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Foreword

AFTER AN EYE EXAM, MY OPHTHALMOLOGIST, DR. SWENSON, WILL TURN her monitor so that I can see the image on screen: my own retina, reflecting the beam of her pen light in a ghostly green, run through with a pattern of blood vessels as unique as my fingerprint. This is my favorite part of an eye exam because I get to see the inside of the seeing part of me.

Listening to Welcome to Night Vale often provides a similar thrill. Joseph Fink and Jeffrey Cranor manage to establish and defy listener expectations within the span of a single sentence—sometimes more than once. I myself am a writer (I got to write “Niecelet,” Episode 113 of Welcome to Night Vale, in fact), which means I generally know how words work, I know how pacing and sentence structure function, and I’m familiar with the mechanics of absurdism. So laughing out loud in my car while listening to a Night Vale episode is akin to working at a haunted house and still falling for the jump scare every night. It’s hard to surprise a person waiting to be surprised. And yet they do it all the time. Experiencing my brain scamper off in the wrong direction then spin around, confused and delighted by a bizarre turn of phrase, feels like I’m learning something about my usual habits of thought; I get to peer inside the thinking part of me. I know a lot of Night Vale diehards are devoted to its characters—they fall for Tamika’s moxie, Cecil’s baritone, Old Woman Josie’s angels, Carlos’s hair—but the language of Night Vale is my favorite character. I’m a sucker for the language in which all these figures are described—I think I like the window as much as the view.

The first time I ferreted my way into the vicinity of Night Vale was backstage at the Town Hall theater in New York. I’d been asked to serve as The Weather for the evening and was excited to perform in such a grand venue—brass railings and red velvet seats and chandeliers chandeliering in that way unique to big theaters or old hotels. I listened to the show over the backstage intercom and snuck around to steal glimpses of the attendees sitting out in the darkness—hundreds and hundreds of rapt faces. Some of those faces were painted, some were hidden behind mesh panels (costumed, I’d learn, as the Faceless Old Woman Who Secretly Lives in Your Home), some of them hung like moons below cotton Glow Clouds rigged with working LED lights. Until that point, I’d spent most of my musical life as a hip-hop artist, touring the club circuit, sometimes playing a big festival stage. I’d performed in lovely rooms before, but this was something entirely different. The fans reveled in every inside joke, dissected every reference, knew every grain of desert sand in Night Vale. I didn’t know the term world-building then—it’s not a phrase that’s bandied about in the halls of the rap academy, but it was plain that Joseph and Jeffrey had made a complete, functioning human culture where people could actually live—at least for the span of a ninety-minute live show. I could not wait to tell my rap crew about this.

But, of course, if you’re a frequent visitor to Night Vale, you know how hard it can be to tell someone about the show in a single, quick description: It’s like the surrealism of Joe Frank with the whimsy of Lisa Frank. No, it’s like Voltaire meets David Lynch. No, it’s like Carl Sagan meeting his younger self and playing a rousing game of solitaire. Sometimes it balances right on the edge of sense and it runs on puréed imagination, and the tone is often sarcastic but sometimes brutally earnest, and it’s fun to feel your mind careening around on one ice skate, trying to keep up. Here, I’ve made a pie chart.

[image: image]

I have one comment about the writing of Welcome to Night Vale that neither Jeffrey nor Joseph are likely to appreciate. So if you, dear reader, are Mr. Fink or Mr. Cranor, I will now kindly ask that you skip this section—just skim until you hit the series of wingdings and then merge right back in.

Okay, what I’d like to talk about is the inclusivity of the characters of Night Vale. The people (and sometimes nonpeople) who populate Night Vale come in every permutation of size, sex, shape, ethnicity—almost all the kinds of bodies you can imagine and many you cannot. I brought this up with Joseph once, on stage at one of his tour stops, and the compliment I’d intended, about having constructed such an inclusive universe, was very swiftly shot out of the sky. He said something like, “The actual population is actually varied. You don’t get extra points for writing characters that represent the real world—it would take a conscious decision not to write characters that way.” His comment sounded smart then and it looks smart typed out now. But here’s the thing: I write fiction myself and, looking at my past work, I don’t remember making a conscious decision to write straight characters with mostly European-sounding names. But that’s exactly what I’d done. It was a decision that somehow simply slipped past the sentries of my conscious mind. I have since returned to old stories to correct that mistake and I owe Jeffrey and Joseph a debt of gratitude for both the example and the standard they set in that arena. (Also, let’s just pause to acknowledge and lament the complete insufficiency of the word inclusive, which is academic and sort of flaccid and not at all reflective of the indelicate, electric business of being alive in a sea of other living things.)

