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“... who of us has never felt while walking through twilight or writing a date from his past that something infinite had been lost?”

—Jorge Luis Borges
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Sea Change
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1.

I was nineteen and lost when I first saw Wendigo. That was the year everything broke apart. In the center, and in other places too.

My mother died by her own hand. My girlfriend and I split up. Looking back, it’s hard to remember what came first, my mother’s death or the break-up.

Everything in my nineteenth year melded into a continuous blur. Where I felt both tormented by time and seeming to exist outside of it.

2.

The comforting darkness of movie theaters. Movie theaters had been my haven and sanctuary, my church, since childhood, and never more so than in my nineteenth year.

How to Exist Inside Cinema Outside Your Own Life.

That was the title of something I had written when I was seventeen. Or if I hadn’t written it, I had written the title that was still waiting for the story to which it could attach itself.

3.

One night I had gone to a shorts film festival at the Film Forum, a theater on Houston Street, and that was where I first encountered Wendigo.

It was a nine-minute film, with no dialogue, set in a snowy tundra. It was shot in 16 mm, with a spectral bluish tint. What I witnessed on screen directly corresponded to my wounds. It felt as if I had mainlined Wendigo, and I left the theater that night in a daze. But a different kind of daze from the one that had rendered me a full-time sleepwalker. This daze brought on a wooziness that became a gateway to feeling. To a resonance that wouldn’t stop echoing.

4.

Tan-colored pill bottles, and the pills—small, white, chalky. Razors that could be concealed like wafers under the tongue. The moldy, corroded edge of a porcelain bathtub. Brown shag carpet. A vacuum cleaner with a balloon for guts. Lipstick-smudged menthol cigarettes cluttered in a glass ashtray. Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday. Days registering a metronome. A cobra-backed wicker chair set near the window in the living room. Where she’d sit. A discolored wedding ring stashed in a small red box. Friday, Saturday, Sunday.

My mother’s name was Angela.

5.

The following day, at a matinee, I saw Wendigo again. There were other films in the program, but I was deaf and blind to them.

When Wendigo finished, and the closing cello music was playing, I realized that I was crying. It felt as if they were someone else’s tears. Or that I was crying them for someone else. Someone who had gone away, someone whose name I couldn’t remember.

6.

Paul Kirby. That was the man who had written, directed and acted in Wendigo. I had eagerly awaited Kirby’s next film, never imagining it wouldn’t come. Wendigo won awards, and had become a cult darling among cinephiles. Yet Kirby never made another film. To my knowledge, his entire cinematic legacy comprised a single, nine-minute film.

7.

My first girlfriend’s name was Jenny. We used to go to the movies together a lot. We also liked to fool around in the movie theater, especially when the audience was sparse. The first blowjob I had ever received was from Jenny, in the movie theater, while we were watching Police Academy.

I heard that she married a firefighter and now lives on Long Island.

8.

Wendigo had tattooed itself on my heart. It belonged to a part of my life when I had been submerged, and it, like a small dependable light, had kept me company.

These are the things I’m thinking, the things I’m feeling, after having chanced upon the article about Paul Kirby’s disappearance.

The article reports how Kirby had gone missing in Nine Peaks, the town in New Mexico where he lived, and investigations were ongoing.

There was a smattering of details. Kirby’s age, thirty-five, the fact that he was originally from Brooklyn, and how his short film, Wendigo, had been filmed in the mountains of Nine Peaks. There was also a black and white photo of Kirby standing in front of a fence.

9.

I allowed everything to seep in and settle. Not just the news of Kirby’s disappearance, but the timing of it in relation to my own life and present circumstances.

While my recently-turned-ex-girlfriend was at work, I was picking up some of my stuff at her apartment. Realizing that this was probably the last time I would be in her apartment, I decided to linger and savor the details that had given tone, depth, and texture to the past three years of my life. I poured myself a glass of pulp-free orange juice. I made a turkey and cheese sandwich on wheat bread and then added spicy brown mustard. I sat down at the table, where the newspaper was laid out, as if waiting for me.

While eating, I casually flipped through the pages, and there it was, in bold letters: Man Vanishes Without a Trace.

I stared at the photo. Kirby had dark wavy hair, and his hands were thrust into his pockets. He looked both casual and serious. I couldn’t tell if his face was covered in five-o’clock shadow, or if it was the poor quality of the photograph creating the effect.

10.

After finishing my sandwich and glass of orange juice, I poured myself a second glass of orange juice and considered what Marianne had said about us having drifted apart.

There’s no center to any of this, she had spoken with a calm clarity that had frightened me. It was like the words, and the voice behind those words had come from somewhere else.

11.

