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“Lee Thomas takes you on a twisted ride
through nightmare territory.”

—Douglas Clegg, award-winner and national
bestselling

author of Mordred, Bastard
Son and The Priest of Blood

 


“With a wise and loving eye, Lee Thomas
depicts a modern family precariously balanced on the edge of ruin.
One man’s secrets will either set them free, or destroy them. This
novel is a rare gem; deft, unique, and darkly beautiful.”

—Sarah Langan, author of The
Keeper and Virus

 


“The Dust of
Wonderland’s an exciting, muscular new take on the ‘Old Dark
House’ story—and one with brains and heart. It’s full of surprising
twists and turns but not a single one rings false. Its characters
are complex and drawn with a deft steady hand. And Travis Brugier,
the master of Wonderland? One hell of a villain!”

—Jack Ketchum

 


“The Dust of
Wonderland is a haunting, heartbreaking novel, part
supernatural thriller and part coming-home drama. Lee Thomas is a
fantastic writer with a gift for invoking our most intimate
fears--and preying on them mercilessly. Bravo.”

— Christopher Golden, Bram Stoker Award
winner and

bestselling author of The
Myth Hunters

 


“Pre-Katrina New Orleans is the setting for
this stirring supernatural tale about ghostly queer spirits and
ghastly sexual practices… Eloquent writing, wholly dimensional
characters and spooky atmospherics power this compelling combo of
chilling horror story and ultimately satisfying love story.”

— Richard Labonté, The New
York Blade

 


“A worthy successor to Clive Barker, Lee
Thomas has a firm grasp of both the epic and intimate aspects of
horror fiction. Simultaneously touching and scary, emotionally real
and grotesquely fantastic, The Dust of
Wonderland is a wonder.”

—Bentley Little
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“An ambitious, complex novel filled with
homespun flavor and populated by fully-realized characters.
The Dust of Wonderland is a compelling read
that is by turns poetic, provocative, savage, and illuminating.

—Tom Piccirilli, author of The Last Kind Word

 


“Lee Thomas is an enigma. He manages to write
amazing books that never, ever follow any of the standard genre
conventions. The Dust of Wonderland is no
exception. A tightly written, fast paced novel that throws all of
the standard stereotypes out the window and builds instead a richly
textured world of dark possibilities and endless nightmares. The
villians are truly villainous and the heroes are suffering for
their humanity. Highly recommended!”

—James A. Moore

 


“The Dust of
Wonderland is a heartbreaking thriller with more genuine
scares than anything else you’re likely to read this year and
well-drawn characters that feel like old friends. This is
supernatural fiction done right. I loved it.”

—Brian Keene, best-selling author of
Ghoul

 


“…Offers further promise that Thomas could
emerge as a leading voice of modern horror.”

—Publishers Weekly

 


“Thomas’ rich prose harkens back to the
moodier works of Straub’s Shadow-land or
King’s Dolores Claiborne… In The Dust of Wonderland, Thomas explores that totality
of the human experience like a master painter, first with broad
strokes to color the palate then with a fine-point brush to bring
forth the depth and detail.”

—Vince Liaguno

 


“With this novel, Thomas has cemented himself
as a true craftsman and talent to watch in the future. The Dust of
Wonderland is well worth the read.”

— Nickolas Cook, Hellnotes

 


“I can’t tell you how much I love this novel…
Eloquent, ambient writing, beautifully realised characters and
spooky, jolting atmospherics motor this compelling combo of
unsettling horror story and quietly moving love story along with
great pace and verve… A chilling, affecting, spine-tingler that
just leaves you wanting more.”

—Gaydarnation
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The face of a lover is an unknown, precisely
because it is invested with so much of oneself. It is a mystery,
containing, like all mysteries, the possibility of torment.

—James Baldwin
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He threw his few belongings into the paper
grocery sack. His hands shook, and his ragged breath grated in his
ears. A long lock of hair fell into his eyes, and he pushed it
away. He shoved two tattered shirts into the bag and then slowed
himself. Though hurried, he understood the importance of delicacy
and took care not to rip the makeshift luggage. If the sack tore he
would have only the clothes on his back.

Upon brief consideration, he realized this
prospect worried him little. To be away, filthy but away, would
suffice.

Sweat dripped into his eye. The paper grocery
sack could hold nothing more. He moved quickly to the rusted basin
in his bathroom, splashed his face, and dried it with the frayed
towel on the nail. A reflex inspection of himself in the clouded
mirror above the sink shocked him. His face seemed to have
withered; his skin had turned the color of dust; deep lines traced
the contours of his eyes. Only the image was older, he thought.
Something was wrong with his mirror. So much damage could not have
occurred in the handful of hours since he’d last seen his
reflection.

Leaving the bathroom, he made a last
inspection of the tiny apartment. Anything that he had forgotten
would be left behind. It was time to escape this place. Time to
leave the Quarter. Time to get the fuck out of this city before
some other nightmare befell him.

His fingers sought out the charm at his neck.
He grasped it, then released it.

He left the lights burning in the room as he
stepped onto the ratty hall carpet. The dimly lit corridor reeked
of mold and urine. Musky odors, filthy odors, all remained trapped
within an eternal slick of moisture. The paint on the walls bubbled
with the dampness, which grew like a parasite beneath the ugly
yellow pigment. In the apartment at the end of the hall, a man
coughed in spasms.

Heavy hot air wrapped around him as he
stepped onto the apartment stoop. Well past midnight, the day’s
heat remained a prisoner. Fog had come up over the river. The air,
still holding the spice from the many restaurants of the Quarter,
was motionless. The streets in this part of the city were silenced
by the advanced hour. Far away, crowds would still wander the
brightly lit walks of Bourbon Street, but this part of the Quarter
rested in somber darkness. His heart tripping, he estimated the
direction of the freeway and set off.

Esplanade Street lay two blocks ahead of him.
The river flowed like a dark wound on his right. He hurried on.

