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Welcome to the eleventh anthology is Jake's Monthly. This trip around the best and most curious genres is now in its next-to-last anthology.
This month's genre is Slipstream, both a type of literature and a blending of other genres. I hope you enjoy these stories set in it.
If you don't want any information on these stories, I'd advise you to skip the next section.
My Name on It is by Carla Sarett. It's about mysterious happenings occuring in the real world, and it's a nice blend of the modern with the uncanny.
Nail in My Fist is one of seven small stories by Farida Samerkhanova, dealing with death, suicide, the supernatural, an afterlife, and redemption.
Never Trust Witches is Farida's second story.
Steel Stalk is a mix between a children's story and some light postcyberpunk written by Gargi Mehra.
Computer Tricks is Farida's third story.
My Second Death, her fourth.
Higher Order is James Wymore's contribution, an excellent combination of fantasy, light science fiction, apocalyptic fiction, and modern religious fiction.
Halfway to Eternity is Farida's fifth story.
Breaking Free is Farida's sixth story.
Cross Genre Traffic Does Not Stop (Redux) is by returning author John H. Dromey, and holds as many ideas and as much wit as 800 words can.
I'll Fix It is Farida's seventh and final story in this collection.
Big City Dreams is by John J. Rust, and it combines elements of a superhero story, a coming-of-age tale, and a satire. Will Anti-Grav save the town of Butte, Montana?!
For the Love of Jenny is an incredible novella by Joanne Tucker. It’s a time-traveling romance about a man in the future who first sees his true love when he learns she died in the Civil War, and sets out to save her.
Afterwards, check out Next Time for some information on our Final Anthology, coming next month.
We hope you enjoy your stay.
***
By Carla Sarett
“Is this going to last long?” said or asked an emaciated woman who wore head to toe black.
Her perfume made my eyes water—although it could have been another woman’s. The conference room smelled like dead roses mixed with coffee.
"Not at all," I promised.
Lights dimmed and I stood for my unwanted presentation. Suddenly, I was off-balance, rocking, as if one heel was higher than the other. A glance downwards confirmed my fear—both shoes were black, but not the same. I subtly shifted my weight from side to side to adjust for the difference. To my amusement, the team sat erect, electrified. My footwear, like Dorothy's magic slippers, had transformed me from suburban to edgy.
Afterwards, I limped up Madison Avenue in search of lunch. The nearest place was Whitney’s, one of the rare coffee shops to have survived the Starbucks invasion. It was a dingy place-- '50s-style without the jukebox—but it served those forgotten foods like tuna salad on rye toast and tomato soup, so elusive in the New Manhattan. I perched myself on a counter stool, and picked up a plastic menu with pictures of sandwiches and eggs.
“You know what you want?” asked the waitress. Her hair was covered with a net and she wore a uniform – a square white apron over a dark blue short-sleeved dress. Even under the harsh lighting, I knew her, although her last name escaped me.
I introduced myself, uneasily. “Shelly, it’s me, Carol Manning.”
A year ahead of me, Shelly had belonged to the “popular” circle in school, but she had been sweet to me. And now, Shelly, once so elegant and high-spirited, worked at this dreary coffee shop where aging waitresses eked out a living.
She held my wrist. After the freezing conference room, her touch seemed warm and pleasing. “Of course, this is a special meeting. You and I are meant to meet again.”
“You look different but the same, Shelley,” I said. The change in her was hard to explain-- thinner, maybe, and of course older, but it was more than that.
I spotted an attractive if stocky man with a moustache, waving in a friendly manner—probably the owner. Shelly wasn't wearing a wedding ring, I noticed.
“How are your parents…?” I stopped abruptly. "I'm so sorry."
“They made mistakes,” Shelly said matter-of-factly.
The story came back to me. Shelly’s father had been a lively gambler, a flashy dresser, a big tipper. As a girl, I found him impossibly glamorous, something from a black and white movie, maybe a noir. He was known to fool around with young women, the type who wore skin-tight dresses and demanded fancy jewelry.
No one minded, really, until he met a shy Mexican girl, new to this country. He fell in love with her—there was talk of marriage. I suppose that is why his wife tracked them down and shot the two of them. The dead couple’s picture had been everywhere—the girl had been so young.
“And your mom?” I asked.
“She has a few years in prison to go. But she’s found peace. She’s learning to accept the amazing gift of life. You know about The Whisper, don’t you?” Shelly’s light blue eyes searched mine.
“No, I’ve never heard of it.”
