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The Grass Is Always Greener

Stefan Petrucha

1. The Rite Thing

The pizza was dead to begin with. There was no doubt about that. Its oven warmth had long dissipated, leaving the once supple slice a dry corpse of jaundiced yellow speckled with blood red tomato flecks, surrounded by half-eaten bony bits of crust. Once a source of excitement, conversation, and sustenance, it now lay cold and crumpled in a thin, white coffin. Non-corrugated, the box was unacceptable for recycling, and thus condemned to remain in its present form somewhere in the abundant landfill of the world. Forever.

Assuming it ever got out of the room.

While other students fought bitterly to make their dorm rooms homey or at least bearable; here, the bare, school-provided, black-and-white, box-like desks, beds and bureaus had only computer equipment, dirty laundry, and half-hung posters of groups she’d never heard of for company.

Having fixed her eyes for a time on this one bit of refuse among the many that bedecked Martin Kleck’s dusty off-gray floor. Shutty couldn’t help but wonder if her soul was likewise non-corrugated, and therefore likewise condemned. The thought, she admitted readily, was an embarrassingly sophomoric stab at poetry. Nevertheless, thinking lame thoughts was infinitely preferable to trying to speak to the four other students who lay about the Feng Shui-challenged room.

Her own domicile was admittedly darker than this, but by choice. It was a rare single in the overcrowded wing she called home, given to her for psychiatric reasons. In it, draped black cloths covered the motley brown brick, but there were also splashes of color—red, blue, and purple sparkling like little gems against the dark. It was a look, an intentionally morbid effect. Whatever else was wrong with her, at least her room was not the result of neglect or carelessness, unlike this accident. There simply was no “here” here.

So far as she could tell, no one even knew one another, or liked Kleck any more than she did. Nevertheless, they’d all been invited. So why had they all—why had she—come? The promise of free drugs was the easy answer, but for black-haired, white-skinned, too-thin Shutty Couter there was a bit more. For her it was an absent-minded, half-assed stab at survival.

Prior suicide attempts aside, she had only manifested five of the eight warning signs: low self-esteem, anger-management problems, peer avoidance, school avoidance, and substance abuse. These were her sins—but all were practically prerequisites at her beloved college, and there were never more than five. That is, until a few nights ago, when she’d sat in the lounge and watched, for way too long, the couch fire her dangling cigarette had caused. Fire setting brought the total count to an unwieldy six, and that set off all manner of alarms. So, for the sake of continued anonymity, for her parents, for some nameless someone she might one day become, and for some childhood friends whose names she didn’t even recall, she’d decided to accept geeky Kleck’s cryptic invitation to a midnight gathering, to try a new drug and watch something “really freaky” on TV.

To Shutty’s mind, this would be socializing, bringing her total back down to a perfectly acceptable five. Unfortunately, the real lure, the promised drug, would only reinforce Sign Number Five, substance abuse, and possibly bring on Sign Number Seven, persistent head-aches—but what the hell? A new drug was a new drug, and there was always the possibility it really would take her someplace she’d never been before, a promise more often fulfilled by opiates than lovers.

Vaguely manifesting a dim sense of social obligation, she turned toward one guest, Tragic Alex, hoping he could read her mind and obviate the need for speech. Sensing her attention, he immediately turned away, his drooping hands held close to his chest, like those of a rodent. Dissatisfied, she half-closed her eyes so her heavily mascara-laden lashes invaded her field of vision, forming thick blurry bars against the visible world.

When she slowly raised her head, her stringy hair drifted alongside her face, revealing her small nose and flat cheeks. Joining a conversation would, of course, have been easier, but there was no talk to be had, nor human sound—save for Kleck’s bizarre humming as he stood by his desk, half in shadow, fiddling with a borrowed DVD-R drive. Kleck, whom she imagined a failure in so many respects (physically, academically, spiritually), was turning out to be a crappy host to boot.

Making the effort, Shutty called out, “How’s that going, there, Marty?” She’d hoped her voice would sound buoyant, but was surprised by how flat it came out. The bare brick walls and bumpy stucco ceiling muffled her vocal highs and lows like audio-Prozac. Rumor had it there was asbestos in these old dorm ceilings, so not only was it helping to kill conversation, but it was also probably just plain old killing them all.

Kleck’s humming stopped. He rose and turned to her. For a second, as he emerged from the shadows of his desk, his face seemed hideously disfigured, like some rotting lump of dough with an eye stuck in here, a mouth there, and flaps of skin on either side of the lump where his ears should have been. When he smiled, though, his face tumbled back to its normal, puffy, sexless grotesqueness. She was terrified by the thought of what he might look like once she dropped whatever he was planning to give them.

But then he spoke: “Because of impatience we were driven out of paradise, because of impatience we cannot return.” It was a sweet lilting voice that made her briefly like him. She prayed he wouldn’t ruin the effect, but he did, rubbing his hands together like a fiendish mad scientist, punctuating the debacle with a “Nyah-ha-ha!”

