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PART I

​​​​​​UNDER THE GREAT BLUE INSTITUTION​​
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​​​​CHAPTER I​
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​

Trujillo, the Blue God, watched Clarence Manning from the edge of the world. 

Not the edge of the world, of course, but the rooftop of the paint store from across the street.  It could be any place in the known universe should Trujillo be so inclined.  But this was a good vantage point, and Clarence had plenty of windows.  With all of them open, he was practically inviting the god inside.  

Clarence amused Trujillo; that was certain.  The man was one of a kind.  Something interesting, even fascinating lay under all that cynical, hardened apathy.  Plenty of people spotted the globe like Clarence Manning, but Trujillo saw something different in the man.

It was like looking into a mirror . . . 

​

—
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He was a giant of the cosmos, moving like a whale through space.  He opened his mouth wide, swallowing planets and asteroids, gobbling them down like grapes.

My purpose is chaos, he thought. 

Clarence Manning awoke with a jerk.  He rubbed his eyes, not realizing he’d fallen asleep.

Chaos? he thought.  Where had that come from?

The bus droned on.  Passengers stared out the windows or fiddled with their phones.  Some chatted idly.  It was the same old thing.  Buddhism called it samsara, the vicious cycle of life.

Clarence sighed.  It felt like slavery.  

A single light to shine upon me, he thought, a newfound constellation . . . 

It was more than work, the bus rides, even the city . . .  He needed a change in perspective.  

A woman with three kids sat at the front of the bus.  The children tugged at her sleeves, trying to crawl onto her lap, all of them loud and whining.  Clarence shut his eyes, wishing he could go back to sleep.

He understood the dream he’d been having then.  He wasn’t the one doing the eating.  The world was devouring him. 

Dear God, he thought, and rubbed his head.  That seemed a bit much.  

He pushed the bell for the next stop, and the bus slowed.  He stood up, making his way to the door.  The bus stopped, the door opened, and Clarence stepped outside.  

The August heat was scathing.  Blinding light from windows and metal stabbed his eyes.  He winced and put a hand to his brow, a coat of sweat sticking to him like a second skin.  Most of that was from The Grease Spot, the restaurant he worked at in downtown Denver.

The bus pulled away, and Clarence walked along Logan Street to his complex, a red stone building at the end of the block.  He unlocked the security door, got his mail, and walked upstairs to number 9.  He opened the door.  The oscillating fan stirred hot air back and forth.  He’d left it running, hoping it would cool things down, but it had only made things hotter.

He set the bills on the counter, imagining a random check coming, a sweepstakes entry telling him he’d won $10,000 . . . even a letter from a lost love would be nice.

But it was just the same old bills and junk mail.  

He grabbed a beer from the fridge, opened it, and took a drink.

“At least there’s alcohol,” he said, toasting the world, and took a swallow.

He’d take a shower and worry about dinner later.  A baseball game and a few cold ones sounded like a nice way to spend the evening.

Before he could do anything, there was a knock at the door.  

—
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His neighbors had been coming over every day, asking to borrow just about everything.  At first, it hadn’t bothered him.  He’d been happy to oblige, but now it was all he could take.  

Clarence sighed and opened the door.  It was the wife this time.

“Hi,” she said, a dumpy, dark-skinned girl.  Her hair was tied back.  She was pretty when he’d first met her, but now he couldn’t stand the sight of her.  “You got any peppa?”

Clarence shook his head.  “No.”

“How about some bread?”

“I don’t have any bread, either.”

“Got any milk?”

His cheeks flushed, adrenaline pumping through his veins.  His palms were sweating.  “You got to be kidding me, right?” he said.  “You want to just come in and raid my refrigerator?  Take the television while you’re at it?  Need a VCR?  It’s no DVD player, but it still works.”

The woman winced and took a step back, eyes going wide.

“Every day you come over here, lady,” he said, unable to stop.  “Every day!  Do I look like the neighborhood Wal-Mart to you?  Do I look like I make a lot of money?  The grocery store is across the street, for crying out loud!  You sit in that apartment all day long doing God knows what and eating my food.  You got two people living there, and your rent is less than mine.  I’m over here all by myself.  Does that spell it out for you?  I don’t ask you for every little goddamn thing, do I?  I get off my ass and go to the store like everybody else.  Don’t come over here ever again.  I’ve had it!”

He slammed the door in the girl’s face, breathing heavily.

A knock issued seconds later.  Clarence opened the door.  It was the woman’s husband.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“You got my wife crying, buddy.”

The man was short and stocky.  Clarence wasn’t worried.  He had a baseball bat behind the door.

“Yeah, I got plenty of tears myself.  My cupboards are a barren-fucking wasteland because of you.”

“Now, look here,” the man said, holding up a finger.  “There’s no need to take that kind of tone.  You don’t have to swear—”

“Look . . . I’ll tell you the same thing I told her.  Don’t come over here ever again.  I don’t work my ass off so I can support the entire fucking community.”

“Now, look here—” the man repeated.

Clarence grabbed the baseball bat and brandished it in front of him.  “You look!  Not one more time!  Got it?  I’ll break both your legs and your spine!”

The man ran down the hall to his apartment, and the door slammed shut.  

Clarence closed the door and shut his eyes.  He took a deep breath.

Great, he thought.  Now, I’m at war with my neighbors.

He shook his head and went to the bathroom.  For a second, he stopped and stared.  His eyes were playing tricks on him.

There was an envelope on the floor of the tub.  His name was written on it inside a pink heart, as though some high school sweetheart had, in fact, found him, snuck into his apartment, and dropped the love letter—of all places—in the bathtub.  

Clarence blinked, and it was gone. 

He felt like crying.  

—
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The Rockies lost to the Cubs.

Clarence opted for some cheap spaghetti and bread for dinner.  After dinner and the baseball game, he decided to walk the city streets, relishing the cool evening air.  He looked for stars in the sky, trying to find something beautiful in the day.  The bout with his neighbors was still bothering him.

Signs in bookstores, head shops, and bumper stickers caught his eye, positive motivators he was expected to believe but couldn’t feel:  It’s a Planet, Not an Empire.  Be the Change You Wish to See.  Goddess Bless.  Coexist.  

He shook his head.

You can take salvation in the night, he thought. 

That was true.  He loved the night.  The air was cooler, the reason he’d wanted to take a stroll in the first place.  Everything looked cleaner and more beautiful at night.  Night—like freshly fallen snow.  The city was like that now.

