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 Introduction



  




  I’m frequently asked, usually by an old colleague from my former life as a molecular geneticist, “How does a person go from studying science fact to writing science fiction?” And I have to chuckle to myself before answering because I know that what they really mean is: “Are you freaking crazy or something?”


  What they really want to know isn’t how, but why. The how of it is easy to understand—or at least to explain: You wake up one day and decide, “I’m tired of talking about real stuff, the nitty gritty, itty bitty detail stuff. I’m going to start making shit up. And not just random shit but the craziest kind of shit you can imagine.” Well, science tends to frown on that sort of thinking.


  Which, I guess, explains why my decision eludes so many of the people I knew from that past life. Hell, the why sometimes even eludes me.


  But I’ll give it a shot:


  For me, the world of science and fact has always been too routine, too sciency and factual, too dry. No, really. When’s the last time you heard someone shriek “Eureka!” and mean it? There are no more of those moments anymore, no great leaps forward in scientific understanding. Every new discovery is an incremental step beyond the place where we stood just a moment before. Imagine walking Interstate 90—all thirty-one hundred miles of it—heel to toe. The scenery changes very little over time, and the horizon continues to dangle just out of reach. Oh, there are huge differences in the landscape overall, but you can only see them from very high up. Science on an individual level is like that. It’s a long, slow walk. I just don’t have the patience for it.


  That’s not to say that I don’t appreciate science and technology and development and all that. I do. These are all worthwhile ventures, and I certainly made my own contributions to them. The real world can be fascinating at times. But for me, it just wasn’t enough. It wasn’t fast enough or steady enough or new enough. My mind craves freshness at levels and speeds unattainable by my individual technological endeavors. I wanted to explore regions heretofore only dreamed of in the wildest imaginations of the craziest minds. And then go beyond.


  I want to make real what isn’t, as much as I wanted to unearth what is. Maybe even more so.


  But, you know, all fantasy has its roots in fact. That’s what makes it so compelling, so…believable. Science and fiction.


  Science. Fiction.


  To be accurate, though, I guess I should explain that I don’t write science fiction, per se. At least not what most people associate with the genre (think spaceships and robots and ray guns and inter-dimensional wormholes). What I write stretches beyond the boundaries of genre and into the wider realm of speculative fiction (or specfic, as some call it). And this is where things really start to get messy, because the kind of specfic I like to write, the kind you’re holding in your hands, isn’t just the fantastical, but the horrifying. The only wormholes you’ll find in these stories are the sort often associated with corpses.


  Speaking of the Dead, they’re among my newest best friends. Oh, I still keep tabs on the old ones, but they’re just not as interesting as the Undead and the Unliving. I find these new friends of mine so much more fascinating. They have the most interesting stories to tell. I believe every word they tell me. And so should you.


  Inside this collection of eight short stories and novellas, you’ll find many of my new acquaintances. The Undead are well represented (The Headhunter, Outsourced, Golgotha), as are the Unliving (Mr. November, Nocturne), people who have forgotten the how to live. In some of my stories (Open Wide, Occupied, The Object of Her Obsession), I leave it to you to decide from which side of the grave they come.


  Just remember: there is horror in both fact and fiction.


  See you on one side or the other.


  



  Saul


  San Francisco, CA


  December 2011


  
‡


  
​
 OCCUPIED



  




  
It was nine-thirty at night and I was already sitting on a razor’s edge waiting for the LA-bound redeye out of Hamilton, when I first noticed the fat guy standing over by the boarding gate. What had drawn my attention to him wasn’t the thinning, greasy black hair on his head or the briny sweat stains spreading from underneath his armpits, though they certainly added to the overall effect. He had this guarded look about him, a way of standing and glancing furtively about that suggested his appearance was just that: an illusion. There was an intensity in his eyes. He looked like someone waiting to explode. All it would take was the smallest spark to set him off.


  It felt like I was looking in the mirror.


  Not that I’m fat and sloppy-looking or would ever dress anything like that. At least until my crash down in Australia six months ago, I’d been pretty fit and trim. I still was, for the most part, though I’d gotten a bit soft. It couldn’t be helped.


  No, I meant the stuff going on inside the guy’s head. And mine.


  He was pacing. He’d cleared a tiny space for himself at the front of the queue and he was careful not to stray too far from it. I figured what was going through his mind was someone trying sneak in front of him. He kept glaring at the people behind him, as if he thought they might try.


  Way to go, Frank, I thought, sighing down at my chest as I sat on the unforgiving seats of the airport terminal. This is supposed to help calm me down?


  Frank Gorme, my shrink back in LA. Make that former shrink. He’d come up with the idea about a month ago, suggesting that if I studied how other people acted under situations that I found stressful, maybe it’d help calm me down. Problem with that theory was, you gather enough folks together in one place at one time—like an airport terminal in Bermuda, for example—then one of those people is bound to be bordering on the edge of psychotic.


  And, naturally, one’s attention always tends to gravitate toward such people, doesn’t it?


  Not that I thought of myself as crazy. I had issues, true. A few irrational fears. Some…let’s call them obsessive notions. I consciously avoided participating in any activities that carried with them any risk of injury, death. Like racing motorcycles.


  Why motorcycles? Because I’d been a supermoto champion, before the


  (engine failed)


  wipeout on the double-S curve at Philip Island. After that, just the thought of riding a bike gave me the shits and made me want to puke. Airplanes were just as bad.


