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Prologue

 

 

Utter gloom, a ticking noise, and the sound of suction. That was all she was aware of – all she could take in by means of sensing. 

Still, there is more to cognition than one’s senses. She could feel yet another notion, independently of her neural system, and it amplified the former in such a way that the gloom became darkness, the sound of suction a panicked wheezing, and the ticking noise some undefined cause that was either the key to escape or the central horror. It was here that her knowledge ended. It was a nightmarish mystery, made all the more frightening by its complexity. 

It was close and immanent, abstract and personal. It was so close, in fact, that it felt like she could reach out and touch it. Then again, its agency stripped her off the initiative. She knew it on a conscious level: danger was not within her reach. The initiative was not hers. It could only ever be the other way around.

She had gone from a nobody to a cult-figure to a pariah in less than a trimester, and it was all by the workings of her character. She was only now beginning to realize what must have happened. Fear had hastened her understanding. She was in danger. She was prey, and she was about to become bounty.

It was within this very recent revelation that she also understood: she had made a mistake. She had thought it wise to seek refuge in the dark crowd, among the oblivious thousands and her anonymous peers; one speck among the many, a jumble of stripes among the multitude. It was among them that she hid, though it was only now that she realized it was they from whom she should have hid. 

She fled farther. She somehow managed to make her way into the forest. She felt safer there, but that was irrelevant. It did not matter how she felt. She was prey, and prey never had the initiative. 

Before long, she felt Hal’s iron grip around her throat. Danger reached out and touched her. After that, her universe narrowed down to –


Chapter 1

Hero and Leander

 

 

Utter gloom, a ticking noise, and the sound of suction. That was all he could take in by means of sensing. It was, for the time being, the universe as he knew it. Still, it was amplified by yet another notion, one independent of immediate neural stimuli. 

Danger. Far off, almost too far off to matter, yet immanent. It was vague but distinctly terrifying, obscure yet definite; it was as real and as inevitable as it was abstract and distant, an immediacy akin to the point just before an anxiety realizes into the anticipated dread. It felt like drowning from the dry end of the shore. It seemed perceptually tangible, such that, were he to reach out and feel it, an outstretched arm would be overextension. At the same time, it was temporally distant enough to delay his arm’s advance. 

It was indeed danger that he felt, but its obscurity made fear the semantically superior object to the notion, for fear is the emotion that foresees danger’s imminence; it is the immaterial partner anticipating its incarnation.  

Just as, he observed, hope is an emotion that foresees disappointment.  

He smiled.

The gloom cleared, the ticking noise hushed, and the sound of suction was replaced by a steady rumble and the speedy flowing of air.

He shrugged away the sensory provocations of two minutes past, and continued driving along the highway.

Such a vivid vision (for lack of better words) would leave most people very worried, not least for their mental health, for such was the natural reaction to the unusual. Indeed, it was the way he felt the first time it happened; as well as the second, and the one following the next. But these conscious escapades had gotten so frequent during the last few months that their initial terror morphed into subsequent annoyance. He learned to tolerate them with the same seamlessness between irritation and habit with which a stingy computer user becomes accustomed to an aging system, a longtime loner represses his longing for a mate, or a balding person gets used to finding hairs in his meals.

He smiled again – sardonically, as was the humor of his generation.

Though poetic by nature and profession, which made symbolism a compulsion by proxy, he had more important things to look out for. The present was the thing he stayed among, he thought, and focused on the road ahead. 

The shifting scenery was monotonous and bland. Ahead was an empty, grey road, flanked by fence polls, bordering a downward cliff on one side, and a protective net set along a rocky cliff rising on the other. The reflection in the rearview mirror was no different. Neither view showed anything he did not already know or would not usually expect to see.

Aware of its uselessness at present, he adjusted the rearview mirror downwards and to the left. Now it was facing him. He looked up and to the right, directly at his own reflection. He narrowed his eyelids, lifted an eyebrow, and fancied he saw a glitter in his eye. It had been a while since he had last seen himself in such a light. It had been a while since he had thought it would even matter.

He took a quick glance at the road: a wide, grey strip of concrete, pointing straight ahead; no turns, no other cars, no signs – just road. There was still world enough, and time. He could afford to look at himself awhile longer. 

Sure, it was vanity at the expense of safety, but why idolize life by trying to preserve it when you could idolize yourself by endangering it? He thought so and he believed it, for such was the unacknowledged motto of his age. Life did not matter unless you lived it, and living was of no value unless it was you who did it. 

Besides, the road seemed safe enough as it was. It did not cross his mind that malevolent roads were not as great a cause of death as the many subtypes of insecurity, including overconfidence. 

He turned his head at a 45 degree angle and made eye contact with his own reflection. 

Sweet. 

Piercing eyes, full sharp lips, a boyish complexion, and a face-full of manly stubble. I’m a man of contrasts, he thought. If the gods of good looks were as generous to him the whole month, or even week, as they were at this instant, he would have one hell of a stay. Good memories and cause for bragging came at retail price for the man who looked like that paradoxical Adonis of ruggedness and youth. 

He was driving towards a small town down south. Harboring only about ten thousand occupants and considerably less houses, it was a miracle people even knew it existed. It was not associated with wealth or culture, nor was there anything exceptional about its residents. Its demographic was simultaneously rich and poor: rich in regards the ratio between work and leisure, middle class in the objective sense, and lower middle class concerning education and culture. Its faint historical significance was insignificant at present, for it could only ever be historical, and, in thus failing to get the attention of elected authorities, it was not very developed in neither infrastructure nor administration. Located near the south border, it was also an isolated place. If not for meteorologists, it would be a subject of interest to nobody at all.

Still, not everything about it was necessarily as unflattering. For one, it was the kingpin of its region. It was in such good relations with smaller, neighboring towns, that together they functioned as a kind of landlocked archipelago, a set of populated isles on a sea of highways and barren land. This gave off the illusion of space, if not size, as well as the pride of being a first among equals, even if the glory in that mostly depends on one’s equals. 

There was also considerable commerce with tourists, especially during the summer. Though largely ignored for the better part of the year, every holiday season it got an influx of out-of-town visitors, specifically young enthusiasts, rushing in to experience its legendary nightlife. This was its sole claim to relevance. Non-coincidentally, it was one of the man’s intentions for coming. Pleasure.

But there was more. There was also business. The man was a playwright. He was an independent writer in need of a theater, and the person who was to lend him the rights to perform happened to live in this small, isolated place. She was the only one to respond to his email, and she happened to own the largest share of the playhouse of his interest. 

It made sense that she should live where she did. It also made sense that most of her co-stockholders would live nearby as well. They were aging intellectuals; tired of big cities and too poor for anything exotic, they took refuge down south, where they could enjoy the warmer climes at more affordable prices. 

He had contacted her a while ago. She said she just might let him perform, free of charge, for but a small percentage of the income, provided she liked the play well enough. She also said they had to discuss it in person. 

So he went, his sole incentive but chance and a prospect. It was all he needed. 

He was not a popular playwright. Moreover, since he lived in a culture where monetization was quality, he was not a very good playwright either, and, seeing as recognition was tantamount to being, he could hardly argue that he was any kind of playwright at all. His upcoming play, it seemed, was no more important than a flute recital in an orphanage.  

He was all too aware of it – painfully so. But he knew better than to let the thinking man’s burden progress into the lazy man’s excuse – or, God-forbid, the cowardly man’s slave master. The play at present was his first individual effort, and its success would dictate the career he was hoping to jumpstart and nourish. So he quenched his doubts with a dose of fool’s hope and dreamer’s stolidity. He found strength in the idea of the artistic entrepreneur, and found consolation in the evergreen image of the starving artist.

