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Prologue: Where Life Can Happen, It Will
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THE ONLY SOUND THIS bright summer morning is the engine of a garbage truck rumbling among the piles of refuse stacked two stories high in some places as its driver, Gerald Jones, seeks the next pile on which to unload this morning’s burden.  Gerald isn’t really thinking of garbage, though.  He’s distracted today, thinking of what his wife said to him yesterday afternoon.  He wonders how they’re going to pay for those kinds of procedures.  He doesn’t make near enough running these routes, even if he does own the company, and the insurance certainly isn’t going to cover it, not all of it.  Gerald needs to think of something, and it is these thoughts that plague him this morning, as they have since yesterday.  He barely slept at all last night, and he suspects his wife probably laid awake just as long as he did, neither speaking in the late-night summer heat.  Running the AC at night was too expensive, so they relied on a fan at the foot of the bed, but all that did was circulate the same warm, stale air.

Gerald Jones isn’t enjoying life at this moment.  Which is unfortunate, because he’s about to be present at the beginning of a life.

There’s a raccoon sleeping deep within a pile of garbage, down where it’s cool and dark.  The raccoon has been moving from pile to pile, eating what it can find among the discarded pizza boxes and fast-food sacks in peoples’ trash.  It’s daytime and the raccoon needs its rest, but the rumbling of Gerald’s garbage truck through the dump is disturbing the peace.  Then the rumbling stops, just in time for the beep beep beep beep beeping.

The raccoon doesn’t like this spot anymore, so it decides to move to somewhere quieter.  Just as it pokes its head out from under an old blanket, something hits the pile.  Gerald is unloading the back of his truck directly on top of the raccoon’s home.  The pile shakes and rattles and pieces of debris fall here and there, making an even bigger racket.  The raccoon tries to scurry away, but something catches its tail and it panics and jerks away, loses its footing and falls tail overhead, reaches out desperately, snags the blanket, rips it free, dislodging a tailor’s faceless dummy, which tumbles down the twenty foot pile, gets caught up on an old broken bicycle, flips over a discarded box of unused metal scrap, all of which careens down the side of the trash heap to land with a SQUISH in the mud.

Who knows what kinds of things are living in that stuff, from single-celled germs to complex insects; there’s life wherever you look, really.

The raccoon is long gone by now, having buried itself deep into an adjacent pile, away from the light and noise.  Gerald Jones, likewise, has made his exit, trying to decide whether to head home and start making calls to pick up more routes for the business, or head to the bar for a drink to forget his problems.

No one is there to witness the miracle as the dummy, now covered in slime and muck, which has worked its way into the seams and cracks, and has somehow bound various hunks of the metal and part of the bicycle frame, to the torso’s shoulders, sits up.

It finds legs among the garbage, the filthy, cracked remains of the lower half of a department store mannequin, and fits them under its own waist.

The pieces don’t quite fit, but the muck is a very strong binding agent that acts much like Super-Glu.  The face was cracked along the lower half when it fell down the pile, and it gives the appearance of a demented, crooked grin.

The thing grabs an old television for support and lifts itself to its new feet.  Its head doesn’t swivel, but it manages to look around by bending and swiveling its body in either direction to give it the most minimal peripheral vision.  The blanket the raccoon yanked on early has also blown down to the ground and found itself tangled around the thing’s shoulder.  It either doesn’t notice or doesn’t mind.

It tests a step, finds it can manage by throwing its weight to one side, which then pivots its waist and unmoving legs just enough to shift one foot slightly ahead of the other.  It finds it can do this on either side and, eventually, gain some measure of distance from the garbage pile it was born from by wobbling forward.

The raccoon is sleeping again, while Gerald Jones is ordering his first beer.

This new creature stumbles forward, out of the garbage dump where it was born, through the gate where it finds a road.  The wind blows an empty fast-food bag along the street, carrying it to the right.  The creature sees this and follows it.

The heat is intense as morning becomes late morning becomes noon.  Still, it moves down the road.  The sack is long gone, but the thing has no reason to stop, so it continues.  Soon, however, the heat is bearing down hard on its plastic head.  The muck that holds it together gives off a terrible stink, some of the gasses from which fill the inner cavity of the thing’s empty skull.

Its movements become less and less confident until it stumbles into a pothole and falls face first to the asphalt where it experiences a sensation you or I would know as fear.

Too soon, the thing could face death before it’s even had a chance to live.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


STAN WASCO HAD TWO THINGS on his mind.  The first was that his brother Jim would be arriving in exactly three hours.  The second was that he wouldn’t mind if Jim called at the last minute and cancelled.  However, Stan knew without question that wouldn’t happen.  Never in all their years of life had Jim cancelled the yearly vacation to their family’s lake cabin.  Never mind it wasn’t just the family lake cabin anymore, but was now Stan’s permanent residence.  So when Jim came to stay, he wasn’t just taking a break from his own day to day life, he was kind of intruding on Stan’s.

What life, he wondered.  You’re an unemployed researcher with dreams of grandeur.  So what if Jim shows up, did you have anything better planned?  You could use the company, otherwise you’ll start talking to yourself.

Besides, Jim was coming either way.  In three hours—Jim was nothing if not predictable—he would arrive and for seven says Stan would shut up and enjoy the company, and in a week when his brother left, Stan would most likely breathe a sigh of relief that it was over.

Christ, he thought, you make it sound like it’s the worst thing ever.

It’s not, he told himself.  It’s just not the best.  How would he like it if, once a year for a whole week, I invited myself to come up and stay at his
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