  So this was to be my first flight in six months. Well, second, actually. I’d pretty much slept through the inbound flight here ten days ago, thanks to a combination of drugs, both legal and otherwise, which my agent Harry Bigelow was more than happy to provide. But now I was stone-cold sober and regretting the fact that I’d ever hired the guy in the first place. So that’s why I was barely managing to hold myself together as I waited to board my flight home.


  And why watching someone like the guy standing at the gate was almost definitely not the best thing to be doing.


  Harry’s been with me for over ten years now, so it’s not like I’m going to fire him now, even though he promised the trip would help me exorcise the demons inside my head. He’s a hell of an agent, but even he doesn’t know everything about what makes a person tick. That’s why I have Frank—had Frank.


  I wonder if Harry’s getting a percentage of what I was paying that scumbag shrink. Who knows? It’s all about the money—what I make, what I could make. What I’m losing by not racing. I’m sure it was driving him nuts, each day I refused to get back


  (into the cockpit)


  on a bike. He probably had a running total inside his head of how much money he was losing with each race I didn’t enter. Right down to the last penny. This little vacay was supposed to fast-track my recovery so he could go on living the life he’d become accustomed to.


  “A little time away to gather your thoughts, Stack,” he’d told me. “Time to remember who you are.”


  “I haven’t forgotten who I am,” I’d snapped back at him. “I’m Stack Miller, supermoto champion.”


  “Riiiight,” he countered, frowning and shaking his head. “Supersofa champion is more like it.”


  “Fuck off.”


  “Hey, I got kids to support.”


  “Does your wife know that?”


  He laughed. He never takes what I say personally, not unless it has to do with money.


  “I just don’t see how going somewhere else is supposed to help,” I complained. “I can relax here at home.” In all my travels, I’d never made it to Bermuda, but it hadn’t been a great loss: I’d been to a ton of other places, many of them much more exotic.


  “You’re not just going somewhere, you’re going somewhere in an airplane. Besides, you need to get out more. You’ve become a hermit. It’s not healthy.”


  If you didn’t count the trips to Gorme’s downtown office, I’d barely stepped foot outside of my Malibu home in six months. I even had the physical therapist go there to work on my knee.


  “Once we get you on that plane, Stack, you’ll be fine. Everything’ll work itself out, just you wait and see if it don’t.”


  “I. Don’t. Want to. Fly.”


  Harry didn’t hear. I suppose that’s what good agents do.


  It actually turned out to be a lot easier than I’d thought it would be, getting on the plane and coming down here to Bermuda. I don’t even remember the flight at all. Harry had gotten me nice and sloppy before the cab came to take us to LAX, got me to pop whatever tranq-du-jour he could get his hands on, then washed it down with a quarter bottle of tequila he’d shoved into my hands when I opened the door to my house at eight o’clock that sunny Friday morning. “Just loosening things up,” he’d said as he dumped his bag into the trunk of the cab and guided my body into the backseat. Looking at me, the poor driver probably thought he’d have to clean the backseat after that trip, but I behaved myself. I don’t think I threw up until after we landed in Hamilton ten hours later.


  After I sobered up that night, I swore I would never go back to that shit-for-brains shrink again. I told Harry he was on notice, too. And Harry, being good old Harry, cajoled and placated me until I calmed down again. He always took good care of me.


  Then, after three days on the island, he slipped off without telling me. Next thing I know, he’s back in LA and calling me on my cell phone saying, “It’s time you came back, Stack.” He’d abandoned me.


  I begged for him to come back; he refused.


  So I finally got up the nerve to make the damn reservation. After procrastinating for another week, I’d gotten my nerve up to fly again. Gone were the drugs. And alcohol just wasn’t cutting it anymore, especially not after last night’s trippy escapade. In fact, just the thought of alcohol gave me the sweats.


  The flight was supposed to have boarded at five that evening, but there’d been delays, storms or something coming up from Cuba. Four and a half hours later I’d chewed my nails down to the quick. My fingertips were pale and wrinkly and they throbbed like hell, so I was ready for something else to distract me.


  I started drawing shit on my jeans with a cheap ballpoint pen I’d lifted from the bedside table in my bungalow. Before I realized it, I’d ripped a hole in the knee—not the one with the nasty scar on it, but the right knee. I kept thinking I should just get up and walk right on out of there, just go back and spend the rest of my life on the island—I had the money; I could do it—but then what? The only thing I knew how to do was


  (fly)


  race motorcycles. It was the only thing I was ever really good at.


  I tried to sleep, but the plastic seats in the waiting area were rock hard and sort of greasy so that I kept sliding down and having to push myself up again. Besides, I didn’t want to miss the announcement. I lost count of the number of flights that had been cancelled or delayed. It looked to be a good two dozen by how packed they had us in the terminal. The place was like a cattle yard.


  The latest update over the loudspeaker had the LA flight departing after ten, but at twenty minutes till we still hadn’t started boarding, so I doubted we’d make that time. I hoped for it nonetheless. If I could just manage to get on the plane without having a panic attack first, I might just make it all the way back to LA without too much problem.


