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What critics have said about
Suspicions:

This is where she’s at her best.
—Locus

A harrowing and suspenseful anthology filled
with superbly crafted short stories about love, death, sex, and
crossing the River Styx. Dark humor courses through these dramatic
and sometimes horrific tales, in this blood-curdling anthology that
leaves a fearsome chill in one's spine long after the last page has
been turned. Suspicions is strongly recommended reading for
those that prefer their literary entertainment with a decided flair
for the unexpected. —Midwest Book Review

A spooky collection of tales.—Publishers
Weekly

A hefty, genre-crossing pie spiced with
images capable of snagging the imagination.—Booklist

Elizabeth Engstrom has selected twenty-five
(four original to the collection) stories from the past twenty
years of writing that reveal her as a suspicious sort. But then,
aren't we all? We all suspect the unknown, death, sex, and
"friends, family, love, work, technology, the government, and
everything else." It's just that Elizabeth Engstrom can take her
lack of trust and craft fine fiction from it. Like many fine
writers, Engstrom's stories are across all genres. Some can be
termed sf, others as mystery or fantasy or horror, still others are
simply "fiction." A few are light and humorous. Most are quietly
dark, slightly skewed, angled toward that indescribable place just
at the edge of shadow. All are worth reading. Many are worth
pondering. By the end, at least one suspicion will definitely be
confirmed: Elizabeth Engstrom is one of the best. No doubts.
—Cemetery Dance
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Collection
Introduction

I can’t help having suspicions. I try to
draw the line at being cynical, but in assembling this collection
of short fiction that I have written and had published over the
years, I can’t help but see a theme that runs through my work.

Apparently, I’m suspicious.

I’m certain that I first learned that things
aren’t always as they appear when I learned that my parents were
just people instead of omnipotent gods. Psychologists say this is a
milestone moment in the lives of most children. Perhaps I have
never recovered. Certainly I continue to be suspicious about
everything. Or maybe suspicious is too harsh a word. Perhaps
I’m merely inquisitive. Introspective. Skeptical.

Nope, I’m afraid that suspicious is the
proper word.

I’m suspicious about pretty much everything,
but mostly I have suspicions about other peoples’ motives. Why are
they nice to each other? Why are they nice to me? Why do they do
the things they do, at the time and place that they do them? I want
to know.

I want to know about The Great Unknown and
why some people say they know more about it than I do. How did they
get a special pass? I want to know about death, and why some people
say they know more about it than I do. Ditto sex, a very
interesting, sometimes funny, always intriguing topic. I want to
know why some people have friends and some don’t. I want to know
why some families are close and others aren’t. I want to know about
love. And just exactly what is up with our government? Who
understands that?

In this collection, I have selected stories
from the past twenty years of my writing career. In it, you’ll read
about my suspicions, as they are cloaked in fiction, and perhaps
you’ll recognize some of them as kin to some of your own. If you
have any of the answers to my questions—most not yet asked—please
don’t tell me. I’ve become fond of my suspicions, and they fuel
me.


 


Suspicions about the Unknown: Introduction

Life holds some pretty odd experiences: the
unexplained Twilight Zone stuff that occasionally happens to all of
us. Serendipity, divine intervention, ESP, telekinesis, magic,
hypnotism, mind over matter, past life regression…one gets the
feeling that there’s a master mind out there somewhere, and we’re
trying to get a grasp on the part we’re playing while making up our
lines as we go. But behind the scenes surely lurks a vast retinue
of scene builders, lighting technicians, directors, makeup artists,
special effects specialists and writers that are coaxing us forward
hint by hint.

Will any of us ever be privy to a sweeping
overview? Or is puzzling it out, piece by piece, a part of the
script? Aren’t you a little suspicious about the motives of those
behind the scenes?


 


Rivering

Deborah pulled the van to a rolling stop on
the pebbled beach right at the inside of the river’s elbow. She
looked through the bug spattered windshield and felt the
weariness creep up the back of her neck. “Let’s get out and see
what she looks like, Moose.” She unbuckled her seat belt, let it
drop to the floor with a clank, then stepped over the dog and slid
open the side of the van. The beach crunched underfoot as she
stretched.

Moose, an ancient collie, slowly got out of
the van after her. He too, stretched, then put his nose to the
ground and began to wander.

“Don’t go too far, boy,” she said. “Dinner
in a half hour. We can begin in the morning.”

Deborah limbered up after the long drive
with ten minutes of calming yoga stretches. Then, before the
daylight faded away, she walked down to the river’s edge, took off
her tennis shoes, and waded in up to her ankles. It was a perfect
location. It looked just like the type of place the slivers would
congregate.

Well, she’d find out in the morning.

She went back to the van, brought out the
little cook stove, dipped water from the river and cooked up some
dehydrated stew. It wasn’t great, but it was easy and it was
protein. She opened a can of food for Moose, and they set to their
dinner.

Afterward, she didn’t even wash the dishes.
She set them outside the van, spread her sleeping bag out on the
van floor, and fell instantly asleep.

All night long she dreamed of catching
slivers. All night long she dreamed of catching the right slivers.
Her slivers.

She got up before dawn, excitement brewing
in her belly as the coffee brewed on the stove. In the early hours,
she’d had an important dream, and she knew that this was the place.
This is where she would find and catch the slivers she’d been
rivering for all year. She wouldn’t have to scout river after
river, state after state, any more. It was such a peaceful idea,
she hoped it wasn’t just wishful thinking. But she’d never felt
that way before. She’d never had a dream like that before,
either.

She let Moose sleep in while she did her
morning exercises, facing the color of the sky. Then she
breakfasted on a peanut butter and honey sandwich, drank two cups
of coffee, did all the dishes and roused the dog. “C’mon, Moose,”
she said. “It’s time to find Dad.”

She twirled the combination lock on the
little safe she had installed under the driver’s seat, opened it
and took out the seven little leather bags, each with a long tether
wrapped around it. She unwound the tether from her two and put the
other five in her pocket. Then she got the net from the front seat
and the little cooler with its chunk of dry ice.

Moose walked with her down to the river. She
looked at the water, black in the early light. She squinted her
eyes and looked downstream.

