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  DYSTOPIA: COLLECTED STORIES
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  Introduction


  To be a superior writer is to confront a two-headed dragon. One head represents ideas. The other head is execution; how the idea is presented.


  Both of these dragon heads need conquering; one alone is without value.


  Too many writers are one-headers. Their concepts are clever, their presentation of same inadequate. Or else their writing is superlative, their ideas weak or virtually nonexistent.


  Success for either one of these writers is improbable or, at best, limited.


  Richard is – to quote the baseball term – a double header.


  Both dragon heads topple before the slashing sword of his talent.


  Conceivably, to write this introduction could have been a painful experience.


  Richard is my son. I love him. I admire him as a human being – invariably thoughtful, kind and good-natured; always aware.


  But what if he couldn’t write very well?


  As a writer myself who has tried to maintain as much quality as possible in my work, how could I express myself in this introduction?


  Pretend he was talented? Be “kind” as father to son?


  It wouldn’t work.


  Richard is too intelligent to be deceived by such an unworthy stratagem. He’d know immediately that I was lying. The result would be traumatic for both of us.


  Happily, in this case, the gods of creativity are kind. I am spared this painful experience. There is no need for me to prevaricate or be falsely generous. I have only to speak the simple truth.


  Richard Christian is one hell of a writer.


  His use of language is phenomenal – far beyond my own capacity for blending words into dazzlingly imaginative combinations, creating word pictures which almost literally leap off the pages of his stories.


  His concepts are uniquely his. Nothing derivative or imitative in his work.


  Who on earth – certainly not me – could conceive of a complete short-short story consisting of sentences made up of one word each?


  He did – and wrote it brilliantly.


  Indeed, the marvelous brevity of his writing is especially notable. He wastes no verbiage; that is clear. He creates his stories with an absolute minimum of words – yet, at the same time, creates intense, startling, often shocking and unforgettable images in the reader’s mind.


  At one time, we both contributed to Steven Spielberg’s TV anthology series AMAZING STORIES.


  That title could, very accurately, be ascribed to Richard’s collection.


  Consider the variety of subject matters and literary textures in these stories. The abundance of rich, psychological insights.


  Whatever, for instance; a recently completed novelette.


  How wonderful a concept – and how wonderfully constructed. A fascinating, mind-challenging story. The vivid re-creation of a rock-music era through the invention of a rock group’s history meticulously constructed into an intriguing jigsaw puzzle the pieces of which are pressed into place with skilled selectivity until the complete, powerfully engrossing picture is revealed. All in all, a remarkable accomplishment – one which remains with the reader long after its reading.


  His other stories, many of them incredibly brief in their nonetheless complete presentation of (bright-amusing-startling - frightening-insightful-touching-horrifying, et al.) concepts are equally to be enjoyed and admired.


  It is interesting to note that, in Whatever – as well as in many of his shorter works – his ability to write song lyrics is impressive – another field in which he might well have achieved great success – and, in fact, in which he has achieved success on several CD recordings (for which he also played the drums with outstanding skill; I’m beginning to hate the kid, he’s too talented).


  But back to the stories – some of them at any rate – my personal favorites.


  Hiding, I love. Here, Richard’s writing style becomes leisurely and contemplative, creating a superlative evocation of emotions both droll and touching. A concept worthy of Ray Bradbury, an anthologized tribute for whom the story was written.


  City of Dreams, one of his latest stories. A work accomplished with such dazzling images that, absorbed by them one is caught completely off-guard by its chilling denouement.


  The Edge, Mutilator and Region of the Flesh – all extremely perceptive with regard to mental alienation, all the more frightening for the author’s deep insight into aberrant behavior.


  Deathbed, a fascinatingly presented short-short with a positively bring-you-up-short ending which makes you blink and smile, then sigh reflectively as revelation sets in.


  I’m Always Here, another pop-music oriented story is very powerful and, as I indicated earlier regarding Richard’s stories, it stays with you after you’ve read it. Not lingering so much as holding on tight, forcing you to think, to visualize.


  Visit to a Psychic Surgeon, reveals, again, Richard’s ability to write in a more leisurely and comprehensive fashion, a story remarkably intense in character revelation and evocation of mood; definitely one of my favorites.


  Considering Richard’s extraordinary sense of humor (he has, on many occasions, reduced me to helpless laughter) it is – my opinion – unfortunate for the reader that Richard does not demonstrate it more in his short stories.


  As evidence of this, I offer Sentences. A precursor of “The Truman Show,” it is laced through with understated drollery, a laugher of an idea presented in laugh-evoking prose. Then, there is Who’s You in America, a study that can only be described as ambiguous – a nostalgic, almost melancholy whimsy which is guaranteed to make the reader wonder if they should be laughing or crying because both seem perfectly reasonable. I am especially fond of—and, to be honest, awed by this story. Every new work by Richard takes on a greater depth and uncanny skill with language. It is with a father’s great pride and a writer’s unanticipated wonderment to realize that, literally, such writing is beyond my ability. Maybe I can start taking drum lessons to catch up.