As always, the low homes and shops of the
Vieux Carré looked like a movie set—the buildings were so unreal
and spectral in appearance—but on this night in particular they
wore a mask of illusion. The stucco exterior of a Creole cottage
beside his own apartment moved beneath the dancing glow of two gas
lamps like the skin of Leviathan. The fog that whispered over the
rushing water might have been pumped from a machine on a Hollywood
sound stage. Nothing looked real here. Maybe nothing was.

Across the street, two young men smoked
cigarettes.

Vassals.

His already moist hands ran with sweat. His
fingernails dug into the palm of his right hand and cut small tears
in the bag he held in his left. They had
come for him. And though he’d played this possibility over in his
mind a hundred times, he felt no more prepared seeing them. Like
the surroundings, they seemed unreal; they posed like arrogant
characters from a film, possessing only attitude and beauty without
any true substance.

Only two, he thought.

The Vassals stood slouched like toughs on the
far corner, their young faces covered by vapid beauty. Leather
jackets and cuffed Levi’s defined their costumes. Their thin chests
lay bare beneath the heavy black hide. One combed his hair like
Kookie Burns. The other played with the knife in his hand as if it
were a toy. The blade clicked open, then closed. Again and again it
appeared. Click, click. Click, click. The
sound broke the silence like a metronome. Neither of them even
seemed to notice him, so occupied they were with their performance.
But he recognized them from The Parlor. They were his.

The one boy with the comb casually thumped
his friend’s chest with the back of his hand. The Vassal with the
knife looked up, smiled. His blade clicked open.

He backed away from the boys. Distantly, he
recognized physical threat, but he doubted they would kill him. If
anything, the weapon was only a prop meant to assure his
cooperation as they escorted him through the long blocks that
separated them from their master. Click,
click.

The sound filled his ears as he turned to
run. The fragile material of the bag, now damp with sweat, parted.
The contents of his life trailed behind him and spilled onto the
sidewalk. In the morning they would be gathered up by a curious
traveler; a homeless spirit might consider himself blessed to
stumble across the discarded garments. Perhaps his clothing would
simply be tossed in the garbage with the other refuse that lined
the street. He hesitated only a moment to lament his loss.

Again, he ran. For blocks, his feet slapped
the sidewalk. The sound of the blade remained in his head, keeping
time with his heart. After six blocks, the sound of the knife left
his head and moved in front of him. Click, click.
Click, click. The sound came from somewhere ahead. A perfect
image of the knife filled his head. It snapped open with impossible
volume, the blade glinting in the dim light cast from one of the
dull street lamps. Click, click. He stopped
running and nearly tripped in his haste. He threw his arms back for
balance. The sound came again, more loudly. It grew. Panic sent
cold fingers up his spine. He scanned the street for sanctuary, but
the quaint façades offered no refuge. Now dark and lifeless, the
buildings would be locked and the tenants sleeping. Click, click. The sound was too loud. No spring-loaded
blade could boast such volume. And when the mule drawing its white
carriage and black-clad driver broke across the intersection, he
thought the sound would burst his heart.

Desperation grew hard edged in his belly.
With it came a certainty: He’d never make it to the freeway. They
would catch him. He needed to head in a different direction, needed
to be among people.

Ten minutes later he ran onto Rue Bourbon.
The lights drew him; the vast numbers of people comforted him. Even
at this time of the morning, witnesses abounded on the famous
street. His pursuers had not appeared, but he knew they would not
relinquish him so easily.

A pack of boys jostled onto the sidewalk. He
leapt back. But these faces were not familiar. College students.
Not his. He hurried into the
establishment.

Purple and blue lights bruised the walls. A
single neon tube at the back spelled N’awlins. Drunks lined the bar, their postures a
measure of the alcohol they had consumed. Giant Mardi Gras masks
reflected in the mirror over the bar. Smoke rolled in the ceiling
fans. He checked his pockets for money as he ordered a pop from the
bartender. Counting through the wad of bills and change, totaling
little more than fifteen dollars, he considered himself fortunate.
He dropped some coins on the counter and moved to the far side of
the bar, hiding himself behind a drunken couple who giggled and
wrestled lightly on their stools.

The man wore a brightly colored Hawaiian
print shirt with white shorts and brown deck shoes with
chocolate-colored socks. The sweat on the crown of his head
glistened as if his scalp were frosted with Vaseline. The woman, a
pretty young blonde with dreamy eyes and bright red lips, kissed
her date’s ear. Her arm moved rhythmically under the bar. The man’s
cock glowed lightly under the blue illumination as the woman
masturbated his semihard sex.

The boy stepped back and leaned on the bar so
that his voyeurism would be less obvious, though he suspected the
couple would neither notice nor care in their advanced state of
dislocation. The row of French doors along the street stood open.
People walked or stumbled by loudly, quietly, indifferent to what
lay beyond. Others were curious about the interior of the
establishment, and they stopped to gaze in as if it were in some
way different from the dozens of other bars they had seen while
strolling along Bourbon Street. No malevolent servants appeared in
the opening.

But they would come, he thought. Keeping his
eyes on the doorway, he sipped his pop out of reflex, not thirst.
The doorway held the promise of a magician’s booth from which
something horrible might burst forth. Any moment he might see the
Vassals.

He had regained his breath and had almost
found himself calming. Plans formed in his head. All he needed to
do was wait it out until he felt certain they’d given up for the
night. He could take the streetcar out of the Quarter in the
morning and then hitch a ride north. He had devised the plan in
seconds. It seemed simple.

Before him the man turned his face into the
dazed woman’s body and worked his mouth over one of the nipples
straining against the white fabric of her blouse.

Hitch a ride north, he told himself.
Anywhere but here. He needed to be away
from the filth and the heat and the moisture that insinuated
themselves into every pore and crease of his body like some
unwanted lover’s caress.

