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You trust me, don’t you? Take my hand. We’re going to jump.
I’ve been watching for years as writing and publishing have changed. They were already changing when I first started paying attention to writer’s guidelines for magazines and publishing houses —don’t use a dot-matrix printer, they were saying, don’t use fan-fold printer paper — struggling to keep up with changing technology, with tools that were cutting edge for the time and have already gone the way of the telegraph. Years later, it was don’t send your submissions via e-mail, editors prefer a paper copy. I don’t think that one’s true any more.
Most of these changes were easy to keep up with. One of them wasn’t.
Back in 1987, back when I was still having to try to explain to most of my friends what “e-mail” was, personal computers had already changed the way writers worked, forever. Word processors meant that writers could painlessly work through multiple drafts without retyping everything. Desktop publishing software had transformed the humble fanzine — amateur magazines — from the realm of typewritten mimeographed pages to slickly-produced, almost professional-quality layouts.
I put out a fanzine myself, with fan fiction based on my favorite TV shows. (Smile if you like. But keep in mind that in the whole long tradition of storytelling, from Greek myths through Shakespeare through King Arthur and Robin Hood, this whole notion that you can’t tell stories about certain characters because someone else owns them is a very modern one — and to my mind, a very strange one.) I wrote stories, did the layouts, handled the printing and the distribution.
But even while I was doing it, as modern as the technology I was using was, it felt immediately old-fashioned and outdated. Because while I was shuffling pieces of paper around, I was also posting those same stories online, on the Internet — and reaching an audience that was literally global.
I knew the Internet wasn’t going to remain the domain of geeks and academics forever. It was going to change the world, and it was certainly going to transform publishing. I loved the printed page, but, if writers could now get their words before the eyes of readers all over the world in seconds, what was going to happen to books?
I waited anxiously to find out. I’m still waiting.
I’ve been staring at this carousel as it’s been spinning faster and faster, looking for the right time to jump on. I suppose I’ve been hoping that some New Normal would emerge out of it all — some business model, some distribution system, that everyone would point to and say, this, this is the way we do things now, and then that’s what I’d do. That doesn’t really look like it’s going to happen any time soon.
Print-on-demand kept catching my attention. It was an incredibly promising idea — no spending years shopping your manuscript around, hoping it gets noticed and appreciated by editors and agents, only to have your book disappear back out-of-print after its moment in the sun, unsold stock remaindered or stripped and thrown away. But for years, there were two problems with it all.
First, the books were terrible. I don’t mean the contents (although those frequently were terrible, too), but the books themselves — cheap paper, poor print quality, flimsy binding, covers that creased and peeled apart. This is finally changing — the technology is catching up to the promise.
Second, there was their reputation. Print-on-demand was no better than vanity press — it didn’t count. This was what frustrated me the most. Artists who sold their work directly to the public were entrepreneurs; musicians who survived without a label were hailed for their DIY punk spirit; “indie” comics artists who published their own work were treated like heroes by their fans. But a writer, self-publishing? Obviously a loser who wasn’t good enough to really get published.
But all that finally seems to be changing as well. I’m constantly hearing about writers who are pushing the boundaries of how to get their work into the hands of their readers — Elizabeth Bear, Catherynne M. Valente, Scott Sigler, many others to numerous to mention — and no one seems to think any less of them for doing it.
Is it safe to jump? There’s space to land, just there, and I can grab that bar, loop my hand through that strap, I might just be able to hold on —
But I’ve still been standing here, keeping my feet on solid ground — because I keep walking into these huge bookstores, your Barnes and Nobles, your Borders, and thinking, man, somebody’s getting published, still. No matter how hard everyone says it is, all these people are still getting published. And I still want it. I still want to be a “real” writer, whatever that means, and I want to walk into one of these big box stores and see my book on some big colorful cardboard end cap display. Soon to be a major motion picture.
Well, maybe. It could still happen. And it’s starting to look like I could do both — like publishers just might not think a writer’s become tainted and ruined and untouchable if they’ve dabbled in self-publishing. And I don’t know about you, but whenever I’m presented with two tempting options — I do like to choose both of them, whenever possible.
All these years, while waiting and watching, I’ve been telling stories. Reading them aloud at coffeeshops and science-fiction conventions. I became almost more interested in the readings themselves than in the idea of getting my stories out there in print — I love the performance, I love the immediacy of the audience reaction, I love how much it’s taught me about language and about the sound and meter and rhythm of my words.
Some of my words ended up in print anyway. I have had one book of original short fiction published, by a small start-up publishing house that never quite found a distributor for it. That book, Counting From Ten, does have a small but intense fan-base of people who have purchased it from me in person, or on-line. (And this would be a great time to mention that you can get a copy yourself, if you like, at my website, www.bloodletters.com.)
Those fans, my readers and listeners, have been asking for years — when will you have another book out?
I haven’t known what to tell them. While I’m not sorry about releasing Counting From Ten, I don’t think I’d want to go the small-press route again — not one that didn’t have an established distributor, at least. But I just didn’t think I’d have a chance with a larger publisher. Not with my short stories, at any rate.
Short fiction has, for whatever reason, kind of dwindled in value in the publishing marketplace over the last few years. Magazines devoted to short fiction are slowly disappearing. And selling a single-author anthology of short fiction, like this one, to a major publisher is — from what I hear — practically impossible, unless you already have an established following. Nobody’s interested in short fiction anymore, the argument goes.
I finally decided — I know people who are interested, why not take my short fiction directly to them, and save my novel-length fiction for a more conventional approach to getting published?
It feels like the right decision. It’s certainly the simplest, cleanest decision, the best way to jump into two worlds at once. I’m just sorry it’s taken me so long to get here.
After all, people have told me for years — you should do what scares you. So now you know. This book scares me.
I like to think it will scare you, as well.
Michael Montoure
September, 2010
~~~~
To hear her tell it, you’d think she was dying.
I’m sitting in my hotel, ten blocks from the hospital, in a room I can’t afford. It’s all going on one of the credit cards, just like the flight out here. I’m flipping channels, eyes keep drifting shut. Nothing on — late night news, heads in suits talking back and forth about the economy, about the Middle East. To hear them tell it, everything’s ending, whole world’s sick.
I’ve been at the hospital for the past eight hours, sitting by Mom’s bed and listening to her complain. I haven’t spent any real time with her in about five years and these eight hours reminded me why.
She’s fine. She’s going to be fine. She slipped on an icy sidewalk and broke her leg. I wouldn’t have come all the way out here for that if she’d told me why she was in the hospital.
She thinks she’s sick. She always thinks she’s sick. She thinks she looks pale and is complaining about dark circles under her eyes, but she looks fine to me. She’s coughing and keeps telling me she’s got a fever. I saw a nurse take her temperature and it was ninety-eight-point-six, so she’s just faking again.
No, that’s not fair. She believes it, I’m sure she does. Even when she comes up with the weirdest shit. She was even telling me her tongue felt swollen, if that makes any sense to you.
Jerked back awake — drifted off, hand holding the remote dropping onto the bed and startling me. TV looks blurry through sleep-watery eyes. They’re talking about — wait —
I sit up and turn up the volume. I heard something about quarantine. Something about the Center for Disease Control.
Something’s wrong with the TV. Static around the edges and voices distorted, echoing. There’s a map on the screen, red circles around the city, white noise like a million bees droning —
Eyes snap open again. Drifted off. There’s an ad for some medicine now — smiling woman in a green meadow, sunlight streaming down. Doesn’t say what it’s for. Ask your doctor if it’s right for you.
I flip through the channels, trying to find the news report again, but there’s nothing. Just dreaming. I turn off the TV and toss the remote aside. I want to turn out the light, but I’m too tired to lean over and do it. I close my eyes again and try to ignore it.
Ask your doctor. Talking to her’s got me dreaming about sickness. Tomorrow I’d be talking to her doctor — I’ve talked to her nurse a few times, but she doesn’t really seem to know much. Maybe the doctor could tell me if there really was anything wrong with her this time.
I’m on a bus the next day and I wish to God I had money to rent a car or even get a taxi. I’d walk, but it’s too damn cold out. Cold enough it feels like it would snow if the air weren’t so dry. People around me are bundled up, thick drab coats and scarves. I hear lots of sniffling, muffled coughs. Guy across the aisle from me keeps coughing, staring out the window blankly. God, I keep thinking, if you’re that sick, just stay home. Or at least cover your mouth when you cough. How do you get to be a grown-up without someone teaching you that?
Maybe if you don’t grow up with a mother who’s a germ-freak, I guess. Someone who wipes doorknobs down with Lysol and washes her hands fifty times a day, tries to make you do the same. Always making me wear a sweater or a coat when she felt cold, warning me about every cold or flu that was going around. And I always caught them all, dammit.
The staff at the hospital seem busy and stressed. They look like they haven’t slept and I feel like I haven’t, either — I got at least eight hours, but none of it very deep. I see nurses in huddled quiet conversations in doorways, jumping when they see me near. I didn’t think I looked that bad.
“So what is wrong with her?” I ask, when I finally do see her doctor.
Mom’s asleep, fitfully, a frown creasing her forehead. The doctor looks sharply down at her, pauses a moment before he answers.
“Honestly? Nothing. Aside from her leg, she’s perfectly healthy. And the leg is looking good — X-rays confirm that the reduction was successful, and her bone alignment is looking just fine.”
“She says she’s sick. She says the leg isn’t why she’s really here.”
The doctor shakes his head. “We thought from what she said at first that she might also have some kind of respiratory ailment, but we haven’t seen any actual symptoms. She’s been coughing, but frankly, we think she’s, well — ”
“Faking it,” I say.
“Well, yes.”
“She’s always done this. Jesus.” I screw my eyes shut and rub my forehead for a minute. “So is she going to be able to go home soon?” What I really meant was, am I going to be able to go home soon?
“We’ll see how her progress with the leg goes. And — well, we’d like to keep her here for observation for a while longer.”
“ … You just said there’s nothing wrong with her.”
