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For Emily
She rides with me



PURE
 
Imagine a shadow, but vague, only slightly darker than the surface onto which it is cast. The light is obscured. The shadow suffers. It is a cataract.
You can’t see me. I am less than a shadow.
I am nothing.
But I am coming.
 
THE CARIOCAS PAID HIM NO ATTENTION
 
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. October 18th 2064.
 
Desperation had brought him here, and the final strand of what could be called animal instinct. These streets, as crowded as a child’s imagination, once filled with color and vibrancy, but now made gray by clouds of fear; thunderhead of disease. The locals—the cariocas—pressed to get out of the rain, heads down, bodies wet. They did not look at him. They did not question his obvious weakness or the mask he wore. The storm blistered along Delfim Moreira. The palm trees twisted, fronds swaying. He was pushed aside and knocked to the floor. Again and again. The rain rattled off his mask. The cariocas paid him no attention. He picked himself up and followed the meager thread of instinct.
How long had he been running?
“Where are you, Avô Vinícius?”
Every minute was fear. Every second.
Fernando gazed along Ipanema Beach, a deserted belt of cocoa sand, bullied by the relentless angst of the Atlantic. To the west, Morro Dois Irmãos loomed through bellies of cloud. Its split peaks made it resemble a giant, infected tooth. He felt a pull in that direction. The unguarded aspect of soul registered hope. It was like oxygen. His pulse quickened and he staggered on.


He was close.
 
HIS MASK WAS BUTTERFLY-SHAPED
 
It was stained glass, as fragile as his life. The wings covered his eyes and cheeks. He viewed the world through tinted shards. The left eye was green. The color of everything he had known and still hoped for. The color of beginnings. The right eye was smoky-brown. The color of destruction.
The mask covered his stigma. The word INFECÇÃO (infection) tattooed the left side of his face. His number, 339099, branded the right. A signature of ignominy. All of the infected were marked in this way, and would be until they faded from existence. They were no longer strong. They had been gathered like cattle and quarantined…broken down and weakened over several generations…reduced to little more than substance. His kind was crushed and dying. Flies in the cold.
If the mask were to slip, or break, if his sickness were to be unveiled, he would be captured within moments. The mask was his savior, as important to him as the blood running through his body. Its colors represented the events of his species, from inception to decay. Its shape represented metamorphosis; flight; beautiful hope.
Cure.
Avô Vinícius.


“Close,” he whispered.
A scathing gust slammed him as he crossed Rua João Lira. A dramatic pirouette, jacket billowing. He was thrown against the side of a parked truck and fell to his knees, one hand instinctively protecting the mask. The locals hurried past him—almost stepping over him in their haste. He longed for wings to lift him above the storm.
Fernando got to his feet. Warm rain dripped from his hair. He continued across the street, buffeted by the storm. Sustained thunder damaged the sky. The creature kept his head down. His pale eyes flashed behind the mask.
 
THEY EVEN CHASED HIM IN DREAMS
 
The only vivid things were his tattoos. He was diluted…watery. His body was a wan rack of bone and sinew. His hair was dead ragweed.
Heart like cirrus cloud, scattered across the sky of his body.
All he could feel was the weak beat of his instinct.
Lightning saturated the afternoon gloom, turning all things to ghosts. The sidewalk shimmered and he saw, in one brilliant frame of time, his reflection: a hunkered thing, as dark as any bad dream. He forced himself to stand straight, and in so doing saw the men walking toward him. His failing instinct, which had brought him this far, warned him that they were not cariocas. They were impervious to the storm. Bound by purpose.
They were a Polícia do Vírus (the Virus Police), enlisted by the Brazilian government to eradicate infection beyond the quarantines’ barricades. Officially, they were supposed to subdue carriers and return them to the nearest quarantine city, but they were more inclined to blood and torture. They were known throughout South America as Psycho Cowboys.
Fernando wanted to surrender—fall at their feet and let them tie him up and bleed him dry (infamous cruelty; they laughed while they tortured; they donned multicolored garments and smeared their faces with wild paints). He was too weak to run, but salvation was within reach. He would not give up. He would not surrender.
He cut across the empty parking lot of what had once been a glimmering beachfront hotel, but was now a concrete ghost. Moving as swiftly as he was able, he climbed through one of the shattered windows and into a dark lobby. The walls were smeared with neglect. The front desk had been stripped for firewood. Vagrants huddled amongst the cockroaches and trash.
He turned, his butterfly mask sparkling, and saw that the Psycho Cowboys were following. They came fast, flowing through the rain. He staggered across the lobby, into a seemingly endless corridor. Doors hung in tatters and mosaics rippled on the walls, depicting the dead color of the city: the Rio of yesteryear. His heart made rain and thunder and he pressed forward. He took a stairway, swollen steps that he struggled to ascend, both hands clinging to the rail.
He could hear them in the lobby: commotion, raised voices, cries of pain as they checked the vagrants for tattoos. They knew they were close; they could feel him, too.
Fernando burst into the first floor corridor and reeled toward the elevators. His mind was a battlefield. Everything was green or brown. His single thought was to keep moving.
The Psycho Cowboys were relentless. They even chased him in dreams, where his imagination gave them clown faces and legs like rainbows. In reality they were grave, almost normal, until they caught you…then the gray suits came off and their true colors were revealed.
He stumbled…picked himself up. The elevators, directly ahead, yawned open. He heard voices on the stairway and scrambled toward one of the empty shafts, throwing himself inside.
Falling…spinning. He reached out and grasped the thick cable, the skin ripping from his palm as he broke his fall and halted his descent. The cable whipped and bounced. The counterweight struck a single dull chord and then everything was silent.
He curled his legs around the cable, placed one hand on the mask to keep it from slipping, and hung upside down. He held his breath and waited, his heart cannonading, his wet jacket falling around his shoulders like wings.
 
HE IMAGINED THEM WITH RAINBOW LEGS
 
Voices in the corridor above. Footsteps. Fernando closed his eyes and willed his frail body to become absorbed by the darkness. He heard them approach, bullish steps and coarse breathing. They carried guns and batons, but in his mind they wielded blunt torture implements and walked on rainbow legs. He was sure they would hear his heartbeat. The cable creaked and his jacket dripped water to the floor below.
Long moments passed. He did not move. He barely breathed. The Cowboys thumped and grunted. Six or seven of them, kicking open doors, cursing. He could feel their impatience vibrate through the walls of the shaft.
His hand covered the mask. He could feel the cable biting into the tender flesh at the backs of his knees.
“Coming for you.” The voice was keen and cold and too close. He imagined a white face and a deformed, painted smile. “We’ll find you.”
Less than a shadow.


The light bleeding through the elevator doors flickered.
“Coming …”
He sensed the Psycho Cowboy peering into the shaft, eyes gleaming, his clown-grin impossibly long.
You can’t see me.


His heart sent small vibrations through the cable. He could hear the Cowboy sucking in greedy breaths. The seconds passed too slowly, and he became convinced that he had been seen—would be caught, tortured and killed—and a part of him welcomed the end of it all. No more running. Nothing, indeed. A single tear dripped from his eye and ran across the inside of the mask, changing color, from green to brown, like a leaf. A strident bell of regret sounded in his mind, and for a moment she was there, suspended in the darkness ahead of him, shimmering. They’ll find you, Fernando. They’ll kill you. He came close to reaching out for her, revealing his pale hand, or his mask. Stay with me. I know how to love you.


He opened his mouth to respond. Even his words were shadows: But we’re dying. More tears splashed against the inside of the mask.
She disappeared. His heart found hectic life and pounded furious fists against his chest. The cable creaked. He revolved, slowly, like a voiceless chime.
The light flickered again and he heard the Cowboy retreat, bouncing on his rainbow legs. Relief swarmed Fernando’s ailing body, but he did not move. The Psycho Cowboys continued their search—tearing through all floors, all rooms—for a loud, interminable passage of time. Fernando clutched the cable and waited. His body ached. His shadow/soul withered. When he was sure that the Psycho Cowboys were gone, he adjusted his position. The cable rippled and the counterweight played several sad notes. He waited a little longer before emerging from the shaft. He crawled, and then collapsed. Painful breaths sagged from his lungs. He lay in the corridor, unnoticed by the world, like a charred piece of paper; broken furniture; a curled, damp strip of carpet.
Rain fell through the shattered windows.
 
THE REASON YOU LOOK AWAY
 
It was a cold pain, as if a January wind were blowing through all the joints and tendons of his body. He staggered into the lobby and looked at the shapes of the vagrants huddled against the walls. They were rags. Breathing, bleeding rags. Specimens of a ruined city. The reason you look away. Fernando moved toward a lowly shape, embraced by shadow: a man, swaddled in moldering newspaper, whose beard made the top half of his face appear too thin. Veins ticked beneath the membranous skin of his eyelids. His temples could have been hollowed out with spoons.
Fernando crouched next to the man. He removed his mask. The butterfly appeared, for a moment, to be suspended in the dimness, captured in flight. The vagrant opened his eyes: preternatural instinct; the core of survival. He saw the tattoo— INFECÇÃO—and the minutia of his face responded: the dry skin of his upper lip stretching and cracking; his pupils contracting; the creases around his eyes thinning; the hairs in his nostrils quivering. He managed only a fraction of his final breath before Fernando’s hand was pressed to his mouth, forcing his head back, exposing the vulnerable meat of his throat. A discerning eye may have detected a hint of resignation in the half-second before Fernando went for his jugular. A softening in the pupil, perhaps, or the fine crease appearing at the bridge of his nose. Then he was dying. Blood sprayed into Fernando’s mouth. The vagrant’s body was rigid for slow seconds, and then slumped all at once, as if some central support cable had snapped. His left leg twitched. His shoe came off and was buried in a drift of trash.
A pall of nausea draped over Fernando. He pressed his fist to his mouth to keep from vomiting. The lobby wavered and he fell across the dead vagrant like a lover. His kind had developed an intolerance for human blood. It was a thick, sickening taste, but he needed the nourishment. His body was failing. He would die if he didn’t find Avô Vinícius soon.
The mask fluttered to his face. The world became brown and green, but his mouth was splashed with red.
 
O CRISTO REDENTOR
 
He emerged from the hotel to find that the rain had stopped, but that the wind persisted. Thick droplets were blown from palm fronds and window ledges, pattering off his shoulders with heavy sounds. Sacks of cloud dragged across the sky.
He sensed the sunset and looked west, toward Morro Dois Irmãos. Lights glinted in the surrounding hillsides, glimpsed through stained cloud. His sick heart dared to hope…to believe. He was, after all, so close.
No sign of the Psycho Cowboys. He looked in all directions. Fernando lowered his head and moved on, ignoring the car horns, the jostling cariocas, and the occasional bursts of samba music heard in crowded apartments. His mind echoed with prayers.
Genuflection: he dropped to one knee at the intersection of Rua Mário Ribeiro and felt all the energy in his body gather between his shoulder blades and then erupt, breaking through his skin, hovering in the air above him like wings. He was lifted. Nothing mattered. There was no pain. His invisible wings rippled.
Seen through a diamond-shaped rift in the clouds, Christ the Redeemer looked down on him. The magnificent statue shimmered. Nothing of the mountain could be seen—only the pale, cruciform image, hanging in the heavens. Fernando threw out his arms in imitation, supplication, and exaltation. His imaginary wings made a sound like music.
“Save me,” he whispered. His mask glittered.
The statue hovered in the sky. 
The cariocas paid him no attention.
 
To feel the final beats of your heart…and then to have hope, that wonderful, sweeping arc of hope, lifting everything inside you. The world becomes infinitesimal. You move with the stars. An endless, shining entity.
But I am still a shadow. That is the irony. I am still nothing.
You can’t see me.
Yet.
 
TRANSLATION TAKEN FROM THE JOURNAL OF VINÍCIUS ARAÚJO VALENTIM
(Date unknown.)
 
I don’t know how long I have been here. There is a great void in my mind that no thought can fill, although I remember the crash clearly. One moment the world was bright. The sky was an undying shade of blue with the beautiful greens of Amazonia stretched below us. I remember looking down on a flickering formation of sun parakeets, and how they seemed to map our shadow on the trees. And then I heard an ominous clunking sound from the engine and all at once the cockpit was filled with smoke. This was terrifying enough, yet I could not accept that we were going down. It seemed too surreal. The idea that I was going to die within the next few moments refused to compute. That was when my pilot started to scream. It was an awful sound.
My life did not flash before my eyes. I thought, absurdly, about my camera—such an expensive and delicate piece of equipment that would be destroyed in the crash. I thought about the pictures on the film that would never be seen: a sunset blistering through the branches of a kapok tree; a Mirity-tapuya child poised with a fishing spear; a multicolored waterfall arcing into the Rio Negro. I thought about my studio in São Paulo, and what would happen to my work. My final moments felt terribly lonely.
We broke through the canopy and I heard the aircraft coming apart. Searing heat pushed me from behind and I felt a moment of euphoria (I think, now, that it was acceptance). There was nothing else. No thought or feeling. Not even blackness.
I awoke here, in this cave…days, months, perhaps even years later. My eyes opened to unnerving darkness. I could not move; my muscles were like wet straw. I could only lie in that void listening to the sounds of the deep earth. But I soon came to realize that there was something else in there with me…that I was not alone.
Scratching and shuffling. The sound was all around me.
I didn’t have the strength to scream.
I wish I could explain the fear, but there are no words. I am a professional photographer; I would have more success pointing my camera at a cancer cell or a dying child—some terrible thing that would turn your heart into a miserable weight and drag you to your knees. I became certain in those first dreadful hours that I had died in the crash and been thrown into hell. The scratching sounds grew louder. I could hear inhuman chattering and flapping. At one point something moist and fleshy dragged across my prone body. My throat contracted. I imagined my eyes bulging in the darkness.
I cannot explain the fear.
My pounding heart assured me that I was not dead. Feeling returned to my body, albeit gradually. A pain in my ribs. My spine sending blunt signals to my limbs. I could feel the rock beneath me. I was naked. I tried to shut out the scratching and flapping sounds and throw all my energy into moving my body. I had no concept of time. It was eternity, measured only in beats of pain. I am sure I passed out several times, but eventually the fingers on my right hand were twitching, and then flexing. I could feel a shift in the air pattern as something large moved beside me. Its breath was warm and bitter, but I closed my eyes and ignored it—swam through waves of consciousness and agony—and then I moved my legs. I could bend my knees and wriggle my toes. I arched my back and tried to roll onto my side, but it was too much, too soon. The pain was immense and I cried out—the first sound I had made. This disturbed the creatures with which I shared the darkness. There was a flurry of movement and agitated whooping sounds. I could hear something to my right. My eyes, slowly adjusting, sensed a pale shape clambering along the cave wall.
Gasping breaths. The air tasted of alkaline and salt. I cried and prayed. I tried to move my left arm but couldn’t. More darkness, more time passing. I touched my face, hoping to judge from the length of my beard how long I had been there.
My left arm was missing, severed at the shoulder.
I thought about my camera, burned and twisted out of shape, with the film (so many wonderful pictures) melted to the spool. I was my camera: a ruined thing in a lost place. I blinked dreams that would never be fulfilled.
Time drifted. My panic subdued, allowing clearer thought. The creatures had no intention of harming me, or they would have already. Were they waiting for me to die? Did they only feed on dead flesh? Were they keeping me alive?
I was about to find out. I lifted my body to a sitting position. My head rolled in loose circles. Blood thumped in my temples and I had to clutch the rock to keep from falling backward. The creatures clicked and whooped, scratching across the roof of the cave. My head attained some semblance of balance and I pushed myself to my feet. Again, it was too much; I crumpled to the floor. In the next seconds I became aware of movement beside me. My terrified eyes glimpsed something huge and monstrous. Stale air rippled across my naked body.
“What are you?” I asked. A helpless, desperate question. I felt a spiny hand slide between my shoulder blades and lift me, cradle me. Warm fluid splashed onto my mouth and my weak body responded; I drank greedily. The taste was hell: flesh and fat and acid. It was gritty and sour. I drank, and when it was all gone, I opened my mouth for more.
It cradled me. It mothered me.
Before long I was able to gauge time based on the creatures’ habits, and how often I was fed. In the course of one day they would sleep (incredible stillness; the only sound was the earth groaning), then they would wake, and as one would leave the cave, presumably to hunt the wilds of the Amazon. They powered their wings and left in a fury of sound and motion. It was like standing at the rim of a cyclone. They returned with equal enthusiasm, taking their perches, chattering and clicking. I was fed soon after, like a baby bird. I opened my mouth, eyes bulging.
I got stronger. I could stand; walk; climb. I touched the creatures that swooped to feed me. My one hand determined moist skin and tight muscle; ridges of bone; spines and horns. I caressed claws and wings.
My eyes adjusted to the dark, not completely, but enough to see them—their hairless bodies, vaguely human, suspended from the roof of the cave with wings curled around their bodies like petals. Shivering, pink things.
I drank…and drank.
Stronger.
I explored the cave and found my clothes—torn and burned—and my pack. Vestiges of a previous life. My notes were inside: Expedition into Amazonia: Words and Pictures by Vinícius Araújo Valentim. I ripped out the pages, tore them to pieces.
It would seem I have a better story to tell.
I am writing this in a chink of daylight. The creatures are sleeping. I have no idea how long I have been here, but my beard is long and my body is growing stronger. I am almost ready to leave this dark place.
I can see the brilliant green of the jungle canopy and many jewels of blue sky.
The world is waiting.
 
339099377822
 
There were isolated cases all over the world, but South America was decimated. The military controlled the borders, and they weren’t trained to ask questions. Industry failed. Tourism was non-existent. Chaos curled its hand around the continent and squeezed hard. Millions died. The cities—explosions of life, at one time—stumbled to their knees like tired fighters.
Love and prayer…all that remained.
Psychoglobunaria (PGB). The first recorded case was in the municipality of Pauini in 2013. A young farmer named João Moraes claimed to have been attacked by a man who “… veio das árvores.” (came from the trees). Whilst recovering in the clinic from numerous bite marks, Moraes attacked two nurses, and from there the disease spread. Tests concluded that the PGB virus was a rogue segment of genetic code that caused hitherto unseen levels of adaptive parasitic existence. Transmitted through bodily fluids (most often from being bitten by a carrier), the virus cloned central nervous system signaling molecules, affording it similar intelligence to the host and an awareness of its environment.
Further tests showed that, once adapted, the intelligent PGB virus produced a protein that altered haemoglobin and induced a violent appetite in the host for blood. The infected were relentless. The disease advanced mercilessly. Those who were not killed became carriers, and so it continued: tens of thousands dead or infected within the first months. The governments of South America responded, first with the culling and execution of the infected, and then—after global outcry—with the introduction of quarantine cities. The infected were branded and kept from the outside world. In Brazil, a Polícia do Vírus were established to seek out rogue carriers.
The strain weakened over succeeding generations. Many symptoms diminished, but one remained strong: the virus altered signaling molecules in the brain, producing a heightened awareness of blood; not only were the infected able to perceive the blood type of others, they were also able to recognize the unique signature of that blood, allowing them to identify another individual at a cellular level. This ability—stronger in women and children—shared similarities with extrasensory perception. 
“I know what you’re thinking.”
“Yes. Your instinct has always been strong.”
“Stay with me.”
His heart ached. He closed his eyes so that he didn’t have to look into her eyes. But he knew that she could look into his mind—using the coil of power that had remained so vibrant. She could look into his mind and see his purpose. And his fear.
Her name was Giovanna Almeida, and she was everything in his heart. You could rip it from his chest and cut it in half, and she would be there. She poured through his veins and brought every nerve ending to life. She was him.


He opened his eyes and looked at her. She was crying. Every tear was like a star—some burning, brilliant memory he could never grasp.
“Don’t do this.”
He wiped away her tears; he didn’t want to look at them.
The quarantine was known as a Cidade do Inferno (the City of Hell). Formerly the Brasilia satellite city of Taguatinga, it was evacuated at the height of the pandemic, barricaded, and the infected were moved in. They lived in apartments and houses, and were given basic liberties, including running water and electricity. They had jobs and money. They had a small hospital, a library, even a school. Freedom was not a liberty, however. Much like Brazil’s borders, the quarantine was policed by the military. The government ordered the infected to stay within the walls, and warned that anybody caught trying to escape would be executed on sight.
Scientists worked to find a cure, while many believed that the best way to eradicate the disease was to eliminate the problem. There were multiple attempts to destroy the quarantine by various terrorist factions. It had been bombed eleven times. Low-flying aircraft had emptied vats of sulfuric acid onto the city. It had been set ablaze. The water supply had been contaminated. Several hundred barrels of synthetic blood had been poisoned. Thousands had been killed over the years. The quarantine protected the outside world from the infected, but it couldn’t protect the infected from the outside world.
Fernando moved into her open body and she closed around him like a shell. They made love with terrific passion, their minds conjoined, flaring with each other’s desire. Fernando often said that her love was life within life; the point where connection became duplicate. She threw her arms around his mind and her legs around his soul. They were singular and beautiful. Their tattoo was one long number.
“Don’t leave me.”
Sunset stretched pink arms through the open windows. Children’s laughter lifted the failing light. Fernando rolled Giovanna into his embrace and they stood looking out at the blackened city. Corroded buildings. No grass or trees. The broken walls of what had once been their church, bombed long ago, with the pale beam of a crucifix jutting from the rubble. They prayed, now, in their homes, to statuettes of the savior, his body tattooed with numbers. Diseased Jesus. It was all they had. Fernando kissed Giovanna’s temple and felt the quick flutter of life on his lips. The children played and laughed outside. New numbers. They—like Fernando and Giovanna—had been born into this. They wouldn’t live to be twenty years old.
“I have to go,” Fernando said. “I have to find Avô Vinícius.”
They had been strong once. At the beginning, when Fernando’s grandfather had been a young man, their numbers were vast. They were the Great Flood; the Plague of Locusts. But oppression and incarceration had diminished them, and now, only four generations old, they were on the threshold of extinction. No strength to fight. No substance to evolve. A Cidade do Inferno used to be a teeming, vibrant metropolis: several families to a single apartment; the streets swollen with people lining up to get their ration of synthetic blood; bars and clubs packed with dancers, strippers, and musicians; a carnival every year—just like the world beyond the quarantine—with colorful floats and celebrations. There had been life. But now Fernando could see the deserted streets and the ghostly apartment buildings. So many empty rooms. They were always considered third-class citizens—no more important than the bands of stray dogs nosing through the streets of every South American town. They were reviled, and had been left to die.
Avô Vinícius represented hope, and perhaps their last chance at survival. He was the first of their kind, the purest strain, and grandfather to them all. His blood was the elixir of life.
“He could be anywhere,” Giovanna said. “Anywhere in the world. He might even be dead.”
“He’s not dead,” Fernando said. “I can feel him. You can, too.”
Tears moved down her face. Her number—377822—glimmered on her skin in the pink light. The children laughed. In the distance, the barricade was a silhouette of angry angles. Concrete and steel and tangles of razor wire. A mechanical forest.
“The Psycho Cowboys are out there,” Giovanna said. “You can’t run from them.”
“It’s our only hope.”
“They’ll find you, Fernando. They’ll kill you.” She pushed away from him, turning, clasping his firm upper arms. A tassel of black hair fell across her brow. “Stay with me. I know how to love you.”
He traced her tattoo with his fingertips, making, as always, slight adjustments to the letters, spelling different words: QUE LINDA, meaning “so beautiful.” She closed her eyes. Her eyelids shimmered.
“But we’re dying,” he said.
They made love again, deep into the darkness. She went inside him—became him. Life within life. She knew there was to be no dissuading him. All she could offer were love and prayer—all that remained.
“Be a shadow, Fernando,” she said as he poured into her.
“I’ll be less than a shadow.” Droplets of sweat fell onto her brow. Her soul felt as warm as the air. “They won’t see me.”
She kissed him. “Be nothing.”
Fernando masked his face and escaped a Cidade do Inferno in the early hours. Giovanna stood by the window, her hands clasped, waiting to hear the gunshots. But, true to his word, he was less than a shadow, and he slipped through the barricade unnoticed. He moved southeast, following a trail of instinct as thin as Giovanna’s tears, toward Rio de Janeiro and salvation.
 
TRANSLATION TAKEN FROM THE JOURNAL OF VINÍCIUS ARAúJO VALENTIM
(Date unknown.)
 
In my dreams I am with them—one of them. I hang from the roof of the cave, my feet hooked into some fissure. I have one wing. It is folded around my body, the cartilage stretched so that the wing covers me completely. I understand their animal language. I scratch and cry to be fed.
I escaped while they were sleeping: a thousand long shapes hanging in the darkness. I crept beneath them and made my way toward the cave entrance—that alluring chink of light. They did not stir. They did not follow.
Bright daylight greeted me: an infusion of breathtaking color that felt like falling into deep water. I dropped to my knees, unable to move. Incredible pain splintered through my head and my eyes screamed in the intense light. The stump of my left arm twitched. I covered my face and buried myself in long grass.
I got to my feet, slowly, allowing sips of daylight though the cracks of my fingers, until I was able to remove my hand completely. The vastness of the rainforest stretched around me and I suffered a long moment of disorientation. Everything was green. I staggered in circles, struggling for focus. Eventually I was able to move in a straight line and with huge relief I started away from the caves, away from the creatures. Every step eased my soul. I was sobbing. I felt reborn.
The sun leaked through the thick canopy. I could see its flare, at first directly above me, and then sinking to my right, to the west. I decided to head east, trusting to the logic that we had taken off from Manaus and were headed west, for Carauari. We were not long into our journey when our plane went down. I surmised—incorrectly, as it turned out—that I was submerged in the Amazon to the west of Manaus. I was simply going back the way I had come, one step at a time, using distinctive landmarks (fallen trees, colorful bromeliads, odd-shaped leaves) as waypoints. I waded through rivers and crashed through snarls of foliage, determined to maintain an even line. When the sun touched the horizon and the jungle was fat with purple light, I thought of resting for the night. But that was when I heard their crying, tormented whoops. The sound didn’t carry across the miles; it was in my head. I was a part of them. I shared their blood, and understood them.
They were coming for me.
I peeled through the darkness, snapping through ferns and vines with no regard for direction. Their advance was like a pendulum in my mind, swinging from one side of my skull to the other, until I could hear them on the outside—their wings slapping the air, their frustrated shrieks. I never looked back. I never stopped. Everything was hurting and my heart brimmed with dread. I crossed a wide river, kicking my legs and working my one arm, finally reaching the other side, where a female caiman snapped her huge jaws and whipped away from me. I broke into the jungle, startling sprays of sleeping macaws. The creatures were behind me, closer now. Their powerful cries filled the sky like stars.
Trying to outrun them was futile; I was weak, and they were too quick. My only hope was to hide, and I found a place in the dense understory, low to the ground, where I knew they would have difficulty moving their wings. I wriggled amongst the vines clinging to the trunk of a strangler fig, shivering as they came closer. At one point I heard their cries directly overhead and dared a glance. I could see fragments of the night sky through the skeletal fingers of the canopy and shuddered, watching their shapes pass over the stars…long, hooked wings and thin, almost-human bodies. They circled above my hiding place, occasionally swooping lower so that their talons scraped the treetops, but they never broke through the canopy. I waited, my heart blistering in my chest, and eventually they swept away from me. Wounded shrieks ripped from their bodies, fading into the night.
I could still hear them, though—in my mind. Their cries trailed into my sleep and underlined my dreams. I awoke at dawn. Bursts of green seeped through my wounded eyes and a line of orange light bled through the understory in the east. The air was clean, fat with oxygen, and I sucked in long, grateful breaths as my nightmares dispersed. I started to snake my body through the vines but stopped when I saw the jaguar poised on a fallen tree trunk, less than seven feet away. It glared at me, yellow eyes glimmering, and I watched the muscles in its flank ripple as it readied itself to pounce. Instinct swept away all fear—hateful, animal instinct—and I roared at the beast, baring my teeth, stamping my one fist into the ground. The jaguar hissed, backed along the trunk, then turned and fled. It rustled amongst the understory and disappeared.
Sweat glistened on my brow. I wiped it away with a trembling hand, got to my feet, and walked toward the light.
My body cried at me, buckled with thirst. I knew what it wanted—what it thirsted for—but tried to deny it. I splashed chilled water down my throat, gagging, hating it, and couldn’t keep it down.
What have I become?
By chance I stumbled upon an injured Tapir. Its front leg was lame and it struggled to walk, snuffling at the grass, trembling when it saw me. I caught it easily, wrapped my arm around its neck, and twisted. There was no fight in the creature; its body flexed once against my side, and then it was still. I opened its throat with a sharp stone. Hot blood poured out and my stomach made convulsive clenches. I didn’t deny it a moment longer. I lowered my mouth to the steaming wound and drank. The taste was immediately satisfying and I felt my strength returning. I drank until there was no blood left—just a slaughtered husk lying in the grass. I licked my lips, half-weeping with some unknown emotion, and stumbled on.
I wondered if I was more animal than human—more like the creatures that inhabited the cave than the professional photographer who owned an expensive studio apartment in São Paulo. I still don’t know the answer. My thoughts are certainly human, yet I know there is something different inside me. Something huge and living. And terrifying. 
My appetite for blood is unquenchable.
What have I become?
I staggered through the jungle for days—weeks, even, killing whatever I was quick enough to catch. I feared nothing. I encountered the worst the Amazon had to offer, and bested it all. I always had blood on my hands.
And at last…civilization: lights flickering in the distance.
I washed the blood from my body and staggered, naked as the day I was born, into the municipality of Pauini.
 
Close to you.
 
City lights blaze around me, but I hold to the shadows and move like vapor. I reach out—mental arms yearning to touch you—and feel the vague flicker of your presence. It touches me like sunlight.
Here I come.
 
 
FAVELA ROCINHA
 
The buildings were like the random thoughts that occur on the cusp of sleep, haphazardly piled on top of one another. Concrete and clapboard. Brick and tin. No order. Barely a semblance of structure. They challenged physics, leaning at angles, creaking and shifting in the wind. Electric lights hummed behind shuttered windows.
It was easy for Fernando to move unnoticed. He was just another stray; trash blown by the wind. He whispered through the shanty, past the stalls selling bottled water and old fruit and clay statuettes of Christ the Redeemer. Fires flickered on street corners, fueled by children with dirty faces and scuffed knees. He could smell churrasco and sewerage. The streets were wet with rain. He could hear it dripping from one tin roof to another.
Closer.


A thin man sat on a concrete step playing a guitar with three strings, finding a melody even though his fingers, out of habit, touched empty places on the fretboard. He didn’t notice Fernando, who flitted by, as light as an insect’s wing. A woman danced barefoot in the gutter, holding her skirt above her knees, like a little girl paddling. She didn’t lose a step as Fernando swept around her. He followed a pack of stray dogs to the end of the street, where a faulty traffic signal buzzed indecisively between stop and go. Mosquitoes flicked between colors, like living glitter.
Fernando paused in the doorway of an exhausted building, where the wind whistled in the gaps between bricks and the windows rattled like old toys. He closed his eyes and cast his instinct into the night. He was rewarded with a feeling—as light, yet real, as the beat of his pulse—from the northwest, further up the hill, where Rocinha’s streets were more jaded, but where its lights burned brighter.
“Avô Vinícius …” He caught another wave of instinct and his promise trailed away. This was deep and cold, rushing to him from the south, bringing dread, whistling and rattling, like the wind through the tired building. His mind danced with terrible images. Clown faces leered at him. Endless rainbow legs bounded through the cramped streets.
Closer. But now the word was terrifying.
Fernando peeled out of the doorway and dared a glance over one shoulder. He couldn’t see them, but they were coming…they were close. He turned back to the lights towering in the streets above him.
The signal stuttered. Only green. Only go.
 
TRANSLATION TAKEN FROM THE JOURNAL OF VINÍCIUS ARAÚJO VALENTIM
(September 19th 2032.)
 
This must end.
I have torn through civilization, bringing pain and death and disease. I have burned with devastation, and seen cities—countries—spill countless infected to the streets, and then fall crippled to their knees. I am the cloud over the sun. I am the falling rain. I am the disease.
They cannot catch me. I am too quick, too strong, and always one move ahead. They come for me in São Paulo, yet I am in Florianópolis. They are weeks, months, cities behind. I drink to stay alive. I spread the infection. All I can hear is screaming.
They come for me—an army: one thousand strong. They batter down doors in Brasilia. I am in Teresina.
I drink. I live. I grow stronger.
How long before the world is beaten? How long before the continents are ravaged and buckled and slide screaming into the oceans? Because of me. I am the grandfather of ruin.
It must end.
I could take my own life, but I lack the courage. I could return to the caves in Amazonia, where I was saved—reborn—and be with my kindred, but the thought of being back there, with their cold, leathery bodies so close to mine, fills me with terror. I can do that no more than I could throw myself from the highest building in Brazil.
I want to be normal.
I will find a place where all hope is fragile, and where prayers are always spoken. I will blend in with the desperation—lose myself there. I will surround myself with darkness and live by meager means, until I grow old and weak. Until I die.
And if they find me…it will all be over. Leave it to fate. Let God decide.
I am the cause. The most virulent strain. But my part in this horror is done.
Let me find darkness. 
Please, God.
 
