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​CHAPTER ONE
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Selby Coates died on his birthday. A remarkable coincidence, he thought, looking back.

·

When Selby first signed on with the Buckley Herald-Star, boys on bicycles still lobbed the early news against suburban front doors every morning. Orange boxes on every downtown corner dispensed the late edition for fifty cents. Wednesday’s paper was fat with coupons and grocery store inserts. Every Friday, the Herald-Star’s entertainment section told its readers what movies to see, what restaurants to sample, and what concerts to attend.

The daily paper was part of the landscape, a way of life, as much as the river, the downtown freeway flyover, and the brass statue of Zeus brandishing thunderbolts atop the Pautasquot Power & Light building.

That had been more than thirty years ago. The Herald-Star—now Herald-Star Media—still produced a print newspaper on Sundays for the people who drank craft beer and brewed their morning coffee in a French press, but these days, the real news arrived via a slick website and a flock of email newsletters. All very modern. Clean and efficient.

Selby Coates could read the writing on the wall. Paperboys on bikes were not essential to the new way of doing things. Nor were aging entertainment critics obsessed with vintage drive-in movies. 

On the premise that it was better to jump than be pushed, Selby gave notice that September fourteenth—his sixty-fifth birthday—would be his last day with the company.

Management accepted his resignation with relief packaged as regret. Selby spent the next four weeks training the young woman who would be replacing him. The new media critic was a pleasant twenty-something blonde with an undergraduate degree in marketing and a well-heeled husband fifteen years her senior. Times had changed. Evolve or die, Selby thought.

When the big day finally arrived, there was, of course, a party. The company laid out cupcakes and cheap champagne in the third-floor conference room at five o’clock. Selby’s colleagues and co-workers shook his hand and wished him well. There were even a few tears. Many of those he was leaving behind assumed he would soon drift untethered into senility and death.

Little did they know.

Around a quarter to six, as the festivities dragged to a close, DeQuinn Pitts walked up holding a small box.

“This is for you, Mr. Coates,” he said.

“What? For me? Oh. I’m ... Thank you, DeQuinn.”

DeQuinn was the lobby security guard during regular business hours, Monday through Friday. He had been on the job for three years, and in all that time, Selby had never been able to speak to him without blushing and stammering.

DeQuinn smiled. “I knew they’d get crappy cupcakes—they always do—so Jenny made some last night, and we wrapped one up for you.”

Selby opened the gilded cardboard box. Inside, nested in orange tissue and swirls of icing, he glimpsed chocolate cake, rich and dark as tar. DeQuinn grinned and reached over to poke a candle into the elaborately fluted orange-pink crown.

“The cupcake is for your last day, and the candle is for your birthday. I’ve enjoyed working with you, sir.”

Selby had been swilling champagne for almost an hour. He looked at the cupcake and then at DeQuinn and couldn’t think of a thing to say. He hoped he wasn’t going to embarrass himself.

“You said once that you liked devil’s food cake,” DeQuinn went on, overlooking Selby’s paralysis. “I remembered because it’s my favorite, too.”

“Please thank Jenny for me. This is sweet.”

DeQuinn laughed. “Well, yeah. Cake. Tends to be.”

Selby’s ears grew warm. “Oh, right. I meant—”

The security guard patted him on the shoulder. “I know, Mr. Coates. I’m just messing with you.” He looked around the conference room, littered with half-eaten cupcakes and empty plastic cups. “Speaking of Jenny, I’d better get moving. She’ll think I’ve been run over by a bus or something.” They shook hands, and DeQuinn made his departure. The door eased shut behind him, and Selby found himself looking at his own face reflected in the glass, the face of a man who wasn’t young anymore, a small man with big ears and a gray buzz-cut, his eyes round and owlish behind horn-rimmed glasses. Selby Coates, alone, a little drunk, holding a cupcake in a box. Happy birthday, sir.

He shook his head and looked away.

Selby had taken all his personal possessions home during the preceding two or three days. The entire second half of his life, boxed up neatly and hauled away to be buried in storage. Might as well go ahead and shovel in the dirt, he thought.

Champagne and strong emotions: Selby was unaccustomed to either of those things. He rode the elevator down to the deserted lobby, then walked carefully out the front door.

On the sidewalk outside, Selby opened the box to check on the cupcake as if it were a kitten or a bomb, something to be handled with great care. The intoxicating scent of chocolate and sugar rose from the box. Selby stepped off the curb to cross Centennial Avenue, clutching his prize and thinking about DeQuinn. Thinking about the last thirty years. Wondering about the next thirty.

Somebody shouted, and something happened.

Something sudden.

Something huge.

Pain blossomed, a riotous jungle of pain, and the world slammed into him, wild and hot, full of noise and glistening chrome teeth.

As he fell, his cupcake flying out of his hands, a voice spoke in his ear, a woman’s voice, husky and intimate, plunging him into stillness. “Sleep, dear Selby. Rest. Everything is under control.”

