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    Dedicated to the memory of Doris Lessing.

      

    


Meet your narrator: Choir Gaur

I’m tired. I believe 'burnt out' is the human term. OK, think of it like this. For those who have practiced the same profession for, say, thirty or forty years, I’ll bet most of you are ready to retire, throw in the towel. Not that you dislike what you’ve been doing for the last two decades, but you're worn out. Now, imagine you’ve been doing that same job for three or four millennia. Yeah, that’s me. And like you, when I started in my profession, everything was a new adventure. Surprise or challenge loomed around every corner. After a while, almost nothing is new. It all becomes the same daily grind.

Witnessing the early generations of the human experience was exhilarating, especially after discovering the covert experiments conducted by the others. Nowadays...nothing is “new.” I’m rarely surprised by either human conduct or its consequences. One thing that sometimes does surprise me though, is the Universe’s, (what you call Mother Nature), the Universe's response to when things get out of balance...and it’s never pleasant. Take population density in relation to the influenza outbreak of 1917, for example. Worldwide it killed more people than WWI, WWII, the Korean War, and Vietnam combined...in less than ten months.

And if there’s one thing I’ve come to affirm about Homo sapiens, it’s that, as conditions get better for individuals, they get worse for mankind. Consider, physical conflict, driven by the drive for power and territory. First it was hand to hand—pushing, beating, or jabbing someone, sometimes armed with a long, stout truncheon, or bashing or being bashed in the head with a rock. Sometimes fatal, often not so. Then came weapons outright—clouts to the head and body with a rock attached to a stout stick, being stabbed with a sharped skewer, or slashed with an obsidian blade. The effect was gruesome and not initially fatal, but often ended there; meaning prolonged pain and suffering. Then violent encounters got even more sophisticated; barbed spears, slingshots, arrows tipped with bone or obsidian...bullets...bombs. Each step toward sophistication brought on a kinder, faster, more lethal, more impersonal death. Most of the time, warriors no longer had to look into their opponent's eyes as they attempted to eradicate each other.

And as living conditions got better, for individuals, so did weapons. Fatalities and conflicts escalated. In your recent history, an atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima, for instance, wiped out 66,000 human lives in a matter of seconds.

And do you think religion makes things better? Pfah! Bigotry and zealotry. Once a class of ‘holy men’ establish themselves as leaders, they sanction both inequality and war. 'Our god is better, more worthy than theirs. Therefore, we have been empowered to (un)balance the scales, eradicate the falsehoods, send the infidel to oblivion.'

And then there are the -isms. Most people these days recognize them as self-defeatist, yet consciously or unconsciously continue to practice: racism, ageism, sexism, gender-ism. Shall I go through the economic and political-isms?

No. Anyway, I've been preaching. Not my job.

Oh, I've forgotten my manners. You can call me Choir Gaur. Of course, that’s really not my name. My real name is more of what you would might describe as a whisper on the breeze. You couldn’t pronounce it anyhow.

I’m an Ushdahn, an observer, a sort of historian; A-type, Level 5. Humans have other names for me. My job, intermittently, for the last few millennia, has been to watch and report on the technical, cultural, and spiritual developments of the inhabitants of the planet Topirakh, what you natives call Earth.

Nowadays, the only one thing that keeps me going is Free Will, or the lack of it, I should say. Oh, I know what many of you are saying, ‘Those kinds don’t have Free Will.’ None the less, we do. And let me tell you, no Ushdahn survives long on Topirakh without voluntarily relinquishing at least some of it. Because you soon realize that giving It up is best for yourself and the universe at large.

It keeps the addiction to Sentience at bay.

What follows are my recent, (unofficial), entries—sort of a play-by-play account. To give the reader some perspective, I begin with an excerpt from my official reports a little further back, say...a few hundred years. If it seems disjointed, I promise, it will make more sense later.

––––––––
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THE FOOTHILLS OF THE Tian Shan Mountain range, Western Asia.

Earth year 1747.

––––––––
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“TULLEIV, YOU WILL STAY with this man,” says his uncle gravely. “His name is Daolyet. He is your family now,” then turns away.

The ten-year-old boy, Tulleiv, watches the man, his ‘new family’, give supplies to his father’s brother. Once the wagon is loaded, his uncle leads it away, without so much as a look back. The man, Daolyet, motions for the boy to follow, then stops in front of a foot-high pile of carpets.

Throwing down a blanket made from old grain sacks, which have been carelessly packed with camel's down, he says, “This is where you will sleep. You will guard my merchandise at night while I am away. If some trespasser breaks in, you will raise an alarm and bang on this wall. My family are in the next rooms. We will hear the commotion and take care of the interloper.”

He stands over the boy for a long time, just looking at him. Then adds laconically, “My wife will bring you your meals. You will never, never come into my house. Do you understand?”

The merchant waits silently, looking at the boy without blinking, until Tulleiv nods understanding. Without another word, the man, Daolyet, turns away, placing the stub of a candle on a table, then locks the boy in the room that functions as both shop and warehouse. What the boy really understands is that, left to his extended family after the death of his parents, they have sold him into servitude.

A little later a woman appears, placing a crust of bread and a bowl of mutton soup on the table. Like the merchant she has a husky build. She looks at the boy grimly for a moment before she also leaves him alone. Tulleiv waits to hear the bolt find its home, then devours the soup. He is hungry. He has been so since the death of his parents. And he is tired. So, so tired.

The next morning, the boy is awakened by something falling on him from above. He finds the merchant has thrown him some of his used clothes, somewhat altered to fit the boy, and another handful of bread is offered to him. When he looks up next, the merchant, with a quick tilt of the head, indicates for Tulleiv to follow.

“If I am not here, you will greet customers when they enter the shop then knock on the wall, here,” he demonstrates, “to alert me of their presence. Then you are to watch them until I appear, to make sure they do not steal anything. When we are doing business, you will shut up and listen. Are you listening now?” giving a sharp look to Tulleiv, who nods weakly, fighting the urge to urinate on himself.

The merchant goes on. “When there are no customers, you will clean and count inventory.”

“I...”

The merchant glares at the boy, followed by a slow inclination of his head giving permission to speak.

“Uncle, I...I do not count,” says Tulleiv submissively.

Again, the merchant dispassionately appraises the boy, for a long time, then responds, “Before you sleep tonight, you will count.”

