A Novel by
Published by Fear Nought Publishing at Smashwords
Copyright 2008 Christian Carvajal
All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you are reading this ebook and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
Authors blog at http://christiancarvajal.com
This book is available in print at http://publishing.fearnought.net
Print edition ISBN: 978-0-9824855-2-1
Cover Illustration by Fear Nought Publishing
Some of the characters in this work of fiction may share their names with actual people, but that is purely coincidental. None of the events or people depicted in Lightfall are actual events or depictions of real people. The story depicts an alternative reality and is purely a product of the author’s imagination.
Reprinted by permission of Global NewsNet, 10 March 20--:
Bee Gone: The Mystery of the Missing Millions
Story by Meredith Keguchi-Feinstein
VISALIA, CA—Farmer Jeff Crundy has seen mysteries of nature in his 42 years, but even the crop circle he found on his property in 1996 couldn’t prepare him for a new and disturbing enigma: Hundreds of millions of bees have gone missing in America over the last few months. Whole colonies have vanished, some seemingly overnight. Farmers in Texas and along the east coast report over 70 percent losses. The mystery has been reported in fully half the states in the union, and no one seems to know exactly where the bees have gone.
“It’s the dangedest thing,” Crundy sighs, wiping his forehead with a John Deere cap. “I need these bees for pollination. This is going to make things a mite tricky, I can tell you that.” The American Beekeeping Federation claims bee pollination is essential to a full third of our diet. The cost of a replacement hive has risen from $45 to $135 in less than three years. “[Bee] suppliers have tripled the cost,” Crundy laughs. “Thanks a lot, guys. Have fun sleeping at night.” His math checks out. A queen bee alone costs $15, and populations are limited across the board. The number of beehives in America has dropped by 25 percent, while the number of beekeepers dwindled by half.
The phenomenon is clear and pronounced enough that researchers have given it a name: “colony collapse disorder.” Rapid die-offs have been variously attributed to global warming, mite infestation, suburban sprawl, pesticides, even a plague of insect immunodeficiency. “All I know is, there ain’t no bees,” Crundy shrugs. He is literally correct. Bees usually dispose of their dead by shoving them out the front of the hive, yet there are no piles of honeybee corpses in front of depleted hives. The hives are full of honey and pollen, like the legendary half-eaten breakfast discovered aboard an abandoned sailing ship. It’s as if the bees have simply vanished from existence….
If and when the Rapture exploded over the planet like a sunrise, it would not come to Sugar Roses first—but then again, nothing ever had. An hour southeast of Norman, three hours north of Dallas, ten years behind either coast, the small town clutched a few thin inches of epidermal topsoil over Oklahoma’s red clay muscle. Deep below, veins of black arterial sludge enabled Sugar Roses’ faltering “oal well bidness.” Clouds the color of sidewalks drifted on the dusty wind above, ominous tall ships laden with the energy of a plundering piratical storm.
Sugar Roses is known, except it isn’t, for three things.
First, its lovely name. Originally saddled with the less melodious moniker Bugfuskee, the town was renamed in honor of a grandiose wedding between John Calloway Walton, then governor of Oklahoma, and Madeleine Orick in June 1923. To this day a faded mural of the event could be ascertained from the paint flakes on Mertham’s Mercantile downtown. Less reminisced about was the shameful impeachment of John Walton four months later; the governor was charged with disregard of the state constitution in the aftermath of the Tulsa Race Riot.
Second, miscarriage of justice. Of Sugar Roses’ eighteen thousand citizens, approximately ten thousand bought, shoplifted, or otherwise acquired copies of Scott Turow’s recent nonfiction opus Court of Law, which describes the unfair incarceration and torture of one Poke Duncan in 1987. Mr. Duncan’s alibi, that he was too busy trying to date rape a Chubby Stars Drive-Thru counter girl in Holdenville at the time to murder anyone in Sugar Roses, didn’t sway an angry jury, especially since the vengeful attempted rape victim refused to back his story. Mr. Duncan came within twenty minutes of being partially ionized in Old Smoky, the famous electric chair in McAlester State Prison, before the Innocence Project freed him on DNA evidence in 1998. Turow’s book disappointingly described Sugar Roses as “rural, churchy.”
Third, the international success story that is Saving Grace, Incorporated. Saving Grace, of course, is the well-known Christian book and novelty manufacturing company headquartered near the intersection of Highway 19 and I-35 at the northwest corner of town. The joke around Sugar Roses is it’d take a dang sight more than an interstate and parallel railroad tracks to keep the busy Christian soldiers at Saving Grace away from the Choctaw Raindance Casino on the other side. Even Southern Baptists appreciate an eight-dollar Sunday brunch buffet. And the chicken fried steak is outstanding!
The garage-door-sized plaque outside reads, “Godliness with Contentment—I Timothy 6.” Most Christians in town knew the rest of the phrase: “…is great gain.” And so it was.
The Christian Soldiers series of apocalyptic novels sold over seventy million copies, and its media-savvy authors were only eight books into their twelve-part saga. Movie effects spectacle Christian Soldiers IV: Beasts Full of Eyes opened the Thanksgiving before to over twenty million dollars, eventually pulling in a respectable hundred and twenty million take. It was rumored Episode V: Whore of Babylon might be a musical, with lyrics by Tim Rice and singles from Amy Lee and Richard Marx. Faith Hill and Tim McGraw released a successful Christmas album, Do You Hear What I Hear, on the Saving Grace label.
The company also co-produced the popular Li’l Warriors DVD series, in which computer-generated chipmunks and other woodland creatures fought the forces of unholy darkness with moral sentiments from the New Testament. (Most of the proceeds went to World Vision International and Rough Draft Korea.) All in all, about one in nine Garvin County residents worked for Saving Grace, and the company pulled in combined revenues of close to half a billion dollars a year.
Wendell “Buddy” Sims, a lumpy blond stump of a man in his early thirties, looked up at the phalanx of oncoming weather as he waited for Mr. Holcomb to finish bagging his day’s bundle. Buddy worked twenty hours a week delivering papers for the Sugar Roses Sentinel, an unthreatening daily that still bore the Emersonian legend, “The wise man prays, not for safety from danger, but deliverance from fear.” The Church News sat directly across from the pagan horoscope at the end of each day’s dozen or so pages. There were over forty churches in Sugar Roses, everything from gleefully Freewill Baptists to resignedly predestined Calvinists, with a few defensive Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses bridging the dogmatic gap. It was possible to get naked, drunk and saved on a Saturday night, just so long as the sinner wasn’t caught by anyone who mattered before Sunday morning.
The God experience was more personal and elemental for Buddy Sims. Buddy drowned in the pond at Byrd’s Mill when he was twelve, ten years after doctors diagnosed Buddy with fetal alcohol syndrome and mild mental retardation. Panicked by a roiling tangle of water moccasins, Buddy swallowed two lungfuls of water and sank upside-down. As he crawled over slimy rocks, terrified into mental paralysis, he found himself warmed by a heart-shaped concentration of light. The golden, ethereal valentine melted scales from his eyes. Jesus sauntered toward him, affected by the green water only to the degree that it wafted the bleachy white sleeves of his Messianic bathrobe. Jesus the Nazarene looked much like circa-1985 Kenny Loggins.
“Buddy,” he said, smiling. “I love you, Buddy. My Daddy and me love you. You have to be our friend now, okay?” Buddy’s fear-maddened father yanked him above the surface. Jesus stayed in Buddy’s bloodstream. Buddy prayed about twenty times a day. Sometimes he prayed for the ability to remember anything other than Bible verses and Beatle lyrics. Other times he prayed for good TV to come on.
“Looks like it might be a thunder-boomer,” Buddy observed.
“I wouldn’t doubt it,” Mr. Holcomb agreed. “Kinda feels all clingy and sharp outside, dudnit.”
“Yessir, it sure does.”
“You best get movin’ ’fore you get drenched. I think I ‘bout gotcha fixed up here, Buddy. You have a good day now, awright?”
“Can’t help but have a good day, Mr. Holcomb. It’s the only kind the Lord makes.” Mr. Holcomb patted Buddy on the shoulder affectionately and watched as he pedaled slowly up Providence Avenue. He remembered the day Buddy told him, “Jesus sure has given me a wonderful life, Mr. Holcomb.” It was true. Buddy Sims had friends all over town. The good people of Sugar Roses, much like Jesus himself, would always embrace a simple heart.
Buddy had two good-sized bundles to deliver. The lesser went to middle-class single family residences between Broadway and Anderson Parkway, but first he’d deliver the biggest bag of papers to Saving Grace. The corporate headquarters were conspicuously designed in the shape of a Christian cross, which in turn was intelligently redesigned from the tau, the first initial of Tammuz, a Babylonian deity. And so it goes. An unimaginative architectural concept, to be sure, but solidly reassuring in the broad helicopter view hanging over the marble reception desk. The shot was taken facing east; it caught most of Sugar Roses but none of the Choctaws’ tribal land. The most prominent buildings in sight were the Heartland Mall, the Standard Hotel, the hospital on Townsend, and the inevitable Super Wal-Mart, all clustered in the northeast corner of town.
“Hey, Buddy,” grinned Bettina, the near-skeletal lead receptionist. Bettina had been answering phones for Saving Grace since it opened its doors in 1973. They were different doors then, simple wooden doors in a former two-bedroom apartment in Ada, forty minutes east of Sugar Roses. Now rain skittered against the bank of thick electronic plexi airlock doors, and beyond that, it dripped off the banana seat of Buddy’s bicycle as it rested unchained against an ornamental redbud. “Looks like you’re about to get soaked.”
“Thunder-boomer,” Buddy agreed affably. Bettina made sure he had his special pass card and unlocked the security door to the rest of the building.
“How’s your daddy doin’?”
“My daddy’s kickin’ like chicken!”
“That’s what I like to hear,” Bettina smiled, wondering yet again what that expression meant and where Buddy learned it. “You be good now.”
Buddy shuffled through the door, a bag full of unsurprising news draped ponderously over his shoulder. He looked like Barney Rubble playing Santa Claus. “Ain’t no other way to be,” Buddy grinned. “Have a good day. I love you.”
“We love you, too, Buddy,” she said, as the security door clicked behind him. The air conditioner sighed, saving Bettina the trouble. She went back to her sudoku. “Bless his heart,” she added, a peculiarly Bible Belt gesundheit that made it okay to think patronizing, even insulting thoughts about anyone. He’s just slow as molasses, Bettina thought. Bless his heart.
