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PART ONE

Chapter One
 

The storm is light now. The fog coats the air like a soft whisper. Through this haze of fog and snow the main building of the former asylum looms as a silhouette in the dark day. A parking lot before the building, an anachronism, this former place where the howls of the insane could be heard has now been changed into luxury apartments, the two buildings stretching off for miles to the left and right. From above, the shape is very much that of a bat with two concrete wings.

Is this New England? The Midwest? The Pacific Northwest? Who can truly say? This setting could be any of those places. These luxury apartment buildings, when analyzed strictly on their own, why, they have no features to hint at one locale over another. We would have to talk to the inhabitants of the buildings to learn where we are.

And would they even wish to talk to us? Persons living in places such as this do tend to demand a bit of privacy. They want to live in their expensive rooms, surrounded by their expensive furniture, decorations, and possessions. Were we to even gain access to the building, no one would likely smile upon us or give us the information we sought. 

Until our questions are answered, there remains this mysterious, nondescript building within the obfuscated landscape. A former place of misery turned domicile for the rich and spoiled. And one of the newest tenants is coming to. Her brown eyes open on this dreary site of looming concrete, fog, and snow.

I wake in the car. I don’t remember how I got here. Groggily, and slowly, I remember where I am. The luxury apartments. I got the insurance money after my parents died in the crash. I moved here shortly after.

I’ve been enrolled in art school since a little bit before I got here. The old home had too many bad memories. I was getting nothing done.

I’m not done moving in yet. Yes, that’s right. I still have cardboard boxes of books and clothes in the back of the black sedan I also purchased with a portion of the insurance money.

I turned twenty maybe, hmm… three months ago? I think? What a funny thing to forget, your own birthday. I had a friend once who legit forgot her birthday, like, the actual day, she was going around telling people it was the thirteenth, I had to tell her “Shyla, your birthday is the sixteenth.” I made fun of her about it for weeks. I miss Shyla. She moved to Oregon my junior year of high school.

Shit, what time is it? How long have I been out here?

Her name is Liv. She appears to be of some sort of Hispanic descent. Her skin is very pale, though this could of course be the cold, of the type that cuts through layers of clothing like a serrated knife. She can see her breath as she grabs the boxes from the back seat, slamming the door shut with her back. Liv runs to the overhang by the main building, and once she gets by the front, she takes out her keys and locks the car with the fob, hearing the electronic chirp. Satisfied, she opens the doors to enter the building.

Inside, a marble statue of a great mastiff standing upon rocks, underneath which a small fountain trickles in the otherwise eerie silence. The brick walls, steel chairs, and steel coffee table all give a sense of the industrial. And she loves this style—a big deciding factor in why she chose this particular complex. That, and the fact it is actually the main building from an old asylum, which has been renovated.

Liv found the idea to be so fascinating, repurposing one of those late 19th-century asylums into a communal living space. Of course, the main building itself has remained relatively unchanged, save the addition of exposed red brick, the new furniture, and various other cosmetic changes like lighting and a new concrete floor, polished to a sheen. The apartments themselves are off in the newly constructed buildings to the left and right of this main building. Liv happens to have her place on the third floor of the right building.


She makes her way to the elevator. Shining metal doors open and she enters, pressing the 3 button. The button glows red. The elevator doors slowly shut.
 


Room 302. The key sticks in the lock. I have to jiggle it a little. Luxury apartment complex and they still can’t use electronic key cards?

The apartment is open concept, walls dark gray with a red brick accent wall opposite the hall leading to the bedroom. There is a dark concrete floor with a dark gray-painted ceiling and black accents around a pair of single-hung windows, which provide a lovely view of the back of the complex and the woods beyond.

I have most of my furniture inside already. A nice black leather couch, a lovely black leather love seat. A stylish bronze floor lamp with a nice red tint on the shade. Kitchen full of stainless steel appliances. 


Abstract art along the walls. A print of Rothko’s Untitled, maroon over red. Francis Bacon’s Three Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion. I also have some Ralph Steadman, a prominent print displayed of a piece he did for Fahrenheit 451. A print by Ben Templesmith, a comic book artist, of the Demeter and the brides of Dracula. I like the sharp stuff.


I have a text coming in. My phone vibrates the pocket of my black jeans.


It’s from James. Can I stop by



I type: yeah, in 30



souns good, he writes back.


Then he is, apparently, finished. He’s a good writer, but you wouldn’t know it from his texts.

I barely remember how I met James. My memory has been bad since the accident. Not to mention the pills they put me on. They help with the panic attacks and with sleep, but they make remembering stuff harder. I want to say we met in the lobby, then went back to his for a beer. But maybe I met him at my art college first?

There’s a knock at the door. Jesus Christ, who is it now?

I open the door. A woman in an expensive-looking sweater with golden jewelry, chains and bracelets, diamond rings on her fingers. She has bleach-blonde hair and looks to be in her early forties.

