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For Franny, who showed me that true miracles and real magic exist.


FOREWORD

Wanna see something weird?

Come on. This way . . .

Turn a page. Turn another.

Something weird. See?

We’ve got extraordinary. Touching. Devastating. Even profound.

Come on.

That’s what you want, yeah? It’s what I want pretty much all the time and it’s definitely what I was hoping for when I saw the cover for this beauty of a book. Inspires something in you, doesn’t it? Yeah. Almost like it activates the village of imps within, the unseen governors that direct you one way or another, that help you decide things. Like picking up this book. That cover. That title. And, if you’ll follow me, the stories most of all.

Doug Murano is on a roll and for an editor to be rolling, it means he’s got an eye. It’s an eye for what he’s looking for, yeah, and an eye for what he thinks is good, yes, but it’s really an eye for putting stories together. That’s the best part of Behold! Oddities, Curiosities and Undefinable Wonders. I’ll tell you straight up that’s the best part because by the end of this book, you’ll find yourself reaching for a quilt that isn’t actually in the room. Nope, it’s not a physical quilt, but a woven thing nonetheless, a thing that’s kept you warm for the duration. If you’re anything like me, you’ll reach for it, and if you’re a lot like me you’ll still cover yourself up with it, long after you realize it’s unseen, unreal, and that it was the stories, after all, that warmed up the room all along. Lovers of short stories, and, specifically, those of us who devour horror shorts, we know the power, the promise, of any anthology we pick up.

Will this be the sort of book that grips you by the shirt and tosses you into the fray, ready-or-not-here-I-come? Yes. This is that kind of book. And yet, the images you’ll find within are much more tangible than the animatronic beasts and witches that wait for you in a traveling house of horrors. There’s no crappy lighting in here to make you squint your eyes, no track-car moving too fast, no loud music to distract you.

That leaves you and your mind, you know. Nothing between. Just you, the writers, and your mind.

Come on.

This way.

We’ve got curiosities. We’ve got wonders, too.

And that’s how you like it. That’s how we all like it.

Did you know a man with tentacles wanders these pages? And so does a woman who discovers she’s able to crush powerful men with her imagination? Wanna meet them? Yeah, sure you do. Hell, I’d like to get coffee with them in an all-night diner and talk about oddities. Talk about wonders. About desire.

There’s a lot of desire in this book, these pages, a lot of want. Erinn Kemper’s brilliant “In Amelia’s Wake” gives us a boy who wants to marry a girl who seeks adventure in her life, not unlike Amelia Earhart herself, whose fateful plane the boy and his brothers stand guard over and who wanted quite a bit of adventure herself. John F.D. Taff’s “A Ware That Will Not Keep” stars a young man who wants to destroy the evil in his way. And yet, sometimes that’s a dangerous idea, isn’t it: exacting revenge? For, as in the beloved film “Pumpkinhead,” sometimes the beast to whom you say “sick ‘em” doesn’t know when to stop sicking ‘em.

Yes, there’s a lot of want in this book. A lot of craving. A lot of appetite. And yet, no vampires. No. In fact, the second half of this book’s title sums up the lot you’re about to encounter rather well: Oddities, Curiosities, and Undefinable Wonders. How else to describe the Kindred in Sarah Read’s subterranean “Through Gravel”? Edith in Kristi DeMeester’s “The Wakeful”? The titular Jacqueline Ess in Clive Barker’s classic story “Jacqueline Ess: Her Will and Testament”? These may sound like mere titles to you now, but soon you will know them. You will know them well.

Come on.

This way.

Let’s go look at something haunting.

The train-hopping duo of Brian Hodge’s masterful “The Shiny Fruit of Our Tomorrows” sure as shit wants something. They want something big, and they’re willing to travel across the country to see if it’s still there for the having. The knight in Neil Gaiman’s superb “Chivalry” is after the biggest score of all. And Patrick Freivald’s Jamie wants and then gets “Earl Pruitt’s Smoker.” Oh, the places she goes.

But this book isn’t about being “careful what you wish for.” This book is about being drawn to the implied, unspoken, second half of that statement: The writers in Behold! seem to start when things have already been twisted.

Come on.

You’ll see what I mean.

The book’s cover may inspire images of men and women entering curio marts, underhanded deals with shadowy pawn brokers, people purchasing things they shouldn’t have. And yet, aside from John Langan’s “Madame Painte: For Sale” (scary, this one), the sought-after emporiums in Behold! cannot be found at First and Main; here, the pawn shop packed with mystifying matter is the world. And isn’t that just the truth?

Don’t we all want oddities?

Curiosities?

Undefinable wonders?

Hell, I do. You do, too.

Behold.

Follow me.

This way.

Maybe the cover and title have you thinking of sideshows instead. You pick up the book and it feels something like buying a ticket to the kind of show that includes parting curtains and feelings of guilt for having contributed to the caging of aberrations. And yet, aside from Lisa Morton’s stirring “LaRue’s Dime Museum,” the stories herein aren’t so much sideshow as they are front and center.

Wanna know a secret? The freaks you’ll find in here are the writers themselves. The guys and girls bold enough and enthusiastic enough to put pen to paper, to write, as Brian Kirk did with the heartbreaking “Wildflower, Cactus, Rose,” the best pocket-symphonies they could. It might not take a freak to spot a freak, but it sure as hell takes one to make these ideas accessible. It’s the fantastical writer-mind that can see both things happening at once: the undefinable . . . defined. The two poems by Stephanie Wytovich encapsulate this idea perfectly and add pepper to, say, Hal Bodner’s “The Baker of Millepoix,” perhaps giving Bodner’s pastries just what they needed to procure miracles indeed.

Behold.

