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FOREWORD


WELCOME TO THE GREAT GLOWING COILS OF THE UNIVERSE: WELCOME to Night Vale Episodes, Volume 2 by Joseph Fink and Jeffrey Cranor, a book experience. My name is Maureen Johnson, a book person, and I have been asked to guide you into the warm water* of this second volume of Welcome to Night Vale episodes.


One might presume that the reader of volume two of the collected Welcome to Night Vale episodes might have read—or at least possess and perhaps refuse to consume—volume one. But I will not assume. I am here to guide, or forward!, your progress. I’m going to tell you what’s going on.


Welcome to Night Vale is a podcast. These are the episodes of that podcast. The episodes in volume one were the first season. The episodes you are about to read (or possess and perhaps refuse to consume) came later. The podcast arrives at certain points in time, but a book—a book can come whenever. A book waits. A book is patient. A book will never crawl off the shelf while you sleep and walk toward you on the edges of its cover in that weird, hunched way that bats walk. Books just aren’t like that. So if you want to read this volume before the other—it’s up to you. Why not? Dip in. Dip out. Read at random. Read in order. YOU DECIDE. Books are the enemy of time.


If you listen to the podcast you will notice one very particular thing: the sounds. In the podcast, Cecil and The Gang talk to you. They go on and on and on. Now listen to this book. Is it making any sounds? No?* Yes?† It’s no, isn’t it?‡ That’s because books are not podcasts. Podcasts are pretty new, so we never had to explain this before, but now it’s the first thing we tell people.


Fear not. The silence will soon be filled by voices in your head. As you go through the book, you may start to hear the podcast again. You won’t be hear-hearing them—you’ll be read-hearing them. Which is totally different. It’s not hearing at all. Do you follow me? Take jet skis for example. They aren’t jets, and they aren’t skis, but somehow they are jet skis. Books are a lot like that. YOU ARE THE PODCAST NOW.


What’s extra nice about this volume is that you get commentary from Jeffery Cranor and Joseph Fink, as well as from the Night Vale performers. They will explain what they were thinking when they created and performed these words. I have had the distinct pleasure and privilege of appearing in some Night Vale episodes as Intern Maureen. (I even talk about this in this book, in the introduction to “Old Oak Doors.” You don’t have to go and look for this now. I promise you, it’s there.§) I will repeat one sentiment I expressed in that commentary: the entire Night Vale crew are among the most thoughtful, talented, and lovely people you could ever hope to meet. Night Vale is the circus we dream of running off to join. The fact that Night Vale is so popular proves that something undeniably good is going on in the world.


In sum, this is not a podcast but a book of a podcast. The voices you hear aren’t real in the same way that jet skis are jet skis. We’ve all joined a circus. Also, I was an intern in Night Vale but I am not an intern. I am a book person and this is a forward to a book, which is yours to read or not read, as you choose. You may choose at any time, and books operate out of time so you may choose out of time as well.


You follow?


Excellent.


Now please complete this short quiz to demonstrate your understanding.


1. This is a:


a. podcast


b. book


c. jet ski


2. The voices you hear are:


a. real


b. not real


c. getting louder and more insistent


3. Night Vale is:


a. a circus


b. a podcast


c. a jet ski


4. Books are the enemy of:


a. time


b. Cecil


c. the people


5. This is volume ________ in a series of __________.


a. two, that number you see in the mirror when the lights are off


b. six hundred, five hundred


c. twelvety, terrible mistakes


Fill in the blank:


6. You possess this book. What do you do first? Answer in the form of a statement: __________________________


7. You do not possess this book. Now what? Answer in the form of a question: __________________________


8. Cecil Baldwin is the voice of Night Vale, but we have established there are no voices in this book. Who is reading this now? Answer in a whisper.


Finished?


Very good. Now pass this book to the person to your left for grading. If there is no person to your left, you may keep this book and continue reading. Or you may simply continue to possess it and never explore its contents. I am not here to tell you what to do. I am just here to forward.


Bookishly,


—Maureen Johnson, New York, 2016*




INTRODUCTION


PEOPLE ASK: HOW DID NIGHT VALE BECOME SO POPULAR?


The short answer is: Tumblr.


The long answer is: I don’t know.


I mean, I do know, but it’s in the same way I know how gravity works or what peanut butter tastes like or how blue is a different color from red (spoiler alert). It involves some logic, some intuition, some reverse engineering, and a lot of wild gesticulation.


When we posted our first episode, we had fifty total downloads the first week, which seems like the grand total of all the friends who know me, Joseph, and Cecil. That number grew over the next couple of months into the hundreds. As we put out two episodes a month, each one had more downloads its first week than the previous. And we reached the low thousands by our half-year mark.


