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“Van Pelt showcases his mastery of short-form fiction in these 62 stories, all published between 1993 and 2018 and ranging from apocalyptic fiction to subtle daylight horror, Lovecraftian riffs, and speculation about future social policy initiatives. . . .Van Pelt’s superior combination of imaginative concepts with recognizable human emotions makes him a talent deserving of a wide readership.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review




“Nobody does aspiration better than Van Pelt. His characters are fighters: to make a human connection, to go to the stars as a space cadet, to understand a high school plagued by nineteenth-century gunslingers, to conquer loneliness. These stories are rich in diverse settings—suburbia, a plant nursery with horrific vegetation, the trenches of Verdun, an automotive hell (literally). In all places and times, with all characters, Van Pelt superbly illuminates the best that is in us.”

—Nancy Kress, author of Sea Change




“In a genre like science fiction, when nearly every story is filled with incredible worlds, amazing science, and mind-blowing ideas, what does it take to stand out? It takes one of the hardest things to find in real life, too: heart. More than just those worlds and ideas and science, that’s what James Van Pelt excels at: his characters, whether human or not, are people who live and die, love and cry, in ways that remind us of ourselves.”

—Trevor Quachri, editor of Analog Magazine




“James Van Pelt is an astute observer of the human condition. He can skillfully and compassionately evoke the extraordinary in seemingly ordinary situations. James convinces us to care deeply about the fate of his compelling characters—whether they are mutated creatures, ice cream salesmen, or classroom teachers.”

—Sheila Williams, editor of Asimov's Magazine




“What a delicious treat! James Van Pelt is a terrific storyteller. Buy this book. Read. Enjoy.” 

—David Gerrold, author of Hella




“Jim Van Pelt is one of those rare writers who swoop effortlessly across the landscape of the fantastic. I read him with admiration and envy.”

—James Patrick Kelly, Hugo, Nebula & Locus Winner




“James Van Pelt is a master of the short story . . . Whether writing science fiction, fantasy, horror, or stories that fall between the categories, he can take the most commonplace topics—running, tourism, family life—and make them profound. If Van Pelt’s stories don’t move you, you have no heart.”

—Carrie Vaughn, author of Bannerless
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To every writing teacher who understood enough

to use student work as examples in class.




HUMANITY SERVED UP
IN A BUFFET OF STORY

BY

KEN SCHOLES

One of my favorite parts about being a writer is the other writers I’ve met along that path, and one of the highest honors I’m ever paid is when I’m asked to introduce a writer’s work to the world. So imagine my delight when Jim asked me if I would introduce The Best of James Van Pelt, bringing together the very best of nearly three decades of his published work.

Now, I see these books scattered throughout my popular library of around 6,000 volumes. Most are second-hand hardcover Science Fiction Book Club editions. Best ofs bringing together around 20 or so of the very best of all those giants we all read growing up in the genre. I was pretty excited to see what this book by my friend would look like and I was ambushed by it in the best of ways. This is no slender volume of a few of his best, lifted from his six collections. No, my first file for this showed it coming in at around 800 pages. This is a big chewy book full of wonder and life in motion and I am pleased to introduce it—and its author—to you.

I’m going to talk a bit about the writer and then I’ll talk a bit about his work.

Jim Van Pelt will tell you he’s essentially lazy.

Because of this fact, he says, he’s written 200 words per day, every day, without exception, since September 1999. (I’ve reached out to Merriam-Webster to suggest updating their definition of lazy.) At about a page a day, every day, that will lead to a lot of pages and still leave plenty of time for a career in education, teaching high school students how to tell stories of their own.

I first became aware of him and his stories back in 1997 or 1998. I was reading through contributor copies while submitting my own short stories in the mail and ran across some of his earliest sales. He was one of the writers I was reading and learning from as I made my path. I remember running across “Plant Life” and “Miss Hathaway’s Spider” before making my first sale in 1999 and being impressed enough to send him a note. When my first short story came out in Talebones’ Winter 2000 issue, we shared our first of many tables of contents. Then, in 2001, when my story about the walking bear came out, Jim dropped me a note, and we became more regular correspondents. He was one of the first pro writers I looked to—and became friends with—on my own journey into print. In 2006, when his first novel Summer of the Apocalypse came out alongside my first standalone project, Last Flight of the Goddess, we finally met in real life and signed books together for Fairwood Press. Later, in 2008 when I had finally sold enough short stories of my own to merit a Fairwood Press collection, Jim did me the honor of introducing my work to the world. Being asked now to write this is a wonderful closing to a beautiful circle in my professional life.

Over the years, I’ve watched Jim’s work roll down from Colorado, a steady river of story. I have no idea what his first decade yielded before laziness required a change, but at 200 words a day, 365 days per year, for twenty one years . . . that is a lot of story. All written about a page at a time while working as a school teacher, filling young minds with the words that sparked his own. You’re holding quite a bucket full—the best so far—and I can tell you that it springs from just three ingredients: one portion of Hard and Constant Work, one portion of that Curiosity Driven Wonderment Lens through which artists Bend Their Lives into Story, and one part Living a Life Out In The World Open Enough to see Story Unfolding Everywhere in Everything and Everyone Around You.

You’ll see how well Jim did in these pages. As I wandered through, I saw slices of humanity served up in a buffet of story, seasoned with honesty and hope. I saw hard questions raised from the dead matter of our darker impulses, and I saw language unfolding—well chosen and lovely words that march to the cadence of life.

When I traced my trail back to those earliest stories I remembered, I was pleased to discover the same chills showing up in the two I mentioned earlier. Jim’s career spent in the classroom yielded quite an imaginative crop of stories beyond that spider no one wanted to deal with: a cascade of stories only an educator caught up in the U.S. education system and twisted slightly in a speculative manner could conceive. He shows us human desperation in “The Last of the O-Forms” and human invention in “Of Late I Dreamt Of Venus,” both in language reminiscent of our patron saint, Bradbury. The best of thirty or so years harvesting stories from his imagination.

Along the way, the work has picked up the nods one would expect from Jim’s steady pace of production. Collections of short stories garnering awards like the ALA’s Best Book for Young Adults and The Colorado Book Award. Individual stories picked up like gems for our industry’s Year’s Best anthologies or listed as honorable mentions. Again, at 200 words a day, along with the will to write, you land a good bit of practice.

One of the big connecting points for Jim and me is that we both share the same inspiration in Ray Bradbury, who we both cite as our largest influence in bringing us to writing. Bradbury played at his work with great delight, and a sense of wonder deeply grounded in the human experience inspired so many of us. There are 24 stories in this collection inspired by Jim’s Bradbury Challenge of one story per week for 52 weeks straight back in 2016. Those alone would be worth their very own collection. [And they were! In Van Pelt’s The Experience Arcade. --ed.] So you are getting quite a bargain here, Constant Reader.

