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Adrift In The Coma Cluster


One

[image: ]


I do not recognize this place. A city of some kind, desolate feeling, seemingly deserted. No idea how I got here. I am walking, presumably on my way to somewhere, but this is really nothing more than guesswork. Passing a darkened shop window, I catch a glimpse of my reflection. I stop and stare at it. A young woman stares back at me with large, questioning eyes. You know you’re in some trouble when the first question that comes to mind upon seeing your own reflection is, who the hell is this person? I have no idea who I am, no recollection of anything before this moment.

Try not to panic, I tell myself. This sort of thing happens; not often, of course, or possibly never, unless you happen to be insane. Am I? How would I even know? Maybe if I can just get to wherever it is I'm going things will become clearer, some sort of explanation forthcoming, although hard to imagine it being anything but more bad news. There is generally no upside to a total loss of identity.  

Meanwhile, I’ve arrived at an intersection, more or less convinced that I need to turn left. Only left is nothing but a grim little alleyway wedged between crumbling tenements. I toss my head back, thinking that a quick glance up at the sky might somehow help. It does not, possibly because there is no visible sky. I sense an impasse. Suppose I could just stay where I am, wait for a rescue team to be dispatched, growing steadily older, gradually coming to terms with the prospect of caring less. 

“Fuck it,” I say, mostly to hear myself sounding tougher than I probably am.

I begin walking down the alley, almost immediately regretting it. My mind racing, thoughts a mostly useless blur. No debate, however, concerning the overpowering aroma of shit, nor the very real suspicion that I may not be alone. Moving as quietly as possible, trying my best to avoid the oozing puddles of suspicious-looking sludge, thinking I may be home free, whatever that means in this context, when this guy comes staggering around the corner. Totally guessing at the guy part. Could be anything, really, from crud-encrusted missing link to creature from the black lagoon. The ping pong ball-size boils on his face scream out avoid me like the plague, which I’m inclined to take literally. 

“Well, well,” he says, cracking a smile of mostly missing teeth. “What has we got here?  Hey Mort, get your fat ass over here and take a gander.” 

It takes Mort awhile to come around the corner into the alley, but the wait is totally worth it. Not only is he twice the size of of the first guy, he's also gruesome beyond words and dragging what appears to be a long length of rusty chain.

“Hey Chuck,” says Mort, “is dat pussy I'm smelling?”

“Oh yeah it is” says the first guy, Chuck, apparently.

I'm assuming they've been living under this cloud of shit stench for so long, they're more or less impervious to it.

Mort meanwhile meanders around behind me. “Nice ass, too,” he snorts.

“Ya got a name, beautiful?” Chuck wants to know.

“Presumably, yes,” I tell him.

“Huh? Whaddaya mean by that?”

“Guess it means none of your damn business.”

“Hey, if that’s gonna be your attitude, Betty Bitch.”

Okay, please don’t let that be my name.

“You know what to do, Mort,” says Chuck.

Hard to imagine that he does, but I’m really in no position to be making wild assumptions. Somewhat surprisingly, I remain perfectly calm, listening to Mort’s lumbering approach. At precisely the right instant, I perform a quick squat and pivot maneuver, just as the chain whizzes overhead. From this vantage Mort is the size of a mountain, but his tree trunk legs are spread wide apart, providing the boot of Betty the Bitch with a clear path to his most likely grotesquely overgrown scrotum. I slowly rise up to face the beast, smile and release a ferocious kick. As he buckles in hopefully the most intense pain of his revolting life, I launch a concerted punch upwards, directly into his fat, misshapen nose. Giant paw to bloody face, he growls something, staggers backwards and collapses.

Chuck remains motionless, observing Mort splayed out on the grimy pavement, perhaps pondering some revised plan of assault, until the realization that revision of any kind is not part of his extremely limited skill set kicks in. At which point he glares at me, emits a guttural-sounding AARRG and charges. I gracefully pirouette at his approach, simultaneously reaching into my left boot, extracting probably the last thing I'd expect to find there – a long, thin knife with a shiny, sharp blade. Chuck sees it, but due to the slippery muck he's running through, can't quite stop in time. With arms flailing and an expulsion of rancid breath, he takes the blade deep into his right thigh, shrieks, hobbles forward a few more steps and falls on top of Mort.

I'm sorely tempted to walk over and just finish them off, but having no idea what my position is vis-a-vis homicide, even the clearly justified sort, I decide against it. 

“You boys have a good evening,” I tell them, tiptoeing out of the alley. 