  I caught a whiff of cigarette smoke mingling with fryer fat, and my stomach responded by grumbling quite unhappily. I hoped I wasn’t coming down with traveler’s diarrhea


  People were fanning themselves. The air was oppressive, hot and full of an oily kind of humidity, carrying an undertone of something not quite rotten, but close. I’d gotten a whiff of it upon first arriving on the island, but then quickly forgot about it. But now I could smell it again. It reminded me of meat that was on the verge of going bad.


  Like the fat guy.


  I tilted my head and stared at the ceiling. The fans were on but they were useless. The blades were turning way too slow to have any effect. Flies were landing on them just to catch a breeze. Thinking that, I started to chuckle and then choked on my tongue, making a strangling noise. A couple people looked over. I pretended it hadn’t been me.


  I couldn’t sit still. I got up again and walked around this time. I even considered hiding in the bathroom—small, confined spaces calmed me—but decided against it. Sat down again. Messed with the hole in my jeans again. Drew some nonsense on the other knee without realizing I was doing it. Saw that it was a plane going down in flames and rubbed it out. Started drawing something else. Letters: CHR— Crossed them out. Finally, I just gave up and started watching the fat guy again.


  I knew my restlessness wasn’t entirely mental. Some of it was at least partially due to the half bottle of Benadryl that was coursing through my veins. I’d overheard a couple conspiring to knock out their kid with the stuff so they could sleep during the flight. I thought I’d give it a try. But all they’d had in the airport gift shop was a dusty old box of the children’s formula that was probably expired. It tasted like cherry-flavored shit, and I can’t stand cherries. I’d managed to down half the bottle before throwing the rest in the trash. Now my tongue felt like somebody had replaced it with a pelt of dryer lint, and there was this strange clicking sound in my ears. I couldn’t tell if it was coming from my mouth or my nose, so I kept swallowing and sniffling, but it kept right on clicking.


  The boy whose parents had tried to dope up was lying on the floor, still wide awake and eating a chocolate bar I’d seen him swipe from his mother’s purse. Thanks to him, every time I closed my eyes, my head filled up with horrific images: the plane plastered against the side of some mountain, the plane falling apart in mid-flight, the plane sinking into the ocean, the plane disappearing. He’d informed those of us unfortunate enough to be sitting within hearing distance that our flight path took us directly over the Bermuda Triangle. Except he’d called it something else. What the hell was it? Devil's Triangle, something like that. Or Triangle of Death. I whispered over to him that he should shut up. I mean, really? His parents were sound asleep.


  Triangle of Death. What the fuck is that about?


  The boy looked over. I held up the phone and gave him a weak smile. “You mind?” I said, realizing I might have said that out loud. “I’m talking to


  (myself)


  someone.” Then, as if to prove it, I added a cheerful, “Bye, honey. See you when I get home. Kisses.”


  The kid looked away, neither impressed nor disgusted, just blank, dead. It was this damn heat. It was turning us all into zombies.


  Last night’s binder came back to me, the part when I was in the bar. I was finishing my fifth drink. Or maybe it was my seventh. Doesn’t matter. I remember the bartender was telling me


  (nothing)


  this strange local bullshit lore about the walking dead. Or undead. What the hell was it? Something about leaving and the undead were coming. The island was full of voodoo hoodoo crap. I’d laughed and asked him what the fuck he was talking about. And he’d answered: Zooombies, mon. Dey are reel, awright. Seen dem mahself. Done let nobody tell you uddahwise.


  I remember I hadn’t quite understood what he was saying at the time—not because of the accent, but because he was talking pure bullshit. Of course, it was also possible that I’d reached some sort of critical brain-alcohol threshold that was really screwing with the old brain cells. Don’t Worry, Be Happy was playing in the background and it was all just so flipping strange that I might even have agreed with him, just to get him to stop talking.


  But I was sober now, and the reference seemed even more arcane than it had last night. I recalled the look he’d given me, the shadows thrown onto his face by the flickering of the tiki torches surrounding the thatch hut that served as a bar. That stare he’d given me. The whiteness of his teeth against the darkness of his skin. He licked his chapped lips with a tongue that was so pale and blue and thick that it looked like it belonged to a dog. Yoo tink I’m jokin’, my fren’, but Bair-moo-da is where da dead come aliiive.


  He’d pointed his finger at me and touched me on my forehead, just beneath my hairline, like he was anointing me. He’d held my gaze for a moment the way a mesmerist might, and then he suddenly broke out in a long, rumbling laugh—I could still hear it in my head, even now, could still feel the spot where he’d touched me, which was now itching and beginning to scab over—and I’d laughed reflexively along with him, even though what he’d said had struck me as a hell of lot more frightful than funny. In fact, it hadn’t been funny at all.


  I’d woken this morning with a hangover, but even the pounding headache hadn’t been able to mask this new fear blooming up inside me, inchoate and terrifying and spreading like ink in still water, like something horrible was about to happen.


  The fat guy over by the gate was still pacing, still waving his hands about, still talking to himself.


  Another of Frank’s useless ideas was to try and guess things about people I saw. I’d figured Fat Guy to be a comic book writer. He was in his mid-fifties. Probably unmarried. He sure looked the type, like he spent the bulk of his time in some dark attic or cellar somewhere, drawing comics with one hand while getting himself off with the other. He had an almost obscene look to him. He made me uncomfortable just looking at him.


  But I kept watching him anyway.