Richard Thomas’s parable-pastoral “Hiraeth” reminds us that there’s good reason Mom and Dad say don’t stick your hand in every cookie jar you come across and Ramsey Campbell’s “Fully Boarded” makes you wanna reach into that cookie jar of a story and assist Warden yourself.

So much to see here. So much to be here.

Let’s go.

Where Murano really excels is in his ability to juggle light and dark, the track-listing, so to speak, of this album. Take Lucy Snyder’s “Hazelnuts and Yummy Mummies,” a story written for writers and deviants alike (I am both. You might be both, too.); Snyder makes you laugh, hard, then gently turns you around, shows you the heart of the matter, and by the end of her tale your chuckles have molted into sobs. Christopher Coake pulls off a similar sleight-of-hand with “Knitter” (scary as hell, this one), wherein his delightful village is inhabited by something unfair enough to drive you mad.

If you think about it too much.

Which I am. Which you will do, too.

There’s a line in Coake’s story that serves as an anthem for the book as a whole: “You will turn a page; you will fold another world across this one . . . ”

And so you will, as the unseen quilt of this collection is woven, you will turn the pages and behold . . .

JOSH MALERMAN

Michigan, May 2017


ODDITIES


LARUE’S DIME MUSEUM

Lisa Morton

LIVE ON STAGE

THE HUMAN SQUID

The first thing in the old photo that caught Julia’s eye was the banner strung across the rear wall of a small stage. It took her a few seconds to realize that the tall man standing in front of the banner had appendages that looked like tentacles pushing up around the sides of his 1940s-style shirt and double-breasted jacket.

There were more banners, all sporting whimsical lettering in a curving style long obsolete.

MR. INSIDE-OUT

APPEARING DAILY

Next to the man with tentacles was a smaller performer whose skin glistened darkly, highlighting the whites of his eyes and his bared teeth. Although the glossy photograph was in black and white, Julia guessed the dark color was a deep crimson red . . . like blood.

SEE CONUNDRA

WORLD’S GREATEST CONTORTIONIST

The woman to the far right of the stage stood with her back to the audience, hands on her hips, and her head, smiling, sitting between her shoulder blades facing the camera.

LARUE’S DIME MUSEUM

Between Conundra and Mr. Inside-Out stood a small, dapper African American man, grinning proudly, one arm around the contortionist. The stage the quartet stood on was raised perhaps three feet, lit by bare overhead bulbs dangling at the end of wires, surrounded by banners proclaiming their unusual attributes.

Julia felt one brief stab of guilt at being so fascinated by the image. It was no longer politically correct to gawk at . . . what had they called them back them?

Human oddities?

Sideshow attractions?

Freaks?

But she couldn’t deny that the photo exerted a pull on her. It wasn’t just the performers, nor even the quaint banners and the cheap stage, but also the composition and lighting of the photo. It was brilliant, bringing the subjects to life with rare skill. She turned the eight-by-ten over, saw a name written on the back—Greta. No last name, not enough to go on. Was that the photographer, the woman in the photo, or someone who had previously owned the photo?

She set the photo down on an old scuffed teak end table with inlaid glass and thumbed through the rest of the photos and clippings in the handwoven basket. One more gem emerged: another large still obviously by the same photographer, showing the box office/entrance to “LaRue’s Dime Museum.” Inside a glass-and-wood cubicle papered with notices (“Dr. Mostel’s World Famous Flea Circus!”), a bored clerk who couldn’t have been more than twenty didn’t even muster a hint of smile.

Once again, Julia was taken by the photographer’s obvious gifts. She felt as if she knew that clerk, as if they’d often gone out for coffee, chatted about boys and college classes. Even though the photos dated back probably seven decades, Julia had seen this young woman’s expression in the faces of baristas and social media junkies.

Julia picked up the two photos and turned to find the store’s checkout counter. She hadn’t really expected to buy anything when she’d come into Round Again Antiques; she’d only wanted to visit the new business in the neighborhood (even though they’d been open for two months now). She found the rest of the store unremarkable—a typical collection of termite-ridden cast-off furniture, American primitive art and hip reproduction tin signs—but she at least wanted to know more about these photos.

She spotted a thirtysomething with purple hair behind a wood-paneled desk and approached. “Excuse me,” she said, holding the two stills out, “but I was wondering if you could tell me anything about these?”

The clerk examined the photos. “Oh, those! Yes, believe it or not, we’re pretty sure that place used to be this place. We found those in an old file cabinet in the back when we took over this spot, and a maintenance guy who’s worked here forever said he remembered LaRue’s. He thinks it closed sometime in the ‘60s.”

“Do you know the person whose name is written on the back?”

Shaking her head, the clerk answered, “Sorry, I don’t. If you want those, I’ll let them go for five each.”

As the clerk rung up the purchase, she glanced at the photos again and laughed. “Wow, look at the guy with the tentacles. You don’t think those could be real, do you?”

Julia shrugged.

That was the first time Julia saw the man with the tentacles.

***

Julia’s shift at Java Jane’s started every morning at 5 a.m., preparing the shop for a 6 a.m. opening and soon-after influx of downtown’s government workers and bankers heading into their offices and cubicles. Julia didn’t mind the time; in fact, she enjoyed the commute, driving through L.A.’s quiet pre-dawn streets, a world of shadowed doorways and sodium lights that reminded her of the film noir movies she loved.

She felt more comfortable in the black-and-white world of men in wide hats and black, wet pavement than she did in her own time. She’d been born and raised into a Southern California that gave success to the beautiful and the ambitious, and she was neither. When she’d seen the two photos in that basket at Round Again Antiques, what she’d immediately felt was a sense of belonging.

She’d Googled LaRue’s Dime Museum, but there wasn’t much to find. She learned that dime museums had once been popular attractions across the country, offering “lowbrow” audiences a mix of displays, freak shows, magicians, and even music. They’d largely died out by the mid-Twentieth-Century, undoubtedly replaced by a combination of changing morality, rising real estate values, and ubiquitous television.