As Buddy made his way through the building, he greeted each employee with radiant affection. “You’re my friend!” he’d cry. “I love you!” “Let’s do lunch!” Unfortunately, he couldn’t remember most customers’ names, so he referred to them as Pardner or Sweetheart. Yet there was nothing cynical or ironic about Sugar Roses’ adoration of Buddy Sims, nor any restraint in his love for everyone and everything in it. The Lord blessed Buddy with that time-honored decoupage objective, serenity.
Shay Veracruz, thirty, short, and lushly feminine in the way of attractive Hispanic women, watched Buddy work the office and vice versa. Shay worked in customer service, answering phones eight hours a day and counting the minutes until each successive break. Sometimes she played math games in her head: I’ve completed an hour. There are seven more to go, not counting lunch. Twelve point five percent of my day. Only eighty-seven point five percent left. She imagined the time ticking off a bar like an Internet download: Now I’m enjoying my coffee break. I timed it so I’m exactly a third of the way through my day. Now I have only three and three quarter hours to go, almost exactly the same length as Gone With the Wind. Now Scarlett goes to a party at Twelve Oaks. Now the assault on Atlanta. Where shall I go? What shall I do? Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn. I mean darn. Can’t cuss at work, even in my head, or I’ll slip around one of the customers. And so it went.
Over Shay’s desk was a poster of a raccoon named Spike. Spike was the allegedly “edgy” Li’l Warrior who often sided with Saint Peter in Biblical disputes. Once, in a musical time warp accident, Spike helped Peter by gnawing off the ear of a Roman centurion. In this particular poster, a supposed perquisite of employment at Saving Grace, Inc., Spike rode a skateboard, and a speech bubble emerged from his sardonic muzzle. The bubble advised passersby to “GIVE UR PROPZ 2 JESUS!!!” At the request of Shay’s supervisor Travis, a deacon in the Church of Christ, this replaced a quasi-inspirational poster with a self-hugging Happy Bunny and the aphorism, “Hating you makes me all warm inside.” Her daughter Lacey liked both posters. The Lord never offered His opinion. The Lord, in point of fact, had been too busy to give Shay a moment of His time for several years now, and she was starting to resent it.
“Hey, Buddy,” she said, after putting a lonely Methodist on hold, you want some candy?”
“Packed with peanuts, Snickers really satisfies.”
“I know, I totally agree with you. Here,” she smiled, handing him a trial size Mounds bar. “These Snickers have coconut inside them.”
“Thank you, sweetheart. I love you. You’re the apple of my eye.”
She watched him shuffle on his way and resumed a polite telephonic disagreement about the cost of illuminated stationery. “Ma’am, I know, I understand what you’re saying, but the flyer clearly stated the special on God’s Divine Word Post-Its would expire in February….Did he really?...Yes, I know. Have you seen our new special on Little Good Book phone organizers?” Only five and a half hours to go, not counting lunch. Another freakin’ Fiesta Salad from Taco Bell. Some fiesta.
Maybe a drink with Judy after work. Another episode of Survivor. Maybe Zack would come over, a twelve-pack of Michelobs in tow. Better yet, maybe he wouldn’t, and she’d get six hours of uninterrupted sleep.
Buddy turned a corner into the executive wing. Here cubicles evolved into actual offices, each with a snazzy glass name plaque. Reproductions of Christian paintings from the Italian Renaissance adorned the walls. Buddy admired them as he passed: Mary looks at baby Jesus sleeping. A pretty lady angel holds Jesus, his cross, and a cup. A man angel in hospital pajamas and a sheet flies up into the sky and points at the Lord.
Intimidated, Buddy kept conversations in this wing to a minimum, but he still liked to put the Sentinel directly into each executive’s hand. Near the end of the hall, he padded into the office suite of Chuck Pettigrew, Senior V.P. of International Marketing. Mr. Pettigrew (or, as Buddy knew him, Mr. Pardner) was usually on the phone, so Buddy had to settle for leaving the Sentinel with his young assistant Paul. Buddy looked forward to seeing Paul, a nice black-haired man with interesting glasses who told him indecipherable knock-knock jokes, so he was surprised and disappointed to find both men missing. Buddy wandered in and listened for voices. Sure enough, he heard Mr. Pettigrew agreeing with someone nearby. “Yes,” Mr. Pettigrew sighed. “Ah, yes.”
It sounded like Mr. Pettigrew was inside a door in the back. It looked like a closet. Buddy opened the door. It was really a bathroom. Buddy forgot you could have an office with a bathroom inside it.
Mr. Pettigrew was sitting on the floor. Paul leaned over him but turned away quickly, grabbing his crotch. Mr. Pettigrew was sweaty and red now. “You should never come in here!” he yelled.
Careful! He was yelling! Was Paul getting ready to pee on Mr. Pardner? Standing, yelling! Mr. Pardner was ready to fight!
Buddy fled in a panic.
“I don’t do that!” Pettigrew protested lamely, his body a taut exclamation point of fear.
Buddy left papers behind. He couldn’t go back to that office. He didn’t know what to do, so he went to Bettina and asked for help. When he told Bettina what happened, Bettina turned white and made some very confusing phone calls. Then things got weird and excited and somebody called Buddy’s boss, Mr. Holcomb, to sort it all out. Mr. Holcomb sent Buddy home early that day, with pay and a soda, and he finished Buddy’s deliveries himself.
Buddy didn’t understand the Sentinel headline the next day, but he did recognize Mr. Pardner’s picture on the front.
TRANSCRIPTS: AG360
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Aired March 11, 20-- - 22:00 ET
THIS IS A RUSH TRANSCRIPT. THIS COPY MAY NOT BE IN ITS FINAL FORM AND MAY BE UPDATED.
ARGYLE GREENWOOD, GNN ANCHOR: Good evening, everyone. Tonight, we’ll take a look at an ongoing ecological catastrophe. Coral reefs are dying all over the planet, and the reason why may come as a surprise. GNN’s Lauren Couey reports.
(BEGIN VIDEOTAPE)
LAUREN COUEY, GNN CORRESPONDENT: They are among the most beautiful ecosystems on earth. Home to countless species of aquatic wildlife, they’re the undersea jewels of equatorial oceans. And they are dying. Experts say ten percent of them are already gone, with another sixty percent at risk. It’s hard to say what the long-term impact of their disappearance will be, but no one doubts the loss to local fishermen – and fish eaters – will be devastating.
TOM SYNAR, DIRECTOR, THE NATURE CONSERVANCY: We have programs in place to protect the Great Barrier Reef and other key areas, but we can’t say for sure yet how well they’re working. Maybe in twenty or thirty years we’ll know. But for right now, we can’t even keep up with human influence, let alone anything else. Humans are the number one threat facing these environments. We overfish. We pollute. Global warming takes its toll. Coral reefs can only survive within a narrow range of environmental conditions, and I’m sorry to say, we affect every one of them every day we go near them.
COUEY (ON-CAMERA): Right now, coral reefs in human areas are threatened by an unexpected culprit: herpes, the same virus that causes cold sores and sexually transmitted infections in people.
SYNAR: It seems counterintuitive, I know, but we’ve analyzed these areas for viral and microbial diseases, and herpes is the biggest factor in every location we studied. It’s knocking the chemical balance out of kilter everywhere we look. The simple fact is, if a coral reef is anywhere near human beings, that coral reef will get sick and start to die. We can’t afford to lose seventy percent of the world’s coral reefs. We can’t afford to lose seventy percent of anything.
COUEY: Unfortunately, the solution to this ecological nightmare scenario remains elusive. Here in Australia, marine biologists are struggling to find a way to avert an apocalypse in paradise. Lauren Couey, GNN, Melbourne.
(END VIDEOTAPE)
GREENWOOD: Serious stuff. For more on this subject, visit GlobalNewsNet.com/coral and submit your ideas on how to save a priceless, irreplaceable resource. You can also answer today’s poll question, “Is coral necessary, or is plastic just as good?” Still to come, presidential elections: Do they really make a difference in the lives of ordinary Americans? And coming up after the break, you won’t believe what Lindsay Lohan had to say about the North American Free Trade Agreement. We’ll have that story when AG360 continues.
(COMMERCIAL BREAK)
TO ORDER A VIDEO OF THIS TRANSCRIPT, PLEASE CALL 800-GNET-NEWS OR USE OUR SECURE ONLINE ORDER FORM LOCATED AT www.GlobalNewsNet.com.
Amanda Quinlan kicked a step roller down the aisle desultorily, and then trudged after it toward 700.755, religious art. Concentrating on her library job was pathetically far beyond her today. Life was sucking for bus change. The last five text messages she received were all angry abbreviations from Tyler, culminating in the comprehensive, “u suk ur a bitch.” True enough, she decided. A bitch who could do a lot better. Who needed Tyler, with his stringy green hair and his stupid Boba Fett tattoo and his weird collection of tentacle porn and his inexplicable fondness for Funyuns? Who needed Tyler’s ridonkulous scooter and his smelly old T-shirts from Hot Topic and that weird habit he had of scratching his ear ’til it bled? It’s not like she couldn’t stand to be away from him for five minutes. Five hours, even. Maybe fifteen hours.
Fuck!
On top of which, she was probably coming down with SARS or avian flu—the back of her throat tasted like day-old Albanian puke—and she still had two hours left on her shift. Her boss Claudia was being a total rag hag. Amanda was out of cigarettes except for two limp GPCs she found deep in her backpack. She kept getting creepy emails from pervos at work. After harsh semesters in Music Theory and Algebra, retaining a three-point GPA seemed like a pipe dream. She had some weed left, but her neo-fascist mom had decided not to pay for her cable so she couldn’t veg out in front of three hours of Law and Order reruns. Her new tragus piercing itched like a man-eating bitch.
Amanda leafed through the next book in her return stack, a collection of woodcuts by Albrecht Dürer. Very cool. She skimmed the biographical intro. Dürer was famous by the time he was thirty, known throughout Europe for his Biblical illustrations. Must be nice, she thought, to make a living creating art. Amanda painted, mostly faceless nude portraits of herself. She told people the model was her sister in Little Rock. Hence Amanda spent a fair amount of time sitting nude and cross-legged in front of a full-length mirror. By her own estimation she augmented herself by a full cup size in every painting. The skinny white Amanda bodies waited cryptically, each visage a blurry void of expectation, an orifice aching to be fed. Then there was the serpentine Chihuahua coiled around an apple. She liked that painting best, even though it made her mom think she was psychotic. She had mixed feelings about the crying baby with a human heart rattle. She sketched that one after an intensely vivid nightmare. In the dream the baby smeared blood all over her face, clothes, and stroller, then cried Amanda’s name until she woke doubled over from cramps.