Indeed, before he sleeps that night, Tulleiv practices what the merchant has taught him, counting to one hundred. At the end of the month, he is being tutored by one of the merchant's three daughters to add, subtract and multiply as well as learning to read and write. The merchant, Daolyet, as well as other family members, is always aloof, treating Tulleiv with the same regard as a herder regards his dogs. Daolyet patiently trains Tulleiv meting out few luxuries. Tulleiv is, after all, just a beast of burden.

The secret that Tulleiv holds to himself is that for him, everything he now has is a luxury—from the second-hand clothes he wears, down to the pile of rugs he sleeps on each night. Even when his parents lived, he had not known such comfort existed. The comfort of a full stomach. The comfort of adequate clothes. The comfort of a warm bed and stealthy walls to protect him from intruders. Although, he does hunger for the intimacy of family and the freedom of the open steppe.

As years pass, Tulleiv, makes himself invaluable to the trader, Daolyet. By the time Tulleiv is eighteen, Daolyet can be absent for several days without worrying that shop business will be carried out according to his designs. And it is evident that one of Daolyet’s daughters has taken a fancy to Tulleiv. And, so far, Daolyet has issued no objection. That innate wisdom has also inclined the young man to understand that his father’s brother had not sold him to the merchant out of either greed or need but rather, out of love.

However, Tulleiv's good fortune was about to come to an end. One evening, on return from an after-dinner stroll, Tulleiv finds the door to the warehouse ajar. Inside the dark warehouse, he trips over something in the dark and after groping about, discovers it to be Daolyet’s body. At that moment, the merchant’s wife, lantern in hand, enters the room looking for him and discovers her husband in the arms of the servant boy. Tulleiv is covered in blood.

He is summarily accused, and knows that justice is swift here, even if it is in error. Without kin to defend him, his end will be swift as well. That night, he takes what few possessions he owns and escapes into the dense forests lying along the foothills of the Tian Shan Mountains.

It is early winter. The first snows have already fallen. The sun, now below the southwestern ridges no longer affords any warmth. The temperature has dropped below freezing. As his pace slows, Tulleiv reflects on his immediate situation. His clothing is inadequate against the cold. He has sparse food. And although he has gotten out of harm's way, is now hopelessly lost.

As darkness encroaches, he also realizes that he has not escaped an early demise. He will die tonight. It will just come in a different form. Instead of being stoned or hung or beheaded or any other manner of swift justice he has seen the inhabitants of his village mete out in the past, he will succumb to the impartial judgment of the elements. The alleged crime will not be murder. It will simply be poor planning.

His feet and hands are already so numb he can hardly walk. He cannot even tighten the cord holding his inferior garments at the waist. In fact, he has given up and crouches in the recess of an overhanging boulder. He notices that even the incessant chattering of his teeth that, up until now, has ricocheted throughout his entire frame has begun to slow. The bitter cold no longer tears at the back of his throat, sending stabs of pain into his lungs. A warm blanket of tranquility enshrouds him as he serenely watches one particularly large snowflake drift to earth. The moment it touches the ground, his eyes close.
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North America, the mid-21st century
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WHEN HIS MOTHER BECAME ill, then died—one of the first to succumb to a genocide destined to reduce world population by one third—the boy was six years old. While recovering from a milder case of the same virus responsible for his mother’s demise, the boy began to manifest unusual behavior. He appeared oblivious to his surroundings and indifferent to his mother’s absence. Real people other than his father seemed beyond his ability to acknowledge, comprehend, or often tolerate—associating with other children his age especially so. For hours on end, if not otherwise distracted, he would sit in one place rocking forward and backward with his hands in front of his eyes. He did not cover them to block out sight or light in general. Rather, the boy would place the fingertips or knuckles of each hand on his closed eyelids and move them randomly. At other times, he simply held his hands in front of his eyes, flicking his fingers. Frequently, his father tried to correct the behavior, doing or saying something to distract the boy. Even so, once left alone, the pattern perseverated.

At first, his father thought it was a kind of defense mechanism in response to his wife’s death. But weeks became months. The condition became more ingrained. Once the boy acquired enough language, his father, Seth occasionally queried the child.

“Marvél, why you do that?”

Without fail, the terse reply was always the same, “Glimmery.”

––––––––
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HIS FATHER, A REFUGEE from the Balkans after the breakup of the USSR, was experienced in catastrophes. Except this time the villain wasn’t a political or religious entity, it was environmental, a virus...and it killed without regard to race, religion, age or any other obvious demographic.

Long before being labeled historically as the Density Event (DE), he guessed at the epidemic’s likely cause. Acting to avoid the interloper, he abandoned life and all the conveniences of a metropolis, in favor of environs with more space between vectors. He moved with his boy to a town indicated by a tiny speck, the size of fly shit, on the map. And there, in the town of Brown Mountain, North Carolina, situated along the backbone of the Appalachian Mountains, he and the boy settled.

Abandoned storefronts with ghostly soaped over windows were about all that remained of the old mill town. Its demise began years before the Event though—a victim of out-sourcing, a different kind of epidemic. Corporate executives headquartered in cities far away had signed the order for the town's slow, wasting death.

By and by, job hours withered. Its population shriveled. Still, a haphazard assortment of businesses managed to find a way to eke out a living. The post office moved back into the grocery, all except one independent gas station succumbed, Tater’s Bar ‘n Grill, Martha’s Beauty Salon, and a Mexican tienda and taqueria a little way out of town managed to scratch out a living. Yet, as the death rate in densely inhabited zones increased, so did the town’s population and businesses. Only that incoming trickle of city-born refugees saved the town from disappearing entirely. At the time of their arrival, however, the length of Main Street, the only street with viable businesses, could be strolled at a leisurely pace in five minutes.

As luck would have it, before the real estate boom in rural communities shot its first volley, the boy’s father obtained a derelict pizza parlor at a bargain price. The garish two-story structure stood out from among its more somber brick and brown-stone neighbors. Originally a red brick affair, it now sported a facade of Carolina blue with fire-engine-red trim around the doors and windows. In places, hardened curls of aged paint betrayed numerous other colors beneath. Inside it was nothing fancy. Still, included almost everything he needed to ply his trade as a baker, including the old-fashioned pizza oven, which would suffice for his old world breads and unique pastries. Father and son moved into the two-bedroom flat above.

There were no neighbors immediately to the north. Farther on though, scattered among open, untenanted spaces were the remains of a few establishments—a block away an abandoned church, then an abandoned machine shop followed by a decaying lumber mill. After that, even greater spaces intervened between isolated road-side residences, as often as not, also abandoned.