I am standing on a huge glacier, adrift in the sea, and I am pitching an idea for a show to a network executive, who is not there on the glacier with me, but is rather a projection, or some sort of hologram who can hear me.

I tell him the show will be called Jukebox, An American Pop Odyssey, but can’t remember what I say when explaining the details of the show. I do remember that the network executive seemed intrigued by my pitch.

When I told Marianne about this dream, she looked at me funny and said nothing. 

What, I pressed.

I dreamed about glaciers last night too, she said. Are you serious?

Yes.

What happened in your dream?

All I remember is that there were a lot of huge glaciers, and they were making a low rumbling sound, like thunder. And I was spellbound.

12.

I wanted to feel worse about mine and Marianne’s break-up, but I mostly felt relieved. As if I had been pardoned from something. Perhaps Marianne felt the same?

13.

With Wendigo having returned to my life via the disappearance of Paul Kirby, I got hit with waves that were part of a sea change. Its influence would move me in a different and unexpected direction, but not for several months. Not until autumn.
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Beastie Girl
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1.

Ali was having werewolf dreams again. It had been a long time since the werewolves. Several years or more. Now the werewolves were back.

Sometimes she was the one turning into a werewolf. Other times she was being chased by a werewolf. Whatever the circumstances, she always woke up exhausted. As if she had been out running a long distance.

2.

Sunday. Though Ali didn’t care much for church, she loved hearing the bell toll. It was something she had grown up with. It felt as if the world’s continuation was confirmed when the bell tolled.

Ali picked up the note on the kitchen table.

I’m working a double today Baby 

Be home round 4

There’s banana bread in the fridge 

Love, Mom

P.S. Don’t forget to feed Cat

3.

Ali poured dry cat food into Cat’s bowl. Cat padded over, vaguely interested. Cat stared up at Ali, as if wanting or needing something else.

What? Don’t look at me like that, Cat.

Ali took a knee and stroked Cat’s scalp. Cat yielded to Ali’s touch and closed his eyes.

4.

In the bathroom mirror, Ali inspected her hair. From her shaved head, there extended one long strip of hair that draped over her jawline. Last night she had dyed it midnight blue and needed to see how the color looked in the light of day.

I’m pleased, Ali said to herself.

Then, as counterpoint, she pinched her cheeks, displeased by the baby fat which still hadn’t melted away. Robert had called it a moon face. Which, as a definition, made her feel better.

5.

Ali ate a slice of banana bread with butter and washed it down with a glass of milk. She saw Cat lounging on the windowsill, eyes drowsily slitted. The sunlight pouring in through the windows frosted his ash-gray fur.

Ali noticed the scratches on the underside of her left forearm. She tried to recall her werewolf dream but couldn’t remember any specifics. Just that there had been howling, and a fence.

6.

Ali got dressed. Baggy carpenter jeans. Black hoodie. White Adidas. Forest green Jansport.

She went to the bathroom and checked out her hair in the mirror one more time, just to make sure. Yes, that was the right kind of blue.

Out in the yard, Ali greeted her bike by patting its vinyl seat. A Silver Fox BMX racer. It was black and silver with hard yellow plastic for spokes. Ali relished the fact that she was the only one in town whose bike’s spokes were hard yellow plastic. Or that she was the only one with a Silver Fox BMX racer, for that matter.

She had pegs fitted onto the back of her bike, after seeing it in a movie. Even though Ali rarely had passengers mounted on her pegs, she liked knowing they were there, that she could give someone a lift.

7.

I hate riding back here.

Don’t be such a scaredy cat, Robert. Don’t you trust me? 

No.

Ooooh, you’re cruel.

Robert said nothing but Ali could feel his smile brushing against her neck. 

Hold on, she said.

I am holding on.

Robert clutched Ali’s shoulders, digging his fingers in deep. 

Not so hard. I don’t wanna fall off. 

You won’t fall off.

That’s what you said last time, and did I fall off?

Ali laughed, as she tried to harmonize balance and momentum while managing both hers and Robert’s weight.

8.

Today’s selection: Paul’s Boutique. Ali felt the Beastie Boys provided the best soundtrack for bike riding. Or taking over the world. Maybe even the universe.

Ali slid the cassette into her Walkman and placed the headphones over her ears. Then she clicked the PLAY button and waited for the music to start before she took off.

She peeled out of her driveway, hooked a sharp right, and when she got to the end of her block, she made a wide sweeping arc onto the boulevard, propelled by the music.

Now I rock a house party at the drop of a hat 

I beat a biter down with an aluminum bat

Roberts’ favorite Beastie Boys album was Paul’s Boutique. Ali’s was Check Your Head. Except ever since Robert had moved away, Ali had been hearing Paul’s Boutique in a different way, and now she considered Paul’s Boutique and Check Your Head co-favorites.