Five minutes later I'm standing outside Jenna's building – okay, who the fuck is Jenna? I somehow know to take the stairs to the fourth floor and knock on the door of apartment 4A. The woman who answers is about my age and really pretty, or at least she would be without the array of purplish bruises covering her face. 

Do I recognize this person? Should I just guess at a name? Before I have a chance, she says:

“Jesus, Claire ...”  Claire? Is that my name? So much better than Betty the Bitch.  ... “where have you been?”

“Uh..”

“You were supposed to be here two days ago.”

“Was I?”

“Just get inside,” she says, yanking me into the apartment, quickly scanning the hallway and shutting the door. 

“I've really missed you,” she says, her hand on my back, pulling me close and kissing me, on the mouth, no less.

“Is this how we usually greet each other?” I ask.

“What? Claire, are you all right?”

“You know, I'm not really sure.”

“But you have the package, right? Please tell me you have the package.”

“The ... package.”

“Okay, I am now officially freaking out. What is with you?”

“I don't know, maybe it was the fumes.”

“What fumes?”

“In that disgusting alley.”

“You've lost me.”

“Doesn't matter. Look, I may be suffering from some sort of memory impairment thing.”

“What do you mean, memory impairment thing?”

“As in I have no memory of anything before approximately half-an-hour ago, and trust me, those are thirty minutes I’d just as soon forget.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Am I not speaking English?”

“What? 

“Wait, am I even here?  I mean, how can I be sure any of this is real?”

“Enough!” she shouts. “You are definitely here, this is definitely real, and unless you can remember where you left the fucking package, we are definitely fucked.”

The fucking package again. “What is the big deal about this package?” 

The pretty woman throws up her hands, as if she’s praying to some demented deity who never listens anyway, so why even bother? She turns and walks into the kitchen. I follow, my eyes, for reasons that elude me, glued to her behind, which I have to admit does seem familiar. She takes two beers from the fridge, hands me one and sits down at the table. I take a seat across from her.

Out of the blue, it hits me.  “You’re Jenna, right?”

“What the hell, Claire? Are you like playing some kind of weird game?

Am I?  I really don’t think so. “Are we like ... lovers, or something?” I ask her.

“Jesus, how could you not remember that?” she cries.

“I'm sure I do remember it,” I tell her. “I mean, I sort of do, and at the same time, I don't.”

Jenna scrunches up her bruised face, making it look even worse. “Maybe we should just try to stay focused on the important issue here.”

I’m guessing it’s the package.

“Two days ago, you flew in from Amsterdam ...”

“Really?”

“... You were carrying the usual package, five kilos of pure XTC.”

“XTC?”

“Seriously, Claire? XTC, as in Ecstasy?”

“Drugs? Are you telling me we're drug smugglers?”

“If you're screwing with me now Claire, it's time to stop. We're already deep in the shit, and if you don't have the package, the shit's going to get a lot deeper.”

Flashback to the alley of shit.  “I'm guessing we're not in business for ourselves.”

“Of course not. We work for Filo Smarmy, a first class asshole and a mean son of a bitch.”

“And he's the one responsible for your face looking like that?”

“This?” she says, brushing a hand across her bruises. “According to Filo, this is merely a gentle reminder of why punctuality matters so much.”

“What kind of name is Smarmy, anyway?”

Jenna’s expression suggests that I’ve strayed off message again. “The problem,” she continues, “is not so much that Filo was here earlier looking for his merchandise, as that he will certainly be back looking for it.”

“So we should get out of here,” I say.

Jenna shakes her head. “Won't work. He'll hunt us down.” 

“Then we'll fight.”

“Filo has a small army of vicious thugs at his disposal.”

“So I guess we’re, you know, fucked.”

Jenna sighs, slips a cigarette from a pack lying on the table and lights it. “I love you, Claire, but you're really starting to piss me off.”

“You know, I sense that. Maybe if I could lie down for awhile. I must be jet-lagged, right? A few hours sleep might be just what I need.”

“Maybe you should,” Jenna says, without much enthusiasm.

“Unless you think this Smarmy person will be back tonight.”

“He said something about going out of town, so we're probably safe, at least until tomorrow.”

I finish my beer and go looking for Jenna's bedroom, without letting on to her that I don't know where it is. Luckily, it's a small apartment, not that many room choices. I stand by the bed, wondering if I'm in the habit of sleeping naked. Assuming I am, asking Jenna for a pair of pajamas might just be one discrepancy too many for her to handle. So I strip and slip under the covers, aware that my body is not exactly clean, but also not especially caring.