THE LIGHT INSIDE
 
Fernando’s body ached and boomed and he pressed on, doubled over, heaving up steep, uneven streets. His jacket caught the wind and flowered behind him, and he shook it off so that it wouldn’t slow him down. It flapped and tumbled down the streets, followed by a stream of excited children with naked, polished skin. He held the butterfly to his face. Tears flashed behind its delicate wings. His instinct shimmered, but he couldn’t tell if it was because he was close to Avô Vinícius, or because the Psycho Cowboys were closing in.
Graffiti bled on the walls. Faded colors. Doors and shutters applauded in the breeze. The buildings leaned above him, time-washed greens and reds and blues, stacked like boxes. He ascended a corkscrew of crumbling steps, gasped the name of his savior, and fell to his knees. He closed his eyes for a second and saw rainbows. The image terrified him—pushed him to his feet. He pressed onward. Rocinha glittered below him: a puddle on the earth, reflecting stars.
And all at once he was there. The shack was small and dark, with rotted slats of wood and flaps of tarpaulin filling the gaps in the brickwork. Simple light flickered inside. It was weak, decrepit, but for Fernando, it was everything he ever hoped to see.
“I am here,” he said.
The Psycho Cowboys were close now. Fernando staggered to the shack. His heart was the light inside, flickering and bleeding through the gaps in the weakened frame.
 
WE’RE NOT NORMALLY SO KIND
 
“What have you become?”
“Less than a shadow.”
“I thought you’d be…more.”
“I am nothing.”
The thing on the bed was barely human, and barely alive—a broken creature with pale eyes and sallow skin. Fernando could define the bow of his ribcage and the buckled knots of his spine. Thin lips receded from endless teeth. Purple veins jumped with uncertain rhythm, wrapped around loose muscle.
“Avô Vinícius, I have—”
The thing spat: “I am not your grandfather.”
Fernando shook his head. Hope scattered from his heart. The strength moved from his legs and he collapsed—as frail as the monster on the bed. He had traveled so long, and risked certain death, to be here…to find salvation.
The creature pulled this thought from his mind and responded, “I am not your savior. I am the disease. I am death.”
“We can be strong again.”
“Everything dies.” A syrupy yellow substance leaked from his eyes, into the shallows of his face. “Find your own destiny, and leave me alone.”
“You are my destiny.” Fernando crawled toward Avô Vinícius. He grasped his meager body and pulled him close. So light. A devastated, useless thing. His head lolled pathetically on his stick neck. 
Sounds from outside: doors thrown open, raised voices, people crying out.
“They are here,” Fernando said.
“Let them take you,” Avô Vinícius hissed. He shifted in Fernando’s arms, twisting his skeletal frame, the stump of his left arm twitching. “Look at me, and tell me…is this really what you want? I am the pestilence that runs through your blood. I have nothing good to give. And neither do you.”
“I have to survive.”
“That’s not a reason to live.”
The sounds outside were louder. Closer.
“I was born into this,” Fernando said. “It’s all I know.”
A grotesque smile touched his lips. Fernando, aghast, threw him back onto the bed. A stuttering tangle of bones.
“A good reason to die, then,” the creature said. The door crashed open. The Psycho Cowboys were there. Six of them. Tall, ungainly men with stretched faces. One of them pulled a handgun and fired three times. Fernando felt the heat of the bullets. They missed him by inches.
The first bullet tore through Avô Vinícius’s chest. The second entered his right eye and exited the rear left portion of his skull, splashing thick pink matter onto the wall. The third bullet ripped through his throat with terrible force, severing what remained of his head and sending it tumbling into the corner.
The Cowboys stepped into the shack. The one with the gun (he was at least seven feet tall) looked at Fernando and grinned.
“Why do you think we let you run?”
Fernando sneered. “You couldn’t catch me.”
“Wrong.” The Psycho Cowboy pointed the gun at the broken, bleeding shape on the bed. Tendrils of smoke eased from the barrel. “We wanted you to lead us to him. The Pathogen. The root of all evil. Now he is dead, and the war is over.” 
Fernando got to his feet. The Butterfly trembled on his face.
“What happens to me?” he asked.
Their grins were identical: yellow teeth set in gray faces.
“We killed him quickly,” the one with the gun said, holstering his weapon. “We’re not normally so kind.”
 
WE ARE THE REVENGE
 
With the first wave of pain he knew he was not dreaming. No dream could bring such agony, although everything else …
Naked, his thin body colored with bruises. Blood raced from his shattered nose and mouth. It was thick in his throat. His eyelids flickered. He could hear laughter—a chattering, bubbling sound that pulled him to full alertness, and yet made him want to faint away forever.
He could see wild color.
“No one will cry for you.”
He was chained between two posts, his arms pulled wide, cruciform, so like the famous statue. The tips of his toes scuffed the concrete floor. He blinked tears from his eyes and rattled the chains. There was no give in them. Heavy breaths worked from his lungs. He snapped his head around and could see that he was in a large room—it looked like an abandoned warehouse—with a row of dusty windows along one side and loading doors at the far end. Ultraviolet lights glared like wide eyes, making strange shadows.
The Psycho Cowboys formed a semi-circle around him. They had changed out of their drab suits and into the regalia of cruelty: not quite the rainbows and clown faces he had seen in his dreams, but close. They wore fluorescent costumes—flamboyant colors amplified by the ultraviolet lights. Their faces were alive with luminescent paint. Nightmarish designs. They glowed like a child’s Halloween joke.
They brandished their torture implements. Three of them carried batons. Two wielded picanas that were wired into car batteries. The sixth Cowboy (the tallest of them—the one who had shot Avô Vinícius) had an oily chainsaw hoisted on one shoulder.
“Let me tell you what happened to me,” he said. The chainsaw looked heavy, judging from the way he adjusted his body to support the weight. “My family was killed in front of my eyes. I was seven years old at the time. Two of your kind broke into my house and slaughtered them all. My mother, father, and my two sisters. I hid in the closet and watched. Terrified, but vowing revenge. My associates …” he gestured at the Cowboys gathered around him, “… have similar stories. So do many hundreds of thousands of people in this country—in this continent. Innocent people torn to pieces by your disease. That’s why we’re here. We are not the cure. We are the revenge.”
Fernando opened his mouth, and then closed it again. He had nothing to say. He knew his fate, and would accept it silently. His heart ached with the failure, but it ached more with the knowledge—even though he had always expected it—that he would never see his beautiful Giovanna again. Her face burgeoned in his mind for a second. A beautiful flower, with petals so bright they threw the Psycho Cowboys’ color into shade.
I’m so sorry, Giovanna, he thought. He glimpsed his mask, lying on the floor behind the Psycho Cowboys. Its wings were crushed. The pieces shimmered in the ultraviolet light, like rare minerals. He closed his eyes. She faded from his mind.
“You were strong once,” the Cowboy said. His voice creaked like wet leather. The colors of his face were orange and pink. Sunrise colors. They accentuated the blackness of his eyes. “You were virulent. You killed millions. But you’re not strong anymore.”
Another Cowboy stepped forward. His face was obscenely bright—painted with red, tribal whorls that reached to the back of his bald head. His baton was happy-yellow. He raised it…brought it forward in a sunshine arc…smashed it against Fernando’s ribcage. The pain was alive and furious. It writhed and kicked. Fernando heard his ribs shatter. He felt them break loose inside his body. 
“Not strong,” the Cowboy said. He nodded to his soldiers and they stepped forward. The picanas sent tens of thousands of volts through his body. The batons broke his bones. They came in waves, beating, and then retreating. The air was filled with the music of laughter and the percussion of weapons. Fernando swayed from the chains. When he passed out, they revived him with icy water, and then beat him again.
A ghost in his mind: Avô Vinícius, a dreadful, perished creature who could give him nothing except a promise of damnation. Fernando held that ruined face in his mind. I thought you could save us. He recalled how light the crippled body had been in his arms, like a bag of loose sticks. I traveled so far for you. I thought…I thought …


All for nothing.
They came at him, laughing maniacally. They shattered his legs. They smashed his ribs. The picanas were pressed to the most sensitive areas of his body: his armpits, his genitals, his bleeding, open wounds. The voltage roared through his body in blackening, crackling storms. Ribbons of smoke peeled from his scorched skin.
Fernando floated on the brink of an abyss. Endless and black. It was heaven. He floated in a thousand pieces: the debris of hurt, like a meteor shower. He trailed and blazed and prepared to offer himself to nothingness—that long sea of death. He experienced a moment of euphoria. He thought it was his soul departing.
No more pain.
I am nothing.


One moment. That was all.
And then he heard the roar of the chainsaw.
 
AS BRIGHT AS HIS MASK
 
“Our color represents new life,” the Cowboy shouted over the chainsaw’s growl. “From our gray suits to this…like a new dawn, a new era. Soon the world will be painted with amazing light. A world that you will not be a part of.”
He depressed the chainsaw’s trigger and its hooked, oily teeth blazed around the bar. It drowned the sound of laughter. Dirty smoke puffed from the exhaust, hanging in the air, obscuring their fluorescent stripes and swirls. The Psycho Cowboy lifted the chainsaw and took a step toward Fernando. His grin was a deep red groove. His eyes dazzled, even behind the smoke.
He shouted something else, but Fernando did not hear him. Partly because of the chainsaw’s mean growl, but mostly because his attention was diverted to the windows, where he saw movement. Something large, swooping from one window to the next. He flexed and pulled at the chains. His mind screamed impossible images, as bright as his mask, and in as many pieces.
I am nothing.


The chainsaw purred inches from his shallow stomach.
Less than a shadow.


His instinct blazed. A divine rush that scattered all pain and pulled his mouth into a long, bleeding smile. He gazed beyond the chainsaw…beyond the Psycho Cowboys…beyond the smoke and color…to where the wooden loading doors suddenly crashed open.
I am coming.


“Giovanna,” he said.
 
FALLEN FROM TIME, LIKE RAIN FROM A CLOUD
 
She came like a tempest. An infernal, chaotic force, leaving the doors in ruins and killing two of the Cowboys before they knew what happened. Their bodies were shattered against the wall: bags of glass. They bled through their fluorescent skins.
The Psycho Cowboy with the chainsaw turned, dragged to one side by the machine’s power. He peered through rags of oily smoke and saw what could not be, but what Fernando knew to be true. She was pure: something part-human but altogether monstrous, a ranging, naked creature sweeping in and out of the shadows. Fernando could not have recognized her without the tattoo: 377822. It was her—his only love: Giovanna. Long black hair flanked her face and splashed across muscular shoulders. Her eyes were keen gold discs. Only their shape was familiar. She breathed—harsh, grunting expulsions. Her wide nostrils flared. Her teeth were haphazard, ivory spikes, projecting from her gums like splayed fingers.
Another Cowboy dropped his (happy-yellow) baton and screamed. Giovanna bore upon him with a furious shriek. One sweep of her arm ripped him in two. His upper body thudded off one of the posts that Fernando was chained to. His legs were sent kicking into the shadows. A fourth Cowboy—his black eyes suddenly very large in the glowing map of his face—tried to run. He didn’t get far; Giovanna pounced. Her thick legs propelled her through the air like a grasshopper. She came down on his shoulders and he crumpled beneath her weight, spine broken. His painted face was glow-in-the-dark terror. Fernando watched as she pulled him apart, scattering him in a hundred fluorescent pieces.
She looked at him. Their eyes came together and Fernando saw what used to be: her softness and beauty. He remembered the way the left side of her mouth would lift higher when she smiled. He remembered the way she had touched him, time and time again, throwing his world into easy clouds of calm. His beaten body trembled from the chains. His heart boomed with emotion.
I know how to love you, she had said. But could she love him still? This new creature…every bone reshaped, bent at the waist so that her shoulder blades pressed through her skin like wings. Giovanna Almeida, to whom he had sworn eternity. How much of her soul remained? How much love?
He closed his eyes as she killed the fifth Psycho Cowboy. One moment he was there, living and thinking and afraid. The next he was gone, fallen from time, like rain from a cloud.
Yes, she had always been able to read him. Her gift—her instinct—was incredibly bright. It was the reason she was here, as devastating as a volcano. And this ability, along with everything else about her, must have advanced, because she was able to press her thoughts into his mind. Not words, but images, arranged like a wheel, revolving, drawing long arcs of expression.
So much soul /// I still know how to love you /// I always will.


He opened his eyes. Her mouth was a terrible shape, but the left side was lifted higher.


He threw his own wheel at her: Save me.
Revolve: I already have.
The chainsaw snarled, the teeth whickering, flickering in the ultraviolet light. The Cowboy lifted it to waist-height and gunned the trigger. The machine vibrated in his arms, belching smoke.
“Come for me,” he screamed, pointing the bar toward Giovanna. She circled him, thudding her knuckles on the floor, the bloody swags of her breasts swinging as she moved. She roared: an insane tangle of sound—words and yawps on a stream of hot air. Vapor poured from her long mouth. Her shoulder blades were pressed together, as if she were about to take flight.
The Cowboy raised the chainsaw and took a step forward. Giovanna moved between the shadows. Her claws flashed. She howled. The chainsaw snarled and Fernando heard the change in modulation as it carved the air. She was too quick for him. He was thrown aside, still holding the chainsaw. It purred along the floor, kicking up sparks and spits of concrete. He got to one knee and the weight of the machine dragged him down. It kicked and wheeled back on him. He let go and rolled away, but Giovanna was there. He seemed too small in her huge claws. His fluorescent facepaint dripped as she breathed on him.
“Infecção,” she growled, and crushed him. His body twisted and fractured in her hands. Fernando watched it become loose as she snapped every bone and ground his spine to dust. He screamed louder than the chainsaw. Blood leaked from his eyes. His arms and legs dangled uselessly. She threw him away. He twitched and died.
Fernando faded again, to the edge of the abyss, where the hurt couldn’t reach him. The last thing he saw was Giovanna picking up the chainsaw and lifting it to the chains. He heard the squeal of metal on metal. He felt the hot/cold flicker of sparks. Then he was falling. Then he was held.
 
O CRISTO REDENTOR
 
She cradled him and crossed the city, through twisting alleyways and across rooftops, pressed to the shadows.
You can’t see me.


The lights of ruined lives shimmered below them.
“My mask …” Fernando said, lifting to consciousness.
“You don’t need it anymore.”
She ascended Corcovado Mountain with effortless, unfaltering leaps. He trembled against her breast. She reached the magnificent statue and continued to climb. Her claws scratched into the smooth stone and she made her way to the shoulders, and then clambered deftly onto the right arm. The statue’s solemn face regarded the city. Giovanna held her lover, stroking his face, breathing hard. Sweat dripped from her coarse skin. She kissed him. Her hair pooled on his chest.
Fernando opened his mouth but couldn’t speak. He pulled an image into his mind, shaped it, and then cast it at her. It wasn’t perfect, but she understood.
Wh/t happ//ed to y/u? 


She kissed him again and stroked his face. You have spent the last two years looking for a man /// whom we thought could save us /// but were wrong. Her angular face soothed him. It seemed to be made of stone, like the great, pale face behind her. I escaped and moved in the other direction /// into Amazonia. She closed her eyes. The shape that blossomed in his mind was smooth on one side, hooked on the other, like a bat’s wing. They knew I was coming /// They found me. 


He wanted to touch her tattoo—trace the lines, make subtle changes. QUE LINDA. His broken arms throbbed. His mouth opened. He managed to speak one hurt syllable:
“They?”
She looked at him, and then gave him a glimpse. Not all of it. Not even close. But it was enough: a horde of thorny creatures hanging in the darkness. Fernando could almost taste their blood, and feel their brutal penetration—over and over—turning her soft body to stone.
“They made me pure,” she said.
 
Imagine a shadow, but vague, only slightly darker than the surface onto which it is cast. The light is obscured. The shadow suffers. It is a cataract.


You can’t see us. We are less than shadows.
We are nothing.
But we are coming.
 
CLOSE
 
Ho/d me, Gi/van/a.
And she did, pulling him close as a cool night wind moaned across the statue’s arm. Her lips whispered against his bruised skin. His heart moved against his ribcage. Tears glittered in his eyes and the city spangled like a butterfly’s wing.
He thought, for one moment, that he was still wearing his mask.



THIS IS THE SUMMER OF LOVE
 
BECAUSE
 
“… Always on Memory Lane here at WZPP, your number one station for music from a time when livin’ was easy, and lovin’ was easier.”
“Take me away from here, Billy.”
“Away?”
“Anywhere. Let’s go. Let’s just drive.”
“… just heard ‘A Girl Like You’ by The Young Rascals, a top ten hit back in the summer of ‘67: the Summer of Love. Whenever I think about …”
“How does California sound?”
“Baby, you know I love the sun.”
“Hollywood?”
“Are you serious? Don’t say it if you don’t mean it, Billy.”
She has stopped crying but her eyes remain wild with sadness, mascara running in desperate designs, her eyelids shining: sugar-coated. When she looks at him he feels his fingertips tingle. When she looks away, out the windshield or down at her hands, he feels something like loss.
“I have to get away,” she says, shaking her head as if getting away was the last thing that was going to happen, as if the car they were sitting in—Billy’s car—was not going anywhere. The sky could crumble and fall in clouds of red dust, the mountains could turn to ash, but she would still be sitting in Billy’s no-go Camaro. She would still be stuck in this shithole town, chasing the dreams she’d had since she was seven years old.
Billy reaches over, spins her hair between his fingers, and touches the part of her mouth that makes her sigh when he kisses it. She does not move, and he sees her as if she were the subject of a painting: perfectly captured, and eternally beautiful. The illusion is broken when she blinks. He takes her hand and she holds it tight. She holds it like someone who is afraid, and alone.
“What’s wrong, baby?”
“It’s too late,” she replies, and smears one of the black trails on her face with the back of her hand. “It’s all over, Billy. With or without you, I have to get away.”
“Is it him? Is he hurting you again?”
“… even more great sounds here on WZPP, starting right now with this catchy number from The Turtles—”
“Is he hurting you?”
Billy flicks off the radio and the sounds of the night crowd in. The true sounds, the honesty of the night: the satisfying twist of the trees, dancing in the wind; the weeping of the rapids out near Point Zero; the tick-tick lament of his engine cooling; a beastly truck chasing its headlights on the Interstate; the high grass of summer, whispering like girls.
Terri leans close to Billy and kisses him. It isn’t a great kiss—it’s too clumsy; her lips are wet and her nose has been running. He is left with a smudge of mascara on his cheek and the taste of her tears on his lips. 
Billy knows that he can only be her hero for as long as she needs one, which is why he doesn’t want to take her anywhere.
“Do you want the moon?” he asks, impersonating Jimmy Stewart in It’s a Wonderful Life. Terri loves that movie. It always makes her cry. “If you want it, I’ll throw a lasso around it and pull it down for you. Hey, that’s a pretty good idea. I’ll give you the moon.”
But she does not say Donna Reed’s line. She does not play along. She lowers her head, shoulders trembling. She catches her tears as they fall.
“Do you want the moon?” Billy uses his own voice.
“How far is it to California?” Terri says, and kisses him again.
 
THE
 
Terri Stanic had always believed that love lived in the movies, and that was the only place it lived. It belonged to the beautiful people and the happy ever afters. It was all sweet fiction; there were no beautiful people in the real world. There were no heroes walking the streets of her town. And when she’d kissed (those fondling, frightened boys with their bad nicotine breath and their hearts running like the engines of their daddies’ cars), there’d never been an orchestra playing. No final credits about to roll. 
This is what she believed…until she met Billy. He had walked into her life in Technicolor. When he looked at her his eyes shone in the set-lights. The words he spoke could have been penned by a Hollywood script writer.
The ‘set’ was a shady club that shook from dusk ‘til dawn on the wrong side of the tracks. The kids called it The Slum. The neon sign flashing above the entrance insisted it was actually called The Slam. Terri had been there with a guy she knew from high school, who walked in black and white and played bass with an offensive thrash band called Llama. They were doing a set in The Slam’s back room that night. Terri went along because she didn’t want to stay home. She didn’t like the music Llama played. She didn’t particularly like their bass player, either, but she agreed to accompany him because there was nothing else to do, and she didn’t want to stay home. It was Friday: payday, which meant that Daddy would be on a mean-drunk. Payday was never a good time to be around Daddy. 
She noticed Billy toward the end of Llama’s first set. He was leaning against the back wall with his arms folded, his long hair covering one eye. His features were striking, but it wasn’t this that had demanded her attention, and it wasn’t his black leather jacket or the way he was propped against the wall with his arms folded, smoking a cigarette—all too cool—like Jimmy Dean. It was his color. Everything was gray next to him. It was like looking at one of those stylish, filtered photographs where there is a single splash of color in a scene of black and white. The walls were lined with posters and old 45s and guitars with missing strings, yet they seemed featureless, somehow. The people around him were as inanimate and dull as the pieces on a chessboard. Even the lights seemed strangely drained. He was beautiful, no doubt about it. But more than this, he was different.
See me, Terri thought, rouge flowing into her face with such speed and heat she became light-headed. She gripped the edge of the bar to stay balanced, catching her reflection in the mirror that ran the length of the bar behind the bottles of liquor. She stared at herself, as black and white as everyone else in The Slum, as everyone and everything in this sad town—this sepia stain a world away from heroes and lovers. See me. I’m right here. I’m waiting for you. She flicked loose whispers of hair behind her ears in some effort to appear alluring, knowing it was futile, but full of hope regardless. Some part of the woman she hoped to be—the intuition that spoke with the voice of a movie star—assured her that if this wonderful stranger were to touch her, or even speak to her, then some of his color would flow into her forever. He was hope incarnate. He was what she had been waiting for.
 Llama played, powerful and ugly. The bass player appeared to punish the required notes out of his instrument, his head rolling on his neck as if it were jointed by a ball bearing. His long hair made circles in the air like the sails of a windmill. The drummer was an explosion of sweat and sound and the vocalist barked lyrics like an enraged animal. The chess pieces in the crowd were held in check, drawn with a kind of hopeless pain. Terri was aware of them all. She knew how they looked—how she must look—and attempted to detach herself so that the stranger would notice her. See me. She was not one of the pieces, not a part of the game. She was color, she was light. See me. She pushed herself away from the bar, her legs parted so that her short skirt hugged her thighs. She pursed her lips like Monroe, pushed out her breast like Jane Mansfield. She turned her head and looked at the stranger from the corner of her eye.
Slouching. Arms folded. Crushing the butt of his cigarette beneath his boot heel. Lighting another.
See me.


And then looking up.
Oh God oh God see me, see me …


He brushed the hair from his face and slowly (except it had been in slow motion—just like in the movies, she was sure of it) turned to look at her. His eyes were fabulous lights and when they fell upon her she was lifted. Prudence screamed at her to turn away…did she want to appear so goddam trashy? She tried, but was simply unable. She didn’t care how trashy she looked; she was lost in his eyes and loving every moment. She could look at him forever and be happy.
He smiled and blew smoke at the same time. Terri raised her eyebrows. Her body effused sex and wanting and she cast this energy at him with all the God-given power of her femininity. She wasn’t one of those tree-hugging, New Age folks (Daddy called them earth-turds—now there was a man who liked his steak blue and his neck red), but she would have given anything to have seen her aura at that moment. She imagined a wonderful corona of burnt, exotic color, spinning away from her like a polychromatic spider’s web and entangling him—coupling them: magical connection, like something dreamed. She watched the tip of his cigarette burn brighter. He exhaled smoke in a thin line, then dropped the cigarette and started toward her.
Her heart suffered a succession of worrisome lurches, throwing itself against her ribcage, as if the poor creature knew that it was about to be hurt and wanted to escape before such cruelty could come to pass. She felt an icy trembling in her legs that sent, paradoxically, a warm flush to her groin. The prudent girl trapped inside advised her to affect indifference, to turn away the moment he stood beside her. She could do nothing of the kind, of course—only face him like a sunflower and pray to a God she had all but forsaken that this was the man she had been waiting for. 
He walked like Brando in The Wild One and his smile was so perfect—so celluloid—that she could feel her lips forming phrases of consent before he had so much as uttered a word. When he was standing beside her all other things—the chess pieces, the gloomy spaces, the discordant furniture-moving pace of the band—dissolved into a kind of pale backdrop where nothing was real and even less mattered. He brushed the hair from his face again and galaxies revolved around him. He inclined his head to the left so that the unemphatic lighting threw half of his face into shadow, creating an ambiguity that teased her. She felt his gravity like the hand of someone you trust.
“My first time here,” he said. He even sounded like a movie star. 
“The kids call it The Slum,” Terri said, detaching herself from both the place and its clientele.
He nodded. “Sounds about right. So what’s your poison?”
“My poison?”
His smile was neither condescending, nor an indication of amusement. It was a feature, like his charcoal eyes. For the first time—but not the last—Terri wanted to touch him to make sure he was real.
He pointed at the empty glass in front of her. “What are you drinking? What’s your poison?”
 “Right …” She had been drinking 7UP, not wanting to dilute the waters of self-restraint; the bass player was banal at best, always banging his head beyond the periphery of her interest, but alcohol had a way of eroding the standards. Now she didn’t care. “J.D. A little ice.”
“A hard drink.”
She shrugged. “I’m a big girl.”
His shoulders rolled as he turned to the barman, and Terri found herself wondering—no, imagining—what his body was like under the black leather jacket. He’d have a tattoo, she thought, on his shoulder, and there would be a narrow stream of black hair running from his navel to his groin. His chest would be smooth and there would be a tiny scar on his stomach: the remnant of a childhood injury, but this would remain the sole imperfection. Everything else …
“J.D. A little ice.” He stopped short of handing her the glass. “You’d accept a hard drink from a man you never met before?”
“Whoever you are,” she started, and her gaze softened, “I have always depended on the kindness of strangers.”
Their fingers touched as he handed her the glass. “Vivien Leigh: A Streetcar Named Desire.”
She nodded and took a sip from the drink—just enough to warm her lips. “You like old movies?”
“I live for them.”
She edged a little closer. Their bodies were very close. “Do you ever go to Lou’s Drive-In? They have classic movie marathons every—”
“Holiday weekend.” They said it in unison. A pause simmered between them. Terri sipped her drink and watched as he shook out a cigarette, cracked a light, and blew a parasol of silver smoke into the air above them.
“Do you know what I like to do when the classics are playing at Lou’s?” he asked.
Her lips lingered on the rim of her glass and she pressed her body closer: Tell me.


“I drive to Whispering Creek, where it’s real quiet, real dark. Beautiful, know what I mean? I tune the radio to six-twenty—”
“That’s the frequency at Lou’s.”
The tip of his cigarette flared as he indulged in a long drag, shooting a silky ribbon of smoke from the side of his mouth. “Right. You can’t see the screen from Whispering Creek, but you can pick up the sound on the radio. I sit back, close my eyes, and imagine myself in those old movies. When James Cagney tells Bogie not to get smart with him in Angels with Dirty Faces, it’s my face I see. When Jimmy Dean is hell for leather on that chickie run in Rebel, it’s me behind the wheel.”
The idea was so refreshing, yet so simple, that she was caught breathless. She lowered the glass, unaware that the band had stopped playing and that the black and white bodies around her had achieved the color of applause. She blinked hard, thinking that she would give her soul to sit with him in the darkness and listen to the classics, to be his leading lady.
Take me with you. The words burned on Terri’s lips like the bourbon she was drinking. She attempted to voice the thought but her body betrayed her; she reached out and touched his face. The tip of her finger drew a curve from the corner of his eye to his lips: the trail a tear would make. His skin was warm—soft where it needed to be soft, rough where it needed to be rough. He was real.
“Well ain’t this just as sweet as candy?” It was the bass player. He had zigzagged across the floor and was standing next to Terri, staring at her with an exaggerated expression of meanness (like one of the WWE wrestlers Daddy watched on TV). He was big, sweating through the black vest—the wife beater—he was wearing: muscles and tattoos, just like Daddy. He grabbed Terri’s upper arm and pulled her close. “What the fuck?”
“We were only talking.” Terri reverted to the defensive, as she so often did, bound by the need to explain her actions. She lowered her head, and the way she felt at that moment put her in mind of those motion capture images of fruit spoiling. She receded from the stranger and felt herself melting into the uncomfortable heat of the bass player. It was like going home.
“Leave her alone.” Billy blew another stream of smoke from the side of his mouth, regarding the bass player with a cool expression. Terri caught his eye, appealing for him not to get involved. She didn’t want him to get hurt. And he would get hurt, because guys like Billy were only tough in the movies. They didn’t do the hurting. In real life, it was guys like Daddy and the bass player that did the hurting. 
“And just who the fuck are you?” The bass player was sneering. In the black and white clasp of The Slum—before she had noticed the stranger—he had seemed as uninspiring as everyone else: just another corn-fed philistine from Nowhere, USA. Now, swollen and perspiring and standing in the shadows cast by the brilliance of Technicolor, his platitude was glaring. It was like looking at a thunderhead in the sun.
Billy smiled. “I’m the man who can send you home in tears. Leave the girl alone.”
The bass player yanked Terri’s arm, pulling her closer. “That’s big talk, but the girl is with me.”
“Not anymore.”
“Think you can take her off me?”
Another cool stream of cigarette smoke. “I won’t need to. She’ll just come.”
The bass player shook his head and Terri could see his rage building—nuances she recognized from when Daddy’s control was slip-sliding away. Billy smiled again. His eyes danced in the lights and she was once again struck by the beauty—the Hollywood—of him. Still, her heart yearned for him to walk away before the hurt rained down. Her eyes were huge and tear-filled. She looked at him and shook her head.
“What do you want?” he asked her.
I want you, she thought, but said, “I don’t want you to get hurt. Maybe you should leave.” Because watching him get hurt would be like watching her dreams get shattered. It would be the end of ambition, and the beginning of the rest of her life in this soulless, static town.
“I won’t get hurt,” he said, and reached out his hand. “Come with me.”
She looked at his hand, wanting to take it and be lifted away on a heated current of air, and to touch down in a place that was endless with summer—just the two of them. His simple hand made the promise, but she held back, feeling the pressure of the town wrap around her thin body like a straitjacket.
As if to tighten the straps, the bass player whispered in her ear, “Take his hand and I’ll break your fucking arm.”
They had attracted attention: a collage of gray faces painted along their perimeter, expressions like gravestones. Terri looked at them and could almost hear every beat of their submissive hearts. It was like hearing a pump buzzing in a cloudy aquarium. Her eyes were drawn back to the stranger’s hand.
“Trust me,” he said.
The bass player moved between them, bulky and awkward. His teeth were the color of old piano keys. “You’ve just checked into the Last Chance Motel, pretty boy.”
Billy never flinched. He took another drag of his cigarette, his bright eyes dancing from Terri to the bass player.
“You’ve got it all wrong,” he said. “You think that guitar makes you the star of this show—that when the credits roll it’ll be your name at the top of the screen. But you’ve got it all wrong.”
A smile cracked the firm set of the bass player’s jaw. “Are you for real?” He regarded the bleak collage. “Is this fucking joker for real?”
“Do you want to know something else?” Billy grinned. He seemed to be enjoying this, relishing the attention. “There is a star…and you’re looking at him.”
“I can show you the stars,” the bass player said, and now the anger was surfacing. “I’ll put you on a cloud with Sinatra.”
“You’ll lose. The girl’s coming with me.”
“I don’t think so.”
He moved quickly for a big guy, but Billy had played (rehearsed) this scene in his head a thousand times and he knew what to do. The bass player lunged for him, trying to grab his throat. Billy sidestepped and threw a fist into his meaty ribcage. There was too much flab to break a rib, but the punch winded the bass player and his legs buckled. Billy pressed his advantage by kicking the backs of his knees, sending him sprawling across the bar. Glasses were thrown every which way, shattering into beautiful shards. Some of the chess pieces were stirred into motion. One of them even screamed. Billy lunged again (leather-clad and dripping color, his cigarette perched between his lips), grabbing the bass player’s arm and yanking it hard behind his back. 
“Need a broken arm to go with your broken pride?”
“Fuck you, man!” The bass player’s mouth was bleeding. Small tears oozed from the corners of his eyes. “Fucking prick! Somebody
get this prick off me.”
Billy regarded the collage of gray-faced extras. “Anybody want to step forward and help this sack of shit?”
Held in check, nobody moved; they knew better than to try and upstage the leading man. Even his fellow band members were keeping their distance.
“I thought as much.” Billy grinned again and leaned close to the bass player. He whispered in his ear, but Terri heard what he said and a part of her heart bled for the man that was so like Daddy—maybe the part of her heart that was used to bleeding. “Nobody cares about you. You’re not the star. You’re a supporting role, and nobody gives a fuck about you.”
Tears were rolling down the bass player’s face. He stuttered and snivelled. “Son of a bitch. Son of a whore.”
The Slum revolved: plastic music and cardboard cut-outs, and the only color was the EXIT signs above the doorways. The crowd was layered, appearing both near and far, like the illusion of an Escher painting. The bottles of liquor behind the bar reflected the same point of light. There were no aesthetics in The Slum. Everything here was deprived of imagination…everything except for Billy.
He pushed the bass player and sent him sliding across the bar and to the floor. In the next second he was holding out his hand again and this time Terri took it, without hesitation. Her heart galloped at the wildness, the exhilaration. Billy pulled her toward him and kissed her on the mouth. She felt her body unfold like a fist that has been clenched for too long, and everything inside her ached. It was wonderful and terrifying. Her lips fell away from his and she stood at his side, one hand on his shoulder, looking into his eyes from behind the veil of dark hair that had fallen across her face.
“Let’s get out of here,” Billy said, but before they left he looked at the bass player again—who was sobbing in a puddle of spilled beer and broken glass—and spoke Jimmy Dean’s line from Rebel:


“You can wake up now, the universe has ended.”
The Slum shimmered with expressionless, black and white ghosts. The EXIT sign flickered as the door slammed behind them.
Billy and Terri stepped into the night. They were hand in hand, and ready for forever.
 