There’s no way the three of us knew a thousand people total. We had strangers in our audience who listened for a reason beyond chummy obligation—a quantitative measure of true artistic success!


Our hope was that by our one-year anniversary (June 15, 2013) we would reach 100,000 total downloads over all twenty-five episodes. And we achieved that. We, in fact, beat it pretty good. We had 150,000 total downloads.


When you make theater and dance for a living, you get excited when the audience outnumbers the cast on stage. (“Please let there be at least six people tonight! Please let there be—oh good, those people I barely know from work came!”) So it’s hard to process what 150,000 downloads even means, especially when you can’t even see them. They’re just abstract numbers and a small handful of nice e-mails. (At this point we still had no idea what Tumblr was.)


But we were giddy. We were regularly in the iTunes Top 200 comedy podcasts. Sometimes we would have a bit of a surge and jump briefly ahead of some of the greats hovering in the twenty to fifty range: Stop Podcasting Yourself; How Was Your Week; Stuff You Should Know; My Brother, My Brother and Me; Comedy Bang Bang, etc. It was great. We were proud.


We had no idea what was happening.


Then July 2013 came around. I was in Astoria, Oregon, vacationing with my extended family: aunts, cousins, nieces, nephews—people I rarely get to see. My cousin Ryan said, “I saw you guys passed Marc Maron on the charts.” “Oh, we haven’t done that yet,” I was quick to explain. My other cousin, Ashley, said, “I’m pretty sure you did.” We each raced to our phones. And there Night Vale was: #2, just behind This American Life, and just ahead of WTF with Marc Maron.


Then my server crashed, because we were still hosting this supposedly tiny project on my cheap, personal website.


Okay, so remember that in our first twelve months, we had 150,000 downloads. In our thirteenth month alone, we had 2.5 million downloads. Then in August 2013 alone, we had 8.5 million downloads. And we were ahead of This American Life at #1 for four straight months. And people would say “you’re famous,” and there would be fan art and backlash and tons of e-mails, but I still worked as a database manager for Film Forum. I really liked it there. It’s a great institution, a really good job.


I was, in a way, trying to keep Night Vale a secret, because I wanted my life to stay as it was. My whole life in theater was “please come to my show” and “here’s a postcard” and “I can comp you in, please please someone see this.” And now, here was success being handed to me. No, not handed, thrust upon me. No, not upon, into. Stabbed. I was being repeatedly stabbed with success. It was 50 percent elation, 25 percent confusion, 25 percent certain I was dead.


I Googled “Night Vale” to find some explanation for where these millions of downloads were coming from. Surely some major television network had told everyone to listen to our show. Nope. We searched Twitter for mentions. We found nothing that would indicate such a surge in popularity. We had comic book–style interrobangs above our heads that whole summer.


Then a friend of Cecil’s said, “Hey, Cecil. You should search your name on Tumblr.” Boom. Night Vale was everywhere on Tumblr. Fan art. Fan fiction. Slash fiction. Arguments over canon. Lovefests over how cute Cecil and Carlos were. Heck Yeah Tamika Flynn. And so on. We were no longer giddy. We were … um … errr … [wild gesticulation].


“How did you do it? How did you make such a successful thing?” We’re not marketers or demographics experts. We’re just writers who’ve never had more than a couple hundred people ever watch or read or listen to anything we’ve ever created. Honestly, we made a successful thing in the exact same way we made every other nonsuccessful thing we’d done prior.


Here are a few things I think contributed to the show’s popularity, though.


One: I think we wrote a good story. That’s not bragging. At this point in my life, I feel like I’m a good writer. I’m not saying I can guarantee bestsellers or that other people will like my work, but that I know mostly what I’m doing. Joseph and I have been writing and creating (and Cecil has been acting) long enough to know what is good art. Good art is, of course, no guarantee of popular or critical success, but it is almost certainly a prerequisite for those things.


You can always argue subjective quality of art, but there are quite a few objective measurements of art as well. We put out a show twice a month, on time. It is of consistent length and format. We consider limitations of the medium, universe continuity, social issues, and we have a thorough editing schedule and process.


Two: Episode 25, “First Date,” was posted on June 15, 2013. In this episode, we see the culmination of the relationship between host Cecil Palmer and Carlos the scientist. Many fans have told us that this relationship means so much to them.


Quite a bit of popular fiction (whether book or movie or television) features teased-out will-they-won’t-they same-sex relationships.* These couples are drawn close but never allowed to get together as a loving couple. Joseph, Cecil, and I were more interested in a couple that falls in love without getting hung up on outdated hetero-assumptive conditions.