She held up a well-worn slender pamphlet. “I don’t know what I would have done without The Whisper. It’s about learning to listen to the whisper inside of you. You need to learn.”
She served me a surprisingly good-looking sandwich, on a pretty blue plate. “What are you in the city for?”
“Well, I do market research for this company, it's a website for mothers and it’s pretty popular. Anyway, you won’t believe it. I’m wearing different shoes. I didn’t look when I got dressed this morning--it was dark when I left.”
Shelly stood on tip-toe to see over the counter. “They're pretty. There’s nothing wrong in wearing two different shoes, is there? But I wouldn’t picture you in research. That’s not when I thought you’d be.”
I shrugged, “It’s not the worst thing.”
Shelly said, “That’s not what I meant. Research is great—it’s impressive that you can do that, but it’s not where I pictured you. If you whispered, you’d see.”
It would have been cruel to point out that Whitney’s was not where I had pictured Shelly. So, I said, “And your whisper, what’s it tell you?”
“It tells me this place is safe and I won’t get into trouble here. That’s what it tells me.” She laughed a sad laugh.
I left her a ten dollar tip.
Another summer afternoon, I might have lingered in Manhattan—maybe gone to a museum—but the day was hot and heavy. Amtrak seemed attractive by comparison—and besides, once aboard, I could call my mother. She always knew what happened to people, no matter how far away they were. She never forgot a living soul.
“Mom, what was Shelly’s name- Sheingold or Sheiner or Weiner?
“Waller, it was Waller. Something was always the matter there. I think the father fooled around, first his secretary, then who knows? Poor Shelly, you should get together.”
“I don’t know anything about her. Why is she working at some crummy coffee shop?”
“There's nothing wrong in working in a coffee shop.”
“Mom, I’m just saying, is all, she could be a junky. I don’t need problems.”
“So, she’s working as a waitress so she can be a junky. Listen to yourself.”
“She’s talking about something strange called the Whisper, she sounds sort of crazy.”
“So, she is crazy, that’s not a crime,” my mother concluded. She did not have to tell me that there are sins far worse than craziness.
As I hung up, a young boy’s face popped out from the seat in front of me. “This is a big big train,” he said ecstatically, “I wish I could ride it forever and forever!”
“Maybe you can,” I let him know. I smiled at his tired young mother.
As months went by, I wondered about Shelly and her bizarre talk about whispering. Of course, Shelly’s problems had nothing to do with me. We had never been friends in the true sense of the word. Even so, I returned to Whitney’s.
“I’m sorry, Shelly quit a few days ago. We don't know where she's gone,” said the stocky mustached man at Whitney’s. “How do you know her?”
“An old friend from way back when."
He seemed wistful--perhaps he had hoped for a romance. "Shelly needed friends. I am glad she had you."
"I'm sorry I didn't catch her this time, but if she comes back, let her know that Carol Manning is looking for her," I said.
I began walking out, and I almost missed the white envelope. It had been randomly, even messily, taped to the wall—as if placed there at the last minute, as an after-thought. It read: For Carol Manning. Without saying anything, I took it and rushed out, strangely happy.
Inside was one white file card with a phone number. It seemed odd that Shelly should leave a number for me of all people. That night, I called the number and a muffled voice answered. It might have been a young boy or a young girl whose voice said hello.
“Hello, my name is Carol Manning. I’m looking for Shelly Waller? Is this her number?” I asked, since I have a habit of dialing wrong numbers. I get things wrong, I know.
There was a long silence. “You will never see Shelly again. She told me to tell you that. She is no longer known as Shelly. She is now known as Coral.”
“Perhaps she left a forwarding number or address?”
A deep voice said, “You’ll hear from Coral in the next few months. You will know it’s from her. She says not to worry. She knows where you are.”
Sometime later, the blank pages started arriving, each postmarked from a different place across the country: Kansas, Minnesota, Oregon, Maine, even Florida. There was no clear trajectory, no journey west, for example. Sometimes, a few pages arrived in one week. Then, weeks passed without any.
With each new page, I hoped for a word or a clue. But each time, the page was carefully folded, clean and unmarked, completely white.
I created a file for the envelopes so that I could, in my way, keep track. I was careful to preserve their original order. I imagined Coral slipping each envelope into a slot in different cities. She must have mailed them early in the day --they were unsoiled.
Coral knew that a trained researcher like me would detect patterns and variations that the neophyte might ignore. To my eyes, each blank page looked different -- the differences might be imperceptible, but they were there. Shades of white varied from bright to creamy. Some pages were translucent, too fragile to support a signature. Every so often, I discovered a faint fingerprint or what looked like one.