He couldn’t see any stars, though.  There were too many clouds.  The glow from the streetlamps wasn’t helping, either.  For a second, he thought he saw a star between the copper-colored clouds: blue, or was it green?  But yes!  One was visible.  

He looked for a second or two longer.  It was only a glimmer—a streetlamp reflecting off a metal bumper.  He’d taken that glimmer and thrown it into the night sky out of hope. 

You’re a magician.  You take anything that shines and toss it into the air, one glimmer to unravel every constellation.  I am the mantle of darkness, and under my cloak, the night, which I throw above me to rain down upon humanity.  

Clarence smiled at the thought, put his hands in his pockets, and continued down the street.  

You could build an army, start a rebellion, create a more balanced world where everyone can pay their bills, have more food in their refrigerators, and free air-conditioning.  No more killing.  No more lust and power.  No more greed . . . 

If only . . .  

The city was alive, though, and he took comfort in that.  Streetlights, lampposts.  So many lights, it killed the natural hue of the sky.  There was an energy, a robust feel to the nightlife, and the rush of traffic he liked.  Televisions blared from open windows, stereos, laughter, a couple having an argument.  

A street bum sat against the wall of a Laundromat up ahead, his belongings scattered around him.  The pungent stench of piss and alcohol—enough to make his eyes water—wafted toward Clarence on the night breeze.  

“Looking for Divinity?” the man asked.  

Clarence frowned.  “Excuse me?”

He’s expected the guy to ask for change, but instead . . . 

Had he heard him correctly?

The man scowled and muttered under his breath.

He asked if you were looking for divinity. What on earth did that mean?  I must’ve misheard him. 

The bum was suddenly oblivious, head against the wall.  He probably hadn’t even realized he’d spoken.

Clarence took a breath and walked along.  

Rose petals, he thought.  That’s what the world needs, more pleasant aromas, gardens, and color. More sustainable life, more appreciative life!  

Something was on fire.  He could smell smoke.  A siren wailed two blocks away.  The din made him cringe.

Trying to recapture what he’d lost, he turned to the night sky again.  Maybe some peace was afforded in the heavens.  He just wasn’t looking hard enough.  He had to concentrate.  There!  A constellation!  Wasn’t that Orion’s bow?

Just as quickly, he collided into someone.

“Jesus, man, watch where yer goin’!” the man said.  

“I’m sorry . . . I . . .” Clarence stammered.  

A black man stood in front of him.  The smell of cheap whiskey was strong, eyes glossy red in the lamplight.  A paper bag was in his hand, the neck of the bottle exposed.  He staggered, stumbling one way, then the other, looking angrily at Clarence.

“Why don’t you pick a better spot to star-gaze, asshole?”

“I said I was sorry,” Clarence said, cheeks flushing.  “It was an accident.”

“I’ll decide if it was an accident!” the man said, losing his temper.  Spittle flew from his lips.  He stumbled toward Clarence, liquid spilling from the bottle.  “I’ll kick your ass right now!”

“Jesus Christ,” Clarence said, out of patience, and turned away.  

Why had he taken a stroll?  To get some air, see a star or two?  Instead, he’d been scowled out, virtually assaulted, and ripped right out of his own skin.  

Clarence turned and hurried down the street.  

“Yeah, you’d better run!” the man shouted.  

—
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He was having a bad day was all.  It happened.  What had he expected?  Peace, love, and perfection? 

“Keep dreaming,” he said. 

Clarence stopped near the end of the block, looking toward the sky again.  Were those rose petals falling through the sky or just the rain?  Several drops plopped onto his face, but they did smell like rose petals.  Was that possible?  Did he want to imagine something beautiful so badly he was doing whatever he could to make it real?  

When he looked at the sidewalk, it was only rain spotting the pavement.  He looked to the sky again.  

The clouds were thick.  The sky was hardly visible.  

You had the night, the cool, dark night for one moment.  Maybe you can be thankful for that.  

He should’ve looked for something simpler.  Flowers or trees maybe.  A cat or a dog.  

Would you change it if you could? a voice whispered in his mind. Would you wipe it away and start over again?  Rebuild it from the ground up?

What would an ordinary mortal do with such a monumental task anyway?  And where had a thought like that even come from?

For some reason, tears came into his eyes.  

That you feel, he thought.  That’s your beauty, Clarence, old boy.  That you feel.  

He didn’t recognize this voice either, let alone believe it.  Feel what: hardship, strife, confusion, adversity?

The smell of rose petals came to life again.  He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, inhaling their fragrance.  For a minute, he was lulled into a trance.

When he opened his eyes, he knew he must be dreaming.  The air ripped apart in front of him for a split-second, the fabric peeling away, revealing another dimension besides the one he was standing in.  The tear was in the shape of an eye.  Space, brightness, and galaxy after galaxy of stars revealed themselves to him in a blinding array of color, lights, and . . . 

Beauty, he thought.

He blinked . . . and like the letter in the tub, it was gone.

—
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Before letting himself into his building, something caught his eye.  A man was standing on the roof of the paint store across the street.  He was looking directly at him.  For several seconds, their eyes locked, and the man nodded in his direction.

Clarence shook his head. 

Too much drink, he thought.

He turned away, letting the door shut behind him, and walked up the stairs.  It had been a bizarre day to say the least.  He just wanted to sit in his recliner and drink—try to forget about it.

Was he just getting old?  Or was he going insane?  The latter seemed more plausible.  Yes, he was going insane, or there were aliens in the city, a nearby Halloween party, despite it being August.  Someone had laced his beer with LSD.  What kind of weirdo hung out on rooftops at night anyway?

And who else but aliens (or gods) had skin that chalky shade of blue?  ​
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​​​​​CHAPTER II
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Eater of souls, lost among the masses.  Pluck them one by one and drop them, wailing, into your gaping maw.  This is who you are, what you’ve become: the giant maw of death, the mouth that swallows worlds, the leviathan of space.  People are appetizers, nothing more.

Clarence opened his eyes, his head beating to the rotary sound of chopper blades.  His tongue felt like sandpaper, sweat clinging to the sheets, which were due for a wash.  

Hooray for summer, he thought sarcastically, not wanting to get up, and kept his eyes closed a while longer.  

He couldn’t wait until the colder months.  He could sleep until noon then.  Maybe he could find a basement apartment before the end of summer, someplace cooler.

As if you can save the money, still endure the same meaningless job, doing the same meaningless thing? What do you think you are?  Rich?  