One day soon, I’ll have The Best of James Van Pelt up on my shelf with the other “Best ofs” I’ve picked up during the decades of loving and collecting speculative fiction. This volume will take a place of honor and be full of places to visit from my friend Jim’s heart, reminding me what it means to be human, to face fear, to find love, to solve problems, to experience . . . life.

I am over the moon with how tickled I am to introduce Jim’s mightiest collection yet to you.




Ken Scholes

Cornelius Oregon

August 2020




PARALLEL HIGHWAYS

The semi-trailer truck’s rear tires rumbled a yard from Jack’s window. A faded sign in red, Horizon Transit, in giant letters, decorated the trailer. In the rear mirror, another eighteen-wheeler’s grill loomed just off the bumper, and in the right lane a line of cars slid by, no more that a half a dozen feet between them.

White-knuckled, Jack gripped the wheel. Backwash from the semi rattled his little car, and he fought the tug that pulled him toward the tires spinning to his left. Blurred at the tip, the speedometer needle hung just beyond 80 miles per hour.

“He’s coming over,” said Debbie. Her voice cracked. From the corner of his eye, Jack could see she’d balled a handful of skirt into her fist. She sucked in a breath as if she were about to scream, but instead she murmured, “He’s coming.”

“I can see,” he snapped.

The semi’s trailer of ribbed aluminum, rivet-studded and coated with dust, crossed the line, narrowing the space. In the truck’s mirror, dark glasses hid the driver’s eyes, but he seemed to be looking right at them.

Jack whipped a glance over his shoulder. The other semi behind them had moved up, now nearly touching their bumper. No break in the line of traffic to his right, but he signaled anyway, stomped on the accelerator and slid over, hoping for a gap. Traffic behind him stretched in a domino row of glaring windshields, and he realized no one was going to let him in. They couldn’t let him in.

Inexorably, the truck closed the distance, squeezing the lane.

“Oh, no,” Debbie moaned.

“I’ve got it,” Jack said. “I’ve got it.”

He dumped into fourth gear, winding the car’s little engine into the top of its RPMs; it jumped forward. They passed the trailer’s front wheels. A woman in a beat-up station wagon on their right leaned on her horn, flipping them off, but she moved over a bit, and so did the Volkswagen in front of her.

Jack scooted close to them, crossing the lane stripes, passing the station wagon, the semi’s wheels roaring in his ear. He juked the car right, bumping the Volkswagen; metal crunched, and Debbie fell against him, her chest heaving, her arm slippery with sweat.

The face in the Volkswagen contorted in anger and fear.

Better you than me, Jack thought. Although his car was small, he knew the Volkswagen didn’t have any weight at all. If he had to, he could force himself into its spot in the traffic.

Now, horns all around them blared. Traffic in front of them rippled. Tail lights flashed. A pickup that had been blocking the Volkswagen cut left in front of the semi, and its air horn erupted, but now there was space to the right.

Sobbing, Jack pulled in front of the Volkswagen, clipping its bumper on the way, and another opening appeared on his right, which he took.

Two lanes separated them from the trailer-truck, now bombing along as if nothing had happened. Jack pried a hand loose from the steering wheel and wiped his mouth. His chin was slick.

He checked the mirrors. As far back as he could see, traffic. The highway faded into the blue distance. Same in front. One more lane over, a cement retainer separated them from the city, a numbing series of dirty, gray warehouses.

He took deep breaths, letting himself calm down.

“Missed us that time,” he said, and he tried to laugh, but it came out tight and fake, like it felt.

Debbie sat up straight, smoothing her skirt over her legs. She looked out the side window, pressing her hand against it. Long brunette hair with just a hint of a curl at the end brushed her shoulders. Her face reflected a little in the glass. Deep, brown eyes. No makeup. A serious woman carrying despair in the lines of her frown.

Beyond, building after shadowless building rolled by. The sun stood exactly overhead, but smog or mist fuzzed away its outlines, so the sky glared hot, white and without form.

“We should have let that car in,” she said.

“Which?” He knew what she was talking about. It was an old argument.

“We shouldn’t have been in such a hurry.”

Jack checked the mirrors again, then closed the distance between him and the next car to get the guy following him off his tail.

She said, “I don’t recognize anything.”

“I know.”

“It could be L.A.” She looked at him without moving her hand, her eyes so tired that they appeared as if they’d been punched.

“Or Pompeii.”

“That’s not funny.”

“It’s a superhighway from somewhere. Just as well could be Pompeii. Or maybe Rome, just before Nero burnt the sucker.”

“Stop it.”

“Do you think there was a freeway between Sodom and Gomorrah?” He laughed a little easier this time but bitter.

“Sodom and Gomorrah,” she said, “L.A. What’s the difference?”

If it were L.A., we might be able to get off. Merge lane,” he said. Whatever the junction was, a spray-painted white hand obscured the name. “Should we take it?”

“I thought that was Anaheim we passed yesterday,” she said wistfully. “I always liked Disneyland.”

“I’m taking it.”

Jack scanned his left, tapped the brakes and eased into a space between a Bronco with tinted windows and a guy on a motorcycle. The cyclist’s head wove back and forth as if he were listening to a private symphony. Hair spilled out beneath his faded bandanna and streamed in the wind. Ahead of them, taillights blinked and cars jockeyed for position.

Traffic split, and Jack followed the curve of the road beneath an overpass. A green highway sign said, Carmilhan—76 miles. Within a few minutes, the warehouses disappeared, replaced by desert and twisted Joshua trees streaking by behind the concrete retainer.

Jack sighed. Highway reached before him straight to the horizon as unwavering as a knife edge. Here, the cars spaced themselves a bit. Twenty to thirty feet between them, but the asphalt still whined under the wheels at a steady 80 miles per hour. He laid his head back and stared at the ceiling for a second, then blinked hard and rubbed his hand across his eyes.

“I’m exhausted. Can you handle it for awhile?”

Debbie nodded, moving next to him, onto the emergency brake. She put a hand on the wheel and arched up as he slid underneath her, the back of her blouse wet with perspiration. Now, almost sprawled across the seat, the brake’s handle digging into his back, he kept a foot on the accelerator. She stepped over his legs, careful to keep from turning the car with her hip as she dropped into his place.

“What should we do at the next junction?” she said.

Jack reached into the tiny backseat for a jacket, folded it over several times, then wedged it into the corner between the top of the seat and the doorjamb. He rested his head on it and closed his eyes. Humming wheels whipping over road whispered against his cheek. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Go where you want.”