Barbara Shelley in The Gorgon, playing opposite Peter Cushing, Selby thought. Why was Barbara Shelley talking to him in the middle of the street in front of the Herald-Star? Cushing had worn a beard in that film. Selby always hated that beard. He was able to turn his head just enough to glimpse the gorgon’s face, lovely and dark, smiling.

“Sleep, now.”

Like I have a choice, he thought, as he turned to stone.

·

Selby awoke from vast, windy dreams filled with whispers. In those dreams, people told him things he knew were of vital importance, but everybody spoke a language he couldn’t understand. He opened his eyes—no commitment, just a peek—and found himself in a hospital bed, surrounded by an assortment of tubes, hoses, and electronic devices. A few of the tubes actually entered his body, which disturbed him, while others seemed to snake around the room for no good reason at all, which irritated him. Selby wanted to get up and tidy the mess away, but he was tired.

Maybe later, he thought.

A handsome, dark-haired woman sat next to his bed, wearing an elegant gray wool suit and a faintly amused expression.

The eyes of the visitor were a peculiar shade of greenish hazel. The color of fallen willow leaves in autumn, dusted by afternoon sunlight. There had been a tree with leaves that color at his Aunt Martha’s house when she still lived out in the suburbs. Little Selby had always wanted to climb the willow tree, but he was concerned about the man-eating snakes that haunted the upper reaches, disguised as branches to trap the unwary. He’d seen enough afternoon Shock Theatre features on his mother’s fuzzy black-and-white TV to know where danger lurked.

“How do you feel?” The stranger’s voice was husky, soothing. When she leaned forward to look down at him, Selby caught the scent of cloves, tea, cedar ... perhaps a hint of beeswax?

Selby took a breath, collecting himself. Everything was a blank from the moment he walked out the door at the Herald-Star.

“All right, I suppose. What happened?”

“You stepped in front of a bus on Centennial Avenue. A little too much champagne, I suspect. How much do you remember?”

“Not a thing.”

“Traumatic brain injury will do that.”

“Oh. I see. Hence, all these wires and things. Are they necessary? I feel much better now, and one does hear stories of staph infections transmitted by the needles.”

The visitor smiled. She had lovely teeth, Selby noted with approval.

“The effort to stave off death may often involve more pain and indignity than death itself,” she said. Selby felt this to be a profound and possibly controversial statement for a healthcare worker to make at a patient’s bedside.

“Are you my doctor?”

The visitor laughed. “Oh, no, dear. Call me Laylah.”

“Is that a first name or a last name?”

“Just Laylah.”

“I see. Like Cher. Or Lassie. I’m pleased to meet you. If you’re not my doctor, who are you?”

The woman calling herself Laylah had none of the harassed look that ER doctors always had in the movies. She would never be the nurse who falls in love with the broodingly handsome stranger brought in from the desert with peculiar animal bites, or the physical therapist who discovers that her patient is a brain-devouring alien.

The Wasp Woman, Selby decided. Janice Starlin. The actress in that role, he recalled, had ultimately been beaten to death with a barbell by her son, a dwarf bodybuilder.

This is not the time, Selby chided himself. “Why are you here?” he asked, refocusing.

“To ease the pain.”

“That’s rather ambiguous.”

Laylah shook her head. “You have nothing to fear from me, Selby. Whatever bad thing could happen already has. Now, you and I can have a little chat.”

Selby frowned—or at least he thought he did, although he wasn’t sure what his face was actually doing. Things seemed ... disconnected. “Can I go home?”

“Can you sit up?”

He tried, failed to move, tried again. “No,” he admitted.

“Well, there you go.”

Laylah directed his attention toward one of the devices flanking the bed. Selby was able to turn to look at it even though his eyes were staring at the ugly acoustic tile of the ceiling, which was convenient but disturbing.

“That machine displays your heartbeat as a waveform. Humans do so love to measure everything.”

Humans. Selby filed that remark away to think about later. “Not much happening.”

Laylah smiled. “Exactly. That’s your diastole that you see there, all the way over on the end, but the systole, the other half of your heartbeat, hasn’t happened yet.”

Selby thought about the buzzer that would summon a nurse or somebody, but his head wouldn’t turn, and his hands were a million miles away. Could he shout for help?

“Won’t work, dear. They’re all out there, those other people, out there where time is, and death. We’re here, snug and safe inside your final heartbeat.” Her voice was low, her delivery calm and assured.

“Snug and safe. Wait—did you say final?”

“Dear, dear Selby. You were hit by a bus. Literally. You tied up traffic for almost forty minutes. They brought you here brain-dead, and you died in that bed. Or you’re about to, I should say.”

This was a bit much. “You have an unusual bedside manner, Laylah.”

