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“[Television is] the triumph of machine over people.”

-Fred Allen

			 

			 

			Day one...

			 

			 

			Static. Laugh tracks. Game show hosts. Heart-wrenching nightly-news interviews. Mexican soap operas. Clark couldn’t find anything to watch. Though he hadn’t tried very hard. The twenty-four channels the motel offered were basic and the signal was spotty. Clark wasn’t big on the tube anyway. He wouldn’t have turned it on but it was three in the morning and he was stricken with writer’s block. Although the coke had still been burning his nostrils he turned it off. Clark stepped outside to have a smoke.

			Endless cornfields surrounded the six-room motel where he was stranded. He figured it was the most Iowa had to offer, second only to the nearly empty bookstores where he had wasted his time signing unbent and unread novels for a few locals who had never heard of him. That had been expected for an author fresh off the shelf, but the gurgling death of his rental car had been a surprise. The distance from the only vacant room in forty miles and the repair shop had been the icing on the cake. His cigarette was hot and closing in on its filter. He used its cherry to light another. The smoke burned his throat and he wished he had a whiskey to complete his trifecta of nightly sin. He flicked the butt out into the parking lot. It landed softly and sent a small array of sparks. There was someone standing idly across the road, silhouetted by long cornstalks that stretched behind him like the fingers of a giant. Clark acknowledged the man with a nod. No gestures were offered in return and for a moment it seemed to have only been a scarecrow. Then one of the man’s hands reached out as if he were presenting something to Clark or maybe pointing something at him. Clark didn’t wait to find out. He awkwardly waved and hurried back into the room. He made sure to lock the door on his way back in. When he peeled open one of the blinds to take a peek back outside, the man was no longer there.

			 

			•

			 

			Clark stared at his laptop and wished there were words in the empty spaces of its screen. After he realized that he’d typed less than he’d backspaced, he called it for the night and was happy to be done with it. The wood-panelled alarm clock, a relic of the early nineties, read four forty by the time Clark crawled into bed.

			Day two...

			 

			 

			He woke suddenly. His face was oily with sweat and he wondered how he had survived the night without air conditioning. He checked his cell phone for the time; it was well into the afternoon. Throughout the morning he had missed an onslaught of calls from his agent. It didn’t surprise him. He finally built up an immunity to the sickening ringtone. Clark grabbed a dusty mug from the cabinet and moved to microwave the dregs of the coffee pot. The mug slowly rotated in the nuker. He watched it spin: Iowa! We’re a bit corny! He popped open the door to the zapper and took the steaming cup outside with him. He tapped “Kelly” in his call log and the phone began to ring. Clark fingered out a small bump on his pinky nail from the baggy in his shirt pocket. He snorted it down and lit up a smoke.

			“This is Kelly. Keep it short.” Beep.

			“Hey Kel, Clark here, hope I haven’t missed any calls from you. The cell reception is almost as poor as the audience reception in this fucking state. I’ll try you later.” Clark ended the call and continued his walk around to the east side of the building. He had made his way to the dumpsters baking in the midday sun and decided to turn back, doing his best to keep his bare feet on the shady parts of the pavement. He tossed his butt into the parking lot and moved to open the door. He began to turn the knob and noticed the faint mumblings of a conversation. It seemed to be coming from his room. It sounded like two people whispering. Having a secret conversation. Clark almost knocked.

			“Hello?” He did his best to sound confident. The mumblings came to an abrupt stop. “Who’s in there? Hello?” He considered that it could just be the maid, though he had expected a small family-run operation like this would have done the upkeep themselves and only after the tenant had left. He unlocked the door and hesitantly pushed it open. His heart pounded in his chest and just as he was about to call out a third time a woman screamed. Stabbing violins began to sound. He quickly realized that it was just an old black-and-white creature feature playing on the tube. Clark sighed in relief and sat on the edge of the bed. He watched the film just long enough to see the Blob swallowing a young man whole. Clark turned the thing off. He didn’t remember turning it on in the first place. In fact he was certain he hadn’t. Probably just a malfunction. The stress of his isolation was mounting. He was becoming paranoid. He laughed it off and rubbed the sockets of his eyes. He was up now and ready to write.

			As soon as his fingertips hit the keys he was off. He hadn’t written with such vigor since he started his journey across the Midwest. In fact, he hadn’t remembered writing with such intensity since his college years when he had spent most of his time in coffee shops and bars rather than his dorm room. There was something about this place that excited him. It might have been the seedy motel or the plain green crop that got him going. The night before he hadn’t really been able to soak it all in. The suddenness of his motel-captivity had been jarring. But through the brief afternoon he had learned to enjoy the depravity of it all. Somehow uninspiring circumstances had a way of being ultimately inspiring to him. Clark had a childish imagination underneath a dense coating of concrete-thick crassness and a way of performing at his best when the odds were stacked against him. He could romanticize situations like this. Probably some fucked-up coping method from his childhood. He didn’t care. If it works don’t fix it.

			He laced up the shoes of one of his characters and they fit well. He was no longer Clark Carver; he was Jack Slate, a noir journalist covering a slough of disappearances in a rural town in Indiana. Clark’s fingers pounded away at the keys and just as Jack was about to turn down the wrong alley, where he was sure to find the business end of a Colt .45”, the T.V. blasted on. Clark jumped, nearly out of his seat, and took a few deep breaths.

			“Fucking faulty piece of crap.” He saved the changes to his story and ran his fingers through his hair.

			We will stand together! My brothers and my sisters who sit here today are feeling the oneness! I can see it in your eyes and in your hearts! Let’s be one together! Clark couldn’t help but listen to the garbage he was being subjected to. And you have a promise right here, right now, from yours truly… Ernest Epp ain’t ever gonna leave. Not even after death, my children. ‘Cause we are one! The crowd began to scream wildly and the church band broke out into a soulful tune.

			“How outdated is this shit,” he said as he walked to the T.V. to shut it off. “Find your god in a chapel for Christ’s sake.” He flicked the switch and enjoyed a single moment of silence. His phone rang. He flinched at the sound and struggled to pull it out of his jean pocket, which was cinched tightly from the humidity. He flipped it open.

			“Hey Kelly.” Clark didn’t know anyone else who would be trying to get a hold of him.

			“Where the hell have you been?” Kelly had always been a worrier. Clark gave her plenty of reasons, so he never held that against her. “I’ve called you, like a thousand times.”

			“Like I said, it’s spotty cell service out here, Kel.” He was lying, not because the service wasn’t shit (it was) but because that hadn’t made a difference. He was notoriously hard to get a hold of. “I left you a voicemail.”

			“Well, I didn’t get a message from you, and I would have known if I did.” She was an obsessively organized person. “Look, I’ve been trying to get a hold of this repair shop you gave me and I’ve got nothing coming up. ‘Dino’s Vehicle Repair and Body Shop’ doesn’t seem to exist. It’s in Sheldon, right?” Her voice was more concerned than angry.

			“Yeah, well, kind of, it’s between Sheldon and, I don’t know, fucking Des Moines, maybe. I’ve got their card somewhere. Just for the record, I did leave you a voicemail, cross my heart.”

			“We have to get you back on the road. Are you at least writing?” There was doubt in her voice.

			“Yeah. I am, actually.” He sounded like a child who had done their homework. “I was on fire before you called.”

			“Oh, shit, are you drunk? What is it, like three there?” The comfortably sober girl had never understood Clark’s addictions.

			“Haven’t had a single sip, fuck you very much.”

			“Are you stoned?” There was a long enough silence and she knew the alternative immediately. “Jesus, Clark, are you doing blow again?” She could read him like a book.

			“No, Mom. I’m not riding the white lightning or whatever the kids are saying these days.” He checked to make sure the bag of coke was still in his shirt pocket.

			“Alright, well, keep me posted. I need to get a check out to these guys and we need a receipt from them. Don’t forget that—this damn car rental place has got to reimburse us.” She sounded less worried and a bit more relieved. “I’m glad to hear you’re alright. On the bright side of things, you should know that the book’s selling great. Not quite a top seller but you’re skimming the charts.”

			“There you go! See, things aren’t so bad.” A slim attempt to cheer up the mood. “You know I actually kind of like it out here. It’s got this charming Children of the Corn kind of vibe to it.” Kelly held back a giggle.

			“Don’t get too comfy. We’re getting you back on the road pronto.”

			“Take care of yourself, kid. I’ll be in touch.”

			“Sure you will.” Kelly hung up first, as she often did. Clark waited to shut the phone. He already missed the familiarity of her voice.

			“Skimming the charts.” Clark drew out a long white line on his night stand. “Time to celebrate.” He gestured a faux-cheers to the television.

			 

			•

			 

			Clark left his room, looking to the corn before he shut the door. In his periphery he had seen the man still standing there. He turned to look but his mind had played him a fool. No one was there. He closed the door behind him. As he walked away from the Motel he heard a T.V. come to life. Clark looked behind him and saw the curtains of his room light up in flashes. He shrugged it off and continued to walk. Clark knew every town worth a damn has to have a dive. Some seedy watering hole where the nobodies can go to feel like somebodies. He was determined to sniff it out.

			Day three...

