a delightful collection and book length introduction to an author to watch."
— Horror Reader
"Lucy Snyder's Sparks and Shadows is everything you could want in a short story collection. Elegant, beautiful prose, deep emotional writing and powerful stories. Do yourself a favor and grab this one!"
— James A. Moore, author of Serenity Falls
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For Henrietta Snyder
(1929 - 2004)
I hope that now you know what Ocean really means.
I hate Forrest Gump. Let's get that out of the way right off. The movie has its charming moments, but there's too much treacle to go along with it, and too many of its genuine moments have become—through no fault of its own—cultural touchstones, taking all of the power out of them. Any sentimental wisdom or sweetness evident in the "Life is like a box of chocolates" scene has been drained away by that dreaded disease, Catch-Phrase Fever. Fucking Gump. It's no Titanic—by which I mean it actually has some decent acting—but it bugs the hell out of me.
All of which is by way of apology for my regretful surrender to the impulse to say this: Lucy A. Snyder's short stories really are like a box of chocolates. The absolute best thing about the experience of reading Sparks and Shadows is that as you begin each story, you really have no idea what you're going to get. Some of the chocolates are sweet and some are sour. Some are full of poison and others hide razor blades that will leave you raw and bloody. Quite a few have an aphrodisiac quality…even some of the poison ones.
The metaphor is overworked. I know. But if you're rolling your eyes about it, I have one reply—read the book. Seriously. Maybe, like those scenes in the movie, the metaphor has lost its power through overuse, but it is nevertheless the most apt comparison.
So, what will you find on the following pages?
Pain and joy, often surprising, though not in equal measure.
Snyder writes with an unwavering confidence and purpose. There is madness in these pages. There is profound regret and lingering melancholy to be found in "As Lonely as the Grave" and "Darwin's Children." Much has been made about the eroticism present in some of these tales—including "Boxlunch," "The Roses of Gomorrah," and the phenomenal "The Sheets Were Clean and Dry"—yet I believe that instead of breathless eroticism you will find an admirably honest sexuality that is just one of Snyder's keenly-honed tools.
Within these pages, you will find women who demand their dignity, even if only instinct has ever told them they deserve it. You will encounter twists that work even if you've managed to see them coming. (One of those is in my favorite story in the book, but I can't tell you which without giving it away.) There is grotesquerie here, there are ugly consequences, and there is sadness. There are sinister powers lurking just beyond the curtains of our perception.
And there are other worlds.
Perhaps more than anything else, it is Lucy A. Snyder's science-fiction that truly surprises me. I confess I am not a great reader of science-fiction, but I would consume it voraciously if all of its practitioners brought the kind of dark imagination to their work that Snyder does to hers. Some of the stories are shocking in that they culminate in at least a version of happiness [as do several of the non-SF tales in the book], and hope. Others, however, are full of dread. "A Preference for Silence" and "Through thy Bounty" are two of the best stories in the entire volume, and "Burning Bright" reads like the prelude to a series of novels I would love to read.
"The Dogs of Summer," on the other hand, is not science-fiction but urban fantasy, full of compassion and the woman-striving-for-dignity element that echoes so convincingly and powerfully in a number of these stories. It is also the only story in the book that seems written by the same author as Snyder's excellent first novel, Spellbent.
Yet there are things other than stories within these pages. Snyder offers a small handful of pieces that might be essays or arch asides, as well as a number of her excellent poems. There is an elegance to these poems that is inescapable, and they share the same sense of purpose as the collection's prose stories. Lest you be tempted to skip these pieces, let me warn you how foolhardy that would be. Snyder's poems—in particular "The Jarred Heart"—are as effective and affecting as her prose tales.
It was my great pleasure to read these stories, and I'm certain you'll enjoy them as much as I did, and be haunted by them, just as I was. I'm also certain that you will come away from them with the same inescapable conclusion—that Lucy A. Snyder is a writer whose stories deserve to be savored.
Sort of like a box of chocolates.
Fucking Gump.
—Christopher Golden
February 9, 2010
Bradford, MA
"Nothin' but a one-horse twin,"
disparages sexy Sheriff Dyslexia,
staring arrogant at the Dustbite Boys
astride their poor swaybacked pony.
At low noon, a Siamese centaur gallops down,
mythic hooves rolling with the tumbleweeds,
corded torsos backed like Janus,
arrows raised in a riot of elbows.
The Sheriff hears "raw!" instead of "draw!"
and while she scans in confusion
for sores in the absence of saddle
the hostile horsey Cupids pierce her heart.
They steal her star and hit the bar,
sling whiskey, then twinnish insults
about who's the horse's ass.
One shoots: they're both scored.
When the monster's cold, the ichor dried,
enter the janitors: the Dustbite Boys,
boots and guns shined like Sunday,
swayback pony snorting proud.
They'll hire a yellow Yankee paperman
and clean up as pulpbound heroes
instead of star-stuck survivors who simply
skipped to the end of the horse opera's libretto.
VERONICA WAS a spaceworthy lass with a definite preference for silence and a great sensitivity to detail. She'd never lost her tea in zero gee and had always been the first to note when the coffee maker needed cleaning or when the fluorescent lights would flick-flicker in signal of the bulbs' impending death. Furthermore, she seemed to genuinely relish freeze-dried food.
When the other colonists asked her to take the long watch over The Doubtful Guest as it hurtled through space to their new home, she was quietly enthused and declared she'd always meant to read the world's Great Literature.
But they worried that she would get lonely with nothing but books and the hum of the cryopods to keep her company over those dark decades. And, more important, who would watch the ship's systems while she slept?
So they chose a lad named Melvin to be her companion. He matched Veronica in most important aspects: religious affiliation, political outlook, favorite dessert, air freshener preference. While not as attuned to detail as she, he did seem like a fairly alert fellow, respected quiet, and was easily amused by a variety of odd hobbies.
The voyage started well, with Veronica reading the Bronte sisters and Melvin building tiny Spanish galleons out of toothpicks, glue and dental floss. They traded shifts, she awake while he slept, and so they seldom saw one another. When they did, they attempted sex a few times, quietly groping each other beside his mother's cryopod, but it never seemed as satisfying as their respective pastimes.
The trouble began two years into the trip, when Veronica had started on the Russians and Melvin had begun knitting long, itchy black-and-blond scarves from all the hair they'd shed. It was not the aesthetic qualities of the scarves that upset her, for she approved of creative approaches to waste management. Nor did the click-clack of his needles bother her as she slept. It was his snoring.
His snore developed slowly, like cancer. When she began The Brothers Karamazov, it was just a soft, throaty purr like the breathing of an asthmatic cat. Barely noticeable. A few months later, when she was on Notes from the Underground, the purr became punctuated with the occasional grunt or snort, and by the time she finished the ship's store of Dostoyevsky and started Anna Karenina, his snore had risen in volume to resemble the revving of a small motorcycle with a bad cylinder.
Veronica, who read slowly because she liked to savor every word, could not concentrate with all that infernal noise. She wrestled with issues of politeness and protocol for a few days, then woke Melvin and suggested they re-synchronize their schedules so that they were awake at the same time. He reluctantly agreed after she promised to program an extra set of monitors to sound an alarm if anything should happen while they slept.
With the snoring gone, Veronica happily resumed her normal reading rate of ten pages a day. But then she started to notice other things about Melvin that disturbed her. The click-clack of his knitting needles made it hard for her to focus on all the nuances of Tolstoy's use of the verb "to be," and the sound of him gargling in the morning broke her concentration entirely.
She did not approach him with her complaints because she felt a bit sheepish for making him adjust his sleeping schedule to salve her sensibilities. After all, he'd taken her imposition with such good spirit. And, as her dear departed mother had always taught her, it simply wasn't polite to comment on others' personal habits.
So she tried to concentrate on her text. But more malignant Melvinisms arose. The crunching of him eating his daily ration of vegetable flakes. The wet slurping sound he made when he drank his coffee. The way the air whistled through his nose when he sighed. The low, animal grunts he made when he whipped himself with one of his scarves behind his mother's cryopod.
Finally, one morning when Melvin was drinking his coffee and knitting in the nude, he belched. Not a mild little burp, but an eructation that shook the whole ship, thundering like the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.
Her patience snapped along with her concentration. She threw down War and Peace, launched herself across the room and started to strangle Melvin with his scarf. He made quite a lot of noise, but only for a little while. When he was unconscious, she stabbed him fifty-three times with the knitting needles, then hauled him and his scarves, toothpick ships, fungus sculptures and rotifer farm to the airlock and ejected everything into the cold silence of outer space.
Feeling exquisitely relieved, she washed her hands, carefully dried them and resumed her reading.
But then she started to notice the low hum of the cryopods, the periodic hiss of the cooling units. The flutter of the air vents. The raggedness of her own breathing. The lub-dup of her own heart.
Her hands began to shake.
ON THE sixth day the Libertarian People's Army had the city under terrorist siege, Wendy Banks and her husband Juan Petrov ran out of orange juice, beer, hummus, and condoms.
Wendy, who'd reluctantly resorted to drinking some generic-brand diet soda someone had abandoned at their last party, continued to rummage vainly through the pile of ROM disks, computer cables, socks, and sundry debris around their bed in search of contraceptives.
"Just one condom," she muttered. "My left tit for one lousy condom."
She spotted a thin patch in a promisingly white medical wrapper peeking from beneath a pair of sunglasses. A hormone transderm? Oh, that would be entirely too sweet!
"Come to mama!" She snatched up the wrapper, only to have her hopes dashed. "Dammit! You're a band-aid!"
Disgusted, she crumpled the Curad and threw it back in the pile.
"Hey honey," Juan called from his perch on the couch in the other room. "Any luck?"
"No." Wendy stomped into the living room. "We are entirely out of anything even remotely resembling birth control."
"Well, there's always your sparkling personality," Juan replied, then dove for the meager cover of the throw pillows at the other end of the couch.
"Die!" Wendy leaped onto the couch, grabbed her husband by the waistband of his jeans and bit him on the ass.
"Ow! Hey, no teeth, no teeth!"
Wendy sat up, scowling.
"That was a mean thing to say," she pouted.
"But highly accurate," he pointed out, rubbing his rump.
Wendy growled and buried her face in her hands. "You know I'm PMS. I'm so horny I could die, and with my luck I'd get pregnant if a sperm were to jump up and yell 'Boo!' at me. And I've been stuck here all week because the freaking Libbies blew up the freaking gas company, killing dozens of poor freaks working third shift and leaving me freaking unemployed. And my vibrator's burned out. And I can't even spend any time with my own husband because your stupid bosses decided they need two backup sysadmins on premises at all times. Though I don't see how your pulling double-shifts for them is gonna help if the Libbies do their normal thing and blow shit up.
"And when they finally let you take a day off...WE HAVE NO FREAKING CONDOMS!"
She began to weep.
"Aw, don't cry, honey." Juan scooted over beside his wife, slipped his arm around her and began to nuzzle her neck. He'd recently trimmed his black goatee and the bristles tickled. "Maybe Penny has some in her apartment upstairs?"
"Maybe," Wendy sniffled. "She always did take that 'Be Prepared' thing she learned in Kid Scouts pretty seriously."
"Computer," Juan announced. "Connect to Penny's smartwall."
The big flatscreen monitor on the wall facing their couch clicked on. Onscreen, an image resolved of a young dreadlocked woman with pink plastic snakes wound through her black hair.