The woman’s skin was lightly tanned, the color of pale honey. Her hands were strong, with neatly trimmed nails, unpainted. The hands of an artist, or a gardener, or perhaps a serial killer. Practical hands. Useful. Selby admired hands like those. In the abstract, at least.

“Thank you,” Laylah said. She pulled her chair a little closer to the bed. “Let’s be clear about things. You’ve been killed in an unfortunate accident, brought on by overindulging in fake champagne and cheap sweets on your birthday. Your brain slammed into the front of your skull, then it bounced and hit the back. The double impact pulped your white matter, and the torque tore a large number of long nerve fibers.”

Selby felt remarkably clear-headed for someone whose brain had gone through all that, and he wondered how much of what she was telling him was true.

“I would never lie to you, Selby,” Laylah assured him. “Surely you realize that things are not as they should be. You’re lying in the ICU hooked up to massive life support, and yet here we are, chatting away quite comfortably.”

She was right, of course. In the sadly underappreciated Carnival of Souls, from 1962, the central character is dead but doesn’t realize it. Was that the case here? Could Selby be dead and not have a clue? He wondered if there was a busload of zombies in the waiting room, staring into infinity with hollow eyes.

“So I’m ... dead?”

“You’re half a heartbeat away from dead,” Laylah clarified. “You have some scrapes and bruises but no broken bones. In fact, aside from the terminal brain damage, you’re in pretty good shape for a man your age. If we could restore the mess inside your skull somehow, you’d be walking out of here in a couple of days. Well, perhaps limping—you’re going to have to do something about that knee sooner or later—but you get my point.”

“We’re talking about my brain. It’s not as though you can fix that with a few stitches. Are you about to propose some exotic, untested treatment? Radioactive bat blood? Kryptonite injections? Nine tana leaves burned at midnight?”

She laughed, a deep, plummy laugh that made Selby want to laugh with her. “Nothing so outlandish,” she said. She gestured at the hardware all around them. “You hover at the threshold between worlds. Here, the dream is all that exists. Here, we are outside life and death, and I can do all sorts of interesting things.”

“But there’s a price, isn’t there? Healthcare in America. There’s always a price.”

She leaned forward, exhaling a scent of incense. Selby thought about candles burning through endless dusty afternoons in dim desert shrines, the hum of voices wandering ancient byways of ritual.

“I will return you to your life. The life you’ve known. In exchange, you will do something for me.”

“What? What can I possibly do for whoever or whatever you are?”

She reached out but didn’t touch him. “You will know what to do when the time comes. Do you accept my terms?”

“Can I take some time to think about it first?”

She smiled gently. “There is no time, not here, here in this dream. You must choose. Will you accept the peace death is offering you? Or will you take my bargain instead and live on? Flawed and frail and human, for another decade, maybe even two or three? Suffering and struggling as the years pile up, and your body slowly gives way under their weight?”

He hated being old and weak, knowing that DeQuinn Pitts looked at him and saw something sexless and withered. He was tired of aching joints and scratchy eyes, of having to get up to pee every twenty minutes, every single night. Selby Coates was tired of being tired.

But death?

“I’ll do whatever you want.”

Laylah stood, smiling, the tips of her fingers not quite touching the bed rail. “I’m glad. Rest now. The day after tomorrow, you’ll go home.”

Laylah’s voice, her scent, and her willow-green eyes brought sleep to Selby’s bedside and spread it over him like a blanket. He struggled, clinging to awareness.

“Such a shame about my cupcake,” he murmured, his voice slurring, slowing. “It was special. A gift.”

The strange visitor looked down at him with a fond smile.

“There will be other gifts.”

Sad but comforted, Selby sank back into sleep. He didn’t hang on to consciousness long enough to ask what kind of gifts.

·

The confusion among the hospital staff and administrators was considerable.

A parade of specialists in lab coats and lawyers in tasteful suits marched in and out of his room, speaking gently but firmly, holding out clipboards full of incomprehensible documents for him to sign, offering him pens with the names of pharmaceutical companies printed on them. At first, Selby just blinked foolishly at these people and their papers. Later, he made snappish comments that he knew made him sound like somebody’s cranky old virgin aunt but were, he felt, entirely justified by the circumstances.

In the end, the patient agreed to some of the things they told him while ignoring others, and everybody involved decided to attribute the entire episode to equipment malfunctions and overworked ER staff.

As he prepared to check out and go home, he felt that some sort of fanfare would have been appropriate—seeing as how he had just died and all—but he had only been in the hospital for a couple of days, so nobody who hadn’t actually witnessed the accident would have even noticed the interruption in his routine. Selby signed the last stack of waivers and NDAs and asked the nurse at the reception desk to call him a taxi.

The cab dropped him at the River City Grocery, a couple of blocks short of his apartment, so he could buy some fancy canned food for his scruffy, one-eyed cat, Pancake, who had been sitting next to an empty food dish for two days. Since there was a bakery right next door, he picked up some cupcakes while he was at it.