			 

			 

				The T.V. may have been on all night for all he knew. Every word was a record screeching to a halt. They were like stale gunshots between every thought. Indecipherable advertisements and unforgiving talk shows played over again in his wrecked consciousness. And they were all saying things to him, trying to convince him of different possibilities and scenarios where he could truly transform his life. Clark wasn’t buying it. He was too hungover to listen to the words that screeched from the tube. If they had been nails dragging down a chalkboard they would’ve peeled back from the fingertips. He was trying to collect his own thoughts but to gain any sort of recall of what happened the night before seemed impossible. His phone rang.

				“Yeah, Clark here.” He could hear the discomfort in his voice as the words struggled to slither out.

				“Clark, what the hell was that all about last night?” Kelly’s voice was shaking. The vibrato of her tone was unsettling.

				“I’m still trying to put together the pieces myself here, Kel.” The immediate stress was intensely overwhelming. “I called you again? I don’t know what I said, but I already know that I’m sorry. You’re married, I know; our relationship is strictly professional.”

			“No. Clark, it wasn’t like that, you video chatted me and… I don’t know. You aren’t remembering any of this?” She sounded astonished.

			“Look Kelly, I drank last night, or I must have, let me wake up a bit and I’ll get back to you after the puzzle pieces are all back together.” He pulled his cell away from his ear and was about to stop the call. He could hear her shouting on the other end and felt his stomach churn. “I’m sorry.” Clark ended the call and turned his phone off. He threw it against the chair on the other side of the room and fell back into bed. His eyes were heavy and he began to drift off. He felt to see if he had anything left in his bag but there was nothing. He clenched the empty baggy with a tight grip and began to nod off.

			 

			•

			 

			He woke on the other side, lucid and completely aware he was dreaming. His eyes were wide as he looked up at the ceiling. The popcorn-splotched paint was moving. Or he was moving. It was like he was staring out of a porthole on an airplane watching a mountain range pass below. The sheets had clung to his feet before they slowly slipped away. His body was stiff; only his eyes could move and they shot about frantically. The door to his motel opened and the T.V. began to flash, the colors shimmered on the windows’ glass like reflected lightning strikes. He saw the door’s frame and then a rain gutter. The sky opened up into an endless expanse of stars, so unaffected by light pollution that it was almost whitewashed. It started to look more like a snowy flurry of white noise and the horizon, which he could barely make out, began to bend inward like as if seen through a fisheye lens. He began to hear it too, that crinkling poltergeist static. He continued to float, completely stiff and flat as he had been while he slept. His head parted the corn stalks and they began to brush against his shoulders. Then the man appeared, the one who had stood before the field two nights earlier. He followed Clark. He cupped his hand gently around the arch of Clark’s foot. He began to guide him like some kind of deranged pallbearer.

			“We are one, Mr. Epps.” His words were flat and expressionless. “We are all one. And you showed us the glorious light. That which only the Oneness can bring us, if we are to depart with our own skin. We cannot let you slip through the void just yet, we have got a long song to sing and our birds are still chirping. We’re gonna get you all fixed up. You’ll be right as rain Earnest. Right as rain.” The chanting rose from all around him as the static sky crackled. “We are one…” Hundreds of voices repeated the words, an unseen cult luring him deeper into the field. His floating came to a gentle stop as did the chanting, but only after it had crescendoed to an ear-pounding roar. The man lumbered away slowly, his feet sloshing through the muddy irrigation lanes.

			The stars were no longer static and the horizon had returned to its usual form. He could hear crickets chirping, and the soft rustle of wind, which swayed the stalks delicately. Then he began to hear something else. It was coming from below him, dripping and splashing water like when you step out from a pond. They were the dribbles of muddy hands which had jutted upward from the sludge. They surrounded Clark and reached for him. The arms extended at unreal lengths like long fleshy daisies. They began to peel away at his clothing. Ripping at the threads of what they could not unbutton. Effortlessly pulling apart the seams of his pants. Clark had wished he could scream, his eyes frantically moved as he tried to catch a glimpse of the bouquets of fingers undressing him. When there were no more threads to pull they began to tear at his flesh. At first the sharp nails could only scrape and scratch at his skin. Then they began to rip through his husk with more veracity, shucking him apart. It was torn away like dry parchment. Two fingers pressed into an eye socket and began to pull at his eyelid like it were a plastic tab that they couldn’t quite get a hold of. Clark blinked in an attempt to make it more difficult but the fingers eventually grabbed onto a sturdy pinch of skin and filleted a large piece that had ran from his right eye socket to his forehead. More hands rose from the depths and they pulled him down into the muddy trench below. His face was completely gone. It looked more like a page from an anatomy book than Clark himself. It sank into the quicksand trench. His eyes disappeared, swallowed by the mud. Bubbles gurgled out and popped heartily like they were born from a boiling tar pit.

			Day four...

			 

			 

				Clark woke to a ping from his computer and rolled onto his back. He had been sleeping face down. Might account for the suffocating part of that fucked up nightmare, he thought. He tasted dirt and felt grimy. Clark rubbed his eyes and noticed a coarseness across his face and hands. He threw on the lamp. He was covered in dirt, and there were muddy footprints, more than just his own, that led from the door to the bed. The door was slightly ajar. He got up, closed it, and secured the flimsy chain. Clark couldn’t react rationally to anything that was happening. He felt the panic building in his chest. His computer pinged once more. The sound was familiar to him, the notification of a fresh email. Usually that sound caused Clark to become irritated, some more bullshit to respond to, but he had hope that it was Kelly getting him a way out of this fucking place. He made his way to the bathroom. He took it slowly and needed to grab onto the wall to hold his balance. Clark felt narcotized and could have been easily convinced that he woke up in a funhouse rather than motel Hell. His right knee ached where a few nuts and bolts held his leg together. His surgery scar would turn red-hot, like a poker plucked from the coals, if a storm even thought about brewing. The way it was burning then, he could almost see it glowing like a branding.

				Clark stumbled into the bathroom and tried to find his eyes in the mirror. The muddy face staring back looked nothing like his own. He began rubbing steaming hot water from the faucet over his cheeks and forehead and tried to wipe them clean with a towel. He looked back at the man in the mirror and he still couldn’t recognize him. His face was the same, his eyes were still hazel and vibrant, but it wasn’t the same man. The longer he stared the more he expected the image to start moving differently. He imagined that thing in the reflection would break through the glass and begin to strangle the real Clark. The fuzzy pop of the tube being turned on jolted him out of his lost daze and he rushed to shut it off. It was that damn televangelist again. He tried to ignore it. But he already knew what he was going to say before he could roll the words off of his snakish tongue. He turned the dial so hard that it came popping off. He threw it aside, went to his computer, and scanned through his emails. Of course, they were all from Kelly.

				“Did you watch it yet, Clark? I keep trying to call you and I’ve got nothing. Please respond soon.”

				“I’m trying to get a hold of this Motel you’re staying at, anything you can give me would be a huge help. Nearby towns or the damn name of the place for Christ’s sake.” Clark tried to think of the name of it and couldn’t remember ever seeing a sign or even being checked in. “Please respond, I’m freaking out.”

				There was a third email that Clark didn’t open. He looked for the message with the video attachment and found it quickly. He downloaded the video and anxiously tapped on the small desk while he waited for it to open. For the first time that night he checked the time on the alarm clock, it was three A.M. The download completed. He tapped “play”. Most of the screen was taken up by Clark. There was a small rectangle in the top right-hand corner where Kelly’s face showed a confused and tired-looking expression.

			I’m… I’m not fucking with you I swear. (He watched himself gasping for breath as he cried.) These people, they’re not right, it’s like they’re part of some fucking cult. The T.V. turned on and Clark shuddered with fear. His stuttering breaths were wet with running tears. Shut up! Just stop! He pushed his chair over and kicked the T.V.’s screen so hard that it lost the image and began screeching white noise. Voices began to echo from somewhere off of the screen. The chanting was followed by a fierce pounding on the door. It sounded like a hundred fists. It was so loud that the laptop’s small microphone couldn’t handle it and every sound was distorted. No! Just leave me alone! Clark screamed. He pulled the chair back up and cupped his face with his hands. Kel, I’ve got to get the fuck outta here. The chanting became a percussive roar. The words were inaudible but he knew what they were saying. That same unforgettable chant from his nightmare. The old Clark, the one on the screen, began to sway in his chair and the Kelly who watched disappeared from her small rectangle in the corner. The Clark in the footage began to speak softly in a murmur as he swayed. The tremendous volume of the still unseen crowd slowly tapered off to match his calmly slurring hymn. The man on the screen calmly walked to the door and unlocked the chain and dead bolt. He fell to his bed as he continued chanting. They came spilling into the room. They looked like normal everyday Americans. There was an old man in overalls who looked like he would chew on a piece of dry grass while he puttered around in his John Deere. There was a woman who must have been a waitress from a diner in town. There were young children up far past their bedtimes. The blue-collar zombies sauntered in and surrounded his bed. Clark could no longer see himself lying on the bed, but he could see them hunching over to lift him from it. They carried him out of the room, those extras who merely watched followed closely behind like a funeral procession.

			Clark stared blankly at the screen. He didn’t know what to do. He wanted to shut it off but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He watched as a tall, brutish figure came halfway into focus, a brooding shadow in the doorway. He held something in his hand, which was the only part of him that wasn’t completely enveloped in the darkness of the night. He stepped into the room and the Television was revived from the static. Back to your regular programming. He approached the laptop’s camera. It was as if the light could not find him. Only his ghastly grin seemed to glow at first. Then his dark eyes appeared, like dim stars outshone by the crescent moon. His wrinkled and calloused hands were low and looked heavy. The hands of a craftsman. As he neared the screen Clark realized that the object he had been holding was a remote. The man pointed it at the computer’s camera and just as his pointer finger was edging towards that big red “On” button Clark slammed his laptop shut.