9.

Running from the law and press and the parents 

Is your name Michael Diamond?

No mine’s Clarence

Ali wove between cars with rhythmical ferocity and then rode the yellow line in the middle of the street.

When riding her bike, Ali felt invincible. Like nothing could happen to her so long as she was pedaling, swerving, jumping curbs.

Her mother wanted her to wear a helmet. Ali refused. I don’t want my daughter’s brains splatted all over the road. Don’t worry, Ma, that won’t happen. Me and Silver Fox . . . it won’t happen.

Out here, on the bike, nothing could touch her. In her eyes, the Silver Fox was nearly equivalent to having a superpower.

Ali veered onto the sidewalk and looked to the left, to the rolling pasture beyond the wooden fence. The yellows of autumn flared among the green.

There was howling, and a fence, and what else? Details of the dream remained elusive. Ali looked down at the sleeve which covered her forearm, and she knew that, underneath it, she would find scratches. Those were real.

10.

Ali would write Robert a letter. He had been gone for over a year, and she had written him only one letter, and that was in response to the letter he had written to her.

In Robert’s letter, he had told her that Seattle wasn’t bad but it rained a lot and he was still getting used to it. He had also included a photo of himself, showing his new hairstyle which was modeled after Robert Smith’s hairstyle. Robert Smith was the lead singer for The Cure. The Cure was one of Robert’s favorite bands. The Cure really wasn’t Ali’s thing. But she did like Robert Smith’s style and look, and she also thought that Robert’s new hairstyle looked rad.

Perhaps, tonight, in honor of Robert, and Robert Smith, and the hairstyles of Robert and Robert Smith, Ali would listen to Disintegration, The Cure album that Robert had copied for her.

One day, Robert, I’ll come to visit you in Seattle and we’ll pick up where we left off. It will be like old times.

Tonight, she would write a letter and would put that in the letter and she’d listen to Disintegration and tell Robert in the letter that she was listening to Disintegration while writing the letter.

11.

Cause I’m a high plains drifter

The high plains drifter, and I’m the drifter

Ali turned up the volume. She rose from her seat and pedaled harder. The crisp air produced needles in her lungs.

When she got to the intersection, she turned right, en route to the comic bookstore. If her Moon Knights had come in, she would go to the park, specifically the graveyard, where she would read them under the willow tree. Where Paul had first introduced her to Moon Knight.
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The Force of All Things Moving
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1.

My roommate was eating cereal when I told him I was leaving.

Where you going, he responded nonchalantly, continuing to spoon cereal into his mouth.

When I told him Nine Peaks, he asked where that was, and when I said New Mexico, his attention sharpened.

Oh, you’re leaving leaving. 

Yes.

When?

Soon.

Soon, like....

In a week or two.

Wow. New Mexico. Why there?

I told him I had a friend who had invited me to visit. 

Will you be gone long?

I don’t know. You should find another roommate. I’ll cover this month’s rent. 

My roommate waved me off.

Don’t worry about the rent. I owe you.

I knew that he was referring to the fact that he had, when I was away on a trip, sold my comic books to buy drugs.

We’re even, I said, and we shook hands.

––––––––
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2.

Man Vanishes Without a Trace

I stared at the headline, as well as the accompanying photo. Without a trace. As if Paul Kirby has disappeared into thin air.

I placed the article into a weathered file folder, on which I had written Wendigo in black marker. The folder was from years ago. It contained a facsimile of the Wendigo script, and notes on both the film and Paul Kirby. I hadn’t looked at the information I had collected on Kirby, of which there was very little, in a long time.

He, like me, was from Brooklyn. Him, Williamsburg. Me, Bay Ridge. The cameraman on Wendigo was Mack Willoughby who, like Kirby, had lived in Nine Peaks. I checked to see if Mack Willoughby still resided in Nine Peaks and found out that he did. A name, Mack Willoughby, a connective thread and starting point.

I removed the article from the folder, needing to read the headline again. There was something unreal about it that made me feel close to the man in the photo, this Paul Kirby who had vanished without a trace.

Why hadn’t I told my roommate the real reason for my trip? Perhaps, because, I wasn’t quite clear on what that was yet.

3.

I got things in order. Most of my work was as a freelance writer, so there was no job to which I had to give notice.

I had received money from my mother’s life insurance after her death. I had put it into a savings account and never touched it and rarely thought about it. A part of me was afraid of that money, as if it were corrupted or cursed. It was a reasonable sum that had grown exponentially over the years through accrued interest. I intended to use the money to finance my trip. It somehow felt right, scripted. This was the way it should be. My mother’s death and Wendigo belonged to the same order, the same species. They were kin deriving from the same spectrum of blue. The money I was withdrawing from the account wasn’t regular money. It was Wendigo money.

