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THE DOCTOR'S VISIT  



[image: ]





In a small, chatty town in the Highlands of Scotland, where many still speak of the coming of the Lord Reay and the appetite of Sawney Bean, there lies a forgotten globetrotter, buried beneath a deep blanket of fur, the warmth for which his body can no longer keep. His face so pale, only the shallow shadows of his cheekbones reveal the hint of a man, slowly vanishing into the folds of his pillow. He faces a straw death, told only by the spirit who so desperately poisons his soul. But whilst the spirit awaits his demise, and the locals go on about the weather, this bedridden man fights to be with his beloved in this one final journey of forever hope and happiness.  



****
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Tis the final hours of Valentine's Day and sitting by the fireplace with his forehead ablaze is the ailing man’s caregiver. He is waiting for a late-night council from a visitor no one in town has ever met. Such is his devotion to have trailed behind his friend for so many years that now he must agree with his request to seek care elsewhere. You see, it is the ailing man’s belief that his caregiver's antiquated medicines of tossing vervain and applying dung to his wounds have left nothing but skin lacerations and a horrible smell.

One could delve into all the peculiarities of his caregiver, but for now, the insistence of his friend is to answer the call at the door. Slipping into his long, black gown, the caregiver raises a candle that exposes his bug-like snarl, before he scurries like an insect in secrecy, down the hallways of the manor and away from the lights that might find him. Upon reaching the foyer, he covers his scowl with his long, black hair, then opens the door to the howling, chilly night.

“How do you do? I am Dr. Parlay Cloverly. My wife and I were having a wonderful Valentine’s dinner at the Goose and Neck when we received your call.”

Without a word of acknowledgment, the caregiver snickers at this rather portly man with thin, yellowing hair, thinking him to be a lost tourist.

“Let's try this again; my name is...”

The caregiver closes the door abruptly and waits for a re-knock before reopening it.

Now wide-eyed with a raised eyebrow, the doctor reiterates his visit: “I was kidding about trying again, but alright. How do you do? I am Doctor Cloverly; may I come in?”

“Yer in,” the caregiver replies with a short quip.

“How about far enough that the door can shut out the cold?”

Again, the caregiver remains motionless, still regarding the stranger with much restraint.

“Were you maybe, expecting someone else?”

“I will offer you passageway if you allow me a test. You must turn for me, remove your helm, and surrender your coat.”

Obliging, the doctor slowly places a bulky bag on the floor. He then raises his hands, lifts his hat off his head, and hands the caregiver his coat. The caregiver then squints and retreats a few steps back to check on the pockets. “Nice gloves, handkerchief, and hand sanitizer.”

The doctor nods his head, “Are we good then?”

“Your bag, if I may.”

“This is ridiculous,” as the doctor hands him his bag.

“I thought you might complain!” The caregiver's eyes go wide with aggression, then he pulls out a cross from his robe and thrusts it into the doctor's forehead. “Ah-hah, there! You flinched. A sign of one's lack of confidence – and how about this?'” the caregiver spins his body around and slaps the doctor across the face. “You did it again, only there was more horror in your mug!”

“Enough! I'm a grown man!” The doctor yells while pushing his way forward into the room. 

“Have a go, will you?!!” grunts the caregiver, who then grabs the doctor by the lapels and drags him to the floor. After rolling on top of doctor, kicking him between the legs, and beating him with his own hat, both finally collapse to the floor. Breathing heavily, the caregiver taps the doctor’s leg, “Did you bring your medicines, sir?”

The doctor sticks his arm out and drops the bag to the floor.

“Welcome to the Mills house, Doctor. Glad you could make the journey.”

The doctor drapes his coat over his arm and gives the caregiver a curious look. “Millhouse? I came all the way to see a man make flour?”

“No, sir. Mills is the family name. Beauregard Heathan Fox is the inherited keeper of the house now. He awaits your arrival.”  

“Very good then. Let's be on our way.”

The servant lifts up the doctor's bag and kicks up his heels. “I would like to point out that I generally don't make house calls.”

“I understand the inconvenience, being it is the final hour of Valentine's, but you are the only Doctor within a midnights journey.”

Down the long, musty corridors, they hurry, often redirected by sharp bends and unexpected doorways. The doctor struggles to keep up with the long strides of the caregiver, but he manages to follow the man's breath through the cold corridors. Eventually, the doctor stumbles into a sitting room, where the caregiver bows before a door.

“He waits in the study, good Doctor, the door is not guarded.”

“Can you give me some background on Mr. Fox?”

“He's a humorist. He has studied the art of humor and spreads his teachings athwart the world.”

“I didn't know one could actually make a living doing that.”

“In times like these, it pays quite well.”

––––––––
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The door is slightly ajar, and a certain, earthy smell saturates the room’s interior. It is dark too, except for the glow from a fireplace, but any hope for further lighting rests on the two windows that remain shuttered and locked. The doctor squeezes his hands together to generate some warmth, noting that the room is only slightly above the temperature outside. It certainly could be made warmer if the hazards about the room were to be used in the fire. There are papers – stacks of them – on the tables and on the floors, even drifting about the air in a slightly felt breeze. Dusty books as well: Tales of the Misty Thloethum and The Fidi Belurdi – ancient stories passed down through the Foxes and the Mills for as long as their names can be remembered. Apart from the stale air and the family of book lice, the dead rodent on the breakfast table has the doctor most bothered.