  I saw him reach into his pocket and extract a cell phone and start talking into it. The terminal was noisy, so I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but it was obvious from the redness creeping up his neck that it wasn’t a happy conversation. The dark bib of sweat beneath his shirt collar quickly began to spread. Before long, it covered the top half of his chest.


  He started shouting, just a few words at first, incoherent. But then the shouting became louder and longer. It began to draw other people’s attention. Then, just as I’d expected, he exploded:


  “Listen, you fucking moron! I don’t give a rat’s ass what you think!” The terminal went nearly silent then. I could sense the alarm level rising. The guy didn’t notice the attention he was attracting. “Get your goddamn Jew-ass down to those boys in the newsroom and tell them what I just told you! And in case you missed it the first time, you tell them to shove that other fucking story back up their tight little asses and start working on the background for mine. I want this piece to be on the cover when it hits the stands on Wednesday. I’ll be on the ground in…” He checked his watch. “In nine hours—six-thirty local, if the airline ever gets their collective heads out of their collective asses—and the first thing I’m going to do is find you, Harvey, and I will personally drill you a new one if you don’t have a packet ready for me to review!”


  Editor, I realized, not comic book writer. Or maybe roving reporter, although, by the looks of things, the only place he spent much time roving around was the line at the local all-you-could-eat buffet.


  But the guy wasn’t finished: “You tell that shithead Perkins he better— What? That’s right, you tell him I’m the one who told you to say it. Do I need to spell it out for you, you dumb fuck? Tell him if he doesn’t run my story as the lead, I’m going to sue his goddamn fat ass for sending me down here to this third world shithole in the first place. He knows I’ve got a bad ticker and can’t tolerate the humidity.” He clutched his chest, as if he was going to drop dead right there, but he just kept right on shouting. “And if Perkins doesn’t do as I say, you tell him that I’ll sell the zombie story to the highest bidder… I bet I could get two million for it.”


  Zombie story?


  The laughing bartender inside my head suddenly got a smug look in his eyes. What had been the guy’s name? Peter, I think. Peter the Bartender. It didn’t matter; the guy had just been messing around with me. But it did seem like a strange coincidence.


  So the fat guy wasn’t an editor, either, but a tabloid reporter.


  (Scum of the earth. Bet he writes for the Orange County Juice.)


  The Juice was a third-rate tabloid that published out of Anaheim. Not even worth the space on the supermarket discount rack. They probably had a readership of less than half a million.


  (Except you happen to be quite familiar with it, don’t you?)


  They’d run a story about Christie breaking up with me, and then her disappearing after the accident, dropping out of sight. It was this big mystery. Except, there was nothing mysterious about it. The girl had stayed with me for my money. Once I stopped racing, she bailed.


  I had to chuckle, even if it was mostly out of spite. Two million for a zombie story. Made me wonder how much the writer of that fiction about me and Christie had gotten, how much they must’ve paid her parents to dish on me. Just didn’t seem right. Two million was more than I’d earned all of last year racing on the circuit.


  I watched as one of the TropicAir people went over and told the guy he needed to quiet down. He was furious, especially when a bunch of people started applauding. He turned and gave them a withering stare, and they quickly stopped, but he did quiet down.


  A few minutes later they announced that they were starting the boarding process for LA, and so my entertainment for the evening went on his merry way, disappearing down the gangway with the first class passengers, and leaving me once again with nothing to distract me. Not that I was going to miss him. In fact, I was glad for once that Harry had booked me in economy class. “You go with the commoners until you get your head on straight,” he’d said, half teasing, half serious. Fat Guy was now the problem of the first class passengers and crew.


  Or so I thought.


  Fifteen minutes later I was shuffling down the aisle looking for seat twenty-one F, and who should show up again? There he was, in twenty-one E, and he was fast asleep. There was no way I could get to my seat.


  I considered climbing over him. Heck, six months ago, I would have. I’d have gone right up and over the top of the guy without giving it a second thought. But then again, six months ago was another lifetime and I had been a different person. Six months ago I didn’t have a plastic


  (spine)


  kneecap. And I certainly didn’t have a catalogue of fears as long as Santa’s naughty list.


  It had been down in Melbourne, during the Superstock 600 on Phillip Island last spring. Besides the shattered knee, I’d suffered a hell of a concussion. I still had days when I couldn’t remember the simplest things, like the name of my favorite cereal or my mom’s phone number. But remembering those sorts of details had never really been a priority for me before, so why should they be now?


  PTSD. That’s what Frank told me I was suffering from. Post traumatic stress disorder. “Your first brush with death, Gary.” Like it was some kind of benchmark I’d been striving for or something, like a bar mitzvah. Woo hoo! Time to celebrate my first date with the Grim Reaper.


  “I’ve told you at least a half dozen times to call me Stack,” I told him.


  “Stack’s what your fans used to call you,” he’d replied. “But I’m not a fan of quitters.”


  Christ, he could be as much of a prick as Harry sometimes.


  I looked around me, wondering what the hell I was going to do about getting to my seat. The woman standing behind me scowled. For some reason, she reminded me of my great Aunt Rhoda. Maybe it was because both women had the same pinched look to their mouths, like somebody had sewn drawstrings into their lips. But this woman took it to the extreme, like someone had planted their foot on her face and yanked on it as hard as they could. She also had this hot red gloss on her lips and her mascara was on a bit too thick. Maybe she was trying to compensate for something. Her hair was flat black and straight, except for at the part, where a few kinky, gray strands and some dandruff showed. And she couldn’t have been any taller than four-six. Yet, despite all that, she looked


  (respectable)


  strangely appealing.