As he exited the elevator on the tenth floor of his building, his neighbor stepped from her apartment, glancing up and down the hallway as though there might be wild beasts hiding behind the plastic palm trees next to the elevator doors.

“Hello, Mr. Coates.”

“Hello, Rita. How are you?” Selby held up the bag. “Please come in. I have cupcakes. Chocolate with cherry icing. And sprinkles. They were baked yesterday, but they’ll still be good.”

Selby and Rita Okorie had been inside each other’s apartments but did not simply drop by for a visit. Rita was a pretty woman, not small, but graceful as falling leaves. She always covered her hair with a scarf: yellow and green, brown and white, blue and tan. Today’s scarf was gray and orange with delicate black markings like the tracks of birds. Rita had moved in with her husband and two children three years ago, and she and Selby were friendly but not friends.

“I can’t visit, Mr. Coates,” she said in her pillowy Senegalese accent. “I wanted to tell you someone was in your apartment while you were gone.”

“In my apartment?”

“You didn’t know?” She pronounced didn’t as diddun, which Selby found captivating.

“No, I didn’t. What did he look like? Or was he a she?”

“A man. Short, maybe a little taller than you.” Selby winced at this observation about his height, but she continued without noticing. “Sort of heavy, you know?” She held her arms out from her sides as if pantomiming a gorilla. “A worker. Blue jeans, work boots. Gray hair. He looked suspicious to me, so I knocked on your door after he went inside and then ran back to my place and watched from there, with my door open only a crack. The man rushed out and got on the elevator.”

Selby frowned, looking up the hall toward the elevator doors. “I’ll call the security people. I’ve noticed residents propping the back door open when they bring in groceries. Maybe somebody left it open. That would have allowed him into the building.”

“Did you leave your door unlocked?”

Selby turned the knob and gave the door a push. It swung open. “I must have. I do sometimes forget to do things.”

They exchanged a few more remarks, mere filler, and then Rita returned to her own apartment.

Inside, Selby stood in the middle of the floor, looking around. The entire apartment consisted of one fair-sized room with a galley kitchen to the side, plus a bathroom and a walk-in closet, so an inventory took only seconds. What was missing?

“Pancake? Where are you, boy?”

He was answered by a falsetto growl from under the bed. Selby released a long breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. That sound was Pancake’s standard response to strangers. The cat would come back out when he had determined to his satisfaction that Selby was alone. 

Selby checked the bathroom and walk-in closet and found no sign of an intruder. He returned to the main room.

Nothing had been stolen, and the only thing the visitor had damaged was a photograph that hung on the wall between his big window and the corner of the room, where it watched over Selby as he slept.

In the picture, eight-year-old Selby was in a park. Old-fashioned deathtrap playground equipment, all steel pipes and protruding rivets, loomed in the background. He was standing in front of his beaming father, whose hands rested on the boy’s shoulders. Shrimpy little Selby looked uncomfortable, squinting into the light, his smile strained and unconvincing, but Sullivan Coates was handsome and relaxed. Even in black and white, his charisma was unmistakable.

The mysterious visitor had broken the glass, leaving the fragments on the floor beneath the picture, then attacked the photo itself, clawing at the surface of the image. Selby speculated that he might have been trying to pull the photo out of the frame but was interrupted by Rita’s knock at the door. His father’s face was damaged, the eyes torn across. Selby stood the picture against the wall. He studied it for a time, something dense and spiky stirring in his chest, then went to get the dustpan and brush.

It was the only photograph of his father Selby owned. As far as he knew, it was the only one in existence.

·

That night, Selby woke up at every creak or groan from the plumbing and appliances, expecting to find marauders roaming the apartment. Only when the early sunlight was gilding the thunderbolts of the statue of Zeus atop the Pautasquot Power and Light building did he finally slip into a deep and dreamless sleep.
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Morning traffic on Central Boulevard was brisk but orderly, its exuberance restrained by the Tower Circle roundabout. Selby negotiated the pedestrian crosswalks and strolled up the hill toward the 29th Avenue bus stop. His uneasy sleep had left him feeling more tired and bruised than his encounter with the bus.

It’s as if it never happened, he thought. He touched the scrape on his cheekbone, virtually the only evidence that he had been in an accident.

He stepped under the awning of the bus stop and surveyed the familiar street, the people passing by, the buildings across the way that he had looked at every day for years. Routines, rituals, familiar byways of thought. Movies about forty-foot praying mantises or women from Mars. The occasional cupcake. His cat Pancake. These were the things that kept Selby’s demons at bay.

Except when the demons show up next to my hospital bed looking for a chat, he thought.

“I beg your pardon?”

He looked over, his eyes round behind his glasses. “I’m sorry, was I thinking out loud?”

The woman produced a smile, an October smile, slightly faded, crisped by frost. “We all do it.”