Even before the move to Brown Mountain, Seth observed that within the virtual reality of computerized toys, animations, and the like, the boy, Marvél, related fluently. And as determined as he was to make a go of it in the fly-speck town, he was equally resolute not to abandon his son to a world inside a box.

So once a few cartons littering the floor of their new flat were unpacked, Seth announced that their first Sunday, “expedition into the great beyond,” was about to begin.

And like most animals relocated to a new environment, that outing began with what was close at hand. His father guided the boy to a derelict path just beside their new home. It began or terminated, depending upon which way you were headed, only a few feet north of the bakery. From there it crossed a stream that ran behind the building, then twisted its way up along the side of the mountain. The only quality distinguishing it as a former byway was the ribbon of level land cut into the hillside. Once, it had probably been wide enough to accommodate a narrow horse-drawn wagon but now there was only a footpath—in some places so washed-out that, even on foot, they found it a challenge to traverse the scree without sliding down the steep embankment into the gully below. They pushed through clusters of tall weeds and saplings impeding their progress.

According to numerous constellations of wild daffodils, spring was well under way, even though the deciduous flora dominating the mountain side had not yet unfurled their leaves. In a few weeks, such an event would effectively pull a shade across the landscape, obscuring the now wide-open undulations of the terrain ahead.

The man and boy followed the path up and around the contour of the mountain. It crested about a mile from where they started, and there they stopped, looking down on a wide swath of once cultivated land. In the distance they spied another town, probably connected to their own by the same paved highway called Main Street.

Finding a clearing bathed in sunlight, where the leaves of the previous autumn were quite dry, they stopped to rest. From a knapsack his father produced two sandwiches – slabs of sharp cheddar cheese and thinly sliced hard salami between slices of his ‘famous’ sourdough French bread, slathered with a healthy coating of mayo, “to lubricate everything,” his father would say. They ate in silence while taking in the panorama spread out before them.

The distant town looked to be a little livelier than their own; more cars parked along Main Street, more people on the sidewalk coming and going, in and out of shops. At the near end there was a church. Next to it stood a somewhat neglected cemetery. They listened to the church bell ring out, calling the faithful to prayer.

After eating, they turned, retracing their steps back down the overgrown trail. It was on their way home that they made a discovery that changed everything.

About halfway down the old road, the boy spotted something that aroused his curiosity. Neither he nor his father noticed it on the way up because it had been above their line of sight, and by the time they passed it was behind them. In contrast, coming down, the place stood out clearly.

It was a peninsula of land roughly the shape of an oriental fan, with a level portion surrounded by a low rock wall. There was also an alcove cut deeply into the mountainside and at its base another retaining wall, a semicircle, about waist high. It looked much like a cistern which had been filled with rubble. To the side, about twenty feet distant, was what appeared to be the foundation of an ancient dug-out type cabin. The land around those two features, inside the low wall, rose just slightly, forming a kind of amphitheater.

Father and son dawdled there, inspecting the ruins and searching the ground for any clues to who might have inhabited the place. The boy, momentarily drawn out of himself, became particularly fascinated by the cistern. The semicircle of rock measured about ten feet in diameter.

Maybe it was reservoir from an underground spring, his father contemplated. If so, it probably dried up long ago. It looks deliberately filled in.

While his father inspected the rock walls and scoured the ruins of the old cabin, the boy got down on his hands and knees, oblivious to the sharp edges of stones that filled the well. He remained stationary on the cistern with eyes cast down, as if searching for something deep within. His only movement, the insistent rocking motion, was accompanied by an equally repetitive rhythmic chant. Only reluctantly, when afternoon light began to fade, did the two abandon their investigations to turn toward home.

The Sunday excursions became the norm, taking them from the foreboding, shadowy depths of the Linville Gorge to magnificent heights of Table Rock Mountain. Regardless of the impressive panoramas found elsewhere, more often than not, the boy prompted his father to return to the glade hidden behind their new home. The father offered no resistance. After all, it was an easy hike and offered him an opportunity to relax, read, or just meditate. Meanwhile, his son engaged his curiosity exploring among the ruins. When not obsessed by something within the cistern, Marvél picked among the decay, occasionally finding an arrowhead or piece of broken pottery which he treated like treasure or a personal friend, bringing it home, cleaning it, then displaying it on a bookshelf in his room.

On one such visit to the place, the father’s attention was drawn to his son, stoically standing in place on the cistern, rocking, peering into its depths, oblivious to his surroundings. It was disturbing to see his boy so withdrawn. Coming to his son’s side, he asked, “What you see down there, Marvél?”

Initially, the father got no response, as if the boy never heard him. Then again, it was ‘normal’ to have to urge the boy out of himself a second time. Finally, the boy stopped rocking and addressed his father, “There’s something glimmery, like water, down there,” he declared. “Look, look down in that hole between the rocks there.”

Peering into the darkness between stones, most of them the size of a shoebox, his father failed to see evidence of water. “I don’t see no water, Marvél. But see here,” pointing to an area next to the boy’s feet, “where you moved some of the rocks. It looks like step.”

“Let’s see where it goes,” Marvél responded with uncommon enthusiasm. “Maybe it was a well an’ we’ll find water after all. Or, or maybe it’s a mine an’ we’ll be rich with gold!”

Encouraged by his son’s show of interest in anything of the outside world, he and Marvél began clearing the rocks away. However, after a half an hour of intense labor they gave up—finding no more than what appeared to be a couple more steps leading down, and no solid evidence of water. Nonetheless, the place remained a favorite and frequent destination where Marvél would labor in the well, removing the stones one by one. Inevitably though, as often as not, some distraction would turn his attention inward again, anchoring him like a sapling swaying to and fro in the breeze. Meanwhile, his father relaxed, reading in the shade of elms and oaks, gathering energy for the coming week.
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Prompted by the boy’s curiosity, Marvél's father prodded his customers for more information about the mysterious site. No one seemed to know much. The most he obtained from the old-timers was that they believed it had been an ‘Indian village’ and was said to be haunted. One elderly customer was able to recap a story told by her grandparents.