There! She saw one. The starlight caught the
little flash of silver. An untrained eye might think it a minnow.
Tingles ran up her spine. She took the cooler and the net upstream
of the elbow. She took off her sneakers and rolled up her pant
legs.

She waded into the icy water slowly,
quietly. The river undercut the bank the tiniest bit, and that’s
where they would be. She tied the tethers to the rings she’d sewn
to the legs in her jeans, then dropped the pouches into the water
and watched as they flowed downstream, moving in the gentle
current.

Then she stood absolutely still.

Moose, seeming to sense the urgency, also
remained motionless.

A little silver glinted in the water. She
waited. It seemed to sniff the pouches, and then was off. Not the
right one.

She waited until the sun came full up, until
her feet were so numb from the cold that her back ached, and
nothing had come for the bait. Moose had wandered away in hopes of
finding a rabbit.

She brought in her two lines and set the
other five out in the same way. No luck.

At noon, she brought them in, and stiffly
walked up to the van. It was still a good place, and there were
slivers here. It was just that her slivers didn’t seem to be
here.

She heated up some soup and lay down on her
sleeping bag. Her bones ached from motionlessness, cold and
disappointment. She’d try again after a rest. If she didn’t get
something soon, she’d be out of money.

She opened the pouches so they could dry. In
the first one was the tip of Roger’s forefinger, the crucifix he
always wore, and a dried bud of his favorite rosebush. She lay
these things out on a tray to dry. She couldn’t let them rot. In
the second pouch were her father’s little toe, his wedding ring and
the waterlogged and no longer recognizable picture of her
mother he always carried in his wallet. The other pouches held
similar pieces of the anatomy and significant memorabilia of the
deceased. She didn’t know these other people, and had nothing to do
with them. She was rivering for hire. Paid to find dead people’s
souls, slivering about in the elbows of the rivers. And if she
didn’t have some luck soon. . . there would be no more
customers.

~~~

Deborah would never forget how she first
heard about rivering.

She had been eavesdropping on her parents’
conversation when they had guests over. One of them had just hired
a riverer to find his mother, so he could finally, once and for
all, have control over her. The discussion heated, and while the
adults went into the moral issues, Deborah went deep into her own
world, thinking about the life of a riverer. And the concept stayed
with her, as if she had heard her calling when she heard that
conversation, and she waited patiently for her time to arrive. And
a year ago, it had.

~~~

When everything was laid out and drying in
the back window of the van, Deborah had her soup. Rivering was a
lonely business. It took a lot of energy to keep her doubts from
taking over. She knew from talking to other riverers that success
was infrequent, but she’d feel better if she could just catch one.
Discouragement was heavy, sometimes. She’d been on the rivers, just
her and Moose for almost a year. With no luck.

When Roger died, leaving so much unfinished
business behind him, she knew she would go rivering for him. When
he was laid out at the funeral home, she asked for a moment alone
with him, and with her penknife, sliced the tip off his forefinger.
She put it in her food dehydrator, and saved the little grey,
curled slip of leather in her jewelry box.

When her dad died, she paid the mortician’s
assistant twenty bucks to cut off his little toe. And when Joey
started in college on a scholarship up at Colorado State, Deborah
began rivering.

It wasn’t long before she was out of money.
But along the way, she’d talked with others who rivered and it
seemed like there were no end to people who wanted to recover other
people’s souls. So she took out a little ad, and from the hundreds
of replies, she selected five at a thousand dollars apiece, and now
that money was almost gone, too.

That discouragement mixed with the
loneliness of a riverer, and Deborah hugged the big,
salty smelling dog who lay next to her and fought back the
tears. “You stink,” she said to Moose. “Tomorrow I’ll give you a
bath.”

After a short nap, Deborah repacked the tiny
pouches and went back to that same spot in the river. The old
timers always told her to listen to the messages in her dreams. She
pushed her doubts back and let the truth come over her. She knew
she would have success here.

She stood in the shallows with pieces of her
father and her husband until she was almost blind from staring at
the shining water. Then she changed, tied on the other five, and
immediately there was a boiling stir.

One by one, she pulled in the pouches, very
carefully, very gently. She had to know for sure which one had
attracted the sliver. When only one pouch was left trailing in the
current, and the sliver was still there, swimming wildly around it,
she swiped with her net.

And she had it. She’d caught it!

“Look, Moose!” The dog backed away, slowly
wagging his tail.

Very carefully, Deborah took the net to the
shore, opened the little cooler and turned the net over onto the
dry ice.

The ice sizzled and smoked as the sliver and
the water from the net touched it, and for a moment, Deborah
worried that she’d lost it. She blew down, and she could see it, a
little silver sliver, lying still as death on the block of ice. She
put the cover back on. “I got one, Moose,” she said gently, her
heart pounding. She opened the pouch and emptied its contents onto
the cover of the cooler. There was an unidentifiable piece of
flesh—an earlobe perhaps—a swatch of black hair, and a foreign
coin. Inside the leather was written the name and phone number of
the person searching. Seiji Okano. Deborah put the artifacts back
into the pouch, opened the cooler, picked up the sliver and studied
it. She expected it to look like a fish, but it didn’t. It just
looked like a little silver slip of something, two or three inches
long, maybe half an inch in diameter. No eyes, no mouth, no tail,
just a little slip of silver. It was hard to believe that this was
the soul of Seiji Okano’s wife. She put the sliver into the pouch
with the other things and put the pouch on top of the ice.

“We’re on a roll now, Moose, buddy,” she
said, and stepped back into the water.

By dinner time, she hadn’t caught anything
else, but she believed wholeheartedly in her dream. This was her
spot.

Probably every one of the remaining six
slivers to be caught were here somewhere. And she would catch
them.

That night Roger came to her in another
dream.

“Deborah, I’m sorry,” he said, over and over
again. Her heart ached. He’d come closer, puppy dog look on
his face, hands out, and her heart would pound with fear and she’d
back away. Then he would look hurt and turn away, and she would
approach him again, please don’t go, don’t leave me again, but as
soon as he moved toward her, “Deborah, I’m sorry,” she would back
away, fear pounding in her chest.

She woke up sweating. She hugged the dog and
cried.

