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Chapter 1
Nature Might Have Heard
Because Rod could not bear the thought of killing his father with his bare hands, he looked around for a knife to stab him in the eye. He had read about that in a gun magazine. If you have to shoot someone to save your life and are only armed with a pip-squeak .22 or .25 caliber pistol, aim for the nose or eyes, because no bone is in the way, just a bit of soft tissue between the bullet and the brain. But Rod didn’t have a gun. He could find a knife in the kitchen. This used to be his home.
He ran past his seated father, who stared with calm eyes at the setting sun. He ran past his stepmother, who stood leaning against the sofa, clutching a house robe to her chest as though hiding behind it. Of pinkish-mauve silk with a fox collar, the robe was not worth the price she paid.
“I live in a shit box so your wife can wear a dead dog around her neck,” Rod growled as he entered the kitchen.
“Janice deserves nice things, Son,” Phil quietly asserted.
Janice fearfully thrust out the robe to passing Rod as though offering a sacrifice. Heading for the blades, he did not see her offer.
“Not when I’m trying to pay for your last operation!”
As Rod pulled open a cabinet drawer and began furiously digging among the utensils, setting up a small clamor as though a horrible machine had broken, its sharp parts clashing, Janice looked between the men, seeking an answer. Because Phil faced away and Rod bent over the drawer of loud weapons, Janice could not see their faces. She saw disaster.
“Son, you can’t kill someone for money,” Phil stated earnestly, and his wife cried out to Rod:
“I could have loved you like a son!”
“That would make me an S.O.B.,” Rod growled, shoving serving spoons aside.
“At least you’re not threatening Janice. Even though she’s the one doing all the spending.”
The first weapon Rod grabbed was a cheap citrus knife with curved, serrated blade and plastic handle. He grimaced to think of the ragged cut those ugly teeth would make in a living thing.
With knife in hand, he slammed the drawer shut. Whirling to Phil, Rod saw a picture on the wall beside his head. Hung with a string from each corner, a childish heart brandished one yellow word: Mom, affection rendered in inkjet. Seeing the wrong mother, Rod viciously cut the string, and the picture fell into the sink, revealing a framed image behind. In this faded photograph, Rod as a boy stood with his mother against a lush suburban background of bougainvilleas and moonflower vines. In the sink, water dripped against the heart, causing a white spot like a gash. With the second drop, the ink began running, a red drizzle drooling along the page, proceeding down the drain.
Rod was learning that route.
“My kids made me that!” Janice cried.
He ran to her, one hand against his chest. The other hand held the fruit knife, which furiously stabbed at Janice’s robe. Breathless, she dropped the garment and retreated as though dissolving. Despite Rod’s fury, the flexible knife blade slipped against the limp fabric, causing no damage. Rod continued with the ugly, empty gesture another moment before dropping the robe and running to the exit, having failed profoundly at killing.
He entered his old station wagon and floored it. Rod was driving too fast on a narrow street when the low sun’s light caused a glint against the chrome windshield trim and the knife in his hand. He still held the foolish weapon, gripping the knife handle and the steering wheel as though to squeeze their life out. But they had no life.
As he tried to relax, to release, the knife fell point down, slipping through the frayed threads of his old jeans, sticking in the top of his leg a moment before toppling to the floorboard. Blood dripped like ink, heading down.
He entered the parking lot of Bubba Butch’s Bar & Grill. The sign’s three uppercase B’s had been outlined in red and squared at the top and bottom. They resembled K’s.
Rod resembled a banker, except for his tee-shirt splattered with mortar mix.
Florida’s dry, early autumn had desiccated the shell surface. The tan expanse might have been a small square of African desert. Dust puffed up around a patron’s shoes as he stepped to the saloon. Before Rod could turn off his engine, he saw his goal. A pickup truck with a wooden bed of nailed-together studs swiped from a job-site shot from the parking lot. Both Troy and Travis Pelt were in the cab. They were average for young men who could take off work in the middle of the day to shoot someone. The gnarly brothers had ragged moustaches and hair slopped around their ears as though spilled, heading for lower ground.
The height of hell.
Scowling, Rod stomped the throttle and followed.
“Gimme my money!” he shouted, but the Pelts were a half block ahead. “You bastards own me!”
The pickup ripped along suburban streets, drawing frowns from elder folks, scattering squirrels who never seemed to know the right direction. Rod followed the Pelts into a rundown neighborhood, proceeding to a small house with a new Porsche parked in the drive beside an upside-down motorcycle with only one wheel. A dozen bike fenders leaned against the spray-crete finished walls. Six forks sat beneath trees, and two iron barrels waited on the front stoop for liners. Not much was rusty.
The Pelts leapt from their truck and ran to the front door. Rod did not understand why Travis in the lead had a furious glare, yet his younger brother carried the .30-30 lever action. Rod did not understand why he followed.
Entering, Rod pulled the shaky screen door closed behind as Travis glared at his ex, Corinna, and a middle-forties, balding black man with suit and tie and briefcase. They all ignored Rod, who no longer felt the murderer. Travis had usurped that position.
“I caught a black-ass foreign motherfucker with my wife!” Travis screeched, barely finding enough breath.
“Ex-wife,” Troy pointed out.
Incandescent ceiling fixtures with stained diffusers cast a brownish light. Every surface, from drapes to ceiling, had the apparent patina of old newspaper. Being a lady, Corinna appeared soft and pink in the light, not yellowed and brittle. A few long-neck beer bottles sat on the coffee table, the row as tidy as a picket fence. One glass ashtray held one smoldering cigarette lit right before the invasion.
Corinna stared at her husband with the same expression Janice had when Rod threatened with a knife.
“Don’t be dumb, hon’,” she said to her ex, trying to smile. “Mr. Benedict is a torney trying to help me with the bills. You never do.”
Despite a fear that made his face seem lead, Charles Benedict managed to smile.
“Why, I am performing pro bono service to become initiated into the wondrous U.S. legal system.”
Troy looked to his brother with scorn while holding out the rifle for him to take. Rod could understand Travis’ anger, but not his brother’s disdain. Rod stepped between the Pelt brothers, his leg brushing the rifle muzzle. The Pelts looked to him as though he were a ghost or a maniac. Corinna wondered of her ex-husband’s accomplice. She saw a tall guy she almost recognized, no butt to speak of, wavy hair, in his thirties with long, lithe muscles. She didn’t know that all block layers have strong arms and bad backs.
“You two need to give me my money so I don’t have to call the cops,” Rod demanded.
Travis whirled to Corinna with even greater anguish.
“If you call the cops on me again, it’ll go hard on you and your boy!”
From another room came the sound of a weeping child.
“Shut up, you brat,” Travis shouted over his shoulder. “I ain’t never hardly beat you. Now I’m gonna have to kill the motherfucker probably your real daddy!”
Peering through his bedroom doorway, the boy saw that rifle. Instantly he retrieved history, again experiencing the finest time of his life. Deer hunting last summer. They saw one deer, and no one shot it. A doe. He remembered the smell of endless pines. He remembered that tents can be mansions when filled with family love.
His uncle had taken him.
“If you ain’t using this lawyer, I will,” Rod spoke loudly. “I just learned something about killing for family matters.
“It’s only forty bucks, Rod,” Troy said.
“Hey, Mr. Benedict, I need to sue these assholes, and I need to get my father divorced.”
Travis only heard something inside. He faced Troy, reaching for the rifle with shaking hand.
“Are you gonna give me that thing?”
“It’s right here, brother.”
“If you do, I’ll have to use it!”
“No you won’t,” Rod insisted. “I had a knife in my hand ready to kill my daddy. I learned not to use it. You ain’t so dumb you can’t learn.”
A visual pop took Rod’s attention. An exterior light fixture’s sensor had snapped a circuit closed, the 400-watt bulb illuminating the back yard. With that flash, time stopped for Rod. Life’s progression became a blink that ended. Lit by the fixture, a white flower the size of a man’s face popped in his vision like a camera flash. Rod could smell it: sweet, exotic.
“Hey, time to stop before we come to the electric chair,” Rod stated calmly.
“They use a gas chamber now,” Troy said. “Jail is the best place I ever lived.”
After those words, Troy thrust the rifle toward his brother. Rod stood near enough to touch either man. Travis extended his arm, but did not take the weapon. Corinna looked behind, toward a bedroom door. Appearing ready to weep, Charles looked to his briefcase on the coffee table. With Charles’ glance, Rod noticed the ashtray and thought of smoke. Not cigarettes, but burning. Burning from within. What would an electric chair do to your lungs?
When Charles spoke, he seemed to be praying.
“I went the wrong way,” he moaned. “Instead of following money to America, I should have gone back, to the old ways. The ancients in Bamosa found a release from death, if one has the courage to follow.”
“You can help me instead of dying,” Rod told him. “I need to change my way of life.”
“Only death will do that, and it is coming to me!”
And Travis screamed:
“You’re fucking my bitch, you ought to die! It’s killing me!”
Finally Travis snatched the rifle from Troy and whirled to Charles.
“I pray to the god who created himself and our living that your heart be cleansed of hatred,” the attorney implored.
“I’ll clean it by getting rid of you!” Travis hollered, poking the muzzle toward Charles’ face, stabbing him with the threat.
Those celling lights, like inner stars, reflected the sheen of polished steel.
Corinna slowly placed both hands against her face. Troy retreated one step. Rod considered stepping in between.
“Wait, wait!” Charles blurted, staring at that rifle. “I have something for you that will spare me.”
Holding out both shaking hands, Charles bent unsteadily to his briefcase.
“What could he have that would make you ‘spare’ him?” Troy wondered.
Upon opening his briefcase, Charles had to make a choice. Standing nearest, Rod saw Charles touch a pale box. He had never seen untanned, white leather.
“I have herbs here that will soothe all of our spirits,” Charles gasped, nearly weeping.
Finally deciding, Charles removed a handgun. Waving the autoloader at the Pelts, he fired four shots, hitting Rod once, no one else.
“That’ll do it,” Rod said, and dropped to his knees.
Behind that door, the boy grasped the essential goal of hunting, and retched. Corinna turned and ran to her child. Troy retreated another step, uncertain of the path to hell.
Rod could not believe the pain. Like a hot spike in his chest. He could not avoid falling to his face. The dying have no control over life.
Collapsing, he exhaled his final breath.
“Sorry, Dad,” he said, and died.