Speed varied as Debbie adjusted for the traffic. Air rushed past the window, whistling a little in some crack he’d never been able to find. After a while he drifted into a kind of false sleep, not quite dreaming, not quite aware of where he was, and he felt like he was floating. Then he said, or thought he said, or maybe even imagined he said, “How come all roads lead everywhere, but you can’t get there from here?”

Debbie didn’t answer, so he let the car’s motion lull him further. He thought about treetops waving back and forth and a time when he rested beneath them, watching diamonds of sun coming through the leaves. All he wanted was to sleep and to wake up there—to wake up anywhere other than on the highway—not to be pounding out the miles and watching the bumper in front of him. Jack wanted to sleep and to wake up and to sleep again far away from the roads and horns. Far away from the zombie motion of driving the car.

He lurched, bouncing his forehead against the glass. No telling how long he’d been asleep. It didn’t feel long. He squinted against the pain, then peeked over at Debbie. Her chin was down, eyes closed; her hands loose on the wheel.

Too late, he jolted upright, reaching for her. Concrete whizzed inches from the side window. Metal screeched. Sparks fired from the front of the car. Debbie shot up. Overcorrected.

The world keeled over and slowed as the car went sideways and rolled. Jack floated to the ceiling as it crumpled toward him. Glass shattered into the passenger compartment. His arm broke first, a wet snap above the elbow, then his shoulder. Then he hit the ceiling. And last, as the car rolled, he saw through a red veil the semi bearing down, an avalanche of metal and momentum.







Jack’s consciousness surfaced in the half-death in a white flash of agony, and through the shock he thought, pain slows time. Agonizing second after second. He thought, terminal cancer victims must hear clocks in their blood slowing down. Any minute and every minute an infinite reach. Unstoppable and dispassionate. Waves lapping against the sand. Everyone like the first; none the last. All bones crushed. All flesh mangled. Pain living forever. All of it over and over again. For infinite time, his bones broke one after another, and like Prometheus, without healing and without cessation, the bones broke again. He had no way to tell, nothing to measure it against, but the crash seemed to replay for a thousand years.







I’m sorry, Jack.” Debbie held the wheel in one hand and touched herself with the other. First, her face, then across her chest and onto her leg. “Oh, God, I’m sorry.”

They passed under another sign, Carmilhan—8 miles/Alice Mar—104 mile/Titanic—156 miles. On the dunes beyond the cement retainer, isolated Joshua trees spaced themselves between long patches of bare sand. Each like a mutant sentinel, holding mutant limbs to the brilliance of the white sky.

Jack felt his own arms, stretched his back. Nothing broken. Nothing even sore. “It’s inevitable,” he said. “It’s not your fault. We’re bound to get tired.”

She shook. Her hands trembled on the steering wheel. “I can’t do that again. It’s not fair that I should have to do that again.”

Cars bunched up in front of them, closing the distances. Looking in the mirror, Debbie switched lanes, away from the congestion. In a minute, they passed a four-vehicle pile-up, two cars, a cement mixer and a bread truck. Broken glass crunched under their tires as they went by. Debbie looked away.

“Dying’s the best rest I get,” said Jack. “It’s a silver lining.”

“I don’t know why we get sleepy. We don’t eat. We don’t go to the bathroom. The stupid car never needs gas!” Debbie said, her voice on the edge. “You know what else? I don’t see enough accidents. If everybody’s like us, then there ought to be accidents constantly. There are people all by themselves in half the cars. Who gives them a rest? But most of the time, traffic’s moving. Why is that?”

“Well, if we’re logical . . .”

“You’re not a scientist anymore! I’m not a student in one of your classes. Nothing’s logical about this!” Debbie’s lips paled; her face was so tight.

Jack touched her arm. “It’s okay. It’s just conversation.”

She took several shaky breaths, then relaxed. For a second, Jack saw in her face a semblance of his wife the way she was aeons ago, when they climbed in the car and left for the commute. They’d been uptight; they’d argued; they were late; it was her fault; it was his fault. He’d cut into the traffic viciously. Someone beeped at them; then they’d settled into the flow, and she’d relaxed, just for a second, like she did just now.

“Not logic, then,” Jack said. “Thinking it through, though. If there are solitary drivers, and they’re like us, then they ought to be crashing left and right, but they don’t. So they’re not like us.”

“I guess we know that.”

Jack peered into the car beside them, a shiny, blue Lexus. Inside, a man in a business suit stared straight ahead. Lots of commuters looked like him, focused in a kind of catatonic way. Locked on the road, frozen into position as if posing for portraits. Lost in their thoughts, he supposed.

But some of the cars that passed . . . the occupants weren’t possible . . . were painful to see. He noticed that Debbie had quit looking long ago. But how often do we really see the people in the other cars on a commute? thought Jack. Maybe the highways had always been like that. Maybe I never paid enough attention. He had a theory that this is the way it had always been: traffic consisted of demons, civilians, newbies and the damned. Sometimes it was mostly civilians: drivers who got on the highway, went somewhere and got off, never knowing what drove beside them. Sometimes it was mostly the damned, like them, who died and lived and kept on driving. Sometime there were newbies: the damned before they died the first time. And then, there were demons. Jack shuddered thinking about the sunglassed face looking back at him in the semi’s mirror. That driver had known they were there, but he came over anyway.

Jack said, “We have to sleep, or we’d go insane, and if we were insane, this wouldn’t be so bad.”

“You’re assuming we’re being punished.”

“It’s like the fate of Sisyphus. He pushed that old boulder to the top of the mountain in the Greek underworld, but it wouldn’t stay there. So his curse was to walk after the thing and roll it back up. If he only had to roll it up, and he could never stop, he’d never have time to think about his sins, but the rock rolled down, and he’d go after it. The punishment was in the walk down, while he was resting. We’ve to sleep so we can wake up and realize again what our task is. It’s our walk back to the boulder.”

“So, are we wimps or heroes?” said Debbie. “Are we resisting our fate or giving in?”

“Well, I guess if this were a movie, we’d be wimps. We’re not solving our problems. But in real life sometimes the most heroic thing you can do is stay even and not give up. So we’re heroes.”

“I don’t feel like a hero. I haven’t done anything.”

Debbie let her hands slip to the bottom of the wheel. She was steering with the tips of her fingers barely draped. Back in the Joshua trees, a black shape moved; Jack only caught a glimpse of it. It was like a bear, but its arms were loose-fleshed, hairless and yellow. It looked up from whatever it was feeding on. Eyes glinted.

“We’re not in our world,” he said.

