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The Heart of Twistown


We returned that day to find the familiar
neighborhood faces around Lot Park full of grief and disbelief.
Mama Sheena had died the previous evening. Before the day was
ended, a man whom I had yet to meet would also be dead; and their
two deaths and the circumstances of them, would forever change the
lives of everyone in Twistown.

The neon sky that morning was a shade of pink
sweet enough to rival the city's signs and streetlamps—those
gas-filled tubes for which our world was known, with oranges and
reds and blues blazing within—which adorned storefronts and hung in
shop windows, that lined the avenues of most neighborhoods and
shone again as glowing jewels dropped within the puddles of the
shadowed, late morning roads of the city.

We followed one of the fat garbage vehicles
up the narrow lane towards Lot Park's northern boundary, splashing
through last night's rain. In Twistown, the garbage truck doesn't
stop and pick up bins that have been set along the route. The
streets are too narrow for that. Instead, the vehicles rumble along
the tight alleys, and the folks from the neighborhood bring their
garbage as close as they can and toss it into the gaping waste
chamber. This is workable since the big trucks, like everything
else, become ensnared by the molasses-like traffic of Twistown,
which congeals and oozes through the clogged arteries, a packed
mass of irate automobiles, hand-drawn taxi-cabs, cyclists and
pedestrians, oblivious shoppers standing at makeshift roadside
stalls, shouting merchants, shady dealers, and the occasional
asshole trying to weave through the press on one of those yipping,
motorized scooters with its engine barking like a tiny dog, the
rider yelling profanities even as they run over innocent feet.

We stayed in the wake of the coughing,
belching garbage vehicle, borrowing its bulk to clear a path
through the press. The fumes of the multi-fuel engine—poorly
tuned—and the stench of the refuse being flung at the truck, into
it and onto it, surrounded us. I was mostly unaffected.

"Kree's Jar, Davro!" Samanth held her nose
pinched closed with gloved fingers, and added a few more colorful
curses. "Doesn't the stink get to you?"

I leaned my head back for an ostentatious
inhale, and then flashed the young woman a grin. "Didn't I ever
tell you, Sam? I can't smell a thing since I nearly got burned up
in that fire in North Wreck." I sniffed again, loudly. "Best thing
that ever happened to me."

"Well," she said, laughing lightly, "I guess
you're the luckiest person in Twistown, Davro."

"Not sure there's such a thing as that," I
said, as the two of us deftly avoided the incoming splatter from a
poorly aimed garbage missile thrown from somewhere that missed the
vast open mouth of the garbage truck and rebounded away onto people
near us.

 


The crowd thickened even more around the
northern entrance to Lot Park, threatening to stop the flow on the
road entirely. A metal-link fence, which served as the park's
northern boundary, loomed three times the height of the people on
the street, and here and there along its length, brave souls clung
to the mesh. A few were attempting to scramble all the way up,
despite the wicked barbed wire at the top. If they made it safely
over, wooden scaffolding erected on the other side supported a
handful of men and women waiting to knock these trespassers back
down; not many even made it that far. Others who climbed only part
way up were merely after the advantage of height; once above the
press below, these folks turned and shouted down at the crowd from
their position up on the fence, one hand gripping the mesh, the
other flashing wares for sale: foodstuffs, illicit drugs,
bio-drives, weapons. Assorted other sundries.

I recognized Po among those clinging to the
fence. His mop of red hair hung down as he angled towards the
crowd, waving printed sheets of newspaper in both hands. He hung
from the fence, nearly horizontal, rushing to and fro over the
heads of the people pressed against the barrier. A pair of stretch
cords, both attached at one end to the metal links of the fence,
came up under Po's wet denim jacket and hooked into a harness
around the boy's thin chest.

He saw Samanth and I and bounded over to us,
rattling the metal mesh. As he approached, another unluckier soul
was ejected from the very top by a couple of the folks there, and
fell wailing to the paved ground; I marveled as the crowd below
found the space and awareness to part from his descent.

"Dav!"

"Hey, Po." Samanth and I were nearly to the
gate in the fence now, and lined up to enter the park.

"You're gonna come to the wake tonight,
right, Dav?"

"What wake is that?" I asked, looking up at
the boy's dirty face. His eyes widened in surprise.

"You haven't heard?"

"Heard what, Po?"

The boy shifted all the papers he was holding
into one hand, changed his mind and tucked them into his open
mouth, and then reached into his denim jacket pocket and withdrew a
small stack of pink papers. He thrust one at me; I reached out and
took it. The thin flyer was flimsy with moisture and the memory of
having been folded. The ink was smeared in spots.

"Mama Sheena," said Po sadly, as I read the
contents of the paper. "She died last night."

"What?" said Samanth, pushing closer. "Let me
see that." She leaned in, reading the paper I held in my hands. A
Twistown neighborhood invitation to the wake for Mama Sheena. To be
held right here in Lot Park later that night.

"Hello, Sam-Sam." Po was hanging over Samanth
and I, nearly vertical now, but upside down, his red hair dangling,
grin inverted. His face was nearly level with Samanth's.