If subordinate to an increate deity, nature might have heard.
Chapter 2
The Idea Of Life
The dreadful glory of perfect nothing beckoned. No source suggested itself as the instigator of this future, and he had exhausted his past, a time of life, which he had abandoned. Being bodiless and brainless, left with only existential shards, he could neither feel nor contemplate the way ahead, beyond the end, which invited him to nothing, or worse.
Arriving at the nexus that would form his demise, he found himself too lifeless to be capable of decision. But he had to confront the future, for his present had been killed. He had to simultaneously continue and conclude within the realm of one confronting juncture:
...Peace: removal of strife and pain~
...The end: the resolution of personal existence~
...The truth: the cause for his position, the answer to his life without question~
...Satisfaction, in the sense of fulfillment and finality~
Any of these possibilities would end him, an invitation to a destiny of disaster. How to survive the ultimate judgment when incapable of choice? Suffering a solution, he endured the ultimate incompetence of facing only oneself.
Seen through the windows, a row of barns for milking cattle sat on patchy grass. The barn foundations showed rotted wood and the joints of the tin roofs were loose, split like the lids on the patient’s eyes.
Inside the lab building, fresh plaster and paint complemented the new acoustical ceiling and the smell of antiseptics. Two rows of glassy rooms faced across a narrow corridor. Inside one room, a med tech wielding a blood plasma densitometer stood over a corpse that breathed.
Down the hall, in the most important patient’s room, the facility’s hierarchy stood near a television monitor and conference camera that faced him. Him, a man, adult, a person capable of sensing himself, no longer lost in a deathly abyss. He could not see himself, but no observer could have determined his age by viewing his face. That face held sagging flesh, skin cratered with sores, half-closed eyes like dark slits. His own father would not recognize him, though he stared sadly via camera. Elihu Rohmer did not have the visage of a U. S. Senator, but a grieving father.
“Welcome, Senator. I am so sorry to have to greet you under these circumstances. You have my utter condolences.”
Hauser, the suited man who spoke, was fifty-four with brilliant blue eyes and a round head with no hair. Dr. Pink stood beside him, a tall man of similar age with a ponytail trailing down his lab coat. The camera could not see these men, only the prostrate patient and a med tech standing near who wore full protective gear, gas mask and impermeable suit.
“I, I want to see him in person one last time.”
The suited man adjusted the knot of his tie. He seemed to be strangling himself.
“Of course you can see the remains, Senator. But the corpse is too contaminated. We have to perform the cremation immediately.”
“AIDS isn’t that contagious,” the senator growled, his eyes flicking back and forth. “Where is Dr. Pink?”
“Well removed. Your son was infected with the world’s most virulent strain,” the suited man replied with assurance. “If this type of AIDS becomes widespread, the world will suffer an epidemic.”
“Hauser, I thought he was healing!” the senator cried, scarcely able to contain his tears.
The patient wanted to leap up and run, but could not even move his eyes. He could barely see through the slits of his swollen lids. He could almost, almost remember facing eternity at the border of life and death. Who had selected this heinous end for him, this hideous new beginning?
“Sadly, we were not in time,” Hauser professed. “Had we received more funding, sooner, we might have been able to spare your boy. But one day, we will succeed, and Mankind will be cured of AIDS. If only Congress allows us to continue God’s work.”
“You’re trying to bullshit a politician?” the senator from South Dakota growled, his eyes still moist. “I’ll take care of Congress. You’re better with corpses.”
And the face disappeared, replaced with rasterized snow.
“Can I get out of this now, please?” asked the med tech.
Dr. Pink nodded, and the tech began removing his protective outfit.
“Help me with him,” Dr. Pink instructed the tech.
The two men bent over the patient and began removing his make-up, soon revealing a normal face that would have to change.
“Let’s get him to the plastic surgeon, all right?” Hauser growled, emulating the senator’s hard voice.
“The ambulance is ready,” Dr. Pink replied as he concluded removing a mask worthy of a big-budget movie.
“If it were up to me, I’d let him pass on.”
“But I have cured him of AIDS!” the doctor asserted.
“Dr. Pink, your ‘cure’ caused brain damage. It caused loss of memory and intellect. Should I tell the senator that his son is now more of a schoolboy than a scholar?”
Dr. Pink looked only to the patient as techs placed him on a narrow gurney.
“The spirits of righteousness will grant us success,” Dr. Pink stated. “We will continue with the ancient wisdoms until we find their great truth.”
Hauser scoffed aloud, like a schoolboy.
“You gripe because I’d like to see him rest, yet you’re using voodoo to ruin his mind?”
“You don’t care about him,” Dr. Pink insisted. “You just want to protect your career.”
“Don’t you?” Hauser scowled. “If he’s recognized, it would probably mean jail time for us.”
“The decision is courageous and correct. He must be allowed his life. In no other way can we learn of our success in applying the ancient knowledge.”
Hauser laughed like an unpleasant adult.
“Pink, if the oldies were so great, why did they die out?”
“The answer to life is not death,” the doctor stated. “If an ancient technology truly found the answer to the cycle of living and dying, they would not remain where death could reach them.”
“So, when are you going to learn the whole truth?” Hauser asked, trying not to smirk. “Then we all can stop this living and dying bullshit.”
“I fear one cannot learn the answer while alive,” Dr. Pink replied. “Perhaps this man will be the first.”
* * *
No time seemed to pass for the patient as he found himself in a private hospital. Before him stood Hauser and Vernon Nielsen, a pleasant-looking gent with greying hair and slender moustache. The two men stared at a face obscured by bandages.
“He’s all yours now, Vernon,” Hauser said. “The AIDS Project was able to finagle one whole agent for a senator’s son.”
“We in the F.B.I. do have some resources behind us,” Vernon chuckled.
“I think turning him loose is crazy,” Hauser had to say.
“What else could be done?”
“Keep him in some facility for study. Pink says he might die anyway.”
“He’s alive now, and quite healthy.”
“But he’s supposed to be dead,” Hauser asserted. “Even his father thinks so.”
“Keep him locked up how long, forever?” Vernon replied. “That would be worse than insane. That would be un-American.”
“We could always put him down.”
“Like a dog, Hauser?”
“I like dogs. Did you ever eat a puppy?”
“I hope not.”
“I had one in Thailand. They roast them on the street.”
“Did it taste like chicken?
“No, like human.”
Struck again with existential dissonance, the confused man could not understand if he had been recalling or reliving those medical events. But he felt that he wanted to leave the realm. He wanted to get away, which is the same as continue, not rest.
Crying out with his essence more than his voice, he expressed the idea of life.
Chapter 3
The Land Of Blue Jeans
In the nation of Kharnstan, nearer Uzbekistan than Afghanistan, a teenage girl walked along a brick street older than her grandparents. Stepping down a curved incline, Aeva Tbolski could see the Yerov Mountains beyond the village, past the grand city of Saralsk, near enough to touch with her vision, but too far to travel for a family that owned no car, only a moped.
She placed her hands in her back pockets, though only the fingers, because the pants were too tight to accept her palms. Never before had Aeva owned so grand a luxury as American blue jeans, despite the garment’s being too small, and used. The jeans had only one rent in the left knee, and some fraying at the right hem. No matter. No matter that she had apprenticed the entire summer in a stinking canning plant to earn the money. What mattered was that a man ran behind Aeva to snatch her hands out of her pockets while snarling:
“I’ll have that ass of yours!”
Aeva tried to run, but the assailant had already lifted her from the roadway. She tried to scream, but he crushed her throat in the crook of one arm. Aeva was waiting for the best moment to strike out his eyes with her fingernails when he threw her to the ground behind an oxen shed. And she sensed his person, mainly his scent. Oily, anise, alcohol. Then the man fell on her, shoving his knee against her abdomen.
Aeva lost her breath, and her fear. The pain that came felt horribly intimate, a hot spike in her abdomen, as though her intestines were torn. Worse was the shock throughout her body that told only of death. Aeva could form no act, no response. Her body had no need but to breathe. No thoughts of struggling came to Aeva as the man denuded her. She felt no loss for the ripped and ruined jeans. She felt scant pain from her abraded vaginal walls as the man ruined her virginity. She did not smell his body odor as he pressed her small form between his knees, biting her neck enough to draw blood. This was not her only loss of blood. Despite her pain and shock and unparalleled fear, she could think, the idea of excellence coming as a memory, Aeva feeling that the best time in her life was when her parents did not deride her for wanting to learn American English or travel to her homeland’s mountains. Now this unknown assailant brought the ultimate in derision.
He could have been related.
The return of breath into her body came as so complete a relief that Aeva did not notice the man’s orgasmic end. Having his bulk away from her, finally, came as a breath of clean air after leaving the canning plant. Then she began feeling pain, but only the dead are senseless.
The living dead would disabuse her of that idea.
Upon returning home, bent Aeva felt pride to refrain from weeping or screaming. Her parents screamed.
“Ah!” her exasperated mother cried. “You have ruined your extravagant costume, no doubt from romping with Westerners.”
“Mother, I was assaulted!” Aeva groaned.
“No doubt from wearing that whorishly tight outfit,” her father asserted. “Typical of America: amoral.”
“In America,” Aeva maintained, “people are not punished for their appearance.”
“Unless they are of color,” her father noted. “You know little of the world.”
“You know little of our home to soil our floor with your stain only to impress us with the troubles you brought upon yourself,” Mrs. Tbolski added.
Their home, not Aeva’s. She no longer lived in that abode. Aeva spent her first night away, her first night as an adult, on a scratchy woolen carpet before a too-hot fire that seemed destructive and purifying at once. Aeva did not know this family. In later years, she would not remember their name, but her energy had selected their front door for its ending.
No one in this family suggested a hospital, the nearest of which lay beyond the range of their ancient autocar. The two women of the household examined and cleaned Aeva, aiding her more with their generosity than their pity. Aeva could not eat, but had stopped bleeding, aided by dressings from her new friends.
The following morning, wearing a skirt much too large for her figure, Aeva visited the village physician. Accompanied by his wife, a nurse’s surrogate, the doctor did little more to Aeva than apply formal bandages to her neck and bottom, then request payment.
The idea of rape flashed through her again. How unfair of Aeva to have this feeling. Should not the doctor be reimbursed for his services? Aeva could only reply that:
“The man who ravaged me left me with nothing.”
“He stole your money?” the doctor asked.
