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Aleister Through the Looking Glass

By Robert G. Makin


Chapter 1

 The Trap

BANG! The explosion destroyed Aleister MacCorkadill Smiley’s
dream. It blasted him out of a date with a brown eyed, super model
named H'eung Yau. The ear shattering explosion interrupted their
first kiss. He awoke in a rage, realizing crushing disappointment
that H'eung Yau existed only in his dreams and the explosion ripped
her from him right there in his bedroom.

Well, it could be called his bedroom. The
sparsely furnished, fifteenth floor, walk-up had one room and
something in it just blew up. Aleister’s anxiety skyrocketed as
little pieces of paper fluttered to the floor, some of them still
smoking.

He tried to leap out of his bed, but discovered the
mattress resting on top of him. Dragging himself out from under it,
he saw his table for two, which he used for a desk, upside down and
halfway across the room, its two chairs sprawled on their backs on
the floor. Papers and books from the table littered the room.

Loud pounding on the wall interrupted his
turmoil. "What's goin' on over there? Be quiet! People are tryin'
to sleep! Sounds like a war!"

Frantic, Aleister thought
first of his manuscript. He left it on the table, but now it
littered the floor. His lap top computer in its case in the corner,
remained where he left it. He could see it in the light from the
billboard across the street. Well, the
saved copy should be okay. He felt for the
thumb disc on the lanyard around his neck. It was still there. If
the explosion damaged the hard copy, he could always print another
one, that is, when he got the money to buy paper again – and
ink.

His bedside lamp rested on its side with a
broken shade. He felt his way across the room looking for the wall
light switch, when he noticed a strange light flashing from under
one of the books, swept off the table in the explosion. Aleister
stumbled over a shoe lying on the floor. He found the light switch
and flicked it on. The distinct sound of chuckling caught his
attention. Glancing around the room, his eyes locked on his bedside
stand.

Unbelievable!

He tried to remember if
he'd been drinking the night before, then it laughed once loudly
and the winged monkey vanished in a puff of green light.
Impossible. I'm not awake yet. This is not the
Land of Oz. I'll forget I saw that. Yes. I already forgot it. Now.
What’s that flashing?

It came from under a book
on the floor, The Writers’
Market, partly concealing the
newspaper. What could that be?
Last night, he left it on the table opened to the
Classified Page, after spending hours searching for a job. He left
the newspaper on the table, with his latest manuscript. One of the
want ads still flashed. He lifted the table off the floor and
restored it to its upright position, looking around cautiously,
trying to figure out what caused the explosion. Restoring one of
the chairs to its original position, Aleister sat down to read the
green, flashing ad.

"Prestigious Literary Agent Seeks Office
Assistant.

"Quiet working conditions. Good
benefits.

Apply in person to:

Ronald M. Flaass and Associates

152732 ⅔ Fifth Floor, Pith Avenue

New York, New York

Pay commensurate with experience.”

He never before noticed a
flashing advertisement in a newspaper and couldn’t understand how
he missed it last night. I wonder if the
winged monkey had anything to do with this. NO! I've already
forgotten that. Winged monkeys don’t exist. Aleister tried convincing himself that he saw the monkey
because of the explosion, but that that couldn’t have happened,
either. Maybe it was part of the
dream? There was nothing there that could
explode. His eyes
returned to the newspaper. And this
flashing ad from Flaass is some kind of advertising
gimmick.

Aleister arrived at 8:00 A.M., just in time
to hear the click as the door unlocked itself. The heavy, wood
frame door displayed a big office sign on a translucent glass
window, stating simply

"Ronald M. Flaass, Literary Agent."

He opened the door and walked in, finding
himself alone. In the center of the room stood a large, ornate desk
and chair. In the center of the desk rested a rubber stamp and
inkpad. Neatly arrayed packaging material, string and packing tape
gave the desk the appearance of crude efficiency. In one corner of
the room, an antique, standing floor mirror and small end table
disrupted the continuity of the office.

Aleister hated mirrors and didn't even own
one. He knew what he looked like and didn’t need to be constantly
reminded of it. At 5'7" his very short blond hair topped off a
long, thin nose, weak chin and fierce, blue eyes. The scar under
his right eye reminded him of a bully with a big ring on his
finger, in grade school, who used to take pleasure in hurting him.
Wearing latex gloves most of the time, when away from his apartment
protected him from having to touch things that might have germs on
them. He weighed one hundred ten pounds and every time he thought
of that he remembered his mother's comment when he was a boy. "If
he lives, he'll put on weight when he gets older." But nothing
changed. At thirty-two years of age, he still weighed one hundred
ten pounds.

Stacks of packages littered the room. All
addressed to Ronald Flaass, Literary Agent. He noticed a note
between some stacks of paper on the desk. The first stack said,
"Instructions to all applicants. Fill out the application form in
Stacks two and three. Sign it. Leave it on the table next to the
floor mirror. Come back tomorrow. If your name's on the desk, you
got the job. Instructions for fulfilling the job requirements will
be supplied at that time."

As he began filling out
the application forms, something caught his eye in the direction of
the mirror. He glanced up. He noticed nothing amiss, but when he
looked up, he saw an unusual painting hanging on the wall beside
the mirror. It portrayed a hauntingly beautiful young woman who
oddly resembled his dream, super model, H'eung Yau. This lady, though, wore a pointed hat, like a
witch's hat, made of a black shiny material that gleamed in
whatever light the artist used.

