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  A novella


  Tuesday, December 3, 1974


  Detective Second-Grade Edward Schuyler, from the County Barracks, followed the tire tracks in the snow from the university’s utility garages through what looked in the dark like virgin Catskill woods, to the scene of the crime.


  Town uniforms were assisting his troopers stringing generator lights, but the path the cruisers had blazed made it easy for his unmarked Plymouth. Ahead he saw blue and red cruiser lights flashing, flashlights careening, and several headlight sets aimed together, spotlighting a mature maple tree at the far edge of a small orchard.


  He parked next to the County CSU van. He counted two county cruisers, one from the town police, and two more from campus security. Welcome to the party, Eddie. They were parked to the side, between even rows of apple trees. Definitely an orchard. Shirley in Dispatch had mentioned that. “It’s at the south end of the campus, Detective. Part of the agricultural college. You can’t miss it.”


  He popped a final marshmallow into his mouth—his wife rationed him to five a day—and heaved the Plymouth’s door open. As he did so the power generator coughed to life, and by the time he reached the knot of county troopers, town uniforms and campus security police, the tripod floods had come on.


  The troopers nodded to him, and the others made room. He scanned their somber faces. “Who’s got it?”


  One of the troopers—Williams? Wilhelm? Something like that—pointed to a campus security corporal: short, beefy, with a stiff crew-cut and a face red from the cold. “I’m Bill Mallon, Detective,” he said. “I discovered the body, called it in, then secured the scene.”


  Schuyler nodded. “I’ll follow you.”


  Mallon led him along a narrow path of footprints in the new snow to a point about ten feet from the tree and the body hanging from it, well inside the bubble, the no-man’s land of the crime scene itself. The CSU team—Jerry Anderson and Susan Matthews—stood nearby, cooling their heels. Schuyler looked to them. “M.E.?”


  “On his way,” Matthews said. “Coming from another one in Kingston.”


  “We already did a perimeter and ground search.” Anderson gestured to the north side of the bubble. “We found prints from over there.”


  “How many?”


  “Looks like just the one. One set coming, none leaving.”


  “Any kind of ID?”


  “We found a canvas backpack by the tree.” Matthews pointed a thumb back to their van. “Bagged and tagged. No wallet in it, though. No university ID.”


  Schuyler took out his flashlight and focused it on the dead boy. Hung by the neck with what looked like common clothesline. The neck definitely looked broken, and extended. Death had probably been quick. He was at least ten feet off the ground, and the clothesline went up another ten, tied to one of the larger limbs. He looked nineteen or twenty, shoulder-length light-brown hair, medium build, maybe five nine or ten and a hundred-forty, dark orange coat, jeans, tennis shoes. The jeans were soaked at the crotch and down one leg, and probably loaded with shit. Paint stains on the jeans as well. Did the university have an art college?


  He re-pocketed the flashlight.


  Beside him, Corporal Mallon swallowed loudly. “I wish we could just take him down.”


  “That’s the medical examiner’s call, Corporal. This was all you saw?”


  “Yes sir. No one else here. I only found him because I saw the coat through the trees. The color stood out.”


  “You were on patrol?”


  “Yes sir. I come down this way at least twice on my shift. I saw him the second swing through.”


  “When was that?”


  “I confirmed it at 10:35, so I first saw the coat a few minutes before that.”


  “You accessed the scene from the south, right? From the garages?”


  “Yes sir. I didn’t want to contaminate the north side, where he probably entered from.”


  “Good.”


  “The kids use the orchard to party sometimes.”


  “Even in the snow?”


  “The weather doesn’t phase them when they’re drunk or high.”


  Schuyler returned his attention to the dead boy. A light breeze made him swing, ever so slightly.


  He turned around. “Where the hell’s the goddamn M.E.?”