I wake up. It's dark. No idea what time it is, or even if time still exists. Jenna is lying next to me, her body pressed against mine. I turn in the bed to face her, slip my arm around her, my hand on her bare back. Jenna apparently also sleeps naked, her sweet-smelling flesh so close, her warm breath against my cheek. I have the urge to touch her breasts, maybe put my mouth to one of her nipples. Oh God, who am I?

I wake again, this time with the feeling that I can't breathe. I force my eyes open. The large face  of a man hovers a few inches above mine. Dim light, shadows shifting. Still, it’s clear that this man is unambiguously ugly. His eyes are dead. I want to scream, but I can't. I also feel cold. He has pulled the covers off the bed. A large, ugly man is sitting on my naked body. 

He brings his face even closer, his grubby fingers snaking around my throat, snarls, “Okay, bitch, where's my fucking stuff?”

“Can't breathe,” I manage to croak.

“Get used to it” he spits, slightly easing the pressure on my windpipe. 

I suck in air, cough, wonder if I can reach my knife, remember that it's in one of my boots lying on the floor somewhere, regret taking them off before getting into bed. “What stuff?” I rasp.

He answers with a ringing backhand to my left cheek, followed, for no apparent reason, with a hard slap to Jenna's sleeping bottom. She lets out a yelp, jumps and opens her eyes really wide.

“Oh, Filo,” she whimpers.

“Shut up, bitch,” he tells her. “Right now I'm dealing with this bitch. Goddam pair of dykes. Why do I even bother? Now, my package.”

I go for an apologetic expression, say, “Uh, to tell the truth, I seem to have misplaced it.”

Another slap, this time to the right cheek. Sirens going off now in both my ears.

“Stop hitting her,” Jenna cries, which is apparently not at all the right response in this situation. Filo hits her again, harder this time, knocking her back into the wall behind the bed.

“Okay,” he says, grabbing a handful of my hair and pulling me awkwardly upwards, “when you say misplaced ...”

“I don't have your stupid package,” I shout. “Not sure I ever did. So why don't you just write it off as a business expense and get the fuck off me.”

“She didn't mean that,” Jenna wails, as Filo drags me from the bed, out of the bedroom and into the hallway. 

So now I'm being dragged by the hair down a hallway, naked, in the dark. How is any of this even remotely possible, and where exactly is Filo Smarmy dragging me? Possibly to the kitchen, where he intend to torture me for information with cooking utensils? Maybe it brings back childhood memories for him; his mother in the kitchen, drunk as usual, her speech slurred, calling him a useless little prick, lamenting that giving birth to him was the worst mistake of her life; his father occasionally storming in, shouting incoherently, staying just long enough to smack his mother around, smack him once, just for the hell of it. You can't really put a price tag on that kind of nostalgia.  

Halfway down the hall, Filo's phone starts ringing. He releases my hair, pushing my head down against the floor. 

“What?” he barks into the phone. “No, can't now, I'm busy. Collecting on a debt. No, won't take long...” 

I'm looking up at him, his long legs on either side of my body. I figure it worked once, why not twice? I slowly slide myself a bit further down the hall, brace my forearms for leverage, bend my left leg and snap my foot up into where I calculate his smarmy balls should be. He makes a kind of rubbery wrenching noise deep in his throat, drops to one knee and begins breathlessly spewing out a litany of foul-mouthed expletives to describe me, just in case there's any confusion as to the sort of girl I really am. While this is going on, I get to my feet and run for the front door. I race to the stairs and start going down, stop, considering the possibility that some of Filo's goons are waiting in the lobby; or even if they aren't, do I really want to be running around naked in this neighborhood? So I reverse direction and go up the stairs, two flights to the roof, push open the door and fall flat on my face. I'm so tired at this point, I have to wonder if there's even any point in getting up. I do anyway, pretty sure both my knees are bleeding, start hobbling around the roof looking for a possible escape route. 

What do you know, there is no escape route.

When I turn around to look back at the door, Filo is walking towards me.

“Nice try, bitch,” he says, hand around my throat again, this time lifting me up off the ground. I'd like to tell him that if he chokes me to death he won't ever get his package, but of course I can't. I'm barely aware of him carrying me over to the roof's edge. 