			As if on cue the T.V. shot to life. It began running through the channels. Each time it would stay briefly on whatever it landed on. Just long enough for a few words to be spoken by a news anchor or a soap opera star or an advertisement for a new soft drink. You are. One. Now. We are. One. This is not. A limited time offer! It is. Your life. Now and forever. You can’t just leave. Us. Because. You are one of us. 

			Clark was subdued by his fear. He wished to hell that he had some blow. If he had just one bump left it might have lit a fire under his ass to get out of that damn motel and leave. Run home if he had to. His heart was on fire. the coke, if he had it, might have given him a heart attack. That seemed fine too. There was a sudden rapping at the door.

			“Clark! Clark are you in there?” It was a woman’s voice. Though it was hard to hear. The tube was still running through the channels and the volume on the set started to increase. An unseen controller had been turning it up. He pulled the plug from the wall.

			“Clark! Is that you in there?” The voices from the T.V. became more violent. Don’t listen. To that. Wretched. Woman. You’re. One. Clark Kent. We will. Killed. You both. If you decide. To. Leave us. That. Bitch, a breed. Cannot. Save you! Clark picked up the T.V. and carried it to the bathroom. He heard the screen shatter as he threw it into the tub. Clark turned the water on and it poured over the backside where the electronics were hardly protected by the vents. He slammed the bathroom door behind him.

			“Clark! Fuck.” The words were muffled. “Clark if you’re in there you’ve got to open the door!” He recognized the voice. “We’re worried about you.”

			“Kelly?” His head was pounding. The blood blasted through the veins across his temples like hot gasoline. There was a high-pitched squealing in front of every sound that distorted everything. He looked through the peephole. He could only see the headlights of a vehicle which silhouetted the shape of a woman, of Kelly. He frantically pulled off the chain and unlocked the deadbolt. He began to turn the knob.

			“Open the fucking door!” Before he knew it the edge of the door had slammed into his jaw with incredible force. He stumbled back. His vision was speckled with white dots. He felt weightless and tasted copper. He was staring down at the brown threads of carpet which began to grow soggy. Blood was spilling out of his mouth along with fragments of his teeth. There was a long path of yellow light produced from the high beams. They extended the frame of the doorway across the carpet. The shadow of the women was framed by the yellow glow. When he looked up he saw Kelly. She was grasping onto a hammer. She had it raised above her head. Dried rivulets of mascara ran down her cheeks. She was covered in dirt.

			“Kel.” His words barely escaped his swollen gums. He felt warm blood drizzle down his chin. “Kelly, it’s Clark. Put that thing down.” He raised one of his hands. The hammer came down claw-side forward, splaying apart his pointer and ring fingers and tearing through the webs of his hand. The ligaments pulled and his nerves were firing, sending the loose fingers fidgeting at uncouth angles. He stared down at the wreckage. Hot red blood sputtered from the exposed veins. He clenched it against his breast. Kelly turned the hammer and with one hollow strike Clark fell to the floor.

			“If you are not One, then you are nothing!” The thing that was once Kelly shuddered. She dropped the hammer to the floor. They came spilling in. The everyday-American zombies walked to Clark as they chanted. We are one. They picked him up and continued to carry him out of the room. She followed closely, passing through the headlights’ beam, and stopped once she reached the tail end of the utility van. She watched until they disappeared into the corn. Their chants dissipating behind slow gusts of wind. The driver’s-side door of the van creaked open behind her. She glanced to her left but felt no need to turn around. She knew he had been there. The van rocked as he stepped from the vehicle. The door creaked once more as it slammed shut. He was in a blue jumpsuit and he carried a red toolbox. A remote was holstered in one of his front pockets. The man walked to Kelly and rested his hand on her shoulder.

			 

			•

			 

			The T.V. sparked and sputtered. The man shut off the faucet and pulled it out from the tub. He held it there and tried to shake out most of the water. It would be a difficult fix and they got to work immediately. He removed the faceplate, cleaned out all of the broken glass, and gently set it face down on a towel spread neatly across the entertainment center. He removed the tiny screws which secured the housing on the back, exposing the television’s most fragile components. The circuitry was replaceable. There were warehouses full of spare parts: it wasn’t the first time someone tried to break loose from the chicken coop, and it certainly wasn’t the first time someone had hurt Earnest like this. The man’s hands moved, slow and precise, as he rotated the large jar-shaped shield which was the last line of defense. It contained the only irreplaceable component. There were no cracks in the shell, but it had loosened up just slightly enough to let out a few drips of the cerebrospinal fluid. The man tightened it down. He dragged his big fingers across the glass until they slipped off from the edge.

			“We’ll get you back in order in no time, Mr. Epps.” The grey matter had been stained to a pinkish hue. It was bloated and the magnifying effect of the glass exaggerated that about it. The thing looked like it had been successfully pickled. The fluid it swam in was lime green and there were fleshy strands floating in it, which reminded the man of seaweed. “You’ve kept your promise so far, Earnest. And I will do my very best to keep mine. What a lovely brain you had.”

		


		
			The Debt

		

		
			by

			B. Morgan Waters

		


		
			

			The port of Melinde was not a famous one. It crouched on the ocean just north of Mombasa as if smoking a cigarette with its arms draped over its knees, a stream of ships wisping lazily from its mouth to dissipate across the world. Some century, a war chief or sultan would come and roost and caw at the passing Chinese and Arab galleons. In a late Swahili winter I dragged my palms against the wind-calloused limestone that was once a great city gate. After hundreds of years of peace, the great pale slabs had crumbled and leaned against the trade winds protecting nothing but the wayward dog from the sun. I wondered how much blood had washed these rocks as I entered the city with plans to repose.

			One morning, I awoke to the smell of the creatures of the sea. A drunken midnight sledge through open waters had turned bountiful, and the mamas of the town threshed scallops and dark dwelling fish. I let out a soft sigh and clawed at the linen sheets of my rented bed at the Nyumba ya Upepo, a faded-blue wooden building that Matatu, the proprietor, said Napoleon himself had dwelled in for two weeks during his tour of the African theater. I knew Napoleon never got farther south than Egypt, but thought the claim enchanting, so I believed him in public.

			I stretched my arms toward the sagging ceiling and heard my shoulder pop and felt the tinge of sure mortality in my neck. Despite my physical comfort here, my soul was pacing within me, muttering. I needed less idle air. I rose and dressed, the thin linen tighter than ever around my stomach. I smoked a cigarette on the veranda and thought of England. I sat and shuffled and reamed the past three months of work. I slicked my hair back and flung it forward again.

			In frustration or perhaps boredom (if that is not a different feeling) I spun the globe on my davenport and watched it revolve as the true Earth does. But perhaps this globe was more perfect, for it did not have cruelty or malice or scorn upon it.  A sphere wrought from the hands of men to show the Earth as the Earth sees itself: beautiful and limitless in possibilities despite its own shape in space. I closed my eyes and heard the silent squeak of the globe’s bearings as it chased itself like the wretched seabirds that haunted the city streets.

			Less idle air. I quickly dressed and gathered a few papers (I had no intention to write). I passed beneath the sloped doorway from my room and locked it with a large brass key that left its impression on my skin. I shuffled down the stairs and past the concierge as Matatu shouted “Tutaonana mista’ Charles.”

			“Good day, mzee.” Matatu answered with a sly, toothed grin and a return of his attention to the French dime novel sprawled over his wrist. I hobbled out the door, into the lazy sun and the bwanas and mamas and the smell of fish towards the only place that reminded me of home: Cafe du Sur.

			I gave my usual nod and five shillings to the barista, took my table and coffee, and gazed over the port of Melinde with an untidy mind. A colony of seagulls had taken a frenzy in the abundant fish entrails that littered the warm cobblestone streets and they cawed at each other excitedly. 

			To living off of others. I raised my glass and winced another swig of coffee. The seagulls were vultures of the sea. No, the oceans. One could step onto a thousand different beaches and meet a thousand different types of men but be greeted by one type of seagull.

			“Charlie?” A man’s voice commandeered me to twenty years ago and I was suddenly engulfed in the shadows of memory.

			“Erik!” I saw his face and remembered him turn and board the Miriam twenty years prior, the boots I bought him creaking and cracking at the loose wood of the boardwalk. I blinked and was once again in the haze of the Cafe du Sur. He was standing (as tall as ever) by the counter with a saucer dipped in his hands and a smile hidden in the great cedar beard he had worn since he was seventeen. 

			The strangers flanking him had just received their cups and turned to face me. The first was a son of Europe, no doubt, and must have been a Dane or Swiss. A man in his prime, and the strength in his eyes overshadowed the strength of his body. His mustache was trimmed in the latest fashion and the tongues of his shoes told me all I needed to know about his demeanor. He carried a long blade on his thigh which looked purely ornamental. Erik’s second companion was a daughter of Africa, and where the first man’s eyes were bright like a bear’s, hers were dark and beautiful like a panther’s. Curiously, her pants were tucked into her boots, which were worn-in at the natural cadences of her lower thigh and feet, yet showed no signs of tear. The third must have just become a man, and he looked like he had never spoken more than a few words in his entire life. He had various cuts and bruises lacing his arm, some of more concern than others, and wore a length of cord around his waist as a belt, from which hung a bag that was filthy with white powder. Perhaps he was Prussian. Surely, Karl’s companions were mountaineers of the highest caliber.