“No, he stole my ass. I had no money. You might send a request for payment along to my parents.”
She gave their name and address, then left. Walking felt terrible, but walking away felt fine.
Beyond, she saw the Yerov Mountains, clean and consoling in their severe, serene beauty. Aeva would walk to the mountains, or the grand city that intervened in her desire: Saralsk.
Beginning her trek along that lengthy road, Aeva passed the canning plant where she had worked that summer. Intending to allow herself no further harm by walking to exhaustion in her injured state, she waited for a truck to depart. The trucks always proceeded to Saralsk. A narrow truck with tall wire wheels soon passed Aeva as she sat on a rise by the roadway. Aeva stood, shouting toward the driver:
“I would beseech a man of grace to allow me to ride with him to Saralsk!”
The man had begun blushing even before stopping his vehicle. Though unaware of his name, Aeva knew this driver as a bashful person who would scarcely even greet the ladies. Surely, this was the twisted sort who killed pets and tormented children.
He allowed her to ride, not speaking a single word. That initial smile he provided Aeva seemed to pain him. The mountains seemed to grow no larger, but Saralsk became a village fit for gods. As the driver stopped his truck, Aeva leapt out and waved to him with her grandest smile.
“That good fortune bless you even as you blessed me with your aid!” she called out brightly.
He hung his head and left, looking around to see if any pedestrians noticed his extravagant life in receiving blessings from a child.
Limping in her center, Aeva began walking, soon arriving at a church. Upon entering, she thought the small building a nursery, for Aeva saw no crucifixes, but many living plants, and water basins rippled by fish and frogs. Instead of pews, the nave held stones and polished logs for seating. Lit candles sparkled high and low, like stars in the night sky.
A man approached. He could have been her father, her rapist, or her teacher.
“What deity is worshiped here?” she asked.
“In history, the wisest gods worship nature,” the man replied.
She now recognized him as a priest.
“If my wife prepares a meal and I clean the utensils after we eat, what might your part be?” the man wondered of Aeva.
“I would prevent a person from starving by eating myself.”
“No need to eat yourself when my wife has a pear consommé in the oven.”
The man laughed. Aeva smiled. This action no longer hurt her crotch. He turned, and she followed him. This act would last for years, repeated in the New World with a man of unaccountable life.
Leaving the sanctuary, passing closed and open doorways, Aeva noticed a familiar odor. An odor that violently drew her.
She jerked the latch of the door transmitting that stench. Before the door swung open, she saw a small sign, carved in green wood, wet with resin: Nature’s Greatness. Inside, Aeva found several crates, as those for potatoes, but these the size of men. All but one were empty. One contained a man. A proven rapist.
“Wormwood,” the priest informed Aeva. “A type of poison, and a type of intoxicant. Like life itself. Death is not the finest part of life, but the most final.”
Years later, a man in the land of blue jeans would contradict this belief.
Chapter 4
Nowhere Is Nothing
In Murdock Regional Medical Center, Okeeda County, Florida, the Quality Control and Quality Assurance specialist concluded her evaluation of the morgue facilities.
The attendant accompanying her stared only a moment before pulling #19 open. He could not, he could not be hearing a sound behind that handle. But he did. Opening the door, the tech discovered a man distressed to find himself both alive and shot in the chest.
“This is a catastrophic failing of your facility!” Quality Assurance wheezed upon seeing a flailing body on a dead man’s slab.
The morgue attendant had already grabbed his phone.
“We need a code team in the morgue,” he sharply requested.
“You need a code team where?” came the voice over his line.
“We have a trauma in the morgue. A patient is having a type of, uh, heart attack.”
The code team arrived as Quality Control tried to determine how to enter this event into her laptop’s data base.
“Just say we brought a dead man back to life,” the attendant suggested while watching the code team crisply move around the patient.
“Either that,” she replied, “or you can’t tell the difference between embalming and surgery.” Then she added:
“This patient wasn’t iced, was he, because of his heart?”
“No, they didn’t chill his brain to do surgery on his heart, because he was brain dead when he arrived.”
After stabilizing the patient, the trauma physician sent him up to the operating room, stat.
“This man needs surgery for that bullet wound in his chest. I think it hit the heart.”
“What was the cause of death?” a nurse asked. “You know what I mean.”
“According to the records, he died from shock.”
The bullet had ripped some heart tissue, nothing that would not heal in an otherwise healthy person. A healthy living person. After two hours of patching and repairing, the surgery team sent their patient along to Recovery in stable condition. The hospital then informed the authorities, and the F.B.I. arrived.
* * *
Through half-open eyes, he watched a silent argument. Recognizing the gent with grey hair and skinny moustache from another dream, Rod reached to his face, but felt no pustules. In that dream, he had been in a different hospital. He had been horribly injured, his face nearly destroyed, wrapped in gauze like a mummy. He remembered nothing more. Perhaps he had suffered that discomforting dream minutes earlier or the previous night. No matter. It was only a dream.
Rod began fading out again. Just dozing, not dying, he hoped. He saw a groggy scene of a police lieutenant and Vernon exchanging ID’s. I’ll have your federal can in a local jail if you don’t let me do my job. I might have your local facility impounded, and et cetera.
“How do you feel?”
Doctors can ask the dumbest questions. How was he supposed to know how he felt? He didn’t feel well enough to answer.
He opened his eyes enough to see that Vern guy standing beside him. Rod opened his mouth enough to say nothing.
“Would you like visitors? Your parents?”
“They’re dead,” Rod grumbled, not recognizing his own voice.
“Do you remember who shot you?”
And his eyes popped wide open. He began twitching, choking on no air, turning blue. He heard the word “Nurse!”
An attorney had tried to kill him, successfully. Rod no longer saw Vernon. He no longer reclined on a hospital bed. He stood inside a house with acquaintances who could have been enemies. Somehow, this conceptual exchange of locale was akin to the substitution of revival for death, and the reverse. Rod stood among strangers as a desperate black man pulled the trigger without truly aiming, and Rod saw the afterlife. A light that filled his sight, delivering via exchange a vision of terror, struck Rod so acutely that the pain substituted for his living, fulfilling his vision of fear by taking his life. Rod died, feeling the unsurpassable horror of absolute release, which is absolute rejection.
He saw the muzzle blast, then a light inside the morgue.
Vernon stood away as a nurse ran near, reading Rod’s monitors. Even a fed could see that Rod was suffering major medical distress. Vernon only watched as a physician approached to inject a tranq into Rod’s IV. After a moment, the patient calmed. The physician did not.
“I don’t care if you’re the king of cops,” she seethed, “you cannot upset someone in his condition.”
“I didn’t mean to,” Vernon quietly replied. “I didn’t want to.”
Shaken, Vernon went out for coffee. This subject would not be going anywhere. Where he had been, not even the king of cops could follow.
* * *
Rod lay in a private room filled with flowers, living plants in pots, telegrams, printed e-mails, and letters in boxes normally used for storing Nalgene tubing and plastic shunts. Feeling good enough to jump up and run away, Rod merely shouted. Outside his door stood two men from a dream, Vernon still in his lab coat, Hauser still in a suit. They were arguing, though Vernon retained his good disposition. Rod could not make out their words, but had heard enough.
“Help me or I’ll die again!”
Vernon and Hauser stared through the doorway, but saw no emergency. The most famous patient in the hospital did not have to wait long for a nurse to enter.
“What’s wrong, what’s wrong?”
“Those two guys hassling out there are making my heart hurt,” Rod claimed. “Kick them out of your hospital. They don’t belong here.”
The nurse could barely read Rod’s monitor due to a six-foot rubber plant with a huge card from no one Rod knew. “Get Well Soon, Returned Man!”
Everyone wanted to know the man who had returned from the dead.
“Something has to be done,” the nurse seethed, and left the room.
Minutes later, Rod received a visit from the hospital director, a handsome woman in her fifties with her hair in a bun and more make-up than she needed.
Rod entered his most serious conversation since trying to save Charles Benedict’s life.
“Who are those two men?” he demanded.
“They’re with the federal government. Your case might be important to the nation.”
“I hate them both because they came from a dream, and it was a nightmare.”
“I see.”
“No you don’t,” Rod growled. “Quit talking like a politician. I know you’re a good doctor. I’m telling you that if they walk through this door, I’ll smack them both with that rubber tree.”
“Quit talking like a brat,” the director calmly replied. “I know you’re a good guy. You’re here because you saved a man’s life by giving up your own. The world knows a hero.”
“When you’re dead, you’re a zero,” Rod said. “I been that route. So what were the feds arguing about?”
“First, they want to move you from the facility, but the tenets of good medicine say not yet.”
“That’s not their only beef?”
“Well, no.”
“Spit it out, doc.”
“Very well. Those of us in charge of the hospital would like to have a news conference in order to clear up some of the mystery about you. Would you be willing to answer questions from the media?”
“Sure, if it would mean less people hassling me,” he said while looking at the stacks of letters. “All these women want to have babies with me so their kids will live forever. All these producers want to make a story about my life before they know what it is. Who answers all this stuff? I don’t.”
“The gentlemen outside have accepted that responsibility.”
“I knew they’d be good with bullshit. So are they for or against the news conference?”
“They oppose the idea. One man opposes it more than the other.”
“Which one is most against it, bald or grey?”
“Bald.”
“Then I’m for it, so are you, let’s get going.”
After shaking hands with Rod, the director left the room and spoke with Hauser and Vernon.
Hauser began fuming so intensely that Rod could hear him hiss. In the next moment, Vernon straightened his lapels and entered alone, stepping directly to Rod.
“I was instructed not to speak with you by my superiors,” Vernon began, “but it’s time we talked man to man. Are you going to hit me with that rubber plant?”
“Are you going to let me have the news conference?”
“I’ll make a deal with you,” Vernon offered.
“Do I have to bend over, ‘doc’?”
“Rod, everyone wants to know what happened to you. It really, really could be important to the entire world, not just you or me. The U.S. Government has the best laboratory in the world for studying your condition. If you’ll agree to go there for tests, I’ll agree to your news conference.”
“Did I see you there before? I think I remember that.”
Vernon spoke with utmost accuracy, if not ultimate honesty.
“No, Rod, I’ve never been there. Will you please go with me?”
“A few pounds heavier and you could be Santa Claus,” Rod said. “Who can argue with Saint Nick?”
Vernon only smiled in reply.