4.

I arrived home and in the living room there was a voluptuous Black woman with glossy hair and large golden hoop earrings. She stared at me, unabashedly, as if it were her apartment and I was the unexpected guest.

You too, sugar, she asked me in boisterous tone.

Me too? My confusion settled on my roommate’s waxy face, which was lit up like a demonic jack-o’-lantern.

He made a beeline toward me and ushered me into the hallway that led to our bedrooms. 

That’s Clarisse, he told me. You want in? I’ll cover you.

My roommate took a dramatic pause, before adding—Clarisse was the prom queen of Louisville High . . . back in the day.

My roommate’s incandescent face advertised this fact with pornographic glee. I shook my head.

You sure? It will be my birthday gift to you.

My birthday was in three weeks. I was turning twenty-seven.

I shook my head again. 

Okay, he smiled, your loss.

He explained to me that he and Clarisse were about to go into his bedroom. When he was done, his friend, Malta, who was in the living room, would take his turn.

He slapped me on the back, a show of good nature, and we returned to the living room.

Clarisse and my roommate left for the bedroom. When Clarisse walked past me, my nostrils were spiked by the pungency of her rose perfume.

About thirty seconds later, through my roommate’s bedroom door, I heard the Violent Femmes playing on the radio.

5.

I saw her.

She was standing there, on the podium, in a shimmering blue satin gown. Her hair, which was coiled into a thick and lush symmetry, received the crown hospitably. She held the bouquet of red roses close to her chest, and her smile lit up the auditorium.

This year’s prom queen of Louisville High, a bald man announced in a baritone, and the audience broke out in applause.

Balloons fell from the rafters. Rice was thrown. Some people screamed out her name. Clarisse, Clarisse.

Her name, echoing, became a flock of birds. Her heart, a quivering branch of silver.

6.

Malta, who was sitting on the leather couch, was a stocky man with rust-colored hair that was both scant and disheveled. He was wearing a coal-gray suit, white collared shirt, and a red tie. The tie was loose around his collar. He wasn’t wearing any shoes. I noticed that there was a hole in one of his black socks, through which part of his big toe stuck out.

Malta, he said in a deep voice, and signaled to me with his glass. 

Andrew, I replied.

I’m going to microwave some dinner, I told him, feeling the need to explain why I was moving into the kitchen area that adjoined the living room.

Go right ahead, he gestured lazily, as if he, like Clarisse, was the tenant in the apartment and I the guest.

You hungry?

No, no, thank you, Malta responded, rattling the ice in his glass. I heard him crunch a cube between his teeth.

Mind if I smoke?

I don’t care if you burn, was the classic comeback that sprang to mind, but what I said was—Go right ahead.

Malta lit his cigarette and leaned back into the couch, his belly puffing out. 

So you’re Marco’s roommate?

For now, yes.

For now?

I’m leaving in three days.

The microwave beeped. I took out my dinner and set it on the table. Salisbury steak, corn giblets, green beans, and a mushy square of peach pie.

I looked over at the TV, from which no sound was coming. Black and white images flickered on the screen.

Malta, who must have noticed my staring, said—The Man of a Thousand Faces. A documentary on Lon Chaney.

Oh, okay, I said, and swallowed a bite of Salisbury congealed with corn. 

Malta rose from the couch, which exhaled a suction sound.

He drifted over to the table and asked me—Where are you going? 

Nine Peaks. It’s a town in New Mexico.

Malta nodded and rattled the ice in his glass.

I’m going to fix myself another. Would you like one? 

I’m good, thanks.

Malta rattled the ice again, as if it were punctuation. He went over to the counter and filled his glass to about halfway with Maker’s. The liquid in his glass looked like melted bronze. He took a measured sip.

May I join you? 

I gestured.

Malta sat down, creaking when he did so. Up close, I noticed the sweat brightening his jowls. He sipped his whiskey.

This is not my usual way, he said. 

Your usual way? What do you mean?

I mean—and there, Malta combed his fingers through his hair, as if its disheveled state had suddenly called for management—I mean, having sex with a prostitute in my friend’s house is not my usual way.

Malta chuckled, which was more of a deflated hiss pushed out of his nostrils, as he stared down into his glass. Then he raised his eyes, and said—Clarisse, the woman in the bedroom with Marco, she’s the prom queen of Louisville High. Was the prom queen.

Did she tell you that?

No, Marco did. I guess she must have told him.

Malta shrugged, as if the whole thing was beyond him. He sipped from his glass. 

Do you work with Marco?

Yes.

You’re a broker?