He checked the door, looked through the
windows flanking them, and his heart tripped. They had arrived.
Vassals.

Three of the beautiful boys walked along the
sidewalk. His two pursuers had gained an accomplice, but this was
not what disturbed him most. No. What stabbed him with unease was
the fact that they’d known he was here. There was no casual glance
through the opening to scope out the scene; the three took the turn
into the bar and began walking quickly to the back, where he stood
in anxious resolution.

Are you really surprised he found you?

The three walked to his back. One dropped a
hand on his shoulder, but he did not turn. They surrounded him. He
was trapped. Why panic now? And though he did not feel nearly this
cool, he refused to give the Vassals any further pleasure by crying
or pleading with them for his release.

“Come on, Princess,” one of the boys said.
“He wants to see you.”

He looked back at the open doorway. Again he
thought of a magician’s booth, and he wondered what waited beyond.
Though not present, the magician’s powers surrounded him, emanating
like heat from the boys at his back. Beyond the door of the bar was
his world. Just step right
in, and he’ll make you disappear. His escorts pushed
forward. Their heat pulsed through his shirt and burned his back.
The mad magician’s lovely assistants were taking him to that box,
that chamber from which he might not return.

But he had no choice. The blade clicked
behind him, nearly lost in the sound of the music from the jukebox.
He stood and shoved his way through the Vassals, bumping the
lascivious drunks before him. Quickly, the Vassals fell in around
him as they left the bar, surrounding him as the four stepped into
the wet heat of the early morning and walked away from reality into
the void of the magician’s booth.

~~~

They led him to the wrought-iron gate and
unlocked it swiftly. They pushed him savagely into the corridor
that ran along the outside of the small building where guests were
entertained. Tonight, however, no one reveled at The Parlor. No
loud voices, no singing. The piano was silent. A terrible odor like
the scent of rotting meat filled the alley.

Further shoves ran him toward the courtyard.
He spun on his captors, and his stare froze them. “I know the way,”
he growled. Running a palm through his hair, a nervous reaction, he
turned and walked into the courtyard. As always it startled him. No
matter how many times he entered the square between the monstrous
house and The Parlor, it never failed to take his breath away.
Blossoms smiled from the balconies and from rectangular plots on
the ground. Day lilies, roses, and hibiscus joined more exotic
plants in a colorful display. The reek of the alley gave way to the
sweet perfume of rose, sweet olive, and jasmine. A large fountain
occupied the center of the flagstone patio. It sprayed the night
with more moisture as droplets of water danced in the colored rays
of light shooting from the fixtures at the fountain’s base. The
water shimmered like diamonds or crystals in that light. Ivy
blanketed the brick walls to his left and right, and before him,
the house stood like an impassable mountain. So beautiful he had
always found this place, but he experienced no pleasure at seeing
it again. Now it looked funereal. The perfume, sweet and cloying,
reminded him of a freshly fed crypt.

“Thank you for coming,” the familiar voice
called. “I have something special for you this evening.”

Seeking the source of the voice, he caught
the dark shape on the balcony above him. The fountain light could
not reach so high; the master of this place stood beyond its touch.
He waited above, an image cast in shadow against a pale screen. In
such a setting, the man’s movements took on the grandiosity of
theater.

His feelings for this man had run from awe to
love, from fear to hatred, in a handful of months. Yet despite his
varied emotions, the strongest feeling he had toward this man was
one of pity. Power and position had failed him, leaving him
unbearably desolate. One unattainable possession had teased the
man’s mind to insanity, making him at times tragically despondent
and at other times wholly fearsome.

“Come on up,” he called. The man threw one
shadowed arm high in the air. “You’ll have a better view.”

To his surprise, there was no threat in the
tone. The command sounded like a sincere invitation to some
unimaginable entertainment.

Over his shoulder, the three Vassals moved
forward. “I know the way,” he repeated, but his legs struggled
against moving him toward the home.

It had been over a week since his departure.
Life had regained some of its normalcy. He would have begun a new
job in the morning, would have found a new apartment that didn’t
reek of moist filth. Then, they had come for him, following him
through the streets, watching him like spies. Now he was back, and
he stepped into the foyer of the grand mansion.

On a couch in the living room one of the
Vassals writhed and moaned, pleasuring himself in some unseen way.
He watched the ecstatic act briefly and then took to the stairs. He
reached the landing, made a right, and followed the hall toward an
ornate door. His bedroom.

The door opened with a light squeak as it
always had. From here, he saw the man’s back, a dark form against a
glowing backdrop of light, which rose from the courtyard below. His
host had turned on the floodlights. He took the first steps toward
the French doors and the balcony beyond. He was already tired of
the theatrics. Whatever he was meant to see, he hoped The Magician
would perform his feat quickly. Moreover, he hoped this trick did
not include him. He came onto the balcony, the stench of the man
coiled in his nose. The odor, like a viscous syrup, filled his
sinuses and his throat.

For several minutes, the man whispered
secrets to him. Throughout, threads of hope and longing laced with
those of accusation and rage. It was madness. It was another
story.

When it was completed, the boy stepped away,
shaking his head.

“This isn’t what I want.”

The man’s face slackened with resignation. He
even nodded his head as if agreeing with the boy.

It was far from over, though.

“I think,” The Magician began, gazing down to
the courtyard, “even you will appreciate this.”

The three Vassals had been joined by a
fourth, perhaps the youth from the couch. The toughs had removed
their leather jackets. Their jeans and shoes rested in neat piles
along the ivy-covered wall behind them. Their naked skin radiated
slightly under the wash of lights from the fountain. Two beautiful
children faced two more beautiful children mirrorlike. Shiny things
glimmered in their hands. Then The Magician clapped his hands
twice. And the show began.
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Kenneth Nicholson stood at the window of his
home and watched the sky darken as he struggled with the news that
his son might not live through the night. Like the evening light,
his son’s life was fading and perhaps would soon flicker out. It
didn’t seem possible. When he’d received the phone call from his
ex-wife, Ken had felt a pronounced dislocation as if the news were
about someone he didn’t know. Moments later, when this particular
denial faded, he hung up the phone and tried to lose himself in
action: calling his travel agent to book a flight, packing clothes,
turning certain lights off and turning others on. He found a dozen
meaningless tasks throughout the house to occupy his mind briefly,
telling himself with each new chore that this thing had to be done
before he left. Then he’d walked into the kitchen to check the lock
on the sliding glass door. Through the pane, he noticed the sun
setting behind the stand of trees at the back of his property. The
vista engaged him. His nerves continued to thrum with the need for
distracting motion, but he didn’t leave the window. Staring out at
the sky, bright with bands of mauve and pink, he thought of flowers
displayed at a funeral.

Ken dropped his gaze, following the pine
trunks to the ground where woodland gave way to a great run of
brown earth. Between this band of soil and his redwood deck, an
immaculate sea of grass blanketed the ground. He loved the smell of
the lawn on the days Mickey Gorman came by to mow; it was one of
the few pleasures the yard gave him. He imagined that if he’d owned
this house years ago, his children would have enjoyed it. Bobby
might have chased Jennifer through the grass, wrestling and
tickling her until she cried for Daddy to make her big, mean
brother stop the torture. Bobby might have gone out for football
passes along the shallow grade. Jennifer might have marched her
dolls into adventure beneath the deck, and in the evening they
could have eaten hamburgers from the grill as they sat on a
blanket, pretending that they were picnicking in a great park.

Now, Ken’s children were too old for such
entertainment. They had been too old for them when Ken had left New
Orleans the year before. These days, Jennifer’s interests ran
toward the melancholy and rebellious, dissatisfaction as much a
part of her face as her nose, mouth, and eyes.

And Bobby, his son, his star…Bobby
was…in a coma. He had been taking courses
at Tulane—prelaw. The kid was going to go far…if he ever woke
up.

Ken needed to keep moving. He left the view
and wandered down the cold corridor toward the foyer. Unlike his
house in New Orleans, which was adorned with antiques and a warmer
aesthetic, his home in Austin was furnished with sleek modern
fixtures. Shiny marble tile covered the floors; the walls were
coated in ice-gray paint; and sharp lines ran throughout the
cavernous house. His decorator had accessorized with crystal and
bronze. Walls carried the weight of bright abstracts in lacquered
frames. Everything in this place was new and clean and completely
void of sentimental attachment.

His luggage met him at the door. He paused,
wondering what he had forgotten but could not think of anything,
though the certainty he was leaving something behind gnawed at him.
He opened the door and carried his luggage to the porch. After
locking the place up, he crossed to the white board railing and sat
down to wait for the cab. The street was quiet. It was always
quiet. No traffic ran along the block, and even the trees stood
motionless, refusing to disturb the peace.

Here in Austin he had a gentle existence,
spotless neighborhoods inhabited by the June and Ward Cleavers of
the DVD generation. In New Orleans he had restless memories, a
family, friends, and folks like Old Miss Alice, with hair like
plucked cotton and a wrinkled leathery face, who had lived nearly
one hundred years and rarely moved from the stoop of the
dilapidated shotgun cottage in which she had been born. Here people
regarded neighbors as strangers; there the opposite was true.

And this is what you wanted?

It’s what I needed,
he corrected.

New Orleans. There was no way to avoid
memories there; they permeated the place. And to Ken, memory was a
disease, a chronic illness that could lay dormant for months, even
years, before it woke to virulently infect its hosts.

The cab arrived. Ken stubbed out his
cigarette. He rose from the railing and threw the garment bag over
his shoulder, lifting the suitcase with his free hand. The driver,
a short Hispanic gentleman with a considerable belly, helped Ken
toss the bags into the trunk, and Ken stared at the luggage as the
man slammed the compartment closed.

Once they were in the car, the driver asked,
“Airport?”

“Yes.”

With the cab in motion a fraction of Ken’s
distress was relieved. He was doing something—not enough, he
knew—but something. He was moving, making progress. Slow, too slow,
but he was going in the right direction. Bobby would be okay; he
was a tough kid.

“Where you headed?” the driver asked,
attempting conversation. Reflected in the rearview mirror, his face
was an incomplete mask, mostly brow and eyes.

“New Orleans,” Ken answered, hoping his gaze
would indicate he wasn’t in the mood for chitchat.

“Business or pleasure?”

“Neither,” Ken replied sharply. This shut the
driver up.

Business or pleasure?
The question was a joke.