  And there is The Mail-Order Man; a truly all-stops-out funny piece. Yet, strangely, this one, too, has its ambiguity. Even as one chuckles and laughs, one has the feeling that, as in Who’s You in America someone troubled lurks behind the ironic curtain: a man unable to rid himself of his mail-order addiction; a man who, albeit funny enough to evoke much laughter, is, beneath it all a clown with a sad face and lonely heart. A remarkable tale indeed.


  Returning to his unique skill – creating the maximum of horror with the minimum of words, Red is still one of the most scarifying stories I have ever read.


  Dead End is positively Kafkaesque, a methodically compiled series of incidents which lead inexorably to a conclusion which, in fact, is no conclusion at all but a suspension of dread which – again – remains rooted in the mind.


  Graduation (one of Richard’s earliest works) is another favorite. Presented as a series of letters from a school-attending son to his parents, it ever so subtly creates a pall of extremely disconcerting reactions in the reader.


  But I think you get the idea.


  As a writer, Richard has achieved a high creative plateau, his use of impressive ideas and impressive language leaving me no alternative finish to this introduction but; Great work, son. I’m very proud of you.


  Shutterbugs


  Sitting.


  The coffee shop.


  Trying to get some peace. Quiet.


  I drink my coffee. Eat my burger. But the two prunes in the next booth won’t zip it.


  “I love this one. Look at it.” She looks two-hundred.


  “Oh, will you look at that … my gosh.” She looks four hundred.


  Great.


  Old ladies looking at photos. Why don’t I just pop myself in the fucking head?


  “This is a cute one.”


  “Isn’t it?”


  They nibble old lady salads. Ancient snails in capris. My eyes grow knives.


  “I’d love to get a copy of this one. Is that a pine tree he’s under?”


  “Oak.”


  Wrinkly mouth, ovalling. “No. Well, I’ll be darned.”


  “It’s true.”


  “If you say so.”


  “I do.”


  “Good enough for me.”


  Yawn, yawn, yawn. I’m wilting on bad plaid here, folks. I spank the ketchup bottle, irritably. It coughs up red like a dying soldier; coats my fries.


  “I like this one. She looks sweet.”


  “Sweeter than sweet.”


  “Is this …?” inquires Novocain Shot One.


  “Yep. It’s Bob,” chirps Shot Two.


  “I almost didn’t recognize him. Nice shirt he has. Wool?”


  “Wool blend.”


  “Isn’t that nice.”


  “It is.”


  “Is that a hedge?”


  “Bush.”


  “Nooo.”


  “Yes!”


  “I’ll be darned.”


  My pulse droops. I crave escape. I gesture at the waitress. My check lands on plastic flying carpet.


  Their check is here, too. They hum. Powder coffin cheeks.


  Tuck photos in purses. Count money. Quarters, nickels, dimes, pennies. It takes days. I age. My flesh crusts over.


  I hate them.


  “Well, have to get home.”


  “Me, too.”


  Gee, what a shame. I’m fucking crushed.


  “Lunch, again? Next week?”


  They agree. Get up. Dimple and denture past me, nodding happily. Shorter than they seemed in the booth; migraine leprechauns in saggy support hose. I mumble, or nod, or poke at them with my fork to release narcotizing gasses, or … I can’t remember.


  I watch them waddle to the bus stop. Board. The bus sponges them up like aggravating, gray-headed stains. They are gone. I am happy.


  My waitress offers a refill. Coffee. I accept. Drink in peace. Muzak pumps out bogus Kenny G. It sounds like the original. My eyes wander.


  I notice something on their booth seat. A photo they forgot. I lean over. Grab it. Figure to give it to the waitress. They’ll come back and want it. People with pointless worlds like to keep track.


  I turn the photo over, curious. This should be riveting. Maybe it’ll be Bob under the pine that’s actually an oak and my life will be complete.


  I stare at the photo.


  My guts spin.


  A man is bound to a tree. Face and limbs bleeding. Open mouth stuffed with oily cloth. Eyes pleading.


  Beside him, is one of them. Flashing those dentures, arm around his shoulder. Winking and waving at the camera with her other hand.


  At her feet, his wool blend is neatly folded.


  The ice shifts in my glass.


  Timed Exposure


  They met at this very strange party in Malibu.


  The house was Moorish design, and a heavy, industry crowd sat on tubby, Road To Morocco pillows, danced, snorted and lied to each other, as perfect surf supplied a metronome.


  She was an actress, studying at one of the local academies and getting in for equity-waiver auditions. He was … she wasn’t sure. She asked him and he dropped two new cubes into her vodka tonic and said:


  “I work when I feel inspired.”


  They stood by the bar’s open, glass door, watching the ocean foam, and his white scarf was suddenly stolen by night wind, flying into the blackness; a ghostly serpent. She stared into his dark eyes, and he touched her cheek, asking if she were alone.


  An hour later, they walked on the beach, laughing; celebrating having found each other at such a dull party. He was a world traveler named Gregory and she liked his sense of humor, though he preferred not to talk about himself. Still, as they crunched through moist sand, she managed to learn he’d been married, loved dogs, and knew the address of every great restaurant in Paris. She told him she’d never been to Paris.