  Tuesday, February 9, 1960


  Cy remembered the crash, the shock, the screeching, tearing metal…but most of all he remembered the explosion of pain: burning, ragged, everywhere…and the weeping, his mother, weeping through the moaning wind as the snowstorm blew, unconcerned, about them. And when the wind finally faded: nothing; quiet. As the cold crept in with the drifting snow, he remembered thinking: Why is it snowing inside our car? And: Is Daddy sleeping too?


  ONE


  Sunday, September 29, 1974


  The Rackham School of Medicine, the university’s oldest college, crouched over them like some ivy-crusted beast.


  “That’s quite a scar you have there,” Ben said.


  Cy’s tee shirt had hiked up; he pulled it down, then the stiff intern smock. “Sixty-seven stitches.”


  “Wow. Should I ask?”


  “Car accident.”


  “Double wow. Were you driving?”


  “I was five.”


  “Oh.” Ben stopped. “Oh.”


  Cy read his friend’s expression—that he guessed the story behind the scar, something better left unsaid—and decided to let it go.


  “You also get a surgical mask.” Ben handed him one, then held up his own. “I usually pull both elastic bands over and wear it on my shoulder or under my chin until I need it.” He demonstrated. “It helps with the smell.” He reached into a box and pulled out latex gloves. “You’re not going to touch anything, so you won’t need these.”


  “I couldn’t draw anything wearing them anyway.” Cy looked toward the door to the stairs. “Are you sure we won’t get caught?”


  “No worries. Nobody ever comes down here on a Sunday night. There’s just the cadavers and the work-study security nerd.” Ben waved the gloves. “And that would be me.” He dipped into his lab coat pocket and brought out a ring of keys. “You get to play Leonardo Da Vinci, and I risk a yelling at or a slap on the wrist. Maybe a warning letter in my file, or a suspension if I’m really lucky.”


  “So no big deal, then,” Cy said.


  Ben cackled. “You ready?”


  Cy slung his old Army surplus rucksack over one shoulder. “Lead on.”


  They left the morgue office through a set of oak and wire glass doors, and went down a shadowed corridor lined with metal cabinets and open shelves. The shelves were crowded with cartons, bottles and God-knew-what-else shrouded in grey plastic dust-covers. Ben glanced back, “Did you eat dinner?”


  “Nope. You told me not to, remember?”


  “You’ll thank me.”


  They passed through yet one more set of doors, metal this time, that opened and closed on rubber gaskets, and the smell hit Cy in the face like a slap: cold meat, cold sweat, with something acidic and sour underlying it all. He had a sudden urge to vomit, but swallowed it back.


  “Jesus,” he said.


  Ben grinned. “Told you.”


  The corridor before them offered three doors down its short length. Ben pointed. “Those two are to the surgery theaters, but we’re not going there.” He pushed the remaining door open. “We’re going in here.”


  The room they entered was large and square, with soapstone counters and glass-doored upper cabinets along all four walls. Four permanently mounted dissection drain tables took up the center of the room, with several empty gurneys parked nearby. It was cold as well, refrigerator cold. Blue shadows predominated. Ben flipped some wall switches, and Cy blinked in the sudden glare. One of the tables had something under a pink sheet.


  “Who’s that?”


  “Fred. Or part of him, anyway.”


  “Part of him?”


  Ben nodded. “We’re down to appendages with poor old Fred. The freshness date’s expired on all the good bits.”


  “Oh boy.” Cy swallowed another lump.


  Ben folded the sheet back, revealing a neatly sawn cross-section of a hip joint. The skin had been pinned, and the fatty layer removed, exposing the major muscles and vessels. Ben pointed, “Rectus femoris, vastus lateralis, vastus medialis.” He grabbed a large tweezers and moved something, “And that’s his sartorius.”


  “What’s that crusty brown stuff around the bone?”


  “Rheumatoid arthritis. He had it really bad, poor bastard. You should have seen his hands.”


  Something banged, somewhere beyond the room.