The smile added personality to the woman’s face, providing a glimpse of past beauty. Her green velveteen jacket, her coloring, and the shape of her face reminded Selby of Hazel Court, vamping both Vincent Price and Boris Karloff in The Raven. When did that one come out? Sixty-two? Sixty-three? He wondered whether this woman had ever been a femme fatale. He hoped she wouldn’t end her days by having a sorcerer’s castle fall on her in the third reel.

The woman seemed to sense something of the flavor of Selby’s thoughts, and when the bus arrived, she hastened aboard and sat well away from him, avoiding further contact.

The weather was pleasant, and Selby’s doctor was always encouraging him to get more exercise, so he chose to walk the mile or so to his destination from the central terminal. He walked down to the pedestrian walkway leading out onto Centennial Avenue and turned east.

The sidewalks here in the heart of the financial district were never crowded. Selby assumed that bankers and brokers preferred not to walk around outside any more than necessary. Perhaps the sunlight was deadly to them. Did they develop physical adaptations for their lives in the cubicles that would startle and dismay people on the street? LCD eyes? Ethernet ports set into their skulls? Were-brokers. Zombie loan officers. Mutant investment consultants. Not that much of a stretch, really, Selby thought.

The main headquarters of Herald-Star Media, the building in which Selby had spent most of his working life, was a WPA-era pile occupying half a city block. The facade was covered with a pale pinkish-yellow limestone, carved with stylized bas-relief images of eager photographers with cameras sporting flash attachments as big as dinner plates, men in fedoras hunched over typewriters, and muscular, shirtless laborers sweating and straining over titanic rolls of paper. Selby had visited the pressrooms many times, but the men were always fully clothed and rarely all that muscular. In fact, the pressroom staff as a whole tended toward flabbiness. The digital revolution had a lot to answer for.

“Hi, Mr. Coates!” DeQuinn said, coming around from behind his kiosk to shake Selby’s hand. “Glad to see you back on your feet! You looked like you were out cold when the ambulance took you away. Nobody could tell us anything.”

DeQuinn Pitts was not in the least flabby. Looking at him gave Selby an ache under his sternum, as though he had swallowed something hard without chewing it first. He had been that young once.

“Just a bump,” Selby said. “After a couple of days, the doctor accused me of milking the accident for sympathy and made me go home.”

DeQuinn grinned. “Mean suckers, those doctors. What brings you back to the scene of the crime?”

“I’d like to spend some time in the archives. I’m thinking of writing a book.”

“I’m sure it’ll be a bestseller. Will I be in it?”

“Of course.”

The young guard pecked at a keyboard and handed Selby a badge on a red lanyard. He grinned again, his teeth irregular but snowy white, his mouth curving higher on one side than the other.

“Well, then it’s bound to be a winner, right?”

Selby chuckled and pulled the lanyard over his head, his ears hot. “Can’t miss.” He stumbled through his thanks, then crossed the lobby to the elevators and punched the button for “Basement 2.”

A minute later, the elevator delivered him to the subterranean region known to all and sundry as Mosley’s Mausoleum.

Immaculately clean, dimly lit, rigidly climate-controlled, the basement archives housed almost a century’s worth of Herald-Star content preserved on reels of microfilm or sheets of microfiche, on solid-state hard drives, and even, in some cases, on ancient newsprint stored reverently in airless darkness.

Selby knocked on the open door of Owen Mosley’s tiny office.

“Hello, Owen. Everything quiet?”

The gnome in a white lab coat ignored him as he finished typing something on a computer keyboard. He pressed a sequence of buttons on an impressive-looking machine and a reel of film behind a narrow window in the front of the device advanced by tiny increments. Click-kachunk. Click-kachunk.

The little man turned his wedge-shaped head, and Selby wondered whether Owen Mosley had ever climbed a mountain, broken a heart, or witnessed a crime.

“Hello, Coates. I thought you had moved on.”

You have no idea.

“I did, but I’m back. I need to consult the archives.”

Mosley nodded. “That’s what they’re here for.”

Selby gestured toward the empty hallway. “Quiet.”

Mosley made a face that Selby chose to interpret as a caricature of polite agreement. “Yes. It is.”

Selby Coates and Owen Mosley had worked together for longer than many of the people currently in the building had been alive, and they were even friends in an abstract way. They had never visited each other’s homes or had a drink together, yet they had both served for decades as cogs in the same machine. Selby thought Mosley was wasted in the Herald-Star basement. The archivist might have been Leo G. Carroll’s mad scientist in the film Tarantula. He needed to be in a laboratory in the Nevada desert surrounded by cages of mutated lab animals, assisted by a young female scientist whose strapping blond boyfriend was a big-city journalist, an Army officer, or the local sheriff.

“You know the drill,” Mosley said. “Put all materials on the cart when you’re done with them. I’m on my way to lunch, but I’ll be back in an hour.”