  At nine-thirty, sharp, a screening of The African Queen began in the plush living room, which rose over a mirror tide, and she sat beside him, nibbling crackers, sharing funny secrets.


  Now and then, during the film, she would peek over at him and he’d smile, making her feel pleasingly like a child; like he watched her as a father might, taking his little girl to her first movie. As Bogart’s stomach grumbled and Hepburn glared politely, the two new friends held hands and she looked over, aching to touch him; to feel him.


  At midnight, guests began to yawn, and sleepy, stoned-out couples hugged the host, saying it was the best party they’d ever been to. He was a tanned, studio sultan, who kissed their cheeks and smiled, though it was impossible to tell if he believed every word or memorized which faces deceived him.


  That was when Gregory asked to drive her home.


  She was thrilled, feigned reluctance, said she couldn’t impose. But when he threw an arm around her and whispered a joke in her ear, she laughed and grabbed her purse.


  They took his Mercedes 500 SL and streaked down Pacific Coast Highway, listening to the Beatles’ White Album cranked to a million watts, laughing like insane teenagers. The top was down and their hair was pulled into Dracula tightness by cool winds, as the Mercedes purred through fog, and he reached over, pulling her closer. Ahead, they could see a fuzzy necklace of lights that stretched down the throat of the coastline, fifty miles south, lighting the way.


  “Beautiful,” she said, watching the wipers arm-wrestle mist.


  He slid his electric window down, and wind swirled his hair into a tidepool as they ran a red light, and sped south toward her apartment in Brentwood.


  That’s when they saw it.


  A traveling carnival.


  It was standing in the parking lot of the Malibu Colony Market, and their faces were awash in pink and green neon as they drove in, staring at the huge, pendulum rockets that had screams pouring from spinning tips.


  He killed the engine, did some lines of blow with her and ran warm fingers across her cold face. She touched her lips to his salty palm and gently tasted it, as a cage full of monkeys shrieked in the distance.


  “You taste good,” she said, words carried on visible breath.


  They wandered through the sour smells of the carnival, drinking blue slush, and watching an elephant, with sad eyes, stand on one foot. And when they threw ping-pong balls into empty aquariums, he won her a small goldfish which she accepted like it were a diamond. She carried it in a Baggie, and it swam and stared at them, dangling in her perfectly manicured hand.


  They strolled near a giant Ferris wheel, and were drawn by pulsing bulbs that guarded the portal to the COIN ARCADE. Inside, on a lake of sawdust, they had their fortunes told by “Madame Destiny”, who stared frozenly, until slipped a token, then came alive, mechanical face tensing with worry. She told them both to beware of strangers, then lifted a Mona Lisa smile and said evil thoughts couldn’t be hidden.


  After more trance sounds, which she hummed ominously, the seer became stiff again, suddenly dead, eyes closing, painted hands lifeless over the chipped crystal ball.


  They thanked her with amused smiles and walked-on, seeing a row of photo booths, ratty curtains half drawn.


  On each was stenciled: Four Photos – 50¢.


  “I have a little more change,” he said, sliding fingers into his pants pocket.


  She said she was game and tapped at her goldfish as its features bulged curiously.


  They barely fit inside the booth and she told him it reminded her of an old Marx Brothers movie she once saw, where a ridiculous number of people crammed into a tiny stateroom. He said he’d never seen that one and worked on spinning the piano-type stool higher.


  “You think it wants to have its picture taken?” She was staring at the tiny, wriggling creature in the Baggie, and puckered her lips, smiling.


  Somehow, she and Gregory managed to finally get in position and, as she sat on his lap, he dropped in two coins. They waited for the red light to signal them, and when it did, they made funny faces as the machine buzzed and exploded light in their faces.


  The groaning booth recorded their four poses in under thirty seconds: one with no expression, the second with tongues out, the third with crossed eyes and crazy smiles, the last with them kissing and her holding the fish up proudly, as if it were a newborn child.


  When it was done, they laughed and freed themselves from the booth, waiting outside for the photos.


  But they never came.


  They waited ten minutes.


  Twenty.


  And finally they walked away impatiently, passing Madame Destiny; wishing her a good life. She seemed to move in the shifting colors of the arcade, head turning slightly inside the glass box, eyes flashing dread.


  The two of them bought tickets for the house of mirrors, and as they disappeared into its maze, a small boy eating a chili-dog walked by the photo booth. He heard a developing sound and watched as a narrow strip of photos slipped from the booth into a metal catch.


  He took the photos and peered at them curiously, biting into his chili-dog. In the first exposure was an expressionless, young couple, in the second the woman looked scared, the man hostile. In the third, she looked terrified and he had a look of darkening imbalance. In the last exposure, the man looked satisfied, while the woman looked dead, throat slit, eyes glassy.


  The boy searched for the couple to give them the photos, but only found a Baggie, with a dead goldfish in it, as he stood in the empty lot of the market, shivering under neon.


  The Screaming Man


  Bob froze in mid-bite.


  A man inside him was crying.