Sometimes, when I looked at Coral’s pages, my old childhood habit-- if I can call it that, returned. As a child, I experienced, or suffered from, what are called auditory hallucinations-- I heard music after it had stopped playing. In the middle of the night, music filled my head, making sleep impossible. I would go downstairs into the dark living room and find nothing. Still, the music sounded as clear as it had hours before. And now, as I looked at her blank pages, the musical illusion returned, of sounds that were mine only, mine alone.
Several months went by without any page. The blank pages had stopped. Then I dialed the original telephone number, the one I'd found at Whitney's.
"This is Carol Manning, I'm trying to find Coral and I wondered if you had another number for her or any information at all."
Two young girls answered at once, and hearing my name, burst into high-pitched laughter. "That was a joke," one of them replied, after she had caught her breath. "We were putting you on."
"But I've been getting blank letters and no one else in the world has a reason to contact me. I found this phone number because it was left for me—who else could have left it?"
"That's your business, we have no idea," the other girl said in a bored voice.
I hung up, unconvinced that Shelly was not Coral after all.
On my next trip to New York, I had a meeting that placed me in the general vicinity of Whitney's and I decided to visit. The coffee shop seemed as dingy as ever, its lighting as harsh and yellow. The stocky man greeted me with a friendly wave as if I were a regular customer.
"Shelly's back," he shouted to me. He pointed to the counter where she stood – Shelly was now a red-head and she looked younger and fresher than when I'd last seen her.
"Carol Manning! I thought you'd turn up. I guess you heard my mother was released from prison—I spent a few months with her and now, I'm back."
"Shelly, please explain," I said, trying to control my temper. "Why did you send those letters with blank pages? What did it mean?"
"I never wrote you," she answered calmly.
I pulled out the original envelope and explained how I'd found it taped to the wall—but Shelly denied any knowledge of it. "It has my name on it," I said. "You must have an idea who left this."
Shelly's gaze was as blank as the pages. "No more than you do," was all she said.
That's where I left it. After all, Shelly Waller had never been a friend of mine, at least in the true sense of the word—and her problems had nothing to do with me.
Carla Sarett's short stories have appeared in The Medulla Review, Eric's Hysterics, Danse Macabre, The Ear Hustler, Loch Raven Review, Scissors and Spackle, The River Poet's Journal, The Linnet's Wings, Every Day Fiction, Red Fez, Subtle Fiction, Absinthe Revival and other magazines. She has worked in TV, film and market research.
***
The Basement
Window installers finished their job and left. I began to clean the basement and found a nail. Beautifully shaped, it had “1923” on the side. Where could it come from? My house was not that old. The nail was very sharp. I suddenly felt dizzy. I put my forehead against the wall, my eyes closed. The coldness of the brick went through my body. Soon, I felt better.
The Visit
I went upstairs and put the broom into the closet. Through the open window I saw Grandma planting flowers in the backyard. It took me a while to realize that it was impossible: she passed away many years ago. Was I dead? I went out. Granma said not to worry. I was alive, just visiting. Visitors sometimes came to them. She could show me around if I wanted.
The Tour
I asked if it was the Paradise. She said no. Only Angels and Prophets were admissible to Heaven. Everyone else was waiting for the Judgment Day. They could move if someone on the Earth was thinking about them. They could speak if someone prayed for them. Sinners stayed in boxes as small as coffins, unable to stir a finger, suffering and lonely. They were kept at a separate place. The Hellgates would open for them after the End.
The Journey Back
Grandma told me to take the nail out of my pocket and put the forehead against the solid surface of the wall. I closed my eyes. In my childhood I put my hand on the iron soleplate. With the other hand I was touching a metal pipe. Electrical charge went through my body. For a short second I was experiencing something similar, and then I found myself lying on the stone floor, drenched in blood.
The Airport
It was not my blood. Bodies were piling in messy heaps. Emergency officers were taking away the dead and wounded. I was in Moscow, in the epicentre of the blast. I was alive because I showed up there half a minute after it happened. A young woman nearby was talking over the phone. Her boyfriend was dead. She was wounded. She was asking his parents to take care of their little daughter. She watched her boyfriend’s body carried away and lost consciousness.
The Hospital
All of us were taken to hospital. Doctors, psychologists, social workers, journalists, relatives and investigators were everywhere. More people were dying. Some patients were carried back towards after surgery. Some lucky ones were checking out. Marina, the woman from the airport, lay frozen in bed, staring at the wall, refusing to eat. I asked her if she wanted to visit her boyfriend. She nodded. I took her hand in mine, the nail tight in my right fist, and touched the cold hospital wall with my forehead.
