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EXTRA: SWAMP MONSTER, ORIGINAL
Steven Metze
The legend began about two hundred years ago.
Silas Westerbrook had tripped. If not for that small misstep, it’s entirely possible he would have simply admired the clear waters of the river that a century later would become the life blood of Westerbrook Waterpark and moved on, never knowing what a great find he had left behind. The dragon’s teeth would have remained buried in the fertile soil. Perhaps discovered by someone else entirely.
But Silas bent down to see what had caused him to stumble. He could make out two smooth, white rocks sticking out of the ground at an odd angle. He rooted in the black dirt, attempting to remove the rocks. After digging around the base of one, he felt a sharp pain in his thumb. Blood seeped from a small wound there and dribbled like syrup across the smooth white surface of the rock.
To his astonishment, the rocks vibrated, glowing a soft yellow as the blood sank into the porous stone. Even more curious now, Silas wished for a shovel. A thud off to his left distracted him, and when he turned, he discovered a small shovel in the grass. Not knowing what to make of it, he studied the tool. It would definitely do the job, but where had it come from?
It must have been there all along, he decided. He’d just…overlooked it.
Silas began to dig. A few minutes later, sweat dotted his forehead, but he’d uncovered two white rocks shaped like oversized raindrops. The points of the rocks were serrated, and he realized they must be the teeth of some long dead creature. As he ran a finger along the edge of one of the teeth, he cut himself again.
"Damn," he said, and wished for something to bandage the gushing wound.
A white cloth floated down from the sky, coming to rest on his bald head.
That’s when it dawned on Silas Westerbrook that he’d discovered something unusual. He stood there a moment, letting the salty sweat above his lip dribble into his mouth as he contemplated what to do. Instead of bandaging his bleeding hand, he gently placed the two teeth on the cloth and wrapped them up. Then he hurried down the hill toward the wagon that was a makeshift home for his family, not realizing that his ancestors would be bound by blood to a legend.
***
Westerbrook Waterpark was always busy during the summer. Every ride had at least a ten-minute wait. Luckily, the park had been set up so that while customers waited, they were treated to a refreshing mist that trailed down from the tube chutes. In certain spots, small waterfalls spilled over the slides, which also refreshed the hot people waiting for their turn. All in all, it could have been worse and the anticipation of getting drenched on the ride was enough to make the wait bearable for most people.
Carlos counted down the minutes until it was his turn to ride the park’s newest water coaster, The Dragon’s Breath. He’d had to wait behind a large older man who, judging by the disturbing smell that kept coming Carlos’ way, had gastrointestinal issues. He tried to breathe only through his mouth and not think about what was going on with the man, but it was difficult. This was why he didn’t like to venture out of his head too much.
Reality was stinky.
Most of the time, Carlos allowed his body to walk along on autopilot as he locked himself tight inside his imagination. Bathroom, eat, sleep—the mechanics of life were easy enough and pleased Carlos’ doctors, teachers, and parents.
His lack of speech did not please them. It wasn’t that he couldn’t talk; he just didn’t care to. The thoughts in his head went too fast for his mouth to keep up so Carlos figured, why say anything at all? Every now and then, he found some sort of middle ground where he could get the words out, but it wasn’t often.
Autism. His parents whispered the word, and Carlos knew that was the name of his condition. He liked to turn the word over in his mind, enjoying the sound of it, the way the vowels and consonants ran perfectly together. Autism.
Some of the kids at school didn’t think the word was as cool as Carlos did. They joked about it, calling him stupid or retard. Yet, Carlos wasn’t bothered by it much. Half the time the others spoke too slowly for his agile brain to even process their taunts.
But that wasn’t true of all the kids.
Teddy Hill. With his average looks that made him seem like a nice boy and his uncanny ability to fly beneath the radar, Teddy always managed to penetrate the veil in Carlos’ mind. He knew the right things to say, the right buttons to push, and the right way to punch Carlos so that the bruises didn’t show. These antics had been going since kindergarten, wearing Carlos down. God, how he dreaded running into Teddy Hill.
As if just thinking about Teddy could make him appear, Carlos suddenly heard the voice of his nemesis. Slowly, he turned his head and ducked out of sight when he saw Teddy further back in the line. The woman behind Carlos had an ample frame and, even clad in a much too tight swimsuit, she offered plenty of cover.
"My old man says Westerbrook Waterpark is the biggest rip off!" Teddy said. His voice carried over the sound of the rushing water and happy screams from the tube chute. "It may bring in the bucks this town, but it’s just a crappy, overpriced hole in the wall."
