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BLACK WINGS OF CTHULHU 5




Introduction


H. P. LOVECRAFT HAS LEFT SUCH AN IMMENSE PAPER trail—stories, essays, poems, and thousands of letters—that it seems as if every aspect of his life, work, and thought is visible for all to see. But even in the most exhaustively chronicled life there remain elements of mystery—gaps and lacunae that later writers can flesh out with their own imaginations. And the themes, conceptions, and motifs that underlie his fiction are similarly capable of almost infinite expansion and elaboration. And so we come to this fifth instalment of the Black Wings series.


We are today faced with an unprecedented flood of “Lovecraftian” or “Cthulhu Mythos” writings from publishers large and small, by authors well-known or obscure. What was once a trickle has become a tidal wave, and some have wondered whether we are witnessing some kind of “bubble” that might burst someday. We are indeed reminded of the general “boom” in weird fiction in the 1970s and 1980s, which produced so much rubbish—by authors who had nothing to say in the weird mode but who were merely seeking to duplicate the popularity of the relatively few authors who achieved bestseller status—that it collapsed of its own mediocrity. There is, as in any field, plenty of mediocrity in contemporary Lovecraftian writing; but a solid core of sound, even brilliant, work remains.


One of the central themes in Lovecraft’s writing is the problematical role of science in human affairs. It would be a grotesque mistake to think that Lovecraft—an atheist and materialist who regarded science as the ultimate arbiter of truth and a strong bulwark against the intellectual errors of religion, quackery, and mysticism—had any doubts about the value of scientific enquiry. But, as one well aware of the fragility of the human psyche, he often pondered on the catastrophic effects that the realisation of our own risible insignificance in the cosmic scheme of things might have on the sensitive mind. As he wrote in an early letter: “To the scientist there is the joy in pursuing truth which nearly counteracts the depressing revelations of truth.” Many of his greatest tales, such as “The Colour out of Space,” At the Mountains of Madness, and “The Shadow out of Time,” depict scientists coming face to face with the appalling implications of their discoveries. In this volume, we see this thread underscoring such otherwise varied tales as Caitlín R. Kiernan’s “Far from Any Shore,” Lynne Jamneck’s “In Bloom,” and Donald R. Burleson’s “Seed of the Gods.”


History was immensely important to Lovecraft. “The past is real,” he once wrote in a letter. “It is all there is.” His quest to absorb the historical treasures of his native land—from Quebec to Key West, with stops along the way at New York, Philadelphia, Washington, D.C., Richmond, Charleston, St Augustine, and many other well-preserved havens of antiquity—was unremitting, and it reveals a deep-seated need to enmesh himself in the coils of history as a kind of shield against cosmic insignificance. This devotion to history and topography led him to create his own constellation of New England towns (Arkham, Kingsport, Dunwich, Innsmouth)—towns that have themselves taken on a life of their own in the work of subsequent writers, as several stories in this book (Jonathan Thomas’s “Plenty of Irem,” W. H. Pugmire’s “In Blackness Etched, My Name,” Sunni K Brock’s “Fire Breeders”) indicate.


Several other writers have transferred the historical depth and strangeness of Lovecraft’s New England into other corners of the world. Ramsey Campbell most famously did so in the English towns of Severnford, Brichester, and Goatswood. Today, David Hambling has written an entire volume of stories focused on the (real) town of Dulwich, whose name so deliciously recalls one of Lovecraft’s own imaginary locales. Hambling’s “A Question of Blood” not only evokes a sense of history but also echoes Lovecraft’s abiding concern with the effects of heredity upon the individual. John Reppion, another young English writer, is, in “The Black Abbess,” able to draw upon a much older historical backdrop than Lovecraft was able to do. Sam Gafford’s “Casting Fractals” features a character who, after reading Lovecraft’s tales, finds dreadful hints of cosmic menace in our own recent and bloodstained history. Darrell Schweitzer’s “The Red Witch of Chorazin” finds Lovecraftian terror in a remote corner of rural Pennsylvania, while Stephen Woodworth’s ingenious “Voodoo” peels back the surface of tourist-ridden New Orleans to reveal a far darker substratum.


Lovecraft’s concern with the psychological effects of “truth” is keenly etched in a number of his tales—and never more potently than when, as happens in “The Shadow over Innsmouth” and “The Shadow out of Time,” the first-person narrator himself discovers some appalling fact about himself that he cannot deny. Robert H. Waugh’s “The Woman in the Attic” mirrors this existential terror by showing us what might have been going through the mind of poor Nabby Gardner (from “The Colour out of Space”) as she succumbs to the ravaging effects of the meteorite that fell on her farm. From a very different perspective, the protagonist of Nicole Cushing’s “Diary of a Sane Man” may or may not be “mad” in the conventional sense—or has he just seen the true nature of the universe and our frightful position therein? And Nancy Kilpatrick’s “The Oldies” actually takes us into the realm of psychiatry, where a group of traumatised women seek to deal with a reality that overwhelms one of them.


World-building was a core function of Lovecraft’s tactile imagination, whether it be the fantasy realms found in his “Dunsanian” tales, from “The White Ship” to The Dream-Quest of Unknown Kadath, or his more famous Mythos tales, where the entire universe is refashioned before our eyes. Here, such stories as Cody Goodfellow’s “Snakeladder,” Mark Howard Jones’s “Red Walls,” and Donald Tyson’s “The Organ of Chaos” effortlessly create new worlds out of whole cloth or reconfigure our own world into something new and terrifying.


As suggested above, the figure of the gaunt, lantern-jawed Lovecraft roaming the streets of his beloved Providence, Rhode Island, or the many other bastions of antiquity he explored during his lifetime has itself become an icon of popular culture. “The Walker in the Night” by Jason C. Eckhardt, a native Rhode Islander, draws deeply upon both that icon and the very real history of Providence—notably the tremendous New England Hurricane of September 1938, which devastated the city. Mollie L. Burleson’s “The Quest” tells of a Lovecraft-like writer who, as for so many of us today, inspires a fanatical following.


