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Have you ever woken up and felt that your life is not your
life? Have you ever tried to cling with all your might to the
ragged remnants of a dream, with the unshakable conviction that
what you glimpsed in the secret theatre of the imagination, is your
true self, your true home? Have you ever woken up and felt that
your life is not your life?

 


After the Party

 


 "Chaos is entirely a state of
mind. So is order, for that matter."

"Hey,
you're nuts."

"No, I'm
not. It just never occurs to most people that all they have to do
is flick a switch in their mind. They want to change things the
long way round, because it's the only way they believe
in."

The
conversation was the only real thing in J's mind, although it may
not have taken place at all. The voices were familiar, but no names
or faces would claim them in his memory. It could have taken place
between the large animal print cushion on the couch and the red
kettle with the broken switching mechanism.

For some
really strange reason, he could only think in objects as he lay
there patterning his cheek to the ridges of the carpet. Even when
he tried to think people, they quickly slipped back to expressing
themselves as things. Ronda was a pale woven basket with a few
strands of rafia at the top fraying. Selbourne was the DVD player
that would never accurately play the same disk you inserted,
however many times you checked the label beforehand. Ashley was
this thin elegant vase with a bottom of water too far away from the
stems of the flowers she was supposed to nourish.

Chaos.
Order. Flicking a switch.

The words
tasted like the heavy syrup of sambuca and smelt like somebody's
saliva. They dried on his tongue without his ever using them. They
throbbed inside his skull, happily jamming with the hammering on
the front door.

It could
have been thirty seconds or as long as an hour before he reached
the door. The woman's beauty was something that pierced even his
post-inebriated state, but the golden translucence of her skin and
the ears that protruded and ended in points not unlike those of Mr
Spock must have been the booze still adding little bits to the
picture.

She said,
"I know this is an unusual request, but can I come in and clean
your apartment for you?"

J blinked
and glanced over his shoulder. He could not find it in him to deny
that it needed cleaning. He sought and found a line half-remembered
from a movie. "A fine lady like yourself?"

"This is
awkward, but actually I have to do it. One of your guests last
night stole something of mine and I have until noon to find
it."

"What
time is it now?" J asked.


"Eleven."

"What if
it's not in there?"

"I can
feel it."

J took a
step back. He had seen stranger things. He made several
half-hearted attempts to help her, but she seemed to have such a
better grasp of what she was doing and proved totally unshockable,
even in the face of several very strange discoveries.

One was
that roughly half of the coffee table seemed to have turned into a
tree. Roots frays bits of the carpet and the floor was actually
lifting in a lumpy halfmoon shape. He could not immediately think
of a way of fixing it, but the woman with the pointed ears ignored
it.

There was
a swarm of five miniature mermaids patrolling the aquarium. J
opened his mouth to say "Wow", but the word never quite got to his
tongue. What he really wanted to verbalize was, "See, THAT's why I
drink."

The woman
did not even glance at them. She was homing in on something that J
now recognized as the epicenter of weirdness, a charred figure -
was it a statue or a corpse? - that occupied the center of the
couch.

"I found
it," she said.

J looked
over his shoulder at the mermaids - their tiny breasts actually
bobbed - and then forced his eyes to return to the dead body. Yes,
it really was a dead body. How was he going to explain that one to
the landlord, to anyone?

"That?"
he asked.

She
reached out and pulled something from the burnt fingers. "This,"
she said. A few bones tumbled to the floor, smudging the carpet.
The woman blew on the object in her hands. Some black dust flew off
it. It was a ring.

"Oh," he
said.

"Now I
will clean the place up for you," she said.

She
slipped the ring onto her finger and its shimmering became part of
the golden sheen of her inhuman skin. The very air seemed to
vibrate around them and for a few moments the throbbing of his head
was truly unbearable.

Slowly, the motion of
everything wound down. The corpse was gone.
So were the smudges, the tree part of the coffee table and every
single beer can or glass that had lain scattered across the living
room floor. And the mermaids. He realized that, brief as their
existence had been, the aquarium would never quite look right
without them again.

"Oh yes,"
said the woman. She touched his forehead and the hangover was gone
also.

He spend
the rest of the afternoon hunting for something - anything - out of
place. Everything was as it should be. Yet, in some strange way,
not....

 


Flower

 


 Holding onto the flower
seemed to be the most illogical thing in the world - both
practically and emotionally. Marie had carried it with her every
day of her life. The petals were white, parchment dry and brittle.
It was not a particularly beautiful specimen. It came from her
marriage bouquet.

According
to Marie, it lost its color on the day Frank first raised his hand
to her. She would not tell him what it was originally.

Now, his
ass stiff from too many hours on the hard edge of the sidewalk,
damaging the flower was the least and most immediate of his
worries.

The
whitewashed walls of the house across the street betrayed nothing.
Somewhere within, Frank Bain had a gun trained on the person of his
estranged wife Marie. Was she dead or alive? There had been several
gunshots, one at three o'clock, two at four-thirty and another at a
quarter to five, but at five oh five, the cops spoke to her. She
sounded strained, emotional, but still very much alive. It was
almost six now. There had been no more gunshots, but Frank could
have used other means. There were so many. A hangman's noose, a
sharp kitchen knife, his bare hands, a cocktail of domestic
insecticides. All of those might be soundless.

He tried
not to think about them, but the images flooded his thoughts,
almost as if he was there in the room with her, listening to Frank
Bain tormenting her with the possibilities, asking her to choose.
Was he picking up her stream of consciousness somehow?