“Hello?!!” the doctor calls to the open door until the caregiver arrives. “What is this place, caregiver? Do I not see a horseshoe hanging above the door? Are these not broken bird shells on the hearth? Am I not gagging before a rat cut in two on a feeding table? Necklaces of shark teeth and baskets of pearls? This hardly seems to be a room prepared for life-saving services.”

The caregiver steps over to the windows to ensure the shutters are still locked, “It’s not the room that wants healing, Doctor. We have separate services for so.” He takes the doctor's bag and sets it on the floor by the fireplace. He then lifts away the table of the untouched soup and divided rat, finally retrieving a chair from the corner and placing it by the bed covered in linen.

“Are you going to explain the dissection of a rat?”

“We prefer sacrificial varmints, Doctor, since Mo Charaid has a fondness for lambs. Are there more questions?”

“The question to what this place is and to why I am in this very room is still a concern of mine?”

“It was Mo Charaid's wish, not mine.” The caregiver straightens out the sheets and blankets on the bed. “You need to address that with him.”

The doctor scoffs at his remark, “Are we to play more games, court jester? Delay me no more! If an opinion is expected of me, I demand you call 'Mo Charaid' to this very room. My dinner waits for my return, while my wife still holds a seat!”

“You have only but to look, Doctor.”

On that very request, the doctor looks about the room before noticing the smiling servant tapping the very spot where a lumpy, tangled mess of sheets appear.

“I see nothing but dirty laundry on this bed.”

Again, the caregiver motions for the doctor to take a closer look, and true to his word, the doctor sees a faint outline of a body that could be easily mistaken for rustled sheets. Propped up within the pillows are the ghostly features of a face, so stretched along the bone that every crack and shallow of a skull is made clear. The doctor immediately senses a ruse.

“Is this a sick joke? Displaying a corpse before me in the final hours of Valentine's? Did my wife put you up to this?!” At that very moment the doctor hears a weak cough that causes him to make a startled turn. “Well, his appearance is grave and his heart is weak.” The doctor leans closer to the ailing man's face, “Sir, how are you feeling?” The doctor waits for a response, but nothing is said.

“A showl here and a showl there is all he says. Lately, he has not spoken a word. The happy thoughts that supported him through the years, now replaced by a painful remembrance of the past. He speaks very little of it. A blundered attempt to secure one's love thirty years ago.”

The doctor looks down at the man's face, “He looks worse than that.”

The doctor rolls up the ailing man's sleeve and straps a cuff around his arm, pumping for pressure, “His blood pressure is very low. You spoke to him when?”

“Maybe a week. He spoke about how he was going to be with his lassie in a dream.”

“Good God! This man has no pants on!!”

“Aye, and he still says nothing.”

The doctor pulls the sheets back to cover him. “Well, it might be important to keep his extremities warm. Has he been taking any medications?”

“Council juice with boneset. I see no reason to prescribe otherwise.”

The doctor bows his head with frustration, “Is this how they treat people in these parts?”

“Aye, mallets for cysts, plyers for teeth, leaches for malaise, and a council from Henry.”

The doctor laughs, “Henry? The local well-wisher?”

“He scares away the ill dreams; at least so is told. You could ask Henry; he's the varnished skull in goat's bladder beneath the pillow.”

“AAAHH!” the doctor falls backwards, surprised by a skull that appears in his lap. “If you believe this is a place to help an ailing man, I suggest you think otherwise! And be it well advised to check the blood flow to his feet, because these are blue!”

The caregiver turns abruptly, not saying a word, retrieving the blankets the doctor let fall to the floor.

The doctor stands and cups his hands over the fire. He leans over a basket brimming with pearls, then snatches a piece of paper drifting before his face. It is a legal document with incoherent words scribbled outside the lines. “The unofficial appearance of thoughts on paper belonging to a man...” turning the paper over with a smirk, “who is yet to reveal a name. How interesting.” 

The doctor drops the paper into the fire and continues to warm his hands. “Maybe we started off on the wrong foot. Do you have a name, caretaker?”

“Porta Floyd. Aiden Porta Floyd.”

“Porta Floyd, you have been in his care for how long?”

The caregiver squeezes the ends of his pointy chin, “Ten and twenty years, I say.”

“That's a long commitment. Something to be honorable for.”

“It is bit a wee thing to be caregiver. A respectable gesture enacted by an unsigned commitment to offer a life dedicated to the troubles of another. I accept this gladly.”

The doctor smiles and turns to warm his backside. “Have you thought about what you would do when your friend is gone?”

“I cannot really ponder over such thoughts while all is well. To dwell on a close friend's inevitable future is like predicting your own. Forgive my curiosity, friend Coverly. Will these inquiries and examinations readily advance Mo Charaid's condition? It’s time for his midnight tea and I have prepared the most delightful chocolate truffles.”

“Uh-huh,” the doctor replies in a solemn tone. “You understand me, Porta Floyd, when I tell you that your friend does not have a long life ahead of him?”

“I understand.”

“Then you have made preparations?”

“Of course! You can hear the bell all the way from the Clarewigs of Trough. It’s Valentine's, you know. The first you see is the first you get! And each midnight of Valentine's, 'Come-Along-Bessy' arrives at the foreside door, stamping her hoof and swaying her horns. Aye, Mo Charaid should have never fed her those oats.”

“Mr. Porta Floyd! He's going to die. Not in a few years, but within the next few hours.”

The caregiver slaps his knee and throws up his hands in laughter, “You make me laugh, doctor. So few days ago, he came out of his sleep, happy with a touch of mirth, asking for a taste of haggis. He was making funnies of his weight loss, you see.”

