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When it comes, the Landscape listens—
Shadows—hold their breath—

EMILY DICKINSON
“There’s a certain Slant of light”









And the Dragon opens its eyes . . .







CHAPTER ONE


THE DRAGON


1

Wake up.

Not so much a voice in her head as a needling urgency prodding the base of her spine.

Wake—

Ellen McBride came reeling from the depths of some black, angry dream that roared like a dragon, only to find that the dragon was real. It shook the house, stressing the foundation and rattling picture frames on her bedroom wall in the dark. By the sound, it was carving trenches in the roof with its terrible claws, too. Pitch blackness all around her . . . but then a flash of lightning pulsed at the window above the headboard, momentarily projecting a blazing rectangle upon the opposite wall, blinding as a mortar explosion, and Ellen thought, with a finger of rising concern, Storm. A big one.

She lay in the dark for a moment listening to the storm rival the labored sound of her own respiration. Her heart was slamming in her chest, funneling a rush of blood through her ears. The nightmare she’d been having just a moment ago still floated close to the surface, some amorphous and sinister shape gliding beneath the murky sheen of a dreamscape sea, but she could not recall a single detail about it—only the sensation of acute apprehension that continued to tighten like piano wire around her throat. Her entire body felt coated in a slick of sweat.

Then, between a lull in the thunder, Cory’s voice called out to her from somewhere deep in the house—

“Mom?”

She climbed out of bed just as the wind outside whipped debris against the corner of the house and at the windowpane above her bed. The thundering dragon exhaled what sounded like buckshot against the glass—chattle chattle chattle. She banged a hip against the nightstand—

“Ouch, damn it!”

—then staggered forward, blind, hands pawing at the darkness ahead of her.

It wasn’t just the storm.

Something felt wrong.

Not so much a notion or a thought, but that same needling urgency that had followed her out of sleep.

The hallway was as dark as a mineshaft. She ran one hand along the wall, felt the nub of the light switch poke her sweaty palm, and thrust the switch upward. But the hallway remained dark. The storm must have knocked out the—

“Mom? Are you there? Something’s happening.”

She hurried to his bedroom and threw open the door.

Her son was sitting bolt upright in bed, his frail, shaggy-headed silhouette a shadow puppet against the intermittent flashes of lightning that kept illuminating the world outside his bedroom window. Cory’s bed sheet lay in a tangled heap around his waist, and when she went to him, feeling for him in the dark, she found that the sheet was damp from night sweat.

“Mom . . .” His voice was a hollow drum, veined with a pulse of dread.

“I’m right here, Cory. It’s all right. Everything is all right.”

“It found me. It’s trying to get me.” Panic rising in his voice now.

“It’s just a storm.”

She slid beside him in the bed, pulled him close. She could smell him in that moment—the clean, sleepy, familiar scent of her ten-year-old son. He was small for his age, his shoulders knobby, his ribcage a delicate assemblage of quaint and tidy things bound together within that baby-bird torso. She held him against her now, and could feel his heartbeat, hummingbird-quick, frantic against her breast. For a moment, Ellen’s mind summoned an image of him as an infant, a pair of wide, sleepless eyes gazing up at her from the darkness as she paced for hours and hours around the house in the middle of the night, desperate to get him to sleep.

“No,” he said, the word partially muffled against the fabric of her nightshirt. She ran a hand down the nape of his neck and found his flesh hot and blistering with perspiration. At the feel of her touch, he drew away from her, glanced at the window beside his bed, then said, “It’s something else. Something’s happening. It’s so loud—”

Outside, the dragon—

(not a dragon)

—roared again. Cory’s fingers dug into her.

The sound of something cracking above her head caused her to look up at the ceiling. She saw nothing in the dark, but felt a dusting of drywall powder her face and sting her eyes.

Cory was right—it was so loud. Maybe not just a normal thunderstorm after all. Those dragon’s roars didn’t sound like ordinary thunder, and those flashes of light outside Cory’s bedroom radiated with a sickly electric-white hue unlike any lightning she had ever seen: not just a flash, but a vast tapestry of light that seemed to linger. Ellen McBride had never experienced a hurricane, except for on television and in the movies, but that was the thing that launched itself into her mind in that moment.

Something heavy thunked against the bedroom window, startling them both. The glass didn’t shatter, didn’t even crack, but it was loud and abrupt enough to make them both cry out in unison.

“Get up, Cory. Quick.”

“It’s here,” he said. There was an eerie sense of finality to his voice that sounded very much unlike him. “It’s here, Mom. It came.”

She didn’t have time to process what it was he’d just said, nor to decode what it might mean. Instead, she was climbing back out of his bed, a bit more urgently now, one arm still wrapped around her son’s narrow shoulders, tugging him toward her, urging him to follow.

“I think we should go to the basement,” she said, her face suddenly next to his. Cory’s breath came at her in warm, panicked jabs. “Everything is going to be okay. I promise. But we need to go downstairs where it’s safer. Do you hear me?”

“I’m scared.”

“Don’t be.”

They hurried together down the hall, and she knew she was squeezing his hand too tightly while pulling on his arm, their bare feet slapping hollowly on the hardwood floor, pat pat pat-ing along the dark train-tunnel of the small ranch house on Cloister Road. It was darker than it should have been, even at this hour. The power outage must have extended to the whole block, because when they scurried by the front windows, she could see that none of the streetlights along their stretch of road appeared to be on. Even that strange white light she’d seen simmering through Cory’s bedroom window was no longer visible. It was as if a thick black cloak had draped itself down around the entire house.

Another roar directly above them—a deep rumbling sound, steadily gathering momentum, like a tractor trailer barreling down on them. Wind galloped across the rooftop, audibly stressing the ceiling joists. Cory paused, his bare feet skidding to a halt on the floor, and Ellen could feel her son’s heartbeat throbbing in the palm of his sweat-slickened hand.

He seemed to be staring at something in the darkness ahead of them.

“We need to go, Cory.”

She dragged him toward the basement door, which was nestled in a nook in the hallway between the dining room and the galley kitchen. She wrenched the door open, revealing a yawning rectangle of even greater blackness. A fragment of her nightmare rushed back to her then: running from some faceless, shapeless thing as it pursued her through a series of honeycombed corridors. That piano wire constricted more tightly about her throat.

Just a nightmare.

Just a storm.

But then something in the atmosphere shifted, causing the hairs along her arms to stiffen into quills. She turned to face the window above the kitchen sink, and saw that the world beyond was once again aglow with that same eerie, listless light. Beyond that light, she glimpsed the swirling, soupy miasma that was the world around them. In a moment of rising terror, she wondered if the goddamn hurricane had descended directly onto their house, and if they were currently in the eye of it, watching the rest of Mariner’s Cove swim by in a rotating torrent of horror. Or worse: that the house itself was the thing twirling through the air, just like in The Wizard of Oz.

Cory was staring at the scene beyond the window, too.

Hypnotized.

She once again tugged at his hand, urging him toward the open basement door. “Cory, we need to—”

The window over the sink exploded.

Arrowheads of shattered glass fired across the kitchen, borne on a blast of furious wind and cool summer rain. Ellen shrieked, and wrapped protective arms around her son, whose body had gone rigid. She shielded him as best she could, her own eyes squeezed shut, face pressed against his, and braced herself for those countless shards of glass to drive themselves mercilessly into her flesh.

But that did not happen.

Trembling, holding her breath, she raised her head and opened her eyes. She still had her arms wrapped protectively around her son, his sweat-dampened hair now blown back from his forehead, his body as unyielding as the bole of a tree.

She saw that his eyes were impossibly wide.

She saw he was holding both his hands straight out in front of him, elbows locked, his palms out in a halting gesture.

She turned her head and followed his wide-eyed gaze.

The arrowheads of broken windowpane hung suspended in the air before them. Countless glittering glass teeth, shimmering in the eerie static-white glow issuing through the shattered kitchen window. Dead leaves swirled about the kitchen counter, whisked along the tile floor, and stirred all through the air, a cacophonic whirlwind of leaves, but those sharp daggers of glass remained motionless in midair mere inches from them. Even the storm seemed to be holding its breath.

This is not real, she thought. I am still in bed and dreaming.

Crazily, she thought she might be able to reach out and touch one of those shards of glass floating inches from her face, just pluck it right out of the air or perhaps flick it with her finger, and maybe it would even make a pleasant chiming sound, tink, like flicking the rim of a wineglass. But she found herself powerless to move.

This is not real.

Cory’s body shuddered in her arms. He swept both his hands toward the floor and the collection of glass shards obeyed the command, plummeting to the kitchen tiles with a tinkling, almost musical clatter.

Ellen felt her son’s exhalation exit his lungs and a second shudder travel down the entire length of his body as she clutched him more tightly to her chest. It seemed as if his whole body had deflated. Rain rushed in through the busted window over the sink and danced along her face, and his skin felt so hot, she imagined those raindrops sizzling to steam. She stood there, staring at the arrangement of shattered glass among the slick black blanket of dead leaves that were slowly gathering along the kitchen floor.

Cory’s voice, traversing across some distant plane of existence: “Mom . . . ?”

She couldn’t move. A part of her was still staring at those jewels of broken glass hovering there in midair, staring at them in her mind, where they had only been—impossibly—just a moment before. And yet another part of her—

(run chase run something’s coming something)

—was certain she was still snared in the nightmare, confident that she must be there, and that all the things that didn’t make sense didn’t have to make sense, because this was nothing more than a bad dream, a bad dream, a bad dream. . .

“Mom.”

He was facing her now; somehow, he’d worked his way out of her arms without her knowing. She could feel the warmth of his breath against her rain-speckled face. It took a moment before her eyes could focus on him.

“You’re right, Mom. We need to go in the basement where it’s safe,” he said. Her words in his mouth now.

A reversal of roles.

A tripping of a wire.

Something—

—she knew—

—had transpired between them.

“Yesssss,” she said, and the word, snakelike, hissed out of her.

His hand in hers, gripping tightly. His palm no longer sweaty, but cold—nearly ice. That sudden reversal of roles, continuing, protracted and stretching in her mind like taffy: her son leading her down that yawning black throat that descended into the basement, step after blind step, closing the door behind them and letting the darkness swallow them whole. Yet a part of her mind still lingered in the kitchen, still gaped at those bright, shimmering teeth of glass, hanging there, suspended, all of them, impossibly so, frozen in time, and in her mind’s eye a finger extended, a flick on the glass—

Tink.

It resonated in the echo chamber of her skull.
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They huddled together on a pile of old clothes and bed sheets covered in dried splotches of paint in one darkened corner of the basement. Above them, the house creaked and moaned while the storm raged on. There was only a single narrow hopper window above the washer and dryer at the opposite end of the basement, but the fierce winds had dammed it with muck, preventing even the most stringent flashes of lightning—that odd, lingering, spectral lightning—from penetrating.

With her back against the cold cinderblock wall, Ellen pulled her son close to her. He went without protest, but his body remained stiff. She slipped an arm around his shoulders then waited to feel the soft presence of his head against hers. But he kept at a distance from her, even in such proximity; his head very close to hers, but their minds not touching. They did not speak, and she could not see his face in the dark.

Tink.

She was thinking about those arrowheads of broken glass.

How long are you going to play dumb, Ellen McBride?

Her son stirred beside her.

“Cory? Baby?”

No answer.

She listened and could hear him breathing. Deep and drawn out. He’d fallen asleep sitting up against the basement wall, supported by her arm around his shoulders. Gently, she pulled him toward her until he laid his head in her lap. She ran her fingers through the damp, matted curls of his hair while he slept.

Tink.

She was his mother, and she loved him dearly . . . yet she couldn’t deny the sense that something between them—something that had forever existed heretofore within the shared universe of their blood—had just been terribly, irrevocably altered.
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And then she was there again, pursued through a series of dark, narrow chambers by some unseen thing that shook the world with its dragon’s roar and tore apart the atmosphere with its horrible claws, its sulfur breath filling the air, and with each corner she turned, another corridor stretched out before her: never ending.





4

When Ellen awoke, it was to an eerie stillness. Thin shafts of daylight poked through the meshwork of leaves, twigs, and mud that lay pressed against the hopper window above the washer and dryer.

Cory was not here.

She crept up the basement stairs to find that the kitchen had been cleaned while she’d slept: a trash bag sat by the side door, full of dead leaves, yard muck, and other garbage that had blown in through the broken kitchen window during the night. As she peered inside the bag, she could see those shards of broken glass, revelatory in their thereness, causing a shiver to trace down Ellen’s spine. She tied the bag closed, then ran a pair of shaky hands through her hair. There was a dustpan and broom leaning against the wall in one corner of the kitchen, and a bottle of Clorox and some old towels on the countertop. The broken window was now covered with the corkboard from Cory’s bedroom. Pinned to the board were some of Cory’s drawings (he was a good artist) along with ticket stubs from movies she had taken him to see, coupons for the bowling alley off the highway, his last report card (straight A’s, what a kid), and a few photographs. Her eyes lingered on one photo in particular—of Cory propped up on Ellen’s brother’s shoulders, impossibly wide grins on both their faces. Her brother was wearing a ratty Testament concert T-shirt and Cory had a baseball hat tugged down too far over his eyes so that his ears were flattened like airplane wings. The photo had been taken about two years ago. Just looking at it caused a pang of grief to well up inside her.

She drifted into the dining room and stared out the bay window and onto Cloister Road. There were tree limbs and random garbage in the street and the gutters were swollen with rain. The sky above the houses on the opposite end of the street was nothing but a bank of receding gray storm clouds; what daylight managed to penetrate them was an eerie, listless yellow. For a moment, she stared at a paper Dunkin Donuts cup as it bobbed along in the torrent before vanishing down a sewer grate. Next door, a tree had come down, and poor Mr. Zachs was out there on his front lawn in a blindingly white terrycloth bathrobe and rubber boots staring down at it with a look of utter defeat on his round, jowly face. As if sensing her eyes on him, he glanced up and seemed to catch Ellen standing in the bay window. But when she raised her hand in a languid salutation, Mr. Zachs just turned away and trudged back into his house.

