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Some foolish men declare that a Creator made the world. The doctrine that the world was created is ill-advised and should be rejected. If God created the world, where was He before creation? … How could God have made the world without any raw material? If you say He made this first, and then the world, you are faced with an endless regression… Know that the world is uncreated, as time itself is, without beginning and end. 


—Jinasena, The Mahapurana (“The Great Legend”) (ninth century)


 


 


 


While [Werner Heisenberg] was working on quantum theory, he went to India to lecture, and he was a guest of [Rabindranath] Tagore. He talked a lot with Tagore about Indian philosophy. Heisenberg told me that these talks had helped him a lot with his work in physics, because they showed him that all these new ideas in quantum theory were in fact not all that crazy. He realized there was, in fact, a whole culture that subscribed to very similar ideas.


—Fritjof Capra in The Holographic Paradigm and Other Paradoxes (1982)


 


 


 


How do you know that the earth isn’t some other planet’s hell?


—Aldous Huxley, Point Counter Point (1928)




Chapter 1
1990



Sally Pencilneck slammed Rick’s dick in a car door, exploding it in a tsunami of gore that splattered his face and hair in a bog-thick vomit of minced-meat cock and balls. He had run out to his car from the cabin hoping to make his escape from her, exposed wiener flapping back and forth like a panicked theatergoer looking for the exits in a cinema fire, when there she was in front of him, as she always seemed to be, a hellish apparition silhouetted against the moon-glazed trees. The dick-door detonation transpired before he could even understand what was happening. Covered in his own mince, Rick wailed and wept with his entire being; the physical pain, the shame, the crushing fear of death wracking his shoulders with seismic shudders. Some corner of his persona was still present enough to suggest that he should make an excuse for his behavior, beg for forgiveness. But his conscious mind had no room for such sanity in that moment. And, anyway, in the next instant, Sally bashed him in the head with her nunchaku as many times as Elizabeth Taylor had been married, and his skull caved in like it was papier-mâché.


The best rational guess anyone could make about Sally was that she was some kind of a twenty-year-old survivalist, race indeterminate, with the mind of a mentally deficient eight-year-old that would pull the wings off flies. She wore a necklace of desiccated wangs, had colored pencils jabbed clear through her neck, and her face was obscured by a novelty Groucho mask with the moustache and hypno eyes, one of which was shattered and revealed an inhuman bloodshot eye behind it. And she seemed to be so fast she could just appear anywhere.


Rick was the sixth member of the group that Sally had annihilated that night. Dave was the first. They’d found him with his dong tied to the blade of a ceiling fan and his body doing slow, perfect circles-within-circles overhead, like amusement park teacups, until the weight and twisting became too much and his body ripped free of his cock like it was a frayed rope, and he hit the ground with a blood-curdling thud. Mike, on the other hand, had been shoved onto the pyramid-shaped World War I memorial sculpture with the point up his anus, just like the Spanish Inquisition’s “Judas Chair” – a torture device that only Christians and, apparently, also Sally Pencilneck could have come up with.


Jeff Gold: stick of dynamite up his pee hole.


At first it seemed like Sally was only going after the men. Indeed, at the beginning of the evening, when Sally was still just a campfire story, they had all joked that since Sally only killed men while they were jerking off, and she could seemingly sense perverse thoughts too, the women were all safe. No: three hours later Sally had gored Megan White through the belly with an elk antler (the stump of the elk’s neck still dripping blood), and nunchacked her arms off.


June Summers: railway spike through the top of the head, hammered in to the tune of Verdi’s “Anvil Chorus”.


Two police squad cars had shown up. Sally had the presence of mind to wait for one of the cops to radio back the all-clear (“kids pulling a prank”) before she pulled off all four of their heads, spiked one onto each hubcap of one of the cars, then drove it around honking the horn for five minutes. If Sally really did die when she was eight years old like the stories said, then who had taught her to drive, one begged to ask.


Betty and Grant were alive though. Betty had run out of the cabin to stop Rick, but was too late, had seen the dick explosion, buried it in the back of her mind without processing it along with all the other horrors of the evening, and turned around and ran back into the cabin. Grant was standing there in the entryway, where he too had been about to step outside.


“What –” he started to say, but Betty’s arm bolted up to his mouth, and she clasped her hand over it. She held a flashlight in her other.


“Rick’s dead,” she said, her voice quivering. His eyes widened. They could already hear the clink of the nunchaku chains in the distance but getting nearer to the cabin, stomp by stomp. “Grab your backpack. Out the back door,” she ordered, and didn’t remove her hand from his mouth until he nodded.