~~~

Full dark settled before the plane left the
ground. Ken ordered two vodkas from the first-class cabin
attendant. She eyed him appreciatively, and he forced a smile.

Almost half a century of life had done
nothing but improve Ken Nicholson’s appearance. Thick blond hair
shot with strands of gray framed a deeply tanned face with features
that had progressed from handsome to striking. His mustache was
almost white. His eyes, translucent and the color of ash, startled
with their clarity. Men and women both responded powerfully to his
appearance, as if he were a big-screen legend dropped down in their
midst. Once he had been flattered by the attention and the
advantages his appearance conferred, but those days were long
behind him. Now, he could not imagine what anyone found pleasing in
his face.

Even so, he remained social. Dated. But none
of the men he’d met over the past year had stayed around long.
Usually Ken ended things, either with a simple conversation over
drinks or an even simpler note via e-mail. There was nothing wrong
with the men, per se; he just didn’t see the point in leading them
down a path that had no happy destination.

Last night, he’d broken things off with a kid
named Kyle but not because Ken felt frustrated or dissatisfied with
the relationship. The fact was, he felt nothing about the
relationship. Ken figured the kid deserved a lot more than
indifference, and at this point in his life, Ken wasn’t sure he had
anything else to offer.

The plane seemed to have just reached
cruising altitude when the captain announced that they were on
their final descent. Only two hours had passed since the cab had
pulled in front of his house, and now he was in another state; he
was home.