Combine this with the fan fiction community on Tumblr, where many fans had been writing Cecil/Carlos slash fiction, creatively narrating these two men together before they were canonically together. And then, bam, they’re not heterosexual, and they’re in love. It’s canon. Tumblr explodes into flower-crowns and Arby’s logos.


Three: No one else was doing what we were doing at the time. The Thrilling Adventure Hour is the one exception I can think of, but their show was primarily a live show that was recorded and then distributed in segments via podcasting platforms. (Note: The TAH folks were crazy helpful when we first started touring live shows. We did a couple of crossover shows with those guys, which were great fun.) But as far as podcasts go, there weren’t any long-form fiction serials in early 2012, and certainly none that were like Night Vale.


Ultimately, though, the answer to why a thing gets popular is “who knows?” I mean, once it is popular, it’s easy to come up with all kinds of reasons. Really though, we were successful from the moment we began because we were making a thing we liked and respected with people we liked and respected. We are still doing this. It just involves live show tours, novels, scripts books, starting a podcast network, etc., now.


But even if, four years later, it were the same fifty or so people listening from episode one, we’d still be doing this. We’d have different day jobs than we have now, but we’d be pleased to be making art we loved with people we loved. That’s really the only kind of success you have control over.


—Jeffrey Cranor, cowriter of Welcome to Night Vale




EPISODE 26:


“FACELESS OLD WOMAN”


JULY 1, 2013


GUEST VOICE: MARA WILSON


I’VE ALWAYS WANTED TO BE SCARY.


There’s no question that I was an intense little kid, but there was never anything scary about me. My earliest memories are of being surrounded by grown-ups and cool big kids. I wanted to be one of them, powerful and intimidating. I knew I wasn’t. I couldn’t do all the things by which I judged people to be grown up: I was afraid to watch scary movies, to go on roller coasters, to cross the street by myself. They weren’t. They were free, they were brave, and worst of all, they got to know everything.


I had to find my own way. I listened in on every conversation within earshot. I went through my brother’s backpacks and my mother’s purses. I’d often get in trouble, but I couldn’t help myself. Other people’s business was just more interesting than my own.


When I got a little older, having successfully leveraged my middle-child syndrome into a somewhat successful child acting career, people would ask me if I was anything like the characters I played. The answer was usually yes. Superficially, they were all like me. I was a little girl, my characters were all little girls. Most of them like to read and use big words. Some of them were mischievous, and had a bit of my desire to learn everything, to get in on whatever it was the grown-ups and other kids were talking about. It was never the driving need in them that it was in me.


There’s only been one character who has that same drive. She’s nothing like me. She doesn’t care about scary movies or roller coasters, and she doesn’t need to cross the street. But she’s everywhere, and she knows how I feel, and she understands. She knows and she understands more than anyone.


And there’s no way I would have ever had this chance if Joseph, Jeffrey, Meg, Cecil, and the whole Night Vale crew hadn’t let me tag along. The cool big kids have given me what I always wanted.


—Mara Wilson, Voice of the Faceless Old Woman Who Secretly Lives in Your Home




Trumpets playing soft jazz from out of the dark desert distance. They come tomorrow. It is too late for us.


WELCOME TO NIGHT VALE.


[image: image]


Did you know there’s a faceless old woman who secretly lives in your home? It’s true. She’s there now. She’s always there, just out of your sight. Always just out of your sight.


Because you cannot see her, you were probably completely unaware that this woman likes to sift through photos of you and your loved ones. She softly touches each face as if wishing it were her own, or perhaps claiming it as her own, or perhaps simply cursing that person. It’s hard to say. You’ve never seen her doing this.


The Faceless Old Woman Who Secretly Lives in Your Home does lots of things. Ever wonder why your Web browser’s history is filled with Bing searches for (quote) pictures of dead wolves or (quote) the melting point of birds? Or why sometimes your shower drain gets clogged with organ meats or why sometimes you hear crying from behind the walls? Or scratching at the front door? Or you awaken to find long silver hairs on the pillow next to you?


Or maybe you’ve never noticed any of those things. You’ve lived your life to this point completely oblivious to this old woman who has no face. And truth be told, I think she’s probably harmless. But maybe you shouldn’t sleep in your home anymore. Just in case.


Ladies and gentlemen, Dana has continued to send me texts from beyond the tall, black fences of the Dog Park. Even though the Dog Park is forbidden to citizens and their dogs, Dana managed to get in and is now trapped there for who knows how long.