  Her eyes dropped and she stared at my belt buckle for a moment. It was the one I’d gotten for taking the Supermoto in Rio when I was nineteen. Twelve years, I realized with a start. Twelve damn years and what had I accomplished in all that time? Not a damn thing except, literally, spin my wheels and go in circles. I supposed it was as an apt a metaphor for my life as any other.


  The buckle had always been my favorite. It had been my first big win and got me that first huge contract. Who the hell had it been with?


  (Red Bull.)


  Honda bikes. When Kawasaki countered the offer is when Harry came on board; he negotiated them to almost twice what Honda had offered. Did I say he was good?


  Anyway, the chicks always dug the buckle. God knows why.


  The woman looked up and her face shifted and I thought for a second that she was going to smile. “Motorcycles,” she said, sneering, as if anyone who rode one—or even smelled like they rode one—had to be a contributing member of the Hell’s Angels and therefore was scum of the earth. I took an awkward step backward and nearly stumbled over someone’s feet.


  “Sorry,” I muttered, then repeated the apology to the woman. “I guess I should wake him.”


  She didn’t answer, yet, incredibly, the drawstring lips pulled even tighter.


  “Listen, why don’t you go on ahead?” I gestured and squeezed up against the opposite seat, but if there was any hope that she’d nudge the guy awake passing him, it was quickly lost. She obviously didn’t want to touch him any more than I did. She squeezed right up against me and her jacket caught on the buckle. After I unhooked her, she practically took out my knee with her carry-on. It didn’t hurt, but it was irritating, and she didn’t even apologize.


  “You’re welcome.”


  I sighed, shook my head, and checked my boarding pass again, hoping that somehow my seat assignment had magically changed. It hadn’t.


  I went over to the guy and bent down and said in a fairly loud voice, “Excuse me. Sir?”


  A strong moldy smell wafted into my face and I recoiled in disgust, coughing, my skin crawling. Maybe it was the oppressive heat coming off of him, made worse by the thick air inside the airplane. Maybe it was the way he looked, bloated and shiny and overinflated, like if I were to touch him he’d pop. Like his skin would break open at the point of contact and shrink away and all his bodily fluids would come spraying out. Like watching a water balloon pop in super slow motion.


  Suddenly, sitting next to this guy just went from about a zero on my list of things I wanted to do to negative one hundred.


  “Come on!” someone complained. “What’s the hold up?”


  I nudged the man’s foot with my toe and his mouth dropped open. A snore rolled out, but he still didn’t wake up.


  My stomach gave a tremendous lurch right then, and I was pretty sure I was going to lose whatever food I’d managed to hold down for the past twelve hours. The plane was suddenly much hotter and stuffier than it had been just a moment ago, dryer and more caustic on my eyes and lungs.


  And where the hell were the flight attendants?


  “Why don’t you go around?”


  It was the short woman with the purse strings mouth. She was seated two rows back and across the aisle next to the window. I hadn’t seen her sit down. She was tapping the armrest with her long, white fingernails, looking like my indecision was somehow inconveniencing her.


  “Go around,” she repeated, and she thrust her thumb toward the other side of the plane. But the other aisle was just as packed as this one was, and in order to get there I’d have to go against the flow of the traffic.


  I gave my seat a last desperate glance, then mumbled, “Thanks,” and headed down the aisle. I felt her eyes following me. Or maybe it was my buckle she was watching.


  When I got to the galley, the attendants were busy stocking supplies. We weren’t even off the ground yet, eight hours of flying time still ahead of us, and they already looked wiped out, like the heat and humidity and too many people asking them for the stupidest things had worn them down to nothing. And here I was about to ask one of them to wake some guy up so I could get to my seat.


  “Can I help you?” The attendant looked to be in her early thirties, slim and attractive but starting to fray a bit around the edges. The first worry lines were beginning to show up around her eyes and mouth. A smoker, I decided. The whites of her eyes had a jaundiced tinge to them. I felt sorry for her. Redeyes were a bitch on passengers, but I’d sure hate to be an attendant on one.


  “I was hoping to…to pass through to the other side.”


  She looked over at the line of people marching past the galley. They all looked as weary as she did.


  “What’s your seat number?” she asked. A plastic grin was plastered to her brittle face.


  “Twenty-one F.”


  She frowned and pointed back the way I came. “A through F on the port side. Left. You passed it.”


  With that, she went back to stocking her Styrofoam cups, while the voice inside my head just made a noise of utter self-loathing.


  
 † † †


  
 I’d met Frank Gorme through Harry, who introduced us at dinner one evening at Vosco’s—one of the few nights he’d convinced me to leave the house after the accident, after Christie’s sudden departure from my life. Harry had been worried about me, naturally, and at his urging I’d invited Frank over to the house ‘just to shoot the breeze.’ Our conversations soon became a regular thing, and they quickly moved on to subjects deeper than the weather.


  After a couple of sessions, Frank announced he’d made a breakthrough: he deduced that the root of my problem wasn’t the crash or my inglorious fall from my perch at the top of my field, but actually from Christie leaving me. He said it turned everything inside-out and upside-down for me. Instead of me being all fearless and crap, I’d become vulnerable. It made me afraid to ever do anything that might yield a similar outcome.