The Date after Death
As far as I understand, in Heaven everyone will look neat and young. At the intermediate habitat people were in the same shape as when they were departing. He was dirty, wearing torn clothes. Marina hugged him. He didn’t feel pain. I gave them some privacy and went to visit my family. I saw my Grandpa fixing the porch. His nails were exactly like mine. Grandma was glad to see me again. Over there they are very well updated, so I didn’t have to explain anything. When I went to pick up Marina, she was in tears. She didn’t want to go back. She knew she had to.
Marina
Life was going on in its due manner. Once my friend invited me for dinner. He introduced me to his daughter arrived from overseas. Her face seemed vaguely familiar. She was very beautiful. She liked Toronto weather. Her boyfriend had just proposed. Before marriage she was going to accompany her husband-to-be on his business trip to Moscow. Their one-year-old daughter would stay for a few days in London with his parents.
Untitled
I was listening to her happy chatter. My fingers were playing with an old nail in my pocket. I found it in my basement a couple of days ago. Something was bothering me. What?
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My wife said it was too hot outside and stayed home.
I was sitting on the bench near the pond when a girl came up to me. Right away I could tell that she was not a human being. She had wild sparkles in her eyes. She said that she could turn me into an animal, just for ten minutes if I wanted. The experiment did not scare me. I somehow liked the witch. Her name was Belinda.
The little witch turned me into a rabbit. I felt uncomfortable because I was very close to the ground. Trees and bushes were so big.
When a female rabbit approached me I immediately found myself at her back doing my job. In a few moments it was over. The female rabbit ran away. Life was good. I enjoyed lying in the sun. I felt relaxed.
The bliss was interrupted by Belinda. My time was over. I jumped to the bushes. The metamorphosis was neither painful, nor unpleasant. I felt OK. All my clothes were on me, as they ought to be. Everything around had the right size. I looked back and saw Belinda. She was waving her hand to me.
It was only when I came home that I realized what I had done. I had sex with somebody else! I was a cheater. I was standing on the porch. It was hard to do regular things, like turning the key, kissing my wife and looking into her eyes.
***
By Gargi Mehra
Little John gazed heavenwards at the tower of steel. It merged into the pale blue sky. Where did the monolith end and the sky begin? He could not tell, for he had never clapped eyes on anything quite so tall. Even the Eiffel tower resembled a Lego block compared to this.
‘Come, John!’
His father clasped his hand and led him down the pathway. Fountains flanked the paved path to the Burj Khalifa. As John passed them, a few drops of water from the fountains sprayed on his face, somewhat relieving the heat that surged through him. How did his father wear a three-piece-suit in this weather? Last week in school, he’d learned that light colours reflected heat and dark colours absorbed them. So his father in his smoky suit fared better than his boss, Mr. Remington, who strode ahead of them wearing a navy suit ill-chosen for the heat.
Glass doors slid open noiselessly as Mr. Remington approached. John and his father fell behind him as they entered the biting coolness of the air-conditioned interiors. A smartly dressed attendant popped out from behind a desk and addressed Mr. Remington. The attendant guided them to a travelator longer than any staircase John had ever witnessed.
For the next twenty minutes, the attendant served as their guide as they soared to the top. He narrated the history of the city in enchanting little fables.
John found his father frowning. His dark blonde hair fell across his forehead in a boyish way.
‘Daddy, are you worried about something?’
His father removed his glasses and rubbed the corners of his eyes with two fingers.
‘John, you remember we talked about happy times and happy things?’
John nodded.
‘Well, we may not have too many happy times now.’
‘Why, daddy? Is it because you miss mummy?’
His father frowned deeper. ‘No, Johny, this is nothing to do with Mummy.’
He sighed. ‘This is happening because of…’
He flicked a glance at Mr. Remington.
‘…because of changes in the company. This will probably be the last time they’ll allow us to take our family along when we travel abroad.’
John stared up at the top of the building. Structures and columns of steel lay criss-crossed at the apex.
Suddenly the travelator stopped. The attendant said, ‘From here we take elevator. It is veerrrry looongg.’
What did he mean by that? Was the elevator elongated, like a pipe?
When the doors slid open, John gasped. From the ceiling to the floor, everything was made of glass. John could see right down to the bottom, to the roads where cars looked like ants crawling down a hill. The desert stretched out in front of them and gave way to the beautiful turquoise of the ocean.
His heart thudded against his chest as the elevator sped upwards. A sudden dizziness overcame John. The world around him seemed to swim. Then the elevator thudded to a halt.