She slammed open the back screen door, oblivious to the noise, and they flew down the steps and down the slope into the woods.


Now it was the sea of trees, bare branches and cold bark, the crunch of leaves underfoot, forest creatures. The endless croaking of frogs. In a sense, like the animals around them, Betty and Grant were living according to a kind of law of nature now too. Sally was the hunter, and they were the prey. Nothing about Sally Pencilneck was natural though. And if it was true that she could sense thoughts… Betty let go of Grant’s hand… just in case. She didn’t know how little or how much it would take to make a man’s mind wander, or how weird those wanderings would get. You never really knew a person. Better safe than sorry.


“Where are we going?” Grant begged.


“Shh! I don’t know. Away, far away,” Betty hissed as they descended the slope in short, controlled skids, making pathetic grabs at the bare tree branches as they went past them.


“Look, I realize we need to keep quiet,” he said, “but I need to say stuff.”


He was 6’2”. Betty expected him to be braver, although, in a sense, he was brave. He wasn’t having a meltdown. It was his form of bravery. He was straining against his limits though. He needed to talk it out to stay sane. She could hear that in his voice. It annoyed her that she felt like she had to be responsible for him though. She’d only just met him. It was a stupid set up, a blind date for the party at the cabin, her friends just naively assuming that they would get along based on shared ethnicity. Yet within minutes of talking together he criticized her for liking Pink Floyd, which he called “white people music”. This dumbass had never heard of Sister Rosetta Tharpe or even Little Richard or even Jimi Hendrix. After that, she was put off him the rest of the night and the rest of her life as far as she was concerned, though he seemed to not have noticed. There were hardly any other Blacks at Fredericton High School, but if it was going to be like this, it was no wonder she hadn’t dated the others. Grant had Scottie Pippen’s haircut, plus lightning bolts on the side. She hated that too.


“Like what kind of stuff?” she said, permitting him to speak.


“Like, we should call the cops again.” His voice trailed off as he said it. Maybe the cops would come again, but the cops would not save them. They had to save themselves. “Like, why’d that freak kill Megan and June? I thought she only killed men.”


“How the fuck should I know?” Betty snarled. She wondered if this thought had come to Grant entirely by chance.


Trying to untangle why she had agreed to this weekend would be an indulgent mental distraction right now – a relief, but possibly also a careless invitation to death. When she saw that the video June had chosen from the Blockbuster new release shelf was House Party with Kid ‘n Play, she knew coming to the party was a mistake. June must have been trying to impress Grant with her choice of video. It was a whole lot of drama for nothing.


No. Not nothing. The payoff was six dead. June had figured goddamn Kid ‘n Play on the TV and some strangely timed and inappropriate sexy dancing around the room would turn Grant on. But it had actually set Dave off, who disappeared upstairs and was next seen hanging from the ceiling fan.


In any case, Betty didn’t figure Grant for the altruistic type. She suspected that Grant wasn’t concerned that Sally would kill her. Rather, it occurred to her that perhaps he felt he might have a better chance of survival since he was no longer the only target between them.


They walked without speaking for a while, their footfalls cacophonous in the dry leaves. Sally’s nunchaku could not be heard.


Betty came to a sudden stop. There was a hill of rock ahead of them, and her flashlight had found a possible opening on one side into a cave a few meters up off the ground, in the rock face. From where they stood the opening had the illusion of being a kind of black obelisk, but it was perhaps large enough for them to squeeze through. “Come on,” she said, and they went around to its right side, where it was easier to climb up to the breach. From this angle, the hole revealed its true dimensions: a maw into blackness just big enough to stoop through. Betty clambered up a few more steps and shone her light in. The sucking blackness divulged nothing. “Maybe we can hide inside,” she said.


“But there might be animals,” Grant muttered in a quivering voice.


She looked at him in near disgust, but she held her emotions in check. He had plunged into irrationality, but she couldn’t really blame him. Betty wanted the privilege of freaking out too, but Grant had freaked first. One of them needed to stay sane or both would die. Somehow, through all the gore and madness, her mind had communicated that to her.


She ran the flashlight over the opening again, smelled the loamy odor emanating from the gap, then plunged in. She hoped Grant would follow her, but she didn’t encourage him or wait for him. He looked back once, beads of sweat balanced on his temple like raindrops on a leaf, then followed after her.


