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QUERY

September 20, 19—

Dear Mr. Poyntz:

Thank you for your query of September 12%. I have just returned
from a short (but long overdue) vacation in the southern climes,
and am afraid I am somewhat behind in my correspondence. Yes, we
received your manuscript; a detailed log of all submissions is kept
and it clearly shows your manuscript (Hipshot by Alfred Poyntz, 437
pages in length) arrived on April 14 of the previous year. Indeed, I
recall the manuscript in question, for, if I am not mistaken, it was
printed entirely on pink paper. Though this is not as unusual as one
might imagine, it was the only one (pink, that is) that I had received
in the last year (canary yellow and powder blue leading the way
amongst those who favour colour). Over the past months I watched
it advance from shelf to shelf, slowly making its way across the
bookcase reserved for submissions, until it achieved the final shelf.
From there I moved it to my desktop two weeks ago. You should have
had your reply already were it not for an urgent editorial matter that
required my immediate attention. Unfortunately, this matter arose
just before my vacation, and occupied all my time until the moment
of my departure, and so I am somewhat embarrassed to say I did not
manage to read as much as a single page of your manuscript. I did,
however, resolve to tackle it straightaway upon my return.

Life, alas, is uncertain at best.

No doubt you've read about the troubles we've had out here?
About the series of seismological upheavals we've suffered? When
I returned from vacation on Monday morning it was to find the
building which housed our publishing offices had suffered extensive
structural damage as a result of the latest series of earthquakes to
strike our already reeling city. The building in question, or parts of it
to be more exact, had tumbled into one of the many fissures that have

opened up in the earth and now dot the landscape like open wounds.
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Remarkably, half the building still towered above the lip of the abyss
as if untouched; the other half had vanished completely. Perhaps you
can imagine my shock, my incredulity, as I stood on the street outside
this once impressive edifice, only moments earlier looking forward to
closeting myself with your manuscript.

Naturally, [ was appalled.

Hastening to my office (no mean feat with the elevators still out
of service and the stairwell littered with debris and twisted cock-a-
hoop), I chanced upon Trevor Marchman, a colleague in the Literature
division, who advised me against proceeding. His face was streaked
with dirt and his tie askew. Placing a trembling hand on my shoulder
he explained we had lost the entire Children’s Literature section,
most of our genre fiction (Romance being the sole exception) and our
latest Self-help Guides; on the plus side we had retained our highly
successful Cookbook and True Crime lines. The Nature and Acts of
God divisions (he continued breathlessly) had fortunately suffered
only minor damage and were rushing to get first-hand accounts of
the disaster published as soon as possible. Though he had not been
to the Literature office yet, he feared the worst, as it straddled the
line along which the building had been bisected. I shrugged off his
hand and pushed forward, seized by a renewed sense of urgency. If
the worst had happened, then I knew I must see it for myself.

When I emerged on the seventeenth floor there was little
evidence of the catastrophe itself. The reception area looked much
as it had for the last two decades, the patterned carpet worn and
dusty, the solid oak desk still manned by the ageless Philip, the
chrome and vinyl chairs of the reception area occupied by the usual
gallimaufry of writers (albeit more nervous and bedraggled than
usual), clutching their usual assortment of boxed manuscripts
and large manila envelopes.

“Good morning, Mr. Gardner,” Philip said with his customary
aplomb, and several heads bobbed up, eyes looking hopefully in
my direction.

I nodded curtly at him, still too breathless from my exacting
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climb to essay a more congenial response. Then I spun on my heel
and hastened down the corridor. I passed the offices of proofreaders
and junior editors, their names neatly stencilled on the frosted glass
of the windows. Several doors were ajar, and within I could see young
men and women seated amongst tottering piles of paper, diligently
poring over galleys and manuscripts, the soft glow of computer
terminals warming their backs. The air of normalcy gave me hope.
I moved towards the corridor in which my office was situated. A
few more steps, I thought, and I'll know the tale. My heart thudded
fearfully in my chest.

My door was where I had left it.

I cannot convey to you in mere words the relief I felt. I thought
briefly of Marchman whom I had passed on the stairs, how I had
always considered him foolish and fanciful; and how I'd forgotten
this in my moment of panic. He was an alarmist, I now recalled,
frequently berating Literature. “There’s no future in it,” he had said
more than once. “Get out while the getting’s good!” I chastised myself
and vowed in future never to pay him the least attention at all.

Stepping up to the door, I grasped the handle and pulled it open.

A gasp escaped me.

Opposite the door, where a panelled wall hung with framed
photographs normally would have stood, was an expanse of blue sky.
It was as if the wall had been swept cleanly away, leaving the rest of
the room intact. I took a step forward. Outside, gulls circled against
a backdrop of brilliant cerulean streaked by ropes of black smoke
from the various fires that still burned unchecked about the city. The
low, keening ululations of sirens sounded distantly. Looking down, I
could see the dark rents where the earth had split open into gaping
maws, all roughly parallel, like furrows made by a monstrous plough.
Occasionally, the top of buildings poked above the lip of these crevices,
as if they had been lowered there gently, on purpose. More often, the
ruins of others were visible, some reduced to anonymous piles of
rubble. In the deeper fissures, nothing but an ominous, impenetrable

black was visible. Everywhere, tiny human figures were busying
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themselves about the edge of the crevices, lowering ropes and ladders
and cables, swarming into the ruins to rescue those that might still be
alive or perhaps to recover what they could of their lives.

While I gawked at the carnage below, a sudden gust of wind blew
through the office, riffling the pages of the topmost manuscripts that
were still arrayed on the submission shelf. Loose sheets, hidden until
now behind my desk, blew about the room in frenetic circles, two
fetching up against my legs and fluttering there like wounded birds.
Then one was torn free and scudded past the splintered edge of the
wooden floor; it was snatched by an updraft and spun out of sight.

I know of no way to soften the blow so I'll give it to you straight:
the pages were, as you may have guessed, pink. I glanced at my
desk. Other than a blotter and a modest pen and pencil set (a gift
marking my twentieth year of service), the desktop was empty, your
manuscript gone, scattered by the wind. Bending over, I carefully
peeled off the sheet still coiled about my shin. It was page 47.

I moved as close as I dared to the edge of the room and caught
sight of that other page, still dancing like a leaf in the wind, but drifting
lower and lower now, falling inexorably towards the fissure. Eventually
I lost sight of it as it sunk into the dark reaches of the abyss.

I stood there for a time staring after the lost page.

Mr. Poyntz, let me not bore you with the rest of the mundane
details; suffice it to say we recovered only two more pages from
your manuscript (page 14 behind a radiator and page 312 caught
up against a leg of my desk). The rest have vanished.

Perhaps you may think it unfair to judge a manuscript on three
disjoined pages, orphans as they were from their extended family.
Yet, we often give a manuscript only a few pages in which to catch our
attention; after that it is returned, the greater bulk of it unread, with
a rejection slip. So I presumed to judge your work, prepared to return
the three remaining pages with this letter of apology and a somewhat
gentler than usual rejection.

However, this was not to be the case.

Attherisk of swelling your head, I sawin those brief, disconnected
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scenes a spark of promise. And the Senior Managing Editor (to whom
I conveyed—with great excitement—pages 14, 47, and 312 shortly
afterwards) agrees. No doubt you can understand how distressed I
was to read in your query letter (dated September 12%) about the
misfortune with your hard disk. The entire novel gone! Ahead crashis,
as you point out, “very unforgiving.” If nothing else, perhaps this will
serve as a lesson to you about the usefulness of making backups!

As you may imagine the rescue teams have been extraordinarily
busy in recent days; recovering manuscripts, sadly, is not one of their
priorities. However, the Senior Managing Editor has authorized
me to undertake an expedition to recover the entire text of your
submission—or as much as is humanly possible. Tomorrow I will
begin the descent into the fissure, taking along with me as many
junior editors, proofreaders and text entry clerks as will volunteer. I
will endeavour to keep you informed of our progress.

Once again, please accept my sincerest apologies for the delay in

our response.
Yours Truly,

Roland Gardner, Managing Editor, Literature
Cameron, Blaylock, Fulsum and Hui Publications

September 21, 19—

Dear Mr. Poyntz:

This morning I stood for the first time at the edge of the abyss. The
fissure is a long tear in the earth, seven kilometres in length; the
chasm measures one hundred and fifty metres at its widest. Where
I stand now it is roughly a hundred metres from lip to lip. Along its
brink are office towers and commercial establishments, forming an

eerie canyon of half-human, half-natural design. Those buildings that
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haven’t collapsed entirely, leaving sad, gap-toothed openings in the
wall, are similar to our own: it is as if the structures had been neatly
sliced with a scalpel of extraordinary proportions, laying bare their
innards like those cut-away models of car engines and hydroelectric
plants one often finds in museums. In several, the day to day activity
of commerce has resumed, and the figures of men and women could
be seen working at desks or edging along the narrow lip of half-
corridors with a briefcase or file folder tucked beneath their arms.
Occasionally, the trilling of a phone or the hum of a fax machine
echoes from above.

Nearest us, the crevice is steep, a sheer face that drops preci-
pitously out of sight. Further along, a series of ledges of varying
widths can be seen in the depths, some supporting the remnants of
buildings—others littered with unidentifiable rubble. At our feet,
however, nothing is visible save a blackness as thick and impenetrable
as that of a child’s nightmare.

It is nearly noon now, and I am typing this note into my laptop
as we are making last-minute preparations for the descent. The party
I've assembled includes two mountaineering enthusiasts among the
volunteers, only too eager to have a go at the face of the fissure. As I write
this they have already set off, and I can hear the ring of their hammers
as they fix pitons in preparation for the descent of the main party. In
total, we number seven. We might have had a nice round ten, but only
moments ago, Marchman (whom I mentioned in my previous letter)
sent word that he was recalling two editors and a proofreader, citing
the loss of two other assistants—who were unfortunate enough to be
working late the night of the quakes—and the rapidly approaching fall
launch deadlines. Though I am in fact his senior (he being the Assistant
Managing Editor, Literature), this seniority has always been nominal,
eroding over the years until its only manifestation is an office with
a window. Beyond that, we work as equals. Reluctantly, I must allow
them to return. Yet, I continue to be optimistic. I believe the remaining
members to be sufficient for the job.

But let me not dwell on the bad; there is good news also.
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Searching near the lip of the abyss, we have already recovered half
a dozen more pages of your manuscript (73, 74, 121, 160, 344 and
349). I admit I was somewhat apprehensive when I read page 160, for
the prose there is unlike that of any of the other nine pages. If I may
be blunt, it stumbles along in an awkward, uncertain manner, poking
about like a blind man with a cane in an unfamiliar room, leaving the
reader to surmise from these faltering sentences its significance. This
sudden change so unnerved me that for a moment I reconsidered the
entire project.

But then, pacing back and forth near the edge of the fissure, chin
cupped in palm, I was struck by a thought. What if the words were
purposefully awkward. What if this halting, muddled prose is intentional,
reflecting the distracted state of a character’s mind. Recalling the passage,
I imagined a withered old man, soured by repeated disappointments in
career and love, his outlook jaundiced by the accumulated bile of years of
disillusionment. As if someone had adjusted a projector lens, he snapped
into focus for me. Taken as such, his rendering was masterful. The more I
thought about it, the more I realized this could be the only explanation.

Trust, Mr. Poyntz. I should have trusted my author. . ..

Itis the first and foremost lesson of being a competent reader—and
one I'd somehow forgotten. Thank you for reminding me. In future I

promise to give the pages of your manuscript the latitude they deserve.
Yours apologetically,

Roland Gardner, Managing Editor, Literature
Cameron, Blaylock, Fulsum and Hui Publications

September 21, 19—

Dear Mr. Poyntz:

Six of us began the descent in earnest this afternoon.
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The seventh, a pallid data entry clerk fearful of heights, remained
at our base camp on the edge of the fissure. Earlier, we had attached a
pulley to the top of an A-frame constructed of two-by-fours. Running
a lengthy rope over the wheel of the pulley, we tied a bucket to its
end. We wound the other end of the rope around a windlass. Then we
fixed the whole contrivance with cement blocks so that it projected
out over the fissure. The clerk who remained behind will man this
contraption, passing down such supplies as we need and pulling
to the surface any pages we recover. He will work as if he were at a
well—although he will be drawing words instead of water. Through
this crude device (and the clerk’s diligence) I also hope to send you
letters (such as this one) to keep you apprised of our progress.

The first hours of climbing were uneventful. We rappelled down
a featureless surface, the lights of our helmets crossing and criss-
crossing in the chasm as we worked the ropes. The granite wall was
smooth and surprisingly warm to the touch, as if it still retained traces
of the heat produced during the upheaval. Looking to my right, I
could just make out where the two walls came together in a sharp V a
kilometre or so away, closing off the fissure; in the other direction the
end of the chasm was invisible, the light of my helmet fading into the
darkness. As we descended, the sounds of our progress bounced off
the opposite wall and were returned, through some trick of acoustics,
magnified; at times I heard only the echo and not the sound that had
engendered it, creating the illusion that there was another party, like
ours, on the other side, also working its way towards the bottom. It was
an unnerving sensation, and one I suspect affected the others as it did
me: conversation, brisk in the earlier stages, ceased altogether, as if no
one wished to make any more noise than was absolutely necessary.

Several hours passed in this manner.

Bit by bit awareness of my immediate surroundings slipped
away, for there was nothing to fix my attention on save the endless
wall and the darkness. What I thought of instead was my office and
the manuscripts still patiently waiting for me there. Of how, in all the

years I'd been Managing Editor, Literature, the pile has never once
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diminished. Read one and two more would appear. Read those and
the afternoon mail would bring half a dozen additional submissions.
Everyone in the world, apparently, has decided to become a writer.
Now this might seem a cause for celebration, heralding a new golden
age of literature. But, curiously, as our submissions increased, so our
sales in the division have plummeted. Given this, I began to suspect
that several of our regular correspondents wrote more novels in a
year than they actually read!

Being a writer yourself, Mr. Poyntz, you may not find this strange.
But for me, first and foremost a reader, this notion was disturbing
in the extreme. It was a love of reading itself that impelled me to
become an editor. I had no writing aspirations of my own. Nor do I
now. I was—and am—a bibliophile in the truest sense of the word: I
read gently, lovingly, losing myself readily in those landscapes of the
imagination. When I was younger I thought there was nothing more
exciting than the smell of a new book. Ah, how I remember those
days! I'd sit in my favourite wingback chair, my reading lamp on and
ready, the unopened book in my lap, anticipating that moment, that
glorious, orgasmic moment, when the spine of the book would at last
be cracked and the doors to an undiscovered world flung wide!

Alas, there are few true readers left. And, sadly, altogether too
many writers. What will happen when the scales have finally tipped?
Will writers be forced to pay their readers for the privilege of having
their novels read? Will I, and other readers like me, be courted by
authors anxious to be read by someone who understands their work?
I fear things may come to such a pass.

Even in my division, the bastion (or so one would like to believe)
of reading, we no longer attract readers of quality. Take, for example,
young Trevor Marchman. To him reading is merely a job, no better
or worse than selling vacuum cleaners or making car parts on an
assembly line. It is a convenient rung on the corporate ladder. I know
he eyes my position jealously, seeing it as a stepping stone to the
rarefied heights of “upper management.” Though he does a competent

job, it is performed passionlessly and without commitment. To him,
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the only thing that counts is the bottom line (of which he tirelessly
reminds us).

But I digress. I have left you (and me) hanging.

Our progress down the wall of the fissure, as I have already
said, was uneventful. At least until the end of the day, at which
time we encountered an obstacle that caused us to halt our descent.
For there we came across a series of small, regularly-spaced ledges
jutting out from the wall. Swinging wide on the end of the line, a
flashlight clutched in her hand, our lead climber reported that the
ledges continued to mar the face of the fissure for some distance
down, and estimated their number to be in the hundreds—if not the
thousands—all ranging from half a metre to two metres in width.
The bottom, she reported glumly, was still out of sight.

One would think that we’'d be grateful for any horizontal surface
after countlesshoursofrappellingdown sheerwall. Yet, when we finally
decided to make camp (our party splitting into three separate groups
to fit comfortably into the limited space of adjacent outcroppings),
the momentary pleasure of shrugging out of the constricting loops
of my climbing harness gave way to a feeling of dismay. These cursed
ledges would, I realized, only make our job doubly difficult. Not only
would they impede a speedy descent by taking away our direct line to
the bottom, but we would also be forced to investigate each and every
outcropping lest we miss a single page of your manuscript. Such an
undertaking will require days.

But what else can we do?

I have spent a lifetime chasing words and know no other way.
Yours sincerely,

Roland Gardner, Managing Editor, Literature

Cameron, Blaylock, Fulsum and Hui Publications
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September 24, 19—

Dear Mr. Poyntz:

It took the better part of two days, but we've completed our inspection
of the ledges. We sit here on one of the last sizeable outcroppings
as we patiently await our daily rendezvous with the bucket. Below,
the wall drops away, black and featureless, into the depths. Our
efforts, though taxing in the extreme, have yielded twelve new pages,
more than I could have reasonably hoped. I read them all with great
interest, saving for the last three consecutive pages, 212-215, stuck
together along their edges by a dark, gummy substance (cappuccino,
if I were to hazard a guess).

Bravo! Bravo! Bravo!

I must say Nell is a completely (and unexpectedly) delightful
creature. Her name, like her idiosyncratic way of speaking, is at first
distracting, but within the space of a few hundred words becomes
wholly natural and familiar, leaving us feeling sheepish for not
having realized sooner—as you clearly did—how truly suitable it is.
To use such a name and make it work as well as you have is not an
inconsiderable feat. It reveals the hand of a master. Though I am a
jaded reader, I was absorbed by your description of her, and found
myself watching Nell with fascination. With a start, I realized that,
in the brief span of three pages, I had come to care a great deal about
her. You may understand, then, why I was disturbed by the scene on
page 331, where a child, who might or might not be Nell, dies. Could
it be her?

No, don’t answer.

I must find out for myself.
Your Besotted Reader,
Roland Gardner

P.S. A curious event to report: yesterday, without warning, a building
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dropped past narrowly missing us, the screams of its occupants
clearly audible above the building’s own complaints. Perhaps it had
clung to the edge for as long as was possible, then gave up hope and
tumbled into the abyss. The experience left me somewhat shaken,
not only because of what might have happened if the building had
chosen to tumble upon our party, but also because I had thought it
to be our building. But at the last moment I caught sight of a flash
of red, the telltale banner of the neighbouring Insurance Firm. Why,
one wonders, do people (and I count myself among their number)
continue to inhabit edifices on the brink? Is it force of habit? An
irresistible love of their work? A way of confronting their fear? Or
do they just have nowhere better to be? If it is the last, [ sometimes
wonder why they do not leap themselves and have done with it. But
then, that kind of courage is a rare quality amongst men and women

of business.

September 25, 19—
Dear Mr. Poyntz:

Today we reached the beginning of the end.

That is to say, we encountered a series of flat shelves that
descend, like a gargantuan staircase, to the floor of the chasm.
We decided to strike a base camp here from which we will explore
the steps more fully. After assembling our tents (the blue fabric
incongruously bright against the black and dark grey in which
everything else down here is expressed), we gathered stones to ring
a fire. The overall effect is, surprisingly, cheery. As I write this my
back is to the camp and I am sitting on the edge of the first step,
my legs dangling two metres above the next. Here and there the
debris of buildings can be seen. Not five metres from my perch (and

two steps down) is a crumpled hot dog cart, its decaying contents
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spilled over the hard, unforgiving ground. Scattered throughout the
carnage are pink sheets. It was all I could do to keep myself from
clambering down a rope to the next level so as to collect more pages.
But we are exhausted from the day’s work. And we have already
gathered twenty-three pages from the first “step.”

I still have not learned any more about Nell. Though the pages
we recovered span a broad range (7, 23, 29, 68, 101, 128, 145, 155,
170, 221, 224, 226, 256, 289, 303, 314, 367, 368, 390, 395, 400,
416, 421), there is nary a mention of her. Could she have only
been an ancillary character? A convenient figure who carries out
her role and then is casually discarded? Somehow, I cannot bring
myself to believe this. . . .

The writing is, as usual, impeccable, the voice authoritative
and refreshingly new. Peach is a fine foil for the Colonel, and his
antics make for what I assume will evolve into an interesting
subplot. The arcane practices of the sisters (introduced on page
68) hint at a sense of foreboding that is skilfully rendered. And
when the Harrisons came over and disported themselves on the
lawn—well, I laughed aloud! A few of the finer points bothered
me, however: when did the Colonel acquire his scar? Have both
the sisters seen it?

Yet, as entertaining as these others are, they are still mere
shades next to Nell. I cannot get her out of my head. You may
think it foolish, but I've offered the lion’s share of the rations to
whoever finds the next reference to her.

I'd best go now. All the others have turned in and we make
an early start of it tomorrow. I can hear the assorted sounds of
their sleep—wheezing and snorts and restless shufflings—from
directly behind me. The only other sound one hears down here is
the occasional stone clattering down the side of the fissure or the
wind howling far above, like it is blowing through a troubled place
we’ve left behind. Down here, though, nothing stirs. Everything
is calm. All the countless distractions of the waking world have

disappeared without a trace.
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In a way, [ am growing to like this.
Still yours,
R. Gardner

PS. When the bucket descended at its appointed time yesterday, it
contained (along with the usual rations of sardines and bread) a brief,
handwritten note from a junior editor on my staff. In it, he worries
that our expedition might be recalled. There are rumours, you see,
that Marchman has acquired the ear of the Chief Managing Editor in
my absence. It is widely known Trevor has opposed our purpose from
the start. A reliable source reports that during a discussion of your
manuscript he was heard to mutter, “There are plenty more where
that came from.” I'm afraid he can be a rather insensitive bastard at
times. But I should be more gracious. If only he had read, as I have,
these scant pages, he might not be so pigheaded. But one of the great
tragedies of life is that you cannot force people to read what they

ought, as good as it might be for them.