“Thanks.” Selby imagined giant spiders roaming the Herald-Star basements, held at bay by the boyfriend, his shirt in tatters.

Mosley nodded, oblivious to the clashing mandibles, the dripping fangs, and the hero’s sweat-sheened chest. “Have fun.”

“Thanks, Owen. I’ll let you get to your lunch.”

·

Selby settled into the tiny viewing room and wiggled the mouse to dismiss the screensaver. His login and password were still good—a retirement perk for former employees—and the Herald-Star welcome screen came up.

Somebody had gone to a lot of trouble to deface the only photograph of Selby’s father in existence. Why? Who was Sullivan Coates that somebody would go to such lengths?

Selby’s life had intersected with his father’s for no more than a decade. Sullivan existed—had existed, might well still exist—for a long time outside that relationship. Maybe his name had found its way into the public eye at one time or another?

Selby called up the comprehensive index and started searching. If his father had made enemies during his life—his life apart from the ten years he had spent with Selby and his mother—perhaps there were traces somewhere in the archives. A police incident, a court proceeding, a barroom brawl ... anything was possible.

Selby started well but soon began tumbling down rabbit holes. The archives covered an enormous span of local history, and there were shiny things buried everywhere, distracting him from his objective. A couple of hours went by—enjoyably, although not productively—before something startled him out of his rambles.

What on earth ...?

He moved his head, tugging at his earlobes.  He blew his nose, he yawned, but nothing changed. “Hello, hello. La, la, la ...”

Something was terribly wrong. He climbed out of the chair, shaking his head back and forth as though bothered by a persistent mosquito.

Selby had gone deaf. Absolutely, impenetrably deaf. He looked up and down the hall outside, his heart racing.

Everything looked normal, but the basement felt as though the air had been replaced with sand. The whirring of the air conditioners, the faint hum of the lights overhead, even the constant running-water sound of the fans in the server room at the end of the hall ... everything had gone dead silent. No. More than silent, he thought. This silence was not merely the absence of sound but a positive presence that filled all the available space, granular and dense, making his jaws ache. He knocked on the wall hard enough to hurt, but there was not the slightest trace of noise.

The silence of the tomb, he thought, his skin crawling, then caught himself. Stop that! This is creepy enough as it is.

He caught a brief glimpse of someone slipping past the end of the hall, where the corridor made a T. A tall person, maybe two, moving quickly in the deathly silence.

“Are you looking for Owen?” Selby called out. “I think he’s gone to lunch.” As he said the words, he could feel the breath passing through his throat, the vibrations in his vocal cords, but the silence swallowed up every syllable. Selby waited for some response, some sign that those people down the hall had heard him. He wanted reassurance that whatever was wrong was all in his head, nothing more than a temporary hearing problem, something a shot could cure, maybe some drops in each ear twice a day. Maybe just a delayed side effect of the accident.

There was no answer.

Selby took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. Breathe. In and out. In and out. He had watched far too many movies set in windowless industrial basements. Laboratories, hospitals, military installations. Abandoned lunatic asylums.

“You! You down the hall! What’s going on?” Selby squinted against the painful pressure in his ears. This wasn’t just an attack of deafness. Something was objectively, externally wrong. 

He thought about all the times he had shouted at the people in horror movies when they insisted on opening the basement door, climbing the stairs to the attic, or going out to the barn to investigate a ruckus among the horses. Stupid to run the risk when all you have to do is lock yourself in and wait for the closing credits.

Desperate times call for desperate measures, he thought.

He took a deep breath, then stomped out the door and down the hall.

Mosley was out, a SpongeBob SquarePants screen saver cycling on one of his monitors. His office was the last door before the intersection. The left-hand turn led to the elevator. The right-hand turn would take him to the fire stairs.

Definitely left. Head for the elevator and get out of here. Somebody else can be brave after I’m upstairs.

Selby rounded the corner but immediately skidded to a stop, dancing back awkwardly,  having barely avoided running into two men standing in the middle of the narrow hallway. He froze, his heart pounding, his hands icy. He was almost glad there was no sound because he was reasonably sure he had just screamed like a girl.

Selby’s first impression was that the intruders were tall and thin, and their clothes smelled like a thrift store. When he saw that they weren’t coming after him, he stopped and looked at them more carefully.

Two men, both young, tall and skinny, one a bit taller than the other. Both wore dark blue knit slacks and white short-sleeved dress shirts. One had on a blue tie, the other dark gray. White sneakers, black belts. The taller one had a pen in his shirt pocket, while his partner wore horn-rimmed glasses. Aside from one glaring distinction, they looked remarkably generic, as though someone had ordered them from an online service.

They look like Mormon missionaries. Selby squinted at their faces in morbid fascination. Except for that.

Someone had stitched shut the lips of both men, neat stitches, done with a thick white thread that might almost have been dental floss. The punctures were red and crusty, sensitive-looking.