Inside, the opening became a tunnel, sloping down below ground level. It was wide enough to walk comfortably through. The walls were clammy. Betty swung her flashlight back and forth. It revealed nothing. They were haunted by silence. And though the ground was naturally uneven, it was drier than the walls and somehow gave Betty the impression that it had been trodden on before. It wasn’t too hard to walk on. She pressed on, Grant’s breathing heavy behind her.


“I can’t tell if this is better or worse than being out there,” he tried to joke as he felt his way through the passage.


“Better,” she answered. “We need to make a stand.”


“What?” he said.


“Look.”


There was a glow ahead. It was so faint, for a moment Betty wondered if she was hallucinating in the darkness. She turned off the flashlight. The light was still there. It was impossible to tell how far away it was.


“Oh, no,” Grant said as he began to realize what Betty had suspected within moments of entering the tunnel.


They emerged into a natural chamber lit with oil lamps and candles and decorated with pieces of soiled Barbie dolls and My Little Ponies balanced on rocks and logs that were serving as benches and shelves. There was a Strawberry Shortcake LP sleeve, three quarters of a crumpled She-Ra Princess of Power poster, an empty, bashed up Slip ‘N Slide box, a ping pong ball gun, and a tattered Rainbow Brite t-shirt hammered into one wall like a tapestry. Betty picked up a Jem and the Holograms sticker book, and something possessed her to flip through it. She imagined Sally must flip through it sometimes too. It was her entertainment in those long years between killing frenzies: looking at Jem stickers, brushing Astronaut Barbie’s hair before putting her shattered space helmet back on. She found what looked like a diary. None of the writing was legible – it hardly even looked like words.


There was a burlap sack big enough to sleep on in one corner.


The smell was rank.


“Oh, shit!” Grant hissed. “What the fuck were you thinking? You want to hide in her goddamn house?!”


“It’s the last place she’ll look.”


“The others! Everyone! They’re all dead! We’re the last ones! She’s looking for us!”


“No, listen,” Betty said, shaking her head. “We need to stop her. It’s up to us. I don’t think daylight’s going to make any difference to her. We can’t have her following us into town.”


Grant screwed up his face. “Who gives a fuck about that? Let them call out the SWAT team! It’s none of our business!”


“You think Fredericton has a SWAT team? Jesus! Listen to yourself. Look, I don’t know if she’s real or… unreal or what. But she’s a physical thing. And she seems to have a… a mind of some sort. Like an animal. There must be some way to kill her, or at least cripple her, even if she does seem to beam-me-up all over the place like Star Wars.”


“Star Trek.”


“Whatever! We’re safe for a minute here as long as you… keep your thoughts clean,” she said looking up at him.


Grant nodded, willing himself to understand and comply.


“Now tell me exactly what Jeff said when you were sitting around the fire. I wasn’t there. I need you to tell me everything.”


“He… he said Mike was a dick for not bringing the keg like he said he would…”


“I mean about Sally! What did he say about Sally?! For fuck’s sake, Grant! Get a grip!”


“O–okay, right. About Sally… Just, just let me think for a second…”


“We might not have a second, Grant! Come on!”


“Okay, okay! He, uh, he said she was eight years old, and her thing was… was cake, or… No! It was chocolate chip cookies.” The story was starting to come back to Grant in detail now as he began to recite it. He tried to tell it all in the same order Jeff had. “She had certain habits. Always coloring. And her dad used to always give her cookies for dessert after dinner. And she was upset ‘cause she wanted a treat and hadn’t had one for days, being at camp and all. And the dude that was responsible for the kids in her cabin, he told her there was cookies in the camp kitchen, in a Dumbo cookie jar, and she ought to go over there and ask someone to get it down for her, ‘cause it was up on a high shelf. Jesus,” said Grant, interrupting himself, “he must’a been trying to get rid of her too…”


“This was Jeff’s campfire ghost story?! Chocolate chips and Dumbo cookie jars? How fucking long does this go on for?!”


Grant continued. “So she went into the camp kitchen, but there was nobody there. See, according to Jeff, the camp counselors was all dudes. And once the kids were in bed, they’d gotten into this habit… this habit of…”


Betty thought Grant was having trouble remembering what happened next, but as he continued to hesitate she saw from the way he pressed his lips together that the problem was that he was actually embarrassed. “Just say it!” she barked.


“Well, they’d… they’d go into the woods to jerk off. They just couldn’t help it. Like they’d gotten into a kind of rhythm. That’s how Jeff put it. You know?”


She didn’t know, but she let him continue. For a second, she thought about how stupid the lightning bolts shaved into his hair looked right now.


