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Somewhere near the corner of West and 37th, where drug deals go down with all the conspicuity of a day of bartering at a flea market, and rock cocaine is more plentiful among twelve-year-olds than baseball cards and POG milk caps, a junkie’s trembling fingers drop a well-traveled hypo, its corroded length infested with thousands of HIV bugs, to the grimy sidewalk, where it bounces twice, gets kicked a few times, then slides through a vent and into the world below. 
Ten blocks away, a child of five blows air into one of several spent condoms he finds scattered along the sidewalk, joyously making a balloon until one slips from his tiny hands and flits through the air, releasing a farting noise that elicits giggles, and lands in a current of run-off from an afternoon shower, where it drifts downstream toward a gutter and into the world below.
On the other end of the city, near a burned-out apartment building where the ghosts of memories past play a grainy theater screen to drug deals gone sour, a rookie cop with a wandering mind accidentally kicks an empty round while investigating a drive-by, sending the metallic shell bouncing through a grate, where it rattles between the grills momentarily before slipping through and dropping into the world below.
In the darkness, three inanimate objects, devoid of life in and of themselves, yet each one having a role in the lives of others in one form or another, come to rest in the bowels of the sewers miles away from each other. Down here, past the bustle of those above, past even the tunnels where the subways cut through at all hours, where the only witnesses are giant sewer rats well-nourished on the filth of the city and the lifeless bones of those who died long ago, these three inanimate objects lift and rise on the viscous current of a substance not quite liquid, not quite solid. The gelatinous ooze rises over them, caresses them, swallows them up, and pulls them forward.
In three different sections of the underworld, three inanimate objects move forward, guided by an unseen force, turning and dipping, mindlessly navigating the twists and turns of the sewer system, one slowly nearing the next until the three trails of deliquescent mire combine and meld at the foot of something not quite living, not quite inanimate, in a place where there are no rats or bones to watch, where there is nothing alive, where the smell of death hangs heavy in what little air infiltrates the stagnant environment.

      [image: image-placeholder]Shafts of dust-laden light penetrated the broken windows of the venerable old church, falling softly on the rows and rows of worn pews and trodden carpet. Near the altar, a priest sat in the confessional, patiently listening to one of the few inhabitants of the city who bothered to confess their sins. A young man wearing dark, round sunglasses lingered near the great double doors leading into the place of worship. He whipped his shoulder-length dirty brown hair aside and peered back toward the altar. A lone elderly woman sat in the first pew, lost in prayer and oblivious to all. Aware that no one was watching, the young man grabbed a handful of religious leaflets and moved swiftly but quietly out into the city streets.
Once outside, he looked up into the gray sky. Weak sunlight strained to filter through the omnipresent cloud cover. He pushed his sunglasses higher on his nose and examined the leaflets.
The first one read: Is the end near?
The young man held the pamphlet high and repeated the words in a shrill cry.
People shuffled by to and fro, lost in their own lives, stuck in the ruts of the roads they traveled, unable to climb out.
“I said, ‘Is the end near?’” the young man repeated.
A derelict digging through a trash can raised his head momentarily, but that was the only attention the young savior got.
“Can you feel it?” the man in the dark sunglasses asked, this time his voice barely a whisper. “Can you feel it in the air?” He nodded to himself and looked around. A bead of sweat found its way onto his glasses and trickled down the lens.
Trash blew by on the warm breeze. An odor of filth—an odor that would gag anyone not accustomed to it—drifted through the air. Street people shuffled along; businessmen bustled.
But no one cared.
“Something is coming,” the young man said. “And it isn’t me.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Clint Ballard picked up the phone on the fourth ring, almost slipping on the wet bathroom floor. As he tilted his head toward the earpiece, water dribbled into his ear canal. He hated that.
“Ballard!” an excited voice shouted from the other end. “What the hell took you so long?”
Mason. His boss at KDFS-Channel 8, the news station where Clint Ballard was employed as a reporter.
“I was in the shower,” Clint said, finger twisting in his ear.
“I don’t pay you to be clean, Ballard. Besides, you won’t be clean long where you’re going.”
“Come again?” 
“I want you to go down to 5th and Union, find this old street lady—” Mason said.
“Wait, wait,” Clint interrupted, grabbing a pencil. “Let me write it down.”
“There’s a fucked up old broad named Maria down there who claims she sees things floating in the air. I want you to check it out.”
Clint paused. “You’re kidding, right?” He was not ready for this so early in the morning.
“Just do it, Ballard.”
“C’mon, Mason. What kind of angle is that?”
“It’s a crazy old lady seeing things. Just do it, will ya?” Mason argued.
“Another crazy street person?”
“It’s human interest. Just get down there and do it. Take Smitty with you.”
“All right,” Clint agreed.
“Can I count on you?”
“Yeah, yeah.”