It was Thursday, his day off, and he got out of bed slowly, went to the shower, and turned the water on.  He stepped inside and pulled the curtain closed.  The hot streams felt good on his head and back.  

Eater of souls, he thought, rubbing his hands over his face, then grabbed the shampoo.  Had he dreamed he was some kind of behemoth again, gobbling the masses?  What was happening to him lately?  

After his shower, he forced himself to eat a healthy breakfast: whole-grain cereal, an orange, and a piece of toast.  He was starting to feel somewhat normal again.  He put on a dark t-shirt, jeans, and a baseball cap, thinking he’d feel better if he looked for a different job today.  

He gazed at himself in the bathroom mirror before he left.  Soulless activity brimmed in his brown eyes.  His broad nose and chin hid some malevolent entity, lurking in the waves of dark hair like some underwater sea creature.  

“Get over yourself, for crying out loud,” he said, and grabbed his wallet and keys.  

He left, locking the door behind him, and took the stairs.  Soon, he was standing near the bus stop with his sunglasses on in the early morning heat.  A paperback jutted from his back pocket.

The bus arrived, and he paid the $2.25 to ride, picking a spot near the back.  

“How about this economy?” a smelly man in a trench coat asked.  

Clarence pointed to his ears and shook his head.

“Deaf, huh?” the man said, but kept talking anyway.  

Clarence sighed and pulled the book from his pocket: Bright Orange for The Shroud, by John D. MacDonald.  

A young Puerto Rican kid sat by himself a few rows up.  Clarence tried to read, but the bum continued to rant.  

Who struck up a conversation on a bus with a total stranger anyway?  The man probably wanted to coerce him into an alley to rob him or perform fellatio.  

‘Never say anything to anyone ever,’ Clarence thought, thinking of a Hemingway quote.  ‘Never say anything ever again.’  

The bus drove on.  Passengers got on and off, the bell dinging constantly: Stop Requested highlighted in pink.

Soon, there’s going to be a massive field of snapdragons.  We’ll come by them by some ruinous track.  There’ll be no universe left.  Just desolation.  Silence.  And the most troubling thing will be trying to figure out how to keep it that way.

He thought about the night before, his neighbors, his late-night stroll.  He thought about the man on the roof of the paint store.  An overactive imagination, too much beer?  Maybe a combination of the two.  

Clarence shook his head, trying not to think about it.  

The bus continued along Alameda Avenue, the gutters littered with garbage.  Storefronts blurred by.  

His stop was coming up, and he rang the bell.  When he stepped off, sweat gathered at his brow, heat radiating off the sidewalk in waves.  

Colorado Job Service was just up ahead on the right.  

—
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He put his name in for several jobs that sounded doable: stocking shelves at a local grocery store, cooking for a nursing home (which might pay more and have benefits), but when it was all said and done, it was just the same old thing.  He had no skills for the jobs he wanted, let alone the education.  Maybe he should go back to school, give himself a better opportunity, but he’d never been a good student anyway.  He didn’t think he could make the commitment.  

The better jobs were too far to travel.  He’d have to make several bus transfers just to get there.  An eight-hour workday could easily be eleven or twelve when you didn’t own a car.  He tried to find something closer that paid more, but the only things available were warehouse work, which he’d done before.

Clarence sighed and decided to call it a day.  

The heat made him irritable when he stepped outside.  The air was so heavy it was hard to breathe.  Sweat dripped from his face, clothes clinging to his skin.  He’d need another shower when he got home. 

He kept his eye out for Help Wanted signs but saw them only in the windows of fast-food restaurants.  Why hadn’t he brought a bottle of water or some snacks?  After last night’s binge, his head was still throbbing, and he was already dehydrated.  He wasn’t planning very well.

On Alameda Avenue, he waited for the number 4 bus.  The bench was empty.  Cars moved by in opposite directions.  Reflections from the sun gouged his eyes, despite the sunglasses.  A family of five J-walked across the street when there was a break in traffic.  The mother resembled a rusty, beaten truck, a stocky brute with tree-trunk legs.  The man (Clarence thought of him as the stepfather or a boyfriend because of the way he ignored the kids) was taller, a biker wearing a Harley Davidson t-shirt, a red bandanna, and sunglasses.  The three children clung close, two girls and a boy.  

“DON’T RUN, GODDAMNIT!” the mother bellowed.  “STAY ALONGSIDE ME!”  

The kids halted immediately.  The tallest winced, as if anticipating a blow.  The woman yanked at the girl’s arm and shook her.  

“I TOLD YOU TO LISTEN TO ME!” she shouted.  

The Harley rebel stood mute.

Clarence stood from the bench.  “HEY!” he shouted.  “HEY!  MAYBE YOU SHOULDN’T HAVE KIDS IF YOU’RE GONNA TREAT THEM THAT WAY!”

The family turned toward him.  One of the girls had a look of terror on her face.  Clarence hadn’t helped the situation, especially with the kids.  He imagined the Rusty Truck torturing them when they got home.  The biker would stand mute while the woman doled out the punishment.

The Harley rebel said something to the woman, who nodded.  He waited for a break in traffic and jogged across the street toward Clarence.  The rest of the family watched from the median.  

The biker hopped over the curb.  “You mind repeating that?”

“Shouldn’t have kids if you’re gonna treat them like that,” Clarence said.

The man grinned and looked back at the woman in the middle of the road.  He shook his head, as if he couldn’t believe it.  He looked at Clarence again.  Gold-capped teeth filled his mouth.  For a second, the teeth caught a glimmer of the sun and jabbed his eyes.

“Is that right?” the man asked.

“Sew up that breeding ground before she does any more damage,” Clarence said, surprised by his own audacity.  “Haven’t children suffered enough?”

“Are you being serious?” the biker asked.

“Jesus Christ, do I have to spell it out for you?” Clarence said.  “People like you don’t need to breed, asshole.”  

It was a free country.  He should be able to speak his mind, especially when it came to children. 

“Buddy?” the biker said.  “How’d you like a steel-toed boot in the mouth?”

Clarence didn’t have a chance to reply.  The next thing he knew four silver rings—all of them grinning skulls—filled his vision.  The rings collided with his face, and a jarring shock of pain followed.  A blinding light went off in front of his eyes.  Blood spread across his face, and he stumbled back, hitting the pavement.