She was now two days late. Which was probably stress, she thought. How could she not be fucking stressed with all this shit in her life? It’d be just like Tyler, wouldn’t it? She’d probably wind up living alone with a baby in a damn mini-storage or something. Two days late. Except she couldn’t be pregnant, could she? They’d been careful. She made Tyler wear a condom every time. Well, okay, maybe not every time, but it wasn’t like she didn’t know where she was in her cycle. Shit!
She turned another page to reveal Dürer’s illumination of Revelation chapter twelve, “The Dragon with Seven Heads.” One of the heads looked like a goat. Another, more apelike extremity vomited fire. The beast’s naked tail lashed a third of the stars from heaven. Above the creature and its escort, the sneering whore of Babylon, a male figure crouched in the clouds. The figure looked down condescendingly, his right hand curled in an oddly Hindu two-fingered blessing. The figure, whoever he or He was, looked like Jerry Garcia.
The Apocalypse, Amanda thought. The Unveiling at the End of the World. Amanda didn’t believe in God anymore, only three years after losing her virginity to a golden-skinned counselor at Falls Creek Christian Summer Camp, but she thought there might be something to all this spiritual truth stuff. Beasts were indeed roaming the earth. She knew them, by email address if not by name. She closed the book and slid it into place on a high shelf.
“Cool tatt,” a voice said from behind her.
She whipped around. Look at this douchebag. Thirty-five if he was a day, hair that wasn’t so much thinning as evaporating, thirty pounds overweight, and buttoned inside a wrinkled blue shirt from, like, 1985. “What?”
“I said I like your tattoo. Where’d you get it? I thought ink was illegal here.”
Ink. Jesus Christ. “Tattoos were legalized a few years ago, but I got most of mine from a guy named Tiger in the City before the ban lifted. Can I help you find something?”
“What’s it mean, your tattoo?” the guy persisted, pointing at a character on her back. Which was ugh. Another pervo. She must have revealed the tattoo when she stretched to file the Dürer book.
“Oh. It means strength, in Japanese.”
“I like it,” the guy repeated. “I’ve got a Marvin the Martian on my arm.” He pointed excitedly at his left upper sleeve.
“Cool,” she admitted.
“Yeah, I used to have a buddy in Hollywood who was a tattoo artist. But seriously, embarrassing cliché aside, do I know you from somewhere?”
She froze, still perched on the wobbly step roller like some 1950s TV housewife fleeing a mouse. “I don’t know. I work here.”
“I used to live here, in Sugar Roses. Went to college at SOSU. You been working here long?”
“Just a few months.”
“Do you go to SOSU?”
“I do now.”
“Huh. Maybe I met you before I left for California.”
“That was how many years ago?”
“Over a dozen.”
“I was a kid then,” she said, stepping down to floor level. “I didn’t know anybody.” Pervo. God, it sucked being five-four sometimes. He loomed eight inches over her now, still beaming the crookedly optimistic grin of the brain-damaged.
“No, I…yeah, I guess not. I don’t know. You just look really familiar to me. Maybe you look like you belong in California. Well, anyway. Hi. I’m Scott Glass. I’m in town for a couple of weeks doing some work for Excelsior.”
“Excelsior? Like, Excelsior movies?”
“The studio, yeah. I’m a writer.”
“Really.” Could he be any more chock full of shit? “You write movies,” she added, in the same flat tone she might use to comment, for example, I hear you wear a utility belt and fight crime.
“Lucky me,” Scott said, laughing. “And you are?”
She found herself unable to muster the energy she’d need to buck protocol and ignore him. “I’m Amanda. Like…what does Excelsior want with Sugar Roses?”
“Fair question. You know the Turow book, you work in a library.”
“Court of Law. We’ve been checked out for months.”
“That’s the one. Excelsior’s optioned it for a movie. I’ve been hired to write a draft of the screenplay. Two other guys are writing one, too. If the studio likes my version better than theirs, then I get hired to write the next draft. At which point,” he laughed, “they’ll probably bring in Akiva Goldsman or Susannah Grant or somebody to polish it off and take all the credit.”
“I don’t know who they are.”
“Nor should you, in fact. They’re the masterminds behind Batman & Robin and Pocahontas.”
“Oh. Well, that doesn’t sound good, then.”
“Yeah, well,” Scott admitted, “they also wrote A Beautiful Mind and Erin Brockovich.”
“Oh.”
“So they’ve done some good stuff. It’s all…delicate, y’know? One false move can turn a good script into a bad movie. Never the other way around, unfortunately.”
“Right.”
An awkward half-second passed. “So. I uh…didn’t mean to bother you. Just…you looked familiar. I don’t know a lot of people in this town anymore.”
“Right.”
“I’ll let you work. Sorry. I uh…right. Good to meet you.” He bowed stiffly and turned to walk away.
She cocked a hip and wondered why she might be interested in stopping him. “Hey, wait,” she said.
He turned back. “Yeah?”
“You don’t really work for Excelsior, do you?”
“Yeah, I really do.”
“And you live in, like, Hollywood.”
“Nine double-oh two eight.” His ZIP code.
“California.”
“That’s the one.”
She wanted to believe him. “How does anybody go from Sugar Roses to Hollywood? Is that even possible?”
“Well,” he said, scratching his neck, “I can only speak for myself, but…I drove my car there, so…yeah. It is possible.”
“It seems like, I don’t know, going to Jupiter or something.”
“My friend, you have no idea. It wasn’t easy. I miss…I don’t know…” He indicated the library around them and, perhaps, the town beyond. “Sanity.”
“This is sanity?”
“Yeah, this is normalcy. Hollywood is Movieland. Plastic. One big special effect.”
“I just want to get out of Sugar Roses.”
“I did, too. And you can. I swear, it can be done.”
She gazed at him and wondered at the strange turns a world and a Wednesday might take. This fuckhat made it to California.
He stared back. “The thing is,” he said finally, “it isn’t what you think it’s going to be. It’s easier and harder and…I don’t know, God, it’ll kill you. It’ll make you feel like shit until you feel like The God of All You Survey. Then it’ll make you feel like even shittier shit, ’cause you know in the long run it’s just…product. The guys I work for, they don’t care about movies. They could be selling shoes or McDonald’s or feminine hygiene products, they don’t care. Right now I’m writing for Excelsior Upgrade, their so-called ‘indie’ division? But of course I’m really working for Excelsior, which in turn works for Argent Zurich, which in turn works for a vast nameless body of shareholders.”
“Argent Zurich?”
“The global investment firm. They buy money. Then they sell it to people who want more money. So you can see where the artistry comes in.”
“You don’t sound happy to be there. It sounds like a hell of a life to me. Better than here.”
“I know. I worked so many years to get where I am. And now…it’s driving me crazy. Be careful what you wish for.”
“Didn’t I hear something about Argent Zurich in the news?”
“Yeah, some joker wrote letters to the paper claiming he’s gonna commit some kinda terrorist act against the corporation.”
The letters, written in red longhand on loose leaf paper, were signed “A.Q.U.S.A.” “Hundreds will die,” the letters insisted. “We are the barbarians at your gate. You cannot stop us.”
“Scary.”
“I worked at Disney for a while,” Scott said, shrugging. “For a coupla years after 9/11, even Mauschwitz was rattled. They installed metal detectors at Disneyland.”
“Mauschwitz?”
“Yeah, that’s what they call Disney in L.A. It’s not always the most fun place to work.”
“All those animated rodents.”
“Exactly. But they whistle while they work. Or Snow White beats them.”
Amanda laughed, glad to be distracted from her crapathon morning. Unfortunately, she could see Claudia glaring at her from Circulation. Nod at Claudia, Amanda. Make the scary bitch put her talons away. “I gotta get to work. My boss is, you know, kind of a she-harpy.”
“Are there he-harpies?”
“Man,” she sighed, “don’t even get me started.”
Scott drifted off toward a bank of Web-connected computers. There he checked his Hotmail, Ain’t It Cool News, GNN, and the Sugar Roses Sentinel website. He shouldn’t have been flirting with Amanda, if that’s what he was doing. Even Scott wasn’t sure. He imagined poor Jessica stuck at work—missing him, he hoped—and felt a cramp of remorse.
Oh, look. Some knuckle-dragging ex-Marine on the Sentinel message board was decrying “Unholywood’s” interest in a Court of Law film adaptation. “They don’t know anything about Sugar Roses,” the jarhead insisted. “All they know how to do is snort cocaine and spit in Christians’ faces and make porno hookers out of our poor little girls.” Maybe so, Scott agreed, but at least we can get a decent latte.
Then it hit him: Porno hookers. He didn’t dare check his guess—the site was probably filtered here anyway—but he knew exactly where he’d seen Amanda and her kanji tattoo. Strength indeed. Was there a cool way to ask her? His mind raced through a dozen scenarios, two ending in sweaty library restroom fornication, most in tragic humiliation.
Amanda, he felt certain, was a model on RiotGrrlz.com, the beloved alternative softcore site that functioned as a kind of naughty Facebook for chubby or otherwise imperfect girls with piercings, tattoos, and sundry eclectic adornments. Her contradictory affection for Aqua Teen Hunger Force and Nabokov caught his eye on a Friday night wank surf. He’d seen her naked long before he met her. Stranger yet, that wasn’t an odd experience for people working in the Hollywood film industry.
So she made a few bucks on the website, probably spent it on drugs or DVDs or some guy, all while drifting through undemanding classes at Southeastern Oklahoma State. Then, when Riot Grrlz failed to deliver on the glamour it promised, she went back to the real world of overdue books and a livelihood that didn’t arrive care of PayPal. Across the library floor, she straightened VHS tapes and magazines. He smiled as she wiped a crimson blade of hair from her eye, tucking it back into her otherwise jet-black coiffure.
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truthseeker (Old Pro) – Posted March 12, 20-- 01:44
Hey, have any of you seen a pastor named Melissa Scott on TV? I saw her last night and couldn’t get her out of my head. She has hair down to her waist and speaks in many different languages. I did some Google research on her and found out she used to be married to another pastor named Dr. Gene Scott. I know this is wrong to say, but she is incredibly hot! What’s the story there?