"Hi, I'm the avatar for Penny Lucas. In this, our sixth day of chaos, the hot conversation topic remains: the Libertarian People's Army. Neither Libertarian, nor for the people, nor an army? You decide. Let's look at the evidence. So far, they seem to be a bunch of unwashed dorks who figured out how to make bombs–"
"Avatar," Wendy broke in, rolling her eyes. Penny had it programmed to talk endlessly to foil marketers. "Is Penny home?"
"Mmmm, I dunno, sugar. You got the magic word?" The avatar crossed her arms and cocked her head to one side.
"The magic word is 'weenie-roast'." Wendy replied.
The avatar's image froze for the briefest beat while the password authenticated. "Voice and data match!" the avatar exclaimed. "Hi Wendy, hi Juan. How you lovebirds doing? Sadly, Miss Penny is not at home right now; she's pulling double shifts at St. Anne's. She won't be home for another 14 hours, and after that she's gonna be asleep."
Juan sighed. "Okay, thanks, avatar. Computer, break connection. Find us a music server playing some light trance."
The stereo came on. Wendy recognized the music as being an old Massive Attack remix.
Juan wrapped his arms around Wendy and began to kiss the sensitive spot behind her left ear. Shivers of pleasure ran down her spine.
"Oh, Juan, don't start," she moaned. "We can't–"
"Yes, we can," he whispered. "You just don't get any man meat."
"But I want man meat," she whispered back. "So let's go hit the convenience store, huh?"
The streets were a stinking mess; garbage service had been suspended three weeks earlier because the Libbies had taken to firing surface-to-surface missiles at city waste collection vehicles. A pair of National Guardsmen were patrolling the street on foot, automatic rifles held at the ready.
Wendy and Juan picked their way through ruptured bags of garbage fermenting on the sidewalk in the spring sun and entered Halfmann's Deli & Grocery. They split up, Wendy to seek condoms and Juan for orange juice.
Wendy found a single $30 3-pack of lambskins still on the rack in the toiletries aisle. They had expired the previous month. She was still staring at the pack when Juan came up beside her with an elderly-looking quart carton of grapefruit juice.
"They want $15 for this, can you believe it?" he whispered. "They're out of everything else except a bottle of Clamato."
She tapped the price tag above the condoms.
"Jee-sus," he said. "I guess it's tap water and oral sex for us until this mess is over with, huh?"
Wendy's eyes narrowed. "Ve should not giff up on ze condom mission so soon, Comrade Petrov. Ve still haff Thorn's Pharmacy to infiltrate–"
"I told you I need butter for my kittens!" someone shouted.
Wendy and Juan turned. A street person had come into the store while they were shopping. His gray hair and beard were a wild mane around his grimy face. He wore a stained, peeling raincoat over a mismatched exercise suit.
"Sir, please, we're all out of butter–" the girl at the cash register said.
"Liar!" the man shrieked. "The lady in the colander helmet told me I should butter the kittens to ensure their acceptance into Vishnu's secret garden. She said you would have the butter, but you would hide it from me, because you don't want poor deserving kittens to reach nirvana!"
"We don't have any butter...really," the girl pleaded, glancing out the door past the man. Wendy suspected she was hoping the Guardsmen were within earshot.
"Liar! Liarliarliaaaaar!" The man scrabbled at the pocket of his coat and pulled out a machine pistol. It looked to be one of the cheap Chinese models, but that made it no less lethal.
"Oh shit," Juan muttered. "I bet one of the Libbies gave him that. It's just the kind of uncontrolled chaos that really turns their crank."
The old man was waving the pistol in the air, and the cashier was cowering behind the counter. "Vishnu wants the butter now! Now now now!"
Before Wendy could stop him, Juan had grabbed one of the two remaining jars of petroleum jelly and stepped to the front of the aisle.
"I have butter of the earth," Juan said, holding out the jar. "The dinosaurs made it long ago, and it is very pure. I think Vishnu would be pleased to have it on his kittens."
"Earth butter?" The old man looked puzzled, but he lowered the pistol to waist level.
"Yes, earth butter. Take it. It's all yours."
The man reached for the jar.
Wendy saw movement in the corner of her eye. A Guardsman had stepped into the store, raising his rifle.
A pop and flash from the rifle's barrel.
The old man's shoulder exploded in a crimson mist. He shrieked, his gun hand jerking up reflexively. His pistol vomited bullets right at her husband.
Juan fell.
The ambulances got to the store surprisingly fast. Wendy refused to leave her husband's side, so the medics reluctantly let her ride with him on the way to the hospital.
She gripped his hand while the EMTs worked to control the bleeding. His belly had been nearly ripped to shreds by the two bullets the old man had managed to fire directly into him. She'd never seen so much blood in her life. Juan's face was paper-white, and his fingers were like ice.
"Wendy?" Juan asked weakly.
"I'm here, Juan," she said.
"Can't...can't feel my legs..." he trailed off, his eyes rolling up into his skull.
"Get me another unit of plasma, his pressure's dropping fast," the lead EMT said.
"We're out, man," the other said.
"Shit! Well, his microchip says he's covered for resurrection. Pass me the cerebral recorder."
"Oh God, he's not–" she began.
"I'm afraid so, ma'am. Please stay clear," the first EMT replied. The second passed him a fat steel cylinder with a handle and a cable leading to what looked like a hairnet made up of wires and electrodes. The first EMT put the net over her husband's head and flipped a switch on the top of the cylinder.
"Push 9 milligrams of epinephrine; he's gotta be conscious for a good read," the EMT continued.
The second medic injected the drug into her husband. His eyes fluttered open, and the heart monitor started beeping madly.
"He's taching bad," the second said, pulling out a pair of defibrillator paddles.
"No, don't," the first said. "His heart's pumping air. You shock him now, it'll screw up the recording and he'll be gone for good."
Her husband went into a spasm of coughing, bright pink foam spilling from his lips. Then he went limp.
The heart monitor flatlined.
Wendy stared at the cerebral recorder. "Did – did you get him?"
The EMT checked the monitor on the side of the cylinder. "Yep. Got him. Your husband's alive and well in softcopy, ma'am."
After a nerve-wracking hour-long wait, Wendy was met by a doctor from Community General Hospital's cloning department.
"Wendy Banks?" he asked as he approached her in the waiting room. He carried an odd-looking black computer drive attached to a fabric shoulder strap. "I'm Dr. Smythe."
She stood and shook his hand. "What's happened?"
"Well, your husband is fortunate to have an employer who provides for such excellent resurrection benefits. The EMTs were able to do a full, clean download of your husband's mind in the ambulance. We've extracted his DNA, and have begun culturing a clone that will be ready in about 5 years. According to the terms of his insurance, he must stay with his company for at least a year after he is able to return to work, or he loses the right to be downloaded into the clone."
Wendy nodded, waiting for him to continue.
"Unfortunately, due to the recent trouble with the terrorists, there have been an unusually large number of deaths of people with resurrection benefits. As a result, this hospital currently does not have any temporary bodies to download your husband into. Also–" the doctor took a deep breath "–we are out of the more modern quantum storage units, so we had to put his dynamic data into a Dirac drive."
Wendy stared at the unit in the doctor's hands. The Dirac quantum drives were painfully obsolete and tended to lose data like a cat sheds hair.
"The drive's lead shielded to make it as resistant as possible to data loss from stray cosmic rays, but our cyberneurologist estimates you have 5 hours to get him to a downloadable body before his data starts getting corrupted. I called around, and there's a replacement body available at St. Anne's. Unfortunately, all our ambulances have been called to the scene of a suicide bombing out in Grandview. I've called you a cab; it should take less than an hour to get across town, so there should be plenty of time to get your husband taken care of."
Smythe pulled a mini-headset out of the pocket of his white lab coat and a small plastic zip bag containing a microchip. "The Dirac is always on, so your husband is conscious in a virtual reality environment inside it. To talk to him and hear him, plug in this headset. The drive also has standard input/output ports if you have a camera or digital device you want to hook up to communicate with him. And here's his ID chip; they'll need to scan it at St. Anne's before he can be processed."
Wendy took the items and thanked the doctor – while inwardly cringing at the thought that they'd stored him in a medium slightly less durable than toilet paper – and he escorted her out to the front doors.
While she waited for the cab, Wendy slipped the microchip into her pocket. She clipped on the headset's earpiece and swiveled the matchstick-thin steel microphone arm into place above her lips. She plugged the cord into the Dirac unit.
She heard a click. "Hello?"
"Juan, is that you?" she asked. "Are you okay?"
"Yeah, I'm fine...a little dizzy." The voice was a flat, generic voice-synth, nothing like her husband's warm baritone. "Where are you? I came to in this hospital room, but the door's locked and the phone's dead. Or it was, until you called just now. It feels like I've been in here for hours."
A green cab pulled up. Wendy pushed through the glass revolving doors. "I'm on my way to St. Anne's," she told her husband.
The cabbie rolled down the passenger window. "Are you Wendy Banks?" he asked.
"Yes," she replied.
The cabbie smiled and nodded at the back seat. "Hop on in and we'll get you to St. Anne's in a jiffy."
"Who's that I hear in the background," Juan asked.
"Just the cabbie," Wendy said as she climbed into the car.
"Am I at St. Anne's?" Juan asked.
"Uh...sort of..."
"Sort of? What does that mean?" he asked, then paused. "Wait a minute. I remember you were with me in the ambulance, and I...oh God. I got shot, and I'm not shot anymore. Even if they'd used the fastgrow gel on me, I'd still be hurting right about now."
Another long pause. "Oh crap. I died, didn't I? I've been boxlunched."
"It's not so bad. Really," she said, trying to sound cheerful. "They got a full download in the ambulance. No detected memory loss. And there's a new body waiting for you at St. Anne's."
"The company will be pleased, I'm sure," he replied dryly. "So what kind of a box did they put me in?"
"Uh." Wendy considered lying to her husband, but they'd long ago promised never to keep the truth from each other. "A Dirac 20 terrabyte."
"A D-dirac?" he stammered. "What, were they all out of papyrus and stone tablets?"
"It'll be okay," she insisted, hugging the unit to her chest. "We have hours before the expected drive failure point."
"Hours! Woo! Be still my beating heart," he said, his sick desperation clear even through the synth's mechanical tones.
"Is that your husband in there?" the cabbie asked.
"Yes," she replied.
"Lucky man, gettin' a second chance like this."
"Yeah," she admitted. "But he'd have been luckier not to have gotten shot today."
"Was it a Libbie thing?" the cabbie asked. "Not to be pryin' or nothin'."
"Maybe. This crazy homeless guy had a machine pistol, and a National Guardsman got trigger-happy. I can't think of many places the old guy could've picked up a gun like that unless the terrorists gave it to him."
"Sounds like a Libbie trick," the cabbie agreed. "Heard they were doing shit like putting explosives in kids' toys and stuff. And they still haven't made any money demands or nothin'! They're just fucking stuff up to fuck it up. They're not even anarchists, they're, like–" the cabbie snapped his fingers, seemingly trying to coax the word from his mind.
"Nihilists?" she prompted.
"Yeah! That! Fucked up fucks, ya ask me. I mean, if it was the Indians trying to reclaim California or something, that I could maybe understand, but this trying to destroy society stuff...totally wacko. And they've got a rich guy bankrolling them – what's up with that?"
"I heard he's an extreme environmentalist," Wendy replied. "He decided the only solution to save the rest of the Earth is to wipe out as much of the human race as possible. Funding the Libbies is just a local means to a global end for him."
The cabbie shook his head. "Buncha wackos."
