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CHAPTER ONE: LIVE THROUGH THIS


  

  



  “Why? Why not?”


  —Timothy Leary; last words


  



              The night sky always looks the same, no matter where you go: look up, and the universe opens before you. The constellations may be different, the stars in new positions, but it’s always the same cosmos: a seemingly endless darkness, broken only by tiny lights that could be planets, suns, nebulae, even entire galaxies. No one really knows how large this universe is, where its true limits are, or how long it may last.…


              But nothing lasts forever. Not even eternity.


              This is the story of the last day of my life, and everything that happened after that.


  #


              To say that it’s hot is an understatement. St. Louis in mid-July is a perpetual sauna; the temperature only dips below eighty for a few hours between midnight and dawn, and by early afternoon you could probably get a good lunch by scooping the brains out of your skull, dropping them on the sidewalk, and cracking open an egg on top. Downtown, yuppies scurry from air-conditioned offices to air-conditioned bistros, their business suits and knee-length dresses clinging to their skin like fifty-percent cotton rags, while out in the ’burbs their spouses sit in stalled traffic as they crawl to the shopping mall, there to seek respite from the heat and humidity by buying more stuff they really don’t need. At home, little kids stare at cartoons on the tube and chase each other with Super Soakers, while their teenage siblings hang out in the park and smoke the pot they stole from Dad’s secret bedroom stash.


              It’s July 11, 1995, and it’s hot all over. The Una-bomber has mailed a deranged screed to the New York Times and the Washington Post, demanding that Western civilization grind to a halt; Western civilization yawns and flips to the funny pages. A NASA space shuttle has just returned to Cape Canaveral after docking with the Russian space station; most people are more interested in catching the new Tom Hanks movie about another space mission twenty-five years ago. Ten Republicans claim that they can do a better job of ruining the country than one Democrat, and no one really doubts their word. Right-wing militia nuts are saying that the United Nations is conspiring to take over the United States, which is a hoot because UN peacekeepers can’t prevent Serbs from wiping out Croats in a plot of European real estate little larger than Pennsylvania. The major-league baseball strike has been settled, which means that it’s okay to come back to the ballpark and watch your team get stomped by the Cleveland Indians—pardon me, the Cleveland Native Americans. Richard Gere is in Camelot, Clint Eastwood is in Meryl Streep’s pants, and Denzel Washington is in a sub; Ben Kingsley battles aliens while Sylvester Stallone fights giant robots, and the best babes in the Cineplex are Batman’s new girlfriend and Disney’s idea of how Pocahontas might have looked if she had worked out on a Nautilus machine and shaved her pits. Calvin talks to Hobbes, Rush talks to Newt, O.J. talks to his lawyers, and every moron who has worn his wife’s clothes, screwed her son’s girlfriend, or been kidnapped by aliens is talking to Oprah, Sally, Geraldo, and/or Ricki. Just between you and me, I’d rather have my brains fried on the sidewalk and eaten with a poached egg.


              As it turned out, fate has other plans for my gray matter. Fate, my father, and a man named Mister Chicago who hasn’t even been born yet, and it begins with a trip out to Riverport for Lollapalooza.


              I leave early from my job at a second-hand record store and return to the Central West End apartment Erin and I share, a two-bedroom flat furnished with Pier One wicker stuff, cement-block-and-plank shelves filled with paperbacks and comic books, a queen-sized waterbed, and a life-sized cardboard figure of Captain Kirk adorned with cheap Mardi Gras beads and an earring in his left ear. We watch Animaniacs while we roll a few joints and fill our daypacks with bottles of Evian water, sunscreen, spare rolls of toilet paper (in case some kid throws all the asswipe in the toilets), Tylenol (for heat headaches), and extra packs of cigarettes. Shemp arrives around about four o’clock, and then we pile into my ’93 Saturn SC2 and head for the show. A long summer afternoon of rock ’n’ roll with my girl and my best friend.


              I need to tell you about Erin and Shemp.


              First, Erin. She’s been my girlfriend for the past two years, after we met at the recording studio where she worked as an office manager when the band Shemp and I belong to, the Belly Bombers, came in to record our first and only demo. The Bombers never got a label interested in signing us, but Erin came home with me the night we cut the final track. Shemp was splitting the rent with me at the time, but six months later he moved out and Erin moved in.


              It isn’t enough to say that Erin Westphall is a babe. She’s outright beautiful: twenty-three years old, very slim, small-breasted, with chestnut hair that flows down to the center of her back. Chicago’s her hometown, but she moved to St. Louis after graduating from Stephens College in Columbia and kicked around the city before landing a job at the studio. As with my part-time job at Dino Tracks, she really doesn’t need to work; like Shemp and me, Erin’s a trust-fund kid from a wealthy Lake Forest family who’s impatiently waiting for her to get over her dreams of becoming a novelist so she can return to Chicago, marry some dude with an MBA, and settle down in the ’burbs to become a baby machine. That might happen once she gets tired of waterbeds, cinder-block furniture, and cold pizza for breakfast, but for the time being she’s cohabiting with a rich kid who works part-time at a record store while working on a novel about cohabiting with a rich kid who works part-time at a record store.


              And then there’s Shemp, whose seldom-used proper name is Christopher Meyer: twenty-four years old, six-feet-one, overweight by about fifty pounds, with buzz-cut dark hair and a soul patch under his lower lip. I’ve known Shemp ever since eighth grade at Country Day School; his German-American genes had been unkind to him, because when puberty hit us Shemp became a teenage reincarnation of one of the Three Stooges, and thus the nickname, which somebody gave him in the locker room after gym class. Our families both live in Ladue, and since the Meyers own the Big Bee Supermarket chain, his dad is constantly on his case about joining the family business.


              Shemp aspires to be a comic book artist, though, and after one summer of wearing an apron with a grinning bee on it and asking old ladies if they had any coupons, he decided that he’d rather work on his indie comics creation, The Slack, which he eventually hopes to sell to Dark Horse, while playing drums with the Bombers on the weekends. He’s a lot smarter than he looks; when Erin started staying over at our apartment every night, he realized that it was time for him to find his own place. Erin and Shemp never really hit it off, but after I made it clear to Erin that Shemp’s my best friend and to Shemp that I’d rather see Erin getting out of the shower every morning, they’ve learned to tolerate one another. Sort of. Getting reserved seat tickets for Lollapalooza for the three of us is one more attempt on my part to get them to be pals.


              And then there’s William Alec Tucker III… but we’ll get to him later.


