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New Blood in Old Bottles

An Introduction to Volume 3 by Chet Williamson

When Clive Barker’s Books of Blood came out in 1984/85, horror writers and aficionados everywhere, myself included, couldn’t wait to get copies. I bought the true first editions–six paperback volumes from the UK’s Sphere Books with their bizarrely morphed photographic covers–and quickly devoured them, immediately rereading several of the stories. How the hell, we all wondered, had this young Brit come out of nowhere with thirty stories, most of them novelette or novella length, that were all so goddamned good?

And not only were they good, they were original. They were the kind of stories we hadn’t really read before. Of course sex and violence had been a part of horror fiction, but in those quiet days before splatterpunk we had never read work that treated sex and violence so graphically and unflinchingly. Still, in these stories it was never overdone. Brilliant images depicted harrowing moments, and always with a poet’s eye, proving that one can write about anything if one writes about it well. With these thirty tales in these six thin paperbacks, Clive Barker truly did steer horror fiction into a bold new future.

As fresh as these stories seemed thirty years ago, they retain every bit of their power, terror, and beauty today. A large part of the reason, apart from Barker’s stunningly vivid prose, is that these are classic stories for all their newness and novelty. Barker has taken the empty bottles of old genre structure and filled them with new and vibrant blood. Nowhere can this be seen more clearly than in the very Volume 3 you’re reading now.

In fact, two of the stories remind one of the work of England’s most accomplished ghost story writer, M. R. James. Barker’s “Rawhead Rex” begins with the removal of an object (in this case a massive stone) that has kept an ancient evil dormant for centuries, a frequent plot device not only in James, but in the works of many of his Edwardian contemporaries. The ecclesiastical country setting is similar to many tales of James as well, and two of the primary characters are churchmen, Reverend Coot and the verger Declan Ewan. But while James might have described the revenant as only something shadowy, moist, and possibly hairy, Rawhead is, in Barker’s simplest description, “nine feet tall, covered in blood, and it looked like Hell on legs.” To tell more would be to give away too much.

The second Jamesian story is “Confessions of a (Pornographer’s) Shroud,” in which Barker seems to pay homage to the ghostly “face of crumpled linen” so chillingly described in James’s “‘Oh, Whistle, and I’ll Come to You, My Lad.’” But instead of just a face, the spirit of the deceased Ronnie Glass possesses the entire shroud in which he’s wrapped in the morgue, and Glass’s powers are a bit more extreme than merely linen sculpture. “Confessions…” is also a classic return-from-the-dead-for-revenge story that would have been right at home in a Weird Tales magazine of the 1930s or a darkly-humored Tales from the Crypt comic book of the 1950s, though Glass’s shroud does unspeakable things that even EC’s owner Bill Gaines might have balked at depicting. Barker’s story is at once outrageously funny and nauseatingly disgusting, but Ronnie Glass, even though a piece of vengeful, sentient cloth, never loses his humanity.

That humanity is always present in Barker’s characters, even in the debauched sybarities who populate “Scape-Goats,” Barker’s take on the trope of the eerie, deserted island, a staple of horror fiction even before Philip M. Fisher’s “Fungus Isle,” which set the template. Barker’s island is even nastier, but I won’t say with what creatures it’s populated–readers deserve to find that out for themselves. Those who frequently skip descriptive passages do so at their peril with this tale. Not only will they miss some of Barker’s richest prose, they’ll also miss a deeper look into the perfectly drawn character of the author’s first-person female narrator.

We enter Dorian Gray/William Wilson/doppelganger territory with “Human Remains,” a penetrating character study of Gavin, a seller of his own body and affections to those with the coin to buy. As in “Rawhead Rex,” we have the return of an ancient menace, but instead of ripping off limbs and drinking blood, this creature’s machinations are more subtle and more terrifying. Gavin’s very soul and personality are threatened, as he’s faced with the question of what it means to be human. It is perhaps the most haunting story of this collection.

The most audacious, however, is certainly “Son of Celluloid,” a brilliant fantasia on film, death, and survival. Again, the story itself is based on the simple return-after-death premise, but the manner of the return is completely unexpected, with the triggers being a combination of a corpse’s cancerous tumor and the cathartic emotions sucked from decades of filmgoers. Startling, unpredictable, and thoroughly satisfying, “Son of Celluloid” is indicative of the power, grace, and terror that made an entire generation of horror writers and readers realize that the future of horror was one in which nothing would be proscribed or forbidden.