As with its predecessor, this volume ends with a long poem. We are in the midst of a tremendous renaissance of weird poetry, and H. P. Lovecraft—although substantially inferior as a poet to such of his colleagues as Clark Ashton Smith and Donald Wandrei—is at the heart of it. His Fungi from Yuggoth sonnet cycle continues to inspire dozens of poets, while other poets find his key themes as amenable to treatment in verse as in prose. Wade German (whose Dreams from a Black Nebula was one of the outstanding volumes of weird poetry of 2014) is at the forefront of the movement, and his “Lore” is a vital elaboration of the ever-fruitful “forbidden book” motif found in many recent works of Lovecraftian fiction.


Is there “too much” Lovecraftian writing out there today? The question is really not one of quantity but of quality: bad writing, in whatever amount, is always to be deprecated; but we can never have too much of good writing. The best Lovecraftian writers today use the themes, motifs, and imagery from H. P. Lovecraft’s work as springboards for their own creations. Far from being simple pastiches, such works proclaim their originality by the innovative adaptation of familiar tropes. In my mind, there has never been such a proliferation of innovative, dynamic, and imaginative treatments of Lovecraft’s work as we are seeing today, and I trust that a volume like this one presents at least a fair proportion of it.


S. T. Joshi






Plenty of Irem


JONATHAN THOMAS


Providence native Thomas has persisted in writing weird fiction amidst (or despite) such diverse livelihoods as postal clerk, artist’s model, and percussionist. His collections include Midnight Call (2008), Tempting Providence (2010), Thirteen Conjurations (2013), Dreams of Ys (2015), and Naked Revenants (2017; all from Hippocampus Press). A novel, The Color over Occam (2012), is available through DarkFuse. His work has also appeared in Vampirella (Warren, 1978), PostScripts (PS Publishing, 2010), A Darke Phantastique (Cycatrix Press, 2014), Searchers After Horror (Fedogan & Bremer), and elsewhere.








THE BEGINNING OF THE END FOR KINGSPORT WAS its junior college. And by “Kingsport” I mean that grand jumble of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century structures on perennial last legs, on the rickety brink but never quite collapsing into crooked cobblestone lanes, or teetering over the waterfront as if yearning to drown lemming-like in Massachusetts Bay. Duncan Hines guides of the 1930s sang Kingsport’s praises for the more intrepid antiquarian sightseer, but lamented the absence of decent eateries. A Beaux Arts hospital and neoclassical courthouse little detracted from the overall “scenic decay” described in the ’40s by landscape painter Eric Sloane.


The postwar college campus, on the inland edge of town, also took no bite out of the historic core, but set the tone for “modernization” and “urban renewal.” By the Nixon era, Kingsport as ramshackle time capsule had been gutted for glazed brick and reinforced concrete office blocks, commercial rows, and “affordable housing,” while Eisenhower-era optimism and subsidies had ebbed away, especially from the junior college, leaving it fiscally high and dry, subject to decades of neglect, the statewide butt of snarky jokes.


Here’s where I belatedly came in, a lifer in this region, though neither I nor anybody I’d met growing up had ever been to Kingsport. Some places just emit that uninviting vibe, which was definitely the case there, whether as colonial slum or postmodern dump.


Still and all, my North Shore roots and attendant local sympathies, bona fide or not, won me the position of capital campaign manager and PR troubleshooter at Kingsport Community College, commonly abbreviated KCC. That in itself underscored the public-image problem, an acronym that called fast-food chains to mind, a portent of graduates’ tragically plausible career outlooks. Imagine my double-take on discovering the original name had been, in gratitude to its principal backers, Kingsport Freemasons’ College, presumably before Southern fried chicken had made northern inroads.


To identify and promote Kingsport’s residual cultural assets, fostering native pride and attracting outside interest, struck me as beneficial to both town and campus. Besides, high time I made up for my unblemished record of ignorance about the place. The lack of historical society, tourism bureau, or chamber of commerce wasn’t helpful. But Monday would be my first day at KCC, so how better to combine vocation and leisure than with a data-collecting ramble the Saturday before?


From the Puritans’ hilltop burial ground on the outskirts, I could see clear across the valley to the patently less bucolic cinderblock sprawl of the college. Even from this distance it projected ennui, inadequacy. Look elsewhere while the choice remained!


Amiable June breezes dispelled the pall of solemnity up here. I could have been moseying through an air-conditioned Soho gallery as I admired gravestones’ carven slate hourglasses, skulls, and cherub heads, all sporting wings. Someone had come around lately with a lawnmower.


Then on the lee hillside, away from sun and civilization, I descended among markers of brown basalt, shaped like stiletto scabbards. They tilted every which way in scruffy grass as if apathy weighed on them, and were more weathered than their hilltop counterparts as if considerably older, too old for inscriptions to survive. But how could that be, when hilltop epitaphs from the 1650s lauded Kingsport’s founders? A malaise of confusion chafed me harder every minute I lingered, till I climbed back into the sunshine.


Between burial hill and main drag were dowdy neighborhoods the wrecking ball had spared, but that persisted cringeworthy in their own right. To tell how old these houses were, or in what style, was impossible thanks to vinyl siding that expunged any ornament, personality, integrity, a scourge of architectural lobotomies in effect.


To cheer up I had to invade another graveyard, this one belonging to a monumental Episcopal church with square belfry, hipped roof, and Gothic windows. Unfortunately, the antiquity on the hill spoiled me for these tombstones, adorned with nothing earlier than Victorian willows-and-urns and suns ambiguously rising or setting on straight-line horizons. More intriguing to me was the decision to construct the massive Beaux Arts hospital on the other side of cemetery fieldstone wall, as if no thought had gone into the demoralizing influence of death en masse out the windows of morbidly ill patients.