“That's the illness and the body bargaining for a last fair well. Look at him – his eyes are glazed, his pulse is weak, and his body temperature is low. His knees and feet are blue, and his hands are covered in liver spots. These are hardly the symptoms of a man at a loss for love. We can only make his last few hours more bearable.”

“But I gave him lox droppings! I kept the wraiths out!”

“Hardly a reason to suppose he'd get better. When was the last time he stood?”

“There's no need for him to stood, Doctor! I can hold a mirror! I can comb what wee hair he has! I’ll be forth right in saying so, I’m not in agreement with all your cured pebbles, pasty liquids, and metal objects brought to remedy one's health!”

The doctor searches through the contents of his bag, when the servant taps him on the shoulder.

“On the phone, you said you would be of help. Now you claim Mo Charaid would be in the better hands of vultures?! What changed, doctor?! The room not meet your standards?!”

“Know that I have analyzed the situation and have provided my best opinion.”

“Oh, an opinion you offer? Fancy so! I’m swithered by your acts of kindness, but you’re not a real doctor, are you? You’re just a doctor by chance, standing there with all your tools and your opinions. Oh, Mo Charaid, your dying of liver spots and a shortness of breath. What a relief! How about a looly-poop for your troubles!” The caregiver turns away and then turns back, “You’re full of malarkey, man! We ask for a doctor that cures, and instead, we get one that administers opinions!”

“I see no reason for the insult. Do we not practice a touch of urbanity in this household?!”

“A man of etiquette are we too, Doctor?! Maybe you’re an expert in the words of love as well!” The caregiver takes a sweep at the floor and grabs up a letter:


The air always sweeter, the sky always brighter. The sun never fades when you wake to the morn. But those dark clouds that warn us, with your friends that did scorns us, always they are there when our hearts will be torn.'



The doctor shakes his head and grimaces, “Are you trying to tell me this man's life is dependent upon a few poorly written love letters?”

The doctor lifts his hand from the mantel, when suddenly the fireplace erupts into several large pops. The caregiver, seeing the doctor’s concern, walks over and jabs at a log with a fire poker. 

“Don’t like that one?” The caregiver swoops up another letter:


When the collie calls for goodbye and the lone sheep wants to know why, somehow it’s the pony that always has to cry.’ 



The caregiver smirks, “Maybe it’s not his best, but another...”

“Stop!” the doctor says raising his hand. “Please! I see why your friend should suffer, but I do not see a reason why we should!”  

The fireplace, once again, erupts into a series of loud 'crackle-and-pops', prompting the caregiver to beat the log a bit more thoroughly.

“Listen to me; there is nothing I can do about your friend's health. His fight is his own.”

The caregiver, all flustered, stammers across the floor and thrusts the windows open to the chilly night. “There, doctor, I am opening the window for you! It's a bit above freezing, but maybe you were expecting the smell of flowers?! There is no love in you, sir!”

“I have a loving wife that is waiting for my return! Unlike, your Mo Charaid, who retreats into the shadows of his mind to hide from tormentors who wish to ruin his love!”

Angry with his response, the caregiver brandishes his fire poker, prompting the doctor to raise his medicine bag in defense, but it is not the caregiver who has come to be the assailant. It is the fireplace, and it is now, coughing out long streams of fiery embers across the room.

Quickly taking cover in the ailing man's bed sheets, the doctor believes he has found a safe refuge, but a hard grip on his shoulder tells him to believe otherwise. This grip is so mind-numbingly tight that the doctor falsely witnesses a delusional, long-haired, praying mantis, beating him with his own hat!

“I told you so, you miserable gommie!”

It is then the cracking sound of fingers that truly explains why his blood flow has been severed from his head. It is not from the angry fireplace or from the deranged caregiver, but from the very five bony fingers attached to the bed-stricken man! Insane with panic and desperate to flee, the doctor can do nothing but listen to the dying man’s final words of reclamation.

“Charge into the victors, and be sure to let them know; they have not...YET...WON!”

Mr. Fox falls back into his pillow and closes his eyes. 
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FEBRUARY 1: OLD ACQUAINTANCES
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It is not all bright and clear for what is thought to be a walk in the clouds. Instead, static appears, forming shapes only to be known as visions of his past. It is he who hides beneath a table in preschool, away from a caretaker pretending to be his mother. And will you look at those little shoes? No wonder he keeps falling over. It is his sixth birthday already, and just as suspected, he is avoiding his responsibilities. Of course, in those years, he did not want to accomplish anything more meaningful than a nap. But presently, in his adolescence, he seems quite happy with the few successes he has encountered with much luck. Truly his reason for the rabbit’s foot.

All these visions of his past are nothing more than a collage of mishaps, many he thought long forgotten, and too many to even count. Apparently, he had done very little to change his behavior. A life he successfully squandered away with unsophisticated thinking. He now understands what he must do. Even in dreams, one can change what one could never see while awake.

****
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The sound of doors sliding to a melodic swish is followed by a long, drawn-out gasp. Beauregard Heathan Fox steps forward onto the train platform and casts his eyes upon a world he had left thirty years ago. He has returned and feeling young again – twenty-eight years of age, to be exact. He has a rosy complexion and stands upright beneath his shoulders. There is clarity to his eyes too – those very eyes that had become useless to him only weeks recent.

It is hardly the first morning of February. The station is silent and before him is a metropolitan area of one million people. There will be no welcoming him back and he is not expecting one. There is only one person who has any significance to him now. Stunning eyes, a debonair smile, and the gift of words – he has none of these qualities. He never needed them. The woman of his affection does not care about these sorts of attributes. He is sure of that now.