  “Oh shit.” Ben was in sudden motion, grabbing a gurney, then a neatly folded sheet, flapping it open. “Get in the gurney!”


  “What?”


  “In the gurney! The bottom part, you’ll fit. Now!”


  Cy crouched and crawled onto the gurney’s bottom shelf. As the sheet settled around him, he heard another bang, louder, closer. Ben got the gurney moving, and bumped it up against a counter.


  Cy heard a door open, then a voice, middle-aged, rough from smoking, with a vague British accent. “Mr. Pharris! So I find you at last.”


  “Yes sir. You wanted something?”


  “My notes. My lecture notes for tomorrow. I left them—”


  Someone nudged the gurney. “What is this?”


  Oh shit.


  “That’s mine, um, my backpack.”


  “Since when do we allow personal items anywhere but in the offices, hm? And this, this pack of yours looks positively filthy.”


  “I’m sorry Dr. Baylor. You’re right. I’ll take it back right now.”


  “We will both go. My notes. I am sure I left them in the Theater One office. Help me look for them.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Cy heard the sound of shuffling feet, the snap of the light switch, and in the sudden darkness, the sigh of the gasketed doors slowly closing. Muffled voices in the hallway faded to silence.


  Cy counted to sixty twice before he crawled out of the gurney and stretched with a groan. He found a rolling chair and sat in the dark. If that old fart professor returned, well, fuck it.


  Sometime between five and ten minutes later the gasketed metal doors opened, and the lights flickered on. “Sorry about that,” Ben said.


  Cy rubbed his eyes in the light. “So that was Professor Baylor? He sounds like a mad scientist from an old horror movie.”


  Ben rotated a finger by his ear as he handed Cy his rucksack. “According to the rumor mill he talks to dead people.”


  “That’s not so weird. That’s, what, praying, right?”


  Ben’s laugh was hollow. “Not when he says they talk back.”


  Wednesday, October 2, 1974


  Cy found the wide stairwell and second-floor hallway of the Fine Art Building (the FAB) mercifully empty, so he could run full tilt. He was seriously late to Professor Grakowski’s oil painting studio class, so all the good easels and prime locations—including the one by the window where he had begun his current class painting—were taken. He was forced to use an easel on the side, farthest from the windows, with only the narrowest view of the model on the riser.


  He hung his rucksack on the easel’s crank handle, wormed his way across the crowded studio to the slat wall, and pulled out his canvas and palette. Making his way back with wet canvas and palette in either hand, Professor Grakowski called out from the other end of the big room, “Glad you could join us, Mr. Barnaby.” Cy flashed him an embarrassed smile. He managed not to knock into anyone’s easel the remaining steps back to his own. He set his canvas on the crossbar without even glancing at it, placed his palette on the top of his taboret table, then emptied his paints from the rucksack into the taboret’s top drawer.


  It took nearly a minute to get his brushes and paints ready, then about two seconds to confirm his painting in progress was still a piece of shit. The model, sitting on the stool with nothing on but a towel draped over one shoulder, was in the same location as last time, but from this new location it was a totally different pose, a totally new subject. He might as well start over. Screw this, he thought.


  A throat cleared behind him. “You might just as well scrape that down and start again, Mr. Barnaby.” Professor Grakowski leaned over his shoulder. “It’s a totally different composition from here, don’t you think?”


  “I’ll be fine,” Cy said. He tapped his forehead with his forefinger. “Still got it up here.”


  “As you wish.” Grakowski made his way to the center of the studio. “Ten more minutes till model break, people.”


  Cy hesitated. He looked at the model, then at his canvas. He looked at the model again, still hesitating. Crap. He grabbed his palette knife and began scraping off the still wet paint, down to the dry.


  Thursday, October 3, 1974


  Kate and Brenda looked up from their cereal when Cy entered the kitchen of their rooming house—Our House—trying to put his jacket on with one hand while holding his rucksack with the other.


  Kate stopped him with an outstretched arm. “Hold your horses there, buddy-boy.”