[image: image]


First off, she says she’s okay. She says she has met some nice people and she’s never bored. She met the Man in the Tan Jacket who has been haunting this city for the past few months. In fact, Dana says the Man in the Tan Jacket is quite nice, and they’ve really struck up quite a friendship.


She’s still trying to figure out what the man’s involvement is with the hooded figures and the recently deceased Apache Tracker and the tiny, underground civilization of warmongers who live below lane five of the Desert Flower Bowling Alley and Arcade Fun Complex. He has seemed to pop up in relation to a lot of strange events.


She’s also trying to figure out what he looks like. Every time she steps away from that guy she can’t remember a thing about him, just that he’s wearing a tan jacket and carrying a deerskin briefcase.


Oh, and that briefcase, Dana says, is kind of weird because it’s full of flies, and that’s kind of creepy at first until you realize that he’s a fly salesman and that they’re all trained. They can retrieve mail and speak German and play dead and all kinds of cute things. She says he’s a pretty cool guy if you get to know him.


Oh, and I almost forgot, Dana wonders if any listeners with a good arm can get kind of close to the Dog Park and throw some beans or chips or beef jerky or something over the tall fence. She’s very hungry. In fact, it took me a while to get through her typos, listeners, she must be shaking really badly.


And now a public service announcement from the Greater Night Vale Medical Community. Are you feeling run-down, even after eight hours of sleep? Are you having trouble breathing between the hours of two and four? Are you gaining several extra pounds of weight only to lose those pounds suddenly and then gain them back, all in five- to six-hour stretches of time? Are you craving soil, like all the time? Rich, dark soil that you just want cooling your tongue, filling your throat, your sinuses, your lungs, your belly? Are you digging up the earth in the early morning, screaming at the half-formed sun, as if it would cordially leave, returning you to the darkness you so richly deserve and physiologically demand?


If you answered yes to all of those questions, then you’re fine. The program is working. All tests have been successful and phase four is imminent. This has been Community Health Tips.


More on the Faceless Old Woman Who Secretly Lives in Your Home. She has issued a statement to the media just now. Here is that statement.


FACELESS OLD WOMAN: I’m confused. There’s no sense to how you organize the objects in your fridge. I cannot determine any sense of order. What systems do you use to contain your vegetables, your cans, your jars, your food stains? There are stains. Organic brown and pink smears that tell the esoteric history of your food. I like the yellowish one near the crisper because I think it is the oldest. It has a topography.


Oh, I do not like all of these bugs you have in your home. I like some of them. I also changed your sheets. You do not change your sheets enough. I do not think you are unsanitary, but I think you would feel better if you changed your sheets from time to time. And time is weird because it doesn’t exist for me in the same way, so your sheets are already covered with your bones and hair and blood, but not yet. Not really yet.


I wish you could see me. Just cleaning and reorganizing. Making sense of the nonsense plants and muscles in your fridge. But you never look. If you would just glance left or right every so often, you’d see me. I’m right next to you, right now. I’m even in the mirrors. But you just stare at yourself. Staring only at your overripe potato of a face. I’m there in every mirror, if you could just look for me in the background behind you.


Also what’s your Wi-Fi password?


CECIL: So that’s the old woman’s special announcement. I have no idea how we received that recording, who recorded it, or how an old woman with no face (and by extension, no mouth) could speak so clearly. But it was very informative.


Maybe you should try paying more attention when you’re at home. Or better yet, destroy all of your mirrors. As my mother used to tell me: “Someone’s going to kill you one day, Cecil, and it will involve a mirror. Mark my words, child”—and then she would stare absently through my eyes until I giggled. I miss her so much.


Listeners, a lot of you have written in asking for photos of Khoshekh, the station cat, and to learn what became of his litter of kittens. Station Management did not let us keep the kittens, but they have been given away to good homes. Unfortunately, like Khoshekh, the kittens are also stuck floating in fixed points in space, so their owners will have to visit them right where they were born, right here in the station bathroom. Khoshekh hovers about four feet in the air but some of those little ones are as high as nine! It’s sad that we cannot keep the kittens for ourselves, but it’ll be nice to see them every time we take a restroom break at work.


I wish we had some photos to share with you. But, alas, radio is not a visual medium. Also the last three staff members that took photos not only found that Khoshekh does not show up in pictures, but those staff members also died pretty agonizing deaths the week following. So we’re refraining from even describing what he looks like.


But I did make a quick recording of the meow Khoshekh makes when it’s time to eat.


[Terrible guttural animal growl or shriek, maybe a loud machine noise mixed in?]


Like I said, I’m not a cat person, but Khoshekh has found a truly special place in my heart.