“Santa Nick, something here smells like a bad dream. Can you guarantee my safety?”
“Rod, how can anyone guarantee your safety when no one knows why you’re alive?”
“I knew I wouldn’t get what I wanted from Santa.”
“What do you want, Rod?”
“I want to know what happened.”
“I’ll do my best to help you.”
“Will you swear on my grave? I am the dead man.”
“Living people don’t have graves,” Vernon said. “And the dead don’t shake hands.”
When the two clasped hands, they looked eye to eye, and both saw life.
* * *
Rod planned on dying again if he ended up in a hospital full of good-looking female doctors. Here came another. Almost forty, tall, not too busty, swiveling hips, nice lips.
“Mr. Hill, my specialty is facial reconstruction, so I wanted to ask you about your plastic surgery, just for the record.”
“Oh. I was hoping you’d ask me for a date.”
She smiled like a politician.
“The work is beautiful, Mr. Hill. It must have cost a fortune. What happened?”
“I was in a car wreck as a kid.”
“But this surgery was performed within, I’d say, two years.”
“It ruined my memory, so I don’t remember. Really, doc. Ask my folks.”
“Mr. Hill, I thought you said they were dead.”
“I haven’t killed them yet. The first time I tried, I got shot by a third party. You know the rest.”
“No one knows the rest.”
“Stay tuned. I’m going to find out if it kills me. Again.”
“Is that the best answer you’ll give me?” she smiled.
Her expression seemed salacious to a semi-dead man.
“You’re awfully good-looking. Do you have a boyfriend?”
“Uh, I have a husband.”
“That’s not what I asked, darlin’. I’d be available if I were a little more alive.”
Patients rarely flustered this doctor.
“Well, that’s flattering, but....”
“The next time I need mouth to mouth, I won’t come back unless you sit on my face.”
“That’s silly,” she said, then looked over her shoulder. “I could give you my number.”
“That’s good,” he smiled. “Then we’ll talk about giving me your hipandnip, your....”
* * *
In the county jail, inmates bartered for the privilege of watching TV. Cigarettes were exchanged, oral and anal sex transpired in the form of service transactions, some crack snuck through the cracks of jurisprudence. This program was special. In a nearby hospital, a news conference would soon begin, its subject a patient. The jailhouse audience included a pair who could not make bail for assault and conspiracy to commit murder. Fifty trustees looked between the tube and the two brothers. The Pelts were nearly heroes, not having to drink the first urine martini for the privilege of attending this affair.
“You two really know the guy who came back from the dead?” a spouse abuser asked the Pelts.
“We should have killed him,” Travis groaned, distressed nearly to the point of tears. “He’s worse than any nigger.”
A black man beside Troy swung his arm instantaneously to crush Travis’ nose with the back of his hand. No inmate made a move in response, but the two troublemakers were led away. The audience watched television.
“He owes us money,” Troy said quietly.
The news conference began. The hospital director gave the introduction. Due to the extraordinary interest in this case...Mr. Hill has agreed to.... Then on to the questions. They were all the same.
“Mr. Hill, tell us what it’s like to be dead.”
Rod wore the crisp duds of the hospital’s in-house janitorial service. He had not requested that any party bring fresh clothes from his house trailer, and he and Vernon had agreed that the famous undead man would receive zero visitors. Rod appeared pale, weak, but his carriage showed strength.
“I don’t remember. I wasn’t alive at the time.”
“Mr. Hill, what do you remember after the shooting?”
“I remember waking up in a coffin. But it was only a shelf in the morgue. Same difference.”
“Mr. Hill, did you see or hear or feel anything while you were dead?”
“Sure, I felt so damn dead that I didn’t see or hear or feel anything.”
“Mr. Hill, did you have any impressions or dreams that might tell us something?”
“Yeah, I dreamt that I got my dumb butt popped by a cap, but that was the truth.”
“Mr. Hill, no one has learned of any precedent for a person having been completely devoid of vital signs so long and still regaining consciousness. Can you tell us where you were?”
“I don’t know, but I wasn’t there as long as you needed to spit that sentence out.”
No longer could the news people retain their response. Despite dealing with resurrection and/or immorality, this guy made them chuckle.
“Mr. Hill, did you see heaven?”
“No, I would have tried to remember that.”
“Did you see hell?”
“Maybe, because I would have wanted to forget it.”
“Did you sense any sort of deity beyond?”
“I wasn’t in no church.”
“Did you see any ghosts?”
“I didn’t see that I wanted to be one. Here I am.”
“Mr. Hill, can you tell us anything about what comes after this life?”
“Yeah, you die. Don’t count on coming back.”
“Why did you come back, Mr. Hill? Among all the billions of people who have lived and died on earth, why did you alone return?”
“Maybe I didn’t,” Rod suggested. “Maybe it was a mistake. Maybe it happens to everybody, with different results. Maybe I didn’t really die all that completely. Maybe the docs got their readings wrong.”
Standing nearby, the hospital director blushed.
“Mr. Hill, regarding what you were just talking about, did you seem to have some type of choice?”
“Sort of.”
“What do you mean?”
“I felt that I could go, stop, or take what I got.”
“And which did you choose?”
“That scared me so much I had to get away, and here I am.”
“Where were you when this happened, Mr. Hill?”
“I was nowhere,” Rod said, his voice remaining certain. “I can’t tell you how horrible nowhere is.”
“Was this nowhere a type of peace or a type of perdition?”
“Peace and perdition are things, but nowhere is nothing.”
“Mr. Hill, was an entity present?”
“Maybe an idea. A concept, not an object.”
“What do you mean by concept, Mr. Hill?
“Concept is existential exposition. I learned that somewhere. I may not have been alive at the time. Either that, or from a doctor.”
“Which particular concept do you mean, Rod?”
“The idea that in the end, you won’t be able to understand the end.”
“Mr. Hill, have you received any movie or book offers yet?”
Rod wiped his brow in a gesture of faux relief.
“Whew, I’m glad we can start talking about important stuff now that we figured life and death. Yeah, I’ve received a bunch of offers, but I’m too sick too figure them.”
Rod emitted an obviously false cough, causing genuine laughter throughout the room.
“Mr. Hill, have any agents or managers approached you regarding representation?”
“Yeah, but they’re all a bunch of attorneys. I told them what happened to the last one.”
“Mr. Hill, what did happen to the last attorney?”
“The sonofabitch killed me,” Rod barked, for the first time that evening showing genuine passion. “That didn’t make me like attorneys any more than before.”
“Mr. Hill, you don’t seem very informative. Why did you decide to have this news conference?”
“I didn’t,” Rod admitted. “The hospital people were tired of all of you clowns sneaking around. If this had been my idea, I’d charge five dollars a head and tell you any kind of baloney you wanted to hear.”
Now laughter filled the room. But one earnest scribe had no smile.
“Mr. Hill, I have a question that is more important than all of us here. Can you please tell us what was revealed to you about the true meaning of life?”
“Sure. You can’t understand it while alive. So now you know how to get answers that I can’t give you.”
Rod looked up to the hospital director, but she could not judge his expression. Vernon was not to be seen, and Hauser had left the premises.
“Mr. Hill, did you feel that you were gone for some twenty-four hours?”
“That’s the first good question I heard. Let’s hope it’s the last, because I don’t like it. I seemed to be away either forever, or never. On and on and on, or just a blink. If I ever figure that out, I’ll probably kill myself.”
“Mr. Hill—”
“Oops, I’m feeling bad again. I may be dying. Talk to you later. Next time, bring admission.”
Holding up his hand, Rod stood, and was escorted away.
The audience could not help but applaud.
“He’ll make a bundle,” one reporter predicted.
“Yeah,” another agreed. “Good-looking, not shy, gets you thinking about everything he says. Geez. I’m starting to sound like Rod Hill.”
“You don’t look dead.”
“Neither did he.”
“He said I asked the only good question.”
“Something strange is going on. Do you think it’s a set-up? This guy is no dummy.”
“He’s not what he seems, but I’m not sure what he seems. If it’s a set-up, no man made the arrangements. There’s the story. We only have to find out what happened between Rod Hill’s death and his resurrection.”
Chapter 5
Destined For Heaven
In the Kharnstanian city of Saralsk, Aeva—now known as Gronshev—wore tight blue jeans to church. She never wore slacks or skirts, only blue jeans, American, new. Imported jeans were expensive in Kharnstan, but the church paid for them. After receiving a check from her foster father, Viktor Gronshev, Aeva drove to the bank to make the church’s deposit. Stepping to her auto, Aeva saw the Yerov Mountains seemingly at the street’s end. That tiny village between Saralsk and the mountains did not interfere with her perception. Recalling that two years had passed since she concluded her schooling at that lovely conservatory near the mountains, Aeva vowed to return next summer. If church activities allowed.
At night, Aeva drove to the deacon’s flat, parking her Italian sedan. Aeva and her uncle departed, each riding a moped with virtually silent exhaust.
Traversing modern pavement and ancient cobblestone, they arrived at an alley scarcely wide enough for both mopeds to enter. Three floors above, a mother set her potato pie on the balcony to cool. She hummed a folk song Aeva had not heard since living with her true, hateful parents, the Tbolskis. Aeva and the deacon walked quietly away. Despite his advancing age and bulk, the church officer moved as though a shadow. Uncle Lial and his brother had taught Aeva much.
Having planned for weeks, Aeva and the deacon did not need to speak. They walked behind old stone buildings to a town house damaged during World War II, never repaired. They waited in the adjacent alley. Soon Aeva and Uncle Lial heard murmuring from the walkway. Two men approached, one passing, one entering the alley. The latter stepped to a basement entry where Aeva and the deacon waited, poised. As the subject neared, Aeva and the deacon slid to him with no sound. Lial leapt upon their subject, surrounding his upper thighs with both legs, encircling the man’s chest with his arms, the deacon’s weight causing the subject to fall to the ground. The subject remained silent with that hard hand pressing against his mouth in a death grip.
Confident Aeva had already pressed the send button of the transceiver clipped to her blue jeans’ waistband. She seldom wore a belt. Aeva felt the acknowledgment buzz as she reached to the subject as he and Lial fell to the pavement. The three then worshiped. With one hand, Aeva pressed a self-adhesive gauze against the man’s eye, slipping a transparent dagger into its center with her other hand. The gauze turned red, but precluded splattering. With no internal jerking, their subject reached stasis.