She stared at him in disgust, wishing her eyes could burn. Though no flame appeared, Kleck wilted, returning to the shadows and his work. She realized she’d hurt him, and a miserable thought nudged its way to the center of all her other miserable thoughts: he wanted her. It was obvious. Geek-boy Martin Kleck harbored some deep psychopathic longing for her skinny suicidal self. She just knew it. That was why she was here. The others were an elaborate beard for his true intentions. At some preordained moment, after she was willingly drugged, they’d all exit and leave the two of them alone. Cue music, roll credits over her anguished screams. How truly gross.

Funny thing was, whenever Kleck did speak calmly with that sweet lilt of his, whenever she bothered to listen, and his spirit, or psyche, or whatever, bubbled up through his boyish features and brought them to life, he actually struck her as quite handsome, in an unmolded, painfully raw sort of way. Then he chuckled like Dr. Frankenstein again, making her shudder at the frivolity of her libido.

Imagining herself a latter-day, Goth-influenced Dorothy Parker, she turned back to the pizza box, stared at it lazily with her contact-lens-green eyes, and, no less sophomorically, thought: I have tried the rest and the best. And coming here to this dismal room of shadow people was only desperation, a disguise as slight as that little piece of oily paper that sits between the pie and the box.

“Kleck!” a far manlier voice bellowed, overcoming the dampening influence of the room’s acoustics. “Where are the piggy pills?”

This time, when he answered, Kleck didn’t stop working, lending weight to her stalker theory. “Pigment, Jobe. Pigment. They will be disseminated in due time, my Neanderthalic amigo. Don’t want to peak before the broadcast, do we?”

But it was clear from the audible huff that followed, that Jobe did. Smelling a challenge to the night’s drabness, Shutty turned toward the auburn-haired star athlete pretty boy to gauge his reaction to Kleck’s dismissive mocking tone. Jobe was across the room from her, carefully sprawled on Kleck’s bed, as if posing for an unseen audience. From Shutty’s view even his nostrils seemed muscular. The jock was hardly a greater prize than Kleck, unless a powerful, well-muscled frame ruled by a truly insect mind appealed—which, of course, it did at times. Unfortunately, or perhaps for the best, his frizzy blonde trophy girlfriend, the long-legged, long-armed, long-torsoed Russian exchange student Bilka, lay between his legs like a big white Airedale guarding a particularly delicious bone.

Jobe leaned forward aggressively, pressing his chest against Bilka’s hair. He shot back with all the humility of a one-eyed man in the kingdom of the blind: “Why don’t we just take more when your stupid scary show starts? I mean, I don’t know how to break this to you, but just sitting around here is pretty fucking boring.”

Arrogantly, little Kleck waved him off. “No. I’m calling the shots tonight. I want you to experience the drug for the first time while you’re seeing the broadcast. I suspect even someone of your limited intellect will be able to appreciate the difference. Why don’t you amuse yourself by letting your girlfriend count the hairs on your brain?”

Imagining itself pressed into a decision between fight or flight, the aforementioned furry brain chose fight. Jobe’s face twisted. Feeling him tense, Bilka lazily raised herself and whispered in his ear. Relaxing a bit, he was just about to lie back again when Kleck, who’d noticed, added, “Glad you decided to be so open-minded, Jobe. But turn it down, I can hear the wind from here.”

With that the jock bounded off the bed, spilling poor Bilka in the process. He made for Kleck, planting his tree-trunk legs mere inches from Shutty’s folded knees. She could feel the testosterone-induced rage rise off him like radiator heat. He bent over the desk and thrust his face close, as if it were a clenched fist. Kleck simply stood there, FireWire cable in hand, mouth half-open, not in shock but with a dim “Gee, I really should have figured this would happen when I said that” expression on his face.

“Why would I trust a phat-free freak like you?” Jobe said, poking Kleck hard in the shallow meat just below his shoulder bone.

Kleck turned sideways and absently rubbed the spot with his hand. “Don’t bruise yourself on the teen vocabulary, pal. The simple answer is because the drugs are mine,” he said coldly. “And you don’t know where they are.”

“Oh yeah?” Jobe retorted. He forced his hands into Kleck’s pockets, one after the other, repeating, “If I find them do I keep them?” over and over.

Pushing away from Jobe’s legs, then standing for a better view of the homoerotic pocket-thrusting, Shutty noticed something odd about Kleck, or rather, something else odd to add to the list—he wasn’t afraid. Sure, he winced, and looked down when Jobe huffed and puffed, and he made the expected feeble efforts at pushing the larger man’s hands away, but all that seemed more by rote than fear. Kleck wasn’t fearful, he was experiencing something else entirely. She could see it in his eyes, whenever he glanced up, but Shutty wasn’t sure what it was. Was he getting off on the rough attention? No, she decided for no real reason other than it didn’t smell quite right—but she had no other guesses.

“Jobe!” Bilka suddenly commanded, her enunciation of the “o” revealing a thick accent.