There I dangle, struggling for air, panic levels rising fast, trying to think about all the things in my life I'll miss if Filo chokes me to death, even as I can't quite remember what any of those things might be. But then I'm thinking, wait a minute, what happened to the super tough chick from the street of shit? She took out two guys, no sweat. All I need here are two fingers, one for each of Smarmy's deceased eyeballs. I raise my hands as fast as I can, which unfortunately isn't fast at all. Filo swats them away with his free hand, then, just to emphasize his psychopathic point, punches me in the face  

“Tell you what,” he sneers. “If you happen to remember where my package is, just shout it out before you hit the street.”

No way. He wouldn't ... would he?

Filo somehow flips my body before releasing me, so now I’m falling headfirst, the sound of the air sizzling past, dark street below rushing rapidly up to greet me ...
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Okay, no question, that was a bad one. I can’t stop shaking. Even as the current state of my body renders any sort of actual movement impossible.

Feels like I’m losing my mind, assuming there’s any mind in here left to lose. I’d really like to complain to someone about it, but of course I can’t. All I can do is lie here, imagining myself shaking. My heart is definitely racing, can feel it thumping in my chest. The cardio monitor I’m hooked up to is most likely indicating a major seismic event underway. They'll just call it some sort of randomized electro-chemical anomaly, generating a non-relevant physiological fluctuation. Or something like that. The mumbo-jumbo bullshit flies hot and heavy around here, most likely the result of nobody having any idea what they’re doing. When in doubt, jabber like an over-educated primate. Perfectly all right to make stuff up, our primary objective being to placate the laymen in the audience. Distraught relatives should be bombarded with enough technical jargon to render them mute and compliant. With a little luck they will simply give up and go away.

Confused? Tell me about it. Still, I should probably try to explain. It's not like I have anywhere else to be, no pressing engagements. As long as you don't mind talking to a phantom, because that's pretty much what I am now. Anyway, here goes. My name is Claire Maxwell and I'm currently in a coma. I have also heard the terms 'minimal brain activity,' 'quasi-vegetative state' and 'possibly irreversible' bandied about. I'm twenty-three years old, considered quite intelligent and, if I say so myself, very good looking. A babe with brains, in other words; a girl who had it all, and then somehow allowed it to slip away. It's enough to make you shake your head, wonder what the hell God was thinking, allowing such a thing to happen to someone like me.

God ... yeah, right. 

Funny thing is – and only if you're willing to really stretch the usual boundaries of what’s considered funny – I'm wide awake in here, completely conscious, aware of everything happening around me. Funnier still, even though my brain is fully active, for some reason it's decided to keep this a secret from the outside world. Which is why my EEGs more closely resemble what you'd expect from an eggplant than an actual human being.  How long I've been in here is hard to say, days tending to bleed effortlessly into one another when you're locked up tight in the black box of your own body. In here the weather's always the same, and there isn't even anything to read. Sometimes I start feeling claustrophobic, which can easily turn into a panic attack. It's a little like being stuck in a cage with a wild animal. Usually it's a bit easier to handle, and I'm like, hey, being buried alive isn't half as bad as most people think. Basically it involves a lot of waiting, existence as a recurring loop of sameness, very few surprises. Not really all that different from normal life.

My sense of time passing is based on the movements of the nurses who attend to me. They  come to check the monitoring machinery, or to insert new I.V. needles, or empty pee bags. Some of  them are gentler than others. One always pats my head, whispers “you'll be all right, honey,” in my ear.  I sort of doubt that I will be, but I really appreciate her saying so. Another generally handles me like the sack of potatoes she assumes I'll be soon enough. And then there's Eva. I know that's her name because I heard someone call her that one time. Eva bathes me. She talks to me as she does it. Her voice is deep, like sexy smoke, sort of foreign sounding. I imagine her as Czech, or possibly Ukrainian. She’s on the small side, yet strong, with short, spiky black hair  and large green eyes.

“All right, Claire,” she says. “I remove your gown now.”

Go ahead, I don't mind.

“Now I wash face and neck. Good. Now chest and belly.”

Be careful, please. My nipples are very sensitive.

“Now we turn over, wash back and buttocks.”

Yes, I love how your sponge feels on my ass. Sorry, buttocks.

Anyway, you get the idea. Sponge bath time is obviously a highlight of my current existence. I don't know if any research has ever been done on the subject, but in case you're wondering, yes, women in comas can have orgasms. Doesn't even take that much. A warm, wet sponge in the right places usually does the trick, especially with someone like Eva wielding the sponge. “Coming In A Coma.” If I ever get out of this and decide to write a book about my experience, that's what I think I'll call it.