"Well, human overpopulation and overconsumption has caused the extinction of 75% of the species on the planet," her husband commented inside her left ear. "There is something to be said for reducing the population as quickly as possible."
Wendy frowned. "Are you saying you'd rather be dead? I mean, you're population, too."
"No, no," her husband said quickly. "I'm a man of enlightened self-interest, and I very much want to continue living, if for no other reason than to be able to make love to you every night for the next fifty years. At least."
She smiled and hugged the unit tighter. Nice save, honey, she thought. They'd had some of their worst arguments over ecopolitical issues. Wendy was all for trying to save the environment, but she couldn't agree with the notion of killing people, even indirectly, to save animals. There had been a time when Juan would argue a point until they were both close to tears. They'd both learned a lot about agreeing to disagree in the two years they'd been married.
He paused. "It's gonna take them how long to get my clone up to size?"
"Five years, the doctor said," Wendy replied.
"You wouldn't happen to know what my 'temporary' body looks like, do you?" he asked. "I mean, what if it's got buck teeth and no chin? Or massive amounts of body hair? Or a microscopic dick?"
Wendy sighed. "Honey, what's that they say about beggars and choosers?"
"I know, I know," he replied. "I suppose I should just be glad I'm still virtually alive."
They were on the city's interior loop around downtown. Only a few cars besides theirs were on the road; well over half the city's population had fled or been evacuated, and the rest had been officially discouraged from unnecessary travel. Abandoned and wrecked cars lined the sides of the freeway. Wendy could see that at least half of the big glass-and-steel high-rises showed some form of rocket or bomb damage. In the first few days of the siege, the terrorists had bombed buildings containing offices for credit card companies, banks, insurance agencies, utility companies, and the like. Collateral infrastructure damage, the Libbie spokesman had called it in his video to the news sites. Take out the financial underpinnings of society, and society will fall. We will destroy the corrupt and rebuild in the ashes of the old.
Wendy counted herself and her husband lucky that his company's insurance was based in Canada.
"Oh crap, what's that?" she heard the cabbie say, craning his neck up at the sky.
Then he was slamming on the brakes, tires shrieking, the car slewing sideways on the dry pavement. Wendy held onto the quantum drive for dear life as she was thrown sideways in her seatbelt. A car behind them honked frantically and Wendy heard the squeal of tires as it swerved to avoid a collision.
Then the mortar hit not twenty yards in front of the cab. There was a tremendous boom and mushroom of orange fire. Hunks of concrete and asphalt rained down on the cab, cracking the windshield.
"What was that? What's happening?" her husband shouted in her ear.
"M-mortar attack," Wendy stammered. "W-we're okay. I think."
"You okay back there, lady?" the cabbie asked.
She could only nod in reply.
The cabbie pulled a shotgun from beneath the front seat and got out of the car. Wendy fumbled with her seatbelt, got it unlatched, and pushed open the door to follow the cabbie.
He was standing in front of the car, staring at the smoking hole in the highway. A ten-foot-diameter section had been knocked out, sending huge hunks of rebarred concrete crashing to the road below the highway. Fortunately, it didn't look as if anyone had been crushed beneath the rubble.
"I'm going to have to turn back," the cabbie said. He nodded towards a section of the city outside the loop, beyond the downtown area. "St. Anne's is to the southwest of here; I'd say it's about four miles on foot."
"On foot?" Wendy could feel the blood draining from her face.
"I'm real sorry, lady," the cabbie said. "But I've got to go back. Company rules; a cab gets damaged like this, I gotta take it back to the garage. You could come with me and get another cab, but now that the loop's trashed, it might take a real long time to get back down to the hospital. I think you can get there quicker on your own."
The man went back to his cab and opened up the trunk. He pulled out a big coil of rope and a pistol.
"Here, take this," he said, offering her the gun. "You should be out of Libbie territory where you're going, but you never know. Go on, take it; I got lots more at home."
Wendy accepted the pistol, hefting it in her hand.
"If you gotta shoot it, hold it with both hands, 'cause it's got a mother of a kick. You look like a pretty strong lady, so it shouldn't be a problem. The clip holds nine rounds, and there's a round in the chamber. Safety's on."
The cabbie began to unwind the rope coil. Wendy tucked the pistol into the waistband of her jeans. The cabbie tossed her an end of the rope.
"Tie this around your waist," he said, "and I'll tie the other to the bumper and help lower you down through the hole..."
Once Wendy was on the ground and the cabbie had shouted his goodbye and disappeared, Wendy said to her husband, "Well, this is going well. I have no ride, you have no body, and we never did find any condoms."
"Though the whole condom problem is moot 'til I get a new body," he pointed out. "But, look on the bright side...you also have a gun."
"And I have the sense of direction of a donut," she said, looking up and down the deserted streets. Off in the distance, she could hear someone firing a gun. "I have no idea how to get to the hospital. It looked kind of easy from up there, but now that I'm down here..."
"You have your PDA, right? Just look the directions up on the 'Net," he said.
She checked her back pocket; the slim, playing card-sized PDA was still there. She pulled it out and flipped it open, then began to unspool the thin uplink cable stored in the edge of its case. "I have a better idea," she said, plugging the PDA cable into the Dirac and tucking the PDA into her shirt pocket. "Why don't you look up the directions, and read them off to me? I hate trying to read detailed stuff on this little screen."
"But how do I–" he began, then paused. "Wait, there's a video monitor over here in the corner. I tried it before and it didn't work. Maybe...bingo! Works now. We have 'Net. Where you at, honey?"
Wendy glanced at the nearest street sign. "I'm at the corner of 33rd and Hudson."
"Looks like you just go left down 33rd for about a mile and a half, then hang a right onto Riverside until you reach the hospital."
"Sounds easy enough," she replied. "Hey, could you find some dirty stories online and read to me while I walk? It's awful quiet out here."
"Sure," Juan replied. "Anything for my little nymphomaniac."
Wendy had been tromping down 33rd for a half hour when a National Guard truck rumbled onto the road toward her. She was in a commercial section of town; there was a Chinese restaurant, a small motel, an office supply store and an office strip nearby. All were boarded up and seemed entirely deserted.
"Ooh, it's the cavalry," Wendy told her husband, readjusting the Dirac's shoulder strap for the umpteenth time. The drive had seemed to double in weight since she'd been carrying it. "Maybe they'll give me a ride to the hospital. These boots were not made for walking."
"Just be careful, honey...these guys do seem to be in the 'shoot first, questions later' mode."
"I'll be careful." Wendy began to wave her arms and jump up and down.
The truck ground to a stop a dozen yards away. Wendy ran up to the driver's window.
"Hi, guys, I was wondering if you could..." Her voice failed and her heart dropped to the bottom of her stomach when she saw that the two men inside the cab were unshaven and wore ragged Army surplus combat fatigues re-dyed an off-gray and plain black baseball caps. Libbies. She stepped away from the truck, her pulse pounding in her ears.
"Say, that's a real nice quantum drive you got there. Think I want me one of those for target practice," the driver drawled.
Wendy shook her head. "This one's not for sale," she said, voice shaking, still backing up.
"I didn't ask if it was for sale, now did I, bitch?"
Wendy pulled the pistol out of her waistband and pointed it at the driver. "Mr. Smith and Mr. Wesson say back the fuck off!"
The Libbie in the passenger seat raised a machine gun. "And Mr. Tommy here says hand us your stuff, and we'll consider not wasting your ass."
Wendy fired two wild shots into the cab, nearly dropping the gun from the force of its recoil. She sprinted for the cover of the boarded-up motel across the street. She heard an angry yell from the men in the cab, then the rattle of the machine gun. Bullets whanged into the pavement near her feet. She pelted into the nearest breezeway, stumbled rounding the corner, and took refuge in the doorway of one of the courtyard-facing rooms.
"I'm guessing they weren't Guard," Juan said. "How much trouble are we in?"
"Tons," Wendy squeaked, getting a better grip on the pistol. "Dial out on my PDA and call the Guard. Maybe they can do something," she whispered.
Wendy heard the truck's doors slam and then the sound of booted feet hitting pavement.
"Ah, just let it go, bro. We gotta get the stuff back to camp," one man said.
"Fuck that," the other said. "She shot me! Her fuckin' head's gonna be my new hood ornament."
"She grazed you. This is a waste of time."
"Shuddup. She could be anywhere around here."
Wendy held her breath. She heard their footsteps come through the breezway, then turn in her direction–
Anger and panic got the better of her. She jumped out of the doorway, firing the pistol. The men jumped back, surprised, weapons falling from their hands as Wendy's bullets slammed into their chests and bellies.
In seconds it was over. Wendy's pistol was empty and the men lay dead on the motel sidewalk. A wide pool of dark blood was spreading beneath their bodies.
"What's going on? What's going on?" Juan was hollering.
"Oh...oh God," Wendy said, her whole body quivering. "I killed them. There's blood everywhere. I think I'm gonna be sick."
"Deep breaths, honey, deep breaths," Juan said. "You better make sure there aren't any more."
"Right. Make sure there aren't any more," she repeated numbly. She dropped the spent pistol and picked up one of the automatic rifles, grimacing at the sticky blood on the barrel and stock.
Holding the gun at the ready, she crept back out of the courtyard through the breezeway toward the truck. The men had left it running. No one else seemed to be in the cab. She circled around back, raising the rifle, expecting a half-dozen terrorists to come leaping out from beneath the camouflage canopy–
–but the back of the truck was empty.
Except for several dozen cases of ammunition and what looked like long crates of rockets and rifles.
Wendy stared at the idling vehicle and its valuable contents. A smile crept across her face. "Honey, do you have the Guard on the phone?"
"They put me on hold," he replied grumpily.
"When you do get through to them, please inform them that I have liberated one of their missing vehicles and have retrieved a nontrivial quantity of munitions. They can pick up said munitions and truck at St. Anne's hospital. Whenever they can get around to it, of course.
"In the meantime, honey, we've got a ride!"
Wendy spent three hours in St. Anne's fifth floor waiting room, alternately dozing and reading magazines until Penny came down from the nurses' station on her break. The two women chatted for a while, and then Penny sneaked Wendy into an unused hospital room so she could catch a proper nap while she waited for the doctors to finish downloading and neurologically imprinting Juan into his new body.
Four hours later, Penny gently shook Wendy awake.
"Wha–?" Wendy groggily asked.
"Husband is served!" Penny's broad smile stood out a stark white against her dark face in the dimness. "Juan's D&I went smooth as butter. He's awake, and ready to see you now."
Wendy laced her boots back on, ran her fingers through her hair, and followed Penny down the hall.
Penny stopped just in front of Juan's hospital room. "He's going to be partly paralyzed for the next few days until he can teach his new spinal cord what it's supposed to do. He'll have to be in physical therapy for several weeks before he can function more or less normally. In the meantime, he'll need your help to learn how to use his new body."
Penny pressed a small plastic package into Wendy's hand and ushered her into the room. "Think of it as a new honeymoon. I'll make sure you lovebirds aren't disturbed for the next few hours."
Penny closed the door behind Wendy. Wendy heard the click of the lock. She lifted her hand and looked at the package her friend had given her. Condoms.
Smiling, Wendy approached her husband's hospital bed. A completely strange body lay there, hairless and skin still shiny as all fresh tank-grown bodies were. The new body was smaller, younger and thinner than Juan's old body, his fingers long and elegant. He wore only a thin hospital gown and an ID bracelet around his wrist. There was a small band-aid on the back of his hand where they'd reinserted his microchip.