Ellen continued down the hall, hesitating for a moment before Cory’s bedroom door, which stood partway open.

How long were you planning to deny this? spoke up a voice at the back of Ellen’s head. For a moment, it sounded like the voice of her estranged brother. How long were you going to force yourself to remain willfully ignorant of everything that has been happening around here lately?

The lights that would sometimes flicker when Cory walked into a room.

The drinking glasses that would spontaneously launch themselves off the kitchen counter and shatter on the floor when he was upset or angry.

The way the television in the living room would sometimes turn itself on and flip indiscriminately through the channels.

She eased the bedroom door open and found him lying asleep on his bed, the bed sheets bunched about his bare feet. His back was toward her, and he was curled in a fetal position, snoring gently.

Can we pretend last night never happened?

Can we keep playing dumb?

The room looked stressed: she followed a hairline crack in the drywall, all the way up to the ceiling, where it wove in and out of the plastic glow-in-the-dark stars that were glued there. A crack that hadn’t been there before the storm.

It wasn’t from the storm, she knew.

Can we keep playing dumb?

She went to him, carefully untangling the sheet from his feet, then pulling it up and over his slumbering body. He did not stir.

She felt a charge ripple through the air then—something akin to static electricity, but like the guitar amps in that Spinal Tap movie, dialed to eleven. The charge collected about her body, causing the hair on her arms and along the nape of her neck to stand at attention. She felt, too, a sudden and disagreeable buzzing sensation in her back teeth—a sensation that began to grow painful the longer it persisted.

On the bed, Cory shifted in his sleep but did not wake.

The house creaked.

The walls seemed to be breathing in and out all around her.

She thought of the broken shards of glass tucked away in that trash bag in the hall. The way they’d hung there, suspended in midair the night before.

Tink.

Ellen McBride silently backed out of the room.













CHAPTER TWO


THE DOOR


1

Around the time Ellen McBride was stirring awake upon a mattress of unwashed laundry in the basement of her home, a retired heart surgeon named Michael Danver stepped from his multimillion-dollar waterfront McMansion to survey the damage left behind by the storm, and noticed something inexplicable—something that would ultimately and irretrievably change his life forever.

The Danver house was a fashionable white stone affair sporting a three-car garage, marble arcade columns, and a state-of-the-art burglar alarm system. The refrigerator was always stocked with Perrier, and there was an expansive (though largely untouched) library along the west wing of the house. The sound system was one of the best that money could buy, and there were speakers piped throughout the house that, on Sunday evenings, hummed with the strains of Michael Danver’s favorite jazz records. Miranda, twelve years her husband’s junior, possessed a closet full of fashionable tennis whites and sensible, name brand shoes. Even Clementine, Miranda’s bright orange Pekingese (with whom Danver shared a mutually contemptuous relationship), enjoyed a lushly upholstered doggie bed beside the Danvers’ stone hearth, yet slept between them in their marital bed each night. Theirs was one of only thirteen homes in the suburban Maryland neighborhood of Mariner’s Cove that sat perched on the edge of a bluff overlooking the Chesapeake Bay. The rich section of the Cove, as people liked to say. Danver had purchased the house over a decade ago, and although Miranda, in her restlessness, often prattled on about relocating to some other part of the country—like a shark, Miranda Danver considered a lack of continual forward momentum akin to certain death—Danver himself was content with his life within the walls of the white stone house on Bay Road.

At a sturdy sixty-nine years of age and only a year into his retirement, Michael Danver still woke up at five fifteen every morning without the assistance of an alarm clock. His morning routine had not varied in his retirement: he would rise out of bed, take a four-minute shower beneath a brisk spray, dress in a pair of simple slacks and a bland but not inexpensive Charles Tyrwhitt button-down shirt, swallow a handful of vitamins, then head downstairs for a breakfast consisting of nothing but black coffee and unbuttered wheat toast. The coffee machine was automated, and if he timed things correctly (which he always did; that was just his nature), the machine would finish percolating just as Danver, whistling some off-key jazz standard, retrieved a hefty ceramic mug from the cupboard above the sink.

It used to be that, after breakfast, his day would truly begin: the drive to Johns Hopkins in Baltimore, where fighting traffic was the only undignified part of his day. Now, however, it seemed like the only scheduled part of his day—the only part that seemed to have any purpose, to have a beginning, middle, and end—was concluded after he finished his wheat toast and his cup of coffee. For the first few weeks following his retirement, he found himself deliberately prolonging this simple morning ritual, to the point where he would keep refilling his coffee cup and found himself pressing an index finger to all the crumbs of wheat toast that remained on his plate, then leveraging that finger into his mouth, until there wasn’t a single crumb left. Anything to prolong the inevitable drudgery that promised to follow.

“What will you do today?” Miranda would ask him when, hours later, she would find him still seated at the kitchen table, working through a crossword puzzle and a third or fourth cup of coffee.

“Anything I want, I suppose,” would be his lackluster response.

They had carried on that little stage play for the first few weeks of his retirement. It had even been funny the first couple of times. But the more Michael Danver became aware of the fact that he actually had nothing to do, the more their little charade began to grow stale and to grate on his nerves. To her credit, Miranda was at least observant enough to quit asking the question. Instead, she would tell him how well she had slept the night before (usually with the aid of a sleeping pill) or something equally innocuous while filling her own cup of coffee. They had been married for just shy of fifteen years—this was Michael Danver’s second go-round on the matrimonial carousel, with the previous marriage best left forgotten—and it was what Danver (and, he supposed, Miranda) would consider a good marriage, although they never commented on such a thing to each other. Sure, they’d had their arguments, their disagreements, but overall, Dr. Michael Danver had no pressing complaints.

Most of their marriage’s good fortune Danver had always attributed to the long hours his profession had demanded of him, though he had never actually said this aloud, and certainly not to Miranda. But deep in his heart he knew that to be true. And like some self-fulfilling prophecy, throughout the past year, he had come to find himself growing increasingly irritated by every little thing around the house, resulting in petty quarrels with Miranda over whatever trivial thing happened to incite his ire in the moment. Miranda, to her credit, would only put up with so much. She told him to take up golf, or woodworking, or maybe go to a matinee downtown a couple times a week to stave off boredom. While he agreed that those were all good suggestions, Danver never did any of those things.

This morning signaled the first alteration to Dr. Michael Danver’s schedule in recent memory. By the time he climbed out of bed (Miranda beside him in her eye mask, sprawled on her back, silent and motionless as the dead), he was surprised to find, after glancing at his cell phone on the nightstand, that it was already well past seven o’clock. Strands of some disremembered nightmare still clung to him, tacky as a spider’s web, as he ratcheted out of bed then staggered to the bathroom where he jostled the light switch only to find that last night’s storm had knocked out the power. In the dark, he struggled to unleash an uncooperative sputter of urine into the bowl. Two minutes later, he attempted to recall elements of last night’s dream as he stood scrubbing his scalp beneath the tepid spray from the showerhead—but no details of the nightmare came to him; just a lingering sense of unease bordering on apprehension that, for someone like Dr. Michael Danver, retired heart surgeon, was a foreign and wholly unsettling sensation.

He came downstairs to find the coffee machine dormant given the powerlessness of the house. Most likely the whole block was out. Goddamn storm, screwing with his morning routine. So, forgoing his large mug of piping hot coffee, Danver passed through the French doors at the rear of the house and walked out onto a sandstone patio that was littered with severed tree limbs, some random garbage, and the Bridgeports’ cheap plastic lawn furniture. One at a time, Danver collected the cheap lawn chairs and ferried them over to the waist-high hedgerow that stood on the demarcation line between their two properties. He proceeded to toss the furniture over the hedgerow and onto the Bridgeports’ lawn, wincing against the early morning sunlight as he did so.

When he was done, he strode out into the yard so he could scrutinize the damage to the house. All the windows were intact, although he counted three missing shutters up on the second story. A section of the gutter had been pried away from the house and hung now at an aggrieved angle, although it still appeared to be in one piece. Everything else seemed to be tiptop. They had gotten off lucky, considering how violent that storm had sounded.

Where the hell had that storm come from, anyway? There’d been nothing about it on last night’s weather report.

Fucking meteorologists, he thought, flossing a stiff finger across the freshly shaven pocket of flesh between his lower lip and chin. Must be nice to have a career where you’re only expected to be accurate fifty percent of the time. Try that on an operating table sometime, will you?

He turned and gazed down the slope of his back lawn, straight out to the edge of the cliff and out across the tumultuous, slate-gray expanse of the bay. A chilly summer breeze rippled his thinning salt-and-pepper hair. He could smell the remnants of the storm on that breeze, an orgy of brine and saltwater and oysters and all manner of things churned up from the murky brown depths of the bay. He headed in the direction of the water and stopped at the place where his property canted steeply toward the surf. Upon the edge of the bluff, he stood looking out at a parade of roiling whitecaps in the cove below with both his hands planted firmly on his hips.

That was when he saw it.

And the sight of it confounded him.

What in the world are you doing out here?

It was a door.

A door standing straight up out of the water.

A peculiar thing to see, for sure. In fact, it looked false—like something superimposed on a movie screen, a substanceless thing fashioned from fractals of light that he might just put his hand straight through, unimpeded, if he were to touch it.

He was surprised by the laugh that juddered up the channel of his throat. He even looked around, as if to find someone who might share in the peculiarity of this moment with him, but he was alone.

Where had it come from? How had it wound up out there on the water, standing perfectly straight, like he could just stroll out upon those frothy whitecaps, waltz right up to it, turn the knob, and enter—

—well, whatever was on the other side.

What a strange idea, he thought, and for the first time since trying to remember his nightmare, a wave of quiet unease passed through him.

There was nothing on the other side, of course. It was just a door, likely wrenched from someone’s house by gale force winds in the night, only to perfectly wedge itself upright in a sandbar in the middle of the cove.

Right?

Suddenly, and despite the fact that his sockless feet were clad in chalk blue Sebago boat shoes, he was overcome by the compulsion to climb down the sheer face of the bluff and out to the water’s edge in order to get a better look at the thing. In fact, that was all he wanted in that moment—to have just a better look, and nothing more.

The footpath leading down to the water was comprised of loose sand with spools of tree roots arcing out of it, and persisted in the face of decades of erosion—or perhaps because of it. Danver maneuvered his way down like someone negotiating a minefield, cautious where he stepped.

When he reached the water’s edge, sweating and out of breath, he brought up one hand to shield the sun’s glare from his eyes. He could see the door better from this proximity, yet standing here on the shore, so close but still so far from it, left him feeling queerly, inexplicably anxious. He bent forward and cuffed his pants to just above the knees, then pulled off his boat shoes and set them on a rocky precipice before stepping out into the water.

It was the middle of July, but the water still held the lingering chill of a cold spring. The silt between his toes, fine as powder, was damn near icy. The door was just a handful of yards out from shore, but the water was too dark, too turbulent, and it was deeper than he would have thought given how much of the door stood exposed above the surf—

Wedged in a sandbar for sure. . .

—and Danver, as he waded out and as the water rose past his knees and up to his waist, could no longer see the bottom. He knew, from periodic low tides, that there were jetties of rock down here, not to mention whatever else the storm had seen fit to deposit or churn up beneath the surf—booby-traps of broken glass or jagged twists of rusted metal. Hell, he’d once reeled in a discarded TV antenna while trolling for rockfish from his johnboat. Not to mention crabs and water snakes and whatever else lurked beneath the surface. It made good sense to turn back, return to the house and slip on a pair of old sneakers just to be safe. Yet he couldn’t quite bring himself to take his eyes off the door in that moment, as if it might just wink out of existence if he happened to look away.

Before he could wrap his head around why he was even doing this, he was standing before the door, close enough to touch it. It was stained a dark brown beneath which the natural grain of the wood was visible, and it was divided into four topographical rectangles—two side-by-side on top, two side-by-side on the bottom—giving it some character. A pitted brass doorknob extended from a simple metal plate. Given its height, at least a good twenty inches of the door was most likely buried in the sandbar at Danvers’s feet, which explained how it was being supported in such a fashion.

He heard a sound then—or, more accurately, felt a sound: a high frequency buzzing that caused his back teeth to ache. He even opened his mouth and pressed a finger to his left molar, as if to quell the pain. But then the sound (or the feeling, or whatever it was) was gone, so quickly he questioned if it had been there at all, and thought maybe it was actually the frigidity of the water that had caused the pain in his back teeth.

Danver reached out and jiggled the doorknob. It turned freely, and he could see the latch slide in and out of the thin metal plate along the interior frame of the door. He could see, too, where the door had been wrenched free from its hinges, leaving a trio of splintered indentations behind in the wood. He walked around to the other side of the door, his bare feet churning up clouds of brownish silt that turned the water into chocolate milk all around him, and realized that he had been staring at the back of the door, at the side that would go on the interior of a house. On this side of the door, four black iron digits were affixed to the woodwork: 1183. Someone’s address. He reached out and traced each number with a forefinger. The iron numerals were gritty with sea salt and pitted like the doorknob.

“Where’d you come from, my friend?” he said to the door, unaware in that moment that he was speaking aloud. “Who do you belong to?”

Then he waited, as if the door might respond.

As if the door might say, You.

He reached out, gripped the door at both sides, and proceeded to wiggle it back and forth like a loose tooth. It budged only slightly. Danver grew certain that, with a little more force, a little more effort, he would be able to pry the thing clear of the sandbar.

And then what? said a small voice at the back of Michael Danver’s head. Go house to house, up and down Bay Road, all throughout Mariner’s Cove, looking to see who has lost a door? Check the entire neighborhood? Look at every house on every block, straight out to the goddamn highway?

Michael Danver was a pragmatic fellow. He knew that he could eventually find the house this door belonged to by searching street addresses with the corresponding numbers—1183. But he also knew, on some deeper, cloudier plane of thought, that he would not do that.

You, the door might have said. I belong to you.

Danver gave it some thought. Sure, he could pry it loose from the sandbar, but it was a heavy oak door, and the post-storm current might strip it from him and cast it out to sea before he managed to recover it. Moreover, how the hell would he carry something like that up the sheer face of the bluff unaided?