I know it's daytime because of all the activity; doctors and nurses moving around, people making noise, patients shuffling up and down the hallway, muttering, dragging their I.V. stands behind them, and eventually the arrival of my parents, Betty and George. Pretty sure they're here every day, but I won't swear to it. Betty sits by my bed, holding my hand, usually sniffling. George stands a bit farther away, clearing his throat a lot, mostly speechless. Sometimes they bring my teenage sister, Elle. She sits in the corner chewing gum, seething with conflicting emotions: sadness, anger, sexual frustration, boredom. She can't decide if she wants to hug me, or smash me in the head with a bedpan. 

“Why don't you come over here and talk to your sister?” my mother says to her.

“Why?” Elle wants to know. “What's the point? It's not like she can hear me.”

“We don't know that for sure,” Mom tells her. “Maybe she can.”

“Of course, she can't!” Elle snaps. “She's a ...”

A what, Elle? A blob?  A ghost?  A ... vegetable?

At some point, Doctor Horowitz wanders in, checks my monitors, my pulse, the sticky sensors attached to my skull. Doctor Horowitz is apparently some kind of expert. He certainly knows a coma  when he sees one. But then as he apt to say, usually without provocation, “There are comas, and then there are comas.” Beyond that, at least as it applies to me, he isn't particularly inclined to commit.

“How is she, Doctor?” Betty wants to know.

Straddling the marker between palliative support and cold hard truth, he says, “Definitely no worse than yesterday when you asked.”

“But isn't there anything that can be done to, you know, wake her up?”

Doctor Horowitz is thinking, wake her up? Not a snowball's chance in hell, but he says, “Actually there is something I wanted to run by the two of you.”

“Run by us?” Betty asks, confused.”

“A new drug,” says Horowitz. “Highly experimental and not even remotely close to FDA approval, but showing a good deal of promise in the initial testing phase.”

And so it begins.

“What sort of drug?” George wants to know.

“We're calling it an Arcing Neural Synaptic Agitator, A.N.S.A., for short, at least until we come up with something more snappy. It's injected directly into the Medulla Oblongata, producing what has been  metaphorically described as a mimi-hurricane in the brain.”

“I've had some experience with hurricanes,” George says. “Nobody's idea of a good time.”

You tell him, Dad! 

“This treatment is, of course, not entirely risk free,” Doctor Horowitz says, “but taking into account your daughter's condition ... “

“She could snap out of it at any minute,” Betty weepingly insists.

“Indeed,” Doctor Horowitz says, “that is of course always our fervent hope. Unfortunately, short of some sort of radical intervention, all indicators suggest a continuing and progressively degenerative comatose state.” 

“So what's that in plain English?” George inquires.

“At this point there is really nothing to lose,” Doctor Horowitz tells him.

I'm sure you see where this is going.

My parents promise to discuss the issue and let Doctor Horowitz know by the next day. 

“We'll be back tomorrow, darling,” my mother says, kissing me on the cheek.

“You just hang in there,” my father says, patting the top of my head.

Elle doesn't want to say goodbye, wants nothing to do with me, but my mother makes her. She  bends over and whispers in my ear. “I know you're in there,” she says. “I also know you did this on purpose, just to make everyone's life as miserable as your own. You're nothing but a selfish bitch.”  Then she kisses me on the other cheek.

Guess I should feel bad for Elle. She's at that awkward age where nothing feels quite right, struggling to come up with a workable identity, worried that her body may not conform to current  cultural standards, beginning to feel an attraction to boys, but at the same time still mostly repulsed by  them (not that she should expect that to change anytime soon). She clearly needs her big sister around to help guide her through all the chaos, someone to talk to, maybe even seek wisdom from. From Elle's perspective I've abandoned her, preferring to hide away in a coma, leaving her to deal with the surging absurdity of teenage existence all on her own. Suppose I am a selfish bitch. On the other hand, I've never exactly been what you could call a role model worthy of emulation. More a shining example of  everything not to do. Truth be told, my life to date is littered with the debris of less than ideal decisions and highly questionable behavior. But then it's not as if all of it is entirely my fault. I have a condition, you see, a rather serious one, of the mental sort, which kind of gets me off the hook. Turns out the best excuse for always acting crazy is actually being crazy.

My first run-in with the two-headed beast might have been almost comical, if it hadn't been so terrifying. It was like waking up one morning and discovering that someone has dialed up the notch on gravity by like a thousand. Overnight I had become this massive dark thing, could barely move, speaking was out of the question. I lay in bed silently cursing not just my own existence, but all existence, because let's face it, every living thing on Earth bore some responsibility for my condition. How, exactly, I wasn't sure, but remained confident that the premise was sound. I was the victim of a massive conspiracy, a serial sinner with a price on her head, a sniveling teenaged crybaby, although, in fact, I was incapable of shedding even a single tear. 