			“My God, Erik... You look well!”

			“And you. How have you been, Charles?” He strolled over and brushed his beard with his free hand. His companions gave each other a look and followed. I stood and embraced my old friend, slapping him on the shoulder with a genuine smile. The youthful glimmer in his eye still remained.

			“Come, join me. Pierre, is it too early for brandy?”

			“S’il vous plait, monsieur. How many glasses?”

			“It’s been a long time since I partook, but...” Erik looked me over. “...today must be exceptional.” One of his male followers raised his palm in polite rejection. Erik raised his brow and placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “By all means, join us. This is not any day.”

			They gathered around me and shortly we had small glass tumblers before us. Erik leaned close to Pierre.

			“Asante, rafiki yangu. Ni bei ghani?” 

			“Elfu mmoja, bwana.”

			Erik had already placed a hundred shillings in Pierre’s hands before I caught on that my generosity had been commandeered.

			“My, your Swahili has become impressive.”

			“It is not very good.” The woman’s voice caught me off guard. “He still sounds like a chicken. Aww awww awww.”

			“Not everyone was born under the African sun.” He winked at her. “Charlie, I’d like to introduce you to my team.” He threw his arms around the two men. “Soren and Mika here are part of the societe’ d’alpinistes. Soren comes on Sir Gerald’s kind recommendation and is an organized soul. In fact, I’m quite sure he knows precisely how many hairs are on his head.” I laughed. “And young Mika here is the most gifted free climber I’ve ever met.” Erik dropped his broad arms and nodded to the woman. “And Rehema. She and I were shipmates on the Lafayette. She has been my tutor in language and, to an extent she will not admit, life.” Rehema smiled sorrowfully, and I thought that they must have been lovers in the near past. “Everyone, this is Charles. He and I are friends from my youth in London.”

			We gave our greetings cordially as Pierre returned with a sweet-smelling bottle that I knew he had been hiding. He poured our drinks and I took a healthy swig of brandy and felt the subtle tension that all strangers initially share begin to drift away like a fading breeze.

			“And what brings you to Africa?” I saw myself reflected in Erik’s eyes as he regarded me intently. A moment passed, and he reached towards his beard once more. He took a long silent breath and began tufting the hairs on his face with granite hands as he spoke:

			“Where to begin? You see, some years after my stewardship on the Miriam I developed an overwhelming urge to see white mountains and men once more. In a tea house in Sri Lanka, I met a captain of a freighter headed to France and he took a great liking to me. We remembered England fondly together, and he hired me as a storekeep. One night I was awoken by a horrific dream, the details of which I wish I could remember, as I have not since been awoken in such a worried manner. I decided to dress for some fresh air and walk the decks and contemplate. On the bow, I stood and marveled at the stars for a moment, when I heard a man speak. I whirled around, as I hadn’t heard him approach, and saw an Arab dressed in the most magnificent red robes of his country, gilded in gold, and holding the hand of the most alluring woman I have ever seen.”

			From the corner of my eye I noticed a slight shift in Rehema’s posture.

			“He introduced himself as Dahar al-Hazim, heir apparent to a Saudi emirate. The woman: his wife Asha. That night we spoke fondly of our homelands and he kindly shared a bottle of araq, and the entire time his wife kept her eyes trained to me.” Erik gave a halfhearted laugh. “Surely she didn’t blink! We spent much of the night in dialogue and just before dawn they turned in. The day after, I found it odd that as the sun fell in the sky I felt myself decidedly excited to meet my friends again. Sure enough, as the moon rose Dahar and his wife returned to the bow and we spent the evening in good nature, fueled by another bottle of the Arab spirits.”

			Almost as if reminded, he took his first sup of brandy.

			“This continued for a pocketful of nights, barely sleeping, excitedly walking to the bow of the ship, watching the couple appear like phantasms in the night, a bottle, and then total fulfillment as they retreated below decks, as if running from the daylight. It was not long before I realized that my tremors were not from the excitement of a new friendship, but for Asha. I had come to love her, every shape of her, every reflection of the inferior stars in her eyes. But I also respected Dahar, as I do all of you now, and respected their union.”

			Erik paused and rubbed his great forehead and picked at the coarse grain of the wooden table.

			“And then one afternoon, while I was napping in the stores (drained from the labour and sleepless nights), I felt the oddest feeling and awoke to Asha, her form in contrast with the cut shadows of stacked crates and I could smell her. God, I could smell her! I felt as if in a dream, and it wasn’t until she left and her sweat lingered on my tongue and the marks on my back were gleaming like her lips did I realize what had happened and what I had done.”

			Rehema leaned back in her chair and Soren cracked a toothy grin.

			“I feverishly walked the decks, ignoring my duties, trying to find Dahar so I could confess my transgression. I searched the passenger manifest, but found no record of either of their names. I thought it odd, but concluded that it was logical for royalty to travel discreetly, so I thought no more of it and resolved to tell him that night.”

			Mika had finished his glass and raised it. Pierre dutifully floated to our circle and refilled it, as Erik handed him another batch of shillings.

			“That night, to my surprise Dahar was alone. I inquired, and he quietly said Asha was ‘under the weather’ and couldn’t make it. As the time was opportune, I waited until I had mustered enough courage from the araq and told him everything, trying to make him see that what occurred was not my intent, and expressing that it was not because his wife was excessively free with her love. A fine line. Yes, a very fine line. Dahar listened to my every word, silent and stoic. When I had finished my pleas, he looked me over with fierce, black eyes.”

			Gulls cried in the streets below.

			“He leaned in close and said: ‘You have wronged me. I have befriended you and shared with you and reveled in your presence. But you have wronged me.’ I tried to speak, but he continued. ‘I haven’t the heart to hear your voice any longer, but know this: you will repay me.’ He was gone before I could bring myself to speak. I leaned over the bow and cried into the sea until the weight of night called me to sleep. I performed my duties as I could, but I was heartbroken, and my fellow shipmates kept their distance. The night before we were to arrive on French soil I walked to the bow once more, but it was empty as the lifeless fathoms it had soared over.”

			“I landed in Europe and spent much time dwelling on this night and climbing mountains, and eventually, I thought of the moment less. I still felt a tired chill when I remembered that last look Dahar had given me before he walked away. But, eventually, years passed and I continued on. Until two months ago! Whilst Rehema and I were at the Mountaineer’s Lodge in Rome I saw, to my utter surprise, him standing there speaking to the Quartermaster, still garbed in his majestic ruby robes. My heart danced between fear and joy, until it finally settled on the debt I owed him, so I approached after the Quartermaster was called to other duties. Dahar faced me, and he smiled. How my heart was lifted! We embraced and we began feverishly regaling our lives in between. His father had died, so now he was in the office of king proper, and his province was a paragon of success under his leadership. He made no mention of Asha. Eventually, I found the back of my mind grasping round my collar, so I brought up my debt. His eyes grew dark.”

			“‘Oh, yes, Erik. I have thought long about that. At first I hated you. Then I came to understand you, which led me to pity you. In recent years, I find I simply missed your kinship and have forgiven you. But I have forgiven, not forgotten; a debt must be repaid.’”

			Erik took a solemn taste of brandy.

			“I stood in a fevered fear, when suddenly he threw his hand to my shoulder and exclaimed: ‘I have the perfect solution! On the border of my kingdom is a great mountain range. The bordering Persian Empire has assembled their greatest climbers to make a summit of the mountain, which my people hold as hallowed ground. Having a rival conquer such a monument will be a moral defeat. The Quartermaster here holds you and the teams you assemble in very high regard, so, here is the term of your repayment: I am commissioning you to make a first ascent of Mount Dahaka in three months time, after first becoming a legal subject of my dominion. That is all.’”

			“I felt relieved and marveled at the graciousness that some men can hold. I obviously accepted with gratitude and told him his word would be done. He promised a celebration upon my return and left with another kindred embrace. The next day, Rehema received a wire saying her brother had cholera, so we came to Africa while the Lodge readied our supplies.”

			I fancied the tale and told him so. Soren applauded lightly as Rehema leaned forward again.

			“Well, I certainly admire your path in life, Erik. You always had such luck!”

			He rubbed his hands together and a small puff of dust floated away like a banner cloud.

			“You know, I am beginning to think I am indeed quite lucky, as the night before we depart I run into you...”

			A knot appeared in my stomach and I knew he was about to give me an offer that would end with me looking foolish.

			“We traversed many heights in our youth, and I trust you haven’t given up the sport...”

			I nodded uneasily.

			“Then I have a proposition for you: join my expedition.”

			I laughed. “And... It is customary for a proposition to benefit both parties, else it is a command. My friend, what shall I get in return?”

			“Out of Melinde.” His voice surrounded me with finality and he looked down at my papers arrayed beside me. He leaned forward, his eyes not leaving mine. “Come on, Charlie. Let’s have an adventure.” My mind became heavy with memories of my old friend, but before I could give it further thought I had already said yes and ordered another round for my friends.