The inner village was on egregiously hummocky ground, compelling a street plan of curves and switchbacks to avoid steep slopes, as if the settlers had single-mindedly built upon acres of prehistoric tumuli. Hence “old Kingsport” dictated the traffic flow of “new, improved Kingsport,” structuring it like new flesh under old bones; the prohibitive Plan B would have entailed flattening the topography. I, however, began to despair of finding Kingsport’s architectural old flesh. It inspired a pang to picture bygone appearances of streets like Frog, Mechanic, and Gingerbread.


Naturally nothing green, not the meanest crabgrass, was extant on Green Lane. But between an HMO “wellness center” with a façade like stale Triscuits and a “professional building” elegant as freshman foamcore models was crammed a miracle of preservation, easy to dismiss as a mirage of wishful thinking. Its massive proportions reminded me of a barn more than a home, as did its broad gambrel roof, in head-on outline like a longbow. A second, narrower gambrel protruded at right angle from the first, and fronted on the street.


This frontage, with paint flaking scabrously from brown clapboards and red trim, led me to wonder how archaic the house was; its upper stories overhung the sidewalk by a good six inches, like an Elizabethan vestige. And from the overhang swung a strake with woodburning-kit gilt lettering, “Mugford Museum of Quaint Kingsport.” A flagstone path, fringed by stockade fence to rebuff the neighboring HMO, led from the street, alongside the broader gambrel-end wall, to a simple peaked portico.


In a blink I was at the door, a warping assemblage of vertical planks with a latch instead of a knob. Extremely promising! I loved small-town museums, the tackier the better. Unlike too many nonprofits whose management profited royally, they tended to be bottomless money pits, ever one slippery step from receivership; a first opportunity to visit might prove the last. These seat-of-the-pants sideshows would have had to be astronomically slicker, more “respectable,” to generate the faintest blip on the radars of funding agencies. Maybe I loved them because they’d never exasperate me in a professional capacity.


I pressed on the latch and entered a period restoration, with no display cases in evidence. A hulking blanket-chest flouted domestic naturalism by blocking the staircase in the front hall. On the chest’s lid was a cracked tureen and a sign entreating ten-dollar donations. Initially I balked, but hell, I might have been that day’s sole income. Between the museum’s rabbit-hole of a location and its dearth of wherewithal to attract anyone beyond rare passersby, the owners were laboring under a double whammy. I forked over a twenty.


Where was everyone? Customers to disturb the sepulchral hush I hadn’t expected, and docents or rent-a-cops would have been reckless luxuries, but the curator surely hadn’t left both makeshift cashbox and premises at the mercy of the honor system. I hadn’t broken in, and I’d given generously, so why was I padding around like a trespasser, as if I were casing the parlor? Not my fault if the proprietor was shirking his post!


These homey surroundings were textbook authentic, yes, but banal like a paint-by-numbers copy of an Old Master and past due for Swiffers and air freshener. The obligatory features were accounted for, diamond-pane windows, ponderous corner and ceiling beams, a kettle hung on a crane in gaping fireplace, a wax effigy in bonnet, apron, and gown at a spinning wheel, two other mannequins in doublets and knee-breeches on a high-backed bench by the hearth, and against one wall, a pendulum clock flanked by two ladderback chairs. No ticking was audible, as seemed apropos, since time purportedly stood still here.


One mannequin, though, hadn’t stayed put, and I staggered back, my heart bucked, and I cast up my hands palm-outward in feckless self-defense. A smile opened like a fissure in the waxy complexion of pilgrim impersonator. If his sallow skin were real, then so, I gathered, was the stringy shoulder-length gray hair; no self-respecting wig shoppe would stock such crappy merchandise. He’d sprung from the bench and crossed half the floorspace to me in the instant I took verifying the clock had stopped.


“Oh, did I make you jump?” He bowed almost fulsomely, and introduced himself as “Eldred Mugford, at your service.” Jesus, was this his customary joke on the walk-in trade? Repeat business was probably a moot point anyway, and word-of-mouth too. The rest of the waxworks abided, for the duration of my nervous once-over, quiescent.


Mugford, who must have exercised eagle eyes from his hearthside perch, tendered effusive gratitude for my “liberality.” Yankee sonority contained a raspy, buzzing undertone, as if cancer surgery had implanted a mechanical larynx, but the throat above broad linen collar showed no scars.


Whereas Kingsport’s sourpuss pedestrians had studiously ignored me, Mugford overdid the lively solicitude, importuning my name, livelihood, mother’s and grandmothers’ maiden names. Every answer rated an approving nod. Finally he strode to an oval table with spindly rococo legs and procured, as first impression had it, a church-offerings plate replete with silver dollars. Was he hitting me up for more cash?


“Here’s a taste of tradition for an esteemed guest,” he announced, and with an exuberance that brooked no refusal, thrust under my nose the plate of coins, which close-up became a dozen mini-pancakes, white as communion wafers, on a pewter salver, its pocks and seams black with embedded soot. “They’re journey cakes, or jonnycakes, a delicacy among those who predated the English forefathers.”


I warily chose a specimen atop a couple of others, free of contact with the grungy pewter. Mugford didn’t withdraw the salver till I was chewing. As treats went, less pasty and gritty, warm, and fresh would have been better. It tasted most like cornbread or hominy.


“I’ll take these along to munch on,” Mugford beamed, hefting the tray. “Much to see.” Was he a well-meaning eccentric or a cunning, upbeat, passive-aggressive?


He was trotting toward the front hall and, I presumed, the stairs. “Can I help you push that chest aside?” I called after him.


He stopped and eyed me quizzically before catching my drift. “We’re not going up. Nothing that way.” Really? All that space, that seventeenth-century layout, wasted? “We’re going down.” He loped over to the paneling that enclosed the area beneath the stairs and unbolted a door therein. Its upper edge reiterated the stairs’ incline and made me think of expressionist movie decor. Tray of jonnycakes in one hand, he threw a switch behind the doorframe and beckoned me into dank, unappetizing cellar updraft. Hardly archival environs for heirlooms!