The winged monkey sitting
on the woman’s shoulder riveted Aleister’s eyes to the painting and
he thought both of them were watching him. Their eyes followed him,
as he walked across the room toward the painting, for a better
look. In addition to the hat, she wore a textured cape of some
sort, over a dark blue gown. Made up for
Halloween, I guess. Or maybe, it's from the front cover of one of the books
Flaass handled. At that thought, Aleister
had the distinct impression that the lady in the painting smiled a
little more broadly. He felt fairly certain, he heard a chuckling
sound much like the monkey in his apartment the night
before.

He immediately stopped
looking at the painting and returned to the desk to complete his
job application. There are no winged
monkeys, his thoughts insisted. As he
pulled the chair out from under the desk to sit down, its legs
screeched against the wooden floorboards. In contrast to the
silence of the place, the sound jarred his nerves.
This place is just too weird, but a job's a job
and a man has to do what he has to do to survive.

Other, equally strange paintings decorated
the walls. One depicted an enormous lady standing before a podium
with a microphone in her hand, singing. Tiny, but very rotund
people gathered all around her to listen. Aleister quickly looked
away from that one, too, because he had the distinct impression
that when he looked at her, she winked. Another painting displayed
a crowd of people gathered around a piano. They stretched their
arms over each other’s shoulders like old friends. Some held beer
glasses and one held his glass to his lips as though about to take
a sip. They sang some tuneless song accompanied by the pianist but
Aleister couldn’t hear the song or see their faces. Cardboard boxes
worn on all their heads concealed them from view.

Aleister tried to not pay any more attention
to the strange paintings. The door opening from the hallway broke
his attention. A heavy set, middle aged man came in pulling a dolly
behind him, loaded with more packages. The man wore a deliveryman's
uniform labeled FEDUPS Delivery Service. "Well, glad to see they
finally got someone working here. Where do you want them, sonny,"
he asked jovially, as he began unloading the dolly beside the
mirror.

"But I don't work here, uh, yet. I'm just
filling out the application." The uncertainty in Aleister’s voice
was obvious even to Aleister.

"Oh you'll get the job," the FEDUPS man
assured him, glancing at the stacks of packages all around the
room. "They really need the help. And I hear they pay well, too, so
you'll probably accept the job if they offer it."

"What happened to the last guy?" asked
Aleister. "I mean, uh. Do you know what happened to him?"

FEDUPS let go of the dolly and scratched his
chin thoughtfully. The dolly went to an upright position and waited
for him. "I really don't know," the man answered. "He was a nice
enough young fella. His name was Mueller or Mollier or something
like that. One day last week, I came in with a delivery and he just
wasn't here. The guy before him was Jonathon Peach, a sort of short
fat guy with too much energy. You know the type I mean. He had to
be busy every second and when he talked, he talked really fast.
Same thing happened with him. I came in and he was gone. The
packages just keep piling up. Gotta' go," he apologized, heading
for the door. "See ya' next week…" He paused, glanced back at
Aleister with one raised eyebrow and a strange expression in his
eyes. Then he changed what he had started to say. "I hope I'll see
ya' next week. Watch yourself around here. This is a strange
place," and he was gone.

Aleister completed the application. He
cautiously approached the table by the floor mirror and gently laid
the papers on the table, as instructed. He turned to walk out the
door, when he heard a rustling of papers. Looking back at the stack
of papers he left on the table, he noticed a yellow post-it note on
top of them. In large, bold handwriting, a message glared back at
him. He leaned a little closer to see it. It said, "Don't forget to
SIGN the application, and stay away from the mirror."

***

He found his apartment
just as he left it, with papers everywhere. The advertisement no
longer flashed at him, but not only that, the advertisement for
Flaass's clerical assistant had vanished. It just wasn't there.
Reviewing the events of the explosion, the winged monkey and the
strange experience in Flaass's office, Aleister wondered if it had
all been a nightmare, a figment of his imagination.
This is crazy.
I even thought I saw a winged monkey. Nothing in
my apartment could have exploded, and nothing could be more bazaar
than that floor mirror! He doubted there
would even be a fifth floor if he went back.

***

Aleister grumbled to
himself as he climbed the five stories to Flaass's office, the next
morning. The creaky wood stairway winding upward had an antiqued
mahogany banister. The stairs groaned with each step.
This building must be a hundred years old.
He saw no one in the building at all, on either
visit. The office doors he passed at the various landings all bore
names of people in the literature business in one aspect or
another. There, on the third floor "Pox" Merry Death had a sign in
red and blue. That rat. He charged me a four hundred fifty
dollar reading fee then said my book was beyond redemption … wooden
characters without exception. And there's Beth Tomawda …
Tomayda/Tomawda. She took six months to get back to me with an
unsigned, undated rejection letter. I don't even remember her
reading fee. And there's Baines Literary on the fourth floor. He
sent me an unsigned undated rejection letter with a handwritten
scrawl saying he couldn't find the postage to return the actual
manuscript. The letter was in my address-label-envelope with six
dollars worth of postage on it. The goof.