Bobby’s going to die.

The thought caught him off guard; it hit Ken
so quickly a stranger might have whispered the terrible certainty
into his ear. The words held conviction, seemed filled with it, but
he refused to give the thought energy. His son was in the hospital,
the victim of an unprovoked attack. Comatose and unresponsive,
Robert William Nicholson had spent the day in surgery after his
body had been delivered to an emergency room. He would not die; Ken
held to that. Bobby lay hurt, not dying. The kid was strong. He’d
lettered in varsity football and baseball in his sophomore year and
every year that followed until he’d graduated from high school.
Only once since Bobby had been an infant had Ken seen his boy
cry.

Ken closed his eyes and tried to think of
something else, but the disease of memory had already settled on
him like fever.

They’d been in Audubon Park. Bobby was six
years old. He’d wanted to learn to ride a bike like the big kids,
so Ken had bought a bright red Huffy and had spent a summer’s
afternoon fighting a miserable head cold and the oppressive heat
while instructing Bobby on the important points of bicycle
responsibility. His son had refused the training wheels, saying
they were for babies, so Ken ran behind the bike, holding the seat
with his hand and gasping for breath to fill his heavy lungs.

On a straight section of path, Ken felt his
son gaining control over the bicycle. He tested this theory by
releasing the seat for brief intervals, taking the seat in his palm
again for his own peace of mind. Finally, he let go. He thought his
son would be surprised and happy to see that he could ride the bike
on his own, but Bobby’s balance was uncertain. The bike began to
wobble, and Bobby called out for his father. Seconds later, both
boy and bike were sprawled beneath the heavy limbs of an oak.

Bobby cried then, staring at his father,
pointing a trembling finger in accusation. You
betrayed me, his son’s red expression said. I needed you, and you weren’t there.

Ken choked down the bitter memory.

The plane was landing.

~~~

A blast of cold air froze the sweat on his
neck as he entered the lobby of Ochsner Hospital. He carried his
luggage to a small desk where he faced a sour, pinched old man
sitting like a bridge troll with the power to deny him passage. Ken
asked for Bobby’s room number, and the old man looked up from his
magazine and snuffled.

“It’s late,” the troll told him. “Visiting
hours are…”

From behind him, a woman said, “Oh, Ken.
Thank God.”

He turned. Even before he could acknowledge
his ex-wife’s presence, Paula’s arms snaked around his neck,
drawing him in for a tight embrace. The heat of her body warmed his
chest, and he lowered his face to the cradle between her neck and
shoulder. When he pulled away, he carried the powdery scent of her
with him.

Still beautiful, he thought.

Though Paula Nicholson had never been a
slender woman, her extra pounds hung well on her frame. Her
hair—long and black, thick and curled—was pulled back from her true
source of beauty: her radiant face. Firm skin, free of freckle or
imperfection, stretched over fine bones. Enormous violet eyes, now
cast in a field of red veins, glittered, and her lips quivered with
suppressed emotion. Though her body was thick, even thicker than
the last time Ken had seen her, Paula’s face defied time.

“You got here so fast,” Paula said, her voice
husky from a day of crying. “That’s good. It’s good to see
you.”

“Where is he?” he asked.

“This way,” she said, setting off across the
lobby.

“Wait a minute,” he said. Ken turned to the
information clerk. “Can I leave my bags here?”

The troll, who was again staring at his
magazine, shrugged. Ken left his bags where they sat and joined
Paula. They crossed the lobby. With a shaking voice, Paula filled
him in. She spoke quickly, as if needing to have the words out and
away from her. “He’s in a room now, but it’s in intensive care, so
it’s not really a room so much as a space. The surgery went well,
really well. The doctors were pleased with the procedure. That’s
what they said anyway, but what are they supposed to say?”

“What happened exactly?” he asked as they
approached the elevators.

“Nobody knows,” Paula told him. She jabbed
the button once, twice, and a third time to call the car. “It
happened early this morning, but they had to rush him into surgery
and nobody could find me, so I didn’t know what was going on. You’d
think his fiancée would have known to have the hospital call me at
the campus, but she was probably so shaken up, she couldn’t
remember her own name. All they know for sure is that some kid
jumped Robert while he was walking to class. They think he used a
pipe or a bar of some kind, and he…” Paula’s voice faded as the
elevator door opened. He followed her into the car. “Anyway, some
kids found him and fortunately they had their cell phones, so they
called nine-one-one.”

“When did you hear?” Ken asked.

“A couple of hours before I called you,”
Paula told him. He was hurt that she had waited so long, but she
was quick to explain. “I had to be here. I couldn’t think of
anything else. He was already in surgery because of the damage, and
I had to be here. They gave me all of these forms, and I kind of
got lost in them, which I guess was a good thing. I don’t know.
Only when they told me that he was out of surgery did I think
enough to call Jen. Then I called you at your office, but Donna
said you weren’t in, and I started to panic.”

“I’d already taken the week off,” Ken said.
They didn’t need him at the office; they rarely needed him
anymore.

In the early eighties, Ken had gone into
partnership with two friends to start a software company
specializing in geographical survey programs for the oil industry.
Ken had little interest in the technology, but his acumen in
business development brought in and maintained a solid client
roster. In only a few years, the company earned a reputation
throughout the country. International interest followed. He’d built
something great with that company, but he’d built it so well that
his participation had become superfluous.

The elevator doors opened, and they stepped
into a circular ward. Paula led him with determined steps across
the fourth floor toward a desk at its center. Three nurses occupied
the station. One nurse, a large African-American woman with
corn-rowed hair and a softball-sized silk orchid pinned to her
uniform, stopped a cup of coffee halfway to her lips. Her nametag
read Stella.

Paula waved to the woman but said nothing.
Behind her, Ken felt the intrinsic morbidity of the ward weighting
his steps. His body trembled as if connected to a low-voltage wire,
and sweat trickled from his hairline to soak the starched white
collar of his shirt. The concern that had been with him since
Paula’s panicked call only a few hours before sprouted sharp-edged
vines that raked through his stomach and chest. In a moment, they
would be in Bobby’s room, and Ken would have to deal with whatever
he saw there.

His pace slowed, letting the distance grow
between himself and his ex-wife. On the other sides of the glass
walls of the rooms, immobile patients lay hooked by wire and tube
to banks of machines. White curtains hung to shade the glass
panels, but broad, open doors left patients and their loved ones
exposed to observation.

Given his current state of concern, Ken’s
anger only exacerbated his agitation. These damaged bodies were set
up like exhibits for display. It infuriated him that people should
be made to lose all privacy and dignity in this manner, and though
he knew these cubicles were designed for the patient’s well being,
Ken could not keep his outrage in check. Furious, wanting to punch
one of the glass panels until it shattered, Ken caught his
reflection in a window. His hair appeared platinum in the dark
glass. Though he knew that the weathered face was his own, he found
it difficult to recognize himself in the heavy jowls and clouded
eyes.

As he regarded his reflection, wondering
where his face had gone, something moved along his cheek. He almost
touched the place before he realized that the reflection of his
face fell over the reality of another. A woman, her eyes tired and
lost, gazed through the glass at him. She had been reading to the
motionless form on the bed. Her hands shook, the pages of the book
in her hands fluttered, and she lost her place in the story.

Ken moved on.

He met Paula at the threshold of a room that
seemed remarkably dark for having nothing but a window separating
it from the brightly lit ward. He almost relaxed for a moment when
he saw the form on the bed. There had been a mistake; this bandaged
thing was not his son. This wasn’t Bobby,
he thought. Bobby was a strong kid with his father’s build and his
mother’s hair. The kid in the bed was some other child, weak and
beaten, wrapped in bandages and sprouting innumerable tubes. A
mistake. But the tears came before he could muster his conviction,
and Ken sobbed quietly, stumbling toward the bed.