Her foster father had stopped the tiny van at the alley entry as Aeva prayed.
“Praise great nature for this living conclusion. Praise nature’s greatness for settling his soul’s number on perfect sums. Bless all nature that I might aid others, even as I learn from them.”
Before Viktor could downshift into first, Aeva and Lial had filled his cargo compartment with a sinner. The van slipped away as Aeva and the deacon stepped to their mopeds, not rushing, holding hands. Aeva’s wrist hurt. At times, she tried too hard.
Days later, a wealthy baron wept in church, standing over an open casket.
“My son, my son did not deserve to die. Yes, yes, he should not have been selling heroin, but this heinous criminal was a demon to kill him for a bag of powder.” He then spat on the man delivered by the Church of Nature’s Greatness.
“Heroin is derived, indirectly, from the poppy seed,” the church’s founder, Viktor, stated. “Opium is a natural product. Heroin is a perverted material, being synthesized by demonic men.”
After accepting a cash bundle from the baron, Viktor led him to the door. With this church service concluded, Viktor brought the currency to his wife, Petra, then proceeded to his foster daughter. In the church office, Aeva sat praying on the internet.
“Bless you, Daughter, for contemplating that subject I suggested.”
“Father, since learning of the event, I can ponder little else.”
“In the Church of Nature’s Greatness, Aeva, prayer constitutes thoughts of nature. What aspect of nature do you find in the event that is this American?”
“Perversion,” Aeva declared. “The perversion of blasphemy.”
“In the Christian Bible,” Viktor offered, “one blasphemes by considering Jehovah, their deity, a liar. If you do not accept Jesus’ word as truth when he alleges to provide eternal salvation in exchange for believing in his holiness, you are excluded from paradise.”
“In our Church of Nature’s Greatness,” Aeva added, “one blasphemes by perverting the natural processes of life. No process of living is more natural than dying. This Rod Hill has perverted the culmination of his existence. I can think of no greater sin.”
“Our duty is to deliver sinners,” Viktor mentioned.
“Father, I can think of no greater duty than to become a missionary. I will venture to America to release this man from his sinning.”
“Petra and Lial and all of our church shall help you prepare. You alone, however, speak English. In America, you will spread our word with your actions. After you enumerate this man, he must account for the number of his beast. As well, you will buy all the blue jeans that you desire.”
Aeva smiled. What a serious lass. Viktor often saw joy in her, but seldom comedy.
“Father, this man is known to suffer sexual lust with young women. Instead of hiding in the darkness, I will return him to nature in the light. Despite my hatred for sexual activity, I shall lure him to the light with my ass.”
* * *
They snuck out at night through a service entry where hazardous biological materials were transferred to armored cars. Rod wondered if they deposited the infested syringes in the landfill where he dumped his trash. They left in a paradigmatic plain sedan, not the first reporter seen, which was unusual. Out front, even the pickets and supporters had gone home. The former believed Rod’s supposed return from the dead was an atheistic ruse to attack Christianity in America. The latter were hoping for a more tangible proof of the afterlife than scriptural promises that varied from culture to culture. Rod knew he could teach them both a thing or two, as soon as he learned himself.
Rod sat in back alone. Vernon sat in front with the driver, a Very Serious young gent named Copeland with no facial hair, no visible tattoos or piercings, though his lilac-tinted sunglasses ruined the affect for Rod.
The patient did not require an ambulance. The hospital physicians were ready to turn him loose, and Vernon chose the direction.
They drove for two hours, eating a burger and soda on the way, though Copeland ate fish, and they used the drive-through. No one had to stop and pee, and they did not get lost. A large radio hung beneath the dash made no sound while curtly flashing in shades of green. Vernon listened to classical CDs without asking anyone’s preference or opinion. Rod slept most of the way. He had been impossibly ill.
Rod awoke when the driver turned at an unmarked dirt trail scarcely visible from the highway. Typical of Central Florida, dense stands of scrub palms, sparse pine forests, and pastures with no cattle filled the land. Continuing on the trail, the car arrived at a stout log that sank as Copeland stopped before it. The car drove over. Minutes later, Copeland had to stop before a rusty gate with a padlocked chain. The gate opened for this car, though the chain remained locked, the paired posts rotating on an underground pivot.
The car proceeded to a barn with half of its roof collapsed. Copeland entered through a tall sliding door. Turning sharply once inside, he steered along the wall, between deteriorating bales of hay, parking along with eleven other cars and trucks, none visible from outside the structure.
Rod noticed that Vernon had turned in his seat and was looking at the patient.
“It doesn’t seem like much so far, does it?” Vernon said.
“Looks sort of familiar to me,” Rod told him.
Vernon gave him a quizzical look.
“I think I dreamed of this place,” Rod added.
Vernon exited and opened Rod’s door. The driver remained inside. Vernon began leading Rod to the rear of the barn. Rod saw rock-hard cow paddies that must have been ten years old, shrunken and black.
“If you dreamed of this place,” Vernon said, “tell me what comes next.”
Rod had to think.
“I’m in bed and you’re staring at me.”
Vernon exited through the barn’s rear, stepping on patchy grass toward a row of longer, lower barns for milking cattle. These old buildings showed rotted foundations and their tin roofs were dented, the joints loose and rusty. Filthy, cracked glass in the windows revealed nothing of the barns’ interiors.
“That’s it!” Rod exclaimed, pointing to the barns with one finger.
“No fair, Rod. You didn’t recognize the sight until you viewed it.”
“I didn’t mean to cheat, but it sure looks familiar now.”
Approaching, Rod saw that the buildings were connected side-by-side. As Vernon led him to a rear door of split pine, it opened, revealing a white steel door behind, which opened to a bright interior of plaster and paint.
“I ain’t saying nothing,” Rod vowed, trying to quash his false familiarity with the interior.
Though Rod expected a security guard, he and Vernon were met by Hauser.
“I remember him,” Rod said with no pleasure.
Hauser would not let the men pass.
“I think we should get him out of here,” he said to Vernon.
Vernon glanced past, seeing nothing unusual. Med techs moved with charts and syringes in their hands. Semiconscious patients lay on crisp sheets behind glass walls.
“What’s the problem, Hauser?”
“Dr. Pink. I don’t think he can function properly.”
“Why not, is he ill? He hasn’t contracted....”
“I think he’s been sampling the meds.”
Rod sniffed. The antiseptics smelled organic.
“To what result?”
“He’s acting strange.”
“Is that new?”
“We know he’s brilliant,” Hauser said. “He’s not supposed to be a flake.”
“What does that tell us?” Vernon wondered aloud. “He is an utterly brilliant pharmacologist, is he not?”
Before Hauser could respond, a tall man with a long ponytail stepped beside him, staring at Rod. Here was another sight Rod recognized upon viewing it, perhaps not before.
“We are blessed,” Dr. Pink said, staring at the patient, ignoring Vernon.
Rod saw nothing odd in his demeanor, his posture, his face. He did seem enthused, but not flaky.
“How do you want to begin?” Hauser asked, his tone somewhat demanding.
“You do have all of Rod’s records from the hospital,” Vernon presumed of the physician, who ignored him, staring at Rod.
Rod noticed Dr. Pink’s smell. Not body odor, not antiseptics, perhaps a type of medication.
Dr. Pink turned away.
“There is no beginning,” he said.
Rod could not read his tone of voice. Melancholy, resigned, uncertain?
They followed Dr. Pink inside. The facility seemed an average clinic, but the personnel looked to Rod. He didn’t recognize them. All of his hospitals now seemed the same. He remembered the ambulance, which could have been one of these rooms, or the morgue, that deathly chamber.
Dr. Pink directed them into a room with one patient. Rod heard a terrible sound, that of wet rags being ripped. The patient was trying to breathe, and his bedside ventilator scarcely helped. A phlebotomist drew blood from the decaying patient’s neck. Rod did not bother to ask why he didn’t try to find a vein in his arm. His arms seemed hollow: long, limp sacks.
Rod watched the filled syringe drop onto a small tray. The phlebotomist could have been serving tea in purgatory. The syringe had an odd marking, black and white. A skull and crossbones.
Noticing Rod’s stare, the phlebotomist explained.
“My daughter made those stickers for a science project. She didn’t win.”
“Are you going to get on with this?” Hauser asked Dr. Pink, testy now.
Dr. Pink removed a big plastic jug from a cabinet while speaking over his shoulder.
“Why do people know nothing of paradise?”
Rod shook his head. No one else would respond.
“Because the glory of paradise is so grand it would kill the living, and the dead tell us nothing, do you?”
Rod felt weary, beat, not quite faint. He looked away, away from them all. No longer would he face his memories.
“Are you going to begin some medical examination,” Hauser demanded, “or are you going to bullshit us with your mystic malarkey?”
As Dr. Pink began disconnecting the patient from the ventilator, he spoke while looking nowhere. Rod gulped. Only one person could have been his subject.
“None of us will know until you come to me.”
Dr. Pink firmly pushed the bed aside to make room on the floor for himself and his jug. As the phlebotomist stared in astonishment between the doctor and his doomed patient, Dr. Pink sat, legs folded awkwardly. The patient’s horrid breathing ended, but no one felt the arrival of peace.
Someone in the room gagged to smell the fumy liquid Dr. Pink poured over himself. The gesture he formed with his fingers could have been a snap to summon a lesser creature, or to strike a match. A dull thump sounded and the man burst into flames. Rod thought he saw an impossible cleansing that relieved Dr. Pink of that tainted asperity called life, but the others saw the onslaught of hell. The fire that expanded drove everyone back, shielding their faces with their forearms, but only Dr. Pink turned to ash. In those seconds before the fire sprinklers drenched both the living and the dead, no person heroically rushed ahead to penetrate the dense, repelling heat, a barricade of black transfiguration.
Even if destined for heaven, Dr. Pink had created a path that only martyrs would follow.
Chapter 6
She Never Teased
“If you screw with me any more, I’ll tell a zillion reporters where your clinic is, and you can explain it to the world.”
“That would not be a good idea,” Hauser said slowly.
“We’ve been trying to help you, Rod,” Vernon added.
No one had called the fire department. Only that single room had been damaged, mostly from smoke, and the smell was unspeakable. The professionals in this building were accustomed to disposing of people who had died hideously, yet Rod heard weeping in the background.
“Whatever you’re doing is nuts, and I’m getting away from it. So, if you want to help me, somebody give me a ride home. Otherwise I’ll thumb it. You want Rod Hill hollering for help on the road out front?”