His baseball cap had fallen off, and the man grabbed him by the hair.  Punches—the steel rings—pummeled his face.  Was the biker yelling at him?  It was hard to tell between the din of sirens. 

“Shouldn’t . . . have kids—” he tried to say.  

The din was cacophony, but there was something close to solace . . .  

No, not solace, he realized.  Silence.  Even better.  

Blackness took over, and Clarence lost consciousness.

—
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“Hey, mister?  Hey?  You okay?”

A grinding sound echoed between his skull, like rocks grating against each other.  Ice picks drilled his eyes, and the sun grew more intense.  

Grit, gravel, and pebbles filled his mouth.  His lips were bloody, and he tasted dirt.  When he tried to move, fire shot through his brain, and the ice picks sunk deeper.  

Clarence tried to say something, but he couldn’t make a sound.  The blinding sun made everything intensely white.  But the voice had put him on a different plane.

“Hey, mister?  You okay?”

A boy was standing in front of him: dark hair, eyes the color of soda-pop, blue corduroy shorts, and a Star Wars t-shirt.  His lips were full and red.  

But something was wrong.  Despite the boy, it seemed like claws were raking against his soul.  

It was the Beast, Clarence thought—an entity he hadn’t seen or heard from in quite some time.  It had been lying in wait like a dormant monster buried in his past.

“Mister, you’re bleeding,” the boy said.

He put a hand to his head.  A large lump was forming.  He winced and looked at his fingers.  They were wet with blood.  

He reached out and took the boy’s hand.  The kid squeezed in return, but Clarence couldn’t speak.  Did he have a concussion?

“Do you need to see a doctor, mister?” the boy asked.

The kid’s kindness warmed him, like healing light.  Clarence tried to smile, to say something like: “You’d better go.”  But he couldn’t let go of the boy’s hand.  The contact was like a balm.  He was an angel or angelic in some way because the pain was starting to fade.  The white intensity was a dull roar.

He should let go of the boy’s hand, though.  It would be construed as molestation if anyone saw.  That was the world for you.  

But he couldn’t.  There was something so peaceful and angelic in the child, he just wanted to stay here for as long as he could.

He forced himself to let go, and when he did, he was thrown back into the world of chaos.  The din of traffic made him wince, the white, insufferable heat.  A vortex was underneath him, and his hand fell to the pavement.

A voice like steel penetrated his brain, what could only be the boy’s mother:

“Jonathan!  You get away from that man this instant!  You come away from there right now!”

The boy ignored her.  Something like magic brought Clarence back to the real world.  Jonathan grabbed his hand again and squeezed.  The act brought tears to his eyes.

“Are you all right, mister?” Jonathan asked.

Clarence nodded.  He couldn’t speak, but he spat blood.  He was alive at least.  That was something.  Or was it?  Jonathan was reluctant to leave and surprised Clarence by calling to his mother: “Mom!  This man’s hurt!  I think he needs a doctor!”  

“You get away from that man this instant, Jonathan!”  

Ice picks drilled his eyes again.  The last thing he wanted was a confrontation.  Couldn’t she see that he couldn’t harm the boy even if he wanted?

Footsteps approached, the unnerving clickety-clack of heels.  The woman corralled the boy, but not before Jonathan said goodbye.

Why couldn’t she let him stay a minute longer?  The sound of his voice . . . 

Clarence tried to stand, but a flare went off in his brain again.  The biker had done considerable damage.  

The drone of a large vehicle passed, hot wind against his face.  It was the bus he’d been waiting for.  He was behind the bench, hidden from view.  The driver hadn’t seen him.  It wouldn’t have mattered anyway.

When he put his hand to his pocket, his wallet was gone. 

—
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He still had his keys, which was good, but his sunglasses were broken, and his baseball cap had disappeared.  

“Hey, buddy!” someone shouted from a passing car.  “Don’t drink so much next time!”

Clarence got to his feet and put a hand to his head.  He had no choice but to hoof it all the way home.  He only hoped he would make it.  He would stay off the main roads, wanting to avoid the sharp jabs of sunlight, chrome and glass, stick to the quieter streets where there was more shade.  

He kept his head down as he walked.  He stopped once to throw up by a nearby tree.  He hoped a police officer would drive by and give him a lift, but like the old adage: there was never one around when you needed one.

Clarence stopped to rest for a while.  His face was bleeding.  People steered clear of him because he looked more frightening than in need.  

His head was in agony.  He was dehydrated.  A glass of water would do wonders.

He cursed, hating the sights around him, which only added to his pain: cement, buildings, traffic lights, signs, telephone poles, wires, and noise: Yield.  Right Lane Must Turn.  Thru Traffic.  One Way.  No Parking.  Speed Limit 35.  School Zone.  Children at Play.  Dead End.  He could write a book on the signs alone.  The mountains were somewhere to the west, weren’t they?  They worked like stars in their way.  But in his dizziness, he couldn’t make out a thing.  

He thought he was going to throw up again and stopped to catch his breath.  

He’d have to make a call to renew his Social Security Card, get another driver’s license.  

Why couldn’t he keep his big mouth shut?  Why did he feel like he had to let everyone know what he thought?  He was still trying to change his little corner of the universe, make it a better place.  Was that so bad?  

Is that your definition of changing the world?  

He knelt, putting a hand to his head.  A roar filled his brain.  

That’s the Beast, he thought.

The Beast, yes, that devourer of souls . . . the leviathan he’d dreamed about.  

He thought of Jonathan, the boy who’d tried to help him.  The mother had screamed at him, but the child had stayed.  The child had . . . 

Loved you.  The child had loved you.

“That’s the world for you,” he mumbled.

It took him almost two hours to get home.  When he did, he walked slowly up the stairs and inside.  He went to the cabinet above the sink, looking for aspirin, but first . . . the coldest glass of water he could find.

—
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He looked at the gash on his forehead in the bathroom mirror.  It had stopped bleeding at least.  

He tried to stay awake for as long as he could, his head pounding like chopper blades.  He was scared he’d slip into a coma if he fell asleep.  He’d read about that once—if you had a concussion.

He cleaned himself up, washing out the wound, and made an ice pack for it.  He might’ve suffered a concussion but decided not to go to the doctor.  He didn’t think he’d been hurt badly enough to warrant a visit, and he didn’t have insurance anyway.

After cleaning up and drinking some water, he actually started to feel better.  His head had dulled to a less painful throb, and he kept the curtains closed.

Clarence shut his eyes, lying back in the recliner.  He put a hand to his head.  It was a miracle his nose wasn’t broken. 