Bo makes his first long steps to the sound of pots and pans clanking in his ears. Instinctively, he reaches around to feel the weight of a little house strapped to his back. In the excitement, he sets the backpack on the pavement and begins rummaging through all the uncouth clothing. The beige shorts – so worn, torn, and frayed at the edges! His wrinkled shirts and his worn-out shoes! And what is this?! His mad-bomber hat! All of it is here from his traveling days!

Bo swings his backpack around his shoulders and struts to the edge of the platform. He holds out his thumb for a cab and waits for his mind to create the noise of squeaking breaks. It should sound a bit mechanical and the air should be heavily consumed with petrol. Oddly, this is not what comes next. Instead, it is a name he hears – or rather, a name he has not heard in quite some time.

“Teuchy!!!”

Bo turns his head down the platform. He narrows his eyes toward a vision of a rather small woman wearing a red pull-over. The white letters on the shirt read: Girls United. She is tan-skinned with thin blond hair tied into a ponytail. Her face is unnaturally red, with the color commonly seen on those plagued with annoyance.

“Can I help you?” seems to be the most civil inquiry, but a civilized response is not what he receives. She beats her head with a closed hand and then spits on the street, not just once, but several times in succession, all ending in a round-house kick. Surely, he cannot be imagining an association with this person. Could this be a chance encounter? Perhaps, but she too has a backpack, much like his own. 

Bo has always kept a daily log in his backpack that should shed some light on this untamed person. Here is someone who matches her description. Her name is Mia Pearl; she is in her early thirties and resides in the southwest proper of London. She is extremely feisty and very ornery, often identified with the use of obscene gestures and derogatory verbiage. It is best not to approach her; rather, run if possible!

Bo suddenly feels a shove displace his feet. To his surprise, this cantankerous lady from the southwest proper of London is already upon him. Fiendish, vicious, and smug – her face exactly like this. Being a refined man, Bo offers forgiveness for his possible, ill-stated introduction, and stretches both arms out to embrace her. How amazingly real she feels. So soft and solid – like a sack of potatoes spoiled in places.

“Get off of me, you Pacu Fish, Spit-vomit!” the young lady squawks while pushing Bo to the ground. “What is wrong with you?!”

“I’m sorry, my hen.”

“Where were you going? We discussed this you know?”

Scratching his head, “T'wuz yonks. No?”

“Yonks?! We discussed these plans on the train!!”

Bo pauses to search his mind for the right wording. “Aye, so we did.”

“Then why the bloody hell were you hailing a cab?!!”

“We are going separate ways?”

“Don't rage me, Bo!! Don't do it!” clutching her fists with raised arms. “I see a dark cloud of foreseeable repercussions coming your way if you choose to continue with this behavior!”

“I’m sorry, my mind is elsewhere.”

The lady's eyes turn beady, questioning the sympathy lines on Bo's face, but soon relents. “Forget it, let's go!”

Bo pushes the logbook back into his side pocket and lifts his pack over his right shoulder. He wiggles his hips to get the adjustment correct and then shuffles quickly behind her. He somehow feels attached to this woman, but cannot fully understand why.

“And wipe that smirk off your face; I'm not your hen! You know, I always hear you say you don’t hear too well, but to me, you just don't want to listen. I am inclined to believe you are doing this to get even with us. Some kind of wrong you feel we have done to you.”

“We? There are more of you?”

“Pardon? Our traveling companion? The one who is picking us up?”

“Oh, sure. What ever happened to what's her name?”

“That does it!!” The small girl grabs Bo's pack straps and swings his body down beneath her, pulling him up slightly above the pavement. “Now listen here, my traveling grocket; you better get your act together or I am...”

Saved by a honk. The horrifying woman lifts her head to see the oncoming car pulling up to the curb. She releases Bo to the pavement while he watches the firestorm quietly dissolve in her eyes.

“Hiya Love!” Mia says, waving her hand to the driver. Then, grabbing Bo by his sleeve, she helps him to his feet and begins swatting the pavement-debris off his backpack. “Here she is. You better not let her see you acting this way.”

The mystery lady lowers the window half-way with her eyes peeking above her sunglasses. She is young, light-skinned, with dark eyes. She has a rather unique black hair style, fluffed on the top and braided with red stripes along the sides. Bo removes his cap and brushes a wisp of brown hair that drops onto his forehead, “How are you, Mam.”

She looks at him with confused, squinty eyes and smirks, “I am fine, Bo. How are you?”

Bo tries not to look confused, but she seems to recognize him, while at the same time, she seems to be expecting some recognition from him. Bo turns to Mia for some clarification, but she only replies with a playful laugh and smacks him across his arm. “Sorry, Sam. It's been a long day.”

“Sam? Samantha! I saw your name in the logbook!”  

Samantha smirks, “I am sure he'll come around.”

“That invariably remains to be seen. We'll add memory problems to the list.”

Bo tosses his backpack into the back seat of the car, then walks around to the passenger side. Sam looks at him slantwise, “Maybe you should let Mia sit in front. You know how she can be.”

“Good idea.” Bo climbs over the seat next to his backpack, watching Mia's head appear in the doorway.  

“What did I miss? Bo still having a skull fart? Did you call ahead, Sam? I want to be sure we have the best room in the city and not the worst night on the pavement. Oh, and we forgot to eat. Thursdays are toast medley with marmite figs.”

“Would you like to stop and pick something up?