              So now it’s quarter to five, the sun still high in the sky, and the thermometer standing at ninety-two in the shade. We park the Saturn in the back of the Riverport lot and join the line at the turnstiles as it shuffles through the usual daypack searches and metal detector sweeps by the rent-a-cops before we get our tickets ripped. No one finds the joints I’ve hidden in my cigarette pack, and Erin manages to get through the pat-down without being groped by some cop, and in another minute we’re through the gate and in the middle of thirty thousand other members of Gen-X and Gen-Y.


              Riverport Amphitheater is an artificial hill in front of an enormous open-sided shed, with long asphalt walkways circling the hill to plazas on either side of the stage. You’ve got your punks, your ravers, your frat boys, your stoners, your teeners, your slackers, your over-the-hill hippies looking for one more summer of love before they finally cut their hair and get a job. Up on the hill, they stand, sit, or sprawl on blankets trampled by countless sneakers and hiking boots, listening to Jesus Lizard thudding from distant speakers; down on the walkways, even more shuffle past tents set up by hucksters touring with the show. T-shirts, jewelry, window stickers, incense, dope paraphernalia, CDs by bands no one has ever heard of, sunglasses, cheap dresses and parachute pants, underground comic books, hemp hats: an open-air mall of the hip and hip-five-minutes-ago, mobbed by kids in search of something that won’t look stupid three months from now. It’s all loud and crowded and sweaty and hot, just the way I like it.


              Closer to the shed, food vendors have set up their tents; our noses are assaulted by the odors of a dozen different kinds of ethnic cuisine. Shemp’s hungry, so he heads straight for a Thai concession, where he buys a paper plate of raman noodles and stir-fried yeti. Two places sell overpriced fruit juices—they can’t call them smart drinks anymore, because the FDA determined that you’ll still be just as stupid as you were before you had one—but Erin joins the line in front of the Budweiser stand, unhip as it may be. I wander around the plaza while I wait for them, catching a little of this and that. Under a large tent, a San Francisco theater troupe stages a performance in which a gray-wigged, business-suited Republican auctions off the Bill of Rights. Thirty feet away, teenagers impatiently wait their turn to try out the free videogames set up under the Sega pavilion. A fifteen-year-old kid climbs into a Spaceball; after a minute of spinning upside-down and inside-out, he’s spewing chunky green stuff all over the transparent plastic sphere. I spot Shemp watching the gastronomic fireworks from the other side of the crowd: he takes his plate of raman-and-yeti to the nearest garbage can.


              We find our seats under the shed just in time for Sinead O’Connor. She’s let her hair grow out a little since the time she tore up the pope’s picture on Saturday Night Live, and she’s got a four-piece band that backs her up as she does a rap version of the Beatles’ “All The Lonely People” (or whatever the hell it’s called) and a song about the Irish potato famine. It’s really very pretty and Erin is transfixed because she loves Sinead, but Shemp is talking to two dudes sitting behind us. I can’t hear what they are saying, but the three of them get up and leave before her performance is half over.


              Erin and I wander over to the Art Tent. It’s a little cooler in here, but no less humid. There’re strange sculptures—a spiked armchair raised on a nine-foot throne, an altar of jeweled skulls illuminated by automobile taillights—but the only thing I wish I had is a signed lithograph of Big Daddy Roth’s Rat Fink. We find Shemp staring fixedly at a Robert Williams silk-screened tapestry of a bare-breasted angel wearing a space helmet floating above a junkyard filled with thirties-style spaceships. He babbles at us for several minutes about the obvious correlation between Stephen Hawking, Gene Roddenberry, Jack Kirby, and God-knows-what; his pupils have expanded into tiny planets. Shemp’s found some acid; we make sure that he still has his ticket stub and knows that he can’t return to his seat without it, then we go get some more beer.


              For dinner music, we get power-grunge by Pavement. The mosh pit on the hill, placid during Sinead, briefly comes alive with flailing arms and legs; everyone else is bowed by the oppressive burden of the sun. Erin and I smoke a joint—the ushers don’t give a shit, they’re on the lookout for people throwing junk at the stage—then go out for more beer. We find the mist tent and stand fully clothed under the sprayers. Several Deadheads are talking about what happened at a campground in St. Charles after a Grateful Dead show at Riverport last week. A hundred kids were taken to the hospital when a deck at the campground lodge collapsed during a thunderstorm. Everyone agrees that it was a bummer, but at least Jerry put on a good show. Doesn’t mean much to me; I’m not into the Dead. The cool spray plasters Erin’s shirt against her breasts; I’m beginning to look forward to going home after the show.


              I hit the men’s room on the way back to the shed. Guys in shorts and sticky T-shirts are lined up in front of the urinals, letting go of all the beer and fruit juice they’ve been sucking down. The tile floor is slippery with water jetting out from a sink faucet that’s been jammed open; an old black janitor in uniform tries to monkey-wrench the spigot shut. I can’t get to a urinal and I’ve got to take a major leak, so I piss in the next sink over. The janitor yells at me to cut it out, but I ignore him. This is what you’re paid to do, man: clean up after people like me. If you don’t like it, then go to college and become a rocket scientist.


              Cypress Hill comes on at seven o’clock with loud, aggressive rap about fucking and smoking pot. I’m all for both, but Erin isn’t into this stuff; she drags me over to the second stage near the front gate, where we catch Beck doing a solo acoustic show. Once again we see Shemp; completely zooed by now, he’s standing near the stage, screaming “Loser!” every time the guy takes a break. This may be a request for Beck’s big radio hit or an opinion of Beck himself; either way, Beck ignores him, and when Shemp spots us from across the crowd, we turn and hurry away before anyone sees us with him.


              We check out the other side of the amphitheater. More hucksters selling clothes and bumper stickers and shit, but there’re also tables set up by groups like Greenpeace, NOW, Missouri Public Interest Research Group, and so forth. All these guys trying to save the world; what’s the point? I sign a NORML petition so I can get a bumper sticker with a pot leaf on it. There’s a large silkscreen tapestry set up on a scaffold: a mushroom cloud exploding behind screaming children and mounds of skulls, titled “August 1945.” History, man; it happened a long time ago. Let it go, let it go.


              Back in our seats, we blow another joint as we wait for Hole’s road crew to finish setting up. It’s a little after eight now, and the sun is finally beginning to go down; the heat is off, and the crowd is beginning to awaken from its collective stupor. Time to do some serious partying.


