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 Larry Grank and The Stolen Thoughts

 


--ONE--

 


I always keep
my apartment perfectly organized so that if someones breaks in and
snoops through my stuff I'll be able to tell right away. I even
keep my computer-mouse on a star-map, the buttons pointing at the
constellation defined by the current date.

I looked at my
watch. I was almost late for a meeting. I had to go infiltrate a
cult and record their discussion so I could compare their vocal
patterns to interstellar plasma waves. But I couldn't decide
whether to use my discrete digital recorder, which might be
susceptible to remote hacking and might miss some of the organic
subtleties in the audio, or if I should use my clunky and
conspicuous (yet reliable) analog tape recorder. Both recorders lay
on my bed as I considered my options.

Out of the
corner of my eye I saw that my door was unlocked. Hadn't I bolted
it? I was pretty sure I had. Tentatively, I went and turned the
latch so it was locked, then stepped back to stare at it for a
moment, committing the image of its locked state to memory.

Knock Knock
Knock.

That was the
door! Should I answer? They had probably just heard the lock turn
so they knew I was home. I said, “Who is it?”

“It's Gene,” the voice said. I trusted Gene, although he whined
a lot and he wanted to hang out too much. Still, I peeked through
the peekhole to see if it was really him. It wasn't Gene -- it was
a cat!

“You're not Gene! You're a cat!”

“I'm Gene, I'm just holding my cat. Look again.”

I looked again
and saw that Gene had stepped back from the door, holding his black
and orange cat. The cat's face was split down the middle, one half
orange and the other half black. An ill omen of duplicity in a
feline, an already untrustworthy species. “Hey, Gene,” I said,
sounding casual. “What's up?”

“Can I come in?” he whined.

My skin
crawled at the prospect of infiltration. I trusted Gene because of
his lack of wit, but not that goddamn cat. I didn't even know he
had a cat. “When did you get that cat?”

“I have to go visit my Mom and I need someone to take care of
my cat.”

“That doesn't answer my question,” I said. “Where did you get
the cat?”

“You asked when first, and where second.”

“When and
where did you get the cat?”

“I got the cat last year when my friend had a litter of
kittens,” Gene sighed. “Can she stay with you for a couple
days?”

“I'll feed her if you leave me your key,” I said.

“She'll get lonely. Let her stay with you.”

“She's a cat,” I said. “She'll only pretend to be lonely so she
can manipulate me.” My emotions are precious. Nobody is allowed to
manipulate them.

“Remember when I helped you look through all those garbage
cans?” Gene said. “And when you beat me up because you thought I
was a hologram?”

“You can't beat up a hologram!” I reminded him.

“You owe me a favour.”

I had to think
this through. I trusted Gene but I didn't trust his cat. Plus, if I
trusted Gene it might only be because he had spent the last three
years earning my trust just so he could infiltrate me. Why would he
choose today? Today I was on the cusp of a potentially great
revelation. The Liquid Cult may very well be harvesting people's
thoughts to populate their weird transcendental afterlife, and
replacing people's stolen thoughts with doppelgangers. I just
needed to record their voices and compare them to interstellar
noise from NASA's database (which my friend hacked) to see if they
were really space-creatures from the void. Was it a coincidence
that Gene wanted me to watch his cat today? Even if the cat wasn't
a spy, she would mess up my stuff so that a spy could rummage
through my things and blame the mess on the cat. I would be
none-the-wiser. Still, if I didn't accept the cat then I would look
suspicious. Plus, the devil you know is better than the devil you
don't know. I could keep my eye on this cat once I accepted her
into my home. That's why the government should regulate drug abuse
and prostitution, not outlaw them. Then they could regulate them,
just like I would soon be regulating this cat. Plus, what if Gene
was innocent? I might need him again some day. All the truth in the
world is useless if you never help a friend.

I opened the
door. “What's her name?”

Gene was short
and balding with big frightened eyes and bigger frightened old
spectacles with scotch tape on the bridge. “I call her Captain
Kitty.”