Basically, life was a bad joke, a deranged tale told by an idiot. I was that idiot. Except I was  nothing, not even an idiot. For a full week I didn't so much think about suicide, as obsess over it,  repeatedly running through the various methodologies, their pros and cons, public versus private, blatant shock effect versus subtle incomprehensibility. In the former category was a spectacular leap off the Conestoga Bridge, at rush hour, wearing only my sexiest bra and panties (admittedly, at sixteen, not all that sexy); in the later, a quiet bleed-out in the bathtub. I personally favored the bridge scenario, going out with a certain dramatic flair, but seriously doubted being able to muster the energy to actually get there. 

And then, after eight days of pretty much paralyzing despair, the dark storm clouds miraculously lifted. I woke up feeling lighter than air, convinced I could fly, do anything, really. I jumped out of bed, threw on some clothes, buzzed out the door and, just for the hell of it, ran across the Conestoga Bridge laughing my stupid head off. I was talking so fast, my mother, never a particularly religious person, became convinced I was speaking in tongues. My father wondered aloud if the church still performed exorcisms. I smoked drugs with my friends, shoplifted like a pro, flirted shamelessly with strange men. One time I even kissed a homeless guy, right on his crusty lips – disgusting doesn't even begin to cover it, sort of like putting your mouth on an open sewer pipe, but I couldn't not do it. Not no longer existed. I was a bubbling box of infinite possibility. 

A week later, I was back at the bottom of my own private Black Hole, although, cosmologically speaking, Black Holes have no actual bottoms. More like hovering somewhere near the hypothetical bottom of a bottomless lake, where the pressure is so intense that it liquifies all the molecules in your body. It's also really dark, and even if you scream no one can hear you.

The bipolar diagnosis was more or less inevitable. It hit my parents hard, the idea of having a  broken daughter, while having no idea what exactly to do with her. I took the news as you might expect a manic-depressive personality to take such things, with a sort of despairing resignation seasoned with over-the-top giddiness. Although in some sense I was relieved there was at least a name for what I had. Definitely better than a “we really have no idea what's wrong with your crazy daughter.” Seeking an upside, I imagined that a bipolar person was this sort of eccentric adventure junkie who travels back and forth between the earth's poles, always following the sun; summer in the Arctic, a second summer in the Antarctic. Penguins and polar bears. Never exactly warm, but always with a healthy looking glow. And an ever-growing celebrity status.

“We just have to ask, Claire. Why this constant pole hopping?”

“Because they're there, I guess.”

“But it's so extreme.”

“Yes, but then I am bipolar; so, you know, actually it’s pretty normal.” 

In retrospect, I suppose there was some irony at play here.

In doesn't take my parents very long at all to cave, sign the standard release form and abandon my helpless brain to science. A positively gleeful Doctor Horowitz promises radical results, and wastes no time pumping my head full of his experimental drug. Too bad no one thought to ask about possible side effects. Like, for example, being violently dragged from my present, albeit excruciatingly dull, reality into some sort of insane alternative universe, or whatever the hell it is?  Doctor Horowitz would no doubt smugly refer to this as mere coincidence, a minor non-causal event in a world of infinite non-causality, and in any case, nothing to be overly concerned about. If I could move a muscle, I'd show him what a non-causal event in the form of a punch in the face feels like.  
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Out of the darkness into a blinding, wildly agitated, howling wind. Visibility is not a relevant concept. I have no idea where I am, or even if I am? It takes a few seconds for me to realize how unbelievably cold it is. The wind is laced with ice, mini-cyclones of swirling snow surround me like taunting ghosts. I am freezing to death and there is nothing I can do about it. I feel like lying down, maybe taking a nap until the weather changes. Then I hear a voice, faint, distorted by the wind, calling out a name. Either Claire or Clara.  

If it's me they're looking for, I really hope it's Claire. Nobody in this day and age wants to be called Clara.  “Over here,” I try to say, but the words can't get past my frozen lips. I guess this is it. I can actually feel myself slipping slowly away into the deep dark freeze of death.

By the time the rescue team reached her, Claire, or possibly Clara, was already gone.

Next thing I know, a large form, most likely human, is standing over me. “Jesus Christ!” it says.

“Is she breathing?” another voice, I’m thinking female, asks.

A miracle if I am.

“Barely,” the first voice, belonging to a man, I'm pretty sure, says. “What the hell is she doing out here, without a coat, no less?”