Clive Barker is still the future of horror, showing, with stories now nearly three decades old (and with the new fiction he continues to create), what a deep and fertile genre we inhabit, what possibilities and potentialities still lie before us. These early stories remain evidence that shining words, carefully chosen and unerringly arranged, can allow us to truly transcend genre, to elevate “horror” to something more than gross-outs and scares in the night, to seek self-knowledge in darkened mirrors, to drink the wine of truth from old bottles filled with new and intoxicating blood.

Chet Williamson’s horror fiction has won the International Horror Guild Award, and has been shortlisted numerous times for the World Fantasy Award, the HWA Stoker, and the MWA Edgar. His novels and collections are available in all eBook formats from Crossroad Press, and he has narrated over two dozen audiobooks, including part of Clive Barker’s Books of Blood Volume 1, as well as his own novels. More at: chetwilliamson.com”


To Roy and Lynne


Son of Celluloid

ONE: TRAILER

Barberio felt fine, despite the bullet. Sure, there was a catch in his chest if he breathed too hard, and the wound in his thigh wasn’t too pretty to look at, but he’d been holed before and come up smiling. At least he was free: that was the main thing. Nobody, he swore, nobody would ever lock him up again; he’d kill himself rather than be taken back into custody. If he was unlucky and they cornered him, he’d stick the gun in his mouth and blow off the top of his head. No way would they drag him back to that cell alive.

Life was too long if you were locked away and counting it in seconds. It had only taken him a couple of months to learn that lesson. Life was long, and repetitive and debilitating, and if you weren’t careful you were soon thinking it would be better to die than go on existing in the shit-hole they’d put you in. Better to string yourself up by your belt in the middle of the night rather than face the tedium of another twenty-four hours, all eighty-six thousand four hundred seconds of it.

So he went for broke.

First he bought a gun on the prison black market. It cost him everything he had and a handful of IOUs he’d have to make good on the outside if he wanted to stay alive. Then he made the most obvious move in the book: he climbed the wall. And whatever god looked after the liquor-store muggers of this world was looking after him that night, because hot damn if he didn’t scoot right over that wall and away without so much as a dog sniffing at his heels.

And the cops? Why they screwed it up every which way from Sunday, looking for him where he’d never gone, pulling in his brother and his sister-in-law on suspicion of harboring him when they didn’t even know he’d escaped, putting out an all-points bulletin with a description of his pre-prison self, twenty pounds heavier than he was now. All this he’d heard from Geraldine, a lady he’d courted in the good old days, who’d given him a dressing for his leg and the bottle of Southern Comfort that was now almost empty in his pocket. He’d taken the booze and sympathy and gone on his way, trusting to the legendary idiocy of the law and the god who’d got him so far already.

Sing-Sing, he called this god. Pictured him as a fat guy with a grin that hooked from one ear to the other, a prime salami in one hand, and a cup of dark coffee in the other. In Barberio’s mind Sing-Sing smelled like a full belly at Mama’s house, back in the days when Mama was still well in the head, and he’d been her pride and joy.

Unfortunately Sing-Sing had been looking the other way when the one eagle-eye cop in the whole city saw Barberio draining his snake in a back alley and recognized him from that obsolete APB. Young cop, couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, out to be a hero. He was too dumb to learn the lesson of Barberio’s warning shot. Instead of taking cover, and letting Barberio make a break, he’d forced the issue by coming straight down the alley at him.

Barberio had no choice. He fired.

The cop fired back. Sing-Sing must have stepped in there somewhere, spoiling the cop’s aim so that the bullet that should have found Barberio’s heart hit his leg, and guiding the returning shot straight into the cop’s nose. Eagle-eye went down as if he’d just remembered an appointment with the ground, and Barberio was away, cursing, bleeding and scared. He’d never shot a man before, and he’d started with a cop. Quite an introduction to the craft.

Sing-Sing was still with him, though. The bullet in his leg ached, but Geraldine’s ministrations had stopped the blood, the liquor had done wonders for the pain, and here he was half a day later, tired but alive, having hopped halfway across a city so thick with vengeful cops it was like a psycho’s parade at the policemen’s ball. Now all he asked of his protector was a place to rest up awhile. Not for long, just enough time to catch his breath and plan his future movements. An hour or two of shut-eye wouldn’t go amiss either.