  “You left your breakfast dishes in the sink again.” Brenda pointed with her spoon.


  “I’ve got a psych test. I’ll do them later.” Cy winced as he struggled with his jacket.


  Kate noticed. “You okay?”


  “I fell out of bed last night, hurt my shoulder.”


  “Anyone we know?”


  “Very funny.” He finally got his jacket on. “Leave your dishes for me and I’ll do them too, when I get home. Promise. I really gotta go.” Then he was out the door.


  The two girls shared a look. “The real estate lady warned us about rooming with boys,” Brenda said. She dropped her spoon in her bowl and pushed her chair back. “I’ll wash?”


  Kate did the same, with a sigh. “I’ll dry.”


  “And if we accidentally happen to drop anything of Cyrus’s…?”


  “Tough break,” Kate said.


  Friday, October 4, 1974


  Whenever Ben returned from a stint in the medical college dissection rooms he took a shower, which suited Cy, Kate and Brenda just fine. Cy heard the shower stop, and after a minute or two, the bathroom door open. Then, “Hey.”


  Cy looked up from his American history textbook. Ben leaned against the doorjamb with nothing on but a towel, his curly dark hair still dripping. Behind him, through her open door across the landing, Kate raised her voice just short of a yell, “Can you please put some clothes on, Benjamin? I swear if that towel slips….”


  Ben grinned over his shoulder. “You should be so lucky.” He returned his attention to Cy. “I think I may have found a way out of our little dilemma.”


  Cy closed his textbook on a finger. “I’m listening.”


  “I heard Professor Baylor talking to Professor Finneran about needing an art student to do some work for him.”


  “What kind of work?”


  “Drawing. Painting. Right up your alley. He’s too old to do it himself anymore.” Ben held up a shaking hand. “He’s got the shakes now. Know what I mean?”


  “I don’t get it. Drawing and painting what?”


  “Medical stuff, I guess. Just like what you’re already—” Ben dropped his voice to a whisper, “—you know. Only this time it would be allowed.”


  Drawing cadavers in secret, when Ben had his evening work-study job, was one thing. It was classic Da Vinci and Eakins, and extra cool because it sort of broke the rules. But under the supervision of a professor? Illustration on demand? Cy reopened his textbook. “How about this: I’ll think about it.”


  “Fair enough.”


  “You didn’t mention my name or anything, I hope.”


  “Oh hell no. They weren’t talking to me; I just overheard them.” Ben straightened, “I’m cool. We’re cool.” His towel slipped, and he grabbed at it.


  “Benjamin,” Kate growled.


  “So close your door already!”


  “I’m going to count to three. One…”


  “Okay, okay!” Ben winked at Cy, then retreated to his room.


  “You almost saw something special,” Cy said across the landing.


  Kate laughed. “With a microscope, maybe.”


  Ben, from his room, “Hey! I heard that!”


  Saturday, October 5, 1974


  “Hello! Cy? You down there?”


  Cy paused, looking up. Kate. “Yep. Come on down.”


  He had claimed a corner, about a quarter of the basement, for a painting studio. The height to the floor beams was fine, the fluorescent lights adequate, and the heat from the grumbling old steam furnace kept it warm enough. Best of all, it was relatively private. The only time anyone ever came down was to do their laundry, and the washer and dryer were on the other side of the basement, beyond the furnace. Cy had been working on his new oil painting, his “big deal” painting, for over a month now. It was a Symbolist, photo-realistic full-length portrait of Caim, the Dark Angel. Caim stood knee-deep in poppies, with broadsword in hand, a tangled forest behind, its trees silhouetted against the last violet dregs of dusk…


  Millais, Rossetti, Burne-Jones, all that Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood crowd, would be proud.


  Kate descended the creaking stairs and rounded the furnace, shaking her car keys. “Brenda and I are going food shopping. You need any—Wow.” She stopped, open-mouthed, before the six-foot-high painting. “Wow,” she said again.