              Yet, as I turn around to look back over the countless bodies crammed together beneath the shed and up on the hill, something occurs to me. In this instant, I see my generation: torn apart by divorce when we were five years old, then told that monogamy or abstinence is the only way to stop AIDS; suckled on a tube filled with bad sitcoms, idiot cop shows, and Saturday morning cartoons with not-so-subtle messages about Peace, Love, Understanding, along with ads for a Barbie’s Dream House that looks like nothing we’ll ever afford; despised by hippies-turned-yuppies who try to sell us compilations of twenty-five-year-old rock music and reproductions of Peter Max paintings, but won’t give us a decent job so we can pay for this shit; numbed by whippits, lousy pot, and gassy beer; dumbed out on Nintendo, the failed politics of both Democrats and Republicans, and Beverly Hills 90210. No respect, no hope, no clue, no cigarettes…


              No future.


              It’s something like an epiphany.


              Realizing this, I say:


              (and this part I remember very clearly)


              “Y’know, this is the best day of my life.”


              I don’t realize that I’ve spoken aloud until Erin turns to look at me.


              “Really?” she says. “I didn’t know you were enjoying yourself so much.”


              Startled by her voice, I look at her, and it’s almost as if I’m seeing her for the first time. God, she’s so beautiful. A warm breeze has caught her long, fine hair and cast it back from her face; the setting sun has highlighted it and made it golden. There isn’t an inch of her body that I don’t know, yet in this instant she’s as new to me as the moment when we first met, and although what I just said was meant to be ironic, I suddenly realize that it’s truthful.


              This is the best day of my life.


              This same time next year I’ll be twenty-six, and ten years later I’ll be thirty-six, and twenty years after that I’ll be forty-six; if I’m still alive by then, this stoned summer afternoon will be another faded memory of a middle-aged man who has long since discarded his youth and become the CEO of Tucker Brothers Enterprises, with an ex-wife who now lives in Los Angeles with her third husband and a son I’ll see only occasionally, and then only to give worthless presents to.…


              Like the aluminum dog tag that hangs around my neck on a silver link chain like a weird medal of St. Christopher. My father gave it to me last February, when he took me out to my usual birthday dinner at Tony’s. One of the few times I ever see him; most of the time, he’s either at the office or in another country, making another business deal. Toaster ovens to Russians who can’t buy bread. I smoked a bone in my car before going into the four-star Italian restaurant, so I was pretty stoned at the time and don’t remember why he said it was so important that I have this thing… but, y’know, it’s stamped with my name and the phone number of some company called the Immortality Partnership, and since it looks kinda punk I wear it from time to time, including today. Shemp’s dad gave him one, too, and we get a laugh out of them. If we get killed, these things are supposed to make sure that we have a second chance.


              Uh-huh. Sure. And you can grow up to be the next president of the United States. I mean, it’s possible.…


              I can’t articulate any of this, though. I’ve smoked too much, drunk too much; my mind has been turned to mush by heat and loud music and the crush of bodies. All I can do is look into Erin’s pale green eyes and say something I’ve said to other girls before, but never with any sincerity. Until now.


              “I love you,” I say. “I love you so much.”


              Erin blinks. For an instant, there’s doubt in her face. She has had other boyfriends before me; doubtless they’ve muttered the same thing as they’ve tried to get her into bed. But I don’t grab at her and I don’t look away and I don’t make a smartass remark, and finally there’s acceptance in her eyes.


              “I love you, too,” she says at last, then she puts her arms around me and pulls me close.


              The house lights dim and everyone rises to their feet. I wrap my arms around her shoulders and duck my head to receive a kiss that makes the world disappear for a moment.


              The best day of my life. If someone had told me that I had only an hour and twenty-six minutes left to live, I would have never believed them.


  #


              Hole comes on stage beneath a punk galaxy of mirror balls and foil stars. Courtney Love wears a low-cut black babydoll dress, cigarette dangling from her mouth. She plays guitar with her left foot propped up on a monitor speaker, giving the horny college jocks in the front row a flash of her inner thighs. Her lyrics are unintelligible beneath the raw power of her band’s music, but it doesn’t matter; for an hour she’s the vortex of a tornado that rips through the shed and up the hill. It’s good shit. When Hole is through with its set, Courtney hands her guitar to someone in the front row, flips off some puke who’d been verbally abusing her, and marches off stage. Everyone’s on their feet and howling for more.


              All except Erin and I. Sonic Youth is the head-liner; they’re good, but we’ve seen them before, and for the last hour Erin’s body has swayed next to mine in a seductive way. If the emcee were to announce that Sonic Youth’s bus broke down and that they’re going to be replaced by Jesus and the Twelve Disciples, we would have to leave. We’ve got the urge, that simple.


              By now, Shemp has returned to his seat. He’s still tripping, but he peaked some time ago and now all he wants to do is go home and catch a Star Trek rerun. I know that he really intends to crash on the living room couch, something that I’ve tried to discourage him from doing after Erin moved in, but this time I don’t argue with him. He can always turn up the sound while Erin and I make it on the waterbed.


              There’s also the fact that, of the three of us, Shemp is in the best shape to drive. Shemp may be babbling about another cosmic revelation he’s received, but at least he’s able to walk a straight line. I’m wasted; Erin is in better condition, but she doesn’t know how to handle manual and my car has a five-speed stick. Shemp has driven my car many times; if we happen to get pulled over by the cops, at least he doesn’t have beer on his breath.


              All this is discussed while we weave our way through the parking lot in search of my car, our faces made sickly yellow by the sodium lights. If I had any common sense, I would head straight for the high-rise hotel on the other side of the lot. Screw it, guys, let’s get a room. I’d have staggered into the lobby, whipped out a gold Visa or a gold MasterCard or the American Express trump card, rented a single and a double for the night, and forgotten about the car until tomorrow morning.


              Indeed, the notion occurs to me, just as we find my Saturn at the far end of the lot. My mind is fogged, though, and Erin is warm and deliciously sweaty. Responsibility has always been something I’ve tried to ignore, so I toss Shemp the keys, and we now have ten minutes left to live.


              We roll down the windows; the night air is warm and dusty.


              I’m curled up in the backseat; Erin is riding shotgun. She strains against the shoulder harness as she reaches behind her for the tape box. Shemp has disconnected the driver’s seat harness because it pinches his stomach.


              Erin switches on the map light to look through the box. Shemp peers at the cassettes as if they’re the crown jewels of England. He grabs for Orb Live before Erin swats his hand away, insisting that we listen to Pearl Jam instead.