Thing was, he’d got that belly-ache, the deep, gnawing pain he got more and more these days. Maybe he’d find a phone, when he’d rested for a time, and call Geraldine again, get her to sweet-talk a doctor into seeing him. He’d been planning to get out of the city before midnight, but that didn’t look like a plausible option now. Dangerous as it was, he would have to stay in the locality a night and maybe the best part of the next day; make his break for the open country when he’d recouped a little energy and had the bullet taken out of his leg.

Jeez, but that belly griped. His guess was it was an ulcer, brought on by the filthy slop they called food at the penitentiary. Lots of guys had belly and shit-chute problems in there. He’d be better after a few days of pizzas and beers, he was damn sure of that.

The word cancer wasn’t in Barberio’s vocabulary. He never thought about terminal disease, especially in reference to himself. That’d be like a piece of slaughterhouse beef fretting about an ingrowing hoof as it stepped up to meet the gun. A man in his trade, surrounded by lethal tools, doesn’t expect to perish from a malignancy in his belly. But that’s what that ache was.

The lot at the back of the Movie Palace cinema had been a restaurant, but a fire had gutted it three years back, and the ground had never been cleared.

It wasn’t a good spec for rebuilding, and no one had shown much interest in the site. The neighborhood had once been buzzing, but that was in the sixties, early seventies. For a heady decade places of entertainment—restaurants, bars, cinemas—had flourished. Then came the inevitable slump. Fewer and fewer kids came this way to spend their money: there were new spots to hit, new places to be seen in. The bars closed up, the restaurants followed. Only the Movie Palace remained as a token reminder of more innocent days in a district that was becoming tackier and more dangerous every year.

The jungle of convolvulus and rotted timbers that throttled the vacant lot suited Barberio just fine. His leg was giving him jip, he was stumbling from sheer fatigue, and the pain in his belly was worsening. A spot to lay down his clammy head was needed, and damn quick. Finish off the Southern Comfort, and think about Geraldine.

It was 1:30 A.M.; the lot was a trysting ground for cats. They ran, startled, through the man-high weeds as he pushed aside some of the fencing timbers and slid into the shadows. The refuge stank of piss, human and cat, of garbage, of old fires, but it felt like a sanctuary.

Seeking the support of the back wall of the Movie Palace, Barberio leaned on his forearm and threw up a bellyful of Southern Comfort and acid. Along the wall a little way some kids had built a makeshift den of girders, fire-blackened planks and corrugated iron. Ideal, he thought, a sanctuary within a sanctuary. Sing-Sing was smiling at him, all greasy chops. Groaning a little (the belly was really bad tonight), he staggered along the wall to the lean-to den, and ducked through the door.

Somebody else had used this place to sleep in: he could feel damp sacking under his hand as he sat down, and a bottle clinked against a brick somewhere to his left. There was a smell close by he didn’t want to think too much about, like the sewers were backing up. All in all, it was squalid: but it was safer than the street. He sat with his back against the wall of the Movie Palace and exhaled his fears in a long, slow breath.

No more than a block away, perhaps half a block, the babe-in-the-night wail of a cop car began, and his newly acquired sense of security sank without trace. They were closing in for the kill, he knew it. They’d just been playing him along, letting him think he was away, all the time cruising him like sharks, sleek and silent, until he was too tired to put up any resistance. Jeez: he’d killed a cop, what they wouldn’t do to him once they had him alone. They’d crucify him.

OK, Sing-Sing, what now? Take that surprised look off your face and get me out of this.

For a moment, nothing. Then the god smiled in his mind’s eye, and quite coincidentally he felt the hinges pressing into his back.

Shit! A door. He was leaning against a door.

Grunting with pain he turned and ran his fingers around this escape hatch at his back. To judge by touch it was a small ventilation grille no more than three feet square. Maybe it let on to a crawlspace or maybe into someone’s kitchen—what the hell? It was safer inside than out: that was the first lesson any newborn kid got slapped into him.

The siren song wailed on, making Barberio’s skin creep. Foul sound. It quickened his heart hearing it.

His thick fingers fumbled down the side of the grille feeling for a lock of some kind, and sure as shit there was a padlock, as gritty with rust as the rest of the metalwork.

Come on, Sing-Sing, he prayed, one more break is all I’m asking, let me in, and I swear I’m yours forever.