Yes, in a manner of speaking.

Malta chuckled softly, looking down at his hands. I saw that his nails ran counter to the rest of his slovenly appearance, as they were perfectly manicured.

May I smoke at the table? 

I’d prefer that you didn’t.

Yes, yes, of course. Where did you say you were going? Nine Peaks? 

Yes.

Why Nine Peaks? What is this place?

The way Malta had spoken those words, what is this place, gave Nine Peaks an aura of mystique which would later be confirmed as accurate. I felt a surge of warmth toward Malta and wanted to confide in him. I told him to wait.

I went to my bedroom to fetch the article. When passing Marco’s bedroom, I stood outside his closed door. Whatever noises he and Clarisse were producing were drowned out by the Red Hot Chili Peppers.

I returned to the table and handed the article to Malta. Inflated with sudden cheer, I told him it was okay to smoke. Malta quickly lit up and looked over the page I had handed to him.

Man vanishes without a trace, he read aloud, softly.

Malta exhaled a stream of smoke and read the rest of the article silently. 

This man . . . he was a friend of yours?

No. I didn’t even know him. I mean, not personally. But his film, Wendigo . . . it meant a lot to me.

Malta nodded but seemed distracted. He was staring down at the page and his brows were knitted.

What is it, I asked him.

Wendigo, Malta mouthed softly under his breath. Wendigo, he repeated several more times, as if chewing on the word. Then he clicked his tongue and recognition pooled light into his eyes.

I know this film. Yes, yes. Many years ago in Prague, that’s where I’m from, Prague, this movie Wendigo was shown at a film festival. Very short film. Moody. It took place in the snow, yes? 

Yes.

I felt my pulse accelerate. Everything, in a larger sense, somehow felt confirmed. Whatever uncertainties I had harbored about the trip were instantly dispelled. All because this man, this Malta, who was in my apartment waiting to have sex with Clarisse, the former prom queen of Louisville High, had seen Wendigo in Prague.

7.

Marco appeared, trailed by Clarisse, who was no longer wearing earrings.

Clarisse caught me staring at her and smiled. Her eyes sparkled. The brightness was hard to bear, so I looked down.

Come on, sugar, Clarisse gestured to Malta.

It was good meeting you, Malta said to me with effete politeness. I wish you luck on your journey.

Malta stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray and followed Clarisse into the bedroom. I liked that Malta had called it a journey and not a trip.

I folded up the article and slipped it into my pocket.

Marco fixed himself a drink and sat down. Clarisse’s rose perfume was now warm breath respiring from his skin.

Marco took a sip of his drink and said—I hope you don’t mind Clarisse being here. 

No, I don’t. But I think Mary would.

I cracked a smile. As did Marco, while calling me an asshole. Mary was Marco’s girlfriend. 

You talk to Malta?

Yea.

He’s an interesting guy, right? 

He is.

He’s from Prague. 

Yea, he told me.

That guy’s got some stories . . . oh, there was a message on the machine from Marianne.

Marianne. I hadn’t heard her name spoken aloud in a while. For a moment, I had trouble connecting the name to a face, to a history that was linked with mine.

Marianne? What did she say?

Nothing. Just to call her back. Maybe she wants to get back together. Then you can forget New Mexico, and me and you and her and Mary can finally go on that double date we always talked about.

Marco smiled big. Then rubbed his nose profusely. 

I gotta whizz, he said, and bolted from his chair.

I took the article out of my pocket and unfolded it. 

Man Vanishes Without a Trace.

8.

When I called Marianne back, I got her machine. I didn’t leave a message. And didn’t call again.
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Dream Job
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1.

Callie yawned and rubbed her eyes. She tried to blink away the burning. It felt as if someone had splashed vinegar into her eyes.

Callie went over to the sink and flushed her eyes with cold water. Then she sat back down on the swivel chair and stared at the monitors. She watched the digital blocks feed, assembly-line- style, into their respective banks. Callie found it hilarious and charming that the banks had been digitally rendered to look like the kind you might find in an old Hollywood western, with the word BANK splashed across their exteriors in a bold blocky font.

Callie yawned again. No matter how tired she got, she knew that she wouldn’t fall asleep. Which was why, despite her misgivings about leaving Ali at home alone, she had taken the job.

Don’t worry about me, Ma, I’ll be fine. I’ll be sleeping. If you’re gonna be awake anyway, why not make some money?

The money was good. And for work that was unbelievably simple. Callie was basically babysitting data. Keep an eye on the monitors and make sure that there weren’t any glitches or discontinuity in the dream feed. That, and having to push buttons when new dreamers entered the field.

Boyd, who had been a dream monitor for several months, had told Callie how they were looking for someone to work the graveyard shift, and he thought the hours would be perfect for her and her insomnia.