The woman smiles at me in a strange way. The smile doesn’t meet her eyes.

“I am Trixie, your fabulous and flirty neighbor.”

“Hi.”

I’m not sure what the hell to say. An awkward silence ensues. Finally, I break the quiet.

“So, what do you want?”

“I just wanted to introduce myself,” she says, offering her hand. She has it held out like she wants me to kiss it, but I just shake.

“A pleasure. Yes,” I say, still shaking her hand.

“I was wondering if you’d like to have a welcome drink with me.”

“Maybe. Can it be in ten minutes?”

“Yes, darling. Ten minutes would be wonderful.”

“Okay.”

Trixie keeps staring at me. I get the distinct sense she is undressing me with her eyes. She’s starting to creep me out a little.

“Well, okay then.”

“See you soon,” Trixie says, then saunters off like a house cat.

“Creep,” I say under my breath.

I shut the door and, after a moment, pull the deadbolt. I don’t love the vibes from her. I decide to get the rest of the boxes from the car with James later. She seems harmless enough, but you never know.

I sit and finally allow myself to enjoy the space. These last months have been like ingesting a slow-acting poison every single day. I ache so much for them. To know they just aren’t here anymore. That my parents are never coming back.

Fuck. I get up and grab a beer from the refrigerator. There’s a leftover meatball sub I microwave. I drag the leather love seat to the picture window. I use a bottle opener from my keychain on the beer. I sit there, eating my sub, drinking my beer, staring at the snow as it slowly floats from the sky. The fog makes it hard to see very far past the grounds. I can barely see the outline of the tree line at the edge of the property.


I find myself angry. Almost rageful. And I wish I knew where the anger came from or why it burned so brightly. I have no reason to be angry. I just moved into a luxury apartment. Jesus.


It has to be the grief. I never thought grief would make me feel so apoplectic. But here we are. An angry little bitch inside my very swanky apartment, with a cute boy I have basically on retainer, going to a cool art school, and still this is apparently not enough for me. Fuck’s sake.

I have no idea how much time passes before I hear the knock at the door.

The young man seems to be in his twenties. He has medium-length, shaggy, golden brown hair. An easy smile. He’s dressed in blue jeans and a green hooded sweatshirt. He hugs Liv as he enters her apartment. He then sneaks a quick squeeze to her ass, letting us know the type of relationship they actually have. Liv laughs and swats his hand away. She whispers something in his ear. James blushes.

She gets two beers out of the fridge and walks the brown bottles over to the couch. The two young lovers may be of interest yet.

“You still got shit in your car?” he asks, taking a sip from his drink.

“Yeah,” Liv says, an almost apologetic tone to her voice. “I wouldn’t ask, but, you know, I’m new, and it’s going to be dark soon.”

“Not that new,” he says.

“What?”

“Never mind. I mean, hey, you feed me and let me lay in your bed. It’s the least I could do.”

“You sound like a dog.”

“That’s why I love that style so much.”

Liv just stares at him.

“I can’t believe I have sex with you.”

“Oh come on, I saw you smile.”

“That was the kind of smile you’d have if you saw roadkill. It was more of a grimace.”

“You met anyone else yet in the building?”

Liv suddenly remembers Trixie.

“Oh shit! I was supposed to have a drink with my neighbor! Can you wait here for just a second?”

“I’ll hold down the fort,” James says.

Liv rushes out to the hall and knocks on Trixie’s door. She opens it, her eyes half-lidded. Clearly, Trixie has started without her.

“I'm so sorry, I lost track of time. Is there any way I can get a rain check on that drink?”

“Sure thing, doll,” Trixie slurs out.

Liv asks for her number. Trixie gives it to her, hiccuping as she waves goodbye and shuts the door.

Liv runs back to her apartment and sits beside James on her couch. The two laugh and talk. At some point, Liv gets a frozen bag of chicken nuggets and french fries out of her freezer. She uses an air fryer to heat the frozen food.

The sky goes a few shades darker. The snow grows ever so slightly heavier.

The young lovers begin to kiss. By the time they make their way to the bedroom, night has taken the sky, the cold strangling the land. James and Liv tear at each other’s clothing, their heat making them blissfully unaware of the storm outside.


He is sleeping next to me. I don’t know that I love James, but I don’t not love him. Maybe I love him. We’ve only just met, sort of, so it’s hard to really know. I’m so turned around.


I stare at his chest—the way it rises and falls. With each relaxed breath I grow ever more hypnotized.

I remember the way he felt inside me. The way we looked into each other’s eyes, almost like getting lost and welcoming the disorientation. I just like going to a place where I can be free of the crash. Away from the blood, the screams, the sirens.