Posts: 372 | Location: Oklahoma | Registered: January 07, 20—
SugarRosesNeedsChange (Old Pro) – Posted March 12, 20-- 09:13
Truthseeker, whatever her qualifications for running the Gene Scott empire, Pastor Melissa Pastore Scott is indeed, to put it in the vernacular, hot. In fact, she has proof: In 1994, she won the title Miss Nude Can-Am Exotic. This was around the time she performed in adult videos (“Picture Perfect,” for example) under the name Barbi Bridges. There’s evidence that her father, Frank Peroff, was a Canadian Mafioso. She first appeared on Dr. Gene’s “University Network” as a cheesy bikini dancer, but soon she was the only woman on the show. She apparently studied theology with Scott for about ten years before he died of cancer at age 75. She was only 36—You go, Pastor Gene!
This was all available on Wikipedia for a while, but now the entry is gone, supposedly because it was vandalized by users. I have fond memories of getting high back in the 1980s—I would never stoop to such behavior in the present, of course—and watching Gene berate heathens and sinners for hours on end. If his viewers didn’t cough up enough cash, he’d scream at them as well. Mostly he just smoked his cigars, pontificated about esoteric Bible translation issues, and stared into space. Sometimes he’d sing, a habit Melissa has taken up with what may be described, in delicacy, as limited success. My favorite hymn was a catchy little ditty called “Kill a Pissant for Jesus.” When Pastor Gene grew tired of talking about Jesus in Greek and Aramaic, he’d sermonize about UFOs and the Pyramids. I called his show once, claiming my sister was hooked on drugs and her behavior seemed similar to his, and he insulted me right on the air. “Listen, you little smartmouth!” he bellowed. “Let me tell you something! You’re no damn good in the eyes of the Lord! You can’t see holy when it’s sittin’ in front of you, so repent or get your sinning ass the hell out of my way!” My companion and I laughed for days.
I miss the old coot. I’m surprised Pastor Melissa isn’t preaching in a bikini. It’s probably what dirty old Pastor Gene would have wanted.
Posts: 1478 | Location: Oklahoma | Registered: October 22, 1999
Verle Hibberd pulled into the Standard Hotel parking lot and finished his cigarette. The bar was hopping, partly thanks to Wednesday Karaoke Nite. Some young socialite inside was caterwauling to “Jesus Take the Wheel”—probably Staci, shaming her ex-husband again by crooning at every buck-ass cowboy in town. She’d embarrassed Verle once by starting to give him a lapdance. He got up and stormed outside, angry for a reason he didn’t fully understand.
Yep, there was Danny Murcheson’s old truck, with Calvin pissing on a Ford emblem in the back window. Verle didn’t know much about Calvin and Hobbes, but he sure didn’t remember the kid having any kind of urinary streak in the Sunday paper. Some damn fool redrew the character to appeal to redneck idiots, and damned if Danny Murcheson wasn’t redneck idiot enough to enjoy it. Verle would happily bet his life’s savings there was at least an old pop can in the back of that truck, and probably half a dozen Busch cans as well.
When Danny wasn’t out working some construction site, he holed up in his rickety old house on the edge of town. He devoted most of the house’s wall space to cheesecake posters, gun racks and shelves full of ammo. There might even be army surplus munitions in there, shit he bought off the Internet black market. Danny’s favorite song was a jaunty number from Cross Canadian Ragweed called “Them Oklahoma Boys,” in which Ragweed claimed them Oklahoma boys rolled their joints all wrong. Verle had seen Danny Murcheson outsmarted by furniture on at least two occasions. He was a small man with a smaller life, even smaller than Verle’s in too many ways, but he’d been in Verle’s life too long to worry about it now.
Ah, well. Verle crushed the remains of his cigarette into the gravel and climbed the front stoop, where Fred Tibbs took his ten dollar bill and waved him in without a word. Sure enough, Staci was finishing her moment in the spotlight by pleading for Jesus to save her from this road she was on as she gazed into the eyes of some poor woman’s husband. No doubt Tom Stokes was still paying for them titties of hers. Her little black dress was so tight Verle could tell what kind of underwear she was wearing. Her bra was too tight. Was thirty-eight too old to wear a thong? Apparently Danny Murcheson didn’t think so. His eyes were glued to Staci’s backside like a hungry dog watching a man tear into a ribeye.
“I’d tell you to take a picture,” Verle said, punching Danny’s arm, “but you can probably find one on your computer somewhere.”
“Oh, son, would I hit that like I mean it,” Danny agreed. “Ol’ Tom’s a good fella, but his wife gets me harder’n Chinese algebra.”
“Ex-wife.”
“’Zactly. Dang, I gotta get my pecker wet, Verle. I got balls the color a blackberries.”
“Size, too, I bet.”
“Shi-i-it,” Danny drawled.
The two men sucked Bud longnecks for a few minutes as a soppingly drunk college kid warbled his way through four minutes of heavy metal bullshit. His friends egged him on with encouragements like “Asshole!” and “You suck suck SUUUUCK!” If Verle had friends like that, he’d never stop smackin’ ’em.
A familiar quartet took up residence for the night at a booth in the corner. Verle and Danny played weekend flag football with one of the four, a big guy named Rick Orzabal who sat with one arm draped casually over his hot Japanese-American wife. The other two Verle knew by reputation: The fella worked as a pharmacist at Walgreen’s, while his wife stayed home to raise a six-year-old daughter from a previous marriage. Nice people, give or take a few drinks, but alcoholism wasn’t what brought them out to the Standard three nights a week. No, these were what folks used to call “swingers.” Nowadays, swingers liked to say they were “in the lifestyle,” as if they’d taken up windsurfing.
Verle made the mistake one inebriated night of letting Danny in on the secret. Now it came up almost every damn Wednesday. Sure enough, Danny’s eyes zeroed in on Mrs. Orzabal. “Lemme ask you something,” Danny began.
“No.”
“No, lemme ask you something; or no to what I was gonna ask?”
“Good question. Both.”
Danny scratched the patchy stubble on his pockmarked chin. “You mean to tell me you wouldn’t crawl over Rick to get to that?”
Verle shuddered. “Not unless they invented penicillin that knows gol-damn karate.”
“You been single too long.”
“Maybe not long enough.” Verle’s ex, April, up and left two years ago in a fit of postpartum depression. Now Verle got to see his kids two weekends a month. Apparently April, class act that she was, once told his teenage daughter, “Your daddy’s all right; the Good Lord just cursed him with a dick like a thumb in a rubber.” Which was true, gol-damn it, but nobody else ever complained. You didn’t hear him bitching when her idea of sexual wildfire was to take off her Hello Kitty nightshirt.
“What you need,” Danny insisted, “is somethin’ like that over there.” He pointed across the bar to the pool tables, where, often as not, the unskilled won money from the un-sober.
“Which one?”
“There, in the back, with her fat friend.”
Yeah, Verle had to admit, Danny’d pegged his type. He sat next to the girl—Shay something—one night, but he’d been too chicken to talk to her. That story he kept to himself. There was something about Shay that dissuaded any man with a GED in or a Skoal ring on his pocket. Besides, Verle heard she worked at Saving Grace, which probably meant she was too refined and Christian to put up with a smelly old cuss like him.
Shay text messaged someone on her cell phone. Her fat friend, who looked like H. R. Pufnstuf in a pair of Tony Lamas, kidded her about it in braying screeches. Judy something. There’s always a fat friend, Verle thought sadly. It’s like pretty girl border patrol. Get within arm’s reach of a pair of ladies’ jeans under size twelve, and Couch Ass starts wailing like a car alarm.
These were not the sort of thoughts, Verle decided, true gentlemen concerned themselves with.
Still. It had been a long time. Set aside how long it had been since he’d lured some embittered divorcée into his untidy bedroom; at his age, pushing fifty, he could go days without trouser timber. But there were nights, and there were days, when he dreamed of the soft, fragrant touch of the feminine. Women liked him. They did. And he damn sure liked ’em back. Problem was, they liked him when he fixed their cars, or they wanted to fix him dinner, or they drank all his beer. They didn’t like to be girls anymore. Maybe that was it. Verle missed the way women acted when they had the time and inclination to be nothing but feminine. How long had that been? His early twenties? Verle wondered sometimes if he knew how to love a woman his own age. He felt cornered by women somehow. They made him feel like he owed ’em something before he ever said a word.
That Shay, though—what was she, maybe thirty at the most? It was hard to tell with señoritas, but there was a woman ripe as summer watermelon. Black shoulder-length hair, thick as a tar pit. Curves all the way down and around. Verle even liked her sweater. Underneath, he imagined, not bare skin—why be greedy—but silk. Sliding silk. Whisper silk.
“That is one sweet piece of ass,” Danny sighed.
“…Y’know, Danny…”
“I’m jus’ sayin’.”
“Remind me never to take you to the ballet,” Verle sighed, hoisting his beer.
“That’s a deal,” Danny agreed. “What, are you sayin’ I ain’t got a shot at a bitch like that?”
“Not if you’re gonna call her a bitch, Danny. Maybe that ain’t the best place for you to start.”
“You don’t know,” Danny snapped. “You don’t know nothin’, Verle. Do you? You don’t know what I can get.”
“Yeah, if you say so.”
“Oh, you callin’ me a liar now, too?”
Danny got like this sometimes. “Jesus wept, Danny, no, I ain’t callin’ you a liar. Shit. I’m just tryin’ to keep ya humble, a’right? Around these parts, it’s not a bad idea to lower them expectations a yours.”
“Yeah, go on, make that face at me. Go on. Laugh it up, cheese dick.”
Verle chuckled, as quickly regretting it. “Settle down, hombre. Okay? Have another beer.”
“Keep on talkin’.”
Verle sighed heavily and drained half his longneck. Another fine night at the Standard Hotel. Yee-haw. The conversation lapsed as the two men went back to watching women drift past their feeble combined gravity, their trajectories completely unaltered.
Across the bar, Shay’s purse vibrated. She dug for her cell phone, her face turning red.
“Him again?” Judy smirked.
“Let’s find out,” Shay answered. It was him again. Zack.
You coming over?
I can’t. You come here.
And put on pants? Who has the time?
“Oh my God,” Shay laughed.
“What?”
“He doesn’t want to come here because he isn’t dressed. Up,” she added quickly.
“Who dresses up in Sugar Roses?”
“Hey! These are my best jeans.”
“Oh,” Judy managed, unsure for the billionth time whether Shay was kidding. “They look real pretty.”
“Thank you,” Shay said quietly.
“You want to go over there, don’t you?”
“No. I wouldn’t mind if he came here, but no.”