Conditioned by climbing to
his fifteenth floor walk-up apartment, he found the fifth floor
trek barely exerting. When he got to it, he found the heavy, wood
door, as before, with the sign "Ronald M. Flaass Literary Agent."
As he approached it, he heard the door unlock itself again. Inside,
on the desk a nameplate exhibited his name, "Aleister M. Smiley,
Clerical Assistant." Another delivery of manuscripts arrived since
yesterday, stacked so closely to the back of the chair that he had
to move it to pull the chair out to sit down. In the center of the
desk rested another list of instructions. He nervously glanced
around the room as he pulled on his latex gloves. The beautiful
witch with the winged monkey in the painting watched him
expectantly. The giant woman with the microphone winked at him
again as he started pulling on the second glove.
This is too weird. Women in paintings don’t wink.
People don’t sing or change places. The
people with the boxes on their heads had all moved from where they
stood the day before. The now empty beer glasses stood on the top
of the piano. This can't be,
Aleister began mumbling to himself.

The instructions were very straight-forward,
prefaced with,

"Welcome to the Ronald M. Flaass Literary
Agency. We place more books for publication than any other literary
agency in New York. We're proud to have you working for us and you
should be proud to be here. Your pay will be $.25 per minute of
actual work time. We don’t pay you to scratch your head, look at
the paintings on the wall, cross your legs or blow your nose. After
we learn to depend on you, you will be placed on salary and nose
blowing will be included in your pay, but then you will have quotas
you must meet to keep that stupendous salary we will offer you.


	
Stack the manuscripts in order of the
‘received’ dates.



	
Starting with the oldest one, open the
package.



	
Remove the reading fee, check or money
order.



	
Place the check on the distant right hand
corner of the desk.



	
Pull one of our expertly written, unsigned,
undated rejection letters from the stack on the stand beside the
desk.



	
Place it in the return envelope.



	
If there is enough postage to return the
manuscript, do that. If not, discard it in the garbage can on the
other side of the desk. We sell them by the ton for recycling to
toilet tissue.



	
Seal up the package to be returned to the
aspiring writer and start a stack by the door so that the FEDUPS
man can pick it up when he arrives.



	
Open the top, left-hand
drawer of the desk and get out a deposit slip. As you remove the checks and money orders begin filling out
the deposit slip.



	
As each deposit slip is completed, place the
stack of checks with the deposit slip on the table beside the
mirror.





Peripheral duties:

"When the stack of unsigned undated
rejection letters begins to get low, call the number on the bottom
of the pile to order another ten thousand.

"Stay away from the mirror."

What! A! Ripoff! Aleister's mind raged. All
these people send all this money to have their manuscripts read and
all he does is send it back and keep the money! And twenty five
cents per minute. Let's see. At that rate, every four minutes I get
one dollar … if I don't scratch my head, pick my nose or cross my
legs. This is sick.

Suddenly, the room began
to shudder. A hint of motion near the floor mirror caught
Aleister's eye. He thought for a moment he saw a hand reach out of
the mirror, but he wasn't sure. Of one thing he was sure. Another
"Post It" note appeared, stuck on the table beside the mirror. He
went closer to read it. In bold hand writing the message said,
"This is the job. Take it or leave
it."

Aleister needed a job,
however unusual it might be. He sat back down at the desk and
reached for a manuscript, checked the date and began
sorting. I'm angry and I'm a writer. When I get angry, I get out my pen. I'll do
that tonight.

Something else had changed in the room.
Aleister glanced around to try to figure out what. All the
paintings hung in the same places. The office door remained closed,
and the mirror in its place. Nothing seemed amiss, but there was
something … different. As Aleister worked, he gradually became
aware of a small flashing, green arrow on the floor in front of the
mirror. It pointed at the mirror, so faintly that Aleister couldn’t
quite be sure it was really there. So, he ignored it.

Sorting proved more
interesting than he thought it would be. He kept coming across
names he knew, like Stephen Duke from Bangor and John Crasham the
retired attorney turned writer. On the bottom of one very old
looking stack he even found one with the return address William
Shakespeare, Stratford on Avon, England. This place isn't that old, thought
Aleister. Well. They could have moved, but
is Flaass old enough…? No. That can't be. Maybe his dad was a
literary agent, and his dad before him. That could be, but I don’t
think so. It couldn't go that far back. Aleister neared the end of his first stack. It took most of
the morning. When he got to a manuscript with the return label
saying "Edmund Spencer," it proved too much for him. He returned to
the desk and began opening and rejecting manuscripts.
I'll finish sorting these stacks of manuscripts
tomorrow. Maybe.

Most of the checks were for $250, some for
$350 and some as high as $500. When he completely filled out one
deposit slip, he clipped it to the checks listed on it, placed it
on the table by the mirror and returned to his seat at the desk. He
sat down and glanced at the table where he had just left the
deposit slip and checks. It startled him to see the table was
already empty except for another "Post it" note. This one said,
"Keep up the good work."

***

That evening he got together with his
friend, Crystal Gooseworthy. Crystal wasn't anything like H'eung
Yau, but she was beautiful to Aleister. She had long black hair,
sparkling eyes and a ready smile. She filled out her regular
uniform of a torn sweatshirt and faded jeans very nicely, in
Aleister's candid opinion. "You went to work WHERE?!" she demanded.
"That old crook Flaass has been solicited by every writer since
John of Patmos. I never heard of anyone getting published through
him. I don't know how he stays in business,"

"I do," said Aleister simply.