“Owen! Are you still down here? Call security!” Selby shouted. The smothering silence swallowed his words, and panic flexed its wings inside his chest.

Both men were blonde, although the shorter one had dark roots and brown eyes. Selby guessed their ages as somewhere in the mid- to late twenties. Their expressions were calm and focused; they did not look as though they were drugged or crazy. Over the years, he had dealt with many young men from the Herald-Star’s IT department who looked and dressed a lot like this. Alert. Reasonably intelligent. More or less normal.

Selby made eye contact with one of the men and mouthed. “Are you protesters of some kind? You need to be upstairs for that. That’s where all the photographers and reporters are.” He gestured. “The elevator is right back there. If you go up to the lobby, someone can give you directions.”

The blue-eyed man smiled slightly, the gesture dragging at the stitches binding his mouth, distorting some of the holes. A drop of blood oozed out onto his lip.

Selby stepped back another pace.

The brown-eyed man raised his right hand as if to swear an oath, his face taking on an expression of intense concentration. The silence rippled, and Selby felt a throb in his head as though he were descending in a fast elevator. The man narrowed his eyes and stepped forward, and the sensation became painful. The taller man made a similar gesture, and Selby gasped as the effect intensified. His jaws ached, and the pressure in his ears felt like someone was thumping the sides of his head with sacks of flour in time to his heartbeat. His vision shimmered, and he couldn’t breathe.

The two men struck poses that smacked of the next step in some ritual observance. Selby didn’t wait to see if they were about to offer communion. Taking a cue from Mantan Moreland facing Dr. Sangre’s undead henchmen in King of the Zombies, he lurched forward, gibbering like a maniac, startling both men out of their preparations.

I’ll be damned. It worked. I’ll never make fun of that awful movie again.

Taking advantage of the momentary confusion, Selby spun around and headed for the fire door.

“Warning! This door is alarmed!” read the sign on the door.

That makes two of us, Selby thought half-hysterically as he crashed against the bar.

He fell through, bracing for the noise of the fire alarm, but there was no sound until he entered the stairwell and slammed the door behind him. Then, the caterwauling of the alarm poured in, and he slumped onto the steps in relief. He had never been so glad to hear such an unpleasant sound. His heart was pounding, and his knee hurt, but he hadn’t tripped over his shoelaces. 

He stared at the door, counting his breaths. There was no reason the strangers couldn’t follow him into the stairwell, but he needed a moment to regroup. Maybe several moments. Breathe.

At breath number fifty-seven, the sound of the alarm ceased. Selby climbed to his feet with a groan and prepared to bolt—or at least stagger away—but everything else was still normal. It wasn’t the unnatural silence this time; somebody had simply turned off the alarm.

“Testing. Testing. One, two, three ...” he said, glad to hear the sound of his own voice. “Testing, testing ...”

At that moment, the door popped open to reveal a tall, abrupt woman Selby recognized from the pressroom one floor up. He waved away her questions; it wasn’t as though he had any answers. A man stood behind her, a big man, also from the pressroom, an oily, insinuating person that Selby knew and had always disliked.

“Did you see anybody in the hall by the elevator?” Selby asked the woman.

“No. There’s nobody down here but you.”

“Fuckin’ grampa’s gone off his meds,” the man muttered, just loud enough to be sure to be heard.

All things considered, Selby wasn’t going to be intimidated by a fat guy who lived in his mother’s basement and made sexist comments about the women in Accounts Receivable to anyone who would listen. “Koslo,” he said. “Buddy Koslo. I remember you. At the Christmas party year before last, you got drunk and passed out in the lobby. You were there all night, lying in a puddle of your own vomit. Good to see you back on your feet.”

Feeling somewhat restored by this exchange, Selby pushed past his rescuers and limped back to the viewing room to collect his possessions.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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“Eight minutes late, Coates! We were about to send out a search party.” 

Roy Freeborn’s husky, wry voice was much like that of Suzanne Pleshette in her role as doomed schoolmistress Annie Hayworth in The Birds. That film was Selby’s favorite Hitchcock movie, and Hayworth was Selby’s favorite character. In their suburban backyard, Roy and her wife Régine cared for five crows, all rescues: one missing a leg, one with part of a wing removed, one with most of its upper beak gone, and two blind. If there was any justice in the universe, the gruesome fate of the Bodega Bay schoolteacher would never be Roy’s.

“Crazy morning,” Selby said as he slipped onto a stool. 

He was already distancing himself from what had happened an hour before. His head still ached, but otherwise, he was none the worse for wear. The encounter in Mosley’s Mausoleum might have been something that happened to a character in a movie, not to him.

Roy slid a mug of beer across the bar, a bitter IPA that was brewed in a warehouse on the edge of downtown, a place even older than Zeus and his thunderbolts. She punched in Selby’s lunch order, which never varied. A predictable, comfortable routine.