He looks up at me, and all the warmth is gone from his eyes. He smiles blandly. “Well, it’s best to be sure about these things.”
That’s all he has to say about it. I try asking him some more questions, but it’s like talking to voice mail.
I give up and go back to the hotel. There’s a homeless guy slumped over on the bench in the bus shelter and I don’t want to sit next to him. I don’t really want to get back on the bus again, close myself in with all those people, even though it’s raining — I just pull my coat tight around myself and start walking. Catch your death of cold, Mom would say. I smile tightly at the thought.
Some newspaper blows across the sidewalk in front of me, and I catch just a couple words of headline: “hospitals baffled.” I reach out and try to grab it, but it’s gone.
I take the coins I was going to use for the bus and buy a newspaper instead. The edges of the newspaper box feel wet and sharp and unpleasant under my cold fingers. I take the newspaper back with me to the hotel and read it cover to cover, but there’s nothing.
I fall asleep with the TV on. I wake up at some nameless hour and watch the colors of the screen spill across the ceiling, and remember how I’d fall asleep to the TV sometimes when I was little, when I was home sick, and I'd wake up in the middle of the night to the Star-Spangled Banner and some old film of a flag blowing in the wind, telling you the day was over and it was long past time to go to bed. That was back when days used to end, before CNN and infomercials, before all our days bled right into each other.
I remember the headline and I want to see if the news is on, see if I can find out what they were talking about, but I’m not awake enough to find the remote. I just close my eyes and go back to sleep again, wondering what I’m letting the TV whisper into my dreams.
Third night I break down and call you. I don’t want to bother you, I know you’ve got school to worry about, that’s why you’re not out here — not that you want to be, any more than I do. But I don’t know who else to call — feel like I lost track of all my friends when I was still trying to get rich playing the dot-com field, and you see how well that worked out, so, yeah. I don’t know who else I’ve got left. You sound kind of annoyed to be hearing from your big brother, and I think I hear some boy’s voice in the background, but I’ve got to ask you if you’ve been watching the news. If you’ve seen or heard anything.
Because something’s wrong here.
When I got to the hospital this afternoon, the same guy was still slumped over on the bus-shelter bench. Was still there when I left tonight, same position, and I kept my eyes straight ahead of me and kept walking and convinced myself that wasn’t blood down the front of his shirt, that he was still breathing.
More people on the bus tonight sick, coughing, looking miserable. Pale skin and dark-circled eyes. A couple people were wearing surgical masks, or whatever you call them, looking around, flinching each time someone coughed.
Restaurant at the hotel was mostly empty but still slow, one waitress trying to do the work of four, and she kept apologizing — everyone else had called in sick. Guy at the table next to me was reading a newspaper, and I could just see the headline on the local section — “Mystery Virus at Three Hospitals.” I got up to ask him if I could borrow the paper when he was done with it, but he started coughing himself, eyes watering from the strain of it, and I just kept walking past him and into the bathroom. I turned on the water in the sink as hot as I could stand it and washed my hands over and over again. Like Mom would make us do — best way to keep from getting sick, she’d say, scrubbing and scrubbing at my hands until they were red and raw from it. I stared at myself in the mirror, trying to see if I looked pale.
I get back to my table and my food’s there now, but my appetite isn’t, and I drop a twenty on the table and walk out, head back to my room, pick up the phone.
You haven’t been watching the news, you tell me, but you promise you will, you promise you will if that’ll get me to stop babbling, and have I been drinking?
No, I tell you, I haven’t. But it’s not a bad idea.
Four days later and I haven’t heard back from you, and everything here has gone off the rails.
I’ve seen people collapse on the sidewalk. I’ve seen dozens of people wearing surgical masks now and I want one myself but the stores are out of them.
I hear the siren sound of ambulances tearing down the street almost all the time now. The hospital’s getting harder and harder to take. I’ve seen patients choking and gagging, strapped to gurneys and wheeled away out of sight. Mom still keeps insisting there’s something wrong with her, that she’s burning to the touch and white as a ghost and can’t breathe, but she’s fine, anyone can see just looking at her that she’s fine.
But she’s about the only one. They came in while I was there and carried her roommate out on a stretcher and the old woman looked dead to me and I asked the nurses and they wouldn’t tell me, they wouldn’t say a goddamn thing, and some of the doors in this wing are covered in plastic sheets now and the staff are just telling everyone to be calm, just stay calm, everything is being handled, and they look dead on their feet and ready to break.
Mom’s got all kinds of theories and I hear all about them while she holds my hand death-grip tight, while she drifts in and out of coherence. It’s the terrorists, she tells me. Or it’s the Jews, or the blacks. Whoever she’s scared of right this minute, that’s who’s doing this, and she’s scared of so much right now.
I’m not just catching snippets of news reports and half-glimpsed headlines any more. Every paper I see is screaming about this on the front page. Every TV I see in the hospital lounges has scientists and experts calmly trying to figure out what to do.
Last fucking straw tonight, I was on the bus again headed home and the passengers around me looked like they were being taken away to a concentration camp, helpless and pale and thin, and this one guy —
I don’t even know how to tell you this part.
This one guy, he started coughing and retching, and stood up, flailing for the cord to pull to get the driver to stop, clutching his throat with his other hand, flecks of spit flying from his mouth, people bolting out of their seats to get out of his way, and bulging from his open mouth, his tongue was — his tongue looked the size of a fist, the color of a plum, and he kept choking —
Then his tongue just. It just burst. Blood flew everywhere. People were screaming. I think I was. I don’t know. The woman right in front of him was wiping the blood from her face with both hands screaming get it off get it off oh Jesus get it off me.
The bus hit something. Another car or a bus shelter or a mailbox, I don’t remember. The doors opened and the driver was freaking out but trying to stay calm and telling us okay don’t panic everybody off single file someone call an ambulance and everybody went for the doors at once. I was right in the middle of it and there was something blocking the door at my feet, I was stumbling and I looked down, there was a kid, I don’t even know if it was a boy or a girl fallen down and the crowd just going right over and I wanted to stop and help them up but there were people behind shoving me and hitting and screaming so I just — kept going, stepping right on the kid like everyone else and you would have done the same damn thing if you were there. You would have.
Somebody should call an ambulance, somebody should do something, but everyone just scatters. I drop to all fours, skinning my hands on the sidewalk, and lose everything I’ve got in my stomach.
Fuck this. No way. I have to get out of here. I don’t think about Mom, I don’t think about any of my stuff back at the hotel, I just get on the next bus to the airport. Ambulances will come. The police will come and take care of all this but I have to leave.
But I can’t. All the flights are canceled. There are men in black BDUs with guns and gas-masks and riot shields blocking the gates. I don’t know whether they’re military or the police and they’re not answering any questions.
My cell phone gets no signal here. I find a pay phone. It takes me hours of “all circuits are busy” messages but I finally get hold of you and you think I’ve gone crazy. You’ve been watching the news, you’ve been looking online, and there is not a single damn thing about an epidemic here.
I get off the phone and just sink to the floor. That’s it, I think, we’ve been abandoned. The world’s written us off. They’re burying the story. They’ll be burying us next.
I’m getting out of the city even if I have to walk. So I get on a bus that takes me as far from downtown as I can get and then I start walking.
This is stupid. I know it is. If we’re really trapped here, if we’re quarantined, there’ll be more men and more guns to keep me inside. But I’m not sick. I’ve been keeping my hands washed and drinking lots of liquids and following every stupid little ritual mom ever taught me and I am not sick and they can’t keep me here.
A few miles outside the city limits and I notice something’s wrong.
No, what I mean is — I notice nothing’s wrong.
I’m not hearing sirens any more. There’s not many people on the streets, but the people I do see look bored, polite, incurious, not anything like the look of fear and distrust I’ve been seeing everywhere.
I see a newspaper box, and the front page is talking about the economy, talking about terrorism, talking about the fucking weather. I scramble through my pockets and all my change is gone, I spent the last of it on the bus, and I see a crumbling low cinder-block wall at the edge of a parking lot and there’s nobody around and I pull one of the blocks out like a rotting tooth and swing around and toss it into the glass front. I pull a paper out of the wreckage and try not to cut myself and I keep moving in case someone heard the noise.
I’m dropping a trail of discarded pages behind me as I tear through the paper in disbelief. Nothing. Nothing about this. But this is the local paper, the same paper I’ve been reading. Two different editions? One for inside the city, one for everywhere else? That’s crazy.
Then I think of something even crazier.
Maybe the city isn’t really sick. Maybe it only thinks it is.
I have a hell of a time making myself go back into the hospital. I spend at least an hour outside, pacing, wishing I still smoked so I’d have at least an excuse to be out here. I don’t want to go in, but I know, I just know it, that if there are any answers to all this, this is where I’m going to find them.
Mom’s asleep. I’m just about to leave when the nurse comes in, and I try talking to her about what’s going on, but she just shakes her head fiercely and says, “Not here.”
She backs out into the hall, looks around, gestures to me to follow and she’s gone. I hurry to catch up. She hasn’t turned to look at me — she’s unlocking a door and it’s a small supply room, not much bigger than a closet, and she looks around again and pushes me inside.
I stand there blinking as she steps in after me and shuts the door. The air in the room is antiseptic and sharp, and she’s standing uncomfortably close.
“Your mother isn’t sick,” she says.
“I know that — ”
“She hasn’t been sick this entire time. Just the people around her.” Her voice is flat and clipped, and there’s some accent there I can’t place. The buzzing of the filament from the room’s single light bulb makes her voice sound like a recording. “Your mother came in here weeks ago, she says she’s very sick, she lists off all the things wrong with her, and she’s not sick. It doesn’t make sense, the things she’s saying. There is no sickness with all the symptoms she talks about.”
“Yeah. She’s a hypochondriac. I know that. But — ”
“She is here two weeks when other people, they start getting sick. They have what she claims to have. Nothing like it in the world until she makes it up and now I have a hospital full of cases, streets full of cases. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”
“No. No, I don’t.” The sound of blood rushing in my ears was like the ocean. I wanted to sit down. “Do you think — she’s causing this to happen? Is that what you’re saying?”