Split, worn treaders instilled no confidence as they corkscrewed interminably below, but my guide traipsed away carefree, often out of sight around the next bend. He paused once and turned, and I awaited some breezy remark to encourage me along, but instead he sang out, “You’d be amazed at how long this property has been in my family!” Then he soldiered on without sharing any specifics.


Not till I’d passed a third electric Christmas candle did I observe how its niche, and this stairwell, had been chiseled from steely blue granite. What sane Puritan or Yankee descendant would have tackled such quixotic labor? Bewilderment increased an order of magnitude on the bottom step, where I wavered like an astronaut surveying an alien planet from an open airlock.


“A bit winded?” sympathized Mugford from halfway across an antechamber hacked, like the stairwell, out of onerous bedrock. “How about a couple more jonnycakes? For quick energy?” I resolutely shook my head, seeing myself choke on a dry, doughy mouthful; my throat was already constricting in the dustbin air. What’s more, Mugford’s delicacies were now direly unpalatable in the fish-belly fluorescence of tube lamps overhead. I advanced tentatively into the sallow glow, but without further understanding of where I was.


Here was the mere forecourt of multiple spaces bereft of structural rhyme or reason, lacking even the consistency to qualify as something sui generis, perhaps most like drunken doodling by M. C. Escher. These spaces, and still more beyond them, I could observe through three apertures set evidently at random in this anteroom, which was shaped like the inside of a collapsing pumpkin. And no less arbitrary were the frames of these apertures, a hexagon, a semicircular arch, a pair of squat columns to support ribbed vaulting that petered out shy of the ceiling’s midpoint.


These spaces singly and in aggregate came across as too deformed, too inchoate to tell whether suite or catacombs or arcade had been the idea. The one certainty was of man-hours by the thousands squandered excavating. Did the results signify blindness or disdain toward basic virtues of coherence and harmony?


Meanwhile, Mugford reluctantly retracted his arm with the salver and waved with free hand to either side of me. “Well, feel free to browse through our gift selections as you collect yourself.” Behind me, flanking the well of spiral stairs, were twin alcoves, crowded with rickety, backless shelves more suitable for cobwebbed homemade preserves. The shelves were rife with “gifts” that might have emerged from nineteenth-century trash pits, unwashed patent-medicine bottles, rusty horseshoes and stirrups, chipped, chintzy porcelain statuettes and saucers. Interspersed among the detritus were vintage, hand-tinted postcards of Kingsport’s colonial-holdover streets and wharves and market squares, depicted woefully past their prime.


“Maybe I could concentrate better on the merchandise after we make the rounds,” I feebly professed. I then discerned a shadowy mass in the cavity behind the shelves, and before I could make out any details its raggedy, limp contours explained why Mugford had concealed it. Even by his patchy standards it was overly skeevy, unfit for public view. Too bad, for what rinky-dink exhibition was complete without a ride, coin-operated or not, for the kiddies?


This one had never likely scored much kid-appeal. Diffuse illumination seeping past the shelves cast misshapen, dim strips, as of busted Venetian blinds, upon pitted, filmy brown sculptor’s wax, the same hue as ear pickings. At best guess, the effigy was of a harpy, arms in mantis position shielding crumpled breasts, mildewy leather saddle between drooping, tattered batwings. Behind the saddle were murky intimations of a feathered serpent’s coils, or was it a bee’s bristly, striped hindquarters? I envisaged this monstrosity as mockup for a fanciful merry-go-round, rejected even in pristine state as too nasty, too aberrant.


Mugford discreetly went “Ahem,” and with a borderline patronizing flourish urged me along. Here at last were typical display cases, lined up scant inches apart along the walls like coffins in a busy mortuary. But before he’d uttered a sound, I blurted, “Whoever could have quarried all this rock?”


He shrugged as if I begged the obvious. “Our heroic ancestors, who else? Allow me to share their most precious bequeathals from our homeland, and some treasures from their voyages.” He bent over the nearest case to blow off a veneer of dust, and motioned me over. I briefly grimaced at the jonnycakes amidst a flurry of airborne particles, fine new mineral gloss on sticky surfaces.


His fingertip clinked three times upon the glass. Directly below was a bowl the diameter of a cantaloupe, with ornament suggesting a rudder and a stubby prow, in silver prismatic and black with tarnish. “Here’s a miniature of the unmanned boat that fetched Saint Petroc to his holy island, across the Great Ocean River east of Jerusalem. They churned these out as souvenir junk for pilgrims, yes, but now this is a priceless rarity.” Great Ocean River? Where on any reality-based map was that? I had no chance to wonder because the spiel pushed on into dottier terrain.


Sidling deliberately to the next case, he pouted at the miscellany under glass till he blew off more dust and jabbed a decisive finger at a swatch of mangy black fur with sinuous gold edging and a gold clasp at each end. “Ah, here’s the formal sable tiara for the grandmaster of the furrier’s guild in Norumbega, not many latitudes to our north. The country’s Romance language is unfortunately extinct, except for a few bills of lading. Did you know they worshipped an Abenaki solar god?”


I could scarcely mouth “No.” The struggle to wrap my head around Mugford’s alternative history, to accommodate it with all else in my corpus of knowledge, had me tongue-tied, topsy-turvy, woozy. My brow was hot and a knot throbbed in my stomach, but might these be the fault of tainted cornmeal? And there was Mugford at the next case, beckoning me forward.


He was indicating a soapstone artifact, at first impression an oil lamp, with nozzle fashioned equivocally into a camel, or hippo, or capybara head. “Now this was an offering bowl to fill with corn and bury under a stable, to curry divine blessings for the livestock. It’s from Paititi, the stronghold in Peruvian jungle the Incan hero Inkarri legendarily built single-handed as a refuge from the Spaniards. But that’s ridiculous, of course. He couldn’t have built city walls by himself. He simply used the ones abandoned in 10,000 B.C. by the People of the Other Sun when they migrated to the Underworld.”