"Then why do you come here?" The girl standing next to Teddy asked, crossing her arms and shifting in her pink flip-flops. They matched her pink bikini and would soon match the sunburn spreading across her face. Carlos didn’t recognize her, but figured anyone willing to hang out with Teddy couldn’t be a nice person.
"We have season passes," Teddy said. "And rip off or not, there’s nothing else to do during the summer in this shit hole town, Emily."
"I like Westerbrook Waterpark," Emily said. "I’ve come here every year, and I’ve never had a bad time before."
Something in the way she said the word "before" made Carlos think what she really meant was "before now."
"I hear this new ride sucks," Teddy said, and a few heads turned his direction. "My friend A.J. went on it and totally thought it was awful. It’s not even a little bit scary."
"Maybe you should wait at the bottom for me."
A couple of other people in the line nodded in agreement.
"No. You’re such a girl. I know you’ll be scared. That’s why I’m here to protect you." Teddy draped an arm around her shoulders and gave her blonde hair a tug.
"Whatever," Emily said, rolling her eyes.
"The only cool thing about this ride is the teeth." Teddy pointed to the ride’s entrance, which was fashioned like the face of a dragon with its mouth wide open. Two gleaming white teeth hung over the narrow slide where water propelled a green raft up the chute and inside the dragon. Carlos stared as two young kids in a raft shot into the dark tunnel as if the dragon had just swallowed them. "Those are the famous dragon’s teeth of Silas Westerbrook."
She squinted up at the dragon, and Carlos did the same. The big three-dimensional head of the dragon reminded him of the Asian water dragon he’d seen pictures of in his books. But the teeth…they were sharp looking rocks attached to the outer sides of the tunnel. Everyone knew about the legend of the dragon’s teeth, how if you were a descendant of Silas Westerbrook and wished hard enough and true enough, your desires could become reality.
"Do you think the stories about those teeth are true?" Emily asked.
"Nah. They’re just to incite interest in the park. At least, that’s what my dad says," Teddy said. "Those teeth are just rocks the Westerbrook family polished up to give the ride pizzazz. Personally, I think dragons are a stupid idea for a ride. It’s not like they ever really existed."
Hearing this, Carlos couldn’t help but get a little angry. Dragons were not stupid! He always imagined them to be big, noble creatures that could be both good and evil. Nobody would mess with a dragon. Nobody! He loved the stories about the Westerbrook dragon teeth and had always believed they were real.
The line moved along, but Carlos didn’t notice. He tried to imagine what the town would have been like thousands of years ago when dragons would have flooded the sky. Would they have lived in the caves across town? How big would they have been? Oh man, what he wouldn’t give to be a dragon with no one able to force their will on him!
Lost in his daydreams, he didn’t notice Teddy sidle up next to him.
"Hey, retard." Teddy kept his voice low, just in case an overprotective adult was listening. "What do you think you’re doin’?"
Carlos glanced back in the direction of Teddy’s companion. Emily stood there, looking relieved to be rid of Teddy, and Carlos could see she would be no help.
"I asked what you are doin’?" The hot menace in Teddy’s voice clung to Carlos like an unwanted kiss. "I’ll tell you what you’re doin’, retard. You’re letting me cut in front of you. I’m sick of waitin’ in this line, and you’re almost there."
It was true. A cool spray of the water from the slide sprinkled Carlos’ face, and he saw that they were already to the loading dock area. He watched as the gassy man in front of him packed his body on the specially made raft that would be propelled upwards into the dragon’s mouth. He glanced to his right and saw a group that had already made the treacherous journey up shoot like a rocket through the tunnels, their screams of delight bouncing off the walls. He longed to be in that group, to be rid of Teddy and his taunts forever.
Teddy took the boy’s silence as an indication of compliance, and muscled his way in front of Carlos. He gestured to Emily, but she shook her head firmly. Perhaps she didn’t have the same courage that Teddy did, or maybe she simply knew her manners. Carlos rubbed his arms, and tried not to make eye contact with her.
"C’mon, kid," the lifeguard said. Teddy grunted and hoisted himself into the raft. The guard looked at Carlos. "You, too."
"Aw, no," Teddy groaned. "I don’t want to ride with the retard!"
The lifeguard, who couldn’t have been more than sixteen and was probably more than ready to be off the clock after a long day in the heat, shrugged his shoulders. With a grunt, he pushed Teddy off the loading dock. Carlos got into the next raft but his temper, which rarely raised its head, was simmering. As he plopped into the raft, even the coolness of the water did not diminish the heat he felt burning within. He watched as Teddy reached the dragon’s mouth and a shameful wish burst forth.