Shutty had almost forgotten the girl. Now, as Bilka stretched and pulled her hair back, her eyes shining disapproval, she seemed to take up the entire room. The effect was immediate. Hands lowered, Jobe backed away from the desk. Kleck, though still watching Jobe, returned to trying to slide the DVD-R drive into an open bay of his tower case. Bilka rose and met Jobe in the middle of the room. She grabbed his wrists with both her hands and whispered.

He grunted.

Fight over, she still standing, Shutty turned to look through the dust and grime of the never-washed, sixth-story windows that lined one wall of the room. They afforded her a dim view of the yellow and gray of the falsely lit streets below. As she exhaled, partly to calm herself, partly out of renewed ennui, a silver SUV, looking from this height more like a gaudy, cheap wireless phone on wheels than a gas-guzzling status symbol, whizzed along the damp black pavement and turned right at the corner, just as the signal changed from yellow to red.

Soothing as it should have been to realize there was still something of a world out there, she felt a strange unease. She lingered a moment, trying to place it. The thought that Kleck wasn’t interested in her had piqued her interest in him again. Was that a sign of suicidal depression, too, she wondered? Or was all of this just a distraction from some deeper unease?

As she started to turn back toward the others, she noticed a small handprint in the lower corner of the filthy glass. Had it been there all along? She didn’t think so. She rubbed her right hand with her left, trying to remember putting it against the window, but couldn’t. That hardly meant she hadn’t, though. Idly, she traced the outline with her index finger, then pressed her palm against it. Yep—same size, same shape. It was hers. The only horror show here was her memory.

When she turned again, she found herself staring at Bilka’s neck, and had to tilt back to take in the taller girl’s awkwardly smiling face.

This must be the female bonding portion of the evening, Shutty thought, but the two of them just stood there quietly for the longest time. Bilka’s awkwardness was an unexpected shift from the lioness who’d recently bellowed the room into silence.

Eventually, Shutty said, “Hello?” and Bilka leaned forward. Surprised, Shutty stepped back, until she realized Bilka didn’t want the others to hear what she had to say. Though uncomfortable, she allowed Bilka to get close enough to speak privately.

“Are you. interested in Kleck?” Bilka whispered. “I am, too, but I don’t want to interfere if.”

Shutty’s face scrunched up tightly. She imagined she looked like a rubber doll about to throw up. “Wait a minute. Forget me for a second,” she whispered back. “Clearly, you are hooked up with Jobe the Builder.”

Bilka seemed confused, but by the time Shutty realized she wasn’t going to get a pop-culture reference she’d never heard, Bilka caught the gist. The long pale fingers of her Slavic hands flashed in front of her face as she tried to conjure the appropriate American words. “He is…a trophy prize?”

“Uh, that’s usually trophy bride,” Shutty offered. “Thank you, but women today are liberated, da? So, we may have trophies too, yes? Other women wanted him, he wanted me. I took him,” she said. She shrugged in an offhanded way that suggested a refreshing lack of embarrassment, then flashed a smile across the room to where Jobe sat. He raised his drink to her and let loose a wet belch.

The two girls giggled. Shutty realized this really was the female bonding portion of the evening.

“Kleck is very intense, passionate,” Bilka went on. “That interests me, but I like you and don’t want to stop us from being friends.”

The rush of information swamped Shutty’s psyche: Kleck intense? Passionate? Desirable? Maybe she should go after him. And Bilka wanted to be friends? Wait a minute: what if it was a trick? What if Bilka was part of the whole let’s-leave-these-two-drugged-and-alone plan? Sure, Bilka seemed sincere, but most people looked earnest when speaking in a foreign tongue.

Shutty decided to feign surprise and offense, hoping to learn more.

“Look, Bilbo,” Shutty began.

“Bilka.”

“Whatever. In this country we don’t talk about people as if they were goods to be traded, or. or ways to stick it to the other girls,” Shutty said.

“You treat them that way, but you don’t want to talk about them that way? It’s all right, you know. We may be the stuff of stars, or whatever, with immortal souls, but we are also things, bodies, and things are ways to power,” Bilka answered. She’d ended the sentence, but after hesitating a moment, added, “Don’t you think so, Slutty?”

Braced, Shutty met Bilka’s eyes and gave her a bemused half-smile. As she did, she noticed for the first time that the Russian’s eyes were blue, but smoky, as if they’d retained a bit of the chill from her native land.

“Hmm. Maybe we can be friends,” she said.

Bilka smiled back, “So you are interested in Kleck?”

“Can I get back to you on that?”

Bilka nodded and pulled away. Tickled to actually have something to decide about, Shutty overcame her natural fear of college mating rituals and boldly walked up to Kleck, still working at the drive.

Without allowing a dreaded beat to creep into the space, she asked, “So, why are you doing this?”

Having dived, Shutty worried she was about to scrape the bottom on the shallow end of the pool, but just as Kleck seemed about to answer, Tragic Alex (so named because, well, she had no idea where the moniker had come from) decided to take that particular moment to actually mumble something—a unique event that demanded immediate attention.