Her insomnia. As if it were some high-maintenance appendage.

2.

Callie worked from 11p.m.-5a.m., three nights a week. She worked alone in what was basically a small industrial pod. Chrome walls. Carpeted floor. There was a swivel chair, a Frigidaire, a table that folded out from the wall, a microwave, and an electric kettle. A toilet facility, which retracted into the wall when not in use, was necessary in that dream monitors were not allowed to leave the station during their shifts. If they did, an alarm would go off, as had been explained to Callie during orientation.

When the man who had interviewed Callie had asked her if remaining station-bound for six hours would be a problem, she assured him it wouldn’t. Which was true. Mostly.

She thought about the joint in her purse. She was dying to smoke it, even several tokes would have sufficed. But she knew that she couldn’t step outside the station, and if she smoked it inside, she worried that a smoke alarm would go off. She didn’t want to lose a job which she had started just two weeks ago.

Callie steeled herself against her craving. She shot up from her chair and stretched her arms overhead, exhaling a long yawn. She turned on the transistor radio that she had brought. After surfing through waves of static, she settled on a station that was playing classical music. It was the only one coming through clearly.

Callie pressed down the switch on the kettle, heating the water inside. She took a piece of banana bread from her purse. She peeled off the plastic in which the bread was wrapped and took a bite. Just a small one. She would wait until she made her tea before she ate any more.

––––––––
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3.

Callie sat down and surveyed the monitors. It was hard to believe that all those differently colored digital blocks were people’s dreams. Callie wished she could see what the higher-ups in the Pyramid Room saw. To them, the dreams were part of an ongoing cinema in a multiplex universe.

4.

A proliferation of Dream Banks had opened up around the country in the past fifteen months. The one in Nine Peaks had been in operation since early summer. The Dream Banks referred to what they did as—Advanced Research in Seed Consciousness and Collective Dreaming.

The protocol was relatively straightforward. People who registered for the program were offered a monthly stipend, in exchange for wearing tiny metallic buds before they went to sleep at night. These devices, which adhered to a person’s temples, would transmit that person’s dreams to the Dream Bank, where the dreams would be recorded and cataloged. In this sense, the Dream Bank was a digital archive for the collective unconscious. All recorded dreams were filed into categories and subcategories, creating an extensive classification system, with comparative analysis being one of the Dream Bank’s primary directives.

5.

Callie heard the kettle whistling.

She got up and fixed herself a cup of Earl Grey tea, adding a generous amount of half-and-half. A monotone voice drifted in over the radio.

That was Bach’s double concerto in D-minor....

Callie sipped her tea. Then she dunked her banana bread into the tea. A moistened bit broke off and submerged into the creamy-brown liquid. She took several bites of the tea-soaked bread, which crumbled in her mouth. The craving to smoke her joint returned. She looked at the clock. 3:32. She wasn’t going anywhere for a while.

6.

One of the digital blocks was flashing yellow. A new dreamer had entered the field. Callie went to the console and pressed a button.

Callie thought it would be interesting to register as a dreamer, since she never dreamed. Though, as her friend, Sarah, often reminded her—Everyone dreams whether they remember their dreams or not.

Callie would have loved to see what her unremembered dreams looked like. Of course, even if she did register, she would never get to see her recorded dreams. They were off-limits to her. To everyone, except those in the Pyramid Room.

7.

Out of the blue, came a sudden and specific fear. Ali wasn’t at home, asleep. She was gone. She had disappeared. Anxiety flooded Callie’s chest. Why wasn’t I at home with her? She was only thirteen. What if?

Callie tried to talk herself down, to settle her nerves. It was just anxiety, not reality. Ali was at home, asleep in her bed, fine. She’s fine.

Callie noticed that the man on the radio was still talking. Except she now found his droning voice annoying, not calming. She got up and clicked off the radio. She fixed herself another cup of tea.

She sipped it slowly, intentionally slowly. Ali’s at home, in bed, asleep. She’s fine.

Callie sat down and further steadied her nerves by watching the digital blocks feed into the banks. Not a single one deviated from its scheduled trajectory.

Drowsiness settled in and behind Callie’s eyes. She bobbed and floated on the waves of sleep, but she knew that she wouldn’t go under.
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In Dreams Begin First Person
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1.

I am running.

It feels like I’ve been running for a long time.

I want to turn around and look behind me, but my neck is locked into place. So I can’t see who or what is chasing me, but I know it’s a werewolf.

I want to know what kind of werewolf it is. It feels very important to know its shape and size, whether it’s running on two legs or four.

2.

Now I am in the trees.

Or it’s another me, a different me, one that is like a presence, or wind.

