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EDITOR’S NOTE

 


 


Thank you for checking out our work. Circles in
the Hair first appeared in print in 2005. If you like a story,
please check out the author’s other work—links to author websites
are provided where available. Five tales from this anthology were
listed as Honorable Mention in the Year's Best Fantasy and
Horror, 19th edition edited by Ellen Datlow:

 


"Maternal Instinct" by Tim Hatcher

“Better the Devil" by Faith Justice

"Expiation" by Natalia Lincoln

"Now We Must Be Going" by M. P Melnis

"Banshee" by Robert Emmet Murphy

 


In the ten years since, several members have gone on
to win numerous awards and most continue to write. We lost a few
folks and gained a couple new ones. The biggest difference is the
way we “meet.” There are only a handful of us left in New York. The
rest have scattered as far away as Germany, Arizona, and Brooklyn,
but we continue to critique each other’s work and communicate
electronically. Twenty-five years. It’s been a good run. Thanks for
celebrating with us.

 


—Faith L. Justice

June 2015
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ENIGMAS,
NEW YORK STYLE

 


by Nancy Kress

 


 


CITH is a puzzle. Or, rather, CITH is several
puzzles that reveal themselves one after the other, like those
enigmatically smiling Russian dolls you open to discover another
doll inside, and then you open that to discover another, and...You
start by wondering at the name. “CITH?” What could it possibly
stand for? City-wide Interborough Trainee Homers? Chroniclers of
Interesting Horror Tales? Then you find out what the acronym does
stand for... “Circles in the Hair.”

Huh?

Someone, probably the irrepressible Linda Addison,
explains the name. Then she adds that the group has been together,
with a few additions and subtractions, for thirteen years. Your jaw
drops. Most writing groups are lucky to make it to one year.
Someone gets upset about the critiques of his story. Somebody else
decides she’s the only one in the group with any trace of talent
whatsoever. A third somebody, intimidated by everybody else’s
obvious talent, drops out with the excuse that she’s developed
agoraphobia and can’t attend meetings. Someone moves to Phoenix, or
says he’s moving to Phoenix. The remaining three people, one of
whom can attend only every other month due to baby-sitting
considerations, look at each other glumly and disband.

But not CITH. Thirteen years...and they’re still
friends. How did they do that?

But the greatest puzzle about CITH is not its name,
or the meaning of its name, or the group’s longevity, or their
willingness to navigate the wilds of New York City in order to
regularly meet and critique. The greatest puzzle about CITH is
something else even more amazing: the quality and variety of their
output.

Usually a writing group produces one star, one
also-ran, and many people who are still trying to figure out what a
“point of view” is. But the stories and poems in this anthology
showcase an entire group of interesting writers. Nor are they
producing “workshop stories,” that dreaded result in which all
work begins to sound alike. This anthology includes a fascinating
range of writings, including stories about:

 


an involuntary hairdo that may hold the answers to
the deepest questions of the universe

 


a horrific specter that comes only for certain
people...and they know who they are

 


a macho bully who gets his comeuppance from a
creature even stranger than she initially seems

 


a traveler who acquires a most unusual companion,
with a most unusual sexual request

 


a bar patron with a wild crush on...no, I won’t tell
you. Read the story.

 


In fact, read all the stories, and the poems, and
marvel at the puzzle that is CITH. You’ll certainly have plenty of
company...starting with me.

 


Enjoy.

 


Back to Contents

 


 



 


 


CIRCLES

 


by Gerard Daniel Houarner

 


 


A throbbing pain in Robert Conklin’s scalp woke him
from a troubled sleep.

When he went to the bathroom and saw his face in the
mirror, he noted through bleary eyes that the cowlicks in his hair
seemed to form a curious pattern. As he stared at his reflection,
he remembered his last dream: shadowy figures frolicked in tall
grass while speaking to him urgently in a language he could not
understand. The pain suddenly spiked at the memory.