"And you told me one of the guys who worked
there before you was Jonathon Peach? I know him. He used to show up
at the Writer's Guild meetings in the Village." Her demeanor
changed enough to make Aleister slightly jealous. "He wrote
incredible poetry. I love to listen to him read it."

"Have you seen him lately?" asked
Aleister.

"No," replied Crystal. "Not since… Oh my
gawd. I heard he got a job with a literary agent. No one's seen him
since."

***

Aleister's second day on
the job started much like the first. Day jobs can be like that, but
a few things occurred to break the routine. The FEDUPS man showed
up with another stack of manuscripts and took away the ones
Aleister finished packaging. The witch with the winged monkey
smiled less broadly. The people with the boxes on their heads now
seated themselves around a table to eat sandwiches.
Why do these paintings seem different every time
I look at them? I mean, a painting is a
painting. It stays the same century after century. I wonder if the
people in these paintings visibly age.

He brought two extra pairs of latex gloves
with him today. On the first day, the pair he wore got smudged with
ink. That offended him. Each time he placed a deposit slip on the
table by the mirror, he grew more apprehensive about being near it.
The flashing green arrow he could see on the floor gradually grew
brighter. It glowed stronger than yesterday and he no longer
refused to believe it to be real. It pointed directly at the
mirror.

The day trudged on. While returning to the
desk, after finishing the fourth deposit slip and placing it on the
table by the mirror, he heard a slap behind him. He turned and
found a letter-sized piece of paper lying on the table. He took it
back to his desk, sat down and began to read. As he read, he grew
quickly furious. It said,

Job Evaluation Summary

"Although here nine hours yesterday, you are being paid for
four hundred sixty six minutes (7 hours and 46 minutes). You
perpetually scratched, shifted and rubbed at your ridiculous rubber
gloves. You glanced perpetually at the paintings. You examined
familiar names on address labels with far too much interest. You
are simply going to have to work harder to achieve an offer of
salaried employment."

It was signed by Mrs. Gertrude Flaass,
executive director, Ronald Flaass Literary Agency.

Aleister grew livid. He
rose from his seat, feeling the blood rushing to his face in rising
anger. With his anger mitigated by fear, he straightened his shirt
and brushed back his hair before marching to the mirror. In
passing, he kicked a manuscript out of the way that burst open
scattering pages everywhere. He stopped directly in front of the
shimmering glass. His reflection revealed a disheveled young man,
head slightly forward and fists clenched in readiness for a fight.
His eyes flashed in anger and a faint layer of perspiration
moistened his forehead. He paused in surprise for a moment because
he saw nothing but his own reflection and it wasn't even a good
quality mirror. I don’t know what I
expected to see here. It’s only a mirror, after all.
The image sort of shimmered as though the mirror
needed to have its reflective coating refinished. Curious, he
reached out to touch it, but his fingers went right through the
shiny surface.

Suddenly, he felt a very strong hand grab
his wrist and yank him toward the mirror. He expected to hear the
shattering of glass, but he heard nothing except his breath being
knocked out of him as he landed on some grassy turf in a large
meadow.

 



Chapter 2

Never Ever Land

Aleister felt dazed. As his head stopped
swimming, he noticed the shimmering wall, in front of him, the
other side of the mirror. Through the mirror, his returning focus
allowed him to see the office of Ronald Flaass. He tried to stand
but got kicked back down by a big, beefy foot wearing a rubber
flip-flop. For the first time, he saw a large woman standing over
him.

"No one, and I do mean no one, goes back,
once they know of this place," she announced menacingly.

"What is this place?" Aleister, glanced
around himself. The meadow ran on into the distance ahead. To the
right, he saw a dense forest. To the right of the forest, a
hedgerow almost as tall as the forest blocked his view. He could
hear voices coming from beyond the hedges. A dirt path led from the
shimmering wall toward the hedgerow, disappearing into it.

"This," the woman spoke slowly with what
could not be mistaken as anything but great pride, "is Never Ever
Land."

Aleister finally made it
back to his feet and started toward the shimmering wall. The woman
stepped in front of him and stiff-armed him violently, pushing him
back three or four steps. He began eyeing her, assessing
her. If I charge her, maybe I could knock
her over and get back through the mirror. She reacted as though she could read his thoughts, bracing
herself for the impact.

Aleister caught his breath as he took in her
surreal stockiness. He guessed she stood at about five feet nine
inches and weighed somewhere around two hundred fifty pounds.
Matted, thin brown hair streaked with gray curls, loosely kept its
form with the help of bobby pins. The pocked face looking down at
him lacked adornment of any kind. Excessively long lobes retained
large holes where heavy earrings must have once habitually dangled.
A thick, truncated nose, overwhelmed by fat cheeks, poked out
almost cautiously under bulging eyes that overshadowed her other
features. They were dark and bloodshot with pin-point pupils.

Her low at the neck, sleeveless blouse
barely concealed ponderously heavy appendages that heaved back and
forth with her every movement. Her naked shoulders would have stood
out on a Green Bay Packer. Black, cut-off shorts fell above the
knee revealing legs muscular enough to drag a four-furrowed plow.
As Aleister sized her up, she eyed him furtively, preparing herself
for his next attempt to get back through the mirror. Aleister
considered his hundred ten pounds and thought better of challenging
her physically.

"Uh, may I ask who you might be?" he
ventured politely, a bit fearful of sounding too ingratiating.