“I’d go over there. Hell, yeah. He’s good-lookin’. He’s kinda got that…sexy dad thing going.”
“No kids, though.”
“No problem.”
Shay smiled. “He kind of is like a dad. I don’t think of him that way. He’s kinda like…I don’t know how to explain it. We hang out together. He laughs at my jokes. I don’t know.”
“And he never makes a move?”
“He used to,” Shay lied.
“I’d let him in there so fast his zipper’d spark.”
“Judy!”
It usually happened on Saturday nights. Shay got scared sometimes on Saturday night, scared it would always be like this, one disappointment after another. She put Lacey to bed and asked him in sometimes on Saturday nights. The sex was awkward at best; she allowed noises only when Lacey was over at her aunt’s place. But he held her close, her fingers touched the muscles in his back, and when he left a few hours later she slept okay. Those nights she didn’t dream of long, empty futures. Those nights she didn’t wake up lost in the quiet. Those nights.
She wanted to trust him, but thus far, the only reassurance he ever offered her was physical. And sometimes, she caught him staring into the dark as if watching someone go.
The swingers bought each other drinks. Karaoke Nite soldiered on.
Verle slumped at the bar. All the usual bullshit, he thought. The usual parade of mediocre beer bottles. The usual dumbass jokes from Danny. The usual hypnosis in the presence of women. Even the same old songs; these new songs sounded just like the old ones. Staci found some cowboy to fall on. The four swingers grew bored with each other and drove home in pairs, the same pairs blessed in the Sugar Roses First Baptist Church. Verle figured “the lifestyle” must be kinda like running a fancy French restaurant: It only worked if you had a wide enough patron base.
It occurred to him he might be too drunk to drive, but that thought seemed downright un-American. Besides, he wasn’t really drunk if he could walk. Even cops knew that. He rolled out of the parking lot, gravel crunching under his tires. He headed east on Highway 19, carefully watching his speed and staying between the yellow lines. He rolled down his window and listened to Sugar Roses as he left it behind.
He lit a cigarette and thought about Shay, the tumble of her hair, the curve of her shoulders, the ways he’d have to change to get a woman like her. He wondered if a woman so young and desirable could ever understand loneliness as deep, full and heavy as his.
Five miles out of town, Highway 133 broke off north. Verle was alone on the road, headed to his trailer on County Road 1510. Only a few dim stars of porch light broke the darkness. This late on a work night, most folks were sensible enough to be asleep. Most folks had families to protect, warm bodies to curl up against. Most sensible folks had better things to do than hold down a bar stool and trade lame jokes with noodle bait like Danny Murcheson—
The deer flew sideways out of the dark. Its hooves barely clicked asphalt before the truck slammed into it at forty miles an hour.
He felt the collision in his hands. A spray of blood misted in the headlights. The deer slid down the highway as silent and stiff as a carousel horse. A stab of pain, piercing hot—The cigarette lay in Verle’s lap. He chucked it out the window and parked beside the road. Slowly breaching from a thick sea of shock, he rummaged for a flashlight and staggered from the truck.
He listened. No sound. He walked slowly down the highway, looking for the deer. A burst of movement exploded in the ditch to his right. He aimed the flashlight instantly, startled from his skin. The deer kicked weeds and ran in place, its left flank concave. Verle smelled bloody copper and wondered how to put the deer out of its misery.
The deer leapt to its feet. Verle fell on his ass.
The flashlight clattered to the highway, its beam a sweeping radar as it spun out of arm’s reach. He and the deer stared at each other, stunned in the moonlight. The deer took two steps toward him. Its eyes were liquid black beneath Disney lashes. It steadied its footing, drew in a shuddering breath that reinflated its wounded side, ambled forward, and leaned in to butt Verle’s leg gently. Be careful, will ya? There are animals trying to live lives out here.
“I’m sorry,” Verle heard himself saying.
The deer stared at him in open chastisement, then raced into the Campbells’ back pasture and the black woods beyond.
Verle woke in his trailer the next morning and wondered if he dreamt the whole thing. There was blood and fur in his grille, but no animal carcass by the side of the road as he drove in to work. He prayed for the first time in months, and he didn’t take a drink for two whole weeks. By then, of course, the End Times had come.
He played no role in the ensuing events, as he himself could have easily predicted. And Verle would’ve sworn on a stack of Bibles his old drinkin’ buddy Danny Murcheson was fated for similarly conspicuous insignificance—but in that, as in so many things, Verle could not have been more wrong.
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Into the Ocean, End It All
On the news today I saw a story about the Carteret Islands in the Pacific, the first inhabited land area disappearing from the world thanks to global warming. It’s sinking right into the ocean. The people there are suffering horribly. The Carteret Islands are coral atolls, and the highest point of land there is only about as high above sea level as a doorknob. There used to be trees around the islands that kept the ocean away, but the islanders chopped them all down and cut them up for firewood. They had to. Their natural resources are sinking under the waves. Places that used to be beautiful beaches are now slimy trash fields when the tide is out, and several feet underwater when it’s in. Sharks and stingrays swim around in people’s front yards.
The kids there are starving. You can see their pot bellies, so cute and so sad all at the same time. The people have nothing to feed them but fish and coconuts. They don’t even have fresh water, so the kids drink mostly coconut milk. A big wave could come at any time and wash their whole world away. Even if a tidal wave doesn’t kill them all, the island will keep sinking under the ocean.
In less than ten years, it’ll be gone, and if we don’t do anything about it, those poor people will go with it. The nearest island that isn’t in trouble from global warming is 75 miles away. Some of the people tried moving there once, but even the safer islands are wrapped up in Papua New Guinea’s civil war so the people got scared and came back. Talk about screwed.
I think we all have days when it feels like our whole world is sinking into the ocean. I watched that Spike Lee thing about Hurricane Katrina and cried and cried. I couldn’t sleep for days after that. Just because those people were black or brown, we didn’t care if they got swept away or their children lived in filth or their women were raped. Imagine how little we’ll care when the tide comes in and covers New Orleans for good, because the Carteret Islands aren’t the only inhabited place close to sea level. If the ocean doesn’t get us, trash or disease or terrorists will. And people still have children and send them into this shit?
Because this is our Apocalypse. Tell me you can’t feel it coming. I know the ocean is rising. Before it was sucking at my toes like a relaxing beach. Then it climbed my legs and went under my skirt. Now it’s at my chin. Soon it’ll be in my mouth and my nose and then the whole world will go blue and far away. Does anyone hear me out here calling for help? Does my family understand? Does Tyler hear the ocean coming for both of us? Can he put down his Xbox controller long enough to see the tidal wave rising?
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It would not be stretching the truth overmuch to describe Sugar Roses as the lone intellectual oasis in the vast semiliterate desert between Norman and Dallas. It would not be gilding the lily to characterize Bayeux Entertainment (formerly Bayeux Books and Video) as a beacon of hope for the literarily inclined in small town Oklahoma. And it would not be an act of hysterical hyperbole to nominate Phillip Mars as the gatekeeper to all that is smart in Sugar Roses. Some compared him, most often derisively, to Truman Capote. Others dismissed his circle of confederates as the Heartland Mall Round Table. Zack Heath described him as a cross between John Waters and Lex Luthor. He saw himself merely as an island fortress, defending all that is exquisite against a bloated invasion of Bedazzled barbarians.
Phillip Mars, Book Department Manager, straightened his pocket square as he strode through nonfiction. Other Bayeux employees wondered how he could afford such immaculate clothing. He had a different suit for every day of the week. He wore those suits all year, from the subzero ice storms of February to the rain forest heat and humidity of August in the former Dust Bowl. Few had seen him sweat, though he did have a tendency to blush in duress. His thin mustache seemed drawn on with a Sharpie. His bald dome never showed a trace of stubble, despite the fact that Phillip was only forty-five. He wore the same pair of Hugo Boss shoes every day, yet they never seemed to pick up any scuffs or discoloration. He favored plaid patterns that seemed more suited to 1970s London than twenty-first century America. But while college students who frequented the store assumed he was exclusively homosexual, no one had ever seen him out on a date. No one had been propositioned, not even Sugar Roses’ few openly gay students. Furthermore, no one had heard or seen Phillip do or say anything sexual at all.
The truth, while prosaic, would not have accommodated community standards. Phillip had been in a relationship with Matt Lumley, the closeted high school music teacher, for over a decade. Matt also went to movies sometimes with Karen, a quiet accountant at Saving Grace. The accountant was utterly baffled by Matt’s disinterest in physical matters. Never did she suspect he had the fellatio skills of a heavy metal groupie, yet their sham of a romance served to pacify the phobic on the Sugar Roses school board.
This was the first year SOSU hosted a Gay/Lesbian Student Alliance. Phillip and Matt regarded the new openness warily. These kids had no idea how bad things could get. There was always the risk of homicidal atrocity. The word “faggot” appeared in restroom graffiti all over town. Violence against gay and lesbian students excited little interest from campus or city police. Poor Chuck Pettigrew had been practically run out of town on a rail of sniggering hatred. Up in eternally hierarchical Heaven, the Christian God was still resolutely opposed to any sexual contact that didn’t result in a family, so down below, the ground hosted millions of people who lived their whole lives as undercover agents in the heterosexual majority. Phillip and Matt considered themselves the luckiest couple in town, simply for knowing each other’s orientation and interest. Their parents either had no idea or kept their ideas to themselves. Phillip wore a silver chain with a letter M pendant, and he told anyone who asked that it stood for Mars. Matt made his feelings for Phillip clear in other, less cerebral ways.
Phillip roamed through Periodicals, straightening the racks with pianist’s fingers. He often had to cover gaps between gay porn titles, as the magazines were the most commonly shoplifted items in the store. To give the impression of equal time and attention, he also spent an unnecessary number of minutes straightening the Playboys and Maxims, sales for which dwindled when Sugar Roses went online. Phillip spotted Zack Heath and a young female companion coming into the store. “Well,” he drawled, “if it isn’t Sugar Roses’ very own answer to P. G. Wodehouse.”
“Come on, Phillip,” Zack smiled. “You know I’m all about Nick Hornby and Richard Russo. I’m a man of the people.”
“That’s not the impression I get, Dr. Heath. The natives are restless.”
“Restless? About what, the book?”
“Mais bien sur.”
Zack chewed his lip. Black-haired at forty-seven, lanky, once an NCAA pitching sensation, he carried himself with an athlete’s poise. “Is it selling any better, at least?”
“See for yourself,” Phillip answered, indicating a display table still covered in Zack’s debut novel, Commedia dell’Heartland. “Most people don’t even know how to pronounce it.”