Anyway—

Why the hell would he want to?

Another humorless chuckle clawed its way out of his throat. What the hell was he thinking? Why was he out here, waist-deep in this cold, dirty water, obsessing over some piece of junk that had been blown in by last night’s storm? Was he really that goddamn bored with himself?

Take up golf, take up woodworking, Miranda had urged him.

Perhaps, with the proper equipment, it would be possible to haul it up the side of the bluff. . . maybe a rope-and-pulley system . . .

Michael Danver shook his head, as if to clear it of silly thoughts, then proceeded to climb back up the face of the cliff.
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Miranda was fixing herself a breakfast shake in the kitchen when Danver came in. She had been blessed with good skin, lucid hazel eyes, and still cut a nice figure. She sat on the board of various charities, campaigned for local politicians, and maintained an annual VIP membership to the Kennedy Center. A few years ago, she started a local arts and culture magazine called Look There!, a free monthly publication that collected all the local events in the area, from sports to bake sales and theater productions, and that subsisted solely on advertisements. Miranda was still in the clutches of life, constantly busy, that aforementioned shark progressing on the sheer will of its forward momentum. Whereas Danver felt restless and aloof in his retirement, Miranda appeared to have cultivated such a varied repertoire of extracurricular activities that any inkling of boredom, let alone free time, had been summarily and mercilessly beaten into submission.

“Is there much damage?” she asked without looking at him.

“No, not—”

“Goddamn it.”

“What?”

She was pressing buttons on the blender.

“Oh,” he said. “The power’s out.”

“Right. I knew that. I forget.” She slumped against the countertop, her eyes glued to her phone now as she scrolled through something, still not looking at him. “How long do you think that will last?”

“I don’t know.”

She opened the fridge and took out a bottle of Perrier.

“Probably shouldn’t open the fridge so things don’t spoil,” he said.

Miranda made a noise that established she didn’t much care what his opinion was on the matter. At her feet, Clementine cocked his head and glared at Danver with unmasked contempt. Two machinegun yips fired out of him.

“Anyway, no,” Danver continued, clearing his throat. “Not much damage at all. A couple of shutters are missing from the second story windows, and the gutter is a bit bent out of shape, but that’s about it.”

“They’re probably halfway across the Atlantic by now, those shutters.” Still staring at her phone, she carried her bottled water into the living room and sat down on the sofa. Clementine bounded after her and hopped up beside her on the sofa cushion.

“I guess we got off lucky,” he added. Although that strange, high-pitched buzzing in his ears had not returned, he opened his mouth and prodded his left molar again without even realizing what he was doing. It was as if the sound—the vibration—had embedded itself inside him, like a poison.

“Well,” Miranda said, still scrolling through her phone, “that was certainly some storm last night. I had to take an extra sleeping pill. And even then, I had the craziest dreams.”

Danver tried to recall what his own dream—his own nightmare—had been about, but failed. Yet just thinking about it caused his back tooth to throb again. He went to the liquor cabinet, removed a bottle of Chivas and a lowball glass, poured a splash, then stood staring at the amber liquid with something akin to numb detachment.

“Michael, it’s not even noon yet.” She was looking at him for the first time since he’d come into the house. “What are you doing?”

“My tooth hurts,” he said, and knocked the Chivas down his throat.

“And you’re all wet! What happened to you?”

He glanced down, as if he’d forgotten what had transpired out there and where he’d been. His pants were still cuffed above the knees, his clothes dripping wet and stained with a brownish hue from the bay.

“There’s a door down there, you know,” he said, matter of fact.

“A what?”

“A door. Down in the water. Someone’s front door.”

“You mean from a house?”

“Yes. That’s what it looks like, anyway.”

Both her eyebrows arched as she glanced back at her phone. “Well, I’ve heard strong storms have the power to drive a blade of grass through the side of a barn.” Then she frowned. “No, that can’t be right.” She looked back at him, nodded at his bare feet, and at the trail of wet footprints he’d inadvertently stamped across the hardwood floor. “Clean up that water, will you? And stay out of the river, for God’s sake, Michael. That water is unclean, particularly after a storm. You know that. They always close Sandy Point after a bad storm. All that runoff and whatnot.”

From the couch, Clementine barked at him: a sound as trifling and pathetic as a tricycle horn.

He was about to say something more about the door, but then decided not to.

It felt wrong.

Like spilling a secret.
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He couldn’t shake it from his mind.

Where did you come from?

What are you doing here?

Why have you—
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By lunchtime, and with Miranda already out of the house pursuing one of her numerous enterprises, Danver found himself bumbling among the clutter in his three-car garage. Holiday decorations were corralled in one corner, various lawn implements hung from a pegboard on the wall, and an assortment of forgotten items were jumbled together in schizophrenic piles. After some fumbling around, he located a pair of Miranda’s gardening gloves on a shelf and several yards of sturdy rope coiled like a rattlesnake on the floor beside some bags of mulch and grass seed. There were a pair of unused golf shoes on a shelf, a gift from Miranda from her time spent urging him to find a hobby, and he grabbed those, too. The cleats would likely provide better traction in the silt of the cove. Tucking the gardening gloves into the rear pocket of his slacks, he carried the coil of rope back out into the yard.

He’d already run the playbook in his head: he’d loop one end of the rope around the door and tie the other around his waist while attempting to jostle the door free of the sandbar. The door would be heavy, no doubt about that, but if the current decided to fight him for it once he’d pried it loose, it would be tethered to him. And the thing should float, too, so he’d be able to use the rope to pull it back toward shore with minimal difficulty.

And then what? spoke a thin, wavering voice toward the back of his head. What’s the point of all this, anyway? Why is this door stuck in your head like a seed between your teeth? Why did you wait for Miranda to leave before you did anything about it?

He shook his head, chasing the voice away.

The point of why he was doing this wasn’t important.

The door was important.

He could see it now, as he gazed down the slope of the bluff and out into the cove. A door, standing up like it was set there on purpose.

Beckoning.

“Hey, doc.”

The voice startled him.

Donnie Bridgeport stood on the other side of the hedgerow, attempting to right a stone birdbath that had presumably toppled over last night during the storm. He looked chipper, despite somehow also looking hungover.

“Hello, Donnie.”

“One hell of a storm last night.” Defeated, Donnie dropped the birdbath back to the ground with an audible thump. His black hair was tied back in a ponytail and he was dressed in faded jeans and a Guayabera shirt unbuttoned nearly to his navel. There was a cigarette tucked behind one ear and when he turned to look at Danver, a toothy grin stretched across the lower half of his overly tanned face. “You guys have much damage?”

“No.”

“Guess we got off easy. I mean, did you hear that wind? Sounded like Armageddon.” He pointed in some vague direction out over the bluff and across the cove. “And the lightning? It hung right out there over the cove, flashing over and over again, like some freaky Morse code or something. It was wild, man. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Danver, who had already begun his descent down the footpath, attempted to tune him out.

“Where’re you going, doc? What’s with the rope?”

Danver’s first inclination was to lie to Donnie, or maybe just tell him to take a hike. But when he craned his neck and peered back up at the man, Danver could see his neighbor staring with a look of confusion at the door down there in the cove, rising straight up out of the surf.

“Jesus,” Donnie mumbled. “Would you look at that . . . ?”

In that moment, Danver felt the need to stake his claim on it before Donnie got any bright ideas.

“I found it. I’m going to . . . to retrieve it . . .”

“Is that a door?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Danver said curtly.

“How the heck is it standing upright like that?” Donnie bladed his hand, as if to illustrate the definition of upright.

“It’s wedged in the sandbar.”

“Who do you think it belongs to?”

“Me,” Danver said. “It’s mine.”

“From the house?” Donnie glanced over at the Danvers’ house, as if to locate a door-shaped hole in the structure.

“It’s mine now,” Danver corrected. “I found it.”

Donnie frowned, rubbing his forehead and squinting against the daylight. “So you’re gonna climb down there and . . . do what?”

Just go away, Danver willed him. Just go away and leave me alone. Don’t you have cheap plastic patio furniture to put away?

“Are you wearing golf shoes?” Donnie asked, nodding at Danver’s feet.

“Donnie, if you don’t mind, I’m in the middle of—”

—and then he lost his footing and plummeted straight down on his ass. The loose soil beneath him tumbled down the footpath in a compact little avalanche, and Danver began sliding down the face of the bluff after it. The rope came unspooled and he scrambled to find purchase in the crumbling dirt with his fingers, the cleats of his golf shoes digging trenches in the earth but failing to prevent him from sliding further.

“Doc! Doc!”

He felt Donnie snatch up one of his wrists and arrest his fall.

“Jesus,” Danver gasped. His heart was trampolining in his chest and he’d broken out in a greasy sheen of sweat. His ass hurt, too, and there would probably be a nice bruise there by the end of the day. With Donnie’s assistance, he climbed back to his feet, the rope now slung about his shoulder like a bandolier.

“You’ll break your neck going down there,” Donnie said.

“I’ve already done it once today.”

Donnie shook his head. “I don’t get it, doc. What’s the urgency?”

I don’t want you to get it, Danver thought. I don’t want you even thinking about it, do you understand?

“I’ll be more careful,” Danver said, and yanked his wrist free of Donnie Bridgeport’s grasp.
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At the bottom of the hill, Danver waded back out into the water and moved slowly toward the door. The water gradually rose above his knees before reaching his waist. Donnie had followed him down the footpath, no doubt worried that Danver might take another header, and the younger man lingered now along the shoreline, watching.

Small, foamy waves lapped at the door which stood against the backdrop of a stunningly blue and cloudless sky, that pitted brass doorknob catching glints of sunlight that sought out the most vulnerable parts of Danver’s eyes. As Danver approached, his shadow rose against the wood, and for a moment he was overcome by the curious thought that perhaps his shadow might get snared in the whorls of the wood grain; that it might, in some way, become trapped upon the door—

(within the door behind the door inside the door)

—forever.

A silly notion, yes . . . yet Michael Danver was not prone to such speculative fancy, so it felt like some alien entity suddenly infiltrating his brain.

“You okay, doc?” Donnie called from the shore.

Danver flapped a dismissive hand in Donnie’s direction.

How did you get here, my friend?

What is your purpose?

He wound one end of the rope around the door—once, twice, three times. Then he tied the other end of the rope around his waist.

“You sure you wanna lash yourself to that thing, doc?” Donnie shouted from the shore.

Danver ignored him. He fished Miranda’s gardening gloves from his back pocket—they were already soaked from the bay—and he gritted his teeth as he tugged them onto his hands.

Just like wiggling a loose tooth, he thought as he gripped the door on both sides and proceeded to rock it back and forth.

Back and forth.

Back and forth.

He felt the door come free of the sandbar and rise buoyantly upon the surf. His heart, too, felt buoyant in that moment—or at least something akin to a welling of exhilaration in his chest. The weight of the door caused it to fall backward, despite Danver’s hold on it; the damn thing was too heavy and it crashed to the surface of the water, spraying Danver’s face with droplets that tasted like saline. He pawed the water from his eyes just as he felt the rope around his waist grow taut. The door was being carried away from him on the surf in mesmerizing undulations, a seesaw on the sea, a seasaw, and Danver could feel the strength of the current tugging him further out into the cove.

He gripped the rope in both hands and pulled back.

The door bobbed.

He began reeling it toward him.

Thinking, If the rope comes loose, I will swim out after it and bring it back to shore.

Aware at the same time that doing so would likely be impossible.

If you’ve come here for me, then be here for me.

There were thoughts shuttling through his mind and he possessed hardly any awareness of them. Thoughts like—

(buzzing)

—lightning zigzagging through the labyrinth of his gray matter. Too fast for him to grasp and make any sense of.

But the door came to him: hand over hand, he pulled on the rope and drew the door closer to him.

Closer.

Closer.

And then he was pulling it toward shore, at first by the rope, like a leash to a pet, but then he bent down and gripped it, lifted it from the surf, felt the cleats of his golf shoes drive deeper into the silt, felt the incredible weight of the large, wooden, waterlogged door, and the ache in his spine, the bruise forming on his ass, and through all of that, the inexplicable buzzing in his back teeth.

Before he realized what was happening, Donnie was rushing toward him through the surf, bare feet kicking up fans of foamy tide and dark brown sand. Just as the weight of the door was about to drive Danver to his knees, Donnie gripped the other side of it and took half the weight off him. The ache in Danver’s spine diminished even if the buzzing in his back teeth did not.

By the time they wrangled the door to the shore, both Danver and Donnie were breathing heavily and sweating like a couple of prizefighters, bent at the waists with their hands on their knees.

“Do you think you can help me carry it up the side of the hill and to the house?” Danver asked. He didn’t really want Donnie involved, but knew he wouldn’t be able to carry it up the footpath on his own.

“I don’t get it, doc,” Donnie said. He was looking at the door strangely, Danver thought. “Why’re you breaking your back over this?”

Danver sighed. Closed his eyes. Shook his head, as if to clear it of smoke. “I just want to get this thing up to the house, okay? Can you give me a hand with that?”

Donnie shrugged, then reached for the place behind his ear where his cigarette had been previously, but was no longer. “You got it, doc. Whatever you want.”

They each grabbed a side and carried it horizontally up the face of the bluff. Donnie was younger and stronger so he took the lead; twice, Danver dropped his end, and the door slammed to the earth with a resounding wallop that seemed to echo for far too long within the confines of Michael Danver’s skull.

Eventually, they reached the top of the bluff, and together they carried the door around the side of Danver’s house toward his garage.

“One-one-eight-three,” Donnie said, reading the metal numerals on the front of the door. “You know, doc, this thing isn’t from any of the houses on our street. No one out here’s got a four-digit address.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Danver muttered. They crossed into the shade of the garage and Danver said, “Here, here,” the second here wheezing out of him as if from some punctured wind instrument.

They lowered the door and propped it like a lean-to against the interior wall of the garage. Danver searched around the garage, located two paving stones, and used them to chock the bottom of the door to prevent it from sliding and falling.