He went about it methodically. First, he wrote the script. His working draft was such that he could easily make alterations without sacrificing meaning. There were many variables that could dictate change, be it practical, artistic, or the subject of whim. Contrary to popular belief, this was neither outlandish nor unprofessional. Renaissance writers were known to do it too. He then posted an application online, to which he got a decent sum of responses. This was a pleasant surprise, though it did not fill him with much hope despite the number. Credentials stating starred in a school play did not promise much, and the qualification of amateur actor was almost synonymous with unpublished writer or undergraduate doctor, and almost as bad as fashion influencer. It was not an easy project, but in the end, he managed to form a functional cast. They were not nearly as bad as his low bar had anticipated. Surface pessimism can be full of surprises.  

With that done, it was time to negotiate the place of performance, which was his endeavor at present. He got his eye on a playhouse located in the capital. Shortly after, he learned that the woman who owned it lived as far away from the capital as the borders allowed her to. So he had to go all the way south to discuss matters like performance, percentage, longevity… a permit not least, and similar bureaucratic horrors. There was also the matter of the audition: if she were to have assurance of his competence as a writer, director, and producer, he would need to show her a sample of his play, as acted out by his own cast. There would be multiple meetings no doubt.

He chose to stay for the duration. It would be more economic, to save on fuel and time and whatnot. Then again, commuting was not a problem in a country small enough to traverse, north-to-south, in under the time the ideal man spent sleeping. It was not just about convenience, and there was more to his decision than travel expenses.

The town held one more appeal for him in addition to business and pleasure. It was heritage. He had inherited a house from a direct ancestor some few years back. He had never gotten around to seeing it as an adult (he was every bit alienated from his provincial roots), but now, in addition to offering him free stay, the house seemed like a very promising thing to explore. If he liked it, he thought, he could make it his weekend home. Conversely, he could sell it and become a rich man. Rich enough, he thought, to buy a used car, a 60-inch TV, a high end computer, and maybe even a pair of designer jeans with the change. No, it was not a luxurious house; it would not sell for much. 

Besides, he did not expect to need to sell it. He rather liked the idea of using it for a month, maybe more, depending on how much fun he was having, and then keeping it as a weekend home, as a future base of operations whenever he wanted to take a break from the city. It was at a convenient location after all, not to mention a piece of heritage.

So there was pleasure, there was business, and there was descent. The final piece was the appeal of the new experience; its quality of freshness, if not necessarily novelty. As a man who had travelled little, he was looking forward to a change, and he was more than willing to travel for it. 

Back home he had but boredom and an empty apartment. Despite living in the most populated city in the country – most populated by far – the social scene was akin to a dystopian wasteland at worst, and the social experience of Eliot’s Prufrock at best. Nightlife was like the video of the most popular rendition of Cotton Eyed Joe but with refurbished interiors; music was of equal quality but with an electronic twist; friendships were fleeting and distrustful, and acquaintanceships could progress further only through business, connections, or sex. And speaking of it, love life was so devoid of love that, but for the risk of disease and the immersion of touch, it was hard to differentiate from pornography. The cultural scene, be it theatre, art, or literature, shared the same issues as the former, if one replaced love with art, and disease with snobbery – the rest of the phrase applying verbatim, and sadly not in a figurative sense.  

As small as his hopes were that any of these things would be better in this marginalized backdrop, he prioritized the idea that the overall experience would be fresh no matter what – it would at least be a change of scenery, provided a change of narrative was too much to ask for. It implied freedom because it promised anonymity. If reality lived up to the rumors, rumors popular among a demographic of unmarried young adults, he thought it likely that he would at last get to experience the real scene, the one he had missed out on, the scene that his older friends and relatives lamented while cursing the clubs of later generations. And this was especially true of –  

His phone rang – a new notification sounded a refreshing plink, and the sound got him out of his head just in time to see a sudden turn. The path ahead, that is if one chose not to take the turn (which was a choice no sane man would make, except in cases of severe depression or stupor), was a ditch overgrown in dying greenery.

He steered the car to the left and continued driving. Although no panic or alarm had taken place in any of it, he was aware that he had just avoided a possibly fatal accident.

“Well thank you,” he told the phone. 

It rested indifferently on the dashboard, displaying the name of the local app he had recently downloaded, with the message We Have Updated Our Privacy Policy underneath. 

It was incredible how the smallest, most insignificant things could sometimes save lives. By chance, he thought, anything could be heroic in action. What was even more amazing was that most people hardly ever cared to observe this: they were never grateful for such seemingly miniscule things, like notifications that plinked at sharp turns, or chance occurrence good Samaritans, or broken alarm clocks before missed flights that crashed... and yet, what were those odds, as incredible as they seemed, compared to the universe itself? What miracle was there in an accidental life saver that did not lie ten thousandfold in the accident of life itself? Life itself, he had come to realize, was just luck on top of luck on top of luck… and then more luck, and yet more, and then some… topped off with the kind of crap that made all of it seem to no avail. 

Actually, that was, in a way, what this new play of his was all about. Not entirely, of course, but it was one of its themes – figuratively if not directly, and indirectly if not literally.

He looked in the rearview mirror again. He liked what he saw. The morning sunshine, dimmed by the dark windshield, was doing wonders for his features. For a moment he thought about taking a snapshot with his phone, but he changed his mind quickly: that would be too irresponsible to do on the road. Worse still, just about nobody would see it anyway, he thought.  People looking up his online activity was a thing of the past. Back when they still wondered if he just might make a name for himself. That was before he decided to pursue a career as an independent artist, which was only two years after graduation, and not that far from the present moment. At present, his social media experience was a virtual wasteland.  

So he turned his eyes to the road again. He thought the scenery was rather nice for a dry road flanked by a ditch and cracked stone. It was honest; it was rugged; it was homely. 

Before turning off the ceaseless noise of contemplation and finally beginning to enjoy the ride, even though it was nearing its end, he made the unworded wish that he enjoy this month a lot more than he had enjoyed every previous summer of the last couple of years. This was not asking much.

He readjusted the mirror and drove on. 

The car radio picked up a local station which said something about a year going by since the disappearance of some missing twenty-year-old, almost instantly followed by a commercial, and faded away after a bout of static as he entered a tunnel.

He thought he heard a canary chirp.

Leander was just a few miles away.

 

*

 

The man whose parents called Jay, and whose documents identified as Jason, but to himself referred to as Marlowe, which shared vocal similarities with his last name, Morrel, a self-assigned nickname, as opposed to the way his friends actually called him, Page, which he thought was a reference to his passion for writing (as in a person who writes pages), but was, in fact, just a random name they had chosen in order to avoid calling him Jason, for it was way too formal in their opinion, had a knack for weaving long, drawn-out sentences in his texts, which sometimes denoted specific details and were sometimes broad and all over the place, of which he had high hopes as his stylistic seal of quality, so to call it, but he also had the all too annoying flaw of communicating in a way that oftentimes bored the collocutor due to his unconscious insistence on describing, defining, redefining, numbering and listing, and only getting to the point, which was usually entirely trivial, not to mention ironically pointless, after a fair deal of drawing on and on with useless and needless and inessential and pretentious showings off of vocabulary, more pompous than they were impressive, which amounted to little more than tautologies and reiterations, stepped out of his car.

He stepped onto the sidewalk, stretched his limbs, looked around to see what crowd of people were strolling around in the middle of day, and slammed the car door shut. It made a needlessly loud bang which he did not care to notice. He locked it, checked to see if it was locked, stepped away from it, then returned to check again. Can’t trust technology at a single glance, he thought, but a more honest monologue would have been that you could not trust yourself at a single glance. And speaking of glances, he looked down as he walked past the front of the car, catching his reflection in the flattering bug’s eye perspective of the side-view mirror. He walked into the nearby store in an improved mood. 