September 26, 19—

Dear Albert:
A major find!

I canbarely contain myself. After we returned to our base camp on
the first step, I collated the pages we had collected today (fifty-three
in total from the first seven steps). My hands trembled uncontrollably
when I realized we had recovered the longest continuous section thus
far (pages 231 through 254). Perhaps this will satisfy them upstairs.
Although I am certain Marchman will be unimpressed, I believe the
Chief Managing Editor to be a perspicacious man. He will understand

the importance of this find.

20
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Yet in my elation, a disappointment: nothing about Nell—unless
the first sentence on page 231, in its elided phrase (“knew he couldn’t
get her out of his mind . . . nor out of his house”) refers to her. Yet I
fear not.

As for the rest of it, the writing is top-drawer. Though I don’t
quite see how these pages relate to the rest of the novel, they are
brilliantly conceived. Until this moment, I had supposed this was
a coming of age tale, but this new section calls my assumptions
(presumptuousness?) into question. One moment I was happily
immersed in your story, the next I realized I'd misread large parts of
it. But then, isn’t that what the best writing does? Throws you a curve
when you least expect it?

I shall have to rethink my approach to your work. It will be
difficult now that the bulk of the manuscript has been sent up top.
But, as I often said, patience and doggedness are the hallmarks of a

good reader.
Roland G.

PS. I apologize for the brevity of this note, but the bucket fell early
today surprising us and nearly breaching my skull. No sooner had
we placed the pages of your manuscript within it than it was jerked
back up, as if that junior editor working the line is growing impatient
with his job. Perhaps I will find him something better suited to his

temperament when I return!

September 27, 19—

Albert:
Disaster has struck.
This morning, shortly after breakfast, the earth groaned, a deep

guttural thing that vibrated in our bones. Everyone froze; we stared
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stupidly at one another, not sure what to make of this preternatural
noise. For a moment there was a silence as profound as the one at the
beginning of the world must have been. Then, without warning, cracks
appeared in the walls, each accompanied by a report like gunfire.
Stone moved upon stone with ear-piercing wails. The ground heaved,
scattering editors and proofreaders like nine-pins. Large chunks of
earth, torn loose from the lip of the abyss, crashed down amongst
us, shattering with thunderous reports and throwing off shards like
shrapnel. Preposterously, I found myself lying on the ground, staring
upwards. I was not frightened; I suppose I was in shock. Waves of
dust, accompanied by small stones, rained down around me. Above
the din, a voice in my skull spoke clearly, urging me to find shelter. I
looked around.

To my immediate left was the wall of the fissure; rising from
its base was a narrow crack. Calmly, I regained my feet and walked,
somewhat unsteadily, towards the small protection it offered, catching
my right thigh on a jagged edge and tearing both my khakis and the
skin beneath as I angled my body into the opening. Absurdly, I had
wedged myself facing in. Behind me, the havoc continued unabated.

I cannot say how long the entire episode lasted. To me it seemed
to be upwards of half an hour; in reality, it could only have been a
few minutes. When it did finally end, I backed out from my refuge to
find the landscape altered beyond recognition. A thick cloud of dust
hung in the air; shattered stone was everywhere; the shelves of rock
leading downwards, once smooth and regular as stairs, had buckled
and splintered; our camp—and all its equipment—had disappeared,
save for the single tongue of blue tent fabric that flared out from
beneath one of the larger boulders. Overhead, barely visible through
the narrow channel that leads back to that other world, dark clouds
roiled, but whether they were thunderheads or an accumulation of
the blackest smoke I could not have said.

The long and short of it is that our party has been decimated.

Our lead climber lies unconscious, a fragment the size of a finger

embedded in her forehead. Two others have disappeared, either
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buried in the new debris or panicked and run off. The remaining
members—a lad who clutches his knees and rocks back and forth
while emitting a low moan, and a woman who stares sullenly into the
darkness, refusing to answer any questions—are covered in bruises
and numerous cuts.

Our situation is not good. Our supplies are gone. We have no
tents, no food and only two functioning lamps. Nor will there be any
chance of replacing them. Earlier, searching through the rubble, I
came across the corpse of that hapless editor who I had stationed
on the edge of the abyss. He lay jammed between two boulders, his
thin body folded over like a sheet, his vital fluids collecting in a sticky
puddle beneath. Curiously, a crumpled piece of paper lay caged within
his lifeless finger. Swallowing back my distaste, I managed to pry the
note free. It was from the Chief Managing Editor and addressed to
me. In no uncertain terms, we'd been recalled.

I wadded the note up and buried it deeply in the debris.

How things can change in the space of a few moments! I had
thought us safe from that other world, too distant to be touched by
its vagaries and inexplicable whims. But, Mr. Poyntz, when the very
ground heaves beneath you, what certainties are left?

The others wish to return to the surface. I tried to explain how
I need their help more than ever now that several pages of your
manuscript may lie buried in the debris. How this is what the Chief
Managing Editor would wish. But my pleas fall on deaf ears. Nor
would they hear anything of Nell. Ignoring me, they have begun
rigging a litter in which they hope to raise their wounded comrade.
Leaving now would serve no purpose: can they not see she is already
as good as dead? But explaining this to them has no effect, and only
seems to infuriate the sullen lad. He has taken to throwing stones at
me when [ approach.

Tonight, while they sleep, I will slip this letter into the pocket
of the lead climber. I do not know how (or when) I will be able to
apprise you of my further progress; I do, however, believe the Chief

Managing Editor will come to his senses and renew the search. But
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that may not be for some time.

For now, I carry on alone.

R.G.

A:

Please forgive me for scribbling this note on the back of your
manuscript, but it is the only paper I have.

Two (or is it three?) days have passed since my last letter. I
cannot be certain of the time, for my watch is gone, its strap severed
in my mad scramble down the broken shelves of rock. Nor can I say
if it is day or night—at this depth the opening to the upper world is
no longer discernible. For all I know, the fissure might have resealed
itself, leaving me forever trapped.

Yesterday, I reached bottom. A cold, steady breeze winds like a
river along the bed of this lowest level, trapped in a narrow channel
between the steps I descended and another set climbing the opposite
wall. Lowering myself from the penultimate shelf to the floor was like
slipping into icy water.

In the last days I'd recovered only half a dozen new pages; now,
on the lowest level, I found but two more, caught against rocks. The
bulk of the missing pages, I surmised, had been carried off by this
gelid breeze. Perhaps you can understand the momentary dismay I
felt: I had thought my journey near its completion, only to discover
yet another ending in store for me.

Now don’t misread me. The pages I found I'd consumed with
the same eagerness a starving man might consume a single celery
stick—I was grateful, but it was only enough to sharpen the edge of
my hunger. So [ set off, the wind at my back, the weakening beam of
my flashlight marking my way, determined to go the distance.

I walked slowly, doubled over, searching carefully for any stray
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sheets. The wind increased, its icy fingers snapping the cuffs of my
pants with loud cracks and causing me to shiver uncontrollably.
I ignored it as best I could, hunkering down into a small shape,
continuing to sweep the light back and forth across the floor. So great
was my concentration that it wasn’t until some time later, when I
paused to stretch, that I realized the walls of the fissure had drawn
in and the channel had shrunk to half its original width. Pointing
the light ahead, I discovered I was no more than fifty metres from
the point at which the two walls met. At the base of the conjunction
was what appeared to be an incline of scree, like one often sees at
the foot of a retreating glacier, though it was hard to be certain, the
weakening cell of my flashlight now incapable of clearly illuminating
anything that distant.

I hurried ahead, pushed along by the mounting wind.

When I reached the base of the scree I stopped, clinging to a
large rock to be kept from being blown over. The wind tore past me,
howling up along the incline of rubble and rushing into a black, man-
sized opening at its summit. It looked as if the gap had, at one time,
stretched from the floor of the fissure to its present height. But the
last upheaval must have sent this rubble down to partially block the
opening, constricting the passage through which the wind drained,
increasing its velocity fiercely near the mouth. Weighting my pockets
with as many stones as they would hold, I began the climb.

Twice, in particularly vigorous gusts, I felt certain I would be
plucked from this loose face of rubble and swept in; but somehow I
managed to cling to the heap. Small objects, pebbles perhaps, stung
my back and arms as they shot past. The scream of the wind deafened
me. I gritted my teeth and edged upwards until I could shine my
flashlight past the lip of the opening.

The scene made my heart stop.

Beyond and down was a mammoth cavern, filled with a forest
of stalactites and stalagmites painted in breathtaking colours;
overarching all, the roof was covered with a dark, lush growth that

glittered in the beam of my light like the heavens on the clearest of
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country nights; at the cavern’s extremes were countless passages
twisting out of sight, each coloured in its own unique hue. And here
and there, scattered throughout, were hundreds of pink pages.

I scrambled back down the windward side of the slope.

You may consider it foolish, Alfred, but I have decided to go into
the cavern. I can think of nothing but Nell. In my present state, it may
well be impossible to struggle back out through that narrow gap against
a wind which I can barely keep from dragging me in. You might argue,
as my colleagues would, that these last pages are better left consigned
to darkness. However, I am a faithful reader and could never contrive
my own ending. That would be false, a gutless betrayal.

No, it will be your ending or none at all.

I must finish this note now, for the bulb in my flashlight grows
dimmer yet; I fear it will last no more than a few minutes. But do not
be dismayed: I've armed myself with a stick of wood I found lodged
beneath a slab of granite. When this light fades altogether, I'll use the
stick as a blind man would a cane, tapping about darkness until I've
found those final sheets.

I leave this note (and the pages I've collected) beneath a cairn of
stone here at the foot of the hill of rubble. In the event I should not be
able to return, [ can only hope that this letter (and, more importantly,
your pages) will be found and conveyed back to the surface.

Wish me luck—and good reading.

September 29

Dear A. Pointz:
Thank you for letting us see your manuscript. Unfortunately, it
doesn’t suit our needs at present. Please forgive this form letter, but

the volume of manuscripts that we receive makes it impossible to
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reply to each submission individually, as we wish we were able. Good

luck placing it elsewhere.

Trevor Marchman, Acting Managing Editor, Literature

Cameron, Blaylock, Fulsum and Hui Publications
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GAYTOWN

Gaytown, 5 mi. Your home away from home!

“Gaytown? They’ve got to be kidding.”

Two hours, and it was the first thing Paul had said since he'd
slammed the passenger door of the Escort. He punched the eject
button on the deck and flipped his compilation tape, starting it again.

“I mean, shouldn’t the sign read, ‘Your homo away from home’?”

Damien didn’t smile; instead, his grip on the wheel tightened.

“Hm,” Paul said, “since you refuse to come out, maybe we should
turn around. Just in case, you know, someone might see you passing
through Gaytown.”

Damien went for the light touch. “Nah. But I'm going have to ask
you to get into the trunk.”

“Naturally.”

No trace of amusement in Paul’s voice. Crossing his arms, he
stared outside. Playing the temperamental artist again.

Another hour of pouting and it’ll be over, Damien thought. Paul will
perk up like he always does. Then we can get on with our vacation.

The tape whirred on, a song from a British band from the ’80s
whose name Damien couldn’t quite recall, though he could picture
the sexy lead singer clearly: tall, athletic, handsome, who’d gone on to
star in a few indie films after the band had broken up.

Gaytown.

The sign had been old, weathered. An artefact from a time when
the name wouldn’t have raised eyebrows or invited jokes. Someone, a
few years ago by the looks of it, had made a half-hearted attempt to
paint out the word Gay; but the paint had faded so that now, instead
of obscuring, it highlighted the word like a crucial term in a high
school student’s text.

The Escort’s tires hissed over country asphalt, the late afternoon
world drifting past. An hour and a half earlier they’d passed into
cottage country, the flat, barren fields outside Toronto melting into

undulating terrain. Ranks of evergreens snuck up on them, pressing
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in on the highway, falling away when a lake suddenly appeared at the
side of the road, or retreating reluctantly for an oasis of humanity—a
resort, a country store, a restaurant—although these became
less frequent as the afternoon wore on. Above it all, the sky was
unaccountably blue, the counterpoint of a few white clouds tacking
across its sweep. A perfect Thanksgiving weekend. Exactly the sort
they’d come seeking.

Only Paul’s mood had spoiled it all.

Four years we’ve been together, Damien thought. Youd think hed
have adjusted by now. But Paul had only become worse lately. How
could someone so sensitive, so loving, also be so unreasonable?

“It’s wrong,” Paul said.

“We're on vacation.” Damien tried to keep his voice even. “Can’t
you give it a rest?”

“You're ashamed of me, aren’t you?”

“No.” Of course not. Still, there were times when Paul acted—
if not exactly flamboyant—then gay enough to make Damien
uncomfortable. “You know that’s got nothing to do with it.”

“Then why not come out?”

‘Jesus, Paul, how many times do we have to have the same
argument?”

“You didn’t answer the question,” he said flatly.

“You know I can’t come out.” Damien shook his head. “Not right
now, anyway.”

“Idid.”

“You're an artist, Paul. I'm a high school principal.”

“It’s not like they can fire you.”

“That’s not the point.” How could Damien explain it so that Paul
would understand? “It’s the way people would treat me afterwards.”

“Okay, forget work. But you won’t even introduce me to your
family.”

“You've met my brother.”

Paul blew out an exasperated breath. “You told Jeff I was your

tenant.” His anger dissolved into hurt. “One time he came over. One
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time. And you made me move all my things out of our bedroom and
into the study.”

Damien felt a spike of guilt. He had made Paul do that.

“You don’t give them enough credit.” Paul’s voice softened.
Reaching over, he rested a hand on Damien’s forearm. “If your family
really loved you, they’d understand.”

“Not all families are as understanding as yours.” Paul’s parents,
a university professor and a social worker, were hardly cut from the
same bolt of cloth as Damien’s, who were sturdy small-town folk.
Nor could Paul begin to fathom the kind of place Damien grew up, a
circumscribed, distrustful and disapproving world. Where, reputedly,
no one was, or ever had been, gay. “If you knew them, you'd get it.”

Paul yanked his hand away like it had been burned. “Not much
chance of that, is there?”

“You've got to be patient.” How many times had he told Paul
that? [t was starting to sound more and more like a lame excuse, even
to him. “I promise, when the time is right, I'll introduce you.”

“At thirty-six,” Paul said, “I'm no longer willing to be somebody’s
dirty little secret.”

Damien’s stomach fluttered, like they’d just hit a dip in the road.

Paul pulled a road map out of the glove compartment; it had been
neatly folded back to display a section of highway. On it he'd traced
out a route in black marker. Paul tapped the map with his forefinger.
“It’s about five kilometres to the next junction. If we turn left there,
we’ll be in Coville in three hours.”

Perspiration gathered between Damien’s palms and the wheel.

“I'm not asking you to make an announcement or anything,” Paul
said, a hopeful note in his voice. “Just introduce me to your parents.
Let them see my face, maybe start getting used to it.”

“You said the cottage was booked for tonight. If we don’t
show up—”~

“Ilied. There’s no cottage.”

Damien stared at him in disbelief.

“I'm sorry.” Paul fidgeted. “But it was the only way to get you
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up here.” He brightened. “You said your mom invited you and your
roommate for Thanksgiving. Remember?”

“Shit, Paul—"

‘Just a quick visit. We grab a drumstick and we’re out of there.”

“No.” Damien kept his eyes on the road, unable to look at Paul.

“I swear [ won'’t act gay.”

“I said no.”

“Why not?”

Why not? Damien’s dad would spot Paul for what he was in a
second. And connect the dots. My son the faggot. Then all hell would
break loose. Jesus, Paul really didn’t have a clue.

“Because.”

Paul snorted. “There’s a good reason.”

In a dense tangle of trees on the left, a corridor suddenly opened
up, revealing a field behind. Damien knew he should have been
focused on their conversation, but an odd colour in the field had
hooked his attention. A blotch of pink in the midst of sere grass and
thick-limbed evergreens. It moved. Stood up? Or seemed to, although
it was hard to tell with the motion of the car, the rapid change in
perspective. An animal? But there were no animals that colour. None
that Damien knew about, anyway. He craned his neck, only the angle
was gone, the field lost to sight.

“Are you listening to me?”

“Of course [ am.”

“I can’t wait any longer, Damien. If you won’t do this for me,
then . ..” Paul’s voice trailed off.

“Then what?”

“Then I'm moving out.”

Damien felt like he’d been sucker punched. He doesn’t mean
it, Damien thought. He’s tired, that’s all. But when he looked over,
Paul returned his gaze resolutely, the map clutched in his hand, his
determination plain. The Escort’s engine whined as it began labouring
up the back of a large broken rise.

“Well?”
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I can’t, Damien answered silently, his stomach churning. Only
the alternative was no more palatable. Life without Paul. The only man
he’d ever dared love. The space inside the car suddenly seemed way
too small.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?”

They passed another old sign that Damien almost missed,
faded and barely visible through the tangle of anaemic trees that
huddled around it, announcing the inevitability of Gaytown in three
kilometres. “You dump this on me out of the blue then expect an
immediate response?”

“No,” Paul said, flipping the map into Damien’s lap. “Not
immediate. You've got three kilometres left.” The map slid onto the
floor. “T've made up my mind, Damien. I can’t abide half a relationship
any longer. Either we turn left at the junction together, or we turn
back and go our separate ways. Your choice.”

The Escort continued to toil up the hill. They'd crest it
momentarily. Damien was possessed by an irrational impulse to
stomp on the brakes, to throw the car into reverse and back up past
the start of their conversation, back to a place where everything had
been all right.

Topping the ridge, they dropped into a shallow valley and came
upon Gaytown.

Damien’s mind numbly registered the outskirts, a scattering of
clapboard houses, some dodgy trailers that had sunk cinderblock
roots, alone Quonsethut. Down the highway he saw more responsible-
looking brick structures clustered around an intersection, a lone stop
light suspended above the road by thin black wires as fine as the lines
in one of Paul’s pen-and-ink drawings. Although they were too far
to make out the markings on the green highway sign posted at the
intersection, Damien knew with heart-sinking certainty it marked
the junction. The intersection seemed to be flying towards him.
Lifting his foot from the gas, Damien eased the Escort off the road;
gravel crunched under the tires.

“What are you doing?” Paul sounded alarmed, like maybe he
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thought Damien was going turn around. Or ask him to climb into
the trunk.

“Gas,” Damien said, pointing at the pump in front of the
Quonset hut. “We’re out of gas.” Somehow his mind had registered
the congruence of pump and gas gauge needle hovering just below
E, and had grasped at the momentary reprieve like a drowning man
would a scrap of flotsam.

Paul frowned, eyeing the gauge.

Damien pulled up beside the pump, killed the engine and reached
for the door handle.

“Yesterday—"

Damien paused, a leg out the door.

“—when I went to the wine store, I filled up.” Paul looked at
Damien. “It should still be half full.”

“Look at the gauge.” Damien felt detached, like someone else was
talking. “It says we’re out of gas.”

“Tell me about it.”

It took Damien a second too realize Paul had just served up a
shot. Don’t react, he thought numbly. Itll only make things worse.

He stepped onto the dirt lot, the chill of autumn enveloping him.
The gas bar seemed abandoned. For a second he couldn’t remember
why he was here, of all the places he might have been in the world.

He undid the gas cap. No one appeared from the hut.

Paul opened his door and climbed out, leaning on the roof.
“Well?” He said it like he thought Damien had contrived this delay.

“It’s not self serve.” The pump, an old mechanical one, had no
digital display, no instructions, no card swipe. On its side was a flow
indicator, a small half-sphere of glass with an orange ball that would
flutter the moment the gasoline started flowing.

“You know that’s not what I was asking. [ want to know—"

“T'll see if anyone’s around,” Damien said, hurrying away. The hut
had a semi-circular plywood facing with a mismatched door and an
oversized window cut into it. In the corner of the window’s grimy

pane an orange, fly-specked sign said OPEN even though it was dark
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inside. He heard Paul climb back into the car.

Damien tried the handle. Locked.

He leaned forward, cupping one hand against the glass to block
the bedevilling reflections. Hard to make out anything, just the
shadowy outlines of a cramped front office, a beat-up metal desk,
sagging shelves to one side, a yellowing girlie calendar tacked to the
back wall. Damien was about to turn away when, in the far corner, a
movement caught his eye. He squinted, but whatever had shifted was
still now. Raising his hand, he rapped sharply on the glass—

A figure reared up from the floor, cutting across the smeared field
of view, in full sight for a split second, then disappearing through a
backroom door.

A naked girl.

At least Damien was pretty sure it had been a girl.

Behind the glass, a second figure rose now, levering itself up
tentatively, like ithad just woken. It swept upwards, dwarfing Damien,
practically filling the whole window, stooping as its head brushed
the ceiling. Its skin was the same colour he'd spotted earlier in the
field, an off-pink, except now he could see it was marbled with blue
veins, like the ribbons of flesh left between the ribs of an eviscerated
carcass. Where there should have been a face was a vacant oval—or
at least no distinguishable features, just nubs or indentations where
there should have been eyes, a nose, a mouth. For half a heartbeat,
the empty visage regarded Damien impassively. Then the thing
turned and wobbled drunkenly into shadows that folded around it in
a protective mantle.

For another second Damien blinked at the empty room. Then he
turned and bolted back to the car. Throwing himself into the driver’s
seat, he yanked his door closed so hard the car rocked. He felt sick.

“What the hell was that?” Paul’s eyes flicked from Damien to the
hut and back.

“I—” Damien started, then stopped. The whole thing seemed
unreal, like he'd been watching a movie. “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” Paul gaped at him in disbelief.
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“A couple of kids,” Damien said. “Probably the pump jockey and
his girlfriend.” It sounded right as soon as it was out of his mouth.
What he thought he had seen couldn’t have been real. Could it? “I
surprised them. Caught them in flagrante delicto.” The suddenness of
it, the shock of Paul’s ultimatum, had magnified everything in his
already battered imagination. Sure the guy had been big—

Clutching the sleeve of Damien’s sweater, Paul said, “Kids? Jesus,
Damien, he had to be nine feet tall. And his skin was pink, like . . ”
Paul hesitated, searching for the words to explain what he'd seen.
“Nobody has skin like that.”