[image: image] (Welcome back, gentlemen.)

The data analyst who helped me create the stunning pie chart in this foreword has just leaned into my office to remind me to make good on the promise to explain the term audacity as it appears in that graphic. (Thanks, Marela.) In this instance, it does not refer to a “willingness to take bold risks,” but rather to the open-sourced audio program Audacity. Until very recently, each episode of Night Vale was recorded (by Cecil) through a USB microphone and then edited in Audacity. This fact blew my mind. Audio software is like word-processing software; a few programs completely dominate the market. No matter which ones might perform best, most of the documents you create, read, or receive are probably in Word. To find out that Welcome to [expletive deleted] Night Vale was created in Audacity was like peeking into the kitchen of a Michelin-starred restaurant to discover that the chefs were not flambéing their fare in Le Creuset cookware, but were gathered around a microwave—no, a hotplate—no, a Bic lighter held beneath a pane of foil. It was genuinely amazing to imagine that a culturally important thing was produced by such simple and universally accessible means.

Which brings me to one of the most exciting ideas in Night Vale’s constellation of conspiracy theories. Could it be possible that this time—this one time—the good guys who work hard and give thanks and consult their consciences before corporate sponsors—could it be that they win? For me it’s easy to root for the Night Vale team and to celebrate their assorted successes because they try so damn hard and they bring their friends with them and they take real, artistic risks. And to makers of anything, in any discipline or trade, that model is a welcome one—even if you’ve got to defy space-time and march through an endless desert to see it up close.

—Dessa,

written on October 2, 2018,

in room 405 of a very fine Milwaukee hotel







Introduction

“THE LIBRARIAN” WAS OUR FIRST TOURING LIVE SHOW FOR WELCOME to Night Vale and also the first moment I knew I had to make a dramatic change in my life.

We began our second year of the podcast with millions of downloads each month, but downloads don’t pay the bills. In August of 2013, we printed five hundred Welcome to Night Vale T-shirts and put them up for sale on our website. Within two days, they were completely sold out plus about one hundred more oversold. We had to take the store offline.

For the first time, Welcome to Night Vale made a little bit of money, and it was the first sign that we might be able to make writing a podcast our full-time job. But I wasn’t confident we could sustain five hundred shirt sales every week.

Joseph quit his job selling green energy on the streets of New York almost immediately. I had a full-time job as database manager for the non-profit cinema Film Forum. Arts administration was a fulfilling career I’d had for sixteen years, and this one in particular was a great job. I liked the people there, it paid well with benefits, and it was a true nine-to-five gig, leaving my nights and weekends free to make art, which historically had been a hobby, not a job. Jillian and I were in our tenth year of marriage and had just bought our first home the year before. I was not ready to depart stable employment for an artistic endeavor that had grossed about one thousand dollars over its first fifteen months.

We did a few live shows in the autumn of 2013, two in San Francisco at the Booksmith (“Condos,” as featured in Volume 1), and two in Brooklyn at Roulette, which all sold out in under two minutes, and it occurred to me that we should actually organize a live show tour.

I had to miss the San Francisco shows because I didn’t have vacation days left, and I had no idea how I would fit a touring show around my job, but it was clear that there was a demand for people to see Cecil in-person telling these stories.

We had no booking agent, so I just used my party planning knowledge to book our first tour.


	Rent an appropriate venue.

	Send out invites (in this case, put tickets on sale).

	Figure out what you’ll do at said event.

	Show up and do the thing.



We found theaters in Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, Los Angeles, San Diego, Las Vegas, and Phoenix for performances over a two-week span in late January 2014. We took the money we had from T-shirts, our other four live shows, and our bank accounts and paid out about twenty-five thousand dollars to these venues and put tickets up for sale. We sold out twelve of the fifteen shows (mostly within an hour of putting them on sale).

We said “Hurrah!” But then we panicked and said, “What the hell are we going to perform once we get there?” And “How are we going to get around?” And “How do you tour even?”

Joseph and I started by writing a script based on the first thing that came to our mind: “What if the Librarians in Night Vale escaped?” Boom. Done.*

I put together a pretty basic touring budget. We booked mostly Airbnbs, and save for the flight from Portland to San Francisco, every other leg of the tour was drivable. So we did what any fancy touring artists do: we rented a Chrysler Town & Country minivan from Budget.