"How are you feeling, honey?" she asked.
The man turned his head toward her but did not otherwise move. "I feel so weird," he said. His voice was softer and mellower than Juan's. "This body feels completely wrong in a thousand little ways. I can't get over how my teeth feel; I keep running my tongue over them. And...I can't move much below my neck. That's got me a little freaked out."
"Penny said all that's normal. And you'll only have to live with it for a couple of years. In the meantime, it's time for your first physical therapy session." Smirking, she held up the condoms.
"Ah, I see our mission was successful after all, Comrade," he said. "But I don't know that I can..."
"We'll see about that," she smiled.
Wendy set the condoms on the foot of the bed. She started to dance, doing a slow striptease for her husband. When she was completely naked, her nipples hardening in the cold hospital air, she saw that Juan had made a tent of his hospital gown.
"Looks like you're gonna do just fine," she said. She crawled up onto the bed and pushed the gown up around his chest.
"But how am I down there...?" he asked, looking worried.
She smiled and gave him a long, slow kiss.
"Like I said," she replied, "You're gonna do just fine."
I am the death you cannot see
when you gaze upon your starry skies.
Your telescopes, they lie to you
when they show a cosmos glittering
with a million fiery gems;
I lurk unseen between those sparks,
swelling, growing larger and smarter
with every sun I swallow whole.
I've grown tired of passive fare;
worlds and stars and dust,
all spiral to my maw
with no effort, just the force
of my immense dark gravity. I want
prey that thinks itself a predator,
a victim that will find its way to me
carried on the silver wings of mortal pride,
prey that fights and feels the terror of my bite.
I know you'll fly to me; babies can't resist
the shiny, pretty things, reaching for a bauble
lying near the snake, grasping at the flame
that burns soft flesh. You'll try for worlds
to replace the one you broke
and when you come I'll crush you
to my frozen breast and take you to my heart
of darkness, and your pain will keep me warm.
I am the death you cannot see,
I am all you cannot bear
to know about your universe,
because to know that I am real
is to know there's no escape
from this, your fragile world,
your tiny azure ember burning down
in the cold of an endless night.
I STARE down at the naked body of the boy on the butcher block as my mother's nightmare washes through me. She is ill. Last night's dreams were filled with fever-warped images of shrouded doctors, knives and needles, tubes and dark blood. The doctors of the Resistance will do their very best for her, but she is an old lady now, her body fragile. The thought that she might die turns my guts to ice.
Her life is my only hope in this Hell. But at least I know she is safe from the Jagaren. For now.
The boy is maybe eight or nine, redheaded, skinny and bruised. His ankles are purple and rope-burned. The gash in his neck is pale as raw bacon; they've drained the blood from his body. Sometimes, depending on the menu du jour, they leave the chilled blood for me in a stainless steel thermos jug beside the corpse's head. But not today.
He has the look of a child who's been in captivity for a long time. But he has to be the flesh and blood of somebody important in the Resistance, else he would not be here in my kitchen. The Jagaren always have their most precious catches flown in fresh from the battlefields, concentration camps, and torture chambers.
As always, the menu instructions are printed on stiff paper tucked in the corpse's mouth. The Jagaren have been sampling every aspect of Terran cuisine, each day a new ethnic menu. Today they want to taste the Deep South: sweet barbecue, collard greens, chicken fried steak with gravy, chitlins, sausage, watermelon, corn on the cob, fried green tomatoes, and apple pie. Dinner for twelve. I have but eight hours to prepare this meal.
I touch the boy's forehead, close my eyes and say a brief prayer for him. I don't know what religion he had, if any, but we all live under the same God. Maybe someday He'll remember us. Prayer finished, I pick up my curved knife and begin to skin him.
The boy's left hand has the calluses that come from years of throwing a baseball. A lefty Little League pitcher. As I work, I imagine him playing ball in a sunny Midwestern field, jeans stained with grass and dirt. His grin is the very definition of childhood joy, and he goes home victorious to a hot bath and hugs from his proud father. He spends the evening catching fireflies with his friends until his mother calls him home to be tucked in and read to sleep.
I have been alone here for over a year, all my waking hours spent in this huge, beautiful, damnable kitchen. It has a walk-in refrigerator that is stocked every night as I sleep, an immense pantry of dry goods, racks of jars of dried spices from every corner of the Earth. In case I ever face an unfamiliar menu, the back wall is lined with hundreds of cookbooks selected by the Jagaren; undesirable recipes have been cut out. The side door leads to a room with rows and rows of herbs under grow lights. There's an open-pit barbecue and spit big enough to roast a whole ox, a man-sized oven, wok, industrial meat grinder, and on and on. No kitchen I ever worked in as a chef in Los Angeles and Dallas was even half as well-equipped.
The Jagaren picked their torture well.
I always loved the kitchen, even as a child, and everything I know about cooking, about life, is but a pale shadow of what my mother knows. Her mind, her will, is astonishing. When the Jagaren came to take our planet, my mother turned from managing her restaurant empire to managing the covert movement of arms and soldiers around the world. Some of the military leaders would not believe (at first) that a master chef could have so sharp a mind, would not believe she could turn from butter to guns, but she would not be denied. Later, when the Jagaren found the secret tactical bunker in Montana and killed most of our generals, she kept the Resistance from falling apart. Ever since, she's been leading most of the war efforts in North America.
I have no wartime talents. I'm a good cook, but nothing more. I was helpless to do anything to save myself or my friends when Dallas fell.
My friends are dead by now, tortured to death to amuse their captors. Everything seems to be for the Jagaren's amusement, even the war to take the planet. I have no doubt that they could have used a biological weapon to wipe us all out from the safety of their spaceships. But that wouldn't have been any fun for them. They like seeing their slave troops clash in bloody, primitive conflict with our people. I suspect that the Jagaren are their world's spoiled, sadistic rich children who've been sent off to vent their twisted aggressions in war games well away from home. Or maybe they've come on their own, like the boys who used to wander my neighborhood in search of stray cats to set on fire, their apathetic parents oblivious to their misdeeds. I can't imagine how their civilization evolved if they're all like this.
I have not been physically abused much. They know I need my strength to cook for them. And they want to keep me alive because I am my mother's only child, and there is the chance she will try to rescue me.
Every day, I try to warn her away. I know she gets my messages. When I was very small, we learned that if one of us slept while the other was awake, the sleeper would dream of the other's activities. If we both slept at the same time, we shared the same dreams. My connection to her has weakened as I've grown older, but she's told me her connection to my mind has remained as strong as the day I was born. Almost all my dreams have followed her life, though I can't always see it clearly. She is my only window to the free world. I can only imagine that it is the same for her, that now she must dream of dismembering and cooking little boys.
I finish skinning the corpse. I set the skin aside for chopping and deep-frying, pick up the bone saw and survey his stripped flesh with my butcher's eye. He smells like raw lamb meat. His arms, ribs, and most of his legs will have to become barbecue. I pull a stout knife from the block and start to separate his joints. Very little of him can be made into steak, but I will try with his glutes and quadriceps. I have to try to meet the menu, or I will be punished, and my punishment will be my mother's nightmares.
I tried to commit suicide my very first day as the Jagaren's cook. Loudspeakers ordered me into the kitchen from my cell that first morning. I found seven babies lined up on the counter, with instructions to roast them like suckling pigs. I stared at the menu for a while, then got a knife and cut my own throat.
The Jagaren kept me from dying, of course. While my body healed, they walled my mind in a VR hell, piping in the recorded final memories of people they'd tortured to death. By all rights, the experience should have shattered my sanity, but my mother's stability saved me.
But I dare not try suicide again, for I cannot bear to inflict such nightmares on her. Furthermore, in my dreams she orders me to do their bidding, to do whatever I must to survive. That's always been our family's way. My ancestors survived every sort of war and atrocity. My great-great-grandmother, as a little girl, survived the massacres in Rwanda by hiding in a pile of corpses for three days. Two hundred years ago during WWII, one of my Jewish ancestors was put in the camps in Poland. They set him to work prying the gold out of the mouths of the people they gassed or shot. He survived, and afterward moved to the U.S. where he became a very successful dentist. Just to spite the Nazis, no doubt, because I'm sure he had no real desire to touch a tooth ever again. Even if he'd been a sadist, he'd have hated the work.
I wonder if I will be able to cook again, if I ever get out of here alive. I wonder if I will ever be able to hold a child or lover in my arms without my fingers automatically seeking the places a knife should be inserted to crack apart their joints.
The boy is completely dismembered now. I lay his hands, arms, and shins on a rack for the barbecue. Then I slice open his abdomen to figure out what will be sausage, and what will be chitlins.
I wonder if I and my mother are the first in our family to have shared minds, shared souls. It's hard to tell, because we've kept our connection an utter and complete secret for fear that we'd be locked up for examination. No doubt any others would do the same. But such a thing has to be as much a matter of genes as it is a matter of spirit. How can a four-year-old girl find the courage to stay still and silent, without food or water, in the midst of stinking corpses for half a week? How can a young man be made to rob the corpses of his friends and neighbors for five years and survive sane and unbroken? Perhaps they, too, dreamed of freedom through a loved one's eyes.
I work hard and fast the rest of the day (if it is in fact day; all the clocks in here tell me how much time I have, not what time it is). I make the pie crust, chop the apples and tomatoes, stew the collards. The boy's large muscles are breaded and fried and covered in cream gravy, his limbs and ribs coal-smoked for hours and drowned in sweet barbecue sauce, stomach and large intestine chopped and stewed for chitterlings, skin chopped and deep fried into puffy rinds. The rest of him becomes sausage.
I never taste the meat dishes directly, only the sauces and the vegetable dishes. I have a good knowledge of spices and how they blend, so if I'm careful with my measurements I don't make mistakes.
Not that I really have any idea of how the Jagaren's sense of taste works. They aren't human, after all. Though they are warm-blooded, they don't resemble any Earth mammal in the least.
It took the Resistance some time to capture a Jagaren for study and vivisection. The Jagaren's slave troops are composed of species from many other worlds, including humans and even some Earth animals now that the Jagaren have had a few years to study the mammalian brain. All their slaves are turned into murderous automatons via viral reprogramming of their brains and are fitted with bioelectronic radio receivers in case their orders should change. No officers, just the soldiers in battle 'til they die and the Jagaren well away from the fighting.
But the Resistance captured a tourist in the rubble of Boston: one of the Jagaren had apparently wanted to see a little blood and thunder up close. Mother, knowing full well the risk of telepathy, made sure it was kept in a dark, soundless chamber until they found an anaesthetic that would keep it under.
I saw some of the inspections and vivisections through my mother's eyes. I suspect I may have appreciated the procedures more than she, since I studied quit a bit of biology in college. A squat creature it was, beautiful and hideous at the same time, its tentacled body covered in bright green and blue feathery scales. I wondered how they managed to capture it; the Jagaren was radially symmetrical, with an eye pointing out at each corner of its square skull. It's hard to sneak up on something with 360-degree vision. I guess they ran it down; the Jagaren's four stout legs were good for kicking and climbing, but too short for speed.
When they cut it open, the fleshy steam smelled like fish. The vivisection revealed an incredible digestive system: a multi-chambered stomach, with colonies of bacteria to break down cellulose, bone, even some types of rock. And it could probably eat just about anything; the mouth was a wide, sphincter-lipped cavity at the top of its head (the brain was set out of harm's way in the torso). The muscular oral cavity was lined with circular rows of grinding teeth, and in between were millions of taste buds. Far more than we poor mammals have, and far more specialized.