“Pour me a cup a coffee an’ bring me a couple of those pan dulces, or whatever-you-call-em, an’ I’ll tell you all about it,” she said while settling herself in a chair and pointing to the pastry counter. “This is what they told me.” She began:

––––––––
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“IT WAS ON A DARK AFTERNOON near the Winter solstice, some time in the mid-1700s. Returning from several days in the cold, checking their trap lines, two tired and grizzled men spied a column of brilliant blue light piercing the dusky outline of deciduous giants, oaks and poplars. Unable to comprehend the phenomenon and driven by curiosity, they tied their loaded mules to nearby birches and stealthily approached what they thought to be an Indian encampment. Hiding themselves in a laurel thicket, they witnessed the strange goings-on at a safe distance. It didn’t look like any Indian village they were accustomed to seeing. It consisted of a single sod covered hut with a low slanted roof supported by rock walls and split logs. The light shot into the heavens from something next to the hut that looked like a well with a low wall surrounding it. And within that column of light a specter—the apparition of a ‘nekked’ girl with wild, fiery hair, suspended in mid-air. Superstitious as most humans were then, they thought it must be some form of ‘Injun’ witchcraft and believed the savages were conjuring a demon.

“Following a hasty retreat to their village they reported the ‘devil making,’ they’d witnessed in detail. The frightened settlers armed themselves. Later that same night, they attacked the encampment while the inhabitants slumbered. The settlers ambushed and killed a number of unsuspecting natives. Those who were lucky enough to flee for their lives disappeared into the shadows of the as yet, unsettled frontier.”

The old woman paused, took a generous bite of the pastry, then washed it down with a gulp of coffee before going on.

“The next day, the men of the village returned with the trappers to the Indian encampment. They tore off the roof to the hogan, then used the stones from its walls to fill in the abyss that the trappers declared the light had emitted from. Those Indians never did return.”

Downing the last bite of pastry, she gestured for a refill and then with a flick of her finger pointed to a pile of oatmeal cookies.

“By the time I was a little girl, the event was no more than a ‘tall tale’ told us children who grew up in these parts. Grandma said that after the massacre, there continued to be occasional reports from the few who dared take that road after dark—a faint light pulsating somewhere close to the old encampment. Eventually, this here street that connects Brown Mountain with the town of Hemlock, replaced the more direct, haunted route, over the hill. Over the years, fewer and fewer people voluntarily passed by the spot regardless of the time of day. Even nowadays, few venture there, and no one goes there at night!”

Idly swirling the last drops of coffee remaining in the cup she added, “That patch of land from Main Street to the crest of the hill, it’s been for sale for years without takers.”

––––––––
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ON HEARING HIS FATHER retell the story, Marvél's curiosity about the parcel of land swelled. Taking advantage of his son’s newfound interest, his father introduced him to the county library. Unfortunately, they found no references to the site on the mountain. However, it did introduce Marvél to the world of books, and thanks to his father’s tutelage the boy was ahead in reading, writing, and math. By the time he began his compulsory virtual education—necessitated by the quarantine – the boy excelled in the world of online classes, engaging easily with virtual characters both human and otherwise, some realistic, others fantastical, even grotesque.

The advent of his tenth birthday marked a new stage in his personal evolution. His father announced that he felt Marvél was mature enough to wander the woods as far as the ancient site by himself. However, he was to alert his father of his intent to go there and he was always to be home before dark. To those limitations, the youngster readily agreed.

With this new freedom, Marvél frequently postponed homework until the evening, in favor of clearing rocks from what they now called the ‘well’, even though no water had yet been discovered. His efforts were irregular yet by the time he was fourteen, the vertical shaft descended more than a dozen feet, down narrow steps veering into the heart of the mountain.

One spring afternoon, he lingered, hunting artifacts in a midden heap close to and in sight of the old ruins. The afternoon was aging and the forest consumed in deep shade. Realizing his father would soon worry about him, he turned to the path home. In doing so, the youth perceived a faint glow emitting from the well. His initial reaction was disbelief in his own senses. However, when the ‘glimmer’ intensified, curiosity won out over doubt, fear, or the urge to flee. It goaded him to approach, stopping short as a shimmering column of ultramarine grew from the opening to about the height of a person. For a few moments the light danced and wavered like water cascading down a mountainside, then dissipated entirely. Night was closing in, and Marvél had neither the time nor courage to investigate further.

On his journey home, he managed to convince himself that it must have been his imagination running wild. His unusually analytical mind convinced him it had probably been a combination of the setting sun filtering through the trees—its light dancing on the hillside behind the ‘well’, combined with the stories about the place that kindled—a mere illusion. After all, his studies taught him there was little that couldn’t be explained of natural phenomena provided one had the scientific knowledge and tools. The boy kept the event to himself.

From that time on, however, he frequented the place with even greater fervor, continuing to deepen the cavity. Each time, once the ‘grotto’, as he now called it, was within the deep shadow, the ultramarine column appeared, no longer an ephemeral illusion. Over time, it appeared earlier and lingered longer. Unable to take his eyes off the column, Marvél began to believe he could make out the vague form of a human image. Although indistinct, the person, a girl near his own age, like in the story he’d heard, seemed as intent on observing him as he was, on looking at her. At first, Marvél felt abashed at looking at her naked form. But as she seemed not to notice or be concerned with her own nakedness, their mutual observations continued.

In time, he began to speak to the girl in the blue light. She watched his mouth intently and imitated the movement and emitted a sound, that to his ear, resembled the reverberation of water falling into a pool, enchanting but unintelligible. And then, one summer morning, with the scent of wild jasmine lingering in the air, his curiosity and attraction to the girl drew him very close to the image. He impulsively reached out toward the column, causing the girl to throw up her outspread hand, warding him off in alarm. A distressed sound came to him, not exactly, “Don’t!”

Yet, it caused him to stop and look into her wide-open eyes as she struggled to concentrate and master a skill foreign to her.

After a long moment, a simple phrase escaped from her quivering lips into the atmosphere. “Stay. I...will find you. You... will find me.”

Despite her warning, he reached out with even more determination to physically connect with her. Contact with the force-field hurled the boy into the air. He landed unconscious on the grassy hillock.

In a hospital two dozen miles from the town of Brown Mountain, Marvél lay in a coma for a week. When he came around, he had no recollection of what had happened—no memory of the light or the girl at all. Not even returning to the site of the incident triggered any memory. His former interest in the ancient place also seemed to be quenched. The immediate outcome, however, was that on regaining consciousness, Marvél began to display a greater interest in understanding and interacting with the outside world. He went on to other things in life.
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Chapter 3
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Fourteen Years Later
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MARVÉL'S GRAY-BLUE eyes fix on a high ridge off to the southeast. There is something familiar, comforting there, something that calls to him. He can’t bring that ‘something’ into focus. The sound of a door latch in a box among hundreds, set into the memorial wall at the cemetery, clicks shut, bringing Marvél back to ground zero. The preacher brings his monotonic epitaph to a close. Marvél lingers at the site where his father’s ashes have just been interred. Most of the mourners, mostly customers who had become fond of the baker over the years, file away. As the crowd thins, Marvél is relieved that no one stops to offer sympathy. But turning to walk from the grave, the minister and a few of his father’s close friends politely gather, waiting, blocking his retreat. What can he do except patiently endure their condolences and try to make some sort of socially acceptable response? His inability to make eye contact or reply with any eloquence lead to an uncomfortable silence which inevitably ends with the predictable, “If you need anything just let us know,” before they also awkwardly turn to leave.