  “What the hell does that mean?” I’d demanded.


  “It means you’ve never developed the tools to recover from failure.”


  “Gosh, that’s…brilliant.”


  “That’s right.”


  Apparently, he didn’t get sarcasm.


  “Gary,” he went on, “you don’t know how to pick yourself up, brush yourself off. You’ve never had to consciously decide to move on with your life. You’ve just always been moving. And now you’ve stopped.”


  So it was about inertia. Well, maybe I liked being still for once.


  Week after week I told Harry that it made no sense for me to be writing three thousand dollar checks every month to some guy who’d just tell me bullshit I either already knew or advice that was wackier than I supposedly was.


  “Just relax, will you? The guy’s a miracle worker. He turned Sean Bickerson around; he’ll fix you.”


  I told him I didn’t know who this Sean guy was and didn’t care. Then I reminded him that I wasn’t broken.


  “Golf pro,” Harry said, ignoring the second part. “Poor guy got the yips after losing Augusta in sudden death to Floyd Vandersen. One-point-four million bucks—poof!—lost after he drove himself into the stands.”


  It always came down to money with Harry. Plus, it kind of pissed me off knowing someone could make that kind of coin on a sunny weekend by hitting a tiny white ball around with a stick.


  “So what the hell does this Bickersly guy have to do with me?”


  “Bickerson. Not Bickersly.” Harry tapped his head with his finger and said, “It’s all up here, my friend: success, failure, winning, losing. Winning is mental. So is failure.”


  “Thanks for that bit of trivia, Confucius.”


  “We need to fix your head.”


  “Yeah, well, it’s not my head that was shattered, it was my knee.”


  “Your knee is fine.”


  Easy for him to say. He didn’t have an eighteen-inch-long scar that itched like a sonofabitch sometimes. But I humored him and dutifully saw Frank once a week.


  A couple months in, Frank suggested that we consider something a bit more radical.


  “How much more radical?” I asked, thinking he was talking electroshock or drug cocktails or some other shock therapy. Waterboarding, maybe. Yeah right. The guy thought watching people was therapeutic. Radical probably meant playing word association. Or hypnosis.


  It was hypnosis.


  “Are you whacked?” I said. The guy was a regular freaking groundbreaker. “That’s so—what’s the word I’m looking for? Nineteenth century.”


  “It works.”


  “Look,” I told him, “I’m not trying to quit smoking. I’m trying to get over my fear of


  (flying)


  racing.”


  “But you’re not getting over it, Gary. Maybe because you don’t really want to.”


  “Bite me, Frank. Bite me on my ass and see if you like it! And it’s Stack, for the hundredth time!”


  He tapped the pad on his lap with the chewed-off eraser of his pencil, as was his habit, and watched me for several minutes; I knew his games by then and so kept quiet.


  “Gary—”


  “Stack, for chrissake. Stack Miller, supermoto champion”


  “—why do you think you’re here?”


  “You tell me. You’re the shrink.”


  He smiled and nodded thoughtfully in a way that felt supremely condescending. “You’re in denial.”


  What the—?


  “You’re blocking your real emotions, Gary, and they’re manifesting themselves as this irrational fear of death. It’s paralyzed you.”


  “I don’t think it’s irrational to be afraid of dying.”


  Frank shook his head. “It’s not just that you’re afraid, it’s how you think it’s going to happen. You’re preoccupied with death… And the dearly departed.”


  So, okay, maybe I’d taken to watching a lot of Dawn of the Dead flicks lately.


  I said, “Yeah, well, Frank, the next time your bike falls apart when you’re going a hundred seventy—”


  “I don’t ride motorcycles.”


  “—then you can talk to me about being afraid to die.”


  “Stop making excuses. You see yourself dying a million different ways, which is why you refuse to do anything. Ride a motorcycle. Fly in a plane. Date. Walk down the street. Hell, you see danger even in the act of clipping your nails or—”


  “Fuck you, Frank. Just…fuck…you. Okay?”


  After a while, he moved the sessions into his tenth floor office in West Hollywood. Harry drove me there himself. They said I was too easily distracted at my home, but it was obvious Frank was trying to draw me out of my comfort zone. Fine, I’d play along. I didn’t like the ride over, but if I closed my eyes and pretended I was in bed, it wasn’t so bad.


  He kept pushing the idea of trying hypnotic suggestion. “Just consider it, Gary.”


  “No.”


  Tap. Tap. Tap.


  “Would you knock that off?”


  “Why?”


  “It’s annoying.”


  “Good. Talk about how you feel.”


  “Are we done? ‘Cause I feel like we’re done.”


  He sighed deeply and shrugged.


  “Look, Frank. This isn’t working. I’ve decided that I’m not coming back. I’m done.”


  “You’re not—”


  “I’m done.”


  He told me to go out into the waiting area and wait for Harry, like I always did, but then he and Harry must have talked privately on the phone on the way over, because by the time he picked me up, Harry pretty much had the whole trip arranged. I guess he figured he already owned fifteen percent of my ass, that he could just go ahead and do shit like that without asking for my permission first.


  I refused to go.