Wish I knew.

“It may be some accelerated version of cabin fever,” the female says.

“You thinking psychotic break?”

“Can't rule it out.”

Who cares? I want to scream. Just get me the hell out of this fucking weather!

“Can you walk?” the man asks me.

I make a verbal attempt at 'are you joking?', but it comes out as “blu ta mo king.”

“I didn't quite catch that,” he says.

“Never mind,” the female says. “You'll just have to carry her.”

“Right,” he says, hoisting me up, his padded arms wrapping around me, the distinct sound of  chattering teeth (almost certainly mine).

It's really slow going, wherever it is we're going, trudging through the Blizzard from Hell, unless the wind suddenly shifts to our backs, in which case we're pretty much running. Finally, a door opening, a whoosh of warm air, light, the sound of human voices, a radio playing country music.

“The thermal blankets, quick,” the man carrying me shouts. “And we should get her out of these clothes.”

While the blankets are being located, the other member of my rescue team, who appears to be an attractive woman, probably mid-thirties, with short, dirty blonde hair and a pair of pale blue eyes, strips me down to my underwear. She then proceeds the examine all my fingers and toes.

“No signs of frostbite,” she announces, beginning to massage my feet and lower legs.

“She must be a lot tougher than she looks,” someone else says.

I sincerely doubt it.

After a few minutes in the blankets, resembling large sheets of shiny tinfoil, sensation begins to return to my body (mostly painful, but considering the alternative of being senselessly frozen, I barely mind it). I can also focus my eyes again, which is a huge relief. I'm in a fairly large room contained inside some sort of hut-like structure. One end of the room appears to be a living area; a sofa, upon which I presently recline, several chairs, a bookshelf, a table. At the other end is what looks like a work area; tables lined with computers, other machinery mounted on the walls. In addition to the man and woman who brought me in, I can see two others, both men, one bald, one with long hair, both with bushy beards.

Needless to say, I have no idea what's going on, so I ask. “Can somebody please tell me what's going on?”

They all stop what they're doing and stare at me. The woman pours what looks like whiskey into a glass and brings it over to me. “Here,” she says, “this will warm you up. But just sip it, okay?”

I take a sip, as instructed.

The woman places her hand on my forehead, then brushes my hair back. “How are you feeling now, Claire?”

I'm Clair, not Clara. That, at least, is a relief.

“Confused,” I tell her.

“After the exposure you've had, it's not unusual.”

“No, I mean I don't recognize this place, don't know who any of you are.” 

This seems to rekindle the interest of the men, two of whom, the man who carried me in and the one with the long hair, walk over to get a better look at the freak in the tinfoil.

“Did you say you don't recognize us?” long hair asks.

“Should I?”

He glances at the other man, who is now displaying a concerned expression. “Amnesia?” he asks.

The woman shrugs. “Anything's possible in that kind of cold.”

“Wait a minute,” I say. “How long have I been here?”

“Okay,” long hair says, “this is becoming seriously strange.”

“How long do you think you've been here?” the other man asks me.

“I don't know,” I say. “I feel as if I just arrived.”

Long hair laughs. “Yeah, you just materialized in the middle of a blizzard, on the western edge of Antarctica.”

Antarctica, did he say?

The other man squats down, I guess to get a better look at my frozen face, and takes my hand.  He's older than the others, with brown eyes and streaks of gray in his hair and beard. “You, Claire, along with the rest of us, have been here for six months.”

No fucking way!

“Six months?  Why? I mean, why would we want to do that?”

“We're scientists and this is the Alpha 10 West Ridge Research Facility. The real question is, why wouldn't we?”

“Right,” long hair says. “And for a whole lot less money than you'd think, we all agreed to come down to this God-forsaken place to play in the ice and snow for half a year.”

“It's like a bad dream,” I say.

“Tell me about it,” long hair says. “The real kicker is that we were supposed to be out of here day after tomorrow, but now this,” he waves a hand in the direction of the raging storm outside, currently causing the hut's walls to rattle and groan.”

“But it's just a storm, right?” I say. “It'll pass soon, won't it?”

“Hey Dudley,” long hair shouts to the bald guy who's busy manning instruments. “What's our E.T.A. on the next weather opening?”

“Two weeks, minimum,” Dudley shouts back.

“Welcome to the Big A,” long hair says, walking back over to the work area.

“So I'm a scientist?” I ask.

“A research assistant, actually,” the older man says. 

“And what do I assist in the research of?”

“Ice core sampling.”

“And how am I qualified to do that?”