~~~

The cab pulled to the curb outside of Ken’s
house on Dumaine Street. He hesitated before getting out. He didn’t
want to be here, he realized. Maybe if he had arrived during
daylight hours, the unsettling fear might not have been so thick on
him, but with the memory of his son’s damaged condition so fresh in
his mind and with night covering the place, Ken found that he
didn’t want to enter the house.

Before his move to Austin, his love of the
house had waned and ultimately died. Quite simply, the Creole
cottage had turned bad. Memories and nightmares grew and found life
beneath its tiled roof. Even now, he felt its haunted quality like
a shawl of snow on his neck and shoulders. Ken nearly told the
driver to take him to a hotel, to drive him back to Paula’s in the
Garden District, to drive him anywhere but this part of this street.

Though Ken’s anxiety was real—it weighed in
his belly like concrete—he knew his projection of emotion upon the
house was wholly wrong. If anything was haunted, it was Ken. His
son’s life was suddenly in question, and he felt somehow
responsible. Nothing waited beyond the shuttered doors but rooms,
furnishings, and memories.

He paid the driver and stepped out of the
cab.

Ken climbed the stoop. The Creole cottage in
which he’d lived for seven years before moving to Austin looked
very unimposing from the street. The pale yellow façade, with deep
green shutters covering both doors and windows, seemed sparse and
inelegant.

A picture of Bobby, his shattered head bound
in a cap of thick white gauze, unfolded behind Ken’s eyes, and he
turned back to the street. The cab driver had not pulled away. He
sat in his car, staring up at the strange, handsome man who didn’t
seem to want to enter his house.

Ken dug in his pants for the keys to the
padlocked shutters. Once he freed the ring, Ken opened the shutters
and the French doors and stepped into the house. It smelled clean,
with a slight hint of vanilla and wax in the air. Once a month,
Carla, the woman who kept house for Paula, came by to tidy things
inside. The exceptionally thorough woman dusted the antiques and
vacuumed the carpets; she frequently washed the linens, whether
they’d been used or not, if only to keep them from getting musty.
Apparently, she’d been by recently.

He dropped his luggage in the bedroom. On his
way through the house he turned on several lights.

The restoration of this place had cost Ken a
small fortune. Over generations, the building had been chopped into
four separate apartments and allowed to fall into disrepair. He’d
almost put his foot through the longleaf pine floor where he now
had his dining room, because termites had chewed them through. The
home had been fumigated repeatedly, gutted, and, based on the
original design and the expertise of an old friend, returned to its
former simple elegance.

In the kitchen, Ken lifted the phone and
checked his voice mail.

The first message came from an old friend.
Sam Martin, a professor at the college where Paula worked and one
of Ken’s dearest friends, sent his regards and regrets about Bobby.
Hearing the man’s voice comforted Ken. They had gone through a lot
together over the years. Apparently Paula had called Sam with news
earlier in the day. Ken was grateful for it.

After Sam signed off with “Please call if you
need anything,” Ken erased the message. The next call was from
Paula. It was recent, placed sometime after they’d parted in the
hospital parking lot.

“I’m home,” she said. “We didn’t have much
time to talk tonight, and there are some things we should discuss.
I can fill you in over breakfast.” She told him the time and the
place, then said, “Good night.”

Ken erased the message and passed through his
dining room, with its burnished mahogany table and the embroidered,
straight-backed chairs sitting regally along its sides. After a
thorough inspection of the house, during which he found no agitated
spirits, he returned to the kitchen to inventory his supplies. Not
surprisingly, the cupboards and refrigerator were all but bare. He
opened the freezer and found a bottle of Level vodka and a tray of
ice cubes next to it. He fixed himself a drink and carried it to
the living room, where he dropped onto the plush cushions of the
sofa.

He hadn’t even finished his first swallow
before the phone rang. Under other circumstances, he would have
ignored it. He was exhausted, drained. But one of the doctors from
the hospital could be calling, or Paula might need something.