Marvél glances back at the ridge. A surge of loneliness washes over him.

When the international quarantine had ended a few months prior, most of Marvél's few acquaintances, like many others in the village, chose to return or move to urban areas to find jobs and a new beginning. That included a tentative ‘girlfriend’ who acquiesced to the promise of ‘civilization’. Only his best friend, Frank, who owns his own collection of unique social ineptitudes, remains at his side.

They drive back to Brown Mountain without a word until Frank pulls up in front of the bakery. Frank, glances up, then over to the sign hanging on the bakery door, ‘Closed due to death. Will reopen in a few days.’

“Looks like rain,” he says for lack of any other way to break the silence. More awkward, silent moments follow before Frank swallows hard, adding, “If you need anything...somebody to talk to...”

“Yeah, I know,” Marvél interrupts appreciatively. “Thanks, Frank. I’m fine. I’ll call ya.”

Marvél watches the SUV pull away then stands at the curb staring at the sign hanging on a shingle over the entrance to the bakery, “Komachs and Son.” Drops begin to fall. Even before he reaches the upper landing, the downpour saturates the only sport coat he owns.

Standing in the entry, he sweeps a wet mop of sandy hair off his forehead, then drapes the sport coat over a straight-back kitchen chair. Something is different. Marvél senses it the moment the door to the flat latches shut behind him. It exists as a subconscious nullity, like when you get the nagging feeling that you’ve forgotten something just after leaving the house for the day, but can’t think what it might be. The kitchen is clean...very clean. He pops open a beer and momentarily leans up against the counter, gazing from one side of the kitchen to the other, trying to apprehend just what it is. Even the contents of the refrigerator seem...different. Shaking the feeling off, Marvél turns to his bedroom. Switching on the light, he sees his flamenco guitar in its rack waiting for him. At that moment, he loses track of all previous misgivings.

In one smooth motion, he sets the dew coated bottle on the table next to the music stand with one hand, while reaching out and cradling the guitar in his lap with the other. He patiently tunes each string, delighting in their simple timbre. After strumming a few chords to check the intonation, he begins a somber Soleare. It seems fitting. For the next twenty minutes, Marvél loses himself in the solitary music.

It isn’t until later, when he walks into the bathroom to pee, that his impressions begin to coalesce. Even though his dad is gone—his clothes remain neatly folded in dresser drawers, razor, aftershave, deodorant on the bathroom shelf, jackets still hang in the closet—he is still here, Marvél thinks. A sudden surge of profound emptiness wells up from the pit of his stomach.

Unable to bear the emptiness inside, he walks back out onto the landing. The rain has stopped. Only drops falling from the edge of the overhang occasionally spatter on the railing. Marvél's head remains bent, his gaze directed downward. At first his eyes remain unfocused. Then, within a few seconds, the old path leading up to the ridge comes into clear view, and he is drawn to it. He quickly changes clothes and begins to ascend the disregarded path.

The path is as he remembers it the first time, overgrown, barely passable in places where, over the years, it has washed completely into the gully. He retraces the pattern of his initial ascent, treading directly to the ridge where he and his father lingered over a simple lunch, then looks down at the wall behind the defunct crematorium. Back then there was no wall, just a fallow field. Now, his father’s resting place. Then turning, makes his way down to the place the ancient Americans had once utilized.

Immediately Marvél is drawn to the cistern. However, instead of going there, he wills himself toward what he estimates to be the center of what his father assumed to have been an amphitheater of sorts. Picturing himself as merely a member of the audience, he scans the performance area. Stage far left, the foundations of the wrecked hogan. Fifteen or so feet in front of him and a little to the left, the place where his father said they had found him, unconscious. The cistern another twenty feet beyond that. He moves to that place, analyzing the new perspective. To his right, about ten feet distant, is where they said they found his bike and helmet.

It is an incongruous realization. If my concussion was caused from a fall from my bike, how could it be that I was found ten feet away from it? he thinks to himself. And the bike, itself, leaning neatly against the wall with the helmet beside it?

He looks around, trying to imagine how such an accident could have occurred, when a voice whispers from behind, “You will find me.” Abruptly swiveling toward the cistern to ascertain its origin, he discovers no whisperer, no one, nothing there.

Sitting down on the low retaining wall that marks the space between the seating area and the cistern, Marvél slumps down with his right elbow resting on his knee. The fingers of the same hand reach up to massage his forehead and temple, he strains to remember. The voice was so familiar. His mother’s voice? No. He has no recollection of that. As well, they were not so much words that carried the impression. They were more the quality of water cascading down a hillside, enveloped in a myriad of cool colors; ultramarine, cobalt, cyan, indigo, lapis lazuli.

Finally, Marvél walks to the cistern’s retaining wall, peering over its edge into the darkness. Despite standing there for an interminable time, he uncovers no clues and he doesn’t dare venture into its depth. Only, the impression of, “You will find me,” echos from the void. At length, he surrenders to the realization that dusk is reclaiming the hillside. He shakes the strangely familiar voice out of his head and retraces his steps back down the mountain path while light permits.

On returning to the flat, Marvél finds himself looking toward the panes of glass separating him from the balcony. Ordinarily he would take notice of the lights illuminating Main Street below, perhaps a passerby or two. Now his line of sight cannot get past the reflection of a solitary person standing in front of him, looking back. They stand a long time contemplating each other before Marvél turns away, retreating to sit on the living room sofa, only to stare at the grain pattern in the hardwood floor between his feet. The lament of a lone flamenco cantor, sounds somewhere in his head ‘Aye, aye, aye!’ Outside, silence reigns.

Marvel wakes the next morning finding his lanky body slumped over on the couch. The phone rings. He slowly digs into his pocket to retrieve the call.

“Marvél, it’s Frank.” Frank is not only Marvél's best friend but a dedicated employee who manages the bakery on Mondays, Marvél's day off.

“Yeah, Frank,” comes the reply without enthusiasm.