His father and Mr. Remington stood a little away, deep in serious conversation. They had forgotten his presence.
The doors opened. He raced out of the elevator to a terrace at the edge. What he saw almost stopped his pulse.
The tower rose out of the clouds. He turned inwards. The tip of the Burj Khalifa loomed over him. Just beneath him, a layer of clouds blocked his view of the city.
Then he noticed the gigantic stalk thrusting out of the clouds. Leaves and stems intertwined around it and enticed him to climb up.
Each step pulled him deeper into the clouds.
The spire ended in a leaf that allowed him to slide off. For a while, he floated through the wisps of white, but found nothing.
Ahead, an old rusted chest blocked his path. It was locked, but the padlock still held the key inside, though it tottered on the edge. John turned the key in the lock, and opened the chest.
The contents almost blinded him. Thousands of gold coins, all of the same shape and hue, filled the chest. He knew not their value, but he grabbed as many as his little hands could hold and fisted them into his pocket.
The jangle of metal must’ve woken up the one living inhabitant of the cloud palace.
‘Who goes there?’
The deep growl that accompanied this question struck terror into John’s heart. He turned on his heel and dashed towards the stalk.
‘Stop, you insolent boy!’
John threw a glance over his shoulder. A walrus-moustached giant wielding an axe thumped after him.
John sprinted faster than ever. Coins rattled out of his pockets and fell to the floor, but life! Life was more precious.
Two strides might have sufficed for the giant to cover ground, but John grabbed hold of the beanstalk and slid down it just when his pursuer swung the axe.
The sharp blade missed John. He wasted no time in worrying about the coins or the ledges and slid as fast as he could.
The giant grinned, revealing teeth larger than John himself. He swung the axe at the stem.
John’s heart jumped to his mouth as the top of the stalk wilted and crashed downward. This is it, thought John. He waited for blood and bone to collide with cement.
‘John! John!’
His father’s face swam into view.
‘What happened, John? Were you dreaming? You were yelling just now.’
The swaying settled a bit before John pulled himself up with his father’s help.
‘Daddy, will Mr. Remington let you keep your job?’
His father looked surprised. ‘No, John. It’s a global recession. There are no jobs.’
John looked down. His father said, ‘Are you feeling fine now? I think you had a bad dream.’
As John left the glass elevator, he thrust his hands in his pockets.
His fingers touched something cold and round. He extracted it from his pocket. The coin shone, bright and gold, just like he’d seen in the movies. He felt in both his pockets and counted at least five more.
Perhaps they could manage even if his father lost his job.
***
By Farida Samerkhanova
On the day of the surgery I woke up early. It was 5 a.m. All I had to do was to take a shower and get dressed. It would take fifteen minutes. No nail polish, no jewelry, no contacts, no cell phones. No food and drinks. Easy. Just me and my health card.
The hospital lounge was huge and fancy, with big chandeliers and pictures in golden frames. I changed my clothes and was ready for the procedure. The last thing I remembered was the back of a male nurse arranging tools and pads on a sterile table.
My father came up to me and asked if I was OK. I wondered how come that we could speak, as he died sixteen years ago. I did not ask anything, I just talked to him as if we had never separated. He sounded so friendly. He was so concerned about me. He tried to encourage me. He looked handsome as usually.
I heard a voice: “I do not like her snoring”. A nurse pulled out a white tube out of my nostril. Then they removed the oxygen mask. “All is done. You are doing great.” I woke up. I was in a big room. Two nurses were beside me. I felt good. No pain, no nausea. I was hooked up to tubes and bottles and had a catheter inside. They took me to another room. My daughter was waiting for me there.
The doctor said the surgery was normal. In two weeks the results of the biopsy would be ready. I was thinking about my father. In a few hours I was released from hospital.
There were seven new messages in my e-mail box. One letter was from 3344mydad@forenet.com. I did not know what forenet.com was, however I did know 3344mydad. It was my password. Not a single person knew it, just me. I never wrote it anywhere. I clicked on the message.
It was from my dad. He said he was glad the surgery was successful. He loved me. He wanted everything in my life to be neat and tidy.
Was it someone’s sick joke? I clicked for the reply button and sent a blank message. It was not returned. It got there… Maybe I was still under the anesthetic?
I lay with my eyes open and could not blink. My father had always been great to me. He was a superman. He was bearing the burden of life on his shoulders. After he died I became the head of the family and found myself in his shoes. I encountered all the responsibility, the problems and misunderstanding. They did not appreciate what I was doing for them. Like an umbrella I covered them from all the difficulties and the chores. They took it for granted.