I wish that dragon would snap you in two!
The next events were always sharp in his mind.
The dragon’s teeth glowed an eerie yellow, and the tube chute shook, splashing water over its sides. As Teddy’s raft started through the mouth, the opening of the tunnel collapsed. Teddy screamed as the dragon’s teeth pierced through his stomach. His lower half was trapped in the darkness of the dragon’s mouth, and his torso hung upside down in the raft. The boy’s eyes opened wide, and blood began to run from his mouth, dripping onto the slide, and creating long crimson streaks that rolled towards Carlos.
"Holy shit!" The lifeguard hit the red emergency button. The water stopped flowing, and an audible groan came from the long line of people who could not see what happened.
Carlos sat in his raft, unable to take his eyes of Teddy’s face. His wish…his idle wish…had it been hard enough and true enough?
Carlos got up, though his shaking legs almost caused him to fall.
So much blood. He didn’t want to fall into that, couldn’t bear the thought of touching it. But even as he thought that, a completely foreign feeling soared through him.
Elation.
The lifeguard and park security climbed up the tunnel, now devoid of water, to Teddy’s body. Numb, Carlos pushed his way back through the line as whispers of the accident passed from one person to another. As if to add weight to this rumor, the wail of sirens could be heard in the distance.
Carlos paused at the ride’s entrance, pretending to examine the sign for The Dragon’s Breath as he steadied himself. He ran a finger over the two jagged teeth sticking out from the sign.
Had he just killed someone?
"Hey." Emily in the pink bikini, Teddy’s companion, startled him. "Have you seen that guy Teddy? Wasn’t he ahead of you in line?"
He nodded, unsure of what to say, and he could feel himself retreating into his imagination, far from reality.
"Did he cut in front of you? He’s such a jerk." She leaned in as if to share a secret. "I only hang out with him because his parents are friends with my parents. I can’t wait to get home and tell them how he was bad-mouthing the park. We’re cousins of the Westerbrooks."
Again, he nodded, unable to form any words of consequence. Oh, god. Where was his blissful escape? Emily’s chatter was keeping him firmly rooted in the here and now.
"I’m so sick of the way he acts, like he knows everything, you know? I can’t stand that. It’s a sign of his insecurities. Oh! Be careful," she said, gently moving Carlos’s hand away from the teeth. "I cut myself on that earlier. They’re pretty sharp! You know what? Teddy was right when he said the teeth on the ride were fakes. They put the real ones right here on the sign."
The real ones…wait, then that meant…He tried to focus on Emily’s words.
"When I saw him cut in front of you like that," she said, "I wished that he would get stuck in the tunnel. I bet the ride would be scary to him then. Wouldn’t that be funny?"
Carlos opened his mouth, a little gasp of laughter escaping at the admission. He hadn’t been the killer then. He didn’t know whether he felt happy or sad about that.
Carlos looked at the sign again, spotting a drop of dried blood on the teeth. His wish may have been hard enough and true enough, but the Westerbrook blood didn’t run through his veins. As the sirens grew louder, more screams drifted down the hill from the ride. For once, words grew in his head without being forced, ready to slip free.
"Be careful what you wish for," he said with a shaky smile.
I mostly remember how I got here. As far as I can tell, it happened about a year ago, but it’s hard to say. I can always see the clock on the clean, white wall, ticking my life away, one second at a time, but there’s no calendar in sight.
***
"You did what?"
Uncle Leo—excuse me, Mr. Hardiman—didn’t have to scream like that. The door to his office stood open. Everyone could hear that I was being chewed out again.
"I ordered ten dozen in Dusky Brown," I said.
"What in the hell, Anton, is dusky brown?" Still yelling, he pounded his fist on his solid mahogany desk.
"Miss Manning got the official memo a coupla weeks ago." I wished he’d stop pacing. It made me nervous. At least the thick Oriental rug muted his steps. "She gave it to me as soon as she saw it. It’s the new color this spring."
"Brown? For spring? Are you an idiot?"
He stopped pacing to stare at me. At least he subsided into a more normal tone of voice. I wondered if Miss Manning were hearing this. I hoped not.
"Dusky Brown, Mr. Hardiman. Not just any old brown."
"Brown is brown and it’s not a spring color. Which colorist did you say talked you into ‘Dusky Brown’?" His sneer was uncalled for.
"Well…"
He sighed and dropped into his huge leather chair. His strong fingers drummed on his desk pad. That stony gaze of his gave me the willies. Uncle Leo wasn’t bad looking and he was in good shape for a guy my dad’s age. But his worry lines grew deeper every year.
