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I’M DREAMING AGAIN OF LIFE UNDERGROUND
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The sculptor sat at a metal table in the wood-paneled workroom.  His solid pink eyes surveyed the piles of clay and metal sticks covering the table. He pulled his long blond hair back with a rubber band and then slipped a paint-stained smock over his yellow and white-stripped robe that clung to his body with the help of a lizard skin rope around his waist. With a glowing hot hammerhead, he pounded and shaped the sticks of metal into curves and joints. He then snapped them together, creating a headless skeleton that stood two feet tall.

From the trunk against the wall, he took out a large sheet of metal. He bent and snapped a small piece off and brought it to the table. Using his hands, he shaped the metal into a skull and rubbed his fingers through it to create eyes and nose holes. The hardest part was the jaw; the sun went up and down ten times before he could get it right.

He stood the two-foot tall skeleton next to a pile of white clay. His hands dipped into a large bowl of warm water and then tore chunks of clay off. He flattened them out and attached the wet clay to the skeleton, adding chub and fontanel to the baby boy.

He worked out the details in the face and smoothed out the bald dome of its head. He then carried the clay baby boy to a display case on the other side of the room and sat it next to a baby girl on a velvet dish. Her light brown, slightly curly hair hung just off the shoulders. The sculptor joined their hands. Their clay eyes opened; the girl had blue and the boy had brown. They looked at each other and smiled. A light swelled from under their skin. 

The sculptor shared in their joy, so proud, so accomplished. He hugged the squirming clay lumplings and kissed their heads as he carried them out to the living room. Candlelight illuminated his way to the bassinet by the flaming fireplace.  He placed them on a bed of straw and covered their gentle bodies with a fur blanket. The babies cooed, cuddled, and gurgled in happiness. 

How I hated them.
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A RIDE
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I woke up in the back seat of the car and stared at the ceiling. My body ached, and the scent of new car smell aggravated my brain. I sat up and saw a man and woman in the front seat. The woman turned her tanned and manicured face to the back and smiled.

“Hi, honey,” she chirped. “You up?”

Honey?

“Uh,” I croaked, then cleared my throat. “Yeah. I guess so.”

“How did you sleep, son?” the man - the driver - asked. He glanced over his shoulder and flashed white teeth.

I had trouble remembering. My head felt so heavy. I must have been in such a deep sleep. 

“You mean me?  I’m your son?”

The man and woman claiming to by my parents looked at each other, shrugged, then laughed.

“You’re so funny, Alec,” Mom said.

I didn’t feel funny.

I felt stupid.
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AROUND AND IN
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We sat in silence most of the ride. Mom hummed a familiar tune, but that was the extent of her vocalization. I picked the thread of my flannel shirt. My eyes either inspected the back of my parents’ heads or glanced out the window. We coasted down a long stretch of asphalt. Trees and acres of farmland covered the sides of the highway. Sometimes we passed a billboard with smiling faces advertising a condo, a bank, or a strip mall.

I didn’t see other cars on the road, like we were the only ones in the world. Were people too scared to leave their homes because of the weather? Perhaps it was because the sky was cloudy, one sneeze away from a heavy downpour. I thought of asking my parents about it, but I didn’t feel like being laughed at again.
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CHECKING IN AT GLENDA GARDEN
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Dad drove onto a jug handle. He crossed over the highway before the light turned red. What was the sense of beating the light? There were no cars to hit.

Further down a wooded road, we entered a housing development called Glenda Garden. Not only were there houses on either side of the road, but also patches of woods and cul-de-sacs with names like Peach Tree Court or Colonial Court. Dad parked at 93 Glen Garden Drive on the uphill driveway. The siding of the two-level house had an odd color, like a mix of gray, orange, and red. The green, thick lawn framed the bushes planted in front of the house. The garage had a large, metal white door with small windows.

Mom and Dad turned to me, smiled, and held out their arms as if revealing a big surprise.  “We’re home!”

I smiled and said, “Uh, ok.”

I got out of the car and looked around the desolate and cloudy neighborhood. Mom came up behind me and patted my head. “Just another beautiful summer day.”

Summer?

Beautiful?

I shivered and remained silent.

“Wanna go see your room?” Mom asked.

“Is it different?”

“Just the same as it ever was,” she said. “Just the same place you’ve always been and will always be, honey.”

Mom patted my head and walked into the house.

I followed her inside.
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MY CELL
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“Change and wash up for dinner, honey,” Mom said as I walked up the mustard-colored, carpeted stairs. She went into the kitchen. Dad settled on the couch and picked up the television remote.

Upstairs, I walked down the dim hall and peeked in all the rooms, searching for mine. The first one was spacious and very adult looking. A large neat bed with a mirror over it was against the wall. All the furniture was made of white marble. It had to be my parents’ room.

I found my bedroom at the end of the hall. At least I assumed it was my bedroom. Posters of boy and girl bands (the kind that just sing but cant write or play instruments) were placed in proportion on the tan walls. Crisp sheets and a blanket covered the single mattress bed. The bookcase above the barren desk held a dictionary, books by Nietche, Aristotle, and large, thin, full-color books about the boy and girl bands on my walls. 