“It’ll sell,” Zack’s blonde companion announced. “It’s so awesome. People just need to give it a chance.”
Zack seemed startled to recall she was next to him. “Phillip! Do you know Laura? She’s a student of mine.”
“You bought the new Palahniuk,” Phillip told her. It was something of a lucky guess.
“I buy every Palahniuk.”
“Of course,” Phillip smiled. Laura looked miffed but didn’t know how to respond.
“Laura’s in my Intermediate Acting class.” Zack taught theatre at the college, directed a play a year, and thought about his second novel on weekends. Then a game would come on, or he’d receive an especially inviting text message, or his backyard Jacuzzi would look lonely. He hadn’t written a word of new fiction in over a year, but at least he wasn’t hurting for company.
“Do you fancy yourself a disciple of Uta Hagen?” Phillip asked Laura.
“Who?”
“Uta Hagen, dear. Sensei of the stage. Zachary, Doctor, what are you teaching our young people?”
“Laura’s not so much about…She’s really just mastering theory at this point.”
“I see.”
“It’s become a kind of therapy for me,” Laura said.
“You were fortunate,” Phillip told her, “to have earned your way into the inner circle of our resident theatrical guru.”
“That’s what I keep telling her,” Zack sighed. Laura considered her response, suspected she was the butt of the joke, and decided maturely to wander off into Music.
“You kids be good,” she said, waving over her shoulder.
“She’s a darling,” Phillip drawled.
“With champagne wishes and caviar dreams,” Zack said wryly.
“Hollywood beckons?”
“That’s its job. Oh, don’t look at me like that.”
“Far be it from me to stand in the way of an artistic libertine.”
“Cram it. So how many books have I sold this week?”
“Four or five. The library bought another two.”
“God, I can’t believe the beating I’m taking on this thing.” After two years of searching in vain for an agent or publisher, Zack finally bit the bullet and self-published through a company he found on the Internet. James Joyce self-published, he thought. So did William Blake, Whitman and Woolf. So that counted, right? “I was hoping to sell a few hundred copies in town, a couple thousand on Amazon. It’s a good book. You read it, right?”
“I’ve skimmed it. Some local literature critics were kind enough to show me a photocopy.”
“A photocopy? What? Are you shitting me?”
“No, not at all.”
“I can’t have people copying Commedia for free! This is bullshit!”
“I know, I was outraged. The local cognoscenti were particularly enthralled by the scene in the Paradise Motel.” Zack grew up in Sugar Roses and, like all lifelong residents, knew exactly what went on in the Paradise Motel off I-35. The place was famous for miles around, and it wasn’t for the continental breakfast, nor was it for cleanliness. No, the Paradise featured a service that wouldn’t earn it a mention in Zagat. That service, which employed let’s-say-eighteen-year-old girls in cutoff jeans and translucent T-shirts, was a favorite of lowlife truckers and, rumor had it, cops.
In the scene, which was probably dog-eared in every copy of Commedia dell’Heartland in existence, college freshman Gus Herod attends a kegger at the Paradise. Around two in the morning, long after sobriety dwindles in the collective rear view mirror, there comes a knock on the motel room door. Assuming it’s the manager complaining about the noise, Gus opens the door sheepishly. Instead, it’s a nubile young girl, asking if Gus wants to party. “I love to party,” Gus replies. “Come on in.” Completely oblivious to the purpose of the girl’s visit, Gus offers her a taco from a takeout bag he brought to the party. The bemused girl eventually gives up on Gus’s naïve ass and trudges down the hall, silently wishing she’d taken the taco. Gus’s friends rib him mercilessly. Later that night, another guy drives home from the party, only to fly through the windshield after wrapping his car around a tree. The scene, like most of Commedia dell’Heartland, was taken directly from Zack’s college years.
“I don’t see how they can complain about the scene,” he insisted. “It’s not like what goes on at the Paradise Motel is a secret.”
“It’s their open secret,” Phillip said.
“Unbelievable.”
“You might have at least renamed the hotel. There were also some parental concerns about the scene at Brady Point.”
The scene at Brady Point begins with an excess of Jack Daniels and ends in what can only be described as an underage orgy. This was also based on a cherished high school memory, and Zack could name at least half a dozen prominent locals who were willing participants in the depravity. All six were now parents, one a Sunday School teacher.
“Parental concerns.”
“Concerns from people who happen to be parents, allegedly because their little pitchers have such big eyes. The better to read you with, my dear.”
“You’ve got to be kidding.”
“We mustn’t defile the young.”
“Have they talked to their kids? Have they had one conversation? I coached Little League for a season. Those kids could give Sting sex tips. And that’s just the boys. The girls…Let’s just say Brooke Shields and her Calvins had nothing on these girls.”
“I know that and so do you, but apparently a teacher at Sugar Roses’ blessed academy of learning found a copy of your roman à clef in the gentlemen’s room.”
“Lemme guess, they were using it as stroke fodder.”
“What an artistic turn of phrase. It’s no wonder you’re our very own Balzac.”
“Ay ay ay. So have they scheduled the book burning? Do I need to stock up on fire extinguishers? Or are they jumping straight ahead to the crucifixion?”
“Propriety forbids me from offering an opinion, Professor, especially on such a sacred matter as crucifixion. After all, the good employees of Saving Grace are our most profligate customers.” Phillip indicated a display of Saving Grace T-shirts and various Christian paraphernalia. The Sugar Roses Bayeux did steady business in Christian-themed merchandise, especially “positive pop” CDs and Li’l Warriors video collections.
“’Profligate’ has two meanings, y’know.”
“Does it? I had no idea,” drawled Phillip, having an idea.
“It’s not like I set the book in Sugar Roses.”
“You could have set the book in Lower Manhattan. It wouldn’t have mattered. The good people of Sugar Roses know who you are, Zack. They know what you know. They know who you know. Or is it whom?”
“Beats me. Look…The bastards made photocopies?”
“I gather the book has been scanned and emailed around town like a Harry Potter novel.”
“Difference is, Jo Rowling has a billion dollars. I want to pay off my student loans.”
“Doesn’t it thrill you at all, being a local cause célèbre?”
“People tell stories about me to scare their kids, Phillip. Last week Dan Taylor at First Baptist prayed for the souls of local atheists, starting with ‘local authors.’ I’ve never said a word about him or his church, but now I’m the Antichrist of Garvin County. These people need to get lives.”
“They have lives, Professor. Dismal lives. Tedious, stultifying lives. Moreover, they—One moment, s’il te plaît.” A hirsute man with a Caterpillar cap and a pot belly tumbling over capacious urban jean shorts wandered toward them. “Yes, sir, how may I help you?”
“Y’all got any books about NASCAR?” the man asked.
“Case in point,” Phillip muttered. “Yes, they’re over in Sports…for some reason. I’ll walk you over.”
Left alone, Zack looked around the store. Only about a dozen people populated the book section, most drinking coffee and reading magazines in Periodicals. The bulk of Bayeux’s business came from DVD sales and rentals, but the store also sold hundreds of music CDs a week. This week’s featured artists, the Flaming Lips, droned away on overhead speakers. The Flaming Lips hailed from Norman. It was possible to break out. It was possible to do artistic work in this state. It was even possible to sell artistic work, so long as no one thought they or their faith were being mocked.
But they were. Zack had to admit they were. He could call Commedia dell’Heartland a tribute or an affectionate satire or a damn Chinese pillow book, it didn’t matter; the people of Sugar Roses were sharp enough to recognize themselves in its pages. Was it possible to parody with love? He realized his dwindling output had less to do with publishing difficulties than with the simple fact that he was getting too old to be angry. And without rage, without that caffeine jolt of indignation, he no longer felt the imperialist drive to colonize every blank page. All he felt was hopeless, and hopelessness didn’t make art. Besides, his ideal audience was gone. His future held nothing but teaching, bad plays, Sugar Roses, and long gloomy mornings after dark nights before.
He watched Laura talking to her friends, her nineteen-year-old friends. What the fuck was he doing? One soft touch on his arm, and he was back into his old pattern, the same pattern that cost him so much happiness already. I wonder if we could run lines, Dr. Heath. You give excellent advice, Dr. Heath. I love your house, Dr. Heath. It’s so late, Dr. Heath. I can keep it a secret, Dr. Heath.
The last time the whole thing came too damn close to exploding in his face. He swore he’d never do that again. At least Shay was out of school. But every next morning—no matter how smoothly he got away with whatever he did—he felt the same disappointments, the same dull despair because it was Laura, or Shay, or some sophomore to be named later, not the woman he really wanted. It wasn’t Alyssa’s body. It wasn’t her touch. It wasn’t her voice. It wasn’t Alyssa, with her world-weary wit and her Black Sabbath T-shirts and her long legs and short fingernails. It wasn’t her, damn it, gone to Shawnee with that stupid-happy grudge fuck she glorified into the role of a mediocre husband. It wasn’t her. The absence of Alyssa bored into him, a miner extracting everything precious and leaving only stone.
Last night he dreamed Alyssa told him a joke. Knock, knock. Who’s there? I miss you. He woke up to Laura’s cold hips and Cabernet breath. It was a very mean joke.
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They Were Naked, But Not Ashamed Print Email Discuss
By Jacob Arnett
Lifestyles Editor
LAKE KONAWA – Before anyone asks, I decided I would not participate. You’re welcome.
I’ve been asked to keep the exact location of Camp Eden secret, so let’s just say it’s tucked away in a corner of scenic Lake Konawa. There are stands of blackberry, black willow, and even grapevines around beautiful blue fishing holes, but that wasn’t the scenery that caught my eye first. That’s because Camp Eden is one of Oklahoma’s three nudist colonies. (Enthusiasts refer to them as “naturist parks.”) Depew hosts Oaklake Trails, and Tulsans avert their eyes from Willow Beach. The folks in Camp Eden look almost exactly like the jaybirds in the other two camps, but they’re different in one confusing respect: They identify themselves as Christian nudists.
I spent Friday night and most of Saturday in the camp. For two days I saw more skin than a tattoo artist. Going in I imagined I’d get used to it in no time. I didn’t. When I arrived, I was wearing shorts and a T-shirt. After hours in the company of people who wore only SPF 30, I felt the urge to put clothes on rather than take them off. I left in jeans and a windbreaker. I’m surprised I wasn’t wearing a parka. Remind me to invest in a gym membership.