“It's rather late, isn't it? Thinking Vegan cream cheese would settle just fine. Though avocados and mushrooms might be the new norm, which reminds me: Do they sell crisps here? Probably not. Seems to me too English.”

The city lights wink in the distance. It is very late and black spaces, joined with reeling head lamps, are all that appear on the road ahead. Bo rests his arms across his chest, reflecting on his arrival. His love is yet to materialize and it seems that 'out of the ordinary' is to be the 'new normal' with these acquaintances from his past. He is inclined to believe they will be sharing a room, a decision he is not allowed to partake in. Odd how Samantha's name and face are unrecognizable. He isn't aware of any dalliances that may have existed. The logbook may hold more information.


Page thirty-four:

These events, which took place on the thirty-first of January, are a stark reminder of how my behavior can be deemed inappropriate by ‘my companions'. It is just after midnight, and we have arrived by rail to the Southern City of Ghosts. Here we have returned to the birthplace of Samantha, who has arranged for us to stay in a posh motel. Posh it is not and it is in the attic where we are staying.

Flip, flip, flip...

With many restraints on my ability to travel freely, I have been given few choices to live otherwise. Under Mia's request, we are traveling to the beach, where she feels she can heal her maniacal convictions with the light of the sun. I have been praying to the various gods for an intervention, but none have accepted my plea.



Bo flips to the page of contents.

“Thievery Problem?!”

“What's that, Bo?”

Lifting his head toward Mia's voice for a brief moment, “Not a thing.” Bo reaches into his backpack and finds another logbook, realizing there are many more books to review.


January 1, Saturday:

Happy New Year, Perth Australia: I have been traveling under fits of rage for the past twenty-eight days. Mia's mood can change from not-so good to abominably horrible. It seems a slow speech impediment of mine has developed. I, too, am losing friends as a consequence of our companionship. Smacks are often where full-out disagreements can leave injury to passing strangers. Others whom I may initiate a conversation with are often brutally involved. Farm animals, too, are not off-limits. We are leaving the magistrate where Mia has been charged five-hundred Aussie dollars for striking a bull, scheduled to run in Pamplona. The reason for her action – neither the courts, nor she would elaborate on.   



Bo lifts his head, “Yet she still agreed to pay the fine. Interesting.”

A shadow cast down on the logbook, interrupting Bo's reading. He continues to flip through the pages but finds very little regarding Samantha. Every page is about Mia, except for a brief encounter with a girl named Keira and an odd bloke by the name of Peetrie. Bo looks out the window to see a large green sign with white letters passing over head. After exiting onto a ramp, they sit idle at a red light. He muses at the information he just read, thinking it must be an exaggeration. He has always had this distorted sense of humor. Apparently, they found a way to make their relationship work.

The dark, purple town with flickering lights looms ahead. Samantha's timing is perfect, with each intersecting road raising a green-eye to their approach. She turns left and then left again, with Mia nodding in agreement.

It is a family motel on the quiet outskirts of the city, and it is the only building lit during this hour of the evening. His memory must be failing him, because this appears to be a very nice motel. Not the one described in the logbook. It is very narrow and lofty; three stories high, and supported by Greek-style pillars. It is fronted by several long, bulky steps that lead up to an oval glass door. There are also two large gargoyles guarding both ends of the entryway.

Mia too, is in awe, craning her neck out of the car window. It reminds her of a vague resemblance to the Age of Romanticism, with the dark gothic molds and the steeply pitched roof in the shape of folded wings.

Samantha pulls the car up close to the curb with Mia's philosophical interpretation on full display.

“Have you ever thought about the hierarchy of evolution? And not by the American ecological or genealogical subcategories, but by the power of the mind and how it is made to create our existential surroundings?”

Sam raises her eyebrows, “Is this another insult?”

“No. Should it be?”

Bo isn't interested; he drags his backpack from the car up to the first step. He then turns toward the city, letting his lungs fill with a cool salty air. Mia sets her backpack down next to Bo and crosses her arms, “I don't much care for the Palladian variations of the Greek revival era. Nor am I fancied by the angelical roof and finials.”

Sam approaches lightly from behind, startling both Mia and Bo, “So Mia, what is next in the hierarchy of evolution?”

“There isn't one. We have gone as far as nature is willing to accept us.”

Bo takes in another deep breath of salty air and looks up at the gargoyles, “We transcend.”

“Transcend?” Sam looks confused.

“Transcend to what?” Mia scoffs, “You mean, like, we become existential ghosts or something? That's ridiculous, isn't it? I mean, you live here, Sam; couldn't that be ridiculous? Ghosts roaming the city, trapped in some impermeable, parallel dimension that allows their communication to be expressed without repercussions?”

“I don't know, Mia. There are a lot of people who support the 'Existence' phenomenon. In fact, our entire city council was elected based on their abilities in Shamanism and how to solve the non-explainable issues stemming from the summer of 1821.”

Mia rolls her eyes, “And the llama says?!”

“Don't start this, Mia. You think I'm a nut-pot for suggesting anything that doesn't meet your viewpoint.”

“Samantha B. Case, we're talking about an entire country that thought they had a witch problem. I hardly blame you for a collective society that is full squidgy in the head.”

“Yeh!! Well, we still have a witch problem!!” Sam stamps the ground and runs back to her car with her hands over her face.

Mia looks at Bo and claps her hands, “So, let's check in!”

They hoist their backpacks onto their shoulders with Mia scampering ahead. She raises her hand to the door and wraps several times with no sound to be returned. Proceeding with a light push, followed by a harder whack, she then finishes off her greeting with a round-house kick. Mia takes a few steps back and drops her backpack.  