No one had ever loved me like he did, unconditionally. The best presents for my birthdays and for the New Year were from my father. My father used to bring nice things to me from his business trips. I will always remember a red plastic basket with a cellophane bag inside. It was full of candies in fancy wraps. The basket looked like a royal gift. When I was six or seven he bought me a mouton coat. The fur was shiny. It fit me perfectly and I felt like a princess. I rubbed my cheek against the soft fur. He could spend hours in the stores looking for a doll for me. He knew what I wanted: a doll with long brown plaited hair, with eyes that could open and close, with a beautiful white dress and small panties under the dress, the doll that could say “mama”. It was my dad who made my girlish dream come true.
Every morning he did my hair. I had very long hair and I wanted my pony tail to stay up on the top of my head throughout the day. It was hard to fix it there. My father could.
I have pictures of my dad. They are old. In one picture I am sitting on his lap after taking a bath. He is wearing pyjamas. I am four or five there. In another picture he is in his best suit and a tie. I am dressed in a sweater with an embroidered bear. In all the pictures he looks at me.
I miss him a lot. I used to dream about him. Now I could e-mail… Was I going to die? What was my father was trying to tell me?
I made a list of all my regular chores. I checked the gas pressure every three days. I paid my bills. I did taxes. I kept receipts. I paid mortgage, insurance and property tax in due time. I filled up supplies and cleaned the house. I did shopping, cooked and I took out the garbage. I wrote five pages of reminders for my brother.
I met my accountant, lawyer and friends. I spoke to my mother and brother. I spent some quality time with my grandson and niece. I signed my last will and testament. I also did much work talking to my son and daughter. I foresaw everything. I even instructed them where to get money for the funeral. The problem was that I did not want to die. I enjoyed life.
In two weeks I was ready for death. All my clothes were arranged in the closet. All documents were in perfect order. My family members had detailed instructions.
The doctor was smiling. The biopsy results were good. No cancer cells found. Everything was perfect. I felt emptiness in my stomach. I thanked the doctor. I was not going to die. The life was opening a new page for me.
When I was driving home I thought that I should send a message to my dad. I wanted to say that I loved him.
There were no new messages. Old messages had disappeared. I sent an e-mail to the address that I remembered by heart. It came back undelivered in a wink. I felt like he dumped me.
All of a sudden I heard someone coughing in the hallway. My dad used to cough like that. I rushed to the hallway. Jason was there. Jason is a nice guy. He is single, fifty four. I like him. I think that I liked him because he resembled me of my father. His manners, his voice, the way he spoke and even coughed… Is he my Mr. Right? I don’t know. Maybe he is. Sometimes he looks at me like my father used to look at his little daughter.
***
By Farida Samerkhanova
Steve sat on the bench in the park and did not seem to notice anything around. All suicidal people are like this. Separation with his girlfriend felt like the end of the world. The weather must have been very cold because other people wore scarves and gloves. He was in his shirt and didn’t notice the chilly wind. I don’t feel cold or heat. For me, it’s a regular thing. I sat beside him. He stared through me and saw nothing.
People should not want to die. Death will creep in anyway, the later the better. I died in the chilly fall of 1974 in the Soviet Union. Now they call it Russia. I was a freshman and lived in the campus. The campus was ten minutes away from the University. I could make it in five minutes if I ran. Sometimes I slept too long and had to run.
In Ukraine, he used to be Stepan. He waited for his permanent residence status when his girlfriend was deported after her refugee claim had failed. Immigration officers came to their place at 4 o’clock in the morning and took her to jail. Five days later, they put her on the plane. They sent her back to Israel. She had spent ten years in Canada. He could not stop the removal. He didn’t have money to hire a lawyer. He would have followed her, but he was not eligible for travel. He was desperate, like only very young people could be. He wanted to die.
When I died, I had just finished school. I was seventeen when I came to study in a big city. I was from the small remote village of Tubankul. I did not speak Russian. I only knew the language of my fathers. It was hard for me to study, but I was doing my best. I stayed up late at night and learned Russian. I conjugated verbs till 2 am or even later, till I could keep my eyes open.
When the sun touched the horizon, Steve headed to the nearest subway station. What was in his mind? The best thing for him was to go to a bar and have a good drink. I had never had alcohol in my life, but I saw in the movies that people drank when they were upset. They say it helps.
The deputy dean at our faculty was obsessed with discipline issues. His people searched through students’ belongings for forbidden stuff. We did not have drugs at that time, but students liked wine and vodka. If they found something, they punished the whole room.