Ken lifted the phone. “Hello?”

“Welcome home, Baby,” a woman whispered.

He didn’t recognize the voice. “Who is this?”
he asked, irritated by the woman’s attempt at familiarity.

He took a slow draw from his glass as he
waited for the response. “Hello?” he said. He could hear the
caller’s breath scratching over the line. Maybe the woman realized
she had dialed wrong and was too embarrassed to say anything else.
Whatever the case, he was too tired to entertain a stranger’s
mistake. “Can I help you?” he asked, his voice now harsh.

“Tell me a story,” the woman whispered. The
line went dead.

With a trembling hand, Ken set his drink on
the table. He looked over his shoulder into the darkened room.
Then, he looked back at the phone.
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Tell me a story.

The words followed him through his dreams,
clinging to his mind as the thick sheen of sweat clung to his body.
Images, transparent and faded by the passing of years, returned and
fought for their place in his consciousness. The sickening
sweetness of rose and azalea filled his nose. He was young again.
The warmth of the late evening swaddled him like a child, though
the visions of his dreaming mind would not suit the delicate psyche
of a babe.

He stood in a courtyard. A fountain spat
gem-bright plumes of water into the air: sapphire, emerald, and
ruby. The flagstones beneath his feet fitted like a jigsaw puzzle.
Voices rose and fell in jovial waves. A piano whispered a solemn
rag to accompany the cries of delight, the laughter, and the
deeper, animal sounds emanating from the building before him.

And on the stones at his feet…

The soft, seductive fragrance of blossoms
pulled away, leaving the scent of sweat and faded cologne. The
scene snapped in on itself like a sheet yanked from its drying
line, and he was left a forty-eight-year-old man sitting up on the
comfortable mattress of his bed.

Despite the dream’s retreat, Ken felt the
presence of history all around him, wrapping his torso in a hot,
scratchy embrace. The courtyard in his dream was as much a part of
his history’s topography as his place in Austin or the Victorian
house he had bought for Paula when they’d married; it was as much a
part of his being as his skin, his lust, and his guilt. The dream
house was thick with the past’s souvenirs, and Ken wished to be
anywhere but under its roof. So, he kept his eyes open, refusing to
let sleep pull him back into it.

He rose from the bed and walked to the
window. To his surprise, his courtyard glowed with electric light.
He looked at the switch on the wall; the toggle was up. Though he
did not remember turning on the floods, he could not say with any
certainty that he had not done it. Most of the previous evening was
a blur to him, an out-of-focus slide show. He’d flown from Austin
and raced to the hospital to see his boy, resting motionless and
silent. Paula had been there. Then, at home, a woman had called and
made a simple yet disturbing request. She’d asked for a story.

Tell me a story, Baby.

He hadn’t heard that appeal in years,
decades. The request, like so much about this city, belonged to the
past. But the past was what New Orleans was famous for. The
residents of this city could tell you a hundred stories about a
single neighborhood and trace the owners of a home back to the day
that the first shovelful of dirt made way for its foundation. On
Rue Royal, locals couldn’t help but point out the former home of
Dr. Louis and Madame Delphine LaLaurie. It was reported that the
LaLauries’ cook set fire to the home in the hopes of ending the
master’s torture. Just a couple of blocks off Bourbon Street,
neighbors might draw attention to the dark structure that once
belonged to Travis Brugier. Respected and reviled for his power and
influence, Brugier ran a private club for men in a converted space
once used as the slave quarters of his house. The story was often
told that one night Brugier went mad and hanged himself from his
balcony with a cord of piano wire. Tennessee Williams lived in this
house on Dumaine, and Frances Keyes leased a bit of this house on
Chartres, and did you know that Faulkner wrote his first novel
right over there across from St. Anthony’s Garden?

Always there, history, like dust, frosted the
present. It could be wiped away, scrubbed, and for a time
forgotten, but it always returned, settling on life’s
ornamentation. If left unchecked it grew thick and opaque, covering
all that might be with the filth of what had already come to
pass.

Clutching for the present, Ken looked out at
his courtyard. Garden lights, secured in small black canisters,
pointed upward to illuminate the foliage, casting long, creeping
shadows over the brick walls. His flower beds, once thriving and
beautifully landscaped, were overrun with lush, rampant vines and
jutting branches. The cherry trees in the distant corners looked
ragged. His cruel imagination put Bobby in there, lying on a bed,
head wrapped in cotton, but instead of rubber tubes and monitoring
wires, the plants served as his boy’s life support. Tendrils from
the overrun garden wrapped and punctured his body.

Ken blinked the image away.

Over the years, Ken had imagined for his son
a life filled with friends and accomplishments, prosperity, and a
family of his own. Bobby had proposed to his fiancée only a month
ago. He was too young, Ken thought, but he trusted his boy to be
level headed enough to make it work. So, Ken saw himself at the
marriage ceremony, pictured the young couple fawning over the Lexus
sedan he’d chosen for their wedding present. He could picture his
grandchildren, Bobby’s children, playing in his yard in Austin
while he and his son drank beers on the deck. He imagined holidays
they would share, playing Santa to the kids, carving the bird on
Thanksgiving. He struggled with these images, this future. His son
might never walk again. Might never even wake up.

“Christ,” Ken whispered, wiping at his wet
eyes.

He opened the French doors and stepped into
the loggia. Cool night air greeted him and chilled his exposed
skin. The distant sounds of Bourbon Street, still alive and
throbbing in the middle of the night, pulsed in his ears. A gentle
breeze ruffled his hair. He smelled spices, hot and savory on the
wind, mixing with the foul stench of waste.

And somewhere, not very far away, his son
slept.