By early December 2013, we had our West Coast tour locked and loaded, and we were already planning another month-long tour of the East Coast and Midwest for March, and I knew I had to quit my job.

Surely you’re thinking, “Which you did quite quickly, because getting to do national tours for a show you wrote is a dream come true!”

Oh, heck no.

I spent a week trying to figure out if I could manage Night Vale as a business while still keeping the security of my day job, and I learned that the number of hours in a day is inflexible. Jillian was trepidatious but supportive. We had just bought an apartment in Brooklyn two years earlier, and she had gone to part-time work the previous year in order to focus more on her choreography. My salary enabled us to do both of these things. Now it was I who wanted to leave full-time employment for uncertain artistic pursuits.

Truth be told, I actually didn’t. I didn’t want to at all. It was Jillian who told me to write out expected earnings for the next two tours, and we realized we could live off that for at least a year. If Night Vale fell apart in that time, we would rethink our future, but perhaps it is worth the risk for an opportunity like this.

So I quit my job at the end of 2013 and met the crew in Seattle to start the tour in mid-January, serving as de facto tour manager, something I had no idea how to do. I had several nervous fits trying to figure out how to order and ship merchandise, as well as learning that (apparently) people like to eat food around dinnertime. I ordered us a pizza in Portland, and the delivery guy showed up side stage mid-show and announced to a performing Cecil Baldwin (and our audience), “Pizza’s here!”

While waiting in the airport to fly to San Francisco, I was in a mental fog caused by imposter syndrome and fear of flying. I had spent the morning crying and didn’t feel like talking or looking at anyone. At the airport bar, Cecil noted that I looked not so good. I said I was getting a cold, which I wasn’t, but I would rather lie than burden people with my anxieties. Cecil said, “Oh, me too. I just bought some Emergen-C to try to stave it off. You want one?” I said yes. He handed it to me, and without thinking, I put it directly into my mouth, like it were a lozenge.

The table went silent, and I looked up to see Meg, Joseph, and Cecil staring straight at me, eyes wide, not knowing what to say. I was trying to play it off like, “Oh, I know you’re supposed to dissolve these in water first, but it’s totally fine to just suck on them.” But what happened was a bunch of pink foam dribbled out of my lips and Meg started laughing. Then I started laughing, and Joseph and Cecil. It was an embarrassing catharsis and I felt great for the first time on the road.

By the end of the tour, we had met two people who would change our touring course forever for the better: Lauren O’Niell of Booksmith, who became our tour manager for the next tour and laid the groundwork for future touring; and Andrew Morgan, our booking agent.

As Night Vale entered its third year, we were touring The Librarian to Europe and Canada and even making inroads toward an Australia/New Zealand tour.

As of January 2019, Meg is now our full-time tour director and live show emcee and is the best at both jobs. Our touring has become the lifeblood of Welcome to Night Vale as a business and as an artistic endeavor. We have performed more than three hundred shows in seventeen countries, in some of the most amazing venues on earth (London’s Palladium Theatre, New York’s Town Hall, and on the main stage of the Sydney Opera House).

We learned so much from “The Librarian.” That first tour was the most stressful two weeks of my life to that point, knowing I’d left a comfortable job I did well for a career I’d never trained for. But seeing Night Vale fans en masse, in person, across the country is a pleasure that never stales. And that first tour was also the most exciting two weeks of my life to that point. Driving the West Coast of the U.S. with three dear friends (and essentially work spouses) doing what we loved and learning so much about each other.*

—Jeffrey Cranor







Episode 50:

“Capital Campaign”

JULY 15, 2014

COWRITTEN WITH ASHLEY LIERMAN

WHEN JEFFREY AND JOSEPH INVITED ME BACK TO WRITE ANOTHER EPISODE after “Summer Reading Program,” I was both excited and a little intimidated to come back to the world of Night Vale, after its huge and well-deserved boom in popularity. I also knew, though, that if I had another story I wanted to tell in this setting, it would involve Night Vale Community College. Being a librarian led me to write “Summer Reading Program,” but I’ve always been a college or university librarian, not a public one, and I feel most at home with the humor and horror of higher education. In fact, back in the early days of the podcast when the creators sought fan contributions for a potential book (which unfortunately never became a reality), I submitted a piece called “Minutes of the Night Vale Community College Faculty Meeting,” which was what led to my being invited to write an episode in the first place—and later became an episode in its own right, during a hiatus of the regular podcast.