“What do you think?”
I didn’t say anything. When I finally spoke, it was like someone else talking in another room. “I think you’re right,” I said, the words sounding small and muffled in this tight space. “I think — I already knew that.”
“Where I come from, we know what she is. We would know what to do.”
“What she is — ?”
She nods. “Witch. We know.”
“What — ” The word came out like a dull laugh, and then nothing followed it. “What would you do?” I finally asked.
“I would do nothing,” she said, arms folded over her chest. “You are her son.”
“So I have to stop her. Yeah. I — I think I knew that, too.” The walls felt closer, now. “How do I stop her?”
“I think you know.”
“What, are you saying — I should just put a pillow over her face, is that it?” I laughed the same non-laugh again.
She didn’t say anything.
I just stared at her helplessly. “She’s my mother,” was all I could say.
She still didn’t say anything. She just kept looking at me for a minute longer, and then turned and left the room. When I came out into the hallway, she was gone.
It’s been five days since that moment and I haven’t slept. Every time I keep thinking it can’t get worse than this, it does.
There’s a TV left on in one of the lounges. It stays tuned to the same channel — there’s a picture of a news anchor desk with no one sitting behind it. No one left at the station. No one in the lounge gets up to change the channel, and there’s the smell of rotting meat and the buzzing of flies.
I haven’t seen a single doctor or a nurse since then. I wander the halls and wonder if I should be checking on the patients, if I should be making my own rounds. I keep mental notes of what rooms are filled with the sound of coughing and what rooms have fallen silent.
I don’t leave the hospital now. I can see bodies in the street from the windows. There are no more sirens. There’s a garbage truck at the end of the street, turned over on its side and burning.
I check on Mom. Again and again. She’s asleep most of the time. I’ve wanted to call you, ask what you think I should do, ask you what the news is like in your world. Is the TV there still talking about the stock market? Are you still watching reality TV shows and reading gossip magazines — can you tell me what celebrities are getting divorced, who’s cheating and who’s pregnant? Can you name them all for me, first name basis, like you know them, like it matters?
But I can’t call you. There isn’t even a dial tone when I pick up any of the phones.
I’ve been thinking about what the final nurse said. I’ve been thinking about it long and hard. If I really wanted to kill her, there’s more than enough here to do it with. I’ve looked at pills and hypodermics and I don’t know how to use them and that would probably make it easier and I just can’t see myself doing it. There have been times when I’ve been scared of her and times I was ashamed of her and times I hated her, but it’s still Mom. I don’t know if I love her. I just know I can’t lay a hand on her. All I can do is talk to her.
I stop and think about it. That’s just it. I can talk to her. I don’t have to do anything else.
“Mom — Mom, don’t try to get up. Mom, I’m sorry, listen — the doctor said you don’t have much time left.”
Her eyes slowly open, then grow wide. “He did? He said that?”
I squeeze her hand tight. “You were right. You were right all along, you are sick, you’re really sick, no one’s ever been this sick. I’m sorry I doubted you, Mom.”
She nodded, coughing. “I knew it. I knew it. I told you. I told you, didn’t I?”
“Yeah, Mom, you did. You told everyone, you told those stupid doctors and they didn’t know anything and you were right. You’re always right.”
She kept nodding, and was coughing harder now. It didn’t sound like she was faking now. The sound was wet and deep.
“I’ve seen your charts. It’s just like you said. It’s serious, Mom, and you’re not going to make it. It’s everything you said it is. You’re feverish, and you can’t breathe, and your — ” I shut my eyes and tried not to think about the bus. “Your tongue is swollen, and you’re pale and your eyes are dark and it’s just like you said.”
“ — stupid — ” she managed to say between deep racking coughs. She’d sat up now and was doubled over.
“That’s right. The doctors are stupid. Everyone’s stupid. Everyone should listen to you.”
She didn’t say anything after that. She couldn’t.
I didn’t want to sit here. I didn’t want to watch this, to be here for it. But she had my hand held tight and wouldn’t let go and all I could do, the least I could do, was just sit here and hold on as long as she needed me to.
I wasn’t watching the clock. If I had to guess, I’d say it took her an hour to die.
Even when her breathing had stopped, I had trouble unlacing my fingers from hers. Her eyes were still open and I knew I was supposed to close them and I couldn’t make myself touch her again once I’d managed to get free. She looked — not peaceful, not happy, but — grimly satisfied, somehow. Like she’d proven something.
The light that’s coming into the room around the edges of the blinds is starting to fade. I can hear a sound in the distance that might be helicopters. Further in the distance, a siren, I think. It might be.
I don’t want to open the blinds. Not yet. I don’t know what world will be out there when I do. Your world, or Mom’s. I don’t know if the nurse was right. I don’t know if I’ve stopped her — if this was a fairytale spell, I don’t know if I broke it, or if I just gave her vision of how the world works permission to exist.
I’m sitting by the bed, not looking outside, not looking at her. I can hear footsteps out in the hall. They might be nurses, doctors, going about their work, the world spinning back into place. They might be soldiers, might be the police, I might step out and find faces with blank glass eyes and gas-canister mouths ready to stop the spread of infection, whatever the cost.
I’m not paying attention to any of that. I’ve got the phone in my hand, and if I pick up the receiver, if there’s a dial tone this time, I know I’ll be able to hear your voice, that life will be all right whether I make it out of here or not. That one of us made it.
That’s all I need to hear. Please, just a dial tone.
Someone’s knocking at the door.
I’m going to pick up the receiver now.
~~~~
I first saw the vampire across the room at a crowded party.
Someone had just put in a Decadence X CD, and I was startled, always startled each time I hear your voice, soft and desperate on some recording, my guitar riffs straining behind you, reaching out to catch you as you fell.
Eyes turn toward me and people whisper, and I know what they’re saying — they’re saying, that’s her, that’s Nikki Velvet, she was the guitarist — and I want to run screaming, but I don’t dare. It took months to get invited to this party, and if I let anything freak me, I’m not going to get invited back. Even if I freak over something as simple and stupid as missing you.
So I sit back and smile at the woman who’s staring the most openly, and raise my glass to her, and smile to myself as she looks away. I raise my glass to my lips and the champagne hits the back of my throat as the chorus reaches my ears, your voice easing through the air like razors through silk. I can feel the razors open me up.
I’m bleeding inside as he catches my eye.
For a moment I think he’s you. Back from the dead. My eyes take him all the way in, and I see that it isn’t you, it isn’t you at all — it’s what you wanted to be, maybe. All your rough edges and fears smoothed away to a polished alabaster surface.
My breath froze in my throat. I leaned closer to Eva, not taking my eyes off him; managed to ask her, “Is — is that — ?”
“Shhh,” she tells me, her voice low in her throat. “Don’t stare. Where?”
“By the stereo,” I tell her, and my words make me wonder, did he put in the CD?
She looked away from me, eyes idly taking in the whole room with a casual turn of her head, looking at him without really looking at him.
I couldn’t help staring. I knew I shouldn’t. I knew if I gawked at anyone, if I stared like a tourist at the dominatrices covered in vinyl and leather or at the senator from Kansas or at the whispering nuns that I would be quietly asked to leave and just as quietly forgotten while this world kept turning without me. But he’d caught my glance and was holding it tight in those ice gray eyes.
He’d just been handed a drink by another man, younger than he was, disheveled and pathetic. The smaller man looked around the room nervously, sniffling, edging closer and closer to his pale god for comfort and protection. He jumped when he looked back and noticed that the man was holding a cigarette out to him, and he fumbled for a lighter to serve him with.
“That’s him,” Eva said. There was a trace of amusement in her voice.
“He’s beautiful,” I breathed. She didn’t say anything.
I wasn’t surprised at her silence. I was more surprised that she’d brought me here at all. I never thought she liked me, and asking her had been nearly a last resort. But the net of people I’d been asking had grown wider and wider, the question discreetly set adrift from ear to ear among the stranger contacts we’d made, you and I, out on the road:
I want to meet a vampire, I’d told people. A real one.
I’d grown tired of the wannabes, of the nervous skinny little boys with their dental acrylic fangs and slicked-back hair, powdered pale faces and kohl-black eyes. The kind I used to bring backstage after the shows, let them work their lithe little bodies against me and leave my neck ragged and bleeding, let them touch the scars at my wrists with their tongues. The kind I’d hand over to you when I was done with them, and stay up late all night listening to you have sex with them, thumps and moans clear and loud through the wall. Lying awake listening to you love them and wishing for the millionth time that you liked girls, replaying over and over in my mind the words the boys would whisper to me as I bled, awkward and adolescent promises of forever, of immortality, little boys lying to me in the dark.
You remember. Or you would if you were still alive.
I want to meet a real vampire.
And those words had finally reached Eva’s ears, and she’d taken me by the hand one night at a bar and drawn me aside and asked if I was serious. She’d never spoken directly to me before and I was too startled to say anything but yes.
That was when she’d reached inside her purse and pulled it out and showed it to me, the cream-white, gilt-edged invitation, folded many times and cherished and kept. Eva Radcliffe, it read — and Guest.
Tonight I was the guest, and she led me by the hand again, this time across the crowded dance floor over to the stereo.
The press of the crowd and the cry of our music was disorienting. I lost track of where I was and almost who I was —
We emerged on the far side of the crowd and there was no one there but the small man, alone, sizing me up nervously, looking as if he was trying to decide if he should run from me. He was shaky and twitchy and looked as if he hadn’t eaten in days.
Flies, was the first thought that came to mind. Shouldn’t he be eating flies? Like Dracula’s Renfield?
Where is he, I was about to ask, and then arms snaked around me from behind, whip-thin and confident, a cigarette dangling from one hand and a drink from the other. The smell of the cigarette hit me, intoxicating, strange spices mixed in with the tobacco, and a warm voice breathed past my ear: “Who’s your little friend, Eva?” The arms drew me possessively close.
“Nikki Velvet,” Eva said, looking past my shoulder into the eyes I’d seen staring at me. “She’s the one I said I’d introduce you to.”