Bo raises an eyebrow when Mia scratches her foot along the pavement. She kicks up her heels and charges forward at the door, only to find herself falling backwards onto her rear. Bo chuckles to himself as he watches loose chips of paint drift down around her. Mia lays down and rests her face on the cold pavement.

“What is the matter?”

“Transcend? All this time you have nothing important to say, and then you blurt out, transcend?”

“What?”

“It made no sense to say anything like that.”

Bo senses it has been a long day of travel for this lady. She is showing her tiredness.

“Give me your wrench!”

“Wrench?”

“The spanner! The one you have been using for work. It's in your backpack, next to your bill roll.”

“I don’t recall any work involving a spanner.”

Mia marches up to Bo, spins him around twice, and begins mining through his backpack. She extracts a wrench deep within the side pocket and shakes it in front of his face. “Add liar to your resume.”

Bo watches in disbelief as the little lady sharpens her eyes with her arm cocked back. “You’re going to throw a wrench through a window?”

“Why not? It's a marvelous way of getting a response.”

Bo sets his backpack down, amazed at such incontinent behavior from this woman. Fortunately, just as she pulls her arm back, someone else’s arm appears at the door.

“Sorry for the wait; we are a little low on staff,” replies the attendee.

“Our friend informed you of our arrival. Did you not hear from her?”

“Yes, but at this hour of the night, a lot of people who say they have called don't always show up. The night does bring in its own problems that many of us in the city choose to avoid.”

Mia aptly conceals the wrench and tosses it back to Bo. She straightens her leggings and brushes the loopy hair strands from her face, then follows the motel attendant into the lobby. “Are you coming, Bo?”

––––––––
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He is dressed in dark and purple, short and stocky, and wears a short ponytail. The motel's assistant manager, likely in his early twenties, quietly takes his place behind the lobby desk. Mia tosses her backpack down and shakes off her coat. She hardly expected the lobby to complement the exterior of the building. She is amazed by the arctic style of the quartz table tops on iron stands. Nice how they are all arranged like chess pieces around the checkered-pattern floor. Also, to be seen in the adjoining lounge, are elaborate murals, tapestries, and Victorian-style paintings. A curator's paradise!

Bo has an interest of his own and it is in the glass-covered pictures hanging on the lobby walls. He is entranced by the characters dressed in old garb, set in a bleak, colorless city. One in particular is that of a pig-tailed child sitting on a cinder block in the middle of a puddle. Bo wanders into Mia, who grabs his arm and starts laughing.

“It was built in the nineteenth century as an infirmary!” spoke the assistant manager.

“Pardon?” Mia responds.

“This motel in particular has a history of a very long and puzzling past. The initial construction began in the 1700s. You can see the progression on the wall behind you. The entryway is where the blocks of ice were carried in from the northern waterways; the adjoining room is where the plant oil and smoke sticks were kept; and the room behind me is where the chapel was once located.”

Mia sashays over to the desk, twirling her hair, “Well, how could one not desire a week with all this lustrous decor and dazzling photography. Add to it the windmill fans and arched murals stretched upon the ceiling.”

The assistant manager nods his head, “Of course, they didn't actually cure anyone back then. This location was really just a place for experiments.”

Mia grimaces, “Lovely.”

Bo waves his hand, “What is this wee bonnie on the cinder block about?”

“That picture was drawn in the summer of 1821. She now hangs out at the local cemetery. Not your typical child, most parents will tell you – kind of a pest if you ask me. She likes to follow people around the city, carrying her little basket of arms.”

Mia's mouth quivers, “Real arms?”

“That's the story. It's a moneymaker for the city, you see. The tour guides tell the tales better than the lives that lived them.” The assistant manager chuckles and lifts his pen. “So will you be staying the week?”

“So, none of it's real?”

“No need to worry, Miss. These very occurrences only become practical to those who are willing to believe it's all true.”

“Mia snorts and honks, “So I knew that. You knew that too, didn't you, Bo? What a knee slapper!”

“Now, we have daily rates and we have weekly rates, but if you are staying through Valentines, we promise not to charge you any more than the rate charged by the other inns. It does get very popular down here this time of year. You may wish to book through the holiday. Are you a couple?”

“No, I'm available for evenings.”

“Nice, Mia. We would like just one room, separate beds with a kitchenette. It would be a fortnight, and most certainly not past Valentine's Day.”

“Then it will be $125 per night. A credit card is fine.”

“Pay him, Bo!”

“Okay, about the layout,” the assistant manager drops his fingers to a glossy map before them. “As you can see, you are within walking distance of all the historical sites.”

Mia immediately turns the map over and pushes it back toward the assistant manager, “Talk to us about the motel.”

“Yes, of course, so we have an outdoor pool marked here in blue and an indoor pool marked here in black.”

Mia begins bouncing up and down on her toes, “You have a pool! Bo, we have a pool! Lovely, lovely, lovely! And the indoor pool, how do we find that?”

“You will find the elevator at the end of the hallway. On the lower console, it is the button that is marked REHAB.”

“Oooh, a lift too.”

Bo looks down the long hallway and squints. He has no memory of an elevator in this motel.

“Bo, I knew right away this would be the right place for us! I bet there are a lot of visitors here!”

“Ah, yes, the guests never seem to leave, mam.”

“Oh, I knew it! I would like to meet every one of them! Do they like to have fun? I bet they do.”