I’m getting word that authorities are surrounding your home. These authorities are secret agents from a vague yet menacing government agency. You are probably looking out your window now to see these agents, but they are highly covert. You cannot see them, even if you look hard. These specially trained men and women can expertly disguise themselves as trees and doors and birds and feral cats and wind gusts. A group of them have even disguised themselves as one item of furniture in your home. I am not at liberty to even speculate which one, but you’re probably looking at it right now.


The vague yet menacing government agency seems upset that the Faceless Old Woman Who Secretly Lives in Your Home has been alerting you and the media to her presence.


I mean, we all knew she was there. Who doesn’t know about the Faceless Old Woman that hides in all of our homes? It’s not dissimilar to knowing that Santa Claus isn’t actually real. Everyone (except young children, of course) knows Santa is this huge population of heavily sedated and costumed bears that the CIA sets loose across the country every Christmas Eve. And like the Santa Claus myth, it’s important to keep up the image that we all don’t know the truth. Like, let’s all pretend Santa is a gift-giving old man and not a drugged-up government bear. And in the same vein, there’s no Faceless Old Woman hiding in your home.


Anyway, the agents are encroaching on your home now and preparing to use deadly force. I’d like to tell you that you need to run. To get out of there now. To save yourself. But it is too late. Every entrance and exit is barricaded. I am afraid you are doomed.


Unfortunately, the Faceless Old Woman must know something. She must know secrets, some very important bits that the vague yet menacing government agency holds dear. And those secrets are probably about you.


Perhaps she is planning to reveal your purpose here. Perhaps you, too, are connected (albeit unwittingly) to the vague yet menacing government agency, and this information cannot, must not, be shared. You are a walking top-secret document. And now, on the verge of this revelation, you must be destroyed.


On the plus side, you had a purpose, and that is more than most of us can say. You will be missed. So for your last moments, though surely not ours, I give you the weather …


WEATHER: “Long Gone” by Mary Epworth


The Faceless Old Woman Secretly Living in Your Home wants to apologize to you. She has issued another statement.


[image: image]


FACELESS OLD WOMAN: I’m sorry. Mostly I just wanted to figure out how to get online. I reset the wireless router and that helped, but you use Chrome and you never clean your cache or history and it was so slow. I downloaded Firefox for you and that seems to be working much better. I heard the mayor is retiring and I wanted to know if mayoral candidates were required to have faces. I have some good ideas I think would help this town. Like one thing I think is we can increase school funding while still lowering taxes. It’s an innovative plan, and I’m going to build a website that explains it and other great ideas I have that could help this town. I’m very excited to announce my candidacy for Night Vale mayor.


Also, I lit your fridge on fire. It was upsetting me. Now I’m smoking a cigarette and notating your copy of Infinite Jest.


CECIL: She didn’t leave a name or a website URL. And I’m not sure how she can read websites or books at all without a face (and by extension, eyes).


We’ve also received word that the covert agents from the vague yet menacing government agency have retreated and have obviously not used deadly force, as you are still alive (regardless of how dead you feel inside). They did, however, release several thousand spiders into your home.


Fortunately for you, like the Faceless Old Woman, you will be unable to see these spiders unless you look closely. They are highly trained spiders, moving just outside of your periphery. But (and this is also just like the Faceless Old Woman) from time to time you will feel them brushing against your soft cheeks and lips as you sleep.


So keep your eyes open, listeners. Let us all keep our eyes open. It’s not always easy knowing who and what wants to be seen, but when you look around you, pay attention to those fuzzy and dark corners. Peer deeper into those predictable patterns like walls and moons. Furrow that brow and seek visual truth, Night Vale. If you could only see what you’re not seeing. If you could only take in all the complex layers of horrors that lie just beyond your range of sight. If you could only see the world as it really is! It is awful and on fire and beautiful.


Listeners, stay tuned next for our newest hit program: Open-mouthed Chewing. Tonight’s topic: glass shards—how to make the most out of a bad situation.


Until next time, good night, Night Vale. Good night.






PROVERB: The human soul weighs 21 grams, smells like grilled vegetables, looks like a wrinkled tartan quilt, and sounds like bridge traffic.










EPISODE 27:


“FIRST DATE”


JULY 15, 2013


OUR FIRST YEAR OF THE SHOW ENDED WITH CECIL, OUR HOST, AND CARLOS, the handsome scientist who had just moved to town, finally getting together. And so, for the start of our second year, it seemed right to have them go on their first date.


From the start we endeavored to make their relationship something that was not silly, or showy, or in any other way different from what it was: a relationship between two adults. While the context of that relationship might involve all sorts of strange and supernatural occurrences, the rhythms and the emotions of it had to feel real.


