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THIS IS IT. The Food of the Gods, which piqued his interest in the TV ad because it contained giant monsters, has come to town: it is playing at the East Mirabeau Drive-in Theater as part of the semi-annual Drive-in Retro Fest—a nostalgic gala spread over two weeks, each night showcasing different movies and old-time ads—the second feature in a triple-bill which includes Empire of the Ants and The Giant Spider Invasion. They head out after the NBC Nightly News with Lester Holt, which, because it is a slow news day, is full of nothing but generalized doom: sun flares heating the top layers of Earth’s atmosphere and increasing the drag on Tiangong-1—China’s abandoned space station—potentially causing it to fall anywhere, even Mirabeau Park; the U.S. Geological Survey predicting earthquakes and a possible eruption of Mount Kilauea in Hawaii, only a few thousand miles away; illegal aliens coming up from Mexico, from Central America, from California—all of whom are criminals, even terrorists, according to the President.

With so much doom in the air and the theater drawing nearer, the Kid feels giddy, maniacal. He ignores his brother who is in the bed of the truck with him, his arm propped on the opposite fender, and instead watches the streetlamps, which, because he is wearing the retro X-Ray Spex he ordered online especially for the occasion (it being a tradition at the Drive-in Retro Fest to dress up) shout X-RAY, X-RAY, X-RAY, because the word has been imprinted into their lenses as a kind of hologram—a cheap effect.

Regardless, he is becoming a different being behind the glasses. Behind the glasses he is becoming ultra-human—an agent of Divine Will—with an agenda having nothing to do with humans. Behind the glasses he has started work toward an inscrutable end that he himself does not understand. There is an incredible power and energy in there, in those oily black lenses. A bass hum. Something moving, which races and burns. But there is something else too. Something immutable, solid, like a planet light-years away which scientists recognize only by the echoes it makes through space-time. An asteroid in the wormhole. It cannot be seen yet but it can be sensed.

It is out there. It is on the horizon. It is coming.

“You look like a douche bag in those,” says Shane as they pull into the East Mirabeau Drive-in, late. They have had to stop at Zip Trip for tranny fluid.  The Kid just looks at him. He doesn’t know what to make of Shane either—this new brother who wears gold polyester shirts with stiff collars and pointy lapels, like garden trowels—clamshell necklaces, feathered hair. Who has transformed into Leif Garret seemingly overnight—like in a horror movie; like Lon Chaney turning into the Wolfman in fast-motion. He doesn’t understand why Shane has even come. He is old enough now to drive himself; has a job at Taco Time, his own money. He even has a car, a 1970 Fire-bird, which their father is helping him pay off. But they’ve been going everywhere together lately, his family; everything old is new again—including a black leather-bound Bible which his mother used to tote to Sunday services but which now lies on the truck’s dash. The black leather-bound Bible she has carried everywhere since her diagnosis of metastatic breast cancer.

Everyone honks as the beams of the  headlamps sweep across the screen. Through her open window he hears his mother say, “Away they go!” and laugh. “You’d think the world was at an end.”

He looks at the screen as his father kills the headlights and backs into a stall—takes off the X-ray glasses—sees black ants carrying disproportionably large yellow petals across steppes of chipped bark. As his father sets up the speaker the Kid hears an authoritative voice intone: “Have you ever taken a good, close look at what the ant is all about? Like these Atta cephalotes—one of the fifteen thousand different species inhabiting our planet. This one cultivates crops of fungus for food. Others herd aphids, just as man herds cattle. And what about the warriors, the builders of bridges, roads, tunnels.... Frightening, isn’t it?”

“About as frightening as The Crater Lake Monster, I bet,” says Shane. He helps their father set up the lawn chairs. “Your movie choices blow, bro.” He does a double take as some girls walk by. “Hellowe honies,” he says.

“They have a sophisticated communication system,” says the narrator. “Specific messages are transmitted from one ant to another through the use of a chemical substance called pheromones. It causes an obligatory response. Did you hear that? Obligatory.”