Steve was a handsome man. His girlfriend was lucky. I had never had a boyfriend. I was too young. I had never even kissed. I thought that maybe I could fall in love with Steve. I liked his curly hair. He stood on the platform looking at the rails. Trains kept coming and going. He was thinking, deciding and struggling with himself. I couldn’t exactly tell what he was up to. I could only guess. I can get human thoughts, but not always.
Only big cities, like Moscow and Leningrad had subways in my days. In my city, we had only buses and streetcars. There was a streetcar line on my way from home to the University. If I ran, it was two and a half minutes from home to the line and two and a half minutes from the line to the University.
Steve’s hands were shaking. I could see he was scared. I saw his forehead sweating. I knew he was going to do something un-amendable. He stood at the edge of the platform. The trains emerged from the arch at his left side, moving very fast. Streetcars in my city also ran very fast.
All of a sudden, Steve turned his head and saw me. I absolutely knew he did. His eyes were wide open with surprise. I felt embarrassed. I know I looked funny in my old-fashioned clothes. No one else at the subway station could see me. Others walked through me, as if I was made of air. He must have been aware that I was dead.
The subway trains rattled like streetcars. Metal surfaces rubbed against other metal, making a screaming sound. On one very rainy day, I ran my two and a half and two and a half minutes’ distance. I was not using umbrella because it would slow my speed down. I knew the deputy dean was standing at the entrance with his notebook, registering those who were late. Afterwards the notes would go to the students’ council. The student’s council decided our fates. If I were late for class, I would not get my scholarship. It meant that I would starve for the whole month. My parents were unable to support me. The screaming sound softened with my flesh.
I was not supposed to experience fear, but I did. Anyway, I didn’t have a choice. I had to do it for Steve’s sake. I threw my body between the wheels and the rails. It felt exactly like it did thirty-five years ago. Before I died again, I looked at Steve. I saw horror in his eyes. I did beyond what I could. Now that he saw me disfigured, he would by no means jump.
Maybe he would go and have a shot of whiskey. Maybe he will have more than a shot. Then he would go home. He would see that in Israel, it would be breakfast time and he would Skype his girlfriend. They would talk and say nice, silly things to each other. He would not tell her about me. He would persuade her that all problems could be solved. She would smile and say she loved him. Together, they would figure out what to do. When I was alive, we did not have Skype. And computers were as big as wardrobes.
***
By James Wymore
Helicopter spotlights failed to penetrate the titanic snake of smoke rising from the crater that used to be the city of Avalon. They circled from what they hoped was a safe distance. Although it resembled the plume from a volcano, nobody really knew what was happening inside the caldera on Catalina Island. All flights in and out of southern California were cancelled and the freeways in every direction were clogged with cars trying to escape as the wind carried radioactive ash over one of the most populated places in the world. Most people failed to notice how the abundance of particles in the air made the sunset spectacular.
The Coast Guard literally surrounded the island. The U.S.S. Carl Vinson aircraft carrier was sent there from San Diego. Dozens of fighter planes went in but didn’t return. So they gave the order to stand down. After every attempt to evacuate the island had been made, the government sent in a score of ballistic missiles.
At a press conference, a Naval Admiral with gray accents on dark hair and an impressive formal uniform said, “This evening at twenty-one hundred hours an unknown group or device attacked innocent civilians on United States soil. When normal methods failed to subdue the enemy, the decision was made to use stronger weapons. So far it seems that we have managed to subvert whatever it was, as there is not any more detectable movement. Our men have acted precisely as they were trained and we are optimistic that this threat is over.”
The camera cut to a bird’s eye view of a devastated city with fires still burning at the edge. Simultaneously the voice of the Admiral could be heard asking for questions.
Jenny Hartford was one of two dozen reporters present at the press conference. She raised her hand, trying to get chosen. A man on the far said of the group said, “Is there any word on the number of civilian or military casualties at this time?”
“No. Every effort is being made to rescue and evacuate any survivors on the island. We won’t know the extent of the damage until we have secured the location.”
Jenny raised one hand, pushing a lock of shoulder length blond hair behind her ear with the other. Another woman was chosen, “Has any group claimed responsibility for this act?”
“No. And we have been unable to get any visual confirmation pointing to a political or terrorist group of any kind. So far we do not have any eye witnesses.”