It was small. Too small to even pass for compact. The counter, which stood as low to the ground as a school desk, was right next to the door, and but a pace away from it began the narrow lines of shelves, which looked like a model labyrinth designed to torture the claustrophobic. One might be tempted to call it minimalist, but there was nothing minimal about the quantity of its supplies. Although the individual aisles could hardly fit two people of average girth, these same aisles were stacked with products; they ranged from food to cleaning accessories, and the foremost sections were filled with colorful snacks which density gave off the impression of abundance. 

The clerk, a man around Jason’s age, threw a disinterested glance at Jason as he walked in, then returned to the activity that would have been reading had the tablet screen in front of him displayed a text. This was unlikely, considering the flickering array of colors projected on his face. 

Jason went to the opposite end of the store, and less than a minute later he was back with 0.3 liters of bottled water.

The clerk greeted him as he approached the register.

“Well good morning, mister,” his voice rising a little on the final syllable.

“Marlowe. You may call me Marlowe,” Jason said.

“Pleased to meet you. I’m Phil,” he put the tablet down.

“Likewise,” Jason said as he reached for a pack of chewing gum, “And this,” he put both on the counter.

“Haven’t seen you before. You must be from out of town. Staying or passing by?” the clerk asked.

“Staying, actually. Staying for a week or two. Maybe more.”

“Oh, hey, that’s cool. Rare sight too. What’s the occasion – relatives? Wait, of course it’s relatives. What else could it be? It sure as hell ain’t business or pleasure, am I right?”

“All three,” Jason answered as he counted out the change.

“Oh really?” the clerk asked, his voice rising again.

“I mean it: all three,” Jason repeated.

“How so?” 

The clerk’s attempt to look friendly made him come off as nosy, if not outright intrusive, but this was not a problem for the aspiring playwright, who was an aspiring celebrity by proxy. He found pleasure in any interaction that resembled an interview.

“Pick one.”

“Huh?”

“Business, pleasure, or relatives – which one would you like to hear about?”

“Pick one of those three?”

“Yeah. And I’ll only answer one.”

“Pleasure. What kind of pleasure would lure a guy down here? The town is small, there’s not much happening, not much to do either… I wouldn’t stay if I had the choice. The old are dying out, the young are moving out, and then there’s you. You come in and you say pleasure. What’s there to see?”

“Well,” Jason said, “I’ve heard about the night life. People stream in from all over, leave with nothing but good memories, praises to no end… and to back it up they return every year. I thought it sounded, intriguing, let us call it.” 

“Oh, that. Well, yeah sure. But I wouldn’t go if I were you. I mean I do go, I go every time, but I wouldn’t if I had a choice. If I got anything better to do, I mean. They’re cheap and they’re dirty and don’t get me started on the music. The open-air club is just a yard with torch lights, whatcha call 'em, tiki lamps, and big speakers. Wouldn’t even call it a club. The parties are nice though, I’ll give you that. It’s just that I don’t think they’re worth the commute.” 

“I’m mostly in it for the experience.”

The clerk’s attention switched from alternating between his tablet and Jason to Jason alone. He locked the screen and leaned forward, locking eyes with his collocutor for the first time. He looked passionate and menacing and somewhat ridiculous, although only the first two were deliberate. If a man in his mid-twenties sitting behind a school desk is not bizarre enough on its own, now there was also a serious face to add to the incongruity. 

“If it’s experience you want, and the gods please so, you’re in for an adventure,” he smiled. “They rarely do, but… when they do…” he paused.

“What do you mean?”

“Dude, my theory: when the gods can’t pour out their anger on like an important country, say, America, with tornadoes and shit, they lash out in backwater stains like this one.”

“I can’t say I follow.”

“What do you mean you don’t follow?”

“As far as I know, Leander’s safe. I haven’t heard anything to the contrary.”

“Well, of course you haven’t. It’s not something you’d see on the news.”

“Then I guess your gods must be quaint.”

“Quaint? That they’re not, Mister Marlowe. That they’re not,” he shook his head solemnly, never breaking eye contact. “Not our gods. Yours, maybe. Not mine.” 

An uncomfortable silence ensued. It was at this point that Jason realized, the clerk might not have used gods in the figurative sense as most people would; not in the sense of karma or luck or misfortune, but quite literally gods. The sleeves of tattoos depicting monsters and gothic symbols, the buzzcut and goatee dyed glaring yellow, the shaven left brow, the abundance of piercings – those could all be indicators of someone with either mystic or supremacist (if not both) interests. Jason could make out at least two pantheons this man could belong to, one being the medieval-fantasy geek’s bearded eye-patched deities, the other an edgy teen’s obsession with the occult. It mattered little which one it was, as neither of the two implied a very reasonable personality, and, worse still, they often went in tandem.  

“Look, I didn’t mean to sound offensive. I didn’t realize you–”

“Nah, you good. None meant, none taken. Worms eat us is what happens when we die, is what I believe. No gods for me. But for the town, well, that’s different. It’s Dionysus’ fucking temple,” he smiled, “Eros too if you’re lucky. Ares sometimes pays a visit. See, I’m smarter than I look. I’m a gamer. But joke aside, the idea of gods getting angry keeps me up at night, and I’m a strict materialist. There’s a reason you don’t hear this shit on the news. So be careful out there.”

“Sure thing,” Jason said and he walked out of the store. 

The thought occurred to him that gods might have very well been a euphemism for the mafia. It made sense in the context, and it worried him. While it was a bad idea to mess with occultists or pagans (their spells have been known to conjure up headaches or even the occasional ulcer, even without magic), a backwater town with villains from a Mario Puzo story was a lot more terrifying to a lonely no-name than a Lovecraftian horror. It was just as gruesome but a lot less imaginative, and infinitely less grand. It involved frail egos and cold, fallacious reasoning that equivocated vice with revenue, greed with virtue, and death with collateral damage. Then again, every town had its dirt. Jason’s own big city was no exception. Chaos was always in flux. There was even a time when the news crawl looked like the opening lyrics to Steinman’s epic about nocturnal mammals, perdition and bikes. So why take the clerk’s words as a priori true? He could have been merely boasting or exaggerating, so as to either scare or impress the newcomer.  

Jason looked through the store window and saw him staring at his tablet, indulging in whatever trend of interactive humdrum permeated the app-stores these days. He did not look very intelligent. Crime or no crime, that clerk was not a trustworthy source on Leander’s underground.

Jason paused outside to familiarize himself with his new surroundings. The place seemed peaceful enough. This part looked like a living section intermingled with a few small businesses. It was two blocks of buildings of red faded brick, about five stories high, separated by a narrow street with a freshly-painted no-speeding line. Clothes hung from some of the balconies, and the smell of grilled meat came from the one in nearest proximity. There was a puff of white smoke to confirm the olfactory speculation. Nearby, he could hear somebody playing heavy metal music, and somewhere farther ahead echoed the tunes of a folk song. The building next to the store was a dentist’s office, and the one next to it looked like a children’s playhouse. Small-town family neighborhood, he thought. A few pedestrians were out, walking about their daily routines, dressed casually enough to disgust a person with a civilized sense of propriety: shorts, short shorts, tank tops, and t-shirts being the height of the local dress code. Beer-bellies and ham-ties flopped in sweat-stained garments; some men walked topless, many were without shoes, but limped on, flip-flopped, though women preferred high-heeled sandals. The scenery was as mundane as it could get, and it was so bereft of liveliness that even the street mutts were lying about idly, as were the stray dogs. 

Yet Jason found it amusing. While not fun in the actual sense of the word, and while not something he would want to be a part of for long, not even as an observer, he found it amusing in the sense that it presented such a universal projection of the bland and indifferent across time and space, that it made his post-postmodernist heart tremble with the joy of defeatist revelation: life was a bore, and boredom was for life. 