			 

			I awoke late the next morning and packed what I could, what mattered, gave an excited goodbye to Matatu and, as promised, met the rest of the team on the docks before the old shipwright huts at nine o’clock. As I strolled towards them, my pack strapped dead to my back, Erik beamed at me with satisfaction. Shortly after noon we settled into our meager rooms on the Victoria, an old Arab galleon of war that had been decommissioned, purchased by the British government, and converted to a passenger ship. It was still a beautiful vessel, despite its age and various holes in the decks, and the Captain seemed like a good man. At one o’clock, the ship cast off its shackles and soared into the Indian like a once-caged bird and by nightfall, Africa leaned backwards on the horizon and fell asleep on a bed of memory.

			The journey was steady, yet decidedly filled with a positive energy which seemed to spread like roots from Erik and ensnare every seaman and passenger on the Victoria. The ship herself moved at a marvelous speed, and seemed to thirst for new lands more than I. We settled into our routines, and I felt the first few days of exercise quite painful as I sweated out the months of coffee and brandy, though I slowly found the hard endurance that I had enjoyed in my younger years. Where I could jog around the ship with what seemed like endless endurance, Rehema sprinted alarmingly quick, passing me with a man’s nod. I fancied us planets falling around a great star. I saw little of Mika, who spent his days as a deckhand and his nights with candlelight and an adventure novel, and of Soren, who wrote letters in a language I was unfamiliar. At night, Erik, Rehema, and I would dine as lady and gentlemen in the galley, the steward taking a liking to us, and mingle with the rest of the passengers at evening soirees.

			I found myself taking more and more interest in Rehema, and began to fancy her. My heart would flutter at the sound of rapid footsteps in the morning run, and I would gaze upon her form as she sped away. I began to chase her, and, to my passionate surprise, one morning she let me catch her, and in the heat of joy I tried to kiss her. She halted me with her finger to my lips, closed her eyes solemnly for a moment, and cleared her throat as she panted.

			“I wish to speak with you alone tonight.” And then she was gone, a tireless lioness chasing a dream of water.

			The rest of the day was uneventful and spent in slow motion, and Erik seemed oblivious to my and Rehema’s deviation from our newly established traditions. That night, I stood boyishly on the stern and smoked a cigarette on the railing until I heard soft footsteps behind me. I turned and saw Rehema in her evening dress, what she always wore, but somehow seemingly more emerald and gilded and beautiful. She had cast her flats away at dinner, and she tread lightly, barefoot, her feet kissing the worn decks of the Victoria.

			“My, you look splendid.” She walked onward and leaned next to me. My heart began to quiver. She cast her eyes from the stern and spoke.

			“You did not hesitate when Erik asked you to come.”

			I leaned backwards on the railing and cast my cigarette into the Victoria’s wake.

				“He and I grew up together. I have never been unable to trust him.”

				She regarded me carefully for a long moment before she started.

			“That is a quality I see in you.” She paused and considered something within herself before continuing. “I wish to confess to you something that I do not wish to be spoken of further.” Her eyes reflected moonlight as she took a wary glance behind her.

			“What is it?” My heart tread warily as dark clouds gathered in the distance.

				She sighed, wrapping her fingers around the silver railing, and rocked on her heels. “I am with Erik’s child.” She looked downward to her bare feet as a flare of jealousy stung my chest. “I thought you should know.”

				I saw the stakes of our journey rise considerably, and for the first time in my life, I thought unkindly of my childhood friend. I forced a smile. 

			“You are now my friend as Erik. I will respect your wish.”

			She mirrored my expression and looked into the night sky as if never seeing it before. “God, it does feel good to finally speak of it. Thank you for your kindness, Charles. You are a good man.” Satisfied, she kissed my cheek sweetly, said her goodnights, and retreated to the lower decks.

			I watched her go and leaned on the stern railing, my heart asunder. I opened my cigarette case and fumbled one into my mouth and lit it with shivering hands. I inhaled and exhaled and could finally see out of my own mind once again. Another long drag and I embraced the freezing railing and gazed into the ocean. From its endless depth I saw a dark cloud form, running a ship’s length behind us and unfathomably growing darker and darker and darker.

			“Whale!” Though I only saw shadow, I heard my own voice rise across the decks and reach every man’s ears. I heard the seamen dropping their rigging, their lines, their kits, and rise excitedly and shuffle briskly aft. As they arrived and gazed into the depths of the waters the shape began to recede into ether.

			“Did you see it?”

			“How big was it?”

			“Is it diving?”

			The moment caught up with me and I felt the free night air polluted by so many men gathered round. I pulled away and was eye to eye with Mika, his wide, boyish eyes yearning to see the wonders of the world. He eyed me cautiously then rushed to the stern.

			I went amidships and threw my head to the sky. My heart stopped. A great shadow had dropped below the clouds, its wings spanning easily the width of the ship, a colossal mess of feathered hair retching towards me, ending in a great sprawl of talons and claws and malice, coated in the night’s own black and glimmering with cold oil. The creature’s neck extended and wrapped and, for a moment, I thought I could make out a man standing on its gnarled head. The beast’s cold, fiery eyes met with mine and I could feel that it knew me. It snarled without sound and beat its wings, and suddenly there was a great typhoon across the sea. The ship lurched in its bearings and the water pulled at its aged wooden hull. A vicious wind flung itself westward and I turned to see a man fall overboard. The sails tattered helplessly in the wind as rigging and rope and ruin swung through the air in great heaps. I grabbed a railing, and almost was pulled inward by the now violent sea, but doubled my efforts and grip. Behind me I felt a great heat and turned and saw the beast face to face, the figure straddling its head now clear. His blood red robes hung calmly in the chaos and below his turban two crazed black eyes were cast towards the Victoria. I turned and closed my eyes in fear.

			I felt the ship rear upwards and opened my eyes. I saw Mika soar through the air, now amidships as well, and land with a great thud, the sound muffled by the roar of the waves hammering the sides of the vessel. He moved towards a mast for shelter, but I watched in half time as a pulley above him gave way and swung towards the ocean. It hesitated and hovered, but was thrashed back towards him.  He stood with his eyes in mine as the rope caught a crosswind and soared inward. It wrapped around his neck in a choke hold and was held tight by the violence of the storm, the great weight of iron suddenly becoming heavy like an anchor. Mika grabbed at the thick ropes and rigging as I tried desperately to find a lull in the storm that would offer me the chance of safe passage, but it never came. It continued on into the night for hours, and I watched the young man turn paler and paler and paler until he closed his eyes with tears and finality.

			At dawn, the captain ordered a full head count. Four missing. Two dead. A missionary gave a meager service and we buried Mika and a Frenchman at sea. There was a luncheon and Soren and Erik argued doggedly whether to send a condolence letter to Mika’s family, or let them believe he had found a placid life in foreign lands. I retired to my room and cried until I fell asleep late in the afternoon.

			It was a great discussion, whether to continue our voyage or not. We resolved that the challenges would be both technical (I being the next qualified free-climber) and emotional, though each could be overcome with patience and a steady heart. The ship began again, the able crew repairing the rigging and astounding at the Victoria’s extraordinary tenacity. I said nothing of what I saw, as I found the nightmare I witnessed just as implausible as any other sane man would. But I could not shake the terror that still dwelled in my heart. So I followed the Captain’s manner, and kept a wary eye to the horizon and knew that a terrible debt was still unpaid.
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			Beep. Beep. Beep.

			Margo hadn’t been sleeping well but the alarm still startled her. She quickly tapped it off as her husband groaned next to her.

			“Jesus Fucking Christ... what time is it?”

			“Four fifteen sweetie, I have Bikrim.”

			“What?” The half-asleep voice mumbled.

			“It’s hot sunrise yoga.”

			“Hot yoga? Who you going with?”

			“Stacey, and maybe Molly if she can make it.”

			“Ohh, I hate Stacey. She is such a bitch. Why do you want to be friends with her?”

			“Be nice, grumpypants,” Margo said as she leaned in to kiss him. “Go back to bed. I’ll be back to make you breakfast.”

			Steve grumbled as he lay back down, and she walked into the bathroom. He was right. Stacey was your typical small neighborhood alpha bitch, but that is exactly why Margo wanted to be friends with her. Stacey was sexy, flamboyant, and confident, and Margo just wasn’t. She always felt like the odd girl out. She’d laugh at the wrong times or say the wrong things. She had always wanted so hard to fit in, and always through high school and into college she felt off, like wearing a shoe on your hand. The more she tried to fit in the more obvious it was that she didn’t. Now, in this new town after moving away from her family and the few friends she had back East, she felt like she was really going to give it a fresh start.

			She stared at her reflection as she brushed her teeth. She didn’t feel like it was a fresh start. Her eyes felt heavy and betrayed how tired she was despite her nerves. If Steve saw her staring at herself like this he’d tease her, saying she’d be the first women with both acne and wrinkles. She smiled and it didn’t feel too forced. She decided she needed to finally do something with her hair. It was too brown. And too medium. She pulled it into a ponytail thankful she was going straight to the gym.

			Margo dressed in a neon sports bra and yoga pants that were finally being used for yoga. Complete in her suburban wife uniform she quietly slipped out into the garage and backed her SUV out into the cul-de-sac.