Enervated Rod had not been able to sit or drink some water or wash his face. He could smell the fumes of burned human on his clothes, but that stench permeated the building, his hair, and his psyche.
Though he smacked both palms against the entry door, it would not open for him. Hauser and Vernon stood watching. Finally Vernon stepped ahead and the door opened. Hauser turned on his heels. Rod could not judge his smoldering.
Ninety minutes later, at the first traffic light in Okeeda, Rod unlocked the door and rushed out. The driver reflexively reached into his jacket, but Vernon stopped him with a gesture.
“Don’t worry,” Vernon said as he turned to close the rear door. “I know where he’s going.”
Rod had to walk for fifteen minutes before finding a taxi. They were rare in this burg. Passing the sector where the hookers trolled, he thought of his recent lack of romance. But he didn’t have much money. He wondered who would understand his poverty better: a hooker or a hack.
The foreign cabbie opened the door for Rod, immediately asking, “Are you not the dead?”
“Are you one of them non-Cherokee type Indians?” Rod wondered as the cab drove away.
“Yes, and I am very non-jerky, drive smooth. Where I am taking you?”
“Nowhere if you’re going to be asking a lot of questions over your Punjab shoulder.”
“I request where you go.”
“I’ll tell you where we’re going. I meant don’t go asking me about coming back from death and shit.”
“Oh, no sir, no sir. In my country, all people come back from death and shit, though not as themselves. Right or left?”
“Still heading down. Right.”
The cabbie sniffed while looking at Rod in the mirror.
“Oh, and sir, but you smell of barbecue. Did you enjoy the picnic?”
“The devil ate burned man. Do you want to hear about it?”
“Oh, and no, my sir. We do not eat that in my country. Right or left?”
“Head out of town on CR 83.”
Rod lived beside an empty cow pasture at the edge of a stand of pines formerly harvested commercially, now all gnarled undergrowth. The unpaved, unmaintained road was deep sand, slow going. Rod leased the house trailer from a farmer who owned the wooded acreage. Rod’s nearest neighbor was a family of Latinos living in a roof-over down the way. On a calm day, he could hear the children romping.
Approaching his home, Rod saw that a new subdivision had been erected in his absence, a building development of non-Punjab Indians. Not quite. He didn’t see teepees, but a hundred tents, and the people milling about were not Native Americans. Scores of average vehicles corresponded to those fabric shacks. None of those wandering people stood on his front yard. On Rod’s front yard sat his old station wagon and the new truck belonging to his boss.
Rod could not recall the last time he had a good reason to smile. Not upon returning from the dead. He felt no joy upon finding the afterlife to be the other life.
Nearing, Rod heard gleeful shouts, not from the Hispanic kids, but from the homesteaders. All hundred of them were standing and cheering, waving to the taxi, many holding signs. “Welcome Back, Mr. Immortal!” “Did You See Jesus?!” “The New Word Of God Says WHAT?!” “Death Defeated!” “Nirvana is proven True!”
Rod did not see a person he knew. He hoped to see one sign without an exclamation point, but no luck. He had probably used all of his luck in surviving his death.
“Drive right for that trailer,” Rod instructed the cabbie.
The pasture audience began running alongside the taxi, but halted before gaining Rod’s mobile home. Rod saw the cause. Two of the guys on his crew—Louis and Jim—stood on the lawn. Their employer, Big Mick, remained near his truck as though guarding it. Jim held a pump shotgun under his arm. Jim did not go to blasting, but the homesteaders approached no nearer.
In the next moment, Rod saw nothing. The length of one slow blink. He felt darkness, not from night. The smell of moonflowers. Gunmetal fluttered like a wing, waving toward him.
The memory returned with such intensity it took his vision. Between blinks, Rod relived that murderous scene. Fighting this resurrection, he saw his friends on the lawn.
Rod gave the driver his last dollar. No one on the lawn owed him any money.
“Thank you, my sir, and may your karma be fine.”
“Thanks, Punjab. When you come back from the dead, I hope it’s as a fifty-dollar bill. Everybody loves them, and you travel a lot.”
Rod was shaking hands before he got out the door. Being the boss, Big Mick went first.
“It’s good to see you, Rod.”
Louis and Jim just said Hey, guy, with big smiles. Rod, too.
The pasture crowd remained at bay. Jim had leaned his scatter-gun against Big Mick’s fender.
“Thanks for bringing the wagon back.”
“No problem,” Louis said. “It still runs pretty good.”
Louis was short and as wide as he was high. All muscle, no neck, no ego.
“We put gas in,” Mick added modestly.
“Great, guys, thanks. What do I owe you?”
“Nothing. You wouldn’t believe all the pussy I’m getting just from mentioning your name,” said Jim. About Rod’s size, Jim had the beginnings of a belly.
Big Mick blushed and looked away. That was not a word he used, but this was America. Balding Mick was putting on real weight now that he didn’t work. He just rustled up jobs for his three crews.
Rod could not speak freely, informally. Peripheral vision was driving him nuts. A hundred people had gathered at the pasture’s edge, gazing at their hero with a minimum of squirms.
“I gotta do something with them,” Rod told his friends, and stepped to the crowd.
Like a preacher, he waved his arms for them to approach. They ran near like a bunch of kids, forming a semicircle as though around a big-screen TV.
“I suppose you’re going to give me a major league hassle now, just like the news conference,” Rod admonished. “Don’t your VCRs have a rewind button?”
Unlike reporters, these people remained quiet, some having to look away. Journalists aren’t sheepish.
“I died in misery, and you can’t let me live in peace?”
“We just want to know,” asked a middle-aged lady.
“You want too much,” Rod scolded. “You want to know what you can’t know, what you don’t need to know, what you shouldn’t know, and what I don’t know. That’s asking for a lot, isn’t it? What do you expect me to tell you? I died, but couldn’t even make it to heaven. I ended up in a cow pasture.”
“Can’t you give us any sort of hope for a greater meaning to death?” asked a young man.
“You can get that just from knowing I’m here. Whatever that means will be different for all of you.”
“What does it mean to you, Rod?” a thoughtful person wondered.
“It means I don’t know what it means. But I promise I’ll tell you folks first, if you leave me alone.”
The crowd exhaled affirmatively. Rod considered it a done deal, and returned to his friends.
“Have you been working, Rod?“Jim asked. “Looks like you need a shower.”
“Smells like you need one, too. No offense.”
Rod looked down to his shoes, and saw an unbelievable fire. Horrid, almost heavenly. He had to swallow.
“You wouldn’t believe the things I seen,” he whispered.
“You mean while you were de—”
“Not while I was dead. On the way back. I haven’t made it yet.”
“Gee, Rod, what’s it like to get shot?” redneck Louis asked.
The pasture crowd remained away, but stood within listening distance.
“Sometimes I can feel the guy killing me,” Rod described. “Sometimes I have to try damn hard not to feel myself dying. But I’m learning. I let some guy in the recovery room talk me into feeling my own murder again, and I did not like it. I didn’t like it the first time, but it didn’t much scare me then.”
“I mean, really getting shot,” Louis added, poking one finger against his chest.
They could not see the scar through Rod’s shirt, but they looked.
“Wham, real quick. I mean, quick as a bullet, a real hard, sharp pain. Don’t let the movie heroes fool you. When you get hit solid like that in a soft spot, you don’t do no running around. You just drop. Then you die.”
“Whew, that’s rough,” Jim intoned. “I was with my daddy when he died, but it wasn’t so, so mean.”
Rod looked closely to Jim, only to Jim. Time for his news conference.
“Did he die from being sick?” Rod asked.
“Yeah. Cancer of the blood or something.”
“You were right there with him when he died?”
Big Mick and Louis looked to Rod. Rarely had they seen him so absorbed, as though Jim were the person with the secret of life and death, a truth that Rod felt compelled to extract.
“I was sitting right beside him, Rod,” Jim explained. “I was holding my daddy’s hand when he left us. I saw him give up the ghost.”
“Did you really feel something, or sense something, at that exact moment?” Rod asked intently.
Jim was nearly panting now.
“I think I did, Rod. I think I felt the spirit leave my daddy’s body.”
“But was that only his life passing away, or some part of him that went on?” Rod nearly blurted.
“I don’t know, buddy, I don’t know,” Jim wheezed, eyes wide. “I wish that you could tell me.”
Rod looked away, no longer so intense in his speaking.
“Everyone thinks that I have all the answers to life and death,” Rod said. “The real truth is that the only thing I’ve learned is a bunch of questions. But I never met another man who felt himself die after living again.”
Rod glanced at the pasture audience. Not a person moved. Not a person looked away from Rod Hill. He could not place the source of that sweet fragrance he sensed. A flower, perhaps too much perfume on one of those nearby ladies. Cloying. The smell of precious decay. The realm of life would end if dead things refused to rot.
“Man,” Louis remarked, “it sounds like we all need a beer. We got a six-pack right here, Rod.”
He held forth the cardboard container of tall bottles. For some reason, it made Rod think of a fence.
“No thanks,” Rod replied, “too early for me. I been sick. Dead sick, matter of fact.”
“We’re, we’re really sorry about it all,” Mick added, “but we are really glad to see you back. When you’re feeling better, just remember you always have a job with me.”
More handshaking transpired. Rod could sense a new exuding of sentiment from the pasture crowd.
“Thanks,” Rod told his boss. “I quit.”
“Rod, I don’t understand,” Big Mick said. “How will you get by?”
“Uh, Mick,” Jim pointed out, “Rod will be doing talk shows and books and movies from here on. I think it pays better than laying block.”
“Yeah, I guess,” Rod said, “but I meant something else. I learned something about working. You shouldn’t be doing it. Not if you can do something better, even if it don’t pay the bills. I don’t know how to do something better. Then again, I didn’t know how to die until I did it. I guess I’ll figure it out when it hits me in the heart. I hope it ain’t delivered by another bullet.”
“Gosh, Rod, I don’t know what to say,” Mick replied. “But if you ever need a hand....”
“I’ll ask you guys. I’ll ask my friends.”
The handshaking concluded for that day. Rod’s friends departed, and the pasture audience returned to their tents. Some walked along the quiet road; all contemplated what they had witnessed. Only one member continued observing. The sole man who had never left his tent viewed a surveillance monitor, switching from exterior view to interior, that of Rod’s trailer.