Everyone turned to the cross-legged figure on the floor—thin and hairy, decked in denim, with goatee and long, dark brown hair, looking every bit a throwback to the beatnik age. His thin lips parted. They all strained to listen, but then he fell silent and turned to face the wall.

“What’s that, Lassie? Timmy’s trapped in a cave, and we have to save him?” Jobe said, using one of his few jokes.

Bilka, again lying on the small bed with him, reading his tone but not the reference, slapped his inner thigh and giggled. “Oh, stop! You are bad!”

“Yes, I am!” Jobe said, then he leaned in and pulled at her upper lip with his tongue.

“So, this drug,” Shutty half-whispered, using it as an excuse to stand just a little closer to Kleck and bring up the subject of sex, “It’s not going to make them mate in front of us or anything, is it?”

“Shit, I hope not,” Kleck answered. Finished with the drive, he slapped his hands together and stepped out from behind his desk, briefly catching his loose pants on the edge. “Then again, I’ve never given it to shaved gorillas before.”

Shutty laughed and found herself looking into Kleck’s brown eyes a little too deeply. The gaze wasn’t intended as flirtatious, really. She was looking for something in his eyes, for him, but she couldn’t find him. Still, she knew he would take her gaze sexually and wanted to slow things up.

Feeling uncomfortable, she broke eye contact and bent over to pull up her socks. She’d been experimenting with a quasi-virgin-Goth look of late—a thrift-shop black tuxedo jacket, with black blouse, black pants, and black shoes, but also with loose white socks, frilly with a touch of color at the top. Unfortunately, the socks were too loose—and with every step she took they bunched lower and lower into her shoes, until finally her bare heels rubbed the cold, repulsively moist shoe bottom. Whenever she walked or stood even a little, she had to either bend over and adjust them, thus drawing unwanted attention, or bear with the cold feeling on her feet.

She bent over and felt Kleck’s eyes on her. Half-smiling, she twisted her head to look up at him and tried to shift the unspoken subject.

“Is this show like The Ring, TV-man?” she asked, straightening.

“More like being in The Ring,” Kleck said. “And I’m going to record it live, burn it to DVD, then try to analyze the MPEG stream.”

“For what?” Shutty asked.

“Ghosts,” Kleck said plainly.

“Phhhhrpp!” the prone Jobe interjected. “The only dead thing around here is going to be you, phat-free, if you don’t get those doobies out soon!”

“Pigment, Jobe. Doobies refer to marijuana. If I get you a dictionary, maybe Bilka can read it to you,” Kleck responded. Before Jobe could get angry again, Kleck nodded toward a cheap digital clock on his desk and said, “But, the time, the walrus said, has come.”

As Jobe, childlike with expectation, laughed and stood up, Kleck pulled a small baggie from his back pocket. He shook it, taunting Jobe that he hadn’t found the right pocket in his search, but the jock didn’t care. The pills were small and ebon—not the bright candylike colors Shutty was used to seeing from recreational medicines.

“Black heroin,” Tragic Alex muttered.

He was standing, though no one saw him move. Now, of course, all eyes were on him—since these were the first clear words he’d spoken.

“Yes,” Kleck nodded, as if he’d seen a pig sprout wings and fly. “AKA, for the third time, Pigment.” Without further ado, Kleck doled out the pills. Jobe rolled the tiny thing between his thumb and forefinger, tossed it into the back of his mouth and washed it down with a quick slug of soda.

“Are they safe?” Bilka asked.

Kleck shook his head. “No. They’re a drug. But who cares? Life is overrated.” He popped the ebon Pigment pill into his mouth. “Self-destruction is an art.”

“That’s grim,” Shutty said, but her eyes twinkled their agreement. She stuck her tongue out, and plopped the pill on its thick, pink wormy edge. Drawing it into her mouth, she gulped the puppy down.

“So, now we wait about ten minutes, then we turn on the tube. Meantime, shall we talk, or just pretend we’re on a long elevator ride with people we neither know nor particularly care for?” Kleck said.

“What should we talk about?” Bilka asked.

“I don’t know. Anything. We’re intelligent adults. Four of us, anyway. Want to swap tales of how we lost our virginity?” Kleck suggested.

Tragic Alex looked as if he were about to respond with his own first-sex story, but before he could utter a syllable, Shutty interjected a sharp, “You wish.”

Before anyone could nervously laugh, an abrupt crack, like a car crash or a firecracker or a heavy stovetop slamming down, made Shutty gasp and turn her head. She thought some bright staccato flashes had briefly lit a corner of the room, but couldn’t be sure. In any event, there was nothing there, and not a further sound. The fact that no one else seemed to notice made her wonder if the drug was kicking in already. But it hadn’t been more than two minutes since she took the pill—nothing could work that fast, could it?

Even so, a dreamlike wave of unreality buffered her senses. She had the odd feeling of being two places at once—standing where she was, but at the same time lying down, feeling the cold of the floor against her face. But not just the floor, the floor as if it were the bottom of a refrigerator, oozing cold.