              Erin and Shemp get in an argument. The car almost veers off the shoulder right in front of the cops directing traffic to the interstate. I yell for Shemp to keep his eyes on the road. Shemp grabs the wheel and gets the Saturn back in his lane. For a moment I’m afraid that the cops are going to flag us for a roadside check, but their flashlights wave us through.


              Shemp makes the turn for the interstate ramp. Erin slips Ten into the deck. Eddie Vedder serenades us with a song about a woman trying to seduce her son as we join a dense river of eastbound headlights: cars, trucks, RVs driven by middle-aged tourists making their way from country music palaces in Branson to downtown St. Louis and points beyond.


              A car horn blares just behind us as Shemp swings into the center lane without using the left turn signal. I try to tell him to take it easy, but he’s raving about the vapor trails coming from the tail-lights in front of him.


              Erin turns down the music a little and tells him to concentrate on the road. Shemp grips the wheel with both hands and stares straight ahead, but a minute later he catches a glimpse of a billboard for the Casino St. Charles riverboat. That cracks him up for no accountable reason. He turns up the volume again.


              I lie down on the backseat and stare up at the ceiling. My ears are buzzing, my clothes are sticking to me like day-old chewing gum, my leg muscles are stiff and aching.


              It’s been a long day. All I want to do is go home.


              I scratch at a mosquito bite under my right knee and think about putting some lotion on my sunburned neck.


              Shemp abruptly swerves into the right lane. Suddenly the backseat is flooded with harsh white light. A truck horn bellows in rage.…


              Something as big as God smashes into the rear bumper.


              And now Shemp and Erin and I are all screaming at once, and Shemp panics and twists the wheel hard to the right, and I look back just in time to see a Mack eighteen-wheeler munching the Saturn’s rear fender, and then I’m thrown from my seat as the car leaves the pavement and


              dives


                          down


                                      a hill


                                                  and now everything is rolling


                                                                          rolling


                                                                                      rolling


                                                                          twisting


                                                                                      screaming


              side over side


                                                  twisting screaming


              Erin screaming fuck fuck fuck


              Shemp screaming god oh fuck oh shit


                                                                          something slams


              against my chest


              (pain)              lights all around me Erin Shemp


              (love you) (you stupid fuck)


                                                                          then the roof caves in


              (PAIN)


                                      something crushes me pushing me


                                                  down


                                                              down


                                                                          my head hits something


              hard


                          (OH MY GOD JESUS IT HURTS)


              and suddenly, there is no pain.


              Darkness falls on me.


              And then there is


              nothing.


  



  

CHAPTER TWO: SIMPLE


  

  



  Midway in our life’s journey, I went astray


  from the straight road and woke to find myself


  alone in a dark wood.…


  —Dante, The Inferno


  



              And so I die. It doesn’t last very long.


              It’s much as if I’ve gone to sleep for awhile.


              “Wake up now,” a voice says to me from the darkness.


              I really don’t want to wake up. Everything is warm and peaceful.


              “Open your eyes now,” the voice says, a little more insistently. “It’s time to wake up.”


              I open my eyes. I’m in a very soft bed in a featureless white room with no windows.


              In beds all around me are many people, their arms at their sides, faces turned upward. Some are men, some are women, all in their mid-twenties, with faces unwrinkled and unblemished, as hairless as newborn babes.


              “Sit up now,” the voice says. “Can you sit up?”


              My back feels stiff, my arms heavy as lead; it takes me a few moments before I manage to push myself up on my hands. The white sheets and covers fall away; I’m naked, but that doesn’t trouble me. In fact, nothing bothers me at all. I’m simply here, and how I came to be here is of no concern at all.


              “Very good,” the voice says. “You’re doing very well.”


              It sounds as if someone is standing next to my bed, but when I look around to see who’s speaking, there’s no one present.


              “Get out of bed now,” the voice says. “See if you can stand up.”


              This is a very complex request. The voice has asked me to do two things at once. I hesitate, trying to figure out what it wants me to do.


              “Blink your eyes three times,” the voice says. “Blink them three times fast.”


              Blink? Sure. I can blink. I can blink three times. When I do, a cartoonish stick-figure of a man appears in front of me. He’s sitting up in a bed, just as I am now; he slowly swings his legs over the side of the bed until his feet touch the floor. Then he stands up and walks to the end of the bed, where he stops.


              “Do you think you can do that?” I nod, and the stick man vanishes. “Good. Try to do it now.”


              I push the covers the rest of the way back, slowly turn until my legs are over the side of the bed, then lower my feet until their soles touch the smooth, cool floor. I hesitate again, then stand up. My hips and knees are as stiff as my back, but my leg muscles are strong and they support my weight.


              “You’re doing very well,” the voice says. “Can you walk to the end of the bed?”


              This requires a little more concentration, but I manage to get it done. “Very good. You’re doing very well. You can go back to bed now.”


              I don’t understand what the voice had just told me to do, so I just stand there. “Go back to bed,” the voice repeats.


              I still don’t understand what is being asked of me, and it disturbs me that I can’t see the source of the voice. I look around and see all those still forms lying in bed around me, so silent and


              (dead)


              sleeping in this white room illuminated by soft light that comes from everywhere but nowhere, and I’m the only one who’s moving around.


              “Go back to bed now!”


              I’m afraid now. I whimper, and as I do so, something hot and fluid rushes through my lower body. I look down and see a thin stream of urine splattering on the floor in front of me. My fear is replaced by vague sensations of relief and satisfaction, and I stare in curiosity at the urine as it forms a thin yellow puddle on the floor that touches my toes and makes me giggle at its warm touch.


              “Blink your eyes three times,” the voice says, a little more kindly now; when I do, the little stick man reappears, standing at the foot of his bed just as I’m now in front of mine. He turns and reverses his process of getting out of bed, and when he’s back where he had started the image vanishes. “This is how you get back in bed,” the voice says. “Do you think you can do that?”


              I nod, and then copy the stick man, and when my head touches the soft pillows again I feel as if I’ve accomplished something really spectacular.


              “Very good,” the voice says. “You’re doing very well. Now, I want you to tell me a couple of things.”


              This is new. What’s there to tell? “I want you to count to ten, aloud,” it asks.


              This is extremely complicated. I whimper again, but at least my bladder’s empty and I’m unable to wet the safest place I know.


              “Blink your eyes again,” the voice says.


              I do so, and now the stick man lying in bed opens his mouth and speaks in a flat male voice: “One… two… three… four… five… six… seven… eight… nine… ten.”


              The image vanishes. “Can you do that?” the voice asks.