I followed hapless like a balloon on a string as Mugford shuffled sidelong. Overlapping my befuddlement was angst over the risk of insufficiently humoring him, ideally situated as I was to disappear forever into the same void as mermaids or Jimmy Hoffa. Nobody knew where I was, and my car was out by the town line. The knot in my stomach was tightening.


The sheer volume of curios must have been weighing on Mugford, for he began giving them short shrift, barely hesitating to toss off thumbnail descriptions. “This lump of amber came from the Gothic island of Baltia, off the Karelian coast. It contains a crab claw, which is fairly unusual. And this processional brass bell was fished out of the lake-bottom cathedral of Kitezh in Mongol-era Russia.” I’d meanwhile been brooding unduly on the non-issue of what relics were supposedly from Mugford’s homeland, and what were travel mementoes.


He wheeled on me then and thrust the salver a hairsbreadth from my cramping stomach. “You’re flagging a bit, I fear. How about a few more of these?” The proximity of oily biscuits decked with cellar crud almost made me ask if he was joking, but I dared not set him off, and only shook my diffident head.


Or had my instincts nailed the correct question? Mugford’s manner consistently verged on the theatrical; maybe he actually was joking, maybe this museum was an extravagant put-on and he had nothing better to do than pull the legs of infrequent rubes. Yes, that accounted for the bulk of the daftness here, brought this whole experience down to earth, freed me from the sensation of penetrating deeper with every display case into a phantasmal world. Mugford, anyway, was nobody to accept at face value.


“Now isn’t this incredible?” he enthused, recapturing my attention. How could any one item be more deserving of that understatement than any other? Yet he wasn’t wrong. A petit LED spotlight starkly accented the intricacies of an orca’s or T-rex tooth obsessively scrimshawed into translucent basketry, like baroque china, with a silver cap enclosing the root. I obligingly mumbled it was incredible, but Mugford was referring partly if at all to the artistry per se.


“The Tibetan monk who whittled it swore it was a demon’s baby tooth from the Himalayan caves descending to the ghost-infested citadel of Agartha. He had to drill latticework throughout the enamel to drain the pulp of brimstone, which would have disintegrated the tooth eventually.” Perhaps it was my disordered wits talking, but I had to admire Mugford’s steamroller conviction and bonhomie. He’d have made a topnotch fundraiser, an MVP of telethon phone banks, given his prowess at gab and arrant bullshit. If I took his psychometric profile, though, would he come up a card or a psychotic?


“Ah, the jewel in the crown!” he exclaimed, on the move again, ducking through the hexagon to the next lopsided cell. What to do save bob along with wobbly-balloon passivity? He swiveled toward me as if I had yet to prove worthy of looking into the case. “Where are you from?”


“Down the road a piece in Ipswich,” I volunteered, “but my job’s in Kingsport.”


He nodded thoughtfully. “Did you know there’s also a Kingsport in Massachusetts?”


My jaw gaped for an instant like an unmanned puppet’s, and I came dangerously close to countering, “Where the hell do you think we are?” Instead I shut my mouth with a noncommittal grunt. Either he was pranking me, and I’d be fueling his amusement at my expense, or he wasn’t, and I’d be challenging delusions in a soundproof de facto death chamber. And damn his power of suggestion, his blatantly addled remark that nonetheless compounded my sense of displacement into a strange world.


He scuffed back as if ceding me the benefit of some abstruse doubt, his open palm hovered over the glass, and he exhorted, “Behold!” A single object rated an entire case, like giant full-stop punctuation, as if it were its own emblem of primacy in the collection. It upped my malaise at first blink by bringing to mind a monstrous, ossified Ur-species of jonnycake. “This is too extraordinary a relic to show just anyone,” he confided, “but seeing as we’re related, why not?”


“Related? How?” Each time my stupefaction at one transgression against normality started wearing off, Mugford hit me with another from utmost left field. I had to affirm my host’s genius, deranged or not, sinister or not, for keeping me off-balance, whatever his endgame.


He raised puckish eyebrows. “Everyone whose family’s been around here long enough is related. Join me?” So saying he popped a jonnycake into his mouth and extended the salver again.


“Really, no,” I demurred, training my gaze on the “extraordinary relic,” figuring he’d desist with the snacks by and by.


I concluded his relic was a truncated section of ancient column from a palace or temple portico, even as he expounded, “You must appreciate the rarity, the privilege, of contemplating as much as this of resplendent Irem, City of Pillars, sunk by divine envy to the bottom of Arabia’s ocean of sand, and for eons beforehand, invisible to human eyes. None of us can fully appreciate the perils to body and soul of seizing, smuggling, and enshrining it, with infernal pursuers on its scent.”


Listening to Mugford’s earnest rant magnified my wrenching cramps, my throbbing congestion, driving me to focus for diversion on the stonework. The dark basalt made it hard to distinguish its repeating motif, beyond basic V-outline. To block out ongoing drivel about “numinous pillars,” I studied a single V more minutely till its nadir resolved into a goat cranium, slit-pupil eyes peeking over the bottom edge, and horns stylized into helices that coiled up past the top edge. And from a groove in the horns there burst, thick as peas in a tortuous pod, the heads and forequarters of myriad tiny goats.


On some visceral level, this spectacle of rampant parthenogenesis was obscene, repellant. But since it was nowise salacious, I couldn’t justify, let alone articulate, my disgust. “I can tell you’re profoundly touched,” Mugford empathized, “as are we all. No need to be self-conscious. You’re among friends. What a unique trace of obliterated majesty!”


Not only had he grossly misread my expression; I might also have accused him of imperfect candor. Recently I’d come across rock of that same brown, and ransacking the day’s memories gave me ample cause to doubt Mugford’s chunk of Irem was unique. But catching him in a lie, if that’s what it was, only backfired, for it tipped me toward lending more credence to the phantom city’s reality.