In the morning, she remembered what the old
timers had told her. They get frightened when they know somebody is
rivering for them. They seem to have no control over themselves.
They’re irresistibly drawn to those things of the flesh, but they
don’t want to be. They’ll fool with your mind. Pay no attention.
It’s just trickery, is all it is, it’s just trickery. Stay calm and
keep rivering.”

In the early morning, she caught another
one, and she noticed that her little block of dry ice would last
two more days at the most. Then she would have to go to town, make
her phone calls, ship the slivers to their owners and buy another
block of ice.

At noon, she caught Roger.

When his sliver was safely frozen, tied
inside the leather pouch, and resting with the other two on the ice
inside the cooler, Deborah sat down on the beach, elbows on her
knees, face in her hands. She didn’t know what to do with him now
that she had him.

And who said these things were their souls,
anyway?

She knew what the old timers said. They said
the souls were waiting for Release, a periodic occurrence when all
the souls went on to their next assignment—whatever that was—all at
the same time. Meanwhile, they were stored inconspicuously and
economically as little pieces of solid light in the rivers.

So if Roger was in the cooler, would he go
on to his next assignment from wherever he was, or would he miss
out?

She picked up the cooler and ran to the van.
She threw all her camping gear in, called the dog, slammed the door
shut and went in to town.

At the first pay phone, she stopped, got out
her address book, and made her calls. First was to Seiji Okano.

“Mr. Okano?”

“Yes?”

“This is Deborah Whittington. The Riverer. I
have your sliver.”

“You do?”

“Yes.”

A long sigh on the other end. “That’s
wonderful.”

“I’ll ship it to you today. It will be
packed in dry ice.”

“That’s fine.”

She verified the address. “Um, Mr.
Okano?”

“Yes?”

“What will you do with it?”

“Stir fry.”

“Eat it?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me, will that keep her from going on,
I mean to the next. . .”

Mr. Okano hung up without answering.

She called the next person. A woman. “I have
your sliver.”

“Oh.” She did not seem pleased.

“Don’t you want it?”

“Oh, yes…I guess I do.”

“I can release it.”

“No! Please don’t.”

“I’ll send it to you today, packed in dry
ice.”

“Fine.”

“Do you mind my asking. . . what will you do
with it?”

“I don’t know yet. Keep it. Somehow.”

“I see. Thank you.”

Deborah hung up, then tended to the business
of shipping the two and re icing Roger.

She stopped in the local diner for a
hamburger and a beer, but the waitress wouldn’t serve her. “You’re
that riverer come to town, ain’tcha?”

“Yes.”

“Take your business somewhere else, missy,”
she said, then turned her back.

“That’s not exactly neighborly, Ginnie,” a
grey-haired police officer scolded her.

“Ain’t Christian,” Ginnie said in rebuttal,
and as Deborah had noted the name Ginnie’s Diner on the menu, she
figured that Ginnie could refuse service to whoever she wanted.

Deborah felt everyone’s eyes on her as she
left, and tried to keep her back straight when all she wanted to do
was argue with the woman. Either that, or cry.

Rivering for people’s souls, it seemed, was
a profession not kindly taken to in these mountain communities.

She got her lunch at a grocery deli in the
next town, some dog cookies for Moose, and a six pack of Bud, then
headed back to the river. She had four more to catch, and then she
would retire.

That evening, she caught another one, but as
she tipped the net to put it onto the ice, it fell onto the beach,
and before she could think, Moose grabbed it and bit it right in
half.

She screamed at him, he dropped it and
slinked away, and there, flopping on the ground, were two
half slivers.

She picked them up, panic welling wordlessly
within her, and she watched, her horror subsiding, as the the two
parts grew together again in her hand. Healed. Instantly.
Seamlessly.

She quickly froze it, then stowed it in the
pouch. She took a deep breath and put the cooler out of harm’s
way.

~~~

That night, her father approached her in a
dream. She sat by his side, felt his warm hands on hers, she saw
the familiar wrinkles on his face. Her heart was filled with love
for this man, but when she awoke, she knew it was more
trickery.

Before noon, she caught him. She set his
pouch next to Roger’s, and then with hard bitten
determination, went back for the others. She had to finish. This
was her spot; this was her job.

~~~

And she did finish. It took two more days to
catch them and get them all shipped off, and then she was left with
her two pouches on a shrinking block of dry ice. She sat in her
van, hands gripping the steering wheel. Her job wasn’t finished
until they were taken care of.

What on earth was she going to do with
them?

She could donate them to research. She’d
heard about some robotics research being done on slivers.

She could eat them.

She could let them go.

She could pickle them and store them on her
mantle.

A zillion ideas came up, but none of them
were right. They had to be totally appropriate to Roger. And her
dad.

She drove back from the White Pines Junction
post office to the same elbow of the river, took her beach chair
out and sat in it to watch the sunset, Moose on one side of her,
the cooler on the other side. She brewed a cup of coffee and
reflected on her life.

The pounding, driving force that kept her
rivering years was gone. Her future spread before her like an open
field, and she felt she could build anything there she wished. She
needed only step into the picture, but to do that, she had to step
over the cooler.

Something must be done with the slivers.

Roger. Roger had been a jerk. He drank, he
ran around with other women, he gambled and lost money they didn’t
have, and he paid little attention to Joey when Joey needed it the
most.

Through it all, Deborah never stopped loving
him. She knew that deep within him, he was a good man, and the
things he did were somehow beyond his control. When he was
straight, he was fabulous. They had such loving times, the three of
them. He loved her, he loved Joey, he just had things he needed to
do. Those things caused her endless heartache, and when he died. .
. When he died of a cocaine stroke—his body dumped at the emergency
entrance of a hospital by a car that sped into the night—he left
her in far greater debt than she could ever imagine.

Her father bailed her out.

Her father. Lewis had been exactly the
opposite of Roger. Lewis was the attentive husband and father, good
provider, model of perfection, a true life Father Knows Best.
From the outside. The truth was, he was cold. He kissed her cheek,
but there was no warmth. He bailed her out, but when he wrote the
check, there was no sympathy, empathy or anything, and her words of
gratitude fell on ears of granite. He sent checks to Joey every
Christmas and birthday, but when Deborah spoke with Lewis on the
phone, he somehow never asked about Joey.

Lewis hurt Deborah far more deeply than
Roger ever could.

And now she had control of their immortal
souls, if those slivers were indeed their souls.