  “So you hate it,” he said.


  “Are you kidding? I love it! The last time I looked it was just…”


  “Underpainting.”


  “Whatever. It sure as heck wasn’t this.” She went up to it.


  “Wet paint,” Cy cautioned.


  “I’m not going to touch it.” She looked at him over her shoulder. “How come no face yet?”


  “I can’t decide. I want someone like Waterhouse’s Lady of Shalott.”


  “I have that poster in my room.”


  “I know.”


  She looked at him again. “Everybody tells me I look just like her.”


  “I agree. You do.”


  “So?”


  “So do you want to pose for it or not?”


  She turned fully around. “Say that again?”


  “Pose. For the face.”


  “Me?” Her expression mixed skeptical, embarrassed…and interested. “How hard would it be?”


  “Not hard at all. Just a couple of sittings.”


  “So I can sit down?”


  He nodded. “I need to get this done for the student show the end of November, before Thanksgiving, so we’d have to start, like, soon. You up for it?”


  “Immortalized in a painting by the great Cyrus Barnaby?” Kate looked at the painting again. “Sure. It’ll be a kick. Sign me up.”


  “Great. Cool. Thanks.”


  She turned back. “How long have you been waiting to ask me?”


  “Since, well, when I first got the idea for the painting.”


  She shook her head, smiling. “You’re too shy, Cyrus, you know that? Much too shy.”


  “Which is why I’m so popular, I guess.” He shrugged. “Now I just need someone to translate the title into French. Since I’m so shy, though…”


  “What are you calling it?”


  “Are you ready? Oh Dark Angel, Lost Among the Flowers of Oblivion.”


  “That’s a mouthful.” She tilted her head. “Oblivion flowers. There are a couple of nuances, but French is lousy with nuances.”


  “Wait a minute, you know French?”


  “And I bet you and all the other boys took Spanish in high school, right?” She raised a finger and wrote in the air: “Ô noir ange, perdu parmi les fleurs du néant.”


  He blinked. “I’m impressed. Sounds perfect.”


  “You could also go ‘ô ange noir,’ or ‘ô ange sombre.’ You could also use ‘l’oubli’ or ‘l’obscurité’ instead of ‘néante.’”


  “Nuances?”


  “Yep. But I think the first translation might be best.”


  “First one it will be, then. Hey, thanks! ‘Oh nowah ang…’”


  She looked heavenward. “How about I write it down!”


  Monday, October 8, 1974


  Ben led Cy to the same dissection room as before. The closest drain table was the only one occupied. Ben folded the sheet back, exposing the lower half of a human leg. The knee had been opened up, skin pinned back. A rose vine tattoo traveled up from her ankle and disappeared under the skin fold. “What’s left of poor Wilma,” he said.


  Cy pulled his sketchbook from his rucksack. “Fred, Wilma…I’m starting to recognize a theme here.”


  “We never know their real names.”


  “Honestly, I don’t know how you do it.”


  Ben tapped his temple with his gloved finger. “It’s really all up here. I swear you can get used to anything, if you have to.”


  Cy moved his stool close to the other side of the drain table, and looked at the exposed tendons and ligaments. “I’m going to enjoy this one.” He opened his sketchbook to a new page, and selected a pencil.


  Ten minutes later Ben straightened, bending his back with a groan. “Got a kink.”


  “You were in my way anyway,” Cy said.


  “Well excuse me.” Ben looked at the drawing. “Not bad.” He watched Cy draw. “I finally mentioned you to Professor Baylor, by the way.”


  “He’s still looking for someone for that drawing job?”


  “Yep. I think he tried somebody, but it didn’t work out.”


  “What a shame.” Cy erased an errant line. “I wish you hadn’t done it.”


  “Done what?”


  “Mentioned me to the guy.”


  “Hey, it was purely selfish on my part. If you start working for him, you won’t have to sneak around anymore.”