This me moves through the trees and watches the running me who is still being chased by the werewolf, which looks like a dark four-legged mass. Like an inkblot with legs.

The werewolf is nipping at the heels of running me and I watch as running me is finally able to move her neck and turn around to see what’s chasing her and that’s when her head falls off.

3.

The head, detached, may start a life all its own. A job, kids, all of it.

4.

Ali awoke with a start. Her T-shirt was soaked through with sweat. Her hands were balled and quivering.

She looked at the window. The glass was bruised with the silvery-blue light of dawn.

Ali was torn between getting up and staying in bed. She stayed in bed, pulling the blankets up to her chin, softly humming herself back to sleep.
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Worlds Apart

[image: ]


1.

As I rode the train which would take me to Albuquerque, where I would transfer to a bus that would deliver me to Nine Peaks, I thought of my father. He had worked for the railroad, in what capacity I don’t know.

Thoughts of my father didn’t arise often. I didn’t know him. Growing up, my mother always referred to him as The Bastard. To me, that was his proper name. Or title. The Bastard.

One time I had spoken his real name aloud, and my mother gave me such a dark cutting look that I never again dared to speak his name in her presence.

2. 

I looked out the window. Farmhouses, countryside, what looked like a small, whitewashed chapel. A dying America, flashing indiscriminately before my eyes.

I considered the path I had chosen, the direction in which I was headed. It made me wonder why I had never tried to call my father, to go see him. As far as I knew, he lived somewhere in Florida. It felt as if my mother’s death had also signaled my death as someone’s child, someone’s son. That period was over and I wanted it to be a clean and irrevocable break on all counts. 

I looked out the window again. It was more of the same.

I imagined that this was Andrew Wyeth country, and that somewhere, out there, in the distance, a young, crippled Christina was lying prone in the grass, belly-crawling toward home.

3.

A garbled voice announced through an intercom that they were now taking reservations for dinner in the dining car.

Mulling this over, I looked left, at the aisle across from mine, and saw a young girl wrapped in a wooly Care Bears blanket. She was playing a hand-held video game.

The woman, who I presumed was her mother, was reading a book whose title I couldn’t make out.

The young girl turned to me and smiled. I saw that she was missing her two front teeth. I smiled back. The young girl returned to her video game, her thumbs now moving with gelatinous dexterity.

I noticed that her mother was looking out the window. Her reflection was faint in the glass. I wondered what she saw out the window, what it made her think of. If I had told her about the young, crippled Christina, out there, trying to get home, what would she think of that? Of me?

Her trance melted and she returned to her book.

Wanting to extend the thread of continuity, I looked out my window. I saw stacked tires, and then a gas station that time had forgotten.

This was Andrew Wyeth country. Or Edward Hopper country. By tomorrow I’d be in Paul Kirby country. Or perhaps Wendigo country. Worlds, and their accompanying moods, shifted so quickly that it was hard to know where you were, and when.

––––––––
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4.

The Bastard, I thought to myself and laughed. Did I even remember his real name? Marty. Yes, it was Marty.

Marty, I spoke under my breath, as if my mother was still listening, still ready to pounce.

When I was younger, I’d cut out photos of men from magazines and pretend that they were my father. One might be my father for a week, let’s say the airplane pilot, and then he would be displaced by my new father, the businessman or scuba diver. In this respect, I had many fathers during my childhood, each one with a different back story.

I looked out the window.

Young crippled Christina, I hope you make it home before dark.

5.

The garbled voice returned to the intercom, threatening that it was last call to make reservations for dinner.

I heard the young girl ask her mother, in a hopeful voice, if they would be eating dinner in the dining car. Her mother said they wouldn’t, that she had packed food for them. As if wanting to substantiate her claim, the mother took what looked like a granola bar out of her bag and handed it to her daughter. The young girl peeled back the wrapper and took a bite, then went back to her video game.

I looked out the window.

The sinking sun was painting shadows onto the countryside.
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Waltzing Solo
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1.

Dusk.

This was Ali’s favorite time to photograph the benches.

Paul had given her a Polaroid camera as a gift for her thirteenth birthday.

It was one of those things that you didn’t know you always wanted, that was meant for you, until after you had received it.

Ali lowered to one knee and framed her shot. A close-up of the gray bench from an oblique perspective. A few seconds later, the photo spit out of the camera. Ali pinched the white border and held the photo up, quickly appraising it. She liked it. Especially the wad of gum scarring the edge of the bench.

Ali slipped the photo into an envelope in her backpack. It would join the others in the collection, an album exclusively devoted to Polaroids of empty benches.

2.

When Ali was ten, she had been seeing a therapist, who had encouraged and guided her to create a safe place within, a sanctuary where she could go during times of fear or distress.