“You were startled,” Damien said. Like [ was. “That’s all.”

Paul peered at the window; his hand trembled. “Don’t fuck
around.”

“Who’s fucking around?” Damien pried his sweater free from
Paul’s fingers. “You're the one who saw the jolly pink giant. All I saw
was a couple of horny kids.”

“Bullshit. You saw exactly the same—" Paul stopped, staring at
something outside.

Damien turned.

Beside his door was a kid. He wore spotless coveralls, a jean
jacket. On an oval badge above the pocket the name “Jerry” had been
stitched. He didn’t look the sort you'd expect at a gas bar: his skin
was flawless, his eyebrows as precise as if they'd been drawn on. Not
a single hair out of place. He was beautiful in an unnatural way, like
a perfectly symmetrical mannequin. He swirled his finger, indicating
that they should lower the window. Damien cranked the handle.

“Fill ’er up?”

Damien nodded.

Paul stared at Jerry, tight-lipped. The kid sauntered over to the
pump and lifted the hose from its cradle. Sliding the nozzle into the
tank, he squeezed the trigger gently. Lovingly, almost. He smiled
and nodded at Damien. The pump went ching-ching-ching with old-
fashioned animation.

“Doesn’t look pink to me,” Damien said. “More pasty, I'd say.”
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Paul stared at Jerry through the back window, then at the office
where the door was now open and the lights on. “That’s not him.”
On the left side of Paul’s forehead a vein throbbed conspicuously.
Outside, Jerry began whistling.

“You're upset.” Damien laid his hand on top of Paul’s and gave it
a reassuring squeeze. “We both are.”

‘Jesus, Damien, [ know what I saw.”

A movement in the rearview mirror snagged Damien’s attention.

Paul looked at the hut. “I mean, I'm pretty sure [ saw—"

Jerry was walking towards his door.

“—that thing—"

Damien pulled his hand away; Paul look startled.

Reaching Damien’s window, Jerry leaned in. The slightest of
wrinkles creased that perfect forehead. “There’s something you'd best
have a look at out here.”

“Damien,” Paul whispered, “don’t..."

“It’s fine,” he answered. Opening the door, he got out, following
Jerry to the back of the car.

“See there,” Jerry pointed at the dirt behind the car. This close,
Damien smelled a whiff of something on Jerry, like the stink of
rotting potatoes he’d once found mouldering under the sink. “You've
got a leak.”

Damien looked but couldn’t see anything. “Leaking?”

“Uh huhn. Gas. I'd better have a look.” Jerry trotted back to the
office, returning a moment later with a flattened cardboard carton.
Placing it on the ground at the rear bumper, he lay on it face up,
wriggling underneath the car. Damien heard him tinkering with
something. Then he made a tchhhing sound. A moment later he eased
himself out and got to his feet.

“Big crack in your gas tank,” he said, wiping hishands on a pristine
rag he'd pulled from his back pocket. “Leaking like a cocksucker.”

Damien glanced behind the car; a tiny rivulet now snaked
through the dirt.

“So what does that mean?” Paul’s question startled Damien; he
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hadn’t heard him open his door.

“You need to get her fixed. Or you won’t make it another ten
miles, let alone the next gas station.”

“How long to fix it?” Paul said. He sounded angry—but Damien
knew him well enough to know his anger masked his agitation.

“Need to drain the tank, let her dry out overnight, and then weld
a patch. You'll be back on the road by eleven tomorrow.”

Paul’s expression tightened; Damien felt relief.

Another distraction. Maybe a reprieve. He’d almost forgotten about
Paul’s ultimatum. Maybe Paul had, too.

“What’s it going to cost?” It was the expected question, even
though Damien didn’t really give a damn.

“With parts and labour, and a new tank of gas, it'll run you about
seventy-five.”

Less than Damien had guessed. “Fine. Do it.”

“You'll have to leave the car overnight.” Jerry nodded towards the
junction. “There’s a hotel just on this side of the lights.” He pointed.
“It has a bar downstairs. Just don’t go in there expecting much action,
if you know what I mean.” He smiled, exposing a row of perfect teeth,
and elbowed Damien lightly in the ribs, startling him. “Leastways,
not for a couple of young bucks like you.” He winked at Paul, who
opened his mouth as if to say something, then snapped it shut.

“That’s okay,” Damien said quickly. “We need a break anyway.
That’s why we’re batching it.” He handed the keys to Jerry. “Just us,
a lake, and some cooperative fish.” The lie slipped out before Damien
realized they had no poles or tackle boxes or bait in the car.

Paul pulled his overnight bag from the back seat and started off
down the shoulder of the highway, towards the hotel. He was pissed.
As pissed as Damien had ever seen him. Moving at a good clip, too;
Damien nodded at Jerry, then hustled after Paul, finally catching up
as they neared the intersection.

“Paul?”

Eyes forward, refusing to look.

Fine, Damien thought. Let him pout. At least he wasn’t talking
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nonsense about visiting Damien’s parents. He slowed, letting Paul
stay a few steps ahead. On the other side of the road, an old man
wearing a white panama hat, tweed jacket with an ascot and grey
loafers leaned on a walking stick, waiting patiently for a miniature
Scotty while it sniffed critically at the base of a sapling. It was an
absurdly small dog. Not like the Rottweilers or German Shepherds
that Damien remembered from his own town, the sort of dogs that
would have ripped a Scotty like that to pieces given half a chance. The
man lifted his chin to stare, and Damien looked away, hurrying to
catch up with Paul.

In silence, they passed a row of businesses—Ace Hardware, The
Hi-Style Hair Salon, a dry cleaner’s, the Apollo 8 Diner—coming
to the last building before the intersection, a vertical art deco sign
bolted to its side. The words “town Hotel” were visible on the bottom
part but someone had painted over the top bit; Damien could guess
what lay underneath.

They entered a narrow lobby. To the right, through a set of
open glass doors, was the bar: dark wood panelling, round tables
and curved-back chairs, the walls hung with posters of barely clad
cheerleaders advertising different brands of beer that Damien found
indistinguishable in taste. A few late afternoon patrons gave them no
more than a bored glance.

On the lobby desk there was a bell. Damien banged it until a grey,
middle-aged man in a cardigan materialized from the back room.
Dust seemed to have settled permanently in his wrinkles. “Can I help
you gents?” His rheumy eyes took them in with bored disapproval.

“A room with a king-sized bed,” Paul said. “And fresh sheets.”

The man glared at him.

“He’s joking,” Damien said quickly. “Twin beds will be fine.”

The clerk tapped a pencil on the counter for a full five seconds,
looking from Paul to Damien and back again, like he was trying to
decide between renting them the room and getting his baseball bat.
Then he shrugged, like the bat was too much trouble, and surrendered a

yellowed card for them to fill out. Damien scribbled their information
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in the tiny boxes as fast as he could. The clerk handed him a key,
pointing wordlessly to a set of crooked stairs at the back.

“Thanks,” Damien said and hurried away.

Paul followed him up. Their room, number eight, was on the
corner overlooking the intersection. It was surprisingly clean. Nice
even. Obviously, someone with taste had decorated it. The walls
were yellow and artfully hand-stencilled; the furniture was colonial,
including hand-painted quilt chests at the foot of each bed. Damien
threw his bag on a wingback chair that in a Queen street vintage store
would have fetched several hundred dollars.

“Why won’t you talk about it?”

Damien closed the door quietly. “I'm tired, Paul. Can’t we discuss
going to my parents tomorrow, when we pick up the car?”

Moving over to the window, Paul lifted a green chintz curtain
with his finger, his head turning slowly, tracking someone walking
along the sidewalk outside. Maybe the old guy with the Scotty. “Your
parents? That’s not what I meant.” Paul let the curtain drop. “I was
talking about that thing.”

“There was no ‘thing.’ I was right there. You were thirty feet away.
It was just Jerry and some girl.”

“A girl?” Paul took a step towards Damien. “What girl?”

“The one who ran by first.”

“It wasn’t a girl”

“There’s no need to raise your voice.” Damien glanced at the walls.

“No one’s listening, if that’s what you're worried about. We're
the only people in this dump.”

“Look, I'm as pissed as you that we’re stuck here.” Damien spoke
in a whisper.

“Really?” Paul sniffed. “You sure don’t seem to be.”

“We've just got to make the best of it.”

“Something’s wrong. And you don’t care.”

“Thisisasmalltown.” Damienwas gettingannoyed. “Everything’s
wrong here.”

“It was Jerry.”
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“What are you talking about?”

“There was no girl. Just Jerry. Then that thing.”

Jerry? “You're nuts.” It had been a gitl, and Jerry afterwards . . .
except Jerry wasn’t very tall. Shorter than Damien. And kind of
skinny. While the second figure had been big. Really big. Only it made
no sense. Two men? Not here. “You saw him, Paul. Talked to him. He
wasn't rattled or upset. He was whistling. Not the way he’'d act if he’'d
just been caught with another guy.”

“He was gay. Hell, he was even flirting with you. I saw him wink.”

Damien shook his head. “Christ, Paul, you can’t be gay in a place
like this.”

“You were.”

“I meant you can’t be openly gay here.”

“Or anywhere, apparently.”

Damien’s cheeks heated. “I'm not going to talk about this
anymore.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

“I'm going to the diner to get something to eat,” Damien said,
opening the door. “If you want, you can join me.”

“Wait.” Paul’s anger melted; he looked nervous, scared maybe. “I
was only—"

But Damien pulled the door shut. For a second he stood in the
hall, hand still on the knob, squeezing it so hard it hurt his fingers.
It’s not my fault, Damien thought. I refuse to feel guilty. Letting go, he
thumped downstairs and stepped out of the hotel onto the street.

On the north side of the intersection, a couple, walking hand in
hand, swung right and disappeared into an narrow laneway. Damien
had only caught a glimpse of them from the back. One, from the size
and shape, could have been Jerry; the other had to duck under a NO
PARKING sign ten feet off the ground.

Damien’s heart pounded.

He took a few halting steps toward the lane. Then stopped.

Just my imagination. Paul’s got me so worked up, shouldn’t come as

a surprise.
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Doing a one-eighty, he hurried back past the hotel, glancing over
his shoulder at the laneway and almost collided with a man wearing a
greasy apron, smoking a cigarette. Despite the chill in the air, he wore
only a tee-shirt underneath. No, not a tee-shirt, more like a tank top,
the kind you'd see on men cruising Jarvis Street. The guy took a long
drag on his smoke.

“Did you . . . did you see a man down there?” Damien pointed to
the alleyway. “A big man?”

“Nope.” The guy flicked his butt onto the sidewalk and crushed
it under heel. “Didn’t see no one.” He pulled open a door behind him
and held it. The distinctive odour of well-seasoned deep-fryer oil
wafted out of the Apollo 8 Diner. “Well?”

Paul would have never have gone into a greasy spoon like this,
where he couldn’t get a vegetarian burger with arugula and goat
cheese toppings. Damien crossed the threshold.

Empty, except for a few pensioners. Despite the odour, the place
had a kitschy charm. On one side half a dozen booths ran back along
the wall. The seats were upholstered in vinyl and the tables had
Arborite tops whose patterns had gently faded over the years. On the
other side along counter wrapped around a stainless steel grill, classic
soda-shop stools with chrome trim bolted to the floor in a neat row in
front of it. Hung on the wall above the grill was a blackboard listing
the daily special: Soy burger with choice of three toppings, includes side
salad, hearts of romaine with sweet corn, toasted brioche croutons and a
red wine yogurt dressing — $6.99.

Damien picked a spot near the back.

The cook brought him a menu in a maroon plastic folder, not
venturing a word. Damien tried to read it, nothing registering, his
eyes flicking up again and again to the plate glass windows in the
front. Waiting. For Paul. Or that thing. A few minutes passed, but
no one—

Damien sensed a presence hovering beside him; the stink of stale
cigarettes drifted around his head. He turned. The cook stared down

at him through dull, simian eyes. “Made up your mind yet?”
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A figure that might have been Paul flitted past the front window,
but Damien had been distracted, didn’t get a good look.

“I need a few more minutes.”

Six-thirty.

Paul hadn’t joined him.

Cover to cover through two old Time magazines, retrieved from
a rack at the counter, chewing and swallowing his burger and fries
without really tasting them. An hour and a half since he’d stormed
out of the room. Long enough, Damien supposed, for Paul to have
finished his sulk. And for his own nerves to settle. He paid his bill and
returned to the hotel.

On his way through the lobby he spotted Paul in the bar, wedged
behind a table, his back to a musty wall that probably hadn’t been
painted in twenty years. In his hand was a beer mug containing a red
concoction, no doubt an approximation of a Caesar, his current drink
of choice. Although he looked up when Damien walked in, he didn’t
say a word.

“Here.” Damien dropped the plastic bag he'd been carrying on
the table. “I got you some take out.”

Paul glanced at the bag but remained silent.

“So don’t eat it.” Damien tried not to show his irritation. “I'm
going up to the room.”

No response. Like he was the one who’d been wronged.

“You coming?”

Paul shook his head.

“You've made your point.”

“I'm not trying to make a point.”

“Then what are you doing?”

“Waiting.”

“For what?”

Paul glanced around the bar. “You'll see.”
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The remnants of Damien’s soy burger roiled unhappily in his
stomach. Paul drained his mug, raised his hand to order another,
clearly determined to get drunk.

Let him, Damien thought. In the morning he’d be hung over,
too focused on his own miseries to worry about a trip to Damien’s
parents.

Only...

Only Paul could be a lousy drunk. When he got something in his
head, he just wouldn’t let it go. At best, he’d make an ass of himself.
At worst . . . Damien glanced around the bar. It wasn’t the sort of
place where you wanted to find out about the worst. Damien plunked
himself down in one of the uncomfortable seats.

“Thought you were going to the room.”

“There’s no TV.” Damien stared at the set above the bar.

Paul hunkered down, watching the locals through restless,
narrowed eyes while Damien pretended to be absorbed by the movie
of the week.

The bar filled, Paul still not saying a word except to order his
drinks from the dour, consumptive waiter. Damien ordered draft,
like everyone else, wanting to fade into the background. But he
was painfully aware that they were strangers here, marked not
only by their unfamiliar faces, but also by their awkward silence
and the garish colour of Paul’s drink, the only bright cocktail in a
sea of dull beer.

It was pushing nine o’clock.

The last tables had filled an hour ago; groups formed, standing
shoulder to shoulder, clotting the aisles. The waiter now had to move
with his tray held above the sea of heads, and the buzz of conversation
had become so loud it was hard for Damien to hear the TV.

Paul ordered another drink. His fourth—no fifth—since Damien

had arrived. Damien himself was starting to feel drunk, even though
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he’d just finished his second beer. He kept his eyes glued to the set.
The movie was about a housewife who led a secret life as a prostitute.
Her motivation for being a prostitute didn’t make much sense, nor
did the naive credulity of her family. What sort of PTA meeting lasted
until one in the morning?

“You're part of it, aren’t you?”

Paul’s question startled Damien; he'd fallen into the movie. “Part
of what?”

Paul waved his arm. “This.” He slurred the word slightly, but at
least he was speaking low enough that there was no danger of being
overheard.

“You're not making any sense,” Damien said, sensing the
potential scene he had dreaded. He wanted the conversation to go
away, for them to lapse back into a moody silence.

Furrowing his brow in inebriated concentration, Paul asked,
“Why did our car break down?”

“God, Paul, I'm not a mechanic,” Damien whispered. “Why does
anything go wrong with a car?”

“I mean, we didn’t scrape the tank,” Paul said. “I would have
remembered that. Don’t you have to hit something to puncture the
tank?”

Damien decided to ignore him. He swivelled around to face the
television screen again.

“When you went for dinner I walked back to the garage to check.
I couldn’t find a gash in the tank. Or anything like it. Nothing that
would cause a leak. And there was something else I wanted to check.
Something . . . that bothered me.” Paul reached in his pocket and
pulled out their map. Dropping it on the table, he spun it around.
It was folded to the right place, a thick black line running along the
highway, angling right at the junction not thirty metres from where
they sat. “Where’s this town?”

“Paul—"

“Show me.”

Reluctantly, Damien peered at the map. There was no mistaking
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the junction. But nothing to indicate Gaytown. “Maybe it’s too small.”

“We went through plenty of smaller towns, and they were all on
the map.”

Damien’s shifted uncomfortably on the hard seat. “Don’t be
paranoid.”

“Maybe,” Paul said, “it’s the sort of place that never makes it
onto maps.”

“Come on,” Damien said. “Let’s go back to the room.” He reached
over and tried to pry the mug out of Paul’s hand, but Paul snatched it
back, eyes blazing.

“Where are the women, Damien?” He said it loudly; a few people
glanced over.

“What are you talking about, Paul?”

“Look around. There aren’t any women.”

Paul was right. They were surrounded by men. Some of whom
now eyed them suspiciously. “It’s a small-town bar,” Damien said,
feeling this was explanation enough. “And would you mind keeping
your voice down?”

“Don’t you think that’s odd?”

“Sure. Whatever you say.” Damien glanced around, trying to
remain calm. “Why don’t we go back to the room and talk about
it there?”

“NO!” Paul banged his glass down on the table. Incarnadine
liquid sloshed over the side and onto the chipped veneer. A group
of four men, all wearing baseball caps, glanced over. One said
something and they laughed dismissively, then returned to their
conversation. Paul glared at them, put his hands on the arms of the
chair as if he was thinking about pushing himself out of his seat to
confront them.

Leaning in, Damien whispered, “Youre making a scene.”

“Ascene?” Paul’s voice boomed out at drunken volume. The people
at the table nearest them now stared openly, their smiles gone, their
conversation stopped dead. In the background the hooker mom on

TV droned on, talking dirty to one of her clients, while the rest of the
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bar obliviously hummed with trivial Friday night conversations.

“Please, Paul—"

“Don’t you see?” He was shouting now. “There was no girl! It was
two men fucking!”

Those nearest them had fallen silent. “I don’t know what you're
talking about,” Damien said. He felt the stares of people boring into
him; a drop of perspiration rolled down his temple. He rose, fighting
the impulse to run, to get as far away as possible. “I ... I'm going back
to the room. Are you coming with me?”

Paul shook his head, leaving Damien no other choice.

He walked away. Or tried to. A wall of bodies blocked the aisle,
deflecting him from the double doorsleading back to the lobby, steering
him in another direction, deeper into the bar. He tried another route,
but it was plugged with people, too. The crowd swirled around him,
making him dizzy. Then a passage opened up and he rushed down
it, coming to a door, a dead-end, with a hand-lettered sign: MEN’S.
Pushing through, he found himself in a narrow, dimly lit bathroom, a
bare bulb on the back wall casting watery illumination. Thankfully, it
was empty. He stepped up to a urinal, just in case someone came in. The
muted sounds of the TV and a dozen indistinct conversations buzzed
on the other side of the thin wall like a swarm of annoyed flies.

On the wall, right in front of Damien’s nose, someone had
scrawled, Jerry is a faggot.

A scratching sound. From the row of the stalls at the back. Then
a stink, like that of rotting potatoes, filled the air. Damien could hear
something else now, something that sounded like an exhalation, but it
went on and on, more air than a set of lungs should have been able to
hold. Then silence. Damien realized he was holding his own breath.

A sharp gasp sliced the air, higher pitched—too high to have
come from the same person.

No, Damien thought, stepping back from the urinal, fumbling
with his zipper. Impossible.

A wavering groan filled the narrow space, prickling up Damien’s

spine. A groan of intense pleasure. It went on and on, rising in
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volume. Under the last stall, something—a bare foot scrabbling for
purchase?—slipped into view then disappeared. It had long, twisted
talons and had been absurdly pink.

Damien crashed through the door, bursting into the bar. At his
back the groan changed pitch, became an unrestrained shriek, so
loud it seemed to tear the air.

No one else took any notice.

The old man in the white panama hat, the one Damien had seen
earlier at the side of the road, sat at the end of the bar, his Scotty
curled at his feet. He cast a disapproving glance at Damien, as if his
hasty exit had violated an unwritten rule of washroom etiquette,
then returned to idle contemplation of his beer. The howl blotted out
all sound. Damien looked around wildly. Oblivious or uncaring, the
bartender filled a pitcher; groups of men chatted or laughed at crude,
testosterone-laden jokes. None seemed to hear it.

Damien shoved through a clutch of people—

—then stopped short.

Two locals were settling into their vacant seats, Paul’s half-
finished drink still on the table.

The shriek broke off. Cut with the abruptness of a slashed throat.
Bar noise trickled back into his consciousness: the clink of a glass,
the muted whispers of conversation (about me, about us, Damien
thought), the jukebox now playing, the nasally whine of a country
singer whose love had turned sour.

Paul was gone.

Damien felt his reality slipping away.

“Looking for your friend?”

A hand clasped Damien’s shoulder. It was Jerry’s. Guiding him
through the crowd. The ranks of people opened, staring as he passed,
then closed behind with the finality of prison doors. They emerged
from the bar, Damien stumbling out into the chill night. The street
was deserted, the buildings—save for the room behind him—empty
and dark.

“Ishe—"
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“Your friend’s all right. He went to the dance.”

“Dance?”

“Up at the Legion hall,” Jerry said. “Told me he wanted to see
women. [ told him there were loads—too many if you ask me—but
they were all at the dance. He asked where it was, so I gave him
directions. That’s when he took off like a bat out of hell.”

Damien’s hands shook; perspiration peppered his forehead. He
pulled a deep breath of cool air into his lungs. It helped calm him.

“You best go after him,” Jerry hesitated. “Before he gets hurt.”

“Where—"

“Over there.” Jerry pointed north of the intersection, to the
laneway where Damien had seen the couple earlier.

“Are . .. are you gay?”

Jerry went rigid at Damien’s question; he curled his hands into
fists. Damien braced himself for the blow.