So I was eager to return to the community college, and play around with some more of its possibilities. I did struggle for a while, though, to think of what foible of campus life could be worthy of reporting on in the community news and would at the same time have the potential to build up into an appropriately dramatic crisis. Finally, I found myself delighted by the idea of a fundraising campaign that resulted in the donation of a lot of unwanted, disruptive animals instead of cash, and ended up pursuing it. In a throwaway aside in “Minutes,” I had introduced Mrs. Sylvia Wickersham, an eccentric alumna with a penchant for gifting the college useless, animal-centric facilities, and I decided that bringing her back as the culprit of my unfortunate capital campaign would be a perfect fit.

Unfortunately, this plan had one small drawback—that I’ve never worked with college development at all so I have no idea how a capital campaign is actually run. Would it be announced like this? Would it be opened up to the general public? Do community colleges even hold capital campaigns? No idea! Let’s just say that idiosyncratic college fundraising practices are the absolute least of what’s weird about Night Vale, and chalk any mistakes up to that, okay?

Another issue was that in my original draft of the episode, the problematic animals in question were deer. After all, when thinking Night Vale, who doesn’t also think deer? When editing the episode, however, Jeffrey rightly pointed out that there had been a lot of deer in the show and this might be overkill, so he suggested replacing them with another animal while keeping the story’s same basic structure. I agreed and suggested rabbits, which seem similarly benign and innocuous at first glance but, even on their best behavior, would be really alarming when more than six thousand are running around a college campus. Jeffrey did a bit of editorial work on this episode in general—all to the good, in my opinion. Overall, I think some of its strongest moments are his additions—most notably the ultimate fate of the bunnies, which I found particularly morbidly hilarious. If I had to pick a favorite bit of this episode that I contributed myself, though, I would say it’s the conservative dry cleaner eating his plastic hanging bags. Something about it just tickles me.

—Ashley Lierman






Home is where the heart is. We found it one day in the sink. It hums things late at night, but they are not songs.

WELCOME TO NIGHT VALE

[image: image]

If there’s one thing I’ve learned as a proud citizen of Night Vale, it’s that horses are incredibly susceptible to suggestions from government satellites. But I’ve also learned that Night Vale is a community that cares about education. Night Vale is a community that fears education. Night Vale is a community that allows education to happen the way terrified campers allow bears to eat their food. Education is important, say whispers with no obvious source we all hear every night.

College graduation rates in our little town are above the national average. We bravely continue to promote literacy in spite of the terrible dangers associated with books. Our truancy rates have significantly declined due to the Sheriff’s Secret Police’s program of humane, low-fatality taserings.

So I know we can count on all of you to support the Night Vale Community College Capital Campaign, which was launched this past Monday to fund the establishment of a new science center for students. Science, I especially believe, is very important.

College President Sarah Sultan announced, “In our present, rapidly changing technological environment, it is more important than ever to encourage students to consider study and careers in all the sciences. Except astronomy,” she added, pretending she was coughing. “Nobody cares about astronomy,” she said obviously under a cough.

Reporters stood quiet and confused about how President Sultan could make such an announcement, as she is a smooth, fist-sized river rock, and has no visible mouth and likely no internal organs, muscles or passageways that can create a human-sounding voice.

“Telepathy,” President Sultan said without a cough. “It’s telepathy, you guys,” she said in all of our minds.

Fundraising opportunities like these can make a huge difference to small local colleges, so please, Night Vale, consider making a contribution. As always, you can give to the capital campaign by burying your check, cash, or credit card donation in warm, wet earth and whispering, “I know what you did. I do not forget.”

I’ve gotten a lot of calls and emails and telegrams and sympathetic glances the past couple of weeks from people who are wondering if Carlos the scientist has returned from the otherworld desert he is trapped in. And here I remind you that he became trapped there while saving our city from treacherous, dark forces. I remind you he is a hero. I remind you that my boyfriend is a hero.

Sadly, Carlos is still in the desert, the same desert our new mayor was once trapped in. Fortunately, as Dana discovered, cell phone batteries last forever there, and there’s pretty good Wi-Fi despite there being just vast amounts of sand and, apparently, a mountain.

But if our mayor can make it out fine, I think a scientist can, too. Scientists are always fine.

Listeners, I’ve been seeing all the reviews for that new restaurant, Tourniquet. Sounds like executive chef LeSean Mason has created a real culinary hit. It’s almost impossible to get a reservation there. I tried to get a table (for . . . for just one, of course) and the nearest available date was not for another two months. And even then, it wasn’t a reservation for Tourniquet, but for Applebee’s.