"I am Mrs. Gertrude Flaass," Her glare
remained fixed on him. "I guard our gate, hire and fire clerical
assistants and generally oversee the operation. I am my husband's
office manager. Why couldn't you stay away from the mirror as I
repeatedly asked? We hoped to keep you, but we can always find
another. I've already sent the monkey to find your
replacement."

So, the monkey was real? No. Just a
minute, here. The monkey was not real and neither is this. This is
some kind of weird hallucination. I must be losing my mind.
He checked his latex gloves. Still there. Maybe this is
real. "So you’re telling
me the winged monkey in my bedroom was really there. None of this
makes any sense."

Mrs. Flaass guffawed, "The
monkey certainly is real. We send him out to bring us writers who
have real potential, to stop them before they get a legitimate
chance for publication. Only Mr. Flaass gets published, if we can
help it.” She placed her fists on her ample hips, tossed her head
in the air, a bit like a
horse, Aleister snickered to himself and
she continued with pride.

“His books are wonderful.
They're all written by computers and they all follow proven
formulas. You know what I'm talking about.” Her voice took on a
conspiratorial tone. “The flawed and conflicted main character
pursues a desperate cause, meets obstacle after obstacle, never
managing to succeed until the very end and if then, only by
accident or divine intervention."

"That's really unfair," protested Aleister.
"But that explains why I keep getting the feeling that I'm reading
the same book over and over when I buy new publications."

"It's very fair to us," she smiled demurely.
"We make millions on this scam and there's nothing you can do about
it because YOU are never ever going to leave Never Ever Land. No
one leaves here who knows about it, except us. And no one who is
here, ever gets published. Get it -- yet?"

"I demand to speak with Mr. Flaass,"
declared Aleister angrily, returning her glare.

"Oh you shall. You shall, Mr. Smiley," she
intoned menacingly. "Here he comes right now. "

Aleister looked in the direction of her
gaze, toward the end of the path near the hedgerows. In the
distance, he could see a very tall rabbit, but it walked rather
than hopped toward them. "Is Mr. Flaass a rabbit?" He asked with
sarcastic innocence.

"No," she practically snorted. "He thought
it was funny to wear that childish rabbit costume. Your name is
Aleister, right? You came through the looking glass, right? He was
chortling all day yesterday about 'Aleister through the looking
glass.' And he said 'how can we have Aleister through the looking
glass without a rabbit, a Cheshire cat and a chess game played by
playing card characters?'"

"But that was Alice, wasn't it?" "Of course
it was Alice,” she snapped. “But do you have any idea how hard it
is to find aspiring writers named Alice who are dumb enough to
accept the kind of job you took? He's obsessed with this nonsense.”
Her voice now took on the tones of a well-practiced recording.
“Why, if it weren't for me…"

The man dressed as a rabbit drew near and
Mrs. Flaass didn't want to be overheard. He towered over Aleister,
easily six feet tall and with the rabbit ears, close to eight. The
rabbit costume zipped up the front. Its design better suited the
wearer to be on all fours, not walking upright, so it stretched
oddly as he walked. Worse yet, the light blue outfit gave the
impression of being a child's pajamas, made for an adult. Aleister
watched in shocked dismay as Mr. Flaass came closer.

When he came within earshot, he stopped,
smiled and greeted Aleister with, "Well, well, Mr. Smiley. I didn't
think you'd last more than a day and I was right. I'm always right,
you know. Now that we have you in Never Ever Land, I'm relieved
that you will never ever be published and never, ever again have a
chance at outshining my works. I've stopped you." He rocked back on
his heels with obvious glee. If his rabbit suit had suspenders, his
thumbs would, no doubt, have been hooked in them.

"Mr. Flaass," began
Aleister, his anger rising again. "Don't you think that inundating
the market with books written by formula stifles true creativity,
cheapens the literature of our time and bores the desperate masses
into watching things like baseball, football and basketball for
their entertainment? If they HAD any good books to read, they'd
never waste their time on such mindless pastimes. Now I
know, you are
chiefly to blame for this abomination."

Flaass began sputtering, but before he could
reply, Mrs. Flaass interjected, "You'd better take it easy on him
if you know what's good for you, he can be very vindictive and
unforgiving. Don't forget, Mr. Smiley, Mr. Flaass owns stock in
thirteen football teams, twelve baseball teams, and thirty two
hockey teams."

Flaass, so devoted himself
to sputtering that he found himself unable to reply,
immediately. Maybe that's why,
thought Aleister, feeling a bit mean
himself, that all his letters are unsigned
and undated. But Aleister already knew the
reason for that.

"I must apologize."
Aleister softened his tone. "I indeed didn't know that Mr. Flaass
owns stock in sports teams. How rude of me to demean them." His
sarcasm was obviously lost on Flaass. Not
the brightest star on the horizon, is he? Aleister decided.

Flaass finally regained some of his
composure. He glanced angrily at Mrs. Flaass, then furiously at
Aleister. Then Flaass, once again playing the rabbit, ceremoniously
pulled out a large pocket watch and recited, "I'm great. I'm great.
I have no time to prate. No time to say reject because I'm great.
I'm great. I'm great." With that, Mr. Flaass began hopping away
toward the trees, but he stopped suddenly, only a few yards away.
He turned back toward Aleister and snarled. "You'd better make
yourself scarce, boy. If you're here when I get back, I'm going to
send my Preditors after you. You'll be harried right into the
ground, if you get my drift; rewrite after rewrite, for eternity,
until the end." He turned and stalked off, this time toward the
trees.