Robert retreated to the shower stall and vigorously
shampooed his head. After the second rinse, the throbbing subsided
to a faint, dull ache.

His wife Susan was brushing her teeth when he emerged
from the stall. As he went by her, toweling his head, he bumped
provocatively against her butt. She looked up; her expression of
annoyance melted into surprise as she stared at his reflection.

“What the hell happened to you?” she asked, spitting
toothpaste foam on the bathroom mirror.

Robert stared at himself among the frothy blossoms,
wiped steam from the glass and slowly turned his head.

Hair was matted against his skull in a pattern of
rings and circles. The hairs in the patterns were bent all in one
direction, clockwise in the triple rings on the left side of his
head, counterclockwise in the bulls-eye on his right side with only
a tuft of hair standing straight to mark the target center as well
as in the ring circle cut in half by a key-like pattern at the top
of his head. A quick pass of his hand revealed another
clockwise-matted circle at the back of his head surrounded by
smaller circles linked by lines in his hair.

Forceful drying and brushing failed to remove the
patterns. He went back into the shower and washed again, then used
his wife’s blow-drier, spray and finally a net, but his hair always
snapped back into the matted patterns. A mild wave of nausea passed
through him as he imagined the reaction his outlandish hair style
would provoke among his office rivals. He decided to stop at
Employee Health on his way to his office.

Dr. Stoppard raised an eyebrow when Robert walked
into his office. “Feeling the need for a change in your life, Mr.
Conklin?”

After listening to his complaint, Dr. Stoppard
studied Robert’s scalp, teased and curled his hair, then cut
portions of the bent hair and studied the follicles closely.

“I’ll send these off to a lab for analysis,” Dr.
Stoppard said. “I’m a little worried about fungi, perhaps even
worms. Are you sure no one you know has done any traveling to
Africa lately? No? Well, anyway, why don’t you take a week off to
see if the hair straightens itself out? You can see my secretary
for a schedule of tests I’d like you to take at the hospital. I’ll
advise the others coming to the annual Managers’ Meeting that
you’ll be unable to attend. We wouldn’t want this condition to
spread in the company, would we?”

Robert left the cold glass building shaking with rage
and fear.

He walked Manhattan’s streets for a long while,
ignoring traffic lights, cursing drivers, pleading homeless people.
Children laughed at him as he passed the zoo in Central Park,
pointing at his head and demanding the name of his barber so they
could have the same designs cut into their hair. Later that night,
his wife could not look at him from across the dinner table.

“Is something wrong, dear?” he asked gently, a twinge
of anxiety upsetting his appetite.

Susan glanced up nervously, passed her fingers
through her short blond hair, and laughed. She turned her attention
to the broccoli on her plate. “No, no, just some new people on the
job. Distracting, is all. This...your problem isn’t helping, is
all. But I’ll be fine, as soon as things get back to normal.”

His hair did not straighten during the week. Instead,
the impressions deepened as his hair grew longer. His wife called
him sullen, boring. He sat watching television, incessantly running
his fingers through his hair, unable to overcome the energy-sapping
feeling of being humiliated by his condition. He seemed to be
losing control of his career and his life.

“Have you had your microwave checked for leakage
recently?” Dr. Stoppard asked when Robert next visited him.
“There’s a hint of searing at the roots of your hair, and I was
wondering if.... Felt any strong, vicious winds around you lately?
No?” The frown creasing his face deepened. “Well, your test results
came back negative,” he continued in an exasperated tone. “Mr.
Conklin, I’m afraid company policy in matters where personal
behavior may be responsible for physical aberrations dictates your
referral to this doctor. Failure to comply will lead to your
dismissal. In the meantime, you may return to your duties. Good
morning, Mr. Conklin,” the doctor concluded icily, handing over the
card with the name and telephone number of a psychiatrist he had
been brandishing in the air.