He pulled at the lock, but damn it, it wasn’t about to give so easily. Either it was stronger than it felt, or he was weaker. Maybe a little of both.

The car was slinking closer with every second. The wail drowned out the sound of his own panicking breath.

He pulled the gun, the cop-killer, out of his jacket pocket and pressed it into service as a snub-nosed crowbar. He couldn’t get much leverage on the thing, it was too short, but a couple of cursing heaves did the trick. The lock gave; a shower of rust scales peppered his face. He only just silenced a whoop of triumph.

Now to open the grille, to get out of this wretched world into the dark.

He insinuated his fingers through the lattice and pulled. Pain, a continuum of pain that ran from his belly to his bowel to his leg, made his head spin. “Open, damn you,” he said to the grille, “open sesame.”

The door conceded.

It opened suddenly, and he fell back on to the sodden sacking. A moment and he was up again, peering into the darkness within this darkness that was the interior of the Movie Palace.

Let the cop car come, he thought buoyantly, I’ve got my hidey-hole to keep me warm. And warm it was: almost hot in fact. The air out of the hole smelled as if it had been simmering in there for a good long while.

His leg had gone into a cramp and it hurt like fuck as he dragged himself through the door and into the solid black beyond. Even as he did so the siren turned a corner nearby and the baby wail died. Wasn’t that the patter of law-like feet he could hear on the sidewalk?

He turned clumsily in the blackness, his leg a dead weight, his foot feeling about the size of a watermelon, and pulled the grille door to after him. The satisfaction was that of pulling up a drawbridge and leaving the enemy on the other side of the moat; somehow it didn’t matter that they could open the door just as easily as he had and follow him in. Childlike, he felt sure nobody could possibly find him here. As long as he couldn’t see his pursuers, his pursuers couldn’t see him.

If the cops did indeed duck into the lot to look for him, he didn’t hear them. Maybe he’d been mistaken; maybe they were after some other poor punk on the street, and not him. Well OK, whatever. He had found himself a nice niche to rest up awhile, and that was fine and dandy.

Funny, the air wasn’t so bad in here after all. It wasn’t the stagnant air of a crawlspace or an attic, the atmosphere in the hidey-hole was alive. Not fresh air, no it wasn’t that, it smelled old and trapped sure enough, but it was buzzing nevertheless. It fairly sang in his ears, it made his skin tingle like a cold shower, it wormed its way up his nose and put the weirdest things in his head. It was like being high on something: he felt that good. His leg didn’t hurt anymore, or if it did he was too distracted by the pictures in his head. He was filling up to overflowing with pictures: dancing girls and kissing couples, farewells at stations, old dark houses, comedians, cowboys, undersea adventures—scenes he’d never lived in a million years, but that moved him now like raw experience, true and incontestable. He wanted to cry at the farewells, except that he wanted to laugh at the comedians, except that the girls needed ogling, the cowboys needed hollering for.

What kind of place was this anyhow? He peered through the glamour of the pictures, which were damn close to getting the better of his eyes. He was in a space no more than four feet wide, but tall, and lit by a flickering light that chanced through cracks in the inner wall. Barberio was too befuddled to recognize the origins of the light, and his murmuring ears couldn’t make sense of the dialogue from the screen on the other side of the wall. It was Satyricon, the second of the two Fellini movies the Palace was showing as its late-night double feature that Saturday.

Barberio had never seen the movie, never even heard of Fellini. It would have disgusted him (faggot film, Italian crap). He preferred undersea adventures, war movies. Oh, and dancing girls. Anything with dancing girls.

Funny, though he was all alone in his hidey-hole, he had the weird sensation of being watched. Through the kaleidoscope of Busby Berkeley routines that was playing on the inside of his skull he felt eyes, not a few—thousands—watching him. The feeling wasn’t so bad you’d want to take a drink for it, but they were always there, staring away at him like he was something worth looking at, laughing at him sometimes, crying sometimes, but mostly just gawping with hungry eyes.

Truth was, there was nothing he could do about them anyhow. His limbs had given up the ghost; he couldn’t feel his hands or feet at all. He didn’t know, and it was probably better that he didn’t, that he’d torn open his wound getting into this place, and he was bleeding to death.

About 2:55 A.M., as Fellini’s Satyricon came to its ambiguous end, Barberio died in the space between the back of the building proper and the back wall of the cinema.