  It went on for an hour and wouldn’t stop; helpless moans drifting up his throat.


  He was unnerved and went to his doctor, who placed a stethoscope to Bob’s chest and heard the man thrashing about inside, voice muffled by muscle and skin, yelling like some trapped animal, within Bob’s ribcage.


  “Bizarre,” said the doctor, moving the stethoscope; a chrome checker, slowly hopping.


  “What is it?” asked Bob, hearing the man’s voice becoming angry; a faint echo of rage laddering-up, into his mouth.


  The doctor said he didn’t know.


  He listened a bit more, had the nurse come in, place her ear to Bob’s mouth. When Bob parted his lips, the man inside was screaming at the top of his lungs, and she pulled back, startled.


  The doctor recommended further study.


  Bob left the medical building and began to hear another voice: a woman’s, pleading for mercy; tortured by something. He tried to ignore it, found it impossible. The man and woman, within, almost sounded as if they were arguing with each other, snarling back and forth.


  The hospital.


  Specialists. Tests.


  No one could say.


  They all gathered around him, suggesting he remain for observation, but he hated the gloom and loss of the huge ward.


  On the way home, in the car, he noticed new voices and began to count; six, possibly seven. Children. Old people. All calling out with desperate fear or warring fury.


  A friend suggested a psychiatrist.


  “I think it’s your imagination,” said the psychiatrist.


  “Then why do others hear it?” asked Bob.


  “Maybe they only believe they do.”


  “My doctor recorded it. Listen.”


  Bob played the cassette he’d brought and the reassuring office became a torture chamber; sounds of pain, dread and horror filling it.


  The psychiatrist thought it over. Shrugged with vacant theory.


  “The imagination is powerful. Perhaps you’re literally creating these voices.”


  A kind of nightmare ventriloquism was the implication; merely a subconscious trick.


  Bob knew that wasn’t it.


  The psychiatrist could tell. Shifted focus.


  “Or,” suggested the psychiatrist, “we are simply hearing the voices in you, that are in all of us. It’s the power of suggestion.”


  “That’s crazy,” said Bob, unconvinced.


  “Depends on how you look at it,” said the psychiatrist.


  For the next twenty-four hours, Bob remained in bed, listening to the voices multiply, feeling their suffering sounds vibrate his ribs.


  He tried to drown them by drinking large amounts of water. It didn’t work. He tried to crush them with food. It only seemed to make them stronger.


  “Perhaps you are nurturing them,” suggested his wife. “Making them feel you care.”


  After restless night, Bob decided to get up and go about his business. To do otherwise would be giving in to the chorus of pain.


  Over the next few days he began to realize that, though the voices remained, they would settle down when he’d had a good day.


  On a very good day, they would stop altogether.


  On bad days, they all screamed; a rabid asylum.


  He began to imagine they were only his emotions; the various shades of himself. The many beings within, calling out in pain. Needing his attention. Hurt by the people and experiences he’d come into contact with over a lifetime. Feelings in reply; the death wounded knell of an endangered species.


  He began to consider them a kind of hidden family.


  Forgotten selves.


  At night, as they howled their emptiness and despair, fighting among themselves in deafening dispute, he would struggle to calm himself; breathe evenly, allow only good thoughts. Sometimes it took hours. But gradually, each voice would still; slowly relax, become silent.


  He thought they might be sleeping, and he was afraid to think about anything upsetting, not wishing to wake them.


  At times, he wondered if he’d been born guilty; done something unforgivable. If this was his punishment for unknown sins.


  But after awhile, he mostly lost interest in the search for an explanation, realizing somehow there was none. Or none he was supposed to know. He came to see that curses and blessings were often interchangeable, rarely simple.


  And he lived like this for the rest of his life. Forcing himself to see the good, managing to subdue the zoo of horror within.


  Despite occasional consultations, no one ever came up with a reasonable explanation. In time, it lost all importance to him. He slept better, felt better.


  He even decided the voices had come to save him; that vengeance and deliverance had merged.


  When he died, the autopsy revealed nothing unusual.


  Except for the deep scratches and tooth marks that covered his bones.


  Holiday


  It was sunset.


  The inn was settling into night and vacationers wandered up from the beach, tired and sunburned. It was very hot in Bermuda—like a desert with an azure sea seeping from one side.


  The waiter brought my drink and I rested my feet on the patio wall overlooking the ocean. As the sea churned easily, wearily, from its day, a man sat down next to me. His hair was white and there wasn’t much of it. His skin was fair, almost pink, cheeks sunburned and high. About sixty to seventy, I figured.


  “Mind?” he asked, half-finished drink in hand.


  “1 could use the company.” He seemed harmless enough.


  He settled down into the chaise, and together we watched the waves spreading over the sand and retreating. Birds with long, thin legs sprinted awkwardly, over the sand, eventually lifted skyward.


  “Flyin’s a hell of a thing,” he observed, after a long sip.


  “I can’t do it,” I agreed, and he smiled.


  “Where you from?” he asked, eyes sizing me.


  “Los Angeles. Just down for some sun and free time.” A waiter in penguin-proper sidled over and the man ordered us another round.