After a week of daily sessions in which Robert
reported his dreams, filled out test questionnaires, described his
feelings towards ink blots and complained with increasing vehemence
about office rivals snickering at his hair as well as his inability
to satisfy his mother’s dreams for him, the psychiatrist closed his
notebook. He leaned back into the padded leather cushions of his
chair, tapped a fingertip against his lip, and finally sighed. I’m
afraid I can’t find any indications of gross abnormality that might
lead the subject to tamper consciously or unconsciously with his
hair,” the psychiatrist dictated into a small tape recorder.
“The...patterns...are not indicative of unusual emotional stress or
psychotic symptomatology; though the possibility exists they may be
a somatic reaction to performance anxiety in his place of
employment. The patient will require further medical testing to
determine the exact nature of the phenomenon.”

Upon receiving the psychiatrist’s report, the company
doctor called Robert. “I think the best thing you can do,” he
advised, “is to shave everything off. Let new growth fall in
naturally. Get a wig in the meantime. And try to concentrate on
your job, Mr. Conklin. Your supervisor has been asking about the
possibility of your condition affecting your ability to work.”

 


***

 


A month later, the new growth was folding itself into
the patterns as if they had been inscribed with invisible lines of
force across his skull. The hair in the wigs he had tried had done
the same. The felt in hats he used to cover his head, the creases
in leather berets, even the knitting in skull caps mysteriously
assumed the same set of designs. For a while he tried to shave his
head every morning. Stubble appeared, darkening his skin in
familiar circles, hours later.

Robert cried, especially after the dreams of shadowy
creatures dancing in tall grass that would come to him.

His supervisor met with him often about the errors
creeping into his work. His wife spent more time at work, coming
home later every evening. Often she smelled of alcohol, and a few
times her clothes appeared disheveled. She spent weekends shopping
or locked in the study working on papers or talking on the phone.
Once, she went away on a sudden company retreat.

 


***

 


One evening Susan came home and handed him a
magazine: The Cereologist. As she picked at the dry veal and
overdone spaghetti he had prepared, she explained the magazine.

“I was talking to somebody at work, you know, about
what’s been happening. He remembered reading an article about
patterns they’ve been finding in crop fields all over the world,
but mostly in English corn fields. There was a magazine that
focused on the circles mentioned in the article and he sent away
for it.”

Robert looked up from the table of contents. “One of
the articles is about fairies. Are you trying to tell me something?
I told you this thing has been on my mind, and I can’t think about
sex.”

“No, darling, I’m just trying to help. Your patterns,
they’re not so different from what’s been found in those
fields.”

“My hair is not a corn field.”

“No, but maybe your brains have turned into a soggy
bowl of cereal,” she said, with a splash of venom, as she left the
table.

Robert read The Cereologist from cover to
cover. He read about wind vortexes, alien visitations, fairy
dances, secret weapon tests, and hoaxes. He ran his fingers through
his hair and felt no tingling, not the slightest breeze, not even
the faintest sizzling from invisible weapon rays slicing through
his house, targeted on his head.

Robert lost hope the morning his wife went to the
Bahamas for a week on another company retreat. He was fired the
same day. Because of his years of service and medical condition,
the personnel office offered to find him another position within
the corporation: one with minimal social contact, far fewer
responsibilities, and a much lower salary. Robert thought of the
company mailroom. Of course, the personnel officer and company
doctor told him amiably, there was always the possibility of
cashing in his pension and changing careers. The music business,
Dr. Stoppard noted, was much more tolerant of bizarre grooming.

Confronted with the promise of further displacement,
isolation, and humiliation, Robert took the household revolver out
of its hiding place and kept it on the dining room table. He ate
breakfast, lunch, and dinner with the weapon on the table for two
days. On the third morning, despair buoyed his courage enough for
him to fondle the gun, check the cylinder, and load the bullets. He
began carrying the gun wherever he went in the house.