And if anything she did had any effect on
them, but she believed it did.

She believed that those who rivered altered
the course of destiny. That’s why it was so hard. That’s why hardly
anybody did it. And those who did do it were driven. And everybody
else hated them.

So what should she do with the slivers?

She opened the chest, took out the pouches.
She dumped the frozen little slip from Roger’s pouch and looked at
it. She lay it on the ice, and took her father’s sliver from his
pouch. It was smooth and cold and solid.

Roger, so warm and so stupid. Daddy, so
smart, but so cold.

She knew what to do.

She went into the van and came out with a
hammer and her cutting board.

First she smashed Roger’s. With just a light
tap, it shattered into hundreds of small, crystalline pieces. She
dusted them off into a Ziplock bag and set them back on the ice.
Then she smashed her father’s sliver, and mixed the pieces together
with Roger’s in the bag.

She divided the pieces as evenly as she
could and put half in the palm of each hand. She watched as they
defrosted and grew together into two seamless wholes.

“C’mon, Moose,” she said, and the dog walked
by her side to the edge of the river.

“Maybe they’ll average each other out,” she
said, and watched as the little silver slips darted out of
sight.

∞


 


Renewing
the Option

“I see you as a gambling man,” she said with
a sly grin. “Are you a gambling man?”

The question caught him a bit off guard, and
he didn’t know whether to match her directness or back down a
little. “Doesn’t every man fancy himself a bit of a gambler?”

Her grin faded, she stared straight into his
eyes. They were dark blue, navy blue, Stefan noticed, not like any
other eyes he’d ever seen. “I’m not talking fancy here,” she said,
suddenly serious. “I’m talking about high stakes.”

He sat back in the seat, wiped his mouth
with the cloth napkin and set it next to his plate. “Stakes?”

“The future,” she said with an arch of the
eyebrow. “Are you willing to gamble on your future?”

“What do you mean gambling? Don’t we do a
little bit of that every day? Isn’t that what gambling is all
about? Isn’t that what life is all about?”

“Then you’re not afraid?”

“We’re all afraid.”

“I don’t mean ‘we all.’ I mean you. Are
you afraid?”

He pushed his plate to the side, eager to be
rid of it. “Of course,” he finally said. “Terrified. Every day.
Aren’t you?”

“Not any more,” she said, leaned back and
lit up a cigarette.

He looked around nervously. “I think there’s
a special car at the back of the train for smoking.”

“I know. I hate going back there. All I need
are a couple of good hits, and I can get those before the waiter
tells me to put it out.” She never took her eyes from his. He was
mesmerized by those dark blue shiny eyes.

She took a second pull from the cigarette
just as the waiter came hustling down the aisle. Stefan admired the
way the conductors, porters, and waiters just took the rocking of
the train in stride. They never tripped or fell or stumbled or had
to hold on to anything, even with a tray of food in their
hands.

“Excuse me, miss,” the waiter said, but she
was stubbing out the butt even as he approached.

“I’m sorry,” she said to him, unlocking her
eyes from Stefan’s for a moment. “I forgot.”

“Thank you for your cooperation,” he said,
then took their dirty dishes and walked away.

Those blue eyes again. There was a storm
behind them.

“Come with me,” she said, picked up her
purse, slid her cigarettes into it, then slid out of the booth. She
wore a black sheath dress with black stockings and high heels. She
didn’t need to hold on to anything either, as she walked down the
aisle, through the car couplings and back to her private room. She
walked as if she’d been on the train a while.

Most people wore sweatshirts and jeans on
the train nowadays. He felt as though she was from a different era,
a time when train travel was civilized instead of cheap, social
instead of low-class, a place to meet the creme de la creme instead
of those whose fears of flying ruled their travelling lives.

And his linen slacks and silk knit polo were
irresistible to her game, whatever it may be.

She had a private compartment, as did he.
But whereas his had his business suit hanging in the slim closet,
his suitcase in the overhead rack, and his briefcase open on the
opposite seat with the latest issue of Field and Stream on
top, her compartment was highly personalized.

She had framed photos on the windowsill.
Silk scarves wrapped around the light shades. A calendar with
photographs of celestial bodies taken by the Hubble telescope hung
on the wall. She had piles of books and magazines. She had dirty
dishes, and laundry drying on the doorknobs.

She even had a file folder with mail in
it.

“Come in,” she said, and cleared off the
reclining seat opposite hers. “Sit down.”

Stefan looked around in amazement. “How far
are you travelling?” he asked.

Those blue eyes again. “All the way.”

They sat down opposite each other, the muted
reddish-orange light echoing the last blast of sunset out the big
window.

“If that window didn’t take up the whole
wall,” he said with a smile, “I’d say you’d wallpaper it and put up
curtains.”

She didn’t find that amusing. Instead, she
pulled up the little retractable desk top and pulled a deck of
oversized cards out of a plain cardboard box.

She leaned closer to him. Her eyes were
bright with eagerness. “Mix the cards in a clockwise direction,”
she said.

“Just smoosh them up?”

“Whatever. Take your time.”

He was humoring her, but he was beginning to
feel a little cautionary, too. This woman could be off balance in
some way that could spell trouble. He mixed the cards and indicated
the photographs, jiggling on the window sill. “Your kids?”

“Concentrate on the cards.”

He smooshed them, then fiddled them back
into a deck.

“Now cut them three times.”

He did as he was told and handed them to
her. She took them with both hands.

“I’m going to draw one card. Only one. It
will be your destiny card.”

Stefan smiled at her. Those dark blue eyes
had long, black lashes to go with them. And dark eyebrows. And dark
hair, and white skin. He wished she wasn’t quite so intense.

“Okay,” he said.

She looked up at him, her eyes locked onto
his, and she flipped a card over and lay it face up on the table.
Neither one of them looked at it; they were looking into each
other’s eyes. Finally, Stefan looked down.

Death.

He smiled up at her. She was still looking
at him. She picked up the card and put it back into the pack. “It
was the death card,” he said.

“I know,” she said, but she hadn’t looked at
it. “It always is.”

“Let me see,” Stefan said, and took the
cards from her. He’d seen Tarot decks before, but didn’t know much
about them. He quickly shuffled through. They were beautiful, with
intricate art work and many strange symbols, but there was only one
death card, and it was not to be mistaken. The hooded reaper with
his scythe.