The drug. That must be it. Hallucination, auditory and otherwise. Man, that was fast. Too late to worry about being left alone with Kleck now. The door to the unknown was open. When she forced her attention back to the others, though, they didn’t seem to have changed at all, and were still talking about swapping tales of virginity lost.

“In your case, it’d be fiction,” Jobe said to Kleck.

“Wow, attacking with your brain instead of your fists. Does it hurt?” Kleck answered with mock concern.

If the drug was kicking in, it didn’t diminish anger. The thick Jobe finger rose and duly shook at Kleck’s nose. “Some day, you’re going to push too far,” the jock said in an uncharacteristically earnest tone. Then he turned away.

Kleck was about to follow, either with his body or his words, but Shutty, surprising herself, put her hand on his shoulder and said, almost into his ear, “Why do you ride him when you know he can beat the crap out of you?”

Kleck was taken aback by the sudden physical contact, but that did not diminish his bravado. “Because I shouldn’t ever be afraid to say anything. Besides, Bilka will protect me, won’t you?”

The tall Russian woman didn’t answer. She seemed lost in thought, gently touching her fingers to her left cheek, as though trying to feel an invisible wound.

“Nam ne nuzhen perevodchik,” Kleck said with a lascivious smile.

Catching the gist of the flirtatious tone, Jobe stormed back and spun Kleck around. Some line had been crossed. Even Tragic Alex seemed worried.

“What did you say to my girlfriend?”

Kleck rolled his eyes. Jobe shook him violently.

Why isn’t Bilka stopping him? Shutty wondered. Why aren’t I stopping him?

Kleck smiled and said, “Relax.”

The word drained some of the tension. A simple reassurance now that no harm was meant could restore peace. Instead, pupils dilated, Kleck said, “I just said that yes, I saw your boyfriend giving a blowjob to another guy, but it was only once and I’m quite sure he’s not gay.”

There was another bang, more distracting flashes, and a few visible trails of motion. By the time Shutty got the room to stand still, Jobe was straddling Kleck, heavy knees wedged in his armpits, preventing him from moving. It almost looked for a second like he was going to force Kleck to give him oral sex. Instead, he started pounding him in the face with his fists, drawing blood.

“Neel zyaaa! Neel zyaa!” Bilka screamed in Russian. Catching herself, she said, “Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!” Her words had no effect.

Kleck’s arms flailed girlishly, hands twisting at the wrist, but his face, his eyes, were neither flailing nor girlish—they were alive with fire, brimming with the feeling Shutty couldn’t place before, back when she thought he should have been afraid. Seeing it more clearly now, senses perhaps enhanced by the Pigment, she knew she’d been right the first time—it wasn’t fear at all, or buried homosexual attraction. It was rage, a bestial frenzy caged in an incompetent body—no, not just bestial, something even lower, deeper than that, lizard fury, reptilian ire—so deep, so low down, it seemed dead, the consequence of a machine. If Kleck had a weapon, he would kill Jobe just as quickly as if he were the computer-generated obstacle to a computer-generated prize. She was so sure of it, it made her shudder.

“Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!” Bilka screamed again, less fearfully, more firmly. She punctuated each command with a slap of her hand against Kleck’s white acrylic desktop. Rather than reverberate like a drum, the sharp sound was muted by the unyielding pressboard. Everything in the room was too solid to allow for vibration. She tried harder—her next slap was so forceful it reddened her palm and made the whole structure, computer, television, and all, slide a few inches across the floor toward the wall, but it still wasn’t working. Jobe was in his own gorilla frenzy now, and Kleck was the piece of luggage he’d been given to test. The erstwhile host looked like he might soon be unconscious, despite whatever rage was writhing inside him.

Shutty hadn’t noticed the door open or close, but it must have, because a slight figure, leaving a swath of beige and white gauzy trails behind it, hurled itself sideways into Jobe with a powerful force that belied its small size.

In an instant, Jobe was winded, sprawled on his back. And silence again filled the small room. The blur of images stood still and coalesced. Shutty could make out a thin, well-built woman—what they call wiry— with short, sharp hair. She couldn’t be sure in the dim light of the dormitory lamps, but the woman’s hair color seemed a mix of blonde and silver—maybe blonde with silver highlighting, maybe the other way around. Sharp, nearly semi-circular eyebrows, silly-putty cheeks and a puffy nose gave the overall impression of a cheerful marionette. Cheerful, that is, if she would smile, which she did not.

“Thanks, Kate,” Kleck said, weakly. He wiped blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. “I owe you one.” Still on the ground, he turned to the room, and grinned. “This is Kate Dennison, everyone, a teaching assistant in my Eastern Philosophy class. Knowing her interest in things of a spiritual nature, I invited her, but I guess I just assumed she wouldn’t come.”

“Spiritual?” Shutty asked.

“Of the spirit,” Kleck rephrased.