You are no longer among the living, he thought.

Foreign lands surrounded him suddenly, like the rip in the air he’d experienced the night before.  Mountains of ice, the view of a purple planet rose before his eyes.  He was moving beyond stars now, like a pilot of the universe witnessing its glory.  He weaved through every complexity and black hole.

It was possible to create everything new again.  He saw that now.

A royal calling beckoned, as if he were part of some great lineage . . . 

In the same instant, a monster roared like thunder.

The Beast, an entity of shadow that had been with him since he’d been a boy, was making its presence felt . . .

Claws grabbed him by the biceps, driving him into the earth.  Phlegm dripped onto his face.  Thunder filled his ears again.  A giant grass field appeared in his mind, blazing under heat and flame.  

He saw Jonathan, the boy who’d tried to help him, his small, delicate hand reaching out to save him. . .  

The August heat buried him, the bus driving past.  Hot wind brushed against his face.  He was prone on the sidewalk again, tasting glass, dirt, and cigarette butts . . .  

The Beast had more power than he gave it credit for . . .  

It ate souls for a living, too.
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​​​​​CHAPTER III
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Clarence suffered from headaches every day.  He chewed on aspirin, four or five at a time sometimes, grinding them into his molars.  He was feeling noticeably better by the time he went back to work again.  Jeremy and Samantha, his two favorite co-workers, asked him what had happened.  He had two black eyes and a swollen lip.  

“Trying to stick up for humanity,” he told them.  Jeremy, the dishwasher, a long-haired youth, and Samantha, the waitress, looked at each other and chuckled.

“Might want to stick to minding your own business, it looks like,” Jeremy said.

“Thanks for the advice,” Clarence replied, and went back to work.

Though he might’ve suffered a concussion, some pain and humiliation were about the worst of it.  After several more days, the swelling had gone down, and his black eyes faded.  He made some calls to renew his Social Security Card and driver’s license at work since he didn’t have a phone, and by the time his next day off rolled around, Monday, he was more or less back to his old self.  A challenging week to say the least.  There had been no strange, unexplainable occurrences: no rips in the air, letters on the floor of the tub, or people with blue skin.  He started to think with all that had happened that maybe he’d imagined it all.

It was still hot out and, if anything, he wanted to get out of the apartment.  The heat was insufferable, and he didn’t have air conditioning.  Staying home bored to death didn’t sound very fun. 

Clarence bought another pair of sunglasses, a Rockies baseball cap (the cheapest he could find), and spent the day at the Tattered Cover, a favorite city bookstore near the Cherry Creek Mall on the south side of Denver.  It wasn’t far from his apartment. 

The Tattered Cover was locally owned, a one-of-a-kind bookstore sizable enough to compete with the bigger chains because of its authenticity.  Clarence wasn’t part of the regular clientele, but he liked the dim, cozy atmosphere.  Four stories high, it was strictly books and periodicals with a quaint café on the ground floor.  The smell of coffee, paper, and ink, light music on the speakers, made him glad he’d come, and he breathed a sigh of relief.  It felt good to move about with a clear head and browse some books.

He was on the fourth floor, mainly fiction, eyeing the spines of paperbacks in the science fiction and fantasy section.  Another world altogether sounded enjoyable, but he wasn’t familiar enough with science fiction and fantasy to know what he’d like . . . a branch he rarely ventured into.  He ambled toward the horror section and smiled, looking at the dark, blood-red spines.  Horror in a bookstore was similar to horror at the video store, a distinct section featuring black backgrounds and blood-red lettering.  Feeling more old-fashioned, he moved around the corner toward the classics.  

He didn’t have much money.  He might be able to buy a few, but that would mean eating scarce for the week, and he’d just bought a new hat and sunglasses.  Books were getting too expensive these days.  

The titles weren’t doing anything for him anyway, but at least it was cooler in here.  He could lose himself in another world while staying out of the heat.

But the damage he’d suffered at the hands of the bikeris all must’ve been worse than he thought.  The effects were lingering.  The business from the café on the ground floor was unnerving.  The idle chatter seemed louder than usual.  He’d never been one to tune things out, and his sensitivity to it seemed on overdrive.

A throb started between his temples.  He rubbed his head with his fingers.  He looked up, suddenly feeling very out of place.

The library would’ve been better.  Why hadn’t he gone there?  He didn’t seem to be making the wisest choices lately. 

He could make friends with characters in some other time and place.  Instead of borrowing milk and sugar, they could bring things to him.  They wouldn’t beat down his door, taking advantage of his hospitality.  They’d pull plowshares together, toil the fields.  Was that possible?  Perhaps a cottage in some remote village during the winter months, snow falling in large flakes past his window.  The thought made him smile.  

He lived at Bag-End in the Shire.  That’s what he needed: The Lord of the Rings.  Or maybe London over a century ago, stomping through the muddy streets, hailing a hackney coach.  He’d run into Dickens.

“God bless us,” he said, aloud.  “Everyone!”

Yes!  He needed a Dickens novel!  

Still, the feeling of doom wouldn’t leave him.  Hadn’t he thought that on the bus a week ago?  Gods?  What and who were gods?  Dead . . . just as Rome had fallen?

He was thinking this when he saw the woman looking in his direction: smart, sexy, a flawless, almost perfect complexion.  

And so your search for beauty ends . . .  

He focused on the paperbacks in front of him.  What was the rule?  For a minute, he couldn’t think straight.  He couldn’t put his sunglasses on because he was already inside.  It would look trite if he did.  He could pretend he was deaf.  He’d practiced that enough. 

He grabbed another book and examined the cover.  Babbit, by Sinclair Lewis.  He’d never read it.  

Footsteps moved across the carpet toward him.  

Just leave me alone, he thought.  Can’t you see I don’t want to be bothered? 

Good Lord, what was happening to him lately?  The world was getting the best of him, and he was letting it.  

You can pick up bad people anywhere, Clarence thought.  You can pick up bad people in bookstores.  Just because people read and just happened to be beautiful doesn’t mean they’re not corrupt.  

He should’ve gone to the library.  Lesson learned.  People were more apt to leave you alone at the library.  

He could put the book back on the shelf, turn, and go to another section of the store.  That would give her the hint, wouldn’t it?

Why are you making this so difficult?

Clarence put one foot in front of the other, just like in the rhyme, but couldn’t bring himself to move.  He put Babbit back on the shelf.