  “My treat,” he offered. “Makes me feel good.”


  I nodded thanks as he winked paternally.


  “What’s your name?” he asked, taking another swallow.


  “Karl,” I answered, ready for trouble. The way I saw it, paternal winkers always made trouble for you one way or another.


  “Pretty nice,” he appraised its sound. “Karl … yeah, pretty damn nice.”


  “Thanks,” I said, growing less than fascinated with the exchange. I decided not to ask his name. Why wave the red cape?


  “Say, Karl, do you mind if I ask you a personal question?”


  No objection, so he went ahead.


  “What did you get for Christmas last year?”


  I swallowed a mouthful of ice after crushing it to bits. “What?” I was starting to feel the liquor.


  “For Christmas … what did you get?”


  “You serious?”


  He was looking a bit sloshy himself, wiping his mouth with one hand, thoughtfully, drunkenly. He gestured away my stinginess and I nodded, unenthusiastically.


  “Power saw from the wife, shirts and a record from the kids, binoculars from the folks, and a wine-making kit from the people in my department.” I tinkled the ice around in my glass. “Oh, and this magazine I subscribe to, Realtors Life, sent me a barometer with an escrow chart. Helps you figure percentages.”


  The other round arrived and he paid the waiter. Tipped him good.


  He sighed as he mumbled through my recitation of gifts. “What was the record?” he asked.


  “Music from Hatari. Horrible stuff. Oboes imitating rhinos, you know?”


  He nodded and swallowed half his new drink with a liquidy gobble. We didn’t say anything else for a few minutes. Some of the inn workers came by, lit the tiki torches, and we watched them. Bugs were flying around, drawn to the glow. We swatted one or two.


  “I love it down here,” he said, voice blurry. “Just wish the hell I had the time to get away more often.”


  He looked at me with bloodshot eyes. “But in distribution … who has time to vacation?”


  How the hell did I know? I sold condos and houses and made deals for closing costs and termite inspections. Dullest stuff in the world. Distribution was for pamphlets dropped from helicopters, as far as I could tell.


  “Yeah,” I answered, being polite. Why get a paternal winker mad if it could be avoided?


  The sea was glowing from a butter-colored moon, and the man shifted in his chaise.


  “How’d you like the power saw?” he asked.


  “Not bad. Blades were pot metal, though. Break like icicles.” Nosy guy.


  “Yeah, I know the one.” He reached a hand out to mine. We were both woozy. “I like you,” he said. Drunks always said that, in my experience.


  “I like you, too,” I said. “But I didn’t catch the name.” When they stick their hands out, you have to ask.


  He winked at me as our hands met, under that butter-moon.


  “Santa,” he whispered, leaning in close, breath like a scythe. I looked at him with a half-smile.


  “Beg your pardon?”


  “Santa,” he repeated, nodding happily.


  “As in Claus?”


  “Well, of course. What else?”


  I tried to not look any different. Why upset him?


  “Sorry,” I said.


  He pulled back and yawned.


  “Yeah, well … anyhow, I’ll be leaving first thing in the morning. Have to get back to my place up north. Me and the wife have tons of work.” He laughed a little; a tiny, drunken, aren’t-things-ironic laugh. “Christ, it’s already bloody May. Practically no time to do anything. Glad we had a chance to shoot the breeze, though.”


  He stretched and yawned again, spilling some of his drink onto the patio where just he and I sat, the warm breezes blowing.


  “Oh,” I said, watching him from the corner of my eye. The insane look different, my father once told me. Just look closely and you can see it.


  “Anyhow, you have a nice trip back to …”


  “Los Angeles,” I reminded him, finishing off my drink.


  “Right,” he nodded. “Say, care for another drink? I can have the waiter get you another… just say the word.”


  I declined the offer. Don’t get indebted to nuts. Another piece of advice. That one from my mother.


  He turned to go.


  “Hey, by the way, Karl…”


  Yes, Santa? I couldn’t bring the words to my mouth.


  “Yes?” I said.


  “Sorry about all that junk you got. I just can’t seem to get those little bastards of mine to turn out any decent work. But I’ll try and drop off something this year you’ll like.”


  I must have smirked.


  “Need an address?” I asked. I was smirking for sure.


  He stopped dead in his tracks, looking hurt.


  “Address? You putting me on?” His eyes were still twinkling, but they looked a little miffed. “I’m Santa Claus. I know where you live.”


  He stared at me and I stared back. Hard to know what to say at a moment like that.


  “Tell me something,” I said, “how come when I was eight, you didn’t bring me that autographed picture of Joe DiMaggio I asked for? I wrote to you and everything.”


  He looked uncomfortable. “Well, sometimes it doesn’t go the way I’d like,” he managed, looking away in what seemed like troubled thought.


  “Oh,” I said. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”


  He nodded, seeming to accept the apology, though obviously put off. I suddenly felt awful.


  “Forget it,” he said quietly. “It’s not your fault. I probably shouldn’t be so candid about things.”


  His voice sounded vulnerable and a little sad.