So even if I prepare everything to taste exactly as it should to humans, the Jagaren might hate it and punish me. Of course, they might like it, and punish me anyway.
When the meal is ready, I prepare the twelve dinner plates and dessert dishes and set them on the conveyor belt that carries the food away to be eaten. The conveyor belt door is maybe just barely big enough for me to try to squeeze through (I've lost a lot of weight since I've been here), but the thought of being in the Jagaren's dining hall is unspeakably terrifying. They would devour me, I'm sure, gourmands gobbling down a bit of sushi. To feel my arms and legs being sucked into those grinding maws, my bone and flesh shredding as surely as if my limbs had been thrust down a garbage disposal...no. I stay as far from the door as I can.
There is only one other way out of the kitchen: the door to the hallway that leads to my cell. Or cells, I should say. I go into the hallway, sit down on the concrete floor, and wait. There are three doors in front of me. The one on the right leads to a room with a soft hotel bed, a toilet, a shower, soap, and a change of clean clothes; I will get this room if the Jagaren enjoy their meal. Behind the middle door is a bare concrete room with a futon, sink and toilet; I get this if the meal is indifferent. If the meal is unsatisfactory, I get the last room, a cold, cramped, brightly-lit cell with nothing but a sink and toilet. The Jagaren do not want their cook to be contaminated with excrement.
I cannot simply spend the night in the hallway or the kitchen. Once, when I refused to respond to the loudspeakers, they sent knock-out gas through the vents. The corpse-movers carried me to the small cold cell. I woke with a headache that lasted three days.
I wait for one hour, two. Finally, the buzzer sounds, and the right door swings open. The Jagaren were pleased. I should sleep well tonight.
I enter the room, and find the concrete shard I've hidden beneath the bed. I pull off my shirt, and stare down at my scarred chest and belly. One cut for each man, woman, and child I've butchered for the Jagaren; almost every inch of my torso is engraved. I find a smooth place, right above my sternum. I push the sharp end of the shard into my flesh and slowly rake it down, again and again, until blood washes dark and soap-slick over my pale skin.
I dream of my mother. She is feverish. Lances of fire arc through her veins with every step she takes down the dark corridors of the bunker. Her generals take her to a briefing room, where they tell her of an island in the Caribbean. They have found where the Jagaren are holding me, and are going to stage a rescue mission.
My mother will go with them.
They are treating it as a suicide mission. I desperately want to tell her to stop. I'm not worth it; she is dying, yes, but her last days could surely be spent better than this. But I can be nothing more than a mute observer.
And all the while, my mother thinks: 300 degrees, 300 degrees, don't go over 300 degrees. You will know what to do.
I wake up crying, bile in my throat. My mother is going to kill herself for me. She is everything to the fate of the human race, and she is going to waste herself, just because I am her child. Her helpless, useless child.
Soon, the morning alarm blares through the room, and the door slides open. The loudspeakers order me into the kitchen. It's always like this; the whole thing is automated.
In the kitchen, I find two young women and an order for French fare. The recipes are demanding, and I cannot concentrate on my work. I burn the bread and scorch the sauces, and at the end of the day I am sent to the tiny, cold concrete room where it is nearly impossible to sleep. I do not dream much, and that is a mercy.
I walk through my work a tear-stained zombie, half awake and half asleep. I feel as though I've been wrapped in an invisible shroud. Sound, light, touch, all my senses are muffled. My fingers are clumsy and numb. I spill more food on the floor than I get into the pots.
Just as I set the last of the poorly-cooked fajitas and enchiladas on the conveyor belt, a searing pain shoots through my thigh. Suddenly, my blood races with adrenaline. Gunfire and screams ring inside my head. A stabbing pain rips into my chest, and I pass out.
Later, I come to in my small cold cell. My heart is beating strong, and I realize what I felt was my mother's death.
The human race is lost. I sit huddled with my head on my knees for a long time, unable to even cry. Finally, I drift off to a dreamless, black sleep.
The next morning, on the butcher block I find my mother and two young men with Marine Corps tattoos on their forearms. Stark against their pale skin are purpling, quarter-sized bullet holes. My mother has been shot through her right thigh and between her breasts.
My whole body is shaking, a tic in my eyelid making my vision twitch. But my mind is dead and cold. I can feel nothing, no rage, no grief, nothing. This is my waking nightmare, and everything I see and touch has taken on the distant, insubstantial sheen of dream.
Only my work is left; everything else is gone. I pull the paper from my mother's mouth. The Jagaren want an Ethiopian meal today. Dinner for sixty. This is twice the number I've ever had to serve before. Apparently, they've all come out to devour her.
I will have to work fast, and my mother's flesh will have to go a long way. I pick up my skinning knife and start to prepare the corpses. As I start to skin one Marine, I realize that his flesh looks strange. His fat is ever so slightly bluish, and his blood vessels are thickened. How can such a young, fit man have arteriosclerosis? I turn to my mother, and slice open her leg. She has the same blued fat, the same hardened veins.
I dig deeper and cut open her femoral artery with my knife. Inside the plaque that is almost blocking the vessel I see the shine of minute blue crystals. If the plaque showed up on a CAT scan or MRI, it would simply look like advanced cardiovascular disease.
My mother's thoughts echo in my memory: 300 degrees, don't go above 300 degrees. You will know what to do.
The realization hits me, and I curse myself for not catching on sooner, for letting my grief blind me to what my mother has planned. Virus. The plaques contain crystallized clumps of virus, resistant to denaturing up to 300 degrees.
I stare at their exposed flesh. They're absolutely loaded with the virus. Suddenly, the cause of my mother's fevers and surgeries is clear to me – she's been letting the doctors turn her into a walking bioweapon.
I cut out some of their arteries and leave them to soak in a cauldron of warm water; I will use this to make the batter for the thin pancakes used to scoop up the food. The pancakes cook at about 200 degrees, and with luck the artery-water will render them virulent. I take several pounds of fat from my mother and the Marines and pulverize it in the food processor until it's a fine paste. This will enrich the sauces and the lentil paste, after they have cooked and cooled down a bit.
I work constantly, sweating from the heat of the kitchen and my own anticipation. The cut over my heart breaks open, staining the front of my shirt with blood.
I get the banquet prepared barely in time. It's beautiful; I haven't done this well in weeks. There's enough food for half of them to have seconds.
As I set the plates on the conveyor belt, I say grace.
"We thank thee, Lord, for these Thy gifts which they are about to receive, through Thy bounty and Christ, our Lord, amen."
My mother is standing beside me. She squeezes my shoulder gently.
"It's a very good dinner, dear," she tells me. "I wouldn't have put quite so much pepper in the lentils, but a very good dinner just the same."
"Thanks, Mom." I pause, not knowing how to express how terribly sorry I am for what I've just done to her. When I look over, I realize she's not really there. She'll never be there again.
After the wait in the hallway, I am sent to the best room. I cut myself for a while, carving a cross into my chest, then take a long, hot shower and lie down. I'm still shaking, my heart pounding. Will it work? What will they do to me if it doesn't?
Whatever happens, this is the end of my career as a cook.
I lie awake, mind churning. I've cooked my own mother. Sliced her, and diced her, and made her into a beautiful gravy-covered communion for our new lords. Will I be freed, when so many better people have suffered and died? Or will I join them in a horrible death? Which fate do I really prefer?
And I can't stand this God-damned waiting! If I am to die, then I want to die already! If I am to live, then I want out!
My thoughts wind me so tight I can't stay still. I get up, pace, babble nonsense rhymes to myself, anything to drown out the roar in the back of my head.
When the timed alarm finally sounds and the door opens, I race into the kitchen, my skin prickling with manic fear.
The carving block is bare. I have no corpse, no instructions. The refrigerator hasn't been re-stocked.
"What?" I scream at the loudspeakers. "No meat? How can I make your pudding when you won't leave me any meat!"
I run to the conveyor belt and peer down the ten-foot-long shaft. I see dim light, but no movement.
"Allee allee out's in free!" I call.
No response, no sound. The thought of crawling through this thing to the dining room is unspeakably terrifying. But what's terror worth when you've cooked your mommy?
I climb onto the conveyor belt. Sensing my weight, the motor starts automatically and slowly carries me into the shaft. The heat lamps lining the ceiling come on, filling the shaft with red-orange light. Almost instantly, the shaft is sweltering. The light burns into my back, my scalp, my face. Sweat pours off me, and my itchy cuts start leaking blood again. I'm stewing in my own skin. It suddenly occurs to me that I should be on a platter with a nice side of cranberry sauce. The thought makes me giggle, and for a long time I can't stop.
An eternity later, I come out of the shaft into the huge, airy dining room. The breeze hitting my roasted face is wonderfully cool, feels like the breath of God.
The room is filled with rows and rows of long wooden tables without chairs. There are a few dirty plates still scattered on the tables. The place is dead quiet, abandoned. Dull light from the overcast sky filters through high bay windows. Even this weak radiance makes me squint like a newborn baby; it's been years since I've seen the sun.
"Hey! Come and eat me, already!" My voice echoes hollowly.
I turn around, and see a set of double doors. One is ajar, swinging gently in the breeze. I jump off the conveyor belt and run to the door, my arms raised as if I am a dove about to take flight. I push out into the warm Caribbean air. I smell the ocean, and flowers.
And something rotting. I nearly trip over a Jagaren that lies just outside the door. I squat, and stare at the corpse for a bit. The stout body is covered with deep, oozing ulcers, and the ground is littered with its molt of feathery scales. The flies have found it, and are bustling for a sip of ichor and a chance to lay eggs in the fishy flesh. The maggots will have quite a feast.
I leave the corpse, and walk down the path to a gazebo that overlooks the ocean. The sun is a red orb just above the horizon, lighting the streaked clouds with delicate purples and pinks. I don't know whether it's rising or setting.
In the distance, I hear helicopters.
Consider the physics:
how could she pedal
with fragile fanning fins,
sit with slippery tail,
steer with gasping mouth?
She breaks the surface,
peeks up goggle-eyed
at his bold chrome frame,
his knobby cocked handlebar,
his rugged hunky tires.
Dory knows that Schwinns can't swim.
Undersea, the salt and wet
would rot his shapely seat,
rust his shining chain,
blister his pearly paint.
But she'd be happy to drown in the air,
flip and flop on the gritty boardwalk,
shake to flakes in the stinking heat
for just a single slimy ride
on her Adonis machine.
PICTURE, IF you will, a road trip to attend New Year's Eve festivities in Philadelphia. It was late at night, and it was my turn to drive. Our car was stuffed to the brim with goth chicks. I thought everyone else was asleep. I couldn't reach the CD case. So, to keep myself awake, I started singing the first thing that popped into my head:
I've got something in my pocket
That belongs across my face
I keep it very close at hand
In a most convenient place
I'm sure you couldn't guess it
If you guessed a long, long while
So I'll take it out and put it on
It's a great big Brownie smile!
"You've got what in your pocket?" Drea asked, cracking one mascaraed eyelid and peering at me.
"A smile?" I replied.
She started giggling. "Substitute 'ball gag' or 'throbbing cock' and you've got one of the filthiest songs known to humanity. Where did you learn that?"
"Summer scout camp," I said. "It's the 'Smile Song'; every Girl Scout knows it."
She broke into louder peals of laughter that awakened the rest of the car, and she was eager to share the joke. The meme spread amongst my friends:
"Is that a great big Brownie smile in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?"