Another way it was amusing was in its sense of novelty: the fact that it happened to be another place, even if not a different-looking place. It was like the bottle of ice-cold water he had just finished. He had a plastic tank full of warm, stale water in the trunk (it was allegedly enriched with vitamins as well), but he would much rather ingest this tiny bit of refreshing fluid over that. Stale but abundant could not compare to refreshing, even if the latter was scarce. If he was to accept a theory of such a place as Heaven, it would first need to address the issue of making eternity eternally fresh.

There was something special about seeing anything for the very first time, especially to a city-dweller grown all but numb from ceaseless monotony. After years of looking at the same old sights, reiterations of tired motifs, and the indefinite blandness of the concrete grayscale, any change looked like a good change. 

Seeing a new place, irrespective of its content, felt like something this same introspective city-dweller could only compare to a mild but eloquent burst of parasomnia – a subconscious so bent on expressing itself that it carried over its nightmarish conjectures upon awakening, projecting fantastic and often disturbing images onto the real world, most commonly one’s bedroom; they were such repulsive images that they could inspire nothing  but panic at the moment of perception, but also, by a quality related but not identical to horror, they will have become a point of wonder in hindsight, as soon as fear gave way to memory. This quality was not a matter of appeal or adventure, but authenticity. There was something awe-inspiring in the power to mingle what is and what is not, even if neither is something the observer necessarily desires. They were precious visions, if for no other reason, then for the fact that they were visions – moreover, specific kinds of visions, possessing the undying virtue of being an experience one could truly call one’s own, and, beyond the shadow of a doubt, one of a kind. It turned a stale bedroom into a hub for the workings of the inner mind. It was as if Freud met Hesiod and by extension morphed into Jung, but with a hint of Stalker or the Grim Brothers or Collins, or whichever icon represented horror the best, conjuring up whichever abomination decided to show up by one’s bedside – not excluding Sigmund himself.

And when it came to judging one’s sense of novelty, who was to judge a man who despite his eloquent specialty, could best compare a new experience to a sleeping disorder?

 

*

 

Jason’s inherited house was only about a mile away. 

At a distance, he could make out a somewhat long, one story structure built at the far end of the designated property line. There was a small concrete porch and a rather spacious front yard. As he drew near, he noticed that only one half of it was paved. He guessed that the other half must have been intended for gardening purposes. At present, however, it was empty. It seemed that neglect had left it barren, and, like most victims of dereliction, it had grown to produce nothing but weeds. In the corner of this parcel were two shacks with their doors torn off. Propped against one was what appeared to be a rusty bicycle. The other end, the paved end (if such sloppy cement-work could even be considered paved), was mostly clear, save for a small red wagon loaded with plastic barrels. That was the sum of Jason’s inheritance as it appeared on the outside. He found it unimpressive, to say the least. 

The edges of the property were marked by a small fence of wooden stakes connected by rusty wire. In the middle was a tiny gate kept closed with a pin. 

Jason got out of the car and approached it. He removed the pin and tugged at the gate, worried that the place might not have been designed with parking purposes in mind. Then, as he pulled on the gate, about one third of the fence moved with it. 

It’s broken, he thought at first, but then saw that this third did not appear to have been grounded in the first place, and realized that the yard had been made, or at least modified, with automobiles in mind after all. Though primitive, the mechanism of the gate attested for the fact. 

He pulled it aside, went back to his car, and drove in. 

Reclosing the fence, he took note that it was not much higher than his waist, and the thought occurred to him that maybe its purpose had very little to do with restricting access. Save for perhaps small animals, it could not be considered a physical hurdle. Its meaning was mostly symbolic – owned property. It communicated rather than barred.  

He looked around at the neighboring buildings. They were almost uniformly squalid, and built according to standards that were either dated or inexistent; no single construction stood out from the others in any meaningful way; yards signified neither fashion nor wealth, and, if the rags hung out to dry were reliable evidence, their inhabitants were mostly old people. 

Not designed with thieves in mind, he thought as he looked at the fence again. 

Now that he saw his property up-close, he found it looked rather charming in some dreamer’s sense of rustic aesthetics. Its lackluster appearance could not contradict its charm. It took a special kind of sensibility to understand that. It was a matter of poetic intelligence to see all the truths that lie behind the relic – to understand history not as Plutarch interpreted it, or even as Caesar lived it, but as Shakespeare wrote it. It was not about what happened, it was about the knowledge one could gain from it.  

The people who had lived in the house had not merely lived in a certain geographical place, but also in a historical instant, a temporal dimension with norms so unlike those of modern life, that, to modern man, they would be anything but normal – fantastic to the poet and boring to the simpleton, they could be perplexing in their simplicity, for simplicity analyzed is often more complicated than complexity taken for granted. The contradictions of modern life could not hold in the past, nor could the postulates of the past withstand the contradictions of modern life. Before the concept of career, to work meant to live; as soon as career became the measure of man and woman, to live meant to work. In the past, to be a slave meant to toil for occupiers, to fight for freedom meant to oppose them – in the cosmopolitan era, to be free was to trade in cheap labor, and to hold one’s ground was captivity. There was a time when to grow meant to plant roots; as time passed, to grow meant to have no roots at all. 

Something must have happened to account for this change in reasoning, and nobody could tell exactly what it was. It was this very chasm between eras, or its cause thereof, that was the primary interest of the artist. He had to see it, he had to understand it, and he had to communicate it. This was no simple task.

For instance, as evidenced by the fence, anxieties concerning personal property seemed to have gone all but extinct in the culture where personal property was itself negligible. While the elite would crave and consume as they always have and always will, the regular person would be more than content with having less instead of despairing for more. To be well off meant to have enough. To be rich meant to have a bit more if you worked a bit harder, and to be poor was to work a bit harder to have enough. The inability to afford a yearly vacation was no more a sign of poverty than a credit card was a sign of wealth. 

Changes came at a pace too slow to register, yet too drastic to alter once discovered. Jason’s ancestors could not have anticipated what would happen in the age to come any more than his peers could piece together what must have happened in the age that passed. It was ignorance through-and-through, and things could only change for the worse. The bygone generations never knew what hit them, and contemporary generations could never tell they were being hit.

Jason thought he understood at least one piece of the puzzle. It was a priority-issue. People could only be modest as long as material wealth was not a priority. It was easy enough to subvert this: instead of filling a need, create it – or alter it in your favor. It was as simple as that. The next step was to ensure that the need can never be fully satisfied. As soon as enough becomes more, one will never have enough, for they no longer want enough. They want more. 

Replace contentedness with desire, and ambition becomes the substitute for honor. Indecency is but a stepping stone and selfishness a prerequisite. The regular person begins to mimic the elite. Being unable to become the elite, they adopt this unattainable power as a religious symbol instead; one to worship, to strive for, to which to bend their will, and, even in times of great despair, to call out to their Father, Elite, elite. You died on the cross only to have another chance at the die once you returned, hopefully for a better pair of rags. It was the new faith of materialism, and the two wings of the body politic were but its different denominations: one believed in material predilection, and the other in centralizing sanctification. There were no more such things as good men and women, but only productive members of society, and there was no such thing as personhood but in relation to either society or product. 

This loss of dignity marked the end of the individual. It was no longer about being oneself, for one’s self was not important – everybody owns a self, but not everybody owns a luxurious house or car or watch, or any brand to set  them apart as a prized cow. It was not about being the 1% either, for that was unattainable, practically and logically alike. It could only ever be about imitating the 1%, about being a smaller percentage within the multitude, and thus achieving a uniqueness by proxy – a degradation of the 99% such that they became but a set of unrelated digits, singular ones scattered across ninety-nine places, united in misery and kept separate by ambition.