  “The wife keeps telling me to keep my big mouth closed. People just don’t like to hear about what I do for a living.” He shrugged. “Scares them or something … I don’t completely understand it myself.”


  I looked into his moist, open eyes.


  “How come no beard?” I asked.


  He rubbed at his cheeks with a rough hand.


  “Shave it off when I come down here. Only way to get any decent sun. But I get a burn every damn time.”


  As I watched him, from the corner of my eye, he sighed and grabbed at his fat stomach, tucking his shirt in. “Gotta lose some weight … you don’t know any good diets do you? But no fad things… something that’ll work.”


  I shook my head no, feeling kind of sorry for him. Nuts, but sweet, I figured.


  “Hey, sure you don’t want to stay for another round?” I asked.


  No harm in my asking, I thought.


  He smiled, glad we were getting along again.


  “Nah … I should get back and get some sleep. Leaving in the morning, Karl.”


  I stood up to see him off.


  “Well, nice meeting you, Santa.”


  That time it felt good.


  “Same here, Karl,” he said. “And like I said before, don’t worry about this year.” He winked at me, “I’ll see to it you get something really nice; something you’ll like.”


  I looked at him and smiled. “Thanks.”


  “Don’t stay out too late, Karl,” he said, and in a couple of seconds he was gone, tottering back to his room.


  Well, I sat out there until midnight and thought a lot about Santa. His twinkling eyes and his fat stomach and his thin silver hair. He sure did look like Santa Claus.


  But, I mean really, truthfully, honestly, what was I supposed to think? The man was clearly on a permanent holiday upstairs.


  So, for another twenty minutes or so, I watched the black Caribbean hissing over coral and finished off another drink.


  Somehow, I finally made it back to my bungalow, and thought for a little while in the dark. Sure, Santa Claus had looked like Santa Claus. But if looks were all it took, a lot of people could be a lot of people they weren’t. The world would be crazy. Out of control.


  And thinking sleepy thoughts along that line, I fell deeper into my pillow and nodded off.


  The following morning, as I checked out, I peered at the desk clerk, going about his prissy duties. I lifted my voice, slightly, as I observed him tabulating my bill.


  “I was chatting with a gentleman last night. A Mr. Claus?” Why explain the whole thing? Only be setting myself up, I figured.


  But in a surprise turn, the clerk lit up, his mouth turning into a silly looking O.


  “Oh,” he cooed, “I’m so glad you reminded me, sir. Mr. Claus left this morning…” He turned and grabbed something from the mail slots as he continued chattering. “Flying north, I believe he said.”


  Now there’s a surprise, I thought.


  Then, he handed me something as he spun back, smiling all the while.


  A manila envelope.


  And so the plot thickened, I thought. I thanked him, paid the bill, and found myself a fat couch to sink into.


  A few feet away, a wedding cake fountain dribbled as I unsealed the envelope. Maybe an apology, I thought. Although a wanted poster would have been more appropriate.


  But as I slid what was inside all the way out, my heart smoked to a stop.


  It was a picture of smiling Joe with a fat-ended slugger raised over one confident shoulder. And it was made out to me.


  Clipped to it was a handwritten note:


  Dear Karl,


  Was up late last night and couldn’t sleep. Really sorry about that Christmas. ’39 was a bad year for me. The war was starting up, and my helpers’ hearts just weren’t in their work. The world wasn’t in very good shape then, Karl, and I had my hands full. Hope this makes up for it. Have a Merry Christmas.


  Your drinking pal, Santa


  P.S. Maybe I’ll see you around the 25th.


  I’ll be looking for you, I thought, as I read the note, trembling like some delighted kid.


  I’ll be looking for you.


  Bedlam


  The pleas began after midnight.


  From the next room over, seeping through heater vent.


  Marc tilted his head. “Hear that?”


  Susie was half asleep; a murky squint. “What’s going on?”


  “Shhhhh.”


  There were moans and muted screams, as if a woman were being brought to gagged orgasm, perhaps suffocated. Marc rose from the motel bed, moved to the wall between the two rooms. Placed a glass to it, after prying-off the paper scalp.


  “Can you hear any…”


  Marc gestured for her not to talk and squeezed his ear tighter against the glass; as if his head were trying to drink the wall.


  “… what the hell are they doing in there?” he whispered, eyes roaming as he stethascoped the wall. “Bet they’re making a porno movie. They use crappy motels.”


  He listened harder, jaw half-parted, nose crunching in aghast reaction. Heard groans. Slaps. A woman’s sweltering breath. “Must be five or six people.” he whispered, doing the vulgar math in his mind, imagining body parts weaving; docking.


  Susie yawned. “Maybe it’s a coven, like in Rosemary’s Baby.”


  “… insane,” was all he said, closing eyes, not wanting to miss a detail.


  His appalled face finally lured her from the sheets, and she walked to him, caped in thin blanket. She gestured to his glass and he pointed to another, beside the TV. She tossed the lid, joined him on the wall, her ear pressed to the glass’s solid bottom, awaiting lewd exhaust from the other room.


  She pulled back as a body slammed up against the wall, in #309, and moans got louder; male, female, accompanied by what sounded like fingernails clawing wallpaper.