Whether from Irem or wherever, plenty of that basalt languished by the town line, on the lee slope below the gravesite of Kingsport’s Anglo founders. In hindsight, eroded, blunt fingers of stone readily passed for sad splinters of once-mighty columns. Centuries of storms and frost would have eradicated any carvings. What the hell had Anglo founders made of that hillside littered with cenotaphs, scoured blank already or not, and of the people responsible for them, and most puzzling, who were those people, those jonnycake fanciers, if not Native Americans?


Their absence from Puritan records may have argued against their actuality, reducing the hillside to an ignoble potter’s field, or may have designated them too odious for written mention. I was steeling myself to ask who Mugford’s people allegedly were, but he was sighing, “Alas for the rootbound glory that can nevermore sprout and flourish upon the earth!” His lament was palpably heartfelt, which hardly lessened its ring of pathologic litany. All his bric-a-brac and rubbish now amounted to sacred fetishes in a cult of one.


Between the lines I glimpsed a possible insight into Mugford’s psyche, a mundane interpretation of this farcical museum. Mad as he decidedly was, that madness may have functioned as a happier alternative for a fragile, devoted antiquarian, a sanctuary from the wasteland his beloved, venerable hometown had become. I was sorry for him even as I took increased care to pussyfoot around him.


Then his drone of gloom and despair exploded into elation, which perversely intensified my cramps and giddiness, as he trumpeted, “But be of good cheer! Revelation is ours!” His grating mechanical undertone grew harsher and more prominent with each syllable, as if slipping from his control. And at that unguarded juncture, my forearm was suddenly in his unnaturally cool, dry grip as he tried tugging me toward a portal, impeccably round as a punchcard hole, committing me to yet another remove from the rightside-up world.


Frowning uncertainly at my alarm, he relented, though without letting go, merely to proffer the tray again. “I recommend you have some more of these, to enhance the experience.”


I shook my head, and pressed my lips together as if he weren’t above forcing jonnycakes past them.


“No? As you wish,” he conceded, disapproval writ plain across chalky complexion. For once he sounded like an everyday professional guide as he reluctantly unhanded me to duck through the portal and high-step over its inch of threshold, and fan me toward him, intoning, “Mind your feet, mind your head.”


I gambled that indulging him was still the safer course. Let’s get this “revelation,” this well-entombed pièce de resistance, out of the way, after which he’d have no further excuse to detain me, right? He’d emerged a sympathetic character after all, a victim of the crass modernity that had rendered quality of life impossible for him in Kingsport, as it had for uncounted others of his disposition elsewhere, if not everywhere.


In accord with the unreason I’d come to expect down here, this most cramped, low-ceilinged cell so far, this putative hindmost recess, felt more like a foyer than the foyer itself. It was also the brightest, and its entire rear wall was a dazzling, milky screen of incandescence. I averted my overwhelmed pupils and reeled at a fresh renewal of that shock I’d weathered when Mugford had revealed he wasn’t a mannequin.


For two of her to exist, when one was too many, beggared belief, but it absolutely couldn’t be the same retired chimera from behind “gift shop” shelves; this had to be another moldering wax harpy. Bathing her in ivory light failed to soften scarred, leprous surfaces or help me identify component species. And worse, in these confines, the festering leather of shabby saddle was within sniffing range, spurring my upset stomach toward conniptions. Nor was this a simple assault. At my next breath, a whiff of rancid cornmeal, fermented sewage, slimy mushrooms infiltrated the bouquet, threatening to bowl me over.


I coughed and gasped and realized the infiltration was taking over, displacing the rotten leather funk and proceeding not from the sculpture, but from the wall of radiance behind me. I turned involuntarily toward Mugford, puffy-sleeved arms outspread as if to hug the wall as he exulted, “When we can sever earthly tethers, when the other side is clear and unwavering, we can soar home again! Paradise regained!”


Yes, the brilliant haze had thinned to impart a shimmering vista, but how could Mugford see what I was seeing and act so jubilant about it? The foreign world to which he’d slyly escorted me, and ballyhooed like a promised land, fit no human idea of paradise. Or was my distorted vision the problem? At the very least my sense of scale, of perspective, was out of whack, for the rippling glare, the background murk left me guessing whether I surveyed a canyon or a cavern. Or was it a microcosm enlarged, the innards of a capacious geode or a modest sinkhole that teemed with fleshy worms?


But if this was an empire of ordinary worms, squirming orgiastic around fingerling stalagmites, basking around oily puddles that receded toward clouded horizon, how to explain the hundredfold human carcasses half-sunk among them and of equal or lesser length? Whatever occult window or projection screen or hypnotic talent Mugford had, hadn’t he just implied I could, under proper conditions, physically transition into his “paradise”?


It was a permeable enough membrane, anyway, for sickening miasma to leach in, along with a sibilant drone as of surf, or chanting, or mastication, indefinable but as sickening as the odor, and most unnerving, of the same raspy pitch as Mugford’s. And to judge by toxic atmosphere, and by the human remains, nothing but death would receive me over there, and who or what was he to expect otherwise?


I’d peripherally noted that courteous Mugford and his jonnycakes had retreated, ceding me space in which to gawk appropriately awestruck. Still, I wasn’t comfortable leaving him to his own devices, and strove to bring him slowly, casually into view. He was leaning over the harpy, cupped hand to his mouth, whispering, I didn’t care what; the bare fact of talking to her demonstrated how much more unhinged he was than I’d already inferred, how much more potentially volatile. I shifted from foot to foot, scarcely reining in my urge to bolt.


And though I conjectured right away the flickering glow may have fostered the illusion, that didn’t stop me racing headlong when I witnessed pocky wax head cocking an ear to hear Mugford better. In my panic I forgot his warning about the low doorway, smacked into it at hairline level, and crumpled like a poleaxed heifer. The back of my skull hit the stone floor.