Actually, you know what? I think I’ve been looking at the Applebee’s website. It’s very easy to misspell tourniquet.

Anyway, Gia Samuels’s review in the latest issue of the Night Vale Daily Journal mentioned Tourniquet sous chef, Earl Harlan. And that surprised me. He was a childhood friend of mine, and I had no idea he was a professional chef. It also surprised me because he was dragged away screaming by the herd of mute children at last year’s Eternal Scout ceremonies. Very few ever survive Boy Scout courts of honor, especially not those dragged away by the mute children.

So, it’s good to see Earl back home and safe, and likely returning to his volunteer duties as Scout Master. I hope one day I can get a reservation to his fine restaurant. Let me see. Nothing. Oh wait. Yes! Yes! I got one. I . . . oh no. No, I’m on the Applebee’s website again. Never mind.

An update on the progress of the Night Vale Community College Capital Campaign. Thanks to the generous donations of Night Vale citizens, the campaign has already reached 30 percent of its target goal.

A particularly notable gift was made by local eccentric recluse and proud alumna Mrs. Sylvia Wickersham. The college fundraising staff was caught off-guard by this donation, as no one has heard from or seen Mrs. Wickersham in over a decade. Also the gift was a fine porcelain vase filled with two dozen English Angora rabbits.

College representatives expressed their gratitude for Mrs. Wickersham’s generous and super cute contribution, of course, but would like to remind the greater community that it is preferred that donations be made via cash, check, credit card, spinal columns, or other common negotiable currencies.

[image: image]

“Money,” college representatives added helpfully, through the narrow crack of a slightly lifted manhole cover on Main Street. “You know, the kind you use to procure goods and services, when you still have a physical form?” they added in spray-painted bubble graffiti on the side of an abandoned warehouse near the train tracks.

More on this, as there is more on this.

Night Vale, our new leader is almost here!

This Friday is inauguration day for new mayor, Dana Cardinal, who used to be an intern at this very radio station. Dana may, in fact, be the most successful intern this station has ever had. So few of our interns have ever gone on to do anything important.

Inauguration of new mayors includes a swearing-in ceremony that takes place behind a thick velvet curtain. The curtain is raised a few inches, and all the press and public are shown a few shuffling feet and hear loud, high-pitched shouts. The mayoral swearing-in ceremony is the one point in Night Vale’s political calendar where citizens may voice their opinions and beliefs without risking reprisal or imprisonment. They are, in fact, encouraged to shout even the most forbidden beliefs and thoughts during the ceremony, openly, and without fear.

The event will take place in an undisclosed location two hundred miles from downtown Night Vale, and will be exactly two minutes long.

Former mayoral candidates the Faceless Old Woman Who Secretly Lives in Your Home and Hiram McDaniels, who is literally a five-headed dragon, have both declared this a botched election and are filing for a recount by shouting their complaints into the side of a canyon wall they think might be Hidden Gorge. No one can tell exactly where Hidden Gorge is, which is how it got its name: Gorge.

It doesn’t matter. I’m ecstatic for our new mayor. It’ll be weird having a former intern as a leader, but I just think she’ll do a wonderful job. Congratulations, old young friend.

I’ve just been informed that Mrs. Sylvia Wickersham has made another large donation to the Night Vale Community College Capital Campaign: this one consisting of one thousand live and extremely fluffy rabbits.

The Capital Committee is beginning to have difficulty finding space on campus to house her donations. What foliage existed on campus has been immediately devoured, several of the botany program’s greenhouses have been broken into and ransacked, and many of the rabbits have reportedly entered the student center, refusing to wait in line before ordering at the snack bar and taking way more napkins than they need.

In an effort to make the most of this impressive endowment, the Capital Committee is currently discussing the possibility of repurposing some of the rabbits toward Residence Life operations.

English Angora rabbits are well known for their thick, soft, silky wool so the College’s Student Housing Office feels this presents an opportunity to make new blankets and rugs and hats and blindfolds for students, as well as winter cloaks for the coyote-faced advisers that lurk about the Student Programs Office.

Representatives have attempted to contact Mrs. Wickersham to discuss the possible redistribution of her generous gifts, but without success. More curiously, when attempting to visit Mrs. Wickersham’s home, Committee Members were informed by her neighbors that they have never actually seen Mrs. Wickersham but they often have dreams of her.

[image: image]

“I mean she never looks like herself,” each of the neighbors stated. “Generally she appears as a hovering green box that pulses with light, and her voice sounds like an oboe playing a whole note, but, like, in this dream kind of way where I totally know it’s her,” they concluded.