LAST
 
Home is five rooms held together by tattered boards and siding. The structure leans to the east and has bowed on that side. It has swollen, like an infected limb. The windows are smeared with neglect. They let little light in, and no darkness out. They hide the loss of hope, the creaking floorboards, and the shadows that crowd the seam of light under the doors. The neglect has spread to the inside of the house: dirty floors and walls, a stained sofa where Daddy watches TV and drinks beer and jerks off to the titty movies that come on after midnight. The old Frigidaire rumbles as if it’s running on diesel. The electricity generates a constant buzz, and the fluorescents have an insipid quality; even the lights seem dirty, somehow. Home is where the heart grows weary, and dreams drift away on icebergs of reality. It is where the walls sag, as if they are tired of the hate. It is where Terri was raised—in lemon sheets of kisses until Momma died, and in pain ever since.
Home is where she doesn’t want to be.
“I can’t go in, Billy,” she says. “Please take me away from here.”
They idle at the curb in Billy’s ‘86 Camaro. It’s not a movie star’s car. If it was they would be halfway to the sun by now, with rock and roll music on the radio. Instead they are parked outside Terri’s dirty home, with her tears sparkling in the dashboard light. 
“Soon,” Billy whispers, but he has to look away. His hands tremble on the wheel.
“You promised me, baby,” she says.
“I know.” He looks into the rear view mirror, where the city lights flicker: strip joints and all-night bars, cabarets of endless, dreamless souls. A police cruiser peels down the drag, red and blue, making the night birds scatter. 
“You promised to make it right.” Mascara runs down her cheeks and her lipstick is smeared. The color is running from her face like her dreams are running from the world: once so pretty, now washed away by tears.
“Soon,” Billy says again.
She shakes her head and looks at the house she shares with her father. A shudder moves through her. She imagines him in there, sitting, half-drunk, in a darkened room—nonsensical TV images flickering in his glazed eyes. Don’t go in there, her instinct instructs, but she fumbles for the catch and pops open the car door. The dome light flicks on and her stained expression is painted, red and black on a white canvas. She is tragic and beautiful, like a storm.
“This is home,” she says, and the words put a feeling, like ammonia, in her soul.
“Don’t say that, baby. I told you—”
“Do you see how one side of the house is all askew? The east side?”
Billy says nothing. She can tell from the way he is breathing that his heart is beating hard.
“Daddy says that’s because of the weather,” she continues. “He says that the wind and rain always beat on that side, and that the boards are warped and weakened. One good storm, he says, and we’re apt to lose that end of the house. But I don’t think that’s right. You see, Billy, that’s where I pray—at the east side of the house, sometimes in my bedroom, sometimes at the kitchen table. And I think the house is buckled on that side because that’s where my prayers are gathered. They’re piled high, pushed against the wall. All those dreams and wishes…so many that the house is crumbling under their weight.”
The Camaro’s engine ticks and rumbles. Billy still won’t look at her, and she thinks—after all the dreams she has placed in him, and all the promises he has made—that he is really no different, after all. He is just like Daddy, only prettier, and he hurts her in a different way. He is just like this endless town.
“You know what I think, baby?” she says, pushing the door a little wider and placing one heel on the curb. “I think that side of the house will collapse one day, and when it does all my prayers will escape. They’ll be carried on the wind, into God’s hands, and I’ll finally get what I’ve been waiting for.”
She gets out of the car and closes the door. Billy watches her – his torn, star-washed girl — as she walks slowly up the pathway to her front door. Her head is low. She doesn’t look back. Billy throws the car into gear and guns away from the curb. A single tear cascades down his face. He looks into the rear view mirror and sees Terri standing at the front door, so broken and pretty. He has time to wonder if she’ll stay there all night, and then all the lights go out.
 
LIGHT
 
Days of dancing, nights of heat. Terri fell into Billy’s embrace with reckless ease. It seemed she was always breathless.
Her fingertips whispered over the stubble on his jaw. “I have fallen in love with you, Billy.”
They had skimmed along the shore in the setting sun, waves crashing, pink as flamingos. They had tangoed on rooftops and sambaed under the boardwalk. The summer of breathlessness…they had turned the hood of Billy’s Camaro into paradise. 
Wherever they kissed, the world was brighter.
“I always want to feel your heartbeat.”
“Never leave my side, and you always will.”
Days of dreaming, nights of fire. Terri finally touched the hope that she had been dreaming of. She sensed the structure of her house weakening under the weight of her prayers. 


City lights reflected off the windshield of Billy’s car. “You’ll take me away from here, won’t you, Billy?”
“Yeah…we’ll fly away, and we’ll live forever.”
“Promise me.”
His Panavision smile. “I promise you, baby.”
She remembered The Moko Lounge on the other side of town. The well-to-do side. Across them tracks, as Daddy would say. Terri rarely ventured across them tracks because she felt so out of place in her faded clothes and cheap shoes. Billy had taken her. She had been nervous at first (The Moko Lounge was where the highfalutin folk went to drink cocktails and listen to the kind of music that can only be played on a piano), but Billy had held her hand and swept her inside…to a table where candlelight flickered and the shadows moved in time with the music.
“I never sat at a table with a candle on it before,” she had said, and had felt like crying. “What are you doing to me, Billy? What are you doing to my heart?”
There was no disdain, as she had feared there would be; their drinks were served with refreshing propriety and the highfalutin folk were gracious, showing nothing but smiles. The most memorable part of the evening had been when Billy stepped away from their table and walked over to the piano player. Terri watched as Billy whispered in his ear. The piano player nodded and smiled and rippled off a romantic flutter of high notes. Billy grabbed the microphone, pointed at Terri from his place in the spotlight, and said:
“This is for my girl.” 
Every pair of eyes in The Moko Lounge turned to her. She pouted, steamy in the candlelight. I’m his girl, she thought, and everybody in here knows it.


When he sang the temperature seemed to climb ten degrees; some of the ladies closer to the stage were forced to unsnap the buttons of their blouses, while others (those in the company of disapproving men, it would seem) settled for fanning themselves with their cocktail menus.
His voice was soft and seductive, complimenting every precious note played on the piano. He was held in the spotlight like an icon.
 
I walk in light when you’re beside me,
I’ve found what I’ve been dreaming of,
Your kiss can stop the rain from falling,
That’s the power of your love.
 
Days of spirit, nights of jazz. The world appeared to be spinning faster—a sun-kissed blur that caused Terri’s heart to slam. She held Billy’s hand through each revolution, afraid to let go. His body promised everything.
She remembered the fourth of July, and how the night was turned to rainbows. Every explosion of color was like an expression of her heart. They had watched the fireworks rain down on the city from the hood of Billy’s car. When it was over, Billy kissed her and said:
“Let’s go.”
“Where are we going, baby?”
“Whispering Creek.” He slid off the hood and got behind the wheel.
Whispering Creek, where you could tune the radio to six-twenty and hear the movies playing at Lou’s Drive-In. It was paradise with a soundtrack.
Terri jumped in on the passenger side.
“The Philadelphia Story,” he said, before she could ask.
“Oh, Billy, that’s my favorite.”
“I know, baby. I know.”
They parked where only starlight could find them, Billy taking the Camaro off-road, negotiating a narrow route between the trees, until they came to a clearing that secluded them from the world. He flipped the frequency from WZPP—his favorite oldies station—to six-twenty AM. They climbed onto the hood and waited for the picture to begin. 
“Just see it in your mind,” Billy said. “Katharine Hepburn is not in this picture. It’s you, baby. You’re Tracy Lord.”
Terri smiled, looking up at the stars. “Are you gonna be Dexter or Mike?”
Billy winked at her and did his Jimmy Stewart impersonation. “Why, I’m going to be Mike, of course. Professor Macaulay Connor, if you don’t mind.”
Terri giggled. “But who’s going to play Cary Grant’s part?”
Billy frowned. “Cary Grant,” he said. “Who else?”
Later that night, lying in bed with the picture still flickering in her mind (and the world’s most ridiculous grin on her face), Terri would decide that she had never been happier, not even when Momma was alive. The fourth of July with Billy had been the sweetest day of her life.
“The summer of my heartbeat,” she had whispered into her pillows.
He had taken her hand as they lay beneath the stars, listening to the dialogue crackling through the Camaro’s speakers. She closed her eyes and saw herself—with exaggerated romance—through every scene in the movie. She was Tracy Lord, powerful and forlorn and tempting. They imagined in silence for the most part, but every now and then Billy would deliver his lines out loud, as if to emphasize their meaning.
“There’s a magnificence in you, Tracy.”
Her heart moved with incredible energy. She ached to kiss him, to draw him into her as they cascaded on the hood beneath the stars, but she knew the time was not right; they hadn’t reached that point in the picture.
Somewhere—on some perfect world where glitter fell like rain and the lighting always made your skin look good—Terri Stanic a.k.a. Tracy Lord said, “Now I’m getting self-conscious, it’s funny, I …”
And Billy said, in his own voice, in a way that broke character but evoked a swoop of magic—reality that stole the breath from her body, “A magnificence that comes out of your eyes and your voice and the way you stand there and the way you walk.” His hand trailed through her hair. She looked at him and lost herself in his dark eyes. “You’re lit from within, Terri. You’ve got fires banked down in you. Hearth fires and holocausts.”
There; he had used her name—had veered passionately, uncontrollably, from the script. But it didn’t matter. Terri didn’t care. She wiped tears from her eyes with the back of her hand as the dialogue continued, her mind swimming in and out of the movie as if it were being viewed through a fan with huge, slow-moving paddles. Her body trembled against Billy’s and all she could do was hold him, trusting to his heart, wanting so desperately to press her lips to his …
“You’re the golden girl, Terri. Full of life and warmth and—”
She couldn’t help herself; if Billy could slant from the script then so could she. Her kiss was hard and clumsy, smearing his lips and chin with petals of scarlet lipstick, imprints of her emotion, trailing down his throat in a line to his heart. 
In that moment, tangled in embrace on the hood of Billy’s Camaro, she did not see herself as Tracy Lord, or even Terri Stanic. She saw herself infinitesimal yet impossibly endless, not a person but a galaxy of feeling, alternately glimmering—exploding planets—of love and fear, of happiness and pain. She wondered if this was how God saw her.
Days of color, nights of touch.
“You make me so happy, Billy.”
His perfect face. His heart pounding limitlessly through the creases of his black leather jacket. 
“Don’t ever leave me,” she said.
And he said, “I won’t, baby. I promise you. I’ll always be there.”
I’ll always be there.
 
YOU
 
The darkness falls around her like deep, cold water. She hesitates, feeling a rush of disorientation, but then realizes there has been a power outage. She looks left and right. The lights are out all over town. Even the traffic light at the intersection of Gloom (Bloom) and Pain (Main)—which always flashes amber from this side, as if it can’t decide between stop and go, like everything else in this unholy scrub of suburbia—is out. Darkness everywhere, and the silence of lifelessness. Terri has an image of a robot shutting down in an old science fiction movie. The town is dead. She opens her purse and feels for the lighter she sometimes uses to light Billy’s cigarettes. She finds it, flicks the little wheel, and the tiny flame produces an unlikely arc of light that throws her shadow across the front yard in a flickering diagonal, as if her likeness has been etched onto this hateful patch of land by a shaky hand.
She opens the front door and steps into the hallway. The familiar smell of grease and old beer—the smell of him—tells her she’s home; she doesn’t need to see the peeling wallpaper or the holes that anger has made in the drywall. She doesn’t need light to know where’s she’s standing. The little wheel on the lighter gets too hot and she lets go. Darkness, again. She listens. She can hear him shuffling around in the living room, muttering and breathing. He coughs; phlegm crackles in his throat like a plastic bag. She hears him bump into something and curse.
She flicks the lighter again, wanting just enough light to find her way to her bedroom. All she wants is to sleep. Things will be better in the morning, she thinks.
She glances over her shoulder. The living room door stands ajar and light stutters on the other side; Daddy has found his own lighter (his cigarettes are never far away). She hears him mutter and curse again, and his shadow fills the hallway like a cloud. In the next moment he is standing in the doorway, painted orange and red by the flame of his lighter.
“What in the hell time do you call this?” he asks.
“Sorry, Daddy.”
His vest is dirty, stretched across his gut so that the ribbed material is distorted, like bent prison bars. The top button of his pants has popped open. His face is grizzled, pushed together in whiskery folds. His hair is a wild bird’s nest; Daddy hasn’t used shampoo since Clinton was impeached.
“Where’ve you been?” he asks. The sound comes from his chest. It rumbles, passing through his crackly throat like static. 
“Just out,” she replies, but she knows it’s not an answer, certainly not the answer he wants. She hisses and releases the wheel of the lighter again. Her half of the hallway is submerged in shadow. She feels safer, almost invisible.
“Just out,” he mimics, and steps closer: a shambling, mostly sideways effort. But she doesn’t need to see the way he walks to know that he’s been drinking; she can smell it on his breath. 
“It’s late, Daddy,” she says. “I’m going to bed.”
“I’m going to bed.” His voice is so ugly. “The hell you are. You’re going to tell me where you’ve been, all dressed up like a whore. You’re going to tell me, sweet cup, or by Jesus it’s the back of my hand.”
She doesn’t want this tonight. She doesn’t need it. She moves toward her bedroom, casting through the dark by memory. Three steps before Daddy realizes what she’s doing. He lunges for her, but too late. She throws open her bedroom door and slams it behind her, feeling for the security chain she fitted herself after the last time he…he …
He throws his weight against the door just as she slides the chain into place. She is bounced back, staggering in the dark. The chain is pulled taut, keeping him out. He lunges again, twisting the doorknob with grunts and expletives. The chain rattles and snaps; five inches of brass is all that is keeping her drunk Daddy from bursting in and laying his meaty workman’s hands on her. Hurting her. Again.
“Open this fucking door, you barefaced cunt!”
Bang and rattle. She imagines him, breathless, pressed against the yellowing door. She knows that his face will be contorted with rage, bloodshot eyes peeled wide in the darkness, as if they can see everything. The eyes of a hunter.
He bangs the door again. Terri screams.
“No, Daddy. No.”
Two more thuds: his fists pounding the warped woodwork. The door leaps and pushes at the brass chain. Terri backs away, sure that he will break through soon enough—there’s no way the chain can keep him out for long. The backs of her legs hit the bed and she falls back, toppling over the footboard and onto the mattress. 
Another powerful thud. The sound of wood splitting. She hears him gasp and grumble and imagines him bent double with the effort, hands planted on his knees. He breathes in pained, jagged loops: broken glass sounds rattling from his blackened lungs.
“Oh you blue ribbon bitch.” Wheeze and gasp. Daddy coughs and spits. “You worthless little whore. Open the…fucking door now! OPEN THE FUCKING DOOR!”
He hits the door again, but it’s a weaker effort. The frame shakes but the chain holds. Terri scampers to the headboard, links her hands, and begins to pray:
“Heavenly Father, hear my prayer. Please Lord, give my Daddy the strength to fight the badness. Help him, Lord. Help him to be—”
“Terri,” Daddy says. His voice sounds pained and angry, altogether terrible. She hears something thud to the floor and wonders if he has fallen to his knees. “Terri…baby girl. Sweet cup. Open the door. Daddy just wants to say sorry.”
“And please, Lord, take me away from this place—”
“TERRI. Baby, for the love of Christ.”
“In Jesus’ name I pray. Amen.”
She senses her prayer pressing against the ruined, leaning wall of her bedroom. She thinks she can hear the warped studs creaking under this new pressure, and then she becomes aware of the quiet. She can’t hear him, not even his diesel-like breathing. He could be outside her door, poised silently, gathering himself for another attack. Or maybe he has retreated to the living room to slumber in his damp armchair, pop another can of Red Dog, and wait for the power to flick back on.
She takes another moment to listen for him, but all she can hear is her heart drumming, the arthritis creaking through the bones of the house, and the faucet dripping in the bathroom. Nothing else.
Tears spill down her face: relief, pain, heartache. Endless tears. All she has done tonight is cry. She hates her world—hates Billy for not pulling her from it like the hero he promised to be; hates her Daddy for being the shadow that blocks out the sun; hates this tiny room for trapping her prayers and dreams. She sits in the darkness with her knees drawn to her breast and cries for every woe that has tattooed the young skin of her life. She wonders if the tears will ever stop.
The summer of my heartbreak, she thinks.
Her eyes have adjusted to the dark. She can define the milky rectangle of the window that looks out on the back lot. She can see the shape of her dresser against the opposite wall, with its oval mirror imprinted on the darkness like a large, unblinking eye. The shape of her purse rests at the foot of her bed, where she dropped it when she toppled over the footboard. She reaches for it, pops the clasp, finds the lighter again, and flicks the little wheel.
The room seems even smaller in the scant light. The walls appear diseased, and the ceiling is masked in moving shadows, like thunderclouds. She is almost tempted to kill the flame and let the darkness cover everything, but then she sees her reflection in the mirror on her dresser. She gasps, the flame goes out, and she lights it again.
A ghost stares back at her: ashen-faced, except for the eyes which are shocked black circles, drawn to unreal proportion by splashes of mascara, and the mouth: a livid clown-smile of ruby lipstick. Twists of lank black hair frame the ghost-face. That’s not me, Terri thinks, and she is truly surprised when she tilts her head to the left and sees the ghost in the mirror do the same.
A single tear runs from the corner of the ghost’s left eye. Terri feels it trickle down her face.
Terri knows that she cannot look like this; she cannot go to bed, and wake to a new morning, a new day of hope, looking like this. She gets off the bed and crosses to her dresser. There is a candle on its cluttered surface—the same candle that had burned on their table in The Moko Lounge. I never sat at a table with a candle on it before, she had said. She had taken it as a souvenir. Now she touches the lighter to its wick and it burns for the first time since that magical night. Broad wings of light flutter across the room, stealing shadows. The ghost remains: sunken cheeks and abstract make-up.
She closes her eyes and sees herself as Tracy Lord. Queen of the screen. Perfect form. Beautiful and powerful. Immortal. Indestructible.
“There’s a magnificence in you, Tracy,” she whispers, opening her eyes and looking at the pallid ghost in the mirror. She reaches for her make-up remover and a cotton pad, and begins wiping the garish smears of color from her face. “A magnificence that comes out of your eyes and your voice and the way you stand there and the way you walk. You’re lit from within, Tracy. You’ve got fires banked down in you. Hearth fires and holocausts.”
She takes the make-up from her face, brushes the tangles from her hair and ties it back…opening her beauty like a butterfly opening its wings. 
“You’re the golden girl, Tracy. Full of life and warmth and delight.”
She applies a light blusher but that is all; the ghost is gone. The face that stares back at her is beautiful. The face of a starlet: expression of an endless dream.
“You’re the golden girl,” she says again, and then stands to look at the movie star in the mirror. She has time to believe that things might actually get better, and then her bedroom door crashes open with a snap of the chain and a cry of splitting wood.
Daddy is back.
 
SEE
 
“Look it you, done up like a doll. Daddy’s pretty little girl.” He side-steps into the room with a wink and a sneer—bumps into the wicker chair next to the dresser and stumbles back to the middle of the room. 
“Whoa, Nelly.” He throws out his arms to aid equilibrium. “Son-bitch.”
He’s been at the liquor (swiggin’ licks, as he likes to say) and he’s more than drunk; Terri can tell from the shape of his eyes that he has bad on his mind. Her Momma’s voice chimes in the back of her mind, warning her like she always used to: Stay away from Daddy now, cupcake; he’s got a case of the nasties.

“Daddy’s little doll,” he says, leering. She can smell the licks on his breath. She can see it glistening in the wiry snarls of hair on his chin and throat. His vest is soaked with it. Terri has an image of him swiggin’ in the dark—directly from the bottle—most of the drink missing his mouth.
She takes two steps back. Her shadow trembles on the wall, as if it knows.
“You got bad on your mind, Daddy,” she says.
“Yeah…I do.” 
“I think you should go to bed. You’ll feel better in the morning.”
He staggers closer, shaking his head and pointing with the index finger of his right hand—the finger that has the letter E tattooed above the knuckle: the last letter of the word LOVE. “But you been…been a baaaad girl. Staying out all God’s hours. Then coming home, dressed nothing better than a goddam cum-bucket. And then, by the Christ, then lock…locking yourself in your bedroom. Whose fucking…‘king house is this, anyways?”
Yours, she thinks. And you’re welcome to it. Have it all.


But she says, “Sorry, Daddy.”
“Yeah …” He scratches the pale bowl of his belly, looking at her in the wavering candlelight. “You’re gonna be sorry, sweet cup.”
She takes another step back when she sees his gaze drop from her face to her body. He raises one bushy eyebrow as he examines what she’s wearing: a pink crop top that shows her tanned midriff; a short white skirt that hugs her thighs, still damp with the tears she has cried. She can feel the greasy pressure of his eyes on her breasts, and she crosses her arms over them and takes another backward step.
“No, Daddy.” 
He points at her again, saying nothing—not needing to. His tongue slides out and rolls over his bristly chin, leaving a trail of slime that glistens with the liquor he has spilled down himself. He staggers closer. His shadow is huge on the wall, a fluttering shape that cripples where it meets the ceiling. Terri thinks that Daddy’s shadow doesn’t look like anything human. She thinks it looks like a moth.
Her back bumps against the wall—the kinked, slanting wall where all her prayers are gathered. She feels as trapped as every pointless Amen. She has nowhere else to go.
“You’ve been a bad girl,” Daddy grumbles. The letter E stands out on his finger: the end of LOVE. “But you can make it all good with a l’il hug. What says you, sweet cup?” He opens his arms to her. “Come make it up to Daddy.”
She shakes her head, yet more tears spilling down her face. She knows that the only way out is to go around him—to bolt through the dark house and into the night, to run endlessly from him…from his roving, bloodshot eyes, from the licks on his breath, and from his awful, fluttering moth-shadow. She makes her move in the next second, pushing off the wall and veering toward the gap on Daddy’s left side…and just when she thinks that she is past him—that she has a clear run into the night—his arm shoots out and snags her wrist. Daddy is drunk, but he is still quick, still strong. He whips her around and delivers a backhanded blow to the side of her face, hard enough to knock all color from her mind. She falls to one knee but he drags her up, and then raises his hand to hit her again. She readies herself for the pain—and for whatever will follow—when two things happen at the same time: the power returns (clicks and whirrs throughout the house as lights and appliances breathe again). On its own this is not enough to stop her terrible father—distract him for a second or two, maybe, but not stop him (not even the all-too tempting strains of late night television blaring from the living room can hold him back for long). However, the second thing that happens is more than enough.
“Touch her again and I’ll kill you.”
Daddy’s heavy hand hangs in the air, as if it is suspended from the ceiling by fishing line. Both he and Terri look to see who has spoken, although Terri already knows.
I’ll always be there.
Billy is standing in the bedroom doorway.
 
IS
 
Daddy lowers his hand and turns to face Billy. He pulls his shoulders square and stands at full-height. He is—in his own parlance—one big rig: six-six, two fifty-five, blue collar muscle and faded tattoos. He is also hopelessly drunk. Not a problem against birdlike, vulnerable Terri, but Billy is a different story. The brawn he has earned digging holes for the city won’t help him now.
Terri scurries away, her back pressed to the wall once again. She looks from Daddy to Billy as a torrent of emotion washes over her: she glides with excitement, shudders with grief; she shines with relief, dwindles with pain—a waterfall of feeling, conflicting and beautiful, like the sharp edges of glass in a kaleidoscope. 
“Is this your boyfriend?” Daddy asks, swaying on his feet. He regards Billy with corkscrew eyes. “Is this the little punk who thinks…thinks he’s gonna take you away?”
Billy reaches into the pocket of his black leather jacket, takes out his smokes, and pops one into the corner of his mouth. He lights a match off his thumbnail, brings it to the tip of his cigarette, and blows smoke into the flickering air. He never takes his eyes off Daddy. Not once.
Daddy swipes his forearm across his damp chin. He grins at Billy, baring his uneven teeth. “You think because I’ve been drink…drinking that I won’t be able to lay you out like a cheap rug?” 
Billy shakes his head. “Wouldn’t make a difference if you were sober.” He exhales a pearly ribbon of smoke from the side of his mouth. “It’s over now. Terri is coming with me.”
Daddy sways and sneers. Bad intentions—the nasties—circle him like the smoke from Billy’s cigarette. He wants to put a hurt on Billy—maybe even kill him, Terri thinks. Her heart clamors inside her chest with all the emotion in her soul.
Billy…She tries to speak his name but no sound comes out. The way he looks tonight, with his long hair falling over one eye and the cigarette perched between his lips, reminds her of the way he looked when she met him at The Slum. Like a movie star, she thought then, and thinks again now. She recalls how the bass player had grabbed her arm and pulled her close, and how they had left him—weeping on his hands and knees in a puddle of beer and broken glass.
 She imagines Daddy on the floor with tears in his eyes, and a tiny part of her heart, inexplicably, leaks for him.
Billy takes a final pull on the cigarette, then snuffs it out on the heel of his boot, and steps into the bedroom. 
Daddy grins and staggers to meet him.
“Think you got what it takes, boy?”
“It’s over now,” Billy says again. 
They come together; Daddy swings a clumsy fist that Billy dodges with ease. Terri covers her eyes, not wanting to see. She hears something fall over. There is a thud, a groan, a rush of spent breath that sounds like an accordion with all the reeds stripped from it. When she looks again she sees that Daddy is on one knee and Billy has a hand around his throat. Daddy’s face shines like a new bruise. Pellets of sweat roll down his stubbly cheeks.
Billy says, “I’m going to let go, and then you’re going to get up, go to your room, and go to sleep. When you wake up tomorrow, all this will seem like a bad dream. Understand?”
Daddy splutters and curses. He is trying to pry Billy’s hand from his throat.
Billy squeezes a little harder. “Understand?”
Daddy nods, lips peeled over his crooked brown teeth.
Billy lets go.
“Son-bitch,” Daddy says, his massive shoulders and the boulder-like dome of his back swelling as he draws in wheezy drifts of air. He blinks like a man who has seen something amazing. A runner of drool hangs from his lower lip.
Terri is sure that he will attack again—regain his unsteady legs and sucker-punch Billy. But he does not. Maybe it’s the unflinching glint in Billy’s eye, or maybe it’s the fact that he’s poured a little too much devil-juice down his throat and his coordination is all to hell. Either way, he knows he can’t win. He nods as if he has seen this fact etched onto the insides of his blinking eyelids, then plants one hand on the edge of Terri’s dresser, and uses it to hoist himself up.
“Son-bitch,” he mutters again, weaving toward the door. He stops in the hallway, turns back, and points at Billy with the index finger of his left hand…the letter H tattooed above the knuckle: the beginning of HATE.
“Not over,” he says between gasps, wiping runnels of sweat from his dirty throat. He looks and sounds like an old machine. “Not over.”
“Get out of here,” Billy says, and he goes. Terri hears him shuffle down the hallway to his bedroom, and then she is on her feet and diving into Billy’s arms.
“Hey, baby,” he says. “You wanna go to California?”
 
YOUR
 
“It won’t take long to pack,” she says. “I don’t have much.”
She finds a discolored duffel bag at the back of her closet and throws in most of her clothes, her make-up, her shoes, and a few personal items including a framed photograph of her mother and the candle from The Moko Lounge. Billy sits on the edge of her bed, smoking, watching her with a smile.
“Can we go to Hollywood?” she asks him.
“You bet. We’ll dance down Sunset Boulevard.”
Conflicting emotions have been lifted from her soul like sheets of old newspaper in the wind. Her feelings are all positive: huge, foaming waves of exhilaration; and happiness, like wings, pulling her feet from the ground. She imagines the golden landscape of California—sees herself in silhouette gliding along the sun-kissed hills, and riding shotgun in a classic convertible, her feet perched on the dashboard and Billy behind the wheel, driving down Santa Monica Boulevard as the radio plays songs by The Beach Boys. 
“We can surf,” she says on the tail end of this thought, and imagines herself catching tubes of aquamarine. She sees the Hollywood sign and movie stars and palm trees. 
“We can do whatever you want,” Billy assures her.
Everything in her heart shines like the sun on the rim of the Pacific. Her grin is so impossibly wide that her face doesn’t quite feel like her own. She packs the last item into her bag, pulls it closed, and throws it over one shoulder.
“I’m ready, ba—” Terri stops, the bag slips from her shoulder, and everything happens so quickly that she cannot decide what is real, and what is not. Later on, she will replay it in her mind, over and over, just to be sure she didn’t imagine any of it…although she will never be certain.
Her exhilaration shatters like a raindrop. Hollywood turns into Hell.
Billy is standing in the middle of the room with his arms raised above his head. His face is a perfect zero, and for a beat of time that seems much longer she has to look at him carefully to be sure he has features.
Daddy is in the doorway cradling his prized possession: a .410 loaded with slug, which may have been made at around the time Rawhide was enjoying its first run on CBS. He traded it for a set of shocks from an ‘88 Dakota and a half-bottle of Jim Beam, and he calls it his Homeland Security. 
He marches into the room and levels the shotgun at Billy’s chest.
“I told you it wasn’t over, boy,” he says, and pulls the trigger.
 
ONE
 
“…Another great tune from a time when lovin’ was free and easy. This is Procul Harlum with ‘A Whiter Shade of Pale.’”
Terri watches her dreams take wing into the night—her prayers, every one of them, spiralling into the darkness. She knows that it’s over, and that she’ll never be back here again.
The east-facing wall of the place that was once her home has finally collapsed. Daddy always said that a good storm would rip that side of the house away, but the slug from his prized .410 had done it in the end. The roof has fallen in. There is a crazy scatter of shingle and spectral swirls of dust. The siding is buckled and splintered, and rotted timbers jut from the ground like fence posts. She can see the edge of her bed and a warped flap of drywall that once divided her room from the kitchen.
Her prayers and dreams escape in their wonderful multitudes. She can’t see them, but she can feel them.
She looks into the night, smiling…still crying.
“Let’s go, baby,” Billy says. He is sitting behind the wheel of his Camaro, a cigarette smoldering between his index and middle fingers. Terri wipes her eyes and gets in beside him. As they pull away, she looks over her shoulder and sees the place that was once her home fade from view in the rear window. She will never see it again, and she is glad. 
 
TRUE
 
Billy asks her if everything is okay. She looks at him, and her eyes are wide and bright, like the eyes of a child who is seeing something fabulous for the first time. Who are you? she thinks. Every time she blinks she sees the shocking image of her father pointing the .410 square at Billy and pulling the trigger. Her ears still ring with the sound of the blast, so that the music playing on the radio has a somewhat muffled tone, as if it is being heard on the other side of a wall. Who are you really, Billy? Where do you come from? She had screamed and covered her eyes as the report filled the tiny bedroom. She remembers thinking that he was dead—surely dead, and knew that when she opened her eyes she would see him thrown against the wall with a ragged hole in his chest. Dead. Just like James Dean. Just like Bogart and Jimmy Stewart and Marlon Brando and Cary Grant. Dead. 
Billy turns up the radio. “I love this song,” he says. “It sounds like something you’d dream.”
Terri cannot take her eyes off him.
Who are you?