Part of me was appalled at the treatment this sweet little childhood song was getting at the hands of my barbaric goth friends. But I soon realized that the kink in that song was built-in: it never sounds innocent when it's coming from the lips of an adult.
Girl Scout songs are a kind of indoctrination; they're supposed to be a fun way of teaching little girls positive values and good citizenship. But did they have a subtext that was teaching us something quite different?
I started thinking about all the other camp songs that were firmly wedged in my memory. And then I remembered Rhino.
Rhino was the nickname of one of the counselors at one of the camps I attended. She was, in retrospect, butch as fuck. After a long day of horseback riding, this is the song she taught us all under her buzzcut supervision:
I know a Weenie Man
He owns a weenie stand
He sells most everything
From hot dogs on down!
Someday I'll be his wife
His lit-tle weenie wife
Hot Dog, I love that Weenie Ma-a-an!
Weenie Man!
Weenie Man!
Yaaaaay Weenie Man!
God only knows what this song did to our tender, impressionable young minds. True, I know of no girls who actually took the exhortation to marry a hot dog vendor or bratwurst meister to heart. But one can only shudder to imagine these blossoming girls casting secret glances at the virile vendors slapping meat into the soft buns, growing flushed from the smell of grilling mystery meat and weenie steam, their hearts a-flutter and their loins a-quiver as they step up to the counter and say, "I'd like a footlong, please."
Because this song will lead to the worst sorts of carnal desires. Desires that will spawn unspeakable fetishes involving relish and hot mustard. And they won't be satisfied with just hot dogs, oh no. Because once a young woman gets a taste for sausage, she'll inevitably try bulging kielbasas and hard salamis behind the Elk Lodge. She'll want to move to Germany. Or worse, she'll move into the blood sausage demimonde, start wearing black and smoking cloves and be lost to decent society forever.
But those little songs weren't just preparing us for a life of kink. Some songs were filled with nihilism and raw violence. Consider "The Window Song," in which almost any nursery rhyme or children's song can be turned into a seemingly-gleeful chant about rampant defenestration:
Mary had a little lamb,
Whose fleece was white as snow.
And everywhere that Mary went
She threw it out the window!
The window, the window!
The second-story window!
High low, low high
Throw it out the window!
Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall
Humpty Dumpty had a great fall
All the king's horses and all the king's men
Threw him out the window!
The window, the window
The second-story window!
High low, low high
Throw him out the window!
It's raining, it's pouring,
The old man is snoring,
Got out of bed
And bumped his head
And threw it out the window!
The window, the window
The second-story window!
High low, low high
Throw it out the window!
Note the repetition of the song, and the repeated exhortation to "Throw it out the window." Seems almost like brainwashing, doesn't it? I suspect – but cannot yet prove – that our camp counselors were really part of a diabolical black operations plot to secretly convert young girls into assassin moles, ready to commit the worst violence upon hearing just the right bars of music.
Imagine: legions of upstanding American women could be Nymphomaniacal Puppets of Death in the hands of the dark forces controlling our government. I can see the newspaper reports now:
"I don't know why I seduced the Armenian ambassador and threw him out the window," sobbed Judy Baker, a registered nurse now held without bond at the local jail while she awaits transfer to federal facilities. "I was giving him a sponge bath, when...when, I don't know. I think there was music. I couldn't control myself. Does anyone have a hot dog?"
I REMEMBER the first time I got into my husband's pants.
That morning, all my work-suitable pants had problems: a stray red sock had bled on one in the wash, another pair had shrunk, and a third was fraying around the hem.
My kingdom for a lousy pair of khakis, I thought.
Then I spied with my little eye a pair of crisp olive-drab khakis hanging on his side of the closet. I touched them. The material was soft and substantial, and smelled faintly of his cologne. If I wore them, I'd think of him all day. Would they fit? I pulled them off their hanger. The zipper was strong, much sturdier than the zips on my own women's trousers.
I pulled on his pants, and I faintly heard an angelic chorus somewhere down the block. His pants fit, fit better than many of my own clothes. Better yet, they were even rather flattering; the material was thick enough to not show off my every last figure flaw.
And, oh, the pockets! Deep, capacious pockets! I could keep all my hopes and dreams in pockets like those.
My husband came in from his morning shower, toweling off his hair.
"Can I borrow your pants today?" I asked.
"Ew, but you'll get girl cooties all over them!"
I stuck my tongue out at him. "So where did you get these? I want them. I want your pants."
"I got them at Target...they were $18."
"So UNFAIR!" I wailed. "These are made better than chick pants! And way cheaper! And they fit better!"
"Huh." He scrutinized my rear. "Yeah, they look better on you than they do on me. Weird. 'Cause you're built all girly and stuff."
"Well, not so girly," I sighed. "It's been a while since I've even been able to fit into a size 14, and all the interesting clothes stop there. It's like us big girls aren't supposed to ever buy clothes. And most of the stuff in the Women's section is all nasty synthetics and fits about as nicely as a gunny sack. And let's face it, oh-so-low jeans just don't look good if you're not built like a 16-year-old."
I was warming to my rant. "And have you ever noticed how they stick the Women's section right by the Petites? It's like they're taunting us: 'Neener, neener, look at all the cool stuff you could buy if you weren't such a great big cow!'"
"I think you've got a persecution complex," he said.
"You try finding decent clothes in the Women's section sometime," I replied.
He shook his head. "Those polyester florals frighten me. Maybe you should just buy guy pants."
"But that would make me a transvestite, wouldn't it? I mean, I'd still have to try stuff on. We're in Ohio! I'll be shunned as a freak. I'm not trying to push the gender envelope; I just want clothes that will fit."
He paused. "Well, we've established that you can get in my pants. So, I'll buy the clothes, and you can be my little pants bandit, my little trouser rustler..." He dropped his towel and backed me up against the bed.
"Your Jean Genie?" I asked, just as he was about to kiss me.
He winced. "I'll be glad when this 70s fad has died out."
THERE ARE eight million dicks in the Naked City. And chicks are some of them. Here are two of their stories.
Cassandra's Story
It all started when I was twelve, and saw Blade Runner down at the mall. It completely blew my mind, and so I ran right out to Waldenbooks to look for the novelization.
I had no idea who this Dick person was. Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? was a lot different than the movie...and the more I read it, the more I realized it was even cooler.
I got The Man in the High Castle next, and after that Confessions of a Crap Artist. By the time I was 16 I started on The VALIS Trilogy.
I started to seriously question the nature of reality and memory, and I began to distrust the government. When all the other girls were reading Seventeen and writing fan letters to the Backstreet Boys, I was reading the Philip K. Dick Society newsletter and engaging in intermittent correspondence with Tim Powers.
When it came time to go to college, I enrolled at Cal State Fullerton, just so I'd have the chance to read all his personal papers. I was a total dickhead.
Right now I'm working on my PhD at Stanford and doing experiments on the nature of time. If I can build the machine, maybe I can go back and save him...and then he will be mine, all mine.
Randi's Story
I used to think that having a pussy was pretty cool. G-spots rock, plain and simple. And being able to have a baby and create a whole new human life – how awesome is that? And if you aren't the baby type, you can keep your pot stash in there; if you wrap it up good and wear enough Chanel No. 5, the drug dogs are none the wiser.
Umm. Forget what I said about the stash – that's just an example. My point is, the pussy is handier than most people realize.
And if you're turned on, nobody has to know, right? That's why guys don't wear skirts, you know, except for Scotsmen and they've got a sporran to hide behind and keep their dignity intact.
But then I started camping with my boyfriend, and damn, the first time you gotta go pee in the mountains when it's freezing outside, you really wish you had that dick. Then, of course, I met that hippie chick in Sonoma who showed me how to pee standing up. All you gotta do is get one of those hollow medicine spoons and cut the end off and press the spoon end against your bits – instant pee tube! No frozen butt on the mountaintop! And you can do it without; you just gotta learn to pull your lips up with your fingers and practice in the shower for a while, and you can get pretty good aim. I even learned how to write my name in the snow! It freaked my old boyfriend out something fierce, but then I figured it's better to have a pussy than be one so I dumped him.
The pee thing aside, it wasn't until I started reading Freud that I really got on the dick trip. I mean, here's this doctor with all these women coming to him with stories of molestation and societal oppression...and he goes and decides they're all crazy and have penis envy instead.
At first I was thinking, "Man, this Freud dude is such a dick for dismissing their abuse and thinking it was all about them wanting the Mad Powah of the High Holy Man Meat."
But then I realized, for him to ignore all their stories...the cock must be pretty compelling, you know? He must have thought that his dick was just the most wicked thing ever.
And so I started noticing the inherent coolness of the almighty cock...and I began to seriously respect the cock, though sometimes not the guy it happened to be attached to.
I decided I wanted my own dick. First I got a functional red rubber number from the local fetish shop – I felt like Mick Jagger strutting around my bedroom with that thing strapped to my hips. So I went back and got this mighty 15-incher – you could hit homers with that baby. I felt like John Wayne and Sammy Sosa all rolled up into one petite package.
But wearing those rods under my clothes...well, I do have some sense of ladylike discretion. So I bought a couple of soft, wibbly pack-and-play numbers that wouldn't show under my dresses. I could be a chick with a dick all day long! I felt powerful and confident.
But as time went on, and I got passed over for promotion after promotion at work, I realized it wasn't enough to have the dick...you have to be the dick.
So I started extending my dick. I started smoking cigars, and I bought a cell phone with an extra-long antenna. I saved my money and bought a Hummer that I ram through every traffic opening I can find on the freeway. I use my cell phone as much as possible, antenna up, and talk loudly so that people know I'm more important than they are.
Am I a complete dick? I don't think so, but I try harder every day.
IT'S HARD to properly imagine an uncomfortable, aggravating biological condition that affects organs you simply don't have. It's probably as hard for your average guy to imagine what it would be like to menstruate as it is for the average gal to imagine what it's like to suffer from a fractured penis.
Pain is part of the human condition, and we can all relate to plain ol' pain. It's the particulars that get real fuzzy real quick, especially for something that creates such a sticky mess of symptoms as menstruation.
So. We'll have to use the organs at hand for this descriptive exercise. If you have a penis, and want to know what menstruation might be like for your girlfriend, sister, or mom, read on!
Start by imagining that your urethra is quite a bit larger than it is now. Now, imagine that you have a magical prostate gland that holds back urine but does nothing to hold back blood and tissue.
Yes, that's right, boys...you're going to be bleeding through your dick for the next several days! This is fun already, isn't it?
Now, imagine that, overnight, a mass roughly the size of a ping-pong ball or a hen's egg has grown inside your bladder. This mass is free-floating, and has a hard surface much like that of a cheese grater. On the third day or so, your hormones will work another feat of magic and the mass will rapidly shrink down to a size you can easily pass.
Because this mass has taken up ¼ to ½ the normal volume of your bladder, you have to pee more often than usual. Sometimes, a lot more than usual. And while it's bouncing around in there, it starts to grate off the inner lining of your bladder. Painful!
So when you're not having to run to the bathroom to pee, you're bleeding. You have to wear a pad, sometimes two if you're bleeding quite a lot. They chafe the inside of your thighs and your balls, and sometimes your pubic hair gets caught in the adhesive backing.
You decide that pads suck, so you stick a cotton wad in your urethra to stop the blood. It can chafe quite a lot if there's not much blood flowing when you put it in, and if often chafes coming back out if you have to remove it to pee.