LaRue’s had started in 1888 as a series of tents on the outskirts of downtown. A year later, Walter LaRue moved his displays into a building at Eighth and Temple. The museum had apparently been popular clear into the ’50s, long after the LaRues had died and sold it to “Slick” Charlie Johnson (who Julia guessed was the well-dressed man onstage with the performers). Slick Charlie had converted most of it into a game arcade by 1960, but it died with the rest of old L.A.’s glamour in the following decade, about the same time that once-elegant Bunker Hill had seen the last of its old Victorian mansions vanish. There was no mention in any of the articles on LaRue’s of a “Greta.”

Downtown L.A.—or DTLA, as some hipsters insisted on referring to it—was now one part faceless bureaucracy in shining towers, one part trendy artists’ lofts, and one part Skid Row, where the discarded slept in cardboard boxes and rat-chewed blankets. Julia passed them all on her way into work. She felt sorry for the junkies, the handicapped, the vets, the unlucky, but at the same time she was thankful that Java Jane’s was many blocks removed from the alleys and crumbling warehouses that formed the bulk of the homeless encampments. Java Jane’s covered her monthly parking fees, in a structure across the street, so she didn’t have to walk far to reach the shop.

This morning, she parked and hurried to the nearest crosswalk; she’d slept badly, had finally dozed off and then overslept, so she was a few minutes late. She didn’t see any sign of her usual work partner Gabriel, though, so she decided to wait for the light to change rather than risk (as she often did) dodging across the wide street illegally.

As she stood on the corner, she noticed a man standing in the doorway of the office building next to Java Jane’s. The man was backlit by a single overhead light in the entryway, so it was difficult to make out details, but he seemed to be wearing a long coat. A trench coat, in fact, like the ones in old movies. His head was bare, but something about his neck—was he wearing a bulky scarf? Did he have something draped around his neck?

As she stared, he stepped forward, into the dull overhead light of a sodium lamp, and Julia saw what wound around his neck: tentacles. Or at least they were tentacle-like, long fleshy appendages about as thick as two of her fingers. And they were moving slightly, as if caught in a breeze, except they all moved independently of each other. There seemed to be six, or—no, eight.

He was the man in the photo. The Human Squid.

No, Julia thought, her heart picking up speed, that’s not possible. He’d be a hundred years old. This man isn’t even bent.

His head swiveled slightly, gazing up and down the street—and then his eyes fixed on her.

Julia’s pounding heart froze. She locked eyes with him—The Human Squid—as a rush of emotions coursed through her. Fear, yes, and dread, of what might happen next . . . what if he stepped into the street, came toward her? She imagined him pulling her roughly into an embrace, those writhing lengths of flesh against her neck, her face—

Her paralysis broke when the rumbling of a bus sounded. It crossed between them, an early morning Metro already packed with riders, cutting off her view of the man. The bus slowed, only for a second, surely not long enough to let anyone off or on, but when it moved on down the street the man was gone. Julia let out a shaky breath and gulped in air, her eyes still on the bus as it headed into the heart of the city. Where would he go? How could he take public transportation? Had those really been tentacles, or had she been deceived by light and shadow, like any sucker who ever bought a ticket for the sideshow and soon realized the mermaid was nothing but a mummified dolphin?

When her heart slowed again, the bus gone from view, she walked across the street and entered Java Jane’s, almost relieved to be back among the mundane concerns of obligation.

***

When Julia returned home that afternoon, she tried to look up more information about LaRue’s Dime Museum, but her phone had stopped functioning. She’d recently replaced the battery and knew it was fully charged, so the only other alternative was to take it in for repairs. Irritated, she tried to turn on her laptop, but it also failed.

What are the chances?

Instead, she pulled out the two photographs, examining them closely for clues. There was the Human Squid, gawky and angular except for the mass around his neck.

Julia was certain it was the same man she’d seen in the pre-dawn morning.

Had she misinterpreted the age of the photos? Could they have been recent, perhaps even staged? A play, a piece of performance art, a Halloween attraction?

No, she was sure they were authentic and decades old. They possessed the startling, harsh quality that cameras (and their flash bulbs) from the ‘40s had. The prices on the ticket booth (“Only 50¢!”) were obviously obsolete.

In the photo, the Human Squid looked thirty years old. That would mean the man she’d seen earlier would have been a century.

Julia didn’t sleep much that night.

***

She awoke at her usual time of four a.m. As always, she showered, dressed, had a piece of fruit as she stood before her second-floor living room window, looking out on Wilcox Avenue.

Julia was about to leave when two figures ambling along the sidewalk caught her attention. They were on her side of the street, moving toward her apartment building.

One was tall, with something massed around his neck.

The other man, smaller, wore a driver’s cap, a dark jacket, light shirt, and chinos. The two seemed to be chatting, leaning toward each other as they walked.

When they reached Julia’s building, they stopped.

She pulled back from the window, but not away. Moving to the side, she peeked around the vertical blinds.

They’d stopped beneath a street light that painted them in yellowish hues. The tall man had a circle of narrow, fleshy appendages around his neck. The other had dark red skin above his white shirt. After a few seconds, Julia realized it wasn’t a shirt at all but bandages, wound horizontally around his torso. His wrists and fingers were similarly bound.

They didn’t look up toward her. The one in the bandages was patting the pockets of his jacket. He found what he wanted, pulled out a package of cigarettes, shook one out, returned the rest to the pocket, and lit up. He sucked the smoke in, tilting his head up.

His face gleamed, as if moist. It was a deep crimson color.

The Inside-Out Man.

When he exhaled, his companion coughed in disapproval. The tentacles around his neck rose to wave the smoke away. The Inside-Out Man laughed and blew out more smoke.