			Despite leaving with more than enough time Margo still managed to be late. The class had already started by the time she entered the hot and steamy room full of sweaty suburbanites. The room was filled with a pungent smell of cramped bodies and mold held back with bleach. She took a place in the back, several rows behind Stacey and Molly, and tried to keep pace with the new-agey instructor demonstrating poses from the front of the room. 45 minutes later Margo stood in the back of the room wrapping up her towel as she waited for Stacey and Molly to stop flirting with the instructor. Margo approached from the side as they finally headed towards the locker room.

			“There she is,” Stacey said. “Sleep in on us?”

			“Nah... just still finding my way around town I guess,” Margo replied weakly.

			“Do you not have yoga mat?” Molly asked looking at the patterned beach towel Molly had drafted as her yoga mat.

			“Umm... not yet. I plan on picking one up soon though.”

			A male voice broke in.

			“I have an extra one you can borrow. Are you coming again on Thursday?”

			He stood shirtless, lean but well-muscled, still wiping the sweat from his morning’s instruction. He stared directly at her with his dark eyes and tan skin radiating warmth. 

			“Umm... I think... I... ah,” Margo started.

			The girls laughed. Margo somehow flushed in the 103 degree room. She closed her eyes and took a breath.

			“Yes... I’ll be here.”

			“If she can find it,” Stacey said with a soft laugh that was chorused by Molly.

			 

			“I’m tagging you in this,” Stacey said. Her hair was wrapped up tightly like a turban and she toweled herself off as if she was unaware of nakedness. Margo stood a few lockers down, trying to slide her panties on without unwrapping her towel. She feeling like she was awkwardly forcing herself upon the duo.

			“Making time for me. #namaste. #lovethisgym,” she narrated.

			“You mean you love the instructor,” Molly retorted.

			Smiling as she looked up from her phone. “Isn’t that what I said?”

			“This gym is pretty cool. They have a spin class too?” Margo knew they had a spin class, but she found asking questions to be a generally safe path in conversations.

			“Oh yeah. They also have it all. Barre classes, kettlebells, and a sauna.” Molly chimed in.

			“They just installed two float tanks. It’s very on trend.”

			“A what?” Margo only liked asking questions when she knew the answers.

			“A sensory deprivation tank. They fill it full of warm salt water. Turn off all the lights, and you just float in a meditative state for two hours,” Molly said.

			“Sounds claustrophobic,” Margo said immediately hating her killjoy tone.

			“It’s amazing. It’s like tantric sex for your mind,” Stacey laughed. “It just opened. Molly and I floating for our first time tonight.”

			“Um... actually I can’t go,” Molly said. “I completely forgot my daughters softball game is tonight.”

			“Skip it.”

			“I skipped the last two, besides she is pitching. I have to go”

			“We’ll damn it. We’ll have to reschedule.” Still naked Stacey pulled out her phone and began flipping through her calendar.

			“Margo, why don’t you take my spot?”

			Margo froze half bent over her bag.

			“Yeah... why don’t you take Molly’s spot,” Stacey agreed after a not-too-long pause. “6:30 tonight. I can pick you up at 6 and we can drive over together. You know, so you don’t get lost.”

			“Um... Okay. I can do that.”

			“Great. You won’t regret it.”

			Margo forced a smile but thinking of Steve and about the plans they had she was already filled with the anxiety of her promise.

			Getting into her car she already had three missed texts from Steve.

			 

			Hey babe. Where are the coffee filters? 💋


			Hey babe. No coffee today. ☕☹️ No big deal. I just killed myself. 🔫☹

			Hey babe. Off to work. I thought you were coming home before I left to work all day. I guess I’ll see you when I get home.

			 

			She dialed his number. One ring. Two rings. Voicemail.

			“This is Steve. Leave a message.”

			“Hey baby. I was running late with the girls at the gym, and left my phone in the locker. Give me a call when you can. I love you so much. I hope you have a fantastic day, and I can’t wait to see you when you get home.”

			Margo was dreading the coming fight. She hadn’t been able to reach Steve all day. They had planned on having dinner together and then watching some old war movies. They were small plans, but they had planned on spending the evening together. 

			“Hey honey... I’m home.”

			Margo came up and gave him a big hug, wrapping her legs around him.

			“I missed you honey.”

			He spun her and pushed her back roughly yet playfully against the wall.

			“It looks like you certainly did.”

			“You didn’t answer your phone today.”

			“I was busy.”

			“Too busy for me? I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you before you left.”

			“It’s fine. You’re always late anyways. What are we having for dinner?”

			“We’ll sweetie, I made you a meatloaf and some..”

			“Made me a meatloaf? Why aren’t you eating? Decide to start dieting again?”

			“That’s why I tried calling you so many times. Stacey has this thing float thing at the gym and she wants me to go with her.”

			“So blow her off. You don’t really like her. Wouldn’t you just rather spend the evening with me?”

			“Sweetie. You’re right. I totally rather would, but we’ve been here three months and I still don’t have any friends.”

			“This fancy gym sounds like it costs a lot of money. I don’t think there’s money for you to waste stuff like this.”

			“Molly paid for it. She had to cancel last minute and I’m just taking her appointment.”

			“So you’re a charity case. Great. My wife the freeloader.”

			“I’m sorry for ruining our plans. I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”

			“You know, I love you, but you can really rile me up.”

			They heard a car pull into the drive and the friendly “beep beep” of a Mini Cooper.

			“Please sweetie.”

			“Fine. Go have fun with your friends,” he said putting her down and turning to the sink.

			“Thank you.” She touched his arm as he continued to look out the kitchen window. “I’ll go grab my bag.”

			Margo walked out to the drive to see Steve and Stacey deep in conversation. She was leaning against the window pushing her up her ample cleavage and smiling at Steve. He smiled back, not even turning as Margo approached.

			“Ready?” Margo asked.

			“See what I said. She’ll be the last one to her own funeral.”

			“Ohh... I’m surprised she isn’t more in a rush to go to the gym.”

			“Why’s that?” Steve asked.

			“Her favorite trainer is working.”

			“Ohh really? She didn’t mention anything about that.”

			“Stacey... don’t,” Margo tried.

			“Ohh, don’t worry Steve. He’s only a young, hot yoga trainer. He’s only letting her borrow his yoga mat. You know, so she’ll be comfortable on her back... during yoga.”

			“We’ll if he is all that then I have nothing to worry about. Why’d he want to fuck Margo?”

			There was a short awkward silence, and then Steve started laughing.

			“I’m only joking. You girls have fun. I’m sure you’ll have a great time.”

			“Steve seems great.”

			“Ohh, he is,” Margo replied quickly.

			“Funny too,” Stacey said.

			“Yeah... um... he can have an odd sense of humor... but I love it. We get along so well.”

			“Ohh... it’s great when you can find someone who gets your quirks.”

			They arrived at the nearly empty gym. After a quick rinse and the obligatory nudity flash from Stacey in the locker room she entered the small sensory deprivation room.

			The tile was cool under feet. She disrobed and set her stuff down on a wooden slatted bench. The tank took up most of a room, which was slightly larger than a walk in closet. The giant steel and fiberglass shape running the length of the long wall and only a couple feet shy of the ceiling. It was as if an Apollo capsule had crash-landed in a locker room. She opened the door and took one step up. She stood in the doorway pausing for a moment., looking down into the water and back at the hard tile and florescent light. Finally, she committed and stepped into the chamber, softly pulling the door closed behind her, holding the stainless steel rail for the two steps into the wetness.

			The water was salty. Heavy. Warm. It came just past her knee. Twirling around her white thigh in a soft torrent of opacity as she waded into the center of the chamber. Stretching her arms she could nearly, but not quite, reach across the two sides of the tank. The walls were smooth and light tan and, other than the door and stainless steel railing leading up to it, featureless. The light at the top of the room was controlled by a large square button near the door. She pressed it and the light began to dim very slowly. She pushed it again and it lit back up to full power. Satisfied, she pressed it again and sunk herself into the liquid as the lights began to dim for a final time. 

			Margo had trouble trusting the unfamiliar weightlessness. She floated so easily that she kept on turning on reflex and nearly dunking herself. The light was supposed to dim slowly over three minutes, but she quickly found herself struggling to see her fingertips. The darkness settled in and she tried to relax. Her mind was racing. Thinking over the day. Moments flashing in her mind about what she could have done or said better.

			“Shut up,” she told herself. “You can’t even float right.”

			She fidgeted. She twisted. She stressed. 

			She ran over the day in her mind. All the stupid things she said in front of Stacey and Molly. How she upset Steve: by accepting this stupid invite and by letting the cute yoga instructor flirt with her. Replaying it again and again in her mind.

			Then she took a breath and forced a little tension from her body. She relaxed a little. She took another breath, relaxing a little more. After years of holding herself so tightly letting go was hard, but slowly, like an ocean eroding an island, she began to let herself relax control.

			First the water filled her ears and the only sound, her own breath, was muted further. Her breath steadied. Her heartbeat slowed. Her eyes, which had been straining futilely against the blackness, searching for light that wasn’t there, closed. She felt pieces of her begin to slip away. First her finger tips. One moment they were moving softly in the water and the next they disappeared. Then her feet. Then her calves. Slowly the quiet warmth wrapped around her. Her body melted into sensationless space. Her mind began to float. To melt. Drifting off into the gentle eddies. Her sense of self slipped into the nothing that surrounded her. She took another breath and gave herself to the blackness.