  Yet, somehow, here I was. And now I was going back home again and none of this had helped. I was alone and some fat jerk was asleep in the seat next to the one I was supposed to be sitting in, except I couldn’t get to it. The aisle was even more packed now with passengers and there was no way I was going to get anywhere close to my seat until they stopped boarding and everyone else had already sat down.


  I slid the lavatory door closed behind me and did one of those toy soldier about-faces; I thought since I was here I might as well take a leak, but I probably stood there for a good five minutes before I realized I didn’t need to go. I tucked everything back in where it belonged and hopped back around and sat down on the toilet lid instead. The bathroom had that canned eau-de-shit smell to it, but I didn’t really care by then. I took a deep breath and tried to relax. It seemed to work as long as I didn’t think about how this was actually a small space inside a much larger one that would soon be zooming six miles over the open ocean at a brisk five hundred miles an hour.


  Over the Triangle of Death.


  (Science fiction. There’s no such thing as the Bermuda Triangle.)


  After a while, I started feeling a little better, although the face staring back at me in the mirror sure looked like crap. I didn’t like how pale it was, sickly white, despite having spent the past week and a half in a place where you had to be dead not to get a tan. My eyes were sunken in from too much drinking and too much sleep and not enough exercise. I’d wasted nearly the entire ten days crashed out on the couch inside my bungalow flipping channels, looking for horror flicks and instead watching a butt load of Sponge Bob Square Pants and Myth Busters. The only day I’d gone out was the day it had rained.


  And yesterday.


  I hadn’t planned on drinking as much as I had last night, and I guess I’d blacked most of it out. When I woke this morning, I had a bitch of a hangover, a galaxy of bruises spreading down my right side, a cut on my scalp—now hidden by my baseball cap—that had since clotted into a tangle with my hair, and one big, fat, ugly question mark dangling inside my head and demanding an explanation. The Question Mark of Damocles. Except I couldn’t remember a damn thing I’d done. Well, besides drink.


  The blood from my scalp wound had soaked into the pillow and the bed sheets, but I couldn’t be bothered to worry about that. What bothered me was the way the other pillow on the bed looked like it had recently been used, by someone whose scalp hadn’t been bleeding. I didn’t remember picking up a girl, and when I checked after getting up to take a piss, my parts didn’t look like they had been used in any sort of entertainment capacity.


  By the time I got the taxi to the airport, my headache was gone, but the rest of me felt like I’d done an encore presentation of the Phillip Island crash.


  The sound of the jet’s engines took on a new timber and the vent above my head started blowing air over me. The stink of burnt jet fuel and tarmac made me nauseous. As I reached up to dial the vent off, the door accordioned in, whacking me on my left knee, the one with the whopping scar and the titanium pin in it. I batted the door with my hand to keep it from hitting my head and croaked a rough, “Occupied.” In return, I got a muffled apology. Or maybe it was a curse. I don’t know. I didn’t care. I gritted my teeth and lowered my shoulders, wondering if there would come a time when my leg didn’t feel as brittle as a glass Christmas tree ornament.


  After a while, I became aware of movement, of the whole bathroom jiggling and swaying. The jet was doing this lazy, rolling, side-to-side thing. It felt like I was on a boat on a gentle swell, except there was this weird ticking noise, like a cheap plastic clock ticking. I’d never liked the way airplanes seemed to creak and crick before, but now it jarred me, like it was falling apart at the seams. I could feel the terror I’d been trying to suppress rising up inside me. We were bouncing slightly. Taxiing. I knew I should get up and return to my seat, but I couldn’t move.


  I sat through the safety speech, barely registering it, catching only random words here and there: belt buckle…oxygen masks…smoking …federal offense…blah, blah, blah. I kept my head down, measuring my breathing, exhaling into the stiff fabric of my jeans and wishing I’d put on a pair of loose shorts instead. I worried that maybe I was suffering from dehydration because I thought I should be sweating more than I was and why the hell was I worrying about dehydration when we were about to explode on the runway?


  “Flight attendants, please take your seats.”


  The jet engines began to whine. We were in position to take off and it was too late to do anything about where I was except sit tight and hope I didn’t get into too much trouble when they found me here—assuming we were all still in one piece.


  I felt the tug of gravity shift to my right and we started to shake.


  As the front of the plane lifted from the tarmac, I reached up and shoved the latch to the “Occupied” position. I tried to picture the inside of my home. My bed.


  (Christie.)


  God, I hadn’t realized how much I hated her for leaving me.


  
 † † †


  
 We’d been in the air for some time when someone knocked on the bathroom door.


  (Now you’re screwed.)


  Honestly, though. What could they do to me now, throw me off the plane?


  “Someone in there?”


  “Be out in a sec,” I mumbled, rubbing some feeling back into my face. I wasn’t looking forward to going back out there, not with that guy sitting there. I could picture him spilling over my armrest, taking up half of my seat.


  I got up and washed my hands in the cramped metal sink, pulled a paper towel from the dispenser, dried them. I checked my face in the mirror. It was looking pretty bad under these lights. I lifted my baseball cap to fix my hair and was once again reminded of how much more of my forehead had made my acquaintance over the past few months. The cut on my scalp had leaked a bit, a clear, tacky liquid that had crystallized, embedding some of the hair around it. I wetted another paper towel and dabbed the spot, then tried to tweeze out the clot, but it wouldn’t come.