He put the deck back onto the table and
smooshed them around again. This time he concentrated. He did it
very well, mixing them up, mixing, mixing, mixing. Then he
assembled it back into a deck, cut it three times and handed the
deck back to her.

She flipped over a card and didn’t even look
at it.

Death.

Stefan sat back as she calmly put the card
back into the deck.

“What do you mean, it always is?”

“I mean we’re going to die on this
train.”

He stared at her. She looked calmly back at
him, the intensity in her eyes replaced by a resigned, peaceful
acceptance. “One more time,” he said, and took the cards from
her.

Death.

He took the death card, ripped it in half
and threw it on the floor. He reshuffled the cards, cut them,
handed them to her and she turned one over.

Death.

He slumped. “How can that be?”

“The cards are bigger than that,” she said,
indicating the torn card on the floor. “You can’t expect a puny act
like that to change destiny.”

Stefan thought for a moment. “Everybody on
this train?”

She shrugged. “You and me. That’s all I know
so far.”

He took the Death card and stood it up on
the window sill, next to a picture of two teenagers. Then he
reshuffled the deck and turned over a card.

Death.

With calm, deep blue eyes, she lit a
cigarette.

“This isn’t funny,” he said.

“You’re right.”

“It’s a good trick. But I don’t like it.” He
stood up, she stubbed out the cigarette. He looked at her, but he
had nothing to say. She frightened him, and he didn’t know what to
do about that. He had no experience with women like her.

He left, and tried to walk down the hall
without holding on to anything. He stumbled when the train lurched,
and slammed his shoulder into the wall.

Inside his own compartment, the porter had
made up the bed, so there was no real place to sit. He undressed,
turned on the reading light, got into bed and picked up his
magazine. But he was in no mood to read about fly fishing.

He clicked off his light and watched the
lights pass by the big dark window. He thought of Jane, his wife, a
talented violinist, and Stefanie, his daughter, just starting out
as a freshman at Julliard, herself a gifted musician. He thought
about his parents, and his job, and his friends.

How would it happen, this death? Train
wreck, certainly. If it was to kill them both, then it would surely
be a wreck. Would he wake up to the jolt, hear the scream of
wrenching metal before it wrapped around his body and ripped it in
half?

Or was a bomber aboard? Would a fire bomb
vaporize him so swiftly that he would not even have time to
awaken?

Or would a crazed gunman open fire in the
dining car at breakfast, spraying his brains all over the people
sitting across from him?

Would his last thought be of his wife, his
daughter?

He looked wistfully at the window ledge and
wished he had their pictures in a little frame.

Or would his last thought be of that woman,
that other woman, that scary woman, and her death’s head Tarot
card?

Stefan got out of bed, pulled on a pair of
jeans and a sweatshirt and walked, barefoot, back through the car
to her compartment door. He turned the knob and pushed the door
open.

She sat, just as he left her, in the chair
with the Tarot deck on the table in front of her.

“How?” he asked.

She shrugged.

“I’m getting off at the next stop. Get off
with me. We’ll rent a car or something.”

A slow pitying smile tweaked up the corner
of her mouth. “This train doesn’t stop for us any more,” she
said.

And with a shudder, he tried to remember the
last time the train had stopped, and he couldn’t. He sat down in
the chair opposite her. “Where did you get on?”

She shrugged again, and he couldn’t remember
the name of the city he lived in. Absurd. It was on the tip of his
tongue. His address was. . . was. . . His wife’s name. . . His
daughter’s. . .

He closed his eyes and felt perspiration
bulge out of his pores. He took a deep breath, then indicated the
photographs in the frames on her window sill. “Your family? Your
children? What are their names?”

She looked passively at the photographs,
then looked back at him, slowly shook her head and shrugged.

Stefan jumped up, his nerves on fire. “I was
fine until I ran into you,” he said. “Everything was going along
just fine until you and your. . .” he pointed at the Tarot deck. He
looked at her for a moment in frustration, then spun around and
left the compartment.

In the hallway, he took a deep breath of
train-recirculated air and tried to think, but there was some sort
of a Saran wrap feeling about his brain. He leaned his head against
the wall and felt the rhythmic motion of the wheels on the rails.
He loved that rhythm. He loved riding trains. He’d always loved
it.

If he couldn’t die in the arms of his wife,
he guessed he’d just as soon die on a train.

He looked back at the woman’s compartment
door. He could probably die in her arms, if he wanted to.

And he wanted to. Never had he met a woman
more baffling or more appealing.

He went back to her compartment, opened the
door, stepped in and took her hand. Wordlessly, and with complete
understanding, she stood and let him lead her down the aisle to his
compartment, where the bed was made and waiting.

In the terrifying urgency with which a dying
animal breeds, they clasped lips, tore clothes and merged before
falling onto the moving bed. And there, in a wrestling match more
aggressive than loving, fighting the movement of the train rather
than letting it soothe them, they kicked away restrictive clothing,
then clawed and screamed their way to violent orgasms.

She sat up afterward, huddled naked in the
corner, one bare shoulder against the cold glass. Stefan lay on his
back and looked at her, watched her watch the passing scenery. Now
the movement of the train lulled him. The fear and fury of his
impotence in the train situation had spurted out along with his
bodily fluids, and he felt relaxed and able to deal with whatever
was coming. For the moment at least.

She looked at him just before his eyes
closed. Those navy blue eyes of hers, against that milk white skin.
How long had she been on the train, he wondered. How long? He’d
have to remember to ask. . .

Stefan startled awake.

She was still sitting at the end of his bed,
so he couldn’t have been sleeping for long.

“Did you feel it?” he asked. “The train. It
stopped.”

She looked at him with sadness. “Maybe it
did. There’s a thing that the train does, perhaps it’s just exactly
that. Stopping. But I only catch it. . . like out of the corner of
my eye.” She smiled. “The corner of my id.”

She touched his foot. “But the train doesn’t
stop for us.”

“This is fucked,” Stefan said, and got up.
He pulled on his jeans and a t-shirt, opened the door and stepped
out into the hallway.

He walked through car after car, seeing no
one, finally arriving in the dining car. People were having
breakfast. He stopped a waiter. “Excuse me?”