“I’m sure that was Anaheim the other day. Maybe we’re there part of the time. If we could find our way back.”

“One freeway to another. Merge lanes and junctions—there’s never an exit.”

“I remember the signs: Hermosa Beach and then Long Beach. We were going west on the 91. Maybe these are like parallel universes, except they’re parallel highways. Part of the time we cross over. Do you think anybody saw us? Do you think we looked different?”

Debbie drove for three hundred miles before they switched. She rested her head and closed her eyes immediately. Ahead, a line of hills rose out of the desert, and soon he was climbing steadily. Joshua trees gave way to pinion as the road wove higher and higher. Occasionally he passed a camper or heavy truck laboring in the right lane, belching exhaust. A sign read, Slower traffic keep right: No stopping on the shoulder. He smirked. They’d tried stopping twice, pulling against the cement retainer, only to watch the following traffic pile into them, as if they were incapable of stopping themselves. The second time they’d burned. A thousand years in the fire.

Once he’d seen a man jump from a car; maybe he was a newbie, desperate to escape the road. The man slowed as much as the flow allowed—maybe fifty miles per hour—then opened his door and rolled out. Jack had been three cars back, and passed him as he slid and tumbled on the asphalt. Craning his head over his shoulder, Jack saw the man, amazingly, stagger to his feet just before a bus creamed him.

No stopping on the shoulder, Jack thought. No kidding.

A road sign read, Mary Celeste—14 miles. “That’s a phantom ship,” he said. Debbie turned on her seat; opened her eyes.

“What?”

“Sign said, Mary Celeste. It’s a ship whose crew never made port. They found her floating around, perfectly seaworthy, but no one on board.”

“I know about the Celeste,” said Debbie, her eyes closed again. “We’re more like Vanderdecken.”

“Who?”

Debbie covered her face with one hand. Jack couldn’t tell if she were crying or not. “Vanderdecken captained The Flying Dutchman. During a storm he swore an oath that he’d sail around the Cape of Good Hope or be damned forever.”

“What does that have to do with us?” Jack said. He could feel the anger welling inside him. She’s always bringing it up, he thought. She can’t give it a rest.

“We should have let that car in. You shouldn’t have said, ‘Damned if I’ll let someone cut me off this morning!’ They died because of you.” Her voice wasn’t angry, but it was flat and tired, as if announcing news she’d accepted long ago.

His heart pounded in his ears. She won’t leave it alone, he thought. It’s always my fault. He remembered the morning this started, holding his own in his lane, the early commute streaming toward its destination, when he saw the mini-van coming toward him from the on-ramp. He’d measured its speed, watched it, and saw that it was going to merge in front of him. He was in a hurry. He was edgy in that special manner that driving in traffic made him. The mini-van approached. Jack would have to give way to let him in. “Damned if I’ll let someone cut me off this morning,” he’d said, and he smashed the accelerator. For a moment, the mini-van paralleled them, the driver leaning to his left, searching for a break in traffic.

He must not have seen the broken-down car on the shoulder. Jack didn’t until the last second, just a glimpse of a jack holding up the driver’s side, or a tire laying on the road, of someone on his knees holding a lug wrench. Then the mini-van plowed into the parked car.

Jack pictured the crash. “I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t even want to think about it anymore.” He heard his voice straining.

Debbie didn’t say anything. Curves held Jack’s attention for a moment. The road had gone to two lanes, and he had to concentrate on driving. Then the hills opened up, and the ocean spread out before them. The highway fell toward the sea. Soon they were driving a road that held close to cliff edges overlooking stony places where waves lapped dully against kelp-encrusted rock. Even through the window, he could smell the salt and rot.

Then Debbie said, “I would have done the same thing, Jack. I wouldn’t have let the van in that morning.”

Jack remembered the smoke from the accident. As they had driven on, a pillar of smoke had risen behind them, climbing into the sky like an angry spirit, black and red and writhing.

The memory of smoke clear in his mind, he drove on.

They stayed on the costal highway for 3,700 impossible miles before a car coming toward them crossed the lane, catching their side, driving them off the road, over the cliff, tumbling against the rocks for five hundred feet. The last thing Jack heard was water hissing against hot metal. Then the sea rushed into the car.







No one knows about pain but those who are in pain. Only the hurting know what it is. Memory of pain is not pain. Description of pain is not pain. Small hurts are not like great ones reduced. True pain lives in the ever-present moment, expecting nothing, owing to nothing, overwhelming all other thoughts. For a thousand years, Jack tried to scream. Water filled his lungs. Everything was broken, and he was always drowning.







“You were saying?” said Jack, trying to sound as if nothing had happened, as if no time passed, but Debbie didn’t answer. For the longest time she kept her face to the window, so that all Jack could see was the back of her head. He turned inland and the junction to Palatine, and soon the lanes multiplied, and they were in city traffic again.

“Our driving record sucks,” she said finally. “They should pull our driver’s licenses.” She started laughing, and it built on itself, an insane-sounding layering of laughter until Jack couldn’t tell if she were laughing anymore or shrieking. It scared him. After minutes of this, she quieted down, although every once in a while, she’d chuckle, and Jack was afraid she’d start again.

She said, “You know what I’m thankful for?” She paused a half beat. “That we don’t have to pay car insurance anymore. It’s just a relief.” The chuckle came out of the back of her throat, and she wiped tears from the bottom of her eyes.

Jack drove for twenty hours straight, 1,600 miles before switching. Mostly they passed through baking desert, their air conditioner battling vainly against the heat pouring in; the glare off windshields stabbing his eyes, but every once in a while, buildings would loom up on either side, warehouses, factories, strip malls, and he could read the signs: Aamco, Quiznos, Big O, Winchells, American Furniture Warehouse, Wal-mart. Sometimes he couldn’t read the signs; they weren’t in any language he recognized. But never an exit, just junctions. Highway leading to highway; concrete bridges twining over, under and around each other, filled with cars streaming end to end.

Their drivers studied the road with the peculiar dead look of the long-distance traveler. In some cases the passengers slept. In some, they read books. Jack saw kids and old folks and dogs, all closed in, all isolated in their 80-miles-per-hour fish bowls. And in some cars, he saw monsters.

Debbie covered almost nine-hundred miles before giving Jack a turn, and he went for 1,300 more. They switched a dozen times, often saying nothing for hundreds of miles; often times both awake, watching the road unreel before them.

A low set of hills shrugged up on the horizon, and soon they wound through dry, grass-covered slopes. For miles, rows of giant windmills lined the hills, their huge, high-tech blades spinning in a wind they couldn’t feel in the car. Then they passed the last windmill and other highways joined theirs, adding a lane or two each time. Jack was driving when they rounded a curve and a great city sprawled in the vast valley below. Through the haze, as far as he could see, rooftops and roads, and the traffic drew them in.