“Hi, ah, well it’s Saturday and well,” he fumbles, “I was just thinking, ah, we haven’t done anything together lately. I was thinking...I already said that didn’t I? Right. Well, we’re closed, right? We could go see those old historical photographs at the museum in Asheville we’d been talking about at work.”

“Well, Frank, I don’t know,” Marvél says hesitantly. He isn’t in the mood for company yet is unable to come out and say it. “I...I just woke up and I...think my brain is still asleep. Can I call you back in a little while?”

“You sound a little down,” Frank interjects.

Marvél wavers for a moment, considering the social correctness of dumping a pathetic load of shit on a friend at seven o’clock in the morning. Then, even before considering options, catches himself blurting, “My dad is dead,” as if Frank didn’t already know it. And what Marvél finds more disconcerting is the unspoken, purely incomprehensible, thought that accompanies it, ...and he left all his stuff here!

“I know! That’s terrible,” Frank empathizes.  “How are you doin’...otherwise?” he ventures.

“I don’t know.”

“You sound really depressed.” Then Frank impulsively interjects, “Hey you’re not thinking of killing yourself, are you?”

Failing to get an immediate answer, Frank’s own social ineptness causes him to blurt, “Marvél, you’re NOT thinkin’ about killin’ yourself, are you?”

“No,” Marvél answers without enthusiasm. “It’s just that, there’s this void.”

“What are you doing this afternoon, you got plans?” asks Frank then, without waiting for an answer, “I’m coming over.”

“No, I’m OK. You don’t have to do that.”

“Don’t go anywhere,” demands Frank, then hangs up the phone.

Marvél knows it will take Frank at least thirty minutes, to negotiate the rutted track he calls a road, to get from his house to the bakery, and he really doesn’t want to be there when Frank arrives. Seemingly out of the blue, an exigent thought begins to materialize. Not only does he not want to be there, he strongly believes there is somewhere else he is supposed to be—something he is supposed to do. In that moment, Marvél feels certain of the need to take action of some sort. At a loss for any clear direction, he grabs his car keys and a windbreaker and heads for the door. Yet, feeling compelled to save his friend from a fruitless trip to town he calls Frank back. Then, after delivering a lame excuse and suggesting they get together on the following Monday, he turns the cell phone off.

Sitting in the cab of the pickup, Marvél rhythmically rocks forward and backward, while staring vacantly up the abandoned path leading to the old Indian encampment. Becoming aware of the superfluous movement, triggered nowadays by stress, he curses the fates, forcing himself to stasis. In that very instant he begins questioning his own existence and the existence of those, both known and unknown, around him. Maybe it was Frank’s concern for his mental stability that triggered it. Still, the more he reflects, the more convinced he becomes that although a lot had changed in the past fifty years, nothing is any different. Humankind, as a species, is happily continuing on the same path toward self-destruction that they had been on before the Density Event. He has to find...He has to find...

A switch in his brain snaps, “On.” As if someone else is in command, he reasons that he cannot remain in the same place if he is to find...me? He begins jotting a tentative scenario on his mental notepad. Monday—make a deal with Frank, give him a forty percent ownership of the bakery. Tuesday—other motley arrangements. Wednesday—shop for necessities. Thursday... Thursday morning—hit the highway.
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Of course, things are never quite that cut and dry. Normally, he would have gone into the shop, grabbed a fresh cheese turnover and a cup of espresso and sat at his little table toward the back of the small dining area. There, to hash out the jelly-like impressions bombarding his neural structures. But the desire to reduce further distractions induces him to drive a few miles out of town before stopping at a small café he rarely visits, ‘Wonda-Mae’s Famous Diner’.

He settles himself at a table covered with a generic checkered table cloth in the back corner. From that secluded nook, he orders a cup of coffee and a sweet roll. As he sits in the booth his eyes wander to a newspaper laying on the opposite side of the table, probably left by the last customer, opened to the ‘CARS FOR SALE’ classifieds. He pulls it over, mindlessly perusing the page while waiting for his order to arrive. When it does, the sweet roll turns out to be a day old at best. In the meantime, Marvél's eye has caught on to a listing, TRAILERS/MOBILE HOMES. Almost at the end of the column, one ad arrests his attention. ‘Older Trailer: 18-foot gypsy caravan. Well maintained. Trails well! Needs tires. $2000.’ A phone number follows. On impulse, he pulls the cell phone out of his pocket and dials the number.

Within an hour, Marvél finds himself in the backyard of an older fellow holding out a welcoming hand.

“Name’s Bill, Bill Bowman” offers the older man with a smile. Marvél immediately notices tattoos crawling up hairy forearms before disappearing beneath a silk Hawaiian shirt left unbuttoned at the top. Still more traces of other tattoos hide beneath a coat of silvery chest hair and continue up the neck, stopping just below his chin.

“Marvél Kohmachs,” he replies, still caught in the mighty grip of the man’s handshake. Marvél immediately takes a liking to the odd fellows’ friendly, outgoing demeanor. Mostly because Bill hadn’t made any comment about Marvél's unusual name.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve actually been inside,” Bill begins as he unties the hold-downs to a huge tarp that enshrouds the trailer. “I just put the ad in today, so I hope it’s presentable. Haven’t used it since we retired. Occasionally, I pull it around the neighborhood just to keep the tires in half decent condition and to mow the weeds that grow up underneath it. Although, as I mentioned in the ad, they probably could use replacing.”

Bill gazes at it for a moment, silently reminiscing, then shaking sentimental memories from consciousness, “I just couldn’t get rid of it after we retired. Too many memories. We...I... keep thinking...hoping...we’ll take one more big trip, maybe revisit some of the places we’ve been but...well, you know” shrugging his shoulders.

Marvél can’t help gawking when the tarp finally comes off. The broadside of the sheet metal trailer has one long, shuttered window, hinged along its top edge. Letters above an elaborate mural covering the entire side of the otherwise white trailer read, ‘Cox Family Circus and Sideshow Events.’ Below the headline, the window is surrounded by an ornate, vibrantly colored rectangular frame. On the shuttered window appears an illustration of a tattooed man swallowing a sword and a mirror image of the same man swallowing a ball of fire. Walking to the other side of the van, Marvél reads the same headline. This time however, inside the rectangular shutter, there are several images of a woman contorted into unusual, seemingly impossible positions, one, showing her folded into a small box. It takes a bit of willpower for Marvél to force himself to focus attention on aspects of the vehicle other than the artwork. Obviously, it had been a mobile advertisement for the one-ring side-show.