“How do you think it happened?” Donnie asked.

“What do you mean? How did what happen?”

“Well, I mean, you know, a storm tearing off someone’s front door? That’s a little bizarre, don’t you think?”

“It was a bad storm.”

“Yeah, but still—how does, like, wind grip around someone’s front door and just yank it off like that? Not to mention dropping it straight down into the bay standing upright like that. Fucking wild, man.”

“I don’t know, Donnie.”

Donnie shrugged, looking instantly disinterested. He produced another cigarette from a pack in his back pocket and smoked it in the entranceway of the garage. Watching him, Danver’s mind filled with images of blackened, diseased lungs.

“So now what?” Donnie asked.

“Now?” He rapidly blinked his eyes, then considered the question. For some reason, he suddenly felt strange, like maybe his blood sugar was low.

“I mean, what was the point of all this?” Donnie waved a hand at the door leaning against the wall of the garage. “I don’t get it. Why’d you want to bother dragging this thing in here?”

Just then, the light in the ceiling of the garage came on.

“Well,” Donnie said, grinning. “Look at that. I thought it’d be hours before the power came back on.”

Danver stared at the glowing fixture above his head.

Felt the buzzing in his back tooth grow stronger.

“I guess this old door’s good luck,” Donnie said.
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Once Donnie had left, Danver lowered the garage door, then proceeded to clear some space from the empty garage bay. This was where Miranda usually parked the Escalade, but the other two bays were occupied with Danver’s two vehicles—a sleek, black Lexus LC 500 whose vanity plate said HARTDOC and, in the farthest bay, a forest-green 1967 Mercury Cougar which had once belonged to Danver’s father. The door, leaning against the wall of the garage where he and Donnie had propped it, kept attracting Danver’s attention; his eyes kept shifting in its direction, observing it from various angles in the poor lighting of the garage. When he had finished packing all the randomly horded items onto various shelves or into crowded corners of the garage, he dragged two sawhorses into the center of the cleared space.

The door watched.

He went to it, gripped it in both hands. It was heavy, but somehow, he managed to carry it over to the sawhorses and lay it down across them horizontally. Those pitted iron numerals shone beneath the dull, solitary light in the center of the ceiling.

The door studied him.

He studied the door.

And after a time, he pressed the side of his face down upon it.

His ear.

As if—

—to listen.













CHAPTER THREE


SYMBOLS


1

Raj Subador was dying. What else could it be?

It never occurred to him earlier that morning, as he laced up his Nikes, popped in his earbuds, and stepped out of his Plainview Street bungalow for his morning run, that he would end the day in death. Who would think such a thing? The fresh, crisp, chilly morning air, the neighborhood still asleep at such an ungodly hour, the procession of quaint little homes along Plainview still dark in these early, pre-dawn moments (though likely due to the power outage after last night’s storm)—who in their right mind would think that death was waiting for them just around the corner?

It was roughly a four-mile loop that wound him in and out of the neighborhood streets of Mariner’s Cove. Raj preferred to go early in the morning, when the streets were still dark and quiet and few neighbors were out. The air was always cool against his skin, and he rejoiced in the soft sigh of the wind in the trees. He knew every bump and groove and pothole that made up Plainview Street, the gradual incline of Bay Road with its string of million-dollar homes between which he could glimpse the silvery shimmer of moonlight upon the Chesapeake. He knew that the dog who resided in the barn-red house on Tamarack Way—a furtive, anxious fellow who looked like he might have a touch of pit bull in him—stayed out all night and would bark at Raj as he chugged past the chain-link fence that encircled the property. There was a house on Capshaw Street where the windchimes tinkled like champagne flutes. There were the year-round Christmas lights in the windows of the house on Jolene Street. There was a duplex on Poplar Station Road whose backyard was cluttered with what appeared to be props scavenged from a miniature golf course—a three-foot-tall windmill, a papier-mâché gorilla, a duo of mechanized sunflowers in top hats and sunglasses. There were overturned johnboats in front yards, tackle boxes and fishing rods left abandoned on front porches, decorative life preservers hanging above garage doors. His run took him along a portion of the shoreline, where the night-song of small toads hidden in the reeds was still in full orchestration. It took him, too, through Gladstone Park, where the enormous water tower rose up beyond the trees, startling against a still-dark sky, and looking like some otherworldly spacecraft with its ring of white lights around the circumference of the water tank.

The world was an insulated little capsule and Raj Subador was its only occupant.

That was how he fell in love with running.

On this morning, by the time he reached the wooded outskirts of Gladstone Park and the first strains of daylight began poking through the trees, something funny was going on in Raj’s head. He had nearly completed his four-mile circuit around the neighborhood, and while he’d felt invigorated by the post-storm chill in the air for much of the run, he thought the fogginess building in his head might, at first, have something to do with dehydration or low blood sugar.

Two fingers to the pulse at his neck, Raj counted in his head while Brahms issued through his earbuds. The path beneath his feet surrendered to spongy brown mulch and then grass. He had been thinking of the day’s drafting work that lay ahead of him when that bank of mental fog rolled in, leaving him feeling dazed, his mind strangely muddled. Something felt off. Was he a little dizzy, too? He realized the early morning sun was blotted out and he was standing in a pool of shadow. He looked up and saw the massive Gladstone Park water tower looming above him. Sunlight burned around the edges of the tank like a solar eclipse.

Sun shouldn’t be that high this early, he thought. It took him less than an hour to complete the four-mile run, and he was often back home before daylight broke along the horizon. He glanced at his wristwatch, but the digital face was nothing but a jumble of blinking digits. Maybe the battery was dying.

He wasn’t sure how long he stood there with his head craned back, but when he blinked and finally turned away from the tower, Brahms had quit playing in the earbuds and the morning had grown considerably brighter and warmer. He turned and looked back in the direction he had come, at the tail end of the four-mile loop he’d been running nearly every morning for the past year—a four-mile loop that had become as intimate to him as the interior of his own home—and realized that he didn’t know where he was.

Where was he?

He uttered a humorless laugh rich with distress. Disorientation tightened noose-like around his throat.

Something is wrong with me.

Something is happening to me.

He took a step forward and nearly lost his balance as the world, like the floor of a funhouse, seemed to tilt to one side beneath his feet. With mounting dread, he wondered if he was having a heart attack, or maybe a stroke. If he was, he—

A sudden pain knifed through the center of his skull. The ferocity of it dropped him to his knees in the wet grass. He dug the earbuds from his ears and clutched instinctively at both sides of his head, as if to keep his cranium from splitting down the middle. The pain came again . . . and again . . . and again. An unrelenting surge. It pulsed through the gray matter of his brain in synch with his panicked heartbeat.

Not a heart attack, not a stroke, but another terrible word flashed in bright neon through Raj’s head as he struggled to rise to his feet—aneurysm. In his goddamn brain, this time. The word terrified him. He managed, unsteadily, to ratchet to his feet, but the searing, white-hot pain in the center of his skull drove him straight back down to the earth.

A bright star burst in the center of his head. It opened like the mouth of a tunnel, like a widening pupil, the center of which looked as black and unwelcoming as an underground cave. He shook his head and rapidly blinked his eyes, and that star dispersed into shimmering raindrops of light.

I’m dying.

I’m dying.

I’m—

There was a squat stucco building just a few yards away—a maintenance shed affiliated with the park, the words MARINER’S COVE COMMUNITY ASSOCIATION stenciled on the side. Yet the words meant nothing to him in that moment—they were nonsensical glyphs on a frieze that he could no longer comprehend. Gibberish, just like the digital readout on his watch. The image of the shed doubled then trebled as Raj, his eyes filling with water and his brain still resonating with the afterimage of that exploding star, stared at it. For some inexplicable reason, he felt it necessary to make it to that building in order to stop the pain in his head, or to at least find some dark corner of solace, of shelter, so he proceeded to crawl toward it through the wet grass and muddy soil on his hands and knees. However, when the pain struck again, he crumpled to the ground, gasping for air like a fish on the deck of a boat. He caught a whiff of lilac; caught a whiff of his own sour perspiration. He rolled onto his side, and then onto his back, still gasping.

Something was boring through that black tunnel at the center of his mind. It was nothing he could see or even imagine—just a sensation lingering below the surface of his consciousness, though with unwavering certainty. His body suddenly felt as though it were being tickled by a thousand feathers. He went numb.

In that moment, he thought of a snake. He could see it winding its way through the damp grass, navigating the natural undulations of the earth, its body as iridescent as the carapace of a beetle and possessing the rainbow sheen of an oil slick. In his confusion, he thought that maybe he was the snake, his body convulsing along the muddy ground. It was true: some part of his brain was demanding his broken body comply and begin to weave itself serpentlike along the earth in search of—

What?

Salvation?

Just as a bank of darkness, dense as sackcloth, shrouded over his brain, an image materialized at the center of Raj Subador’s mind: not so much the image of a snake, but of a thing very closely related to one, or at least as close in proximity as Raj’s simple human brain, desperate for interpretation, was able to decipher. He watched it emerge from the black mouth of the tunnel in the center of his brain. Snake—an image that seemed to scream out in a blaze of phosphorescent light and rain down like smoldering embers from a fire.

And the last conscious thought that shuttled through Raj Subador’s head before he blacked out was:

It . . .

is . . .

so . . .

terribly . . .

big . . .
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A crescent moon.

An infinity symbol.

The crude, hieroglyphic rendition of a human being.

And on and on and on and . . .
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He awoke on his back, gasping for breath. Not dead. High above his head, a series of interlocking tree branches, blurry and distorted, slowly reconciled themselves and took on sharper focus. Beyond that canopy of trees, the sickly, washed-out gray of the sky gradually returned to a bright, cloudless blue.

Raj felt his heart punching against his ribs. Each exhalation exited his body in an achy, labored rattle. He was outside, though he could not recall exactly where, or how he had gotten here. There was a swirling mist of confusion roiling around inside his head, and it even took him a moment to remember his name.

What is this? What happened?

He remained lying motionless on the ground, feeling the wetness of the grass soak through his T-shirt. Too frightened to move.

What the hell happened?

Where the hell am I?

Took a breath.

Braced himself.

Slowly, he sat up in the grass. His skin felt raw and tacky with sweat, and his T-shirt adhered to his chest like clingwrap. There was a dull throbbing at the center of his head—had he fallen and bumped it on a rock?—and his entire body felt jittery and traitorous. It wasn’t until he looked beyond the tree line and saw the tank of the Gladstone Park water tower that he remembered where he was and, to some degree, what had happened to him.

He was cautious climbing to his feet. But the world around him remained steady. He touched his head, his face, and could feel no bumps or cuts or anything of that nature. The fog in his head was already beginning to clear, too.

He was okay. He must have just passed out.

He looked around, as if to find someone who might corroborate such a fact, but this remote and wooded section of Gladstone Park was deserted. He was the only living soul out here, as far as he could see.

I just overdid it, that’s all. Pushing myself too hard. Possibly dehydrated.

As he brushed dirt and bits of dead leaves from his clothes, he happened to glance over at the maintenance shed. He knew it should have said MARINER’S COVE COMMUNITY ASSOCIATION along the side of the shed, but instead, those words—those letters—had been replaced by a string of strange and incomprehensible symbols. To Raj, they looked like characters from some ancient Egyptian language, things carved in distant stone monoliths, arcane and somewhat ominous, stenciled right there on the side of the building. He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes and rubbed furiously. But when he looked again, those strange symbols were still there. Unchanged.

He wondered if there was something wrong with his eye again.

Last summer, he’d woken up very early one morning to find the world around him distorted and twisted out of shape. That was back when Marco had still been living with him, and he’d woken Marco up sharply, jostling him in bed, trying to keep his voice calm because he didn’t want to sound histrionic, but Christ, his eye was fucked up, his vision, so then it became, “Marco, Marco, Jesus, something’s wrong with my eye, I can’t see right, something’s wrong, something’s happened, I don’t know what’s going on,” and Marco had switched on the lamp beside the bed, since it was still dark out, both of them wincing at the suddenness of the light, and Marco had braced Raj’s face in his hands, his palms cool against Raj’s fevered cheeks, and he had stared deep into Raj’s dark, terrified eyes, studying him, maybe judging him a little, and saying, ultimately, “There is nothing wrong with your eyes,” to which Raj had exclaimed, “Everything’s bent out of shape,” and then he’d rolled out of bed to call 911. There had been something wrong—he’d suffered an aneurysm in the blood vessel of one eye due to unchecked high blood pressure—but that didn’t seem to earn him any favor or pity from his boyfriend. He supposed there had been one too many things between them at that point. It was soon after the aneurysm that Marco had left for good.

But this was different. The aneurysm had been like a blurry dent in the center of his field of vision, causing things to appear wavy, distorted, or sometimes not all there. What he was seeing now, however, he was seeing with perfect clarity, even if none of it made any sense to him: those nonsensical symbols stamped on the side of the maintenance shed stood in sharp relief.

Something that looked like a crescent moon.

An infinity symbol.

A whirlpool swirl.

Other less identifiable sigils.

Raj shook his head, as if to clear his vision. But those strange symbols persisted. He looked down and realized that at some point, he had lowered himself to a kneeling position upon the dirt footpath that wound through the wooded section of Gladstone Park, as if in supplication . . .

His right index finger was weaving back and forth, back and forth, reproducing one of those shapes—the infinity symbol—in the mud.
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By the time he returned to his modest house on Plainview Street, he was no longer Raj Subador. Not fully. Something else had slipped inside him and corrupted a small but vital aspect of him. Invaded him, though snuggly, like a glove. Worst of all was that Raj possessed no knowledge that this corruption had occurred. Even as his mind twisted and changed and opened like a lotus flower, he had no concept of it, no understanding . . . except for a vague sense of confusion that seemed to cloud his thoughts from time to time throughout the afternoon. Those symbols cycloned inside his head, a jumble of nonsense rebounding off the interior walls of his skull. Whenever he tried to think his way through them, they impeded his thought. Suffocated it. Drowned it out. He noticed, too, that every once in a while, his back teeth would feel like they were vibrating right down to the roots, shaking in their sockets, and they would begin to ache.