“Sinclair Lewis fan?”

She was right behind him.

He turned and looked at her.  “I’ve never read it actually.”

“Neither have I,” she said, her voice soft.

Clarence nodded a single time.  He hadn’t realized she was so attractive.  Her hair shimmered beyond her shoulders like a mantle of gold.  She wore a black headband, sophisticated attire: a business jacket, white blouse underneath, and black slacks.  A gold necklace with a calligraphic design he couldn’t place nestled in her throat.  She wore quaint glasses.  Her skin was fair.  She was beautiful, breathtakingly so.  It was hard to look at her.  

Her brightness almost blinded him, worse than the sun.  His headache was getting worse.

I’m a cave dweller, he thought.  A primitive troll, and my eyes can’t even handle all this light.

Leave me alone! he wanted to shout.  With all that beauty, she could take a hint, couldn’t she?

He wondered why his feet weren’t moving.  He should’ve been gone by now.  He didn’t care if he came across as rude.  He should start wearing a t-shirt that read Don’t Bother Me, I’m Reading.

“My name’s Penelope.”

“Hi,” he said.  “Clarence.  Do you always strike up conversations with total strangers, Penelope?”

She raised her eyebrows.  “No.  I just . . . well . . . your being in the classic section kind of . . . intrigued me.”

“Are you being serious?” he asked.  “People come into the classic section every day.  That doesn’t mean I’m not a lunatic.”

“There you go,” she told him.

“What’s that?”

“The fact that you’re saying you’re a lunatic implies you’re not.”

“True,” he said, raising his eyebrows.  “Maybe you’re the lunatic.”

She snorted laughter.  “A sense of humor, too.”  

Good God, was she for real?  Was this happening?  

“It’s a nice combination,” she said.  “You look like you’re trying to hide from the world.  Long-sleeved shirt on a hot day, baseball-cap.  You look like an undercover cop.”

He turned to her and frowned.  “Look, I don’t mean to be rude, but I really wasn’t in the mood to socialize today.  I just came in here to get out of the heat and browse a few books.”

She stared at him, but he hadn’t shaken her.  “Are you always . . .” she said.  “So standoffish?”

“Only when accosted by strangers.  Or beautiful women.  You’ll forgive me, but it’s hard for me to believe that your motives are strictly pure.”  He picked up another book, didn’t read the cover, but turned it over in his hands.

“Would you like to get a cup of coffee with me?”

He looked up.  “Is this for real?”

She smiled, her face lighting up, and nodded. 

“What is it with you?” he asked.

“I could say the same about you.  I just asked a simple question.”

“Yeah, well, you’re setting yourself up for a real disappointment.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.”

He put the book on the shelf and sighed.

“So?  How about it?”

He would regret this, but what the hell?  

“Okay,” he said.  “You win.  Why the hell not?”

—
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If he had a ring on his finger, he could’ve avoided this.  He’d have to remember that in the future.  Still, a cup of coffee wouldn’t kill him, and she was attractive.  Most men longed for just such a moment, prayed for it to happen: beautiful woman walking into their lives and striking up a conversation.  What the hell was wrong with him?  Was he so jaded he couldn’t trust another living soul?  There had to be a catch.  He couldn’t put his finger on it. 

They chose Peete’s, a coffee and Danish shop around the corner.  The café in the Tattered Cover was too busy.  He ordered an iced mocha, an indulgence he couldn’t often afford, but she insisted on buying.  Penelope got an iced tea, and they picked a table by the window.  People in sunglasses and caps ambled by, congesting the sidewalk.  The street was noisome with traffic.  

“So,” she said.  “What do you do for a living?”

“As little as possible,” he said.

She grinned, taking a sip of her drink.  “Are you going to make wise-cracks every time I ask you a question?”

“Are you expecting me to?”

“Yes.”

“I can be serious for a minute then, I guess.”  He sipped his mocha.  “I work in a restaurant downtown . . . The Grease Spot.  I’m a cook.”

“What made you want to do that?”

“It’s all I know.  You get to eat for free, which helps.”

“What do you do on your time off?”

“Stare out my window, have a few beers, and enjoy the night sky.”

“Is that all?”

He shrugged.  “Watch a baseball game maybe, bury my face in a book.  I lead a rather dull existence.  I don’t bungee-jump.  I’ve never been scuba diving, but I have seen the Pacific.  I went to Disneyland once when I was a kid.  I don’t really hike, but I do like long walks in the city.  I don’t need a whole lot.  I’m on a quest for beauty, I guess.  But life keeps getting in the way.  I’ve had an interesting week, where it’s made it harder to see than normal.  It’s just my attitude.  I’ll snap out of it.”

“What is it exactly?”

Clarence shrugged and looked away.  “I don’t know.  This weight.  Darkness.  Something inside that won’t go away.  Like it was born there.  A bad belief maybe.  I just don’t know how to change it.  Maybe it’s just the balance of light and dark.”

She nodded, seeming to understand.  “Are you angry?”

He chuckled.  “Are you always so inquisitive?”

“I’m a people person,” Penelope told him.  “I like people.  I like to know what makes them tick.  I just find you interesting.  That’s is all.”

“Yeah.  I’ve heard that before.  People are always interesting until you get to really know them.  Then suddenly they’re not so interesting anymore.  Once the mystery is gone, it’s all downhill.  People pine for mystery.”

“You’re angry with the world, aren’t you?”

He furrowed his brows and looked at her.  A shadow crept into his brain, and he smiled.  “I guess I’m a nihilist.  It’s a silly belief really, no hope, no meaning, no purpose.  Where’s the fun in that?  But there’s something I just can’t shake.  This unsettled feeling.  Uneasiness, darkness.  It’s more real than light.  Is it possible to be born bad?  What chance do you have for hope and light if that’s the case?  Hardly seems fair.  If you want an answer to your question, that’s the best I can do.”

Penelope fingered the lid of her tea. 

Clarence sighed, then shook his head, chuckling.  “Please excuse me,” he said.  “I can be a little dramatic sometimes.  I’ve had a more than unusual week, and I think it’s getting the best of me.  I’m just not used to . . . this sort of thing happening to me: being accosted by strangers . . . and a beautiful woman at that.  So, I’m just a bit leery.  I think you can understand why I would feel that way.”

Penelope looked up, smiled, and blushed.  “Well, thank you.  Sincerely.  And I do understand.  I would probably feel the same way.”