He waved the cigarette in Julia’s direction. Then both the Inside-Out Man and the Human Squid turned and looked up.

Julia had to stifle a scream. She stumbled back, certain they’d seen her. She started to move toward her phone, thinking to call the police, anyone, but remembered the phone didn’t work. Should she rush to a neighbor’s, ask for help? She realized that she didn’t know any of her neighbors, only the manager, who was rarely around. And what would she say? That two human oddities from eighty years ago were looking up at her as they smoked in the street?

She waited for several minutes, willing her pulse to slow. At last she crept, slowly, back to the window and risked a look out.

The crimson man was just stubbing out the cigarette with a foot. He and his friend turned and walked away down the street, nonchalant, as if they were completely at home in a world where they shouldn’t exist.

Before heading down to the parking garage, Julia walked to the front of the building, where the two men had just been standing. If she’d needed proof that what she’d just seen hadn’t been a dream or hallucination, there was the lingering scent of tobacco in the air. She looked down and saw something on the sidewalk. She knelt to see what it was, and only the short, tan end showed it to be a cigarette butt, flattened into the concrete—and covered in blood. Julia poked it with a finger and immediately regretted the act—the blood was warm and sticky. She wiped her finger tip on her pants leg, and, resisting an urge to rush back to her apartment, lock the door, and spend the next hour scrubbing her hands, she headed for her car in the building’s parking garage. When she pulled out onto the street she looked for them, but they were gone.

She knew she’d see them again.

***

That afternoon she drove to the phone store, located in a strip mall, where she’d bought her phone.

Every space in the strip mall was vacant. It looked new, as if it had just been renovated. There was a liquor store next to the mall that Julia remembered going into for a bottle of water. She went in, picked out a cheap bottle of wine, and asked the clerk when the phone store had moved out.

“I don’t know anything about a phone store,” he said in a thick Middle Eastern accent.

Julia didn’t pursue it. The only person who ever called her, aside from robot salesmen, was her mother, who wasted the data charges complaining about her life or Julia’s. Julia decided she could live without that for a few more days.

***

She spent that evening with the wine, gazing at the photos. The photographer’s skill at capturing the scenes captivated her, caused her to fall into the world of LaRue’s Dime Museum all over again. It was a world she felt comfortable and happy in.

By the end of the evening she’d decided (albeit drunkenly) that the photographer was the key. But how could she find out more? Was it “Greta”?

In college, Julia had been on exactly two dates (neither had led to a second). One had been with a young man named Ivan who had been obsessed with photography. He’d taken her to an exhibit at the Mulholland Museum that she’d found thoroughly boring, but which he found so fascinating that Julia began to suspect there might be something wrong with him.

The next day was her day off. By 11 a.m. she was waiting in an office at the Mulholland Museum, a chic modern structure located in the hills above Westwood, to speak to the museum’s associate director of collections.

Catherine Deane turned out to be an affable fortysomething whose natural elegance was so unattainable to Julia that she couldn’t even feel envious. Catherine (and Julia knew instinctively that no one ever called this woman “Kate” or “Kathy”) met her in the museum’s lobby and led her to an office cluttered with bookcases and photos spread out across a long work table.

“I understand you have some interesting material,” she said, after they were seated.

Julia handed her a manila folder with the photos. “I hope so.”

Catherine opened the envelope, withdrew the photos, eyed them critically for a few seconds, turned them over—and gaped. “Oh my God,” she said, softly.

“What?”

“I’m sure these are Greta Hoffman’s work.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t know her.”

Catherine rose, scanned her bookcases, and plucked out a hefty coffee table book she handed to Julia. The book was labeled Greta Hoffman: 1943-1956. The cover showed a photo of old downtown L.A., when the theaters were vital and hadn’t yet become flophouses or abandoned curiosities, when men wore fedoras and women stylish dresses. The image centered on a little girl, eating a chocolate ice cream cone, her chin and cheeks smeared, while her mother stood over her, looking down with a mixture of disapproval and amusement; behind and around them was Broadway Avenue, packed with pedestrians and old cars, the whole scene bursting with life.

Even though the subject matter was completely different, Julia recognized the similarity to her photos immediately. The slightly off-kilter framing, the contrast between the little girl’s pale face and the chocolate, the excitement and glamour of the city . . .

Julia flipped through the book, seeing page after page of extraordinary shots, many of L.A. in the ‘40s and ‘50s, but nothing else showing LaRue’s. As she scanned the book, Catherine moved up behind her. “Greta Hoffman is one of photography’s great unsung heroes, or I guess we should say unsung heroines. We don’t really know much about her: she was born in Germany, left when Hitler rose to power and found her way to New York, where she got work as a nanny. She’d only been there for a few months when the couple she was working for relocated to Los Angeles. She came with them and ended up spending the rest of her life here. When she died in 1962, they cleared out her apartment and found thousands of photos; it turned out that Greta, who never married, had a secret passion for photography. The photos were boxed and stuck away for fifty years, but found in an attic a few years ago and brought to us. Now Greta’s a cause célèbre more than half a century after her death.”

Julia flipped the book to the back. On the rear dust jacket flap was a grainy photo of a plain-looking woman dressed in a severe black dress and matching hat. The photo was captioned Greta Hoffman in 1952.

Catherine leaned over her desk, picked up Julia’s photos—almost tenderly—and examined them again. “I know Greta’s work very well and I’ve never seen these before. Where did you find them?”

“I bought them in an antiques store downtown. They said they’d found them in a box when they took over the space.”

Squinting at the photos, Catherine shook her head. “Extraordinary. Greta almost never even showed her photos to anyone, let alone gave them away.” Looking up at Julia, she added, “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in selling these? I’ll make you an offer right now, if you’re interested. Five thousand.”

Julia blurted out in surprise, “Five thousand?”