			She laid there floating, time slipping away with her self-awareness. Her mind, which always doubted and always nagged, was finally silent. She felt a peace from the business of the world... her life... herself.

			Then something. A noise? A thought? It stirred her mind. 

			She came back a little. Thoughts formed. How long had she been here? Hours? Minutes?

			Her eyes opened. Something was different. But what?

			She tried to quiet her mind. To go back into the peaceful blackness, but she couldn’t. She tried to figure it out, but her mind was split. Partly in the warm darkness and partly in reality.

			“Cunt.”

			The word was a raspy whisper. The possibilities raced through her mind. Was someone there? No. How? She tilted her head up, slightly raising her ears just out of the water. She listened. 

			Silence.

			She waited. Nothing. Had a minute passed? Two? Five?

			She tried to relax, but it was harder than before. She took deep breaths, trying to force out the anxiety.

			“Cunt.”

			She reached for the bottom, sputtering salt water as she sat up trying to orient herself.

			Where was the door? Who was in here? Thoughts raced through her mind as adrenaline brought her body back to life.

			“Who’s there?”

			Silence.

			Margo listened for breathing, for movement, but all she could hear was her own shallow breaths and pounding heart. Was someone there? Who said that? Was it her?

			She listened in the darkness, her ears stretching for sound as she stood and struggled to identify the sounds amongst the echoes. Moments passed. She reached out until a hand, her left one, felt a wall. She took a step, keeping her hand on the wall in her best dead reckoning of where the door was.

			“It isn’t time to go.”

			She froze. The voice seemed somewhat familiar...

			“Who are you?” She asked. A tremble in the darkness.

			“Margo. Margo. Margo.” The whisper cackled roughly. “ Don’t you recognize me?”

			“What?”

			She tried to place the whisper. It felt so familiar, like her own worst thoughts speaking to her.

			“You fat worthless cunt. You pretend to be someone else so much that you don’t even know who you are. You’re a scared-ass bitch that no one will care about when she slits her wrist in this tub.”

			The voice bounced against the walls, coming from everywhere and nowhere. The words echoed inside the chamber. Inside her skull.

			“Deep down you think you’re special, but deeper down you know.”

			“Know what?” She eked out the words as the chaos of the whispers harmonized to one indistinguishable wisp.

			“That you’re just a worthless slut, worth less than garbage. No one loves you. They only pretend because you’re so pathetic. You’re such a waste. You should fucking do it.”

			“Do what?” she asked, already knowing the answer. Already knowing what she had thought about doing countless times.

			“Slit your wrist. Pop some pills. Bite a god-dammed bullet. You know what? No one fucking cares? You think about it all the time. You know I’m right. Drown yourself in this tub. No one cares about how you go. Only that you do.”

			The voice was right. Everything it said was something she had thought. Thought about all the time. She hated that she hated herself. Hated she couldn’t control her thoughts. Hated that she wanted to die. Hated being here alone in the darkness. 

			She screamed.

			The sound vibrated her ears. Bouncing off the walls. Through her, but not escaping. Slowing and quieting. Reverberating to nothing, and the only sound was her sobbing. 

			Minutes passed. Maybe minutes. Maybe longer. She felt like she had pulled her mind back from the darkness. Things were clearer now, not sharp, but clearer. She tried to think logically.

			She was alone in the darkness, and had some sort of emotional breakdown. She lost it for a second. Only a second, but now she was okay.

			She was okay now.

			She stood. The salt water trickled off of her. Her hair was heavy, like she spent the day swimming in the ocean.

			She was okay.

			She reached for the wall and her hand found it only a little farther than expected.

			She took a step.

			Then another. Another half step and her fingers brushed the rail. She wrapped her hand around it. The metal felt cold and alien after so long in water. Her hands searched for the square flat button. She found it and pressed it. 

			Nothing.

			Fighting the panic that was just below the surface she frantically fumbled in the darkness for the handle.

			“Where do you think you’re going, cunt?”

			She wasn’t sure if it was the voice that froze her, clear and close for the first time, or the sharp metal blade pushed firmly against her throat.

			“Step away from the door,” the whisper ordered.

			Margo obeyed, stepping back into the center of the tank.

			The knife ran down her neck and over her collarbone. Too soft to cut. Like a whisper against her skin. It touched her breast, pausing at her nipple, before crossing to her sternum. Cold drops of heavy water slid off her hair and traveled slowly down her back.

			She shivered and closed her eyes against the darkness.

			“Please,” she whimpered.

			“Ohh... you want to beg for it,” the voice mocked.

			Through the darkness she sensed the voice move in close and then closer still. The knife moved down. The sharp edge pushing past her soft pubic hair, the tip resting softly against her clitoris.

			“On your knees.”

			She slowly dropped down to her knees. The knife traced a path on the back of her body as she knelt into the water. It ran back up her chest. Her neck. Up to her lips. She opened her mouth as she felt the pressure of the blade bear down on her tongue. Her body was rigid with fear. She took shallow breaths. Powerless against the hardness of the blade. The fear. The darkness.

			“You’re worthless. Let me hear you say it,” the voice said, pulling the knife away.

			“I am worthless.”

			“You’re nothing. A fuck-up.”

			“I am nothing. I’m a fuck-up.”

			“You should just die.”

			Margo sobbed, believing the words she said. She had wanted to say the words aloud. Felt them for so long.

			“I should just die.”

			She sobbed into the darkness. Uncontrollable tears and shaking tremors. Her convulsions making mini waves that lapped silently against the edge of the tank, their energy absorbed without protest.

			Then the voice came from the darkness.

			“Okay. I think we’re done here.”

			The hands were around her neck. Pushing her down. The weightlessness fought against the thing in the darkness, but the hands were firm and unrelenting. Her mouth filled even as she tried to hold her breath. The warm salt water flooded her lungs, triggering a primal panic. She coughed hard, but her lungs took another involuntary breath. More water. More coughing. Pinpricks of light as her consciousness fought against the iron grip. Then a new darkness, darker and colder than any she had experienced before. 

			Then nothing.

			She only remembered pieces of what came next. The door opening, and a flashlight, real light, hitting her face.

			“There is someone in here.”

			A hand felt her throat. She tried to pull away as he touched her bruised neck before she realized he was just checking for a pulse.

			“Get the EMTs in here now.”

			Then glimpses as she was wheeled away in a gurney. The fragments of comprehension played like a slideshow on a giant screen: vivid and intense, but disjointed. Both overwhelming and confusing.

			She was lifted out of the water, and pulled naked into the small dressing room. The man—a police officer, maybe—held her above the glass of the large florescent light that had been broken out.

			More men came. They put her on a stretcher, and she felt the small pinch as they began an IV in her arm.

			They wheeled her out, into the gym hall, and she took in the carnage, unable to respond to the questions the men in the uniforms posed. 

			She glimpsed into the room next to her as they wheeled her down the corridor, the water a stew of blood and body parts. Stacey’s perfectly-manicured fingers floating like a raft in a gruesome ocean. Her mascara ran into the blood on her face, the dark red-black emphasizing the lifelessness of her eyes.

			She shut her eyes as the officers peppered her with questions, but the darkness was too much. Too familiar. She opened her eyes again. Reluctantly she alternated between the flashes of horror over the pure terror of darkness.

			The gym attendant, a teenage girl, with her neck at an awkward angle. Her eyes bulging in lifelessness.

			She tried to look away.

			A man in work-out clothes. A large dumbbell resting in the cavity of his half-crushed skull.

			Her eyes closed, and then were forced open by the fear.

			A policeman putting night vision goggles in an evidence bag. On the floor next to him a janitor who could have been sleeping but for a rust-colored circle in his abdomen.

			She cried out. A hard and loud cry of pain, frustration, and fear. It penetrated throughout the building, halting the men from their gruesome tasks. A haunting, empty cry of sorrow and pain without understanding.

			Then an injection. An ambulance ride. The shrill sound of a siren breaking through the dawn sky.

			When Margo woke up again she was wrapped in soft white sheets with deep purple bruises on her neck. Steve stood over her.

			“How you feeling?”

			“Ohh... I’m sorry Steve. I’m so sorry.”

			“It’s okay. We’ll get you home. Everything will be okay.”

			“I’m never leaving you again.”

			Steve smiled at her.

			“I’m never letting you.”

			She smiled back. 

			He bent down and kissed her as she slipped back into a drug-induced sleep that she didn’t want. She fought the sleep, a fresh panic swelling inside her as the edges of her consciousness softened. Her mind tried to hold the memory of his soft, salt-heavy lips, but it faded like a whisper as she slipped into the darkness.
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bout the mesh

THE TRANSMITTING MESH
Aboutthemesh

The Removable Dynamic Mesh (the "mesh”)
ptures sensory data from a chosen
ation on the host’s body and securely
tpansmlts that data to the patient.

AR

The mesh assumes the shape of the body
part(s) it touches. This mesh is self-mapping
and can be stretched or contracted as
needed. Worn as any other article of
clothing, it automatically detects the shape,
size, and sensory abilities of the host limb
and transmits that information, along with
live sensory data, to the patient.

Each solution type has a corresponding mesh
ink. The mesh has an elastic texture, a wiry
look, and is cool to the touch.

Today, more than a million patients have
mesh-ready augmentations. To ensure that
each patient experiences only the sensations
of their chosen host(s), each mesh includes a
transponder corresponding to a patient’s
unique receiver ID(s). These transponders
form a unique, encrypted link between the
mesh and the patient for secure transmission
of sensory data.