Something touched his hand on the emergency brake. He looked down. Debbie’s hand rested against his, and he took it, pressing his fingers between hers. They drove into the city, hand in hand.

Debbie scrutinized the buildings as Jack eased from one lane to another, always on the lookout for potential trouble. His back ached; his eyes burned with weariness.

“It’s L.A. again,” she whispered. “We’re on the 10.”

“They all look the same,” Jack said, but he noticed the palms growing beyond the retaining wall and the manzanita in the median. “I haven’t seen a sign.”

“I think it’s L.A.”

“I hope it isn’t. I couldn’t stand it if we were this close.” But he sat up more in his seat, a little less tired.

She squeezed his hand. Malls flowed by and R.V. lots. Trucks filled the road: tankers, movers and the semis. Cars darted like smelt among the shark, moving around their ponderous bulk, giving way, sliding over, clearing a path. In the distance, a series of high rises peeked out of the haze.

“I remember audiobooks,” said Debbie. “If you weren’t with me, I could start one in the morning and finish it on the way back. I used to think my commute was half a book long.”

“I didn’t know that. For me, the drive was time to get good thinking done. From Banning to San Bernardino I’d formulate the problem. From there to Pomona, I’d come up with various approaches, and by Pasadena I’d have the day planned out.”

The traffic flow varied. Cars slowed and came together for miles, crawling at fifty or sixty miles an hour. Then, without any perceivable reason, they would speed up and spread out. Jack thought of it as “accordion traffic,” and it took all his attention. Now he drove with both hands on the wheel, watching for the sudden cut, keeping out of others’ blind spots. Drivers looked tense and focused. They snapped glances in their mirrors; kept a thumb hear their horns. Blinkers flashed. Cars vied for placement as junctions came up every mile or so.

Jack changed lanes twice to get into position for the Santa Ana junction. It was L.A. he decided. Maybe a parallel one, but L.A. just the same. He could get them to Anaheim at least. Debbie could see something familiar before they followed the road back out to alien landscapes and meaningless junctions that led them nowhere at 80 miles per hour.

He could get them to Anaheim.

Traffic flowed slightly faster in his lane. They crept up on cars, taking minutes to pass them. A semi to their right, ahead of them, blocked the signs. Jack wanted the Compton junction that would take them west on 91, but he didn’t know if he needed the left or right side of the highway. A sign blinked by, and he missed what it said.

Slowly they closed the distance. The semi’s wheels roared by Debbie’s window, and Jack suddenly got scared. Everything felt the same as it had once before. He’d heard these tires before.

“What’s that truck?” he asked, voice tight.

Debbie pushed her face to the window and read the side. “Horizon Transit. Why?”

“Jesus,” said Jack. He couldn’t see the driver’s face, but a leather-clad arm rested on the driver’s door. Only a few feet separated Jack from the car in front of them, a green lowrider with maroon tassels dangling in the rear window.

Jack tapped the top of the steering wheel. Both lanes to his left were packed solid, hardly a hand’s breadth between them. No chance of cutting over and away. All he could hope for was that nothing would happen, because there was nothing he could do to protect himself.

At mid-trailer, the truck’s turbulence buffeted them and pulled them over. Jack leaned on the wheel, keeping them in the center of their lane.

Debbie said, “That’s the same one, isn’t it?”

Howling, the trailer’s front wheels passed the window in a blur of rubber and spinning metal. They were beside the cab. Jack could see the foot rest and the bottom of the door. They were by.

Closing his eyes for a second, Jack breathed easier. The lane to their right was open for a hundred yards, as if no one wanted to be in front of the semi. Keeping one eye on the truck in his mirror, Jack scanned the road ahead for junction signs. He couldn’t remember how long he needed to stay on 57 before hitting 91. It seemed like years since he’d driven this stretch of road. Years of driving and driving, but never arriving.

After minutes more, they caught up to the car that was immediately ahead of the semi, now a hundred yards behind. Jack kept looking for the signs as they inched past.

“Oh,” said Debbie. “That poor man.”

In the car beside them, a yellow Volvo sedan with two little boys in the back seat, the driver was wide-eyed and weeping. The man rotated his head left and right, and Jack could see in his face disbelief and growing horror.

A newbie, Jack thought, and he remembered when he and Debbie realized they were trapped, how the sickening dread had welled up inside them. The traffic wouldn’t let them stop; there was no place to exit, and they were trapped. They must have looked like this.

The man’s face was pure anguish. He didn’t even appear to see Jack and Debbie looking in at him, and in the backseat the children played, two little boys with their heads down, studying something between them. Maybe a coloring book.

What could they have done to deserve being here? The image of the children waking up in the half-death after their first inevitable crash boiled up within him. A thousand years (it seemed) of pain and death. What could they have possibly done?

Tears glistened on the man’s face. He barely seemed to be paying attention to the road as he wandered from side to side.

Jack felt a fist in his throat. He couldn’t take his eyes away from the man. Then the car behind Jack beeped, a short angry beep that said, “Keep up, buddy. You’re slowing me down.” A gap had opened in front of Jack.

He checked his rearview mirror. The driver behind beeped again, but what Jack saw was the semi closing fast. The hundred yards was now fifty. Black exhaust streamed from the truck’s twin pipes above the cab, and the windshield glared like a rectangular sun. Directly in front of it, the unknowing newbie waited to be squashed. He didn’t see the traffic. He didn’t see anything, and his boys played on.

Debbie saw it too. She looked at Jack.

Their eyes locked, and hers brimmed with sadness.

Twenty-five yards back, the semi leapt eagerly. It growled in triumph.

Jack checked behind him. He put his hand on the emergency brake. Debbie saw, touched his hand and nodded.

He grazed the brakes. A horn blared behind him, and metal crunched, snapping Jack’s head against his seat, but the Volvo scooted ahead. Their bumpers cleared, and Jack jerked the wheel to the right, pulling the emergency at the same time.

The truck was on them before they started to roll.







Pain’s the dark flipside of excitement. It doesn’t bore. It’s always freshly minted. Blood in the wound glistens, and pain's world opens wide, all-encompassing. Jack squirmed on pain’s hook, but there was no place to go, and he was all alone. Like Vanderdecken tied to the rudder off the weather-whipped coast of Africa, beating his way into the knives of wind, never arriving, never making port, and each wave a reminder of the death that had already claimed him. Like Sisyphus with his shoulder to the rock, unable to see around it, having no idea how long it would grind into his shoulder, how long his legs would quiver beneath him, begging to collapse.