  “… my god,” she mouthed, trying to suppress laughter, lost in the irresistible clamor.


  “Insane,” Mark mouthed back.


  They said nothing more, as the carnality pounded on, using the wall like a bass drum. Suddenly, they heard something heavy fall to the floor.


  “Sounds like the TV got knocked over,” she said quietly. “Someone is getting it while sitting on the TV?”


  “Keep your voice down. They’ll hear you.”


  He glanced ominous theory at her. “Maybe they’re listening to us, too.”


  Her fears suddenly gathered at the thought.


  Then, weeping began.


  Shrieks, begging. Wanton, controlling laughter.


  “Was that … ?”


  “A whip,” Susie finished for him, as they heard its slender bite gouge into skin, and a young woman’s voice tremble, through the wall, as if from inside a casket.


  “… please,” the young woman could barely speak, voice shaking; inexact, helpless. “Please, God, no!”


  “… this is getting sick,” Marc whispered.


  “Maybe we should call the front desk,” Susie sounded scared. “It sounds like someone is really being hurt. What if there’s…”


  But she didn’t finish, as the young woman’s pleas rose into cruel, lilting laughter; semi-hysterical, grateful. A shower started and the radio came on making it harder to hear.


  “Intermission,” said Marc, shaken.


  They were unable to sleep for the rest of the night, kept awake by the sordid chorale of stricken voices, random climax. The room sounded full of demons and Susie laid beside Marc, in their bed, holding onto him.


  “People are crazy …” she said.


  He stroked her and tried to not listen to a woman’s voice in #309; the struggling, ecstatic sounds a horrid opera.


  At dawn, they peered through curtains as a middle-aged man, in dark suit and tie, exited #309. He carried nothing with him.


  “Must be their lawyer,” said Marc, watching the man, who descended stairs to the sleepy coffee shop that adjoined the motel.


  “Maybe they’re all sleeping it off,” he said, “maybe they’re all dead.”


  Marc seriously considered it for a moment.


  They waited for an hour, until the maid knocked on the door of #309 and entered with her vacuum cleaner. They dressed, opened their own door. Walked casually past #309’s open door.


  The TV was where it should be. Everything in the room was in its place, except for the bed, slightly unmade.


  “There’s no one in there,” said Susie, looking at Marc.


  “Maybe they went out the bathroom window.”


  She looked inside. “There isn’t one.”


  “Maybe this room opens to another.”


  She pointed; it didn’t.


  They turned, could see the man eating breakfast, all by himself, down in the coffee shop.


  “He’s alone,” said Susie.


  They stood there and the man looked up at them with a rested glance.


  Red


  He kept walking.


  The day was hot and miserable and he wiped his forehead. Up another twenty feet, he could make out more. Thank God. Maybe he’d find it all. He picked up the pace and his breathing got thick. He struggled on, remembering his vow to himself to go through with this, not stopping until he was done. Maybe it had been a mistake to ask this favor. But it was the only way he could think of to work it out. Still, maybe it had been a mistake.


  He felt an edge in his stomach as he stopped and leaned down to what was at his feet. He grimaced, lifted it into the large canvas bag he carried, wiped his hands and moved on. The added weight in the bag promised of more and he felt somehow better. He had found most of what he was looking for in the first mile. Only a half more to go, to convince himself, to be sure.


  To not go insane.


  It was a nightmare for him to realize how far he’d gone this morning with no suspicion, no clue. He held the bag more tightly and walked on. Ahead, the forms who waited got bigger; closer. They stood with arms crossed, people gathered, complaining, behind them.


  They would have to wait.


  He saw something a few yards up, swallowed and walked closer. It was everywhere and he shut his eyes, trying not to see how it must have been. But he saw it all. Heard it in his head. The sounds were horrible and he couldn’t make them go away. Nothing would go away, until he had everything; he was certain of that. Then, his mind would at least have some chance to find a place of comfort.


  To go on.


  He bent down and picked up what he could, then walked on, scanning ahead. The sun was beating down and he felt his shirt soaking with sweat under the arms and on his back. He was nearing the forms who waited, when he stopped, seeing something halfway between himself and them. It had lost its shape, but he knew what it was and couldn’t step any closer. He placed the bag down and slowly sat cross-legged on the baking ground, staring. His body began to shake.


  A somber looking man walked to him and carefully picked up the object, placing it in the canvas bag and cinching the top. He gently coaxed the weeping man to stand, and the man nodded through tears. Together, they walked toward the others, who were glancing at watches and losing patience.


  “But I’m not finished,” the man cried. His voice broke and his eyes grew hot and puffy. “Please … I’ll go crazy … just a little longer?”


  The somber looking man hated what was happening and made the decision. “I’m sorry, sir. Headquarters said I could only give you the half-hour you asked for. That’s all I can do. It’s a very busy road.”


  The man tried to struggle away but was held more tightly. He began to scream and plead and two middle-aged women, who were waiting, watched uncomfortably.


  “Whoever allowed this should be reported,” said one, shaking her head critically. “The poor man is ready to have a nervous breakdown. It’s cruel.”