“So she goes into the kitchen. She’s got her little can of colored pencils with her still, ‘cause she’s eight… she never thinks to put ‘em down somewhere while she’s busy doing another thing. So she sees the Dumbo jar up on a high shelf, just like the counselor said, only there’s no one around, so she sets down the can of pencils and starts climbing up. Up onto the counter top, then up onto one shelf, then another. Finally she can almost just reach, but it’s too high, too high, and she loses her balance and goes flying backwards off the shelves right onto the can of pencils.” Grant hesitated. Hearing it as a bullshit campfire ghost story was one thing. Repeating it in a cave surrounded by broken dolls and candles and the smell of piss and shit was another. And after they had actually seen her and the pencils in her neck.


“And she’s dead,” he said, remembering seeing her walking around “alive”. Grant’s voice was on permanent quiver, but he continued Jeff’s story as best he could. “Was it the crack on the head? Was it the pencils in her neck? We don’t know. But three years later, she came back for the first time, and anytime dudes was jerking off in the woods, or even thinking stuff, she, she…” He ran his index finger along his neck, miming a naively merciful manner in which Sally might kill a masturbator. “And maybe three years later wasn’t the first time even. Lots of suspicious deaths around here.”


Betty didn’t know if those final statements were part of Jeff’s original story, or if it was Grant regaining enough calm to speculate about it himself, but all she said was: “They buried her with the pencils in her neck?” As soon as the words came out of her mouth, she realized what a dumb detail it was to fixate on.


“June asked the same thing,” Grant said. “Jeff said her daddy came and took the body. Nobody knows after that.”


“She died, but then still grew up? None of this makes any sense…” Betty realized she was still going down the wrong alleys of the story, and they dropped into silence again. Betty replayed the story in her mind. Grant’s chest rose and fell with the effort to keep himself calm. The candlelight reflected off the runnels of sweat travelling along his jawline. Her eyes scanned the chamber again, desperate for clues that could help them.


The heart of the thing was the betrayal Sally had suffered. The grown-ups (teenagers actually) were supposed to be looking after her, but they’d failed because their primary concern was jerking off in the woods, and she’d died horrifically as a result. But – beyond revenge on perverts – what did Sally want, if anything…?


Grant’s gaze was darting around the shadowy nooks and crannies of the cave’s ceiling. Betty read a strange look of remorse in his sad eyes and parted lips. His Adam’s apple bobbed like a piston.


There was a distant tinkling sound from down the passageway. Metallic. The worst sound possible. Grant flinched at it.


“What the fuck did you do?” Betty growled. “I told you to keep your thoughts clean!”


“I did! I did!” he protested. Tears were coming down now. “I tried to think of just trees and animals and things, like all the birds and stuff we heard in the woods coming down to this hellhole… this hellhole you led us into! And I thought about the chickadees and wondered… wondered why they called them titmice. I mean, ‘tits’ and ‘mice’… ‘tits’… And then I got to thinking about the beavers around here too, and…”


His voice weakened to a mumble, but he didn’t need to say any more. Now she was picturing hairy bushes too.


They heard the clink again, closer.


Betty’s brain went into overdrive. “What’s in your backpack?” she said. “Any food?”


He swung the bag off his shoulders, his hands shaking. “Maybe. I got some protein bars.” He yanked the bag open.


“No! Something an eight-year-old would like!”


“Chips?”


Before he could get them out, a spear shot through him with such inhuman precision that it went in at the base of his spine and came out in a straight line through his penis, so his cock popped out of his pants and split open into petals like a red flower. Then Sally arched the spear up and slammed the point vertically into the ground. Grant, halfway up its length, began the slow grinding slide down the shaft with every sobbing groan, wail, moan, and scream his throat could muster. When he finally hit the ground, splayed-dick first, he was dead.


Sally, who had been watching the slow descent without any emotion, now turned her Groucho mask face to Betty. The pencils in her neck squirmed like trapped worms as she breathed, that hissy asthmatic way she exhaled. She took a step towards Betty.


Betty pointed an index finger at her like an angry mother. “Sally! Stop right there!” she said.


Sally actually stopped.


The contents of Grant’s backpack were scattered all over the dirty ground. Betty snatched up the bag of chips he’d mentioned. Ketchup flavor. “You’ve been a bad girl,” Betty said, “but if you’re good, Sally, you can have these chips, okay?”


The chips were nunchacked out of her hands.


Betty stumbled, scrambled, and found a chocolate bar.