"You remember what happened last time we listened to Miss Manning, don’t you?" he said. "I almost lost my shirt."
Of course this wasn’t true at all. Leo Hardiman’s shirts were in no danger of being lost, since he owned the company, Hardi Couture, in partnership with his father, mother, and wife. My job, on the other hand, could easily be lost, and I knew it.
Miss Manning, it was true, had made a bad call, but only one. She’d made lots of good ones. Uncle Leo told me, after that time, not to take her advice. I wondered why the hell he kept her on the payroll if he wasn’t going to listen to her.
As for taking her advice, Miss Manning was quite persuasive. Maybe it was something to do with the color of her eyes. Not Dusky Brown, to be sure, more like Passion Periwinkle. Or maybe it was the shape of her lips. They had shimmered with Soft Peach that day. Or maybe it was the shape of her…
"Anton! I’m talking to you." Oops, he must have been yakking at me for awhile. And loudly, too. Again. If only I had thought to close the door when I had come to tell him about my order.
I thought, until a few minutes ago, Uncle Leo was beginning to trust my judgment. I hadn’t been chewed out for a month and a half.
"Yes, sir, Uncle Leo." I ducked my head. Not too late for obsequies, I hoped.
"I asked when they’re arriving. And call me Mr. Hardiman at the office."
"Probably next week."
"Probably." His stony stare became even harder. "You don’t know? Find out and cancel them."
"Yes sir." This was my dismissal from his office, but not from my job, yet. I slunk back to my wretched cubicle, dropped into my stained chair with the broken armrest, and stared at the phone on the shelf that served as my desk for a good five minutes.
When I had finished doing that I visited the john, got a Coke in the break room, and checked my box in the mail room. I was building up my nerve, dreading what I would find out.
It was way past time to do the deed. I plowed through the pile of papers on my desk and found my notes from our meeting. Ah, she had sent me a copy of the invoice, too. The shipment was scheduled to arrive…today. That was what I had remembered, but I’d hoped I was wrong. Damn.
When I ran to the receiving room I saw the cartons, all ten of them, stacked neatly against the green wall. The labels were clear. "Dusky Brown sun dresses 12 each." Oh shit. What do I do now? A little ripple of panic rose up in my gut.
See, the thing is, I had to have that job. I didn’t just want it, or sorta need it. It’s a little complicated, so I’ll try to make it brief.
College hadn’t worked out for me. They require a certain grade point average in order for you to continue. The job at Dad’s car dealership hadn’t worked out either. That required selling cars. Nor had the job at Uncle Henry’s ice cream parlor. I hated being around the freezing ice cream all the time. Uncle Henry said I didn’t show up often enough. He didn’t seem to give sick days, let alone mental health days.
At that point, there was only one uncle left, Mom’s brother Leo, with his clothing store. Both my parents considered this a long shot for me. Dad told me that if I botched this one up (not exactly the language he used) I could stake out a cardboard box under a bridge, because there wouldn’t be a room for me at the old family manse any more. I surprised myself, and the rest of the family, too. I found I enjoyed working with clothing. I discovered that I devoutly believed that clothes actually do, if not Make The Man, at least Make The Man Look Good. Or not.
And then, after the Dusky Brown shipment, This Man ended up not only looking like a Homeless Person, but being one. Major bummer!
Uncle Leo fired me within the hour.
***
One morning a few weeks later—or maybe it was already afternoon by then—I crawled out of my refrigerator carton and picked up my sign that said "Will Work for Whatever." I thought it was clever when I penned it, but it wasn’t making me a whole lot of money. Not enough to buy new clothes, that’s for sure. By that time I couldn’t even afford another marker for a new sign. I’d been run off several corners by career, professional panhandlers (some of those boys and girls play rough), but I’d finally found a spot no one else wanted (maybe that was the reason for the measly takings?), so that’s where I headed that day.
Spring had sprung, had reached full swing, so at least I wasn’t huddling outside in the cold. But, you know, I think I got more donations when it was freezing out. Anyway, that day I stood there with my face up to the warm sun and closed my eyes for a spell before I got started. I leaned against the warm stone building behind me and stood on the sidewalk letting the crowds swirl around me and the traffic rumble past. In spite of the faint smell of exhaust, it felt good. I ignored the empty spaces and growling noises in my stomach.
"Here." A sweet voice broke my reverie. I opened my eyes. She stuck some folding stuff into my hand, turned, and flounced away. In her new sun dress. Her new Dusky Brown sun dress.