Some Committee Members raised questions about how an incorporeal dream being could donate wild animals, and also if maybe she could stop doing that. Those members were quietly removed from the room by other Committee Members.

In any case, Night Vale, let us hold Mrs. Wickersham in our thoughts and of course dreams, and hope for her safe return. Or, possibly, for an end to her rabbit donations. Both would be nice, but let’s not be greedy, Night Vale. We all take what we can get in this life, you know?

We take what we get.

Bad news from the Night Vale Community College, listeners. A donation of five thousand English angora rabbits in the name of Mrs. Sylvia Wickersham has just arrived at the College’s fundraising headquarters. It’s uncertain how they found their way there, as said headquarters had already been relocated to the underground Emergency Fundraising-Related Disaster Bunker, constructed in the 1970s by Dr. Erliss Badermyer, the Community College’s all-time second-least-popular president.

As of last report, the rabbits have invaded and taken over control of fundraising headquarters: using dedicated telephone lines to make personal calls, uttering insensitive remarks about the body types of students and staff, and tilting the vending machines in clear violation of safety labeling.

Simone Rigadeau, the transient who lives in the Earth Sciences building, says these are typical behaviors for this breed of rabbit and that she is not surprised. She also repeated her claim that the world ended more than thirty years ago before grunting some French cuss words and disappearing into a small round hole in the wall.

The 6,800 rabbits—more rabbits now than students—are running amok throughout campus. They have disrupted lectures and shown flagrant disrespect for faculty. They have joined academic and social organizations and engaged in irresponsible drinking. There are even reports that these vulgar, cuddly rodents broke into the College President’s office, and licked viciously on President Sultan for several minutes before her administrative assistant could free her.

Listeners, this is an urgent situation. These rabbits—well, all rabbits, really—are a menace, and they now have access to all the advantages of higher education. I advise you to lock your bookshelves, eat your diplomas, and place any vulnerable stones or rocks in your home on high, inaccessible shelves. If you see a rabbit, do not attempt to engage it in debate on post-structuralism, semiotics, gender politics, or sporting events.

Even as I speak to you, college officials and the Sheriff’s Secret Police are desperately searching for Mrs. Wickersham, hoping to mitigate some of the damage that is being done. I hope that they find her, Night Vale. I hope that the rabbits do not find us. I hope that we all find something, or someone, that can keep the light on a little longer against the endless, pressing dark.

And in the meantime, I take you now to the weather.

WEATHER: “Ghost Story” by Charming Disaster

We have received information that agents of the Sheriff’s Secret Police broke down the door to Mrs. Sylvia Wickersham’s neo-Victorian home on the east side of town. Their search of the house found it completely empty and uninhabited, with the exception of a small, green tree lizard sunning itself in the front parlor.

The Sheriff’s Secret Police grabbed the lizard and were on the verge of eating it, as none of them had had lunch that day—I mean some raisins and a few roasted almonds, but that’s not really a full lunch—and lizards are a complete protein. But the Capital Campaign Committee stopped them.

“This is Mrs. Wickersham,” said a Committee Member.

“This is Mrs. Wickersham?” said the Secret Policeperson.

“Yes,” the Committee Member said, explaining further that Mrs. Wickersham was a high-level donor to the college. At certain levels, donors receive benefits like mugs or tote bags or names carved into bloodstones. At higher levels, donors receive very special benefits like being able to invade the dreams of their neighbors, or having all of their belongings taken from their home, or being transformed permanently into a tree lizard.

“Most of our benefactors choose a Gila or skink or chuckwalla,” the Committee Member said, quoting from the College’s own fundraising brochure, as the lizard form of Mrs. Wickersham dangled and squirmed above the Sheriff’s Secret Policeperson’s gaping purple maw.

“Mrs. Wickersham takes a lot of pride in her alma mater,” the Committee Member explained, “and she has donated so much to the college. None of it has ever been money, but she is a valued donor to the community,” continued the Committee Member as a brass band somewhere else in the world and completely unrelated to this story played eighth notes quickly, but softly.

“Why did you make a big fuss about it and call us here?” said the Secret Policeperson.

“Oh that,” said the Committee Member, shrugging. “It was good publicity for our Capital Campaign.”

The Sheriff’s Secret Police coaxed the tree lizard into a comfortable vivarium filled with fresh reptile bark, wrote EVIDENCE on the side of it in Sharpie, and removed it to an undisclosed location near the microwave in the Secret Police break room.