“How about this? It’s a Pal-O-Mine. Even better than chocolate chip cookies, Sally. Even better. That’s what you want, isn’t it? A treat? A sweet treat?”


Sally froze again. She cocked her head to one side like a curious animal. The hypno eyes of the Groucho mask revealed nothing.


Betty lowered her voice. “Come on, Sally. Daddy says have your dessert, then go to bed.” She held out the chocolate bar with trembling fingers.


Sally hesitated. Her body language, inhuman as it was, indicated confusion.


Then something strange happened. Something even weirder than everything else that had happened tonight, and something which convinced Betty that she had tipped over into madness. As Sally became more confused, Betty could swear that she saw the slasher “glitching”. In brief, repeated flashes, Sally appeared not as a humanoid, but as stacks of varying two-dimensional geometric shapes, flickering and flipping over along multiple axis lines, undulating, folding, and unfolding into impossible fractal new forms blazing with kaleidoscopic colors. Gazing into these colors Betty sometimes saw Sally’s internal organs, sometimes the cave wall behind her, sometimes… stars? And something like a landscape: a vast, gray tundra, sparsely populated by dead trees with noose-necked corpses hanging from their branches. The trees seemed fleshy and cancer-ridden.


Finally these otherworldly, unfixed shapes and visions that composed Sally in some way took the proffered candy bar, and the psychedelic visions ceased as abruptly as they’d started. Gingerly she opened the crinkly wrapper and turned her back to Betty to bite into it.


Betty put the weird vision she’d just seen out of her mind. She needed to focus and survive. She used the moment to cast her eyes around the cave again.


And then she saw it.


A lawn dart, obstructed from view behind a vintage Barbie motor home and some tree roots. She double-checked that Sally still had her back turned, then snatched the dart up and held it behind her back.


Sally spun at the noise, but continued chewing, chocolate now smeared around her lips. She stared at Betty through the plastic hypno eyes as she ate, then actually handed the wrapper to her when she was finished. Betty accepted it with her free hand, the hand holding the dart still behind her back. She shoved the wrapper into a pocket in her jeans.


“Okay,” she said. “Good girl. Time for bed now, Sally.” She pointed at the makeshift bedding in the dirt.


Again, Sally’s body language said she was unconvinced, but she started to make her way towards the burlap sack. In the back of her mind, Betty wondered if Sally took off her Groucho glasses and cock necklace when she slept.


Sally’s back was turned to Betty again. Betty had one chance. She needed to generate as much force as possible. Her whole torso heaved as she paced her breathing with deep inhalations. She saw Grant’s body out of the corner of her eye, and she thought of him and his stupid beavers. A low growl came out of her, then built and built to a scream as she lunged at Sally’s back with the lawn dart.


But Sally whirled on her. It was Betty’s thought of beavers that tipped Sally off again. Her nunchaku came down on Betty’s shoulder with a simultaneous whack and clink. The agony was blinding.


Betty fell onto her back but, despite the pain in her shoulder, managed to hold the dart firm and upright. When Sally swung her nunchaku down at her, Betty rolled into Sally’s legs and tripped her so that she fell face first into the dirt.


Then she plunged the dart into the creature’s back again and again, shredding her organs, the candlelight throwing the shadows of her flailing rampage in every direction. Everything Betty had held back to help Grant keep it together, that she had held back all night, she let out now in a blitzkrieg that generated so much force that she was once even able to penetrate the skull of this eight-year-old mind trapped in a twenty-year-old’s body.


When Sally stopped moving, Betty staggered and stumbled back through the tunnel and passed out with a crunch, face first into the natural bed of vermillion leaves outside. A squirrel or two came close, sniffed at the air around her, then skittered off. Three hours later, the police found her, unconscious but alive.




Chapter 2
2025



It was the worst of times, it was the worst of times, Nandini thought to herself as she looked at the toaster in the break room obediently doing its job, and she wondered, as she sometimes did before she had to go back to her desk, what would happen if she yanked it out of the wall and smashed it.


Over the past fifty or a hundred years, the world had faced an increasingly ceaseless barrage of information. Over the past thirty years in particular, this information had become a tidal wave delivered faster and faster in smaller and smaller parcels by screaming voices all demanding to be heard at equal volume even if it was junk, malicious, or completely fabricated. Somehow this was turning people’s brains to mush and calcifying them at the same time. It demanded their constant attention, so much so that it became hard to find any hidden pockets of brain power which could imagine how any of this might change or be resisted. Recently, the information deluge had even started eating and regurgitating itself, sucking enough power and water out of the Earth to run entire cities.