I get up and go to my desk to open my notebook and draw. I work in ink. If I feel like getting messy, I have been known to use charcoal. But, generally, I like the immediacy of ink. I let my mind wander and doodle without a clear direction. My notebooks are full of a mixture of comic book style art, and perhaps what one might think of as bathroom wall art. I like to imbue a cartoonish image with the weight of, perhaps, modern abstract art. When I really am inspired I like to go mixed media—do collage with illustrations, or edit together a video with images drawn on with a digital pen.

Lately my drawings have been very violent. A lot of amalgamations of forms and objects. Strange things I did not think I was capable of creating. Elongated limbs and other body parts. Scars and stitches.

I go to the kitchen and get a bottle of whisky from a cabinet. I go to get a glass, then think, fuck it, why even bother?

I drink whisky and draw for an hour before I’m tired enough I can go back to sleep again.

A figure in the dark hall. The susurrus of scuffling feet along the ground mixes with the light buzzing of the lamps. The shadows envelop the shape.

A hitch in the breathing. A raspy, throaty inhalation, then exhalation. A film canister placed gently on the floor.

The thing leaves before anyone can see. Not that anyone is awake.

The canister is outside Liv’s apartment door.

I wake to find James is gone. I didn’t tell him he had to leave. Sometimes, he just does this shit. I suspect he isn’t sure if he loves me either.

I make myself bacon and scrambled eggs. I put a piece of wheat bread into the toaster. I fill the kettle with tap water, then place grounds into the basket of the percolator. It’s funny how expensive this one is; come to that, it’s wild how expensive a lot of cookware is, when really you could probably get a percolator for twenty bucks at Walmart. Yet mine is hundreds. What point is having money if you aren’t going to spend it?


I eat while listening to the wonderful burble of the percolator. When it’s boiling nicely I shut off the electric burner. The coffee is good and strong.
I realize I still have boxes in my car. Shit. I totally spaced on those.


The black cat is rubbing against my leg. Jesus. I forgot I had a cat. That’s freaky.

“Hey, what’s your name, little one?”

I pick up the feline, who lets out a mild, protesting meow. The tag says “Gyro.”

“Well hey you tiny pita sandwich, what say you? You want some nummies?”

I swear, cats have this quality where they can give you a simple, withering stare and make you feel like the biggest moron. Gyro is, apparently, no exception.

I find a bag of kibble in a cabinet above the fridge. Gyro seems very hungry, but then, don’t most cats, most of the time? The dry food is gone in under a minute.

“Yeesh. Try not to puke, okay?”

The cat stares at me. Then he wanders off, going to the bedroom. Probably going for a nap. Gyro was likely sleeping somewhere in the apartment all last night, and I didn’t happen to see him. I think it’s a him…

God, how did I forget I had a cat? These pills stress me out. I know they help, but damn, it’s not a tiny detail, a pet cat. It isn’t like forgetting what you had for lunch a few days ago or the name of a certain actor off a new show. This is a whole ass pet.

I feel tired. Exhausted to my bones. And I know it’s more than the pills. Maybe I’m getting the flu or something. Maybe it’s trauma and depression coalescing into a sludgy type of brain soup.

I take a shower and change into some fresh jeans and a black Iron Maiden t-shirt. I keep forgetting to get the rest of my boxes out of the damn car. Fuck.

I open the front door, and that’s when I see it. A film canister. A piece of masking tape is on the front, with a date written in black sharpie.

07/13/1953

I happen to have a projector. I purchased one, along with other film and digital video equipment, after the accident. I’m twenty and have more money than I know what to do with.

I wonder aloud, “What’s with the date?” Must have something to do with the old asylum. Do I dare research the date online?

Nah. I’m still half awake. I should check in with the art college—see if classes are canceled because of the storm. I’m dropping all this money on tuition, after all.

Trixie walks down the hall. She has enough money she not only doesn’t have to work, she barely has to think. She has services all set up on automatic payments, including grocery delivery, toiletries, and all payments for the apartment. Her Mercedes is paid for outright.

She spends most of her days in a chemical haze, drinking white wine by the bottle, and sleeping with whomever she’s in the mood for at that particular moment. Currently, this is Dan on the third floor. She thinks that’s his name. He’s an accountant? Trixie honestly can’t remember.

She gets the distinct sense she is not alone in the hall. Someone is watching her.

She is, of course, correct. These tenants are far more savvy than we ever give them credit for. Not merely mindless automatons longing for the baser human desires, though certainly Trixie is a hedonist, this can not be denied. 

When she looks, there is a thing at the end of the hall. It startles her.

When her eyes grow accustomed to the hall light, she realizes it’s just a dog. A big dog, but just a dog, nonetheless.

Did they start allowing pets in the building? I must talk to the super. I was under the impression animals were forbidden.

The dog cranes its wide neck, tilting its head, seeming to size her up.

“Go on!”