“No one here is a homo,” he hissed. “And you best remember
that.” Turning, Jerry strode back into the bar, abandoning Damien

on the desolate street.

The laneway became a dirt road behind the buildings on the
main drag. Damien sprinted past a row of neatly groomed Andy-of-
Mayberry bungalows and a field of broken corn stalks. Heavy-set
Douglas fir crowded in on the road, constricting it, then fell back
abruptly revealing a stubbly pasture, the flat-roofed Legion hall
sitting in its middle. From around the edges of mustard curtains soft
light trickled out, and he could hear the thump-thump-thump of the
music’s backbeat. Behind, the town was nowhere to be seen, hidden
by the close-ranked trees. For a moment he experienced a panicked
belief that the town no longer existed, maybe never had existed, and
that the hall in front of him was the only real thing, the only drop of
humanity in the midst of the vast, dark ocean of woods.

Shaking his head, he dislodged the unsettling notion. Leaves
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scratched past his feet, blown by the gusting night wind.

Hurrying up a gravel drive, Damien tugged open a wooden door.
A blast of a song drained out of the building. It was the same song
that had been on Paul’s tape, only now he remembered the title and
the band’s name: Johnny Come Home by the Fine Young Cannibals. A
young woman stood in the foyer sipping from a plastic cup, blocking
his way; the stink of scotch coiled around her like a noxious perfume.
Swaying slightly, she smiled at him, displaying lipstick-smeared
teeth. “Wanna dance?”

Damien pushed past her.

“Cheeky!”

It was like walking into the past. Nothing had changed since he
had gone to these things as a teenager, not the room, not the music,
not the people. Maybe twenty couples, men and women—more than
enough, Damien thought, to satisfy Paul—were gyrating on the dance
floor. Other people were scattered around the periphery of the hall,
at tables or leaning against the wall, drinking, gossiping, watching,
trying hard to get laid. On the stage at the back a DJ stood behind a
plywood table pulling a record from its sleeve; above his head a disco
ball suspended from the ceiling dragged silver-dollars of light across
everything with dizzying regularity.

Damien scanned the crowd. No Paul.

Godammit, where was he?

There, in front of the stage, saying something to a tall, thin
man who just kept shaking his head. The man’s face darkened and
he walked away, waving his hand dismissively, like he was trying to
disperse a bad stench. Paul shouted something after him that was
lost in the tumult of music.

Jesus Christ. Paul was determined to get them both killed.

Scooting across the dance floor—dodging a spinning couple—
Damien grabbed his arm. “What the hell is the matter with you?” On
the stage behind, a large speaker boomed; he could barely hear his
own words. “Are you trying to piss off everyone in town?”

“T've figured it out, Damien.” Paul didn’t sound drunk anymore.
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Damien tried to nudge him away from the stage, over into the
corner. “Figured what out?”

“This place. These people.” He paused. “You.”

Damien spotted the man Paul had been talking to, speaking to
two of his buddies and nodding in their direction.

“It all makes a weird kind of sense.”

The three men were glaring openly at them now.

“Come on, Paul. You've seen your women. Let’s go.” Damien tried
tugging on his arm, but he refused to budge.

“You really only see what you want to, don’t you?”

“‘Jesus, Paul. I don’t know what kind of point you're still trying to
make, but you've made it. Now let’s get out of here.”

“Okay. But first you have to do me a small favour.”

“What favour?” The men began advancing towards them. Damien
could tell from the look in their eyes that things were about to turn
very ugly.

“I want you to get up on stage and say you love me.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

Untilnow Damien had tried to keep his voice level, but everything
was happening too fast. “Those guys coming towards us, they’re going
to kick the shit out of us. We’ve got to get out of here!”

“And go where?” Paul smiled crookedly. “This place isn’t even on
the map.”

“For Christ’s sake!” The men were only a few steps away. “You
want to get us killed?”

Paul shrugged. “Too late.” Breaking Damien’s grip, he loped to
the side of the stage and mounted a short set of stairs, taking them
two at a time. He smashed his palm against the edge of the DJ’s
table; the needle scratched across the record, killing the song. People
stopped dancing, conversations died. “Hey,” someone said. Hiss from
the speakers filled the hall.

Paul raised his arms. The disco ball slashed circles of light across

his chest. “Hey everyone, I have an announcement,” he shouted. “I'm
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gay!” Pointing an accusing finger at Damien, he added, “And I love
that man.”

Damien felt the blood drain from his face. Around the edges of
the crowd, he heard mutters. Angry, disapproving words, growing
like the rumble in tiger’s chest. People eyed him with malice.

A fat woman stepped up to the stage. “Who the hell do you think
you are?”

“I'm gay,” he said as if that were the most reasonable thing in the
world. “Like all of you!”

The woman blanched.

From the back of the room, a shrill voice screamed, “Get off the
stage, homo!”

A chorus of other voices joined in, jeering.

“Go back to the city!”

“Get him!”

“Kill the faggot!”

The fat woman lurched forward, trying to snatch at Paul’s pant
leg, but Paul pirouetted out of the way, ducking back towards the
woman and grabbing a fistful of hair. Jerking his hand back, he pulled
a wig free. Underneath, wispy brown hair circled a bald spot.

A man. Damien couldn’t believe it. A goddamn man.

Shrieking, the man fell to his knees, his dress ballooning around
him, futilely trying to cover his head with his hands.

Paul, holding up the wig like a trophy, giggled.

Abig guy vaulted onto the stage and punched Paul in the mouth.
He crumpled, the wig dropping from his hand. The DJ scooped it up
and tossed it down to the fat man.

“Paul!”

Damien started up the steps to the stage. But someone pinned
his arms from behind, dragging him back. More men surged onto
the stage, Paul at the heart of the scrum, hard to see through the
forest of legs, screaming as he was pummelled. The fat man, his wig
askew, stepped in front of Damien and slapped him so hard his head
snapped back; tears blurred his vision and the coppery taste of blood
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filled his mouth.

He felt himself being propelled across the dance floor. Blinking
his vision clear, he craned to look back, saw a group of men carrying
Paul face down, his head lolling, muttering. They passed an older
man wearing a military uniform and a beret, his chest cluttered with
ribbons and medals, who shook his head sadly. Another face swam up,
stuck itself right in Damien’s. “Too bad,” said the woman who’d asked
Damien to dance, her breath reeking of scotch. “You're cute.” Beneath
her makeup, Damien could see the start of a five o’clock shadow.

In a moment of clarity he thought: We're going to die.

They were in the foyer; he was thrust at the door, his chest
crashing against it, knocking the wind from his lungs. Strong arms
heaved him outside, the cool night air on his skin for a brief, shocked
second as he tumbled through the air. He hit the ground, rolling over,
skinning hands and knees on concrete, ending up on his stomach,
staring back at the knot of angry men clustered in the doorway. A
second group pushed to the fore, hauling Paul. They dropped him on
the sidewalk like a bag of trash.

No one moved. No one spoke.

Please, God, Damien thought, hateful stares pinning him to the
ground, I don’t want to die.

Paul raised his head. One eye was already swelling shut. His jaw
moved, like he was chewing on a piece of gum, and a tooth entwined
in bloody strands of salvia emerged from between his lips; he spat it
out onto the sidewalk. Swivelling his head slowly, painfully, to look at
them, the men who'd beaten him, he whispered, “Fuck you.”

Damien braced himself for a new onslaught.

Incredibly, it didn’t come. Instead, they turned their backs and
retreated inside the hall. The lock on the door clacked shut.

Damien couldn’t believe they were still alive. He pushed himself
up onto his knees, felt a stab of pain where one pant leg was bloody,
wobbled, and went back down on all fours. He swore.

Paul regarded him impassively.

“I...Iloveyou,” Damien offered.
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“Of course you do,” Paul said, drawing a wheezing, liquid breath,
as if a viscous fluid bubbled at the bottom of his lungs. “You just don’t
want anyone to know it.”

Even now, he couldn’t let it go. ‘Jesus, Paul—"

But Paul wasn’t listening; his attention had shifted to something
past Damien. His one good eye squinted.

“Paul?”

From behind, a scrabbling noise, like claws scratching and
clicking towards them over the concrete walk. Damien froze, his own
stare locked on Paul’s. A fetid odour, like rotting potatoes, curled into
his nose. Paul’s mouth opened and closed in disbelief.

Everything went terribly, terribly still.

Don’t look, Damien thought desperately at Paul. If you don’t look it
won't be there. But Paul’s eyes were wide, goggling with terror.

Damien felt a familiar dread shiver through his bones. He
squeezed his eyes shut.

—don’tlookdon’tlookdon’tlook—

A chill wind touched him, a sickening cold, like a plunge into the
frigid waters of a stagnant reservoir. A ragged, slavering breath, the
same one Damien had heard in the washroom, tickled the hair on his
neck and cheek, passed him by—

Brief scuffling sounds, and something that may have been Paul’s
grunt. Then the sensation lifted. Gone. Like it had never been there.
Damien snapped his eyes open.

The sidewalk was empty.

He pushed himself to his feet, pain spiking up his leg. He ignored
it, looking around wildly, hobbling back and forth on the path.

“Paul!”

Behind the Legion hall, he spotted something large loping across
the stubble of the denuded field, a body slung across its shoulder. The
darkness washed out its colour, but its shape, the shape of Damien’s
fear, was unmistakable. Paul began screaming then, a cry that pierced
Damien’s heart like the tip of a knife. The thing reached the edge of

the field, vaulted over a wooden fence, and was swallowed by the

54



ROBERT BOYCZUK

woods. Paul’s final cry echoed and was lost, suffocated by trees and
torn away by gusting wind and scattered like the invisible leaves
scudding past on the sidewalk.

This can’t be real. Damien stared dumbly at the ranks of indifferent
evergreens. The path rocked under Damien’s feet like the deck of a

sailboat foundering in a storm. This can’t be happening.

Sometime later, Jerry stood beside him, shoulder to shoulder.
Two friends who'd just wandered out of the dance to clear their
heads. When he’d appeared, Damien couldn’t have said.

“Looks like it'll be another few days for your car.”

Damien said nothing.

“People round here aren’t so bad.” Jerry stared across the field,
unaccountably beautiful in the moonlight. “Long as you don’t go
around upsetting them.”

“Please,” Damien croaked, even though he wasn’t sure what he
was begging for.

“Shhhh.”

In the dark a smooth, lifeless hand slipped into Damien’s.

“It’s best not talk about these things.”
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HOME

Sitting up abruptly in his cryo-coffin, Abraham shudders as the last
wisps of his dream slip away. The cover is up and he is awake, but this is
not what he had expected, not at all like the previous times he had come
out of stasis—it is abrupt and unsettling, sharp pain where his sudden
movement has torn the leads away from his scalp. His head is throbbing,
his heart pounding in his chest; he brushes his fingers across his brow
to wipe the perspiration from his eyes, but when his hand comes away
his fingertips are red with blood. He stares at them as if from a distance,
trying to remember his dream, but now that he is fully awake it is lost, its
importance a dead weight. An old dream, he thinks, Maybe an old memory,
though why he believes this he cannot say. But he recognizes its familiar
contours, the taste of its shapeless fear.

He runs both his hands over his scalp, feeling the small rough
abrasions left by the leads and thinks, I am going home.

Abraham is on duty for the next four months. It is his third time
in the rotation, the two hundred and twenty-fourth year since they
left Earth orbit for Home, a planet orbiting Delta Pavonis, 18.6 light
years away. He has not worked with Pill before, and misses Leyla with
whom he was last partnered, misses her easy laugh and soft round
body. Pill is different: he is long and thin with an angular frame and
face, all elbows and knees as he leans over the panel speaking softly
to Ship, reminding Abraham of the mantises he occasionally finds in
the bio-pod.

Abraham misses the constant chatter of Leyla; though it was
unimportant and he rarely listened to what she said, he had found it
surprisingly comforting, like the murmur of a brook. But Pill keeps to
himself, speaking only of their endless diagnostics—and Home.

Abraham feels the imminence of Home, too. This is one thing

they share. “Soon,” Pill often remarks to Abraham, his voice filled
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with pleasure and expectation, “soon we will be Home.”
Whenever he hears these words, Abraham nods, and his mouth
goes dry. His heart beats faster as he thinks of Home, a world neither

man has ever seen.

Since coming out of stasis, Abraham has been having a recurring
dream: he is eleven years old again, back on his father’s farm in
Saskatchewan. Something has happened, and he is terrified, though
he cannot remember what. He runs and runs, past the outer pastures
and the fodder cornfields, along the narrow dirt road that leads to
the house, out of breath, heart in throat as he stumbles up the porch
steps. He reaches for the screen door.

“Abraham!”

He jumps back, turns to where he had not noticed his father
sitting, leaning back in the lawn chair, feet on railing.

“Abraham),” his father looks at him. “What’s the matter?”

“I...P...Paul..”

His father lifts his feet and lets his chair down. “Now, now,” he
says, rising, alarge, dark-haired man, towering over Abraham, casting
him in shadow. “‘Just tell me what’s happened.”

“PAUL!” The word bursts from him like an awful revelation, and,
as always, throws Abraham abruptly from his sleep and back into the
sweat-tangled sheets of his bunk.

I don'’t care about Ship, Abraham thinks, sitting in front of his
monitor.

A sharp stab of guilt pierces his chest like an arrow; it is followed
immediately by a bout of self-loathing so intense he thinks he is
going to heave up the contents of his stomach. A sense of failure,

his own shameful failure, shakes him to his very roots. But he fights
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the urge to cry out his apologies, to throw himself back into his work
with a frenzy. Instead, he swallows back his discomfort and grits his
teeth, pulling his shaking fingers from the keyboard. He knows these
feelings aren’t truly his, but merely a trick of Ship’s. That his reaction
is just another part of the game that began the moment he’d been
lifted into orbit.

Abraham remembers how he had first seen Ship from the outside,
during the shuttle docking. It had been an unsettling experience as
they approached and the true proportions of the interstellar vessel
had become evident. He had been surprised at how much it resembled
an ocean-going ship, its antennae and sensors looking like a prow
and its bulbous fusion jets, a stern; huge silver light sails towered
above and were reflected below, as if the bottom ones were mirrored
in perfectly calm water. But that illusion quickly fled as they moved
closer and Abraham realized the sails had not yet been played out to
their full extent, that they had only barely begun to be unfurled. Over
the next week he had watched as they stretched out two thousand
kilometres from the hull in all directions, completing the three
concentric circles that made up the photon sail, the oval of the ship
now a tiny and delicate egg against that vastness of dull silver.

It had cowed him.

He had understood, even back then, that this was the intended
effect. To instill awe and respect. To make Ship’s passengers feel well-
tended and safe in their cryo-coffins. To augment the psychotropic
moulding that Ship would perform while they slept during the
voyage, bolstering their confidence in Ship’s ability to complete the
journey Home.

Yet it has elicited another, perhaps unintended, response in
Abraham: fear. Even now, he can feel its creeping fingers. For him
it is easy to imagine losing himself altogether, the fragile shell of his
identity cracking beneath the enormity of the ship that folds around
him, the thought of its immensity burrowing into his brain like a
worm while he sleeps.

Abraham shudders, shakes his head to dislodge the disturbing
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image. Then, like a counterpunch, he throws the thought at Ship
again: [ don’t care!

Only this time when the wave of recrimination strikes him, he
is prepared. He curls his hands into fists and endures the rush of
shaming emotions stoically. Two metres away at the next station,
Pill is oblivious to his struggle. Instead, the other man watches

rapturously as figures scroll by endlessly on his screen.

This morning, like every morning for the last two weeks, Ship has
prepared anewmaintenance schedule. Abraham watches as Pill executes
the specified tests with a demented glee, leaning, white-knuckled, over
the square of his diagnostic monitor, each correct readout seeming to
intensify his pleasure—and stoking his need for more.

Abraham shakes his head, moves his own monitor without
enthusiasm to the next testing station.

Doesn’t Pillknow these diagnostics are pointless? That Ship could
look after itself better than fumbling humans ever could? Abraham
understands this because he had thought to ask Ship about it during
his last shift. It’s the humans who need these periodic wakings,
who need to experience the psychological reality of the journey.
This is the component they are missing, Ship had explained to him.
During stasis, Ship does what it can, manipulating the limbic system
and hypothalamus through microvolt impulses, stimulating the
production of dopamine and norepinephrine to shape the dreams of
those in stasis. And over the course of decades, it creates a counterfeit
desire for the planet towards which they are hurtling.

A desire for Home.

And, as he thinks this, Abraham’s throat constricts, perspiration
beads on his forehead, and his hands begin to shake over his
monitor.

No, Abraham thinks. Ship is wrong. It is not a desire for Home.

It is an addiction.
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“What are you doing?”

Pill's question startles Abraham, who is knee-deep in the ditch
he has been digging. His clothes are soiled and he is covered in a fine
sheen of sweat. He tries to hide his agitation as he answers, “Nothing,”
then winces as his voice reminds him of nothing so much as a child’s.
“Getting some exercise,” he adds quickly, looking away. “That’s all.”

Pill surveys the bed of Abraham’s creek, looking down on him
where he stands in the thigh-high, meandering channel. It runs fifty
metres, the entire length of the bio-pod, and along one bank is a
mound where Abraham haspiled the stones and dirt he hasunearthed.
Canted on this incline, looking over its lip like an enormous, metallic
insect, is the skeletal frame of the backhoe he has used to do most
of the excavating. Several bushes and a few larger trees lie uprooted
from the soil.

“You're late for the magnetic bottle calibration,” Pill says,
frowning. He turns abruptly, stepping over a bag of fertilizer, and is

gone, leaving Abraham alone in the pod.

Abraham dreams: he is back on the farm and it is a warm,
cloudless day. For a moment he is confused, not sure what he is doing
here, down by the small creek that runs along the foot of the back
pasture. He is standing next to the old willow tree whose roots curl
and dip like long, slender fingers into the cool water, and he stares
through its drooping branches at blue shards of sky.

Though everything is familiar, he’s forgotten why he’s here.

Then he remembers.

It is Sunday, and he’s here with his younger brother, Paul.

“Paul!” he shouts, but there is no answer. “Paul!” he shouts again,
wandering down the creek, past the old willow.

He stoops to pick up a broken twig, and swishes it like a sword.
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His runners make small sucking sounds as they stick then pull free of

the mud by the bank.
“Pa—" he stops in mid-shout, drops his stick.

Twenty metres ahead a small form lies face down in the creek.

Abraham stands perfectly still, thinking, No, it’s only a rock or tree
stump or something else. But in his stomach he feels a rising bolus of
panic. His legs seem to turn of their own accord. He runs and runs,
past the outer pastures and the fodder cornfields, along the narrow
dirt road that leads to the house, out of breath, heart in throat as he

stumbles up the porch steps, reaching once again for the screen door.

Abraham steps back to survey his work. He is proud of the stream
which is almost complete—it took some time before he could find the
right kind of material to line the bottom, but he discovered a roll
of ultra-lite plastic sheeting that had been provided for constructing
shelters upon their arrival; he has taken only a small portion of the
huge roll, trimming it away cleanly with a cutting laser, knowing it is
unlikely it will ever be missed. The liner is grey and he has buried its
edges beneath dirt and stone to form small banks. He has also covered
the bottom of the creek with a thin layer of fine sand and then filled
this over with what pebbles and stones he could gather from the bio-
sphere, pleased that the grey of the vinyl is hardly visible. With water
in it, the liner will be virtually impossible to see.

He smiles, wiping his hands on the back of his shorts.

Tomorrow he will begin work on the water system.

“I'm sorry,” Abraham says, even though he is not at all sorry.
“I don’t have time.”
Pill's narrow face tightens in outrage and disbelief. “Don’t

have time?”
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Abraham shakes his head, pretending not to notice Pill’'s anger.
They stare at one another from their seats on opposite sides of a small
table in the centre of the observation dome; the remnants of Pill’s
dinner litter the table. Overhead the ceiling projector displays a vast
expanse of stars. Abraham’s heart skips a beat as he notes the smudge
directly above Pill's head has now become a small, well-defined circle
of blue and green and white. He had not wanted to come, does not
like the dome, had only made the concession to get Pill out of his bio-
pod, as far away from it as he could.

“We've only got three weeks left,” Pill says. “Two days to complete
the analysis on the secondary fusion drive before we begin braking.
We’ve already fallen behind schedule because of you!”

Abraham says nothing, ignoring the coiled tension of Pill’s need.
He feels it too, this urgent necessity to make the preparations for
Home.

Instead he shakes his head. “I can’t. Believe me, I would if I had
the time, but I've got my own problems—"

“Home!” Pill shouts, pointing to the display overhead. “We’re
almost Home! What’s wrong with you? We've got to finish our
assignments! What if the main engine misfires? Or if it’s misaligned?
There won't be any second chances!” Abraham feels a tightening
in his chest, and can see Pill has closed his hands into fists and is
trembling. “Don’t you want to go Home?” he asks Abraham, hissing
though clenched teeth, as if it were a challenge, a threat.

“Ship takes care of itself . . .” Abraham’s words trail off weakly.
There is nothing more he can say to appease Pill. He has worked
hard, and would accommodate Pill, but there are so few hours left
he cannot afford to give up another precious minute to Ship’s useless
games. He must complete his project. For the last three days he
has spent all his time in the bio-pod, doing his best to ignore Pill’s
incessant interruptions, so busy that he has skipped rest periods and
more than once forgotten to eat. He is certain that if he can finish his
work before returning to his coffin, then things might somehow be
different—
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Pill hammers his fist on the table so hard that it jumps, a glass
falling on its side and rolling over the edge to drop on the floor with
a hollow ring. His face is red; the tendons in his neck stand out in
angry ridges.

“I'want to help you, Pill, really I do, but—"

“Enough!” Pill shouts, knocking his chair back and pushing past
Abraham so roughly that he is nearly toppled from his seat. The door
sighs open, then seals as the lanky man stalks from the dome.

Pill, Abraham thinks, is out of control. I must be careful not to let
him ruin things.