"Mrs. Flaass." Aleister turned toward the
woman, trying to sound reasonable. "Please allow me to go home.
Even if I told this story to others, no one would believe me."

"No," Mrs. Flaass sternly rejected the
thought. "If you try again, I'll assign a winged monkey to follow
you around to make sure you behave."

Aleister wrinkled his face
in distaste and mimicked the words, "Winged Monkey? Isn’t that a
sort of mixed metaphor? I mean, if this is supposed to
be Aleister through the looking
glass, winged monkeys don't fit. Isn't
that from The Wizard of
Oz?"

"Listen smart aleck," she snapped. "In Never
Ever Land, we can steal anybody's ideas. That we've done that will
never be known because, once here, a person Never Ever leaves."

"Mrs. Flaass," Aleister began trying again.
"Did the winged Monkey have anything to do with the explosion in my
apartment?"

"We had to get your attention some how,
didn't we?" She shrugged off the question.

Just then, they both
turned at a sound coming through the shimmering wall. The door to
Flass's office opened. A young woman entered wearing a torn
sweatshirt and faded jeans. "Oh no," muttered Aleister. "It's
Crystal Gooseworthy." Has she come to
visit me at work? Is she applying for a job? What's going
on?

"Oh good," oozed Mrs. Flaass. "We've
replaced you already."

They watched in silence as Crystal seated
herself at the desk and began filling out the application forms.
"It's time for you to leave," announced Mrs. Flaass. "So,
leave."

"Where can I go?" asked Aleister,
reasonably. "I don't know anyone here except you. I have no idea
where to go."

"Follow the path, fool. The only other
direction is across The Endless Meadow. You'll starve before you
get to the other side."

"What's on the other side of the Endless
Meadow?" asked Aleister. "And why is it called that if there's
another side to it?"

"No more questions, fool."
Her face took on a very menacing expression. Her huge eyes narrowed
and her lips drew themselves into thin, dark lines. She snapped her
fingers and in the distance, high in the sky, Aleister saw a figure
descending toward them. He quickly began backing away as it dawned
on him, It's a winged monkey.

Aleister glanced around quickly and headed
for the nearest cover, the forest. "Not a good choice, Smiley," he
heard Mrs. Flaass behind him.

At the edge of the forest, the thick
undergrowth along its edge stopped him. With another quick glance
at the flying monkey still descending toward him, much closer now,
he made up his mind. He ducked low, hoping to get under some of the
thick brush and through it to the more open area of the forest just
beyond, but before a moment passed, vines and stickers hopelessly
tangled his ankles and legs bringing him crashing to the ground.
The monkey landed a few feet away, just outside the thicket where
Aleister lay trapped and he hoped, protected. He could hear a sound
like chuckling. He remained motionless, trying to make himself
invisible.

After a few moments, he could no longer hear
the monkey chuckling but he remained silent and motionless, waiting
to see if it had given up or found him. He practically held his
breath in apprehension. More endless moments passed. Finally,
Aleister could hear the flutter of wings. Assuming the monkey gave
up and departed, he began examining just how he got himself so
tangled. The vines wrapped themselves around his ankles and legs,
as though they had done it intentionally. The vines trapped his
left wrist against his chest. His right hand was free. Using it, he
reached into his pocket and pulled out his pocketknife. Struggling
to get hold of the blade with the fingers of his trapped left hand,
he managed to get it open. As the knife snapped open, he felt an
immediate loosening of the vines around his chest, trapping his
left hand. Able finally to move, he sat up. He reached toward his
ankles with the intention of cutting the vines that imprisoned his
legs, but he heard a soft voice that stopped him, saying, "Please,
don't cut me."

"Who's talking to me?" Aleister demanded,
nervously looking around.

"It's me, Bush," said the bush.

"I've never heard of a talking bush,"
replied Aleister in disgust.

"It's Bush, pal, not bush," the bush answered. "I was
once a famous and powerful leader, depending on who you talk to.
There I was in my office one day, when this shimmering, one-way
floor mirror was delivered to me as a gift from Nancy Pelosi. Well.
I guess you know the rest. I didn’t know it was a one-way mirror
until it was too late."

"I thought only aspiring writers were
trapped here," ventured Aleister.

"That and anyone who Flaass grows to hate.
He hated me because of my border policies. He thought it was
amusing to turn me into a real bush and put me to work guarding his
borders. My job here is to trap anyone who tries to pass, hold them
till Flaass shows up and transmogrifies them into something that
pleases him. He likes to turn people into things related to their
names. My name is Bush, so, here I am. I'll be a vine till the end
of time or until someone puts an end to Never Ever Land. I did this
to myself because I argued with him about opening the borders
between the real world and this one. Just think of it, I told him.
Free trade is good for everyone’s economy."

"I guess it helps the poorer of the two who
are trading," Aleister speculated. "It seems to me that it sort of
brings them both to the same level. I think Flaass likes things the
way they are here."

"Not altogether," moaned the bush. "He's a
life member of the ‘Roger Baldwin Litigation League.' Like them, he
wants to put an end to private ownership of property, except for
his own, of course. I argued with that idea and in his anger, he
turned me into what I am today. Never confuse a literary agent with
facts."