I shook myself and looked around. Damn! I could see five of them from the sidewalk where I stood. Every woman in sight was wearing Dusky Brown!
"I’ll kill him," I muttered. "I’ll fucking kill Leo. I was right and he was wrong."
Leo had sent back the ten dozen dresses I’d ordered and asked for them in Neon Yellow, which was the ninth or tenth color being recommended by all the colorists. In other words, no one in their right mind would have ordered Neon Yellow for spring. Maybe summer. But a gal would have to have a deep tan to carry that color off. Not that I was all that crazy about the Dusky Brown, but I could see everyone was jumping on that bandwagon, or that clothes rack, to be precise, and Mandy Manning hadn’t been wrong about a color for several seasons. Except that once. It’s true, she did get Leo to buy all those Crazy Cranberry men’s trousers for winter, but that was the only miss I knew about. Uncle Leo was good at grudges.
I made my way through crowds of strolling females. They were clad not only in Dusky Brown sun dresses, but in Dusky Brown shorts, halter tops, even shades. It was, I had to admit, a very smooth look. All of them looked good in it, blonds and brunettes, even redheads.
The offices of Hardi Couture were about two miles from my corner, and I figured Leo would be taking his afternoon break by the time I arrived at the front of his office building.
That’s okay, I thought. I would go up and wait in his office. Surprise him. I planned to kill him with my bare hands. I pushed through the revolving door and marched across the marble floor, trying to act like I still belonged there. I didn’t want my appearance or my aroma to keep me from my mission. It worked.
***
Halfway across the lobby on my return trip out of the building out I got a tap on the shoulder—a hard tap. I whirled around, ready to face some security guy wanting to bounce me. It was Dad. He must have been standing at the elevators and I must have just walked right past him.
"Anton! Where have you been? Mother and I have been worried sick." He drew back from me a little. I didn’t smell all that good.
"Yeah, well, Leo told me I wasn’t welcome back at the homestead. Then Mom hung up on me three times in a row."
"You were drunk. And crying. And you were cussing her out."
I ignored his interruption. I have my dignity. "And the locks were changed when I tried to come home two weeks ago."
Dad looked down. I had him there. "Son. I lost my head. I’m terribly sorry. Your mother is frantic. Please come home. We’ll talk." He put a hand on my shoulder, careful not get his nose any closer to me.
"It might be too late."
"Don’t say that, Anton! Your mother’s heart is breaking. But what are you doing here? Just leaving?"
I didn’t want to answer that, so I parried it nicely, I thought. "What are you doing here, Dad? I didn’t think you liked Uncle Leo all that much."
"Your mother asked me to check on him. They usually talk every afternoon and she couldn’t get him on the phone just now. Leo’s secretary is on vacation, I know, but your mother thought he should be answering the phone. I was a block away when she called me."
"I’ll go up with you," I said. I needed to see what would happen when he found out.
He headed toward the elevators. I followed and he punched the button for Leo’s floor.
"Why doesn’t he have a temp?" I asked.
We got in and the car started up. I stood in one corner, Dad in the opposite one.
"Well, that’s one reason your mother is so worried about her brother. The business is doing, well, it’s doing rotten. Leo has let almost everyone go. The Neon Yellow sun dress fiasco just about ruined him."
So that’s why no one was around.
We stepped off the elevator and I let Dad precede me into the office. Since I already knew what he’d find. This might work out well for me, I thought.
"Leo!" Dad shouted. "What’s matter?" He ran over and shook him. When he raised him up and saw the letter opener sticking out of his chest, he dropped his head onto the desk with a thud and dialed 9-1-1. The police decided it looked a little fishy, so they had their people poke around. I was questioned, but—more good luck here—Leo hadn’t paid the security company so none of the cameras were running. No one could tell I’d gone up, come back down, and then met Dad in the lobby. I’d even remembered to wipe my prints off the letter opener and press Uncle Leo’s onto it.
Dad assumed Leo had committed suicide (I had stabbed him in the chest from behind with a letter opener at the last minute—didn’t want to get my hands dirty). Everything turned out great. The forensics people couldn’t detect that I had just been in the office a few minutes before, since I was obviously there when they arrived.
They thought someone had killed him, but couldn’t find a single suspect. No one seemed to have the required means, motive, and opportunity. Dad must not have remembered I was on my way out when he saw me in the lobby, and I wasn’t about to remind him. I told the cops I’d arrived just before him. Wanted to see if old Leo—I called him Mr. Hardiman—would take me back. Met Dad in the lobby. We went up together and discovered the body. I made sure to shudder a little every time I mentioned it.