Bill narrates an expansive history of the caravan while showing off the remaining exterior features. “That’s me,” he begins, pointing to the sword-swallower. “An’ it’s my wife, Swati, on the other side. We were circus people for thirty years...’till the owner retired an’ couldn’t find a buyer,” he relates with a saddened shake of the head. “Nobody was into the old-timey circuses anymore. Even Barnum & Bailey finally went under. It was that Cirque du Soleil that killed us. Nobody, not even B&B could afford to keep up with the glitz and special effects. Besides, exploiting live animals became a social taboo.

“I’ve kept this thing in top condition over the years. After all, it was our home. We raised a family in it.” Bill abruptly turns toward the other side of the trailer. Marvél follows.

Marvél gapes, fascinated by the unique exterior of the trailer. And so far, the only deficiency on the outside is that the tires show cracks along their sidewalls and the sealing rubber around the windows and doors are well on their way to decomposition. Otherwise, the outside of the old trailer has been kept in excellent condition, the murals remain vivid, and the body shows little sign of damage or rust. As an art form, Marvél thinks to label it, burlesque grotesque nuevo, yet, something it about captivates him.

Still distracted by the garish exterior, Marvél loses track of Bill. Venturing to the passenger side he finds Bill waiting in front of the open door to the living area. Marvél expects to see the accumulated grunge of years of cramped living. Instead, to his delight, the inside reflects the same care given to the outside. Yes, it shows signs of wear and tear—paint on the corners of counter tops worn through to bare wood, the linoleum floor shows cracks, chips, scuffing, is generally in need of replacement, as does the ancient upholstery. Still, at first glance, standing just inside the door, everything appears clean and well maintained.

“Everything is in working order, guaranteed,” says Bill, “Plenty of cabinet space if you pack conscientiously. Very comfortable for two regular sized people. An’ curtains for the bunk bed can be drawn, in case someone wants privacy or to stay up an’ read or sleep. After some new tires, you could put it on the road today with no worries...road ready. What do you think?” asks Bill.

“Well,” Marvél begins, but is interrupted by his host again.

“Come on, let’s talk about it on the back porch,” Bill suggests, then lays a hand on Marvél's shoulder, guiding him back toward the house. “I’ll have Swati pour us some juice, or would you rather have coffee or tea?”

“Coffee sounds great,” Marvél answers, taking a furtive last look around the trailer.

––––––––
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WHILE THEY WAIT FOR refreshments under a big beach umbrella suspended over a picnic table on the back porch, Bill relates adventures he and his wife enjoyed or sometimes endured over the years, including idiosyncrasies related to life in an 18-foot trailer. Swati, a petite woman in her mid-fifties with creamy golden-brown skin brings out a carafe of coffee on a Chinese enameled tray. Accompanying the steaming beverage, Marvél discovers fresh hot biscuits with real butter and homemade preserves. Bill introduces his wife as she sits down to join them. With a gesture communicating, ‘What are you waiting for? Dig in!’ they consume the first biscuit and a few sips of coffee in silence.

“So what do you do?” asks Bill after swishing down his second biscuit with a gulp of coffee.

“I own the bakery in Brown Mountain,” Marvél replies.

“I’ve always loved baking,” adds Swati, “what’s your professional opinion?”

“The biscuits are delicious. I can tell they have only quality ingredients. Frankly, I couldn’t do better.”

“That was a very tactful reply,” she teases. “Now, tell me more about yourself. How did you get into the baking trade?”

“My mom died when I was just a kid. I’m told she was a great cook, especially Hispanic food and pastries.” His voice falters and he eyes some far-off place, “I don’t remember much about her. My dad was a baker. He taught me the trade and left the business to me. So now I focus on the same old-world breads and Mexican pastries he made when he was alive. You know, there are a lot of Mexicans in the area.”

“So, why the trailer, if you’ve got a business to run?” Swati asks.

Marvél looks down at his plate. A pensive hand caresses his forehead, “There’s been a lot going on in my personal life lately. Suddenly, what I thought I could count on hasn’t turned out to be...” an ironic smile comes to his face, “what I thought I could count on. My life view has gotten...confused.” Now Marvél's eyes focus on something seemingly far away. “And everywhere I look I see us, people, behaving in the same way they did before the disaster. Like we haven’t learned anything.” He looks down at his plate, his focus turned introspectively. He rocks, once, twice, then stops himself. Finally adding, “Plus I keep hearing a voice tell me I should be looking for....” then cuts himself short, unable to complete the thought. With a resigned shake of the head, he continues. “When I saw the ad for the trailer I got the feeling...maybe it's a sign that I need to get a different, bigger, perspective of the world. Maybe I should travel around a little, discover what’s happening in other places, see if there’s somebody, or...someplace that calls out to me.”

“I see,” Swati says with a nod and an empathetic smile.

Sensing Marvél's withdrawal into himself, everyone eats quietly for a few awkward minutes. Eventually, Bill breaks the silence. Pointing toward the trailer then unbuttoning his shirt to reveal a torso covered with illustrations, he begins recapping more of the bygone days with the traveling one-ring circus.

“I was the ‘Tattooed Man,’ sword-swallower and fire-eater. She was billed as ‘Princes Isis,’ the human knot, contortionist. We were with them for thirty odd years. It was like living with an extended family. Over those years, the circus stopped in an endless parade of little towns all over the US. Nine months out of the year we were constantly on the move. Yet, like migrating birds, we’d return each winter to a place called Rattlesnake Hollow in New Mexico to wait out the weather.”

“Rattlesnake Hollow?” queries Marvél. “Were there snakes?”

“No, no, well, a few. That’s not how it got its name though. You see, both upstream and downstream Tecolote creek had carved itself a serpentine, snake-like trough, right through a barren mountain range. Except in this one spot where it intersected with a wide valley, a hollow. The creek ran thirty feet or so below the level dry land. An’ the amazing thing is that during the cold months, the mountains on each side sheltered it from the worst of the weather. It was so remote, I don’t know how old man Cox found it,” Bill continues. “I mean Cox Senior...I’ll bet he got the land for next to nothin’,” he says with a shake of the head. “Anyway, that’s where we’d go to rest up.

“But we weren’t idle either. We performed maintenance and needed repairs on vehicles and tents and such, repairing or creating new costumes. Performers spent their time analyzing the competition and working out new acts.