On the morning of the sixth day, faced with the
prospect of Susan’s return and a lack of good news to offer her, he
decided to kill himself. The hall mirror by the entrance reflected
a scraggly, emaciated figure pointing a gun at its own head with a
trembling hand. He noticed with a spike of anger that, though he
had not cut his hair in the past two months, the circle patterns
remained clear and sharply defined. He placed the gun barrel
against the bulls-eye on the right side of his head. His finger
tickled the trigger. Sweat beaded his forehead.

Then the door slot creaked open as the mailman
delivered a packet of letters and advertisements. The temptation to
investigate unopened mail distracted him. The pile sat on the floor
silently offering sales, cash prizes, and new worlds of knowledge
through magazine subscriptions. Robert lowered the gun. He glanced
resentfully at the ring patterns in his hair and thought about all
they had taken from his life. He took a deep breath and went to
sift through the offerings. He kept the gun in hand.

When he found an express letter addressed to him from
the Bahamas, it occurred to him that his wife might have run away
with another man and was now informing him that their marriage was
over. He pondered leaving the letter unopened and writing a suicide
note that would poison her philandering love with guilt. Anger and
curiosity made the letter burn in his hand. He finally dropped the
rest of the mail and opened the envelope.

Enclosed was a newsletter entitled Circles and
a postcard of an island sunset, on which his wife had scrawled:
“Been busy, but getting in some fun. Al’s apparently been placed on
somebody’s mailing list after getting that magazine for you.
Thought I might get this to you fastest, to cheer you up some.
Love.”

He sniffed at the postcard and newsletter and thought
he detected a faint, musky odor that might have been a man’s
cologne.

Robert settled into the sofa chair and read the
newsletter, finding the lurid articles similar to the magazine’s
contents, though the stories in the newsletter were more in the
nature of breathless eyewitness accounts of flying saucers racing
through the fields and fairies casting spells on the land. At the
back of the issue he found a column of personal ads. One caught and
held his attention for an hour: “Circles in the Hair Group, Meeting
Weekly.” A dim spark of hope glowed in the depths of his black
mood.

By that afternoon, he was on his way to the airport
to fly to Buffalo, the city listed in the ad, hoping the flight
would take off on time and that the group had not changed its
posted meeting place and time. He remembered on the plane that he
had left the loaded gun on the sofa chair, and he wondered what
Susan would make of it when she got home the next day.

The weary, decaying neighborhood the airport cab
dropped him off in sharpened his sense of being a stranger. The
metal and glass office buildings he was accustomed to had rejected
him, and he wanted no part of the ruin around him. He felt like a
freak with no set place in the world. Suddenly his mission to find
a cure for his condition seemed absurd, his hope misguided and
misplaced. Robert pulled the watch cap down lower over his head and
ruffled the patterns settling into the weave as he walked up the
rickety stairs to the fourth floor loft where the meeting was
supposed to be held. Pausing before the steel loft door, he took in
a deep breath of the damp, musty air. It left a stale taste in his
mouth. He hesitated to bang his fist against the metal. Only the
thought of his wife and the loaded gun waiting for him at home
drove him to act.

The door creaked open at his first knock. A tall,
black, bespectacled man, whose bald head gleamed in the overhead
neon lighting, commanded the gathering of men and women around him
as much with his bulk as with his rolling laughter. Dark stubble in
circular patterns marked the sides of his head and face. He stopped
suddenly, turned and stared at Robert, his mouth partly open, lips
still curled into a smile. The others, holding clear plastic
glasses and bits of cheese on crackers, halted their conversations
and followed the tall man’s gaze.

Tears burned Robert’s eyes and glazed his vision. His
heart raced. Pain like a twisting rope of fire went through his
guts. He reached up and, with a defiant flourish, tore off the
watch cap.

In the moment of silence that followed, he was
certain he had made a terrible mistake. He had made a fool of
himself, and there was nothing else for him but to retreat into the
city’s streets, lose himself among the lost and hopeless, and
slowly fade from life.