I clung to semiconsciousness, in hypnogogic stupor, phasing in and out of clockface time. Clumsy mitts fumbled at my collar, undoing buttons past the breastbone. An instant or maybe minutes later, Mugford was apologizing, “My mistake! This should never have happened. His behavior should have tipped me off. Imagine, turning up his nose at journey cakes! Any of us would know damn well you can’t look beyond without a bellyful! Not with a jot of clarity! That pedigree of his was so misleading.” He heaved a weary sigh. “Optimism played me for a fool.”


Squinting through the blurry, pulsing keyhole of my awareness, I was thankful to ascertain Mugford wasn’t conferring with a wax chimera. But this conferee was scant improvement, studying me from under a bonnet that blotted out her face so thoroughly I entertained doubts there was a face; when last I’d seen this bonnet, it was on a mannequin upstairs.


A knuckle was thumping my chest. “Feel that? It’s solid. No vent. You can actually hear a heart beating inside.”


The voice from under the bonnet buzzed more harshly than Mugford’s, past the frontiers of comprehension.


“I’ll handle it,” he pledged. Then a spark of indignation no sooner flared up in me than it guttered. Mugford, damn him, had covered my eyes with jonnycakes like dead man’s pennies, and whether they or emotional overload were to blame, I short-circuited into oblivion.


I had no luck blinking away the merciless sunshine, or pressing against uncompliant backrest into shady refuge. I accepted with euphoric post-blackout grace my revival seated among the tilted brown basalt markers, as if I’d never decamped from the hillside. But at the realization one of those obelisks was propping me up, my skin crawled and I staggered to my feet.


Mugford’s nightmarish museum, details of which were recurring to me in kaleidoscopic onslaught, had positively been no dream. His parting jonnycakes were nowhere on the nearby ground, though what else could explain the viscous, grainy rings around my eyes? More damnably, my hair and heels and shirttails and trousers from butt to cuffs were caked in sticky mud, and I smarted all over, as if a hasty or unskillful party had dragged me through earthen tunnels. As for crosstown wormhole’s trapdoor exit, through which, I was inflexibly convinced, I’d arrived here, searching for it, even dwelling on it, would have wasted time better spent fleeing to my car.


On Monday, of course, I reported to KCC and took over as chief fundraiser. I needed the gig; a no-brainer, that. So was my aversion to venturing farther into town than the campus, from whose drab, soulless cinderblocks and treeless paved courtyards I derived comfort and serenity. I never reflect on how my sentiments about loutish modernity have changed. I function, I’m solvent, and any deviation from smooth sailing would be stupid.


I did once deviate and learned my lesson. A shortcut to the cafeteria brought me to an organic garden behind the biosciences lab. The smell of freshly turned loam gave me vertigo, and that of frisky, clumping worms disinterred by the rototiller was, I swear, even more unbearable, like cornbread spoiling in the rain. It was all I could do to shamble along, and fight the urge to ask the kids sowing seeds whether they too could hear the worms chorusing, in the same buzzy register as Mugford’s, how they envied me my peek into their realm beyond.
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FEB 3, 2:00 A.M.


SOMETHING VERY PECULIAR JUST HAPPENED DURING my nightly walk: I was overwhelmed by a sense that my neighborhood was twisting itself into something sinister.


Peculiar, indeed. My wife, our sons, and I have lived here for five years and have always felt safe. There has never, to our knowledge, been a crime on this street—not even a case of vandalism or petty theft. This neighborhood is home to good people. The right kind of people, you might say. Established lawyers (like my wife), established academics (like myself), and a few over-mortgaged newlyweds thrown into the mix—just to keep things lively.


It’s true that walking around the neighborhood at night, as is my custom, has sometimes triggered feelings of loneliness (when what I wanted instead was solitude and a brief respite from beckoning calls of “Honey…” and “Dad!”). I’ve grown uneasy while pacing the dark, deserted streets. When a car rolls past me, I sense I’m given strange looks. What’s he doing outside, at this time of night, walking? I suppose the driver is thinking to herself.


When I was a kid, people used to spend more time outside. In weather like this, there’d be a snowman on every corner. Now there are no snowmen. Kids spend their days hovering over screens instead of playing in the snow. Everyone spends their days hovering over screens. There is perhaps no more forlorn place than a suburban street at midnight.


But even when I’ve felt alone out there, I’ve never fallen to pieces the way I did earlier tonight. I’ve always been able to reassure myself that any phantoms were strictly products of my mind; that, in a matter of hours, the sun would again gleam over shiny cars. Giggling children would again emerge from our front doors. The usual hum of everyday activity would continue.


So why, tonight, did I sense an intrusive element of strangeness in the streets?


I blame the snow.


It arrived last night, continued through the morning, and only paused briefly in the mid-afternoon before beginning anew. I was stuck at home with the kids all day because their school had canceled classes and Becca had left town for a conference two days before. I was supposed to be working on an article, but I just couldn’t concentrate as they whooped and yelled and—this was a new one—cussed their way to video game victory. So, instead, I just stood by the window of my home office and watched the flakes fall.


The wind howled, making a visible, swirling current through the white air. Then the current would erratically change direction. Smack the snow right up against my window. And then, after a minute or two, it would change again to make it smack against the windows of the family across the street.


Maybe the whole thing fascinated me because I’m usually so absorbed in my work that I can never enjoy something as simple as snowfall. Maybe I liked it because I admired the way it changed the neighborhood. Everyone’s landscaping and front-yard decorations were hidden now, under a uniform white cast. The cars were hidden, too. The snow made it impossible to differentiate the houses with Escalades parked outside them from those that could boast only Scions.


In other words, the snow was a leveling force. The democrat in me liked that. I was never one for status symbols. I had no interest in keeping up with the Joneses (despite Becca’s opinions to the contrary).