If you're lucky, you can't feel the wad in there, even if you get an erection, but if you have a smaller penis, you almost always feel it. It doesn't hurt exactly, but when you sit down you're aware that you've got a foreign object lodged in your dick, and it's not an awesome sensation. Also, it seems to make the cramping from the little landmine in your bladder worse.
And when you pull it out, there's sometimes a lovely little backlog of tissue in there. Clots of blood and reamed-off bladder lining come slithering out of you like warm slugs. In that moment, you so love your body, and just feel ever-so-sexy.
Your girlfriend, if she deals well with blood, is quite keen to have sex with you, since you're infertile while all this bleeding is going on. Otherwise, she's avoiding intimate contact with you on the grounds that you smell weird or you'll get blood all over her sheets.
If you're especially unlucky, your girlfriend will be totally unsympathetic to your situation: You go through this every month, John, I'd have thought you'd have learned to deal with it by now. It's only a little pain, go take some Advil and be a man about it!
Meanwhile, you feel run-down and mostly want to sleep, the inside of your dick is chafed, two pairs of your drawers are stained with blood, the inside of one of your internal organs is peeling off, and sometimes the pain meds just don't do the job.
And that, my friends, is what it's like to menstruate.
The sky's the color of my old blue jeans,
and the land is pulled tight by drought.
All the fields are perfectly smooth,
planed and drawn and quartered
by old farmers and good ol' boys
in their diesel-smoking tractors,
and everything is boxed off
into barbed-wire squares.
They say the air is clean and pure,
but there's an overwhelming smell
coming from every corner of the town:
it reeks of sheep piss and cheap booze,
smoldering hostility and burning books,
dirty laundry and minimum-wage sweat.
People say they can't smell it at all,
but I can't take a single rotten breath.
My neighbors' bodies are neat and clean,
but their brains are caked with the dust
of generations of low hopes and ignorant fear;
their lives were fossilized well before birth.
The tight minds of the old men who run
this town are walled in Biblical rock;
their thoughts are locked against the chaotic
joys of the weird, the wild and the young.
This place is little more than a roadcut,
and the stratification is plain to see.
Little white people live in big white houses
that stretch out like blank limestone slabs
bleaching on the sunny southern side of town.
But on the north side, peeling clapboard shacks
that contain the unfortunate children of Spain
sit like worn and crumbling sandstone fragments.
And here I sit, trapped between the strata,
a misplaced bit of flint or gneiss or granite,
an arrowhead from some alien tribe lodged
mysteriously amid these prehistoric layers
that bear down with unrelenting pressure
until keen edges are ground into gray sand.
So I'll drive out to some big, flat ranch,
strip down to the pink to let my skin breathe,
and I'll dance for pleasure, I'll dance for rain,
I will dance for lightning, I will dance for pain,
I'll scream out at the emptiness until my lungs bleed
and try for the volume that will make the fossils stir
deep in the sterile ground and rise to the surface,
hard skeletal denizens of a long-dried ocean swimming
through layers of rock, wreaking a tectonic tsunami
that will shock the city from its flatland coma.
And if the rancher drives out, armed
with a shotgun and a look of confusion,
then I will just smile at him and say
that I'm just trying to make some waves.
IT WAS a beautiful Saturday morning, and the protest outside the women's clinic had taken on an almost carnival atmosphere. The usual Scary Guys In Camouflage were out with their bullhorns and full-color battleflag posters of dismembered 3rd-trimester fetuses. Preacher Bob had come out, too, apparently taking a break from the college campus circuit where he soapboxed in central greens and called girls in miniskirts "whores of the Devil." That morning, he'd been calling most of the patients coming into the clinic "bare-breasted harlots of Satan" through his bullhorn. The festivity was making him more eloquent than usual.
There was also a group of a dozen or so little kids – probably a Sunday School class on a field outing – holding up crayoned signs that read "Don't Kill Babies" and singing "Jesus Loves You." A group of initiates from the seminary north of the city had come down in a bus and were singing along with the children. The priests-in-training had beautiful voices; it was too bad they were being drowned out by the bullhorns. And to top it all off, a couple of teenage girls dressed like mimes were acting out the Birth of Jesus.
Judy Greene, the clinic's director, wondered when someone was going to set up a lemonade stand with a sign that read "TEARS OF CHRIST – 25 cents." All the hollering was bound to make the Scary Guys work up a powerful thirst.
She glanced down the street at the black-and-white Crown Victoria police cruiser parked in the shade of a broad oak. The two cops inside were engrossed in a handheld TV. The local police department made the gesture of protecting the clinic's patients and staff from being terrorized, but most of the cops were firmly on the side of the protesters and wouldn't lift a finger unless something extreme happened.
Rubbing her temples, she turned away from the barred, shatterproof window and surveyed the women and girls in the waiting room. Most of the patients were looking absolutely miserable, whether from their own personal disasters or from the harassment they'd received coming into the clinic Judy couldn't know for sure. But at least a third of the souls she saw wore black eyes and threadbare clothes; misery was no stranger to these women.
Betty, the clinic's coordinating nurse, came up to Judy with a clipboard. "You feeling okay this morning? You look pretty pale."
"I've been working on a migraine all morning. Took some meds, they haven't kicked in yet. The boys with the bullhorns aren't helping. But I'll be okay," Judy replied. The budding migraine was a dull, tightening band of pain across her forehead. She was already seeing rainbow auras around the fluorescent lights and little flashes in her peripheral vision. The pattern in the gray clinic carpet seemed to be crawling, little ants marching in circles.
"What have we got today?" Judy asked.
Betty ran her finger down the list on her clipboard. "Well, five are in for regular pelvic exams; I think at least two are worried they have STDs. Two have come for blood tests. One's here for a mammogram. Three are here for birth control counseling. Two are here for first-trimester terminations. And Dr. Darby is running late – someone slashed his tires."
"Swell. Have you–" Judy began.
CLANG!
Both women jumped. A Scary Guy in a John Deere cap had run up to the window and tried to smash in the steel bars with an aluminum baseball bat.
"Jesus hates you!" he screamed at them through the window.
CLANG!
"Jesus hates you!"
CLANG!
"Ginger, call the police," Betty called to the receptionist.
"No, call Agent Beverley Joseph at the FBI," Judy replied. "The local cops did fuck-all when the place got sprayed with butyric acid last month. All the two Barney Fifes down the street will do is pull him off the bars and shoo him away. He'll be right back at batting practice this afternoon. Bev'll send someone out here right away to get this jerk to a padded cell someplace."
CLANG!
The impact rang inside Judy's head, and the band spasmed tighter around her skull; the headache bloomed, brightened, felt like someone was driving a power drill into her left temple; the overhead lights seemed to turn red, and bile rose in her throat; her knees turned to pudding, and she had to steady herself against her gray metal desk.
CLANG!
"JESUS HATES YOOOOOOO!"
The drill bit deeper, hit resistance, broke through. Her nerve endings sizzled in synaptic fire. Judy doubled over in agony, pressing her forehead into the cold desktop, sure she was on the edge of a blackout.
This couldn't happen, not today, if she got hit with this migraine she'd be down the rest of the day and she had to pick her cat Bennie up at the vet and call the restaurant to set up the surprise birthday party for her brother Joe and oh dammit she forgot to approve Ginger's leave for next week the poor girl had been working himself to the bone and –
– then a sudden, unexpected bloom of euphoria that took her breath away. Judy was floating. She felt no pain, no pressure, no fear, no anger, no frustration. She straightened up and turned to the window.
CLANG!
The string of obscenities from the man at the window sounded like the barking of a rabid dog.
"Are you okay?" Betty asked.
"He's going to stop doing that," Judy heard herself say.
Before she quite realized what she was doing, Judy had walked through the waiting room and pulled open the heavy, concrete-reinforced front door.
"No Judy, for God's sake don't go out there–" The door swung shut behind her, and Judy could hear Betty no more.
She marched around the corner. The young man was still screaming and leaping up to whack the bars with his bat. Judy could smell tobacco and whiskey. She was surprised he hadn't hollered himself hoarse yet.
"EXCUSE ME!" Judy yelled. "You're breaking Federal Law, and furthermore, you're behaving like a brain-damaged caveman, and on behalf of myself and everyone inside, we'd like you to cordially invite you to SHUT THE FUCK UP."
"My wife is inside there with you butchering whores, and I ain't leaving until she comes out and gets what's comin' to her!" He delivered another ringing blow to the bars.
Judy stepped closer, her voice low. "Did your mother raise you to act like this?"
"Don't you say nothin' about my mother!" The man charged her and slammed his bat into her belly.
Judy was knocked off her feet and slammed back-first into the cinderblock clinic wall. She felt something inside her crack and something else burst, but there was no pain.
"Do you know how many women I've seen with broken faces and bodies and hearts?" she asked him. "Do you know how many women I've seen whose wombs are rotting with disease their husbands gave them and then refused to let them get help for? Do you know how many women I've seen with clitorises cut or burned away by the people who were supposed to love them? They all end up here, because this place is free, and they at the very least are owed a little peace and quiet and freedom from having to listen to an idiot like you having a macho-psycho tantrum."
"God hates you, you murdering cunt!" he screamed in her face, spraying a thin line of saliva across her cheek.
He reached inside his camouflage hunting jacket and pulled out something shiny.
She raised her hands. "Hey, put that down, you don't want to–"
Two bangs, two flashes of fire. Judy felt the bullets punch into her chest and belly. As the shock passed through her, she felt no pain, only...love.
She felt a great, blissful warmth filling her, and suddenly she knew everything about this young man, this young Simon McGee, who'd been raised by an alcoholic, violent father in a rural Michigan trailer park and who'd never graduated high school, never learned to love, never learned to think. Judy saw through his bloodshot eyes to the hurt, confused little boy hiding under the layers of machismo and hate. Tears rose in her eyes. She felt his lost dreams and frustrations and wasted potential, saw right through him to the core of his soul, and...she loved him.
Her new love for him didn't waver a bit as she felt her lungs and throat filling with hot, salty blood.
'Nothing so becomes a man as modest stillness and humility', Judy thought.
In the corner of her eye, she saw that the two police officers were running toward her and Simon, their revolvers and riot clubs drawn. They were shouting something, but she couldn't hear them.
She lunged forward, caught Simon by his shoulders, and clamped her mouth over his. She forced his lips and teeth apart with her tongue and let the suffocating blood flow into his mouth, down his throat.
Feel my love, she thought. And in the name of God, learn to be still.
"Hey! Break it up!" The first policeman pulled her off Simon.
"Dammit, he shot her. Hands in the air, buddy! Put 'em up where I can see 'em," shouted the second, training his revolver on Simon.
Judy gasped and let her knees buckle. She had only seen this policeman at a distance, but now she knew him: his name was Andrew Peterson. He'd been on the force for five years, and had a wife and toddler at home. He couldn't understand why anyone would want to murder a little baby before it had even had the chance to be born, but he also couldn't stand to see a pretty young woman die.
She knew this honest, simple policeman deep in her blood. And soon he would know her in his.
She let herself choke on her own blood and fall back on the grass. Officer Peterson knelt beside her, pulled her jaw down and sealed his mouth over hers to do CPR.
Judy grabbed his head and coughed her sweet blood deep into his throat. Peterson gave a muffled shout and tried to push her away, but she was much too strong for him. She rolled over on top of him, letting gravity help her bleed into him.
"Hey! Get off him!" The second policeman grabbed her neck in a sleeper hold in the crook of his arm. She let herself go limp, let the officer drag her away from his gagging comrade.