Then the tall man shouted a hearty welcome,
introduced himself as Doctor Henry Merriwell or Doc Hank, and the
group of men and women rushed forward to embrace him.

The next hour passed before Robert in a blur of
introductions, examinations of his markings and a display of the
other group members’ circles. He gulped down wine, smiled a great
deal, and let names and faces pass through his overjoyed
consciousness. Only the woman who removed her jeans to show off a
single circle in her pubic hair made a clear impression on him, but
in his surprise her name eluded him.

It was only when Doc Hank man gently guided Robert to
a seat surrounded by an elaborate machine that Robert began to pay
greater attention to his surroundings and situation. Doc Hank had
Robert secured in the chair before he could protest or fight, and
then he made adjustments to the machine while the rest of the group
watched. The doctor maintained a running dialogue about the history
of the group, which he proudly reported founding. He passed a hand
over his bare pate, and Robert focused intently on what he was
saying:

“Of course, scientists are allowed their quirks.
Saying I caught a fungus in the tropics to explain my bald head and
markings hasn’t cost me my grant money. But, as you’ve heard from
the others and I’m sure experienced on your own, such explanations
aren’t always accepted by the people we work for or love. You lose
a limb, develop a known disease, and the world adjusts. But
strangeness that seems so deliberate...”

A high-pitched whine interrupted him. Bright,
flickering beams of light suddenly crisscrossed the air around
Robert. Doctor Merriwell held up a mirror to show him the sudden
appearance of a soft, orange glow around his head.

“Just a precaution,” Doc Hank continued, speaking
over the applause of the other group members. “You’d be surprised
how many hoaxers there are running around out there. And we’ve
heard rumors the government would like to infiltrate our little
gathering. Our machine weeds out the imposters.”

Robert leaned forward, cocked his head, and observed
the brighter orange lines running through his hair. They aligned
themselves perfectly with his pattern of circles.

“What is it?” he asked, his voice croaking.

“Some kind of energy field, though exactly what kind
is open to question,” the tall man replied as he released Robert
from the chair. A firm pat on the back propelled him to the circle
of chairs the others were organizing in the middle of the loft.
“Something like that ectoplasmic goo those ghost hunters are always
trying to pawn off on the scientific community. We can see the
effect, obviously, but we just can’t get a reading on the type of
energy we’re seeing. At least, not with the equipment we have
available. And no one has given us access to the more sophisticated
stuff. Though I think most of us would have a healthy suspicion of
anybody who’d invite us into their scientific lair. If they ever
came to believe this was real, we’d be locked up in labs forever.”
A ripple of nervous laughter went around the room as the group
settled into their chairs.

Robert searched for the words to his next question.
“What...what are these....?”

Silence fell over the circle, until Doc Hank spoke
again. “That’s why we gather here every week. To talk about what we
carry, how it affects our lives, what it means.”

He paused again, and Robert’s gaze traveled around
the circle. Names came back to him as the joy of meeting others of
his kind subsided and the intimacy of the circle they had formed
impressed itself on him. He noted the group members’ wide range in
ages, from a teenager to an old woman holding on to a cane; the
many shades of skin and hair type; the different shapes of eye.
Robert felt a momentary surge of anxiety, as if he had been
suddenly transported to a foreign country, with no knowledge of the
language or the customs, no money or contacts. He gripped his
thighs and took deep breaths until the dizziness and fear had
passed. He was, he concluded, a long way from the plush comfort of
his company’s corporate headquarters.

Doctor Merriwell nodded his head. “If you like, you
can sit back and listen to what’s going on. Or you can start right
in and tell us your story.”

Robert hesitated only a moment then blurted out a
summary of his experience with none of the skill and eloquence the
Division Manager he had hoped to become might use in addressing the
annual representatives’ meeting. After a pause, in which he
surveyed the warm smiles and ring and circle patterns around him,
he leaned forward and whispered in a hoarse and broken voice: “Am I
different? Is this my fault? Am I some kind of alien creature, or
mutant, or diseased? Why me?”