She remembers peeling her hands from her face and preparing herself for the most terrible thing her eyes would ever see. She recalls the sulphurous smell of gunshot and the pale thread of smoke oozing from the spent barrel. 
Terri reaches out and brushes her fingertips across the right side of Billy’s face. He smiles, takes her hand, and kisses the tips of her fingers.
The sound of the shotgun blast had faded. Daddy was on his knees with one hand over his face, ashamed or amazed, she will never know. Billy was standing less than two feet from him, unscathed. There was a hole in the wall directly behind him, as if the slug had steered around him—or passed right through him. Once again, she will never know…and she is not sure she ever wants to.
She remembers the way the wall had creaked and swayed. There was a feeling inside her: powerful and dramatic, a release, and she knew then that it was over. The hole in the wall gaped, growing bigger as her prayers escaped into the night. The room appeared to keel to one side as the structure started to crumble, like a cabin in a ship that has crested a swell. She heard an ominous ripping sound as a large zigzag crack opened across the length of the wall.
“Time to roll, baby,” Billy had said.
She remembers thinking that, when she reached to touch him, her hand would pass right through his, because he wasn’t really there. He couldn’t be there. But he had clasped her fingers firmly and pulled her into him. They had swept from the house, leaving Daddy on his knees. She didn’t look back until they had reached Billy’s car.
Who are you? Terri touches his face again, still unable to believe that he is real. He smokes his cigarette and guns the Camaro. The engine bristles and they pass the sun-bleached sign that tells them they are leaving the city limits.
She remembers the terrible, perfect zero of his expression in the moments before Daddy pulled the trigger, and that she had thought—crazy thinking, almost hysterical—that he didn’t have any features…that his face was simply a blank page of skin stretched over the vague bumps of his cheekbones. She wants to ask him—is burning to ask him—if he is real, but she doesn’t (she is, in her secret heart, afraid of the answer). Instead she asks the question that seems most important:
“Why did you come back for me?”
He blows smoke and kisses her forehead, and his answer makes perfect sense to her. It fills her soul with contentment: 
“Because the last light you see is your one true love.”
Terri takes her eyes off him for the first time since leaving the place that was once her home, but isn’t any more, and never will be again. She rests her head on his shoulder and looks out on the great gray tongue of the Interstate: the road that will take them to the rest of forever. 
 
LOVE
 
Before long, her eyes grow heavy and she slips into a whispery sleep, chasing her dreams to their true place in the heavens. The thought that follows her down is beautiful and endless: that everything is possible now, and no prayer will go unanswered. 
Billy’s Camaro rumbles west, a movie star’s car, for sure: halfway to the sun with rock and roll music on the radio. Terri dreams and smiles and her eyes are finally dried of tears. She knows, even in the heart of sleep, that it’s all over now—that this is the summer of happy endings.
This is the summer of love.



THE GHOST OF LILLIAN BLISS
 
It is quite without abashment that I tell you about my summers at Wickington Manor, and the ghost of Lillian Bliss. She was, unquestionably, a rare and wondrous girl, and the most delightful friend one could hope for. Her energy was like the spring in the grass, or the white-gold corona that circles the sun. A fractious mind might opine that Lily was the fruit of imagination, and while it is true that my soul is given to fancy, I can assure you that Lily was very real. Indeed, were it not for my uncle’s illness, I would always have summered at Wickington, and Lily would have been my friend for many more years. But to every thing there is a season. My time with Lillian Bliss was brief, but altogether magical. She was, for three unforgettable summers, my purpose under heaven.
I should declare, at this point, that I recount this aspect of my childhood from a place of restraint. I am regarded with consideration, as well I should be, but there is yet a pallour to the walls, and an uncertain undertone to the staff, that impresses upon me a definite misgiving. I feel abandoned and adrift. The medication is frequent and coarse, but I take it without quarrel. But oh, I am old now, and these spaces seem smaller. It is a worrisome thing to touch the walls to make sure they are real. One day I will reach out and feel nothing.
Were it not for memory, I fear my heart would grow pale. It is indeed a gift to close one’s eyes and see again the treasures of your life, and to have them before you, as bright as shells. My husband was an esteemed surgeon. His hands gave life, but never more than in acts of love. We were married in 1884 (against the wishes of my father, who had intended I marry the young Earl of Bellington), and lived many wonderful years together. I am with him often, in reverie, and experience his gifted touch over and over. But no matter how clear the memories (and in part because of them), I miss him terribly, and always when the walls are closest.
Life, love, and children. So much glimmer when I close my eyes. It strengthens one’s soul to truly feel that you have lived, and the vestiges of your time are like the colours in a painting. Lily once told me that I should live every day like I was planting a flower, to leave behind a singular thing of strength and beauty, that in the end you could turn and see a meadow of luxuriant colour. I have come close to the end, I know. The flowers of my life sway behind me. I fear only that when I turn I shall become blinded.
And there will be foxgloves. A dazzling crop of them, bowing their tear-shaped heads. The ghost of Lillian Bliss will be standing amongst them. She will be waiting for me.
 
It is a peculiar thing to be born of nobility. My father, the Viscount Eshley of Greater Bledlow, was an individual of such high renown that the parlour of our splendid home seemed always engaged by personage seeking his approval, wisdom, or companionship. His passions were hunting and travel, and he was famous (or infamous, in accordance with your view) for marrying the two. He bested the great beasts of East Africa and India, and his trophy room was adorned with a great many curious creatures. The head of a spectacular seven hundred pound Bengal tiger held pride-of-place, and how he delighted in regaling his conquest of the mighty animal to friends and associates, and always with youthful zeal. I should not forget that he was Master of Foxhounds for the Buckinghamshire Hunt. How handsome he looked in his scarlet coat, the four brass buttons polished to a high sheen. All three of my brothers joined him as soon as they could ride with confidence, and all partook of the blooding ritual, as was proper for any noble young master.
I was his only daughter, and I wanted for little. I had the most beautiful clothes, the most enchanting toys. My horse was a half-Arabian Palomino mare, and I would ride her upon our acreage in the company of young dukes and duchesses, and even, on one occasion, alongside Prince Waldemar of Prussia, grandson to our own Queen Victoria, less than a year before he would succumb to diphtheria at the tender age of eleven.
I feel closer to that blithe, brilliant young girl than I have for many years. The memories were always there, but they seemed faded during the passage of marriage and motherhood, but now that I am old and alone, they are distinct again. I have startled myself on occasion, turning to the mirror, expecting to see a radiant girl with shimmering, corn silk hair, but have instead faced a passé dowager with rheumy eyes and skin like dough. Time is such a prankish thing that I fail to recollect events of the week passed, and yet can hear again the whinny of my mare as she was drawn to rein, or smell the musty steam lifting from her flank. It is without effort that I revisit the seasons of my youth, and in particular the three summers I lived at Wickington Manor. At times it feels as though I am there again, and I am forced to bring myself into the present by touching the walls that surround me. One swift, finger-light touch is all it takes, and then I am home, where the medication tastes like sulphur and one can sometimes hear the other ladies crying in adjoining rooms.
 
My uncle was a large, stooped man, as though he were built of two different pieces, and the upper piece was decidedly heavier. His eyes were a threatening shade of green, and such a countenance should have been intimidating to a young girl, but there was in his manner a certain gentleness that exceeded all menace. I loved him dearly, not least because he enthused in sharing with me the tomfoolery that he and my father engaged in as children, but also, and more importantly, because he never doubted me when I talked with him about the ghost of Lillian Bliss.
His home, Wickington Manor, was a magnificent Tudor house built in the seventeenth century, with an array of deep rooms that I never tired of exploring. The gardens were a delicate selection of flora, with a colourful parterre, two great ponds, and a walk-in aviary designed to blend with the surroundings. If not for the constant chatter of the many birds, one could pass-by the aviary without knowing it was there at all.
It was once written of Wickington Manor, “There is within a whisper of ease, as though all whom have lived there have lived peacefully. Such rarity of calm is restorative to the soul. Indeed, amidst the symmetry of its gardens, I should declare that Wickington Manor is the jewel of the Cotswolds.”
I first encountered the ghost of Lillian Bliss within the great hall. She was sitting upon the dais, her small fingers tracing the bands of her crinoline. A desperately pretty girl, with inquisitive blue eyes and a spill of auburn curls, and I should have thought her a girl like any other were it not for the fact that I could see the legs of my uncle’s dining table directly through her. I frowned, feeling not afraid. I was eight years of age at the time, and knew nothing of fear. I gathered my own skirts and stepped quickly toward her.
“I say, little girl…should you be here?” I queried.
“My dearest Abigail,” said she. “I live here, and ought you be calling me little, when you are only little yourself?”
I stopped and planted my hands on my hips, quite taken aback. She had thrice-surprised me, and with so few words. Firstly, with the affrontedness of her tone, to which I was not accustomed. Secondly, by saying that she lived at Wickington, when I knew that she did not. Thirdly, by speaking my name.
I was at a loss for words, a rare occasion, although a multitude of questions, all of them curt, chased through my mind. I narrowed my eyes to indicate displeasure, and saw the little girl smile. She had a wonderful face, such pale skin, and her eyes were like tiny drops of the sky. There must have been something amusing about my expression, because she began to laugh. A delicious, contagious sound, and I felt the tight bud of my mouth relax into a long smile. She clapped her hands. I could see the boards of the dais through her legs.
“You are an odd girl,” I said, and found myself laughing alongside her until there were precious tears in my eyes. Once the laughter had abated, I said, “Who are you? And how do you know my name?”
“I am Lillian Bliss,” she replied, plucking at her over-skirt and inclining her head, as though to curtsy. “I am the only child of Lord William Charles Bliss, Second Earl of Waterend, who preceded your uncle as proprietor of Wickington, and spent many happy years here.”
“The daughter of an Earl,” I interjected. “A Lady, then.”
“Indeed,” she affirmed. “The Lady Bliss, if you will.”
“And how do you know my name, Lady Bliss?” I enquired again.
Her smile touched me inside, like the flicker of a lamp. “I would ask that you call me Lily,” said she. “And I know much about you, dearest Abigail; I have watched you since your arrival, and have hoped that you could see me. I so desperately want a friend. Wickington can be awfully lonely, you know.”
“See you?” I said. “But of course I can see you.” I looked at her closely, aware that she was as transparent as a reflection upon glass. “You are an odd girl,” I said again. “Lady or not.”
“Would you be my friend, Abigail?” she asked sweetly. “I should say that you need one, too.”
“I have many friends,” I said.
“At Wickington?”
“I have not long been here,” I said. “But yes, Lily, I shall be your friend. We must be the same age, and I dare say you know this splendid house very well. I should like someone to show me its secrets.”
“Of course.” She pushed off the dais and stood before me, the crinoline lifting her skirts outward. I wondered why she would wear such a beautiful dress, seemingly without occasion. I, too, had many wonderful garments, but they were saved for going to town, or to church, or if my parents were entertaining. Lily must have noted my curiosity, because she curtsied again, and then twirled.
“Isn’t it the most delightful dress?” she said. I could see the lathes of the bay window though her body. Her skirts flowered. She twirled down the length of the hall, fairly dancing, fading in and out. For one long moment she disappeared completely, and all I could hear was her laughter. She reappeared at my side. Her cheeks were touched with tiny pink roses.
“We’ll have such fun,” she said. “Oh, Abigail, I’m so delighted you’re here.”
I nodded, once more at a loss for words. My inquisitive mind still simmered with questions, far too many to ask. Lily plucked up her skirts and started to twirl again. I smiled at her exuberance, and then followed.
 
There are a great many things for which I am grateful. To have lived a long and rewarding life, above all. To have shared in the love of the most remarkable man. To have mothered three healthy, brilliant children, and to have watched them become strong individuals, but with those particular likenesses that are unique to family. Also, as I have mentioned, to have my memories. So many wonderful flowers.
Apperception, and the capacity for lucid and educated thought, is doubtless the greatest blessing for one who enters the evening of life. I will sometimes sit in my room and hear the other residents talk to themselves or bemoan some imagined hardship. The function room is a place of varied sentiments, with plastic plants and a faux brick wall to affect rustic charm, and a wide window offering a view of the gardens. It is lovely to visit of a morning and watch the residents reading or playing some simple game. Conversely, there are moments that challenge the heart, watching these stricken, pitiful creatures sit alone, staring into some cruel space, and knowing that their minds are drifting in and out, like the ghost of Lillian Bliss as she twirled in the great hall.
It is, then, most upsetting when incident contradicts greater knowledge. I will on occasion receive letters that, although addressed to me, are clearly intended for some other person. People who claim to be my friends, of whom I have no recollection. Acquaintances of my darling husband, obviously frauds, who suggest that they worked with him at such-and-such a factory, or would share a tipple with him at this-and-that social club. Upsetting, because my husband was one of the most renowned surgeons in the land, and most certainly not wont to ‘share a tipple’ at any social club. He was a fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons of England, and would engage on a social basis with only his peers.
Last week (I can’t remember the day; it’s the little things that slip one’s mind) I was visited by an attractive, middle-aged woman who claimed to be my daughter.
“I do apologize,” I said, “if you think me rude, but I have no idea who you are.”
She had a kindly face. The tip of her nose was slightly off-centre, but this was the only imperfection. Her eyes were large and, yes, the same light brown colour as mine. She had very straight teeth. Very white. She nodded, and then smiled, and then pointed to the flowers she had brought with her and placed in a vase.
“Do you like them?” she asked. “Aren’t they beautiful?”
Lilies and carnations. Yellow and white. Healing colours. “Yes. I like them very much. And thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“Who are you exactly?”
“I’m Lesley. Your daughter.”
“Lesley? Where’s Mary?”
“Mary?” She frowned. A furrow appeared between her eyebrows. Another similarity. My head started to ache and I instinctively reached to touch the wall.
“This is all rather upsetting,” I said.
“I know. It’s fine,” she said. She sat with her hands in her lap, smiling at me, her fingers twisting nervously. I looked around the room, feeling somewhat discomforted. I found it difficult to look at her safe, yet expectant, expression. It was easier to look away.
“Everybody sends their love,” she remarked after a stretched and awkward silence. “James has been called up for National Service. Allie is in love…again. And wonderful news…Mark is going to university.”
“Mark?” It was my turn to frown. I imagined the same vertical furrow appearing between my eyebrows.
“Yes, Mum.” She looked at me deeply. “Your grandson.”
I glanced at the flowers. A breeze from the open window made their petals whisper, like conspiring ladies. “Which university?”
“Liverpool.”
I bristled. “My husband went to Cambridge.”
She pressed her lips together. Not quite a smile. “What was your husband’s name?”
I opened my mouth to reply, but all at once my mind, usually so sharp, stopped short of providing the information. But oh, I was most disquieted; this strange lady coming to my room with her flowers and straight, white teeth, regaling news of no import. It would upset anyone. I shook my head and felt warm tears leak from the corners of my eyes, and wiped them away with my trembling hands.
“I think you should leave,” I said.
These episodes are infrequent, which is the best that can be said about them. The letters. The Visitors. Perhaps some curio that I will come across in one of my boxes, of which I have no memory, obviously left behind by another resident. Blessedly infrequent. Much of my day will be spent with the flowers of my life. Recalling my husband’s elevating touch. Feeling the small hand of my son or daughter curl softly into mine. Listening to the up-and-down song from the aviary at Wickington Manor.
 
Three wonderful summers. Golden days. Endless, lazy hours watching the sun arc across the world. My friendship with Lillian Bliss was a thing to be cherished. How we laughed, the two of us, dashing through the gardens as the fat bumblebees droned and the butterflies impressed flower-shapes against the sky. We were inseparable. She would sit beside me at meal times, making faces as I played with my food (much to my uncle’s annoyance), and, at bed time, she would lie close and hold my hand, reciting vows of togetherness until we fell asleep.
She showed me Wickington’s secrets: trapdoors and hidden rooms, and a narrow walkway between the walls of my uncle’s drawing-room and library, where we would spy on him smoking his pipe, tapping the ashes onto the carpet and rubbing them in with his foot. Sometimes he would pick his nose or loose an explosive, trumpeting fart, at which point Lily and I would surrender to gales of laughter. My uncle would sit bolt-straight, startled, looking around for the source of the sound, and we would have to hurry away, scurrying between the walls like giggling, joyous mice.
There were other places around the grounds, perhaps not secret, but special to us. A silver river where we would stand to our knees, feel the cool water rush around us, and try to catch the trout as they flickered upstream. A sullen old oak with a hollowed trunk, into which you could crawl and climb upward, and poke your face from a hole amongst the boughs, like an owl. A clearing in the woods we called Foxglove Fields—a spray of purple flowers that swished and nodded, looking both grand and sad, and of all the marvelous places Lily showed me, this was my favourite. It was where she would wait for me, at the beginning of each summer, looking so pretty amongst such vibrant colour. And it was where, when their petals matured and fell, I knew that our time together was coming to an end.
“Oh, can you not come to Bledlow with me?” I would ask, fighting tears. Every time I would ask, and every time I would be fighting tears.
“This is home, my dear Abigail,” she always replied.
There was magic, too. I am certain of it. Lily knew things before they happened. She would tell me when to expect visitors, and how many. She told me that there would be a small fire in the kitchens, and that Cook would burn her hands quite badly. Sure enough, not two days later, it came to pass, exactly as she had said it would. And of course, she told me about my uncle’s illness, and that it would mean the end of our summers together.
She could stop the rain. I saw her do it. She could move clouds and make the sun shine.
One shimmering morning, walking hand in hand along the gravel paths of the parterre, we came upon a sparrow with a broken wing. The desperate creature hopped and fluttered. Its lame wing dragged along the ground. I gasped and scooped it into my open palms.
“Oh dear,” I said. “This poor little bird has a broken wing. It will surely die without our help.”
“Yes,” Lily said. She stroked the bird and it immediately stopped trembling. Its tiny black eyes blinked brightly. “Then we should heal him. Make him strong.”
“Oh, Lily, can we?”
Her beautiful smile assured me that we could.
Following Lily’s instruction, I fashioned a strip of bandage from some soft, dusty fabric I found in one of our secret rooms. With it I bound the sparrow, securing the broken wing, and wrapping it beneath the healthy one. I ‘borrowed’ an old, empty hatbox from my deceased aunt (Lily smiled again, this time assuring me that she would not mind in the least), lined it with the same dusty fabric, and popped several small holes into the lid. We placed the sparrow inside and decided to take him out to the aviary, where he could at least chatter to the other birds whilst he was healing.
For the next three days we delighted in digging up fresh worms and feeding them to our little friend. His beak would yawn wide and he would snap the worms down gratefully. We fed him water from leaves, curled into tiny troughs. His song became brighter, and at times Lily and I would sit on either side of the hatbox, listening to him talk to his friends.
“What do you think he’s saying?” I asked Lily, for she seemed to know so much.
“A bird will always communicate through song,” Lily explained. “They are such graceful creatures, and their lives are filled with melody. They sing at all times, rather like an opera. Isn’t that a wonderful way to live?”
“It is,” I agreed, looking at the sparrow as he hopped and chirped. “So, then, what do you think he is singing?”
“He is rejoicing,” Lily said. Her eyes reflected the aviary’s fantastic colours. “He is singing to his friends that he is feeling much better, and that he will be soon be ready to fly away.”
“Really? Oh, but I shall miss him.”
“All things fly away, Abigail.”
“I’ll not fly away,” I said.
But she nodded sadly. “You will,” she said.
The very next morning, we took the sparrow from the hatbox, and I carefully unravelled the bandage. I was not at all surprised that there were tears in my eyes. The sparrow sat for a moment in my palm. His dark eyes blinked, and he was silent, despite the fact that the other birds of the aviary were joyously, loudly, heralding the occasion. Perhaps the sparrow thought that, with silence, he could mimic our comparatively dull method of communication.
“Goodbye, little bird,” Lily whispered.
“Yes…goodbye,” I echoed, and in a flicker he was gone. A healthy, winged heartbeat in the sky. The tears rushed down my cheeks, and I remember thinking that we would see him again, or at least that I hoped we would…chirruping on our window-ledge, or flying in circles around us as we played in the garden. But we never did.
“Fly away,” Lily said, and then, to me, seeing my tears, “Think of him as a flower, dear Abigail, something strong and beautiful that you have planted within the garden of your life. We must every day endeavour to do such things, even if it seems a small thing—a kind word or gesture, perhaps. Every day, Abigail. Fill your garden with colour. Make it a grand and splendid thing, so that, in the end, you may turn and behold the most luxuriant meadow.”
There was magic indeed. There were times when I would awake in the night and see Lily floating by the window, glimmering beautifully, like a flame. I think that, for all the rain she stopped, and all the clouds she moved, that is how I most fondly remember her.
Her magic.
A light in the darkness.
 
It is called a care home, and there is care, I suppose. The staff will hold your elbow and walk you within the gardens. They will fluff your cushions. Talk with you. Recommend books. I look forward every Monday to having my hair washed and dried, and then we have lunch in the conservatory with rhubarb-whip for dessert (not a favourite amongst residents, which means I indulge in a second, and sometimes a third, helping). At four P.M. we gather around the transistor radio, tune to the Light Programme, and listen to Mrs. Dale’s Diary. Mondays are wonderful, but every day is pleasant. And that is really the best one can say about it. I am cared for, yes, but the people who care do it for money, not for love. The difference is staggering, and I believe even those with minds that are teetering on the edge feel it, too.
There are occasional outings. A trip to the theatre, or, if weather permits, a train ride to the Dorset coast. Yellows sands and laughing children will always heighten one’s spirits. Seaside rock may be out of the question, but it is a rare pleasure to sit and listen to the waves, or watch the children cluster around the Punch and Judy tent (much like we cluster around the transistor radio) whilst plucking winkles from a cocktail stick.
We will, very occasionally, be treated to individual trips. Nothing extravagant. An hour at the library, perhaps, or we’ll take some stale crusts to the park and feed the ducks. I am often content with that, but the last time (or maybe it was the time before?), I asked my care worker, a quite lovely young lady named Geraldine, or perhaps Jennifer, if she would take me to Wickington Manor.
“I used to summer there,” I explained. “I should love to see it again.”
“Do you know where it is?” she asked.
“But of course.”
We travelled in Geraldine’s (yes, I am certain that is her name, but if it isn’t, no matter) automobile. A disconcerting contraption, loud and jarring, and I should like to have closed my eyes were I not offering direction. Geraldine said very little. She steered her precarious automobile through narrow, unlikely roadways, no wider than the bridleways we used to ride upon around Bledlow. The country hadn’t changed at all, and as we trundled into the Cotswolds I saw things that were at once familiar. The Church of St. Peter and St. Paul in Northleach, where my uncle would take me to service every Sunday morning. The pale ruins of Hailes Abbey, jutting like old teeth from the ground. Cleeve Hill, rising powerfully above the green landscape, its summit masked in whorls of low cloud. Unfortunately, familiarity and I were soon to part ways. I had Geraldine slow her automobile as we neared Wickington’s handsome acreage, expecting to glimpse its west façade through the infantry of bordering trees.
“Are we close?” asked Geraldine.
“This is it,” I uttered, but something was awry. Where once I could see the house, now there was nothing. I looked desperately at Geraldine, who only frowned. We rounded a bend and emerged from the blanket of trees. A clear view of the grounds confirmed my fears. Wickington Manor—three floors of beatific Tudor craftsmanship—had been razed to the ground, and in its place stood unsightly ranks of terraced housing.
I pressed a hand to my lips, but could not suppress the emotion. A powerful sob escaped me. “Oh,” I said, over and over. I gathered a handkerchief from my sleeve and dabbed at my tears.
The front gates—red brick and baroque ironwork—were also gone. The entranceway, once lined with wild lavender, was now an ugly grey string of road. Geraldine turned the wheel and we juddered onto it, her automobile puffing and rattling. My poor heart dropped a little deeper with every second.
“Which one?” Geraldine enquired as we approached the nearest terrace.
I blinked. “I’m sorry?”
She pointed at the houses, as though I had not seen them. “Which house did you used to spend your summers in?”
I shook my head and more tears cascaded onto my cheeks, far too many to catch in a handkerchief. “Oh, my dear girl,” I said. “You do not understand.”
She stopped the car. It made a disagreeable grunting sound and bounced on its springs. “What’s the matter, Abigail?”
I looked out the window. “It’s gone,” I said, and repeated it, but in a whisper.
“What’s gone?” she asked. “The house?”
I nodded. “Wickington Manor. The gardens. The aviary. A place of laughter and happiness and magic and so many wonderful memories. And now it’s gone, my dear, pulled to the ground and replaced with these…these ghastly little houses. It’s so terribly sad.”
“A manor house?” Geraldine asked. “And you used to come here as a child?”
I nodded. My wet handkerchief left thick trails on my face.
“And you’re sure we’re in the right place?”
“Of course.”
“But, Abigail…these terraces must be a hundred years old.”
“No,” I said. A worthless word, like a diminutive object falling into a vast space. As if I could make it bigger, more important, I said it again. “No…no.”
We drove around the houses, but I could barely look at them. Their ugly brickwork. Their bland, square gardens. My tear-flashed eyes tracked to the south, where my uncle’s land had given way to the woods. Our hollowed oak used to be there, and the silver river where we used to try to catch trout with our bare hands. And, of course, Foxglove Fields, our spray of wild purple, our favourite place. All gone now. Removed from the world. Even the air was different, and after my heart had dropped as low as it could go, I inclined my head and looked at the sky through the small window. Overcast. Textures of grey and white. An unimaginative sky. I wished that Lily were with me—that she would move the heavy curtain of cloud and present that eternal, polished blue. I wanted to feel the sun warm my skin. I wanted to shield my eyes as it flared across the windscreen.
Everything I had known was gone.
But even so, as we bumped along the narrow lanes between terraces, I achieved a sense of place. I could feel it deep inside. A knowledge that I had been there before. A young girl with the sun in her hair. We drove amongst the places where I played, skipping hand-in-hand with Lily. We idled, for a moment, where the aviary had been. And I heard the birdsong. Peaceful, exotic conversation. Not heard with my ears, but with my heart. We passed through the ghost of the manor itself…through my uncle’s drawing-room, where I could smell traces of his ever-burning pipe…through the kitchens and the parlour and, of course, the great hall, where I first saw Lillian Bliss, and where I sensed her ghost twirling still, fading in and out.
“I’m coming, Lily,” I said.
Geraldine slowed her automobile and looked at me. “Did you say something, Abigail?”
I shook my head. The emotion exhausted my body. I felt suddenly very tired.
“Let’s get you home,” she said.
We came to the end of a terrace and I caught movement from the corner of my eye. I turned to see a sparrow circle spritely in the sky before landing on a gatepost. It chirruped and hopped. Its bright little eyes seemed fixed on mine. For all my used emotion, my heart jumped still. I gasped and pressed my handkerchief to my lips. As Geraldine began to pull away, I looked at the front of the gate on which the sparrow perched. The name of the house was painted on a decorated plate.
“Stop,” I said.
The brakes whined. The engine clattered. “What is it?”
“There.” I pointed at the gate. “The name of that house.”
Geraldine looked and read the nameplate.
“Foxgloves,” she said, and I smiled.
 
The petals had lost their intense colour. Some were still purple, but most were pink or white or a dull, washed blue. They seemed sadder than ever, and would flake away from the stem with the merest breeze.
It was the end of summer, and the ghost of Lillian Bliss stood amongst the foxgloves. She smiled. Her auburn hair caught the sun like a mirror.
“It’s time to go home,” I said. I tried to be brave but could feel the tears welling behind my eyes. They would come. I would cry all the way home. I always did.
“Yes,” she said. “Time to fly away.”
“I shall miss you, Lady Bliss.”
She nodded, still smiling, held out her hands, and I took them. Not cold, as you might expect. Touching Lily was like…it was like touching a memory. Something you felt, and experienced. Something real. The birds, in the aviary, were in heartfelt voice. The rousing finale of their opera. Insects ticked and flicked amongst the long grass and flower stems. I held Lily’s hands. She was always smiling.
Three weeks had passed since we healed our sparrow and watched him fly away. Something Lily had said at the time recurred to me.
“You said that all things fly away.” The first of many tears moved down my face. I imagined them grabbing the sunlight, like Lily’s hair. “You said that I would, too, but as though I would never come back. As though I would fly away forever.”
“Yes,” she said. She squeezed my hands.
“Oh, Lily, but you know I’ll be back next year.”
She never looked away from me. She never stopped smiling. “Not next year, dear Abigail. Nor the year after. I’m afraid that we’ll not see each other for a great many years.”
“No,” I said. She was wrong, I was sure of it. “Why would you say that, Lily?”
“It will all change,” she started. “You are growing into a fine young lady, Abigail. So full of promise, and beautiful things are waiting for you.”
I shook my head. The coals of my emotion burned brightly. I imagined my tears like fire, spilling from the furnace of my soul. Lily was my friend. Without her…nothing. I would be a girl like any other. She was my purpose under heaven. My light in the darkness.
“Don’t say that.” My words felt as fragile as…a broken wing. They dragged along the ground, needing to be healed.
“Your uncle will become ill, my dear,” she continued, and I noticed her lips twitching. Still a smile, albeit sad. “His convalescence will be long and demanding, and throughout that time you will grow and change. And yes, I’ll still be in your mind. I’ll always be there. But you will be in a different light: a strong, assured woman, and your life will not allow for the frivolities of youth. You will have moved on. But one day, dear Abigail, you will return, and I’ll be here. I’ll be waiting.”
I shook my head again, but knew that she was right. Lily would be a little girl forever, whereas I was growing older. Would I stop believing in her? Would I be able to see her, even? How strange, a woman in the bloom of her life with children of her own, talking to pretty little ghosts, standing hand-in-hand amongst the foxgloves.
Of course it would change.
My tears burned and fell. My breast hitched. Short, hard sobs were snatched from my lungs. I squeezed her hands tighter, feeling the impulse to pull her light body into mine and take her away forever.
The birds voiced their upset. Spiralling loops of song. The riffle of their wings as they burst from perch to perch. Beneath them, barely audible, I could hear my uncle calling my name.
“Time to go,” Lily said.
Again I shook my head, wanting so desperately to deny it. I think, at that moment, I could have stayed there forever, never moving, growing old as the foxgloves cycled through the seasons, looking always upon Lily’s infinite smile. Instead I scooped her into my arms and pulled her to my breast. My tears fell on her hair, as bright as the sunshine.
“I shall miss you, Lady Bliss,” I said again.
She kissed me tenderly and said, “I’ll be waiting.”
It was a hard walk from Foxglove Fields. Only twenty-or-so steps, but each one was heavy, as though the atmosphere were suddenly filled with damp, invisible drapes. I stopped at the perimeter and turned back. Lily waved. I could see the trees through her small body. The foxgloves through her legs. There were tears trickling down her cheeks, but she was still smiling.
“Fly away,” she said, and I did, and I haven’t seen her since.
 
I touch the walls. They are real. I am here. My window looks out on the gardens, beautiful in the summer, but now, on the cusp of winter, everything is brown and grey. I sit in my chair and remember the flowers I have planted. My own personal garden, amazing with colour.
Lily was right, of course. My uncle suffered a long illness, and I never returned to Wickington, although it—and Lily—remained always in my thoughts. I swore to return as soon as I was able, but by then I was occupied with planting flowers, surrounding myself with colour. I grew into a strong woman. Life happened, and it was dazzling.
Now, life is unhappening. This seems a vulgar way to put it, but a more accurate phrase is quite beyond me. I can feel the ends coming loose and the seams weakening. It will soon be undone, and I will be there, turning in my meadow, a place of happiness and colour, without walls. No matter how far I reach, the walls will be gone.
Sparrows chasing through the polished sky. The silver river chattering over small stones. The aviary alive with opera. Wickington Manor looking handsome and regal in the distance.
Foxglove Fields.
My precious friend, with her boundless energy, her hands held out to me, so like the little girl I used to be. And I will go to her, and hold her hands, and that’s where I’ll stay.
The petals will be full and purple, and they will never fall.
“Welcome to your garden,” she will say.
Our smiles will be eternal.
She is my light in the darkness.
Her name is Lady Bliss.



CHRYSALIS
 
DIECE
 
Imagine the world as a diseased heart. A pale shape hanging in the substance of time, tumbling on its axis: a distorted sphere, like a swollen eye. The grey flesh of the ocean rages, unimaginable depths swirling with muscular movement. Contaminated waves break against the earth’s skeleton, delivering scores of the dead. The forests are broken toys. They lie in pieces, slick with rainfall. There is no breath and no colour, only reflection.
The cities are confetti—fragments of black tissue scattered by the winds. Nothing is recognizable. It has all been reduced to the point where it ceases to be. Brick, concrete, and glass…all dust, sculpted into star dunes by æolian hands. The steel framework of once-impressive towers hangs like apologies, making awkward shapes against the bruised sky. They might be letters or symbols: the world’s final script, to be deciphered in a billion years, like constellations.
The air is crystallized. You can swing your fists and shatter molecules of carbon dioxide and oxygen. It never stops raining. The sun is a myth. Mankind—what precious amount remains—has scrambled to the mountains, where it clings to existence with bleeding hands. The rock face is tattooed with pain, but there is, at least, some green: beech trees preserved in ice. The dilated pupil of a paralyzed world.
 
