
        
            [image: cover]
        

    








THE IDOL

 



Books by

Jeffrey
Thomas

 


 


Set in the Unnamed
Country

 


The Unnamed
Country

Scenes from a
Village

The Spirit of
Place

Gods of a Nameless
Country

 


Set in Punktown

 


Monstrocity

Everybody
Scream!

Deadstock

Blue War

Health Agent

Voices from
Punktown

Red Cells

Ghosts of
Punktown

The New God

 



THE IDOL

 


A Novel

 


JEFFREY THOMAS

 


[image: tmp_66fdbff243d48cad955236238650a5c9_vYygiC_html_m2bb671af.jpg]

Forma Street Press

Northbridge, Massachusetts

MMXXV

 



Copyright © 2025 Jeffrey
Thomas

Cover art and design by
Don Noble/Rooster Republic.

 


This book is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, places and incidents are either a product of the
author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to
actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

 


No amount of this book may
be reproduced or stored in any format, nor may it be uploaded to
any website, database, language-learning model, or other
repository, retrieval, or artificial intelligence system without
express permission. All rights reserved. Inquiries may be directed
to the publisher at necropolitan@hotmail.com.

 



This book contains scenes of suicide
and self-harm.

 



ONE

Though the plague time ended several years ago, it’s not uncommon to
still see people wearing masks, especially at an airport, and she
wears one herself. It’s black cloth. She also wears dark sunglasses
with heavy frames. She’s gathered her blonde hair in a ponytail to
keep it off her neck, but high on her head so the knot won’t press
against her seat whilst riding in each of the three planes; the two
before and the one remaining. She’s dressed in an indigo velour top
that covers her arms but exposes much of her midriff, because she
knows she’s going to a hot country but air conditioning on a plane
can make her chilly, so she wasn’t sure how much skin to cover and
where; this seems a compromise, like sleeping with one leg outside
the covers. Her pale blue jeans are loose-fitting so as not to
constrict her body. To allow the blood to flow freely.

She wanted to be comfortable because
she knew she’d be a long time in the air, but the next leg of the
journey is the last one.

She doesn’t like scuffing through the
airport concourse in her flipflops, but she dislikes having her
feet confined for hours in a plane, and the sandals are easy to
slip out of when she’s seated. She’s never been to this airport
before, because she’s never before headed to this destination, so
the first thing she does is locate the gate for her next flight.
That way she won’t have to become nervous about finding it as
departure time draws near.

She’s traveled previously, so this is
hardly her first airport, but never so far, and in the past her
mother always accompanied her. However, the signs point her to her
gate easily enough. She sees people are already there, too eager to
sit again instead of stretching their legs, perhaps afraid of being
tempted to spend too much money on souvenirs. Some people are
stretched across multiple seats with their legs drawn up, to catch
a nap. She notes that all the people at this gate are of another
race, dark-haired and generally small in stature, though how many
are tourists and how many are returning home she of course can’t
tell. She knows she’ll stand out on this flight, but then she’ll
stand out even more where she’s going, and her glasses and face
mask can’t do much about that.

Now that she’s established her gate
she feels more comfortable about wandering around a bit, so she
readjusts the backpack that serves as her carry-on and turns away
to explore. She’s always wanted to visit the country in which this
airport is situated, but now isn’t the time; it’s just a layover of
a couple hours. At least the airport itself might give her a taste
of the place.

In a crowded shop selling the
stereotypical items one might associate with this country, she
admires exquisite-looking boxes of treats and numerous types of
rice wine, but she doesn’t drink alcohol even though she’s old
enough at twenty-two. She ends up purchasing a resin magnet of a
cute waving cat, just to have something from this country that she
actually bought here, though when it’s on her fridge who would
really know that but her? Not that she ever has visitors at home
anyway.

Positioned outside restaurants are
lighted displays of artificial food, advertising the dishes sold
therein. She admires the workmanship involved. They’re beautiful
like museum exhibits, and she has a fondness for museums. When she
thinks of museums she always remembers her father, more so than
class trips she took as a child. She hopes to visit some museums
where she’s going; she’s read about a few in a travel guide she
ordered online.

In a bookstore she sees rows of
explicit magazines with their glossy covers partly obscured, the
black-haired models smiling sweetly over the top of the barrier as
if to beckon. Every one of them is mannequin-like in her beauty;
one might believe they were computer generated. She flips through a
few perfect-bound comic books; she’s never seen this type of thing
that wasn’t translated into her own language. She quite liked a few
titles in her teens, but doesn’t follow any these days.