He stood, perhaps a little too easily, and shook off the wounds and stress of Jobe’s attack. Shutty stared at him. She couldn’t stop herself. There was something wrong with him. He was different. He seemed older. Not older. Different. Calmer. Not calmer. Different.

Dennison helped Jobe to his shaky feet, all the while apologizing for her blow to his solar plexus. “It’s a chakra,” she explained, “the center of the will and determination, and a good place to kick someone when they’re out of control. Sort of the testicles of the soul.”

Jobe grunted, not paying much attention to anything other than his pain and embarrassment, but Shutty laughed. Hearing this, the new woman’s sharp eyes centered on her. They weren’t unfriendly—they were warm, in fact, but clearly deftly sizing her up.

“That’s Shutty,” Kleck said.

“Good,” was all Kate Dennison said in response. For an instant, Shutty felt as if she were about to be interviewed for something, but Dennison didn’t address her at all. Instead, she stepped closer to Kleck with her tight, trained little body, dressed for comfort in T-shirt and jeans. As if they were the only two in the room, they started speaking to one another in short words and stern tones.

Shutty couldn’t make out any of it. In fact, the sound was more like an insect buzzing inside her ear than human speech. The Pigment was definitely warping things now, pumping sights, sounds and feelings way out of proportion, especially the sudden jealousy that gripped her. Despite the hallucinogenic veil, as Kate and Kleck continued their furtive chat Shutty swore there was something between them, an odd and terribly intimate energy.

Her feelings confused her. She was annoyed at being ignored, that much she felt clearly and strongly, but the jealousy welling in her didn’t make any sense. She didn’t want Kleck anymore, not after seeing his creepy rage. Still, believing now that she couldn’t have him because this prim and perky T&A TA was already his lover, was cross-circuiting her fragile psyche— sending her crawling back to the good old patterns of the dark and dismal.

“The world holds nothing new,” she moaned to herself. Even in her heart of hearts the drug was taking over, larding her insides with trails and echoes. The feelings were so strong, so visual, so tactile, that she really could touch them, push them, prod her finger through them. They felt like thin gauze and looked like animals—the anger a granite elephant, the embarrassment a clinging rubber snake, her lust for Kleck an inky squid whose details faded in and out of its utter blackness as it throbbed.

As she stood there, barely in the room, transfixed by her inner bestiary, something fell into place. With a click, or rather the thud of stone on stone, she realized—saw, in fact—that she really did want to die. She had all along, and did now and forever, quite desperately. That feeling was no animal, it was an angel, arms outstretched, face as sweet as can be, lips vowing unconditional love.

The angel made her smile—maybe this was the blessed relief she’d read about, the peace that came when the decision was finally made. Now it was just a question of time. Maybe she would kill herself in front of them all—hurl herself from the dirty window. Was it high enough? Was she high enough?

Imagining its sharp edges against her skin, she turned to the thick glass to judge the height to the pavement, and to try to count how many thoughts she might have on the way down. But her brow furrowed. There was that SUV again. The exact same one. Still silver, still driving. What was it doing here again? Circling? Who was in it? The driver was impossible to see. Maybe it was another car completely. Or maybe this was the first time she was seeing it, and her mind had only predicted the future before.

There were simpler explanations. There was no dearth of silver SUVs in the city, and one color was as good as another, she supposed. But as it made the same right, at the same yellow light, a rush of paranoia like a wave of locusts took her and snapped her fake green eyes shut. When the sound of the car finally faded from her ears, when she felt comfortable she would again see nothing more than an empty street and the pavement she longed to hurl herself onto, she opened them again—and gasped.

On the glass, next to the first palm print was a second—again, the same size and shape as her own hand. Though this time she could swear she hadn’t touched the window at all.


2. And the Band Played On

Human voices, with syllable hands and sentence-long arms, gently pulled Shutty back into the room, where the feelings took up more space than the people: “Shouldn’t we start? Why are we waiting? It’s dangerous to wait.”

“Not yet. We have to see the broadcast. Let’s remember whose party this is.”

“Your party? That what you think this is? A party?”

“Whatever. I say we wait, so we wait.”

Was that what Dennison and Kleck—Kate and Martin—were whispering to each other? Was it? Dangerous how? It was hard to be sure. The Pigment (pig-men?) had revealed, or puffed into exaggerated form, every stray thought that happened by. In fact, whatever they’d said, Dennison’s displeasure was thick to the touch. She didn’t seem to like Kleck, or at least she was angry with him, especially now that he was acting different. But that didn’t mean they weren’t lovers—her disdain seemed the kind of unbridled disgust one might reserve for those closest.

Yeah, that was it, that was it exactly. Shutty was having an easy time reading her. It was as though her face had more… well, more to it than the others. Even Kleck, who had the closest type of presence, paled before the clarity of this new woman. Jobe, Bilka and Alex were weaker, shadow things. Dennison was a rock, a statue—part authority, part rebel.

How she hated her, the bitch. Shutty clamped and ground her teeth so tightly, she feared her molars might crumble beneath the strain. Something rattled, as if ready to explode. A plate against a tabletop, maybe a mug on a bookshelf, but it rattled in tune with her anger. No one else heard it, but she did.