“I’d like to oblige her,” says Shane.
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BECAUSE THE MOVIE GETS off to a slow start, the Kid walks to the playground at the base of the screen—but pauses before stepping onto the sand. The swing set seems smaller than the last time they were here. He supposes this shouldn’t surprise him; it has been awhile since they last came to the drive-in, and he has gained several inches, almost entirely in the legs, so that he feels awkward and gangly and tends to slouch. A single girl is there, seated in the swing farthest to the edge. Stringy red hair hangs in her eyes and at the sides of her face, like his. He meets her gaze briefly then sits in the swing furthest from her. He feels silly sitting in the swing, immature, but he also feels dirty—realizes he is dirty, that he has not thought to bathe or to put on clean clothes; that he is still wearing the mustard-stained jeans from earlier in the day, the ones with enormous holes in the knees, and that he is wearing his tatty green shirt also, the one with the pale yellow horizontal stripes. Neither one of them makes any move to swing; both stir their sneakers listlessly in the sand. The freeway drones somewhere in the distance.

“Come on, you know what it’s all about, baby, come on....”

He cranes his neck to look at the screen, sees a man and woman struggling on the beach, their hair being tossed by a sea wind, waves crashing against the breakers.

“Let me go you son of a bitch!”

“Relax, relax....”

He looks at the girl in the swing. She’s looking up at the screen, face painted in its greenish half-light, mouth hanging open. He looks back at the screen.

“That’s it,” the man says quietly.  He begins unbuttoning her blouse.

“Okay,” she whispers.

“I just want to get to know ya, that’s all.”

“Okay.”

The man cups his hands around the woman’s breasts, which strain against her bra. She hangs her head back, sighs. The sighs produce a strange reaction in the Kid, a tightening in his groin, something he has felt before but never in association with anything, just feeling good. For the first time he notices that the screen has a texture, that it’s not actually flat but grooved, corrugated, like the metal walls of the lot. He looks at the girl, who glances at him briefly.

“Now just take it easy. That’s it. You’re gonna be a good—”

He is wondering what the girl is thinking when the woman on the screen knees the man in the groin, causing him to double over, gasping and holding his crotch. The Kid looks at the girl but she is gone. Her swing rocks back and forth, chains rattling.

He scans the parking lot for her but sees only the piercing white light of the projector’s beam and the glow of the concessions shack, the ghostly gray speaker stands, the darkened automobiles. It occurs to him quite suddenly that he has no idea where the truck is parked, that he was paying virtually no attention on his way to the playground. He jolts out of the swing and begins walking toward the cars, his shoes slipping in the sand, tripping over one of the railroad ties that box the sand in. He turns this way and that as he walks through the lot, wandering between cars, stepping between speaker stands. The faces of strangers stare out at him everywhere, muted by car windows, softly lit by console lights, by the cherries of cigarettes. When at last he locates the truck it is only because it is parked backward and he can discern the silhouettes of his family; they are seated in their lawn chairs in its bed; and because the projector’s beam has set fire to the divots in the windshield, one of which has become a crack and spread—just as his mother said it would—so that it runs half the length of the glass. So that it splits, branching, into new cracks.
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THOUGH THE GIANT SPIDER INVASION tries to be comical (it’s a bust as a giant monsters on the attack movie, there being only one giant spider, not an army as suggested by the title and poster, and this only a Volkswagen Beetle with legs welded onto it and its chassis covered in fake fur), it’s the horrific parts that form a knot in the Kid’s gut. His mother is not happy either, disapproving—as she disapproved of Empire of the Ants—of the sexual content and violence. She is particularly offended by a scene in which a teenage girl in a push-up top responds to a libidinous suggestion by her mother’s hillbilly boyfriend that she “ain’t no child no more” by waving her breasts back and forth, giggling, “Yeah, now I’m 35-24-35!”

His father doesn’t seem to mind too much though, and Shane is loving it, especially when the same girl, wrapped in a towel and with wet hair, is startled by her cousin, “Larry”—who causes her to drop the towel, revealing buoyant, pale breasts and nipples the color of acorns. It is not lost on the Kid that each time something like this happens the camera zooms up on the body parts. What compels him so much about the towel scene is the suggestion of something dark beneath the girl’s filmy panties, something he has never seen in any other movie.

Ultimately The Giant Spider Invasion relies upon explicit grossness to achieve its effect, as when the girl’s alcoholic mother unknowingly blenders a tarantula with her Bloody Mary—and drinks it—or lingering on close-ups of policemen
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