Pain, as long as it lasts, is unending.







I never believe we will come back,” said Debbie.

Jack stroked the wheel. If felt so good to feel anything, even the steering wheel.

“It makes me want to kiss everything around me,” said Jack.

Automatically, he moved into the left lane. The sign said Compton Only, and he followed the curve around with all the other cars. Four lanes joined them on the left. The highway was congested, but moving well.

“Do you think he survived?” asked Debbie. “Do you think that it made any difference?”

“Maybe,” Jack said. “At least for a moment.”

They passed under a sign.

Debbie turned and grabbed his arm. “Did you see it, Jack! Did you see it?”

He was already checking his mirror and signaling. “Yeah.”

The sign read, Harbor Blvd. Disneyland exit/Left Lane, 1/2 mile.

“It’s an exit. Can we make it, Jack? Can you make the exit?”

Four lanes of solidly packed commuters moving at 80 miles per hour stood in between him and a way off the highway, the first exit they’d seen in who could guess how many years. At 80, a half mile takes only twenty seconds.

Four bumper to bumper lanes. Twenty seconds, and the Harbor Blvd. Exit into Anaheim and Disneyland.

“I think so,” he said as he made the first merge. “I’m good in traffic.”




MISS HATHAWAY’S SPIDER

—Knowledge—

Miss Hathaway first noticed the spider on a cool September morning, before the students arrived, as she dusted the chalk trays with her canary-yellow feather duster. No other teacher cleaned the chalk trays, but she knew that was a reflection of their lack of professionalism, for no one was as meticulous, as orderly, as conscientious as she. Not that she considered cleaning the chalk trays a part of her job, but the janitor never did them. She had written a memo to him once, folded it neatly into thirds and placed it in his box in the faculty mail room.


Dear Mr. Clean,

I would like to commend you on the appearance of my classroom, but would it be possible for you to pay closer attention to the chalk trays? They do become awfully dusty. High school students are acutely aware of an untidy environment, don’t you think?

Sincerely,

Miss Hathaway


But even after her letter, in the morning the trays were dirty, and, annoyed, she cleaned them out.

She saw the spider clinging to the underside of a web a foot above the carpet in the corner of the room farthest from the door when she bent to drop broken pieces of chalk into the trash can. She jumped back, a tidy little jump; her hands flew to her face below her wire-rim glasses and cupped her cheeks. “Oh,” she said.

Miss Hathaway, who at five-foot-one and a hundred-and-two pounds and filled with the authority of her fifteen years of teaching experience, who had broken up fights between football players, who faced lunch room duty with the bravery of any soldier on Iwo Jima, who had at the beginning of this school year moved a cabinet full of books from one side of her room to the other, was afraid of spiders.

She knelt cautiously to observe it and realized that someone coming into her classroom at that moment would see her crouched in a corner at the front of the class and might think she was praying. But the presence of the remarkable spider pushed that thought from her head, and she scooted closer. Its size struck her first: at least three inches from toe-tip to toe-tip. And then its color: black and spit-shine shiny. The spider’s body and the black, metallic legs reflected the fluorescent light from the ceiling in tiny star bursts. 

But even a remarkable spider, she thought, had no place in a classroom. She pushed herself up from the floor, smoothed the front of her skirt, then pressed her intercom switch and asked for the unhelpful Mr. Clean.

When he arrived, she said, “Class begins in one half hour, and I do not believe the spider should be here.”

He crouched down next to the web. The spider vanished into a hole in the wall. “It’s a big one . . .” He poked a greasy, chewed pencil into the hole. A crumbling of rotten sheetrock drifted to the carpet. “. . . and we probably ought to call the exterminators . . .”

“Well?” Miss Hathaway crossed her arms across her chest, wrapping her fingers around her elbows. She could feel the sharp crease she had ironed into her blouse sleeves.

“. . . but we’re out of funding.” He stood up and pushed his pencil into his shirt pocket. “You’ll have to kill it yourself.”

She squeezed her elbows. “But this is why I called you.”

He sniffed.“Our job’s floors, boards and desks.”

“You can’t take care of the spider?”

“The exterminators are union; janitors are union, just like teachers. You wouldn’t want me to scab, would you?”

“Of course not. Wouldn’t dream of it. I understand our positions exactly.” She picked up her feather duster, turned her back to him and began dusting an already clean chalk tray with short, brisk strokes. “Thank you for your attention.”

Mr. Clean paused at the door on his way out. “I’ll suck her right up, if I catch her on the carpet.”

—Comprehension—

Two weeks later Miss Hathaway sat on the front three inches of a chair before Vice Principal Book’s desk. The chair came from the elementary school and forced her to sit with her knees higher than her hips and her eyes level with the top of the desk.

Vice Principal Book, a large man with beefy upper arms that strained the sleeves of his battleship-gray jacket, gazed down on her. Behind him, six certificates, their frames butting up one to the other and lined up so precisely that they looked like one long brass and glass display, hung from the green cinder block wall. “So, let me see if I can put this in a nutshell. You have a spider problem in your room, and therefore you can’t teach?”

“I’m sorry to bother you with this, and I wouldn’t, but I talked to the janitor, and he said it wasn’t his job. I don’t see how it is properly mine either.” She kept her neatly manicured hands still. Vice Principal Book made her nervous, even though he was once only a Driver’s Ed instructor.

He smiled. “Miss Hathaway, Miss Hathaway, you are one of our best teachers.” He consulted an open manila folder on the desk. “Spotless record. Perfect paperwork. Up to date lesson plans. Never tardy to faculty meetings. And, most important, you don’t send students up to me for discipline problems.” He chuckled. “How distracting can a spider be?”

It wasn’t distracting at all, at first, thought Miss Hathaway; the only reason she didn’t kill it was because the janitor should kill it; he didn’t clean the trays; at least he could get rid of the spider. Miss Hathaway thought of the web, now a yard wide, that clouded the corner of the room, the eight inches of glistening spider that hung there, and the mysteriously larger hole in the wall. She thought of the three times in the last two days, while lecturing on the funnel paragraph, she had pirouetted in mid-sentence, convinced the black spider was creeping up on her. “Maybe if you came down and looked at it?”

“I don’t think we’ll need to go that far. There isn’t an educational challenge that can’t be solved, if we put our heads together, right in this office, Miss Hathaway.”

“This does seem to be an extraordinary situation, though.” She wanted to squirm forward on the chair because her blouse had come untucked from the back of her skirt, but she was perched on the edge already. The thought of tucking the blouse in with Vice Principal Book watching made her queasy.