Don’t want to spend the time with this! Just want to jump! We’re all meat, after all, meat and happenstance. Wouldn’t it be sweet to leave the meat behind?

It was a fiery ball of a thought, like a toddler’s desire for candy, and it did not like being thwarted.

Shutty turned and saw that elsewhere (but how could there really be an elsewhere in this stifling gray closet?) Bilka was mechanically rubbing Jobe’s thick shoulders, trying to reach his wounded pride.

Felled by a short woman in two seconds flat. How did that feel, Mr. Jock?

The Russian apparently was not insensitive to the shift of energy in the room either. While she rubbed, she stared unabashedly at Dennison with wide open, semi-startled eyes, the way a cat might glare at some spot in mid-air, as if seeing an invisible dragon. Jobe winced, both from the pain in his lower stomach and the fact that his girlfriend’s attention was not focused on him.

If Bilbo’s not going to do anything, I will!

With a swagger, Shutty clomped up to Kleck and Dennison, socks sinking, nose first, imagining herself a thin skeletal ghoul, as ugly as her feelings. She decided not to mention the dusty handprints, they were, after all, hers—nobody else’s business. Satisfied that they saw her, she balled up her face, and in an uncharacteristically demanding tone, asked the lithe newcomer, “Why are you here? Are you a friend of Kleck’s?”

They seemed surprised, as if an infant or a dog had spoken. Dennison tilted her head left, then right, looking at Shutty completely unselfconsciously, as though regarding her own reflection in a mirror or, worse, a thing rather than another person. She smiled a calm practiced smile and responded, “Not exactly.”

There you had it—not exactly. Not exactly friends— then there must be sex involved. Sex or friendship. That was the height and depth of human relations after all, and never the twain could meet. Sex, sex, sex. All is sex and merchandise. Shutty wavered dizzily on the balls of her feet. Dennison noticed at once, and reacted like some sort of paramedic, all helpful, competent, and professional.

“Try to breathe into it,” Dennison said. “That will make it easier.”

“Breathe into what?” Shutty said, still vaguely angry, her hand shooting up to her forehead, thumb rubbing the hard bony ridge above her eyes. Worried she might be smearing her mascara, she looked up between her fingers, caught a glimpse of the stylized death’s-heads that adorned her fingernails, and realized that Dennison’s face was deeply blurry. Shutty thought she might be passing out. No, it was more like reality was.

“The high,” that proficient older female voice said. “When you feel yourself starting to freak, concentrate on your breath. Even if you just imagine yourself breathing slowly, it will help. You can do it.”

The last sentence had an odd emphasis, as if she were saying the others couldn’t. There was a concrete, all-business quality to the instructions too, a tone utterly drained of compassion that said, “Look, here’s the information; do what you want with it.” It made Shutty, despite whatever petty jealousies dogged her, believe.

So, she inhaled for the longest time, sucking in the dust, the bad mojo, her conjured animal icons, even a few grim shadows she couldn’t identify at all. Then, just when it seemed she’d drawn the whole petty room into her lungs, she let it go. A shimmering cloud gushed forth from her pursed lips—a hallucination, she knew, but that didn’t keep her from watching as it spiraled about the room, sweeping past Jobe, Bilka and the others, colliding with the walls, where it dropped and nudged some black shadows behind the cube-like furniture, as if rousing them from sleep.

In fact, one of the shadows tumbled right into Tragic Alex. The moment it touched him he screamed and leapt from his cross-legged squat, nearly up to the ceiling.

Shutty stopped breathing, more confused than frightened. How could her hallucination touch someone? ESP? She’d heard talk of how drugs enhanced psychic phenomena, had a few freaky moments where the phone rang when she asked it to, but nothing like that.

After some breathless moments, the mousy fear drained from Tragic Alex’s frozen eyes. He looked down and away—a Superman in reverse.

“Thought I saw,” he mumbled, then he abruptly strode to a different bare patch of floor in another corner of the room. His slow careful strides actually managed to make the space from corner to corner seem larger than it was. He slumped down again, resuming his impersonation of a corpse. Shutty noticed that the shadows didn’t seem to want to follow him. Instead, they stayed huddled on the far side of the room, shifting slowly like licorice pudding rolling in a slow boil.

“Kleck,” Dennison said, clearly in warning.

For an instant, in the shadows, those large flaps of skin hung down from the side of Kleck’s skull again, making him look a bit like a happy, nodding Beagle. All he had to do now was loll his tongue to the side of his mouth.

“Yes, it’s time,” dog-boy announced, remote control in hand as he deferred for the first time to someone else. Shutty was impressed.

With a crackle of static electricity and a transformer’s hum, the television sprang to blessed, gaudy colorful life, welcoming all present to its cool, two-dimensional reality. If nothing else, it was another window in the small room. Shutty wondered if she should jump through it, instead of the grimy, hand-printed panes.