If the reader has ever harbored fantasies of nudist colonies as tanned and fit as the grotto at Hugh Hefner’s crib, it’s time to relinquish those daydreams now. These weren’t Playboy bodies, they were Wal-Mart bodies. Never had the phrase “naked as God made us” left one in such theological doubt. At the risk of offending or nauseating the reader, gravity works in Konawa pretty much the same way it works everywhere. Over time, the human body goes the way of Newton’s apple. In the verified opinion of this writer, modern underwear is an amazing and necessary invention.
But enough about the nakedness. I could have hung out at Night Trips for that, and with happier (if costlier) results. I wanted to know more about the God of this Garden. It turns out the Edenites are as Christian as Easter Sunday, despite their unconventional dress code. Pastor John Humphries leads services every morning, shouting God’s greatness to the open blue sky in an outdoor cathedral. Pastor Humphries likes to say God Himself is their Decorator. I offer God a prayer of thanks for the beach towels I noticed on every pew.
Like many in Oklahoma, I was raised Baptist on Sunday, heckbound heathen Monday through Saturday. I’m okay with a little flexibility in my Biblical interpretation, but I couldn’t help asking how purity and Christian meditation could be maintained in this Konawa flesh pit. I was especially confused by the dance on Friday night. Granted, the worst sin I observed was a fondness for ABBA, but even with gyrating bodies discreetly far apart, I imagined sensuality flourishing in every RV and cabin.
“These are mostly married couples,” Pastor Humphries explained. “Occasionally we’ll get somebody in here who isn’t pure of heart, but either we change their minds in a hurry or they get bored and leave.” Camp Eden does have a hot tub, but singles are seated apart, separated by married Edenites. Mostly the hot tub functions as a place to relax and meditate. Some even come here to pray. “The swingers can stay at Willow Beach. I wish them well,” Pastor Humphries sighs. “As for me and my household, we will worship the Lord.” Indeed, Camp Eden is a family affair. I met Pastor Humphries’ wife, son, and daughter. Pastor Humphries noticed me keeping a respectful distance from all three.
“It’s okay, don’t be shy. They won’t bite,” he assured me. I asked him if he worried about the possibility of infiltration by pedophiles or other human predators. I told him most people are uncomfortable in the presence of naked children, and the danger of sending them bare-bottomed into the world would scare me if I were a naturist parent.
“Part of being a Christian is having faith,” he explained, “and faith is just a stronger word for trust. I trust these people implicitly. They’re my brothers and sisters. The Africans say it takes a village to raise a child. Politicians are always going on about family values. Well, we have family values. We have a village. Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends. I know any of these dear Christians would give his or her life for my children. I know it. And I would do the same for them. It’s like Peter said, seeing you have purified your souls in obedience, love one another from the heart fervently. That’s how we live. I come here for a vacation from sin and the world every weekend. This is our paradise. And anyone who thinks there isn’t love here, or that love isn’t Christian, well—I think they might need to reread all those red words in their family Bibles.”
Fair enough, Pastor, I said, but I spent a fair amount of time in Sunday school, too. Weren’t Adam and Eve clothed by God? If the Lord saw fit to cover the First Couple in fig leaves, who are we to disagree? Pastor Humphries answered with the obvious weariness of a man who’s had to answer that question about a million times before. “The Bible says Adam and Eve ate of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Bad, then became ashamed and sewed themselves aprons out of fig leaves. God the Father had nothing to do with it. He asked them how they knew they were naked, then reproved them for the sin of second-guessing Him. We know the Garden was perfect, and Adam and Eve were naked within it. Clearly, that was part of God’s will. We’re adhering to God’s plan, not defying it. We’re sanctifying our bodies to Christ. The way I see it, Christianity has two choices, greater openness and trust, or closed-mindedness and fear. We all got to make a decision. I don’t judge other Christians for theirs, but I can’t say they extend us the same courtesy.”
I bumped into a resident of Sugar Roses – not literally, thank goodness - who asked me to keep her identity secret. I will happily comply. She met me wrapped only in a beach towel depicting Jedediah Bear from Li’l Warriors. Bear, bare – surely that can’t be a coincidence? To clarify (and hopefully avoid any chance of a lawsuit), the camper doesn’t work at Saving Grace. She was, however, well established in one of Sugar Roses’ more mainstream churches. I’ll call her Eve.
“I went every Sunday for years,” Eve said. “To tell you the truth, I really miss it. I miss all the people. But you know, along the way, I ran into this, and it just felt right. I started coming here more and more. I knew this was where the Lord wanted me to be. I tried going to both, but after a while it felt like I was living a lie. I can’t be lukewarm in my life as a Christian, I have to be on fire for Jesus. The Bible says Jesus washed his disciples’ feet by wiping them with his own lower garment. Now you tell me what he had on when he took that off. He lowered himself like a slave to show us the meaning of love and devotion, to each other, to him, and to God. People say, ‘What Would Jesus Do,’ but they draw the line at dropping their drawers in his presence. And make no mistake, we are always in the presence of Jesus. The Bible says we’re part of the bride class. So why should I be ashamed to get naked in the presence and love of my husband?”
I can think of worse explanations, and I don’t have any steamy sex tales to relate about the sincere Christian soldiers I met at Camp Eden. But if it’s all the same to my own personal Lord and Savior, I don’t believe we have that kind of marriage. I thank him mostly for natural fibers and a little miracle I like to call “Deep Woods Off.”
Click to discuss this story with other readers on our forums.
“In the beginning was the Word.” Saint John, or the ghost writer who authored the gospel in his name, opened with a pun. Bereshith, a Hebrew word that means “in the beginning,” is also the first word of the Torah. First-century Greek-influenced Jews believed the Logos, or Word of God, had the power to create. They believed the First Moment—indeed, the Cosmos itself—was an act of imagination. In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God. Then that Word was fleshed into existence, the imagination of God become matter, and the world was newborn.
FADE IN, Scott wrote, scribbling in a notepad. EXT. SUGAR ROSES, OKLAHOMA – NIGHT. Establishing.
In the beginning was the word. Paradoxically, the Oklahoma City bombing incited the modest success Scott enjoyed in Los Angeles. “I touch the remains of a family. An agony unzips in my heart.” This phrase, written in tears, launched his career. The email that followed, an internal missive from Joel Adamov, Senior Vice President of Production at Excelsior Studios, blasted pure liquid joy through Scott’s bloodstream. In the beginning was the word, and the word was with the Hollywood gods, and the word was finally, thrillingly Yes.
He’d been scratching out stories for years. A child prodigy from nearby Ardmore, he wrote his first sentence at age four. Then the rest of the world gradually caught up with his brain, and by the time he was thirty, he was shaping up to be a major disappointment. He wrote movie reviews for the SOSU Advance but never managed to land another steady writing gig after graduation. He sold poems to Common Ground, Pulsar, a couple of ezines. He wrote freelance for various websites and fed short stories to his desk drawer. Each tale seemed to him ingenious, a Christmas gift of wonders all wrapped in white paper, but only on first reading. Then they decayed. Over time, the phrases turned artless. His characters sagged into types.
In 1995, Scott was living in Oklahoma City, saving money for grad school or a move west, whichever happened first. Less than a year out of college, his future seemed intergalactic in scope. He was headed for B. Dalton, as always a few minutes late for work, when he heard a blunt concussion.
What followed that first telegram of sound was a chaos of smoke and spilled blood. As he ran toward the remains of the Alfred P. Murrah Building, he noticed the power steering assembly from a Ryder truck embedded in a van across the street from the wreckage. He looked up at what used to be a mundane office building, now chopped cruelly into bookends. Time went by in awful jolts. He sat in an unfamiliar church to mourn a hundred and sixty-eight dead. He wept tears of heartbreak and rage when he saw a photo of fireman Chris Fields carrying one-year-old Bailey Almon to an ambulance. The child died shortly thereafter, broken by the hate of a stranger. Scott still couldn’t look at the iconic image without crying. It encapsulated some of the history of his heart. He moved to L.A. and played the role of “Unsold Screenwriter” in the wait staff at Wolfgang Puck Café.
He temped for a year at an agency that specialized in studio work, mostly Disney. Some days he woke at four to do grunt labor on movie and television sets. He met celebs and fetched them coffee. Anne Hathaway hugged him and called him a sweetie. David Caruso called him Fucknuts and invited him to enjoy a lovely snack on his balls. Scott found he preferred office work, and for the next few months he cycled through executive suites. The morning of September 11, 2001, he heard the awful news in a taqueria on Gower and raced home. He turned to GNN in time to watch a near-million pounds of jetliner pierce the South Tower. The horror felt all too familiar.
In the wake of that awful morning, he felt compelled to remind the world of Oklahoma’s agony. He wrote about the day, a week after the Oklahoma City bombing, when he and his sister visited the tragic epicenter. They gazed at the ruins through a chain link fence stuffed with photos, cards, and toys left behind by families in the memory of their murdered children. He brushed his fingers through a teddy bear’s fur and sobbed blindly for an hour. His sister cried out, “Babies! They were babies.” He wrote his long essay in a single run, not even pausing to correct typos, and when it was finished he fell asleep weeping all over again. The article was published in LA Weekly (“In Grief Undiminished,” 14 April 20—) and caught the eyes of Excelsior execs. He picked up work writing for TV, mostly jokes for a sketch show and a pilot that never made the network schedule. But Joel Adamov remembered him—Scott Turow, Scott Glass, it only made sense—and when Excelsior optioned Court of Law, he offered Scott the chance to write a paid first draft. If that draft worked, he’d be offered the next draft, and so on, and so on, in what the industry referred to as a step contract. He took the opportunity to return to Oklahoma for a month and reimmerse himself in the world of his childhood. He felt like an alien being.
A soft rain had fallen all night and morning. The white noise helped Scott think, and he pounded through a scene in a matter of minutes. Then he listened to Miles Davis while transferring notes to Final Draft on his laptop. The Standard Hotel was mostly empty. He’d negotiated a rate of thirty a night for the month. It was cheaper than his apartment off Sunset, and the hotel paid his cable and made his bed every morning. He rented a car for a week when his plane arrived in Oklahoma City but took it back after only four days. Everything in town was within walking distance, and most of it wasn’t worth the walk. He’d either rent another car in three weeks or cadge a ride. This was Oklahoma: In less than a month, he could make a new friend who would drive him to the airport. He could also make enemies for life, merely by describing Sugar Roses in a less than adoring manner.