  “You worried we might get caught again?”


  “We’ve been lucky so far.” Ben rubbed his nose with a clean knuckle. “I did find out what he wants drawn, anyway. Do you know what a meninges is?”


  “Where you get meningitis?”


  “Bingo. It’s the tissue membrane that wraps around your brain and your spine, sort of a wall around the castle, protecting your goodies against infection. The meninges tissue that covers the brain is called a caul. Professor Baylor is all gaga over them.”


  “Takes all kinds, I guess. You said he talks to the cadavers?”


  “Rumor mill update: he doesn’t talk to them; he reads them.”


  Cy looked up from his drawing. “Reads them? What the hell does that mean?”


  “He sees things in the meninges cauls. Like Jesus in a piece of toast, Elvis in a leaf, unicorn in a cloud, all that bullshit.”


  “So he wants to record the cauls in drawings? You’d think he’d get them photographed.”


  “You’d think, yeah. He’s a crazy old guy. I think he’s trying to add to a bunch of caul drawings and paintings he’s collected, some of them pretty old. I know some of them are in folders in the medical library.”


  “Portfolios. Documents are in folders; art is in portfolios.”


  “Well excuse me Mr. Fine Arts Major.”


  Cy continued drawing. “I’m still not interested.”


  “I thought you might be curious to at least see them.”


  “Old pictures of dead tissue?”


  “He sees words in the tissue. Messages from the dead for chrissakes.” Ben imitated Dracula: “Eet might be coool.”


  “That’s crazy.” Cy erased another line. “And you, my friend, are weird.”


  Friday, October 11, 1974


  “Don’t move,” Cy said.


  Kate rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to tell me that.”


  “Sorry. I forgot you’re a hot-shit artist’s model now.” Cy continued painting. The furnace behind them rumbled. The pipes overhead began rattling, and the hanging cobwebs waved gently in the moving air.


  “Let me know when you’re doing my mouth,” Kate said, “and I’ll shut up.”


  “I need to get the secondary shadows down. Just the broad planes, nothing too specific.”


  “Cy.”


  “Sorry. You probably don’t know what I’m talking about.”


  She pointed to herself. “Primary Education major here, remember?”


  “Sorry.”


  “I swear, if you say you’re sorry one more time I’m going to make a crazy face and start dancing here. Try painting those secondary shadows mister hot-shot artist’s model artist.”


  Cy opened his mouth, then closed it, and they both laughed.


  Someone walked into the dining room upstairs, then dragged something, briefly. A creak of floor boards, and then piano music penetrated down, that sonata Brenda was trying to learn.


  “Oh God,” Cy said. “I’m starting to get a little sick of that one.”


  “It’s Beethoven. Cyrus,” Kate said. “How can you be sick of Beethoven?”


  The public phone in the first-floor hallway rang. The music stopped, and Brenda got it.


  They heard her come to the basement door. She called down, “Cy? You down there? It’s Ben.”


  “You sure got here fast,” Ben said. He had a ratty Rolling Stone open before him on the morgue office desk, and a near-empty bottle of Pepsi beside it.


  Cy shrugged off his rucksack, then his jacket. “So what’s the big secret?”


  Ben finished the soda as he stood. “Did you bring your art stuff?”


  Cy held up the rucksack. “You’ve got something for me to draw?”


  “Oh yeah. Follow me.”


  Cy was growing used to the smell beyond the gasketed metal doors, but he still held his breath as they sealed shut behind them. Ben got the lights.


  The four drain tables were empty. Ben pointed to the far counter, to a lone metal pan covered with a pane of glass. “Baylor went absolutely apeshit over this today,” he said, as they made their way to it. A haze of condensation covered the inside surface of the glass, but Cy could make out something large and flat. He dropped his rucksack to his feet. “One of those meninges cauls?”


  “Just wait.” Ben put on latex gloves, carefully lifted
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