  The other said she’d heard they felt awful for the man, whose little girl had grabbed on when he’d left for work that morning. The girl had gotten caught and he’d never known.


  They watched the officer approaching with the crying man, who he helped into the hot squad car. Then, the officer grabbed the canvas bag and, as it began to drip red onto the blacktop, he gently placed it into the trunk beside the mangled tricycle.


  The backed-up cars began to honk and traffic was waved on as the man was driven away.


  Arousal


  She stared.


  Trying to be sure. Trying to hide it.


  He was somehow perfect, somehow virulent; handsome in a way that slit her restraint open. Drew her in. He was about thirty. By himself in the bar. The town, asleep ten stories below, was flat and black. Streetlights stared up, inspecting the hotel bar with orange eyes, and occasionally a sleepy police car would pass, roving pointlessly.


  She stared more, wiping long nails with napkin.


  She was becoming sure. It was in his eyes.


  The thing.


  Maybe even more than the ones before.


  She ordered another kamikaze, walked to the pay phone, passing him. He stared out the window, chewing on a match, and she noticed the way his index finger traced the edge of his beer as if touching a woman’s body.


  The look.


  Every location, she found it.


  When the company was done filming and she’d finished going over the next day’s set-ups, with whichever director she was currently working, she’d grab the location van back to the hotel the studio booked the production team into, pick up messages at the front desk, and go to her room. Always exhausted, always hating being an assistant director. Hating not being the one to set the vision. Run the set.


  Be in control.


  Then she’d strip; shower. Let the water scratch fingernails down her body as she closed tired eyes. Try to let the sensations take over. Try to feel something. But she never did; couldn’t.


  The sensual voyage her girlfriends felt when they were alone and naked, touching their bodies, allowing their skin to respond, no longer interested her. Her body searched for greater responses. Searched for the one who could hold her the right way, touch her with the exact touch. Make her respond; transcend. Stare into her eyes when she came.


  Stare with that look.


  She stood at the phone, called collect. Her husband was asleep and, when he answered, told her he loved her. She said it back but kept watching the man. He was pressing his lips against the matchstick, gently sucking it in and out, as she stared in unprotected fascination.


  Her husband offered to wake the kids so they could tell her good-night.


  “They miss Mommy,” he told her, in a sweet voice she hated.


  He told her again, asking if she were all right; she sounded tired, distracted. She laughed a little, making him go away, calming him. He told her again he loved her and wanted to be with her. To make love. She was silent, watching the man across the barroom, catching his glance as he tried to get the waitress’s attention.


  “Do you miss me?” her husband asked.


  The man was looking at her. Her husband asked her if she were looking forward to making love when she got back into town. She kept staring at the man. Her husband asked again.


  “Of course I am…”


  But it was a lie. It never stopped being one. He did nothing for her. She wanted something that would make her forget who she was, what her life was. Something real.


  Something unreal.


  Her husband had gone to get the kids though she told him not to. He wouldn’t listen, and when she lifted cold fingers from her closed eyes, head bowed in private irritation, the man was standing next to her, buying cigarettes from a machine.


  “Say hello to Mommy.”


  The kids spoke sleepily over the phone while the man stared at her, lighting his cigarette, eyes unblinking. She told them to go to sleep, and that she loved them. But she was watching the man’s eyes moving down her face, slowly to her neck, her breasts. He looked back at her and she allowed the look to do whatever it wanted.


  They went to his room.


  Nothing was said. They made love all night and she clutched at the sheets on either side of her sweating stomach with both hands, bunching up the starched cotton, screaming. He touched her so faintly, at one point, it felt like nothing more than a thought; a wish. Her body arched and tensed, the pillow beneath her head soaked.


  He tied her to the bedposts with silk scarves, and blew softly onto her salty mouth, gently kissed her eyelids, circled his tongue around her ears and whispered rapist demands that made her come. He massaged her until her skin effervesced, until her fingers pulled wildly at the scarves that held her wrists to the bed. Until she moaned with such pleasure, she thought she was in someone else’s body.


  Or had left her own.


  Everything he did aroused her and when he finally untied her, she slept against his chest, held in his soothing arms. She murmured how incredible it had been, stunned by what he’d made her feel; was still making her feel.


  He said the only thing he would.


  “You won’t forget tonight.”


  When she awakened at dawn, he was gone. No note, no sign. There was a knock on the door and she answered, wrapping a towel around herself. Room Service rolled in a large breakfast, complete with omelet, café au lait, a newspaper.


  He’d taken care of everything.


  She sat in bed and ate, untying the newspaper, aching sweetly from the evening, covered with tender welts. The food tasted delicious and the flavors on her tongue made her want to make love. She smiled, listened to the birds outside her window. Their soft opera gave her goosebumps, and as she opened the newspaper, the sound of its crisp folds made her nipples tingle. She laughed a little, remembering the incredible way he’d licked and sucked them last night. They were still sensitive.


  As she read, she sipped at her coffee and the creamy heat of it made her part her legs slightly as it spread over her tongue and ran down her throat, warm like sperm.
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