              I open my mouth and move my lips. Nothing emerges. I try again, and this time only exhale. Tears sting the corners of my eyes; deep down inside, I know what I want to say, but I can’t articulate it.


              “Blink three times.” I do so, and an abstract figure appears in front of me: a vertical spike, as large as a tombstone. “This is One,” the voice said. “Say it… one.”


              Something deep in my throat stirs to life. “Wa… wa… won.”


              “Very good,” the voice says, and that makes me feel better. Another abstract figure, this one curled over like a crooked finger, appears before me. “Two…”


              “T-t-ttt… too… too!”


              “Very good.” Another figure: two backward curls, one atop of the other. “Three…”


              “Thrrpp…” I spit saliva on the sheets. “Thrrr… threeee…”


              “You’re doing very well,” the voice says, and now I’m bouncing up and down in bed, proud of myself. A stick crossed with a right-angle replaces the earlier numeral, and this time I identify it without any trouble.


              We get through the last six digits without any trouble, and when we’re done the voice asks me to recite all ten numbers. I really have to concentrate on this one, but after a few seconds it comes back to me: “W-won… too… threeee… foh… fi-fyve… sex… se-se-seppen… ate… n-n-nyne… tin!”


              “Very good,” the voice says. “Now there’s only one last question, and after that you can go back to sleep.”


              I wait anxiously, hoping that it won’t ask me for the next number after ten. I know what two ones placed next to each other look like—I can visualize it in my mind’s eye, and don’t need to blink three times to see it—but I don’t have the word for it.


              “What is your name?” the voice asks.


              I open my mouth, close it, open it again, close it once more. There’s something in the back of my mind—a stream of half-recognized images that are at once as familiar as my toes and yet as unreal as this room, that are real and significant and mean everything to me, but nonetheless untouchable… and yet, at the nucleus of this strange atom, I perceive a sound, a feeling, a word…


              “Ah… ah… al… al… aleh… aleh… alekk… alekk…”


              “Yes,” the voice says. “That’s correct. Your name is Alec. You may go to sleep now, Alec. You have done very well, and we will continue this when you wake up.”


              Exhausted, I fall back against the pillows, pulling the sheets and blanket around me as I curl into a fetal position with my hands tucked into my crotch. The voice loves me. The voice is proud of me. My name is Alec, and I can stand up and walk and count to ten, and the voice says that’s okay.


  #


              I slept, and woke up when the voice told me to wake up, and practiced walking some more, this time to a small table and chair a few feet from my bed where a bowl of soup was waiting for me.


              I don’t know how to use a spoon, but when the voice tells me to blink three times, the stick man appears to show me how it’s done. Although I drip much of the soup on my chest, the table and the floor, I manage to get most of it in my mouth.


              The soup is good. It has a taste that I vaguely remember, but can’t quite identify. At one point I freeze with the spoon halfway to my mouth, and stare at it as two syllables fight their way up from my subconscious. “Ken… chi… ken… chi… chi… chi… ken… chi… ken…”


              “Very good, Alec,” the voice says. “You’re eating chicken soup.”


              I nod happily, very pleased with myself. I like chicken soup.


              When I’m done, the voice instructs me to walk through a narrow door at the opposite end of the room. This is the farthest distance I’ve yet traveled, a journey which takes me past the beds where the other people lie. As I slowly walk toward the door, I see that many of them are awake. Some are trying to get out of bed; others simply lie still, staring into space and blinking rapidly as they murmur to themselves. A few are curled into tight little balls, their eyes wide as they clutch themselves and tremble uncontrollably. I feel nothing for them; they’re just naked bald men and women whom I don’t know.


              The door leads into a smaller room, one with white tile floors with a drain in the center and small holes in the ceiling. A row of seatless toilets are lined up against the far wall. The voice tells me to sit on one of the toilets. I obey, but don’t know what to do next until some primal instinct takes hold and my bowels empty themselves. Again, there’s a vague sense of satisfaction and relief; when I’m through, the voice tells me to stand up, walk to the nearest ceiling hole and wait there.


              This I do, and after a moment a tiny rainstorm of soapy hot water erupts from the hole. This startles me and I leap out from under the water, but the voice sternly tells me to remain beneath the hole. I’m more afraid of the voice than the water, so I reluctantly return to the shower. Three blinks, and the stick man reappears; this time he’s rubbing his hands all over his body, and when I imitate him I once again feel great satisfaction, until the water suddenly turns cold and I yelp and nearly jump out from under the hole again. The voice tells me to stay under the hole, so I obey it, and once I’ve been rinsed I’m rewarded by a long blast of hot air that warms and dries my goosepimpled skin.


              The voice tells me to go back to bed, but as I walk through the door I see something that scares me so much, I nearly duck back into the shower room.


              At the far end of the room, a man wearing a long hooded robe is removing my soup bowl from the table.


              None of the others in the room appear to have noticed him, but he sees me, and motions for me to come closer.


              I’m badly frightened and don’t want to go to him, but the voice tells me that he’s my friend and that he has a gift for me because I had been so good, so I step through the door and timidly walk down the aisle between the beds.


              Halfway through the room, I feel a strange prickling at my neck: a feeling that I’m being watched from behind.


              I stop and turn around, and see that one of the bald naked men I’ve just walked past has sat up in bed. He’s bigger than anyone else in the room, and he’s staring straight at me. His gaze is intense; I mewl in fear, and then he raises his hand toward me and opens his mouth, and once again hot urine escapes from my body.


              “Don’t pay attention to him,” the voice says. “He can do you no harm.”


              The big man stops what he’s doing. His mouth closes as he stares into space, and then his arm drops to his side. I have the odd notion that I know him, but when I blink three times the stick man doesn’t appear to help me understand.


              “Go to your friend, Alec,” the voice says. “He’s waiting for you.”


              So I turn around and walk the rest of the way to the hooded figure. He’s nearly as tall as the man behind me, but his face is as kindly as the other’s had been intense. My soup bowl is in one hand, and draped over his other arm is a long white robe much like his own.


              “Hello, Alec,” he says when I stop before him. “I’m your friend. My name is John. Can you say that? John?”


              “Ju… ju… ju… joh… jon.”


              John nods. “Very good, Alec. I’m John, and I’m your friend.”


              “Fr… fre… fre… friend John.”


              “Excellent,” John says, and even though that word goes right over my head, I know that it must mean something good. “We’re very pleased with you, Alec,” he continues, “and we want you to keep doing as we tell you to do, because we have a lot of wonderful surprises for you. All right?”