In her absence, Mrs. Wickersham’s next of kin was found to legally be her dry cleaner, Ben Burnham, who was amenable to the idea of retracting Mrs. Wickersham’s donation. More specifically, what he said was, “Yeah, sure, whatever. What do I care? All the colleges’re just factories for little socialist robots these days anyway. Beep boop, free healthcare for everybody, beep boop, I’m a robot.” He then began to, without breaking eye contact, eat the plastic hanging bags on his desk, starting from the top and working his way down.

The rabbits have been removed and redonated to the Night Vale Petting Zoo. This worked out well, since until today the Night Vale Petting Zoo has only ever housed emaciated wolves. But now, thanks to Mr. Burnham’s donation (on behalf of Mrs. Wickersham) of nearly eight thousand cuddly rabbits, those wolves will not be hungry again for months.

Despite all interruptions, the Night Vale Community College Capital Campaign has actually surpassed its undisclosed goal, and construction of the science center is slated to begin this coming summer. The Capital Committee would like to extend its thanks to everyone who donated. A community that cares for education, after all, is a community that cares for its future—with all the fear and respect and awe that the future is due. Knowledge may be terrible, but we can only prefer it to ignorance. Light may be terrible, but we can only prefer it to the dark.

Stay tuned next for a reality that cannot possibly match expectation.

And as always, good night, Night Vale. Good night.

PROVERB:  Soccer is also commonly known as football, Canadian baseball, American football, violent jogging, and World War II.






Episode 51:

“Rumbling”

AUGUST 1, 2014

GUEST VOICE: DYLAN MARRON (CARLOS)

MY INTRODUCTION TO THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF NIGHT VALE AND fictional courtship with my favorite small-town radio host ran parallel with something else: falling in love off-mic with my favorite human, a human named Todd.

Before I was invited to join the cast as Carlos, when Night Vale was just a cool town my friends had built in the minds of many, Todd and I happily listened along as fans. We texted each other after hearing the pilot episode and remarked how cool it was that folks across the world could witness an interracial queer couple falling in love set against the backdrop of a sleepy desert town as we, ourselves, an interracial queer couple, happily fell down that same lovely and infinite hole.

Our stories didn’t always align on the calendar, but the connective lines could still be drawn. Carlos and Cecil moved in with each other first, but then Todd and I beat our fictional partners to the altar. It was never a competition, but a synchronized double date through time and space that transcended the planes of fiction and life.

In “Rumbling,” we find Carlos still trapped in the desert otherworld while Cecil is missing him back home in Night Vale, or as we might say colloquially in our pedestrian world: long distance. In this way, the podcast served as a precursor two years before Todd and I became a long-distance couple ourselves, like so many modern partners who refuse to trade relationship for career often do.

Joseph and Jeffrey are especially skilled at writing about love. Their representation of love is not always direct, but rather refracted through the weird-but-deeply-accurate funhouse mirror that is Welcome to Night Vale. In this episode they perfectly capture the obstacle course that is long distance in their own Night Valean way. It is at the same time mundane and profound, while communication across distance is alternately casual and urgent. All of that is present here.

To get out of this strange otherworld Carlos must reach a door while Todd is tasked with getting a diploma. The scientist bravely weathers shaky ground while the student finds balance on compounding deadlines. The fictional boyfriend struggles with poor cell phone reception and the real husband struggles with . . . poor cell phone reception (don’t worry, we use Wi-Fi when available).

Both Carlos and Todd are swamped with work they’re fascinated by, while still emotionally tethered to their partners back home. They are in two places at once. “There is a lot of work for me to do here,” Carlos tells Cecil through the receiver, “and, the only person who I truly care about isn’t in this desert anyway.” Substitute desert with any other location and you’ve captured modern romance.

Now, to be fair, Carlos can’t reach Cecil without an elusive portal that connects their two distinct worlds. Todd and I, on the other hand, have Amtrak. But missing someone is missing someone, whether they’re conducting Important Science in a parallel dimension or studying law on a campus two states away.

Come home soon, Carlos. Cecil misses you.

Come home soon, Todd. I miss you, too.

—Dylan Marron






Look! Up in the sky. It’s a bird. It’s a plane. It’s a cloud. It’s a moon. Also, some stars. There are so many things in the sky.

WELCOME TO NIGHT VALE

[image: image]

New Night Vale mayor (and former intern at this very station) Dana Cardinal announced today that she wants to open the Dog Park for public use.