Now, I’ve never been on a first date. Not really. I’ve had two long-term relationships, one that ended, and one that turned into a marriage. And both began with us as friends. There was no point in my life where I went out on dates. So perhaps I am very unqualified to be the one to write this episode. But it’s our show and we get to do what we want with it so here we are.


This is a sweet episode. It’s nice and I’m fond of it. How about that.


On a minor note, this episode brings back the character of musician Louie Blasko (last and first seen in episode 2), who would later be used in live shows as a way for our guest musicians who were touring with us to play a music-based character as well. Specifically Jason Webley, who originated the part and who can make accordion playing a terrifying thing. And Carrie Elkin, whose voice can bring a room to a standstill before they even notice how gory the lyrics I wrote for her are.


—Joseph Fink, creator and cowriter of Welcome to Night Vale




Mountains. Endless mountains. Peak after barren peak. And what lies restless in the shadowed valleys? I cannot say. I cannot say.


WELCOME TO NIGHT VALE.


[image: image]


Hello. Let’s start there. Let’s start with a greeting, a simple hello, and then let’s move right into the most exciting news, the most wonderful news. As you may remember, a few weeks ago, along with the beginning of a vicious war against us by tiny people from a tiny underground city, Carlos, the beautiful scientist, finally returned my expressions of affection. And not in that dry science way he always used to use, saying things like “I’m not calling for personal reasons. I need to tell your radio audience about the strange hole that might appear in their wall.” Oh, yeah, I forgot. There’s a strange hole that might appear in your wall. He said it was important to tell you, especially after what happened at the Smithwick house. I forgot. That was a while back, so I guess it doesn’t matter much now.


But yesterday when he called me, he started his call by saying “I am calling for personal reasons. Also my calculations show a strange source of energy approaching the town, but not emanating the kind of light that such a source should.” Isn’t that so sweet! And, well, one thing led to another, and last night we went on our first date. I just have to tell you about it. I have certain obligations though, so first let’s get to the news.


The Secret Police, in association with a vague yet menacing government agency, announced that those trucks full of crates far out in the desert are nothing, and that we shouldn’t worry about them. The trucks, which no one in town knew about until this announcement, are filled with crates that are warm to the touch. Some of them tick. Others do not. Don’t even worry a little about them, say the Secret Police. Forget we said anything. No, really, remembering we said anything is now against the law.


We reached out to Lieutenant Regis of Unit Seven of the local National Guard Station and KFC combo store for a comment, and he said he’s been ruminating on a lot of things. “Just a lot of stuff’s been running through my mind. That’s an interesting phrase. Running through the mind. Where are the thoughts going? Are they trying to leave? And, if so, for where?” When pressed to comment specifically about the trucks full of crates out in the desert, he just repeated everything he had said, with the exact same inflections and gestures.


Well, I’m sure these crates won’t come up again, and pose no future danger to any of us. No more on this story ever, I’m sure.


The Night Vale Public Library will be expanding into a second branch, the Night Vale Private Library. This library will be right next door to the current location, and will be available only to one person, local billionaire Marcus Vanston. It will contain thousands of books on any given subject, an interactive children’s area shaped like a full-size pirate’s ship, and a biography section featuring not just biographies of Helen Hunt, but also biographies of Sean Penn. Plans include floor-to-ceiling windows facing the public library, which Marcus, the only person who will ever be allowed inside, says he will use to stroll nude through his library, staring ordinary citizens in the eyes as he does not read or make any use of the towers of books around him. Marcus continued: “Maybe I will pick up a book and open it as though I were going to read it, but then reveal to those watching that I am holding it upside down before laughing and throwing the book away. I’m not sure. I haven’t planned out every moment. I will definitely be nude though.”


The public library’s board of directors issued a statement via loudspeaker from their helicopter that hovers continuously over our city, indicating that they feel this expansion will serve the community by showing how rich Marcus is, and what a great guy that obviously makes him, and have you seen how many cars that guy owns. Wow!


Reports also indicate that the Night Vale Private Library will be entirely free of librarians, a fact that will be of little comfort to the many public library–goers who are injured or killed in librarian maulings every year. Remember, if confronted by a librarian while looking for a book to check out, do not attempt to escape by climbing a tree. There are no trees in the library and the precious moments it will take you to look around and realize this will allow the librarian to strike. Don’t become a statistic.