So Jason thought it only logical that material dread had become so commonplace. To become poor, to be an outcast, to live as a reject – it was the new vampirism – it meant to give up one’s soul, to lose the life-essence, to be dead to the age. 

He wondered if maybe it would be a good idea to write something about it, about the way society shapes man’s desires, and, ironically, pushes him into behaviors ultimately harmful to man and society alike; that almost suicidal tendency of capitalistic doctrine, the veil of a free market economy digging its own grave with self-righteous pride, we glorify business and businessmen alone, to hell with scholars and charity begone! only to later blame the hedonistic stupefying of the masses on leftist opposition. It could be a play titled Greed is Good, and subtitled Hey-Ho Where did all the Honest People Go?!  

Then he thought better of it, because it was a subject done to death, and it was almost as clichéd as race and gender issues, which had as of recent become such popular subjects for both debate and art, that they were to the second decade of the 21st century almost what corny science fiction had been back in the 1980s: popular because commercialized, commercialized because profitable, and profitable because it was intellectually affordable (which was not the same as modest).

Though the original owners of the house had been very much present during the '80s, they had never concerned themselves with spaceships or cyborgs, for the nature of their setting was rural, and so was the nature of their concerns. In this regard, Jason wondered if they would have an opinion concerning the modern quandaries of gender relativity and racial statistics, and what this opinion would be – whether they would adhere to the conservative tendency of the countryside and deny liberal assumptions, or bank to their collectivist roots and accept the authority of trend, maybe so far as to doubt and question and test their own gender identities: if conservative grandpa would proudly say that he was a man and man alone and his manhood was proven in that he had almost got his head blown off in war, or if liberal grandma would insist that she identified as such a social construct that had the exclusive privilege to also have their head almost blown off in war. And, whichever the case, whether this would replace or coexist alongside their other common obsessions. He thought about this, and he thought about it with the mind of a comedian, whose reckless humor knew no bounds concerning subjects of ridicule, then he thought about it with the mind of an open-minded mindful person, who wanted to show compassion to the marginalized, and he also thought about it with the mind of a person who, believing in science, knew that evolution had never meant to place a man’s brain in a woman’s body and vice versa, but also as an educated man who knew that evolution had nothing to do with purpose, and it was therefore just blind enough to have placed any brain in any body – hell, it could very well have done many things, many things indeed, not excluding every conceivable thing, with the exception of the conceivable things it had not already done, in which regard it did not seem all that blind. This many-faceted contemplation was encouraged by a belief in Keats’ negative capability, which went something along the lines of no morality, no judgment, just the beauty of contemplation. It was a good way to protect oneself from the dread of intellectual commitment. 

He thought about himself thinking in many ways as he surveyed the faded photograph of his faded ancestors, hung on a wall with wallpaper that had gone yellow and brown and grey, marred by time and dust and cobwebs, at places cracked and at others beginning to peel. It was the law of entropy painting itself onto its own mural. Thinking about vague things, Jason had unconsciously entered the house and made his way to the living room, much to his later disappointment at not having focused on the moment of entrance and its dramatic implications. 

The house was not so old, or so long a time left without attendance that it should appear as dilapidated as it did, so it was likely that its chaotic state preceded Jason’s legal ownership of it. Though he had hoped for a modest but well-kept rural sanctuary, there was no sense of surprise in the disappointment he felt at seeing this all but caved in reality. He knew all along that his grandfather had become extremely negligent in the last few years of his life. Judging from the cluttered objects lying about, he must have also become a hoarder.

Jason grimaced. He knew that the old man had been a miser for most of his life, but at least he did not feel the effect of it until then – until the moment he inherited the produce of self-centeredness. He was not proud of his ancestral origins. Old Morrel had left the world with the image of an angry, unsociable person, for which Jason was almost willing to reject both house and filial association with him. Almost. Regardless of the way he felt, he did not want to offend the man’s character by simplifying it to his reputation. This had little to do with the fact that, of all his cousins, he was the one selected to carry on the legacy in name. The title of Jason Morrel Junior was irrelevant in his reasoning. 

It was hard to explain the ambivalence.

His self-imposed duty to defend his grandfather’s legacy was not about property either. In fact, inheritance had nothing to do with Jason’s strange sentiment, for the sentiment was not grounded in profit, but in the man himself. Indeed, he was an interesting character, at least in the eyes of the poetic junior. If he really was a villain, which Jason could not yet confirm nor deny, he was a Shakespearean villain – the noblest kind of villain a man could be: an evil driven by contrast of thoughts, crimes driven by competence, the intellectual part of which was responsible for the very conflict that twisted it to bad ends. Conversely, if he was not a villain, then all the more power to him, for he was an anti-hero, and Jason’s era was the era of the anti-hero – a good guy who plays by his own rules, and only considered good because, as chance would have it, his own rules are mostly in tune with the rules of the actual good guys.  

When he was a teenager, Jason thought he felt this way due to his grandfather’s education, for in spite of living at a time and place where learning was neither accessible nor necessary, he was still more educated than most of Jason’s peers. It gave him an air of nobility, for knowledge is the only means by which the common citizenry can effectively rival the aristocracy. When he was even younger, Jason thought it was because of the old man’s temporary rank of officer in the army, and his adolescent-self thought that this admiration had to do with the man’s overall competence, as evidenced in the fact of his survival. Later on, however, he realized that these were only the deeds that attested for the character, not the character himself. There was more to the ancient Morrel than that, for the quirk in his charm was that he had achieved more than the sum of his achievements. The essential quality for which Jason respected him was still an unknown matter. 

Whatever the reason, it was most certainly not the way he took care of his house. Be it his critical flaw or an extension of his critical flaw, the place was not in good shape. The structure itself was not very impressive either. 

The living room was a narrow rectangle, almost twice as long as it was wide. Four doors led in and out of it. One entered, as expected, through the front door. The adjacent wall on the right had two doors, the first leading to what served as a bedroom; the one next to it he was yet to discover, for he had never actually been inside. It was probably a cellar of sorts. As kids, they used to call it the Old Box. Its secrecy at the time did not have the charm to make it stand out as a mystery, but rather, a point of annoyance, for which they quickly learned to ignore it. It was but a forgotten corner, a chamber that might have just as well never existed, and a matter over which nobody cared except for perhaps the old man himself. Adjacent to it, the door on the opposite end of this living room-hallway hybrid, led to a cellar that had at some point in the late 1940's been converted into a bathroom. With the addition of the basement below, that was the entirety of the house. Functional but poorly planned, hardly convenient, and lacking in aesthetics. It stood to show that small was not necessarily synonymous with cozy. 

He walked along this elongated living room, past a tall shabby table with equally shabby chairs stacked on top, a set of framed photographs and diplomas on the wall, and, on the other side, a cupboard and shelf, stuffed with trinkets, tools, and memorabilia, objects intended either for immediate use or no use at all. He tried the mystery door first, for curiosity’s sake. It was locked. Never minding the oddity, he returned to the more practical objective of this inspection, and opened the door on the narrow end, which led to the bathroom, which led into the basement.

It was dark. The window was barred from the outside. He flicked the switch, and a yellow light filled the room. At least the electricity was intact. He sighed in relief. 

Though old and ugly and not neat at all, it was not as bad as he had feared it might be. He tried the faucet. After a one-minute stream of yellowish spurts and scraping sounds accompanied by a rusty smell, there ensued clear water and the sound of its smooth, uninterrupted flow. It seemed that the plumbing was functional as well. 

That was not saying much in terms of quality of life. It could be good news for the price if he decided to sell the house, but it was otherwise useless, save for the bare essentials. As far as he knew, it would not be safe to drink tap water from pipes that old, and a similar logic denied him the use of the shower. 