“Well, if I had to describe the residents, I would probably say those on the third-floor seem to be the most active; the second floor I would characterize as antagonistic; and the first floor beyond the elevators seem to have the most in common with denial.”

“Oooh, sounds like a great mix of enthusiasts!”  

“You will be on the third-floor.”

“...with the active residents?!”

“Quite. That being said...” the assistant manager takes a pause and a long, deep breath. “Rooms 331 to the back of the building are occupied by the original habitants; 320 to 330 by those of the seventeenth century; 309 to 319 by those of the eighteenth century; and 300 to 308 are for the modern-day people. If you happen to find yourself on the wrong floor, not to worry; precautions have been taken to ensure your safety with sirens and plasma-filled sprinklers. You will be the lucky tenants of room 300, facing the main street. Always step to your right off the elevator; carry incense at all times; and feel free to use the stairwell if there is a threat of pursuit. Try to enjoy your stay.”

Bo feels the tight grasp of Mia's fingers into his forearm that is starting to hurt, “Mia, what's wrong with your face?”

An untrained eye can easily conclude that Mia's motionless shriek, along with a lighter shade of tan, is brought on by an unforeseen horror. The assistant manager, agreeing with this observation, intercedes with a loud chuckle, as does Bo.

“Aha, you're just kidding!” Mia slaps her thigh and shoves Bo off his stance. “Did you see that, Bo? He has humor! Who would have thought?”

The assistant manager rubs his hands and shows a huge grin, “Would you like to know about the many labyrinths below ground?”

Bo shakes Mia's shoulder, whose face has returned to a state of contortion, “No need.”

“Here are your keys,” smiling at Mia, “I hope to see you soon.”

Mia's eyes fall hard on the assistant manager's hands, which are now placed upon her own. Instantly, she feels that connection she has not experienced in quite some time without the aid of reading material. So lovely are his hands – so delicate, so smooth.

Bo taps Mia and takes up his backpack, motioning his way toward the stairs. Mia instead grabs his arm with plans of her own, “We'll take the lift, if that's okay with you.”

Mia hurries eagerly toward the elevator with Bo in tow, “Did you hear that?! See me later, will he?”

Bo reaches over her shoulder and pushes the elevator button with a look of concern. He has no remembrance of this place, “Something's wrong. I know I should remember all this, but...”

“What are you on about? I am referring to what the manager said about seeing me later.”

Bo looks at her, puzzled.

“It's what he said, Bo!”

The elevator doors open with a glaring light from within. A charnel stench forces Mia beneath her shirt. Blurry-eyed and reaching for the third-floor button, she gags continuously as the lift cranks its way up a shaft. When the final moan and groan come forth, Mia and Bo are coughed out into the hallway with smoke billowing from behind them. Sprawled upon the floor, Mia extends her finger into what appears to be sea plankton, floating about the light of a soda machine.

There is a working exit sign, illuminating the last room at the end of the hallway. Bo follows Mia as she robs him of the key card and presses it quickly into the slot of the door. She barely waits for the green light to come on before reaching for the light switch in the room. She will need to survey the contents of the room if she is going to accept this stay.

Mia likes the two queen-size beds with the small night table. It comes with a lamp and a clock. Who would not appreciate the wide desk with a large entertainment console. It is equipped with a ‘telly’ and stacks of board games. In addition, there are two large windows with embroidered curtains, one facing the pool yard and the other facing the main street. Now for the necessities: plates, silverware, and cups in the cabinets; a working refrigerator; and – oh, thank you – there is a shower and tub in the bathroom. Annoying that there are no bath towels though.

She was hoping to have a snack prepared for her pillow. In a nice place like this, there should be some tasty morsel to finish on a high note. Still, Mia could not be more satisfied; they have an indoor pool and they are close to all the attractions.

“Good on yer friend, Sammy, right?”

“She's your friend too; don't forget.”

Bo tosses his backpack to the furthest bed overlooking the main street. Lying supine with his arms by his side, he reflects. After so many years of being away, he has returned. The tomorrow road will lead him to more familiar sights and reveal more of what he has forgotten. The sun and the moon will now be the clocks for which time is told.

****
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It feels early, and his mind is too excited to keep sleep. It still twitches like the fluttering pages in a picture book, unraveling thoughts wherever his beloved may appear. This time she is out for a stroll in a small city where people are gathering at a market.

A town opens before his eyes with a cerulean blue sky and billowy white clouds. Sounds of horses are heard, thundering upon the stone roads in a galloping stride. There are butchers and bakers; wood shops and iron shops; tubs of fish; crates of meat; and caskets of fruit. There are street vendors calling out goods, and bustling, busy people tossing coins into wooden buckets. All of this appears to be a manifestation attributed to the nineteenth-century pictures on the walls where he is staying. What Bo soon realizes, however, is that he has to be quicker than his surroundings. Nearly tripping over a chicken, Bo hears the yell of 'Gardy loo' through an open window. It is the very owner of this chicken who warns him of a bucket of water being tossed in his direction. The same owner who pulls him from a rushing carriage. “Mind the grease, ye younker!!” He hears from the carriage driver.

Bo picks himself up off the ground and can’t help but notice that his attire consists of a waistcoat and suspenders holding up his trousers. He also has the most outlandish, pointy boots covering his feet. Lifting himself off the ground, he accidentally bumps into a young lady wearing a feathered hat and a wide conical gown. He apologizes for his negligence, and offers her help with her fallen basket of tea leaves, but for this assistance, she wrongfully responds with a puffy mouth and a full-out scream. After hitting him over the head with her umbrella and kicking him to the dirt, Bo is forced to retreat behind some slabs of beef. 