For a time, Abraham sits in silence, pondering what he must do.
Then he rises. Just before he leaves the dome, his hand flicks out as if
he is swatting a persistent insect, striking a button set in a panel near

the door. Overhead, the display winks out of existence.

Abraham has taken to sleeping in the bio-pod. Only when hunger
presses him does he reluctantly leave to retrieve food from the galley.
He believes Pill watches him, has seen the tall man skulking around
the podlock. Once, returning from the galley, he'd spotted Pill darting
from the bio-pod. Abraham had dropped his bundle then, and raced
down the long corridor, cursing and screaming at Pill, shaking his
fist in the air. He had wanted to kill Pill at that moment, and had he
had a weapon he might have done it, firing at that retreating form
until it crumpled in a satisfying heap on the floor. But there are no
weapons onboard, at least none Abraham knows about, and even the
cutting lasers have a safety guard that, once removed, renders the
tool useless.

So he had secured the door, sealing it manually from the inside,
then checked the bio-pod carefully, finding nothing amiss. Everything
was just as he had left it.

But Pill's intrusion had shaken him severely. Enough so that
another day passed before he dared venture out of the pod to
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retrieve the food scattered in the corridor, the pangs of hunger finally

conquering his fear.

Abraham has cut the speaker to the bio-pod.

For the last two days Pill had been using it to entreat him to
rejoin the maintenance work, painting a hundred possible scenarios
of disaster should they not complete their designated tasks. At first,
Abraham had ignored these rantings; but when Pill began to shout
and scream incoherently, raging at Abraham, naming him as the
betrayer of Ship, of those in stasis, of Home, he cut the line.

He can see that Pill is coming unhinged, that he has been
programmed by Ship to think of nothing but Home. Abraham
imagines that each day the idea of Home grows in Pill like a tumour,
consuming everything else, leaving no room for any other thought
except the belief that Abraham will somehow subvert the mission,
perhaps even destroy Ship.

No, Abraham thinks, I will not destroy Ship.

He has already considered his situation carefully and feels he
has a good chance of fooling Ship’s sensors with false images. He has
envisaged himself outside in his EVA suit, crawling along the main
grid, attaching his own small box to the mast housing where it will
intercept and alter the signals. This, he thinks, will be the simplest
route, to let Ship believe in the destruction of that little round circle
that it calls Home, to let it think its torpid thoughts and conclude
that it must change its course, find a new destination. A different
planet. A different home.

Ship is, after all, only a computer, barely sentient, and easy to fool.

Pill, Abraham now realizes, is his real problem. He is certain the
other man will never leave him alone, will not return to his coffin at the
appointed time as long as Abraham is awake. Pill cannot, for such an
act would gnaw away at his consciousness incessantly like a parasite,

unravelling the carefully contrived pattern Ship has built in his skull.
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So Abraham does what he must do.

He grabs a shovel and walks over to his stream where it jogs
around a small willow. It is his favourite spot, reminding him of the
one where he and Paul often played after school. Pill will like it here,
he thinks, and drives the blade of the shovel into the soft earth with
the bottom of his boot.

Abraham steps from the bio-pod and orders the door sealed
behind him. Out here, in the open corridor, he feels naked and dizzy.
He is sweating freely and his breathing is shallow and raspy. His heart
hammers fiercely against his ribs. It’s the first time he’s been out of
the pod in four days and he is light-headed from hunger. But he is
not headed for the galley. Instead, he turns in the opposite direction,
towards the crew quarters.

The corridor is long, and Abraham must pass many junctions;
he pauses before each open passageway, first listening carefully, then
darting as silently as he can past the openings. Soon, he comes to
a junction wider than most; sucking in a breath, he pokes his head
around the corner.

There are six doors in this new corridor; all are open—except for
the third one on the left, the one that marks Pill’s cabin. In the dimly
lit corridor, the red lock-light on Pill’s door shines like a beacon.

Relief washes over Abraham. The only time Pill shuts his cabin
door is when he is inside, sleeping. If nothing else, Pill is a creature of
habit, and this is the time Ship has designated as his rest period.

Abraham steps gingerly into the corridor, then slips past Pill’s
room without a sound. He continues down the hall to the last door
on the right, pausing on the threshold, caught in a moment of
uncertainty. What if he didn’t put it away? What if it’s not there? But
then he reminds himself that Pill’s faith in official procedures is as
strong as his belief in Home. Abraham steps through the door.

Pill's diagnostic monitor sits in its rack, just where it should be.
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Elated, Abraham grabs it. In his hands he holds the only working
monitor on Ship. His own he has smashed, and the backup units he
has taken from the storage pods and hidden. Without the monitors,
Pill will not be able to complete his assigned checks. Now, Abraham
thinks, heart thumping loudly in his chest, Pill must come to me! And
I'll be ready for him!

Tucking the unit under his arm, he turns and slips out of the
room, moving swiftly down the corridor and past Pill's room, no
longer fearful of making noise, intent only on the safety of the bio-
pod. He clutches Pill's monitor to his chest as if it were a young child,
almost losing his balance as he turns the sharp corner to the central
corridor, pounding down that long expanse, his lungs burning with
the exertion, throwing himself through the open door to the pod and
shouting “CLOSE!” as he flies through.

For a breathless moment he stands there, watching the thick
metal doors seal behind him, gulping air wildly into his lungs in
ragged gasps, his fear giving way to understanding, then exhilaration,
thinking, I've got it! I've got it! Pill will have to come!

He can feel the smile growing inside him, about to burst forth,
and he wants to shout aloud his triumph. It was easy, he thinks, As
easy as it will be when Pill arrives, and stepping back he imagines the
cold hard rock that will be in his hand as he watches Pill, tall lanky
foolish Pill, stepping from the corridor through the open door—

Open door, Abraham thinks, and blinks slowly, staring at the bio-
pod door. Didn’t I order it sealed—

Pain explodes in Abraham’s skull. Darting lights obscure his
vision, and far away he feels his fingers go slack, Pill's monitor drop.
He staggers forward, knees buckling, something wet and sticky
trickling down the side of his head. Another explosion, jagged flashes,
his knees finally giving way, the world spinning around him, earth
rushing towards him, some part of him thinking Pill, and knowing
despair, knowing he has lost, thinking, I can’t go home. Please don’t
make me go home. . . .

He tastes earth in his mouth, soft brown soil, and rolls onto his
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back, the grid of plant lights high above now making his eyes hurt,
a tall stick figure blocking the light, and Abraham can see one of its
arms pulled back, hand holding a dark round object. A rock, he thinks.
It reminds him of something, reminds him of a time when he had
held a rock just so, back on the farm. Paul, he remembers suddenly,
He wouldn’t leave me alone. Childhood anger wells in him again
as it had that day, incensed at his small brother who tagged along
everywhere, the growing frustration and the solid weight of the rock
in his fist. Leave me alone, he had warned Paul, Just go away or else,
but his brother had only backed off when he saw Abraham scoop up
the rock, had taken two steps back into the creek where he stood,
unmoving, eyes round with fear. He watches as that other Abraham
cocks his arm and the rock hurtles through the air, thinking, No, it
was an accident. Paul slipped and hit his head and drowned. Everyone
said so. Abraham can feel tears welling in his eyes, and through the
soft unfocussed blur he can see the shadowy figure move forward and
grow to eclipse the light. I couldn’t tell them, he thinks, swallowing, as
the darkness rolls over him.

Paul, forgive me.

Though he is conscious, Abraham cannot seem to open his eyes.
It is an odd feeling, like they have been glued shut. So instead, he
tries to raise his arm, but the attempt makes him nauseous and sends
sharp bolts of pain through his head; he nearly slips back into the
pool of blackness.

“Don’t move, Abraham,” he can hear Pill saying, the words
muffled and distant. “I've given you a mild paralytic. You'll only hurt
yourself.”

Abraham senses Pill hovering over him.

“I'm sorry, but you gave me no choice.”

Abraham opens his eyes slowly, millimetre by millimetre, the

effort requiring enormous concentration.
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“Your shift is over, Abraham. It’s time to go back to sleep.”

Pill’s thin figure finally comes into focus, long fingers untangling
the familiar leads, snapping them into the sockets on the side of
Abraham’s coffin.

“I patched you up as best I could, and I think you'll be all right.
All you need is rest. A long sleep.” Pill smiles down at him. “Ship will
fix you up.”

Abraham can feel the sluggish movement of hair trying to rise
on his arms and legs as Pill rubs conducting gel on the back of his
neck and scalp where the leads attach. Then the tall man steps back,
out of sight, towards the coffin’s head. Abraham hears a soft click as
Pill begins powering up the stasis field.

“T've run the diagnostics on your coffin. Everything is fine.
Perhaps there was a temporary glitch, a hiccough. But it’s gone now.”

Pill reappears on the coffin’s left side. Abraham wants to tell him
that he is wrong, that there was no malfunction, no glitch. That it is
him, Abraham, that’s broken. That he has a memory he can no longer
suppress, a seed of guilt lodged in his brain, that will flower into
madness as he sleeps. But when he tries to speak his lips move only
with a slight tremble, and Pill seems not to notice.

“When you come out of stasis next time we’ll be Home. And
this whole thing will seem like a bad dream.” Pill squeezes Abraham’s
shoulder reassuringly, lifts his hand to press the final switch.

The air above Abraham’s face distorts, then coalesces into a
blurred translucence, like he is staring out from within a block of
amber. Abraham wants to sob, but cannot. All around him the stasis
field creeps up, lapping at the edges of his consciousness, his skin
tingling now, as if fine-grained sand were being poured around him,
rising along the sides of his coffin, spilling over onto his arms, legs,
chest, face. Slipping between his lips. Suffocating him.

“Don’t worry,” he hears Pill’s voice, a smothered sound, like the

murmur of a distant brook. “Soon you’ll be Home.”
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ASSASSINATION AND THE NEW WORLD ORDER

1. The Assassin Strikes

The first assassination passes largely unmarked, a senior bureaucrat
in the employ of the Governor of C ; itis the least of the
Provinces, a distant area of the country with along and well-respected
tradition of sudden violence. The victim, head of the Department of
Child Welfare, is found in his apartment, large red marks where the
Assassin’s powerful fingers had closed around his windpipe like a vise.
The Minister of the Interior brings it to the President’s attention,
describing with an undisguised relish the details not found in the
press reports: the presence of a naked child, bound and gagged, in
the bureaucrat’s bed. A street urchin, the Minister says with a sneer,
just like the ones in dozens of photographs uncovered at the scene.
And he adds one more peculiar detail. On the mirror in the bathroom
a few words have been scrawled in an unsteady hand, their letters
drawn with bright, red lipstick: It can be different.

There are no witnesses, no evidence, not even the customary
round of anonymous and contradictory claims devised to obscure
whatever importance the act may have had. And though the police

round up the usual suspects, they are as perplexed as everyone else.

2. The President Considers Marriage

The President is a handsome, dark-skinned man, with a silver mane of
hair, given to making long, energetic speeches that capture the public
imagination. Sometimes, in the midst of his peroration, he forgets
himself, loses himself in the sweeping passion of his grandiloquence,
for a moment half-believing these fine sentiments, the visionary
promises, thinking that maybe he will, after all, attempt to live up
to them.
But the feeling is short-lived.
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He is not married, having foregone the usual social relations
early in his life, never really feeling at ease around women, instead
giving himself over entirely to his political ambitions. He has few
regrets about his solitary life, having accomplished far more than he
could have hoped at a remarkably young age. But as a consequence he
has no close friends, no confidants, and has come to view the world in
terms of political allies and dangerous conspirators, those whom he
can use and those hoping to use him. He watches as they switch roles
as easily as they slip into new suits of clothing, avoiding at all costs
the dangers inherent in action. He knows they are fearful that any
clear declaration, no matter how insignificant, will somehow define
them, clarify their role, commit them to a course of action as surely
as if they’d stepped off a cliff.

Sometimes, late at night, he imagines what it would be like to
have a wife lying next to him, someone to whom he could unburden
himself, confide in, argue with, or beg forgiveness of; but he believes

it is too late, that the habits of silence and caution run too deep.

3. Another Victim

The assassination of the Minister for Interior Stability of A

follows within a month. His demise is not unexpected, quite overdue
from the whispers that have echoed softly in the halls of the Capital
Building for the last several months. Indeed, his death would have
passed with hardly a ripple had it not been for the particulars of his
passing: he is discovered in his country villa, having slowly bled to
death on an ingenious device of torture. It is a steel wedge turned
upright, on whose thin, sharp edge he was placed, hands bound,
weights attached to his feet. There is an art, or so the President
is told, to using precisely the correct weight on each ankle so that
death comes slowly and painfully, each tiny movement of the subject
causing the edge to cut more deeply into flesh, a process that may

stretch to hours or, in extreme cases, days. It was reputed to be the
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Minister’s favourite, the one he had christened The Rocking Horse.

Penned on the wall in the Minister’s blood is the following
message: I do not do this through choice.

Again, the investigation reveals nothing, the Assassin invisible
to the posted guards who, despite protesting to having heard or seen
nothing, are found guilty of collusion and executed.

There are reports, unsubstantiated, that certain information was
found with the body, information connecting the former Minister
to hundreds of disappearances and deaths, though little proof of
his complicity is needed, for he was widely hated, known to all as
The Butcher. A is far from the seat of power, another country
almost, but the President is uneasy when he hears of this, having
always regarded it as a bellwether district, a microcosm of his small

and troubled nation.

4. Political Necessity of Assassination

Assassination has been on the President’s mind lately. Sitting in
his office he considers its uses, the latest reports on crop failure
forgotten on his desk. He has not yet had to resort to assassination
to achieve his ends, but thinks he would if the circumstances required
it, the political necessity, so to speak. He views the act as being a
thing without moral adjunct, nothing more than a tool, really, to
discharge his responsibilities. Without it, without the possibility of its
violence, he knows he would have little control, for even in a nominal
democracy such as his he understands the purpose of government
is a dissemination of power, a promise to the citizens that no
one individual will become too powerful; thus, it is only through
secret networks that real authority is exercised, that anything is
accomplished. He sees himself as a shepherd, his job to nudge things
in their right direction, set them on the proper course, to lead by
whatever means are necessary, and although this sometimes makes

him uneasy, this practised deceit, he knows no other way. Politics is
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the exercise of power, he believes, and power is nothing if it cannot

stir fear in men’s hearts.

5. A Disturbing Note

The President had met the Governor of F only once, two
years before, and remembers him as a melancholy figure, tall and
gaunt with a thin beard that ran along the edge of his chin as if it
were a pencil smudge; when he talked it was sonorously, his language
weighty, stiff and formal like the suits he wore. The President
remembers those suits especially, for when they met it was just before
the monsoon season, the humidity folding closely around them, and
he watched with fascination as the Governor’s sweat blossomed on
his back and beneath his arms as the day progressed.

The Governor is discovered in his bathtub with a small portable
TV whose cord still snakes to a darkened wall socket. A piece of paper
is found nearby on which a single sentence is written in a small,
precise hand, YOU have created me, the word YOU like that, printed
all in capitals, and it makes the President uneasy, as if that YOU is
intended for him.

At first it is thought to be a suicide, but when details of the
hydro-electric scandal emerge in the local press, the President
becomes apprehensive. It was to discuss funding for this project
that he had met with the Governor earlier, and documents that have
somehow surfaced expose the use of substandard materials in the
dam’s construction, hinting obliquely at embezzlement and Swiss
bank accounts. Of course the President had had his suspicions when
the dam had given way, but, like everyone else, had no choice but
to accept these things. But he does what he can, moving swiftly to
compensate the widows and children of those lost in the disaster.

Later, an autopsy confirms the Governor did not die of
electrocution, but drowned, the television merely a rhetorical

flourish.
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6. Public Reaction

Discreetly commissioned polls reveal that reaction to the rash
of recent assassinations is mixed. On the matter of whether the
government should do more to ensure the security of the republic,
forty-three percent strongly agree, twenty-nine percent agree,
and twenty-five percent have no opinion. Only three percent
disagree or strongly disagree, and this the President views as an
encouraging sign.

Other answers indicate a growing distrust of the leadership.

One in particular is worrisome: in response to a question
asking the public if they are happy with the achievements of their
government, a mere thirty-one percent answer in the affirmative,
sixty-four percent undecided. This, of course, the President finds
disquieting, knowing that in his country undecided has come to
mean no. But it is the five percent who have openly expressed their
disillusionment who keep the President awake long into the night,
sitting in his favourite wingback chair before the low fire, the small
table beside him littered with the names and addresses of the five

percent, the Vice President’s among them.

7. 'The Epidemiology of Assassination

Having suffered two seasons of disastrous crop failures, the citizens
of S are more concerned with their own stomachs than the
fate of their Provincial Minister of Bread and Wine. He is the Grand
Marshall of the Festival of Plenty, the most important celebration
of the year, marking the end of the season and giving thanks for a
bountiful harvest. Only this year the crowds are sparse and mostly
drawn from the ranks of public officials and military academies,
clerks and cadets mingling uneasily while waiting for their presence
to be noted.

When the Minister disappears from the VIP podium his
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absence becomes apparent only when he does not rise to give his
customary speech.

Six weeks later, an anonymous note directs the police far into
the country, to a secret warehouse of considerable dimensions. In it
they find the missing official, who has been chained to the floor in
the midst of sacks and tins and crates of relief food, food that has,
for some inexplicable reason, not been distributed to the starving
masses, but instead has been boxed and labelled with the names
and addresses of private individuals both in this country and in
adjoining nations.

The Minister has died of starvation, the only food near him
contained in tins whose lids bear the small indentations where he
had broken several teeth.

The President stares at the photos, running his forefinger along
the edge, and a frown creases his features. In them, the single word
WHY has been spelled out on the floor in six foot long letters with
double rows of cans. And to the right he can see the Minister’s
emaciated form arranged in the shape of a large question mark.

The President pulls a map from his desk drawer, unfolding
it carefully, and adds another tiny X to it in his neat hand, four
in all, a crooked line, a child’s scrawl, that snakes unhurriedly

towards him.

8. A Brief History of Assassination

The Assassin is a professional, priding himself on the precision
required by his occupation. When he is not busy studying street maps
and building plans, or practising his many techniques of death, he
sometimes amuses himself by reading about his predecessors.

The original Assassins, he has learned, were a sect organized
in eleventh-century Persia by Hasa-i Sabbah, the Old Man in the
Mountain. From their stronghold in Alamut, the Assassins spread

terror throughout Persia and Iraq, striking as far away as Syria.
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They raised no armies, waged no wars, accomplished their goals by
carefully selecting key victims, their campaigns conducted not on
fields of battle strewn with corpses, but with single assassins who
stalked their prey.

He is somewhat disturbed to discover that the word, Assassin, is
derived from the Persian word hashishin, a taker of hash, referring to
their practice of taking hashish before engaging in their holy tasks.

He does not take drugs when he works, having tried it once and
not liking it, feeling that it impaired his ability to conduct himself in

a manner consonant with the dignity of his profession.

9. The Assassin’s Confidence Grows

As if emboldened by his previous successes, the Assassin strikes
within a week of his last crime, his latest victim the ambitious Mayor
of a small but prosperous mining town of O

His bloated corpse is unearthed with the bodies of half a dozen
other miners who have perished in an accident. It remains unclear
why the Mayor had descended, reports found on his desk clearly
indicating the precariousness of the mine and recommending
its closure. His passing attracts little notice, and may have been
completely overlooked had a curious handwritten addendum to his
order to reopen the mine not been found: In the event of my death, it
reads, I blame no one but myself.

Subsequently, it is determined that the handwriting is not his.
10. The President Reminisces
As long as he can remember, the President has always wanted to
be a politician; at boarding school he was the one from whom the

other boys always took their lead, the captain of all the sports teams,
the president of the class. He recalls these days with fondness, and

77



HORROR STORY AND OTHER HORROR STORIES

sometimes longs for the simplicity of his youth.

But then he thinks of his father, a career diplomat who returned
home only rarely, for holidays and his mother’s funeral, remembering
him as a taciturn man, full of silences and disapproving looks. When
they did spend time together it would be at the estate house in the
country, thelongride there spentin silence, both made uncomfortable
by their inexplicable bond of flesh.

During these awkward visits the President would often listen
outside the door to his father’s study, but seldom heard anything
other than the tinkle of crystal on crystal and the endless arias that
his father played on his antique gramophone.

11. A Difficult Call

Xs cover the map, arandom scattering acrossits threelesser Provinces,
and the President hesitates before making another mark, uncertain
if it is the Assassin’s work. Of all the victims, this is the one he has
known best, whose services he has had occasion to use, a cunning
man, adroit at avoiding the vicissitudes of political life. Though not
a politician, he was well known to all who move in these circles, a
man to be feared and respected, for his business was information and
rumour, his work widely regarded as reliable and discreet.

But this time the police have a suspect and a motive, the Warden
of L in M , who has stabbed this man to be
reckoned with as he fled the Warden’s bedroom and his wife. When
the police arrive they discover the Warden has made their job simpler

by having had the decency to hang himself; in his shirt pocket is
a three-page typewritten note recording the history of his wife’s
betrayals. It is signed, A Friend Who Thought You Should Know.

The President pulls on his lip for a moment, then quickly adds
two fresh marks to his map, one beside the other.
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12. A Strange Reversal

What the President can’t understand is the fascination the Assassin
holds for women; the press is full of stories of them swooning over
him, in love with him, claiming to be his mistress, wife, sister, the
mother of his child. Itis as if they believe he has the ability to change
them, to free them from their mundane lives. To them he is a movie
star, a rock star, a world-class athlete.

There was a time, the President remembers, when politicians
were thought of in the same light, when they were respected and
honoured, a time when women whom he had never met sent him
notes and flowers and proposals of marriage. And though it seems
petty and unreasonable, he envies the assassin, nurturing a faint

bitterness at the inversion of their roles.