“Really.” He let go of me, held his cigarette out to the small man, who took it. His hand freed, he placed it gently on my shoulder and turned me around to face him. “The Nikki Velvet?”
It was him. I almost wanted to look away. “That’s me,” I said, making myself meet his eyes.
The CD went on to the next track. I knew the song immediately, Hand Grenade Heart. I’d done something to the guitar to make it scream.
“This is you?” he said, pointing up, indicating the music. I only managed to nod.
He smiled, and it was like a brilliant full moon coming out from behind the clouds. “How perfectly delightful.” He took my hand, held it to his lips, and kissed it.
I was already his.
He led me away from the party. I don’t remember what he’d said, what gesture he’d made, but he led me all the same.
I hope I had the presence of mind to be polite enough to say good night to Eva. I really can’t remember. But I hope I did. I never saw her again.
He took me down, buried and descending in the confining elevator, the three of us pressed together. He took me down and out into the afterlife of the brightly lit streets, a haze of rain around each streetlight like a galaxy, the whole street a universe spread out like a banquet.
A long car, just modest enough not to be a limousine, waited for him, valet driver surrendering the keys to his small companion. The little man opened the doors for us and settled himself in the driver’s seat. It was easy to imagine that he wasn’t even there, that the car moved by magic, and that I was alone with my rescuer.
My ghostwhite angel held me in his eyes again, sitting across from me as the car pulled into the street.
“So.” He said.
I held my breath, waited, nothing but attention.
“Eva tells me you wanted to meet a vampire.”
I nodded.
“There are only two reasons,” he said, his voice liquid, flooding the space between us, “that I can imagine for wanting to meet a vampire.
“The first is that you want to die.”
I didn’t answer, and my silence was my answer. He sat forward, anticipating, listening to my silence, then settled back in his seat and nodded.
“The second reason,” he said, “is that you don’t want to die.”
“Not ever,” I said, and my voice was harsh against the musical sound of his voice. Yours was always the voice, Gabe; you were the one who sang. I could never talk without a guitar. My words were two short sharp scratches, scarring the air. Not ever.
“You want to be a vampire. You want to live forever.”
I let out the breath I’d been holding. I nodded again.
“Tell me.”
“I — yes.” I couldn’t look at him; I couldn’t stand to look away. “Yes, I want to be a vampire.”
His turn to nod. “I can arrange that.” He reached inside his jacket — he was dressed just as he should be, just as I’d pictured it, all black velvet and white silk — and pulled out a small, elaborately engraved metal case. Too small for cigarettes. Business cards?
He opened it, held it out to me. A single razor blade immaculate on a bed of rose petals.
“Bleed for me,” he said softly.
I took it, forcing my hands not to tremble. Just like stage fright, just like making myself hold the guitar, I made myself take the blade and hold it.
It was the first time I’d held a razor blade in years, since before I’d first met you. Since before I knew the world could ever hold anything as dark and magical as you and I didn’t want the world anymore. Back when a razor blade had been a constant friend, my ticket out of here; nights spent opening my wrists, first across the wrist and then, when I’d learned better after having been rescued too many times, down the wrist, trying to open up a whole vein instead of just slashing across it. I’d never managed to bleed enough to die, not then. But the attempts had left me with cruciform scars, a perfect cross on each forearm.
I held the blade above one vivid white old scar and with one quick motion made it into a wound again.
“Good. That’s good. You didn’t hesitate.”
The fresh wound stung and burned and his words were like a salve.
“I imagine,” he said, “that you have many questions. Questions about what it’s like. To be a vampire. About what’s involved in becoming one.”
“Yes,” I said, watching the first drop of blood hit the floor of the car. The world was a blur outside the rainstreaked windows.
“Questions I’m not going to answer.”
I looked up at him. His hand reached out to catch the drops as they fell.
“You lived another life before this one,” he said. “Nine months of warmth and comfort and security and silence and nothing anyone said to you then, if you could even have understood the words, could possibly have prepared you for this life. You wouldn’t have known what it meant to go from floating to crawling and walking; you wouldn’t have understood what it was to breathe. You have a hundred questions, I know. But you were born once without any knowledge at all of the world you were being thrust into. And you can do it again. You’ll have to.”
“I — I understand.”
He smiled a crooked and cruel smile. “No. You don’t understand. But that’s all right.” The blood was pooling in his hand. “Now — knowing that you don’t know, that you can’t know what’s ahead of you — do you consent to it all the same? Do you still want this?”
“Yes.”
He looked at me for a long moment, the light from passing neon signs running hazy and soft over his perfect features. “Then it will be done,” he told me.
And those were the last words he spoke to me that evening. The car took me home; he hadn’t asked where I lived, and I hadn’t told him, but I was home just the same. His driver opened the door for me, a look on his face like pity or sympathy or hunger, and I got out and walked away without a look back. He’d find me. I knew he would.
And without looking back, I could see in my mind as clearly as if I was watching it myself, what I knew had to have happened next; his blood-filled palm raising to those perfect lips, tasting me at last. It had to have happened.
I fell asleep that night with my window open, windswept rain falling into the room like a blessing. Face down on my bed, still dressed, my mouth pressed gently against my own wrist.
I still had the razor blade, and the next day, I used it to slit open the envelope.
It had taken me a while to remember where I’d put it. I’d given up on the idea, many months ago, and had hidden the envelope away. I found it on a bookshelf, tucked behind a patchwork collection of children’s books and Kathe Koja novels, sheltered and dark.
I slid the razor under the flap of the huge, bulky envelope, opened it like a vein, and spilled the contents onto the table. A half a dozen smaller envelopes stared stillborn up at me, their pale faces bearing addresses, but no return address. I never intended to get an answer to these letters.
Understand — I didn’t mean a word of these as I wrote them. Back when I was still suicidal, I never cared enough to write a suicide note. So when I wrote these, I knew I was lying with each word.
A few whispered goodbyes in the right ears, I thought to myself, feeling the paper crinkling under my fingers, and the world would let me disappear.
I wrote these just after you’d killed yourself. When the world wouldn’t have been surprised if I’d just simply followed you. When I didn’t want to die, not even then, but when I was seriously considering letting everyone think I had.
I left the envelopes sitting on my table, and went into the bathroom with a huge pair of scissors and a bowl full of hair bleach. I hacked off my long tangles and turned what was left a faded photograph blonde.
One last look around the old place, walking around and looking at ghosts while the bleach ate away at the color of my hair. Still-frame images in my mind, superimposed over the evening sunlit room. You standing in my doorway, a hundred goodbyes after a hundred practices, leaving when I wished right down to my bones that you’d stay. You in my kitchen, trying to teach me how to cook, laughing as I burned the last egg out of a dozen. You dancing around my apartment, arms and legs flying in a free and furious tangle — we’d gone out that night, bought fifty TVs and fifty DVD players all on credit, and we’d return them the next day but that night, that night they were all ours and the whole world was all ours and fifty horror films lit up my walls, Winona Ryder licking the blood from Gary Oldman’s chest and Catherine Deneuve taking off Susan Saradon’s shirt and Anne Parrilaud breaking her handcuffs, and you were my friend, just my friend, but you were mine, that night.
You believed it all. All the lyrics we wrote, everything you sang. The beauty of death and the tranquility of the graveyard and you believed it and you left me, I came to your hotel room that night on tour, banging on your door to tell you it was time to go, knowing, God help me, knowing what was on the other side, what I’d find when I had the manager let me in. You. Dead in the bathtub, razor cuts all the way up your arms.
And you know what? You know something, Gabe, you poor, sweet, stupid, stupid son of a bitch? There wasn’t anything beautiful about it at all.
I rinsed the stinging bleach out of my hair, got dressed, grabbed the envelopes, and shrugged into a huge coat. I took the envelopes out into the cold, walked five blocks down to the nearest mailbox, down to the river.
The skyscrapers of the city had finished scraping all the sky away, and the clouds overhead were exactly the color of concrete and I was safe and cold in a canyon of glass and steel.
I held the envelopes tight in my hand over the open door of the mailbox, one last hesitation, then let go of my old life. I sat down on a bench by the side of the river and watched the boats go by. Watched everything go by. Then watched the clouds on the horizon bleed red, watched the sun gather up the last of its light and leave quietly, without even saying goodbye.
It had only been dark for a little while — and cold, although I hadn’t noticed the cold until he spoke — that I heard the now familiar voice behind me.
“One last sunset?”
The voice surrounded me, cold and liquid, and I closed my eyes and imagined that his voice was the river and I’d thrown myself in.
“One last sunset,” I agreed.
“Are you ready to come with me?”
“Yes,” I told him, but he’d already known the answer.
His name was Sylvan. At least, that was the name emblazoned in black wrought iron on his front gate as we were driven up to his house. My lips formed the word silently, Sylvan, as the car floated up the long driveway.
The house was what I’d imagined it would be. Just short of a castle, overlooking the city below us. He led me through it, and I followed him, lost in a dreamlike haze. I felt like I’d been awake for days, I felt like I’d been drinking nonstop; I had no body, just my eyes drifting along above the ground.
And somewhere ahead of us, his manservant, lighting candles to light our way.
The bedroom. What should have been the bedroom. The far wall was just glass, all windows, the almost empty room staring blindly out into the city.
In the room, no bed, no furnishings; just my picture, old publicity photo, poster sized, in a huge gilt frame — your picture was missing, I could just see your arm in the shot, where your half of the picture had been cut away.
There were flowers everywhere. Wreaths. And to complete the mortuary image, a coffin, gleaming white and pristine.
“Welcome to your funeral,” Sylvan said.
“I don’t understand,” I admitted, when it gradually became clear he was waiting for me to say something.
“No. I told you you wouldn’t.” He opened the lid of the coffin, and waved a hand toward it.
There was no misreading the gesture. He wanted me to get inside.
This time I hesitated. Only for a moment. I stepped forward, and the little man, unsmiling, helped me up and into it awkwardly while Sylvan watched.
“Do you like it?” Sylvan asked. “The way death feels, close and warm and white around you?”