"Po, this is terrible news."

The boy's grin slipped away and he bobbed his
head. "I know. Mama Sheena was my favorite."

"What happened?" I asked. "How did . . ." I
couldn't finish the question, and tried to swallow the lump which I
felt in my throat.

"It's okay, Dav. Everyone's super sad." Po
shifted his position on the fence so that his upside-down mouth was
close to my left ear. "I don't know exactly what happened. But
Price knows. You should ask him. He wouldn't tell me, but he'll
tell you, I bet. He said not to gossip, either. He said I should
remember Mama Sheena alive, and to get the word out so that people
come to honor her and stuff." He waved the limp flyers over my
head. "So that's what I'm doing."

Samanth and I had been inching forward as we
talked, while those in line in front of us were either let through
into the park, or, more often, turned away. Presently we were only
a few heads from the entrance. I could see the hulking forms of Lex
and Lionel, the twins, manning the gate.

"We'll see you later, Po," I told the boy
hanging over our heads.

"Okay, Dav." His grin returned for a moment.
He tucked the pink flyers away. "Bye-bye, Sam-Sam." With a shift of
his body, the stretch cords pulled him up and away from us. I
watched him bounce and skip away along the rattling fence. He
resumed shouting and waving his wet newspapers as he went.

"Davro."

I blinked and found myself looking at the
grim features of Lex, and then saw them repeated a few feet away on
the face of his twin, Lionel. Only the scar along Lex's left eye
and cheek set the two apart. A common joke in Twistown suggested
that Lionel was the one responsible for messing Lex's face, because
he was tired of being confused for his twin. It wasn't true, of
course. The brothers were incredibly tight; and indeed, Lionel had
gleefully assisted his twin in taking care of those who were
actually responsible. The guilty hadn't so much as scratched
another soul since.

"Sad day," said Lex, taking my hand into his
firm grip. Drops of water condensed on his bald skull and ran down
in channels to his beefy neck.

"Po just told me." I nodded towards Samanth.
"We were out on the Southern Shores last night, and we're only
getting back into Twistown now."

"You'll be here tonight, then? Both of
you?"

I nodded. His gaze shifted towards Samanth,
who mumbled an affirmative. The young woman's eyes were wet.

"Aye. Well, glad to hear it. Sheena adored
you, Davro." He slapped me good-naturedly on the shoulder. "Though
Kree alone knows why." Barking a half-hearted laugh at his own
words, Lex stepped aside. Samanth and I walked between the
brothers, whose bulk closed back up behind us, sealing the small
entrance into Lot Park.

I looked over my shoulder at the crowded mass
of people outside, as they pushed forward to seek admittance, or to
purchase products from the numerous vendors and merchants lined up
at the base of the fence, or else merely for a look through the
metal mesh into the famous (or infamous) Lot Park. Behind them, the
traffic along the overburdened northern artery honked and banged
and inched along.

"Is Price around?" I asked Lionel. Lex was
already back to patiently explaining to disappointed people that
they couldn't actually enter the park, that they needed to turn
around and move along. His intimidating size, and that of his
nearby brother, were enough to do the job.

"Aye, Price is in there," Lionel said to me,
watching his brother talk to a group of young men in monk's robes;
he indicated farther into the park with a tilting of his large bald
head. "Downbelow, most likely."

Sam reached out a hand and locked her fingers
around mine, and we walked together into Lot Park.

 


After the press and push of the crowded
narrow alleyways of Twistown, the interior of Lot Park seemed
almost empty by comparison. The northern entrance where we had
passed Lex and Lionel, and the southern entrance, which opened onto
Crossway Avenue, were the two major points of entry into Lot Park.
There was no official organization for manning the gates and walls,
for deciding who entered or didn't. The neighborhood policed
itself. In this, and in other aspects, we had learned to do so,
since the NCA—the Neon City Authority—left us to pretty much to
fend for ourselves. Lot Park remained the one spot in all of
Twistown where it was possible to get a reprieve from the mass of
bodies and noise and chaos in the streets just beyond the fences.
We worked together as a community to keep it that way.

Samanth and I walked aimlessly for a time,
hand in hand. Numb with the news of Mama Sheena's death. She had
been one of the eldest matriarchs of the neighborhood. One of the
Hoodmothers, who took in all the orphaned, abandoned, or otherwise
cast-off children of Twistown and the surrounding neighborhoods.
Half of the people I know were raised by one or another of the
Hoodmothers. I hadn't been raised by Mama Sheena per se, but she'd
taken an interest in me anyway, stepping into my life often enough
during my troubled teenage years growing up in Twistown that I
emerged from the depressing and often dangerous streets a
decent-enough sort of man.

"When I was eleven or twelve," Samanth said
at my shoulder, "I broke my arm falling off a roof. I was trying to
jump buildings, and the metal railing I pushed off from with my
foot was slicker than I thought." She held up her right arm, jacket
pulled back to the elbow, exposing her pale skin. Showed me the
crescent-shaped patch of white scar tissue halfway up the backside
of her forearm. "The bone was sticking through the skin. I remember
sitting on the ground
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