This officer was named Jimmy Zebedee, and he was angry, so terribly angry. He was supposed to have gone to the racetrack today with his buddies, but Peterson's regular partner got sick with the flu and the captain made him come in and babysit the feminist cunts and their fucking meat grinder masquerading as a clinic–
Jimmy Zee's hate burned bright inside his heart. Even though she was limp, he tightened his arm around her neck, threatening to crush her trachea.
She remembered one of the last things Jimmy's mother had said to him on her deathbed. "'I love you, Jimmy-boy. Never forget that,'" Judy whispered. "'But promise me you'll try to do something about that temper of yours...'"
She felt shock extinguish his anger, and his grip went slack. It was enough: she turned in his embrace and kissed him deeply, bloodily.
I love you, Jimmy-boy, she thought.
He squealed in her embrace and beat her head and shoulders with the butt of his pistol, but she'd locked her arms tight around his neck. He tumbled down onto his back as her heart shuddered and stopped, and the world went black...
"...but the jerkoff who did this to her and the two cops who rescued her are upstairs in critical condition, can you believe it?" said one male voice in the darkness.
"How'd she manage to defend herself against a guy with a club and a gun?" asked another. She heard the clink of metal surgical tools.
"She laid a big ol' kiss on the asshole and puked a pint of blood into his lungs before she died. The cops aspirated her blood doing CPR. And it's stayed alive in their systems. Graft-vs.-host reaction. Freakiest thing anyone's seen," the first replied. "Doc said their kidneys are dog food. Their spleens are gone, too. Her lymphocytes are just tearing through them. Only way they're gonna make it is if they can get a heart-lung transplant in the next couple of days."
"Damn. No way they're going to come up with just one set of organs, much less all three."
"Hey, more work for us, right?"
Judy opened her eyes and sat bolt upright on the cold steel autopsy table.
"What day is it?" she asked.
The two morgue technicians screamed and stumbled backward, knocking over a cart covered with instruments. The steel tools clattered across the concrete floor. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror above a nearby wash basin. Swollen, cracked skull, bruised shoulders, purpling, quarter-sized bullet holes in her chest and belly, skin grey and bloodless.
She looked away from the mirror and smiled at the white-uniformed techs cowering by the refrigerated corpse drawers. Without saying a word, they told her how long she'd been in the morgue: two whole days. They'd been shorthanded and very busy lately.
"Don't be scared. God loves you," she told them. "And so do I."
Judy walked upstairs, naked and blood-smeared, oblivious to the sea of panicked people parting before her. She knew exactly where to go; the essence of the men who had drunk her blood lingered inside her, and she in them.
She reached the ICU on the first floor and stood at the foot of Simon's bed. The young EMT in the room was pissing himself and screaming for the cops, but Andrew just stared at her in fear and wonder through his sunken, feverish eyes.
"Can you feel my love, Simon?" she asked him.
He nodded slowly and pulled the clear respirator tube out of his throat so he could speak. "I was lost before, but now I am found," he croaked.
"Rise, and come with me, Simon," she said, lifting her arms toward him. "Your brothers need to learn to love."
Simon pulled the I.V. drip out of his arm and the heart monitor electrodes off his chest and crawled out of bed to stand by her side, his breath coming in labored, wet gasps. She led him down the hall to the room where Officer Andrew Peterson lay.
"Andrew, wake up," she said.
He opened his sunken, bloodshot eyes. "I knew you would come. I understand everything now."
"I love you, Andrew," she said. "Will you come with me?"
He sat up slowly, painfully, and began to pull off the wires and tubes connecting him to various machines. "Where you go, I will go. Where you sleep, I will sleep. Your blood shall be my blood, and your grace my grace."
Judy helped Andrew rise from his bed, and the trio went down the hall to the room where Jimmy Zee lay dying.
The anger was fighting to survive inside him, lashing out against her love. The anger was all that he had left from a life of frustration and disappointment. He groaned in his fevered sleep.
"Terrible is this anger, so fierce, and his fury, so cruel!" she said. "He clings to his hate even more strongly than you did, dear Simon. But we shall cast it to the shadows where it belongs."
Without being asked, Andrew and Simon took their places at either side of Jimmy's bed and took a firm grip on his arms. Jimmy started awake, and began to struggle against them.
"No, no keep that fucking bitch away from me, no I don't want to go..."
Judy crawled onto his bed and laid her lips on his. She breathed in, pulling out his anger, then turned her head aside and breathed it out. It disappeared like steam into the cool antiseptic air.
He fell back on the bed and gazed up at her, his eyes as unfocused as a newborn's.
"Welcome home, James," she whispered. "With love you will be at peace with the very stones of the Earth, and you will know discontentment no more."
"I love you," he said, weeping.
"I know you do," she replied. "Now rise and help me bring that love to your brothers and sisters."
Under Judy's watchful eye, James and Andrew waylaid the two cops in the hospital lobby, took their uniforms and cruiser keys and left them trussed and unconscious in a linen closet.
Judy drove them all to a peaceful city park with a goldfish pond. The four sat by the pond, and Judy helped them die.
Simon was the first to go. As his labored breathing turned to a wet gurgle, the others held his hands and loved him with all their hearts. His body was wracked with spasms as death overcame him, but he felt no pain; Judy's love had completely banished all the fleshly agony of crossing from life to death. The pain of death gone, his soul was content to stay in his dead shell until his task was complete.
Andrew died next there on the soft grass, basking in the warmth of the sun and Judy's love as his heart shuddered and stopped. She held his hands until the very last beat of his heart, and sealed his crossing over with a gentle kiss.
James followed him just a few minutes later, painlessly retching up all the old bile he'd carried with him for so long. Judy wiped the sweat and blood from his face and sang him a lullaby until his sickness passed.
After their lives had faded, the men stood up on strong, steady legs. Judy beamed at them all.
"My boys. My men. You three will be my right hand, my left hand, and my heart from this day forward. You know my mind, and you know what needs to be done in the days to come."
She and Simon got in the back of the cruiser, and Andrew and James, looking quite official in their stolen uniforms, drove them back to the clinic.
The sight of Judy's murder had repulsed the more moderate protestors, and in their fright and dismay they'd all decided to limit their future activism to writing letters to newspaper editors. The hardcore protestors, however, had been cheered and galvanized by Judy's death on the clinic lawn. They had smelled blood, and with it the heady fragrance of victory.
So there were no initiates and children singing pretty songs outside the clinic that day. Those who remained dressed in camouflage, carried signs nailed to ash baseball bats and wore long knives hidden in their hunting boots. They chanted like soldiers preparing to hit the hill.
There were six police cruisers parked near the demonstrators today. The on-duty cops stood stiffly by their vehicles, faces creased behind their mirrored aviator's sunglasses, hands on their revolvers. None of them paid any attention to the arrival of the seventh cruiser.
Andrew parked the car in the shade of the old oak tree. They were close to the protest, but not so close that any of the cops might immediately recognize their fallen comrades.
When she was sure their cruiser wouldn't be approached, Judy spoke: "These broken souls claim to terrorize and kill on behalf of a God who only ever wanted us to love our fellow human beings."
"We must heal them as you've healed us," said Simon.
"They claim to have the power of God behind them," she said.
"Their only power is human hatred," James replied.
"Are you all ready to show them how far the power of God's love really goes?" she asked.
"Yes," the others said.
"I'll love them until there's nothing left of me," added Andrew.
"Good men," she smiled. "Let's go."
They all got out and began to walk toward the seething mass of protestors.
"People, get ready to feel the love," Judy whispered.
She spread her arms wide and closed her eyes, waiting to embrace them all.
SARA BAILEY-JONES didn't know why she watched the President's address. Surely it was the same masochistic compulsion that drove her to watch the ever-worsening stream of reality shows on the networks. She'd hit rock bottom the night she stayed glued to "My Big Fat Obnoxious Transvestite Janitor." God only knew how many brain cells that one lost her.
A moth fluttered around the TV screen, and her cats Monte and Peanut batted and leaped at the dusty bug. The dark parts of the curved glass reflected their excited yellow eyes.
"Y'all have any questions?" the President asked.
Dozens of hands shot up amongst the media throng; the President pointed to a young man from The Dallas Morning News.
"Mr. President, can you address the comments your aide supposedly made to the New York Times?"
Well, this is all kinds of meta, she thought, a reporter asking a question about another reporter's questions. Then she reflected that she hadn't even thought of using the term "meta" since she was in grad school. Studying to become a journalist.
Sara's low mood sank even further. She'd never cottoned to the notion of college as trade school, but grad school was so expensive she switched from environmental science to a masters' program that seemed more likely to keep her gainfully employed.
Ha, she thought. Shows you what I know.
She hadn't had work in over two years, not with two college degrees and over five years of experience coding web sites. She couldn't even get temp work as a secretary. When her husband Kevin caught pneumonia and went to the hospital for a week, the bill came to over $40,000, forcing them to file for bankruptcy and move back to her mother's house in Texas where at least they wouldn't have to worry about rent.
And then in the summer before the elections, her mother was diagnosed with advanced liver cancer. She might have lived six or seven more months, but she contracted cryptosporidium, which the doctors–in their disinterest in doing much about a 74-year-old cancer patient–failed to diagnose until her mother was dangerously dehydrated.
"Was this about universal health care or something?" The President asked, unable to keep the boredom out of his voice.
"No sir," the young reporter replied.
Her mother's systems began failing by degrees. The kidneys went first. Sara sat by her mother's side as the woman disintegrated from within, her lungs filling with fluid, the dialysis port in her neck a bloody mess. She held her mother as the old lady doubled over with stomach cramps, helped to get her to the toilet chair so her ruined bowels could bleed into the bowl, her intestines empty except for blood and bacteria because she hadn't been able to keep anything down for almost two weeks.
There was next to nothing left of her mother near the end, just fragile skin over bird-light bones.
The President frowned. "Was it about our War on Terrorism?"
"No sir," the reporter replied.
Sara's mother was just nine when the family fled Nazi Germany; they landed penniless in New Braunsfels, Texas, where there were enough other German immigrants that she never quite lost her accent. But she learned to be unflaggingly cheerful, because they had escaped the worst tyrant in history, and that was worth enough joy for a lifetime.
In the hospital, Sara saw her mother weep for the first time.
And then she saw her die.
After that, Sara couldn't close her eyes without seeing her mother's gaunt, pale face and hearing the terrible bubbling as she suffocated on the fluid in her lungs.
Where were you supposed to go after your own nightmares had come to roost? Sara felt trapped in the darkness, despite her husband's love.
Her mother's death taught her that life was not merely golden but gold: a huge hunk of metal that was at times far too heavy to carry, but carry it you must. You dragged it through the desert sands if you had to, because it was all you had that was truly worth anything.
So Sara threw herself behind the other presidential candidate's election campaign. The Candidate promised to stop the endless wars and to do something to make health care affordable; he promised to do something about the economy; he promised to keep the big corporations from trashing the planet. Sara didn't have much faith in politicians, but if the Candidate accomplished a tenth of what he promised, she and Kevin would be 100% better off than they'd been during the President's disastrous first term. She spent 12 hours a day on the phones, built the local web site, helped distribute signs, decorated for rallies, anything and everything to help the campaign.
There seemed to be a huge amount of support for the Candidate, and for the first time since her mother died, Sara felt happy and hopeful.
But somehow the President was re-elected anyway.
"Well, can you refresh my memory?" the President asked from the safety of the television screen. "My people have made lots of comments to reporters about one thing and another."
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