NOVE
 
The child died at Memorare—known in the foreworld as dusk: that time when God dialled the earth into darkness. Without the sun, there were no hours or minutes, only shades of grey named after the prayers recited during that time.
Angelo cradled the small body and walked through the Passage: a room stretched like the backbone of some ancient creature, with a cot in every vertebra, in which the children slept and prayed, growing little, breathing hard, before transition. Will I see God’s Hands? They would often ask, and Angelo would smile. God’s Hands and God’s Light. Most would pass peacefully. Angelo sometimes believed he could see the sun in their eyes.
This child…ageless and nameless, little more than a feather. Angelo wondered if he could cast the body from the mountain and watch it sway on frigid thermals, to spiral to the brittle air thousands of feet below. Several children watched as he passed, whispering respects. It was like walking between sentences; words on either side, creating image. One girl was kneeling at the end of her cot: Farfalla (unusual for any child to have a name; her beauty insisted). Her eyes were amazing circles, drawn by some careful hand. Her voice was as soft as her skin.
“Dies iræ, dies illa, solvet sæclum in favilla …”
Angelo passed through the Passage, taking with him glimpses of prayer, gathering them like flowers. He stepped outside, where the world was hurting. Pizzo di Sevo loomed, the earth’s shoulder, bearing weight. It was once described with verdant colour, punctuated with anemone. Now it was a scene of cramped dwellings, where survivors, wrapped in alpaca wools, harvested nutrients from the ether. Their numbers were diminishing. Few children were born healthy. The Passage was always full.
“And you will see God’s Hands,” Angelo said, speaking not to the body in his arms, but to the world stretched before him. He shuffled amongst the dwellings and came upon the Light, wherein he made the Sign of the Cross, and cast the sleeping child to the pyre.
 
OTTO
 
Farfalla stirred as Angelo passed her cot. She sat up and wiped her eyes. Angelo could see that she had been weeping.
“Oh, Cugino,” she said. “I feel so sad for that boy.”
“But, Farfalla, he is with God now. He is playing in the sun.”
“No,” Farfalla said. She lay down on her cot and wiped her eyes again. “I saw him in your arms. He hadn’t grown his wings.”
 
SETTE
My name is Angelo di Serafino, and I am the Shepherd of Souls. See the city through my eyes: a shanty in the mountains; a geometry of survival. Ugly. Warped by rain and rust. Home to thousands. We call it Il Margine della Salvezza. The Edge of Salvation.
It is a breeding ground for angels. The adult-dead are carried several kilometres northwest and thrown into the Cold Valley. The trek is worn by the shape of feet; the Cold Valley is swollen. The rain falls onto the bodies. They rot and shift. Sometimes the Valley seems to move, like a restless leg, or a drip of paint. The living—when they are not praying or copulating—face the burden of survival. We have spring water; we farm alpacas for wool, milk, and meat. We exist…barely.
The sick children are brought to me. The Passage provides warmth and prayer. I walk amongst the myriad cots, stroking their faces, easing their pain. I take them, when they pass, to the Light: Il Crematorio. My name, in English, means The Angel of Fire.
My poor heart will not allow attachment to the children. Better I throw myself from the mountain. I rarely give them names, and never tell them mine. They call me Cugino, which means cousin. It is as close as I can get.
Oh, Farfalla…the only one to touch my soul. Why do I think of you when I never think of the others? Is it the shape of your eyes, or the way your hair falls in dark twists to your shoulders? Is it the tenderness in your every word, for one so young, and who has known only pain? Is it your boundless innocence? I saw him in your arms. He hadn’t grown his wings. Do you think, Farfalla, that we become butterflies when we pass, and flutter with splendid colour into God’s Light?
I am a strong man. I have to be. But I fear that when Farfalla passes my brittle heart will weep forever.
 
SEI
 
“Cugino, what happened to the world?”
She had finished her prayers, looked up, and noticed Angelo staring at her. He hesitated, and then came to her. Farfalla held out her hand and smiled. Her skin glowed in the candlelight. He could see tiny crescent-shaped impressions in the backs of her hands, made by her fingernails while praying.
Angelo took her hand, so warm and small. He curled his fingers around it and her eyes opened to him, like some flower of the foreworld turning to the sun. She had smiled and asked her question.
“The world?” Angelo said. He could feel the life in her fingers. It was like holding a promise, something real and agitated, and that might be lost forever if you were fool enough to let go. “Neglect weakened the world; greed crippled it; war destroyed it. Well…I say destroy, but the world is still here, and always will be. But all life is transient, and mankind, I fear, has had its moment. Our achievements have been submerged by the oceans, or blown to dust. God made us in His image, and now He has called upon us to walk beside Him.”
“Or fly beside Him,” Farfalla said. She brushed strands of hair from her pale brow. “You are so old, Cugino, and so wise.”
“Old?” Angelo said. He nodded. “Yes, I am—one of the oldest on the mountain. If there were a sun I could tell you my age. I think, in the foreworld, I would be close to twenty-three years old.”
Farfalla only looked at him; the number meant nothing to her.
“Never mind,” Angelo said. “You are tired. You should be sleeping.”
Farfalla lay back on her cot. Angelo let go of her hand and pulled the sheet up to her chin. She smiled at him. “There is a sun, Cugino. It is above the clouds. One day you will grow your wings and see it.”
“Yes, Farfalla. One day.” And Angelo did something he had never done before. He kissed the child, feeling everything in his heart let go, and then hurried away before she could see the tears in his eyes.
 
CINQUE
 
Imagine the world as a painting: some abstract class of art, created only in shades of black and grey. Imagine, now, a single drop of paint falling from the Artist’s brush. And in this drop there are a thousand colours: gems and petals and rainbows; the feathers of some exotic bird; the colour of your lover’s eyes; a reef in paradise. See it fall, this wonder, and splash upon the bleak canvas.
Now look at the whole and tell me…to what is the eye drawn?
 
QUATTRO
 
“Padre Nostro, che sei nei cielli …”
Angelo di Serafino sat outside the Passage, praying loud enough to envelop the sounds of the mountain. His hands trembled. His wet eyes regarded the wastes before him, where once, before he was born, Lago di Scandarello had glimmered in incomprehensible sunlight. Now there were blasts of rock and ice, like the surface of some other planet.
His heart felt as heavy as the mountain on which he sat. Every day was hard, but today…it was too much; he had no more prayers. The pathway to the Cold Valley was a river of the dead, washed along in the arms of loved ones. Even now, if he turned around, he would see them, a long, mourning snake of people, lining up to throw their deceased into the mass grave. Angelo felt that—whatever God’s design—it was happening. The world would remain; maybe an uninhabitable globe of ice spinning between Venus and Mars, but it would remain. The time of man was passing, however, and the mountain cried in agreement.
There were empty cots in the Passage. Angelo had never known a cot be empty for more than a few moments; there was always another sick child waiting to be brought in. But today had been particularly hard. Three children had been brought to him. Beautiful, but pale, breathing their last. Only three…yet he had carried thirty-six to the Light. So many empty cots. It was happening.
“… Ma liberaci dal male …”
Worst of all, Farfalla was fading.
“Amen.”
Angelo stood. The tears were frozen to his face, giving them a permanence that seemed appropriate. He breathed precious air and looked at all he had known, this drab landscape, without a bird in the sky, where smiles were as seldom as colour. He often imagined that some rare inch of the earth had remained unspoiled. A place of unspeakable beauty—beyond pain and war—where the trees grew tall and bloomed in a thousand shades of green; where gardens reached to sun-kissed horizons in fabulous blankets; where the sounds were not sonorous and mournful, but high-pitched and delightful. Sounds of life and happiness. Such fantasy did not seem so far-fetched; he was breathing, after all. Was it really so difficult to believe that there were trees in some proud corner of the earth?
I’m thinking of Heaven, Angelo thought. He looked at the sky: endless acres of cloud from which the rain kept falling. He threw out his arms—a gesture of surrender, or sacrifice—and cried out. Everything stopped, for one heartbeat, no sound or movement. Angelo sensed Il Margine della Salvezza regard him with aching eyes. Even the rain stopped falling.
And in that moment his eye was drawn to the miracle: a splash of colour that ripped the air from his lungs. Angelo’s soul reached for it, leaving him shell-like, standing at the edge of the mountain, as hollow and fragile as a vase. The sound and movement returned to the world. The icy rain splashed into his face. The mountain mourned. It was all the same, except for the miracle.
A butterfly, carried on the winds, unaffected by the rain, painted in colours he had never seen before, and had no name for. It fluttered toward him, its movement like a trick of the eye. He inhaled a broken breath. His heart fractured. The tears in his eyes turned the butterfly into a prism. It moved like a candle’s flame.
It’s happening, was all he could think, except it was a feeling. Like fear or excitement, or the sense that someone is watching you. He extended his hand and the butterfly alighted on his forefinger. The breath rushed from him again. His soul flickered in fabulous colour: a mimic. It’s happening. Like a wave breaking, or sunlight bursting through cloud.
Angelo looked at the tiny creature on his finger, blinking tears from his eyes. He could feel the vibration of its abdomen, and its wings—folded, infinitesimal scales bleeding brightness he didn’t think existed. It was real. He could feel it. Not a hallucination or some residue of his prayer. It was real. The world was turning.
“Why are you here?” Angelo said, and the butterfly was gone, fluttering from his finger, trailing its brilliance into the wind and rain until it was out of sight. Angelo fell to his knees. His soul drew into his body, as small as a fist. He lowered his head, about to pray, to ask God why He had sent this sign, when suddenly he knew. Any trace of elation was stripped from him. He staggered to his feet and looked at the Passage.
The memory of the butterfly whispered in his mind.
“Farfalla,” he said.
 
TRE
 
She was pale, even in the candlelight. Her small body trembled, pressed into the sheet, frail and fading. Angelo rushed to her side and took her hand. She looked at him and tried to smile.
“Oh, Cugino…you’re here.”
“Of course.” The tears were already spilling from his eyes. Too many to hide. “I’m here, Farfalla. By your side.”
She nodded. Her precious mouth was a brave shape, turned up at the edges, while her eyes—the deepest brown he had ever known—fell onto his soul like stones. He brushed the hair from her brow. She clutched his finger. He could feel her fingernails impressing on his skin, and remembered the crescents she had made on the backs of her own hands while praying. A tear rolled from his cheek and splashed on her pillow, shaped like a hand, or a star.
“I’m with you,” he said.
“It’s happening,” she said, and he thought of the butterfly, its scales touched with flashes of colour that were foreign to him, and that feeling—sun bursting through cloud. Angelo shook his head and lifted her into his arms, as if refusing God’s Hand. He could feel her heartbeat in her legs…her arms. He didn’t want to let go.
Don’t leave me, he thought, except he whispered it, and she heard.
“Oh, Cugino,” she said.
He staggered into the middle of the Passage. The other children were kneeling at the ends of their cots, all praying, their heads low. The sound was like the wind when it finds some crevasse in the ice, and sings. Not words, but a susurration, indistinguishable, yet meaningful. Angelo stroked Farfalla’s hair. She shuddered in his arms, still clutching his finger.
His tears fell, catching candlelight. The only brightness in the room. Farfalla opened her mouth and the slightest sound came out. She was trying to speak. Angelo leaned closer. She let go of his finger and touched his face.
“Cugino …” She faded. Her eyes closed and Angelo’s heart dropped in his chest, like a weak man falling to his knees.
“No …” He rocked her in his arms. “Stay with me, Farfalla.”
Her fingers trailed down his cheek. “Take me …” She opened her eyes and looked at him. “Take me outside, Cugino. Let me see the mountain.”
“It’s so cold outside.”
She smiled. Always beautiful. It was no small wonder that God was reaching for her. “Please,” she said.
Angelo nodded. He would give her anything. He started down the Passage, a walk he had made a thousand times. “My Farfalla,” he kept whispering, over and over, stroking her hair. Her hand, on his face, felt as light as the butterfly on his finger. The children’s prayers followed him. He could already hear the mountain crying.
 
DUE
 
Blistering wind and rain. Angelo fell to his knees with the child in his arms. Her eyes were still bright and her blouse was wet with his tears.
It’s happening.
Farfalla leaned close to him. She kissed his damp face.
“Don’t cry, Cugino,” she said.
 
UNO
 
My name is Angelo di Serafino. If your heart is not ready, I will tell you that Farfalla died in my arms, a wilted mountain flower, and that I cast her small body to the Light. I will tell you that I dried my eyes and prayed. Pie Jesu Domine, dona eis requiem. Amen.
But if your heart is ready …
 
FARFALLA
 
I set her down and she stood for a moment, looking from the mountain to the valley, and then to the clouds. Her beauty was underscored by this beaten backdrop. Her hair blew about her face, heavy with rain. I could see her skin pressing through the wet blouse in shiny patches. She must have been so cold, but did not show it. She showed no emotion, in fact. I wanted to reach for her, but held back. She was not mine to keep.
Grow your wings, Farfalla, I thought, and let her go. My heart twisted. It writhed. I halved as a man, but doubled in soul. I have never seen the sun, but know how it would feel.
Farfalla looked at me for the last time. Her smile was that place I have always imagined—that untouched chip of the world, splendid with trees, sprayed with flowers. She lowered her head and fell backward, into the winds and off the mountain.
Oh, Cugino, I feel so sad for that boy.


I watched her fall.
But, Farfalla, he is with God now. He is playing in the sun.


I watched her fall.
No, I saw him in your arms. He hadn’t grown his wings.


I watched her fall.
Where is your heart now? Press your hand to your breast and feel the life pound through your body. A thousand miracles in every beat. Feel it, and believe that I saw one more miracle: the wings unfold from Farfalla’s body. They ripped through her blouse and opened in broad, swaying curtains. She was held aloft, and then rolled her shoulders. Her wings—they were silver and gold, the colour of light—moved with immeasurable grace, lifting her into the ruined sky. Within a moment she was level with the mountain, and then she was above me, looking at the heavens with her ebony hair streaming and her wings turning the air.
I held my heart. I dropped to my knees. Her light blinded me.
The wind howled and the mountain creaked. Farfalla worked her wings and ascended, from my arms to the heavens, I am the Shepherd of Souls. The clouds appeared to rift as she got higher, and before long she was obscured. I called her name, both arms held out, a desperate servant at the edge of a collapsed world. I could still feel her touch on my face. I looked at my finger—the one on which the butterfly had alighted—and could see the tiny arcs made by her fingernails. One last look at the sky: the ghost of Farfalla, her wings moving like dance.
I watched her fall, and I watched her rise.
One more miracle.
This is God’s Design, His twist of evolution. Some would call me a dreamer (those whose hearts have long stopped beating), but I tell you now that our world is given to wonder. We exist in order to move on. This is the pupa of catastrophe.
Farfalla…her smile like a garden.
My name is Angelo di Serafino, and I have seen the New World. I have seen God’s Wings.



ALICE BLEEDING
 
Crimson desert, the sunburned skin of the world. Gasping fissures had opened the land, rippling to the horizon in crude designs, like a child’s drawing of lightning. Remnants of the machine were scattered in the dust—debris from a world that was made; man’s invention shattered in the blink of an eye.
A shadow, shaped like open arms. The wedge-tailed eagle swooped and cried. Its heavy wings made a sound like wind catching a sail. It dropped into a fissure and ascended moments later, carrying in its talons the eviscerated husk of something once-human. Burned naked. Arms and legs hanging. A sexless thing. The raptor powered its wings and carried its prize with ease. Its shadow was shaped differently now.
 
His skin was as dark as the great rends in the land. His place here, on this burned island, was as deep. He was walking stratum. His body was new but his blood was old, like an ocean. His people stood behind him. Some carried weapons. Others carried rocks. Their palms were as yellow as their teeth. They cast their own shadows: faceless images of themselves. Their bodies were coloured with earth pigments and dust from the crater.
He made a series of soft sounds in his throat. Laterals and codas and back vowels. They translated as: “The land becomes ours.”
The man beside him had an older body and a wiser brain. His eyes flashed like the ruins on the desert floor.
“What is this?” he asked.
“Insurrection,” the young man replied. “The rising.”
“Through violence?”
“Through necessity.”
“You were always a reckless child.”
“Is the sky reckless? She pounded her fist. She began this.” The young man held out his arms. “We will finish it.”
“We are not a violent people. Only the foolish will follow you.”
“But we are proud. Only the spiritless will stay behind.”
 
Yulara was crippled. Four hundred kilometres southwest of the impact zone, but the shock had rippled through the streets, twisting structures on their foundations as if they had been built on swivels. Aftershocks had advanced the damage, uprooting trees and toppling buildings. The Lasseter Highway jerked a broken route through the red earth. The Ayer’s Rock Resort—buildings as identical as teeth—had been reduced to rubble. Glaring yellow fascias were stained by the dust.
In the semi-desert west of Yulara, across the ruptured highway, the letters SOS had been spelled with the detritus of aftermath: furniture and timbers, siding and appliances, carpets and vehicles, towels and bedding, tiles and panels. The letters were forty feet long—the industry of the remaining townspeople, those too foolhardy or stubborn to evacuate. They pillaged the ruin for any morsel of hope. They dragged their findings across the highway and anchored them to saviour. SOS. A shimmering hand reaching for help. A huge fire burned day and night some distance from the letters, fuelled by broken trees and skeletal, ragged puffs of spinifex. Smoke spiralled into a blank sky. At night, the fire raged in the vast nothingness like an infant’s heart.
Thirty-three remained. Their hope was as fractured as their town. Eighteen men. Twelve women. Three children, including a four-month-old baby. They staggered through handicapped streets. They had no system. No government. They ravaged and they huddled. They prayed to survive.
“He’s taking,” she said, and managed a smile. Her name was Sally Ellis, although she had come to believe that names were as unimportant as everything else in this new world. Even survival seemed like vapour, most of the time. In her previous life (before the asteroid) she had been Sally Ellis, but with a smile that could shame rainbows, and a soul that orbited the lives of others, throwing light like the moon. She used to paint portraits and write poetry. She used to play the violin and teach contemporary dance. She used to be a sister and a daughter…and a mother, which was the one thing the asteroid could not change. It had destroyed her home and subdued her soul, but she was a mother, and always would be.
His name was Caleb Miles Ellis. Four months old. His father’s eyes and his mother’s lips. Beautiful, to the point of awe. Beautiful, like the sky after rain.
“He’s a fighter,” Sally said, watching her son draw from her breast. His pale cheeks pulsed. His pure-crystal mind knew nothing of pain, and nothing of the asteroid. He didn’t know the world…didn’t know it was broken.
Luke came to her, crouched by her side, and pressed his blistered hand to her face. He was Caleb’s father, and her husband, even though she had slipped the wedding band from her finger and tossed it into one of the yawning fissures in the desert. Divorce for the modern world, she had called it.
Sally had wanted to evacuate. Luke had insisted they stay.
Do you trust me? The universe had been locked in his eyes. His body had been strong and his mind endless. Yes, she had trusted him, and they had watched together as the plane had taken off, flying the last of the evacuees to Perth—two thousand kilometres from the calculated point of impact, and considered one of the country’s safe zones.
Her trust in Luke had been crippled with the town. They had wept in the streets as the walls were twisted. They had hastened to the open flats of the Tanami and huddled, Caleb between them, a shared heartbeat, as the ground roared. One thousand sounds of chaos. Images of loss. She held her son and prayed through the dust and tears, and as her town was sent to ruin, her heart drifted from the man who had determined they would stay. She felt his tears on her face. His voice was ragged with apology. Sally held him and hated him. The continent shuddered. The desert was eggshell.
In the distance…the Rock held steady. Ayer’s Rock. Those who knew it called it Uluru, a chip of sandstone formed when the earth was a baby, like Caleb, unknowing and unhurt. The ground bellowed under the force of impact. The trees whipped their furious arms and the town cowered. But Uluru held. It was like a single giant rivet keeping the world intact, and Sally looked at it through the swirling flowers of dust, trying to take inspiration from it, like the Aboriginal peoples to whom the Rock was sacred. We are the Rock, she thought as she held her family. It shimmered: a brilliant, orange blister seen through the dust. It seemed as large as the sky. It was powerful and unbreakable. It was her. A part of her.
We are the Rock.
Luke’s hand fell from her face. He tried to kiss her.
“Don’t,” she said.
He sighed, and then touched Caleb’s ear. “We’ll get out of here. I promise.”
“When?”
His lips moved slowly, forming the edges of a lie or a wish. It was hard to tell. He couldn’t look at her. In the end he shook his head, got to his feet, and resumed chopping wood for the fire. His upper body was tattooed by the sun. Strips of grime were clustered in the seams between his muscles.
“Your promises are worthless,” Sally said. “I don’t trust you anymore.”
Luke said nothing. He worked the axe with angry power. Splinters sprayed the front of his jeans. Before long he had stripped the fallen tree to manageable lengths and dragged them to the fire. March flies crawled through the sweat on his back. He used the brim of his hat to flap them away, and then started to toss the wood into the flames. Sparks danced, and then died: minuscule models of the world. Signals of grey smoke spiralled into the sky.
Caleb stopped feeding. Sally tucked away her breast and wiped his mouth with the side of her thumb. She got to her feet and started to rub his back. It was no wider than her palm.
Luke threw the last length of wood into the fire. He wiped his face with his bare forearm and started on the next fallen tree. His muscles pounced with every stroke of the axe, and the March flies lifted from his back in a haze.
“Owen Tully says we’re running short on food,” Sally said. “He reckons we might have enough for two weeks, but we’ll have to shorten our rations.”
“They’ll come for us before then,” Luke said. He stopped working and turned to her. His eyes were hidden in the shadow cast by the brim of his hat. “They’ll take us away while they rebuild, then we’ll be back and things will be just like they used to be.”
Sally felt the anger move inside her, filled with muscle, shaped like her husband’s shoulders. “They already came for us,” she said. “But you didn’t want to leave. And now here we are…in the middle of the Great Forgotten.”
His lips moved, but his heart could make no sound. He turned around and threw his emotion into his work. The cracked desert floor rumbled every time the axe’s blade thudded home.
“No one is coming for us,” Sally said. Her voice was dry but her eyes were wet. She could feel the vibration of her son’s heart through her palm. “Alice is gone, and we’re twelve hundred kilometres from the nearest big town. We’re twelve hundred kilometres from anyone who cares.”
She walked away from him—couldn’t bear to look at him. Caleb made small sounds of contentment, because he didn’t know any better. Sally covered him with her shawl to protect him from the sun. The contours of his tiny face showing through the thin material made her want to cry. He moved against her, the way he had moved when he had been inside her: with fractional adjustments that seemed both powerful and precious.
She walked past the piles of debris spelling SOS. A broken mirror signalled to her, kept intact by its frame. She shuffled towards it and saw her ghost. She was as thin as a petal. Her hair, usually long and honey-blond, was dirty-brown and twisted. Her eyes were lost in the hollows of her face. Her mouth was a broken line. She had been beautiful once, she remembered. Sun-faced, with an endless heart. But beauty was a relic, just like the houses with their air conditioning and plasma TVs. Just like the mobile phones and laptop computers that she often stumbled across, half-buried in the dirt. Beauty, like luxury, had been fossilized.
The world had flipped; they were Neanderthal again. 
Sally looked from the great empty desert to the great empty sky. Her tears were as bright as the broken mirror. They rolled down her face in fragments.
Music drifted from the streets—someone playing a didgeridoo. It sounded like a giant, confused fly banging against a window. To the south, Uluru wavered in a heat haze, but it was solid.
We are the Rock.
Sally kissed the shape of her son’s face through the shawl.
 
They came across the desert in incredible numbers: a single tribe, united by purpose. The slowest (the aged, the injured) fell behind and were discarded; there was no tolerance for weakness. Even so, the army swelled as it progressed from the impact zone. The yellows and oranges of earth pigment were livid on their skin, and the Mantra of revolution was voiced in innumerable tribal tongues: a mosaic of confused sound, but which all meant the same thing:
The land becomes ours.
They moved to the horizon: a storm of bodies. They made thunder. And in the distance, a bruised speck in the saffron light…Uluru.
 
Impact occurred at 11.47 A.M., September 18, 2010. Asteroid 2010 FN slammed into the heart of Australia at a striking velocity of sixteen kilometres per second. It caused devastation the equivalent of a fourteen megaton blast. Everything within a twenty kilometre radius was vaporized, including the town of Alice Springs.
There had been a massive evacuation effort. Ninety-eight percent of the town’s population was flown to Canberra or Perth. The remaining two percent (six hundred and twelve people) elected to stay, trusting to a theory that 2010 FN would break apart upon entering the earth’s atmosphere. Sixty percent of the mass did vaporize, but the remainder was large enough to leave a crater almost two kilometres wide.
Damage extended for many hundreds of kilometres beyond ground zero. Burning winds incinerated life and started bush fires as far north as Engawala. Toxic dust choked the air and painted the landscape black. The shockwave was felt throughout the continent, with aftershocks weakening structures in many major cities.
With Alice gone, the vast heartland of Australia had become a scorched emptiness—nothing for thousands of kilometres save a few tiny, terrified towns. Carrion scattered the ground like powder burns around a bullet hole. There were human corpses, too—mostly the Arrernte people, not invited to evacuate, not quick enough to move. Raptors squabbled over poisoned remains, shaking dust from their wings.
The long-term effects on the environment were unknown. 2010 FN had not been large enough to adjust the earth’s orbit. The sun had not been blacked out by an impenetrable cloud, inducing a “nuclear winter” as many of the scaremongers had believed. There were no earthquakes or mega-tsunamis. The ecosystem of Central Australia had been altered, but it would take many years to gauge any detriment to the planet.
Alice was gone, and now there was nothing. The semi-desert had cracked like an infected tooth. The impact crater was God’s unblinking eye, weeping ruin.
Broad chasms stretched to the horizon, like blood from a wound.
 
Dinah Merton killed herself. She cut her wrists with a Stanley knife. Twenty-three years old.
Population: thirty-two.
Owen Tully said there’d be more food for everyone else—a comment that froze Sally to her soul. She gathered her son to her breast, walked into the desert, and watched the sun strike the Rock with tears in her eyes.
The townspeople gathered at the community oval. Their consternation was growing, and the fear that no one was coming for them was as bright as the fireball that had caused all this misery.
“We don’t know what’s happening in the rest of the country. The cities might be in ruins, for all we know. We’re probably at the bottom of a very long list.”
“The power station is shut down. There’s no mobile phone signal. Everything is dead.”
“What happens when we run out of food?”
“God has turned His back on us. We’re all alone.”
Jack Lamb was a big man with an angular face and thin arms, like he’d been made from different parts. He had been a tour guide before the asteroid. He knew the land, and knew it well.
“I’ve got an idea,” he said, stepping forward. Sweat glistened in the pale creases of his neck. “Luke…is your HiLux still running?”
Luke raised his eyebrows. “The asteroid could have landed on that bloody truck and it’d still be running.”
There were murmurs of agreement.
“But you’re not going anywhere,” Luke continued. “She’s low on diesel, and the roads are carved up.”
“I wasn’t thinking of taking the roads,” Jack said. “She’s four-wheel drive; I was thinking cross-country. As for diesel, I can syphon it from my bus and throw a couple of jerries in the box. I’ll head south, away from the impact zone, towards Port Augusta. I can cut through the outback and maybe pick up the road—”
“No,” Luke said. He had an authority to his voice, even with one simple word, that was hard to argue with. Sally knew this when she married him, but had it affirmed when she suggested they evacuate with the other townspeople.
“No?” Jack said. His lips were trembling.
“It’s suicide,” Luke added. “It’s a truck, not a helicopter. You’ll end up walking, and you’ll die in the middle of nowhere.”
“I’ll take provisions.” Jack’s unusual face was cut with determination, but his lips were still wavering. “And there’s always bush tucker.”
Luke shook his head. “We’re twelve hundred kilometres from Port Augusta. It’ll take you a month to walk it.”
“I’ll drive as far as I can—maybe all the way.” He stepped closer to Luke. The late afternoon sun shimmered in his eyes. “The roads will be better further south. I can be in Port Augusta in two days, and if no one’s there, I’ll move on to Adelaide. I’ll find people. I’ll send help.” 
The townspeople were gathered in a loose shape around Jack and Luke. Some voiced their support for Jack’s brave plan. Others were silent, but their wounded faces were touched with hope.
Luke regarded them all. He could see his wife in every pained expression. “They’ll come for us,” he said, just as he had to Sally—a thousand times it seemed. He looked away; hated their heartbroken faces. “They’ll need to assess the damage. The sky will be filled with planes and choppers. They’ll see the fire. They’ll see the sign.”
Jack’s voice was as fragile as the ground they all stood on: “I’m not trying to be a hero. I’m just looking for hope. We lost Dinah. I don’t want to lose anybody else.”
Luke nodded. “Three days,” he said, and clapped Jack on the shoulder. “Give me three days, mate, and if no one has come for us by then, we’ll have this talk again.”
But that was the last time they talked. It was the last time they gathered. They didn’t have three days.
They barely had three hours.
 
Kurkara Crescent, or what was Kurkara Crescent. Now it was like a cracked jawbone, teeth askew. The trees had broken away. The houses were intact. Mostly intact; they sagged like wet cardboard boxes. The empty windows screamed at her.
Sally looked at the house she had shared with Luke. It was like looking at an old friend with some terrible disease. She hardly recognized it—found it impossible to correlate the limp walls with so many perfect memories.
There had been love: orchestras in togetherness, holding hands and counting sunsets. Their laughter had flowed like rainwater off the Rock. They had pressed their bodies close, caught breathless, and had wished upon the stars of the Southern Cross.
I think we should leave, she had said to him, sitting in the cool front room with her new baby in her arms.


We’re not going anywhere, Luke had replied. His lips were turned down and his eyes were dull. It was his don’t-argue-with-me expression. The whole bloody country has turned into a madhouse, and we’re not going to be a part of it. We’re staying home. Everything will be fine.


I hope you’re right. She had thrown all her hope at him. All that remained was the shell of a woman—a silence, cradled by his cool grey confidence.
Do you trust me?


Caleb shifted in her arms. Sally lifted the shawl and looked into his eyes. They seemed impossibly bright. The edges of his mouth glimmered in what may have been a smile and her heart surged against her chest. She lowered the shawl. Tears tracked through the dust on her face. Caleb pressed closer, responding to the sound of her heart, like a call to prayer.
“I thought I’d find you here.”
Sally jumped, startled, and turned around. Luke was standing behind her, his axe pitched on one shoulder. He was holding a paper plate in his other hand. It sagged under the weight of the food: barbecued cuts of ‘roo steak; dried fruit and peanuts; a packet of Cheezels.
“I got you some tucker.” He smiled—a dry, sad effort—and indicated the tiny shape beneath the shawl. “You’ve got to keep your strength up.”
Sally looked at the food and her empty stomach flexed.
“Hold on a sec.” Luke stepped into their driveway and tossed the axe into the back of his pickup. The blade clanged off the steel bed loud enough to make Caleb twitch in her arms. Luke returned and held out his free arm. “Here, give me the little man while you eat.”
Sally held him closer. Luke didn’t press; he just waited.
“That’s a lot of food,” Sally said. Her empty stomach snarled. “Looks like your share, too.”
Luke shrugged. “I ate earlier.”
He was lying. She didn’t care. She held out her hand, took the food, and let Luke take his son. The small white bundle seemed unlikely in his heavy arms.
“There’s my boy,” he said. “There’s my beautiful boy.” 
A giant, rendered childlike by something so helpless. The paradox was as bright as a constellation: eternity in the midst of nothing. Every aspect of her womanhood ached with love for him. Still.
Sally finished the food and threw the trash in the street. She held out her arms, wanting Caleb. Luke nodded and gently handed him over. Sally could see the tears in his eyes.
“We’ll rebuild this,” he said, and Sally wondered if he was talking about their crippled home, or their crippled marriage. He gave her another dry smile and wiped away his tears. “Everything will be just like it used to be.”
She looked at the home they had shared. Ghosts flickered in the windows, wearing unreal smiles, as bright as summer clothes.
“What do you want from me?” she said.
“I want you to hold me,” he said, and he was a child again. Despite the breadth of his shoulders and the grey flecks in his beard, he was as small and helpless as the planet.
He knuckled the tears from his eyes. Sally went to him, and she held him.
Warm winds rippled through what used to be Kurkara Crescent, and the sun—slanting to the west—started to paint heart-colours on the Rock.
 
Jack Lamb came gasping into the Crescent a short time later. His face was burning and his eyes were peeled with fear. 
Luke broke away from Sally. “Jesus, Jack, what’s wrong?”
Jack fell to his knees and pointed towards the town. His mouth opened and closed. Whooping breaths were pushed from his lungs.
“Jack?”
Sally stepped away. She held Caleb tighter.
Sounds from the town: chants and screams.
“What is that?” Luke said. A brown wing of dust had opened over the crumbling buildings. The screams were getting louder.
Jack shook his head. His glowing face was contorted with terror. He was going to say, The natives are getting restless, but this seemed wildly inappropriate—comical, even—and did not come close to conveying the sick horror that was boiling in his soul.
“Speak to me, Jack.”
Jack nodded. He passed a trembling hand over his face and looked at Luke from his place on the pavement.
“They’re taking back the land,” he said. “They’re going to kill us all.” 
 
They were an army—too many to count—and Yulara didn’t stand a chance. Already frail, it collapsed, like so many sandcastles at high tide. The townspeople scattered but were overwhelmed and cut down. Blood was splashed across the streets in livid patterns. It painted the attackers’ dark bodies. It dripped from their hair.
The war cry grew louder with every wall that toppled, with every drop of blood that was spilled. The sound shimmered in the air, almost metallic, like the clanging of some awful gong. 
Corpses on Winmati Street and Perentie Road. Corpses on Yulara Drive. Empty bodies, once filled with soul…now discarded, like old clothing. Corpses on the community oval, where they used to play cricket and rugby, and watch the fireworks light the darkness on Australia Day. Corpses in the desert, where the SOS sign looked hopefully at an empty sky.
The land becomes ours.
The air trembled at the power of their cries. Bloody footprints tracked towards Kurkara Crescent.
 