He leaned back in his chair, squeaking the springs, and laced his fingers across his stomach. His jacket pulled into a series of wrinkles radiating away from the single button holding it closed. “Remember the Miracle Worker?” He continued without waiting for her to answer. “She taught that little girl who couldn’t see, hear or talk. The Miracle Worker didn’t have a beautiful classroom, did she?”

He looked at Miss Hathaway expectectantly. “Uh, no, she didn’t.”

“She didn’t have class sets of brand new expensive Harcourt Brace Jovanovich English texts, did she?”

“No,” she answered. He was caught in his rhythm now.

“No, she didn’t! She didn’t have video tapes or record players or computers to help her. Think of the primitive conditions she worked in, and think of your own situation. Why, if she had the advantages you have, she could have really done something with that little girl. So, I believe that what you need to do is to reconsider your situation. Believe in your own abilities. Do you believe, Miss Hathaway?”

“Yes,” Miss Hathaway whispered. He beat the top of the desk with his fist to emphasize his words.

“Believe in the school. Believe that the principal and I are behind you all the way. Believe that the school board knows what it’s doing. Believe in the goal of every child in its place. I have that dream.” He lunged out of his chair and loomed above her. “Sure, you have a spider, but you have so many positives. You can stand tall in your classroom, like a pillar of fire, like a burning bush, like a tower of Babel. Can you do that?”

“Oh, yes!”

“In the teaching profession we can’t dwell on the negatives; we have to accentuate the positives. Be a team player. Keep a tight lid on the boat, and your ship will come in.”

He slapped her folder closed. “Be a Helen Keller for us Miss Hathaway. You can be a miracle worker like her, if you’ll put your mind to it.”

Momentarily engulfed in his enthusiasm, she rose. She said, “I think I can,” and marched down to her classroom.

—Application—

Monday, the week after Homecoming. Melba Toast raised her hand, and Miss Hathaway thought, as she often did, of how cruel parents can be.

“There is web on my desk,” Melba said. The web stretched from ceiling to floor now, and its intricate structure of thick threads anchored to points as far as ten feet from the corner of the room, including Melba’s desk. Its form sprang from the corner without order, random, not a neat lattice work of geometry, but a chaotic mess of lines and darkness.

“Isn’t that interesting?” Miss Hathaway said. “But I don’t believe we need to consider that now. What we should think about is a topic for our next essay.” Miss Hathaway felt distracted, unfocused. She knew what the next essay should be—the lesson plans she had used for the last fifteen years were perfectly clear—a comparison/contrast essay on abortion, but she didn’t want to assign it. The whole idea of thirty essays like essays from years past exhausted her. But this attitude put her in a weird position, she realized: for the first time in her teaching career, she didn’t know exactly what she was going to do next. It disturbed her. She paced the front of the classroom, her hands behind her back, avoiding the mass of web to the left of her podium. The two-foot long spider crawled along the ceiling of the room. Students under it watched warily. “Your essays on gun control were fine. Really, they were. But they lacked something: immediacy perhaps. If we wrote about a topic closer to home your writing might be livelier.”

The spider paused above Jim Bag, a mediocre student with a tendency to dangle his modifiers, who turned every writing assignment into an essay on football. He clenched the edges of his desk and looked ready to bolt if the spider should make a move towards him. “Jesus Christ, that gives me the creeps,” he announced.

Miss Hathaway stopped pacing. Here was something she could deal with. No one talked in her room without raising a hand. In fact, she thought, no one should ever talk. After all, this was a writing class. “While I am deciding what our next subject will be, why don’t all of you take out a pen and in one paragraph write your feelings about the spider. Make sure you include a distinct thesis sentence. I’ll collect them in fifteen minutes.” They pulled paper out of notebooks and busied themselves at the assignment. While they were writing she studied the spider, and the distraction, the unfocusing, came back.

She thought about it being black. But it was blacker than black. Midnight black. No, blacker than that. It was black with depth. Cave black. Blind black. Not like a black mirror, but like outer space. Black like a neutron star defying color. Denying color. Fall into the pit black. A black from the back of the dream black.

And the shape, a dark, dismembered hand. Black bone fingers beating gravity. Clinging to the ceiling. Nothing that big should be able to walk above you, she thought. Each joint clearly articulated. Multiple leg knuckles, bent, full of promise. Full of threat.

And the long abdomen, packed, round. The skin taut, pulsing faintly, rising and falling, never still. At this size she could see it always moved. She envisioned her hand reaching out, stroking it.

She jerked her eyes away. Breathing hard, face flushed, she walked up and down the straight aisles between the desks, studied the students’ papers and forced herself not to look up as she passed beneath the spider.

Later, at the podium, she read a sampling of the essays to the class.

“‘In today’s modern society, spiders are seldom thought of.’” She gazed at them in their orderly rows before her. “Can anyone make a suggestion for improving this lead-in sentence?” No one spoke. “Generally, we don’t approve of ending sentences with prepositions.” They looked back at her blankly. “This might be a good test question,” she said, and many of them wrote down that sentences should not end with prepositions.

She read the next one. “‘In the current, modern world of today, spiders are very important.’ Can anyone think of a better verb than ‘are’ for this sentence?” No one spoke; she suggested a different verb.

Before the bell rang, she said to them, “Think about strategies to develop your paragraph on the spider into an essay. Invent ways to turn this negative into a positive.” She was pleased with herself for having heeded Vice Principal Book’s advice.

At the bell, they hurried to the door. “Jim!” she called. “I need to talk to you about your language.”

After he left, she was alone, and the spider was with her. It moved up the wall and onto the ceiling with a cool, slow grace; and its movement made her think of a glacier creeping into an ancient civilization’s valley, sliding with weighty patience inch after inch, covering roads, pushing aside viaducts, smoothing away the lines of irrigation ditches. She shook her head and realized minutes had passed. The spider had crossed the room.

—Analysis—

Before class, the day after Thanksgiving break, Vice Principal Book slapped a sheet of paper on Miss Hathaway’s podium.

“We don’t need to involve the principal in this now, do we?” His open jacket and tie that hung to one side exposed his belly pushing through the gaps between the buttons. “A memo like this insults my office.”

Miss Hathaway had never seen Vice Principal Book in her room before, and his sudden appearance startled her into dropping her gradebook. She pushed her glasses up from where they had slid to the end of her nose so she could look at him.

“But you can see the problem,” she said and waved her hand at the web-choked corner of the class where hundreds of translucent-gray, rope-thick strands originated to connect to every solid surface in the room. The ruler straight rows of desks, except for Melba’s, and the podium were the only areas relatively free from sticky web. The ceiling lights filtered through and cast abstract, bizarre shadows. On the wall behind Vice Principal Book, the four-foot long spider delicately picked its way from strand to strand; its body covered a poster diagramming a keyhole essay. When she saw the spider, her attention wavered from Vice Principal Book, and it suddenly occurred to her that she hadn’t been able to see the hole in the wall behind the web for weeks, and she wondered how large was it now? And where, exactly, did it lead?