The familiar light having pierced the gloom, the college dorm room seemed almost normal again. A deep, cheerful disembodied voice emanated from the speakers: “Tired of wallowing in debt?”

Jobe joked in a falsetto, “Oh no! An infomercial! Save me! Save me! I’m so scared!”

Kleck turned to him wryly. “You know, Jobe, that one was actually mildly amusing. I’ll spare you my comeback,” he said with regal beneficence.

Dennison wasn’t laughing. She wasn’t looking at the television at all. She was looking at the room, and at them.

Vibrant text swooped from black nowhere, filling the screen with questions: Bad Credit? Poor History? Unemployed? Each one read by the announcer, not because he thought you were stupid, but because he wanted to spare you the trouble of doing it yourself.

“Act now!” the voice enjoined.

Carpe Nocturne, Shutty thought. A message from the ad world? Why jump later when you can jump now?

“What is this…?” Bilka asked, interrupting the television. Her brow had furrowed, marring the smooth white skin of her lovely face.

“Shh!” Kleck said, cutting her off as he moved closer to the set. “Pay close attention. According to my informed sources, who base their facts on rumor, urban legend, and hearsay, the great and wonderful ‘it’ is supposed to start exactly at midnight, which according to my watch, is…now!”

Of course nothing happened. That was to be expected. In fact, the nothing tickled everyone for a bit, especially Jobe. But all kept staring, just the same, except for Dennison, who, Shutty noticed, seemed to have vanished into a wall.

But why look at Dennison when you’ve got TV? Especially this one—for Shutty, the black plastic case of the television seemed to breathe a little. Then it started singing the theme from a cartoon show she remembered as a child, but other than that, nothing really out of the—

Wait a minute.

Vague harsh images, tiny flashing gray-scale squares flared between video frames. Harsh raspy sounds coughed up in the pauses of the announcer’s basso profundo.

There really is something there.

“Where are you getting this signal?” Shutty asked.

“Same place as everyone else in the dorm—the satellite dish on top of the building. One of many digitally broadcast MPEG streams decoded by the box,” Kleck answered.

“This is stupid,” Jobe said, but Bilka clamped her hand to his mouth, as if he’d interrupted the final moment of a gripping murder mystery.

“You all see it, don’t you?” Kleck grinned. “The image is degraded. It’s traveling on a thin bandwidth, so it underwent a lot of compression, that’s why it’s so blocky.”

“Shut up! Shut up!” Shutty said, before she could catch herself. As long as she was here and doped up, she wanted to see whatever there was to see. And so, she did—more flashes and static rattling the speakers. It went on for a total of thirty seconds, then it was back to the regularly scheduled broadcast. Kleck hit MUTE.

“What was that?” Shutty asked.

“A ghost,” said Tragic Alex.

His head was up, and he was standing, looking with soulful, yet ratty, eyes at the screen. “He’s talking ghost stuff, warning all the other ghosts about ghost stuff. People think he’s a flat-line survivor, you know, from the Orpheus thing.”

The sentences were flat, short—puffed out with uncertain breaths. But nevertheless, Tragic Alex was speaking, an event the others in the room took as no less magical than the secret broadcast they’d gathered to watch. There was a moment of silence as Tragic Alex’ face assumed the expression of a man who’d suddenly discovered he could fly.

“Orphy-what?” Shutty asked softly.

Of course she’d heard of Orpheus before, she just wanted the donkey to fly again. And it was all the prodding he needed: Tragic Alex reared up, looking all the more to Shutty like a large furry mouse, his beard now a rodent’s whiskers, small black eyes open as wide as he could make them. His face was twisted into a terribly funny caricature of offense that brought to mind the Mad Hatter. He spoke, long, loud and with the sort of emotional fervor that could only be brought on by drugs.

“Orpheus! Orpheus! Where have you been? It’s all over the net. They found this drug, developed exercises to help people project themselves as ghosts while they were still alive, and they train them and rent them out to people who want to contact the dead! They used to be a cryogenics facility, freezing terminally ill people so they could bring them back once a cure was discovered. Then they thawed out a few and, like, two said, ‘Hey, we weren’t dead. We were ghosts, wandering around with all these other ghosts!’ And they proved it! They knew stuff they couldn’t have known! It was, like, an undeniable fact! Orpheus got hot to explore the ghost thing, and Project Blue Book gave them some funding, only they needed a steady supply of dead people they could bring back and study! Death row!

So they started this Eyes Only experiment, taking death-row prisoners, killing them, bringing them back, over and over. They figured out that people who had near-death experiences, NDEs, like dying on the operating table, or almost getting on an airplane that crashed, had a sort of predisposition to, I don’t know, being ghosts, seeing ghosts, whatever. They started getting pretty good at sending them out and bringing them back into their bodies. But this fire, maybe started by the Air Force spooks in Blue Book, or some ghosts who didn’t like Orpheus, killed all their guinea pig prisoners, who’re now wandering the world as these angry convict ghosts. One of them hijacks the airwaves at midnight to try and give everyone warnings and shit. C’mon, the
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