“Sir?” The waiter looked at Stefan’s bare
feet and frowned.

“What is the next stop?”

The waiter consulted his watch. Then he
spoke, and it seemed to Stefan that he spoke in a foreign
language.

“Pardon?”

The waiter repeated himself, but Stefan
still didn’t understand. His fear was turning into anger, and its
potency had increased.

Stefan stepped closer to the waiter. “I
still didn’t understand you. Please speak slowly and
distinctly.”

The waiter spoke again, slowly and
distinctly as asked, but it was a word and then a phrase that made
no sense to Stefan at all. He looked around, at the woman and her
two children sitting at the table next to where he stood.

She spoke, reaffirming what the waiter had
said. Then the children said it, as if he was stupid or something,
but it was no stop that he had ever heard of before, and chances
were, he’d never know it when they did stop.

“Where are you getting off?” he asked the
lady.

“There,” she said, “at the next stop.”

“And what is that?” he asked patiently.

“We just told you,” she said, and turned to
her menu, frowning at the children to do the same.

But the young girl, she looked up at him
with a question mark in her eyes, and he knew that she didn’t
understand either.

He crouched down and looked at her at eye
level. She was about twelve, and had beautiful blonde hair, light
blue eyes and pink pouty lips. “Do you know the name of the next
stop?” he asked her gently.

Wide-eyed, she shook her head no.

“I just told you,” her mother said.

“Dummy,” her brother said.

“Tell me again,” she said, and the mother
and the brother and the waiter all said it, but it sounded like
noise from the throats of other-worldly beings. It sounded like a
recording that had been electronically elongated. The girl looked
up at Stefan with what appeared to be growing terror. Stefan knew
the feeling.

“You’re one of us,” he said.

The girl clutched her brother’s arm.

“Car forty-eight, compartment C.”

“Call a cop,” the mother said to the
waiter.

Stefan stood up with weak knees and
reassured her. “That won’t be necessary. I mean no harm.” He looked
again at the girl. “Car forty-eight, compartment C.”