I always thought, from the time I started working for Uncle Leo at Hardi Couture, that I was cut out to be in the clothing business. Many times my judgment was better than his about what to order, how to market, who to hire. We would have done well if he hadn’t sent back the Dusky Brown dresses.
Soon after the funeral, Dad and Uncle Henry set me up in Uncle Leo’s place. Turned out old Leo’s business partners, his wife plus my grandparents, weren’t that crazy about getting involved and were perfectly willing for me to take over. Dad bought their shares for pennies on the dollar.
I got the big office, the leather chair, the plush carpet, and the nice view. I hired back the people I thought were good workers and didn’t call back the ones who had irritated me when I worked there. And I dealt with Miss Manning myself.
She looked meek when she walked through the door that now bore my name, into my new office.
"Please close the door," I said. "Have a seat."
Uncle Leo always liked to keep people standing. I wanted to be seen as more approachable. Nicer.
Those marvelous eyes looked apprehensive. Did she think I was going to fire her? For some reason, Uncle Leo had kept her on.
"I’d like you to stay on with the company."
A smile touched her soft lips and she relaxed into the chair a notch.
"Also, if you play it right, I can see a big raise in your future."
"What do you mean, Anton?"
I gave her a wink and a warm smile. "We’ll see. You just do your job."
I didn’t want to rush her. She seemed skittish around me.
***
Things went along fine for three seasons. Business picked up and, between Miss Manning and me, we made several fortunate decisions. I had to hire more people in the stock room. Revenue poured in. After a successful fall campaign featuring Ravishing Raspberry, I decided it was time to make my move on the delicious Miss Manning. I called her into my office.
"It’s time for me to think about salary increases, Miss Manning," I said, acting all businesslike.
That made her smile and sit up a little. Sitting up made what was in her blouse look even better. I stayed silent for a moment, wanting her to ask what she should be doing for a raise. When she didn’t, I was forced to say it.
"Your raise will depend on several factors. We can discuss them over dinner if you’re free tonight."
Her eyes narrowed a little, but she recovered quickly. "Tonight would be fine."
I picked her up an hour after work and took her to the new Asian Fusion place. She hated the food. When I took her home she said she felt sick to her stomach, so there was no progress that night.
She accepted several more dinner dates and we saw some plays together, but nothing sparked. She always had an excuse for why I couldn’t come in when I took her home. I wasn’t making any progress for some reason.
That last night, as I was dropping her off at her apartment, frustrated at the state of the relationship (okay, the non-relationship) I couldn’t stand it anymore. When we got to the balcony outside her door I grabbed her and kissed her.
She shoved me away and gave me a look as cold as Icy Frost White, the new winter color. Those Passion Periwinkle eyes flashed. "Anton," she said, her lips pursed tight.
"Call me Tony." I’d told her that a dozen times.
"I won’t call you anything at all if you keep after me. I don’t need this job that badly."
"Mandy." I almost sobbed. "What can I do? I’m crazy about you. What’s the point of sitting in Leo’s chair, running Leo’s company, if I don’t mean anything to you?" I couldn’t help it, I was giving way to melodrama.
Her eyes filled and those luscious lips trembled. "I could never love anyone else, Anton. It’s not you, it’s just that..." She clutched the wrought iron railing and stared down into the parking lot. "There was someone else. Someone I truly loved. And he’s..."
Ah, she had had a tragic love affair. But she could eventually get over it. I could help her. What I said next was just to impress her, I guess. But it was pretty stupid. I know that now, of course.
"I went to a lot of trouble to get this job," I said, putting my hand on her shoulder. "Do you know why they never found Leo’s killer?"
Her shoulder tensed under my fingers. She stopped crying, turned around and stared at me, her eyes huge. "What did you say?"
"I know who helped him out."
"Helped him out? How? What are you saying?"
"I, uh, I was there." I was grinning now, just bragging and showing off for the damsel. I scuffed my shoe against the bottom of the railing.
She looked like she didn’t understand me.
"I did it. I killed him."
"You killed Leo?" she screeched. Her mouth hung open. I assumed she was really, really impressed.
I looked down in modesty. Leaned my butt on the railing, all casual like. "Yep. Stabbed the old codger right in the heart."
There was a strange strangled sound from Miss Mandy Manning and when I looked up I realized she was not impressed. She was furious. With me.
"Dear, dear Leo," she whispered.
A feeling the color and temperature of Igloo White Ice crept up my spine.