13. In Time of War, Is It a Crime to Kill?

A series of assassinations follow, and the President marks each
diligently on his map. The marks crawl across the folds in the sheet,
sawing back and forth across the narrow width of the country, but
always moving east to west, heading irrefutably towards the capital.
The President has formed a special commission charged with putting
an end to these acts of violence, but they meet infrequently, rarely
achieving quorum, its members fleeing the country almost as soon as
he appoints them. Whether they flee their own crimes or view their
appointment as sufficient grounds for the Assassin’s attention, he
can only guess. But never one to miss an opportunity, he selects the
most ruthless and feared of his enemies to sit on the commission.

It is late, and his untouched dinner grows cold on his desk as he
considers where he has just drawn the latest X, in L , less than
twenty miles from the Capital. He measures from the last joint of his
little finger to its tip, and places it on the map’s scale to confirm the

distance. Even now the soft glow of the fires can still be seen if he

79



HORROR STORY AND OTHER HORROR STORIES

looks out his office window, a red halo rising from the east where the
munitions dump is located.

“Yes,” he had said quietly when they came to describe the
passing of his General, “I know,” having already placed a thick X in

the appropriate position.

14. Theories About the Assassin and His Childhood

ThePresidentreadswith greatinterestreportsin the dailies thatattempt
to draw a composite of the Assassin, the picture of his personality
emerging like the details of a Polaroid with each new murder.

He is above average in intelligence, they say, adept at bending
others to his will, skilful at using language. These are the qualities
that enable him to move unseen and unsuspected as he works. But
the articles also confirm what the public already suspects, that he is
in actuality a lonely man, incapable of understanding the needs or
aspirations of others, of understanding or feeling in any significant
way, in particular, unable to deal with his own thwarted desires. In
his acts of violence he feels no remorse, no regrets, the necessity of
the political act outweighing all other concerns.

There is also little doubt he comes from a dysfunctional family, in
which an antisocial parent figures largely, violence and abuse almost
a certainty.

There are suggestions, too, of an abnormal brain structure, and
in bars and coffee shops across the country heads can be seen behind

open papers nodding in silent agreement.

15. The American Ambassador
They had not expected the American Ambassador to be the Assassin’s

next target. Until this happened the President is sure the Americans

regarded these assassinations as a curiosity, an odd string of events
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in a distant and troubled nation. He was a new Ambassador, in the
country only three weeks, but now lies dead on the outskirts of the
city, a single silver bullet lodged in his heart. His death is puzzling,
for his political record is unblemished, his integrity unimpugned,
the only explanation a note found pinned to his body that reads,
It is not for what he has done, but for what he will do.

Even the Americans had been unable to predict this, to stay
that bullet from its inevitable course, and for the first time the
President is shaken. The Americans must have suspected this
was coming, must have selected this representative because they
believed his pristine record made him safe; but they have erred,
and as if to redress this oversight, three American warships lie

anchored off the coast.

16. The Mirror

The President observes himself in a mirror. Despite the rigors
of political life he has managed to keep his looks, his white hair
and the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes only adding to the
distinguished character of his appearance. He looks every bit the
elder statesman, cool and confident, the one with all the answers.
Regarding himself in the mirror, he knows at times he can be too
vain, and wonders if it is vanity and a compelling need for self-
aggrandizement which drive his political aspirations. Or is his
concern with image merely symptomatic of a greater need for
control over the vagaries of life? Is his desire for power a fear of
disorder and, ultimately, chaos?

He likes this latter possibility best, for if it proves to be true,
he has only done what any man, given the opportunity, would
choose to do. Thus, he reckons he is merely a reflection of the
people, no more or less accurate than the reflection that stands

before him now.
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17. The President’s Fears Are Confirmed

Lying on the western coast, the Capital city, V. , sprawls across
the lush countryside in a careless unplanned fashion, as if it had just
been washed up from the sea. On its extreme outskirts are the most
recent shanty towns, but as one moves inwards the buildings gradually
become larger and more stable, until all traces of the tumbledown,
rickety shacks disappear. This is how the city has grown over the years,
in layers, and travelling to its centre is akin to witnessing its evolution.
At its heart lies the Palace, a square, imposing building whose wings
stretcharound to enclose a formidable square that during Independence
Day celebrations holds crowds of twenty thousand. In its precise centre
rests a statue of a long-forgotten hero of the revolution. He stands as
if on the deck of a ship, sabre extended defiantly, his features set in a
determined expression, a reminder of the time when this country had
briefly been a glorious sea power. The monument is large, reaching a
height of forty feet; it intrigues the President, this hero from the past,
who seems to know precisely where he is and what he is doing, whose
motives and beliefs seem unequivocally etched on that stony face.
Looking out on it as the morning breaks, he wonders, Could he have
been so certain? Could he have really known?

In the red wash of dawn, the President regards the statue,
recognizing, even at this distance, the corpulent form of his
Chancellor, Chief Minister of State, impaled on the monument’s
upthrust sword. On the base of the statue the following question
has been splashed in black paint: Who's responsible? And though he is
uncertain for what crimes the assassin has punished the Chancellor,

it no longer seems to matter.

18. Assassination and the New World Order

The President sits behind his mahogany desk; its surface is covered

with the resignations of civil servants and party members. The

82



ROBERT BOYCZUK

Palace is nearly empty, most of its usual inhabitants having hastily
departed the country. The President’s few remaining aides surround
him, sitting gravely in folding chairs or nervously pacing, clearing
their throats periodically, jumping at the least noise. At first the
President had wanted their reassuring presence, but now finds their
exaggerated mannerisms annoying. So he dismisses them, and they
file from the room in an orderly fashion, all careful not to walk too
fast, nor to show too much relief.

When the President looks out his window, he sees the square has
begun to fill, the small groups of citizens growing larger and larger
until their edges touch and they merge, their boundaries beginning
to dissolve. They speak in hushed tones and mill about impatiently,
as if waiting for the reading of a proclamation or the announcement
of a new heir.

The Chief of Security has positioned soldiers in the square and
throughout the palace, a select group of crack troops standing at
attention outside the President’s door.

In his office the President waits, and reflects on his political life,
attempting to examine each of his actions as if he were the Assassin,
weighing them against what he had been taught many years ago was
right and wrong. He has not thought much about these ideas since
the demands of adolescence compelled him to discard them, one
by one, like outgrown clothing. He knows that at times he has been
a party to crimes of omission or wilful blindness, but is convinced
he has only done what was necessary, reasoning he really had no
choice, none at all. All in all, he feels he hasn’t done too badly given
the circumstances. It is not a system he created, nor can he be held
responsible for the impulses of human nature that have spawned it.
Things are what they are, and cannot be otherwise.

Or can they? he wonders.

Is this what the Assassin has been trying to tell him all along,
that change is possible?

It can be different.

His heart races, and he realizes that there is some small part of
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him that has not given up, that still clings to a tiny particle of hope.
Perhaps, he thinks, it is not too late.

He springs from his chair and runs to the door to call back his
aides, for he will need them if he is to begin the enormous task
before him.

But when he pulls open the door the outer office is empty, the
breeze from the window behind him blowing between the rooms,
sheets of paper skittering across the floor to catch against the legs of
furniture and abandoned rifles.

For a moment he stands perfectly still except for the slightest
trembling he can no longer control; then, walking through the outer
office he steps into a smaller, darkened room, pulling the door shut
behind him. Inside, a bank of monitors has been set up against one
wall, a single chair placed before them, a large red button glowing
on its left arm. He sits down. From varied angles he looks at the
Palace, its offices and meeting rooms, corridors and closets, kitchens
and dining rooms, even fish-eyed views of washrooms, all vacant,
forsaken, except—

—except for the monitor in the last row which reveals the interior
of his office. In it, a figure moves slowly, its back to the camera,
past his bookshelves and sideboard and cabinets, past the plushly
upholstered easy chairs reserved for diplomats and business leaders
of consequence. Though he cannot make out any significant features,
the President can see it is a man, roughly his size and age, wearing a
suit much like his own. He watches as the other retrieves something
from the right-hand drawer of his desk, and the President’s heart
seems to stop, knowing what it is the intruder carefully unfolds and
spreads before him, meticulously smoothing its creases. The other
picks up a thick pencil and holds it firmly, confidently, just above the
surface of the map.

The President wants to stand up, to return to his office, but
he hasn’t the strength. His limbs are strangely heavy, a numbness
growing in his chest. Too late, he thinks. Too late for anything. He feels

as if his country has contracted around him, has drawn up to the
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edges of this building, to the walls of this very room. To the borders
of his own skin.

Beneath his thumb lies the red button, and it is all he can do to
pressit. Thereis a snick, and the monitors wink out as one, each screen
collapsing to a singular, bright point, all diminishing at the same rate,
more or less. Darkness swallows everything, making it impossible to
determine if the room holds one occupant or a hundred.

Or no one at all.
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WHEN FAT MEN LOVE THIN WOMEN

From the porch, from within my heap of flesh, I watch them gawk.
The sun is my bright-eyed enemy, and people stare, then look away
as if ashamed—whether for me or for themselves, I am not sure.
Eyes move, feigned nonchalance, over trim lawns and boxy houses,
budding, dirt-brown gardens and plastic lawn gnomes, lingering
only slightly longer on my too-wide door, my throne-sized chair, the
concrete steps where others are wooden. A TV table within arm’s
reach holds a large bag of ripple chips, a chocolate log, a two-litre
bottle of Coke. Furtive looks, nervous and sparrow-like, at my mass,
at the clownish shoes and huge balloon pants, at the dark runnels
on my sweat-streaked shirt. Their expressions are of disbelief,
sometimes shock, as if they’d encountered a man who’d purposefully
fouled himself.

I pluck at the fabric, not because I am embarrassed, but because
it is new, and the material sticks uncomfortably.

She stares, too, from her stoop across the way, but always
unabashedly. I cannot meet her eyes. Instead, I affect indifference,
dab at my forehead with a sodden tissue, leaf slowly through my limp
paper, peeling apart the pages one after another, almost able to see
her through the translucent newsprint.

Sometimes I hear snatches of whispers. Four-fifty, they guess.
Five hundred. Early evening strollers walk down one side of the street,
then up the other. Perhaps they believe a consequence of my weight
is that my hearing has become dulled. He is ill. It must be glandular.
Notions to comfort themselves, thin ideas.

She would never think that.

Occasionally, men, walking singly or in pairs, try to strike up
a conversation with her, but she will have none of them or their
scrawny minds, their gaunt, unpalatable notions. She sits inviolate
on her stoop, revealing nothing, dispatching them with pointed
indifference.

Her house is set back, so that [ am the only one who can see into
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her living room. Later, I watch from shadows as she disrobes before
an uncurtained window, as she does every night, staring into my well
of darkness.

He will never return, I want to say to her, but I am sure she
understands this already. Perhaps she is only waiting for someone to
tell her, to nail it down in words.

In the cool night, long after the last strollers have retreated to
their homes, I heave myself out of my chair by grasping two bars
bolted to the brickwork specially for that purpose. Fixed about the
house are more grab bars at various heights so that I might lift
myself, unaided, from two oversize chairs, a steel-legged bed, a toilet
the size of a small bathtub, all on the first floor. On the second floor,
dust gathers.

My feet are sore as I walk, and undressing is a thirty-minute
penance. In summer months, fat men must move with care.

Naked, I pull my obesity to the kitchen, and open a tub of ice
cream. Not because I want to, but because I must.

They would never understand. To them, it is inconceivable this is
my wish, to be a thick-lipped enormity, fingers the size of sausages.

But I do.

I want to eat, eat, eat. For her.

I want to eat until I am big enough to swallow her sadness and

desire whole, in one monstrous gulp.
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JAZZ THRENODY

When Hamilton first heard the note he thought he’d dreamed it, so
pure and achingly clear it was, sparkling before him in the air like a
cut diamond. It hung there unimaginably long, piercing the smoky
grey half-light and smell of stale beer, burrowing relentlessly into his
clouded brain until at last it found purchase, disturbing his addled
and aimless thoughts, no longer a dream, another of his aborted
fantasies, but suddenly real, very real. His slight alcoholic sway ceased
abruptly, a momentary disturbance of his beery contemplation of a
dark Formica table top with its cigarette burns and legion of dark
rings. The note caught him like a bright, razor-sharp hook, sank
into his skull and began turning his head, slowly and cruelly, so that
before he knew what was happening he found himself staring down
the length of dark, narrow room, past the end of the bar, to where
the band played.

Hamilton, blinked, once, twice, then rubbed his eyes to clear away
the trailing wisps of muzziness. The band—"JJ’s Jazzmen” had been
chalked on a blistered blackboard near the door—was sandwiched in
a small area, not even a stage, really, just an empty space that needed
filling, jammed between and around two pillars supporting enormous
smoke-blackened beams that ran a foot or so above head height the
entire length of the room. It seemed impossible that they might play
in such circumstances, the bass and clarinet (Who still used clarinet?
Hamilton wondered) on the outside of the pillars, all but invisible to
the trumpet and guitar inside. Yet the players seemed as oblivious of
their surroundings as the bar’s other patrons, their music reflecting
this indifference, listless and dull, a minimum of energy expended,
empty, mechanical playing.

Hamilton listened. Had he heard that impossible note? He
wasn'’t even sure he could have said which instrument had given
it life—the clarinet, perhaps? His memory had faded, leaving only
a vague recollection of what it had stirred in him. He watched the

band play, squinting through the gloom to make them out: but they

89



HORROR STORY AND OTHER HORROR STORIES

were indistinguishable, four enervated faces, glassy-eyed, tired,
passionless.

A dull throb in Hamilton’s head distracted him; he lost interest in
the band and began rubbing his temples, hoping to massage away his
incipient hangover, forgetting the moment of excitement, what had
roused him from his stupor, licking his dry lips instead, thinking of
whether he might have enough change in his pocket for one more.

He rubbed; the band played.

Then the note came again, powerful this time, not from the
clarinet, no—how could he have believed that?—but from the
trumpet, the unmistakable ring of a trumpet. Listen to me, it
demanded, Wake up, Hamilton, listen. He stared at the trumpet
player, watched his leathery, wrinkled cheeks distend as he blew into
the mouthpiece, his fingers stationary on the buttons. He listened
as the dark figure blew another like the first two, shifted his fingers
and blew a third and fourth that crackled with ferocity, Hamilton
ridiculously counting them, savouring each one as if it were a rare
wine to be sipped and appreciated, feeling inexplicably disappointed
as they faded, only to be buoyed when the next note growled around
him. Five, six, seven, and Hamilton began humming—eight, nine,
ten, a tune he had known, one he had once played years ago, with
Buzz Snider, wasn’t it?

He pushed his chair back and got unsteadily to his feet,
staggering closer so he could see who was cooking on the trumpet.
But when he approached, he was puzzled, for though he could still
hear those driving, forceful notes, he could see only a stooped old
man, whose rheumy eyes had none of the intensity he’'d expected to
see in someone wailing, really wailing, but instead had only a sad,
objectless stare. Yet . . . yet, when his fingers moved, the notes came
spilling out, one after another, faster now, a riff Hamilton recalled
as tremendously difficult, but executed flawlessly, big brash blustery
notes of energy and life that took his breath away. He shook his
head as if to clear it, and looked around for another player, thinking

perhaps he had missed something, that maybe someone else was
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teasing the brass. But he realized there couldn’t be: he knew this bar
too well, every dust-covered case of empties and rotting ceiling tile
long ago catalogued in his memory. There was no one else.

Hamilton took a step closer, now uncertain, hearing those
startling notes but unable to connect them with the man before him.
He collapsed at the table closest to the band; the others continued
playing in their uncaring fashion, the sound of their instruments
harsher and more irritating next to the heart-wrenching clarity of
the trumpet’s voice. He could sense the band becoming aware of his
presence, purposely ignoring him—he could hear it in their playing,
the apathy replaced with a bristling defensiveness. He had always
had an ear that way, a gift he'd called it back then. Listening to the
better players he’d been able to tell them what they were feeling,
sometimes—when he knew them well enough—exactly what they’d
been thinking. He even acquired something of a reputation as a
prophet, an unerring judge of raw talent. Somehow, he could block
out the uneven edges and discordant notes, smooth away the rough
spots and imagine—no, hear—what they might be like some day.
His band leaders often asked him to sit in on sessions just to listen
to hungry youngsters, and then asked him, “What’d ya think? Any
good?” Waiting for him to say, “Yeah, he’s got it,” or, “Nah, no heart,”
sure that whatever Hamilton said would show itself to be true. His gift
had made him a lot of enemies over the years, and spooked enough
people to get him fired once or twice; but he had only laughed when
it had happened, young and hopeful and sure of himself.

But it had been a long time since he’d been sure of himself, of
anything really, not since he'd lost himself in a bottle and drunk his
music away, sip by sip, until even his gift deserted him, those who
had hung on his opinions now passing him on the street without so
much as a look.

Closing his eyes, he blocked the squawking of the others out,
willed them away, concentrating solely on the man blowing wild, the
man talking to him unlike anyone had for some time.

Helistened with an astonishment and joy he had not felt in years,
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losing himself in the music, nodding his head in time. The notes sang
through him, resounded in his skull as if it were a concert hall; he
could feel the tingling in his fingers, he the old sax player, his fingers
moving along the same lines, imagining how he might play it, pausing
when the trumpet took off on a ride, running out of control up and
down the scales, improvising, yet managing to work seamlessly with
the whole, moving with such authority Hamilton’s whole body moved
with it, in it, around it. Yeah, he thought, his heart pounding wildly,
Go, man! Blow it!

And as it started so it stopped, abruptly and without warning,
the final note lingering, echoing, drifting past Hamilton, down the
length of the bar, past the pimps and their whores, out the battered
little door, into the night.

Hamilton clung to it, as a dying man might hang onto the hope
of a last-minute cure. But it died, extinguished, a last coal winking
out, followed by harsh, raucous laughter and the angry voices of the
pimps arguing over one of the girls.

He opened his eyes.

JJ’s Jazzmen were packing their instruments into battered cases.

Hamilton pushed himself away from the table. “Hey, man,” he said,
his tongue thick with drink, looking at the trumpet player. “Hey.”

Eight dark eyes turned towards him. Their movements stopped.

Hamilton suddenly felt foolish. He had wanted to say something,
had wanted to acknowledge the thing of beauty he’'d just been given,
to thank someone for it. But now he wasn’t sure what to say.

“Yeah?” It was the trumpet player, his voice was cracked and
raspy from too many cigarettes, teeth and hair yellow with nicotine.

“I...Iplayed,” he said hesitantly. “The sax, I mean.”

The trumpet player shrugged.

“Man, you were really smoking out there! You were great! I
haven’t heard playing like that in years.”

The trumpet player narrowed his eyes. Hamilton could see the
wrinkles in his dark skin, could almost imagine the dust in them.
“What’d ya mean? Huhn? What'd ya mean by that?” he said, his voice
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crackling with anger.

“Nothin’, nothin’ at all.”

The old man scowled and stooped over to pick up his case; the
others were already packed and moving towards the door.

“Wait,” Hamilton almost shouted at the bent figure. “One
question. Okay? Just one question.”

“What? What'd want, man?”

“What you were doing. That little ride right at the end. Man that
was great. As good as I ever heard. And I've heard a lot.”

“Well, you ain’t hearing so good now. I didn’t play no ride.”

“Sure you did,” Hamilton said excitedly. “You know what [ mean,
where you spun off just before the all-in. You know,” he said again,
and began humming it as best he could, though he had never heard it
before, trying to recall every note of that unlikely improvisation. As
he hummed he watched the old man’s expression, watched his face
freeze, become cold and hard as winter stone. He stopped humming.
“You know,” he said again, quietly, a question this time, not sure why,
but aware he had done something wrong.

“I didn’t play no ride like that.” Anger filled the old man’s voice,
and Hamilton could see his hands trembling. “I can’t. I couldn’t. Not
in years. [ ain’t played nothin’ like that in years. What do ya mean
makin’ fun o’ me like that for? What do ya mean?”

“I...Ididn’t mean anything. I just heard—"

“Who put ya up to it? What son-o-bitch asked you to do this?”

“I just heard it, man. That’s all.”

“You didn’ hear nothin’. Nothin’ at all. You just like to make fun
o’ ol men, that’s all.”

“But I did, just before—"

“You ain’t nothin’ but a low-life, son-o-bitch drunk. Why you
gotta be draggin’ other folks down, too. Huhn? What you gotta be
doing tha’ for?”

“But I heard it, man,” Hamilton insisted. “I did. That was so
sweet. You were great. Really great.”

The old man began backing away. Hamilton could hear him hiss
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through his teeth. “What for, man? What for? Can’t ya leave me alone?
What'd I do to you? Jus’ let me be.” He shuffled quickly towards the
door. Then he was gone, following his notes into the night.

Waking in the dark.

Perspiration soaked, heart hammering wildly, breathing raggedly,
uncertainly, as if your body had forgotten how, believing that had you not
woken your lungs might not have remembered.

A short while later, when you've calmed down, when your respiration
has become more or less regular again, when the banging in your chest
has been reduced to merely a steady knock, the reality of your flat brings
you back down, all the way down, the torn and discoloured wallpaper,
dripping sounds from the rusty sink, the startled roaches scurrying for
cover whenever you move, the creak of the old bed as you roll over to find
that half-finished smoke, all nailing you firmly down to earth once more,
placing you squarely in the monotony of your wasted, unchanging life—not
a life, really, you think, merely an exercise, mechanical, without meaning.

You remember, then, and your heart skips a beat. You close your eyes,
trying to bring it back, but it’s too late: the memory has faded, the music
has fled.

When Hamilton returned the next day all that remained of the
band was the faint, half-erased word “zzmen” on the blackboard,
over which a new name had been scratched raggedly. Hamilton stood
there, trembling slightly. He hadn’t had a drink for hours, wanting
to be as clean as possible. Ordinarily he didn’t pay much attention to
the shakes, considering them to be a natural rhythm; but this time
there was something else, something he couldn’t define that made
his condition intensely uncomfortable.