Luke saw the wave break into the Crescent: a legion of red-smeared bodies. Great sounds powered from their lungs.
“Get in the truck, Sally,” he said. His eyes were grey stones. “This time we’re leaving.”
Sally pressed her baby close and staggered into their driveway. Luke turned to Jack, who appeared to have lost hope; he was huddled on the pavement with his face in his hands. Luke called to him, but there was no response. There was no time to grab him. No time to be a hero.
Sally was already in the passenger seat and locking her door. Luke jumped in next to her, gunned the ignition, and backed out of the driveway. The tyres coughed up burned dust and the engine roared. He yanked the wheel and the front end bounced around, facing away from the attack. Sally wiped her eyes, looked through the rear window, and saw something terrible: the army was upon Jack Lamb—violent sound and motion—bludgeoning him with dull weapons. His head had been opened and lay in pieces. His face was tatters. His skull was a broken jar.
Caleb started to cry. Sally held him closer and kissed his head.
“Get us out of here,” she breathed. Her words were small and lost.
 Luke shifted from reverse to first gear. In the time it took for the transmission to engage and the truck to move forward, one of the attackers had broken from the pack and was climbing into the box. Luke saw him in the mirror—saw him reach down and grab the axe. He had time to jerk the wheel, hoping to spill the attacker into the road, and then everything was lost in the sound of exploding glass. A thousand diamonds leapt into the cab with them as the rear window shattered. Sally screamed. She pressed herself against the door and shielded her baby. The truck swayed and cried as it bounced over the uneven road. Sally shook glass from her hair and turned in time to see the attacker raising the axe for another swing. She called out—another sound that was lost—and then the blade came down, flashing sunlight, and buried itself in the left side of her husband’s throat.
Blood everywhere. It hosed her, warm and sick-smelling. It sprayed the inside of the windscreen, the dashboard, and the steering wheel. It dripped off the radio and the sun visors.
The blade was removed with some effort. Luke’s head toppled sideways, hanging by a thick strip of flesh and partially severed windpipe. It rolled off his shoulder and bounced off his broad chest like a grotesque locket. He slumped over the wheel and the truck surged, out of control.
The attacker lifted the dripping axe for the final blow. Sally screamed, wrapped around her baby. There was a jarring thud as the truck bounced over the curb and crashed through a cluster of bushes. The attacker was thrown from the box. He flailed and scuffed off the desert floor in a rich corona of dust. The truck continued on, bumping over the beaten ground with the engine growling, steered only by the weight of the mostly headless corpse slumped over the wheel. Sally had no idea what was going on. She barely knew where she was. It was just a shock of movement and a deep feeling of grief. Her mind moved in glaring white bursts.
Seconds later (or perhaps minutes—a bleeding, screaming stretch of time, in any case), the truck crunched into a fallen Mulga tree. Sally was thrown against the dashboard, instinctively protecting the tiny bundle in her arms. She rocked back in the passenger seat, and then turned and looked out the shattered rear window.
Red dust swirling. The bruised skin of evening.
The attacker was still carrying the axe, and he was coming for her.
 
Her mouth opened, but no sound came out. She thought she should say something to her dead husband as she reached across, opened the door, and pushed his body out onto the desert floor. But there were no words. After all, what could she say?
Sally moved behind the wheel. The engine had stalled. Using one hand, still cradling her baby, she threw the transmission into neutral and cranked the ignition. The truck grumbled into life. She smeared blood from the inside of the windscreen, dropped into reverse, and backed up. The twisted front end clattered as it detached itself from the tree, but it was a tough truck, and it was moving.
The attacker was getting closer. She could hear his anger, booming like a collision. She pushed into first gear, put her foot to the floor, and pulled away. Painful sobs broke from her chest. She wiped her eyes, wiped the windscreen, and cradled her son. The truck jounced slowly over the crests and ruts in the earth, its damaged front end pointing south, towards Uluru.
 
She ran out of diesel less than ten minutes later, three kilometres from the Rock. The truck juddered and sputtered. It lurched and died. Sally moaned and looked out the rear window. She could still see him: darkness, framed by the Tanami, and coming fast. He would be upon them in no time. She had to keep moving.
 
Caleb cried and twisted in her arms. Sally barely had the strength to hold him. She staggered towards the Rock. Tears flashed down her face. Her heart was aching with grief, but it was nothing next to the fear.
Uluru filled her vision, a sweltering heartbeat filled with the blood of sunset. Shocked, whistling breaths were pressed from her body, mingling with Caleb’s cries to become a boiling kettle of delirious sound. She stumbled on, looking back only once. He was coming fast—easy to see in the expanse of open land. It wouldn’t be long.
 
The sky was a naked, purple face by the time she reached the Rock, and she could hear her pursuer pounding close behind, breaking through dry bush, uttering the language of anger. She cast around—her heart a massive, maddened thing—looking for some suitable place to hide. A fallen tree. A cluster of rocks. Anything. She started clockwise on the path that tracked around Uluru and came upon a family of shadows. One of them, she noticed, was not a shadow at all, but an ancient cleft set in the red stone. She hurried towards it and ducked inside. It was barely wide enough, but it was deep, and she squeezed all the way to the back.
Caleb’s distressed cries boomed in the narrow space. She stroked his face, the way she did when she was trying to get him to sleep.
“Hush, baby. Come on now. Please…shhhhhh…for Mommy.”
His body squirmed in her arms. She could feel his tiny hands batting against her shoulders.
“Please, baby.”
Sally peered outside, impossible tears springing from her eyes, turning the zigzag of purple sky that she could see into a bloodied, uneven grin. He could hear them, she was sure—her attacker, lurching closer, carrying the axe that was still matted with her husband’s blood.
She unfastened her blouse and brought Caleb to her breast. His warm mouth latched to her nipple and he started to feed. His cries were hushed. Sally closed her eyes and held her breath.
All she could hear was her heartbeat.
 
He came soon after, dragging the axe through the dirt. He was tired, sucking in greedy rips of air, still muttering in his exotic language. Every word left a smouldering cigarette burn in her mind. Sally looked at him with eyes like full moons. It was lighter outside than in, and easy to determine his dangerous silhouette. She pressed one hand to her mouth, stifling every terrified squeak that wanted to escape.
We are the Rock. It echoed in her mind, and she held to it like the frightened child that she was. She watched as he came closer. His shoulders were rounded muscle. His hair was long, covering his eyes, but she could see the wet splash of his mouth. He lifted the axe and stopped outside the narrow cave.
Sally didn’t breathe. She imagined herself becoming absorbed by the darkness, her body—painted red by blood and dust—blending with the stone. We are the Rock. He shuffled closer and peered into the cramped fissure. His breaths cut through the space, ragged and regular, with a sound like a handsaw cutting wood. We are the Rock. Her eyes were not glowing in the darkness. There was no broken glass glimmering in her hair. She had no eyes. She had no hair. She was sandstone, a birthmark on the land.
The attacker raised the axe’s thick blade and studied the darkness, waiting for a flicker of movement, or to hear the slightest sound.
Sally was motionless. She was silent. Not breathing. Even her tears had stopped. They had crystallized to the bedrock of her face. Caleb continued to feed. The only movement was the imperceptible pulsing of his cheeks.
We are the Rock.


The attacker made a deep sound in his throat. He pushed his broad shoulders into the gap and appeared to look directly at her. It was all she could do to keep the screams from blistering through her fingers. He leaned closer, swinging his head from side to side, his mouth glistening through the straggles of his hair.
 
Had she really disappeared? Had the mystic, powerful Rock wrapped its arms around her and protected her, just as she was protecting her baby? She would never know. The only clear thought in her mind was that she was alive. Her baby was alive.
The attacker had retreated. He had withdrawn from the narrow gap and disappeared just when she was sure he had seen her. Sally heard him stagger away, barking unlikely words, until there was only darkness and silence.
Sally learned to breathe. She learned to cry. And when she was sure that the attacker was far, far away, she learned to scream. It was an impressive, beautiful sound, and it ruptured the tiny space as if the universe were trembling.
She remained in the crevice all night and emerged to the tangerine glow of morning. It was like being born.
 
By mid-afternoon she was staggering through the blood-washed streets of Yulara. She gathered what food she could find (their stock had been pillaged; there was precious-little) and crossed the buckled Lasseter Highway. She placed Caleb on a pile of blankets and set the great fire burning. The flames were broad and high and made a sound like laughter.
 
She sat by the fire and waited. Caleb smiled. He touched her lips.
They came for her three days later. 



PROMISED LAND BLUES
 
MUSICAL INTRO.
 
There is an extra verse in Chuck Berry’s version of “Promised Land”—the second verse, where he sings about stopping in Charlotte and bypassing Rock Hill. This doesn’t make Elvis’s cut. The King just blazes on through. And Jonathan didn’t have a problem with that. In fact, Jonathan didn’t have a problem with anything that Elvis Presley had chosen to do. From joining the army to movies like Tickle Me and Clambake. Some decisions, admittedly, were better than others. But as far as Jonathan Roberts was concerned, the King could do no wrong.
His ambition—his dream—growing up, had been to meet Elvis. To shake hands, shoot the breeze, and see how much common ground they shared (Jonathan was positive they shared a good deal). This dream shattered on August 16th 1977, and was replaced with a new dream: to visit Graceland. It was forty-three hundred miles from London to Memphis, but Jonathan worked hard and saved harder, and in 1986 his dream came true. When he returned to England, he told everybody that it was everything he’d hoped it would be. Not exactly true. Memphis was fine. Less glamour—more poverty—than he’d been expecting. And Graceland was something of a disappointment. Sure, he had seen Elvis’s numerous personal artifacts, he had floated awestruck through the many rooms, and had shed a tear at Elvis’s grave in the Meditation Garden. But there was no sense of connection, spiritual or otherwise. He had fully expected a revelation of sorts…an epiphany. After all, he was tuned into the King on a unique and personal level, so it was a trifle disheartening to be shepherded through Graceland, and to be treated like just another of the multitude. 
It was during this long-ago pilgrimage to Graceland—whilst appreciating the slick lines of Elvis’s pink Cadillac—that a new ambition was born. Inspired by Elvis’s version of “Promised Land” (his favorite song), Jonathan would—one day—hire a pink Cadillac. A ‘55 Fleetwood Series 60, just like the King’s. He would drive it across America and visit every city mentioned in the song, from Norfolk, Virginia to Los Angeles, California.
A new ambition. A new dream.
The Promised Land was calling.
Jonathan didn’t know it then, of course, but it was a call that would challenge his state of mind.
 
NORFOLK,VA.
 
Twenty-four years later, at the age of fifty-one, Jonathan decided it was time to make the dream come true.
He thought he was going to fall at the first hurdle: finding a pink Cadillac. There were plenty of classic rental companies across America that carried them, but they were mainly chauffeured, used for special occasions like weddings or proms. One-day rentals. Following exhaustive e-mails and telephone conversations, he found a handful of companies that offered long distance rentals, but the cost was astronomical. Factoring in transportation, insurance, and daily rental fees, it would cost thousands of dollars—perhaps as much as ten thousand—depending on how long it took him to drive cross-country. You also had to factor in the cost of gasoline. Jonathan was no expert, but he knew those old Caddy V8s were thirsty beasts. Then you had hotels, food, and entertainment. And he still had to get to the United States. Flights weren’t cheap these days. He worked in the post office for a modest salary; money was an issue. All things taken into account (and he went over the numbers again and again), renting a classic automobile and driving it from Virginia to California was going to cost too much money. Way too much. It wasn’t going to happen.
But Jonathan was a determined soul. Obstinate, some would say. He would not allow his dream to slip through his fingers without fatiguing every possibility. He flirted briefly with the idea of buying a pink Cadillac, reasoning that he could ship it back to England following his excursion, and perhaps sell it for a profit. However, the logistics of paperwork, taxes, and customs’ forms proved too troubling, and there was no guarantee he could sell a limited market car in such a worrisome economical climate. Not to be deterred, he visited classic car forums on the Internet and appealed to the demographic: 
 
elvisfan55: Hi, I’m new to the forum. Does anybody know where I can find a pink Cadillac (preferably a 55 model year) to rent and drive across the USA, from Virginia to Los Angeles? It’s been my dream for a long time. Would appreciate any help. Thanx.
 
He even tried his luck on Twitter:
 
elvisfan55 #needed. Hoping to rent a #pinkcadillac for drive across USA. Will pay $$$ Please RT.
 
None of the responses were helpful—not to begin with, at least. Chinks of doubt began to appear in the armor of his dream, and he considered a compromise. If he couldn’t make the journey in a classic, custom Cadillac, maybe he could rent a new model. Leather seats and air conditioning. Keyless ignition and GPS. He could go in style. 
While the idea had appeal, it wasn’t the dream. The pink Cadillac was the dream, and just as Jonathan was beginning to despair, he received an e-mail:
 
hi. got your email from a freind on the american clasics internet website. he say’s you are loking for a pink cadilac to drive cross the country. i may be able to help. i have a 1955 fleetwood series 60 that i have sold to a buyer in Anaheim Ca. shes as pink as a babie’s ass. need to get it their quickly. i am in Birmingham alabama. My phone # is 205 555 1230. let me know if your intrested. sooner is better. thanks.
 
Jonathan was so excited that he could barely contain himself. He called the number right away, forgetting about the six-hour time difference, dragging the owner from his bed at four in the morning.
“What in Jesus’s sweet name time do you call this? Get gone, goddam you. Call me back when it’s dark over there.”
He was beside himself, pacing so tirelessly that Julie, his wife, had to take him shoe-shopping just to take his mind off it.
“What do you think of these?” she asked, parading a pair of faux leather casuals with a low heel. He kept running through the e-mail in his mind. It was a ‘55 Fleetwood Series 60. Exactly the same as Elvis’s. As pink as a baby’s ass. The owner lived in Birmingham, Alabama—one of the cities mentioned in “Promised Land.” It was on the itinerary. In fact, in the song, the poor boy rides the Greyhound from Norfolk to Birmingham. He could do the same. Perfect. Ride the ‘hound to Alabama, then hop in the Caddy and roll to L.A.
“They’re wonderful,” he said.
“You’re not even looking at them.”
“I am. They suit your feet.”
“Honestly, Jon, I take you shopping to try …”
He waited as long as he could, clock-watching, subtracting six hours. Eleven A.M. in Alabama. Too early? Maybe the owner was a late riser. Give him time to get up, scratch his ass, grab some coffee. Call me back when it’s dark over there, he had said in his grumpy four-in-the-morning voice. But it was June, and it didn’t get dark until nine P.M. He couldn’t wait that long. No way.
One-thirty in Alabama. Jonathan called.
“Yes, sir,” the owner said. His name was Stan Lannett. “She’s a creampuff, all right, except for a little ding in her front end. But she rides like air, and she’s little-girl-pink. That’s what you wanted, right?”
“Exactly, yes,” Jonathan said, fighting to curtail his enthusiasm. “Just like Elvis Presley’s Cadillac.”
“I tell you this right now,” Stan Lannett started, “I could drive her to Graceland and do the old switcheroo with that one parked in Elvis’s driveway, and nobody would ever tell the difference. Except for that little ding, of course.”
Fireworks were exploding in his soul. His mind sizzled. “That sounds wonderful, Mr. Lannett. I wonder if it would inconvenience you to e-mail a few photographs?” He didn’t need the photographs. He knew exactly what the car looked like. Every line. Every detail. But they would fuel his excitement, and, furthermore, confirm that this was real—that it was happening…the dream was happening.
“Well, I ain’t so technical-minded,” Lannett said. “I got a computer, ‘n all—won it at the Bingo, but I don’t know frick about it. Junior set it all up. Maybe I can get him to take a few snaps and send ‘em to you. He lives way out in Macon, though, so no promises.”
“I understand, Mr. Lannett.”
“Just Stan.”
“Stan…yes, of course.”
“I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime I got two questions for you: do you want to do this? And when can you get out here?”
“Oh, my goodness,” Jonathan said. “Well, it’s going to depend largely on how much money you want.”
“Money?”
“I assumed there would be a charge?’
There was a long silence, broken by Lannett’s creaky drawl: “Say…five hundred bucks? No. Seven hundred.”
Jonathan paused. That cagey bastard, he thought. He wasn’t going to charge me at all. I’m doing him a favor here. He was probably able to bump the selling price without a transportation fee, and sell it quicker in the bargain. Cagey old git.


Still, seven hundred dollars to drive a pink Cadillac (a ‘55 Fleetwood Series 60, for the love of God) across the USA was better than he could ever have dreamed of. Chump change, compared to what the rental companies wanted. However, he felt that Stan was trying his luck, pulling a fast one. And Jonathan didn’t take to people pulling a fast one. He decided to call his bluff:
“Seven hundred dollars seems like a lot of money, Stan, considering we’re scratching each other’s backs here.”
“Yeah,” Stan said. “Shit happens. Cry me a river.”
“Indeed,” Jonathan agreed. “And I would imagine your buyer would want to renegotiate the selling price if he suddenly had to pay a sizable transportation fee.”
He could almost hear Stan frowning at the other end of the line.
“Seeing as we’re helping each other out,” Jonathan continued. “How about I pay for my own petrol? It seems only fair, considering I shan’t be taking a direct route.”
“I don’t want you running up the goddam miles,” Stan snapped. “She was sold with one-thirty-eight on the clock. We’ve allowed for the journey, but don’t think you can hit California by way of Alaska.”
“Not at all,” Jonathan assured him. “The itinerary is six days, maybe seven. Two thousand, three hundred and sixty-five miles. Exactly.”
“Maybe so,” Stan said. “But I don’t know you from Jojo Schmo. How do I know you’re not going to haul ass with my car? If it don’t get delivered, I don’t get paid.”
“Well, you don’t have to worry about that, Stan,” Jonathan said. “I’m not going to steal your car. And if I was, seven hundred dollars wouldn’t dissuade me. This will have to be one of those trusting, gentlemanly agreements. The same way I trust that you won’t change your mind after I spend almost seven hundred pounds on a flight.”
Stan grumbled, but said nothing.
“Do we have a deal, Stan?”
“Two hundred bucks,” Stan countered. “Wear and tear for the extra miles.”
Jonathan smiled. “That sounds fine. And fair.” Even though he thought it fairer to give his two hundred dollars to the chap who had bought the car. “And I’ll pay for the petrol.”
“Damn right you will,” Stan said. “And I don’t know about petrol. She runs on gas, and lots of it.”
“Of course. Gasoline. T’may-toe. T’mar-toe.”
“Huh?”
“Quite.” Jonathan’s excitement surged. He imagined cruising along a fat American highway with the windows down, the V8 rumbling, waving at truckers and pretty girls. It was going to happen. His dream was coming true. The fireworks in his soul were extremely loud and colorful. He took a deep breath.
“So, when can you get out here?” Stan asked.
Jonathan was already thinking that through. He had holiday-time at work, but would have to clear it with management—give them notice. And he would have to check with Julie, to make sure they had nothing planned (weddings, anniversaries, baptisms, and anything else your typical male would forget). And, of course, he had to book the flight.
“How about the end of the month?” he suggested.
“No dice,” Stan replied at once. “That’s three weeks away, and I want my payday, dammit. I want this car gone.”
“Okay,” Jonathan said. It was his turn to frown. “What were you thinking?”
“Shit, I was hoping you’d come tomorrow.”
“That’s impossible, I’m afraid. I can’t just up and leave. I have—”
“Well, when can you be here?” Stan asked, and Jonathan—a perceptive individual, by nature—caught the tension in his voice, and for the first time thought, Does he need the money that badly, or does he just want to get rid of the car? Alarm bells chimed deep down, but were enveloped by the madness of fireworks.
“I’ll talk to my boss,” Jonathan said. “And I’ll look into flights, too. I’ll call you tomorrow and give you a definite date. Is that okay?”
“If you leave this too long, I’ll have to make other arrangements.”
“I’m sure it will be fine,” Jonathan said.
He was right; his enthusiasm, coupled with a fantastic sense of destiny, swept him onward. He had no problem getting the time off work at such short notice, and Julie encouraged him to leave as soon as possible, lest this golden opportunity slip through his fingers. He even found a great deal on a flight, connecting to Norfolk, VA through Philadelphia. Everything fell into place with improbable—perhaps even slightly disconcerting—ease.
“I’ll be there in five days,” he said to Stan when he called him the following evening.
“That’s about four days longer than I wanted, but I guess it’ll do. I’ll be waiting.”
It was a whirlwind: a frenetic series of decisions and actions that whipped him up and away, without even time to think it all through. One moment, it seemed, he was reading Stan Lannett’s auspicious e-mail, and the next he was blazing across the Atlantic. Between booking tickets, packing bags, and catching flights, he barely had time to embrace the fact that the dream was coming true. Given the speed with which everything had happened, it seemed so unreal. It was only after he had checked into his hotel in Norfolk, VA that it finally hit him. He was jetlagged, exhausted, but too excited to sleep. He donned his iPod and cranked it to ear-adjusting volume, then danced around his hotel room as Elvis sang “Promised Land.” Fifty-one years old, but suddenly with the heart of a bird. The music lifted him. His wings flickered against the room’s high ceiling. He imagined the blue highway unrolling before him, and the wind combing through his hair.
He called Julie.
“Hello, darling. I’m here. Norfolk, Virginia. The first city mentioned in the song. This is where it begins.”
“I’m happy, Jon. Very.” She sounded sleepy. “You be careful, okay?”
“Of course, my love.”
“It’s ten past eleven here.”
“I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”
“Yes, but I’m glad you called.”
“I won’t keep you. Go back to bed.” The excitement crashed through him, making his fingertips tingle.
“Okay, honey.” She yawned. Such a sweet sound.
“I’ll call you tomorrow,” he said. “Next stop: Raleigh, North Carolina.”
“Yes…call me.”
He wished her sweet dreams and blew a chain of kisses into the phone before hanging up. Still too excited to sleep, he took a long walk around the downtown core, listening to the sounds of the city as the summer evening cooled. He followed the Elizabeth River, glimmering orange in a belt of sunset, to Town Point Park, where children giggled and played amongst the fountains. He saw the USS Wisconsin berthed beside the Nauticus museum, and finished the evening with some live music and a few beers at an Irish-themed pub on Granby Street. It was almost midnight (five A.M. in England, he reminded himself) by the time he got back to his hotel room. He stripped to his undies and fell into bed. Sleep hit him like an angry man. He fell without a sound.
And awoke with a scream, to darkness, tatters of dream blowing in the open doorway of his mind. Unsettling and powerful. Young Elvis sitting in his pink Cadillac, sneering beautifully, while blood flowed through the gaps in the dashboard casing. It dripped into the footwells, gradually covering Elvis’s blue suede shoes.
The hotel room was silent, lost in the stillness of the early hours. Jonathan got out of bed, walked to the bathroom, and splashed cold water on his face. It was just after four A.M. He watched TV through half-closed eyelids and eventually slipped into blank sleep. He awoke at eight-thirty, had breakfast at the hotel, and took a taxi to the Greyhound station. Six hours—two hundred miles—until he arrived in Raleigh, North Carolina, the second stop on the “Promised Land” itinerary.
 
RALEIGH, NC.
 
The trip was fine. He listened to his iPod and read a little of the John Grisham paperback he had picked up at the airport. A portly, Hispanic lady sat next to him between Williamsburg and Richmond, where the bus terminated and he had to transfer. He sat alone for the remainder of the journey, so was able to spread out a little, edging his butt into the next seat and cushioning his head in the angle between the headrest and the window. He closed his eyes and captured glimpses of sleep, feeling the road vibrate through the glass. Bursts of his dream recurred: the pink Cadillac filling with blood. He arrived in Raleigh just after six P.M.
He hadn’t booked a hotel, so checked into the first one he found: a Days Inn on North Dawson Street. The excitement of being here—in America, living the dream—had lost a little of its shine, and the effects of it all happening so quickly were beginning to take their toll. Jonathan was exhausted—tempted to pull the thick hotel curtains and crawl into bed. But he knew he would sleep until morning, and his bus to Birmingham left early (a fifteen-hour trip that he was not looking forward to in the least). If he wanted to see more of Raleigh than just the inside of a hotel room, he would have to do it tonight.
He’d promised to call home, but it was approaching midnight in the U.K. and Julie would be sleeping. He’d woken her the previous night, and although he wanted to talk to her, he didn’t want to wake her again. After some deliberation he decided to call anyway (a man of his word), and smiled—a little sadly, perhaps—when the ringer clicked over to the answering machine.
“Hello, sweetheart. It’s me. I’m in Raleigh, North Carolina, the second stop on the tour. And yes, I’m fine…just tired. I didn’t get much sleep last night. Bad dreams. So yes, very tired but otherwise fine. Hope everything is okay at home. I won’t call you tomorrow because I’ll be on the bus all day. So I’ll call you…what day is it? Wednesday? Thursday? Oh, I’ll call you in a couple of days. I love you.”
He took a cool shower, which helped revive him, albeit minimally, and then left the hotel to absorb what he could of Raleigh. A pleasant stroll, maybe a drink and a bite to eat, but it wouldn’t be a late night. Not only was his body aching for shutdown, but he had to be up at five-thirty A.M. If only he were twenty years old again—even thirty—and able to draw upon those fathomless vats of youthful energy. He would happily have painted the town red. Bright red.
“Blood red,” he said, and the bad dream broke through his mind. The Cadillac, little-girl-pink, with Young Elvis splashing his blue suede shoes in the blood filling the footwells. Jonathan paused on the sidewalk and pressed his thumb and forefinger into the corners of his eyes.
Just tired, he thought, but he waited until the dream had faded. Maybe I should just go back to the hotel. Go to bed. He opened his eyes. Dark spots floated across his field of vision. The sky was stained with falling light
“Welcome to the Promised Land,” a voice said.
He jumped, startled, and turned toward the voice. It was a vagrant, huddled in the doorway of an office building. His upper body was dressed with shadow. Jonathan could see no more than a suggestion of gray clothing, but his hand was held out. Trembling, dirty, and cracked, as if it were made of clay.
“Sorry?” Jonathan said, even though every instinct in his body warned him to keep walking. Don’t look at him, and certainly don’t talk to him—what are you thinking? But his words had trapped Jonathan’s attention.
Welcome to the Promised Land.


“What did you say?” Jonathan asked. The spots faded from in front of his eyes and he took a step closer to the doorway.
“I said, ‘Will you give a poor boy a hand?’” The vagrant had a terrible speech impediment, which explained why Jonathan had misheard him. He edged from the shadows a little. Jonathan could see more of his wasted body. He was scuffed and stained. The color of bones.
“I thought you said something else.”
“I just need a few dollars, if you’d be so kindly, sir. Just a few dollars so’s a poor boy can eat.” Although the broken sounds that came from his mouth more closely resembled: I duth eee a vu dollar, eef ooo be doh ginely, dur. Duth a vu dollar doze a b’oh boy gan eeed.


Jonathan shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said, patting his pockets. “I don’t have any—”
“Five dollars…please.”
Vive dollar…bleeee.


The cracked, clay hand trembled, and then the vagrant’s face emerged from the shadows. Jonathan gasped and took a step backward, his hands clutching his chest. His sensitive receptors flashed their hazard lights and urged him to look away, but he was magnetized by horror and fascination. Don’t stare, a voice in his mind snapped. It was Julie’s voice—his dæmon of good sense and prudence. But he ignored it, because the vagrant’s face was a car crash, a train wreck, an exploding plane, an atom bomb, a meteor strike. 
“Please, sir.”
Bleee, dur.


The vagrant had a strawberry-sized (and, remarkably, -shaped) hole in his face where his nose should have been, rimmed with loose skin and mucus, some of it crusty, most of it not. Blistered lips receded from teeth as black as the heads of spent matches, and his left eye was scarred, half-closed, and blind: the eye of a tomcat that has gotten into one too many fights. His hair was shoe-polish black but threaded with dirt. His beard looked like the scratched-raw pelt of a flea-ridden animal. When he inhaled, the loose skin around the crater in his face flapped with a slight rippling sound, and the mucus was drawn inward, like pea soup down a drain hole.
Jonathan shook his head, in part to deny the vagrant’s request, but mostly to deny the horror of what his mind was trying to compute.
“Just five dollars, sir…so’s a poor boy can eat.”
Jonathan translated the impaired words, then had an image of the man slotting a hotdog, not into his mouth, but into the cavity where his nose should have been. The street suddenly looped in a long, dizzying circle, as if it had been lifted, pitched on a pivot, and twirled a full three hundred and sixty degrees.
“I…can’t…no …”
“Please …”
“Money…no …” Jonathan tried to pat his pockets again but missed.
“You’ll sleep easier,” the vagrant said, “knowing you helped me.”
Oool leep eedyer doh-ween ooo elp bee.


“Really must be…going, I …”
“Do you really want to see this face in your dreams?”
“No!” Jonathan barked. He ran his hands through his thinning hair and considered, briefly, giving the man money—hell, throwing his wallet at him (another grim image: the wallet hitting the hole in his face, and lodging there, like a child’s peg wedged in the wrong-shaped slot). But he found his legs and staggered away, slowly at first, and then with more urgency. He didn’t look back, not even when he heard the vagrant cry out:
“Ahhn gohnah awwwn oooo.”
He could have said anything, to be fair: I’m going to want food, or I’ve got a sore tooth. But what Jonathan heard was, I’m going to haunt you. He let out a yelp of fear and scampered around the corner, then across the road, and despite his fatigue he hurriedly put four or five blocks between him and the vagrant. He glanced over his shoulder before dipping into a convenience store, where he bought a bottle of water, then sat on a bench and guzzled it in two hits.
“Get a grip, Jonny-boy,” he said to himself, wiping runnels of sweat from his brow. He looked up and down the street, as if expecting the vagrant to be there, lurching toward him, the evening breeze whispering across the hole in his face with a deep, vibratory tone, like a child blowing across the lip of a bottle. He uttered a nervous laugh, wondering how much paranoia he could attribute to exhaustion. Just a homeless person, the reasonable iota of his mind assured him. A poor, penniless old Joe with face cancer, or something, and you ran away from him as if he were the Grim Reaper. You should be ashamed of yourself.


He wiped his eyes and the world tilted. So tired. All he wanted to do now was go back to his hotel room and sleep. Forget Raleigh. Forget strolling through Oakwood and photos of the State Capitol. But the hotel was back there—in the same direction as the creepy vagrant. He didn’t want to go back there just yet, and even if he made it to his hotel without seeing the vagrant, he wondered just much sleep he would get anyway.
Do you really want to see this face in your dreams?