Aleister's feet were completely free by now,
but suddenly he heard the flutter of monkey wings coming in. He
began crawling toward the forest. "Be careful in there," cautioned
the bush. "Almost every living thing you meet in this forest was at
one time a free human being. The thing is that in time, they forget
that and begin to believe they were always what they became here in
Never Ever Land. Some are trees. Some are wildcats. Some are
snakes, and you never ever know what they're going to do."

"How can I get home?" whispered Aleister, as
the sound of a sickle cutting through the bushes reached his ears.
"I mean how can I get out of Never Ever Land?"

"There's no way out that I know of," groaned
the bush, obviously in great pain. "The birds who stop here
sometimes talk of an Evil Queen somewhere in the East, but they
never mention her name. They always call her 'you know who,' and
'she whose name cannot be mentioned.' They say if you go to her
realm, it's the end, even, of Never Ever Land. What a horrible
thought! You must hurry. They'll get to you soon if you stay
here."

"Will you be alright? They're cutting you
all up."

"Don’t worry. I’m a natural outgrowth from
stalwart roots. I’ll grow back in time."

"If I continue into the forest, will I be
able to find food? What's in there? Are there any other people who
are really people or are they all converted plants and animals,
like, uh, you?"

"You don't really have much choice. I heard
what Flaass told you, that if he ever sees you again, you'll be
sorry. When Flaass makes a threat like that, take it seriously.
Many didn't, to their great regret. I heard Gertrude call you
'Smiley.' Is that your name?"

"Yes. Aleister Smiley."

"He'd probably turn you into a smiling
Cheshire Cat," the bush continued. “I heard him mention Cheshire
Cats, too. He probably thought a big smile too positive, though,
for this place. He's not a very positive type of guy. He probably
hates himself. He can't have any self-respect. Look at his life
style. He's practically owned by that big woman and the only
creative work he ever did was things like choosing that blue rabbit
suit he's wearing. Now go. They're getting closer."

Aleister silently crept into the darkness of
the forest. He glanced back over his shoulder and saw several
winged monkeys tangled in the wide spread branches. It had their
arms and wings wrapped tightly at their sides so they could no
longer swing their sickles or fly to freedom. They began shrieking
in rage, demanding to be released, but the bush just tightened its
hold. "Hurry," he could hear it calling urgently to him. "Run!"

He headed deeper into the forest, running
blindly. After he covered about a hundred yards, he turned ninety
degrees to the right, and continued for another hundred. He kept
going in that direction with the intention of zigzagging farther
into the darkness when he saw light ahead, another end to the
forest. He stopped, listening. Branches of nearby trees slowly
reached toward him. He could hear soft voices all around him saying
things like "Help me," and "Please wait."

How many people has Flaass
trapped in here? How many are writers and
how many could be people Flaass simply disliked? How will I ever
get out of here?

***

Crystal Gooseworthy feared
the worst after her visit with "Al," as she thought of him. Because
of his size, he always seemed so vulnerable and now he stuck
himself in a job with that rotten crook,
Ronald Flaass.

When she approached the door with the sign
"Ronald M. Flaass, Literary Agency," she too heard the door unlock
itself as she approached. The only difference in her experience of
Flaass's office was the personal note signed by Gertrude Flaass,
herself.

Dear Ms. Gooseworthy,

We're so glad you're here. Our last
assistant didn't stay very long and we are in desperate need of
clerical help. Please provide the basic information we ask for and
we hope you can consider starting immediately.

It was signed Mrs. Gertrude Flaass, Office
Manager.

Crystal wasn't as daunted by the mirror as
Aleister. She knew what she looked like too and enjoyed looking at
herself. She checked out the mirror before doing anything else, but
when she tried to brush a fleck of dust off of its surface so she
could see herself better, she was pulled directly through it. Mrs.
Flaass was extremely angry.

"It is so hard to find clerical assistants
who can follow instructions," she snarled as she shook Crystal by
her arm. "You just wait here till Mr. Flaass arrives."

"Who are you?" Crystal demanded as she shook
herself loose. "What is this place?"

When Flaass came hopping up in his rabbit
suit, Crystal found herself shocked almost to silence. Almost.
"What's with the rabbit pajamas?" She jabbed. "Blue, no less. I
guess that's because you're a BOY? I thought literary agents were
grown ups…"

That's as far as she got. Flaass began
grinning demonically. Glaring at her, he raised his hand, frowning
evilly. "Crystal Gooseworthy is it? Now, do I want a goose or a
crystal? A crystal, I think. What kind of crystal should I make her
Gertrude? I know. I always wanted a nice diamond ring. I'll make
her a diamond.

Crystal began feeling very strange. Suddenly
she was lying on the grass. Flaass approached her, bent over and
picked her up. He held her up to his eye looking at her closely.
"Not bad. Not bad, if I do say so myself," Flaass muttered as he
placed the new ring on his finger. "I'll only wear it for a few
days, Gertrude, then I'll give it to you if you wish? Would you
like to be wearing this big diamond ring?"

"I think so, Ronnie. Diamonds are a girl's
best friend."