They had gone.
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Where, the sullen bartender couldn’t—or wouldn’t—tell him. So
Hamilton left, and wandered down the street, searching through bus
shelters and dark alleys for newspapers that might have club listings.
And though he managed to collect a few, JJ’s Jazzmen were nowhere
to be found in their pages. He returned to his small, damp room,
turned on his hot plate and warmed his hands. They still trembled,
yet he felt detached, as if they were someone else’s hands, that this
craving for a drink was not his—or at least had been replaced, usurped
by another need, something that ran stronger and deeper.

When the room began to warm a little, Hamilton moved over
to his bed where he had laid the soggy papers and read through
them again, hoping, though he knew better, to find some sign of the

Jazzmen.

Delivering flyers didn’t pay much—anyway he never delivered
them all, sometimes trashing them, other times putting three or
four in every mailbox. But it did pay enough for his room, and gave
him a few dollars which he normally spent on beer, or something
stronger when he could afford it. He hadn’t been reduced to bitters
yet, though he’d been tempted once or twice; it was still a point of
pride with him.

This time, however, Hamilton didn’t run out and buy a bottle
when the route manager placed the money in his hand; rather he
closed his fingers around the bills tightly, and with it balled up in his
fist he walked back to his flat, past his usual haunts, stopping on the
way only once, to buy a newspaper.

At home he placed the paper carefully on his bed, gingerly
turning the pages until he found the entertainment section. He ran
his finger down the columns with club listings. Nothing. He guessed
they were a local band; with the exception of the trumpet player, they
weren’t talented enough to be anything else. He searched again, this

time noting all the clubs that held jam sessions. He carefully folded
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the paper, moved it to the end of the bed and laid down next to it,
shaking slightly, sweating despite the cold.

Hamilton began with the local clubs. He spent the first few days
drifting from one bar to another, managing to visit four that were
within walking distance. There were two or three others he would
have liked to go to, but he didn’t think he would be able to get past
the bouncer, or at least not looking as he did; besides, he reasoned, a
band like JJ’s Jazzmen would have been as welcome in those places
as he was. But who could tell where they might surface next: jams
seemed the most likely, but when and where was difficult to say. Most
sessions were held only once a week in each bar, and though Hamilton
looked and listened intently, he saw only hungry young musicians
paying their dues, unable to find any trace of the Jazzmen.

In the second week he took the cross-town bus, saving his money
for the fares and, when necessary, cover charges, so that he might
visit two clubs a week.

By the third week Hamilton had run out of legitimate clubs:
there simply weren’t that many places these days—at least not many
for clientele of his type. He began moving into the empty hours of the
night, going to dark after-hours clubs, chasing them to their elusive
locations, only to be disappointed after paying dearly to enter. This
occupied two more weeks and he found himself growing steadily
despondent, watching his meagre resources dwindle, figuring in his
head how many beers he might have had instead.

Then, walking home after a day of delivering flyers, intent on
the hard, cracked concrete of the sidewalk, oblivious to the crowd
shouldering past him—

—he heard it.

Amid the honks, the hiss of tires sighing on the pavement,
obscured by the thrum of engines, Hamilton heard it. He stopped

dead, heart pounding, ignoring the pressure of the crowd,
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straightening up from his habitual stoop, straining his senses.
Different this time, he thought, a cornet this time, not a trumpet,
but somehow still the same. Still the same arresting quality, the
same pureness, the same beauty.

Then it came again, a playful note, chased by another, laughing
music, chittering and skittering across the heaps of metal to Hamilton.
The sound was full of joy, jumping from car to car, deliriously happy
to be free upon the world. The notes swirled and skidded around him,
tittering and chortling, inviting him to jump and run, to dance and
sing, to cry out with delight.

Across the street he saw the source.

But it wasn’t the old trumpet player.

It was a gangly boy, all elbows and knees, standing, his back to a
wall of large grey cinderblocks of the new bank building, long fingers
jumping frenetically from button to button on his piece, rocking wildly
back and forth on his heels, looking like he might lose his balance at
any moment. He played his laughter. It flowed out of the bell of his
horn in great bursts, electrifying the air, infecting Hamilton with its
enthusiasm. Hamilton could see the boy’s face beneath a shock of
red hair, could see the ecstasy written on it, could read clearly in the
notes the wild abandon, the soaring delirium.

Hamilton struggled back against the current of the crowd,
shoved his way across the intersection, until he stood in front of the
boy who was still free-wheeling, hammering crazily on those keys so
hard Hamilton thought he might push them right into the valves.
This lasted only a moment, because with a sudden nerve-jangling
rip—a short rapid glissando cutting off hard on the last note—the
boy finished.

Hamilton found himself staring into deep grey eyes, eyes that
stared back, unabashedly, above a huge grin. The boy nodded at
Hamilton, then squatted down to scoop up the change in a battered
black fedora at his feet.

“Not great,” he said jingling the coins in his hand and looking up.
“Care to add any more?” He held out the hat teasingly. When Hamilton
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didn’t respond, the boy said, “I didn’t think so,” and laughed merrily,
not at Hamilton, but as if it were some kind of private joke the two
shared. “Maybe next time I'll sound better.” Then he winked.

“What?” Hamilton was nonplussed. “What do you mean?”

The boy laughed again. “Hey, it’s okay, man. Relax. I won't play
any more, honest.” He smiled broadly. “You get what you pay for,” he
said, flipping the hat lightly onto his head, tucking his piece under his
arm and moving towards the street.

“No, wait,” Hamilton said, plucking at his sleeve. “You don’t
understand. I don’t want you to stop.” He could hear the desperation
creeping into his voice. “You're great, man. Incredible. Don’t stop.”

Alook of puzzlement settled on the boy’s face. “Naw, not really.”

“You are,” Hamilton insisted. “I could hear it. You could be picking
your gigs. You could pick your bands. People would be begging you to
let them play with you!”

The boy gently removed Hamilton’s hand from his sleeve. “Naw,”
he said once more. “Not yet. Some day, maybe. I have this feeling, you
know. You ever get those feelings? I do. Someday I may be as good
as you think I am. But not now, not yet. I just graduated to street
corners, and I'm not even very good at that. [ mean, you were here.
How much of a crowd was there? Huhn? I just got barely enough to
buy dinner. But some day, you wait and see.” Then he walked towards
the street.

“No!” Hamilton shouted after him, and the boy, hearing him,
turned to wave goodbye as he stepped off the street corner.

The car that hit him wasn’t going that fast; the owner afterwards
could find no dent where the bumper had broken the young musician’s
leg, and only the slightest indentation where he had slammed into
the hood.

Hamilton ran out into the street.

The boy’s leg was twisted beneath him; his expression was dazed,
unfocussed. Hamilton knelt down next to him, cradling his head.
Beneath his left hand the boy’s temple felt soft and sticky. “Shit, oh
shit,” he said under his breath. Then: “You’re going to be okay,” trying
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hard not to shout. “Hang on, man, just hang on.”

But the boy’s head lolled indifferently from side to side, blood
trickling down his jaw and dripping onto the cold pavement.

Hamilton wanted to say something to comfort him, something
that might put him back together, to straighten his crooked leg, fix
his broken head. “God, that was great work, man,” he whispered.
“Unbelievable. I never heard better.” The boy’s head stopped moving,
his eyes wandered for a second, then paused at Hamilton’s face,
tried to focus. “Yeah, man. You're some player. I wish I could only
play half as good.” Big sea-grey eyes, innocent, untried eyes, stared
at Hamilton. “Shit, you could be playing anywhere, man, anywhere
in the world. You don’t need no street corner. If I could blow like you,
man, I sure as hell would be somewhere else.”

The boy’s mouth opened slightly and a bloody bubble formed,
broke. His lips moved; but no sound came out. Yet Hamilton could
read the eyes, knew the words those lips formed: Me, too, they said,
Iwish I could, too.

When the ambulance finally arrived, Hamilton had been pushed
to the back of the crowd by urgent hands. He stood there, no longer
able to see the young man, rubbing his hands harder and harder on

his frayed, bloodied pants.

Dark, thick glass you find on the bottom of a bottle.

Comfortable, cool. It swung in its own way, played its own tunes.
You could look at the world through it between swigs. It gave you a whole
new attitude, and not a bad one either. Sure it wasn’t the real thing.
Sure it lasted only a little while. Then the darkness seeped back in to fill
that hole in you, that empty place somewhere inside, not your stomach,
which needed nothing but drink and an occasional bowl of soup, not your
heart which had withered years before anyway; no, it was somewhere in
between those two, between body and soul. And though you don’t want to

think it, you know it’s the music, it’s in the way those notes seduce you, the
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way they make you remember what it is to be alive, to hope, the way they
fill you up and make you whole. Something you'd forgotten years ago. Or
thought you had.

Why won'’t it let you go?

Empty.

The rye bottle sat atop his useless radiator, and from where
Hamilton lay he could see the distorted, neon glow of the sign on the
Chinese restaurant across the street. He had spent his last few dollars
to buy it, and now it was gone.

Curiously, though, Hamilton felt none of the depression that
usually followed the last swig. Instead he lay on his bed staring
abstractedly at the bottle, thinking how foolish he’d been, how
completely out of his mind. He couldn’t have heard what he thought
he’d heard. No. No one else did. Did they? It must be the rum. Too
much rum’ll do that to you. Yeah, he decided, that must be it. I'll stick
with rye from now on.

For a time Hamilton didn’t move; his mind seemed to be working
wonderfully fast, everything seemed clear to him. He felt elated, as
good as he could remember feeling in many years. But then the glow
began to fade. He knew what would follow, so he decided, while there
was still time, to see what he could do to sustain this state. There was
a bar not too far from here where, two weeks before, he had gone
looking for the Jazzmen. They didn’t know him there; he might be
able to cadge a few drinks. Anything seemed possible tonight.

The bar was a step up from Hamilton’s usual haunts, although
the surroundings were much the same: cheap plywood chairs with
broken backs and splayed legs; round Formica tables, hard to ever
imagine new; dark, stained floorboards, sagging in places, cracked
in others; pillars with tattered posters on them, advertising bands
of years past. The place was almost empty, and he bit back his

disappointment, knowing the crowd was too thin, that he’d have to
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go elsewhere to find a free drink. He looked around and was about to
leave when he heard laughter coming from the bar. Sitting on a stool
was a fat, middle-aged man talking with the waiter, engaged in an
animated discussion, his round arms and belly shaking as he spoke,
his balding head bobbing up and down as he made another point. He
looked no different than half the men in the bar, wearing black pants
with a plain belt and a white, short-sleeved shirt. He laughed again,
a sound that seemed at odds with the place. A toothless, shrivelled
man looked up glumly at the disturbance, then turned his glare back
on the far wall.

Then the fat man glanced in Hamilton’s direction and, catching
his eye, smiled at him and nodded as if they were old friends. Hamilton
found himself smiling back.

He decided then to stay a bit; he was still feeling pretty good, and
he took this greeting to be a sign. He found a table and flopped down
in a chair, still watching the big man who was now sipping from a
glass as the waiter made his rounds.

“What’ll ya have?”

The question surprised Hamilton, who hadn’t noticed the waiter
creeping up.

“Hey buddy,” he said again, “What’s it going to be?”

“Uh, nothing.”

The waiter glared at him for a long five seconds, but moved on
without saying anything more.

Hamilton relaxed, slumping down comfortably in his seat. He
looked back to the bar again, but couldn’t see the fat man. He was
startled, instead, to see his bulk loom suddenly around a pillar, and
head directly towards him. The man walked up to Hamilton’s table,
nodded, and continued past.

Hamilton swung around.

Behind him he saw a small area of the floor had been cleared;
there were two folding chairs, one into which the fat man settled
himself, the other on which an alto sax lay flat.

The fat man picked up the instrument, placed his lips carefully,
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lovingly, on the mouth piece and blew.

Hamilton went rigid.

The first note cut him slowly, excruciatingly, an unhurried knife
of pain. He felt his heart stop as the fat man played another note
and yet another, each of mourning, each a sigh, a mood perfectly
embodied, thick raindrops, melancholy blues beating down on him,
washing him in their misery.

Hamilton couldn’t say how long this went on: he lost all sense of
time, absorbed as the fat man blew the blues out at him, the soulful
lament of something lost that could have been, might have been,
possible, if only, if only . . .

Flattened notes wove around him, through him, into him; an
anguished slow curl dragged by him, almost pulling him into its
dark, empty despair. He could feel something stir restlessly within
his breast, a longing he had recognized only distantly—or that he
had buried, years ago, buried so deep he had never thought he’d feel
it again.

“Thank you.”

Startled, Hamilton opened his eyes.

The music had stopped.

He felt warm tears rolling down his cheeks.

“What?” He was confused, dazed.

The fat man smiled at him across the table. “It’s not often I've
had that kind of effect. Not for years, anyway. Ha, ha!” His laughs
tumbled out of him like rolling barrels. “I guess it means . . . you
understand, huhn?”

Hamilton said nothing, only stared.

“Not many people do, you know,” the fat man continued, sighing,
for a moment looking more like his blues. “There was a time. I can’t
play it now like I used to, but if I had had the time, I think, anyway,
maybe . . . But hey, no use in talking about it now. Ha, ha!” He smiled
broadly. “But you heard anyway, didn’t you? Sure it wasn’t perfect,
but I can see you could hear what it should have been.”

The fat man had an expectant look on his face, a half-smile,
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an invitation. Hamilton wanted to tell him how great he was,
how wonderful his music had been, but instead he said, “What
happened?”

The fat man’s expression fell. He said nothing for a moment,
then looked down at his arm. Hamilton saw the needle tracks.

Hamilton shook his head, angry. “No! You coulda been great. The
greatest. I can tell, you see. I got the gift!” The words tumbled out,
propelled by their weight. “It’s . . . it’s . . . this thing, you know. I can
hear what you might have been. Yeah. I know. And you do, too.” He
looked directly into the fat man’s eyes, and could see the constricted
pupils, the drooping eyelids, the watery brightness of his high.
“Why?” His voice began to rise. “Why did you do it? You could’ve had
everything. You still can!”

The fat man raised his eyebrows quizzically.

“Sure,” Hamilton said quickly. “Sure you can. All you've got to do
is clean yourself up. That’s all.”

The fat man mocked Hamilton’s tone. “Why?” Then he laughed,
but it was a bitter laugh. “Maybe I don’t want to. Maybe I can’t. Maybe
I just don’t have a choice. Maybe none of us ever do.”

“What do you mean?”

The fat man smiled wickedly. “You play, don’t you?”

Hamilton stared blankly at him. “How’d you know?”

“Your fingers. They moved when I played.”

“Tused to,” Hamilton said uncertainly, holding his hands above the
table and staring at them as if they weren’t part of him. They shook.

“Used to?”

“Yeah,” he said, his voice suddenly small.

“Sax?”

“Yeah,” unable to meet the fat man’s glassy eyes. “Yeah.”

“Well, there it is.” The fat man gestured, still smiling crookedly.
“Go ahead. Play.”

“No...Idon’t think...ImeanIhaven’tinyears...” His stomach
churned and his heart beat wildly. For a moment he thought he was
going to be ill.

103



HORROR STORY AND OTHER HORROR STORIES

“You got the gift, man. Use it. Find out if you're the one, if you're
the golden boy.” He laughed boisterously now. “Man, it might be too
late for me, but if what you say is true, all you gotta do is listen.”

Hamilton shook his head, his lips formed the word No, but he
couldn’t bring himself to say it. What if he got up now and played,
played like he'd heard the others play? Was it too late for him? Or
might he still have a chance, had this gift been given to him for this
moment, to let him know things could still change?

He felt giddy. With a start he realized he had stood up and
walked over to the sax; now his hand rested calmly on the neck.

“Go on, man, go on,” the fat man hissed. “Go on or you'll
never know.”

Hamilton reached down, lifted the sax till the mouthpiece moved
back and forth slowly in front of his lips. He flexed his fingers, testing
the movement of the keys. He felt frightened, but excited, too, not
sure whether to be scared or exhilarated or both.

“Blow it, man,” the fat man jeered at him, Hamilton hazily
aware of the mocking tone, but no longer caring. A strange belief in
himself began to grow. He knew what he’d hear, and had only been
too frightened all along to seize what was his. Everything had been
leading to this, he thought, an elaborate preparation for this moment,
a trial, a penance he’'d been forced to endure.

He closed his lips around the mouthpiece and blew.

He played a bar, and then another, falling into the music,
forgetting to listen, so wrapped up in remembering, in remembering
what the notes should sound like. He heard it in his head, powerful
and straining, vigorous and wild, sensing that he was the centre, the
room turning about him, as if he were the only thing fixed to the
earth, while all else spun in a frenzied circle around him.

He played on, two more bars, his fingers moving confidently now,
blowing with the authority he had always felt but had never been able
to manage, taking great rushes of air into his lungs to drive the sax.

“Do you hear?” The words were distant, almost inaudible. “Can

you hear it, man?”
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What, Hamilton thought as he played furiously. Hear what?

“Can you?” the fat man said again, this time his boomy voice
working insistently into Hamilton’s spinning head.

Hear? Hamilton thought. He listened to his sweet notes.

Yet somewhere, somewhere, he heard . . . squawks and skirls,
nerve-jangling transitions that jarred him, that assaulted his ears and
made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. Distended, labouring
notes, twisted mangled creatures. He was puzzled, confused, and
paused for a moment, dropping a note, and the irritating noises also
stopped. Hamilton blew again, but now he was tentative; he could
feel perspiration gather on his forehead with each bent sound.

No, he thought, Please, God, no.

A lump formed in his throat, making it difficult to play, making
him gasp for air. He felt something important was slipping away from
him, that the hole in his middle was growing larger and larger, bigger
than him, pushing beyond to completely fold around him, swallowing
everything that was Hamilton, becoming so big it could never be
filled. He felt himself lost, disappearing.

The sax slipped from his hands and fell to the floor with a
clatter.

The bar was silent.

Hamilton stood over the instrument, head hung, heart stopped,
seeing only that dented thing, that golden sax, a dying animal, lying
on the floor—

—a golden pool at your feet, puddling around your worn shoes, head
crowded with unfinished phrases from your almost compositions, tumbling
disconnected moments of scattered script, still hearing those haunting
notes (inyour head, only in your head) knowing youwon't, can’t, hear them
anymore, because there’s something inside you that won'’t listen anymore,
not wanting to know, knowing instead only your fear, yes, and your failure,
hearing but not listening, voices in the background, whispering, softly,
seductively: “Incredible,” one says, “Man can that guy play,” a second gasps
in awe, “Who is he?” another wants to know, and things like that, hushed

reverent whispers, but you can’t take the chance, not now, hearing them
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but not listening, having given up hope for the certainty of the bottle too
long ago, stumbling towards the door and the next drink, nearly tripping
on a broken floorboard, fleeing the aching, frightening uncertainties of the

future.
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My cell is small, Robin, seven paces from end to end, three from side
to side, and sometimes I think it too small for sanity, too narrow for
any sort of clear understanding. You of all people should know what
I mean, trapped in your own prison, your own desires. Not like this
one, no. But a prison all the same.

Sometimes [ imagine us walking together, pacing off the minutes
of our sentences, in tandem, you with your small strides stretching
to keep up with mine, ten seconds for each circuit, front to back, your
soft voice in my ear, patient, more patient than you ever were in our
time together, rhyming off the steps with me one by one. I know you
are satisfied for now, and with each passing moment I can feel your
smile growing inside me like a tumour. For I have done what you

wanted, Robin, spoken in your place: I killed her, I killed her for you.

I hungered for you Robin.

I remember when you first came to St. James Town, small and
ginger-skinned, angry dreadlocks spilling from beneath a loose-knit
beret of green and gold and black. Looking for kicks, you said, in mock
high school seriousness (though you were older, far older, in your
nakedness), meaning drugs and sex and colourful memories, you
wandering among the rundown tenements and swirling garbage like
a goofy eighteen-year-old kid, another of Mick’s disposable uptown
friends, another clean face slumming for a thrill, stepping delicately
around the dog turds in your scuffed Docs and meticulously torn
jeans. He introduced us, knowing I liked your type, but not for the
reasons he ever believed. He thought I was tired of Janine, poor
worn out Janine, greasy blonde hair always obscuring half her tired
face, shivering and shaking most of the time when she wasn’t high,
wobbling down the shabby corridors of crack houses like a top about

to fall over. No, I wasn’t tired of her, nor she of me, but I knew she
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might dry up at any moment, and I didn’t want to take that chance.

But you. You were young with a whole life ahead of you. A
clean-cut kid. I imagined comfortable, middle-class parents for you,
a lace-filled room populated with stuffed animals, and your own
pink princess phone, me wanting to revel in your freshness, your
naive, soap-scrubbed smell, to use you, to taste you, to consume
you whole.

You said you wanted kicks.

You were shy at first, as I expected, trembling as you slipped out
of your clothes though it was warm and humid, covering yourself
with crossed arms, timorously, as if this were your first time. You
were beautiful, untouched, a pristine sculpture, and I remember my
heart, my blood, singing out, my desire rising.

Gently, hesitantly, you placed your hands on me, and I let you
roam; drinking in your pleasure, the edge of your excitement, as if
all this were new to you, all this unexplored, you touching me, first
here, then there, cool fingers around my cock, happy to prolong your
pleasure, to revel in my ache one minute more. I directed your hands,
your mouth, your legs, and after a time I kissed you, long and deep
and slow, rolling you onto your side then on top of you, lightly, lightly,
one hand cupping your ass, the other guiding myself into you. For
a moment you looked astonished, a sudden exhalation, eyes wide,
shocked. Then you saw me again, lifted your legs and bent your knees,
locking ankles behind my back, rocking your hips forward until our
pelvises ground bone on bone.

I began to move in a slow rhythm, knowing you were almost
ready for me, for both my hungers, slipping more deeply into you,
feeling the rush of your blood now, the rhythm of your heart, moving
in and out of your lungs with your ragged breaths, touching the edges
of your mind, spinning round your memories, ready at last for the
final plunge . . .