The dog lopes off around the corner. Trixie gets another sense of the immensity of the animal. How heavily muscled the creature is.

“Foul animals,” she mutters, then continues down the hall.

Classes are canceled for the day. I’m a little disappointed, to be honest. I actually love art school. Even the silly, repetitive stuff, like having to spend a week drawing legs or necks. I think a lot of people assume art school is where you go to flake off, but I’ve never thought of it like that. To me, art is very necessary. To me, art is therapy. Without it, I’m not sure how I would have coped with the death of my parents.

Then I remember the eight millimeter film. I think it’s eight. The canister sits on my kitchen counter like an old, unexploded land mine.

I grab a beer from the refrigerator. I hesitate, then open a drawer and grab the pack of Marlboro Lights from inside. Fuck it. Who cares, right? What’s it going to do kill me? I wish it fucking would.

I picked up smoking a year ago. I really need to quit. I really should, despite the war in my mind over whether life is even worth living.

It’s just hard. To be the one left. The one who survives. I think it’s called survivor’s guilt. You just have no earthly idea why you get to live when the others had to die. It’s worse when the dead are loved ones.

I still hear the terrible metal screaming, like music for the damned. So fucking loud. But not loud enough to block out the sounds of… of…  

Fuck, I’m sure Trixie next door will complain if she smells the tobacco, that lingering burnt tar miasma, which seems to permeate clothing and furniture alike. Some people like the smell, but those people tend to be either former or current smokers or lying.

I set up the film in the projector. I sit and light a cigarette. And I press play. There is no sound.

A sparse hospital room. There is a bench in the center of the room, arm straps, and leg straps. The overhead light flares then weakens in the grainy film.

The image flickers and distorts, then a man in a white lab coat is strapped to the bench. He is screaming soundlessly. Another flickering of the image, a jump forward, and a woman in a dirty canvas straitjacket is stepping forward, slowly. She has no weapons in her hand.


The patient grabs the nodes of the machine and places them to either temple of the thrashing doctor. She then turns the knob on an electroshock machine as far as it will go.


The doctor shudders and spasms. Drool spills from his mouth. He bites his tongue and continues to bite so hard it severs, falling into his lap with a fountain of blood. His hair catches on fire.

The doctor dies with his own tongue on his chest, hair still in flames.

I just sit there for a while, trying to process what I’ve just seen. Trying to formulate a plan. What do I do with a film of a murder from so long ago? Do I do anything? I wrestle with if I am morally obligated to perform any action at all.

And then, of course, the other questions coalesce into perhaps the most important question of all. The one that directly relates to me. A vital question set on a loop, like the reel of film itself.

Who left me this film? The why and the how fall away and leave the absolutely imperative inquiry. The mystery, which, if unanswered, may affect my safety.   

I digitize the film to my desktop computer, having no idea what else to do. This seems like as good a move as any, having no real idea the next steps I should take.

I go to the living room. I just sit there, motionless. After a time, I go to the window.

The snow is falling harder now.


Chapter Two

Trixie wakes in his bed. What is his name? Jared. Yes. She is almost positive he is Jared. Why did she think it was Patrick? Patrick was last month.

His lean, muscular body has a thin sheen of sweat faintly glistening in the lamplight from the bedside cabinet. She slowly rises from beneath the covers, careful not to wake him. Trixie is fairly confident he won’t rouse, given the sorts of debaucherous acts they so joyously engaged in a short time before. In her experience, the sleep of the extremely satiated is quite deep.

OEBPS/nav.xhtml

        
            Table of Contents


            
                		
                    The Nowhere Complex
                


                		
                    Content Warnings
                


                		
                    PART ONE
                


                		
                    Chapter One
 
                


                		
                    Chapter Two
                


                		
                    Chapter Three
                


                		
                    PART TWO
                


                		
                    Chapter One
                


                		
                    Chapter Two
                


                		
                    Chapter Three
                


                		
                    Chapter Four
                


                		
                    Chapter Five
                


                		
                    PART THREE
                


                		
                    Chapter One
                


                		
                    Chapter Two
                


                		
                    Chapter Three
                


                		
                    PART FOUR
                


                		
                    Chapter One
                


                		
                    Chapter Two
                


                		
                    Chapter Three
                


                		
                    Chapter Four
                


                		
                    PART FIVE
                


                		
                    Chapter One
 
                


                		
                    Chapter Two
                


                		
                    Chapter Three
                


                		
                    PART SIX
                


                		
                    Chapter One
 
                


                		
                    Chapter Two
 
                


                		
                    Chapter Three
                


                		
                    Chapter Four
                


                		
                    PART SEVEN
                


                		
                    Chapter One
                


                		
                    Chapter Two
                


                		
                    Chapter Three
                


                		
                    Chapter Four
                


                		
                    Chapter Five
                


                		
                    Chapter Six
                


            


        
    