He’d attempted to read the street signs on his way home—that much he could remember doing—but just like the words on the side of the park’s maintenance shed (and the flashing digital numbers on the face of his wristwatch), they made no sense. They weren’t words, weren’t letters. Not from any alphabet he was familiar with, anyway. Same with the numbers on every mailbox he passed: indecipherable nonsense.

By the time he reached his house, he sat exhausted on the front steps and pulled off his running shoes. Those symbols kept buzzing around inside his head. There was a label stitched to the tongue of his shoe, but whatever language that was now printed on it was not meant to be read by him. Same with the doormat, which should have read, simply, WELCOME, now appeared as a collection of alien text, impossible to translate.

Some part of him struggled to fight through the fog in his brain. There was work to be done, a drafting project that he needed to complete by the end of the week for a big client, but once he adjourned to his home office, he found that he could not decipher the text on the digital blueprints on his computer screen, could not navigate the CAD program because he could no longer understand it. He picked up the TV remote and saw that the numbers and words had been replaced with squiggly lines, infinity symbols, and blocky rectangles.

“Help me,” he muttered to the empty house.

He was thinking of Marco.

Maybe even calling out to him, despite him being gone.

Marco would’ve known what to do.

He went to the bathroom, sat on the edge of the tub, and strapped the cuff of his blood pressure machine to his left arm while he set the unit down on the toilet lid. The machine switched on and the cuff tightened around his bicep. When the machine beeped and the pressure in the cuff released, the screen was nothing but a jigsaw of bright red nonsense he was powerless to decipher.

In that moment, the terrified and desperate part of Raj Subador that was struggling to breach the fog was finally swallowed whole. And by lunchtime, he was idly doodling those strange symbols first on a notepad he kept beside his laptop and then on the desktop itself. A jumble of glyphs that resembled crescent moons, an infinity sign, a stick figure with a spiral for a torso, and many others. He hardly registered that he was doing this, or that he was doing anything at all.

When he finally glanced down and saw what he was scribbling, there was no surprise or fear or even a solitary element of concern in him. There was only a mounting sense of urgency to continue transcribing the symbols that were now boiling furiously in his head. Symbols he did not comprehend in any way, shape, or form, other than in the single-minded conviction that they were, above all else, of the utmost importance.

The symbols, the symbols, the symbols . . .

At times, it felt like there was something alien alive inside his skull, an indecipherable thing sharing that tight space with Raj’s own mind. A thing coiling itself around his cerebral cortex, tightening like a—

(snake)

—noose.

Whatever it was, it kept him focused. He located a black felt-tipped marker in a kitchen drawer, then proceeded to reproduce the odd symbols on the walls of his house. When he came upon a hanging picture frame—he and Marco last summer at the Grand Canyon, sunglasses on, gaudy souvenir T-shirts, grinning with their arms around each other like they’d be together forever—he printed straight onto the glass without giving it a thought. He was so completely preoccupied that when he cracked his big toe against the base of a credenza, bruising the bone and splitting the nail, he did not notice. There was nothing else in the world that mattered in that moment except the symbols, fed to him by that continuously flexing, alien muscle inside his cranium. And the feeling—the drive—would only grow stronger over the next few days.

Suddenly, Raj Subador had a very important job to do.













CHAPTER FOUR


“SHOW ME”
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Later that evening, as a tray of manicotti—Cory’s favorite meal—baked in the oven, and while Cory soaked in the tub, Ellen McBride stepped out onto the back porch with her cell phone. The power had come on at some point during the afternoon, all the lights in the house and the TV switching on simultaneously, but Cory hadn’t woken from his slumber in his bedroom. She hadn’t disturbed him, had let him sleep, and instead went about cleaning up the rest of the house, the yard, and ultimately stapling a sheet of heavy-duty plastic over the shattered kitchen window. She’d call somebody about that in the morning. For now, her mind was occupied by weightier thoughts.

The evening was chilly. The storm had brought down a good number of trees, and somewhere in the distance she could hear the chirr of a chainsaw rivaling the chorus of summer crickets in the yard. Next door, Mr. Zachs’s porch lights flickered.

She found her brother’s phone number in her contacts, and the little icon beside his name that showed she still had his number blocked. It had been about two years since she’d last spoken to him. A conflicting mixture of emotions overwhelmed her in that moment, as she stared down at the glowing screen of her phone. As much as her brother had been in the wrong back then, did she have any right to insert herself back into his life now? What kind of signal would that send? What did that make her? She vacillated on this as she leaned against the porch’s railing and watched the sun slowly setting beyond the trees.

When she went back inside, she found Cory peering through the window of the oven door. His dark curls were wet from the bath and brushed neatly to one side, and he was wearing an old Race for the Cure T-shirt that had once been hers. She saw that he had also set the dining room table while she’d been outside, contemplating things.

“Looks ready,” he said, still staring through the oven window.

“Should be.” She pulled on an oven mitt then took the tray of manicotti from the oven and placed it on the stovetop. “Let’s let it cool for a couple minutes, yeah?”

“Sure,” Cory said. “Can I have a Coke?”

“All right.”

He opened the fridge and rummaged around for a can of soda.

Ellen went to a high cupboard and pulled down a half-empty bottle of cheap red wine. She poured herself a hearty glass, then carried it over to the dining room table. “Come have a seat. I want to talk to you.”

He peered at her from overtop his Coke, eyes as big as saucers.

She waved a hand at him and motioned toward the chair in front of the empty place setting beside her. He came reluctantly, his eyes on hers, that can of Coke clutched in a death grip in one hand. When he sat, he did so in silence, and even the chair legs were soundless as they moved along the hardwood floor.

They stared at each other without speaking for what felt like a long time.

“Hey,” she said eventually, reaching out and squeezing his hand. “Can we talk about last night?”

“You mean the storm?”

She felt herself make a face. “Well, no. Not the storm. Not exactly.”

Cory’s eyes jittered over in the direction of the kitchen, and to the broken window above the sink, now covered in a sheet of plastic.

“Last night,” she said. “When the window broke and those bits of glass . . . well . . .” She didn’t know how to say it, so she just came out with it: “How did you do that?”

He said nothing; only stared at her, his eyes impossibly large, his mouth pressed into a firm line. He suddenly looked much older than his ten years, and this realization caused a pang of sadness to resonate through her body.

“Did you know you could do it?” she asked.

He nodded slowly.

“How long have you been able to do stuff like that?”

His eyes skirted away from hers. He stared down at his can of Coke, one finger playing with the aluminum tab.

“Do you not want to talk about it?” she asked.

In a small voice, he said, “I feel weird.”

“Why’s that, baby?”

“Because I kept it a secret from you for so long.”

For so long. How long? She thought of the lights flickering in the house, the TV spontaneously turning on and surfing through channels without anyone touching the remote. “How long has it been going on?”

Cory’s small, narrow shoulders rose to points as he shrugged. “For a while, I guess. I don’t know exactly. I don’t really know when it started.”

“Why would you feel weird about it?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I guess . . . I guess it’s like the time I hid my dirty laundry in my closet,” he said, still not making eye contact with her. His thumbnail kept using the tab on the soda can as a diving board—plunk plunk.

“How’s it like that?” she asked.

Still not looking at her, he said, “Too much time had passed for me to know why I hid it from you in the first place, and so I just felt bad about it and didn’t really know what to say.”

“So, you feel bad about hiding this from me, too?”

“I don’t know.” His voice was barely audible. “I don’t know how to feel about it.”

“Are you scared?”

“No.”

“Are you . . . worried about something?”

“I’m worried that it might change things.”

“What things? What do you mean?”

“I’m worried it might make normal situations different.”

“Like how?”

“Like maybe you’ll start to think about me in a different way.”

She reached out, took his chin in her hand, turned his face toward hers. His eyes locked on her eyes, and she could see all the brilliant spangles of color in his irises, the delicate black fans of his lashes. Her boy. “I could never think differently about you, Cory. You’re my kid and I love you, no matter what. Do you understand me?”

Silently, he nodded. She released him and folded her hands together on top of the table.

“Does it happen when you’re upset? When you’re frightened?”

“Sometimes.”

“Like you’re losing control?”

“I don’t know. I think maybe it started that way.”

“Are you frightened that you can do things like that?”

He looked at her. “Are you?”

It was such an adult thing to say, or maybe it was just the way he said it, that Ellen took a moment before responding. “No, baby. It doesn’t frighten me. It doesn’t frighten me at all. I just don’t want you to be scared when it happens.”

“I’m not scared.”

“No? Not even a little bit? Having those things happen without any control?”

He frowned, a crease forming between his eyebrows. “It doesn’t just happen. I can control it.”

“You can?”

He glanced back at his can of Coke. “I’m hungry, Mom.”

“You can control it? It doesn’t just . . . happen . . . when you’re angry or upset? When you get emotional?”

“It happens when I want it to happen,” he said, matter of fact. “Can we eat?”

“Show me,” she said.

Cory’s eyes shifted back in her direction. There was a cold calculation in them in that moment, and once again he appeared much older than his years.

“Show me,” she said again, and slid a fork across the table toward him.

He turned his gaze on the fork. Stared at it. His finger stopped plucking at the tab on the soda can. In fact, his whole body seemed to freeze. To stiffen. That vertical divot between his eyebrows appeared to deepen the slightest bit.

“Can you?” she asked. “Can you make it move? Even just a little bit? Can you make—”

The fork jumped on the tabletop.

Cli-clang!

“Oh,” she said, and pulled herself back against her chair. She even brought a hand up to her mouth, as if to stifle any further sound. The metallic clink of the fork striking the tabletop still resonated in the room and in her ears. “Wow. Okay.”

That vertical divot between his eyebrows deepened further.

On the table, the fork began to quiver. A metallic rattle rattle rattle.

“Jesus,” she said.

Rattle rattle rattle.

Vibrating.

Then it began to whirl in a circle, like a board game spinner. The sound of it rotating along the wooden tabletop was steady and hypnotic. Dronelike.

“Jesus, Cory, that’s—”

The fork came to a dead stop. It felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room. As she stared at it, the fork pivoted upward until it stood vertically with its tines pointing toward the ceiling. She glanced at Cory’s face, saw the intensity of his stare, his brow suddenly beaded with sweat.

The fork began to rotate—slowly at first but then quickly gathering momentum until the tines became a blur. It sounded like it was drilling into the tabletop.

“Okay, okay, okay,” she said, suddenly realizing that she had bolted from her chair and was standing at the head of the table, hands pressed to the sides of her face like someone who had just witnessed something either wholly horrifying or terribly, unspeakably grand.

The fork froze in mid-spin. Slowly, Cory—Cory’s mind—lowered it back down to the tabletop. It touched down with hardly a sound. Then, a second later, it slid across the table and tucked itself right up against Ellen’s plate.

For a moment, it felt as though she couldn’t breathe.

“Are you still so sure?” he asked, staring up at her, his face eerily expressionless.

It took her a moment to find her voice. “Am I still so sure about what, baby?”

“That you’re not scared,” he said.

She went to him, ran a hand along the back of his head. His hair was still damp from the bath, but she could also feel a prickling perspiration running along the warm nape of his neck. It was then that she realized the hairs along her own arms had stiffened, and that her entire body felt like it had just had a current of electricity travel through it. She looked toward the center of the table and could see a miniscule hole in the wood, from where the tapered handle of the fork had drilled down past the lacquer.

“No, baby. I’m not scared.” A timorous laugh quaked out of her. “I don’t know what I am, but I’m not scared.”

“And you don’t think I’m weird or something?”

“No, love. I could never think that of you.” She kissed the top of his head, which smelled clean and of shampoo. “I’m amazed by it, Cory. It’s amazing to me. I’ve always been amazed. I want to understand. How does it work? How does it happen? Do you just . . . focus on something? Concentrate?”

“I don’t really know. It’s hard to explain. I just think about it and then it happens. It’s like there’s this thing in my head making it happen. A little thing that comes awake and does what I tell it to do.”

“A little thing that comes awake? What does that mean?”

He frowned in concentration. For a moment, Ellen thought the fork might start spinning again. “You know the garden gnomes? The ones in the back yard?”

Caught off guard by this non sequitur, she hesitated before nodding her head. There were four or five of the little terracotta figures in the garden out back, each one sporting a jaunty, colorful dunce cap and a white beard. They had come with the house, and she’d just left them there.

“That’s what it’s like,” he said. “Like a little garden gnome in my head, coming awake and doing the things I tell it to do. Like I’m not even the one doing it.”

“Like moving stuff around?”

Cory nodded.

“Does anyone else know you can do this?”

He looked up at her. His finger had gone back to plucking the tab on the soda can, but it stopped now.

“Tell me the truth,” she said, a sinking feeling in her guts.

Not taking his eyes off her, Cory slowly shook his head.

“No? Are you sure?” she pressed. “No one else besides you and me knows you can do this? It’s very important that you’re honest with me right now.”

“No one else knows,” he said. “I swear, Mom.”

“Not even your friends? Not Davey and Winona across the street?”

Again, he shook his head. But this time he averted his eyes.

Did she believe him? She wanted to. That plummeting sensation in the pit of her stomach persisted.

She took their plates from the table and carried them into the kitchen, where she loaded them up with manicotti. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking and there was a slight tingling sensation running along the surface of her flesh.

“Mom?”

“Yes, baby?”

“You said you were amazed by it. You said you’ve always been amazed.”

She’d let that slip, hadn’t she? And he’d been astute enough, even in the middle of all this, to catch it.

“When I was a little girl,” she told him, “I had a great aunt named Patty. She was grandma’s older sister, and she passed away a long time ago, back when I was still just a girl. She used to come and visit for a week every summer when we lived over the bridge. As a kid, I remember her sitting in front of the radio for hours and guessing song after song in the moments before they played. I thought it was some kind of really cool parlor trick at first.”

“What’s a parlor trick?”