“That’s for each photograph, of course.” When Julia didn’t answer, Catherine added, “I’ll be frank with you: you could probably get more if you go to auction—a lot more. But I would love to have these as part of our collection, and I can write you a check right now.”

Julia sat back, trying to wrap her thoughts around what she’d just been offered. Ten thousand dollars? More if she went elsewhere? Why? Did other people experience the same thing she did when she looked at the photos—the sense of being drawn into another world?

She didn’t want to live without that.

Reaching for the photos, Julia said, “Can I think about it?”

Catherine nodded, but not without a hint of resignation. “Of course.”

Julia left with a business card, an astonishing offer, the photographer’s name, and a renewed sense of the power of Greta Hoffman’s art.

***

When she got home, she idly turned on the television, but none of her favorite channels was working. Only a few of the local channels came in, showing images blurred with lines of static. She’d have to remember to call her cable company from work tomorrow.

***

The next day at Java Jane’s, she asked her co-worker Gabriel if she could borrow his phone. He gave her an odd look before passing her the handset from an old black dial phone mounted to the wall. Its presence didn’t surprise her; it gave her only a moment of panic before she accepted it as the real, natural order of things.

Looking up from the phone, she glanced out the shop’s front window and saw a woman waiting on the sidewalk, her back to the store. Something about her was familiar. Julia stepped from behind the front counter, curious. She ignored Gabriel when he asked, “Where you going?”

She stopped just past the counter. The woman was moving—or at least her head was, turning to look back into the store . . . and turning . . .

Her head turned all the way until it was aligned between her shoulders. She was blandly pretty, like a forgotten film ingénue. She saw Julia, smiled, and winked.

Julia stumbled back. As she turned, clumsy from shock, to move behind the counter, she barreled into her co-worker, who reached out to steady her. “Whoa, you okay?”

She looked up at Gabriel, a dark-skinned young man with a face that betrayed a losing battle with acne—and saw that her co-worker was now completely covered with tattoos. Every square inch, including his throat and the back of his hands, demanded attention with swirling, colorful designs. As she staggered back, he asked, “What’s wrong with you?”

She fled the store, using the back door to avoid Conundra, the World’s Greatest Contortionist.

***

On her drive home, she sensed that something was missing. Looking around the landscape of downtown Los Angeles, she finally pinpointed it:

The new skyscrapers—the bank buildings, all gleaming metal and glass—were gone. City Hall’s iconic spire now loomed above everything. She saw nothing but old-model cars, men and women in out-of-style suits and dresses. She drove past the longstanding Clifton’s Cafeteria, but it was Polynesian-themed.

She pulled up to a stoplight at the intersection of Seventh and Figueroa. The light was a strange design, with a sign that read “STOP.” As it moved from red to green, the sign slid down while one reading “GO” slid up. When a car behind Julia honked, she hit the gas too sharply and her car lurched forward, slamming her back into the seat. She nearly rear-ended a 1943 Packard in front of her before braking, throwing her forward.

A few seconds later the car’s engine died.

Julia coasted to the side of the street, pulling into a red zone. She tried turning the key three times while hitting the gas, but the car didn’t even grind or click. It was simply incapable of functioning, like her phone or television.

She sat in the driver seat, gripping the wheel tightly while anxiety held her in a strangling grip.

What’s going on? Am I crazy? What do I do now?

Looking around, she saw that the car had stopped almost in front of the Pantry, a restaurant she’d eaten in many times. The historic eatery was the one thing in the street completely recognizable, a rock standing against the river of time. Julia went to it, a desperate traveler seeking an oasis.

Inside, she was seated and handed a menu. The items listed were what she was used to—but they were offered at a fraction of the price.

When the waiter returned, Julia ordered coffee. Maybe it would help her sort things out, decide on a plan.

The coffee arrived—strong, black, reassuring. Julia wrapped both hands around the sturdy cup and stared down into the contents, as if she’d find an answer there.

“Excuse me . . . ” A feminine voice with a slight accent interrupted. She looked up.

A woman with a black coat and hat stood over her, holding an old-fashioned, bulky camera, the kind with a fat glass lens and no LCD screen on the back. She spoke again, gesturing with the camera. “ . . . would you mind if I took your picture?”

Julia set the coffee down and said, “You’re Greta Hoffman.”

The woman blinked in surprise. “I’m sorry, have we met?”

“No, but . . . I’m a fan of your work.”

Greta frowned. “My work? How do you know my work?”

“I own two of your photos. In fact, someone just offered me a lot of money for them.”

Emotions flickered across Greta’s features—skepticism, hope, pleasure—and after a second she motioned at a chair across from Julia. “May I sit here?”

Julia nodded. Greta took the chair, placing the old-fashioned camera to one side of the table. Up close, without the confines of a blurry photograph, Julia saw that she’d been wrong to judge Greta Hoffman as plain-looking; her eyes in particular were extraordinary, creased lightly with humor and worry, the pupils ringed with rich hazel irises.

Greta cleared her throat, trying to speak, and Julia wondered if the other woman shared her astonishment at this meeting. “What is your name?”

“Julia—Julia Chandler.” Julia almost extended a hand, but something told her not to, that Greta would frown on physical contact with someone she’d just met. “Your photographs are very special to me,” Julia said, barely looking up. “They take me places.”

“As all art should.”

Now Julia did look up, and Greta was smiling at her. It was a smile of shared understanding, of secrets exchanged. Julia was about to say something when the waiter returned. “Can I get you something?”

Julia looked up—and couldn’t stifle a gasp when she saw the waiter was tall, with a ring of tentacles surrounding his neck, poking out from over his waiter’s apron. She must have gone pale because he asked, concerned, “Hey, doll—you okay?”

When she couldn’t answer, Greta said, “Give us a minute.”