Her place comprised a wooden bench, under a streetlamp, which gave off a fuzzy orange glow. Ali would sit on the bench and look out toward the trees, in the near distance. The leaves on the trees were sometimes perfectly still, other times they shivered and rustled as wind passed through them. They usually wore the red and yellow colors of autumn.

3.

Paul had disappeared, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t coming back. No one knew where he was, or what had happened to him. That meant the door remained open for a possible return. If he did reappear, Ali would show him the Empty Bench series. She had photographed at least one bench every day since his disappearance.

4.

Imagine that you have only shot in your camera. Just one shot, one take per day. What would you shoot that day? Which moment or scene would you capture?

When snapping photos, Ali hearkened back to Paul’s words. She tried to apply what he had said about giving time to time and slowing down.

Though she had trouble keeping it to one shot per day, she had slowed down and became more selective and deliberate. It also helped having a singular subject: the benches.

Ali noticed that the streetlamp was beginning to radiate gauzy amber. Dusk was giving way to night. She placed the Polaroid in her backpack. Slipped on her fingerless navy-blue wool gloves. And mounted her bike.

She decided to ride through the back section of the park, cutting through the parking lot, where she pit-stopped near the wooden fence, which separated the parking lot from a hotel and its accompanying property.

Soft buttery lights illuminated the adobe exterior of the hotel. A yellow state flag, with the red Zia symbol in the middle, thrust out from a wall. Above that, a uniform row of rectangular windows on the second floor.

A long room was visible through the windows. Ali imagined that it was a ballroom, and whenever she stopped to look inside, her heart warmed when she saw the dark-haired woman that she had named Anastasia.

5.

There was Anastasia, wearing a green gown, consorting with a debonair, well-groomed gentleman, whose name Ali didn’t know and didn’t care to invent, and Anastasia and her gentleman waltzed, gliding across the ballroom with the elegance of ghosts, and every time, Ali marveled over the notion that there was a stately ballroom, a slice of imperial Russia right here in their little high desert town, and she, from her parking lot lookout, was able to steal glimpses into that privileged world.

6.

Good night, lovely Anya, Ali waved to the waltzing Russian, the elegant ghost, and then hopped onto her bike and sped away.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

What the Window Said
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1.

Andrew looked out the window.

A steady flow of traffic moving in both directions, and across the street, a bookstore, a gallery, a barber shop, and a restaurant.

Andrew’s perspective shifted and he noticed the word SAD etched into the lower right-hand corner of the window glass. The word felt incongruent with the golden sunlight pouring in through the window. Andrew closed the curtains.

Andrew had elected to stay at the Osprey, a hotel located in the central part of town, adjacent to a park. After unpacking, he appraised the room. The walls were painted turquoise, with eggshell-toned borders. There was a king-size bed flanked on either side by nightstands that hosted lamps. A television, a Frigidaire, a wooden desk and matching chair, a small sofa.

There were several paintings on the wall, obviously done by the same artist. One was of a church. One was of a mountain. One a herd of wild horses. The colors were splashy, thick and exuberant, as if a rainbow had digested the southwest and then exploded onto the canvas. Andrew tried to read the name of the artist, but the signature was obscured in the congealed magma of paint.

Above the bed hung a matted and framed black and white photo of the hotel’s namesake: the osprey. The shot captured an osprey soaring sideways, its fully extended wingspan covering the vertical length of the frame, and its tail feathers fanning out. Andrew read the name of the photographer, written in a looping cursive at the lower edge of the photo: Lansing Blake.

The hotel’s logo was a two-dimensional abstract rendering of an osprey, what seemed an indigenous insignia. It offered a frontal perspective of the bird, in which its wings were hunched, almost like a vampire raising its cape. The underside of the wings revealed delineated feathers, forming a bandolier.

Andrew considered the osprey, and realized that he knew nothing about this bird, save for the fact that it was a hawk.

2.

There was a thick book with a maroon vinyl cover set on the nightstand to the left of the bed. Andrew looked inside and saw that it was a register in which guests could write comments, suggestions, impressions, whatever.

Andrew flipped to the last entry, which had been written three days ago.

Your hotel is very nice. I like that it is so close to the park and I really liked making my own waffles for breakfast. My sister Lizzy said she heard something in the hallway one night but she might have dreamed it. I would come back to your hotel again.

Connor, age 8, from Nashville, Tn

3.

After a long hot shower, Andrew got dressed and sat on the bed. He clicked on one of the lamps. He held in his hand the slip of paper on which he had written Mack Willoughby’s number.

Andrew stared at the number, the name. He rehearsed his opening gambit. Then he was diverted by the hunger pangs in his
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