“It’s like a stunt or a spectacle. Something that appears to be legit but it’s really just a trick. It wasn’t until later, when I was a little older, that I realized it wasn’t a trick at all. Aunt Patty had a special gift. She was clairvoyant, at least as far as music on the radio was concerned.”

“What’s that?”

“Clairvoyant? It’s the ability to see things a little bit into the future. Or maybe just an intuition about things that are about to happen. Like a heightened sense, you know?” She was about to say more—she felt it right there on the tip of her tongue, straining to come out—but then she stopped herself at the last second. She didn’t want to go there. Instead, she said, “Aunt Patty could do other things, too. Things like you just did with that fork, although not nearly as impressive.”

“She could make things move around without touching them?”

“Small things. A drinking glass, a paper napkin. She once rolled one of your uncle’s Matchbox cars along the kitchen table.”

“Did it scare you?”

He keeps asking that, she realized, which maybe means he is scared.

“No way!” She tried desperately to brighten her face. “I used to beg her to do it so I could figure out how she was doing it, as if it was something I could learn. And Aunt Patty would laugh and pretend she didn’t know what I was talking about, but then she’d do it anyway, only this time with a wink. But—and listen to me here, Cory—I’ll never do that with you. It’s your own private gift. Do you understand? You can keep it to yourself, if that’s what you want to do with it.”

“Can you do it?” he asked. He sounded hopeful, and the sound of that hopefulness was nearly heartbreaking to her ears. “Did you ever learn?”

She carried their plates to the table and set Cory’s down in front of him. “No, baby. I don’t think that’s something anyone can just learn. I wouldn’t even know how to summon the power. I think it’s a gift some people are born with, like you and my old Aunt Patty. And even some of those people who’re born with it are better at it than others.”

“What do you mean?”

She placed her own plate down then sat in her chair. Picked up the fork and held it up between them so that she was staring at him between the metal tines. “You were able to do that very easily. You could control it. I don’t think Aunt Patty was ever able to do it that well.” She set the fork in her plate then hid her hands beneath the table so that Cory wouldn’t see them shaking. She wasn’t thinking of Aunt Patty in that moment, of course. “That’s why it’s important that we keep this a secret between us. Do you understand why that’s important?”

“Because people might want me to do something bad.”

“Yes. Exactly. Or maybe they’d just want to take you and learn how you can do the things you can do.”

“Take me where?”

“Away,” she said. She made certain to keep her voice firm. “Away from me, Cory.”

“Oh.”

“I’m not trying to scare you, Cory, but I want you to understand just how important this is.”

Cory was staring at her, his eyes wide. She reached out and caressed the side of his face. His skin felt warm.

“Mom?”

“Yes, baby?”

“What I did last night with the window?”

She nodded for him to continue.

“Well, it’s never happened that way before.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean,” he said, “I knew the window was about to break before it did. Just like Aunt Patty knowing the songs that were gonna come on the radio.”

Ellen nodded. She suddenly felt very cold.

“I think it’s getting stronger,” he said.
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That night, after Cory had gone to bed, Ellen finished the bottle of red wine while seated at the dining room table, staring at the fork. She concentrated on it, but the fork did not move. Never could. Yes, Aunt Patty had been able to predict songs on the radio, but it had been Ellen’s brother who had moved drinking glasses across countertops, and who had willed a Matchbox car to roll across her bedroom floor. She didn’t want Cory to know that part, though. Not after everything that had happened.

Kept staring at the fork. Rubbing her temples while narrowing her eyes. Thinking, Spin around for me, why don’t you?

After a while, she began to feel foolish. And a little lightheaded.

She heard Cory call out in his sleep, so she got up and went to his bedroom door to peer in at him. He was still asleep, though the sheet was twisted about his small frame. A fitful dream, she supposed. And on the heels of that, she wondered what her son’s dreams might look like, what things might be stirring to life inside his head. You know the garden gnomes? The ones in the back yard? She could feel the hair along her arms prickling to attention, so she crept silently back down the hall toward the dining room. Once the last drop of wine had been emptied from her glass, she fished her cell phone from her pocket and pulled up her brother’s contact info.

She was thinking of the photo on Cory’s bulletin board, her son propped up on her brother’s shoulders, the two of them caught forever in mid-laugh. For a brief time, her brother had been nearly like a father to Cory.

Goddamn you.

She unblocked her brother’s number, then called it.

Pressed the phone to the side of her face.

It was hot against her sweaty flesh. When she looked down at her hand on the table, she saw that it was trembling.

A sterile robo-voice came on the line to inform her that the number she had dialed was no longer in service. Couldn’t say she was surprised, knowing him. And maybe that was for the best. Maybe this would have been a mistake.

Goddamn you.

As if she expected anything different.

She disconnected the call.













CHAPTER FIVE


MIZUCHI


1

A little over three thousand miles west of the suburban Maryland neighborhood of Mariner’s Cove, a recovering addict named Brian Russo opened his eyes. He had spent the better part of his adult life accustomed to waking up in unconventional locations—unfamiliar apartments, the backrooms of bars and strip joints, small-town jail cells, an alleyway or two, and on at least one occasion, he’d come into a state of semi-consciousness while splayed on his back on the cold marble floor of an otherwise empty cathedral. He had awoken folded like a paper doll behind the wheel of his own vehicle more than once (and at least once behind the wheel of someone else’s vehicle), blessedly propped up on the shoulder of the road with the engine still idling, as if God Himself had seen fit to take the wheel and ease him to safety while he lay slumped and unconscious in the driver’s seat. He’d roused himself to some semblance of awareness in haylofts and barns belonging to shotgun-wielding farmers in midwestern No-Man’s Land, straw in his hair and with his clothes stinking of cow shit. On some of these occasions, the face that gawped down at him, prodding him with a shoe or the elongated barrel of a shotgun, was just as unfamiliar and inhospitable as the location itself. He’d been robbed, beaten, and gotten into fights along the fetid waterfronts of downtown Baltimore, though the details of these occurrences were always hazy and disjointed upon waking—scattered pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that were never meant to be assembled. All he had were the scrapes and bruises to confirm those things had actually happened.

But that was the old Brian Russo. It had been approximately two years since he’d been that person—a guy whose mouth always tasted of vomit and whose clothes perpetually reeked of day-old sweat; a guy who’d been tossed out of Vegas casinos and roadside diners with equal measure; a miserable cretin who’d suffered from everlasting shakes and a jittery, nervous-eyed countenance. So, when he opened his eyes on this particular morning, he found himself in his own bed. Which, in a way, had become the most unusual thing of all.

The first few months of sobriety had been the toughest. The drugs were easier to quit than the booze—he still craved the booze—and he’d suffered through what seemed like countless setbacks and relapses before he found himself shambling forward for a time along what his AA sponsor liked to call the Straight and Narrow. It had been his hope that once he’d gotten over the proverbial hump, things might begin to level out in steady, measurable increments—that he might begin to feel normal again, whatever the hell that meant. When was the last time he’d felt normal? He couldn’t remember. In fact, what the hell was normal? He’d been zombie-walking through most of his adult life, cotton-mouthed and sweat-sticky, and greeted upon waking by a raging hangover like some dedicated if not particularly trusted friend—all of these things for so long that “normal” had become an alien concept.

There was no proverbial hump: that was something that took some time for him to learn. Sobriety had no finish line, unless you counted death as the ultimate finish line; there was only continual forward momentum, a tortuous Bataan Death March of clear-headed abstinence, one foot in front of the other with no visible line on the horizon. What’s that old saying about a journey of a thousand miles beginning with the first step?

The trick, he’d learned, was to forget about the notion of a finish line. Just get it out of your mind. Sobriety was a slow and never-ending crawl, flat on your belly like a snake, and you had to learn to be grateful for every agonizing inch of ground gained. And after a time—and if you’re lucky—the clarity of the world might just reveal itself to you.

This morning felt different. He rolled over and winced at the unforgiving California sunlight knifing through his apartment windows. His meager belongings were packed into cardboard boxes and stacked by the front door of the tiny one-room efficiency. He hadn’t had a sip of alcohol in over a year, but there was a cottony pulsing in the center of his head that felt very much like a hangover. It worried him.

A bad dream, he thought. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a dream of any variety that he could recall upon waking, yet this one’s pulsating afterimage seemed to resonate with alacrity behind his eyes. And it left behind the residue of anxiety like a foul taste in his mouth.

Perhaps the nightmare had been nothing but the accumulation of stress over the move and the new job that waited for him clear across the country, in New York. That certainly made sense. The nightmare itself made no sense—as it quickly faded from him, he found he could only now recall the vague memory of some impossible ouroboros constricting in a never-ending gyre. It had been a snake, an enormous one, and it had been either running from or chasing something. Or someone.

He sat up and looked around the sparse apartment. Mr. Ming had been kind to rent him this dump so cheaply, and had been kinder still to employ him while he struggled to find his footing on the west coast after . . . well, after all that had transpired back east. The gig in New York wasn’t anything spectacular, but it was a doorway to get him back on track to the thing that had once been his lifeblood. The Straight and Narrow.

At least, he hoped.
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His apartment was above Mr. Ming’s Chinese restaurant, which was where he not only worked but typically ate his lunch every day. The place was empty this afternoon—it really didn’t start to fill in until dinnertime—so Brian was the only patron. He took a seat at the counter, glancing out the wall of windows that looked out upon the steamy blacktop of El Segundo. He watched idly as women in biking shorts strutted by on cell phones and vehicles glided silently along in the blazing white heat of midday. Across the street, a young man with bleached hair broke off bits of a hotdog bun which he tossed to a gathering of frenzied gulls on the streetcorner.

Lily came over, poured him a glass of ice water, and smiled prettily at him. She was one of Mr. Ming’s daughters, a wry creature in her early twenties whose expressions always indicated the knowledge of some great truth much more advanced than her physical age. Now, Lily’s smile faltered as she set the water pitcher aside. She studied his face.

“You look like you’re deep in thought,” she said to him.

“Do I?”

“It’s not a familiar look for you.”

Brian laughed. “I thought you were going away this weekend,” he said.

“Kai is sick. Father needed me here today.”

“But what about your trip? Lake Tahoe with your friends? You’ve been talking about it for months.”

“There’ll be other trips,” she said. “Couldn’t leave the old man in the lurch.”

“You should have said something to me. I would’ve covered for you.”

She laughed. Her father, kind as he was, refused to let Brian work behind the bar or even as a server, because, according to him, people came to Chinese restaurants to be fed and waited on by Chinese people. Not by whatever Brian Russo was.

“It’s okay,” Lily told him.

“Yeah, well, I know you were looking forward to it, and now I feel bad for you.”

“Lake Tahoe isn’t going anywhere. Unlike you. How long will it take you to drive to New York City?”

“About a week, if I commit to ten-hour days behind the wheel. But I’m in no rush. The job doesn’t start until the fall, when the students come back from summer break. It’ll give me some time to find a place to live, get myself together.”

“I’m proud of you, you know.”

“It’s just some low-key gig at a college radio station. No big deal.”

“Still,” she said, a sly smile overtaking her face, “it’s what you’re meant to be doing. Not washing dishes and delivering meals and all that stupid bullshit. You’re very good at the radio thing.”

“Yeah? How would you know?”

“I’ve listened to your shows.”

“How the hell did you manage that?”

She lifted her cell phone from behind the bar and wagged it at him. “There are old recordings of your shows online. Didn’t you know that?”

“I did not,” he said, and rubbed the scruffy side of his face with the palm of one hand. “I surely did not.”

“Who’s the Air Man?”

It had been years since he’d heard that moniker. Something about it unsettled him. “An enigma wrapped in a riddle.”

Lily frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“No one does. You’re not supposed to understand the Air Man.”

She shook her head, confused but smiling at him nonetheless. But then something behind her eyes went dark. “There’s something bothering you,” she said, studying him more closely now. “I can see it in your eyes, man.”

“You think you know me so well, huh?”

She leaned her elbows on the bar. “Tell me what it is,” she said.

“Just a bad dream.”

“I like bad dreams.”

“You do?”

“I like having them and I like hearing about them.”

“No one likes having bad dreams.”

“I do.” She looked insulted.

“If you say so.”

“Tell me,” she insisted.

“I dreamed of a dragon,” he said.

“Well, that’s fitting. It’s the Year of the Dragon, you know.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder, to where the statue of a jade dragon sat on a shelf among a bunch of ceramic sake cups. “What exactly was this dream dragon up to?”

“I don’t really remember now, except that I woke up covered in sweat and feeling anxious.” He shrugged, his mind hazy with the memory of the nightmare. “Maybe it wasn’t even a dragon. Maybe it was a snake. I can’t really remember now.”

“What was it doing in the dream?”

He considered, recalling so little of it now, except for a great spiral of coils, forever rotating, rotating, rotating—more a feeling than an actual image, now that he sat and thought about it. But wasn’t that the way with all dreams?

“The snake, or the dragon, or whatever it was, it was moving fast,” he told her. “It was either chasing something or being chased. I couldn’t tell. It’s just the feeling I got.” He shook his head, suddenly embarrassed. “I don’t put a lot of meaning in stuff like that.”

“Stuff like what?”

“Dreams.”

Lily shrugged, as if to show indifference in his belief. Brian had known her for about a year and a half, and had been working for her father here at the restaurant for much of that time. She had witnessed him relapse on just one occasion, when he’d come through the restaurant drunk and belligerent because he’d lost his keys and his cell phone, and Lily had ushered him through to the back of the restaurant and up the stairs to his apartment before her father could hear him upsetting the customers. She’d had a spare key and had unlocked the apartment door for him, had followed him inside, and had watched as he flopped down on the mattress which lay on the floor in a slant of moonlight. He assumed she had likely removed his shoes for him, because his feet had been shoeless the next morning, his Nikes set neatly on the floor at the foot of the mattress. She had never mentioned what had happened to him, nor was she aware of the extent of his addictive behavior; she’d never known him at his worst and he never told her about his past. But she was smart—smart enough to know that there was something dark and dreadful and haunting about the night he’d come through the restaurant drunk and shouting, something that ran deeper than a single evening of too much drinking. He knew that she noticed the way his hands always seemed to tremble, and how he always drank a glass of ice water with his lunches instead of a beer. There were things that the booze and the drugs had done to him that he’d never be able to shake, no matter how long he remained sober: the wear and tear of his poor decisions was etched not just on his flesh but carved straight down to the bone. He knew Lily could see it festering inside him like a disease.