As a result of all this, governments around the world had now been taken over by degenerates and cretins. The US, Brazil, India, the United Kingdom, and Israel, among many other nations, never mind China, North Korea, and Russia, had turned to a worship of corruption in their governments so their citizens could be free to be even more cruel to those who were already being punched down on every day, even if it meant the lives of the punchers themselves were only getting worse and worse. They felt free to finally be their true selves by denying others the right to live according to that same principle. The bigoted, the abusive, the avaricious, felt validated by these walking pus bag candidates, and there were so many millions of them that, along with the assistance of some bribery and fraud, the pus bags were elected to the highest offices in the world. What used to be scandalous was now celebrated. Except in rare instances, the leaders of these countries seemingly never died and never went to jail. They were all millionaires. They advertised themselves as being just like the common voter as they shat into solid gold toilet bowls. In the past year, Canada and Australia almost fell into this abyss as well, and narrowly avoided it, but Nandini could sense it was only a matter of time. In fact, maybe it was Toronto’s racist, drunk-driving, crack-smoking, prostitute-soliciting mayor that was the trigger in the first place. In any case, the same anti-immigration, or xyz-phobic rallies were happening everywhere. Wars spilled across Europe and the Middle East.


Standing on the heads of these leaders were the billionaires. This had been the way for hundreds of years, even thousands, only now these systems and structures were being pushed to the absolute extreme. These billionaires had amounts of money that could never have been attained morally by any stretch of the imagination. One only became that rich through the dehumanization of others and the violation of the Earth. These were men who were so rich that their entire solution to the planet’s impending doom was to fly away on space yachts with their pneumatic brides and no one else, like reverse Supermen, even leaving their kids behind because they decided they were the wrong gender or didn’t think right. The media encouraged people to revere these idiots. Thanks to worldwide media conglomeration, there was a pervasive pressure in every country and culture to think the same way about all these things, to hate the same targets, to spite even the environment, to blow their own heads off. Meanwhile, David Suzuki, a voice of comfort and intelligence through decades, had declared that the war against climate change was lost. “It’s too late.” Meanwhile, every facet of life on Earth was being quantified and monetized. Logos and advertising were everywhere, inescapable and suffocating.


Nandini liked to believe that she was still able to think for herself, that being thirty-two years old and not twenty, she had somehow developed a genuine identity. And yet she was a doomscroller like everyone else. Seventy percent of the world’s population carried a slot machine full of lights and sounds in their pockets, and they never stopped pulling the arm, dopamine flooding their brains with every finger flick. The thing that was supposed to connect everyone in the world was instead tribalizing them, shunting them onto narrow tracks, into silos, in order to maximize ad revenue, sometimes isolating them completely. She also believed the world could be fixed, all it would take was one generation that believed in human decency, but how could such a generation ever be brought about?


Her mother, Aruna, was sixty-one years old but seemed older, and didn’t care or was oblivious to all of this. When Nandini seemed to be going into a panic, her mother would say that the world had survived worse before and it would again. Also, to Nandini’s exasperation, she would say that it was “none of their business”. Then she went back to reading her magazines full of vampire stories. When Nandini’s parents had immigrated to Canada in the 1980s, telegram was still the most reliable way to communicate with India. Organizing a phone call could take days and required screaming into the receiver to be heard. To Aruna, Facebook and WhatsApp were miracles.


Nandini didn’t always fantasize about throwing the toaster. Sometimes her mind wandered into strange places. If she put two pieces of toast on a black plate, in her head, she would rewrite Ezra Pound’s “In a Station of the Metro”:


 



The apparition of the toast on this plate:






Petals on a wet, black bough.





 


Of course, Pound was a self-proclaimed fascist, so maybe her mind hadn’t wandered that far. At any rate, this was the extent to which she utilized her degree in English Literature and Poetry on a day-to-day basis.


When she was at her desk and looking at her screens, sometimes, in crazed moments brought on by tedium, she felt like she could see inside the lives of the cells. This went back to something her father had told her about when he was trying to explain dimensions to her. If truly two-dimensional creatures existed in a two-dimensional world, then their beings and their existence would only consist of forward and backward, left and right, the cardinal directions, a flat plane. There would be no existence of up and down, so the creatures would not have “top” sides or “bottom” sides, and when they came face-to-face with each other they would only encounter horizontal lines, lines they could travel around the circumference of. However, if their universe only appeared to be two-dimensional to them, and was actually three-dimensional, then if a three-dimensional being like herself entered their world, she would be able to see their internal organs because they didn’t have a covering or even any existence in the “up” direction, but she did so she could look down into them. She imagined these spreadsheet cells were two-dimensional beings and she could see into their guts with her naked eye, as if they were clear, flat amoebas. To them, she would appear as a series of lines, in sections, as she moved through their plane. This part was harder to grasp, but her father had explained it so wonderfully (he had been a physics professor at the university), as a child, she always wished she could experience such a thing. Would those two-dimensional creatures go insane at the sight though, at the very idea of higher dimensions?