He spent his first week in Sugar Roses rereading Court of Law while sitting under trees at its locations. No one asked what he wanted there. Some people asked who he was, but they accepted his usual answer: I’m a fan of Scott Turow’s. He hadn’t told anyone his real business until the girl in the library--Amanda. He wasn’t sure why, unless it was pure self-indulgent paranoia. He was afraid to out himself as a Hollywood spy.
He imagined being interviewed by the Sugar Roses Sentinel: Local Boy Makes Good, Paints Us as Rubes. “‘I hope to bring authenticity to this story,’ said amoral Hollywood liberal Glass, winking. ‘These are my friends, my people. Say, Jim Bob, can you point me in the direction of the nearest Starbucks? My drugs just kicked in, and I’m jonesing for a venti mocha latte.’” If anyone remembered him from his college years, they neglected to mention it.
He was stuck between scenes, distracted by daydreams. He stood, stretched his back, and retrieved a takeout carton of pork fried rice from the mini-fridge. He should’ve sprung for a room with a kitchenette. Instead, he’d become a recurring bit player in various local restaurants—Qun’s Happy Reunion on Main, the TGI Friday’s on Townsend, Abilene Sam’s Country Steakhouse just east of the highway on Anderson Parkway. Different nights, different waitresses, the same lonely experience, hunched over Turow’s book shoving indifferently prepared food in his face. He’d never met Turow; probably never would. No relation, he’d tell reporters.
Traffic cruised by on the parkway with a sound like tearing paper. Locals often griped about the congestion near Highway 19. They blamed it on the expansion of Heartland Mall and the newer stores and restaurants surrounding it. Some were even bold enough to blame it on Saving Grace. No one blamed it on good old-fashioned sexual intercourse, but that was the truth. Enrollment at the college was scarcely higher than when Scott was an undergrad. No, the locals just kept right on having babies and raising them to adulthood. There was nothing unusual about that. It was humanity’s favorite hobby. Over the last twenty years, the population of Sugar Roses doubled, and new folks meant new checkbooks, wallets and purses. New businesses. Traffic. The towns and cities blended into one, a chain mall ingesting America.
Someday, Scott thought, someday soon, I won’t even recognize this place.
The rain slowly pattered into silence. A gust of wind sang through the open window. It carried a slam of arctic sting. That was odd. Scott could almost feel invisible isobars slicing through the room.
“Do you feel that?” someone asked outside, a college kid talking to his friend.
Scott moved to shut the window. The temperature plunged like an out-of-control DC-10. It shouldn’t be this cold in March. It shouldn’t be this cold this fast. The glass in the window ticked sharply, and snow began to fall.
There was a sound in the air now, a low tone, a thrumming, a squeezing in his ears.
Outside, another guest and his wife emerged to watch the falling snow. “I can’t believe it’s snowing so late in the year.”
“It’s cold, honey. Let’s go inside.”
“Did it snow in spring last year?”
“I don’t remember, honey, honestly.”
“Was it cold like this all morning?”
“No, I thought it was supposed to be up in the fifties.”
“It feels like twenty or thirty degrees.”
Scott had a pretty good internal temperature gauge. It was twenty degrees, maybe less. The mercury had fallen thirty degrees in a matter of minutes. The monotone increased, not only in volume but intensity of pressure against his head.
“Do you hear that, honey? What is that?”
“It sounds like a transformer.”
“You should come inside,” Scott heard himself say to the couple. “Hurry! Something’s coming.” He set down his carton of rice. He almost missed the table. His hands quivered.
The guy opened his mouth to reply. The low tone suddenly spiked into all-sound. Scott heard voices in the air. Jesus, the woman’s mouth said.
The tone lasted seven more seconds. It retained all its power when Scott clamped both hands over his ears. It drowned his sudden yelp of confusion. Then it vanished for the length of an eye blink, only to be replaced by a CRACK of expended electricity. A tang of ozone flooded his nostrils. The power went out in the room. Scott fell to his knees. He trembled. The hair stood up on his arms. Even the cheap hotel carpet waved like a tropical sea floor.
Earthquake weather, he thought.
Silence. The press of invisible hosts teemed in the air, then slowly dissipated.
What the hell is going on?
Scott stood and rushed to the window. Traffic outside skidded to a standstill, with several cars kissed against each other. No one was hurt as far as he could see. People glanced at the dents in their fenders, then immediately stared back at the sky.
Snow fell another two hours but never stuck. The sun returned to the world around five. A new thing was happening. A Word had been spoken.
The following is a 911 audio transcript, an excerpt of which appeared in the Sugar Roses Sentinel. The call began at 2:47 on the afternoon of Friday, 14 March 20—.
911 Operator #1: Sugar Roses 911, what is your emergency?
Shirley Zeigler: My daughter, my daughter!
911 Operator #1: What’s the problem, ma’am?
Shirley Zeigler: She can’t stop! She’s scared! Please help her!
911 Operator #1: Can’t stop what?
Shirley Zeigler: She can’t breathe!
911 Operator #1: Is she choking?
Shirley Zeigler: No, she’s…
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)…
Shirley Zeigler: Honey, stop it! Please!
911 Operator #1: Ma’am, what is she doing?
Shirley Zeigler: Please just get here! Honey, no… (unintelligible)…
911 Operator #1: Ma’am, you have to tell me what’s wrong.
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)…
911 Operator #1: Ma’am?
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)…
Shirley Zeigler: … (unintelligible)… I don’t know what to do!
911 Operator #1: She isn’t choking?
Shirley Zeigler: No, she’s just yelling all this stuff!
911 Operator #1: I don’t understand. She’s yelling at you?
Shirley Zeigler: She’s scared, oh God, she’s turning blue!
911 Operator #1: Verifying your address, ma’am…
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)…
911 Operator #1: are you at 830 East D Street?
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)…
Shirley Zeigler: Just stop, honey! Stop!...What’d you say?
911 Operator #1: 830 East D Street?
Shirley Zeigler: Yes, just get here! Oh God…
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)…
Shirley Zeigler: She’s rolling on the floor!
911 Operator #1: Try to get her to relax, ma’am. I’m sending someone out to you now.
Shirley Zeigler: Honey, please stop! … (unintelligible)…
RADIO: … (unintelligible)… Clear.
911 Operator #1: Medical emergency at 830 East David Street. Possible domestic disturbance.
RADIO: Responding… (unintelligible)…
Shirley Zeigler: Hurry, she can’t breathe!
911 Operator #1: Someone is on their way out to you now, ma’am.
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)…
911 Operator #1: How old is your daughter, ma’am?
Shirley Zeigler: Ten, she’s ten years old!
RADIO: … (unintelligible)…
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)…
RADIO: … (siren)…
911 Operator #1: Can you get her to lie down?
Shirley Zeigler: She’s on the floor. God, she’s freaking out!
911 Operator #1: Does she have a clear airway?
Shirley Zeigler: Airway? No! She’s yelling all this stuff! I need help!
911 Operator #1: What is she yelling, ma’am?
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)…
Shirley Zeigler: Can you hear her?
RADIO: … (tone – signal broadcast)…
Shirley Zeigler: She’s freaking out! I don’t know if she’s breathing!
911 Operator #1: Attention 901, unknown medical emergency at 830 East David. Cross street 8th and 9thAttention 901 medical emergency…
Shirley Zeigler: Breathe!
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)…
911 Operator #2: …like Tourette’s, maybe?
911 Operator #1: I don’t know. I hear something. I can’t make out what she’s saying.
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)…
Shirley Zeigler: I don’t know what she’s saying!
RADIO: … (unintelligible)…
911 Operator #1: She says her child is yelling and she won’t breathe.
Shirley Zeigler: She can’t!
RADIO: … (unintelligible)…
911 Operator #1: Unable to ascertain…
RADIO: … (unintelligible)… en route code…
Shirley Zeigler: Help me!
911 Operator #1: They’re almost there, ma’am.
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)…
911 Operator #1: Code… (unintelligible)… Are you getting this?
911 Operator #2: I don’t know what she’s saying.
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)…
911 Operator #1: Ma’am, how long ago did this start?
Shirley Zeigler: Oh my God. About five, ten minutes ago. I don’t know. It was just after that weird noise. She started yelling all this stuff and I don’t know what it means and now she can’t get any air to breathe!
RADIO: … (unintelligible)…
911 Operator #2: The ambulance is almost there, ma’am.
911 Operator #1: Is she yelling at you?
Shirley Zeigler: No, she’s… (unintelligible)…
911 Operator #1: Is she swearing?
Shirley Zeigler: No, she’s just… (unintelligible)… Listen!
Background Voice: … (unintelligible [14 seconds—see below])
The following is an expert transcription of the fourteen seconds of audio attributed to “Background Voice” above, alleged to be Carrie Zeigler age 10, as heard and testified to by Dr. Marion Kalatzis of Oklahoma State University. The language spoken in the audio sample has been identified as “Koine” or “common” Greek as spoken from the third century B.C. to the third century A.D. The words are a quotation from Revelation, chapter 6, verse 8. Neither Miss Zeigler nor any of her family or peers have any training in or experience with Koine Greek.
Background Voice: … (unintelligible)… Idou hippos chloros kai ho kathemai epano autos
onoma autos ho Thanatos kai ho Hades akoloutheo meta autos. Kai didomi autos exousia epi ho tetartos ho ge apokteino en rhomphaia kai en limos kai en thanatos… (unintelligible)
Shirley Zeigler: [English] She’s crying, my baby is crying!
The Greek passage translates as follows:
Background Voice: …Behold, a pale horse, and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell
followed with him. And power was given unto them over the fourth part
of the earth, to kill with sword, and with hunger, and with death…
“Oh my God,” Shay murmured, leaning against a cabinet. “What just happened?” It was 2:39 Friday afternoon. She was in the Saving Grace break room with two other employees, a junior accountant and Alice, a fellow customer service rep.
“Was it a tornado?” Alice asked, somewhere in the darkness.
“Where are the flashlights?” the accountant asked.
“I don’t think we have any,” Shay replied. “Do we have a generator?”
“Hang on a second,” the accountant said, and suddenly the blue waving eye of his cell phone opened in the darkness. “No bars. I’m not getting a signal. I hope the towers aren’t down.”
The phrase resonated awfully in the room.
Alice withdrew a cigarette lighter and started poking around in break room drawers. She found leftover candles from an office birthday party and stabbed them into dishwashing sponges. She lit them on party plates and handed them out. “I need to call my little grandbabies,” she fretted.
“Oh, Lacey must be totally freaking out,” Shay agreed. Lacey was in preschool with only minutes to go before Aunt Linda picked her up.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/5598 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!