The girl nodded, and without a backward
glance, he walked away from them, boldly returning the stares of
the other diners.

~~~

The Navy-blue-eyed woman had dressed, and
the porter had made up the bed.

“I don’t know your name,” Stefan said.

“The drivers license in my purse says my
name is Mary, but I call myself the Mother of Wands.”

Stefan had no response for that remark.
Finally, he said, “You don’t look like a Mary.”

She shrugged, a gesture which was becoming
an irritating part of her whole demeanor. Stefan sat down opposite
her. “There’s another,” he said.

“Well,” she said. “The event must be getting
close. For a long time there was only me. Then you, the Father of
Cups, and now, so soon, another.”

“How long? How long was there only you? How
long have you been on this train?” But he couldn’t look at her
answer, at the shrug. “It’s a little girl.”

And with that, a timid knock on the
door.

Stefan opened it and she stood there, her
hands clasped nervously in front of her. “I’m afraid,” she began,
“I’m afraid. . . I think they got off the train without me,” she
said, then began to cry. “I can’t find them anywhere.” He put his
arms around her, then brought her in and set her in his seat.

“The daughter of Stones,” Mary said. She
pulled out her Tarot deck, pulled up the little table, and coached
the girl on how to shuffle the deck.

Mary flipped over the card and Stefan didn’t
even have to look at it. The sharp intake of breath from the girl
told him everything.

Death.

He rang for the porter, who brought a ginger
ale for the girl and a bottle of brandy and a bucket of ice for the
adults.

“Okay,” Stefan said as he poured two stiff
brandies, then gulped half of his, “enlighten me.”

Mary shuffled through the deck of cards and
handed one to him. It was long and smooth, heavy and felt
authoritative. On the back was a painting—why had’t he noticed it
before?—of a train. A train at night, the track weaving through a
skyscape of stars.

He turned the card over and there was the
Father of Cups. It looked like him.

“Let me see the others,” he said.

She handed him the Mother of Wands and the
Daughter of Stones. There was no doubt. Pictures of Mary and the
little girl.

“How many cards in the deck?” he asked.

“Seventy-eight.”

He sat down on the arm of the girl’s chair.
Do you think this train is collecting an entire deck?”

She shrugged.

“Do you think we’ll die when the deck is
assembled, or do you think we’ll be set free?”

“Some group karma to be settled, I imagine,”
she said.

“Why me? Why you? Why us?” Stefan
asked. “Is there something else we have in common?”

“I saw a flying saucer once,” the girl said,
and Stefan remembered a dream he had a long time ago, a dream that
terrified him with its implication of the magnitude of his
responsibility in the greater scheme of things. The dream made so
much sense he sat straight up in bed saying, “Of course!” and then,
with consciousness, the dream vaporized. He couldn’t even remember
the gist of it. But it was a dream, the likes of which he’d never
had before or since. It was an extraordinary experience, the
residue of which still dusted his psyche.

When the girl said, in her twelve-year-old
way, “I saw a flying saucer once,” Stefan knew exactly what she
meant. She could have said, “We all like the train.” or “We all
have blue eyes.” or “We’re all Americans.” Instead, she said,
instinctively, “I saw a flying saucer once.” So had he, after a
fashion.

He looked at Mary. She looked back at him,
her expression no longer blank and vague. No telling what Mary had
experienced, but she resonated with the girl’s statement just as he
did. Another weirdness to add to the pot.

He finished his brandy and poured himself
another, then picked up the cards, turning them over and over in
his hands. They felt like a living thing, squirming, almost, in his
grip. “Where’d you get these?”

Mary shrugged.

“Don’t do that any more,” he said. “Don’t
just shrug. Help me out here. I think there’s a way out of this
predicament, but we have to work together like a team, like a. . .
a deck, and shrugging doesn’t get it.”

“I can’t remember,” she said. “I think they
were in my room when I got on the train.”

Stefan lay the Daughter of Stones card on
the table.

The girl regarded the card with what seemed
like adult composure, then turned her pretty eyes up to his. “Looks
like me.”

“It is you,” he said.

Stefan turned the cards up one at a time on
the table. Some of the faces were familiar. One man he’d seen in
the dining car, another was the porter.

“It’s happening,” Mary said. “Finally.”

“Do we go along with it?” Stefan asked.

She shrugged, and caught herself, mid-shrug.
She smiled up at him. “What else?”

“Change things.”

“One of us could leave,” the girl said.
“Jump off the train. Then there’d never be a full deck.”

“Then the rest of us might just travel on
this train for eternity,” Mary said, “never fulfilling our
destiny.”

“But the cards are here for a purpose. To
tell us. To alert us. Group karma, you say? Don’t you think that
happens all the time? People who go to war in the same unit, people
who work in the same office, people in the same families. But what
about us? We’ve been gathered.”

Another knock on the door. Stefan opened it
to find a young woman holding an ice bucket. “Hi, excuse me, but
the porter said you had ice,” she giggled.

“Seven of swords,” Mary said.

Stefan looked at her. She held up the card,
and the woman came in, took it and looked at it wonderingly. “All
four families are represented,” Mary said. “Cups, Swords, Wands and
Stones.”

“Maybe we should have a meeting,” he
said.

“I have a feeling we don’t have time,” Mary
said. “As soon as the deck is assembled. . .”

“What’s going on in here?” the woman with
the ice bucket asked.

Stefan looked at her, smiled and shrugged
the way Mary did, then emptied half the ice bucket into hers.
“Party it up,” he said, then turned to the little girl. “I want you
to take these cards, and match them up with the people on the
train. I want to know how close we are to completing the deck.”

She nodded, took the Tarot deck and solemnly
left, instinctively knowing the gravity of the mission.

“And then what?” Mary asked.

Stefan shrugged. They smiled at each other.
“Something to do while we wait,” he said. “Although. . . Come on.”
He grabbed her hand, pulled her up and out the door.

They went down the stairs to the loading
platform. The sense of the train’s speed was more evident, louder,
scarier.

Outside the window, the wide open
countryside passed. If he jumped here, assuming he didn’t break
something in the process, he’d have a long walk to
civilization.

Stefan looked for a conductor, but seeing
none, he opened the heavy door and pulled it aside.

What passed outside the door was like
nothing he had seen before. It certainly wasn’t the outdoors scene
that showed outside the windows.

The windows looked out on countryside, with
trees and fields, fences, livestock, blue sky, clouds, country
roads.

Outside the open door was what appeared to
be a continuous sheet of brown paper. Cardboard. There was no
horizon, there was nothing beyond the tracks. Stefan thought if he
had a long stick or something, he could reach out and touch the
paper, perhaps he could tear it and see what lay beyond.

He stuck his head out and looked up.
Seamless, dark blue ceiling. The train seemed to be going through a
tunnel of cardboard that melded into a dark blue at the top. Stars?
Were there stars up there? The train was going too fast to tell. It
made his stomach queasy.

He turned and looked out the window in the
door on the opposite side. They were passing a pond. Brown ducks
floated lazily and white, long-legged birds fished in the shallows.
In the distance, dust trailed a tractor.

Stefan looked at Mary, who looked at the
floor. Wordlessly, she turned and walked back up the stairs.

Stefan closed the door. Out the window, he
saw the outskirts of a small town with a big balloon flying over
something—a new shopping mall probably. Never had he felt so
hopelessly out of control.

He followed Mary back up to his room, where
the little girl waited, breathlessly. “They’re all here,” she said,
“except for these ones.”

“Major arcane cards,” Mary said. “Sun, Moon,
Wheel of Fortune, Fool, Hanged Man. . . These don’t have people on
them. This is it, then. We’re all assembled.”

Stefan’s mouth dried, and he sat down in the
chair, and pulled Mary into his lap. She struggled for a moment, it
was such an odd thing for him to do, and yet it also felt like the
perfect thing to do.

He flashed for a moment on seeing a Tarot
layout. Two cards were crossed. He and Mary were crossed.

The compartment door opened and the girl
with the ice bucket came in again, and with her came another
boy.

“Two of Swords,” Mary whispered. “I think
we’ve been shuffled, laid out, and now we’re being read.”

The idea could not have been more absurd nor
more appropriate. Everyone held still, almost holding their breath.
Stefan had an eerie, goosebump feeling that he was being examined,
that the lid on his life—whatever it contained—was being pried open
and the contents poked around in and stirred up.

Eventually, the feeling passed, but then he
felt Mary stiffen in his arms, and he knew the same examination was
passing through her.

And the train zoomed past towns and cities,
through stock yards and switching stations and on toward
twilight.