“What I see,” said Vice Principal Book, “is that you need to distinguish facts from fiction. The facts are that the principal runs this building with a system. The system includes a hierarchy of command. He does not deal with teachers—I deal with teachers. When you subvert the hierarchy, then the system doesn’t work.”

Miss Hathaway faced him. “I have to deal with this spider every day!”

Vehemently he said, “You have to deal with me every day. Spiders come and spiders go, but I’m here forever. You have a bad history of this kind of memo writing.” Confused, Miss Hathaway looked at him. “Oh yes. I know about your memo to the janitor. Nothing is too small for me to notice, Miss Hathaway.”

Early students walked into the class and put their books under their desks. The Vice Principal lowered his voice, but his tone stayed angry. “A parent complained about your essay assignment on the spider. Parents don’t want their children to think—and you know this as well as I do—about things that make them uncomfortable. I don’t want you drawing attention to it. As far as you and your students are concerned, it doesn’t exist. No more essays. No discussions. There is no spider!” He marched out of the class, stiffly ducking his head under low strings of web that crossed from wall to wall.

Miss Hathaway grabbed a stack of essays from a shelf in the podium, crunching the first page of the top paper. They were the spider essays, each with neatly red-penned comments in the margins and a grade written in the upper right hand corner (a “happy face” drawn next to the pleasingly many “A’s” and a “sad face” next to the surprisingly few “F’s”). She wanted to return them today. That was what her lesson plan said: “Hand back graded essays and discuss.”

She stood rigid at the podium, thinking an unthinkable thought: I will hand them back anyway. And she waited for the tardy bell to ring, but as she waited she grew less sure. He is the vice principal, after all, she thought, and the more she considered this, the sadder she became. He had never yelled at her before; hadn’t he said she was “one of the best teachers?” Who would want to lose that?

She sighed, smoothed the wrinkle she had made in the top essay, placed the stack deep in the podium and opened her Warriner’s English Grammar and Composition text to find an exercise as an alternative lesson plan.

The last few students entered the room and made their way to their desks.

And that might have been the end of it, except that when Melba Toast took her seat she did what no student, what no janitor, what Miss Hathaway herself, had not done—she brushed against a piece of the web.

“Uh oh,” said Melba, and all eyes turned to her; in the spotlight of attention, she was alone. No one moved. Then the spider swarmed down from the ceiling, an avalanche of legs and dreamy black motion.

During the brief struggle, while Miss Hathaway did nothing, she suddenly realized she knew the facts, she always had. The problem was the fiction, and how was she to separate them?

—Synthesis—

The next day, Miss Hathaway marked her roll sheet mechanically, making tidy black checks in the exact middle of each square until she came to Melba Toast’s space. Her desk was empty, but Melba herself, wrapped in a long white cocoon, hung from a net of threads coming out of the confusion of web above the class. Only her eyes peeked out, open, awake, but unfocused, as if she were seeing things beyond the walls.

After a long moment, Miss Hathaway marked Melba tardy, reasoning that although she was not in her seat when the bell rang, she was in the room.

The class labored over a fourpage worksheet on subject/verb and pronoun/antecedent agreement as Miss Hathaway finished her paperwork and began to stroll up and down the aisles; but wherever she walked, and no matter how hard she tried not to look, her eyes kept finding their way to Melba.

Someone knocked on the door, startling Miss Hathaway. It was Guidance Counselor Mitty. They talked in the hall.

“You sent for me,” he said as if he had somewhere else to be that was much more important. A slight man, barely as tall as Miss Hathaway herself, he struggled to keep straight an armful of manila envelopes 

“I’ve lost a student.”

“I heard. I heard. Terrible thing. But what can we do?”

“I don’t know. I thought you people had special training. It’s time we did something though.” Miss Hathaway looked back into her classroom where the students were working quietly.

“These are awful times Miss Hathaway. They always are. But we have a saying up in counseling, ‘Don’t lose the school, saving a whale.’ Sometimes one of them slips away from us, but we can’t knock ourselves out. Buck up. We win more than we lose.”

“You’re saying to not worry about her?”

He shrugged. “I’m doing a study. If you’ll write a report on her case, I’ll pull her files, and maybe we can work up a profile of what to look for next time. Keep the rest of your ducks in a row, and the sharks won’t get them. But if this episode starts to bother you, come on up.” He looked fatherly. “The district sponsors a support group for teachers. It’s wonderful, really. I go twice a week myself, not that I need it, but I always feel refreshed after others speak about their problems.”

“But what of her parents? Won’t her parents want to know what happened to her?”

“Oh, we’re right on top of that. Any time a student is in danger of not graduating we send a letter to the home, and, of course, failure notices come out next week, so they’ll know. We are committed to communicating with parents.”

Miss Hathaway opened her mouth and shut it, opened it and shut it. She raised her hands and dropped them. Guidance Counselor Mitty backed away from her. “Have you tried talking to the vice principal?” he said.

Miss Hathaway closed her eyes and thought about violent acts, of slapping his papers out of his hands, of kicking his manila folders down the hall, of tearing his reports into hundreds of pieces. She opened her eyes; he was gone.

Later, the bell rang, dismissing class. Trembling, she studied the spider high in its corner.

Each leg rested on a firm line of web, balancing the spider perfectly, leaving it poised to go in any direction, the center of stillness. She stepped towards it, and the spider elevated its two front legs as if to embrace her. She stepped back, and the legs dropped down.

She sat on the stool behind her podium and thought about Guidance Counselor Mitty, Vice Principal Book, and Mr. Clean, and she couldn’t make any sense of them. And the more she thought, the angrier she became. She wrote their names on a sheet of paper and tried to sort them out. What did they want? Then she crumpled the sheet, wrote the names again, added her own name and drew lines from name to name, and then from letter to letter until the sheet was a maze of lines. Finally she stood, and then stalked around the perimeter of the room, muttering. Web touched or covered the posters, the intercom, the bulletin board, the book shelves and the blackboards.

She stopped in front of the spider and stared at it again, and she realized she was sweating. Her forehead was wet with it; hair stuck to the side of her face; she felt sweat on her back and belly. She untucked her blouse. She wanted to take it off, to throw it on the floor, to kick her shoes away from her, to unbutton the skirt and drop it, to peel off everything. Then the spider moved toward her, not quickly: slowly, barely seeming to lift its legs
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