He looked up and saw the electric water heater. It was a big yellow cylinder positioned right above the bathtub. He did not like it. Those things were safety hazards. With age, the heating components could deteriorate and carry a charge over to the metal case and conductive surfaces around it, including pipes and maybe the metal faucet or the aluminum bathtub and possibly the person who touched them. He would not use it. It was best not to even think about it. It looked rather ominous, like a reincarnated electric chair.

He was making his way to the basement, when a tapping sound from somewhere behind caught his attention. Initially slow, then speeding up  for a brief moment, only to die down again – a drip, a flurry, and a sudden pause, repeating at irregular intervals, like a drizzle, a torrent, and an overcast lull, impossible to predict, yet with a kind of purposeful order, a personal, specified randomness. It was unquestionably spontaneous, yet seemingly deliberate.

He turned from his initial direction and walked back into the elongated living room. He could see nothing at present that could be the reason for the strange noise. The hallway was not its origin. 

It did not seem to be coming from the outside either, and when he closed the front door, it became amplified through the echoes in the old house. 

Entering the bedroom did not make any difference in the intensity of the sound. It was only when he walked by the room next to it that he could hear it better: sharper, clearer, more distinct – and coming from the only room he had not checked. The Old Box. 

He tried the door again, and for the second time that day, he found it locked – as it had been since his earliest memory of it.

It struck him as rather odd, though not as bizarre as it would have, had he more time to think it through: a sound, he thought, seemingly deliberate, in a locked room, in an empty house, which had been unvisited for months, and with no key to the room in sight. At present, there was only one implication that came to mind. 

For a moment he tensed up, what if there’s somebody there, he thought, and backed away from the door. It was not too farfetched. He had heard on TV about a homeless man who had secretly moved into some person’s house, and lived there, hidden in the cellar, going out of hiding only when the owner was out; he was eventually found out, by mere chance, and, in his startled panic, the tramp turned from an intruder into a murderer. The owner of the house lie dead in his own home, his skull bashed in by his secret guest. There were no tracks leading out of the house as the intruder had retreated back into the cellar. It was years after the main event, as the new owners of the house ran in fear of paranormal activity, that the police finally took it upon themselves to examine the house itself, and so the murderer was found out at last. 

But that was an isolated incident, and one in a million, Jason snapped back to reality. The noise from the Old Box could have been of any cause: a small animal, a bird or a mouse or something of the sort, and maybe it only appeared to be coming from that room, while in reality its source was elsewhere. Perhaps even his own head. These answers were not devoid of explanatory power. 

Still, he thought it would be better to check just in case. He was a tad too proud to accept that hypothesis – to settle with delusion and dismiss further questions. An appeal to fantasy might have explained why he though he heard deliberation, but it said nothing about whether he actually heard deliberation. The mechanism of sensation was not the same as its cause. LSD could make you hear noises, but so could actual noise. It would be foolish to ignore the phone on account of hallucinogens.

He put his ear to the door.

The tapping stopped for a moment, but it was not a definite kind of silence. It rather felt like a suspension, a purposeful rest in anticipation or the actual conclusion. It was like a penultimate G dominant 7th chord played in a C major scale. It did not necessarily prove personhood, but it did imply purpose. It trained anticipation.  

Jason stayed for a minute or two, waiting for it to resume, if it either cared or chanced to, then stepped away from the door, somewhat disappointed that it did not. 

As he did, he thought he heard a few more taps, faint and in rapid succession, and no sooner than he began to react, his sense of investment ripening into involvement, the sounds stopped again, and this time the silence was free of tension. It felt like the fading echo of that final C Major, although he heard no music, nor could he be certain he had heard anything at all. The hallucination/imagination hypothesis was not to be entirely dismissed yet.

As if his curiosity was not a reason enough, for common sense alone rarely was, he felt it imperative that he should investigate further. The origin of the sound could be a crucial bit of information in his decisions concerning the house, and, more immediately, the place he would choose to spend the night. 

And yet, he could not enter, for he did not have the key. He searched every place he could think of, but he could not find it. He checked the doors to the other rooms, and, looking at their knobs, he found that these had their keys resting in their respective keyholes. That was the usual practice. What was peculiar, however, was that each key was on the inside of the relevant room: the key to the bedroom was in the bedroom, and the key to the bathroom was in the bathroom. If he extrapolated this idea to the box-room (for so he had decided to call it), that would mean that the room was locked from the inside.

Impossible, he thought.  

The initial impression he had of this was that of an adventure video game, a point-and-click puzzle type, a genre which trend was to make the player feel like a genius for finding the solution to a puzzle mere moments after having felt like an idiot for being blind to an obvious item all along. The thought that followed was that finding a way into the box-room had become a priority. In fact, he thought about looking up an online tutorial on lock-picking.

Then he decided against it and he shook off the juvenile appeal for the mystery before it could settle. He turned away from the door. It was stupid to neglect the whole house for the sake of one room. The problem of the noise (or whatever had been making it) would only be a concerning matter if it were to repeat. Otherwise, he assured himself, it was a one-time thing. As such, it was no problem.  

His experience with computers, especially software, assured him of that – if it could be fixed, a system restart would fix it; if it recurred, it could not be fixed. Moreover, his experience with object adventures assured him that there were no such things as locked areas… just places to be unlocked further in the game, when the correct item showed up, seemingly out of nowhere.

 

*

 

As was the case with the key. 

Of all the rooms, he found it in the basement, and in the least likely place within this already unlikely chamber. If it was a game, the difficulty was artificial.

Initially, he only intended to scout around the basement. To see what was to be found in this half a century old rural cellar, besides homebrewed alcohol and maybe canned food and hopefully not rats. The answer was, at first, exactly what he expected. Creaky shelves stacked with jars, full and empty, canned food, bottles, empty and full, and old trinkets to a hoarder’s delight; stale air, a burnt-out bulb above, and no visible signs of rodents, but an intuitive proclamation of their presence.

Again, Jason’s disappointment felt right at home. There was no pun in the idiom, for the old house left such a bad first impression, that, though it belonged to him, the idea that he could call it his home had not even so much as crossed his mind. He had already decided to spend the night in a local motel.

He was walking between the shelves, looking for nothing in particular, when he took notice of a particular box in the far corner. It was rather big, standard cardboard, wrapped in packaging a bit too flashy for its placement. From what little he could make out by the dim light of his phone, the picture on it was an electric typewriter.

He went to the box and picked it up. It was heavier than he expected. He carried it upstairs, to the living room-hallway, opened it, and found exactly what the picture depicted. It was an electric typewriter, wrapped in nylon, obviously torn at some point, but taped back together. The box had been opened before, but it looked like the machine itself had not seen much use. Probably none at all.

He put it on the table with enthusiasm. It was a vintage item and in mint condition, a gem in its own right, and it happened to be just the type of item he needed, albeit he had not thought about it until the moment he found it. It would be an honor to work on his play on a machine such as this. The retro device made the writing app on his smartphone look like a downgrade, in spite of its spellcheck and autocorrect. He would not tap his screenplay; he would type it.  

For once, it was the virtual knockoff of real-world tools that was being replaced by the real deal. It was gritty, loud, tough, unforgiving, and perfectly tangible. Contrasted to the battery-powered contraption with a touchscreen, it was as a tank is to a toy car.

All he needed now was paper, a power supply, and a cable. He had some paper in the car, and there was an electric socket in the nearby corner. He found the power cord in the box, tangled and not as well-kept as the machine itself. There was also a manual and a microfiber cloth inside, as well as a smaller box with what appeared to be nuts and bolts (probably spare parts). He turned the box upside down and shook it until all of its contents were on the floor.

So there they were: the cable, the crumpled manual, a cleaning cloth, some spare parts, and… a key!

“No way,” Jason said aloud.