“Well, you are a doctoral candidate in geophysics, specializing in glaciology.”

Even as little as I seem to know about myself, that really doesn't sound like anything I'd ever choose to specialize in.

“So what's the deal?” I ask. “Did I cheat on a test or something and sending me here was my punishment?”

Both gray hair and the woman chuckle at this. 

“You literally begged for the chance to join us,” the woman says.

“Okay,” I say. “If I've been here as long as you say, I should know your names, shouldn't I?”

“It's a reasonable assumption,” older guy says.

“Try clearing your mind,” the woman suggests. “Just allow our names to come back to you.”

Good luck with that, but okay. I attempt to clear my mind. Unfortunately, my mind appears to be completely fogged in, a heavy grayish mist hovering over both hemispheres, and only the screaming wind to remind me I'm still on planet Earth. Still, both the woman and older guy are watching me with such expectation; they're scientists, after all, believe in the inevitability of a correct methodology, in rational outcomes. So I try, wait for lightning to strike, names to rise up through the brain clouds.

“All right,” I say. “I think I've got it. You're Mona,” I tell the woman, “and he is Bruno. Long hair guy is Scooter, and of course baldy's name is Dudley.”

Expectation tends to fade fast when you're trapped, possibly being held against your will, in a hut at the South Pole. Particularly after you've been nearly frozen to death. One misstep and you're pretty much a goner. As the renowned polar explorer, Sir Henry Hilfington, once said, 'The one thing you don't get at the bottom of the world is a second chance.' Although there's not a chance in hell that I would actually know that.

Mona looks like she's just had her heart broken, but still willing to seek out the positive spin. “Hey,” she says. “You did get one right.”

“I'm Carl,” older guy says, “and this is Cathy. Long hair guy, as you call him, is Preston.”

“You know,” I tell them, “I suddenly have a terrible headache.”

“She needs to lie down, I think,” Cathy says.

“Right,” says Carl. “Why don't you take her back to the bunks.”

“Come on,” Cathy says, helping me up. “Let's get you to bed.”

“So is it just the five of us?” I ask, as Cathy guides out of the living room area. 

“Uh ...”

“No wait!” I shout. “There are two others. Brianna and Dexter.”

“Samantha and Tim,” Cathy says, but yes.”

“And they're missing,” I say.

“Not missing, exactly,” Carl says. “Just temporarily out of contact, due to the storm.”

“They went out to investigate something,” I say. “An anomaly in the ice, highly radioactive in nature.”

What the fuck am I talking about?

This gets them all to stop what they're doing again, stare at me, a possibly deranged, weather  -beaten anomaly wrapped in tinfoil.

“Well, yes,” Carl says. “Their last communication did indicate ...”

“They found something,” I announce. “In the ice. Something not ...”

Before I can get it out, a swoon overtakes me, head spinning, nausea gripping my digestive track. Sensing an impending faint, Cathy wraps her arms around me to prevent me falling. I must  appear pretty awful because Scooter, I mean Preston,  looks like he's just seen a ghost.

“Something not what?” he wants to know, his voice all high-pitched and jittery.

“Not of this world,” I say. “I'm afraid Bob and Bernice won't be coming back.”

“Who?” Preston cries. “Carl, what the hell is she talking about.”

“I have no idea,” Carl says. “Just get her to bed, Cat.”

Cat?

“Come on,” Cat says, literally dragging me through a doorway into a narrow corridor.

“You have to believe me on this, Mona,” I tell her. “Cathy, I mean.”

“I believe that you believe it,” she says, nudging me into a small room containing a set of bunk beds. “But even if it were true, Claire, how could you possibly know about it?”

“How? Because I've seen the movie, that's how.”

“The movie?”

“Don't tell me you've never seen The Thing.”

Cathy's face goes blank, like I'm just making stuff up now to suit my own crazy agenda. Typical egghead. The era of hyper-specialization makes dummies of us all, eventually. Take me, for example, a glaciologist who has a hard time getting ice cubes out of their trays.

“Okay,” she says, peeling off my tinfoil wrap. “Let's get you out of that damp underwear and into a nice warm bed.”

She unclasps my bra and slips it off, then pulls down my panties, lifting each leg and sliding them over my feet. It occurs to me that I'm now naked in Antarctica, Cathy squatting directly in front of me, her soft hands lingering on my calves. An erotic moment so often happens when least expected. I'm  tempted to imagine her removing her clothes, crawling with me into the bunk bed, kissing and caressing me to sleep. Except how can I sleep, with an
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