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ANTHONY STARED AT THE SPINE-SHAPED cloud for twenty minutes before he realized it hadn't moved.  He thought maybe the spine, which spanned the length of four houses, was just moving more slowly, but lining it up with the house across the street and watching for a while, he realized it wasn't moving at all, neither quickly nor slowly.  It was just there, a skeletal spinal column of cloud miles above the street.

Anthony glanced at his bookmark, a miniature calendar Iren got from his bank, and saw he had only four days until January 21, to finish the review of the book in his hands.  He loved reviewing, but sometimes they asked too much.  Or maybe he was too picky.  All he had to do was read whatever novel arrived in the weekly UPS shipment and write a response, stating if, in his opinion, the book would work well as a movie should they choose to pursue the project.  Sometimes the things they sent made him want to reconsider his career opportunities.

Sure, he thought.  Do you want to be a cop like Iren, or a missionary like Francis?  As long as you're afraid to leave the house, you're stuck here.  And stuck here, there are only so many things open to you, career-wise.

You're right, Anthony thought.  He went back to his book and tried to get into it.

Hours passed, but Anthony only turned another thirty pages.  Giving up for the night, he snapped the book closed, rubbed his tortured eyes, and leaned back.  He looked out the window and was surprised to see the cloud spine still there.

"'And the Raven, never flitting, still is sitting, still is sitting,'" he said, citing Poe.  About to strip for bed, he heard the doorbell.  He went down and opened the door to Iren's smiling face.

"Hey, Hermit," Iren said, calling Anthony by the nickname his agoraphobia had earned him.  They went inside and Iren fell onto the couch, propped his feet on the table and let out a long, exhausted breath.

"Rough night?" Anthony asked, sitting in a chair opposite Iren.

"Just tired," Iren replied.  "I haven't slept much the past couple nights."

"Then why don't you go to bed?  What's wrong?"

"I'm just . . . I don't know."

"What?" Anthony asked, getting up and heading for the kitchen.  When he came back, he handed Iren a beer.  Iren popped the tab and drank.

"I'm just . . . anxious."

"'bout what?"

"I don't know.  That's the problem."  Iren took another drink, belched, and set the can on the table in front of him.  "I just feel like I'm waiting for something, and I don't know what."

"I think I know how you feel," Anthony confessed.  He'd had the sense for the past few days that something was about to happen, but until now he hadn't been able to express it.  Now he had the word: anxious.

"So, did I interrupt anything?" Iren asked, breaking Anthony's train of thought.

"I was just reading," Anthony said.  "Trying to anyway."

"Bad one this time?"

"An understatement," Anthony said.  "It was so hard to get into, I spent most of the day looking out the window."  Remembering the strange spine, he leaned to the window behind the couch and stared up through the glass.  The porch blocked his view, so he waved Iren over.  "Come here.  I wanna show you something."

Iren stumbled over to him.  Anthony opened the door and motioned up.

"Look at that."

"The roof of your porch?"

"No, in the sky, past the porch."

Iren stepped outside and looked up.  It took him less than a second to find what Anthony wanted him to see.  It was as if his eyes were drawn to it, like he had no options to see in the sky besides the white spinal column in the sky.  He stumbled backward.

"What's the matter?" Anthony asked.

"Don't do that again," Iren said.

"Do what?"

Ignoring the question, Iren said, "I gotta go."  He was rubbing his head with one hand as he stepped down Anthony's porch and walked down the street to his own house.

Wondering if Iren was coming down with something, Anthony went to bed.  His exhaustion from the trying day came back, but every time he felt himself dozing, a voice spoke in his head, a soft voice, a whisper.

and they shall see the Son of man coming in the clouds.

Unknown to Anthony until later, Iren heard it too.

* * *
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IREN WOKE TO A DJ ANNOUNCING the time as ten minutes past eight on a fine June 28th morning.  Iren sat up, gazed around the room, got up.  He went to the window and peered into the sky.  The clouds that drifted past glowed a majestic white against the backdrop of a crisp blue sky.  Seeing these innocent clouds, Iren turned a cautious gaze toward the more malevolent-looking clouds above his street.  The first time he'd seen them, the formation had been a simple spine shape.

Five months later it was still there.  It had grown, like an evil fetus.  The spine was still there, as were a complete set of ribs, a pelvic bone and one femur.  At the top of the spine rested a collarbone.  Looking up at the unborn ethereal thing, Iren heard the voice again, the one he'd heard that first, and many successive, nights since: and they shall see the Son of man coming in the clouds.  Foreboding wrapped fat, hot fingers around Iren, cutting off his oxygen.  He pushed himself away from the window and the sense ended immediately.

He went to the bathroom, pissed, brushed his teeth, and looked into the mirror.  He splashed water into his face, the cold acting like a hard slap, bringing him fully awake.  Patting his face dry, he heard the telephone ring.

"What," he said, bringing the receiver to his ear.

"It's Anthony.  Have you seen it?"

"Yeah," Iren said.  "That femur's new, isn't it?"

"Yes."  After the first week, Anthony began charting which bones formed next and when they appeared.

"What do you think it is?" Iren asked, by now a tired query and one they both knew couldn't be answered.

"I don't know."

Iren shivered.  He'd spent the past five months getting up every morning and looking out to see if the thing had gone, knowing it hadn't.  Anthony would ask every so often, How do you feel? and Iren would always reply, Anxious, to which Anthony would say, Me too.

"Well, look," Anthony said, breaking the moment's silence.  "Why don't we call Francis?  Tell him about it.  Maybe he'll be able to see it, too, if you and I can."

"He's still in Mexico."

"No, he was supposed to get back last night," Anthony said.

"Okay."

They hung up and Iren dialed Francis's number.  On the fourth ring, as Iren was about to hang up, Francis picked up.

"It's Iren," he said in answer to Francis's hello.

"Irenaeus," Francis said cheerily.  Iren had tried for four years to get Francis to call him Iren, but Francis reasoned that a heavenly name deserved to be said in full.  "It's been so long.  Who'd have thought so many places down there needed me?  How are you this wonderful day? Did you know that today is your day—the Feast Day of Saint Irenaeus?"

"That's interesting," Iren said, disinterested.  "Listen, Francis, Anthony wanted me to call."

"How is Anthony?"

"Well, he's . . . " Iren stammered, searching for an accurate description. "He's got a
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