I took the cat in my arms and she purred against my chest. I
was instantly in love. “What a cute cat,” I said. She looked about
ten months old. She still had that kitten cuteness, but she was
getting big enough to claw your eyes out and murder mice. I knew
she was manipulating me with her cuteness, but a cat's purring
vibrates on an undeniable frequency of love that affects everybody
mechanically, except for sociopaths and non-human entities. I
realized that I could use her to discover who was trustworthy and
who was not. Anybody who didn't love her was clearly scum.
I stroked her pretty head. “I'll call her
Lancelot. It's better than Captain kitty.”

“I'll just be gone a few days,” Gene said. He gave me some
catfood and a litterbox and he left.

I put the cat
on my bed and she started exploring and purring. I live in a studio
apartment that's just one big room, plus a bathroom. It has
hardwood floors and a couple rugs. I said, “Lancelot, which
recorder should I use? The old tape recorder which will pick up all
the frequencies? Or the little discrete digital one?”

Gesturing at
recorders in front of the cat on the bed, I waited to see if she
would indicate one, like a feline ouija board. She batted at the
digital one and hissed. Then she picked up the clunky tape recorder
like a ball of yarn, turning on her back to play with it,
purring.

“Good choice,” I said, nodding. I had known all along that it
was the best option. The Liquid Cult wouldn't use the clumsy
English language to share secrets with each other. Their messages
would be hidden in the subtleties of the sounds they made, timbre
and pitch-variations and things like that. The ignorant inquisitor
would scrutinize their words, staring at the macro illusions like a
puppet on a string, like a Westerner sitting in front of a
television, while their digital recorders only recorded sounds
within the human spectrum of hearing, broken into digestible
digital moments in time. Meanwhile my tape-recorder would record
all the organic realities of their true dialogue.

“You're an excellent cat,” I said. “But how will I sneak this
big recorder into the meeting? My cowboy boots are too tight, and
Mayor Dog already stole my big red fedora.”

Lancelot
disappeared underneath my bed and dragged out my grandfather's
black ushanka in her teeth. Nodding, I put the massive Russian hat
on my head. “Another good choice, comrade,” I joked. “This hat is
too warm for such a hot day, but it will house the tape recorder
nicely, while muffling out the background noise.”

I put on a
velvet blazer and some thick-rimmed sunglasses and said, “Lancelot,
don't mess up my stuff while I'm gone.” I thought about trapping
her in a closet, but that would be cruel. Then I checked the
address on my notepad and headed out the door.

 


--TWO--

 


The sun was sweltering as I walked through town.
“I'm sweating like a burn
victim,” I joked to myself. This part of the city was middle-class
residential with nice old houses and pretty lawns. There was no
vinyl siding here, only brick and brightly painted wood, but lots
of minivans.

The address led me to an Anglican church. It was a small
residential church, not one of the big beautiful ones, but at least
it was made of stone. No vinyl siding here, either. The billboard
on the lawn said, “Liquid Cult Meeting Today. In the Basement.” I
thought it was weird that the Anglican church would allow a cult to
hold meetings in their basement. Through the thick padding of my
hat I pushed the play button on my
tape-recorder and went through the front doors.

Inside, the
smell was musty. There was a bulletin board with lots of events
listed. They all seemed boring, either aimed at kids or old people,
but I wished I'd brought a camera to take a snapshot just in case.
I thought about getting a drink from the water fountain, but I
didn't trust the source. My pineal gland is precious. No fluoride
for me.

Walking
through the halls, I got lost. “Which way is the basement?” I
wondered. Turning a corner, I saw a chocolate-coloured Labrador
retriever sitting at the end of the hall, staring at me. I stared
back.

“Are you lost, friend?”

I jumped in
surprise, turning around to see a smiling gray-haired guy in a
beige sweater. I said, “Um, yes. I'm looking for the basement.”

The old guy
nodded in a knowing way and said, “Well the basement is down. But
if you ever want to go up,” he glanced at the ceiling and I
instinctively followed his gaze, “then read this newsletter I
wrote.”