He couldn’t go back yet, as much as he wanted to. He decided to find a bar and have a couple of calmative beers—help settle the jitters—then he could get a taxi back to his hotel.
Five minutes later Jonathan was sitting at the bar of an all-American establishment, drinking beer from an ice-frosted glass as the light from two-dozen TVs flashed in his eyes. Before long, his encounter with the vagrant started to blur around the edges. He even rediscovered his appetite, and ordered a burger, although his stomach slow-rolled when the barman asked if he wanted mustard and relish—recalling, against his will, the greenish-yellowish phlegm caked around the vagrant’s blowhole. Needless to say, he declined; mustard and relish was not a step he was ready to take.
He ordered another beer, hoping the alcohol would suitably weight his head and ease him into sleep, into a place where there were no pink Cadillacs filled with blood, and no disfigured vagrants. He felt that sleep, in itself, might not be enough. He wanted to snuff out all of his interior candles and shake off the burdensome chains of thinking and being, and exist stone-like for a salubrious stretch of time, to awaken reborn and refreshed, ready for whatever the world could throw at him, like Lazarus of Bethany.
This didn’t happen. He took a taxi to his hotel (it passed the office building where he had seen the vagrant, but it was too dark to see if he was still huddled in the doorway), and, following a perfunctory face-splash and teeth-brushing, Jonathan crawled gratefully between the pristine sheets. He thought he would cannonball into sleep, like a three-hundred-and-fifty-pound drunk springboarding into a pool, but his mind was electrified. Half-thoughts, half-dreams, as bright as fishhooks, denied him the rest he needed. He clutched the sheets around his trembling body, too fearful to open his eyes, positive that he would see the vagrant (the poor boy, Jonathan had started to think of him) standing at the end of his bed, staring with his one good eye. At one point Jonathan was sure he could hear him breathing—drawing drifts of air into the wet hole in his face with a sound like a broken exhaust.
Precious little sleep. It came like frost: cold and thin, melting quickly away.
Elvis, young and beautiful, visited him, too. A vision/dream so remarkable in its clarity that Jonathan was momentarily dazed when he snapped out of it. “Come with me, man,” Elvis said, and led him out to the hotel parking lot. The pink Cadillac was there, shimmering in a touch of burnt dawn light. Elvis curled his upper lip. “Here’s your ride,” he said, and opened the driver’s door. Gallons of blood flooded out and spread across the lot. The radio flicked into life. Human screams blared from the speakers. Jonathan covered his ears and cried, standing ankle-deep in blood. The cuffs of his pajama bottoms were soaked.
He got out of bed a little before five A.M., giving up on the idea of sleep and rest. He showered until his pale skin was pink and sore, then dragged his suitcase to the lobby and checked out. A quick breakfast of coffee and dry toast, and then he crossed the road to the Greyhound station. His bus left at six-fifty A.M. and he wanted to make sure he was on it. Maybe he’d finally get some shut-eye (doubtful, but he could hope), but more than anything he wanted to put some miles between him and Raleigh, NC.
The bus left on time, only half-full, so he had a seat to himself. He watched the city scroll by the window and his mouth twitched in a weak smile. So this is the dream, he thought with some disappointment. But it wasn’t the dream. Not yet. The dream would truly start the moment he sat behind the wheel of the pink Cadillac. The thought comforted him. His smile stretched with more surety. He spread out on the seat, rested his head against the window, and closed his eyes.
Shaky sleep, until the ‘hound pulled into the town of High Point, where a particularly large woman decided to take the seat next to his. Her plentiful rump squashed him against the window, and any hopes of further sleep were duly forsaken. Not only that, but she persisted to fart throughout the remainder of the journey (and she went all the way to Atlanta—nine hours, in total), producing a variety of aromas that could strip the chrome off a Harley-Davidson. Jonathan—too polite, too British, to ask her to either move, or to quit cutting the cheese—sought relief from the overhead cooling fans, but succeeded only in aggravating the smell, as if it were a living organism, like something from a 1950s science-fiction movie. Most of the farts were what his fourteen-year-old nephew called Ninja Farts: silent assassins, although some were less stealthy warriors. “Ooh, scoozie me,” she offered after one such resonant trumpet, when even her ample ass flaps couldn’t moderate the thunder.
Ergo, Jonathan was much relieved when the ‘hound rolled into Atlanta, where he transferred buses according to schedule. The remaining two hours of the journey passed in a hallucinogenic whirl, perhaps from lack of sleep, or lack of oxygen, but probably both. He arrived shortly after nine o’clock. Birmingham, Alabama: the third city on the “Promised Land” itinerary, although all enthusiasm had long deserted him. It was with an aching body and ravaged senses that he fell into a taxi and had the driver take him to the nearest hotel.
Twenty-five minutes later he was in bed. Asleep.
No dreams.
A blade of sunlight, slicing through a gap in the curtains, woke him the next morning, and with due propitiousness. A new day, bright with hope. He got out of bed, and there was an undeniable spring in his step. No more Greyhound buses. No more flatulent fat ladies or Halloween-mask vagrants. Today was the first day of the dream, when he would meet Stan Lannett and finally get behind the wheel of that pink Cadillac. This was it. He was going to do it—shake it, like the King of Rock and Roll himself.
“I’m gonna shake it, baby,” Jonathan said to his reflection in the bathroom mirror. He curled his lip and rolled his pelvis.
The sunlight blazed. The Promised Land was calling.
“Here I come, Momma.”
The nightmare was about to begin.
 
BIRMINGHAM, AL.
 
“You took your sweet time, goddammit.”
“Five days, like I said.” Jonathan held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, too.”
Stan Lannett was an unusual specimen. He looked like a child’s drawing of a man, with long limbs and a disproportionately small body. There was a definite crimp in his neck, so that his head did not sit evenly on his shoulders. It favored the left side, causing Jonathan’s active imagination to wonder if there had once been two heads—the other being surgically removed, leaving a head-sized space. His hair had been dyed a rich auburn shade, the roots pushing through, as white as virginity. His clothes were unkempt and dirty and his feet were bare. Toenails like ivory, slightly hooked. Jonathan thought that he could disembowel a man with those toes, like a Velociraptor.
He shook Jonathan’s hand. His palm was warm and moist.
“Well, you’re here now. Bring the money?”
Jonathan nodded, pulled his hand back, and discreetly wiped it down the leg of his jeans.
“We agreed on three hundred, right?”
“Two hundred,” Jonathan corrected.
Stan rubbed his whiskery chin and appeared to give this some thought. His eyes were different colors—one green, one blue. Heterochromia, it was called, although Jonathan wasn’t sure you could apply any anatomical term to Stan Lannett. He was beyond classification, appearing, for all the world, to be assembled from different parts. A scientific anomaly.
“Right,” Stan agreed, nodding his remaining head. “Two hundred. Sure. Sometimes the old thinker gets cross-wired, you know?”
“I understand,” Jonathan said. He decided that he didn’t like Stan very much—hadn’t really liked him on the phone, and liked him even less in person. He wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible. Get the dream on the road. He had his route mapped out. I-59 south to New Orleans. Three hundred and forty miles. Five hours. The sooner he got rolling, the better.
“Let’s get her done, then,” Stan said, as if reading Jonathan’s mind.
“I’m ready.”
They stood in Stan’s driveway/yard, a scrape of land littered with debris: a rain-swollen La-Z-Boy with its springs showing; a stack of bald tires; a dresser with a shattered mirror; a pile of rocks. Beyond this miniature junkyard, the garden was a blight of swampy weed, probably home to mean-tempered rattlesnakes, snapping turtles, and—like Stan himself—species yet to be discovered. The house was ramshackle, standing only by virtue of weight and friction. Timbers were exposed and windows cracked, sealed with duct tape. Porch boards were nailed across gaps in the siding, and a hole in the roof had been covered with a sheet of corrugated steel. The house—again, like Stan himself—was odd-shaped, constructed of mismatched parts. It looked like it had been picked up by a hurricane, disciplined by God, and set down several hundred miles from its original location.
Jonathan only hoped his car was in better condition.
“She’s in back,” Stan said, as if reading Jonathan’s mind once again. “Don’t have a garage, so she’s got a tarp thrown over her. I haven’t driven her since …” He faltered. His different colored eyes flickered. “Since I sold her, but she’ll start up just fine. ‘Specially on a dandy of a day like this.”
He started to walk and Jonathan followed, struggling to keep up with those long legs. A dusty path ran beside the house to the back yard. Lizards skittered out of their way, leaving S-shaped trails, disappearing into the weeds or into gaps in the siding. Jonathan, understandably more apprehensive than when he’d woken that morning, felt his bubble of excitement rise again.
“I take it the car is in good condition?” he asked the back of Stan’s head.
“Ayyurrggh,” Stan replied, half-belching.
“Only, I didn’t get those photos you promised.”
“I didn’t promise,” Stan said. “And I didn’t send them.”
“Right. Okay.”
“Junior didn’t have time to come out with his fancy camera.” Except he said Canberra, as in the capital of Australia.
“That’s…that’s fine.”
“But she’s a creampuff. You’ll see.”
They came to the backyard (even more junked and jungly than the front), and there in the middle was a sight that got Jonathan’s mouth watering. It was just a shape, at the moment: a tarp-covered hump…but it was a tarp-covered, Cadillac-sized hump. Jonathan detached from Stan’s shadow and walked toward it. He could see the bottoms of the whitewall tires and a thin, happy sound escaped him.
It’s real, he thought. A flood of relief washed through him—relief that he wasn’t aware he’d been damming. Less than a week ago he’d been at home in London, clicking through gigabytes of web data, seeking his dream. And now here he was, thousands of miles later, exhausted but elated. It’s real.


“Gimme a hand with the tarp,” Stan said. He kicked away a rock pinning down one corner. Jonathan took the other side and together they pulled back the cover. It lifted easily, catching a belly-full of air, and sighing to the ground behind the Cadillac’s rear end.
Jonathan was—for one heartbeat—whipped back in time. Graceland, 1986, standing behind a velvet rope and gazing longingly at Elvis Presley’s 1955 Fleetwood Series 60. He blinked and was back in Stan Lannett’s backyard, but the car was exactly the same. Every strip of chrome. The upholstery. The pink body and pearly-white roof. He remembered what Stan had said on the phone: I could drive her to Graceland and do the old switcheroo with that one parked in Elvis’s driveway, and nobody would ever tell the difference. Jonathan nodded, smiling ridiculously, amazed. He ran his hand along the rear fender with a tenderness reserved for moments of love. Another happy sound leaked from his mouth and he had to look at his feet to make sure they were still on the ground.
“She’s an angel, huh?” Stan said.
“Unbelievable,” Jonathan agreed.
“Yup, about the only decent thing I ever owned. Breaks my heart to let her go, but …” He shrugged. His shadow twitched in the dry Alabama heat, and somewhere a chickadee cried for its mate. “She needs to go. I got a bastard case of arthritis in my shoulders and spine, aches like the curse of God, so’s I can’t drive her much of anywhere, anyhow.”
“Is that why you’re selling her?”
Stan nodded, but his shaded expression suggested there might be another reason, something he wasn’t willing to share. Jonathan didn’t push it. He walked from the rear of the Cadillac, sweeping his hand along the shimmering body, to the front driver’s side fender, and then around to the hood. The imperfection, amidst such flawlessness, was jarring. It was toward the passenger side, so he hadn’t seen it at first: a deep crease in the polished chrome bumper and grille, and a ripple in the hood. Of course, Stan had told him about this: She’s a creampuff, all right, except for a little ding in her front end. It was considerably more than a little ding. Jonathan frowned. He felt some of the dream cower and cry.
“There’s the ding,” Stan said, as if he hadn’t seen it.
“The ding?” Jonathan shook his head and trailed his fingers over the ripple in the hood. A chill touched the base of his spine. His heart moved a little faster. “I hope you didn’t tell the buyer it was just a ding.”
“She bought it sight-unseen, and for a song, dammit,” Stan said, his southern drawl laced with bitterness.
“She?” Jonathan looked at him. “A female buyer?”
“What? Women can’t buy cars?”
“That’s not what I meant,” Jonathan said. He remembered how Stan had tried to pull a fast-one on the phone: Say…five hundred bucks? No. Seven hundred. He’d sniffed-out Jonathan’s eagerness like a bloodhound and had tried to turn a buck. “I wouldn’t want to think that you were pulling the wool over anybody’s eyes.”
Stan bristled. He stepped toward Jonathan, his odd frame looming, like a haphazard stack of blocks, defying balance. “What I choose to do is my business.”
“Did you at least send her a photograph of the car…of the damage?”
“Shit on you,” Stan said. A fleck of spittle popped from between his lips and landed on Jonathan’s cheek. “I told her there was probably two G’s’ worth of damage. She’ll need a new bumper and grille, and will have to get the hood hammered out—”
“And resprayed.”
“She knows the deal. I haven’t pulled the wool over anyone’s eyes, you goddam slimy little limey bastard. And besides, she’s only paid a deposit. I guess if she doesn’t like it she’ll keep her money, and I’ll have to find another buyer.”
Jonathan wiped the little glob of spit away. He bit his lip and heard an orchestra of nervous energy play inside him.
“Shit on you,” Stan said again.
“Where are the keys?” Jonathan asked.
Stan grinned. His teeth were as white as the Cadillac’s roof, and straight, too—a staggering detail, given that the rest of him was so out of sorts. He jingled his hip pocket in reply and loped away from Jonathan, away from the damaged front end, as if he didn’t want to see it. His shadow rolled across the baked earth, disjointed, like a gantry with loose rails.
“She’s got a quarter-tank of gas in her,” he said, “but you’ll have to fill up soon, because she drinks like a catholic on Paddy’s Day. Oil was changed at the beginning of the summer, and she hasn’t done but a hundred miles since then, so you got no worries there.”
Jonathan nodded and walked around to the driver’s side; he didn’t like looking at the damage, either. The nervous energy, immediately, lowered its volume, but he could still feel it vibrating through his bones.
“Buyer’s details are in the glovebox,” Stan continued. “Address, phone number, and such. Slip’s in there, too, but I don’t want you handing it over until she’s wired the rest of the money into my account and I’ve confirmed that it’s there. You understand?”
“Yes,” Jonathan said.
“Call me when you get to California. Give me a number I can reach you at.”
“Right. Anything else I should know?”
Stan rubbed his thumb and fingers together. “You should know how to open your wallet and hand over two hundred greenbacks.”
Jonathan sneered, rolled his eyes, and fished his wallet out of his back pocket.
Stan patted the roof. “She drives bigger than she looks, believe it or not. She’s heavy, too, so don’t be whipping her into any tight turns. Oh, and you’ll feel some vibration on that right-hand side when you skip her over sixty, but it’s nothing to worry about; she’s old and that’s just her way of moaning.”
Jonathan counted out two hundred dollars. He still felt that he was being duped somehow, and he didn’t like it. Not at all. He handed over the money. It disappeared into Stan’s fist with a snapping sound.
“Heater’s bust, too,” he said. “I forgot to tell the buyer, but feel free to enlighten her, Mr. My-shit-don’t-stink, if you get an overwhelming sense of conscience.”
“I’ll tell her,” Jonathan said. “Does the radio work?”
“She’s got the AM band. It was crystal last time I checked.”
“Good. Can you recommend any oldies’ stations?”
“WVOK, fifteen-eighty. She’s already tuned in, but you’re gonna lose her south of Tuscaloosa.”
Jonathan managed a thin smile. Again he felt his dream cry—Stan’s ungainly attitude, and that dent in the Cadillac’s front end: small disappointments; rainclouds in what should have been a sunshine moment. He was sure he’d feel better once he was behind the wheel, the wind rippling through the open windows and the radio cranked, but right now his heart was hurting. Just a little, maybe, but enough.
He held out his hand. “The keys?”
Stan scooped them from his pocket and tossed them to Jonathan. “How long before you hit California?”
“A week or so.”
“No more’n a week, I hope.” Stan showed his white teeth again, but he wasn’t grinning this time. “I want my money, dammit. Don’t frig me around.”
“It’s a six-day itinerary,” Jonathan said, not looking at Stan as he unlocked the driver’s door and popped it open. The bad dream was there, dancing on the cold rim of his mind. Here’s your ride, Elvis had said, and the blood had cascaded around him, pouring from the Cadillac’s interior like water through a sluice gate. A bubble of foul air escaped, but that was all. The interior was frosty-white, like the inside of a refrigerator. Jonathan took a deep breath and sat behind the wheel. The seat creaked. He curled his fingers around the wheel and a shiver bolted through him.
Everything was cold. Too cold, given that it had been sitting in the sun, covered with a tarp. It felt like the inside of a refrigerator, too. He touched the chrome switches that operated the lights and windshield wipers, then flipped down the sun visors and stroked the gear shifter. He looked at the backseat and at the roof. Everything was spotless. It was like a showroom model. Jonathan closed the door, then slipped the key into the ignition and started the engine.
The Cadillac rumbled into life. The steering wheel vibrated in his hands and the hood trembled like the flank of a nervous animal. He touched the accelerator and two hundred and fifty horses snatched at their bridles, eyes wild.
Stan tapped on the window and Jonathan rolled it down.
“She purrs, huh?” he said.
Jonathan nodded. “Yeah…sounds great.”
“Just like I told you, she’s a Detroit angel.”
Jonathan looked at the hood. He could hardly see the damage from behind the wheel: a little kink at the front, perhaps, and a shallow dip that looked more like a shadow. He gestured toward it with his eyes.
“So what happened?”
Stan placed his hands on his hips and took a step back, his strange head hanging for a second. He knew what Jonathan was talking about—had to be expecting the question. Emotion ticked and vibrated across his face, making it tremble, like the hood.
“Goddam kids,” he said, but he couldn’t look Jonathan in the eye. “No respect these days. Little fuckers took to her with a tire iron. Maybe a baseball bat. Anyways, that’s why I started parking her in back under a tarp.”
“Right. Of course,” Jonathan said, but he didn’t believe it for a second, and it had nothing to do with Stan’s evasive body language, either. Prior to life at the post office, Jonathan had worked for six years in social services, and had encountered a great many disruptive children. He understood their habits well enough to know that, equipped with a tire iron or baseball bat, they would not have gone for the bumper and grille—not when there were mirrors and lights and windows to smash. Maybe American kids were different, but he didn’t think so.
What really happened, Stan? he thought. What are you hiding? But he didn’t ask these questions, because all he wanted was to get out of his peculiar shadow, and get the dream rolling.
Again, it was as if Stan reached into his mind. “I expect you want to hit the road, huh?”
Jonathan smiled. “My thoughts exactly.”
He steered the Cadillac along the path beside the house, and had to wait while Stan cleared away enough junk in the front yard for him to wend a route off his property. There were no goodbyes and no good lucks. Both men raised their hands, but that was all. They were scratching each other’s backs, but that didn’t mean they had to be chummy about it. Jonathan watched Stan and his rickety house recede in the rearview, then he turned at the end of the road and they were out of sight. A fabulous grin broke across his face, and it felt—cliché but true—like sunshine breaking through thick cloud. He put his foot down and the Cadillac responded, the V8 snarling, the road unfolding. He was on his way.
Jonathan hoped to be in New Orleans by five o’clock, which would give him plenty of time to find a hotel and venture out for some pure Louisiana culture. He planned on eating Cajun tonight, then taking a stroll through the French Quarter, hopping between bars and soaking up the atmosphere. The Cadillac purred in approval and Jonathan’s sunshine-grin beamed ever brighter. He flicked on the radio as he merged onto I-59 South.
Insanity blared from the speakers—not music, like he had been expecting, but a rush of dark noise that thickened his blood and made the mercury in his fillings flare. It sounded like static snagged on razor wire, or glass breaking inside a thunderhead. An image glimmered in his mind, but it made no sense: three gold letters—UAB—hovering in the dark. Jonathan jerked the wheel and the Cadillac swerved, tires protesting, eliciting a no-nonsense horn-blast from the car in the next lane. He corrected his line, then steered into the shoulder and hit the brakes.
“Jesus Christ!” The sound warbling from the speakers felt like large hands clutching—reshaping—his brain. The gold letters wavered in his mind, meaning nothing; a bizarre image induced by the radio’s shrill voice. He turned down the volume and cranked the tuning dial. The sound faded for one hopeful moment (there were bursts of music and conversation) but then crashed back in. Jonathan gritted his teeth and hit the on/off button.
“That was not the oldies’ station,” he said. He wiped his eyes with a trembling hand, recalling one aspect of his terrible dream: the Cadillac’s speakers blaring human screams as blood coursed around his bare ankles. He looked at the radio. Stan had said that the AM band was crystal, last time he checked, but Stan was a dirty liar.
He reached for the radio again, but couldn’t bring himself to turn it on. That sound…it was horrible. Maybe he’d try again later, when his heart wasn’t pounding so hard.
“Maybe,” he said, blinking those letters, UAB, from his mind. He shifted into drive and accelerated into the flow of traffic, south on I-59, a pink missile targeting the American Dream.
His unease dissipated after a few steady miles and he began to settle into the moment. He waved at everybody who waved at him—and quite a few people did, he found; the car was a real head-turner. He stopped for gas just outside Tuscaloosa, and decided to call Julie from a payphone.
“I picked up the Cadillac this morning. It’s just like Elvis’s. Except for the dent in the front.”
“That’s wonderful, Jon. Are you having a good time?”
He paused before answering.
“Jon?”
“Yes, darling.” He looked at the Cadillac, glimmering in the sun, parked so that the damage faced away from him. “I’m having a lovely time.”
“Be careful.”
“Of course. I love you.”
The Cadillac’s engine drummed a steady beat as he pulled away from the gas station. His eyes flicked to the rearview mirror …
The first chinks appeared in his state of mind.
There was a tall, smoke-like figure hovering in the road behind him. Jonathan frowned and wiped his tired eyes. When he returned his gaze to the mirror, the figure was gone.
 
NEW ORLEANS, LA.
 
He tried the radio again south of Meridian—got a shot of mind-altering noise to begin with (a three-second blast, but it was enough to darken his soul and make him want to turn-tail for Birmingham). He scrambled across the dial and managed to find a religious station. A stentorian, deeply southern voice warned colorfully against Satan’s deceptions: 
“And there will be times, I DECLARE, that the devil’s hand will seem kindly and smooth, like the hand of your own sweet GRANDMOMMA. But don’t be deceived, my brothers and sisters. Let the love of God guide you AWAY from that deceptive hand, because it will lead you only into SIN and WRATH and HELL. Praise Jesus hear me NOW. Praise JESUS!”
Jonathan raised his eyebrows. “Welcome to God’s Country.” He gingerly reached for the tuning knob. This sermon, however colorful, wasn’t humping his camel. He wanted American flavor of a different kind. He wanted rock and roll.
“Take the devil’s hand and be SURE your sins will follow you through the gates of HELL—”
He held his breath and tuned out, sliding the needle to the far right of the dial, and there, like one of God’s miracles, was an oldies’ station. Jonathan beamed and drummed his fingers on the wheel. Doo-wop bounced from the speakers, probably from the year this Cadillac rolled off the production line.
It turned out to be a wonderful drive to New Orleans, and Jonathan would later regard it as one of the few highlights of the trip. For those five hours, at least, everything was perfect. The Cadillac thrummed along at an easy fifty-five and the sun fluttered a wing of golden light against the windshield. At one point he passed a truck hauling a huge trailer, as shiny as a silver dollar, and he could see the Cadillac reflected there—could see himself behind the wheel, captured in a brilliant moment, as if on film. Twenty-five miles later a clutch of attractive young ladies in a Mustang convertible ripped by in the passing lane, all smiling and waving, and he returned the gesture emphatically. He even added a couple of toots for good measure. The radio played non-stop rock and roll from a golden age: Dion and the Belmonts, The Fleetwoods, The Coasters, and, of course, Elvis Presley. Jonathan sang along and drummed the wheel, guiding the Cadillac through the lush heart of Mississippi and across the Louisiana state line. Glaring billboards demanded his attention, directing him to the best of everything that the Deep South had to offer. The Cadillac shimmered among them, another chip of the American Dream. The oldies’ station finally faded. Jonathan rolled the dial—
That dark sound again, rumbling through the speakers and setting his teeth on edge.
UAB.


Turn around, he thought. Forget the dream.


He came close to stomping on the brake, but the sound sputtered out and every cold feeling went away. Dixieland floated from the speakers, clear and hot. Jonathan knuckled little cups of sweat from beneath his eyes and steered the Cadillac toward New Orleans.
Two hours later he was sitting in a restaurant on Bourbon Street. Cajun boudin, followed by crawfish étouffée, with a slab of mud pie for dessert. Jonathan lowered his belt a couple of notches and joked with the waitress to roll him out the door. Bourbon Street blazed and bustled, but his tired mind sought a moment’s quiet. He sauntered to the banks of the Mississippi and watched a riverboat—loaded with tourists—churn the gray water. There was so much to see and do in New Orleans, and he had already decided that he would come back with Julie one day, and do those things together: the carriage ride through the French Quarter; the museums; the haunted history and swamp tours; the incredible music and cuisine. Jonathan had not been in New Orleans long before realizing that it would be a better place with his wife beside him. He watched the muddy river flow and his heart ached for Julie, so many miles away. A moment’s homesickness touched him. She would be in bed now, curled on her side with one arm beneath her pillow. The glowing digits of the alarm clock would read 02.11. Her paperback book would be lying open, pages-down, next to it. The lamp would be off, but she would leave the landing light on and the bedroom door open just a crack, so that the light would creep into the room and fall across the empty half of the bed. He knew all this because it was his life, too—in the same way he knew Julie, how she slept, the small noises she made and the way her delicate fingers flexed against the bed sheets. It was all his—the house, every piece of furniture, every picture and ornament. Not his in a materialistic sense, but in a spiritual one. Julie; the worn places in the carpet; the kitchen drawer that popped off its runner every time he opened it; the stand-by light on the TV; the pizzas in the freezer; the pictures of his children hanging on the living room walls. It was his life, and it continued to exist so many miles away—a trick of love, and of soul—while he followed his dream.
A small tear glistened in the corner of his eye and he nudged it away with the tip of his pinky. Some of the tourists on the riverboat were waving—he wasn’t sure at whom, but he waved back, nonetheless. He walked back to the bustling French Quarter. Bright signs pronounced the magic of The Big Easy: jazz and sex and voodoo and food. Street performers cast their talents at the masses. Incredible sound bled from every building: music and voices and laughter, like an auditory rainbow. Jonathan wanted to sample it all, from the burlesque to the beautiful, but tiredness had, once again, gotten the better of him. His legs ached and his mind felt loose, floating behind him on a piece of string, like a balloon. He had been so diligent in the planning of this trip, but hadn’t accounted for how exhausted he would be. He should have allowed a couple of days to beat the jetlag. Still, it was too late now, and he wasn’t going to let it spoil the party.
The bars were smokin’ hot, filled with lithe bodies and jazz/blues. Jonathan’s energy level spiked, not to the point where he could stay out all night, but enough for him to get a taste of New Orleans. He drank voodoo cocktails, got a little giddy, and was enticed into dancing by a Cajun beauty with black satin skin and blue eyes. She rolled against him as the band played “Hummingbird” with electrifying grace. Jonathan, danced with the uncertain rhythm of a fifty-one-year-old Englishman, before slinking away for a glass of cold water.
He got back to his hotel just before eleven P.M. New Orleans was just getting started, but he was finished. He undressed, collapsed on the bed, and was sleeping within two minutes. The burning need to urinate woke him in the small hours. He staggered, somewhat disoriented, to the bathroom, bumping into things in the gloom. His hotel was close to the French Quarter, and he could hear the nightlife still—a vivacious rhythm that brought him back to the here and now.
“Living the dream,” he mumbled. His reflection was comical: gray hair standing in quills, silver stubble sprinkled on his chin, and sleep lines stamped across his puffy cheeks. With his eyelids hanging as if they were lined with lead, he trudged back to bed. The Cajun beauty danced in his mind. The way she had moved against him, her hips crashing like waves. It was as if her body effused the dark, magical spirit of the city. He imagined, for one fanciful moment, the pink Cadillac growling along the highway, the radio playing sultry blues and the Cajun beauty grinding her supple body in the passenger seat. Take me all the way, baby, she said.
“All the way,” Jonathan said drowsily to the empty room, not aware that he was curling his lip like Elvis. Just thinking about the Cadillac sent a jolt of excitement through him, equal to a thousand Cajun beauties. He had to see it again. Had to. It would underscore how real this was, and fill him with a fat, pink glow that would follow him, bouncing, into sleep.
He threw back the sheets and climbed out of bed. He had parked the Cadillac so that he could see it from his room, so all he had to do was walk to the window and twitch the curtains. Just a quick look was all.
The shape of the window hovered in the darkness. Jonathan grinned as he stumbled toward it. He blinked his sleepy eyes, grabbed the rod that moved the curtain along the rail, and inched it over—just enough for him to see into the parking lot.
The grin left his face like a piece of elastic snapping back to its original size. A shuddering breath pushed from his body and every warm feeling inside him turned instantly to blue, crackling ice.
There was a man standing next to the Cadillac: a tall, shadowy figure that appeared to be looking up at Jonathan’s hotel window, as if he knew exactly which room he was in. The lights in the parking lot were not bright enough for Jonathan to define any detail, but he knew that he had seen this man before. His startled mind sorted through fragments of memory, and it came to him: after he had stopped for gas just outside Birmingham…that long, smoky figure had been standing in the road behind the Cadillac.
Impossible, he thought. He couldn’t have followed me all the way here. He couldn’t have—


This trembling train of thought was interrupted by another memory:
Ahhn gohnah awwwn oooo.


“I’m going to haunt you,” Jonathan said, looking at the tall gray man. He shook his head and a frost of sweat glittered on his skin. It couldn’t be him. There was no way. He remembered his stubby black teeth and the flapping, soupy hole in the middle of his face. The vagrant. The poor boy, Jonathan thought. Was it possible that he had been followed all the way from Raleigh, North Carolina? His heart made crazy sounds at the thought, while tiny sailboats of logic journeyed to put his mind at ease. How could a homeless, penniless bum travel nine hundred miles in two days? And if he found a way—in the unlikely event that he decided to spend money on trains and buses instead of food—how did he know which hotel Jonathan was staying at?
The pink Cadillac, he thought. It’s like a neon sign on wheels.


But no…it made no sense. It wasn’t possible.
Music thrummed from the bars in the French Quarter. Iridescent smog splashed the darkness, as if all the city’s light and energy had rained magically skyward and formed a luminous puddle in the night. The man standing next to the Cadillac lifted one arm and pointed at Jonathan. The light appeared to shine through his raggedy gray body.
“Oh Jesus,” Jonathan said, snapping the curtain closed. Sweat ran into his tired eyes, and although he knew it couldn’t be the poor boy—it just couldn’t be—the idea had taken root in his mind and wasn’t to be denied. His legs trembled. His heart was a shotgun with endless ammunition.
This is what comes of not getting enough sleep, he thought. You start hallucinating, your mind just—


He creaked the curtain open.
The poor boy was a little closer now, edging toward him on his misty legs. Jonathan staggered away from the window, stumbled over the edge of the bed, and thumped to the floor.
“I should’ve given you the five dollars,” he blurted, feeling absurdly like Ebenezer Scrooge addressing the Ghost of Christmas Past. It was too dark to determine anything of the shadowy figure, other than his long shape, but Jonathan knew that his hair was black and stringy, that his hands were made of clay, and that the center of his face was a wuffling, fleshy crater rimmed with slime and crusty boogers.
Ahhn gohnah awwwn oooo.


Jonathan struggled to his feet and suffered a moment of paralyzing indecision. Should he hide in the closet, scrunched between the trouser press and the safe? Should he run screaming from the room and demand that the front desk call the police? You’re overreacting, he thought. It’s not the poor boy. It’s just a guy—a regular guy—returning from a night out. He saw the Cadillac in the parking lot and paused to check it out. What’s wrong with you?


“He pointed at me,” Jonathan said. “That’s what’s wrong.” And also, it was the same shadowy figure he had seen in the rearview outside Birmingham. He had followed Jonathan here.
Should he confront the man? Find out what he wanted?
You’re fatigued, Jonny-boy. That’s all. You just need a good night’s sleep.


Should he call the front desk and tell them that someone was snooping around the parking lot?
The world moved in tormenting increments. The darkness mocked him. It seemed like a hundred years ago that he had been dancing hip-to-hip with a Cajun beauty. His cryogenic life—with his wife, his frozen pizzas, and his TV stand-by light—was now a previous life. He was detached from it, and from everything. He floated brainless and senseless in the darkness of his hotel room, waiting for something to happen.
It didn’t.
He waited.
The city jumped. It pulsed.
He waited.
Sweat trickled down his face in thin lines. 
Elsewhere in the hotel, a door slammed. He heard giggling.
Traffic rumbled and roared. Horns snapped. Somewhere distant, a freight train shuddered on its rails on route to Santa Fe.
He waited.
Nothing.
Eventually—forty-three minutes later, according to the bedside clock—Jonathan moved. Mouselike, he skittered to the window and braved the crack in the curtains. A whisper of dawn mellowed the darkness. The pink Cadillac sat on its whitewalls, soft and pretty, like a chubby baby. There was no sign of the tall gray figure. Jonathan looked from one end of the parking lot to the other, but it was still and quiet.
“Oh thank God,” he breathed, one hand clutching his bare chest. He retreated to the bed and fell into it, dragging the sheets over his body. He closed his eyes and tried to convince himself that the shadowy figure wasn’t real—that his incredible tiredness was inducing black waves of paranoia.
Okay. Possible. Probable, even.
But what if the shadow was real…not the poor boy, perhaps, but someone—some thing—that was following him?
Jonathan didn’t think he would sleep; his mind was ticking and his heart smashing too hard. Exhaustion, however, proved very persuasive. He slumped into wide, shadowless dreams, and didn’t wake up until housecleaning knocked six hours later.
 
HOUSTON, TX.
 
The soothing light of morning provided some relief, but not much. The idea that he had imagined the shadow man, or half-dreamed him, seemed more plausible, but Jonathan didn’t believe this to be the case. In truth, he didn’t know what to believe. His mind, therefore, locked itself in a panic room, of sorts: denial. Put it down to tiredness, paranoia, and coincidence, then batten down the hatches and never think of it again.
If only.
He saw the shadowy figure less than three hours later, in the parking lot of a café just off Interstate 10. He was halfway through a bowl of prawn fettuccine when he glanced out the window. It was a dazzling day, ferocious sunshine, with such clear and fresh detail it made every other day look like a faded painting. Jonathan’s mouth dropped open. A ribbon of fettuccine fell from his fork, slopped back into the bowl, and splashed sauce onto his T-shirt. He couldn’t blame what he was seeing on tiredness or paranoia now. It was real.
“Dear Jesus,” he said.
The tall figure (the poor boy, Jonathan’s mind insisted on calling him) was standing beside the Cadillac. It was so bright outside that Jonathan should have been able to see him clearly: the clothes he wore, the style and color of his hair, even the color of his eyes. But he was featureless—a dark smudge in the brilliance of the day. His posture suggested that he was looking at the car, head down and shoulders hunched, but then his body whirled with smoke-like motion and the blank map of his face settled on the window Jonathan was sitting at.
Jonathan dropped his fork. It clattered on the table, then onto the floor.
“Lemme get that for you,” the waitress said. She’d swung by to warm his coffee, but now offered her rounded tookus to him as she bent over to retrieve the fork. His eyes skipped her way. He could see the T of her thong above the waistband of her pants. “I’ll fetch you a fresh one,” she said.
“Wait,” Jonathan said. He looked out the window again. The poor boy had drifted a little closer. “What do you see out there?”
She leaned over the table and peered out the window. “I see that pretty pink car you pulled up in.”
“Right. Anything else. Anybody?”
“Just lots of cars, and not one as pretty as yours.” She straightened and smiled. “You want your coffee warmed, sweetie?”
The poor boy pointed at Jonathan. His gray face appeared to stretch into a wide, vaporous scream.
Jonathan shook his head, chilled from the inside out.
“You okay?” the waitress asked. “You look awful pale.”
As he watched, the poor boy disappeared. One second there, the next gone. He evaporated like steam. Jonathan covered his eyes with one trembling hand and sighed. The waitress touched his shoulder, and it felt good—real.