He shrugged.  “It just seems kinda  . . . surreal.  I’m a loner.  I don’t have many friends, and I think I like it that way.  It’s not a cop out.  It’s just who I am.  So, I’m just trying to figure out what your motive is.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just what I’m talking about.  Beautiful, unbelievably so, and single, right?  How does someone like you not have a boyfriend or isn’t married?  Or are you?  Is this a game you like to play—to emasculate men, get them to grovel, so you can realize how much power you have in beauty?”

Her mouth opened, taken aback.  “I . . . I would never do that.  That’s cruel.  I . . . I guess I haven’t found the right person yet.  But I would like to.”

Clarence made a sound in his throat.  “So, what is a fashionable, beautiful woman—single—approaching a total stranger in a bookstore for?”

“I told you . . . there was just something about you.”

Clarence shook his head.  “Look, Penelope.  I don’t know what the deal is, but this seems a little too good to be true, which usually means it is.  I’m a pessimist at heart, too jaded to believe it’s sincere.  I’ll be upfront, okay?  I try to be a better man, truly.  I really do.  I try to be a better person, see things in a more positive light.  Sometimes I try really hard.  And maybe that’s it.  Maybe I think I’m trying when I’m not really.  I’m not a sweetheart, a romantic, a gentleman, a successful person, a purveyor of beauty, or anything of the sort.  I just want to be left alone.  I mean no offense, but you’re pushing in the wrong direction, and it’s leaving a bad taste in my mouth.  Let’s not waste each other’s time, okay?”

She stared at him: wide, blue eyes.  “Clarence . . . wow . . . I don’t know what to say.  I’m being honest . . . truly.  I’m being sincere.  I just saw you in the bookstore standing there in the classic section, and there was . . . something about the way it looked to me.  Something drew me to you.  I can’t explain it.  I just wanted to get to know you.  You didn’t strike me as the average man, and I can see I’m right.  You’re not.”

“Are you gonna say you see something in me?”

“Look, I understand why you think that way, why you’re skeptical.  I would be, too.  But will you believe me when I say there’s nothing more than genuine sincerity going on here?  Honest.  I saw a handsome man in the classics section.  It was superficial of me, okay, but it didn’t make me want to get to know you less.”

He didn’t know what to say.  Something about her nagged at him, though, and he stared at her for a long time.

“Look . . . I’m going to try and be as brutally honest as I can about life.  And about myself.  Okay?  Nothing ever sparked me or made me feel passionate enough to know I wanted to do it for the rest of my life.  I just never loved anything that much.  I’m not resentful or holding onto some grudge from the past, believe me.  I’m not trying to place blame on my mother and father for turning out the way I did.  I almost wish I had something like that.  At least it would make sense.  But if there’s so much meaning in the world, and if people want meaning in their lives, then I’m at a loss because I have no idea what that meaning is.  I can see it in others, sure.  That’s easy.  But as for my own life, I just don’t get it.  That’s not bitterness or anger; it’s just reality.  I don’t have it in there.  It’s simply non-existent.  I can’t explain what it’s like.  There’s some void in there where the substance should be.  I’ve prayed, unendingly, on my knees for answers, for God to show Himself, to reveal His love, and to open my heart.  I’ve wept in bitterness and pain like anybody.  But the silence is maddening.  It’s all I can hear.  And I know I’m not the only one like that.  I don’t hear, feel, or see anything.  I’ve tried to make those prayers sincere, to make sure that my heart was in the right place when I said them, so God would know I wasn’t humoring myself or Him.

“But I’m still floundering around.  The question is still as confusing as it was to me then.  I don’t understand any one religion, any one philosophy, or any sort of belief that will keep me going for the rest of my life.  I can’t create faith out of nothingness.  It’s like I want to believe, but I don’t see or feel anything that proves it to me.  If God is speaking, I can’t hear Him.  I haven’t been able to make that kind of commitment to anything, even a love or passion.  The night, Penelope, and good drink.  That’s the only thing that keeps me going.  Is that enough?  

“You have to make the best of what you can, and I think that’s all you have.  If you haven’t got much, you have to make the best of that.  I could’ve been born in a third world country, less fortunate, less educated, more addicted, more helpless, but I’m not.  I can still maintain the quality of my life here in America, even if it’s empty, shallow, and for the most part, purposeless.  Maybe that’s as good as it’s ever going to get.  Maybe I just don’t have the right kind of eyes to see the beauty with, the right ears to hear.  People say gratitude reciprocates, but I don’t know what the hell to be grateful for: being destitute, knowing that my peace comes in a bottle?  Am I screwed just because I’m made a certain way or believe a certain way.  Am I at fault for what I believe in?

“There’s pain there.  And it hurts, it really does, and I hate it, especially when you see it in other people.  Some people attract good things into their lives.  They don’t even have to work for it: money, love, success, even hope.  Some are just lucky.  I’ve heard their stories.  We either fall into one or two categories.  Some people have a happier disposition, the right kind of brain chemistry, but for me, I’m mainly neutral or indifferent.  It’s just not that easy for me.  It doesn’t come naturally.  I feel like a fraud.  I prefer strong drink.  It’s the only thing that’s ever made sense to me because at least then I can pretend everything’s okay, even if I know it isn’t.  A beautiful creature like you wants to get to know me?  Why?  I know myself better than you, so don’t fool yourself into trying to say I’m something I’m not.  Maybe it’s just being unable to love myself or see myself for who I really am.  But I don’t buy it.  I just can’t bring myself to open up to the experience or look at it and say, ‘Wow, here’s something special.  Maybe this is that special thing I’ve been waiting for my whole life.  Maybe this is my lucky day, my one big break.’  I just don’t work that way.  Maybe I have a defect, a mechanism inside that just isn’t working properly.  A psychological problem.  I don’t know.  But I can’t reach out.  I have a wall inside me, and it gets bigger every day.  It’s left me jaded.  Honestly, I just want to be left alone.  That’s when I’m happiest, and I have the freedom to do that.  That’s what I’m thankful for.  Solitude.  There is peace in that, and I find that beautiful.”

They were silent for a while, Penelope looking into her tea.

Clarence looked out the window.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “It’s been an interesting week, like I said.  You deserve better.  The timing of all this is a little ironic, to say the least, and that’s putting it lightly.”

She smiled, which surprised him.  “There are beautiful things, though,” she said.