I didn’t answer him. I just stared up at the ceiling, unbelieving. The ceiling was mirrored — this had been a bedroom, I decided then — and I could see my own reflection staring numbly back. Sylvan was standing just to the side of the coffin, and in the mirror, he seemed to be hanging overhead, upside down like a vampire bat. His companion was nowhere to be seen. It seemed we’d finally been left alone.
“Well?” he asked. He reached up an arm, took the coffin lid in his hand, and pulled it down over me. I could hear the click of a latch, of a lock, a bolt —
And the darkness was suffocating around me. I automatically raised my hands and pressed them up against the lid, so close against my face. I tried to lift it and it wouldn’t move. I started to pound against the padded satin surface.
“Come on!” I shouted. “Let me out!” I didn’t know if he could hear me. I raised my scratched and imperfect voice as loud as I could. “Get me out of here!”
A long and unmeasured moment passed. It could have been a minute, it could have been ten. The only thing I could hear was my own ragged and uneven breaths and the pounding of my small fists.
Finally, another sound — the lock being undone. The lid sliding open. My eyes, wild and staring, blinked against the sudden candlelight filling them as if it was midday sun. I sat bolt upright, trying to get my breathing back under control, glaring at him.
“I’m disappointed,” he said. “You panicked.”
“I didn’t panic,” I snapped. “I’m pissed off.”
He met the remark with a smile. “If you want to back out,” he said, “this is your last chance.”
“No, I don’t want to back out,” I said. “I want you to stop fucking around and get on with it.”
He took a step back, as if my vehemence had actually assaulted him, but the smile still rested easily on his face.
“Did you think I’d be impressed with all this?” I said. “With this kind of, of, cheap melodramatic bullshit? You think you can scare me? You think you can show me death? Well, I’ve seen death. This isn’t it.
“This is death like in the movies. This is pretty and clean and perfect, and it isn’t like that. I found my own best friend, the only friend I’ve ever had, staring stupid straight up at nothing, swimming in his own shit, the bathtub he slit his wrists in overflowing and spilling blood and water all over the floor and it wasn’t pretty and it wasn’t perfect. He didn’t look peaceful, he didn’t look beautiful, he just looked surprised, like he didn’t think it would hurt, he looked like a fucking idiot, he just left a big mess for everyone else to clean up …. ”
And oh, God, Gabe, I hadn’t cried over you, not once, not until then, until it all came pouring out. Like blood from an old scar made into a fresh wound.
Sylvan, to his credit, didn’t say a thing. Just stood and watched and let me feel it.
“I don’t want any more death,” I finally said quietly. “I don’t need you to scare me, I don’t need you to show me anything. I’ve already seen it. And I know I don’t want any part of it.” I looked up at him. “Can you take me away from death or not?”
“I can.”
“Then get me out of this stupid thing.”
He reached down, slid his arms under my body, and lifted me out of the coffin. He held me for a while, like a doll. I felt warm and safe in his arms.
And then I realized. Warm?
With my head against his chest, I could hear his heartbeat —
“You liar!” I struggled out of his arms, and he nearly dropped me, and I got my feet under me just in time, beating my fists against his chest like I’d beat them against the coffin lid. “You goddamned liar! You’re just like the rest of them!”
“What’s wrong?” he asked me, untroubled.
“You’re warm. I can hear your heart beating,” I said, shoving him away. “You’re not a vampire at all.”
“Guilty,” he said, his smile widening. He looked past me, just over my shoulder. “She’s yours.”
“What — ” I was pounced from behind, arms pinning me, knocked off balance and sent sprawling. Attacked by the man I hadn’t seen in the mirror.
We tumbled, struggling, and crashed into my picture, sending it shattering to the ground. I was rolled onto my back in a pile of broken glass, a picture of my eyes staring up at me from below.
It was his companion, the quiet little man, the one I’d ignored all this time, because Sylvan had been so blinding, so much my idea of what a vampire should be. His hands gripped my arms tight, and they felt cold and lifeless, like cuts of meat. The small man’s face was twisted unrecognizably by hunger and desire and feelings I hadn’t felt yet and couldn’t name, and his eyes glittered and burned in the candlelight.
Then his face was gone, moving faster than I could see, a mouth wet at my neck and fangs sliding out and into me harder and faster and deeper than any lover had ever bitten me and my treasonous heart beat faster and faster and made it easy for him, pumped all my blood into the mouth that had waited so patiently for it.
And that was how I died.
I don’t know if you’ll ever be able to read this letter, Gabe, but I see no reason why one dead friend can’t write to another.
Because I am dead now; I have no doubt of that. I can’t feel a heartbeat anymore, I don’t need to breathe, I don’t even need to blink. One night I did try to kill myself, old habit, a razor to my wrist, but I couldn’t raise a drop of blood. I’m dry and dead and empty.
I’d try other ways, new ways, ways that should work now, but I can’t make myself do it. I spend my days paralyzed and staring at nothing, unable to sleep, but unable all the same to get up and walk out into the sunlight.
And besides, Sylvan wouldn’t want me to. And what Sylvan wants is somehow terribly important to me now.
The only thing that ever makes me feel happy, or feel like my old self, or really, feel anything at all, is my mouth pressed to one of Sylvan’s wounds, his blood inside me, making me feel warm and safe again. He doesn’t feed us much. Just enough to keep us alive, not enough to go out and hunt for ourselves. Just enough to keep us dependent on him.
It turns out blood is a lot like love. If only one person has ever given you any, you start feeling like they’re the only place you could ever get it. It’s like you need them, like you’re addicted to them.
I still don’t know the small man’s name. I don’t know if he even has one. We’re close, of course, as close as twins being suckled by their mother.
Sometimes closer. Sometimes Sylvan makes us … do things to each other, before he’ll agree to feed us. And he’ll watch and he’ll laugh. But no, we don’t talk. Not to each other.
I just talk to Sylvan. And to you. I know you’re not there to hear me, and to answer me, but sometimes I forget that.
When I found you dead, Gabe, I very nearly did pick up your razor and follow you.
And now I really wish I had.
~~~~
Awake again, I see. No, don’t try to get up. Are you comfortable? Do you want a glass of water or anything? No?
Where are you? No, this isn’t a hospital. You asked me that yesterday, do you remember? And the day before that, and the day before that.
You’re sure you don’t remember, any of it? No, this is not a hospital, you weren’t in an accident. You’re fine. You’re in the peak of health.
But you should be starting to form short-term memories again by now. Maybe I did give you too much. It’s not easy to measure the right dosage. Too much would have killed you. Small doses hardly do anything. They use it in motion-sickness pills, I believe.
That’s right, yes. I drugged you. What’s the last thing you do remember? A nightclub, a pretty girl buying you drinks? One of my fans. Nice to know an old man like me still has fans. Fans who will do anything, slip something into your drink for me —
Don’t struggle. I’m afraid I meant you can’t get up. You’re strapped down. It’s for your safety, we can’t have you taking off the bandages too soon.
Quiet. There’s no point. No one’s going to hear you. We’re the only ones here. And I really do need to tell you what’s going on, and I don’t have much time left. You do want to know, don’t you? What’s going to happen to you?
Where was I? Oh yes. The drug. Scopolamine, the doctors call it — I’m not sure I’m pronouncing that right. The nice young men in Colombia who sold it to me call it the Devil’s Breath. That’s so much more — poetic, really. For something that comes from such pretty flowers.
It just makes you … suggestible. Highly suggestible. Any suggestion I might make that you should, say, come with me to my house, check yourself into the care of my personal specialists, sign any paperwork I need you to sign — it all just suddenly sounds so reasonable, you see.
The Devil’s Breath. They used blowguns in Colombia to dose someone with it, I think that’s why they call it that. The natives used it centuries ago to talk wives and slaves into just calmly lying down in their dead chief’s graves and letting themselves be buried alive. I found all this out when I was researching zombie legends before we filmed White Voodoo.
Ahhh. Now the light dawns in those dull eyes of yours. You do recognize me? Do you know where you are now?
Look. Try to focus. See the posters? Faust. Night Comes Swiftly. White Voodoo, of course. And Pray for Dawn. Naturally. You’ll have seen that, of course. Don’t dare tell me you haven’t.
That’s right. Take a good look at this face. Franz August. You know who I am. The Angel of Fear.
I made over sixty of these films, most of them with Malleus Studios, and somewhere in this sprawling old house I still have the poster for every last one of them. You’ll have to pardon an old man his vanity.
And you’ll have to imagine what it’s like — you can do that, can’t you? Pretend to be me for a little while? — imagine walking these halls, every day after day after the phone has stopped ringing and all the fan mail has slowed to the occasional letter or postcard, walking down the halls and seeing this face staring back at you. Like a hall of mirrors that never, ever changes, when the mirror in your bedroom tells a different story, shows you a face that’s lined and cracked and pulled tighter year after year across your skull? A face that even the most gifted plastic surgeon in all of Hollywood tells you he can’t save any longer? Think about it, Mister Meyer.
Oh, yes. I know who you are. You don’t think I just randomly pulled you out of a crowd, do you? Yes. Of course this about Pray for Dawn. Everything in my life is about Pray for Dawn.
I don’t know how many of my films you’ve seen. The kindest thing I can say about most of them is that I did my best. I tried to look past the cheap sets and the cheap starlets and believe in what I was doing, and sometimes, not always mind you but sometimes, I was brilliant, even when the film itself wasn’t.
This isn’t just my vanity. This is truth. They called me the Valentino of Horror, do you know that? Audiences loved me, they really did, the women wanted me and the men wished they could be me. Hell, half the men wanted me, too, and I can’t blame them. Look at this face, those eyes. I was beautiful. Michelangelo could have sculpted that. Wasn’t I beautiful, then?
Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t bring you here to have my way with you. If I wanted that, I could have done it back when you were still drugged.
You’re here for something else. I’m getting to that. But we were talking about Pray for Dawn.