The group was quiet. Some members looked at their
feet, at the walls, anywhere but at each other. Others gave him a
sympathetic nod of their heads.

“Well?” Robert asked, frustrated by the silence.
“What are these things? What do they mean? You’re the scientist,”
he said accusingly, turning to face Doc Hank.

“Some say they’re dreams erupting into the waking
world,” Doc Hank said gently. “Others here say they’re symbols of
our innermost fears, hopes and desires made manifest. Personally,”
the doctor said, winking at Robert, “and I speak for many in the
group, I think the patterns we’ve been branded with are
answers.”

Robert blinked. “What are the questions?”

“We haven’t thought to ask them yet, or perhaps we
haven’t phrased them so we can understand the message we’re
getting. But somebody, or something, is answering those questions.
People have heard the answers for thousands of years—look at the
Indian medicine wheel, Stonehenge, the mandala, yin and yang, even
those crop circles in that newsletter we advertise in. Now we can
see the evidence right on our bodies that external forces are
signaling us. And, judging by our condition, whoever is sending the
signals is getting a little tired of people not understanding. I
think someone is quite literally trying to get a message into our
heads.”

A few group members laughed. Robert remembered the
nameless orange lines of energy fixed on his head and
shuddered.

“What happens if the patterns...sink in?”

“Maybe we’ll finally get the message. Or maybe we’ll
change into entities who can express the problems in terms that
make the answers we’re getting clear. Of course, we could all die.
I don’t really know. That’s why I wanted to see if there were
others like me, and why I wanted us to meet regularly. Because
anything could happen. And if it does, to one or all of us, then
together we might piece together enough information to pose the
right riddles and understand the solutions we’ve been given all
these years.”

“So there is no answer.” Robert slumped in the seat,
disappointment rushing in to fill the void within him. He glared at
the doctor and withdrew into a mood of sullen anger as an
embarrassed silence fell over the group.

After a while, the woman with the pubic circle broke
the silence with a tentative cough and began to speak. She
described her latest sexual encounter with a man who, upon
discovering her circle, wanted to worship her as the living
manifestation of the earth goddess. When she finished, a man whose
chest hair markings could be seen through his shirt’s open collar
recounted the teasing he had suffered on his latest construction
job when his T-shirt had ripped open. A thin, nervous-looking boy
followed him, asserting that they were all touched by the devil. He
pleaded with the group to allow his minister father to visit them
and attempt an exorcism. A few group members stared at him with
open resentment, but most exchanged tolerant smiles and avoided eye
contact with him. Doc Hank thanked him for his concern and for
returning to the group after a long absence then asked how his
father was handling the manifestations. The boy did not answer.
Other members talked, adding new episodes to ongoing family trials,
divorce proceedings, job searches, and daily encounters with
clerks, waiters, muggers, landlords, and strangers. Each tale added
to the list of crippling effects the hair markings had on the
ability to deal with others.

Slowly, Robert’s anger began to recede as he heard
echoes of his own loneliness and fear in their voices. He
understood the confusion in their lives, the need to know and
understand what was happening, the rage towards those who saw in
the circles a terrible secret or sin or disability. He began to
feel as if he had crossed a magical threshold and entered a new
land. The world suddenly seemed less alien and hostile.

Heart racing with excitement, Robert scanned the
group members and fought against the urge to leap out of his chair
and embrace them all. His gaze settled on those few who just sat
and listened, gaze downcast, lips set in a grimace of pain. Doc
Hank followed his gaze, then gave a little shrug, as if to say they
were doing the best they could. Restless energy filled Robert. He
wanted to comfort them, tell them he understood, find a way to help
them break their silence and release the emotions they kept locked
away so they could join the rest of the group.