Vernon watched the subject take a nap, eat a banana, then walk outside. Switching monitor views to exterior, Vernon observed as Rod began sauntering down the road. About a hundred people followed, scattered behind Hill for an eighth of a mile. Through his headphones, Vernon heard Rod’s every word for the first hundred yards. Nothing profound, nothing revealing, just chatting with folks about allergies this time of year, where this road ended in the forest, ever been sick to death?
Nielsen made a copy of every video/sound recording of the Hill subject. He took these materials home to his wife in Miami, three hours away by car. Together, Vernon and Ethel watched Rod speaking with his friends, with the pasture audience, his followers. The Nielsens again viewed the news conference. They saw how Rod Hill had enthralled the hard-nosed reporters with his personable speaking.
“Never in my life have I had a religious experience—a metaphysical experience,” Ethel told her husband. “I have never felt god or any savior, or been convinced that an afterlife exists. But no event has made me contemplate metaphysics the way the return of Rod Hill has.”
They sat in their condominium with a fine view of Lake Oleane. Despite being at home, Ethel wore a knit pantsuit as though still at the job she had retired from: insurance broker. She owned no tee shirts, no jeans.
“Sweetheart, he is a construction worker, not a theologist,” Vernon pointed out.
“Vernon, throughout history, most of the world’s great religious leaders have come from the ranks of common people. Not scholars, not potentates, but average people.”
“Ethel, you only saw him on the monitors. You’re talking about a religious experience by way of TV.”
“Isn’t that appropriate for our day and age? An electronic messiah?”
“You’re calling him a messiah already, Ethel?”
“I read it in a magazine last week. I heard something similar on the radio. Already, a dozen web-sites are devoted to Rod Hill. And I see their point. This is not some abstract hope or vague promise. Rod Hill has proven that human existence continues beyond death. What could be more purely messianic?”
“But, sweetheart, Rod Hill doesn’t know anything about what happened to him.”
“You mean that he has yet to fully comprehend the greatest of all human experiences: dying. Dying, yet living again.”
Vernon swizzled his martini. Vodka and olive, both imported. He sat beside his wife. She turned to him as though in a confrontation. He rubbed her knee. She placed his hand on her inner thigh.
“What was he like in person, Vernon?”
“I only saw him in the hospital.”
“There’s something spooky about him,” Ethel had to say. “He is so unpretentious, so metaphysical without using any religious buzz words. What do you feel about him, Vernon? What do you feel, and think?”
“He does have remarkable charisma.”
“What’s the purpose of your surveillance?” Ethel wondered.
“You know I can’t talk about that, sweetheart.”
“Yes, I know you can’t discuss the Bureau’s profoundly silly secrets,” Ethel complained, simultaneously crossing her arms and legs.
Vernon retrieved his hand. He did not consider his wife’s move a rejection. She never teased.
“Rod Hill has received lucrative offers from TV producers, book publishers, and film companies,” Vernon mentioned. “There is tremendous potential for fraud in these situations.”
“Do you expect everyone to be dishonest, Vernon? Can there be no miracles in our lives?”
“I hope so, sweetheart. If a miracle does occur, I want to verify it, not become infatuated with it. Apart from my job, I want to learn the truth about Rod Hill. Sweetheart, I will either debunk him, or share his every word with you. And if he is genuine, we will share his life with the world.”
The Nielsens moved together to embrace. Both smiled joyously, but only one of them felt saved.
Chapter 7
The Greatest Orgasm
A sheriff’s unit drove slowly past Rod’s property. County deputies checked in often, but found no problems. Reporters who arrived to interview Rod were neatly driven off by the tent people. Curious kids in their loud little cars were chased away by a posse of SUV’s. Rod’s followers wanted him to have peace.
In a used tent situated in the middle of the city, Ethel Nielsen stared at her laptop’s screen. She saw the exterior of Rod Hill’s mobile home. After slapping at a mosquito buzzing her face, she again searched for a hole in the tent. She couldn’t stand it. Entering a command, she called her husband on her unauthorized, mil-spec modem.
“Sweetheart?”
“Vernon, why can’t I see you? The screen is blank.”
“I’m using a cell phone. Is there a problem?”
“Yes, I hate roughing it. It’s always damp and buggy, and you would not believe the facilities. I miss you, Vernon, where are you? I thought Rod Hill was your most important project.”
“He’s important to more people in authority than just me, sweetheart.”
“And what are you doing now?”
“Well, uh, I’m trying to gather information from the hospital where Rod stayed.”
“In Okeeda? I thought you were out of town.”
“He was in another hospital. Sweetheart, I’m sorry I can’t say more, but I’ll be able to join you tomorrow. If you can’t wait, please return to our lovely home.”
“But Rod might do something important,” she countered. “I can wait. I love you and miss you, but Rod Hill is more important than loneliness.”
“Sweetheart, you know I’m not trying to be pushy, but will you be able to, uh, complete your assignment?”
“I have full confidence,” she asserted. “Yes, I am anxious about performing, but I know I’ll succeed. I know that our web-site will become central for all followers of Rod Hill. Oh, I have to go—our power is back.”
The two rang off. Having heard a horn, Ethel stepped outside, along with several other people. In her rush, she nearly knocked over the gas lantern. Ethel had never seen a light that hissed, but she had never been camping before.
This was not camping, but church.
Beth had returned from her office with recharged batteries for the portable computers in the tent city. The pasture had no power. The people would not dream of intruding on Rod, not to charge their batteries, not to use his toilet. They had their own.
Replacing her battery, Ethel thought of asking Vernon for some version of the minuscule battery that powered the probe meant for Rod Hill. Surely, the Bureau had a larger version for laptops. But Ethel had more serious concerns. She had to pee.
Leaving her tent, Ethel stood in line at a portable toilet, the kind used on construction sites. Either the landowner or his son sat in a nearby chair all day beside a sign: Entry Fee $1.00. Each day, the son went from tent to tent, collecting five dollars in rent. No credit cards. The toilet had an astonishing smell of accumulated waste and cheap antiseptics. They locked the door at night. The pasture smelled little better.
Seventy people standing outside inhaled a collective breath, not from the smell of waste, but from the sight of salvation. Ethel turned to see Rod Hill approaching from his house trailer. He wore the same tee shirt every day. It had a hole in the chest and a faint pink stain. On one of the many web-sites devoted to Rod Hill, informal bids were being offered for that shirt. Ten thousand U.S. dollars was the highest so far. How to collect? Kill the owner?
Ethel did not want to rule the internet with <rodreturns.com>. Truly, she wanted to share her metaphysics with the world.
He stepped to the portable toilet. From Ethel’s perspective, Rod seemed to be walking directly toward her. She felt like a kid before a teen star. He stopped only two steps from Ethel in line. She scarcely breathed. He stared at her a moment before speaking.
“Lady, you ain’t my mama,” he declared.
Ethel did not understand; neither did Rod. He could have sworn he had a photo of himself and his mom with that lady’s face.
Rod next spoke to the crowd.
“I know you people got more sense than this, and more money than me,” he admonished Ethel and her peers. Clean shaven, pleasant face, rumpled hair. “You can use one of them cellophones you got and rent a half dozen crappers. They ain’t hard to come by.”
Rod then looked to the man with the money basket.
“As for this guy, it’s only fair that you pay him for using his land, and his john. But the way he’s going about it is just the way things are done in America, ain’t it? I say piss on him.”
Four men standing nearby immediately unzipped their pants and urinated against the seated landowner. He did not remain seated for long, leaping up to run away—cursing and scowling—still holding his money basket, not spilling a buck.
“I’ll have you all run off my property!” he shouted, looking down at his damp clothing. “You too, dead man.”
“I ain’t on your land, asshole,” Rod noted. “I live next door. And I’m alive. As for dead, you can suck the butt of a dead bear for all I care. It don’t matter. We’re all leaving pretty soon. So you better find where to go.”
Ethel’s life turned to slow motion. This was her chance. No more avoiding it. She had thought and thought, spoken with Vernon, and practiced in her tent. Vernon would have succeeded, but he was a federal agent. With Rod’s final words, Ethel knew that either the property would be cleared of tents, or Rod would be departing the area. This was her only chance.
As Rod turned away, Ethel spoke.
“Oh, Mr. Hill, there’s a mosquito on you.”
She reached out in a lunge to slap his neck. His upper body recoiled, and Rod shook his head.
“Thanks for nearly killing me again, lady,” he said, rubbing his neck. “Please, let the skeeter bite me next time. I know your heart was in the right place. I’d like to keep my head in the right place, too.”
He walked away. The nearby people turned from Rod to Ethel.
“You touched him,” one lady intoned.
Ethel looked at her hand, and smiled.
Most of the people remained outside, though Ethel returned to her tent. The congregation deliberated Rod’s words. “We’re all leaving...you better find where to go.” Would he be moving, dying again? They would have to be prepared.
Ethel’s hands were shaking as she reconfigured her screen. After adjusting focus and contrast, she saw a fuzzy image of geometric objects. Some were square in cross section, some triangular, some had a more complex geometry. Ethel then recognized that all were tents. Looking outside, she saw Rod approaching his trailer door. That side of his neck where she had pressed the bug against him faced her. It worked! Fascinated, Ethel watched the sideways vision on her screen as Rod entered his mobile home. Though low in contrast, the pixelated image was viewable. Now Ethel would finally learn what Rod Hill did inside his trailer.
After Rod entered, the transmitted vantage lowered. He seemed to be sitting on the floor. Since Ethel saw tents, Rod faced his rear wall. She turned on the sound, hearing nothing. Ethel increased the gain, hearing a cough an hour later that exploded in her headphones. She turned the sound down. Rod did not move for hours. Then the sight went black, as expected, for Rod Hill did not turn on any lights at night.
Ethel posted some stills and sound clips on her web-site, <rodreturns.com>: “Rod Hill’s Resurrection.” First snaps of Rod Hill in his home! The sound of Rod Hill coughing! Thermal shots of Rod’s dark, peaceful night life—can any of us understand his living?!
She just could not avoid exclamation points. She had never been so spiritually enthused.
Vernon called to congratulate his wife. During their conversation, the Nielsens decided to override the news. Ethel would go live, uploading Rod’s bug feed to the world.