"I loved him." She narrowed those incredible eyes. Tears spilled down her cheeks. "I loved Leo with all my heart. I would have won him over eventually. But you, you killed him."
And that’s when it happened. It was easy for her, in retrospect. I wasn’t expecting it. She gave me the tiniest little shove and over I went. As I hurled through the air, I thought about how easy I’d made it for her, leaning on the railing and all. I heard the sound my neck made when it broke. I didn’t wake up for a long time, they tell me.
***
Mom and Dad visit me about once a week. Sometimes twice. Mandy comes less often. She acts like she's so delighted to see me, but that glint in her eyes is hard. She always has a new hospital gown for me, in a most hideous color. She tells the orderlies to put it on me right away, that I like those horrible shades: vermilion, chartreuse, baby blue. I don’t know what they’re called any more. I can’t ask for a fashion magazine, being paralyzed except for my eyeballs. But I can see those colors. And the way she sneers.
The Godzillatron zoomed in on another running back twitching on the ground and struggling to keep his organs from spilling out onto the Astroturf. For those keeping track, and about seven billion sentient creatures were keeping track, the game was fast approaching forfeiting due to lack of living players on the side of the humans.
To be clear, I hate football. Watching football, anyway. I have always found viewing people I don’t know competing in any sort of sport remarkably uninteresting. I didn’t mind playing football in high school—even though I didn’t know all the rules—because it helped me delay my family’s genetic weight problem and allowed me to check the "Lettered in Varsity Sport" box on my college applications. But like the rest of the world, I took notice when the outcome of one game in particular would decide the fate of my species.
By all rights, the game for the ownership of Earth should have been soccer, and the competing team should have either been the Chinese, if chosen by population, or last year’s World Cup winners, if chosen by defending champions. However, the Zaubaz’ri didn’t have the patience to sit through the evolution of sports or Earth demographics on their way to the Sol system, and after reviewing the first decade or so of black and white television broadcasts, decided the most violent team sport with the biggest audience at the time would be where they would place this planet’s wager.
At first, this thrilled the Americans.
In their arrogance they figured that naturally they should be named the protectors of the planet. That was before they met the Zaubaz’ri face to face and read the rules changes.
***
Down on the field, the running back’s twitching slowed as his life seeped out into the artificial field grass. Spike, the lanky Zaubaz’ri who had impaled the human with the entire length of a two foot long forearm spear, waved to the stands for applause. His buddy Bruiser howled in support from the end zone where he had methodically broken the backs of the three humans who’d managed touchdowns so far. The six-foot-tall Spike had more kills, but Bruiser—all eighteen feet five inches and 4,032 kgs of him, according to his trading card—by far dominated the playing field. His message was simple and elegant: You score, you die.
The first two touchdowns demonstrated it the hard way. That hadn’t deterred the senior from some western school—Arizona, maybe?—from leaping across the goal line and flipping the bird just before Bruiser caught him, lifted him up, and bent him in half with a crack loud enough some of the stadium microphones picked it up and broadcast it around the world and up to a fleet of orbiting battle cruisers.
Bruiser was the last line of defense, and more than all others he seemed to enjoy his role.
Spike lowered his arms, a little disappointed at the lackluster reaction from the stands. By now both sides of the crowd had given up hoping for anyone mortally wounded to make it to the sideline medics. The medics had likewise learned not to push the rule that they had to stay on the sidelines, particularly after the first two doctors ran out onto the grass and an orbital microwave pulse made both their heads explode.
As best I could tell, immediately after each player took a solid hit, slash or stab, the majority of the human spectators launched into a discussion either about possible strategies or about how MVPs from playoffs past could have tipped the tables. Really the crowd spoke about anything to avoid watching the ghastly scene play out in High Definition clarity on the 12,000 square foot screens above both sets of goalposts. Humans operated the cameras, but Zaubaz’ri ran the control room.
I, on the other hand, spent my time contemplating how exactly I’d ended up in the stands and not one of the hordes of people watching from homes, bars, hotel rooms, or churches. Heads of state and their entourages took up most of the seats around me, with football experts, military strategists, and the occasional celebrity taking up the rest.
***
"Some professors trace the origins of football back to a medieval game called Campan." Odd way to start a conversation in a Target food court, I’d thought at the time, but those were the first words spoken to me a week ago by the olive-skinned goddess with the black hair and matching eyes. I raised my eyebrows in feigned interest and nodded over my nitrate-filled quarter-pound hotdog. "Originally played in the center of some town where the objective was simply to get the ball to the outskirts. Really though, depending on how you trace it, you can go much further back."