Malleus Studios’ last great gamble. Their most expensive film, ever, it nearly bankrupted them, it broke their backs financially and they never tried anything that ambitious again, ever. Their one last attempt to get critical acclaim and mainstream success and they very nearly made it.
They’d hired a real director, someone with vision, and the most brilliant lighting designer I’ve ever worked with. But I was still their star. They never considered anyone else.
And it worked, it all worked, audiences screamed and laughed and wept. It did better box office than any of their releases ever had, but it simply wasn’t enough to justify what they spent, but still — still. We’d done something to be proud of, made a nightmare that would last for generations.
Of course you know all this. I’m sure you do. If you’ve done any research at all, or just turned on your TV around Halloween, you know it.
I just have to be sure. I want to know that you understand just what it is you’re fucking with.
Pray for Dawn is mine. It’s what I was going to be remembered for. My face, flickering twenty-four times a second in the dark, forever. Can you understand that?
I know it wasn’t your idea. I know that. I can’t imagine you even have ideas. I’ve seen your movies, the entire Jeff Meyer oeuvre. Popcorn romances, Mister Meyer. I saw A Walk in the Park. I saw that cheap little Breakfast at Tiffany’s knockoff, whatever it was called. And I’ve seen you try to do Jane Austen and frankly, Mister Meyer, I’m not particularly impressed with any of it.
Oh, you can act — I’m sure you can, whether you normally bother to or not, you have the spark for it, I can tell. I have a sense for these things.
But your oh-look-at-me, I’m-a-bad-boy act isn’t — it’s not dangerous. Not the way I was dangerous. It’s safe and commodified and pre-packaged.
It honestly hadn’t occurred to me — can you believe it? That after decades in this town, I still had one bit of naivety left? Never occurred to me that anyone would ever think to remake Pray for Dawn. I should have known it — there are no ideas left, and this city dines on nothing but its own flesh.
But even if I had known, it would never in a million years have crossed my mind to imagine that you would be cast in my most famous role. Frankly? It’s insulting.
I’ve been trying to imagine, what could they be thinking? I’ve been looking through all the trades, staring at every picture of you I could find, trying to see it. What were they thinking when they looked at this man and thought, yes, he could be the next Franz August? Pardon me. I have to sit down. I can’t let myself get this worked up, not with so little time left.
The thing of it is, you see, I could almost see it. The jawline was close but not perfect, there was a certain set to the cheekbones, you have a particular dark smile that’s close to mine. I could almost understand. I spent days, not sleeping, trying to figure it out.
Then I finally slept, and woke up to a moment of absolute clarity. I woke up, looked at your pictures, and had the same thought I always had when looking through a new script:
There’ll have to be some changes.
Calm down. Calm down. There’s nothing you can do. It’s already done. I already told you, I know the best plastic surgeon in this tired old city. He’s already done his work.
You have to consider it from my perspective. Either you’d fail or you’d succeed. Either your remake would be a disaster or, somehow, surpass the original. Either my film would be tainted by association, or overshadowed. One way or another, forgotten.
And when people remembered my most famous character, it would be your face they remembered, not mine. So much for my immortality.
I had to do something. Surely you appreciate that. My surgeon friend was harder to convince. I don’t think I could have talked him into it. That is, not without the Devil’s Breath.
I’ll admit, I am a little concerned. About the quality of his work under the influence of such a drug. But I supervised. I watched every step and believe me, this man is an artist, just as much an artist as I am, as much as you have the potential to be. I have every faith in him.
So we’re nearly there, you and I. We’re halfway done.
I’m sorry — where was I? Oh, yes. There was just one detail, one last little thing.
The one thing I see in the mirror that hasn’t betrayed me. These eyes of mine. Just the same. The windows of the soul, they say. My eyes are the brilliant sharp blue of a frozen sky. Variety said that.
Yours, I regret to say, are not. Dull and flat and almost gray.
Colored contacts might work, I thought? No. Cheap. Tacky. Unconvincing.
But there is a way. I didn’t think there was, but there is.
There’s a Doctor Murakami from Yokohama. His flight will be arriving just one hour from now. He’s been doing amazing work, really revolutionary, using stem cells to promote retinal neuron growth cone migration. He’s a leading expert on intercellular signaling and nerve cell targeting, and his animal trials have been highly promising. He’s never done this to a human before, so just think, Mister Meyer, you’ll be part of history. Whether it works or not.
There is a chance that it won’t work, of course. There are hundreds of thousands of nerves to reconnect, but what’s art worth without risk?
He had his conditions, of course. He’s an ethical man. He refused to use the eyes of a living donor, you see. So. There’s that. The poison I’ve taken is supposed to be, well, relatively painless. So there’s a small comfort. To me, I mean, I don’t expect it to concern you.
And in your case — there’s absolutely no way Doctor Murakami would replace a patient’s perfectly healthy eyes.
Have you ever seen my classics, Mister Meyer? Have you seen White Voodoo? With my character, the Loa King, and his army of followers, their black faces painted with pale skulls, mine painted with a jet-black skull. They might call it racist if they made the film today, but I still think that’s one of the most striking images we ever produced. It still haunts me, sometimes.
Have you seen it? The ending, where the Loa King uses his zombie drugs to make the hunter put out his own eyes with his Bowie knife?
I don’t just collect posters, you see. Props, as well. This blow gun, this knife. You can keep them, if you like. You can keep the whole house. The paperwork is done and it’s all over but the screaming.
You’re going to be the new Angel of Fear, Mister Meyer. When you open my eyes days from now and look at my face in the mirror, you’ll thank me. You will, trust me. I just wish I could have seen it all finished, but —
Good night, sweet prince. We won’t meet again. Keep screaming. Breathe deep.
And — cut.
~~~~
“It’s not like we never killed anybody before.” Craig said it again, still staring out the window of the stolen car. He wouldn’t stop saying it.
Gary’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. He didn’t even nod. He’d agreed before, said, “You’re right” or “It’s no big deal,” something like that, but this time he just ground his teeth and kept driving.
By now, he realized that Craig was just talking to himself, just making noise to be comforting. Gary didn’t find it the least comforting, not one goddamn bit. By now, everything was on his last few nerves — his paper coffee cup from the last rest stop rattling around at his feet, where he was afraid it would get stuck under the gas pedal or the brakes at the least convenient moment; and the fly that had made its way into the car and hadn’t found its way out, and hung over the back seat in lazy droning circles; and Craig’s constant bitching, of course.
And then there were all the rattles and complaints of an unfamiliar car. Including the noise from the back. The sound he wasn’t listening to yet, wouldn’t listen to, but there it was on the edge of his awareness all the same.
His eyes kept flickering over to the bare mirror. He kept his rabbit’s foot hanging from the rear-view mirror in a car, always, even when people gave him shit about it, and he always insisted that he wasn’t superstitious, or anything, it was just his thing, you know? His shtick.
But now he’d left it behind, forgotten it in his hurry to get rid of the last car. There was nothing on this mirror at all, and that unsettled him more than he wanted to admit. As if his luck would run out now. When in fact, it had plainly run out hours ago.
“It’s not like we never killed anybody before.”
Shut up, Craig, Gary didn’t say.
A flash of red. His eyes dropped to the dashboard for a moment. Might have been the oil light. Or service engine soon.
He glanced back at the road — nothing ahead but a straight empty black ribbon of highway — and then he stared at the dashboard again, like he was trying to read his future in the dials and gauges. No more lights, not at the moment. Answer unclear, ask again later, he thought.
“What’s the matter?” Craig asked.
“Nothing.”
“Okay, but — is that the engine?”
“What?”
“Listen.”
This time, Gary heard it. Heard it for real.
“I don’t think it’s the engine,” he said. “Sounds like it’s coming from the back.”
“Something loose back there? You think?”
“I guess.”
“We’ll have to steal a better car next time, huh?” He giggled, and it was a sound like something had come loose inside him. “Better car next time.”
“Sure, Craig. We will.”
Car falling apart, Craig coming to the end of his goddamn rope, man lying dead in a ditch miles back and miles to go before they slept. And no damn rabbit’s foot in the car.
Day couldn’t get much worse.
They hadn’t slept at all, night before. Calling around trying to call in any favors they could and coming up empty.
Seemed like fun at first. Their boss, Mr. Calhoun, he was a good guy. He never treated them like they were just drivers, just couriers. He let them hang out with him and his friends, drink some beers, shoot the shit. Regular guy.
So Gary and Craig were in over their heads before they knew it. Hanging out with big time boys from out of town, drinking and bragging and placing bets.
Gary thought this one was a sure thing, an absolutely sure thing. When he found out that Mr. Hiroshi, the boss’ guest from out of town, had a big bet on Johnny Grant, the boxer, he’d just laughed.
This was Johnny’s big comeback match, but he’d had it. He was way past it, and everyone knew it. Everyone, that is, except Mr. Hiroshi.
Unsmiling, he’d made a bet with Gary. A big bet. He’d talked Craig into going in on it with him. At those long odds, they thought it was stupid not to take the bet.
Johnny won. Craig screamed and railed that it was fixed, that the other guy went down, but it didn’t matter.
Here they were, three days, two convenience store robberies and one liquor store robbery later, on the road to Vegas with every single dollar they’d been able to lay hands on. Mr. Hiroshi had flown home, and Mr. Calhoun hadn’t said they had to get the money to him in person, but he had strongly suggested it, which was almost the same thing. He’d strongly suggested it would be a lot safer, in fact.
That was then, this is now:
Gary often forgot that there was anything to the world but coastlines and cities. He spent all his days sheltered in the shadows of skyscrapers, in wet, lush, green, rational places, like Vancouver or Seattle.
This was high desert. Nothing recognizable. Rolling scrubland and sickly, pale green things that might have been trees, their bodies and branches snaking out in senseless looping waves.
The only sign of habitation, besides the road, was the tumbledown wood-and-barbed-wire fence stretching out to either side, punctuated every mile or so by incomprehensible red-and-white plastic markers. Now and then he’d see some kind of building off in the distance, some barn or something like one, that someone had lashed together long ago and let the sun and wind beat down, and Gary would think, Jesus, someone tried to make it out here, someone tried to make something that would last, and he didn’t know whether to be impressed or just shake his head.