She weighed Ezra Pound against the possibility of entire other spatial dimensions. Why did she decide to do an arts degree majoring in poetry?


She had once toyed with the idea of going into physics. She was good at everything but not good enough in anything to get past the gatekeepers of excellence. After she did her degree, she moved clear across the country to Vancouver and worked in admin for a publisher for a year. It may have been smarter to move to Toronto where most of the publishers were, but it was obvious even to herself, though she wouldn’t say it out loud, that she was trying to get as far away from her parents as possible. But the rents were brutal, her car was stolen, and finally she was fired, so the decision was made for her. She came home 5,500 kilometers to Fredericton with her tail between her legs. Temporarily, she told herself. But then her father died, eight years ago now, and there were no hiring publishers in Fredericton, and before she knew it she was in a community college learning to be a database administrator. If she lived in Toronto perhaps she could have started on a path in publishing again. But, no, her mother, Aruna, wanted to stay put here in Fredericton, a place she was used to, that was full of people she was used to, and Nandini wasn’t going to deny her that, now more than ever. Aruna did not ask Nandini to stay, but Nandini took it as unspoken. And, in what must surely be a sign of the apocalypse, Aruna never asked when Nandini was going to get married. On the other hand, Aruna used to yell at her husband every day like they were in a 1950s sitcom: about his clothes, the way he ate, everything he said. He went gray early, and she demanded that he dye his hair. Nandini couldn’t remember her ever having complimented him. In a moment of brutal cynicism, when he died, she thought Aruna would be relieved. The sobering part was that, in fact, she had seemed less stressed ever since. Still, with her father gone, Nandini felt she had no choice but to stay close to her mother, and to try to keep the widowed woman’s life as safe and normal as possible.


Her job at CrossTec was a good one. It paid well, and she worked with nice people for the most part.


She hated it.


She had her YouTube channel where she did book reviews. It was a distraction at least, a measure of joy. She tried to convince herself that somehow she was applying the creativity she’d learned at university to it, even if barely anyone watched it. She was working on a secret project too. Still, in her mind she saw herself working here forever. It was stable, and her priority was making sure her mother’s life was stable, and the two things were connected, she thought. As the years went on, it was starting to feel like it was her sole function in life. To quit her job would be to enter a world of unknowns.


The week before, she’d been reprimanded for telling someone in the breakroom that she liked the smell of cow shit. “It reminds me of the times I visited India back when I was a kid,” she had said. At the time, Nandini wondered if she could parlay this nostalgic sentiment into a book of poetry, win a Governor General’s literary award, get a university teaching position, and pass on her knowledge to future gullible generations. Her coworker laughed, but there was someone else in the room who had reported the “incident” to her superior, possibly because she was offended by shit, but more likely by India. This was the coworker that just straight up called her “Nadine”. “It’s pronounced NUN-dhi-knee,” she told her one time and only one time.


But there was something else, not the rage-inducing fire of the outside world, not the job, but something inside her that tempted her at times to put her fingers into the toaster slot. There was a pain in her mind, invisible and nebulous, and not there for the obvious reasons. It had been there so long, she couldn’t even remember when it started, but it was well before all the other things that had happened. To put her fingers into the toaster would be a pain that was real and that she could understand. She wondered if her father had had similar thoughts. That would explain so much, it would be a eureka moment.


But the idea of “seeing someone” or “getting help” was so taboo, would have so shamed her mother, that she told herself it was simply l’appel du vide, “the call of the void,” like the temptation to stick one’s hand into a spinning fan. She would never really do it on purpose and subject her mother to any more than she already had to deal with.


Not today. She made it back to her desk without harming herself or the toaster. There was a personal email notification on her phone. It was from Four-Square Publishing with the subject line “Re: Love’s Descent”. She knew what it was going to say, but she didn’t open it. She allowed herself a quantum of hope, like it was a lottery scratch ticket. She would save it until she was home and could open it on her laptop in the privacy of her room.