As the snow piled onto itself out there, inch after inch, I smiled. Tonight’s walk will be a special treat, I thought. I just sat there and watched it all day, letting the article go to hell. I didn’t move from my spot until the boys jogged into my office, begging me to make them dinner. I snapped at them and told them that if they were old enough to cuss, they were old enough to make their own damned dinner. Then I watched out the window some more. It was just too beautiful, and I deserved a break.


And so, after I confirmed the boys had made themselves bowls of cereal (and after I confirmed—hours later—they were asleep), I put on my coat and gloves and slipped outside.


At first, the whole thing lifted my spirits. The experience met—indeed, exceeded—my expectations. The snowfall tickled my face, like a lover’s finger. There was something about the cold’s bite that felt pleasant, like a love nibble. There are whole stretches of winter months in which I gravitate toward brooding, and during these months I experience long periods of mental numbness. So feeling something—even something usually considered unpleasant, such as the smack of cold wind—was revitalizing.


The smell of burning wood wafted through the air, and this struck me as refreshingly old-fashioned, even primal. If one was going to keep a fire going, one could not keep one’s eyes glued to a screen. So each wisp of smoke escaping from a chimney gave me confidence that all wasn’t lost.


Looking further up from the chimneys, I saw the full moon. It reflected off the snow in such a way as to make things brighter than night but duller than day. More like daytime-during-an-eclipse than night.


No plows had been through the neighborhood, and the snow reached up to the bottom of my calf. But this didn’t discourage me. Quite the opposite; it excited me. Maybe this was just what I needed to inspire myself, I thought. A harsh winter. A real winter. Something, anything, to excite feelings within me again.


The houses, as usual, were unlit at that time of night. Everyone had to go to bed early so they could go to their jobs and schools the next day.


My breath formed a thick, short cloud in front of me, and I felt like a chugging train—unstoppable on my suburban track. But then, as I turned the corner to another side street, I slipped, wobbled, and—


“Whuh!”


—landed hard.


My face felt sore and cut, but I found no blood on the snow.


A porch light came on. I let out a whimper and worked to get back on my feet. This doesn’t really make sense, but I didn’t want to be discovered that way. I know that slipping and falling on ice and snow isn’t a moral failing, but something about the whole thing just felt deeply uncomfortable. Who wants to be seen out in public, groveling on the ground?


I scrambled back on to my knees and crept over to a less icy stretch of the street. Looked over to the house with the shining light. Saw no one poking their head outside. Saw no one at the window, looking out at me.


Had they already determined I wasn’t hurt and averted their glance back to their fire (or favorite screen)? Had no person looked out of the house at all? Had I just tripped off a motion sensor?


I found myself stuporously staring at the light, as though it would reveal the answer. The longer I studied it, the more unusual I found it. A distorting haze made an uneven halo around it. If I tilted my head to the right, the haze seemed less prominent. If I tilted it to the left, the light seemed monstrously exaggerated, like a glowing tumor. Likewise, when I tilted my head to the right, a bench on the front porch cast an unremarkable shadow. But when I tilted my head to the left, the shadow wasn’t black but rather rose-tinted and—this is going to sound deranged—pulsing.


I let out a wail, then became self-conscious of how odd that must sound in this subdivision, where no wail had ever been heard. So I placed my glove to my mouth to muffle the uncouth sound.


All this was frightening enough; but then, something worse happened. The air turned against me. For starters, it took on a foul odor, as though it wasn’t merely wood that burned in my neighbors’ hearths. Next, the cold air smacked my face. Gripped my face. Squeezed my face. When I finally rose to my feet, the wind mischievously decided to bind my legs together, forcing me to shuffle through my walk with the rigor-mortis gait of a zombie.


And the moon…


The moon!


I had a sense that it wasn’t the sphere I’d been taught it was. Instead, it was a single, filmy white eye. A blind eye, but one that was beginning to gather strength so that it could cure itself and begin spying on me. A series of wispy clouds floated just over and under it. These, I understood, were the lashes and lids of the blind eye. And then the moon-eye spoke in a voice like shrill violins. “Beyond-yond! Beyond-yond!”


A horrible voice. I covered my ears, but not before it spoke again.


“Beyond-yond!”


It was a single blind eye. It could not even see. But it knew I was down there. It knew, and—somehow, in a rebellion against all known biology—spoke to me.


There was something more wicked in the air than mere winter.


Mere snow wouldn’t have made my chest feel so empty, as though its contents had been hollowed out. Mere wind wouldn’t have resulted in the heaviness of my head, as though its contents had taken on twice their normal weight. Mere cold wouldn’t have set drums to beating inside my brain and jugular.


None of these things should change people, the way they seemed to be changing me. And they were changing me.


If anyone should ever stumble upon this journal, you may think my fall resulted in a head injury. And I do not rule out the possibility that I am on the verge of something that could be called madness. But don’t let that lead you to think me unreliable! To the contrary, I feel I’m more reliable now than ever. The fall, if it did anything, knocked sense into me.


I know more about the way the world works than I ever did before. Moreover, I use logic far more effectively than I ever have. See, for example, how easily I bring logic to bear to prove my worst suspicions.


My syllogism:




A. The world is changing in a hideous way.


B. I am a part of the world, therefore


C. I am changing in a hideous way.





Given what I’ve described above, A. and B. should be taken as axioms. Therefore, the unavoidable conclusion is C.


I thought that writing this all down would somehow purge it from my memory—that I could get it out of my mind, so I could move on to being a good father and husband. But I fear that the result may be quite the opposite. After going for that walk, I have no interest in ever seeing Becca again. My boys seem, more than ever, a regrettable distraction.


My god, what did I just write?


No, I can’t say that. I was wrong. I would never regret my sons. They’re the most important things in my life. They’re what make me get out of bed in the morning! It’s just that, after I came back into the house and wiped the fog off my glasses, I realized my world had changed. The blind eye in the sky, the rose-tinted shadows, the smell of… something other than wood… spewing from chimneys—those strike me as real.
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