Few people in this tent city would know. With no telephone service, the only internet connection here was cell modem, or satellite modem, the latter uplink utilized by Ethel, though hers was a mil-spec card in her laptop, only recognizable by the external, scythe-moon antenna. Still, Ethel heard excited exhalations from tents near and far as she connected with the web-site host, and the returned man went real time.
Ethel nearly choked with pride to see Rod’s vantage on her computer, though the sight was only his windows’ shaping the pale moonlight outside. When that vantage moved, she looked closely. Geometric forms flashed on the screen. Rod was standing, walking toward his front door. Then she saw his dirt driveway in the bluish moonlight. As the screen flashed an intense, irregular light, Ethel heard his car start through her tent flap. Rod was going for a ride. The congregation knew from viewing Rod’s mobile home, hearing his car, or watching their computers. Ethel felt relief from not being the only person on earth responsible for keeping track of the revived one.
Rod waved to the tents as he drove past. When his car was nearly out of sight, forty-three vehicles followed. Sedans, coupes, SUV’s, light trucks, and one tiny motorbike with a feminine, foreign rider.
He headed for downtown Okeeda, along East Palm, past the bus station. Rod parked and began walking. Few street lights here. None of these low, old buildings sold exclusive merchandise. From a side street, a smiling black woman with a vinyl skirt ending at rump level approached Rod.
“Hey, sailor, you looking for a ride?” she laughed.
“Twenty dollars for you to kiss my babymaker,” Rod said.
Looking past Rod, the hooker lost her smile. One block down the street, lightless cars cruising in crowded the curbs. Many of the congregation left their vehicles, trying to be discreet.
“Why don’t none of them fifty ladies following you give you head for free?” the hooker asked with no humor. “Why, they cain’t because they’re a pack of LEO’s. Law Enforcement Officer motherfuckers.”
Then she looked only to Rod.
“You pigs feel you got to sweep us poor working girls off the streets, but I ain’t never seen it done so bad. Say I’m a bitch.”
“Uh, I beg your pardon?”
“Say I’m a bitch,” the hooker demanded of Rod.
“You’re a babe. That’s why I’m here.”
“You want head, you gotta say I’m a bitch,” the hooker insisted.
Rod finally relented.
“Uh, you’re a bitch-babe.”
“Why, you white trash motherfucker, calling me a bitch!” the hooker seethed. “Calling me a bitch is a hate crime. Not even a cop can get away with that.”
A nearby voice, source unseen, then proclaimed:
“We’re not cops.”
The congregation had infiltrated the shadows until some people stood but twenty feet away, virtually invisible.
Rod turned to the shadows.
“Can anyone loan me twenty?”
The street light revealed three arms extended, each holding currency. Rod stepped to the nearest, taking the bill.
“Thanks. I own you.”
“Who the hell are you, anyway, cracker?” the hooker demanded.
“He’s the man who died,” came a shadow voice.
The hooker changed emotional gears without double-clutching.
“The guy who came back from the dead? Man, I’ll screw you straight up for free. I want to have your baby. Oh no, shit, I’m on the motherfucking pill. Go ahead, I’ll blow you for nothing, but you gots to use a rubber so I can save the sperm. I’ll have that artificial anti-semitism done.”
The hooker did not suggest slipping into Rod’s station wagon or walking to a nearby motel room. She fell to her knees before him, as though praying.
“You’re not allowed to look,” Rod spoke to the shadows.
He heard scores of feet shuffle one-hundred-eighty degrees. Peripherally he noted pale, rectangular lights. Web walkers saw little more. The sound was better. Heavy breathing. Ethel turned her volume so low that she could barely hear. Rod Hill was not the only person panting. Then, through her headphones, came loud words.
“Bite it off.”
Rod’s voice was scarcely recognizable. High, strained.
“Don’t let me come. You can’t, you can’t.”
His gasping suggested fear, not ecstasy. The hooker could hear it best. She kept moving with the man in her mouth, but he grabbed her head, hard, pulling toward him. She gagged.
“Bite it off—I’ll die if I’m shot again. Don’t let me go, don’t let me come back.”
He jerked her head so hard that she thought he would break her neck. The back of her throat was raw from his erection crashing into her, and she could not breathe. Twisting her neck, the hooker fell away, rising at once with her hand against her throat. She found enough breath to shout.
“Crazy man! Help me, sisters! Crazy man!”
Turning, Ethel saw an unbelievable vision. Three hookers emerged from the shadows, all three receiving knives from a fiftyish man whose round head had no hair, a man Ethel had seen with her husband.
The hookers shuffled on high heels to their sister. Congregation members ran to surround Rod, who seemed about to topple over, phallus exposed but only partially erect. The tent people made no move toward the hookers, who panicked from the crowd in their face. They began wildly swinging their blades. Too many people stood too near. One hooker cut another, in the neck, where Rod Hill retained a surveillance camera. The fourth hooker emitted a terrifying, extended shriek to see her sister bleed. The cut woman had the most foolish expression on her crooked face as her neck ejaculated like a garden hose. Three of Rod’s followers were temporarily blinded, reaching to wipe their eyes. Made slippery from loosed blood, Ethel’s computer fell from her hands. No damage. Another mil-spec appliance.
Ethel saw no more of Hauser as the panicked sisters continued swinging their blades. Though the congregation would not touch the returned man, neither would they leave his side. Not even when a slim, silent motorcycle slid among them. The helmeted rider, equally slim and obviously female, did not hesitate to yank the tall man onto the seat behind her. The moped slipped quickly away. Ethel saw Rod’s phallus drag along the rider’s spine.
With their core removed, the people separated. One woman fell. 911 had been called minutes earlier. The moped turned a corner, the congregation’s computers transmitting only patches of bright sidewalk and a four-stroke purr.
Tempered thoughts of salvation came to the observers, those immediate and those connected by radio waves. Angel, demon; heaven, hell; friend, fiend; lover, whore. The web-site relayed sounds of sirens through the returned man’s neck.
Ethel stepped away, needing to recuperate before calling her husband on the laptop. She could barely stand, barely breathe, barely speak, but had to talk to someone. She had known it all along, her entire life. Ethel Nielsen had never been one to face problems casually. She knew that religion is a passion worse than sex. Faith is the greatest orgasm.
Chapter 8
Incandescent Cool
She had to steer to the roadside before her wrists broke. The American leaned against her with his entire weight.
“Please, I am crushed by your mass,” Aeva groaned.
Straightening somewhat, he reached up to squeeze her breasts. He felt a shudder stiffen her body, not a tremor of pleasure. Rod lowered his hands.
“Ah, now I know you remain alive,” she sighed.
“That was the best sex I never had,” he muttered.
“The feel copping of me or the wind job?”
“You’re one of them foreign incinerators. Are you one of my followers?”
“One of your flowers?”
“Exactly, rightamundo. Did you cross the high seas to be a flower of mine?”
“Yes, I have come to—how you say?—adhere to you.”
“Then quit griping when I’m adhering to you,” he demanded, and squeezed her chest enough to slow her breathing. “This is how we non-dead people bond.”
She had stopped on a broader street. Pedestrians were looking. Sirens cried behind, not nearing. Turning on the moped’s lights, Aeva pulled away. Rod sat more upright now, tucking in his babymaker. He settled with his hands on her ribs.
“Someone got cut bad,” he stated flatly. “I don’t remember bleeding.”
“The medical personnel have arrived, so the concern is removed from our thinking.”
“What’s your blouse made of?” he wondered. “It feels good.”
“The fabric is derived from flax.”
“There’s something wrong if a man can’t even get laid without stumbling all over existential stuff,” Rod complained. “I can’t even spell that word.”
“S-t-u-f,” she submitted.
“In another life, you must have been a construction worker.”
Rod was waiting for oncoming traffic. He probably outweighed this moped, and the babe was not much more than a hundred pounds. With some body English, he’d be heading back to death again.
“Please, not to rock the boat,” Aeva called out sharply over her shoulder.
“You talk funny,” he noted. “I’d like that if I was alive.”
He had placed one hand on her vulva.
“All my flowers have laptops. I’d like to open yours.”
“If you did not feel like the helpless child against me,” Aeva admonished, “I would strike away your hand with my blade.”
“Where are we going, cutey beauty,” he asked, “your place or mine?”
“Both.”
They rode away from the city, to a pasture with tents.
“Oh no,” he complained. “Here we go living and dying all over again. You’re bony.”
Few of the congregation cars had returned. Aeva had situated her tent farthest from Rod’s mobile home. Several people watched them arrive. Those with CPU’s ran to their computers.
Because Rod could not stand inside Aeva’s tent without bending his neck, he sat on the floor. Lumpy. Moisture drooled along the cloth wall. This was not linen.
Aeva had left her oil lamp burning. She took two steps inside while removing her helmet. Long black hair flowed past her shoulders.
“You’re great-looking,” he told her, “but you need to eat more. God gave me a second life; he could have given you bigger boobs.”
“Which god gave you a second life?” she demanded, whirling to face him.
“Whoever was on duty at the time. None of the above. I’d feel saved if you romanced me with your love muscle.”
“Ah, you tried sexing with the street lady, and did not work. You have learned to despise sex,” Aeva laughed. “This improves your number.”
“What number?”
The tent held a folding chair and table, plus a sleeping bag. Aeva remained standing.
“All people have a beast within, which can be numbered, thereby enumerating that person’s spirit. Each digit stands for a tendency or trait, such as truth, essence, positivity, revelation, though the attributes are variable, according to living. The perfect number is ten placeholders of four-point-five, which is impossible, in that halves are not negotiated. The worst is all zeroes or all nines. One is ghost, the other demon. Ghosts are so foolish as to have abandoned even their deaths, and demons love death more than living. One has relinquished its life, the other deserves none.”
“What are all those other digits?”
“We remain uncertain. Living people have much to learn.”
“Dead people ain’t all that smart, either, let me tell you. I’m not asking my number, but with me, you’re number one. Let me show you.”
He rose to his knees and moved forward to encircle Aeva’s hips with his arms. Rod then began pressing his cheek against her crotch. He kissed her jean seam while squeezing her buttocks. Aeva did not twitch an inch.
Rod pulled away to look up to her face.
“You’re cold as a witch’s tit. What’s their number?”
With Rod’s words, Aeva noticed a small, strange echo. Turning to her computer open on the table, she saw the tent’s zippered window from an interior vantage. Aeva had heard Rod’s words through the speaker. She understand that women across the world were holding their hearts to experience this scenario.
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