He did not see his mistake but somehow knew he had made one. If he must win her favor, he will need to improve upon an introduction. Obviously, she has too much beauty to approach with just an awkward smile, so he will have to offer her a gift – one that is practical in value and not sexually offensive. Bo grabs a non-erotic fruit from a casket and tosses a coin into the bucket.

He eventually finds the young lass confronted by a large seagull that is most interested in a piece of candy attached to her shoe. After squealing at the bird's squawk, she flees away down a narrow alleyway and into an empty house. Bo does his best to follow her, but once spotted climbing over the backyard fence, she is nowhere to be found – that is, except for an abandoned shoe.

Bo climbs the fence and finds a suitable track from her dress through an accidental spill of flour. This leads him to a two-story general store where a saddled horse stands before an open door. With her one missing shoe in hand, he can now greet her properly. It is unfortunate, though, that the mare is eating his gift.

The store appears deserted; only an off-beat clock can be heard ticking against the wall. He soon hears an angelic voice by the millinery rack, and finds the young lady making barnyard shrills at a piglet bonnet. After a flutter of her hand in distaste, she is quickly on her way to the scented powder display. Here, she spends time fingering sachets and lifting lids from decorated jars. She is absolutely adorable when she sneezes a fluffy, white snowstorm over the wildlife exhibit and then swiftly shuffles away toward the hair care department. It is there, with his hand over his mouth, that Bo cannot stop snorting with laughter as she knocks delicate products to the floor with her wide conical gown. She is completely oblivious to the powder all over her face and the crashing sounds all around her.

Undeniably infatuated, Bo is ready to make that brazen attempt with her one missing shoe, delayed only by his own awkwardness when he stumbles and decapitates the head of the Antoinette Wig display. This immediately raises the suspicion of an unexpected puppy seen cradled beneath the lady’s arm. Predictably so, the little animal just has to let out a yelp once he knocks over the table of haberdasheries. To his fortunes, the young lady is unaware of Bo’s disastrous presence, but both their ineptitudes have drawn the attention of the manager, who is now awakening her employee, Sciocco.  

After removing the sewing kit from his jacket, Bo quickly follows in the steps of the young lady advancing to the second floor. Naturally, with his fortunes on the side of clumsiness, he falls over a quill at the top of the steps and crushes her one missing shoe. 

Realizing his greeting will receive nothing more than another shellacking, Bo finds a pathway to an open window hoping the noise will block out any further calamities. He soon discovers, however, that his surroundings are dedicated to evening wear and debauchery, and although he remains motionless, it is the dog that is most amused by his expression of the lady fondling the gowns. Bo knows he can no longer remain undetected, and his only choice for a distraction is a talent he has used before. The imitation of the wolf will be most suitable. While in preparation, the puppy looks at him with a tilted head, but once his eyes go wide with his fangs exposed, the non-stop yelping easily annoys the young lady into a hurried exit.  

Exhausted, Bo lays his head against the wall and lets out a gasp of relief. 

“Ello, Diggy!! Fancy seeing you here.” 

Bo’s eyes soon go wide. Standing before him is the shopkeeper, along with her much larger employee holding a sack of potatoes. “Do him, Sciocco!!”

Swallowing down hard, Bo is relieved when Sciocco loses the potatoes he swings from a disintegrating cloth, but it is the approach from the manager that proves to be the deciding blow. Ramming him into his side with a potted plant on wheels, Bo is forced out the second story window and onto the back end of a horse. The same horse he had shared his gift with, only this time, the greeting is not so cordial. The horse's legs deliver Bo into the store's door, causing it to come unhinged and trapping him beneath. 

There, he can only listen and squirm while the young lady walks up and over the door and steps awkwardly across the street in her squashed shoe.
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FEBRUARY 2: WHO ARE YOU?
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“Teuchy! What is with you getting all fruity with that bundle of wood?!”

Bo's eyes widen from beneath a stack of plywood. He looks about to get a better understanding of where he is. The stables and stores have all returned to current city standards with the same modern-day obstacles he has come to expect.

“I'm thinking a carpenter might want their lumber back; what do you think?”

Bo raises his eyes, “It’s a fine stack of wood.”

“You were making sounds like a horny calf. It sounded disgusting.”

Bo pushes the wood aside and lifts himself up with an impish smile, “A calf, you say? Baah!”

“Stop that and behave yourself! You're acting like some – horny herbivore,” twirling her hair with her fingers. “I guess I kind of like that.”

“Aye, I am, Mia. You’re getting me all randy with your talk of varnished wood.”

Mia slaps her thigh teasingly and licks the back of her hand. “Well then, you're going to have to catch me first!” Mia lifts off her sandals and sprints ahead down a freshly paved road, her arms circling around the turns. Bo chases after her with his own route – through a backdoor garden, over a low fence, then crashing through a bush before her.

“Alright! Alright! Hold up! You’re going to make me pee.” Mia bends down on her knees, trying to catch her breath. She then walks to a small cafe with Bo following behind her. He squints at the fancy lettering on the window: “Shmegma's?”

“Shmegegges, and they serve Borscht!”

Bo looks into the window at the empty counters and tables. He then lifts his hand to his ear and smiles. Mia too hears the distant echoing of music: “It's the Charleston!” He begins making his way across the street, shuffling to the beat of the saxophone. Mia follows behind him with her own peculiar dance – stepping to the side, waving a hand, and then kicking her foot out in anger. A move she created while trying to hail a cab in bad weather.
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