All right, news done. So, now let’s talk about the date. Carlos and I met up in Old Town. I was wearing my best tunic and furry pants, and he had on a laid-back “weekend” lab coat. We were both beautiful in the late-afternoon sunlight, each other’s dreams met in a real-world moment. Our destination was none other than Gino’s Italian Dining Experience and Grill and Bar, the fanciest restaurant in town. It was a perfect day, other than the strange blot of darkness buzzing on the edge of town, but that was probably yet another Applebee’s under construction.


We went arm in arm into Gino’s, and were immediately seated, with no memory of who greeted us at the door or how we got to our table, situated in a classy, understated, and absolutely doorless room. The full Gino’s experience. Their menu is somewhat limited after the ban on wheat & wheat by-products, so we each ordered a single portobello mushroom, served rare and bloody, as is the Gino’s way. From the window we had a great view of the sunset, and of the buzzing shadow thing, which seemed to have moved closer.


“I’ve been thinking,” Carlos said.


“Uh huh?” I said.


“Yeah, that’s what I’ve been doing lately,” he said. “Thinking. It’s part of being a scientist. What have you been up to?”


And so we talked. Just us, and our bleeding mushrooms, and the buzzing shadow presence, and a blooming haze of romance in the air. Hold on, Station Management is apparently getting agitated, flailing around their office and howling, so I need to do more news real quick.


Violent incidents increased across the entire Night Vale area over the last several weeks, as the people of the miniature city under lane five of the Desert Flower Bowling Alley and Arcade Fun Complex continue to wage their war against us, with tiny bodies and tinier weapons. Citizens are urged to protect themselves against this army in our midst by stomping everywhere they go and keeping a vigilant watch toward the ground rather than keeping our eyes closed as we usually do. In related news, the City Council has erected a monument to the fallen Apache Tracker, that hero who died for the welfare of us all. The monument will be dedicated in a secret, silent ceremony, attended by no one, and the monument itself will be buried somewhere in the desert where no one will find it, because he was also a racist embarrassment and we don’t want our town associated with that kind of thing.


And now, the community calendar.


Monday will be the annual Bluegrass Festival held in the burned-out shell that used to be Louie Blasko’s Music Shoppe before he lit it on fire and skipped town with the insurance money. Participants can huddle among the ashen remains, casting haunting looks at each other and sharing some of their favorite bluegrass dirges. Legend has it that if you look into a mirror and say absolutely nothing three times, Louie himself will appear and teach the crowd some simple, easy bluegrass licks before taking your soul back with him into the dark of the mirror.


Tuesday is a holiday. Make sure you have adequate emergency supplies and plenty of clear plastic sheeting. We’re not sure which holiday it is, so have all possible antidotes on hand.


Wednesday, the staff of Dark Owl Records are getting a band together. “We know a lot about music,” they’ll say, grabbing knives and hammers. “We should start a band.” “Definitely,” they’ll continue, over the screams. “Let’s get a band together. We should do that.”


Thursday through Sunday will be a blur of routine and practicalities, a series of moments and actions that we will fail to notice as we experience them, and will forget the moment they are gone.


This has been the community calendar.


All right, boring stuff done. Back to the date! We wrapped up dinner at Gino’s with a slice of their special invisible, noncorporeal, and tasteless carrot cake, which was as light as air and resembled air in all other qualities as well. Our waiter, formerly a heavyset man with a large mustache, was now a buzzing shadow man defined only by the absence of light in the vague shape of a torso and limbs. Presumably our former waiter was on break. We asked for the check and then made our escape from the doorless room by breaking the window using the brick our waiter had provided for that purpose.


Carlos and I, oh the magic of that phrase, oh the ecstasy of all that a simple conjunction can imply, took a stroll through Mission Grove Park. It was just us, and the trees, and the crowd of our fellow citizens who were all doing the usual recreational activity of pointing at the sky and shouting in terror. I asked Carlos if he wanted to join in for a round, but he said he had already been scared of all that the empty sky implies yesterday, and so was pretty tired.


“If you want,” he said, “we could do some tests on the trees. I’ve been meaning to do some scientific tests on the trees. They seem normal, but given all that I’ve observed in this town, it is a significant chance that they are not.”


Well, of course I could not pass up the opportunity to perform real science side by side with my Carlos, and so we approached the nearest tree, an old sagging thing, and begin to perform tests, the nature and purpose of which I am not remotely qualified to describe.


[image: image]


Meanwhile our fellow park-goers had ceased screaming and had taken up being strange buzzing shadow beings. All of them were standing exactly where they had been, but were now defined only by the absence of light in the vague shape of a torso and limbs. I stroked Carlos’s cheek. I don’t know if he noticed. He said the tests were inconclusive, and also was perfect in face and form.


And now a word from our sponsors.