Though the assumption was not perfectly cogent, Jason found himself walking to the Old Box the moment he picked up the key, somehow knowing he had got it right. It made no sense for anyone to have put it there, and it made even less sense that it found itself inside by accident, but that did not matter. How or why it was there was not important. All that mattered was that it made just enough sense to be worth the attempt. He could even infer a symbolism, for he was literarily apt, and this was a tad more sophisticated (and therefore less clichéd) than bad weather during a breakup. There were many ways to interpret it. Perhaps it was that one found the key only when one was not searching for it; or that the key lie in the basement of the subconscious; or that life was like a box of typewriters. Above all, the dominant idea in his mind was the follow-up to the two basic notions that, there it was, the key, and there he was, the playwright, moving to unlock the area that progressed the game.  

The key fit.

He thought it would be amusing if this really was the right key, because – 

He turned it and it clicked.

Given the way he found it, it would be like going –

He pushed on the knob and the door opened smoothly.

“From one box to another,” Jason said, and he watched the scene unfold before him.

The door swung open without so much as a creak, revealing a small room, about as spacious as a closet, further narrowed by two rows of shelves. They were stacked with paper. The end of the chamber gave way to a window that was unusually bright, covered by a thin, worn-out curtain. It swayed a little at the sudden draft, and then returned to its who-knew-how-long unmoving state. Before the window were a round table and a tall wooden chair. On top of this table was a –

“It can’t be,” Jason said, and he approached it.

On top of the table was a typewriter. This one was not electric, and it seemed to have seen some use. Heavy use. Most of the keys had faded away. Next to it were two sheets of paper, stacked one over the other.

“Another typewriter,” Jason said under his breath. “I don’t believe it.”

He picked up the first page and read it aloud:

 

“‘Dear Jason,

“‘I am glad you have accepted the house for what it is – a house – and not a mere proxy to a few grand (even though you are considering that too). I am also glad that you seem to have found your way inside the Old Box, and I would be so happy I could sing, if I were there, knowing that you were smart enough to do it.

We have not been in contact for… decades! but I have heard that you are a writer. This pleases me. In fact, I have bet much on the chance that this rumor is true, for it was this knowledge above all that influenced my decision to give you the house, although you need not concern yourself with my motives just yet. Anyhow, I hope you will find this machine welcome despite your modern trinkets.

If you do decide to use a typewriter, please, for my sake, use this one. The electronic one’s no good. When I tried to use it, I found my thoughts… inert… I would say deficient, but that is not quite the right word, for, you see, the best I can describe it is that I felt as if my thoughts were rather unwilling to subjugate themselves to the otherwise fluent stream between my brain and fingertips, and though I had little problems coming up with ideas, I couldn’t write a word of my own that sounded decent, or at least genuine, nevertheless correct! so I continued racking this one for the remainder of my days.

That said, I didn’t have the heart to throw away the electric; so I stacked it in the basement. Maybe you’ll find some use of it yet, but I urge you – for my sake – take this old battered piece of metal and use it for what it is – a machine made by (and for) brain, heart, and spine – or their less literal counterparts thereof.

 

Ps. You’re surprised to learn I used to write, aren’t you? So I ask, where did you think you got your literary genes from, Jason? My education may not be up to standard, but I can provide my descendants with more than a mere name and a house. And talent is only half of it.

 

 

Best Regards,

Grandad J. Morrel’”

 

“Fuck,” Jason said as he put it down. This was quite the revelation. “The old man was a writer? What did he write, memoirs?” 

He went to pick up some of the papers stacked on the shelf to his right, when the second letter on the table caught his eye. He picked it up, but he did not read this one aloud, for the very first words stunned him with an amazement far greater than those of the previous message. 

It read:  

 

JASON: From one box to another (enters)

 

It can’t be (moves towards table)

(under his breath) Another typewriter. I don’t believe it.

(picks up first letter and reads) 

 

‘Dear Jason,

 

I am glad you have accepted the house for what it is – a house – and not a mere proxy to a few grand (even though you are considering that too). I am also glad that you seem to have found your way inside the Old Box, and I would be so happy I could sing, if I were – 

 

“What the fuck?!” Jason winced, not believing his eyes, just a moment before reading those same words and appropriate instructions written on the same sheet, just below the part that stated, (reads second letter in silence). 

He backed away, unsure of his steps, his head spinning with shock. He made it to the back of the room and bumped the door, which had closed itself while he was busy reading the letters, which content he was yet to attempt to rationalize.

He looked at it again, then looked away.

He made to crumple it and throw it away, when he saw, at the bottom of the page, printed, (crumples and throws away sheet), followed by an expletive. 

 

He looked at it for a moment, then folded it, hesitantly, and put it in his breast pocket. 

He felt a violent surge of anxiety, as his vision blurred and tinnitus filled his ears. He felt a sudden, sharp headache spread from the center of his head. His right hand twitched towards his breast pocket. He struggled against it. The more he struggled, the more his discomfort increased. He found himself paralyzed, standing stiff against the door, as the whole room began to spin around him. His headache intensified parallel to the ringing in his ears.

It lasted for about half a minute, after which the unpleasant sensations withered away, and he regained his senses in the span of the next thirty seconds. Following this, there was no residue of the past anxiety save for its memory.

He reached in his breast pocket and took out the paper. He unfolded it.

It still said (crumples and throws away sheet). 

Wrong this time, he thought, and hurried out of the room.  

 

*

 

As soon as he got out of the box, he made a dash for the front door. He wanted to distance himself from the typewriter, and maybe even from the house itself. He did not know if there was anything wrong with it, but he could tell there was something off about it. He felt weirded out. Now he knew the meaning of the expression firsthand.  

His condition was similar to shock in its sense of immediacy, although it was not to such an extent that it would prevent him from thinking – on the contrary, there were a lot of thoughts going through his mind as he walked between the Old Box and the front door. Apart from attempts to rationalize the event, none of which sounded convincing (not even in their unspoken intuitive forms), he was also thinking of ways to eliminate the issue, or rather, his proximity to it.  

One idea was to check out the yard, for the fresh breeze would do him good. Better yet, he could go out for a walk around town, and, better still, he could get in his car and drive off to somewhere else – anywhere as long as it meant getting out of the stale air of that (haunted) ancient house. It was old and ruinous and weird. It was no good staying. 

He had made his decision. There was no point in trying to fix it. What use would it be? None! It was better to monetize it than to let it rot as a backup home – and what the hell was that?! I said and I did everything it said I would, I did everything – well, almost everything, but I did SAY everything, and that was before I read it saying that I would, and what the hell?! It was most certainly not worth the effort, although it could be worth the wait, for an urbanization policy just might raise the price of property in the region, so there just might be a bit more profit for just a little more patience. He wondered if there might be somebody inside playing tricks on him, which, though more dangerous than paranormal activity, provided there was no such thing as paranormal activity, at least made sense. However, it was not out of the question that he should just sell as soon as possible, for he could use the money – then again, it would be irreverent to his property to treat it with such neglect… 

Many thoughts crossed his mind as he walked through the living-room-hallway, and he made many decisions in the span of a few steps. The majority of these thoughts he had considered before, specifically, those related to selling, timing, and refurbishing, so his contemplation at present was not one of rationality, but, rather, distraction. He was going through the motions of thought to keep his mind busy, so as not to give in to the overwhelming weirdness that threatened to overtake the workings of his brain.

Whatever it was, it was too much. He had made his decision: he was leaving and going to a motel and coming back probably only once more – and that was to sell it to whomever was willing to buy. The place was bad and he was not coming back. It was decided!

 

*

 

He walked onto the porch, made two steps in the front yard, and then dashed back into the house with an expletive, slamming the door shut behind him, thus completing the spoken script. 

In the yard, just past the porch, stood a large canine – a mutt, by the looks of it; a big one (about the size of a Rottweiler) with a wide frame, long snout, and short, grey fur. 