  The next thing I knew, the floor had dropped out from underneath me and the walls of the bathroom were tilting. My face smashed into the mirror, knocking me backward. A jolt of electricity shot up into my shoulder as I rammed my elbow into the wall; my arm went numb, right down to my fingertips. I tried bracing myself, but the plane overcorrected and I tumbled to the floor in front of the toilet, banging my ear in the process.


  (Fly, you idiot!)


  The engines roared. But there was another sound, animal-like, high and keening. The wind! We were in some sort of dive.


  (God damn it, fly!)


  We continued to lurch and shudder as the whine of the engines increased. People were screaming.


  The dive ended just as abruptly as it had started. I tasted blood and realized I’d bitten my tongue, so I got unsteadily to my feet and spat into the sink. Then I sat back down on the toilet. It creaked beneath me.


  The plane gave another thump, and the shouts in the cabin intensified for a moment. But then we settled into what felt like level flight. The intercom chimed. “This is Captain Calder.” The voice was a bit excited but commanding. “My apologies for the turbulence this evening, folks.”


  (Turbulence my ass! That felt like engine failure!)


  “There’s a bit of a disturbance in the area, as many of you may have guessed. It’s extending a little higher than we thought. We’re going to gain some altitude, see if we can’t clear it. In the mean time—”


  The plane gave a slight jounce, then plummeted briefly, then leveled. I heard several frightened yelps from the passenger compartment. Then, relative silence.


  “In the mean time, folks,” Calder continued, still sounding in control, “I’ve turned the fasten-seatbelt sign on again, so if you would all please remain seated until we’ve cleared this rough patch of weather, I’d be most grateful. Sit back, relax, enjoy some of TropicAir’s fine selection of entertainment options. Remember, with TropicAir, flying’s a breeze.”


  More like a thrill ride.


  The intercom clicked off, leaving a momentary hiss of static before that, too, was gone. The plane continued on its way, still spasming a little. I couldn’t move. I knew if I tried, I’d either vomit or scream. Hell, I was screaming inside my head like it was going out of style!


  The ride eventually smoothed out again, but I’d decided by then that I was going to stay put until someone dragged me out. At least in here I could suffer in private, avoid the embarrassment of public displays of terror. But the screaming inside me just kept right on going—or so it seemed, before I realized it wasn’t me but coming from somewhere out in the cabin. I heard someone run by the bathroom, first from the back of the plane, then returning. Someone shouted a few words, but I couldn’t make them out.


  What the hell is going on out there?


  I pressed my ear to the door and listened. Now I could hear snatches of words, phrases: “…your seat…calm down…help!…CALM DOWN!” Despite the worry I was feeling about the plane, I found not having a clue what was going on was much worse.


  (Get out there and find out.)


  Frank wouldn’t want that. He’d tell me to sit tight.


  (Frank’s not your shrink anymore. Go on, see what’s the matter. Take control.)


  There was a buzz of voices coming from what sounded like the galley across the aisle, but there were too many to understand any one of them. I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe.


  After a while, everything grew quiet again—almost too quiet—and it remained so for a long time. It was as if everyone had disappeared, like some Twilight Zone episode. Stupid, I know, but that’s why I nearly screamed when someone knocked at the door.


  There was a murmur, then I thought I heard my name.


  “Hello?”


  “Mister Miller?”


  “Yeah,” I said, my voice coming out rough and shaky.


  The person on the other side of the door moved away to speak to someone else. “No, Michael, it’s Miller. We’re still missing Calvin and…”


  “Mister Miller?” Different voice this time, male, right outside the door. “I’m Michael, one of the flight attendants. Are you all right in there?”


  “I’m fine.”


  “We need you to take your seat please. Now.”


  The voice was pleasant enough, but I could tell his request was anything but a suggestion.


  The plane lurched and the door buckled slightly as something hit it. I heard the attendant utter a muffled curse.


  “You okay?” I asked.


  “Fine. Please, Mister Miller. We need you to go back to your seat.”


  I got to my feet. My legs were wobbly but after a moment I was sure they’d support me. My arms, on the other hand, felt as stiff as steel rods and just as heavy. I fumbled with the door latch for a couple seconds, unable to push the damn door open before remembering that it folded in. I stumbled out into the aisle and was glad to hear the engines take on a more normal timbre. We finally seemed to have found a stable patch of air.


  “Mister Miller? Are you okay?”


  I turned toward the voice. It was the same attendant I’d spoken to earlier, the woman—Ashia, according to the gold tag on her chest. Her hair was in disarray and her scarf had come undone.


  “I’m…fine. I’m okay. That was pretty damn rough.”


  She nodded distractedly. “What’s your seat number?”


  Michael referred to a paper printout, then said, “Twenty-one F, Ash.”


  “Twenty-one? Isn’t that—” But she stopped short. There was a frown on Michael’s face.


  “What?” I asked. “What’s the matter?”


  There was a small cut above Michael’s left eyebrow and a tiny line of blood was running down the side of his face. He saw me looking at it and he turned slightly away. I wondered if he’d sustained the injury on the bathroom door just a moment ago.


  “What was all the yelling about out here?”


  “Nothing,” Michael said, a bit more tersely than I thought was necessary. But then again, that had been a pretty bad set of turbulence. I couldn’t blame him for being off. “Just, please get back to your seat while the seatbelt sign is still lit.”
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