Here, in this refuge, the stresses of the morning unwound a little. Selby partitioned away the strange incident in the Herald-Star basement and the stranger men at the heart of it. He would think about it later, after he had regrouped. Or maybe never. He had been expecting something to happen from the moment he left the hospital, and now it had. Be careful what you wish for, his mother used to say.

Circle Tavern opened for lunch at eleven thirty, and it was eleven forty now, so Selby was still the only customer in the place. This was his favorite time, with the space illuminated by the indirect light pouring in from the broad front windows, everything clean and tidy, the bright citrus smell of cleaning liquid overlaid on the darker aromas of new bread and old plumbing. No babble of voices or clatter of silverware, just the methodical clink of glass as Roy got the bar organized, the faint thump of the cook’s Daddy Yankee playlist in the kitchen, and the intermittent whir of the fridge under the bar.

Taller than Selby and lean as a ferret, today Roy was decked out in a lime-green jumpsuit, floppy below the knees but tight along her narrow hips and her long, flat torso, fastened up the front by an oversized white plastic zipper. She had tucked a hothouse gardenia into her dense afro, and its scent came and went across the bar as she worked.

Not “afro,” Selby reminded himself. She prefers the term “natural.” So much had changed during his lifetime, and he prided himself on keeping up. Evolve or die.

“So what happened this morning that’s thrown you off schedule?” Roy asked, laying out a place mat and napkin and a bundle of silverware. “You do look a little discombobulated.”

Selby hesitated. So much had happened over the last few days, and so much of it was unbelievable. Dead and back again. Even he wondered how much had been real and how much had been some sort of psychotic episode. How much did he dare tell Roy?

“I’ve had a very busy week,” he said carefully.

Roy ran water onto a bar towel and began tidying up a tray of condiments, wiping the gluey dribbles off the hot sauce bottles. “That’s a non-answer if ever I heard one. You’re super freaked out about something.”

“What makes you think I’m freaked out?”

She made a face, her chartreuse eye shadow flashing. “Don’t fuck with me, Coates. I know you too well. Are you okay? Health-wise, I mean? You haven’t had bad news from a doctor or anything like that?”

Roy, at a vigorous thirty-four years of age, assumed that Selby’s life was an obstacle course of age-related health concerns. He looked at her for a long moment, then he laughed. “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.”

“Don’t make me rough you up,” Roy warned. “What’s going on?”

Selby needed to talk to somebody about what had been happening, but he didn’t want to be viewed as a crackpot. He could see how the two things might go together. Roy waited, wiping her hands with the damp towel.

If not Roy, then who? Selby thought.

“All right. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 

In terse newspaperman prose, Selby brought his friend up to date on everything that had happened over the last four days.

The bell rang at the service window, and Roy turned to collect Selby’s sandwich. She put the plate in front of him and stood back with a deep scowl.

“You can’t lie worth shit,” she said. “You’re not lying now. I’d know if you were. But if you’re crazy, you might believe what you’re saying. I might not know if you were crazy.”

“I won’t rule out my being crazy,” Selby said, squaring his place mat to the edge of the bar and putting his beer mug in the correct place relative to his plate. “Even I don’t believe the whole story.”

Roy stared at him, measuring, calculating. After an uncomfortable minute, she shrugged. “Never mind. Whatever you believe, I believe. Reggie’s into all this crazy spiritual stuff, and I just nod and smile. That woman, the one in the hospital: What did you say her name was?”

“Laylah.”

“Nice name. What is she, exactly? Angel, devil, goddess, witch? ”

Selby chewed a bite of his sandwich, thinking this over. 

“I have no idea,” he said finally. “She’s just Laylah. No horns or wings or magic wands or anything. She looked like a character in one of my old movies.”

“Shit. That doesn’t reassure me. She could be from Mars, or maybe next time you see her she’ll be forty feet tall. You got some weird-ass taste in movies.”

Customers arrived, noisy and cheerful, three men from the architectural firm that occupied the Tower, the skinny five-story Art Deco oddity directly across the roundabout from the Tavern, an artifact of the same Roosevelt-era urban hyperbole that spawned the PP&L building and its big brass god. Roy slipped out from behind the bar to deal with them, and Selby turned his attention to his lunch.

He ate his sandwich and then his onion rings, stopping periodically to sweep up any crumbs that fell on the bar, brushing them into his hand, and then onto a bar napkin. He preferred fries, which generated no crumbs, but on any given day, the Circle Tavern would have one or the other, never both at once. The week had been messy enough already. Selby wondered how the men with their lips stitched up fed themselves. Everything through a straw, he supposed. No wonder they were so thin. What would induce someone to do such a thing? Or allow it to be done to them?

One of the architects laughed, and Selby glanced back, a handful of crumbs suspended over the napkin. The laugh was over-loud, artificial, attempting to convey a delight the young man did not actually feel. The men were talking about their fear and disdain for a
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