It’s my fault. It was
an irrational thought, but Ken couldn’t shake it. The guilt of the
absent parent, the estranged husband, was a constant companion; it
had been so even before he separated from Paula and moved out of
the house. Every man he met on a business trip or whose home he
visited for sex after work added to Ken’s culpability. Each
indiscretion weighed on him like stones, accumulating over the
course of twenty years to become a suffocating burden. So, he’d
left.

His children hadn’t understood, not at first,
but Paula had. Ken had made his attraction to men clear long before
straying from his marriage to indulge it. Paula could never claim
surprise or deceit; she had known. With the grudging and miserable
determination of the truly pragmatic, she even tried to accommodate
Ken’s needs, had let him experiment in the hopes he’d quench his
curiosity. But her permission did nothing to relieve the guilt.
Seven years ago, almost eight now, Ken had moved out. He visited
his family often, doing his best to assuage the damage his
departure had caused.

Early on, the visits had been a misery,
painful and awkward. He suffered the kids’ tearful requests that he
move home. He endured Paula’s anger. But he fought to remain a part
of the family. Over the years, particularly the last few, he had
grown distant, though he couldn’t explain why even to himself.

Halfway across the courtyard, lost in
thought, Ken struck his toe on the raised edge of a stone. Pain
flashed to his ankle, and he stumbled forward. The world tipped for
a heart-stopping second but then righted.

In the street behind his house a drunk kicked
an empty bottle, shattering it against the brick façade of the
neighboring building. Across the way, in a neighboring house, a
television blared. It was the middle of the night, and the city
carried on.

Ken walked back through the loggia to the
threshold of his bedroom. Inside, he closed the doors, muting the
sounds of the city, but it was not quiet in the bedroom. His heart
thundered an uncomfortable rhythm in his chest, and from the next
room, music played.

It took him a moment to make out the dragging
beat of a solemn rag, played with sensitivity on an upright piano.
And just as he identified this as the music that had accompanied
his dream, it faded.

A moment later, walking through the rooms of
his house, Ken couldn’t be certain that he’d heard the music at
all.
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Ken opened his eyes and stared at the slowly
revolving blades of the ceiling fan. Sunlight crept into the room,
painting a wedge on the pine floorboards. Ken’s weary eyes closed
for the chore of lifting himself from bed. He showered under hot
water, his nerves and muscles waking under the peppering spray. A
red blotch at the end of his toe reminded him of the trip into his
courtyard. He also remembered music, but of this memory he was less
certain. Likely, the piano’s notes had played nowhere but in his
dream.

Ken dried himself, dressed, and found his
keys on the kitchen counter. Eager to leave the house, he had
already locked the front door when he remembered his cell phone and
Blackberry. He retrieved the devices from his bedroom nightstand
and was finally able to escape the house.

He walked under foliage-choked balconies,
passed by restaurants that already filled the morning with their
teasing scents, and continued toward Jackson Square. Only a few
weeks ago the schoolchildren would have made Mardi Gras floats out
of old shoe boxes, pasting plastic flowers and Styrofoam sculptures
on the surfaces before sprinkling them with glitter and designating
Barbie dolls or Jedi action figures as their grand marshals. Two
weeks before, these same children would have been on their father’s
shoulders staring over the throngs of people gathered along the
green belt bisecting St. Charles Avenue, catching beads offered up
by the various krewes. For years, Ken had been the observation
tower for his children. He took turns lifting Bobby and then
Jennifer to his shoulders to see the passing celebration. The last
time he’d done this, five years ago, Jen had been eleven. Bobby had
begged off, because he was going to watch the parade from a
friend’s house, so Ken had taken just his daughter.

She’d laughed then, reaching out to snatch
the soaring beads, and when the parade was done, and Ken saw that
Jen was disappointed with the number of necklaces she’d caught, he
took her to a little shop and bought her a dozen ornate strands,
which she’d worn proudly for the remainder of the morning.

She never seemed to smile anymore.

He stopped in Jackson Square and watched face
painters, caricature artists, and palm readers fuss with their
tables before the impressive structure of the St. Louis
Cathedral.

Bobby was to have been married inside the
cathedral with the prestige of a bishop presiding. The bride’s
father had made the arrangements for his daughter’s wedding, and
though Ken could not remember the young woman’s name (strange how
it always slipped out of his mind) he assumed she came from a good
family; it takes considerable resources and stature to arrange such
a ceremony.

The entire affair had come up so quickly.
Bobby had told him that the girl was several years older than
himself but also a student. Paula had met Bobby’s fiancée on a
handful of occasions, and she’d spoken highly of the bright if
somewhat cool young woman their son intended to marry. Ken had been
looking forward to meeting her. In just over a month both families
were scheduled to gather for a “family-to-be” dinner at
Galatoire’s, Ken’s only chance to meet the woman before the
wedding. Now, the dinner wouldn’t happen, and the ceremony wasn’t
likely; at best, it would have to be postponed. Ken couldn’t even
imagine what the girl must be going through now.

He stepped into the shadowed chill of the
cathedral. Velvet cords hung to keep visitors from ransacking the
place. A small weathered woman stood beside a sign that insisted
that people go no further without a guide.

After several minutes of uncertainty, looking
into the vast and ornate temple, Ken left the church. He was being
foolish, ridiculous, and desperate. He felt weak and hated himself
for it. How many of his friends had he watched in their last
moments of life, friends who had despised the intolerant religions
of their birth, turn back to inefficient faiths? People needed
their gods, he knew, and Ken wished he had found one to believe in
so his prayers wouldn’t feel like the ramblings of a hypocrite, but
he wasn’t going to indulge in foxhole Christianity. Not yet. Such a
turn would mean all other hope was lost.

When he returned to the square, the day’s
heat was already forming. The sky was bleached. No clouds above,
just a silver atmosphere promising discomfort for the afternoon
ahead.

Feeling lost, Ken returned to Dumaine Street.
People on the sidewalk moved by him like ghosts as he walked toward
his breakfast date with Paula. His mind drifted and became tangled
with his early memories of the city now surrounding him.

His
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