“When the epidemic set in, we quarantined there. For all those years it was our home place, where we raised our daughter, Emily. By the time the epidemic let up, the place itself had grown, been discovered by outsiders, the river set and rock lizards, as we used to call ‘em, who’d escaped the cities for clean air. Over the years, well, we all became family. When Emily grew up, she got it in her head to buy an old riverboat, one of those paddle-wheelers, an’ set up a tour business in one of the towns we’d tour, along the Pecos. She’s a bit quirky, like us, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree,” Bill chuckles throwing a look in Swati’s direction. “She didn’t want to be a wanderer anymore, so we spotted her a grubstake. Don’t ask me where she found it or how she got that old boat there,” he shrugs. “Anyway, now she’s a riverboat captain and does scenic tours to where there are a number of Indian ruins up a branch of the river. If you get that far west, you should drop in on her. You might find that you have a lot in common. She’d get a kick out of seeing the trailer again.”

Marvél returns a shy smile, unable to think of an appropriate response. Grasping at something he can relate to more concretely he clears his throat.

“So, the trailer, other than the tires and seals around the windows, it looks like you’ve taken really good care of it. The ad says you’re asking two thousand.” Marvél intentionally inserts a considerate pause before continuing. “Even though you kept it up... considering it’s thirty plus years old...not to mention the number of miles that must have been put on it. Two thousand sounds a little...steep.”

“Someone else might see it as a show piece, a collector's item,” Bill counters convincingly then, catching Swati’s reproving eye recants, “well...we’ve decided it’s time to move on, maybe head back out west, closer to our daughter. So, we’d kind of like to move it.” Bill pauses, looking at Marvél, “How much you offerin’?”

After taking in and letting out a deep breath, Marvél ventures, “How about seventeen fifty?”

Bill gives Swati another quick glance. “OK but, if you get out that direction you gotta promise to drop in on Li’l Egypt. Deal?”

Marvél returns a puzzled look.

“Our daughter, Emily. That’s what everybody calls her.”

They finalized the deal with a handshake and a check.

By two in the afternoon he is back in Brown Mountain and pulls the trailer behind the bakery, then sits in the cab thinking about the emptiness waiting for him inside the flat.

Ordinarily, the company of his computer or guitar would be enough. Now, the realization that his dad is gone...changes everything. Even the thought of baking or running the business doesn’t begin to fill the unexpected void. If anything, going down there, into the bakery, now seems more like a trip into the underworld.

His phone rings. He lets it go over to voicemail, then his finger nimbly deletes it. Marvél uncouples the trailer. Then, instead of going into the flat, he drives to the Hispanic grocery on the southern outskirts of town. In the back, there is a family run cafe. He orders from a menu scrawled on a white-board above and behind the counter, then sits at one of the four tables, all unmatched.

A few minutes later, a small woman in her mid-forties interrupts his thoughts. With a polite smile she places his meal, served on a sheet of parchment paper over a wicker plate, on the table in front of him; a simple sincronizada de asada with a bowl of pico de gallo on the side.

Between bites, he jots down on paper napkins, a list of the barest necessities to take with him. After all, space would be limited. On a separate napkin, a list of places he might want to visit, things he might want to do.
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Marvél rises early the next morning. He brews a hearty dark roast, then goes back to work on the bucket list begun in the café the night before—things and places he had read about while growing up—out-of-bounds due to the quarantine.

The list of possibilities includes: national parks, living a month in each state, maybe getting a dog to travel with, enrolling in the Institute for Flamenco Arts in New Mexico, or maybe even starting a new baking business somewhere else. Yet, one puzzling thought keeps repeating itself, find the elusive.... The elusive...what, who? The only elusive who he can bring to mind was that of an obscure musician, Ali I`jaz Alkoutami, who had captured Marvél's attention while researching flamenco styles on his computer.

During the nineteen eighties’, I`jaz was a renowned oud player, master of zambra, a style of flamenco patterned after the musical influences left behind by the Moors while they occupied Spain. He had vanished from the music scene in the midst of the epidemic. Marvél figures he must have been around sixty years old at the time. Hearsay was that he had emigrated from southern Spain to the U.S. prior to the quarantine. From there the trail petered out. He is probably dead, yet dozens of rumors of people running into him in one place or another continue to circulate on the internet. However, none of them first person proof of his existence. It was always, ‘I knew a guy who met him about a year ago at a gathering in Santa Rosa,’ or, ‘My best friend says his ex-girlfriend saw him perform’...something like that. Yet, Marvél is captivated by him and owns both of the two CDs Ali I'jaz had produced before fading from the limelight. Of the dozen flamenco pieces Marvél knows by heart, more than half are zambras he painstakingly transposed from I’jaz’s recorded CDs.

At a visceral level, however, that possibility doesn’t fulfill the empty space opened by the elusive, ‘...find me.’ resonating in his soul. His subconscious continues to struggle toward formulating something more solid, beyond the dark premonition that humankind is rapidly slipping back into the same pathogenic course it had so recently and scarcely survived? Or is it someone he is supposed to find?

Shaking those uncertainties away, he focuses on his own immediate future. No need to make any rigid commitments. I can follow whatever direction the winds blow...like a rolling stone, he tells himself. Maybe the best course of action is to just head west on what is left of the Blue Ridge Parkway.

Then, he spends the remainder of the day revitalizing the trailer, starting with an inventory of everything inside. Beginning in the galley, there are several drawers and cupboards with miscellaneous paraphernalia left by the previous owners to sort through—silverware, pots and pans, cook stove, and a storage bin full of whatsits.

While perusing one of the bins, Marvél finds a neglected trinket. Mingled among screwdrivers, an old band-aide box with left-over screws inside, scissors, hair clips, safety pins, is a triangular pendant of semi-translucent something, surrounded by a dull metal frame and strung on a piece of leather—apparently meant to be worn as a necklace. The metal surrounding the xanthous amber-like center, while tarnished, shows no indication of rust. Marvél guesses it to be aluminum or nickel, or maybe pewter. Each of the three sides have a different number of notches cut into the outside edge. The frayed leather thong, broken midway from the charm, runs through a ring affixed to the top. Poised to toss it into the trash, something about it piques his curiosity.

On closer inspection, he notes a circular piece of metal with a hole in the center embedded in the middle of the gem-like, though probably synthetic, silica. Around it, etched into the yellowish mass, circuitous lines of varying thickness spiral from the center. Marvél stuffs it into his pocket, making a mental note to call Bill Bowman later, to find out if the curio has any personal value to them.

After lunch, he finalizes his list of what he thinks essential to take besides, of course, his guitar, laptop, and a cellphone. In case of an emergency, he includes a first aid kit, pepper spray, and considers the pistol he had found in his father’s underwear drawer and the pump shotgun, always kept in the
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