“I have dreams, you know,” he said at last, his voice
quavering. He stared at the nearest silent member, a young,
overweight man with short-cropped hair. Interlocking circles
decorated the sides of his sweaty head.

Doc Hank nodded, leaned forward in his chair.

“These figures, I can’t quite make them out, but I
can see them dancing and jumping through tall grass all around me.
They’ve been talking to me, faster and faster since I’ve had these
circles, but they don’t make sense. It’s a language I’ve never
heard before. They seem desperate; they want me to know something.
But what, I don’t know.”

“I’ve had dreams like that,” said an older woman, her
gray hair arranged in a spiral pony tail around the circle at the
back of her head. “My mother comes to me and says things like, ‘The
insects croak washing engines,’ or ‘Music on the tongue for
backwards leaping.’ She’s frowning, like she’s trying to find the
right thing to say to me. But I can’t understand her.”

“We’ve all had similar dreams,” Doc Hank said. “Maybe
it’s a reaction to what’s happened, or maybe it’s connected with
the circles.”

“A psychiatrist once said they were a somatic
reaction to anxiety,” Robert said.

Laughter rippled through the group. The young man
glanced up at Robert; the corner of his mouth twitched.

“More answers without questions,” said Doc Hank,
leaning back in his chair. “We’re difficult to reach.”

The young man looked back down at his feet and
hunched his shoulders, as if to ward off a blow.

Robert sighed. “If something is trying to communicate
with us, I think I know how they must feel.”

“Perhaps that feeling is part of the message,” Doc
Hank said, shaking his head ruefully as he passed his gaze over the
silent members. “Anyway, if that’s the case, we’ve managed to
understand at least part of the message.”

“If it is aliens sending messages,” said a short,
potbellied man with circles in his dark beard growth. “We ain’t
agreed on that one, Doc.”

The group discussion degenerated into an exchange of
personal theories and arguments over the nature of the hair
circles. Doc Hank glanced at his watch several times, then stepped
in and called an end to the formal meeting. As the group members
drifted off to continue their discussions while cleaning up the
loft and preparing to leave, Robert went up to the doctor.

Doc Hank watched Robert knead and twist the watch cap
in his hands while gathering himself up to speak. He cut Robert off
with a gesture and said, “Welcome to the club. Lots of members have
moved here since they found out about the group.”

Robert grinned.

“Though I have to say,” Doc Hank continued, “you’re
going to have a hard time adjusting. There’s not much call for
corporate managers in this corner of New York, even if your
appearance were normal.”

Robert smoothed down his hair. “I think it’s time for
a career change, anyway.”

They laughed together, and Doc Hank offered him the
use of his couch until Robert settled.

He found a dishwashing job and moved in with two
other group members who were sharing an apartment. When the woman
with the pubic circle agreed to go out with him, he called Susan to
ask her for a divorce.

“I gathered as much when I found the gun,” she
replied coldly. “What happened, you decided against shooting me at
the last minute?”

Robert rubbed a palm against his short-cropped hair.
He imagined his hand passing through invisible bands of energy, and
he wondered what would have happened to them and the answers they
might represent if he had decided to kill himself.

“That’s not the right question,” he replied.
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FIRE/FIGHT

 


by Linda D. Addison

 


 


Consumed, reduced to ashes,

beautiful gray

light as angel wings,

 


Another red light brings

the rush of strong bodies

armored in resistance,

 


Rushing through an ambitious life

armored in waiting dreams

the fire must be extinguished,

 


Reduced to light, white ashes

untouched angel light

wishes carried in silent waiting,

 


When will the heroes arrive

to stop the flames

the burning, the waiting?

 


When will the silent scream end

the scent of burning dreams

dying under the rush of water?