              I nod my head, even though much of what he had just said is confusing. “Very good,” John says. “Now I have a little present for you, but you must promise—”


              He stops abruptly, and then blinks three times. As he does, I see something strange; although his eyes remain open, translucent membranes come down from beneath his eyelids and over his pupils. There are tiny sparks against his brown eyes for a couple of moments, then the second pair of eyelids sweep open again.


              “You must not urinate on the floor anymore,” John says. “Do you understand?” I shake my head. “If you feel like you’ve got to… if you’re afraid of something and you want to do like you just did… then you’ve got to go in the bathroom and urinate into one of the toilets.” He pauses. “Blink three times, Alec.”


              The little stick man shows me how to properly use the toilet. “This is your associate,” John says. “He is always here to help you, and no one can hear or see him except you. If you ever have any questions about anything, blink three times and ask your question, and your associate will tell you what to do. Do you understand?”


              I nod. “Very good, Alec,” John says, then he extends the robe to me. “This is your present. It is something to wear. Put it on.”


              I take the robe from his hands. It looks just like John’s, but I don’t know what to do with it until I blink three times and the stick man—my associate—reappears to demonstrate how I should put it on. I fumble with the robe until I find the widest opening, then I duck my head and pull it over me. There’re a few moments of anxious struggle before my arms find the sleeves and my head comes through the opening.


              Now I’m dressed much like John. That makes me very proud of myself. The robe is clean and warm against my skin, and I know now that I’m truly loved by John and my associate.


              “Very good, Alec,” John says. “I’m very proud of you. You can go back to bed now.”


              He turns and walks toward the wall behind him. A round portal that I hadn’t noticed before irises open and John steps through it, and I’m still staring at the door long after it closes behind him.


              No one else in the room has robes. No one else in the room has been fed. No one else has learned to go to the bathroom. These thoughts follow me back to my bed, where I go to sleep still wearing my precious robe.


  #


              I had no perception of day or night. The soft light from the ceiling and walls of the room never dimmed, but always remained lit at the same level. I slept, I awoke, I ate, I relieved myself, I showered, I learned how to do fundamental things such as making my bed or dressing myself, and then I went to sleep again. This went on for a long time, but I didn’t try marking the passage of time by counting the number of times I had slept or eaten because it never occurred to me to do so. Nor did I have any desire to learn what lay beyond the door John occasionally came through.


              I existed in perpetual dream state in which things simply happened. My few emotions were at the most primitive level; I wasn’t bored, curious, or irritated, although I should have been. I was hungry sometimes, but that seldom lasted very long, because John always materialized with another bowl of chicken soup. I was sometimes a little scared to go to the bathroom because that meant passing the bed where the large man with the intense eyes lived; although he sometimes stared at me when I walked by, he never pointed at me again, and after a while I disregarded him entirely. When I was tired, I went to sleep, and when I was through sleeping, I got out of bed and went to the bathroom.


              My associate—the voice that spoke to me from nowhere, the little stick man who appeared whenever I blinked my eyes three times—became my tutor, teaching me new words when it became necessary to do so: “soup,” “bowl,” “spoon,” “bathroom,” “toilet,” “hot water,” “cold water,” “robe,” “blanket,” and so forth. It never occurred to me to give a name to that voice, nor did I ever wonder where it came from, or why blinking three times caused the stick man to materialize before my face. Like everything else, it simply… was.


              I was not alone in my daily routine. The others in the room were also learning how to do these same things, even though I was the first one to master the basics. Most of them, at least; a few simply lay in bed and whimpered, and from time to time John would come through the door to feed them or change the soiled sheets on their beds. After awhile, some of them vanished; this usually happened when I was asleep—all of us tended to sleep at the same time—but once I saw John come in and escort out of the room a man who had been crying uncontrollably for nearly as long as I could remember. I didn’t know where he went; I never saw him again, and I didn’t have any curiosity about his fate. His bed was empty, and not long afterward it too simply disappeared.


              But most of my fellow inmates gradually went through the same learning process as I did, and it wasn’t long before all of us wore robes that John had given us. We learned to walk, we ate chicken soup from bowls that had been placed on small tables near our beds, we went to the bathroom, we fluttered our eyelids and spoke aloud to voices we alone could hear. Yet there was seldom any desire—or need, really—to communicate with one another, for we existed in happy somnambulance. Sleep, eat, walk, crap. Life was good.


              But things began to change, and not always for the better.


              John and another robed figure brought in a long table, and John told us that we would all be eating our chicken soup at the same time at this table. That went well for the first few feedings, but then our meals started arriving further and further apart, not just whenever we were hungry. When that happened, there was always a rush to be at the table when John and the other robed men brought in the bowls. Once there was a scuffle between two men over a bowl of soup, which was abruptly settled when both of them suddenly went still. They blinked their eyes, murmured things to their associates, and waited patiently until two men entered the room and led them away. My associate told me that fighting was not allowed, and there were never any fights after that. I never saw those two men again.


              I eventually learned that the man who lived in the bed next to mine was named Russell, and that the woman on the other side of his bed was named Anna, and the woman on the other side of her was named Kate. Russell and Anna and I became friends simply because we saw the most of each other, but I never really met Kate because she spoke only to Anna and the man who resided in the bed on the other side of her, whose name was George.


              Kate didn’t seem to like George very much. I didn’t have an opinion either way, except that I noted that he ate less than the others; sometimes he would double over and vomit on the floor, and then John would bring him a towel and make him clean up the mess he had made. But that wasn’t what seemed to make Kate dislike George; after awhile, I noticed that he was always trying to touch her, and most of the time Kate didn’t want to be touched by him. I didn’t know why, but neither was I very curious. This was just one of those things that happened.


              I’m in the bathroom while Anna and Kate are standing beneath the showers. I’m sitting on a toilet with my robe hitched up around my waist; Anna and Kate have their robes off and are naked, but I don’t think much of this other than to blandly observe that the women don’t have penises (another new word my associate has identified for me) and have breasts (ditto). Their nudity means as little to me as the fact that I’m relieving myself in their presence; we all share the bathroom’s showers and toilets with no embarrassment or shame.


              George comes into the bathroom. He starts walking toward the toilets, but then he stops and looks at Anna and Kate. He stares at them for a long time, then he suddenly strides over to Kate, grabs her from behind, yanks up his robe and thrusts himself against her.


              Kate screams. She tries to pull away, but George has locked his hands around her waist as his thighs pump hard against hers.