She introduced herself as Victoria, and managed to make the moment even more awkward when she offered her hand. Recently divorced and significantly overweight, I’d reeducated myself on exactly where I ranked in the singles game, and she was so young and far distant from my normal playing field that I pegged her as someone desperate enough to start up that conversation with an empty table, had that been her only option. If I’d thought social situations had been dominated with sports, fantasy sports, historic sports and sports trivia before, I begged for those days after the great American public learned that the Super Bowl to end all Super Bowls would mark them as either free to go about their lives or as targets for weapons with invisible beams capable of taking out entire countries per pull of the trigger.
She continued on about the ancient history of sports while I pondered adding some of that squirt-from-a-plastic-tub chili to my hotdog. I’d been teased about my weight since high school, damned if I’d stick with dry salads and cheeseless sandwiches with the end of the world and the shadows of battle cruisers looming above in the day and night skies.
"I don’t really like sports," I told her at last, hoping she’d either leave me to eat in peace or actually hit on me.
She sighed. "Okay, I confess I came over here because you looked familiar and I can’t figure out where I know you from."
"Well," I wiped my mouth with a tattered paper napkin, "unless you follow the video equipment repair crowd or went to Cleburne high school in the 80s…"
"You used to play football there, didn’t you?" Her eyes lit up.
"How in the hell do you know that?"
"I was there, but more to the point, you made all the papers your sophomore year starting on the varsity team."
My name had been on the small town sports page a few times, but I could only remember it as part of a bigger list of players.
"Let’s see if I remember the story right," she continued with a youthful energy. "You were the one who broke his collar bone and kept playing because you didn’t want to let anyone down. Right?"
"Wow, yes. True." That had been, essentially, the most famous I’d been my entire life. After a few years of coming to the realization that had been the peak of my existence, I’d motivated myself to quit thinking about it.
"You kept spinning and turning trying to protect your shoulder and no one could figure out why until..." She squinted and held up her arms. "Wait, don’t tell me…" I didn’t, but mostly because I was piecing the same details together in my mind at the time. "Yeah. That fourth quarter play… on, like, the three yard line…"
"Five yard line," I interrupted.
"Right." She smiled and made eye contact before her eyes lost focus, watching a moment from the past. "Five yard line. When they called a play right up your right side and you had to block left. You opened the hole for the game winning touchdown and passed out from the pain."
"I didn’t think anyone but my mom remembered that story. Well, and a few football über fans who obsess over moments like that twenty years later."
"I’ll ignore the implication I’m an obsessed über fan." She’d returned to the present, and smirked as my expression revealed my embarrassment. "Honestly though, it was all over central Texas. Very big deal back in the day."
"So you say."
"I bet lots of people remember." She pulled a bottled water out from below the table and took a swig.
Something about this woman’s voice, soft and resonant, convinced me to turn and take her all in. Impossibly white teeth, unblemished skin, long locks of curly obsidian dripping off her shoulders, she belonged in a comic book, or carved from marble on a pedestal in Europe.
And yet she stayed with me that entire afternoon and on past nightfall—talking, walking, questioning my entire background but offering little of hers in return. Instead she imparted story after story from some piece of world history. I’d mention spraying sulfuric acid from syringes onto the pants of high school bullies to get back at them, and she’d say how that reminded her of the tale of some clever peasant defeating an evil overlord in Africa. An anecdote about a bigger kid squashing ketchup packets in my algebra book made her think of this legend she’d heard about a Chinese warrior, and so on.
It ended in the parking lot of my festering apartment complex, her eyes glittering in the darkness. "I’m sorry you never got another chance to compete again after football," she said, changing the topic from favorite Karate movies so suddenly that it left me with non sequitur whiplash.
"I was too small." I couldn’t think of how else to respond.
"You made varsity your sophomore year because you could out block anyone on the team." She crossed her arms.
"Yeah, one play, maybe two. All they had to do was lean on me and by the third play I was too exhausted to move."
"You put everything you had into those first two plays, though." She cocked her head to one side, examining my reaction. All I managed was a light shrug. "You should get back into sports."
"You say that like…" I stopped before I could add, "…like I wasn’t pushing three hundred pounds…" or "…like I don’t get winded halfway up one flight of stairs…" or "…like we have any time."
"I hear there is a game this Saturday." She held out her hand, and I recognized the security hologram labels catching the reflection of the streetlights. I glanced at it and then back to her eyes, waiting for the punch line. A verified seat in the nosebleed section of the end zone sold for seven figures on Ebay.
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