“Those prawns disagree with you, sugarpie?”
He looked at her concerned face and a nervous smile touched the edges of his lips. “I’m—” He stopped. I’m going crazy, he was about to say. I’m seeing things…hallucinating. I think I might be losing my mind. The weight of her fingers reassured him. He took a deep breath and nodded.
“I’m just tired,” he said. “More coffee would be great.”
It was with trepidation that he left the café. He walked toward the Cadillac, flinching at every small movement, like a spooked child in a dark alleyway. He fully expected the poor boy to materialize from thin air and swoop down on him, but he made it to the Cadillac without incident and threw himself behind the wheel. Gooseflesh splashed across his arms and the back of his neck. A cloud of frosty breath puffed from between his lips. So cold—impossibly cold, given that the outside temperature had to be ninety-something. He stuttered the key into the ignition with a trembling hand, cranked it, and the engine roared faithfully into life. The radio, which had been playing jazz standards when he pulled into the lot, drilled dark sound into his ears.
His mind warped. The poor boy flickered there. He saw a thicket of trees, too, with diamonds of sunlight sloping through the branches.
“What’s going on?” His breath misted and crackled in the cold air. It felt as though a fat, fleshy string had been looped around his brain and was tugging it…trying to pull him east, back to Alabama.
Forget. The. Dream.


He lifted his leg and kicked the radio, several times, until it fell silent. A kittenish sound escaped him, hovered in the air in freezing particles, and gradually dispersed. He jerked the shift-lever into drive and screeched out of the parking lot. A tail of dust wagged from the Cadillac’s rear end.
He didn’t touch the radio, or look into the rearview mirror, until he crossed the Texas state line an hour and a half later.
Houston, Texas. The fifth city on the “Promised Land” Itinerary.
The drive had not been enjoyable. The car was deathly cold. He had all the windows down to get as much warm air flowing through the interior as possible.
Damn Stan Lannett.
Damn this dented, freezing Cadillac.
 He wanted to go home, where Julie’s arms were warm and open. He wanted to slide behind the counter at the post office and sell first-class stamps, weigh parcels, and cash pension checks. He wanted to drive his own car, a five-year-old Renault Clio with an annoying rattle somewhere in the back, but at least the heater worked. The radio, too.
Damn the poor boy.
Damn this dream.
The Interstate jammed as soon as he hit the city limits. Bumper to bumper for over an hour, which did nothing for his mood. It was almost seven o’clock by the time he checked into his hotel. He had planned to hit a bar called the Firehouse Saloon, where the music was all-Texas. The day’s events had brought about a change of heart. He didn’t need steel guitars, ten gallon hats, and line dancing. He needed Julie…her voice and reassurances.
“Darling, I was sleeping. Do you know what time it is?”
“I’m sorry. I needed to hear your voice.”
“It’s one-eighteen.”
“Yes.” His heart blazed with love for her. He could imagine her rushing/stumbling for the phone (nobody likes to hear the phone ringing in the small hours), fearing the worst. She would be standing in the hallway in her nightgown, the phone clasped to her left ear, blinking sleep from her eyes.
“Is everything okay?” she asked.
“I think I’m being followed,” he said.
Jonathan told her everything, and she listened without interjection, although his ear—trained over twenty-two years of marriage—detected skepticism in her silence when he explained about the shadowy figure. There was another silence when he had finished, but it was contemplative and considerate. Jonathan knew that if they were in the same room, this was when she would stroke his hand, or his face, or throw her arms around him and hold him tight.
He wished they were in the same room.
“I love you, Jonathan,” she said. “Very much. And I miss you terribly. My goodness, how I miss you. I would give anything to have you home with me right now—”
“I was just thinking the same thing,” Jonathan said.
“And what I’m about to say comes from a place of great love, and compassion, and understanding.”
“I’m listening.”
“You said that your sleep—what little you’ve had—has been filled with terrible nightmares. And the homeless person you saw in the doorway…he’s obviously embedded in your mind. He spooked you, Jonathan.”
“Yes,” Jonathan said. “He did.”
“I would never doubt you, and I have never believed in anybody more than I believe in you. But this shadow that you say is following you…I think you’re seeing something that isn’t really there. You’re sleep deprived, alone, and spooked. It’s like the child who sees someone in his closet, but when he turns on the light he realizes that it’s just his jacket hanging up.”
“But I saw him,” Jonathan said softly. “He pointed at me.”
“It could have been anyone—a man out strolling, pointing at something in the sky. What’s the alternative?”
“I don’t know,” Jonathan sighed. “I’m afraid to know. Oh darling, I suppose you’re right, but what about today, in the café car park? I saw him again. I saw him. He pointed at me and …” He couldn’t finish, because all of a sudden it sounded preposterous.
Julie finished for him: “He disappeared?”
“Yes, but …” Jonathan propped his head in his hand. He saw his reflection in one of the room’s many mirrors, and thought he looked about twenty years older than he had when he boarded the plane at Heathrow. “I don’t know, Julie. I’m so tired.”
“You said he was sort of…vague and smoky? And then he disappeared?”
“Yes.”
“And the waitress didn’t see him?”
“I know how it sounds.”
“Darling, maybe it was smoke. Or dust.”
Jonathan remembered the whirl of dust he had kicked up when he ripped out of the parking lot. “Yes. Maybe.”
“Sweetheart,” Julie continued, and her voice was like softly swaying waves. “Go to the nearest pharmacy and buy something that will help you sleep—Kalms, or whatever the equivalent is. Then get an early night. I promise you’ll feel so much better in the morning.”
He had never wanted to kiss her more than at that moment. The vast distance between them seemed suddenly like a cruel and spiteful thing.
“Of course,” she said, “you can always come home. That’s an option, too. Save this dream for another day, when you can plan it better, and you have more time.”
Jonathan closed his eyes. That sounded wonderful.
“I’ll pick you up at the airport,” Julie promised.
“There’s nothing I’d like more,” he said. “But I don’t think there will be another day. Pink Cadillacs are not easy to come by. I got lucky with this one.” Although he didn’t feel lucky. “Unless we win the lottery so that I can hire one, or even buy one, I don’t think I’ll get an opportunity like this again. This is it, sweetheart—my one shot.”
“I understand,” Julie said.
“I thought Elvis was looking after me,” he continued sadly. “From Heaven…rewarding one of his loyal fans, you know?”
She said nothing. That silent skepticism again. He wanted her in his arms so that he could divine yet more understanding from her heart’s steady rhythm.
“It all seemed so perfect, after all. The exact model car. The pick-up and drop-off locations. It was all…perfect.” He sighed. His reflection looked like something drawn with pencils. Lots of shading. “But it’s just a coincidence. Nothing to do with Elvis, at all. He’s gone, sweetheart. Elvis has left the building.”
“Listen to me,” Julie said after a short pause. “I’ll support whatever you decide to do. If you want to come home now, that’s fine. Like I said, I’ll be waiting at the airport. But I think you should buy something to help you sleep, get an early night, and finish your dream.”
“My dream.” Jonathan said, and added. “It’s seventeen hundred miles to L.A.”
“And you should enjoy every one of them.”
They talked for a little longer, but Jonathan could hear the tiredness in Julie’s voice. He told her that he loved her, and missed her so very much, and then told her to go to bed. She had given him what he wanted—what he needed: love and reassurance. He blew kisses down the phone and hung up.
There was a drugstore around the corner from the hotel. He walked there quickly, casting nervous glances over his shoulder, and bought a jumbo box of (promisingly named) Nighttime Sleep Aid. Yet more nervous glances as he hurried back to his room, but there was no sign of the poor boy. Still, he locked and secured his door, drew the curtains tight, and crawled into bed. The directions on the Sleep Aid box recommended taking two caplets before bedtime. Jonathan took four, swallowing them dry. He flicked on the TV and watched ten minutes of Desperate Housewives before falling to sleep.
The TV played through the night, and Jonathan awoke at seven-fifteen the next morning to the weather report.
It was, apparently, going to be a beautiful day.
 
ALBUQUERQUE, NM.
 
“What do you WANT from me?” Jonathan cried.
The poor boy was outside his motel room, hovering at the window. Jonathan had seen his hands, curled and black, like strips of burnt paper. He had seen his face. A haunted, terrible scream.
“Go away…please…please …”
He had caught several glimpses of his shadowy form since leaving Houston yesterday. Nothing definite: a whisper of something dark seen over his shoulder when checking blind spots, or a sense of his long shape flickering in the rearview mirror, trailing the Cadillac as it rumbled northwest through the Lone Star State. You’re not really there, Jonathan thought over and over. You’re just smoke and dust. You’re tiredness. He had stayed last night at a hotel in Quanah, a small town in north Texas. He left his room just once, to buy a large bottle of water from a nearby gas station (the Cadillac may have been like the inside of a cooler, but everywhere else the heat was stifling). He thought he’d seen the poor boy on his return, wavering beside the Cadillac like the shimmer from a candle. “Fuck you!” Jonathan shouted across the lot at him. He opened the bottle and splashed water onto his face. It ran down the front of his shirt in icy, breath-sucking streams. “You’re not …” he spluttered and gasped. “… there!” He wiped water from his eyes. “You’re smoke.” And when he looked again there was no sign of the poor boy. No smoke or dust. He returned to his room, drew the curtains, crunched six Sleep Aid caplets, and crawled beneath the bed sheets.
The Cadillac’s radio started switching itself on west of Amarillo. To begin with he was able to switch it off, but a few minutes later it would spark back into life and blare that terrible sound. 
He felt his soul freeze…his mind split down the middle.


After a while, nothing worked, not the on/off button, not the volume control, no matter how hard he whacked the radio. He swerved onto the shoulder, brakes locked, plumes of dust frothing around the Cadillac’s baby-pink frame. He dug his iPod from his suitcase and drove to Albuquerque with his headphones on.
It felt as if he were driving with cold hands clasped around his throat.


He arrived in the early afternoon and checked into a motel in Old Town—on Route 66, in fact, adding another generous slice of American Pie. Determined not to spend another night cowering in his room, Jonathan took a swim in the motel pool and then walked downtown. His uneasiness started to subside and he went some way to convincing himself that the poor boy wasn’t—couldn’t be—real. He had no idea why the radio kept screaming that mind-bending noise, or why the car was so damn cold, other than it had rolled off the production line when “Rock Around the Clock” was the biggest hit record in the land, and was therefore susceptible to faults…like anything after it reaches a certain age. But the poor boy, he felt sure, was mental residue. Nothing more and nothing less.
Ahhn gohnah awwwn oooo.


A ghost of the mind.


Jonathan took photographs of the Rio Grande, the scorched auburn peaks of the Sandia Mountains, and a few of the Route 66 signs posted along Central Avenue. His enthusiasm partially restored, he bought Julie a Native American necklace, then ate Mexican food and cooled down with a couple of iced cocktails.
No shadows. No ghosts. Albuquerque seemed like a blessed place…until he got back to his motel. And then it all turned to hell.
“What do you WANT from me?”


He’d parked directly outside his room, with the Cadillac’s headlights—one slightly out of true because of the damaged front end—facing his window. He pulled the keycard from his back pocket, and was swiping it through the lock when the headlights suddenly flicked on. His shadow splashed against the door at a bizarre angle, like something thrown down in a hurry. Not only his shadow, but another: an elongated, too-dark thing that appeared to be reaching for him. Jonathan dropped the keycard, shrieked, and whirled on his feet.


The poor boy was there—right there. Jonathan caught a glimpse of his twisted face, his yawning scream. Gray, scarecrow arms stretched toward him. His hands were too close. Frigid air slapped him, rippled his clothes. The strength deserted Jonathan’s legs and he slid down the door. The shadow loomed above him, as tall as a tree, it seemed.
He could hear the Cadillac’s radio: loud, maddening sound. His mind tumbled, like a boxful of images down a steep gradient. Thesis, antithesis, and synthesis whirled like kites caught in disastrous cross-winds, looping and diving, trailing tails that flapped in bright colors. The cold stole the breath from his body—left him ransacked and bereft. He could feel the Cadillac’s headlights staring at him without pity, and could suddenly see the appeal in taking a baseball bat or tire iron to it, only he wouldn’t just dent the grille and the hood. No, he would reduce it to broken pink pieces: trembling panels and glass; dented chrome and scattered engine parts; fluids leaking like tears.
I have to go back, he thought. I have to …


His other hand slapped wildly at the ground and by chance happened upon the keycard. He snatched it up and sprang to his feet, turning away from the poor boy and the Cadillac. He swiped and waited an eternity for the little light to blink green. The poor boy’s shadow expanded. Jonathan felt his closeness, his coldness, and then the door unlocked with a little snick! and he threw it open, slammed it behind him, and screamed:
“LEAVE ME ALONE!”


Now, three hours later, Jonathan huddled in the far corner of his room with a bed sheet drawn up to his trembling eyes. Everything was bright; the Cadillac’s headlights were still shining. Shadows stretched across the walls and ceiling.
“What do you want from me?” he whimpered.
The poor boy’s silhouette floated in the window, clearly visible through the gauzy curtains. Countless times he had thrown the sheet over his head, closed his eyes, and counted to ten, hoping the poor boy would have disappeared the next time he looked. But this didn’t happen. His shape lurked in the window, as real—seemingly—as the USS Wisconsin or the Mississippi River, or anything else he had seen on this hellish trip.
He had tried the phone half a dozen times, thinking he could call the motel office, or even the police, but interference distorted the line: a swishing, gurgling sound, not dissimilar to the madness on the radio. Jonathan slammed the handset down every time, petrified that his mind would shatter.
He shook his head.
You can’t be real.


The poor boy swayed in the window, magnified by the Cadillac’s headlights.
“What do you WANT?” Jonathan could feel his mind flexing…twisting. It was all too much. Just…too much. Something inside him cracked. He stood up, dropped the sheet, and took two shaky steps toward the window.
“I’ll do anything you want,” he whined. “Just leave me alone.”
The poor boy appeared to lift his head. His silhouette was rimmed with gold.
“Anything,” Jonathan repeated.
He was back in Birmingham twenty hours later.
 
UNPLUGGED (AN INTERLUDE).
 
“Fuck the dream,” Jonathan said. His mind had come unplugged.
Non compos mentis, baby. Mens sana no more. He wondered how Julie would react when she learned that his sanity had gone bye-bye. We’ll find you some help, she would say. Therapy. Psychiatry. Whatever it takes. And he would tell her to bypass the little guys, to dress him in one of those delightful jackets with the buckles in the back, and check him into the Laughing Academy.
He shuffled on zombie legs from his motel room. The Cadillac growled and the poor boy shimmered. He didn’t check out—didn’t even close the door behind him. Birmingham, he thought, looking east, where the lights tracked along Route 66 like angels’ footprints. He climbed behind the wheel and the car closed around him. Icy and tight. His eyes shifted to the rearview and there was the poor boy, sitting in the back seat. This close, Jonathan could just see, through the haze of madness—the miasma between worlds—the letters UAB on his chest.
The radio clicked on. Dark sound. His mind skipped like an old record.
Birmingham.


Jonathan pulled out of the parking lot, east on Route 66.
“Fuck the dream, baby,” he said, curling his lip, trying to sound like Elvis. “Thank you very much.”
He existed for the next twenty hours (although he had no concept of time) in a nightmarish state—reality like water, trickling through the sieve of his brain. He drove a feverish highway. The radio pulsed and shrieked. It tickered and mockered. He heard voices dripping through the insanity and thought at first that it was some talk station at the perimeter of its range. But the voices were slow and ruptured, uttering nothing, and he knew (insomuch as he knew anything) that he was listening to the dead speak.
Blood. It oozed through the seams in the dashboard.
And then it was gone.
It washed over the display and drip-dripped to the floor. He could feel it on the steering wheel. It seeped through the cracks of his fingers.
And then…gone.
Where are you taking me? he asked the poor boy.
A dead, random voice crackled over the radio: “Ladies and gentleworms, we apoptosis for this blank in our deadcast. Abnormal programming will deluge on the other side.”
The poor boy glowed.
Jonathan drove. He had no recollection of stopping for gas, or to rest. He glistened along the highway like a fat, pink tear, carrying the dead while his mind buckled under the weight. Town names flashed across his vision: Elk City, Checotah, Final Breath, and Pig’s Eye.
Elvis hopped into the passenger seat in Memphis.
Now I know I’m crazy.


Young Elvis. The Sun Records days.
“You’re takin’ care of business, Jonny,” he said. “You’re doing the right thing.”
Sing to me, Jonathan said, and Elvis did.
The Cadillac rumbled. Cold like January. Asylum on wheels. US-78, the sun like a bullet hole. Blood dripped and his mind ached. Holly Springs, Death Rattle, and Tupelo—the town that Elvis was born in.
“Hey, mister,” Elvis said, but now it was Elvis as a boy. A poor boy, in fact, dressed in tattered pants and a thin cotton shirt. “Don’t you think it’s strange that the quickest route from Albuquerque to Birmingham takes you through Memphis and Tupelo?”
I’ve known stranger things.


“It’s like there’s a higher power at work, or something,” Elvis the poor boy said. “Gee, nice car, mister.”
More blood. More dark radio sound. The final hour was the hardest. His fingers ached, curled around the wheel. His breath hung in frosty white garlands. The poor boy screamed in the back seat and Jonathan screamed with him. Icy tears curled from his eyes. His heartbeat matched the sound of the tires thrumming on the blacktop.
How much of this is real?


The poor boy trembled. Jonathan could see his eyes glimmering in the smoky swirl of his face.
How much is in my mind?


The Cadillac ripped into Birmingham. Jonathan had no idea where he was going. He was just following the feeling…the flex in his mind. He thought, perhaps, that the poor boy was taking him back to Stan’s house, but the Cadillac veered in a different direction, blustering into the rural tracks just outside the city. It thumped and groaned over unpaved road, jarring Jonathan’s frozen bones. He felt he would separate like confetti soon, and float around the interior on currents of chilly air.
“It’s the end of the glow,” that dead voice on the radio said.
Down a narrow track, barely wide enough for the Cadillac to squeeze through.
“We’d sure like to shank you for bristling.” 
The Cadillac’s shocks sighed. Its pink body clattered.
“We hope you had fun. Good night.” 
The radio switched itself off.
Jonathan stepped on the brake.
Scrubland to the right, pocked with rocks and strips of dead earth where nothing would ever grow, like scar tissue. A thicket of old trees to the left, branches conjoined, the spaces between their trunks sprayed with crabgrass. Jonathan stepped out of the car, the heat so sudden and powerful that it took his breath away.
“Where am I?” he whimpered, turning in a circle, expecting to see the poor boy hovering close by—as he had been since the beginning of this nightmare. But Jonathan was alone. Tears rushed down his face. His legs sagged and he had to lean against the Cadillac to keep from falling.
“What am I doing here?”
Silence and emptiness.
He moved away from the Cadillac, stumbling amongst the thicket of trees to his left. His limbs ached from being in the freezing car for so long and his heart worked with cramping, rather than pumping, motions. This is how they’ll find me, he thought. Wandering in the patchy wilds just outside Birmingham, Alabama, stark-raving mad. He wiped sweat from his brow—didn’t know if he was hot or cold anymore. The trees thickened. Sunlight sloped between the branches. Jonathan staggered, sweating, almost in tears.
And then he stopped.
“Dear Jesus,” he said.
He was standing at the lip of a crevice in the earth. The light was shifting and uncertain, but when he looked down he could clearly see the thin body crammed into the narrow space, mostly covered with rocks and branches. He could see a wisp of dirty blond hair, part of one forearm—blackened and decomposing—and gold lettering on a green college T-shirt: UAB.
Just a kid, Jonathan thought. A copperhead emerged from beneath the corpse’s decaying forearm and slithered between two rocks. That tuft of blond hair fluttered as if it were living.
What did you do, Stan?


Jonathan covered his eyes but it did no good.
The world opened beneath him—a black, yawning chasm—and he fell into it. Endlessly. Gratefully.
 
LOS ANGELES, CA.
 
The boardwalk danced with a thousand lives and colors. It rippled in the moonlight, like a reflection on water. The ocean rolled, and beyond a few silver crests was a darkness that went on forever. Jonathan felt, suddenly, as if he were riding one of those waves. Not just him, but everybody. Everything. Life—all life—rolled across a vast body of light and dark, and spilled into the universe.
There were no bounds. Not anymore. Nothing was impossible.
“I did it,” he said.
She looped her hand into his and squeezed firmly. Her closeness was like a fire in the dark, throwing all the light and warmth he would ever need.
“Yes,” Julie said. “You did it.”
“My dream,” he said, and looked at her…had to kiss her. Music thumped from one of the beachfront bars. Someone, close by, took a photograph, and the flash drenched them, as pale as the moon. “I’m so glad you came. I needed you.”
“That’s why I came.” Her blue eyes glimmered—threw the boardwalk into shade.
“From Norfolk, Virginia to Los Angeles, California. Not quite the way I had planned it, but …” He trailed off. His expression darkened.
“What happened, baby?”
He looked at the ocean. “I finished my dream.”
“But you’re hurting.”
He smiled and kissed her again. He had called her from Birmingham—told her that she was booked on a flight to L.A., and that he would meet her there. She had bellyached to begin with (but not too much, he noted) about getting the time off work, the credit card bill, feeding the cat. He told her that those things didn’t matter, that he needed her. And that was when she had asked, for the first time: What happened, baby? And he rep(lied) that nothing happened, he was fine…that he simply wanted her with him when he finished his dream.
Julie knew, of course, that something was wrong. Something that ran deep. But he couldn’t tell her. Not yet. No way.
UAB.
Early morning, white sunlight sifting through the trees …
Jonathan had stirred from unconsciousness, his eyes gradually creeping open and focusing on the letters UAB on the corpse’s T-shirt. He would later learn that those letters stood for the University of Alabama at Birmingham, and that the body—the poor boy—crammed into the crevice and covered with rocks and branches belonged to a nineteen-year-old student named Travis Cady Burton.
He sat up with a groan, his head spinning. Dew glinted on one side of his face. The drive from Albuquerque flared across his mind and he pushed it away. He didn’t want to think about it, even if it was hallucinatory, unreal. He didn’t want to go there. He’d be happy to never have to think of it again.
A bad dream, he thought. That’s all.


Jonathan got to his feet and stretched his aching body. The birdsong out here, in the middle of nowhere, was embracing.
“Are you here?” he asked. He looked around, sure that he would see the gray figure shifting amongst the trees.
Nothing; just him and the corpse.
He walked back to where he had left the Cadillac, stumbling through the trees, needing their support. And there she was: a ‘55 Fleetwood Series 60, little-girl-pink, just like Elvis’s. The door was unlocked, the keys hanging from the ignition. Someone could have found it and driven away, easily. But that didn’t happen, of course, because no one ever came out here.
Stan knew that. It was why he had buried the kid here.
Jonathan looked at the damaged front end, then turned and gazed through the thicket of trees. He remembered Stan saying, I haven’t driven her since…and then faltering, his strange eyes shifting. Since I sold her, was how he finished. But Stan was a no-good liar. A killer, too.
“Had you been drinking, Stan?” Jonathan caressed the rippled hood. “Were you scared?”
He had a vision—too clear to be imagination—of Stan twisting the Cadillac through the narrow back roads, too drunk and too fast…hitting the kid…dragging his body out here and burying it in the woods…selling the car as quickly as possible …
—Shit, I was hoping you’d come tomorrow—


… and putting the whole dirty mess behind him.
Convenient, but Stan hadn’t counted on the unexplainable—the out-and-out paranormal: Travis Burton’s deathless energy; his furious ghost. 
Jonathan got in the Cadillac. It was warm and comfortable. It felt like an old car. A classic. He looked in the rearview. Nothing but blue sky and a few blanched trees creaking in the breeze. He gunned the ignition and the engine purred, then he flicked on the radio: WVOK, crystal clear, just as Stan Lannett—the murdering son of a bitch—had promised.
The Cadillac was heavenly. There was no sign of the poor boy.
“It’s over,” Jonathan said.
Sammy Masters was on the radio singing “Pink Cadillac” and Jonathan managed a fragile smile. Maybe there really is a higher power at work, he thought. He rolled the mighty car back onto the freeway, toward Stan Lannett’s house on the outskirts of the city. He didn’t know what he was going to do, but a number of scenarios bounced through his furious mind. He liked the idea of slapping the shit out of Stan, then tossing him into the Cadillac’s trunk and turning him over to Birmingham’s Finest. He also liked the idea of bombing the Cadillac right through his front door—leaping out at the last second, action-hero-style—and watching the whole craphouse come down on top of him.
As it turned out, he didn’t get the opportunity to do anything.
There was another car in Stan’s driveway—a Ford with Georgia plates. Jonathan parked on the road, and as he stepped onto Stan’s junk-dirty scratch of land, the front door opened and a man came out carrying a cardboard box. He descended the porch steps, but stopped when he saw Jonathan standing at the top of the driveway. He adjusted the box in his arms and gestured with a flick of his head toward the Cadillac.
“Ain’t no returns,” he said.
Jonathan frowned. He was about to ask the man who he was when he noticed his eyes: one green, one blue.
“You must be Stan’s son,” he said.
“Stan Junior,” he said. “Most folks call me Junior. Sometimes just Joon.”
“Right, well …” Jonathan nodded toward the front door. “I’m here to see your father.”
“That so?”
“Yes it is.”
“Well ain’t you shit out of luck?” Joon said, sneering. “That old fucka died two days ago. Choked on chicken bits, be damned. Eatin’ piss-drunk again.”
“He what?”


“He dead.” Joon drew out the word, turning one syllable into three: deee-yaaah-edd. “Guess you’s the one bought that old Caddy, huh? Well, if you want your money back, you’s gonna hafta to keep wantin’. Ain’t no returns, dammit.”
Jonathan exhaled. All the nervous energy rushed from his body, although his legs kept trembling. He sagged, as if a couple of his interior supports had crumbled under the weight of the ordeal.
“Bad enough I have to take care of his shit.” Joon shook the box. “IRS tight up his cornhole. The mortgage company, too, God and be damned. Now if you’d excuse me, I got me a long toot back to Macon.”
He brushed past Jonathan, tossed the box through the Ford’s open rear window, and got behind the wheel. Jonathan looked at him, wanting to ask if the old man had suffered…if he had died alone…if he’d always been miserable. In the end, confused and emotional, all he could say was:
“Chicken bits?”
“Bone, or sumthin’.” Joon started the car. It backfired and rattled. “He wasn’t exactly what you’d call a picture of health, anyways. All that booze. Just a matter of time before he kicked the oxygen habit.”
He dropped into reverse, backed out of the driveway, and rattled off into the distance. Jonathan gazed at the point at which he had disappeared (another backfire, resounding in the still afternoon air), thinking that Stan couldn’t have lived a particularly fulfilling life if all he had left behind was a son like Joon and a boxful of debt. It seemed to Jonathan that, at the end of the day, Stan Lannett got what he deserved.
He looked at the empty house and whispered something he’d heard on the radio when cruising down to New Orleans. That stentorian, colorful voice sermonizing through the Cadillac’s speakers:
Take the devil’s hand and …
 “Be sure your sins will follow you through the gates of hell.” A chill touched Jonathan’s spine. He turned his back on the house, got into the Cadillac, and drove away.
He found an Internet Café, surfed the local news’ pages, and discovered the following: Travis Cady Burton was a nineteen-year-old undergraduate student at the University of Alabama at Birmingham—a history major making strides toward his B.A. and a member of the Delta Sigma Phi fraternity. He had been missing since June 5th (the day before Stan had e-mailed Jonathan). Police were questioning students and teachers, and had searched Travis’s computer. So far, they had no solid information concerning his whereabouts and appealed for anyone with information to come forward.
A photo showed Travis to be a beautiful, all-American boy with blond hair and a perfect smile. He was last seen wearing blue jeans and a green college T-shirt with the letters UAB printed across the front.
Another photograph: Travis’s parents—his mother in tears.
Using the bland, almost robotic font of the computer’s notepad, Jonathan wrote an anonymous letter to Birmingham’s Police Department, telling them where they would find Travis Burton’s body. He kept the letter simple, used no names, and offered no detail other than location. He printed it off and looked at the photo of Travis’s parents again. They would never know, exactly, what had happened to their son, or who was responsible. Jonathan’s heart ached for them, but there was nothing he could do, given that his own part in all of this was complicated, to say the least. Details and implications (not to mention lunatic explanations) would only end up being more traumatic for them. So Jonathan mailed the anonymous letter, knowing it would allow them to put Travis to rest, and hoping it would go some way toward helping them find peace.
It was the best he could do.
He booked two tickets to Los Angeles. One for Julie, leaving from Heathrow in two days (he was hurting and confused, and he needed her more than ever—needed her healing), and one for him—Delta Air Lines out of Norfolk, Virginia.
Hurting or not, he was going to Los Angeles.
He was going to finish his dream.
“It’s beautiful,” Julie said. Her hand was small and soft, but he had never felt anything so strong.
Starlight sprayed over Los Angeles, undaunted by the city’s reckless glow. The moon, barefaced and exquisite, made it look like a movie shot. Lights flickered in the Hollywood hills and the strips bustled with invented color.
“It was a long road here,” Jonathan said. “And right now…I think it was worth every mile.”
They had taken a cab back to the city and were walking, hand in hand, along Hollywood Boulevard, the stars beneath their feet.
“Maybe you’ll tell me about it,” Julie said. “One day.”
He thought about his journey—the dream—and wondered if it would stay with him forever, or if it would fade, the way dreams do. Reality is only real while you’re living it, and memory is less powerful than imagination. Perhaps allowing the lines to blur, and the dream to fade, would be the only way for him to move forward. 
“Maybe,” he said.
“And I was hoping for a ride in that pink Cadillac.”
Jonathan raised his eyebrows and squeezed her hand. “Yeah, well…the pink Cadillac is with its new owner.”
“The buyer?” Julie asked. “She liked it, then?”
“No, a different owner,” Jonathan said. “I called the original buyer and gave her a more honest history of the car. I felt she needed to know. So she didn’t buy it, even though …” He stopped himself. He was about to say, even though it’s no longer haunted.


“What?” Julie looked at him.
“Even though she paid a deposit,” he said coolly. “So I found someone else.”
“You found someone else?”
He winked at her, and his smile was honest. “Elvis isn’t the only one who can give away pink Cadillacs, you know.”
They walked along the stars, absorbing everything, and came, at last, to the end, the final star: Elvis Presley. They had their photo taken and Julie whispered in his ear, “Now you’ve finished your dream.”
They went back to their hotel and fell asleep in each other’s arms. Jonathan woke in the early hours with his heart gunning and tears in his eyes. He looked at the window. Is he out there? Is it really over? He pulled back the sheets, and was about to get out of bed and look when he felt Julie’s hand on his shoulder. “Stay with me,” she said, and he slipped back into her arms, and he stayed there.
 
ELVIS HAS LEFT THE BUILDING.
 
“Somebody pinch me, because I still think I’m dreaming.”
It happened like this:
Nolan Peele (that was his name, though he hadn’t been called it for many years) had woken up in the doorway of the State Way office building, which had been his turf since the tail-end of last winter. The first thing he felt was the hunger in his belly. The second thing was the envelope in his hand. There was something inside the envelope. Something hard. A few coins, perhaps. A message had been written on the front, but he ignored it for now and eagerly tore open the envelope.
A set of keys fell into his palm.
“What the Jesus?” he said, the words distorted because of his terrible speech impediment. He looked up, expecting to see the purveyor of the strange keys standing on the sidewalk.
A pink Cadillac was parked at the side of the road.
“Pretty,” Nolan said, getting to his feet. Something in his tired brain clicked into place. Can’t be, he thought, and looked at the front of the envelope. Four enigmatic, but hopeful, words had been written in a neat script:
 
To the Promised Land
 
The keys glimmered in his cracked and dirty palm. His eyesight wasn’t good, but he could see the Cadillac logo stamped on the heads.
His empty belly growled and his heart started to race with excited rhythm. It had been a long time since Nolan had felt anything like excitement.
Can’t be…or can it? 


He looked at the envelope again.
“To the Promised Land,” he said.
Nolan Peele had smiled, scratched his head, and stepped hopefully out of the doorway of the State Way office building.
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