“Dreams have many meanings,” Lily said. “They say if you dream about a creature being chased, it may mean someone close to you is in danger.”

“Yeah? Who says that?”

“My grandmother, for one.”

He smiled humorlessly at her. He wanted to say that he no longer had anyone in his life who might be considered close to him, who would reach out whether they were in distress or not. He’d alienated anyone who had ever meant anything to him years ago. And in the stark, shameful light of his sobriety, he found he couldn’t blame them. Not one bit.

“What else can you remember?” Lily asked.

Additional pieces of the dream were drifting back to him now. “I remember something about water. Like, maybe the snake was in water? I don’t know, Lily, it’s all really hazy to me now.”

“It sounds like Mizuchi.”

“What’s that?”

“A water deity that takes the form of a serpent. Mizuchi is mentioned in the chronicle Nihongi. It breathes poison on the land, killing all people who pass by it.”

“Sounds like a bad dude in need of a breath mint.”

“My grandmother used to tell my sister and me the story when we were kids. In the story, Mizuchi was defeated by a warrior named Agatamori, a descendant of the Kasa-no-omi. In Nihongi, Agatamori cast three gourds into the water, which floated, and he challenged Mizuchi to sink them. Mizuchi was an arrogant prick who couldn’t resist a challenge, so Mizuchi changed form to sink them, and as it did, Agatamori killed it. So I guess you don’t have to worry too much about it. Mizuchi is dead.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” Brian said.

“When do you leave for New York?” Lily asked.

“Right now,” he said, and set some cash on the bar, even though he hadn’t eaten anything.

“That’s too soon! My father will be upset he missed you.”

“Your dad knows. I’m sorry, but I’ve never been good with goodbyes.”

“There’s nothing good about goodbyes,” Lily said.

“You’re right. Come around and give me a hug.”

She came around the bar and hugged him.

“Say goodbye to Kai for me, too,” Brian said. “And tell your dad thanks for everything. He’s a good man.”

“He thinks you’re a good man, too. Deep down inside, I guess.” She smiled, winked at him. “He says you seem like someone who’s brave and honest. Someone who will do great things one day.”

“I’ll settle for keeping out of trouble,” he said, and left that place.
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Brian Russo drove east through the desert. All his worldly possessions, which amounted to very little, were boxed up in the back of the Soundwave, which was the name he’d given to the old conversion van. It was a 1994 Chevrolet, jet-black, except for the mural of howling wolves airbrushed along the sides. He bought it two years ago, after arriving in California, with what little money he still had to his name. He figured he could sleep in it if it came to that . . . and that was exactly what he’d done for the first couple months out here in the Golden State. He got it for a song, and the airbrushed wolves on the side spoke to him, because they reminded him of the Air Man. The Air Man had once owned a leather motorcycle jacket with a pack of howling wolves embroidered on the back. In the early days, the Air Man had started every broadcast off with a howl.

The Air Man, whose actual name had been Gary Manheim, had been in his mid-forties when Brian, who had been only twenty-one at the time, had started working as an intern at the Rockville, Maryland radio station. With his long, silvery ponytail and stark black cowboy hat with alligator teeth stitched into the band, the Air Man was truly larger than life. His face—hawkish, weather-worn, with startling aquamarine eyes—was plastered on billboards up and down the Baltimore beltway, and his whiskied voice was instantly recognizable whether it was on the radio or on the other end of a phone at three in the morning, speech slurred, police sirens whirring in the background. Brian had once heard a radio executive comment that the Air Man’s voice was what driveway gravel would sound like if you poured honey over it and taught it to speak. However you’d describe him, there was something ubiquitous about him, as if the Air Man was a thing that had existed long before the beginning of time, and would continue to perpetuate long after the planet was swallowed up by the sun.

“Communion,” the Air Man had said on one particular evening as he lay slouching in a booth of some Baltimore bar, a Lucky Strike propped behind one ear, his coke nail tap-tap-tapping on the sticky tabletop. Brian had shown up to drive him home but, as had become their custom, wound up staying and drinking with him for the remainder of the night. “That’s the business we’re in, Russo. I’m not fucking talking about communication, man. That part’s bullshit. I’m talking about communion. It’s a goddamn spiritual condition. We’re cosmic fucking preachers, you and I.”

“I’m not preaching anything,” Brian reminded him. “I’m doing production bullshit behind the scenes. You’re the preacher, man.”

“And it’s not just a radio show,” the Air Man continued, as if he hadn’t heard Brian speak. He ran one broad index finger around the rim of his whiskey glass. The fingernail on his pinky was elongated to a claw and painted black. His knuckles were bejeweled with pewter rings, one of which looked like a tiny skull with ruby eyes. “Take radio waves, for example. Do you know what radio waves are?”

“Waves of sound.”

“You fuckin’ imbecile, no,” said the Air Man, though with no real animosity. In fact, he was grinning at Brian, his teeth no different than the sharpened incisors of a wolf. Quite often, Brian hypothesized that the Air Man was part wolf . . . or at least the possessor of some lupine characteristics. That rim-running finger popped up beside the Air Man’s hawkish snout, and its tip glistened with whiskey. “They’re waves of fucking light, not sound. People don’t realize that. Our speech, it’s carried in those waves, buoyed by them, like apples in a goddamn barrel of water. If you could see them, they’d look like the crinkly black-and-white static on an old television set. Sometimes, you know, I think I can see them.”

“Really?”

“So,” the Air Man went on, “what do we do?”

“What do we do?” Brian asked.

“What we do,” said the Air Man, that index finger still propped up beside his nose, “is we crank a few knobs, radiate a few dials, tweak and praise the tower. All hail the holy fuckin’ tower, am I right? And then you know what you’ve got?”

“What?”

“Only the biggest goddamn megaphone in the history of the modern world. Yet, see, it’s a megaphone dispersing light. Look at us, Russo. You and me, kid, we’re capable of throwing up to three motherfucking kilohertz into the stratosphere while reclining in cushioned office chairs, sipping Irish cappuccinos, doin’ some blow during commercial breaks—”

“That’s mostly you,” Brian interjected.

“—and patting down our shirt pockets for our last pack of Lucky Strikes,” the Air Man said, not to be interrupted. “You and me, kid, we’re traveling through the stars on chariots of fucking light born from our own mouths and our feet never even leave the ground.”

“You,” Brian said.

The Air Man frowned. Groused, “Whaaa?”

“You,” he repeated. “Not me. I’m not the one on the air.”

The Air Man flapped a hand at him. “You’re missing the goddamn point, kid.”

“Then what’s the point?”

The Air Man leaned closer to him from across the table. “What we do for a living, Russo, is commune with the whole fucking universe by speaking in sharp, flashing pulses of literal lightning. We’re proselytizing on a daily basis to the fucking cosmos, my man. Is there any other profession on earth closer to being God? Think about it! Fuck doctors, fuck pastors and poets and propagandists—we’re the real deal, kid. You and me. I’ve been doing this for over two decades, Russo. My voice on the air. Think about that. Those beams of light travel on, ad infinitum. Just how far do you think my traveling lightshow is by now?”

“What do you mean by ‘far’?”

“Into space. The fucking vainglorious cosmos. Lightning fired from my throat in order to commune with whatever exists out there in all the vastness of space.”

Brian had opened his mouth to say something in response, but the Air Man was already rising from the booth, his red, glassy eyes surveying the scant crowd of career alcoholics and scantily clad waitresses sidled up to the bar. He wended his way toward the restroom, where he stayed for an inordinate amount of time while Brian ordered them each another round. When the Air Man finally returned, his eyes were still red and glassy, but there was a renewed vigor in his step. He dumped himself into the booth then slid a small plastic baggie of cocaine over to Brian.

“The sky is literally the limit, Russo,” the Air Man said.

Brian took the baggie and did his own disappearing act into the restroom. When he returned, he found the Air Man smoking a cigarette despite the NO SMOKING sign hanging above his head, and there was the distinct impression of a lipstick kiss-mark high up on his left cheek which decidedly had not been there earlier in the evening.

“It’s all about magic,” the Air Man said, as if there had been no break in their conversation. “That’s what I’m here to teach you, Russo.”

“Maybe I already know something about magic,” Brian retorted. The coke was already shuttling through his system; he could feel his heart beginning to race while sweat flooded into his sneakers. This had become a routine with them, and although Brian recognized the pitfalls on the horizon, he was powerless to derail it.

The Air Man exhaled a plume of cigarette smoke toward the ceiling. “Is that right?” he drawled, his shiny silver eyes narrowing. “What do you know about magic, Russo?”

The Air Man’s empty whiskey glass was still on the table between them. Brian focused his gaze on it, and he sensed the Air Man following his stare. He summoned in his mind the thing that he always summoned, a thing that he had learned to summon during his childhood, the spark of a distant star, and the rocks glass slid several inches across the tabletop. It left a contrail of moisture in its wake.

“That,” said the Air Man, seemingly indifferent, “is one hell of a good trick, kid.”

Some months after that, the radio station moved the Air Man’s show from midnights to the morning rush hour. The Air Man did not do mornings; it was a sentiment he’d made abundantly clear during his increasingly contentious meetings with the radio station’s head of programming. But the Air Man did not have much of a leg to stand on: despite a growing listenership, he’d been responsible for a few FCC lawsuits lately, and the head of programming thought switching the Air Man to morning rush hour might ensure he’d be on better behavior (or at least not show up drunk). Ultimately, the Air Man had conceded, though under one condition—that “the Kid,” Brian Russo, would co-host the show with him.

“I don’t know how to host a radio show,” Brian had explained to him one evening while seated at some other nondescript bar in downtown Baltimore.

“Co-host,” the Air Man corrected. “And anyway, you don’t have a choice, because, see, I don’t have a choice. I don’t trust myself to do mornings. They shouldn’t either, but they’re all a bunch of shortsighted, pencil-pushing corporate slugs. So, I’ll need you to pick up my slack, Russo, of which there will be plenty.”

“Gary, I don’t—”

“I need someone there, kid. You get me? Anyway, you wouldn’t be the host, or even the co-host. You’d be . . . like, my sidekick. Get it?”

“I don’t know.” He’d already done a bump of coke earlier in the night and his eyes suddenly felt like they were about to jitter out of their sockets. In fact, they felt too big for his skull: like a couple of jellyfish about to wobble down his cheeks. Across the table from him, the Air Man was growing incrementally more and more wolflike.

“You’re not hearing me, kid. Check it out: you don’t have a fucking choice.” The Air Man cleared his throat, dug a pouch of something out from the inner lining of his motorcycle jacket, and said, “Anyway, I’ve already had them rename the show.”

Three weeks later, Mornings with the Air Man and the Kid was on the air.

The Kid.

It was a hit. Soon, Brian Russo’s face joined the Air Man’s rugged mug on all those billboards around the city. They went into syndication after their first year, were heard in over two dozen markets, and there was suddenly money to be had. If things were also beginning to spiral out of control, Brian was unaware of it at the time. True, the Air Man had become increasingly unreliable and insouciant, but Brian had found his own groove and was able to pick up much of his mentor’s slack on the air when necessary. He had a knack for this radio shit, a talent for it. He felt buoyant and unstoppable, just the way the Air Man had described it to him that night in the bar: Is there any other profession on earth closer to being God? Their nights were now free, and they spent them in a dizzying haze of alcohol and drugs and women. Sometimes they never went to bed, and would arrive at the station after a night of binge drinking to do their show, popping speed and snorting junk up their noses to keep themselves awake and on fire. They frequented strip clubs and dive bars, and there was always someone—or a group of someones—more than willing to buy them round after round after round. Brian bought a sports car and didn’t have it for a week before he wrapped it around a tree, miraculously walking away with just a superficial bump on his head. He began to accumulate DUIs, collecting them like baseball cards, and a few drunken disorderly charges. He engaged in some physical altercations at his local watering holes (and once with a police officer), but what did any of that matter? It was part of the gig, wasn’t it? It was part of what made the Kid shine. That giant face of his was always peering down at him from between the buildings in Rockville, in downtown Baltimore, all the way out on the Eastern Shore.

The sky is literally the limit, Russo.

There had been an intern at the radio station named Vicki Parsons whom he had dated for a few months until too many failed romantic encounters prompted her to say, “You know, you should think about going to rehab.” She was a bland, clinical girl of twenty-two, with an earnest face and the calculating brown eyes of a barn owl. She rarely joked, so he had known right away that she had meant what she said. So, he had broken up with her.

One evening, while he and the Air Man were at a bar entertaining a drunken cadre of young coeds from a nearby college, the Air Man slid an empty rocks glass toward the center of the table and said, “Hey, Russo, how ’bout you show these fine young ladies that wicked magic trick you do.”

Brian’s head was spinning. His heart felt like a jackhammer smashing his ribs to powder.

He stared at the empty rocks glass. Concentrated on it. Focused.

Nothing happened.

The women went “woo-hoo!” as if this was all some gag, and even the Air Man had a stupefied grin plastered to his face, one wolflike incisor gleaming beneath the dim, smoky lights of the bar.

He concentrated some more.

Focused.

Couldn’t move the glass.

He couldn’t move the glass.

“Your nose is bleeding, kid,” the Air Man muttered, nodding casually in Brian’s direction.

Brian looked down and saw a constellation of red splotches on the tabletop. He brought a hand up to his nose and his fingers came away slick with blood.

“Great trick,” one of the women crooned. “A spontaneous bleeder!”

The laughter that followed felt like a cannon blast within the confines of Brian Russo’s skull.

He went home that night, set up a line of empty shot glasses on the kitchen counter, and stared daggers at them. Not a single one budged. And when he finally surrendered in defeat, he looked down to find the front of his shirt covered in a spackling of blood, and little red droplets on the floor between his bare feet.