              Kate screams again. Anna turns around, sees what is happening. She blinks a few times, remains motionless for a moment, and then she screams “Stop!” and hurls herself at George.


              George disengages himself from Kate and turns around to grab Anna instead, but Anna kicks him in the groin. George howls and falls down on the slick floor, and then Anna is all over him, savagely beating his head with her fists and kicking his legs with her feet. George cries out, but he doesn’t seem injured; instead, he grabs at Anna’s ankles, trying to make her fall down even as he tries to clamber to his knees.


              While this is going on, Kate has collapsed on her hands and knees and is crawling away, sobbing and screaming, until she reaches a corner of the bathroom, where she curls into a tight little ball, her hands clutched between her legs.


              Russell rushes into the bathroom. He sees Anna attacking George and Kate huddled in the corner. He goes to Kate and tries to comfort her, but she flinches away the touch of his hands.


              And then George screams.


              Very loud now, and not from anything Anna has done. He grabs at his head as he howls in agony, his back arching as his legs thrash at the floor.


              Something fluid and red starts dribbling out of his nostrils. Anna stops beating him and steps back, horrified yet fascinated by what she’s seeing.


              Then, all of a sudden, George stops screaming. His entire body trembles, then it goes limp. There is a soft exhalation from his mouth—a kind of a “haaa”—and there’s a faint, nasty odor in the humid air. Then he’s very still.


              Blood mixes with water on his chest, seeps down his skin, washes down the drain. Russell stands up from Kate and stares at him. Anna steps farther away, her breath coming in ragged gasps. They both remain that way until John and another robed man walk into the bathroom.


              Without saying a word to any of us, they pick George up between them and carry him through the door. When they’re gone, Anna and Russell go to Kate, gently hoist her to her feet, and lead her back toward the white room. She’s still crying, her hands still clasped between her legs.


              Anna turns her head and looks straight at me. She doesn’t say anything, but simply stares at me for several long moments. Then she helps Russell carry Kate out of the room.


              When the bathroom is vacant once more and everything is still and silent, I rise from the toilet and go to one of the ceiling holes. I stand beneath it and take a nice, long shower, all by myself. Some diluted blood, pink and filmy, remains on the floor; I watch it with faint interest as it curls in on itself and spins down the drain.


              I haven’t done anything wrong. I haven’t done anything right. At no time did my associate instruct me to do anything, either right or wrong; therefore my conscience is clear.


              I’ve simply… existed.


              That’s all that counts.


  



  

CHAPTER THREE: THIS IS A CALL


  

  I know not how it was—


  but, with the first glimpse of the building,


  a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit.


  —Edgar Allan Poe, “The Fall of the House of Usher”


  

              About the same time that I become vaguely aware that I’m getting tired of chicken soup, John comes to see me.


              I’m walking back to my bed from the shower room when he steps in front of me. “Please come with me, Alec,” he says. “I want to show you something.”


              Not that I’m given much choice; he’s already taken my arm and is leading me toward the vanishing door. I whimper a little as it irises open, and glance back to see Anna watching me from her bed. John reassures me with a gentle pat on the shoulder, and then I leave the White Room for the first time since my first awakening.


              We walk down a short, narrow hallway which ends in another door; it opens to reveal a bisecting corridor. Just as much as the White Room is plain, the corridor is wonderfully ornate: walls of some dark, whorled substance that looks like mahogany, brass handrails, high metal archways, doors with carved lintels, ceiling fixtures that cast oval spots of light on a checkered floor. The corridor is wide enough for five men to walk abreast, and so long that I can’t see where it ends.


              Nor is it empty; it’s filled with men and women who step around us as John and I slowly walk along. Although by now my hair has begun to grow out a little, I’m astounded by the styles in which they wear theirs: roosterlike mohawks, long braids, bowl cuts, dreadlocks. They wear blue jumpsuits, tunics, drawstring pants, flared trousers, long and short dresses, high-necked shirts, embroidered vests and jackets, long sleeveless coats, capes, sandals, boots. Some have their eyes masked by opaque glasses; many wear tiny headsets. Now and then they stop before closed doors which slide open to let them enter; I catch brief glimpses of the rooms before the doors shut behind them, and none resemble the featureless place I’ve just left: chairs, desks, panels with little lights on them. There are tiny signs above the doors; although I recognize the numbers on some of them, I can’t read the words.


              There’s a faint beeping sound behind us. John gently pulls me aside to let a small vehicle pass. Containers are stacked on its open bed and it floats several inches off the floor, but it doesn’t have anyone aboard. I stare at it until it disappears from sight; it seems to vanish into the ceiling far away from us, and that’s when I realize the corridor bends upward slightly.


              John talks to me as we walk.


              “How are you feeling today, Alec?”


              “Good. I’m feeling very good, John.”


              “That’s good. Have you been happy here?”


              “Yes, I… I’m very happy here.”


              “Very good, Alec. We’ve been very pleased to have you as our guest. Do you know what that means, Alec? Guest?”


              “No… no, I don’t.” I blink three times, but for some reason I don’t hear the voice of my associate.


              “Your associate has gone away for just a little bit, Alec,” John says. “He’s leaving us alone for awhile. Do you mind?” I don’t completely understand his question, and not having my associate makes me a little nervous; I shake my head. “Well, a guest is someone who has been invited to come and stay at someone’s house. This is our house, Alec, and you’re our guest, and you’ve been a very good guest. Do you understand now?”


              No, because I don’t remember anyone inviting me here. But I don’t want to make John mad at me, so I say: “Yes.”


              “Very good, Alec. I also want to tell you that you can stay here as our guest for as long as you want. We like you very much, and we would like to have you remain with us. Do you understand?”


              “Yes,” I say, more truthfully now.


              “That’s good. Now, here’s a big question, one that I want you to think about a little before you answer. Do you understand me?”


              I think about it a little. “Yes, John. I understand you.”


              I look directly at him when I say this, and now I notice something odd: John’s eyes have changed color. They’ve always been brown before, but now they’re pink.


              John laughs. “I’m glad you do, Alec, but that isn’t the question. The question is… do you remember what you were doing before you came here?”


              I think harder this time, but can’t recall anything past the moment when I first woke up in the White Room. On the other hand, thinking is a very difficult thing for me to do; it always seems as if there’s something in the head that won’t let me. It’s like the disappearing door in the White Room: I know it’s there, but whenever I’ve walked over to look for it, all I’ve found is a blank wall. “No,” I say after a few moments, “I don’t remember.”


              “Nothing at all?”