Looking for a home security solution? Good luck with that. Want to feel safe when driving your car? Get in line. Fearful when walking alone at night? Well you should be.


When life seems dangerous and unmanageable, just remember that it is, and that you can’t survive forever. Denny’s restaurants. Why not?


And now, a station editorial. Listeners, a lot has been made about the topic of beauty, and I don’t think we in the media always do our best to promote healthy self-images.


Movies and magazines and TV shows and advertisers love to use photo and video editing to make people seem skinnier, fairer, more appealing to a false ideal of human beauty. And I think this takes a strong hold of us, especially children.


But remember you are beautiful only when you do beautiful things. Full lips aren’t as beautiful as a full laugh. Skinny hips aren’t as attractive as a quick wit. Think about treating others right and those others will flock to you in screaming droves.


Just peel back those artificial layers, Night Vale. Unzip that name-brand coat, those skinny jeans, wipe off that makeup, and gently (but very quickly) peel off that skin that’s covering up the true you. Look at those exposed eyes, dangling unprotected from their gaping sockets. Look at the blood and sinew slowly uncoiling from quivering bones. Admire that slippery viscera trying to squeeze under those dynamic ribs of yours. You are organic, to be sure, listener. Be proud of who you are.


Speaking of pride, speaking of beauty: more from my date soon. But first, the weather.






WEATHER: “Team the Best Team” by Doomtree








Let’s get right back into it, shall we?


After the park, I drove him back to his lab, next to Big Rico’s Pizza. The drive was difficult, because at this point it seemed that everyone in town but the two of us had hopped onto the buzzing shadow entity train, and were loping around town as malevolent holes in our reality, emanating an energy that made the hairs on your arm stand and your bowels vibrate. Or maybe that was just the chemistry with Carlos I was feeling. A woman ran at our car screaming, a few of the shadow people chasing her, but before I could even touch the brake she must have changed her mind, because she had already turned into a shadow person herself. It’s like, ugh, run from the shadow people or become one. Make up your mind, lady!


We arrived outside of Big Rico’s and there was that awkward moment at the end of every date where you pause outside of the person’s door and it’s like, Should I call the City Council and submit the standard end-of-date report or are you going to? Also I was wondering if he was going to invite me into his lab, to look at all those breakers and humming electrical equipment.


“Well,” he said, pointing to the lab. “This is me.”


“Uh huh,” I said.


“I should probably do something about this buzzing shadow thing,” he said. “A few experiments to see if I can save the town.”


“Oh,” I said. “Do you need any help with that?”


“No,” he said. “A scientist is self-reliant. It’s the first thing a scientist is.”


“Oh,” I said again, but softer, sadder.


Which is when he leaned forward and kissed me, just once, just gently, just before slipping out of the car and into the lab. I’ll tell you, listeners, I was almost swallowed by a cloud of malevolent shadow energy on the drive home and I hardly even noticed. I was so happy.


I guess Carlos managed to find a way to defeat the shadow energy, as everything seems normal today. A couple neighborhoods are emptied out, sure, with books and food and televisions left where they had been at the time of the sudden vanishing, a tableau of a life that never again will be. But it wouldn’t really be a weekend without that happening somewhere, right?


Night Vale, my sweet and only Night Vale, may you find love. May you find it wherever it’s been hidden. May you find who has been hiding it and exact revenge upon them.


As the old song goes, “Love is all you need to destroy your enemies.” Finer words were never chanted.


Stay tuned next for Efficiency Hour with our own productivity expert, a reversed voice underscored by hypnotic pulses.


And with all the love in my loving heart, and with a loving voice in a loving and terrifying world, good night, Night Vale. Good night.






PROVERB: Production oversight by Tory Malatea, who is holding a small locket. He is not speaking. He’d just like for you to touch the locket. His hand is twisted. His skin is forming into scales. Just touch it once. Just once, okay?










EPISODE 28:


“SUMMER READING PROGRAM”


AUGUST 1, 2013


COWRITTEN WITH ASHLEY LIERMAN


BEING A LIBRARIAN MYSELF, I WAS ALWAYS DELIGHTED BY NIGHT VALE’S terrifying librarians. When you’re in a profession that gets stereotyped somewhere between “matronly prude shushing children” and “obsolete relic of when print wasn’t dead,” seeing somebody go for “extremely dangerous Eldritch Abomination” is pretty exciting stuff. So when Jeffrey and Joseph invited me to write an episode, I knew I wanted to do something with the Night Vale Public Library.

OEBPS/images/Art_P9.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P18.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P4.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Pcommon.jpg






OEBPS/images/9780356508634.jpg