The mesh emits a soft blue glow during
active transmission.
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Shave the application site and cleanse the P
area with alcohol. Ensure skin is smooth and

dry to the touch. Apply a thin, even coat of

UDU™ bonding jelly to the application site.

Skin should look moist but not shiny. 5

Position the painting table’s mobile scanner
above the application site. With the painting
machine’s software interface open, enter &
SCANNING MODE. Follow prompts to i
select the patient’s profile and select BEGIN i
SCANNING. {
i

The machine’s sensors detect bonding jelly
and create a visual representation of the
application site. The interface estimates and
dispenses the required volume of neural
solution. Ensure that neural mapping is
accurate before proceeding. (For more on
mapping errors and correction, read the
MAPPING section of this guide).

Locate and close the solution feed valve.
Inspect it and the attached tubes, making
sure that each component is clean and dry.
Select DISPENSE AND TEST.

Cover the painting nozzles with gauze.
Depress the air discharge lever until gauze is
visibly moist. Remove and dispose of gauze.

Take extreme care during testing!
Do not get fluid in eyes, on skin
or clothing. Do not inhale or
ingest. ‘
3 Hour o el Bivao sty on Vjoon o





OEBPS/image/Users Guide_Page_02.jpg
REMOTE SENSORY
IMPLANTS
v. 2.1.2039

quality control manual

UDU

PARASTHETICS






OEBPS/image/Users Guide_Page_04.jpg
The world of artificial implants turned from
restoring function and sensitivity in a

damaged body to enhancing abilities of all

kinds. Patients once complained that a prick

in one finger might be felt in two others; an

arm might not feel like an arm, but a mass of
sensations emanating from the amputation

site. Sensory implants entered a phase of

rapid innovation concurrent with the

decreasing price of stronger and more agile
robotic limbs. Installing permanent robotic QMJQ
limbs in the place of healthy, functioning Www

organic parts became increasingly common.

The ever-increasing share of replacements
to an individual’s flesh-and-blood parts
required even greater sophistication in our
field. A small area on the shoulder might now
host cells responsible for detailed sensation
and motor control throughout an entire arm.
The development and installation of
nanotransmitters became a more finely-
tuned and dynamic procedure.

Sensory emulation now delivers a true-to-

life experience to the brain and even makes f

new forms of sensation possible. As more W
and more people embrace the enhanced

abilities provided by robotic limbs, nostalgia

for organic experiences — and a hunger for
experiences once left to the imagination —

has created a new, recreational market for

sensory specialists.

.
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Clean the painting table with acidic cleaning
concentrate. Allow to dry completely before
relocating the patient to the table.

Protect personnel from exposure to
pressurized neural solution. Wear suitable
protective clothing, including gloves,
goggles, and breathing equipment.

Full air-feed facemasks are required for
patients and recommended for personnel
working near spray applicators.

Technicians should take special
care to cover their own bodies
when moving the patient.

i

Application

Tightly wrap areas neighboring the
application site with UDU™ bond=-inhibiting
gel gauze. Allow gel 15-30 minutes to
penetrate skin tissue. Gauze should be dry
and coarse to the touch when penetration
has completed.

This 0t ik B

Ensure that gauze does not
inhibit the flow of blood!
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INTRODUCTION

Imagine a hand you've lost. Sex in a body
that isn't yours. The flight of birds and the
thrust of swimming beasts.

Twenty years ago, human beings could only
imagine feeling sensations beyond their own
bodies. Empathy and engineering served as
our species’ crude bridge between the
infinite permutations of experienced the rigid
restrictions of the flesh.

We never could’'ve expected these barriers to
fall so quickly.

The field of sensory implants emerged to
train amputees in the use of advanced
prosthetic limbs. Designing machines able to
simulate real nervous systems was one
hurdle; adapting existing nervous systems to
the task of receiving and interpreting that
data was another.

At that time, nerves at the site of amputation
are fitted with what would be a crude set of
cell-sized implants for sending motor
signals and receiving sensory data. Touch,
ambient heat and moisture, chemical
sensation, injury: all accessible through cell-
sized machines. Nanotransmitters in those
prosthetics delivered electrical signals
through existing skin to receivers on the
user's nervous system. These developments
enhanced patients’ mobility and improved
their quality of life.
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Although the mesh can be scaled to fit
organs and limbs of varying size, the original
size of the mesh is determined by the density
of implanted neuroreceivers.

Provide patients with the user's guide to
fitting and removing the mesh.

Deviations in mesh size may cause hypo/
hypersensitivity.

37





OEBPS/image/Users Guide_Page_05.jpg
1
=

i

We're confident that our Removable
Dynamic Mesh delivers. A wearable, elastic
transmitting apparatus, the Mesh forms only
a temporary bond with organic limbs.
Sensations experienced by one living
organism can now be felt by another. And
because it's removable, the same mesh
allows a person to experience sensations
from any surrogate s/he chooses.

A world of experience is now within our
reach.

Charles P. Hall, M.D., PhD

Founder, UDU Parasthetics
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(Figures) Attaching the m

Fig. 1: Mesh makes first Fig. 2: Mesh has wrapped
contact with host limb. limb completely.
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Fig. 3: Mesh tightens to fit  Fig. 4: Bonding with host
limb. Bonding begins. limb is complete.
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During TESTING MODE, technicians ponsmtions
evaluate the success of neural bonding by
transmitting simulated sensory data to the

patient’s new receivers. UDUSOFT divides

the digital map of the patient’s receivers into

regions.

Click INITIATE TESTING. Selecting a region
to begin testing. UDUSOFT will test a range
of discreet sensory experiences one after the
other. Talk with your patient to validate the
placement and type of each sensation.

After testing each reason, select END
TESTING. UDUSOFT will account for the
success of the procedure by comparing the
number of activated receivers to the total
number of receivers in the solution applied. A
difference of more than 0.01% indicates that
the solution may not be fully absorbed.

If receivers have not bonded after
eight hours, deactivate these
cells using an appropriate inhibi-
tor and reapply.
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APPLICATION
Consult with your patient |

Consult with your patient

Not all neural solutions are created equally.
Ask your patient:

* Do you have any history of seizure, brain
damage, or nervous system disorders? s
Do you want your sensations to be

especially strong? ‘
* Are you interested in synesthetic o
experiences (hearing smells, tasting

sounds)?

* Do you plan to experience sensations

from especially large or especially small
organs/organisms?

* Do you want to experience pain?

Consult the table in Appendix D to determine N

the appropriate solution for the patient’s .

desired sensations and sensitivity. -t

A Ll

et %/ :
Gt oo

Prepare for application

An entire procedure can be completed on the E §
Imaging and Application Station. The Station & %

is composed of: §
* A platform or “painting table” %

* Scanners and computing devices used in }g
neural mapping $§ ’
* Amechanical spraying arm, which sprays

neural solution on the skin

N
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Return to the software interface and begin
painting by selecting PAINTING MODE. The
spraying arm will apply the solution to the
selected areas of the patient’s body.

Monitor the machine and patient. Excess
vapor or spray indicates that pressure
settings may need to be adjusted or that
more bonding jelly is needed.

Areas of application will gradually numb as
neuroreceivers bond to the patient's nervous
system.

Connecting, testing and orientation

A metallic, pill-shaped hub receives sensory
data and delivers it to nearby neuroreceivers.
Each hub is encoded with a patient’s unique
identifying number.

Choose a location on the application site
away from major blood vessels and as far
from the brain as practicable.

Drill a hole with a diameter of no more than
3mm and a depth of no more than 6mm.
Insert a hub programmed with the patient’s
unique ID in the hole, taking care not to
damage bone or machinery. Stitch shut.

Return to UDUSOFT and enter TESTING
MODE.






OEBPS/image/Users Guide_Page_01.jpg
You said you'd never £
forget how his
heartbeat felt.

“ ‘} _

Now, you
never will.

You remember how Hold on to that

close you felt then - feeling with UDU'’s
and the years have Remote Sensory
only made you closer. Implants. No matter
But when he leaves when, and no matter
home, you want to where, you’ll always

know that you’ll always feel his heartbeat.
be connected.
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Removing the mesh

Although removing the mesh is a
straightforward process, the temporary bond
between the mesh and the host's nervous
system cannot be undone instantaneously.

Failure to follow these instruc-

tions may cause permanent dam-

age to the nervous system and

even brain damage. Expert

Removal Gurus are available at 2
no charge for gquided removal at ‘
1-800-UDU-OFFU.

Each mesh features a strand of fine green-
yellow synthetic material, called a "tag,”
where sensation may be temporarily disabled

and the mesh gradually removed. e M«M
To remove: PL/&W'L o deod

1) Locate the tag and grip it between your |nW

and thumb.

2) Give the tag one gentle squeeze. The soft blue glow
from the mesh should briefly intensify.

3) Squeeze the tag three additional times in quick
succession to disable transmission.

4) The mesh will now begin flashing red as it separates
from your nervous system. To stop this process at any
point, squeeze the tag three additional times.

5) Areas which have unbonded will no longer glow.
When no more such areas are visible, removal can begin.

6) Pull gently at the tag. The mesh will peel away from
your flesh. Use fingers so as not to damage the mesh.
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