“You’re right,” he said.  “There are beautiful things.”  He thought about the rip in the fabric almost a week ago, the letter in the tub, the stars, the smell of rose petals, even the man on the roof.  How could he say those things and mean them if he hadn’t experienced them firsthand?

Because they were a lie, the Beast said.  

What else had it been but a freak occurrence, an overly tired mind?  Maybe he was drinking too much.  

“I think beauty is all you need . . . love,” she said.  “Light.”

“Are you a spiritual person?” he asked.

She shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I believe in growing.  I believe any act of kindness can be a small miracle, you know?  We learn as we go.  The world is broken, and people are too.  I believe in healing and restoration.”

“That’s noble.”

“I believe the world will change in its own time when it’s time to change.  I believe it’s up to humankind to be good examples to each other, to nurture the human spirit, and help care for one another, especially those in need.  If you see something you don’t like, then you do something about it.  Many people are doing good things.  There’s a lot of good things happening in the world, but you have to look inward, too.  We have to make those changes within ourselves.  That’s the only way it can happen.  I think that’s all we really have.  Love is a force, and it’s stronger than we give it credit for.  And it deserves  better.”

“You’re right,” Clarence said, looking around.  “You make a good point.  I just don’t think it’s that easy for everyone.  We live in a very selfish, ‘Me’ society.  Consumerism, greed, power, selfishness, and corruption.  The little people don’t mean anything.  We’re cogs in a wheel.  We’re conditioned to chase the superficial.  We don’t even know we’re doing it.”

“I think it’s the forgotten and the ignored who are going to rise up.”

He looked at her for a long time.  “David and Goliath?”

“Something like that.  God loves the underdog.”

“Hmm,” he said.  “Maybe you’re right.”

Penelope decided to change the subject:

“When was the last time you had a girlfriend?”

“One I actually liked?”

“Yes.”

He thought back.  “There was a girl in the fourth grade, Janeen McKenna.  I loved her to death.  At least I think I did.  I can’t remember us saying a single word to each other.  It’s kinda funny.  I just held her hand once.  We had a skate party in the gym one time, and the girls had to pick somebody to skate with.  I had a friend named Tommy, who was trying to get Janeen to skate with him.  She pretended he wasn’t even there.  She just skated right up to me instead and took my hand, and out we went onto the gym floor.  I’ll never forget it.”

“What happened to her?”

“We moved.  She’s the only girl I look back on and understand why I loved her.”

“And you can’t remember saying a single thing to her?”

“Go figure, huh?”

“I think it’s . . . magical.  I knew you had beautiful things inside.”

Clarence narrowed his eyes, suddenly defensive.  “Some people go their whole lives pining for love and never get to experience a woman’s touch . . . and vice-versa.  It hasn’t been that way for me.  I know what true love is.  It’s the innocence before corruption.  That’s when everything gets marred.  If everyone could just hold hands, everything would be okay.  But it’s not like that.  Most kids don’t understand how good that can be, how real . . . that young, perfect infatuation, because when you’re an adult, it changes.”

“Is that why you think I’m here?” she asked.  “To . . . to go to bed with you?”

Clarence shrugged.

“I just . . . something about you,” Penelope said.  “By yourself in the bookstore.  You just didn’t seem to care what anyone thought.  Self-made, yet standing there in the classic section, where the real heart and soul of literature is.  Those books have value, Clarence.”

“I was in the horror section right before that.”

She smiled.  “Seriously, though.  I felt like I knew a little about you even then, who you were.  Your behavior is gruff, but I don’t buy it.  I think it’s a façade.”

“Don’t set yourself up for a disappointment.”  His features darkened.  She’d struck a chord, and he didn’t like it.

“Maybe I just wanted someone to hang out with who had good taste in books,” she said.  “Maybe I just want a friend and not sex at all.”

“That kind of person doesn’t exist.”

“In my world it does,” she said.  

Clarence looked into the crowded streets and watched the passersby, flocks of people.  The majority looked like tourists.  Suddenly, he couldn’t stop thinking about how ridiculous this was: Penelope wanting to know him, the way she saw him in the bookstore.  How she claimed to know him better than he did himself.  It was starting to make him sick.

“I have to go,” he said, standing and pushing his chair back.

Penelope looked bewildered.  “What did I say?”

“Give me a break, okay?  This is all very flattering, what you’re trying to do, but it’s leaving a bad taste in my mouth.  I appreciate the gesture.  I really do.  But I can’t do it.  Thanks for the coffee.”

“Wait!” Penelope said, standing.  People looked their way.  “Clarence!  Can I call you sometime?  Can we get together?”

“I don’t have a phone,” he said, weaving through the tables.  

He left the coffee shop and looked down the street, searching for the best route home.

Penelope followed him out the door.  “Wait!  Clarence!”

Clarence looked behind him and saw her weaving through the throng, but he was losing her.  Now he was the spectacle.  People looked amused, but he didn’t care.  

Should’ve bought a simple wedding band, he thought, just a cheap, ten-dollar thing.

He was getting a headache again.  Darkness reached in, and he took a deep breath.  He’d almost let the world in, the Beast, the one thing wanting dominion over his life.  But wasn’t he letting it?  

He’d lost her, and he was soon on Logan Street, heading home.  He breathed a sigh​​​​​​ a sigh of relief, glancing behind him to make sure she wasn’t following.  

CHAPTER IV

––––––––
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The headaches wouldn’t stop, the pain blunt and intense around his eyes and the back of his head.  He was perspiring heavily,the beast and the heat wasn’t helping, the fan moving hot air back and forth.  He went to the cupboard and swallowed three aspirin, hoping that would help.

Would she look for him?  It was hard to say. 

He looked out the window and into the street, but there was no one there.  

Did she think she could ensnare any man she wanted just because she was beautiful? 

Yet something else nagged at his thoughts.  He wasn’t as informed, as intuitive as he’d thought.  He’d been enjoying the conversation, at least parts of it.  He had to admit.  He had never talked about those things with anyone before.  

But how could he trust a woman like that?  She could have any man she wanted . . . a million more successful, more gentlemanly, kinder men, yet she’d decided to talk to him?  It didn’t make sense. 

He put a hand to his temple.  He’d have to remember to take some aspirin with him wherever he went now.  He was still angry for talking so openly with her and scolded himself not to do it again.  

Where is the child in all this?  Where is that small, dark-headed miracle?  

If only he could converse with children!  A child’s conversation was easy to understand, the ceaseless questioning, the unending wonder . . . 

Never say anything . . . Hemingway had said.
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