The Movie Palace had once been a Mission Hall, and if he’d looked up as he died he might have glimpsed the inept fresco depicting an Angelic Host that was still to be seen through the grime, and assumed his own Assumption. But he died watching the dancing girls, and that was fine by him.

The false wall, the one that let through the light from the back of the screen, had been erected as a makeshift partition to cover the fresco of the Host. It had seemed more respectful to do that than paint the Angels out permanently, and besides the man who had ordered the alterations half-suspected that the movie house bubble would burst sooner or later. If so, he could simply demolish the wall, and he’d be back in business for the worship of God instead of Garbo.

It never happened. The bubble, though fragile, never burst, and the movies carried on. The Doubting Thomas (his name was Harry Cleveland) died, and the space was forgotten. Nobody now living even knew it existed. If he’d searched the city from top to bottom Barberio couldn’t have found a more secret place to perish.

The space, however, the air itself, had lived a life of its own in that fifty years. Like a reservoir, it had received the electric stares of thousands of eyes, of tens of thousands of eyes. Half a century of moviegoers had lived vicariously through the screen of the Movie Palace, pressing their sympathies and their passions on to the flickering illusion, the energy of their emotions gathering strength like a neglected cognac in that hidden passage of air. Sooner or later, it must discharge itself. All it lacked was a catalyst.

Until Barberio’s cancer.

TWO: THE MAIN FEATURE

After loitering in the cramped foyer of the Movie Palace for twenty minutes or so, the young girl in the cerise and lemon print dress began to look distinctly agitated. It was almost three in the morning, and the late-night movies were well over.

Eight months had passed since Barberio had died in the back of the cinema, eight slow months in which business had been at best patchy. Still, the late-night double bill on Fridays and Saturdays always packed in the punters. Tonight it had been two Eastwood movies: spaghetti westerns. The girl in the cerise dress didn’t look like much of a western fan to Birdy; it wasn’t really a women’s genre. Maybe she’d come for Eastwood rather than the violence, though Birdy had never seen the attraction of that eternally squinting face.

“Can I help you?” Birdy asked.

The girl looked nervously at Birdy.

“I’m waiting for my boyfriend,” she said. “Dean.”

“Have you lost him?”

“He went to the rest room at the end of the movie and he hasn’t come out yet.”

“Was he feeling … er … ill?”

“Oh no,” said the girl quickly, protecting her date from this slight on his sobriety.

“I’ll get someone to go and look for him,” said Birdy. It was late, she was tired, and the speed was wearing off. The idea of spending any more time than she strictly needed to in this fleapit was not particularly appealing. She wanted home; bed and sleep. Just sleep. At thirty-four, she’d decided she’d grown out of sex. Bed was for sleep, especially for fat girls.

She pushed the swing door, and poked her head into the cinema. A ripe smell of cigarettes, popcorn and people enveloped her; it was a few degrees hotter in here than in the foyer.

“Ricky?”

Ricky was locking up the back exit, at the far end of the cinema.

“That smell’s completely gone,” he called to her.

“Good.” A few months back there’d been a hell of a stench at the screen end of the cinema.

“Something dead in the lot next door,” he said.

“Can you help me a minute?” she called back.

“What’d you want?”

He sauntered up the red-carpeted aisle toward her, keys jangling at his belt.

His T-shirt proclaimed “Only the Young Die Good.”

“Problem?” he said, blowing his nose.

“There’s a girl out here. She says she lost her boyfriend in the john.”

Ricky looked pained.

“In the john?”

“Right. Will you take a look? You don’t mind, do you?”

And she could cut out the wisecracks for a start, he thought, giving her a sickly smile. They were hardly on speaking terms these days. Too many high times together: it always dealt a crippling blow to a friendship in the long run. Besides, Birdy’d made some very uncharitable (accurate) remarks about his associates and he’d returned the salvo with all guns blazing. They hadn’t spoken for three and a half weeks after that. Now there was an uncomfortable truce, more for sanity’s sake than anything. It was not meticulously observed.

He about turned, wandered back down the aisle, and took row E across the cinema to the john, pushing up seats as he went. They’d seen better days, those seats: sometime around Now, Voyager. Now they looked thoroughly shot at: in need of refurbishing, or replacing altogether. In row E alone four of the seats had been slashed beyond repair, now he counted a fifth mutilation which was new tonight. Some mindless kid bored with the movie and/or his girlfriend, and too stoned to leave. Time was he’d done that kind of thing himself: and counted it a blow for freedom against the capitalists who ran these joints. Time was he’d done a lot of damn-fool things.