For a moment it growled, its head low, and then it sprang for Jason. It was only within a split-second that his reflexes saved him, for in the short interval in which he saw the dog and swung the door shut, the canine crashed its massive body against the door, making it rattle in its frame. It was a good thing that it swung on the outside, for otherwise it would have been opened by the sheer force of the impact.

The mutt went on to scrape at the door, still growling.

Jason reached for the key and turned it twice. It made no sense to lock the door, but he was too high on adrenaline to think clearly. There was something about the sight of a charging carnivore that was more than just startling; it was a positively primeval kind of fear, and a very fresh experience for the urbanite. 

He started aimlessly down the hall, to walk off the emotional charge, when he heard something from the bedroom, to his right. It could not have been good whatever it was, for the rapid footsteps implied an inhuman presence, and the low growl confirmed the wild rage in its intent.

Jason turned to look.

It was another canine, this one inside the house. It looked just as big and just as ferocious as the one outside. It sprang for him from the far end of the room. 

As Jason turned to run, right, towards the bathroom, yet another one leaped in front of him, this one coming from the Old Box. It bowed its head, as if to charge. 

Jason darted back, towards the front door. 

This did not help his situation, for he found himself between a locked door with a mad dog outside, and a narrow room with two mad dogs right where he was.

They had him surrounded. 

He was not a fighter, and there was nothing he could use as a weapon at hand; not a bat, not a staff, not a fire poker... the best he could do was a metal shoehorn. He picked it up, knowing full well that it was pointless.

The two dogs advanced. They approached him, slowly, until there was less than a meter between the petrified artist and the ravenous fauna.

One of the dogs jumped on the tall table, a position from which it would have no problem leaping for his throat. The other snapped from the ground. 

The hallway was too narrow for Jason to dodge or to run past them, so he knew he would have to fight. He understood it in whichever part of his mind could still process thought. He would have to fight tooth and nail against the pioneers of tooth and nail; the strong, fast and ferocious against the limp, sluggish and scared. It was an unfair battle between the product of wilderness and the offshoot of civilization. He was forced to face these biological machines of death on their own turf.

The dogs got even closer.

Jason put his arms in front of him, on guard, never minding his legs, abdomen, or the highly precious area in between. 

They had been standing like that for a while, maybe as long as a full minute, when he decided that the tension was likely to kill him before the dogs did.

He let out a piercing cry and lunged at the one on the ground.

It whined, recoiled, and fell back a few steps. The dog on the table did the same. 

Then they regrouped and regained their violent intent with renewed confidence.

Jason too, felt a surge of self-assurance. Having cleared up more room for himself, he picked up one of the high chairs off the table.

He yelled out as loud as he could, like a martial artist letting out a kiai, and swung the chair with all his might, sweeping in front of the canines, which surely would have suffered a terrible blow had their reflexes not been primed for such encounters.  

They retreated further down the hallway, and soon they were backed to the other end of the room, up against the closed door that led to the bathroom. They whined and pushed back against the wall. It was almost as if they cowered from him.

Having forgotten just how dangerous cornered dogs can be, Jason swung again. 

He missed once more, for their reflexes were just good enough for a last-moment dodge.

As he raised the chair to strike a third time, he saw that the need for violence had ended. The dogs were lying limply on the floor, breathing peacefully, their eyes closed. Asleep. 

Jason dropped the chair in surprise, and tensed before it hit the ground with an entirely renewed jolt of suspense, followed by incredible relief as the dogs did not react to the sound. No, not asleep, it seemed. Unconscious.

“Fucking hell,” said Jason, as he leaned against the wall, and let himself slide down to the floor.

“Good God,” he repeated, its semantic value synonymous with his previous utterance. 

He took a deep breath and was letting it out, feeling the tension dissipate as he exhaled, when he became aware of a tapping noise from the Old Box. It stopped almost as soon as he heard it, and a deliberate kind of silence, one that conveyed completeness rather than a pause, filled the house. 

 

*

 

Jason sprang to his feet and barged into the Old Box. He got in just in time to feel a warm draft in the room and see a piece of paper unhinge from the typewriter; flying away, out the open window and in the soft breeze outside. 

He could not tell if the window had been open when he first entered the room.

 

* *

 

Jason was thinking over the events of the day. He was in a motel room. He found it was easy to rationalize the case. 

He was a rational man who tried his best to pursue reason at all times, and the pride with which he affirmed this further attested for the fact. On occasion, of course, he was known to show deep respect for intuition, even if it was just to make impulsive decisions come off as spiritually deep. The self-consciousness with which he could admit this, however, he took to be only further evidence for his rationality, for it was only reasonable to own up to one’s hypocrisy.

The bane of many rational men, however, is that they fail to realize that the pursuit of truth is not rooted in rationality, but honesty. The mind can align itself with all kinds of wrong ideas, often under the same laws of logic that seem impervious to the insensible. It is only by the authority of honesty that logic can be utilized as a tool for the discovery of truth. Anyone can rationalize, but only the honest can reason.

For the time being, Jason’s definition of the word had undergone a subtle but critical shift. Whereas he pronounced it as reason, what he was really after was the comfort of the familiar, or its affirmation thereof. He cared less for reality than the cared for his pre-conceived understanding of reality. It is for this reason that the alleged intellect of many allegedly intelligent people can only ever be alleged. For the time being, Jason’s reasoning went like so: 

It was a strange experience. Not strange in that it couldn’t be explained, but rather, strange in how elaborate it seemed: the impressive wit and the mastery of its designer, the extent of foresight and confidence, his knowledge of psychology, and finally the skill to make a script that balanced margin of error with the odds of everything going according to plan. 

All things considered, it was just a very well thought out prank. That was all there was to the letter. It was the exceptional craftwork of the one art that could only ever be flippant. What reason was there to regard it as anything else? He had seen many like it before, some more elaborate than others, the most rudimentary of which was probably,

 

An idiot says ‘what.’

What?

Har har

 

If preteens could do it, why should it be impossible for an adult to predict somebody’s simple exclamations of surprise in the face of certain (quite predictably surprising) events that elicited the same emotion? Why should a man aware of your idiolect not be able to predict you would say fuck when you experienced a situation worthy of the expletive? There was no more to the mystery of the text than that. The assumption of a prank was the best explanation by far. 

As for the dogs, he did not even need to speculate, for it was his neighbor who was at fault in the matter. They were his pets, and, by his own admission, it was his own failure to keep them in check that led to the incident.

“I’m real sorry about what happened. The dogs are strays I tamed a year or two back. They like to hang around my place and I feed ‘em sometimes. Bella there had puppies this spring, and she keeps ‘em in that shed of yours. I thought nobody lived there no more, so none’d mind. Maybe you startled her. Again, I’m awfully sorry for the incident, Mister Morrel.”

This was the second time that day that he was referred to as a Mister. It must have been a cultural thing; back in the capital, he would have been addressed as either a young man or a bro. But never minding that detail, and putting his annoyance with his neighbor’s recklessness aside, Jason was satisfied to have pieced together the puzzle of what must have happened: 

Entering the yard and then his house, he must have attracted the attention of the dogs. Having initially left the door open, he must have allowed them to waltz right in while he was too busy exploring the rooms. The two that got in must have gotten distracted by the new territory they had discovered, while Bella, the mother, stayed outside, probably tending to her pups. It must have been then that Jason ran outside, and, being an unknown figure, moreover, a fast-moving figure, he provoked the attacks.

“I don’t know what you did to ‘em to put them to sleep” his neighbor had said, “But if you can tell me how you did it, I’ll pay ya to teach me. I could use a skill like that!”

That part was, admittedly, rather odd, but Jason shrugged it off – he did not need to have an answer to every question. 
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