Said Dana—or I guess I should start saying Mayor Cardinal—“Dog Parks should be used for dogs and owners to exercise and play. A Dog Park should be a fun gathering place for citizens to meet and socialize, not a secretive patch of municipal darkness full of conspiracies warning signs.”

Only moments into her announcement, the City Council entered the press room, walking in synchronous steps, hips together, teeth apart, blocking the view of reporters and photographers, and unplugging the mayor’s microphone. The Council shuffled away to the Council Chambers, taking the mayor with them.

Twenty minutes later, Mayor Cardinal re-emerged, wearing several large, ivory rings and a long cerulean cape. She announced that dogs are not allowed in the Dog Park. People are not allowed in the Dog Park. You may see hooded figures in the Dog Park. But not for long, as there are now plans to reinforce the fence around the Dog Park.

Oh, listeners, guess who we’ve got on the phone line now. I’ll give you a hint, he saved Night Vale a few weeks ago by shutting out a great terror trying to invade us from another world.

CARLOS:  It wasn’t just me.

CECIL:  He’s also my boyfriend. And a scientist. And I miss him.

CARLOS:  I miss you, too.

CECIL:  That’s right. My boyfriend is a hero. Please welcome to our show Carlos, the scientist.

CARLOS:  You’re too much.

CECIL:  Listeners, Carlos had to stay behind in whatever strange desert otherworld, which was very brave of him even though he’s now very far away from people that love him. Any luck getting back through to Night Vale?

CARLOS:  Not yet. Oh! But I’ve been exploring this strange rumbling noise here. It’s the same rumbling noise we heard when that terrible light was coming into Night Vale.

CECIL:  Are you safe? Is everything okay?

CARLOS:  Actually there it is again. When we shut the doors the rumbling and the unbearably bright light went away. This empty desert with the mountain and the lighthouse and the large wandering army all seemed so normal, you know? But last night the rumbling returned.

There it is again. I need to grab my instruments.

CECIL:  I can’t hear it.

CARLOS:  I’ll call you back.

CECIL:  No. Carlos! I—

[Carlos clearly has hung up.]

Every time, I never know when you’ll call back.

Well, speaking of the town being safe, our neighboring town, Desert Bluffs, ran a full-page ad in the Sunday extra-large imagination edition of the Night Vale Daily Journal this week that









































[image: image]










[image: image]










































Praise for Welcome to Night Vale: A Novel

“This is a splendid, weird, moving novel about families, the difficulties of growing up, and the deep-seated vulnerabilities involved in raising children. It manages beautifully that trick of embracing the surreal in order to underscore and emphasize the real—not as allegory, but as affirmation of emotional truths that don’t conform to the neat and tidy boxes in which we’re encouraged to house them.”

–NPR.org

“Welcome to Night Vale lives up to the podcast hype in every way. It is a singularly inventive visit to an otherworldly town that’s the stuff of nightmares and daydreams.”

—BookPage

“Fink and Cranor’s prose hints there’s an empathetic humanity underscoring their well of darkly fantastic situations. . . . the book builds toward a satisfyingly strange exploration of the strange town’s intersection with an unsuspecting real world.”

—Los Angeles Times

“The charms of Welcome to Night Vale are nearly impossible to quantify. That applies to the podcast, structured as community radio dispatches from a particularly surreal desert town, as well as this novel.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune

“The book is charming and absurd—think This American Life meets Alice in Wonderland.”

—Washington Post

Praise for It Devours!: A Welcome to Night Vale Novel

“Different from other mystery novels . . . as captivating and light as any mystery novel can be but explores one of the most complex issues: the conflict between science and reason on the one hand and, on the other hand, religion and cult.”

—Washington Book Review

“Compelling . . . A confident supernatural comedy from writers who can turn from laughter to tears on a dime.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“(A) smart exploration of the divide—and overlap—of science and religion . . . A thrilling adventure and a fascinating argument that science and belief aren’t necessarily mutually exclusive.”

—Tor.com

“Very clever. . . . With a gripping mystery, a very smartly built world (a place similar to our own world but at the same time distinctly other), and a cast of offbeat characters, the novel is a welcome addition.”

—Booklist

“A mysterious, must-read exploration of the Great Unknowns, with a touch of Carl Sagan and Agatha Christie.”

—Marisha Pessl, New York Times bestselling author of Night Film and Special Topics in Calamity Physics








Also by Joseph Fink and Jeffrey Cranor
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It Devours! A Welcome to Night Vale Novel
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Who’s a Good Boy?: Welcome to Night Vale Episodes, Volume 4

Also by Joseph Fink
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