“Sure thing.” The waiter moved off.

Greta said, “That’s Stanley. He’s a nice man—works hard at two jobs.”

Her voice barely a whisper, Julia said, “The other is at a museum.”

“Yes, LaRue’s. Have you seen him perform there? He’s very gifted.”

Julia looked up, surprised. “Gifted?”

“Yes. He’s an extraordinary pianist. They call him ‘The Human Squid’ because of how he can seemingly reach eight octaves at once.”

“But I thought . . . ” Julia glanced over at the waiter, now leaning over the grill to retrieve plates of food. “ . . . I thought . . . ”

“They called him that because of what grows from his neck?” Greta’s face twisted slightly in disapproval.

“Yes.”

Greta hesitated before picking up her camera. “Miss Chandler, do you know why I wanted to take your picture?”

“No.”

“Because you seem out of place. It’s not just your clothes, although they are strange, or your hair, but . . . you. I think maybe you are still trying to find your place in the world, yes?”

Julia nodded, uncomfortable, as if she’d been caught doing something illicit. “I don’t know why I’m here, but I think . . . I think it has something to do with your photos.”

“Did you know,” Greta said, pausing to smile up at Stanley as he set a steaming cup before her, “that some tribes of primitive people believe that cameras capture the soul?”

Julia glanced up as two people sat down in the booth behind Greta. The man was wrapped in bandages, the exposed skin of his face glistening red. The woman was slender, pretty but forgettable—until she yawned, stretched, and rotated one arm all the way back until it was behind her head. They laughed together over some small joke, grinned at Stanley when he approached to take their order. Julia envied their ease with each other, their camaraderie; she wanted to be with them, in their world.

Greta asked, “May I take your picture?”

“Yes,” Julia said, composing herself.

Greta raised the camera’s viewfinder to her eye.

***

LIVE ON STAGE

THE HUMAN BLANK

The first thing that caught Stanley’s eye in the old photo was the banner strung across the rear wall of a small stage. It took him a few seconds to realize that the woman standing in front of the banner had absolutely nothing special whatsoever to offer. He pitied her dull, symmetrical form, her unmarred skin, her unmemorable features.

Stanley’s tentacles writhed in irritation—it was warm in the antiques store, and he was getting uncomfortable. But something about the photograph drew him in, caused him to examine it with more care—

There. He had it: the girl’s face, while neither beautiful nor ugly, nevertheless possessed one special quality that struck him the more he looked at it.

He’d never before seen someone so completely at peace, so centered in their surroundings.

I’d like to meet you someday, he thought, as he took the photo to the small shop’s front counter.

(For Diane Arbus and Vivian Maier)
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WILDFLOWER, CACTUS, ROSE

Brian Kirk

See her in silhouette and you’d think you’re looking at a starfish. Or Lisa Simpson from behind. The dorsal fins, as she calls them, are triangular polyethylene implants. BPA-free, of course. She used to have voluminous, glossy red hair—mine is more strawberry blond—but she shaves it in the spots where the fins break through and keeps the rest cropped close to her skull. Her skin has been scalloped into wedges. Pale stitches form the crevices beside each ridge. Her face is punctured with steel tread holes where the two-inch spines screw in. She was beautiful once. Then she was ugly. Now she’s a cactus.

Here’s a trick she taught me. Stand at the corner of some bustling street—say Fifth Avenue and Broadway or Haight and Asbury or Hollywood and Vine—and pick a mood: happy, angry, horny, scared. Set your face to epitomize said mood, then walk and watch the world transform. A smile will get you a smile. People light up like Christmas bulbs as you stroll along. Same with a scowl; it’s like lowering a dimmer switch. Turn off too many people and you can trigger a mob. I liked to act frightened as it attracted the most attention. Plus, I didn’t really have to pretend that hard. I met Clegg that way. And Clegg inspired Mom—Samantha is her name—to visit Dr. Xavier. And Dr. Xavier turned her into a cactus. She’s transcended this trick she taught me. Now when she walks down the street people go into a state of shock no matter what expression she wears.

That kind of power frightens me. Everything frightens me.

I was huddled against the brick wall of Saks Fifth Avenue, looking lost and scared, like I’d just narrowly escaped a serial killer’s trunk. Basically, my default setting. We’d passed a homeless man begging for change and Mom had whispered, “Free Range Human.” That’s another one of her tricks. Use perspective to shift reality. It all comes down to the words we use, which is why I prefer words that are literal descriptions of the objects they define. Like, Toothbrush. That’s a good word. Or Washing Machine. Spoons should be Food Scoopers. Shoes should be Foot Cushions. Lady Bugs should be Flying Polka Dots. Actually, Lady Bug is pretty good.

I was crying. Always crying. My eyes—I call them Looking Balls—had sprung a leak early in life and never been repaired. Must have happened when my dad left and began his great migration out west. New York > Chicago > Denver > Flagstaff > San Diego. The calls coming less frequently as the long-distance rates climbed. Now it seems like the only time he calls is to tell me I have a new step-mom. My real mom—my cactus mom—dubbed the castaways Dad’s Alum. We read their old birthday cards whenever we need a good laugh. To The Daughter I Always Wanted. And had for like eleven days. Signed with the least sincere “Love You” ever written. XOXO, my Seat Cushion. AKA, my Ass.

Some men see a beautiful girl—my dad’s words, not mine—looking scared and crying and it’s like a vulture spying road kill. Three other guys came over to rescue me before Clegg, each with their own brand of bullshit. This was before Mom’s surgery. Maybe even the day before. She had visited every accredited plastic surgeon in Manhattan to confirm the initial prognosis. Obstructive sleep apnea, potentially fatal if not corrected. My poor mom was at risk of snoring to death.