Birdy watched him duck into the men’s room. He’ll get a kick out of that, she thought with a sly smile, just his sort of occupation. And to think, she’d once had the hots for him, back in the old days (six months ago) when razor-thin men with noses like Durante and an encyclopedic knowledge of de Niro movies had really been her style. Now she saw him for what he was, flotsam from a lost ship of hope. Still a pill-freak, still a theoretical bisexual, still devoted to early Polanski movies and symbolic pacifism. What kind of dope did he have between his ears anyhow? The same as she’d had, she chided herself, thinking there was something sexy about the bum.

She waited for a few seconds, watching the door. When he failed to reemerge she went back into the foyer for a moment, to see how the girl was going on. She was smoking a cigarette like an amateur actress who’s failed to get the knack of it, leaning against the rail, her skirt hitched up as she scratched her leg.

“Tights,” she explained.

“The manager’s gone to find Dean.”

“Thanks.” She scratched on. “They bring me out in a rash, I’m allergic to them.”

There were blotches on the girl’s pretty legs, which rather spoiled the effect. “It’s because I’m hot and bothered,” she ventured. “Whenever I get hot and bothered, I get allergic.”

“Oh.”

“Dean’s probably run off, you know, when I had my back turned. He’d do that. He doesn’t give a f—. He doesn’t care.”

Birdy could see she was on her way to tears, which was a drag. She was bad with tears. Shouting matches, even fights, OK. Tears, no go.

“It’ll be OK,” was all she could find to say to keep the tears from coming.

“No it’s not,” said the girl. “It won’t be OK, because he’s a bastard. He treats everyone like dirt.” She ground out the half-smoked cigarette with the pointed toe of her cerise shoes, taking particular care to extinguish every glowing fragment of tobacco.

“Men don’t care, do they?” she said, looking up at Birdy with heart-melting directness. Under the expert make-up, she was perhaps seventeen, certainly not much more. Her mascara was a little smeared, and there were arcs of tiredness under her eyes.

“No,” replied Birdy, speaking from painful experience. “No they don’t.”

Birdy thought ruefully that she’d never looked as attractive as this tired nymphet. Her eyes were too small, and her arms were fat. (Be honest, girl, you’re fat all over.) But the arms were her worst feature; she’d convinced herself of that. There were men, a lot of them, who got off on big breasts, on a sizable ass, but no man she’d ever known liked fat arms. They always wanted to be able to encircle the wrist of their girlfriend between thumb and index finger; it was a primitive way to measure attachment. Her wrists, however, if she was brutal with herself, were practically indiscernible. Her fat hands became her fat forearms, which became, after a podgy time, her fat upper arms. Men couldn’t encircle her wrists because she had no wrists, and that alienated them. Well, that was one of the reasons anyhow. She was also very bright: and that was always a drawback if you wanted men at your feet. But of the options as to why she’d never been successful in love, she plumped for the fat arms as the likeliest explanation.

Whereas this girl had arms as slender as a Balinese dancer’s; her wrists looked thin as glass, and about as fragile.

Sickening, really. She was probably a lousy conversationalist to boot. God, the girl had all the advantages.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Lindi Lee,” the girl replied.

It would be.

Ricky thought he’d made a mistake. This can’t be the toilet, he said to himself.

He was standing in what appeared to be the main street of a frontier town he’d seen in two hundred westerns. A dust storm seemed to be raging, forcing him to narrow his eyes against the stinging sand. Through the swirl of the ochre-gray air he could pick out, he thought, the general stores, the sheriff’s office and the saloon. They stood in lieu of the toilet cubicles. Optional tumbleweed danced by him on the hot desert wind. The ground beneath his feet was impacted sand: no sign of tiles. No sign of anything that was faintly toilet-like.

Ricky looked to his right, down the street. Where the far wall of the john should have been the street receded, in forced perspective, toward a painted distance. It was a lie, of course, the whole thing was a lie. Surely if he concentrated he’d begin to see through the mirage to find out how it had been achieved; the projections, the concealed lighting effects, the backcloths, the miniatures; all the tricks of the trade. But though he concentrated as hard as his slightly spaced-out condition would allow, he just couldn’t seem to get his fingers under the edge of the illusion to strip it back.

The wind just went on
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