Mom called from downstairs and reminded me that dinner would be ready soon. I walked to the closet and slid open the door. The clothes inside looked nothing like the ones I had on. I wore blue denim jeans with worn knees and frayed cuffs and a black flannel shirt. Khaki pants, polo shirts, sweaters, and surf brand t-shirts filled the closet. All the clothes were solid and sated, easy on the eyes. At the bottom, I noticed brown leather penny loafers and a few pairs of shiny black shoes that probably went with the suit hanging in a clear plastic bag in the back. 

I undressed and put on a pair of pants and a light, light, light, light blue (dangerously white) sweater. The pants were tight around the waist, digging into my skin. I pried my fingers between the band and my skin, trying to loosen them. But there was no magic in my fingers. Was I wearing the wrong size? I checked the label on the jeans and the pants; they were the same size. Odd. 

Mom knocked on the open door and beamed at me. “Don’t you look handsome.”

“I don’t think they fit right.”

“Oh, don’t be silly. You’ve been wearing these clothes since last year. Of course they fit right.”

Mom walked to the bed and gathered the jeans, flannel shirt, and sneakers. “I’ll just burn these.” Before I could protest, she headed for the door and said, “C’mon, honey. Your favorite dinner is ready.”
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DINNER
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A bright modern kitchen. Everything shined from the glossy surfaces. We sat on glass and metal chairs. Mom and Dad were on either side of the stained wooden table while I sat between them and faced the television on the counter. The news reported hurricanes, fires, murders, and the latest celebrity marriages.

Before Mom sat down, she served me a dish of raw chicken breast. I flinched. It didn’t seem right. She then poured murky water from a pitcher into my glass and sat down. She smiled at me. They turned to the television and ate their food. No one said a word.

With the fork, I pulled a chunk of the chicken meat off the bone and brought it to my mouth. The meat smelled marinated, spicy. My tongue touched the slippery, tan and pink surface. Nausea filled my stomach. I dropped the fork and closed my eyes. When I opened them, Mom and Dad stared at me.

“You okay, son,” Dad asked.

“Yeah. Sorry,” I said. “Dropped my fork.”

I picked the fork up.

Mom and Dad went back to eating raw chicken and watching the news.

Using the edge of the dish, I scraped the poultry chunk off the fork. I was starving, but not desperate. I spotted the bowls of raw vegetables, scooped some into my dish, and ate them instead.

Afterwards, Mom picked up my dish and looked at me. 

“You feeling okay, honey?”

“Yeah, fine,” I said, hoping my smile would relieve her worry.

“You’re not sick, are you?”

“I’m fine, Mom. Really. Dinner was great.”

She smiled, relieved.

As was I.
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The beast sat in the woods across from the sculptor’s house. It panted sour, rotten breath through its open, sharp maw. It watched the house, straining its orange and green eyes. A gentle breeze from the night tried to dry the slimy scales that covered its body, but the cracks between the scales kept oozing out a fresh sheen.

Inside the house, the lights went out. Smoke continued to pour out of the glass chimney. On two legs and hunched over, the beast ran to the house. It pressed to the wall next to the window and peeked inside, past the curtain, and not only saw the empty, dark room, but also the prize on its mind. 

The beast went to the front door and wrapped its talon hand around the knob. It twisted, pulled, and dropped the knob to the ground. The door opened.

The beast entered the house and made its way to the bassinet. It looked down on the sleeping, clay babies. It’s mouth opened and a pink, snake-like tongue slipped out as it exhaled a subtle breath. It picked up the babies and hugged them to its oozing scales.

The babies woke up and screamed in a seesaw fashion, first the boy, then the girl, then the boy, then the girl, and on and on.

The beast ran out of the house and into the woods.

From his bedroom, the sculptor chased after it. He held an elephant rifle and aimed the laser site at the beast’s back. He had a clear shot, but he didn’t take it, fearing he would have hit the babies.

I wouldn’t have minded that.
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THE DRIVING FORCE OF TELEVISION
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The next day, Mom and Dad left for work after breakfast. They didn’t say much except to have a good day. I cleaned up the breakfast dishes and then went into the living room. I opened my pants, giving my stomach room to digest the warm milk and corn flakes I had for breakfast, and sat on the couch. Seeing Mom and Dad slurp raw eggs from a spoon and ripping into strips of uncooked bacon almost made me puke. Somehow, I kept the food down.

I picked up the remote and flipped through the hundreds of stations. There were a lot of morning shows that either had a group of heavy, old, and made to be attractive women gabbing about clothes and celebrity relationships; or one host who asked questions to a panel of common people that didn’t mind discussing their private and embarrassing lives and justifying them.

The most tolerable things I found were the music video stations. Every song sounded the same no matter what genre I picked. The female performers wore skimpy, flashy clothes and their faces were so made up that they tricked me into believing they were animated cartoons. The guys were just as made up, borderline feminine. They always wore colorful suites with their shirt open down to their stomach and made out with some girl.

I couldn’t take it anymore. I went outside. No one was around. A flock of birds flew in the air and squirrels ran up trees. I wandered to the garage and looked into one of the windows. I pulled the door up, but it wouldn’t budge. I then went inside the house and found a door into the garage in the laundry room. I turned on the light and made the bugs scatter. Next to the lawn mower and plastic garbage cans with the house address on them was a dirt bike.

Was it mine? I couldn’t imagine my parents riding it, the wheels were thick and treaded for traction and the seat was low.

After I figured out how to open the garage door, I wheeled the bike outside. I hopped on the seat, placed my feet on the pedals, and pushed down the hill of the driveway. 
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