Several times during the long, strange
night, people changed places. Stefan found himself walking through
the corridor, passing people whose faces were blank, only to sit,
compulsively, next to someone he had never met. They would sit side
by side, or facing each other for the duration of that horribly
intimate examination, then he would stand again, and walk through
the train, zombie-like, until the next chair in the next car
beckoned irresistibly, and he sat.

While he waited, he looked around and saw a
perfect cross-section of humanity. A beautiful teenage girl; a
retarded little boy. An old man with years of wisdom on his face,
an old woman ravaged by disease and reeking of alcohol. Stefan
couldn’t remember the details of his life before boarding the
train, but he had a feeling about it, kind of a spirit shadow image
that felt okay, but not great. A fair amount of satisfaction
resided in his habits, but there was a time, he could tell, where
he didn’t live up to anywhere near his potential, and spent time
embarrassing himself and those who loved him.

He wondered if those who were reading his
life saw all of that. Was it true that they read his intentions and
not necessarily the results of his actions? Or were the results all
that mattered?

The train lurched, and everyone in the club
car looked around at each other. The train slowed, the wheels
grinding, and a new landscape began to show itself out the
windows.

Dachau, and the ovens are smoking.

Dresden, and people on fire run screaming
through the ruins.

My Lai, and machine guns cut a row of people
in half before they fall into the ditch.

Iraq, and burnt corpses sit at the wheels of
a hundred miles of military jeeps.

Turkey, and bloated, gassed peasants feed
flies in the sun.

Los Angeles, and a man is dragged from his
truck to be beaten almost to death.

New York, and a jogger is gang raped, beaten
and left to die.

Cincinnati, and a woman slaps her child and
calls him stupid.

Are we the temperature of society, Stefan
wondered. Are we the periodic cross-section that is examined to see
whether or not there is hope, whether or not this experiment called
“humanity” should continue?

Whose experiment are we, anyway?

He looked around at his training companions
and knew that though his past may have been murky, for the most
part, as an adult, he felt he had done the best he could with what
he had to work with at the time. At least he hoped he had. He
searched his soul and found it wanting, but not by much. He hoped
to God that the others found peace in their souls, too.

The grip on him eased as the view out the
window returned to normal. It appeared as though they were entering
a large metropolitan area. People outside waved to the train as
they had always done, all across America.

Stefan felt almost normal. He looked around
and saw the others stretching and standing, as if awakening.

We’ve passed, he thought. We must be making
progress.

Mary.

He rushed back to her compartment, and she
was there, sitting in the seat, her bags packed, the Tarot deck on
the table before her.

“It’s over,” he said. “We didn’t die.”

“Shuffle the cards,” she said, her gaze as
steady and as intense as ever.

He sat down opposite her and did as he was
told. She took the deck from him with both hands. “I’m going to
draw one card. Only one.” He nodded. She turned up the card.

Judgement.

His eyes locked onto her infinitely-deep
Navy blue eyes.

Heavy footsteps came down the corridor. “St.
Louis,” the conductor said. “Next stop, St. Louis.”

“That’s my stop,” she said, grabbed her bags
and stood up.

“Will I see you again?” he asked, and even
as he did, he knew the answer.

She shrugged.

He helped her with her luggage, and stood on
the platform as she disembarked, but aside from a vaguely
uncomfortable, uncertain smile, and a cursory wave, he was pretty
sure that she didn’t remember him.

But it didn’t matter, because he’d be home
in the arms of his lovely wife in—he tapped his watch—less than an
hour, if the train was on time.

∞


 


The Pan
Man

When Constance awoke to the crowing of the
rooster, the sun was already flooding through the windows. She
stretched luxuriously, feeling guilty for sleeping so late,
especially

since it looked to be a wonderfully
unseasonable spring like day.

She got up, wrapped her robe around her,
slid her feet into the lambskin slippers and padded into the
kitchen. She stoked the fire and set the kettle on, then made her
morning trek to the outhouse.

It was a beautiful day, she noticed. A
glorious day.

The three sheep looked up, expecting their
due of hay, the chickens scurried around, and the cat walked with
her. It was so different with Jim gone.

When Jim was home, which was all the time
except when he went hunting twice a year, he did most of the
chores. He got up well before dawn, fed the livestock, started the
fire, and usually had breakfast cooking by the time she got out of
bed.

It was a luxury, really, to sleep in so late
and feed the animals at a leisurely pace.

There was much to do yet. While Jim dealt
with the firewood, Constance was in charge of splitting kindling.
And she had the week’s bread to bake, and it was a perfect day to
do

laundry and hang it out in the sun.

But the beauty of the day after a cold and
stormy winter made her a little dreamy, and a little lazy, and by
the time she had finished in the outhouse and was making her way
back to the cabin, she had decided to set aside at least an hour to
sit in the sun and spin.

Spinning the fleeces from the sheep was the
winter job. All winter long, she dealt with those fleeces, washing,
dyeing, carding and then spinning and knitting. This winter she’d
made each of them bulky sweaters and long johns, and that was
necessary work, but the spinning was such a wonderful pastime, she
would relish a little sunshine and a little spinning, where the
contented dreams of her imagination could wind on and on, just like
the yarn she made. She’d never be able to afford such a luxury when
Jim was home, and even though getting in the meat was a lot of work
for him, she knew he enjoyed his three day trips away with his
friends.

Having decided to spend a little time in
solitary pleasure with her spinning wheel, Constance went about her
chores with a purpose in mind. She opened all the windows to let
the fresh air in, fed the animals, mixed the bread, then swept the
cabin and beat the rugs as it raised. She washed clothes while it
raised for the second time, and chopped wood to heat up the
oven.

Then, when it was in finally in for the
baking, she took her spinning wheel and a kitchen chair out onto
the old wooden porch.

The sun was warm, and even though the air up
in the Cascade mountains was always cold, and chilly now in
February, she took off her sweater, leaving only a thin cotton
dress, so her pale white arms could see the sun. Jim would never
approve. He would want her dressed in woolens anyway, just because
the calendar still read February. But Jim wasn’t home.

She chose wool she’d dyed with Queen Anne’s
lace, a weed, really, that was abundant around the cabin. The wool
was a lovely yellow green, and she set to treadling the wheel
and spinning the yarn. This would be knit into a little coat for
their baby, she thought, whenever the Good Lord found fit to bless
them with one.

The spinning wheel ran smoothly, and the sun
beat down warmly, and Constance thought back to their first arrival
in the woods. They lived in a tent while Jim cleared the land,
loving every moment of it. And in the two years they’d been here,
many things had changed, but her love of her husband and their love
of this land hadn’t. And probably never would.

Birds twittered and darted in front of the
cabin, picking up little pieces of straw to build nests, and
Constance spun on.

She saw the grass turn green in front of
her, and little wildflowers and the bulbs she’d planted in the fall
grew. She felt the wool slide through her fingers in an even, fine
thread and she dreamed of the family they would someday have.

And then she heard the bells.

Her father was a minister down in
California, and some proud rich man who’d come to love the Lord had
given him a set of three beautiful bells to ring of a Sunday
morning. And the reverend rang them with glee, summoning everyone
within earshot to the House of Worship for Sunday services. They
were huge bells, each hanging from its own tripod of lodgepole
pine. They weren’t only beautiful, they were glorious sounding
bells, with a rich, deep tone. Her papa’s ministry increased about
sevenfold after that, and he grew wealthy off the goodness of the
Lord and their congregation.

Constance heard the bells as she sat on her
front porch and spun.

Papa was a good man, she thought, and she
remembered her daily Bible lessons, and she remembered her mama
before she died. Her mama was a soft, loving woman who was always
putting the coffee pot on in the middle of the night to help some
neighbor in distress. There were always neighbors in distress, it
seemed.

Too bad Constance and Jim didn’t have any
neighbors. She’d like to help them the way her mama had.

Constance heard the bells, they seemed to be
getting louder.

The bells. The glorious bells.

Daddy would ring those bells early on Sunday
morning, while he was still in his nightshirt. Mama would open the
window and say, “Hush that, now
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