“It’s getting worse,” Craig said, and for a moment Gary thought he meant the landscape.
Then he asked, “What is?”
“That banging.” There it was. “That’s worse. I think that’s — oh, fuck, I know what that is.”
Gary didn’t say anything.
Craig turned and stared. “There’s somebody back there.”
Gary’s eyes widened. “In the trunk?”
Craig nodded frantically.
“Bullshit. You’re just — ”
“No, no, listen. You weren’t there, right? Driving for Fat Larry, that one time, taking that dumb sonofabitch who talked to the press down to the waterfront. Larry had him taped up in the trunk and he thrashed around and kicked and that was me driving, I was there, and it sounded just like that, I swear to God.”
Gary still didn’t say anything.
Craig said, “That’s what he was trying to tell us. When he said not to take the car. That guy. The guy I — ”
“The one you shot.”
Craig turned back to face the road. “It’s not like — ”
“We never killed anybody before,” Gary said quietly. “I know.”
Four hours ago, they’d been in Gary’s own car, listening to the crackle and hum of the police band radio. They had already hit their convenience stores and their liquor store in record time and were already on the highway, getting the fuck out of Dodge. They’d been starting to think they were in the clear when they finally heard the dispatcher telling all officers to be on the lookout for a red Mazda, license plate BRS-307. Gary’s plate. Gary’s goddamn car.
“Shit. Now what? Now what do we do?” Gary said, and he didn’t know why he said it. He had never asked Craig to make a decision, not once in his life.
“We’ve gotta get rid of this car,” Craig said.
“Shit,” Gary said again. “I loved this car. My mom gave me this fucking car.”
Craig drummed his fingers on the dashboard. Then he pointed. “Rest stop up ahead. We can ditch this car, get another one.”
Gary hesitated, not wanting to let Craig make the call, but his mind was blank. He didn’t have any better ideas. So he took the next exit, pulled into the rest stop.
Something felt wrong there. The air was too still, the wind too quiet. Gary’s skin felt electric and too tight.
Craig felt it, too, or he looked like he did. He started to get out and then hesitated, half-standing, and then stood the rest of the way up. A sudden burst of static flared from the cop radio and startled him, and he leaned back in and snapped it off.
Gary grabbed the battered brown suitcase that held all the money they had in the world. Everything else he planned to come back for, but there was no way he was leaving this in the car.
They walked, fake tight smiles on their faces, to the rest area’s one small building. Two restrooms with a walkway between, drinking fountains, vending machines, a state map with a red dot that said “You are here.” A rack of brochures for local tourist traps.
The gun in the holster under Gary’s flannel shirt felt ridiculously heavy.
“How do we do do this?” Craig asked.
What, like I’ve done this before? Gary wanted to say. He looked around at people in their cars, families with kids and couples out walking their dogs, and he said, “We want one guy. By himself. We get him alone — in the bathroom, so no one sees it — get his keys.”
“Sure. Sure,” Craig said. “Make him lie on the ground and count to fifty.” Like they’d been doing to clerks all morning.
They waited, pretended to study the map. After a while, a man walked into the bathroom wearing a suit — not an expensive one, but still a suit — and carrying a briefcase.
Gary did the math. The guy wasn’t on vacation, that’s for sure. Working man, no wife and kids with him — or, sure, he’d have left his briefcase in the car, if there was someone to watch it. Made sense.
He looked over at Craig, nodded, and in they went.
Gary stood by the door, in case someone came in. Craig looked under doors to find the one unoccupied stall.
Then — Craig was good at this part, he liked this part — Craig kicked the door open, reached in and grabbed the poor sonofabitch by the shirtfront and hauled him out, threw him face-first against a sink. Not hard, not teeth-breaking hard, just enough to bloody his lip a little, let him know they weren’t fucking around. Bright-red bloodsmear on white porcelain, like a candy cane, and then the guy was on the floor, howling, making way too much noise.
“Shut up. Shut up,” Craig hissed. “Listen! Gimme your keys! Gimme your fucking keys!”
“My — my keys?” The man on the floor was having trouble talking. “You can’t — ”
Gary stepped further into the room, frustrated. “Come on. Just give us your keys and we won’t hurt you.”
“I don’t — have them, they’re in the car — ”
“Shit.” Craig pulled out his gun. “What car? What one is yours?”
The guy just shook his head. “You don’t want my car.”
Gary drew his gun, too, and pointed it at him.
“No, you don’t understand, I’m serious — ”
“Do we look like we’re not fucking serious?” Craig snarled. “Does this look like, what, playtime? Does this look like recess to you?”
The man shook his head.
“Where is your car?” Craig pressed the gun to his head.
The man sagged. “I’ll show you,” he said.
Craig glanced at Gary. Gary nodded reluctantly — this wasn’t the plan — and Craig let the man up.
“Don’t try to run,” Gary said. “No sudden moves, no calling for help, or — ”
“You’ll kill me?” There was a strange smile on the guy’s face when he said it. A sickly, sweaty smile, but a smile that was somehow weirdly calm all the same.
“Right,” Craig said, missing it, and he hauled the man to his feet.
Craig kept his gun at the man’s back. Gary stood at his side, concealing the gun, and looking almost casual, almost natural, the three of them walked out of the bathroom, staying far from the eyes of the playing children and watchful parents.
Off in the distance, someone was playing Frisbee. Someone else was laughing. Gary thought the air seemed thick, like syrup. That they were moving in slow motion. He looked around at people in their motorhomes and RVs and thought about vacations he’d had as a kid and wondered how exactly he’d come to wander so far away from that life.
The man’s car was white, non-descript. No bumper stickers or a cute license-plate frame.
The keys were sticking out of the lock on the trunk. The keyfob was still swinging gently back and forth. Gary reached for the key as they approached, but the man darted forward at the last moment and pulled them out of the lock.
Craig’s finger tightened on the trigger. But the man turned and dropped the keys in Gary’s hand.
“We said not to try anything,” Gary said.
“I’m not.”
Gary stared past him. “What’s in the trunk?”
“Nothing,” he said, way too quickly.
“Uh-huh.”
Craig took the keys and unlocked the car. Gary put the money inside.
“Whatever’s in the trunk is not our goddamn problem,” Craig said.
“That’s right. That’s right,” the man said.
Craig stared at him for a moment. “What is your goddamn problem?”
“No problem,” the man said. His face was a dead mask of clam. “This is just very important. All right? You can take the car, that’s fine. That’s no problem at all.” His voice was flat and soothing. “But you can’t open the trunk. All right? This is very important. When you’re done with the car, just walk away from it. Leave what’s in the trunk alone. Do you understand?”
Craig was shaking. He couldn’t have said why. He also couldn’t explain later, no matter how many times Gary asked, why he did what he did next:
He raised the gun to the man’s face. He had a moment to notice how dull and flat the man’s eyes looked (like nailheads, they looked just like nailheads), and the he pressed the gun between them and pulled the trigger, dropped the hammer.
Whatever had gone wrong, however they’d lost control of the situation, Gary had missed all the warning signs.
He wasn’t missing them now. The car was giving up on him and he knew it. The accelerator jerked and hesitated under his foot, the engine kept pausing, as if lost in thought. The service engine soon light came back on and stayed on, and the oil and battery lights soon joined them.
“What’s wrong?” Craig said. “What’s wrong with the fucking car?” The silence from the engine had taken his mind off the noise from the trunk for a moment.
“It’s dying,” Gary said.
“That’s great. That really is. You know that? That’s fucking terrific. Now we need another goddamn car.”
Minutes passed without words. Out of the half-light of the setting sun, the car’s headlights picked out a sign:
Rest area, 3 miles. Next rest area, 48 miles.
“Oh no. No. Not another rest area. Not after the last one.”
“We don’t have any choice,” Gary said, and he could tell Craig wanted to argue, but there was nothing he could say.
The engine hesitated as they pulled into the exit, and then twice more as they pulled into the parking lot. As they passed the No Overnight Stays sign, the engine gave up completely. They coasted, then stopped, and with a wordless glance at each other, Craig and Gary got out of the car, used the open doors to push it into a parking space.
They looked around. One thing was obvious. One of them had to say it.
“There’s nobody here,” Craig said.
Gary shrugged. There wasn’t. Theirs was the only car.
“We wait,” Gary said. “Someone will come.”
“Sure,” Craig said. “I mean, it’s not like this is the middle of nowhere, right?” he said, even though it was. “Somebody has to come.”
There was a sudden sound from the back, a crash, desperately loud without the noise of the engine.
“There is someone back there,” Craig said. He said it very quietly.
Gary nodded, no longer able to pretend that there wasn’t. “Not our problem,” Gary said. “You said it yourself.”
“Yeah.”
More noise. A shuffling, a shifting of balance.
“Can I turn on the radio?” Craig asked suddenly.
Gary snapped the key into position. “Knock yourself out.”
Craig turned the radio on, turned the dial from one end to the other and got nothing but static. Once, he found something that may have been the crackling ranting of some distant preacher, but that faded, too.
“Not like we’re in the middle of nowhere,” Gary said.
“Shut up,” Craig said, and Gary let him say it. Gary turned the power back off, and the sound of static died.
There was another crash. Two more. That, Gary thought, is the sound of someone with both feet tight together, trying to kick their way out.
Craig laughed, eyes sideways at Gary, then stopped.
A new sound came from the back, and this time Gary couldn’t identify it:
A low rumble, like a growl, or like the pulse and thrum of some kind of machinery.
“What the fuck is that?” Craig said. “Some kind of animal, or — ?”
Gary shook his head. He didn’t look at Craig — his eyes were firmly fixed on the entrance waiting for some car, any car, to pull in.
Three more kicks. Weaker, this time, like protests.
Craig opened his door and got out. Gary nearly asked, where are you going? — but decided it didn’t matter. He dropped the keys in his pocket and followed.
They ended up at the Coke machine, staring at it behind the metal bars that kept it safe from vandals.