              I look at John. His face is as placid as always, but now there’s a strange depth in his pearl-colored eyes, and even as I look, something appears in my memory


              (a face)


              that I can’t identify, yet the more I concentrate, the more


              (a young man’s face)


              it seems familiar, as if I’ve seen it recently, even though I can’t


              (a young man with that face, smoking a cigarette)


              put a name to it, or say where I’ve seen it before.


              “Do you remember something?” John asks.


              “I remember… I remember a face.”


              “Is it your own?” I don’t know, but I don’t believe so. I shake my head. “Have you seen it recently?”


              “No… no, I don’t think so.”


              “I see. Do you remember anything else before you arrived here?”


              “No.” And that’s the truth. So far as I’m concerned, my life had begun forty-eight bowls of chicken soup ago.


              “Well, then,” John says, “let me tell you a little bit of what you don’t remember. You were very sick when you were brought here, but someone asked us to take care of you and so we did. Now you’re even better than you were before you got sick, and now you’re our guest, and as I said before, you’re welcome to stay with us for as long as you wish. Do you understand?”


              “I… I…”


              “Yes, Alec?”


              “I think so.”


              “You think you understand?” I nod again. “But you have a question, don’t you?”


              “All the other people in the room… were they…?”


              John stops before a closed door. He passes his hand in front of a tiny panel on the wall next to it, but the door doesn’t open at once. “Sick? Yes, they were. They were all sick when they got here, and we were able to cure most of them. Some of them didn’t get as well as you, though, and so we had to take them someplace else, but you’re doing fine. You’ve made wonderful progress, and we’re very proud of you.”


              The door parts in the middle and slides open; two people step out, brushing past us with scarcely a glance. Startled by their sudden appearance, I shrink back against John, but he lays a comforting arm around my shoulders. “It’s all right, Alec. Everyone here is your friend. You can go inside now.”


              The room is very small, vacant, and almost as featureless as the White Room; the door closes as soon as John and I enter. “Great Hall,” John says, and there’s a motion from beneath the floor that makes me grab the slender metal rail that encircles the room. “This is an elevator,” he explains. “It takes you places… just as I’m taking you someplace now.”


              “Where?”


              “Somewhere special. A place you’ve never seen before.”


  #


              The door opens onto a short hallway: hard marble floor, pale blue walls hung with framed oil paintings of rolling countryside, mountain landscapes, and river valleys. The paintings are very old, yet they somehow look familiar. I stare at them as I shuffle behind John while he walks to a carved oak door at its end. He waits patiently until I catch up with him, then he opens the door and leads me through.


              Before us is an enormous rotunda, one so huge that our footsteps echo off the domed ceiling far above our heads. Medieval tapestries drape white stone walls between tall, round columns; beneath the columns are archways leading to corridors branching off from four sides of the rotunda. A vast mural is painted across the inside of the dome: angels and cherubim float around an ancient bearded man in a robe who is reaching out to touch the extended hand of a reclining nude man. A broad staircase spirals up to a gallery encircling the rotunda; archways on the second floor lead to even more corridors. Sunlight gleams through windows above the gallery and through an open arch on the far side of the hall.


              The floor is a mosaic: hundreds of thousands of tiny pieces of multicolored ceramic and quartz form a black surface sprinkled with tiny white jewels, with long threads of hammered gold tracing concentric circles and odd right-angled patterns. The floor looks rough, but it’s mirror-smooth beneath my sandals; the patterns are familiar, but I can’t place them, let alone give them a name. All I know was that they’re achingly beautiful.


              “This is the Great Hall of our master’s house,” John said. “There’s forty-two rooms in the castle, and they must be—”


              “The master?”


              “Pasquale Chicago… but you must call him Mister Chicago, never Pasquale. Can you say that, Alec? Mister Chicago.”


              “Mister Chicago,” I slowly repeat. Again, something tickles my memory: the last word seems familiar.


              “Very good. This is where he lives when he isn’t absent.”


              “Absent?”


              A small smile. “Away on business… just as he is now. One day you may get to meet him.”


              “When?”


              “Someday. However, his household continues to operate just as if he was home, so it scarcely matters if you ever meet him or not. Mister Chicago is a very busy man, because he is also a great man, greater than anyone else who lives here. You’re his guest, Alec, and you must always respect this. Do you understand?”


              I nod. “Who is Mister Chicago?”


              “A great man,” John repeats, a little more firmly now, “and that is all that matters to you.” Then he takes my hand. “Come now. There’s much more I have to show you.”


              He guides me across the Great Hall toward the sunlit arch, our sandals softly padding against the mosaic floor. I hear a faint scrubbing noise; I look around, spot a man in a hooded robe like John’s and mine. He’s kneeling on his hands and knees between two columns. There’s a pail of soapy water next to him; he’s diligently scrubbing the floor with a brush. He briefly raises his eyes as we walk past, then quickly looks down again.


              “Who is he?”


              “Someone you’ll meet later,” John says.


              Past the archway is a broad balcony surrounded by a wrought-iron balustrade. Turning around to look, I see an enormous octagonal dome surrounded by four gable-roofed wings, each containing dozens of casement windows. At the apex of the dome is a glass hemisphere, like a little greenhouse. A castle of gray stone: mysterious and wonderful, yet somehow frightening.


              And beyond the parapet…


              Glades and ponds and meadows, a landscape stretching out for miles, its horizon a hazy line in the far distance where a pale yellow sky melds with the ground. There is no sun, only a warm mellow glow from a vaulted ceiling rising above patchwork vineyards and thickets of small trees. Narrow dirt paths lead away from the castle, weaving between apple groves and carefully cultivated gardens, disappearing into the distance.


              I smell roses and ripening grapes, maple and fresh-cut grass, daisies and sod. Strange birds sing weird songs as they flit from branch to branch. A bumblebee settles on my wrist for a moment, then buzzes off before I can react. From somewhere far off, goats protest some momentary distraction; on a terrace below the balcony, a calico cat nearly the size of a half-grown dog stands up, gracefully arches its back, then saunters off in search of whatever passes for a mouse in these parts.


              I stare and I stare and I stare, my eyes moving from one wonder to the next, as hungry as my stomach had been when I had first awakened. No chicken soup served in a sterile white room, this, but a smorgasbord of sight and sound and aroma.


              “Welcome to your new home, Alec.” John stands beside me, his hands clasped together within the sleeves of his robe. “I hope you’ll be happy here.”


              “My home?” I can’t believe what he’s just said. All that I
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ophisticated suspense
with many surprises.”
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