Clegg looked like a skeleton in skin-tone latex. Spiky hair, blurry tattoos covering his arms, ribbed chest, and neck. More steel in his face than a studded coat. My dad would have hated Clegg, even though they had much in common. I fucked him later that day and made the mistake of giving him my number. I figured Mom would sleep most of the afternoon following her surgery. But neither of us could have predicted the aftermath. I’m not sure what went wrong in the operating room, but she went in with a face that could cover Vogue magazine and came out with a malpractice suit.

“Please Doc, don’t fuck up my face,” she had said, and we had all laughed while in the bland comfort of the prep room. The one adjacent to the operating room, where blood gets shed.

“Relax, Mom. You’ve got beauty to spare.”

“Yeah, well.” Her hands began trembling despite the two milligrams of Klonopin she’d taken before leaving home, and that made me more scared than usual. “If this goes badly, I may be taking back some of yours.”

The doctor motioned for the anesthesiologist, who wheeled her equipment over to my mom’s cushioned reclining chair. “You won’t feel a thing,” he said as she lost consciousness, which was the one thing he got right.

She was supposed to keep the bandages on for twenty-four hours, but couldn’t resist the urge to look, guiding me to the powder room with its large vanity mirror as soon as we got home. I watched with escalating dread as she unwrapped the dressing—the curse of the mummy coming to life. Blood stained the inner layers and we both gasped as it unwound and fell to the floor.

Forget the mummy. She was a werewolf caught mid-transformation.

“It’s not that bad,” I said as tears began to drip from my leaky faucet. “Dr. Lask said there would be bruising.”

Mom took a step forward, angling her face, which only made things worse. “Bruising? He butchered me.” Ruined was the word her boss at Darkstar Energy would later use. “I’m fucking disfigured!” Which was the only way to describe the rodent-like protrusion of her nose and upper mouth creating an overbite that made eating seem impossible. “My face is everything!” Or had been. I’d seen childhood pictures of her at Nana’s house, back when we were still allowed to visit, and she was less a child than some miniaturized adult. Wielding her beauty like a weapon the moment she broke free of the womb.

The front door opened and slammed closed as we stood there in shock. Heavy footsteps thundered up the stairs. “Hey, T, where you at?”

T is for Tyler. This was Clegg who had been drawn in by my not-so-pretend fear.

Mom was searching for a place to hide her face—the toilet bowl a potential option. “Who is that?”

“Yo, T!”

All I could do was cringe.

Clegg gave a cursory knock before barging into the bathroom. Mom could have been sitting on the toilet and it wouldn’t have slowed him down. He started laughing when he saw her reflection in the mirror. “Holy botch job, Batman!” he said. “You’ve got a malpractice suit for days!”

The most horrifying moment of my life was the most momentous of hers. “His tattoos were like tiger stripes,” she later told me. “His face so deliberately ugly it’s become impervious to further insult.” In many ways, my mom became a cactus because of Clegg.

He called her a “wererat” that night in my room and I started laughing. Then I started crying. Then I slapped him and he slapped me back, just like I knew he would. I pushed him and he pushed me so hard I fell. I said mean things about his manhood and he choked me until I saw black dots and then we had sex one more time and he left and I never saw him again. That’s pretty much how most of my relationships go. Or went. I’m expecting this to change.

After much trial and error, I found that Kat Von D concealer is the best cosmetic for covering bruises. Or, as I like to call them, Blood Shadows. I applied it liberally until Clegg’s fingerprints faded from my neck. Mom had asked for a week off from work, but something terrible had happened that required her immediate attention. Unfortunately, I knew of no cosmetic able to conceal her newfound snout or camouflage the purple and yellow patches underneath her eyes. No utensil to thin her bulbous nose. She wore a turtleneck, and a scarf. And a hat. And wide-rimmed sunglasses. The forecast called for a balmy 92 degrees. At least her hair looked good. Thick, flowing red locks curling down from underneath her felt cap. This was before she shaved it for the dorsal fins and dyed the rest green.

She returned two hours later. Mark, her boss, had sent her home. One look and he had fallen into a coughing fit that lasted long enough to attract an audience of stunned onlookers. “What the hell happened to you?” he had said when he finally regained his voice. “I thought you were having minor surgery, not going twelve rounds with Mike Tyson.”

Beauty had been my mother’s greatest asset, and it was being repossessed.

They sent a computer guy to our house a day later. Programmers are the punk rockers of the corporate world. Shaved head, long sleeves to hide the ink, plugs in the stretched ear holes that held spacers on the weekends. This was Clegg, just with better clothes. He was there to install a new video conferencing app on Mom’s laptop for an important call with one of their major clients. He at least had the decency to blush when the app loaded. I started crying, of course. It was difficult to discern Mom’s expression through the misalignment of parts.

On the screen was a cartoon replica of Mom pre-surgery. An illustrated caricature where every feature was exaggerated: the cascading red hair, the wide, green eyes, even her cartoon boobs were a cup size larger. Some asshole had drawn that garish thing. It had probably been approved by a committee.

“It’s, um, voice activated,” the computer guy said, and the cartoon avatar began moving its lips in a crude mimicry of speech.

I leaned closer, and said the first thing that came to mind. “I like big butts and I cannot lie.” A beat passed, and I began crying even harder—squirting Salt Liquid out my Looking Balls. “I’m sorry, Mom,” I said.

She turned and was eye level with my ravaged neck. Kat Von D can only do so much, and I could tell she saw the marks Clegg’s fingers had made. Saw it in the crinkle between her eyebrows. That wrinkle of concern.

I showed the computer guy out. He asked for my number and I gave it to him. We went out a couple of times, and it ended poorly. I’ve got the Blood Shadows to prove it.

I knew my mom was in public relations, and that she worked closely with the media. And I knew that Darkstar Energy was a major oil company. But I never really considered what it was she did for them. I hid in the hallway as she made the call. She was still dressed in her robe with her disheveled hair and her mangled face. At least the avatar was wearing a chic business suit.