Late one afternoon, after they’d gone off the air, Brian was approached by the head of programming, a thin, mealy-mouthed character named Houseman, who pulled him into a small room and closed the door. “We’re taking things in a new direction,” Houseman told him. Then he opened a portfolio, and showed him the mockup design for a new show called Russo After Dark.

“I don’t get it,” Brian said.

“Gary’s finished here. We’re gonna tell him before he leaves today. We don’t expect him to take it well, so we’re planning to run repeats of the show all week, starting tomorrow morning.”

“You’re firing him? You can’t do that.”

“We’ve approached him about going to rehab. He told us to go fuck ourselves. He keeps racking up these FCC fines and we told him we’d hold him personally and financially responsible for them, but he didn’t care. His mind is fried.”

“But the show’s doing great.”

Houseman frowned. “Were you even in the same studio this morning?”

This morning hadn’t been great: the Air Man, still a bit inebriated from the night before, was barely conscious for the first forty-five minutes of the show. During a commercial break, he vanished to the bathroom, a bit more pep in his step. By hour two, he was rambling about the vainglorious cosmos, which turned into screaming about the cosmos, which turned into him smashing a chair on the console. Brian, who admittedly hadn’t been feeling top of his game himself, ate up airtime with some longwinded anecdotes and fielded calls from listeners, only to have the Air Man grow restless with Brian’s blathering and pick fights with the callers. The kid working the board through the glass couldn’t dump the slew of curse words that erupted from the Air Man’s mouth fast enough.

“You know how he is. We’ve gotten over this kind of thing before,” Brian said, and in his swampy, muddled mind, this sounded like a reasonable retort.

Houseman snapped the portfolio shut. “It’s all just too much, Brian. This whole thing is a powder keg. We never know what he’ll say or do, or if he’ll even show up half the time. He was tweaked out of his mind all morning on the air, for Christ’s sake.”

“I’m holding it down.”

“He’s holding you down. You’ve got a promising future in this industry. You’re good. Don’t hitch your cart to Gary’s horse.”

“He made my fucking cart!”

Houseman visibly recoiled. He sidestepped toward the door. “You can do the new show on your own or you can pack up your things today, too. Take an hour or so to think about it, will you?” Before leaving the room, Houseman scanned him from head to toe. “And clean yourself up, will you? You don’t look much better than he does.”

Brian went down to the station’s cafeteria where he pounded cup after cup of black coffee. His hands shook, he craved a drink, and his head felt like it was filling up with steam. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been sitting there when he looked up and saw the Air Man standing before him. Decked out in his trademark cowboy hat, leather motorcycle jacket, and rings of polished pewter, he looked like some creature summoned from the depths of Brian’s imagination. He even had a moment to consider whether or not Gary Manheim, a.k.a. the Air Man, was, in fact, a real person.

“They tried firing me, so I quit,” the Air Man said. His eyes were as big as light bulbs and there was a purplish bruise at one corner of his mouth. There was a dryness to his lips that was severe enough to create audible little clicks when he spoke. His signature clothing no longer looked rakish and cool; he was too thin and swimming in that motorcycle jacket with the wolves on the back, and the brim of the cowboy hat caused a shadow to fall across his face that made him look gaunt and soulless. The Air Man reached into his jacket pocket and took out a pack of smokes. “Come with me, Russo.”

“Where?”

“Wherever. What does it matter? We can go to the fucking moon, kid. Sail between the stars.”

Brian shook his head and looked down at this coffee. “I don’t think so.”

The Air Man came around beside him and gripped his shoulder. His fingers felt like the talons of some predatory bird. “You and me, kid—we’ll be gods.”

Brian just kept his eyes down. The Air Man’s wolfish countenance was reflected on the surface of the coffee that Brian clutched with both hands. “I’m sorry, Gary, but I really don’t think so.”

He waited for the Air Man to grow angry, to become irate, to pick up a chair and send it sailing across the cafeteria like he’d done back in the studio. But all that happened was that talon-strong hand loosened its grip and slid slowly off Brian’s shoulder.

“Go fuck yourself then,” the Air Man said. Simple as that.

When Brian eventually looked up, it was to glimpse his mentor striding on his boot heels out of the cafeteria, wallet chain swinging like a hypnotist’s pocket watch from the sagging seat of his faded blue jeans.

Brian eventually did go to rehab, but it had nothing to do with what the intern Vicki Parsons had said, or even with what had gone down with the Air Man. Instead, the producer of Russo After Dark, Mark Wells, had approached him about Brian’s own increasingly undependable and erratic behavior, both on- and off-air. “You need to spend some time in a facility, man. You need to clear that fuzz out of your head and dry out.”

They had been having lunch at a pub in Rockville, and Brian couldn’t help but hoist his vodka tonic and salute Mark with it as he spoke.

“It’s not even a big deal,” Mark went on. “There’s no stigma to it anymore. My brother-in-law has gone three times, and he manages a successful hedge fund.”

“Three times, huh? Sounds like it really does the trick.”

“I’m being dead serious here, Brian. Forget liver cancer. Forget cirrhosis and hepatitis and whatever crazy, irreversible damage you’re doing to your body. I’ve never known you to be the kind of guy to think too far into the future, so let’s focus on the here and now.”

Brian sipped his drink then set it down. He smacked his lips, placed both palms flat on the table, and exhaled a breathy, “Ooooookay.”

“Your bullshit is going to get you fired,” said Mark. “You keep this shit up, the suits are gonna quit putting up with it.”

“Come on, Mark. The ratings are great. We’ve made Talkers Heavy Hundred. And you saw the Arbitron ratings.”

“No one’s questioning the show’s success,” Mark assured him. “But you know how the suits are about these things. Not to mention the sponsors. You can’t start alienating your sponsors, Brian. No one wants to field calls from the goddamn FCC on a monthly basis, not to mention soccer moms who happened to catch you drop the F-bomb on the air when they’re hauling around a carload of kids. Did you forget so quickly what happened to Gary?”

“Good old Off the Air Man,” Brian mused.

“This isn’t a joke,” Mark said. “That shit with the councilman—”

Brian waved a dismissive hand. “Hey, fuck that guy.”

“You’ve been cited with a willful violation of Section 73.1206 of the Commission’s regulations by broadcasting that councilman’s telephone conversation without authorization.”

“How do you remember all those wacky numbers?”

“Because I deal with them on a weekly basis due to your bullshit, Brian. That’s how.” Mark opened his briefcase and placed a stack of papers on the table between them.

“What’s this?”

“Challenge Broadcasting is considering coming after you civilly to recoup these fines, citing your deliberate and continual disregard for company policy.”

“Yeah, that sounds like me.” His drink was low and he was scanning the crowd for their waitress.

“You’re not Howard Stern, Brian. Hell, you’re not even Gary Manheim when he was at the top of his career. You could have been, maybe, but you thought living this way”—he nodded in the direction of Brian’s near-empty vodka tonic—“was more important.”

“Christ, Mark. It’s bullshit. They’re just trying to hassle me.”

“You either do a stint in rehab or get buried under these fines and lose your job. And if you think it’ll be a cakewalk to get picked up by some other station, I can promise you that won’t be the case. So, not such a tough decision, if you ask me.”

He mulled it over for less than ten seconds. Watched the Air Man smash that chair down on the console in his mind’s eye.

“Fuck it, fine, I’ll go to fucking rehab. You happy?”

“Oh, I’m giddy, can’t you tell?” Mark muttered, tucking the paperwork back inside his briefcase.

He did the twenty-eight days. And for a time, things were okay. Or at least he fooled himself into believing that—believing that he could still knock some drinks back or do a bump of coke without repercussions. Pot to mellow him out at night, speed to kick his shit into gear come morning. The same old routine, but with a slightly different paint job. Like he was fooling the entire world.

Somewhere in the midst of all that chaos, he’d met a woman. She was a stunner, with auburn hair, bright green tiger’s eyes, and a killer figure. She was also the opposite of all the other women Brian had gone out with previously, primarily due to the way she made him feel about himself. Her name was Donna Holmes and she was an advertising executive for a small company out of Columbia, Maryland. He had found her pragmatism and dedication to her job endearing, the perfect ying to his yang. Conversely, she had thought him charming in his quirkiness and rising celebrity, and frequently claimed that he made her feel younger, freer, happier than she had felt in a long time. They dated casually for two months before deciding to become exclusive. Five months into that exclusivity, they began talking about more serious things. Out of nowhere, she seemed to get hung up on the fact that she was older than him, if only by a couple of years. “My mother was nearly five years older than my pop, and my pop still had the good sense to die first,” he had told her, grinning. They had been at a nice restaurant in the Little Italy section of Baltimore. She was on her first and only glass of red wine; he was on his third glass of Dewar’s.

Yet a year into that relationship, it became apparent that Donna’s concerns over the discrepancy in their ages had little to do with the fact that Brian was physically younger than she was, but that he was trapped on some hazy merry-go-round of booze and drugs that had stunted his maturity. She had asked him to cut back on his drinking; he had refused. She had asked him to seek help and go to rehab again, to which he had explained that his “problem” was defined not by how he felt about himself but by other people’s haughty judgments. She had asked him to consider all of what she was asking of him, for the sake of their relationship and his own health; drunk when this conversation had taken place, he had knocked some empty bottles off the kitchen counter, given her the finger, then marched out of her apartment.

She didn’t respond to his calls for the next three days. When he finally caught her coming up the walk after work—he had been perched on her front stoop for over an hour in the cool, gray, misting rain—she had stopped short and just glowered at him. There was a confluence of emotions etched there on her face, but the one that stood out most to Brian Russo was the fear that he could suddenly see behind her eyes. Her fury with him, he could understand. Her disappointment and regret and sorrow, sure. But fear? He had never laid a hand on her.

“I just wanted to see you,” he said. “I just wanted to talk to you.”

“There’s nothing we need to say to each other.”

“I thought we were going to get engaged. You know, like we talked about.”

“So did I.”

“So what? You’re saying you’ve changed your mind? We’re done? Just like that?”

“Things change.” Then she frowned and looked away. “Or maybe they don’t.”

“Don’t do this,” he begged. “Let’s straighten things out.”

“I want a partner. Not someone I have to look after, like a child.”

“Just give me a chance.” He rose up off the steps. He was cold, wet, shivering, and couldn’t look more helpless if he tried. Yet she backed away from him, that look of fear flashing once again behind her eyes.

“Please,” she said, her voice hardly audible. The umbrella she carried cast a darkness over her face. “Please don’t do this. I just want to get inside.”

“I love you,” he said.

Donna shook her head. “No,” she said. “No, you don’t. If you did, we wouldn’t be here. I’ve put up with a lot of stuff from you because, Brian, I loved you. So, I know what that’s like. And I would have stuck by you if you really wanted to beat this and get help. I really would have. All you had to do was want to beat it. All you had to do was be brave enough to try. Love is bravery. So, yeah, I know what it means to love someone. And you don’t have it for me.”

“Donna . . .” He came down the steps, reaching out to touch her, but she drew away from him. “Why do you look so afraid?”

“Because I am afraid,” she said.

“That’s ridiculous. I’ve never laid a hand on you. I’ve never hurt you. I never would.”

“You have.”

“I meant not physically.”

“What’s the difference?”

“The difference is I’ve only been hurting myself,” he said.

She made a sound that sounded like a sad, pitiable laugh. “If you believe that, then you really are hopeless . . .”

“I can change,” he said—that desperate, clichéd phrase.

“I hope you can,” she said. “It just won’t be with me.”

“Donna—”

“Please,” she said, cutting him off. He could see that she was crying now. “Please move out of the way. I don’t want to see you again. I just want to get inside. Please.”

He had stepped aside and watched her enter the apartment. He remained on the sidewalk for nearly ten more minutes, getting soaked as the rain began to fall in sheets, holding out hope that she might open the door and rescue him. Forgive him. But that did not happen. Eventually, he turned away and headed up the block, hands wedged into the soaking wet pockets of his jeans, his long, stringy hair hanging in dripping tendrils in front of his eyes. Two blocks away, when he glimpsed the welcoming neon lights of Nat’s Pub on Water Street, he went inside.

He was fired on a Monday. He thought of the Air Man appearing before him in the cafeteria, looking like a skeleton wearing people clothes. Eyes like light bulbs. Something about that memory caused a tightness to form around Brian’s throat, and he staggered down the hall of the radio station and out through a fire exit to a back alley to gasp for air. And when he finally caught his breath and looked up, he could see his own massive face grinning down at him from a billboard across the street.

He never bothered going back inside to clear out his office.

When the blackouts began, he had been surprisingly unconcerned. If he woke up in a strange place with no memory of how he had gotten there, well, that was just the cost of doing business. There were no worries when some club bouncer slapped him awake, having found him passed out under a table or propped unconscious against a urinal in the men’s room. Some nights, he’d find himself wandering the streets of Baltimore for hours because he was too fucked up to remember where he lived. When he could no longer pay rent, he lit out for parts unknown, desperate to lose himself among the human detritus in various, shady parts of the country. When he ran out of money, he sold his car and hitchhiked.

“I used to be able to move things with my mind,” he explained to some woman at a bar one night.

“Me too, fella,” she’d replied.

He was missing Donna, and so he used the last of his cash to hop a train back to Maryland. He kept hearing her voice in his head saying, Love is bravery. But when he got there, he found himself too terrified and ashamed to visit her. Instead, he found himself standing on the front porch of a ranch-style house in a quaint, suburban neighborhood called Mariner’s Cove.

The door was opened before he could knock.

Without a word, Ellen McBride took one look at him then pulled him into a sisterly embrace.
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He was reminded of all this bleak history as he drove due east through the desert along a vast, dark, empty ribbon of asphalt. Clipped to the visor above the steering wheel was a photo of Brian with his nephew on his shoulders. The pure joy on both their faces was unmistakable.

It was the photo that abruptly jarred an additional piece of last night’s nightmare loose: an unwavering certainty that the serpent from his dream had, in fact, been chasing his nephew.

Cory.
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