The photocopied newsletter was entitled Lost in the
Garden by Gregory Canary, and had a picture of
a maze with a question mark wandering through it. “Is this about
Jesus?” I asked.

“When you open your eyes you'll realize that everything is
about Jesus,” Gregory said.

“Even that dog?” I said, looking back at the chocolate
lab... but the dog was gone!

“What dog?” Said Gregory.

“Nevermind,” I said. “Take me to the cult!”

We went down
some stairs, which were winding stone stairs like in a horror
movie. I said, “These stairs look older than the rest of the
church.”

“Yes,” agreed Gregory. “Yes they do.”

There were
torches on the wall. I said, “There are torches on the wall. They
stink.”

“We use pig-oil,” said Gregory.

We kept going
down and down and down. We went down far enough to pass five
basements, and then we went down some more. Finally I said, “These
are some really long stairs. Why is the basement so deep?”

“Why is Heaven so high?”

“You answered my practical, reality-based question with a
cryptic, religion-based question,” I said.

“Yes, I did,” said Gregory. “Here we are!”

He turned the
knob on a normal, modern door. We stepped into a modern, boring
room with linoleum tiles, scattered seating, some cupboards, a
kitchen counter and sink. It looked like a classroom, or a Sunday
School room, with those long fluorescent lights buzzing overhead.
There was a neutral, sterile smell, like psychological death. Six
people sat around a kitchen table. They all looked like weirdos.
Weird facial hair, weird body shapes, weird looks in their eyes.
They slowly turned their heads to look at me.

That's when I
noticed the window. A big picture window looked out onto the bright
summer lawn. I turned to Gregory and said, “How is there a window
in the basement, after we took so many stairs?

Gregory said,
“How is there something instead of nothing?”

I really
wanted to press the issue, but the other cultists didn't seem to
mind and I wanted to blend in. I casually grabbed a chair and sat
at the table, wedging myself between a pear-shaped fat guy with a
little tuft of blonde hair on the top of his pear-shaped head, and
a scrawny little greenish guy whose mouth was slightly open and
whose eyes were cartoonishly big. He looked scared and high. They
both smelled like cheap soap. Their t-shirts were faded. Gregory
stayed by the door, like a sentry.

“Hi guys,” I said. “I've come to help your Liquid Cult. I saw
the sign outside.”

“Why do you want to join our cult?” The guy who spoke had a
nicely trimmed black beard, and a reasonable grey jacket. He had
his hands together in front of him on the table.

“Well that depends,” I said, leaning forward so my
tape-recorder could pick up his answer. “What is your cult all
about?”

They all
exchanged weird glances, except the bearded guy. He nodded at me
and said, “Ostensibly we're dedicated to worshipping the universal
fields. The fields are like a vast liquid medium, the aether for
everything, and we exist as the ripples in those liquids.”

“Ostensibly?” I said. “So, what are you
really?” I knew they were a
thought-stealing, alien-worshipping cult, but I couldn't let on
that I knew.

“Haha, brother. I assure you, everything about us is
ostensible.”

I said, “Well, ostensibly, the
world is made of a bunch of distinct objects. Yet you say that
we're all ripples in the same universal fields. So, how ostensible
are you really?”

“Your insight digs deep,” said the bearded man. “But I'm not
convinced of your dedication to the cause.”

“Well if you want a bunch of slack-jawed lackeys, you already
got 'em,” I said, indicating the silent weirdos. “But if you want
an aggressively free-thinking go-getter who can take your cult into
the twenty-first century, then let me join your forces. Why don't
we field responses from the crowd. What do you guys think about
letting me join your cult?”

I was hoping
more of them would talk so I could record their voices. But instead
the bearded guy said, “Excuse us for a moment, sir. We'll discuss
your role in our group together. Can you leave the room so you
can't hear us talk?”

I went to the
bathroom to take a leak. While I relieved myself at a urinal a man
came out of the adjacent stall. He was wearing a trench coat and
sunglasses
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