Here’s what I heard.

“Leaks occur all the time,” Mom said. “It’s an expected cost of business. The cleanup is already underway, so our attention should be focused on how best to capitalize on the event.”

Some man spoke. He sounded like a toad. “Our money is washing down the river as we speak! Unless you plan to refund us, I don’t see any silver lining here.”

I imagined the avatar miming this next part as I heard my mom say, “The government will subsidize the spill, so you will indeed be refunded. In fact, this spill will only drive up the cost of oil, improving your returns. The cleanup effort creates jobs, which the state loves. And Trump has rekindled his feud with Rosie O’Donnell, calling her, quote, ‘Blubber Brains,’ which will dominate network news. This whole incident will be swept under the rug, and will result in greater overall profits for your stake in the project. That, sir, is your silver lining.”

Wait a minute. This was that oil pipeline in North Dakota that I’d protested against. I’d fucking checked into the location on Facebook to confuse the local law enforcement, or something.

“Didn’t I tell you not to worry,” I heard her boss say.

Without realizing it, I had been sucked in by the call and was now peering around the corner at my mom. She looked up and saw me then. Saw whatever ugly expression was stamped on my face.

“This will not impact your investment negatively in any way,” her boss was saying. The man who had kicked her out of the office and forced her to hide behind a cartoon drawing. “In fact, in many ways it’s a win.”

My mom’s transformation started at that very moment. I could see something shift in her swollen and bloodshot eyes.

“Actually, there is one negative to this,” she said, and silence fell. Toad-man cleared his throat. I watched as she hit the command to cancel the avatar so that her face was broadcast to the room.

Chairs screeched. “Jesus!” was screamed in mortal fear.

“Despite the cleanup,” she said, her voice turned oafish from the overbite. “We will all have to live with the truth of what we’ve done. We promised these people this wouldn’t happen. And we lied. And while we benefit financially, the locals are forced to feed their children toxic water and poisoned fish. So, there is a downside. The downside is that we could have prevented this, and didn’t.”

“Turn her off!” her boss was saying. “Get that thing off the screen. The doctor ruined more than your face, Samantha!”

“No,” she said. We didn’t know at the time the call was being recorded through the conference app. “He fixed me.”

My mom once said she thought grooves would form on my cheeks through erosion. She made sure I drank saline water to sustain my constant flow of tears. These, at least, were happy ones. I think. Life is so confusing.

Now my mom was plaintiff in two court cases. Malpractice and wrongful termination. It was during this downtime that she got Clegg’s number from my phone. He gave her the name of someone who gave her the name of someone who sent her to Dr. Xavier. “Peace out, Minnie Mouse,” he told her. Which I guess is an upgrade from wererat.

Dr. Xavier’s office—Doctor? I assume he was a doctor—was down a dark alley underneath a place for prenatal yoga that looked like it could maybe accommodate three or four clients at a time—depending on the trimester. Twins? Forget about it.

Opening the door triggered the sound of a Tibetan singing bowl—a resonant gong that gently faded. Dr. Xavier was there to greet us. It didn’t appear as though he employed a receptionist. Or an assistant. Or a suit. He was wearing a black button-down shirt with a cactus embroidered on the back and camouflage cargo shorts. He had the face of a lizard—an appearance so shocking I actually squealed. His brow had pronounced ridges, his nose had been reduced to slits, lines had been tattooed on coarsened skin to create scales. When he smiled, I saw that his teeth had been filed to points and his tongue forked down the middle. His voice hissed during his introduction, pleasantly.

“That is so cool,” I said.

He basked in our wonder like a reptile under the sun. “Let’s talk about you,” he said to my mother. “What brings you here?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” she said, and the hurt in her voice—yep, you guessed it—moved me to tears.

Dr. Xavier’s head ticked to one side, then the other. “No,” he said. He motioned for her to sit in a plush corduroy chair, and she did. I smooshed in beside her. The walls were adorned with pictures of people you see in National Geographic magazines. Women with rings that elongated their necks. Men with large plates through their lower lips. A child with a wood skewer impaled through both cheeks, like some human kabob.

“My doctor fucked up my operation and left me disfigured.”

“Disfigured?” Dr. Xavier said. “According to who?”

If life is theater, I was sitting front row.

“To me,” Mom said. “I mean, look at me.”

“I am,” he said, offering his sharp-toothed smile. “Look at me.”

“Yeah. But you choose to look that way.”

“Sure, but did you choose to look the way you did before?”

My mom looked down at her hands, and I looked at them, as well. Saw the deepening wrinkles despite the small fortune she spent on lotions.

“What bothers you most about your new appearance?” Dr. Xavier said.

Her breathing was shallow and raspy. Everything inside me was breaking.

“Is it how people look at you?”

She nodded. My shirt top was soggy with tears.

Dr. Xavier stood and retrieved something from a display table near the back of the room. I heard the flick of a lighter and looked up. It was a wide cylindrical candle encased in glass with a network of intricate lines curlicued down its side and traced with what looked like glitter. He lit the wick, and the flame sparkled before taking hold.

“Close your eyes,” he said, and we both did. “Go back in time to before your operation. Picture yourself in a room full of people. Friends, strangers, colleagues. Lovers. You are standing on a pedestal before them—all eyes are on you. What do you see?”

It takes a moment for these faces to form in my mind. It’s like they’re all gradations of the same person. A crescent of open space separates me from them like a moat protecting a castle. I want them to look at me kindly, but they don’t. I see fear in their eyes. A hint of loathing, jealousy. They are shuffling forward now. Crowding my space. Reaching toward me with greed and lust—it’s all I ever see. Hands grab to rip me down. Off my pedestal. Wanting to lower me to their level or below.
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