Crystal started screaming. Flaass put his
fingers in his ears. That really didn't help much because the act
of bringing his hands close to his head brought Crystal that much
closer to one of his ears. Finally, in desperation, he took off the
ring and held it up in front of his face. Loudly he announced, "If
you don’t shut your mouth and keep it shut, I will turn you into a
lump of coal and set you on fire. Is that clear?"

Crystal stopped screaming.

 



 Chapter
3

The F’a Q

Arriving at the edge of
the forest, Aleister discovered a large meadow. He knew this
couldn’t be the Endless Meadow, because he could see the other side
of it. People of all sorts gathered, some of them wearing party
hats. A few collected into a small group at one side of the meadow,
to the left, and there entertained the others with musical
instruments. Many just watched, while some sang along. To the
right, along the other side of the meadow, a large canopy sheltered
a picnic area. Several large tables pushed together, formed a long
buffet and a procession of people stood waiting with plates in
their hands. FOOD! Aleister’s mouth watered. And yes. I
am hungry.

In the center of the
meadow a rotisserie turned slowly over a large fire.
Oh my gawd.
What is that? He walked
closer, having to practically elbow his way in to get nearer to the
fire and close enough to see. A large human figure rotated slowly
on the spit. It wore thick, meat-ball glasses and looked just like
a famous author from Bangor Maine. What is
his name? It's right on the tip of my tongue. Is it Queen? Prince?
Duke? It's something like that. Monarch? Whatever.

"Oh don't worry," chuckled a large mole
standing next to Aleister. "It's a giant soy burger. We're eating
him in effigy. We do this about once each week. Every time a writer
gets published who becomes successful, Flaass orders what he calls
an F'a Q. That's sort of short for an Effigy Barbecue. And no one's
ever allowed to actually say their names. It's a sort of liability
issue. Flaass is terrified of liability issues, but he still does
this every week out of pure jealousy."

"Last week we ate someone from Newburg New
York. He writes formula detective novels. Flaass especially hates
it when someone else is successful with formula works. They called
the plates, ‘plattersons.’ I have no idea why."

Aleister observed this talkative mole with
interest. He had never seen a talking mole before, but he was
getting used to hearing things speak to him that couldn't normally
talk. "Are you really a mole?" he politely inquired.

The mole looked up at him with small,
doleful, myopic eyes. Aleister found the mole's act of looking up
to be quite agreeable. Hardly anyone on Earth could look up at him.
Aleister’s height didn’t permit that. Everyone looked down at him,
but not this mole. This one stood quite tall, for a mole, almost
five feet in fact, and it was standing on its hind legs. Its huge,
front paws sported claws over six inches long and its nose actively
tasted the smells on the air from the barbecue as it spoke. "Yes,
but I wasn’t always a mole." remonstrated the mole. "Flaass made me
into a mole. He thought it was funny because my name is Le Molier.
He laughed about making me a Lemming. I'm glad he didn't do that. I
might have drowned by now. You can call me Leonard if you want.
That's my first name."

As they joined the F’a Q’s buffet line,
Aleister took two paper plates and handed one to the mole, not
quite sure how the mole would be able to handle it with those large
claws and no real hands. He took it in both paws and when he needed
to put something on the plate, he would lay the plate down. Once,
when they got to the platters of sausages the mole called "little
stevies," he put his plate down, ate three of them right then and
there and grinning at Aleister, he put three more on his plate.
They were like Swedish meatballs. When Aleister tried the first
one, it was justifiably, with great suspense.

Later at the picnic table, as they ate,
Aleister asked, "Is there any way you've heard of, that we can get
out of Never Ever Land?"

"No," the mole answered with resigned tones.
"I've only heard rumors and innuendoes, but no one really knows and
if they do know, they already left. One thing I have learned is
that Flaass doesn't own the only mirror. There are numerous domains
here. Each one is run by another literary agent or publisher and
they all have their own mirror. But there is one idea I haven't
been able to track down. There does seem to be a border. It's where
'you know who' lives. No one goes there." He continued eating.

"How does one get to the land of 'you know
who?'"

"Oh, you don't want to go there," quibbled
the mole. "She's evil. Everyone says so. She's the one behind this
place, its inventor and keeper. Without her, none of this would be
possible."

"So," Aleister continued with fierce
determination in his voice. "If 'you know who' is the inventor and
keeper of Never Ever Land and without her none of this could be
possible, then we need to eliminate her. If she's gone, then this
place couldn't exist; right?"

The mole stopped eating. He looked up at
Aleister in shocked realization and agreement. "You're right," he
answered softly. "It could be dangerous. I don't know if I want to
get involved with something like that. If Flaass found out, he'd
have me for his next F’a Q."

Suddenly they heard loud voices followed by
screaming. Before Aleister could even look around to see what was
causing the disturbance, the mole grabbed him, half dragging him
while he explained, "the winged monkeys are coming. Quick! Get
under cover!"

Once safely in the forest and under a big
clump of bushes, the mole explained while he quickly dug a burrow,
"Flaass raids these parties if there's anyone he's looking for, and
there's almost always someone, he's looking for."

Aleister watched in horror as two winged
monkeys lifted off, carrying a squirming goat. Each of the two
monkeys had a hold on one of the goat's horns. The goat was
bleating pitifully and trying to kick at the monkeys. With a jolt,
Aleister realized this was an unusual looking goat. It was wearing
horned rimmed glasses. He glanced around the meadow trying to see
if any more winged monkeys were still there.
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