That had
happened before, to the surprise of them both, somehow confirming
that soul mate link they had been aware of from the
first.

Don't die. His mind was
pleading. Don't die.

Live. Take me with you. Live for me.

The words
popped into his head. The voice was hers, although the acoustics
echoing within his skull sounded odd, as if coming through a long,
narrow tube or from underwater.

The very
air around him seemed to come alive and it was as if he could feel
every ant meandering across the sand, every blade of grass
glistening as it unfolded, pushing up towards the sun. The flower
in his hands was a deep, dark plum, the color of old blood and
promises broken. But the whitewashed house across the street seemed
to have given up its ghost.

That was
the moment he knew, long before the SWAT team stormed the place and
brought out both blanketed bodies.

 


Alice by the Sea

 


 There must be tens of thousands of
little girls called Alice in the world. Some of them are not so
little and not so innocent, but if we wrote down stories for every
Alice that lives, breathes and swallows pills, they could fill a
library, all by themselves.

But ask yourself this, how much mileage can you really get out
of one pill makes you tall
and one pill makes you
small without beginning to repeat the
pattern, again and again and again, like a row of warped mirrors in
the madhouse.

I'm going
to tell you about an Alice that simply got fed up with it all and
took a Path of Whispers, away from all the White Rabbits and Mad
Hatters and Murderous Queens until she came to the sea.

The wind
blew her perfectly brushed blond locks into a wild nest of disarray
and the spray of the ocean splattered the unblemished pinkish white
skin of her bare feet. She was happy, but still the possibility of
being discovered loomed like a distant storm cloud on the
horizon.

She did
not bring much, but she still had two pills left and without
hesitation, she popped the pill that makes you small under her
tongue. That was the one that always shocked your senses - a
swiftly impacting sensation that made you feel as if your weight
had abruptly tripled. Followed by your ears popping and then a
disorientating light-headedness, as if the see-saw that had just
plunged, now swooped back up again. And finally, that dry burning
at the back of the throat. Yep, that was the pill
alright.

... and
grains of sand were now sharp pebbles and rocks of quartz... The
cold brine of the sea, the stabbing sunlight. Everything
overwhelmed, as Alice stumbled to find the nearest haven of
sanctuary within the cool cavern of a sea shell.

Its
smoothly curved pearly walls were easy on the eye, except in those
places where they caught a glint of sun. That hurt. The surface
felt good on her cheek, but the best and worst thing about the
shell was the music you could only hear from the
inside...

I know
you've probably held a shell to your ear, but this is very very
different. A secret that shells have kept very well is that they
only let you hear what they want you to, and that corresponds
roughly to what they think you expect to hear. A roaring whoosh and
most people will wander off, none the wiser.

But each
shell distills the vibration of the waves to a fine and delicate
series of melodies that never escape. Each shell tunes the vagaries
of the wind to secret arpeggios that might have been the undoing of
Paganini and each shell blends the harmonies of the shifting sands
outside to something rare and exquisite.

Before
Alice, no human had ever been an audience to the overpowering
symphony of the sea.

Madness
conducted the little spikes of intensity that rose and fell,
drilling against the inside of her skull during the first
movement.

There was
no interval, no break, but the shifting carried her to a scary sort
of sane that gnawed and grinded relentlessly against its confining
prison of bone.

Then, it
broke barriers and spilled....

Her mouth
was open and her throat vibrated with a high-pitched fluting
whistle. Was she still listening to the music or had she become
it?

Sensing a
new element, an enhancement to its features, the shell had worked
the dimensions of Alice into its music, bouncing new improvisations
off her form. That was the way of the shell. It employed everything
within its environment in the greater quest for aural
excellence.

The girl
thought tone was god and tried to move towards it. Then she decided
that tone was the devil and tried to move away from it. Because the
music surrounded her, the results were exactly the same.

She
crawled towards what felt like the heart of the sound, its
crescendo whorling around and around, in colors she could almost
see.

The music changed, becoming cold and wet. The vibration of
tone lingered in echoes, but it was passing. She had found the
mouth of the shell, but outside, she still felt as if she had no
skin, no hair and no face, even. She was nothing more than a pulse
that continued to go ah-ah-ah-ah-ah, without end. She
could not even tell whether she still crawled or had stopped. She
might have hugged herself, had she been able to locate any of her
limbs.

She had
no awareness of time passing, but after a while, she realized that
the music had shifted from being an event to becoming a memory. She
felt her fingers curled around her toes and slowly the rest of her
body came back online.

She
opened her eyes. She had to brush rags of hair the color of sleek
seaweed from her eyes. Her skin was tinged green, hands and feet
webbed. The girl called Alice swallowed hard, but then she
remembered that she had wanted to be different.

Something
grubby and white stuck to her palms. She stared at it for a long
time before realizing that it was the remains of the pill to make
you tall. Painstakingly, she licked her hands until they were
clean. Then she got up and walked into the wild and the
deep.

 


Tree of Living

 


 The kiss of earth was grainy,
slightly bitter and tinged with the scent of dew on grass. Waves of
beer came and went as his gut churned against recent excess. The
air was autumn cool.

Just look at you. You are disgusting.

Breathing
in the full moon's light, he wished she could understand the beauty
of such madness. He wanted to stop hurting, but the tug of war
between his world and hers never let up.

Why can't you live in the real world? It's good enough for
everyone else.

Each
breath felt good. He was lying by the tree in the bottom of the
garden. He loved that big tree. It broke his heart that he would
never see it again when she threw him out. By now, it was
definitely a "when" measured in hours, days at the most.

Far
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