***







On the way home, she stopped at Willy’s Winer Diner, Fredericton’s grungiest eatery, a business which boasted more 1- and 2-star Yelp reviews than any other restaurant in Atlantic Canada and yet had a constant stream of customers coming through its doors. She stopped there for a burger after work and before dinner once or twice a week. It was an unhealthy habit, maybe even an addiction, but she found it comforting. She had worked the grill there herself for a summer back when she was in high school.


One of the waitresses went up to the kitchen service window with an order slip and stuck it into the order rail. “Twelve double bacon cheeseburgers, six large fries, six cokes!” she called.


Even for Willy’s, that was a lot. Nandini furrowed her brow and craned her neck to peer around the dining room. There was a booth at the back crammed with six men so big they looked like they’d had enough double bacon cheeseburgers to last a lifetime already. They were all wearing baseball caps low on their heads, sunglasses, and jackets with the collars up (despite the late summer heat). The ones that didn’t have their backs to her had skin so greasy she could have wiped a grill with them. There was something about the way they sat: apparently incognito, but like they owned the place, the town, the world. Nandini guessed they must be out-of-towners, up from the States. Yet there was something familiar about them too. She couldn’t put her finger on it.


But then something distracted her.


Willy’s was off the highway, and, past the parking lot, was surrounded on three sides by a flat grassy field that bordered the woods on one side. Out of the corner of her eye, through one of the windows, Nandini spied a deer at the edge of the trees.


Observed and observer, a hundred meters away from each other, both froze. There was something so uncanny about it that Nandini almost felt compelled to even call out to a stranger to draw attention to it, but then the deer moved off into the foliage.


Behind where the deer had been was a human figure, a barely discernible silhouette in the shadows of the trees. Nandini was mesmerized by it. At this distance it was impossible to tell, but something about it suggested to Nandini that it was a woman. It too stood unmoving, angled so it was seemingly staring at the table of incognito men as well, right through the walls of the diner. Was she smoking? No. But there was a kind of haze, a mist… a black miasma around her visible even at this distance. Then the figure turned and was gone.


Maybe it wasn’t a person after all, Nandini thought. Maybe it was another animal. She failed to think of an Ezra Pound poem to describe it.




Chapter 3
Yorgotha Sacrifices an Alpaca



Yorgotha Axegorer (real name Heather McMillan) showed up at the parking lot of the band’s gig in the basement of St. Charbel Church with an alpaca in the back of the van. The animal was cramped and clopped its feet in aimless confusion among the amps, the instruments, and the other gear.


When the other two members of the band came out to the parking lot to help her unload the gear, they already had their full makeup on – almost kabuki-like stark, black abstract shapes over shocking white. St. Charbel’s Hall, the basement of the church, was right in the middle of downtown Fredericton, and was the most important venue in the little city’s alternative and underground music scenes. It was five bands for five dollars, and their band was on at seven o’clock. However, the venue’s capacity was only about fifty people and there were of course no changing rooms. Nemesis Decapitator (real name Gaylord Regan, drums) and Judge Judy Executioner (Judy Wright, guitar) had to put on their makeup and get dressed in their leather and spikes in the kitchenette. And yet despite all the makeup, their expressions of disbelief at this South American beast were as clear as if someone had Instagram filtered “What The Fuck” over their faces with big dog tongues hanging out.


Seeing their gaping pie-holes, Yorgotha scoffed and hopped down out of the back of the van. Even without her six-inch platforms on, she was imposing. But with the boots and the rest of her persona seemingly grafted onto her, even Nemesis Decapitator – no small man himself despite being only nineteen years old – was forced to take an unconscious step back. Yorgotha got her phone out and actually took a picture of them, laughing through her nose again.


“I don’t know where to start,” Judy finally said, shaking her head. “What the fuck is this?”


“It’s an alpaca. Obviously,” Yorgotha answered.


Nemesis Decapitator was unable to take his eyes off it. “Where… Where did it come from?”


“I stole it,” Yorgotha said. “From the Brigadoon Fiber Farm.”


Nemesis and Judy looked at each other.


Judy addressed Yorgotha again. “So this is why you couldn’t drive us here, why we had to take the bus. You were busy robbing animals from a farm.”


“One animal,” Yorgotha said. “A big one.” And she reached up and stroked the fur on the creature’s long neck. The alpaca recoiled a step at a jab from the spikes on Yorgotha’s wristband. Yorgotha’s smile was positively Satanic under the black, white, and red makeup that covered her face all the way down to the bottom of her neck. Unlike the other two, her makeup was less geometric and was designed to look like her eyes had been gouged out.