“All right. That’s what I want to hear. Get back with me.”
The other end of the line fell silent. Clint hung up the phone, ran his fingers through his wet hair, and sighed. Another interview with a crazy. He could remember a time when news was interesting, when people gave a damn about what was happening in the world around them.
Oh well, it paid the bills and allowed him to stay in this shit-hole of an apartment. In the long run, he supposed, Clint Ballard didn’t give a damn about anything any more than the next guy.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Hey, Jesus,” the passerby taunted. “When you comin’ back? Oh, that’s right. You’re already here, ain’t ya?”
The young man in the dark sunglasses turned to face the heckler. “I am here. I walk among you. I wait for the time to take my children back with me to the Divine Kingdom.”
The stranger clamped a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “You a fuckin’ loon, you know that?” He laughed hysterically and made his way through the masses, resuming his plodding through what served as his existence.
The man who called himself Jesus Christ dropped to his knees, returning his attention to the steam grate embedded in the concrete sidewalk. The odors below were even fouler than the stench of the world above. Steam rose through the grill, and with it came an underlying damp coolness that was missing on the streets of the city. It was almost soothing.
Jesus Christ smiled. Deception is the way of evil, he thought.
The young man leaned forward and peered into the grate. He could see only a brief reflection in the standing water that collected in the tunnels below. He reached a hand into his jacket pocket, retrieved one of the leaflets he had taken from the church, and folded it double. The young man then dropped the leaflet through the grill, lowering his head so that he could peer into the dark subterranean world. At first, he could see the piece of paper only as a faint glow of white against darkness. As his eyes adjusted, he could discern the leaflet more keenly. He watched it for a moment, ignoring the barbs and insults of the masses as they shuffled past him. The leaflet sat still in the blackness for a long while, and then it moved. Only slightly at first. It made a few herky-jerky movements, then seemed to catch in a stream or breeze. But Jesus Christ knew there was no breeze or stream below. Still, he watched the leaflet move onward as if taken by some unseen hand, and he knew.
“Yes,” he mumbled under his breath. “Yes, you know, too. And it’s just as I expected. They’re all full of shit.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Well, this should be easy,” Smitty said, hoisting the bulky camera over his shoulder. “All we have to do is find one crazy street person in this neighborhood. Piece of cake, huh?”
Clint gave his photographer first a half-grin, then the finger. “I can assure you, Smitty. I’m just as thrilled about this assignment as you are.”
“Do we even know this woman’s name?”
“Maria,” Clint answered. “That’s all Mason gave me.”
“Well,” Smitty said. “I guess we can just start asking around.”
They took a moment to lock the van before turning their attention to the desolate surroundings. Trash littered the streets; makeshift sleeping quarters lined the walls of the dilapidated buildings. Condoms and broken liquor bottles and everything else that made Clint thankful for his little shit-hole apartment covered the ground.
“Can you imagine living like this?” Smitty asked.
“I can imagine it; don’t want to.”
The reporter and cameraman approached a trio of scraggly looking men dressed in rags passing a bottle of wine around. The men eyed Clint and Smitty suspiciously, a hint of brightness still lingering in the washed-out, bloodshot eyes.
“Excuse me, gentlemen,” Clint began. “Could you tell me where I might find a woman named Maria?”
“How much?” one of the bums asked, a single yellow tooth glowing amid the stubble that surrounded his rancid mouth.
“How much? What do you mean?” 
The man rubbed his fingers together. 
“Oh,” Clint realized. “Five dollars?”
“No,” the bum said immediately.
“Five bucks will buy at least three bottles of that cheap poison.”
The transients looked at each other, then their leader nodded his head in agreement. Clint dug in his wallet and retrieved a wrinkled five-dollar bill. He started to hand it to the man when it slid from his grip and fell to the vent at his feet. It teetered on a bar for a moment, then dropped into the world below. “Dammit,” Clint cursed.
The bum held his hand out again. Clint pulled another fiver from his wallet and handed it to the man. “You’ll just go after that one, too. After we’re gone.”
The man glanced nervously into the grate then looked back at Clint, shaking his head. “Where that money went…I want no part of.”
“Now, where’s Maria?” 
The street person motioned for Clint and Smitty to go around the corner and into the adjacent alley. The two newsmen glanced at each other as if to confirm the other’s willingness to travel deeper into the filthy shantytown. But they knew they had no choice.
“Thank you, gentlemen,” Clint said to the bums. “Don’t drink it all in one place.”
Clint turned and headed toward the alley while Smitty shifted the camera and started after him. They waded through sleeping street people and trash before turning into the alley. More lean-tos and homemade cots lined the walls, and Clint wondered if the police ever ventured into this part of town. It wasn’t likely. The only people around were the street folks, so who was left to complain? But it wasn’t the fault of average cops. Clint was pretty sure the top brass gave little concern to the plight of this
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