As she continued to reach her hand up and be overlooked, Jenny found herself frustrated. She knew it was supposed to be all about the story. The truth was it just meant another long night waiting for whatever bread crumbs the government officials decided to toss them. She had on a light blue suit with large jewelry that would be easily visible even if people watched her news clip in a small box on the Internet. Once this guy was tired of talking she would be giving a summary on camera: they didn’t know what it was so they used really big missiles to destroy it.
Before the questioning was over, she felt something pull at her from behind. A tendril of black smoke seemed to be reaching down from the massive column. Reporters all around her jumped and stumbled away in every direction. Several cameras turned from the Admiral to record her being physically lifted off the ground.
A blank terror filled her mind. Nothing in her experience told her how she should act in this situation. She tried not to scream. It didn’t actually hurt. More and more cameras shifted to watch as an unseen force levitated her up into the cloud of black ichor that was leisurely spreading out over Orange County. They continued to scan the sky once she had disappeared. Once the seeming danger was gone reporters began hounding the channel 27 camera-man. Who was she? Where was she from? Can you think of any reason why she might have been taken?
***
Jenny coughed as the sour fumes gaged her. Curling into a fetal position, she pulled her shirt up and began breathing through it to try and filter the nasty pollution. It was too thin so she started using the lapel of her jacket. She was moving faster than the smoke now. This incomprehensible situation went on for a long time. In shock, she just concentrated on getting enough oxygen to live.
Eventually she turned and was pulled out of the smoke. From high in the night sky she could see she was not alone. When tears cleared her eyes enough she made out some kind of red airplane or flying dinosaur was ahead of her. High above a great expanse of dark water, they began to pick up speed until her eyes watered again and the lines froze onto her cheeks. A tiny sliver of rising moon helped her identify that they were moving south before she shut her eyes tight and covered her ears with shivering hands.
Her next momentary glimpse revealed they were over Panama. Later when they began to descend, she saw the lush rain forests of South America. Her sore limbs protested, but she forced them to move, trying to get her feet under her. Unable to gain any purchase against the air, she landed hard on her right shoulder and hip.
Whatever brought her here made a guttural roar that seemed to break into a barking laugh. That meant it was biological. She knew she should turn around and look at it, start assessing what it really was. But fear and pain sapped her curiosity and she stayed put, rolling only slightly to give herself a clear airway and take pressure off her hurting arm.
“Do not feign weakness,” a voice rumbled. Only hearing those few words, she sensed they came from a fount of pure evil. “Rise and bear witness that I have escaped unharmed from the great assault.”
Jenny wanted to run. She wanted to die. She wanted anything but to look. Yet her will was stolen and her body obeyed against the advice of her mind. Standing, she turned to face the demon.
As tall as the smallest trees around them, his muscled form was gargantuan. Red skin and hair, folded wings, cloven hooves, and twisted horns were nothing compared to the malevolent eyes which held her so easily in thrall that she abandoned any hope of escape or dissembling. His forked tongue flicked between fangs as he relished the last hint of defiance evaporating from her soul.
“You will be my harbinger of doom to the masses of this world.” His bass voice echoed off the overgrown stone face of a ruined Mayan pyramid near them. “I am Qaddagh. I have come from a distant place to bring pain and misery for the rest of time to this world.”
A swimming nausea made Jenny want to lay back down and vomit. But the overlord denied her any respite. Jenny tried to brush some of the black gunk off her suit and ran her fingers through her hair. Despite everything, she couldn’t help but enjoy a tiny thought that in the unlikely event she lived through this her career was going to skyrocket. An exclusive interview with the demon that planned to take over the world—she would be famous.
She finally pulled herself together enough to play the part. “So you are an alien? Where did you come from?”
“A different dimension.”
“And how did you get here? Did you use some kind of machine or spaceship?”
“Through the ritual of dark sacrifice we amassed the tribute necessary to generate the magic which propelled me to this place and time.”
“Magic?” Jenny did not dare to doubt it. She simply said it to help her mind get a grip on what was happening. “So you’re not Satan or the devil?”
“I am a devil.”
“So is this like the apocalypse or something?” She didn’t even try to be professional. There was no camera. She would be reporting this from memory.
“It is the end of happiness for all mortals of this world.”
“And how do you plan to do that? You’re just going to kill a lot of people?”
“Not until they beg for death. Killing ends the pain I came to bring.”
“Surely you know that people will fight you?”
“Failing to defeat me is the only way they will lose their hope.”
“What makes you sure they can’t stop you?”
“That is the game. It is the way. Observe.” The demon waved a clawed hand and a ten foot line of fire rose along the ground between them. The black smoke became a screen on which a movie played. Jenny thought the resolution was not nearly as clear as the flat screen television in her apartment.
***
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