But I held myself. I stayed there, lingering at the boundary of
your consciousness, mind jangling, catching at one of your thoughts,

startled to see this wasn’t your first time, that the gentle fumbling
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was an act only for my pleasure. I hesitated then, surprised.

And before I could begin stealing time from you, your body
surged violently under mine, your mind flaring out like a lick of fire,
you turning and twisting wildly beneath, a shock of energy desperate
for pleasure, every nerve vibrating like a plucked string, shivering
with a desire so strong I fell into your rush, your cadence, humming
with your faster pace, my other need forgotten, your eyes open and
fixed on mine, your small heels beating my back with the rhythm
of my strokes, your lips drawn to show the too-white tips of teeth,
back arched above the sheets, shuddering with the rush, ‘cause you
knew, you knew somehow I was experiencing it, too, searing across
my arms, my chest, a shuddering warmth in my loins, pouring out in
staggered waves of you.

I came, I remember thinking in the shattered silence. Dear God,
I came.

And then I collapsed on top of you.

Oh, you said after a polite interval, you're heavy, pushing at
my shoulder till you levered me over, spooning yourself into my
side. Then you laughed, face flushed, sweat-slicked breasts against
my arm.

Well, you said. That didn’t take long.

What? I said, numbed, uncertain, my body trembling restlessly
at this old sensation, confused, one hunger sated, the other still
clamouring in anger and frustration, wanting your moments, your
breath, your time. How long? I wondered. How long since I last came?

You were done, weren’t you? you said, sliding your fingers lightly
over the damp of my shrinking dick.

I said nothing.

You smiled sweetly, sat up, and gave my cock a peck. Don’t worry,
you whispered to it, pretending like you were keeping what you told
it from me: There’s always later, you said. Plenty of time.

Did you know, I wondered then. Did you know that I was going
to steal a little piece of your life, adding it to mine? You'd have liked

it, Robin, the best orgasm youd ever had, all your synapses firing,
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rocketing you into a state you'd never be able to equal, one that
would have left you rubbery-legged and drained and bragging to your
friends for months. A good exchange, a kick well worth a few weeks
of your life.

I watched you sleep later, small, sharp breasts rising and falling
in a steady rhythm, the trace of hip bone beneath skin, a shiny tuft of
black hair. Wrapped in the smell of you and me. Thinking about those
moments [ could have stolen from you. Might yet steal from you.

Just before midnight I grabbed my stash and slipped out. My
hunger became too intense to bear. I didn’t like doing it this way, so
public and violent, stealing moments from an anonymous body in
the street with an offer of drugs or money. But time was creeping up
on me, and [ knew it was somehow too late for you, had been too late
the moment [ met you.

Have I ever told you, Robin, it was that night, after my second
feeding, in a dark, roach-infested room off Wellesley, I shivered,
frightened you might be gone when I returned, frightened you might
be there.

I have stolen lifetimes from men and women, a few weeks at a
time. At the moment of orgasm, when the mind is an incoherent fiery
ball, I dash in like a thief and slip out with a week, perhaps two, to
add to mine.

But I never thought to ask myself what you were stealing from me.

It wasn’t long before you moved in.

For me it is an indistinct time of recollection, a swirl I remember
only vaguely. Comings and goings. You showing up and dragging me
out to a play or movie, something new, something experimental that
momentarily excited you, a different restaurant, sharp new spices,
another cheap thrill, anything to try to eradicate the memory of
what you insisted was a mundane life. You stayed at my place some

nights, left others, until you stopped going back to your parents’
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place altogether.

How you loved my friends and their vials and needles and foil
packets. I lied, told you I didn’t have any money, not enough to buy
that shit, but you still managed to cadge a pill here, a joint there.
Sitting cross-legged on my worn little couch with your prize, puffing
seriously, face falling when the effect wasn’t what you craved. You
falling asleep to dream of what new kicks tomorrow might bring. And
I'd carry you to bed, again and again.

Robin, you needed me, I'd convinced myself, even though it was
the other way around.

Do you remember how our lovemaking became more intense?
Growing progressively longer, draining and exhilarating at the same
time, you always wanting to push it further and higher, happy in the
pool of the exhaustion afterwards, but never for long. For me it was
as I had never imagined it could be. Yet painful all the same. Only
part of my completion. A death half felt. Satisfaction and frustration
spun together. You see, that hunger only served to fuel my other,
the one I could never tell you about. A longing deferred. A desire to
steal time from you, from your perfect future. My need was a burning
stone lodged in my chest, so intense that after we uncoiled, always
afterwards, my yearning would drive me to slip out and wander the
streets, careful to make sure you did not follow.

To swallow other less appetizing futures.

I knew often you lay awake as I drifted out, feeling your eyes
trailing me to the door. Where did you think I was going? To see
other women? It was always an understanding we had, a convenient
part of our relationship. After all, you saw other men. And you never
asked. Maybe you thought it wasn’t cool to speak of it. Or perhaps, I
reasoned, you were fearful of losing me, your latest kick.

Me, your latest kick.

Did I ever tell you that you were mine?
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Once a week a bus comes from the local lock-ups. I stare at
the faces as they drift past, appraising them, their expressions
calculating and cagey, some desperate, some stupid. First-timers look
tired, harried, dark rings beneath their eyes, while the pros are cool
and uncaring, flashing smiles at half-remembered faces. Then there
are those trailing at the end, slack-jawed, eyes dark and withdrawn,
nervous or too stupid to be nervous, unaware that time has already
begun to slow with each step.

Once in a while, there is an innocent face. Fresh meat, I think,
and later, after they’ve settled, I offer them a cigarette.

We smoke in silence, leaning against a wall, and I remember
you, Robin, your lip caught between your teeth, staring at a
magazine, or your tongue twisted with mine, your body tense and
waiting, and I think, my God, my God, I'm caught, I'm a captive

and I'll never be free.

It was a foolish pang of hunger.

You were supposed to be at work, breakfast shift. Ajob in the diner
around the corner for pocket money. Perhaps it was that moment of
weakness for which you never forgave me. Not the act itself, which I
think you understood for what it was. Three months together, and I
had been careful, to rent rooms, to haunt neighbourhoods far away.

You were supposed to be at work.

I shouldn’t have brought Janine back to our place. Should never
have talked her into our bed, hiding our circle of dampness beneath
the sheets from her. A promise of twenty dollars. Me on top, brushing
her greasy blonde locks from dispassionate, empty eyes. But I was
desperate, so desperate, for her time. . . .

Had you waited for this, Robin, biding your time?

I saw you first in her mind, me sliding into her without thinking,
a reflex wrapping myself around her memories, her moments yet to

come. She must have seen you over my shoulder, leaning over us, for
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there you were, Janine’s idea of you, a naked woman-child with an
odd expression, seeing you in a way, as an image, I no longer could.

Then I felt you pressing against my back, distantly, for my mind
was already submerged in hers, your arms and legs covering mine
like a sheath, your wetness moist on my leg, urging me on, your
mind, your thoughts there, too, the three of us now connected by our
urgency, our need.

I knew this was what you wanted, more than anything else. The
ultimate kick.

I pulled too hard, pulled too fast, and she bucked beneath me
with a frenzy you had never matched, could never match, eyes white
and rolling in her head, her mind wild with longing and death,
spittle at the corners of her mouth, me drinking her in, taking her in
monstrous gulps and passing it all to you, a conduit, not careful, not
caring, but doing only what you demanded, draining her future away,
in her mind until there was nothing but us, together, howling as
our hunger became a single roaring beast, dragging her life out, not
thinking to stop as we raged through her, only the hunger important,
consuming us as it consumed her, ripping from her a deep scream,
that tailed away.

She passed out, her body quivering, spasming, losing control, the
stink of her coiling up around as she soiled the bed. I tried to withdraw,
to pull out, but it was too late, for it was you, Robin, you who were
in control, compelling us forward, drinking her lives through me as
if I were a thin wire, overheating, mind blinding white and burning
without remorse, until the feeling was everything, everything, and I

remembered nothing more. . . .

When I woke you were gone.
A pounding on the door.
I shivered, sat up, drained and weak, in a pool of congealing

blood and vomit. Could any of it have been yours? Janine was on
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the floor, propped next to the mattress, hands arranged neatly in her
lap, half my stash tucked between her legs, needle hanging from the
bruised flesh of her arm, a trickle of blood dripping from her earlobe
onto the crumpled baggie. Police, a voice shouted. And you weren’t
there. I pressed my thumb against Janine’s neck, felt nothing. Dead.
Sucked dry. A husk. What had you done, Robin? How many lives did
you steal from us that day?

Yet I don’t grudge you any of it. Not a single minute.

Here in the prison yard I watch men measuring out their lives
in small steps, grudging the moments stolen from them bit by bit.
They are filled with bitter and unrepentant spirits that I swallow
only reluctantly. Sitting on the edge of the bleachers, watching with
a detached air the ebb and flow, the comings and goings, trying to
imagine it through your eyes, seeing if I can feel the thrill for you,
drawing on the parts of you left in me, as you would have wanted to,
letting it wash around me, through me, without touching anything
inside but you.

Why, Robin? Why didn’t you take everything? Why’d you let me
live?

I watch them standing in clutches, cigarettes burning down with
their lives, and try to let your hunger direct me, perhaps to this one,
perhaps to that one, helping me pick the life you'd have wanted.

I have every right to hate you. But I don’t. Life is too long for that,
and I won’t be here forever. [ know now that I've only been marking
time, stealing bits and pieces of other lives like a petty thief, waiting
for you. But when I get out, will you be waiting for me, Robin?

Will you?
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FALLING

23.

A good clean fall is what Adrian hoped for.
One step out from the ledge, a quick plummet and—
No fuss, no muss.

At least none for him.

22.

Disconcerted, Adrian hangs above the crowd, stuck between earth and
sky, his progress arrested ten stories too soon. He cannot move, or
even blink, only float before curious eyes like a half-formed thought.
At first, he finds his suicide a source of profound embarrassment;

later he comes to regard it as simply another banal fact of his life.

21.

Adrian soon realizes that, no, he is not exactly suspended. Careful
observation shows that he is indeed falling: objects at the top of his field
of vision have inched upwards and out of sight while new ones have
slowly crept in at the bottom. Certainly he is falling, not quickly, perhaps
as little as a centimetre every hour, but falling all the same. Moreover,
he notes that the tableau below grows slightly smaller with each passing

day, the scope of his vision narrowing as he approaches his death.

20.

Adrian is neither comfortable nor uncomfortable.

He simply is.
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He can, if he strains, make out the blurred contour of what he
believes to be his right arm. Further away, somewhat more in focus,
is the tip of his right foot, still covered with its frayed work sock.
Many stories below lies the familiar corner of Market Street and East
Avenue, the gathering crowd pressed against police cordons. It is as if
he is looking through a circular plate of glass whose focal point is at the
centre, and whose image becomes increasingly distorted towards the
edges like a funhouse mirror.

Physical sensation has vanished. He feels neither heartbeat nor
breath, senses no breeze stirring on his skin even when he can see litter
scudding energetically across the street below, has no bodily aches or
pains, not even the familiar ones to which he’s grown accustomed.

As for the other aches, he knows these, too, will disappear in the

course of time.

19.

Falling is not a particularly bad thing, he thinks in these early days. It
gives one time to reflect.

For instance: he hadn’t found her especially beautiful. Her mother
was First Nations and her father Asian, giving her skin a curious hue
that he had never seen before. Her nose was too large for her face, her
teeth crooked and slightly yellow. But it was the way she had cut her
hair, raggedly short, the stubble dyed an alarming red, that had caught
his eye with its improbability. “Take me home,” she had whispered that
first evening, unexpectedly, startling and exciting him at the same time.
They had only known each other three hours, he reluctantly attending

a client’s dinner party, she a friend of a friend.

18.

For a span of days after his leap he recalls events clearly: first the
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commotion, the sidewalk and street crowded with onlookers,
curiosity seekers, officials. To the side were parked several vehicles—a
fire truck, an ambulance, three police cars—Ilights flashing, doors
ajar, serious men leaning on the roofs of their vehicles and speaking
quietly amongst themselves with an occasional nod in his direction.

Not long after came the media.

They arrived all at once, surging like angry insects, hauling
cameras and recorders, dragging dishes and antennas, scrambling
over one another, pushing and shoving, some even ludicrously
shouting questions as if they thought Adrian might answer, though
he can no more speak than he can stop his descent.

What, he wonders often, can they find so compelling in one

man’s death?

17.

She was, he believes, somewhat vain, though this he can easily
forgive her. She would stand for hours before the gilt-framed mirror
in his bathroom, naked and beautiful against white tile, snipping
meticulously at the tiny hairs that had become too long, or those that
seemed to have grown into too regular a pattern, as if she viewed any
kind of uniformity with the same kind of embarrassment he felt in an
ill-fitting suit.

Afterwards, he would sweep the floor, filling the dust pan with
those small, bright red strands of hair, sometimes rolling them between

his thumb and forefinger before letting them drop into the garbage.

16.
All rescue attempts fail.

Nets cannot hold him, both fibre and metal twines stretch
then tear, snapping violently back when the last strands finally part
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under his inescapable weight. Platforms are anchored with thick
bolts to the side of his apartment building to cradle him, but these
too splinter and tumble to the ground taking with them part of the
dirty yellow brickwork of the wall. And once, as if they had forgotten
previous attempts, spiderwork scaffolding is erected till its rough
boards almost touch his buttocks, but this, too, he pushes through,
his creeping momentum bending and twisting the thin metal tubes
supporting the platform until the whole structure suddenly explodes
outwards and showers the terrified crowd, injuring several.

He feels a stab of anger at their stupidity, and wonders why no
one has thought to ask him if he wants to be saved, why no one has
even tried to question him about his wishes?

But the anger passes, and what follows is an overwhelming guilt

at the suffering others endure at his expense.

15.

Adrian’s apartment is nearly bare.

Over the years he has reduced those objects surrounding him
until he has only the essentials he needs for a day-to-day existence.
His living room is spartan, holding a few necessary furnishings: a
drafting table he purchased at an art supplies store and on which his
computer sits, an office swivel chair he discovered at a yard sale, his
mother’s small worn leather couch and battered end table, a large-
screen TV with remote control.

His bedroom contains a bed, a dresser, and a small night table
with an old lamp he has kept from his childhood. The fridge and
cupboards in his kitchen are nearly bare.

There are no pictures or decorations of any sort on the walls, with
the exception of an old photograph of his father—a thin, sombre-
looking man wearing a dark suit—that sits in a wooden frame atop
his fridge.
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14.

There are periods Adrian cannot remember clearly, and he believes
during these times his mind sleeps, as it did in that other life, for the
various states accompanying sleep remain. One difference, however,
is that he remembers wisps of dreams, half-formed visions, although
until now he has retained almost none since childhood. He dreams
outlines of hard, unforgiving geometric patterns, squares and
triangles, cubes and blocks against a brilliant white background that
leave burning afterimages when he returns to consciousness.

For some reason this makes him sad.

13.

Adrian, We Understand, reads one sign. Hang In There, Adrian, says
another. Don’t Do It! implores a third absurdly, as if he had not already
made his decision.

He reads these signs with detachment, knowing that most who
watch him do not share these sentiments. He senses their distaste
for the melodramatic, can imagine their resentment of what they see
as his huge conceit. But this is not all. He also believes he can see
the longing in their eyes, watching hungrily and imagining their own
varied ends, feeling frustration at this upsetting of the proper order
of things. Sometimes he believes it is they who hold him here, that
it is their appetite that denies him his peace. In his death they see all
the small deaths they die each day, a metaphor, he thinks, for their
own gradual disintegrations.

But he discards this notion as too obvious.

12.

Adrian has lived in this neighbourhood all his life, although its
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character has taken a turn for the worse in the last few years. Why
he has remained he cannot say. He recalls long summer days spent
playing in the streets, his parents watching from the stoop of the
red-brick rowhouse on East Avenue. His family lived three houses
from the corner until his father had failed to come home one night
in August. Adrian remembers that night for its particular humidity
and the movement of his mother, who hummed and sweated and
cooked porridge as if nothing in the world was more important. The
following week he and his mother moved in with his aunt’s family
twelve doors down the street.

Sometimes Adrian wonders what might have happened to his
father, wonders if he is still alive, wonders if he sees his son suspended

on the screen of his television on the six o’clock news.

11.

And sometimes, when he is not careful, he catches himself wondering

where she is now.

10.

A memory:

It is late, and Adrian stares at the screen, having just finished
his final contractual obligation. Adrian does not work in an office, at
least not the same one every day. He is a freelance programmer, his
specialty the C++ programming language. Often he works from his
small, one-bedroom apartment. In this he considers himself lucky.
Though his work does not afford him the security he would like, he
tells acquaintances that he enjoys the variety of jobs it brings him.
With his career, as with all other things, he is careful and cautious,
fearful of the consequences of ill-considered actions.

He leans back in his chair and rubs his eyes.
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For the last three months he has taken on no new clients, leaving
behind in each company’s file the small discreet business cards of
competitors whose work he feels is reliable. His decision is not a rash
one. Adrian is not a rash man.

Before her he had lost himself in the thrum of his work, the long
hours of code that strolled out on the screen before him like elegant
flamingos.

When she left she took even this.

Perhaps, he thinks, she was only an excuse, alast chance, realizing
the process of his isolation had begun long before he met her.

He pushes himself out of his swivel chair and walks into the
kitchen where he leans against the fridge. Looking at the dusty
picture of his father, he thinks of her.

Adrian considers falling. He counts off mentally the meanings and
phrases of falling in his life: to fall asleep, to have a falling out, falling
through the cracks, deals falling through, falling flat on his face,
falling into line, falling all over himself, to fall short of his goals, to

fall out a window, to fall in love, to fall from grace, the fall of man.

Exactly what attracted him Adrian could not say.

Her temperament was contradictory and difficult, her emotional
swings wild and unpredictable. She dressed and acted aggressively
and with confidence, yet in private moments betrayed to him fears
of weakness and self-doubt; her anger rose suddenly and without
warning, but passed quickly, leaving a tenderness and compassion
so complete Adrian feared that he might weep; she was moved by

beggars on the street and almost always stopped to give them money,
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but would fly into a rage when appeals were made on TV. It was as if
only in this tension of opposites she found her momentum.

To Adrian her behaviour was nerve-wracking.

But then he remembers a family wedding when, for a time, she
seemed at peace, free of these constantly warring complexities. She
was transformed, a serenity he had not seen before settling on her
features, and she became almost beautiful. Adrian watched this
metamorphosis with amazement, as she moved from cousin to uncle
in light, carefree steps; then, later, as she whirled past him on the
dance floor in the arms of her father, bestowing a warm smile on him
that made his heart skip a beat. He smiled back, but it was too late,
for she had already turned.

And at that moment he thought that should he ever be capable

of loving someone, it might be her.

The crowd, Adrian notes, has taken to wearing long overcoats, hats
and scarves. Dead leaves skitter through the streets.

How long he has been falling, Adrian wonders. Days? Weeks?
Years? Forever? Or no time at all?

Although he knows this should bother him, it does not, for he
now recognizes that his fall is a gift, his momentum a revelation, his
leap one of faith. This prolonged tumble has presented him with an
opportunity few are given: a chance to rewrite his story.

Adrian rejoices in falling.

When he thinks of her it is her eyes he thinks of first: big, brown and
luminous, impassioned, lively eyes. He recognizes that this is only a

fancy, knowing eyes cannot express emotion, that they are anything
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but expressive, changing little from the time of birth. Why then, he
wonders, did his chest constrict each time he looked directly into
hers, or now, when he merely recalls them? Why did he talk to her so
often with his eyes averted, lest she see how foolish and irrevocable
his own belief had become?

She was erratic, an enigma, unknowable, and perhaps this is
what, in part, attracted him. Each time she left he had no way of
knowing if she would return.

“I love you,” he had once ventured at her moment of departure,
quietly, uncertain, not sure she had even heard. She paused, one hand
on the door, then turned and walked back to where he sat on the end
of his old couch.

“Almost forgot,” she said as he watched her long narrow fingers
snatch sunglasses from the end table before she walked out the

door.

Though still caught in his fall, Adrian tries to imagine possible futures
with her, considering them living together in his little apartment. But
each scene he envisages does not work, suffering from some subtle
dissonance which will not allow him to enjoy the moment. He can’t
help wondering, for instance, what she would do as he works at his
computer. Certainly she can’t stay in the room, for then he’d never
accomplish anything, her presence a distraction too great for him to
bear. Would she sit quietly on the edge of the bed until he is finished?
Perhaps she could busy herself about the kitchen preparing his meals?
Or would she leave without saying a word to him, returning to the
cafés and bars and clubs where she keeps friends?

So he makes up a larger apartment for them, and safer friends
for her, and though she looks and sounds the same, she also changes
in these visions, becomes more understanding, less demanding,

unpredictable and vulnerable enough to excite his curiosity without
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making him overly anxious. At these times he is convinced she waits
for him below, amongst the crowd, where she keeps her vigil night

and day, waiting patiently for the end of his descent.

It had happened again.

“Shit,” she said, in that small, angry voice, shaking her head. She
said it as if she was not even talking to him, as if he was not even
there in bed next to her.

Adrian followed her stare down to where her hand rested
uselessly between his thighs, where she had for the last half hour
tried without success to revive his ardour.

“Sorry,” was all he could think to say.

“Why can’t you just relax? Huh? There’s just no in between for
you, is there? Christ, you're either too fast or not at all. I don’t know
how much longer I can take this.”

“Sorry,” he said again, listening to the sound of the word,
wondering if perhaps there was not some small part of him that
willed it to happen this way, that wanted to push things to their limit,
to see how far they could be stretched before they broke.

Itis night, and a solitary figure stands below in the circle of lamplight.
Snow continues to fall, and Adrian watches as the man’s breath slips
out in small white clouds, the only sign that he is alive.

Adrian feels alone, as if he has been abandoned.

In some future history, Adrian thinks, I will be forgotten, the
text will disappear, the historical notes vanish, aloose page torn from
the book to f