 


 



 


 


ANIMATED
OBJECTS

 


by Linda D. Addison

 


 


We are neither wooden chairs

nor neon-lit apples

nor raven-tipped dream snakes,

 


We are

rainbowed

running creatures,

long-limbed

sometimes

short-winded

often soft

often hard,

love at its best

at its worst,

 


Extraordinary mistakes

mistaken genius

bottled

beaten

buffed,

 


We are here

to fly with the wind

howl at the moon

rise out of light, gray charred ashes

and dance barefoot

on our own graves.

 


 



 


 


ONE NIGHT AT
SHERI-TOO-LONG’S POPCORN BAR

 


by Linda D. Addison

 


 


“This is a very special day,” he says, raising
his glass with his six-fingered third hand and tapping my
glass.

Why does this always happen to me? I could go to the
loneliest, most faraway bar—on a planet outside the known universe
and some unnamed genetic hybrid will find me. They always treat me
like a long lost brother. They talk and talk and talk until I’m all
sticky and wet with their words.

I discreetly blink a change control code into my
three dimensional self-projector implant to create a transformation
in my outer displacement.

“I’m a lucky guy!” he says, smiling, looking straight
into my eyes.

So transparency doesn’t bother this guy. Great. I
fade back into the bar’s temporal zone just in time for the
bartender(’s hair) to notice me. Her dark cloak of hair undulates
around her body, covering her in a living full length gown.

A mass of curls form ‘??’ above her head. I draw ‘==’
on the counter and longingly watch her hair make another ankle-high
Buffalo Bill for me while the bartender carries on a conversation
in sign language with a Venusian in a pressurized tank. I begin to
imagine what else hair like that could do...

“Not only is this a special day, but meeting you here
really makes it unforgettable,” he says.

The remnants of my daydreams scatter to the darker
corners of the darkened bar. This guy has to pick now to get
friendly. Just when I’m in the process of building up the energy to
talk to the bartender; her hair’s been giving me erotic daydreams
all evening. I was not looking for a pal. I wanted the bartender(’s
hair).

“Do I know you?” I ask as rudely as I can. I look him
up and down. Didn’t anyone tell him that polka dots were out of
style on this side of the universe, and those big, floppy red
shoes—where did this guy come from?

“I know you’re here, you know I’m here. Double
knowing. It doesn’t get better than this,” he says confidently, his
orange curly hair bobbing up and down as he nods.

Now I’m in trouble. I have no idea what he’s talking
about. So I just stare at him. Suddenly his words have a startling
effect on my subconscious, resulting in an unexpected physical
change. I liquefy and pour into the rim around the bar chair.

Wet.

I knew that was coming.

“You’re my kind of person,” he says and pours into
his chair’s rim. A drop splashes into me and suddenly we’re in
direct pipeline mental contact.

All matters of fellowship and love flood my mind.
Life was good. Rainbows always come out after the rain. A list of
words with a heart replacing the letter ‘o’ begins to march through
my mind.

I recompose and say, “Just a minute—you can’t just go
around splashing yourself into strangers.”

“I thought like that once,” he said after
recomposing. “But now that I’ve met you, well, I can’t stay
unaffected. You’re the best.” He reaches out to slap me on the
back, but I activate my Portable Matter Contact Repellent and his
hand swings through a temporary tunnel in my torso.

That’s my limit. Accidental mind drips are one thing
(and I’m not so sure that drip was an accident), but body touching
without so much as an eye-to-eye invitation—that’s an outrage! I
slide my right hand into my jacket, searching for my Guiltless
De-molecularizer, when a thin filament wraps around my wrist. I
look down and it’s a strand of the bartender’s hair. She’s still
talking to someone else, but her hair forms the words BE KIND in
the air.

I can’t believe it—a dream come true. Her hair
noticed me! Maybe I could retrieve some joy from this evening.
If...If I could get rid of this guy and spend some time with the
bartender’s hair. I take an empty hand out of my jacket and three
strands of hair caress my cheek before the bartender walks to the
other end of the bar. This gives me the kind of chills I’ve been
fantasizing about since I first saw her hair in action.

It’s time to jump to light
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