“You don’t have any change, do you? Or any ones?” Craig asked.
Gary shook his head.
“Man, I could really use a Coke.” Craig laid his head and hands against the bars for a second. He laughed. “We’ve got all this money with us, and I can’t buy a Coke. That’s kind of funny, isn’t it?”
“Sure, I guess.”
Craig walked over to the drinking fountain, and found that it didn’t work. He smacked it with the flat of his hand, then backed up and kicked it.
“Cut it out,” Gary snapped. The sound reminded him too much of the car.
“Gary,” Craig said. “I just — what are we gonna do, Gary? Just sit here and wait?”
“You have a better idea?”
“Not really.”
Gary moved to where he could see the entrance better, and Craig followed him.
“Can I have a cigarette?” Craig asked.
“You don’t smoke.”
“I thought I’d start.”
Gary had to laugh at that. He took out his pack of cigarettes — he had three left, and he’d been saving them for later, but — but there isn’t going to be a later, is there?
He handed over the cigarettes and lighter and shoved that thought back down wherever it had come from.
He watched Craig fumble with his first cigarette and then he turned his eyes back to the dark and empty road. He wanted to make some joke about waiting for Godot, but couldn’t think of anything funny to say, and besides, he didn’t really think Craig would get it.
“We’re going to take the first car that comes along, right?” Craig asked.
“First one that comes,” Gary agreed.
The banging started up again. They could hear it from here. It didn’t sound like it was going to stop.
They looked at each other. Gary thought about all they’d left behind when they’d abandoned his vehicle and said, “I think we should get the money out of the car.”
Craig nodded, followed a couple of reluctant paces behind.
Closer, and they could hear it again — that snarl, like gears, or an inhuman throat.
Gary lifted the keys to the door, when one loud crash rocked the car back and forth. He dropped the keys, and they bounced and clattered under the car.
Gary cursed and dropped to his hands and knees. He reached underneath.
Something wrong here, under the car. Some slick puddle, something dripping from the car — oil, he thought, but the smell was wrong, unhealthy and organic, and it wasn’t coming from the engine, it was coming from —
Whatever was in the trunk thrashed and lashed out and shook the car again, and Gary’s hand touched the keys and closed deathgrip-tight around them. He lurched to his feet, opened the shaking door, and hauled the suitcase out.
He didn’t say a word. He headed for the restroom and Craig followed.
He stepped inside, ran cold water in the sink, and put the suitcase down. He splashed a little water on his face, and stared at what there was of his reflection in the dull plate of metal that passed for a mirror.
“We’re not going to be able to see if anyone comes, not from in here,” Craig said.
“I know. I know. I just wanted to be inside for a minute. Away from — ” He jerked a thumb toward the parking lot.
“Sure. Sure. Take your time.” Craig let out a lifeless laugh. “You know, right now I’d even be happy to see a police car?”
Gary smiled weakly.
After a while, they stood out in the parking lot, far from the restless car. They smoked Gary’s last two cigarettes and stared up at the sky. That was the nice thing about the middle of nowhere — all the stars. Gary looked up at all the constellations he’d learned about as a kid and couldn’t remember the name of a single one.
“I hate these places,” Craig said.
“Rest areas?”
“Rest areas. It’s like — they’re not really places, are they? Not really. They’re what you find between places. They’re where you go when you aren’t anywhere.”
“Huh.” Gary stared at the last of his cigarette, then flicked it away into the dark.
“They just seem so weird and fake,” Craig continued. “Metal mirrors and metal drinking fountains and stupid little flyers for places you’ll never go, and it’s like they weren’t even built by people, do you know what I mean?”
“Shut up,” Gary said softly.
“No, seriously. It’s like whoever built them just had some vague idea of what real people would like — what would get them to stop way out here. They feel like traps, almost — ”
“Shut up!” Gary snatched the cigarette from Craig’s hand, finished it himself in one long last drag. “Can’t you even hear it anymore?”
He could. They both could. It was getting even louder.
The car crashed and shook. It had moved — it was no longer straight in the lines, but tilted at a harsh angle.
“I can’t stand listening to that noise any more,” Gary said. “It’s getting right into my fucking head. I just can’t take it. I’m going to go make it stop.”
He got out the keys, and his gun.
Craig’s eyes were wide. “Listen. That guy said no matter what, not to open the trunk, so — ”
“Well, since you killed the sonofabitch, I don’t think his opinion really matters anymore, now, does it?” He flipped the safety off and started walking toward the car. “I don’t think his opinion counts for shit.”
“Gary. Gary, listen,” Craig said, following him. “I don’t think that’s just some guy in there — ”
“I don’t, either. I don’t give a shit what’s in there, I’m gonna put some bullets in it until it stops moving. With me?”
“Jesus, Gary, please don’t — ”
Craig couldn’t even watch — he just turned away, screwed his eyes shut tight, and clapped his hands over his ears.
But he could still hear every sound —
Gary’s footsteps as he walked over to the car. Sounds from inside like sledgehammers. The jingle and rattle of the keys; the trunk opening.
He never heard the gun go off — just a scuffle and a snap, and the trunk coming back down, like thunder, louder than bombs.
His eyes opened. He stared for a moment at the suitcase full of money, where they had left it.
Silence.
Without turning around, he called out, “Gary?”
He turned, and all he saw was the car, the keys swinging in the trunk lock, and something on the ground, half in shadow.
“Gary?”
He walked over, and saw that the thing on the ground was one of Gary’s boots.
The sounds from inside the trunk now were wet and red.
He picked up the boot — it was too heavy to be empty — and he sat down on the ground and waited. Waited for someone to come.
~~~~
Nathan was certain, this time. He’d seen them moving.
Hot summer night and the curtains were drawn back, the window open. His wife Sammy had kicked off the blankets and was lying in moonlight, thin nightgown damp with sleep sweat and slicked to her body. He couldn’t sleep in this heat, but the same heat had made her drowsy, typically contrary, and he was lying awake and staring at her fast asleep when it happened.
A shifting. A subtle movement under her skin. Like a muscle twitching, at first, then a larger shape, definite and solid, like a fish just about to break the surface of a river. A rise and fall across her stomach and then gone.
For a moment he just watched, not moving. Eyes dead wide open and intent.
Then a second swelling under her skin, a smaller one, its movement less steady and certain, and this time, his arm reached out, almost automatically; the hand hovering just above her skin to get a sense of what lay below, not quite daring to touch her, to wake her.
She stirred and murmured a little, and his eyes shot up to meet hers, his hand hesitating, sure that any moment her eyes would drift open.
They didn’t. They just shifted back and forth in their orbits, under their lids, as she slept and dreamed. He felt sure he knew what she was dreaming about.
He might have thought he was dreaming himself, once. Or he might have convinced himself it was a trick of the light as he watched the second shadow under her skin slide back out of sight — something his tired eyes just simply invented. But not now. By now he’d dreamed too many times himself. He was used to it, and he’d developed a taste for what was real and solid.
He lay awake for a long time after that, waiting for the room to cool down, waiting for them to show themselves again. But he didn’t think they would. Eventually he fell down into a shallow, restless sleep, and hoped he would dream, but if he did, the memory had faded by morning.
She’d wanted him to be happy when she told him she was pregnant. More than five years had gone by since that moment, and he could still call easily to mind the exact expression of disappointment, of badly concealed hurt. When she had realized that his smile was starting a moment too late, that he’d hesitated before reacting, her own smile died alone.
“I thought you wanted children,” she said, before he could say anything.
“I did. I do,” he told her.
They’d been married for four months, and were both living tight together in the too small apartment that had once been only his. He’d just started at the architecture firm, and his salary was reasonable but not impressive; she was still months away from finishing college.
It wasn’t a good time for them to have children. They both wanted children, very much, some day. But not yet. He didn’t remind her of any of this just then. They’d talked about it enough times before. He thought they were in agreement, and he thought she’d been still taking her birth control pills, although for one sick and dizzy moment he doubted it.
“It’s not a good time,” was all he said, and he expected her to argue about it, for them to drag out all their reasons and finances again.
But her expression, while still sad, was curiously flat and calm. “I know,” she said. “You’re right. We shouldn’t.”
“No,” he agreed slowly, at odds with himself. This time, the conversation wasn’t theoretical. He’d always been sure he could be ruthlessly practical, but it was a little harder to be right about this, now. He would have felt better if she’d argued.
They did talk. They did argue, over the next several weeks. They talked about terminating the pregnancy, and they talked about it just like that, their words hospital-cold and clinical. They talked about putting the child up for adoption. All the same conversations they’d had before they got married, now with a new sense of urgency, as Sammy’s belly began to gently curve.
They had very few friends to talk things over with. They’d been so different, his light to her dark, and they had very few friendships that survived their marriage. Neither one of them wanted to tell their parents about this, and they faced it alone.
In the end, they didn’t even face it together.
Their discussions turned to disagreements turned to arguments, and Sammy’s darker moods turned to silent ones. They didn’t talk at all for several days, communicating only in furtive looks and sullen glances. Nathan threw himself into his work, bringing home blueprints and legal agreements, losing himself in the dream of houses.
When he couldn’t stand it any longer, Nathan finally came to her and said, “We need to talk.”
She’d been sitting in the darkened living room by the open window, watching the traffic go by and sipping a glass of red wine. Singing to herself something that might have been a lullaby. She’d let all the heat bleed out of the room into the night. She looked at him with wide dark eyes and asked, “About what?”
“About — ” The word came out of him as one exasperated burst of breath, and then he was completely derailed. He recovered his composure and said, “What we’re going to do about the baby.”
“Oh,” she said, and for a moment, didn’t say anything else. Then, “I’ve already taken care of it.”
“You — what do you mean?” His chest felt suddenly tight and breathless, his heart like it might refuse to beat again. “Taken care of — ?”
“I’m not pregnant any more.” Her voice was dead calm again, as smooth and implacable as waves lapping against the shore. When he didn’t say anything, she reached out and took his hand, placed it against her stomach, pressed it flat. “See?”
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/27472 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!