Because she doesn’t sleep well on
airplanes she feels a bit foggy, and no amount of coffee aboard the
first two flights has been enough to chase that away. She doesn’t
know when the first coffee will be offered on the third flight, so
she buys an iced coffee with cream and sugar at a café. They accept
her home country’s paper currency but give her change in local
coin, and she takes both coffee and coins to a little table
nearby.

She removes her dark glasses and sets
them down, and removes her face mask to have a first sip of her
drink. She spreads out the local coins in front of her, thinking
she’ll probably be keeping these as souvenirs too, not having an
opportunity to use them. Two coins of different colors have a small
hole in the center, and she picks one of these up to examine both
its faces.

“The reason you see coins
with a hole in them like that,” says a man’s voice above her, “is
that in olden days people used to string their coins on a thong to
carry.”

She looks up at the man who stands
over her table. She didn’t notice his approach peripherally for all
the passing bustle. He’s of her own race, but with curly reddish
hair and a redder beard, and wears what she takes to be an
expensive business suit. He carries a lidded hot coffee acquired
from the same shop. “May I?” he says, smiling and nodding at the
table.

“See my coins?” she
says.

He chuckles. “I mean, may I sit
here?”

“If you want.” She notices
there are a few empty tables nearby. “I never thought of that,” she
says. “About the coins. I always thought they were like this just
to save on the amount of metal.”

“Huh,” he says. “And I
never thought of that. Maybe that’s why it persists. Maybe every country’s coins
should look like that.”

“You can have them if you
want,” she says. “I don’t think I’ll be using them.” To be playful,
or for no real reason at all, she picks up the two perforated coins
and holds them close to her eyes, peering at him through their
holes. “But maybe coins like these would be too light to weigh down
the eyes of the dead.”

“Well, nobody uses them
for that anymore,” he chuckles again, “any more than they carry
them on thongs.” He watches her lay the coins in their line again.
He reaches out to shift their positions according to their value.
“Are you traveling alone?”

“Yes,” she
says.

“Where to, might I ask?
Could be we have the same destination.”

“I’m going to the Unnamed
Country,” she tells him.

“Ah! So not the same
destination, I’m afraid.”

“Why are you afraid?” she
asks.

Another of his chuckles, and instead
of explaining what he meant he asks, “And why that country? I
haven’t been, myself, though I hear it’s interesting. Not many
people think to go there, but I expect the number will increase
with time. I didn’t even know they had an airport.”

“It’s not very big, I
gather,” she says. “And you asked why I’m going.”

“Sorry.” Should she count
his chuckles, as a kind of game? “I prattled on before you could
answer.” He props his elbows on the table, cups his chin in his
hands and leans toward her to show that he is now attentive to her
reply.

“I’m to do some
advertising photoshoots.”

“Ah, no wonder! A woman as
astonishingly beautiful as you...of course you’re a model.”

She regrets taking off her sunglasses;
she didn’t need to do that to drink her coffee. But she’s used to
this, and accepts it as inevitable. “Of a sort,” she says. “I’m an
influencer on Instantstar.”

“I see,” he says. “I don’t
use that site myself, but you make me want to join up so I can have
a look at your photos. Are you advertising a particular
product?”

“Yes. It’s a beer brand
called 777. I guess that’s a lucky number there...triple
seven.”

“Do you drink
beer?”

“No. I think it’s
gross.”

He strings another chuckle to his
thong of chuckles. How many does he use in any given day? Imagine
being his wife, she thinks, hearing that all the time—because she
sees he has a wedding band strung onto one finger, like an
especially hollow coin. Or does he not heap chuckles on his wife
all day...only strangers?

“Well, in any case I can
see why the company would want to fly you in to represent their
brand. An influencer, eh? So many people on social media call
themselves that, but in your case I think it’s accurate. You might
truly influence me to change my brand of beer!” He snaps his
fingers. “But damn...that’s right: they don’t sell 777 Beer
anywhere back home, I’m sure. Though that might change if they
put your face on
the label.”

“I doubt they plan on
doing that,” she says. “Just in ads.”

“Did your agent set up
this job for you?”

“I don’t have an agent
anymore. My mom used to do all that for me. Someone saw me on
Instantstar and messaged me.”

“And you’re sure they’re
legitimate?” he asks, leaning toward her again with an exaggerated
expression of chivalrous concern.

“They sent me an advance
on the money, so I should think they’re for real.”

“Do you know anyone over
there in the Unnamed Country?”

“No, but they’ll have an
interpreter meet me at the airport. Anyway, a lot of them are
learning our language now. Like you say, they’re trying to
encourage tourism.”

“Well, I hope it all goes
well for you.”

“What about you?” she
asked, as if obligated. “Business trip?”

“Yes,” he says. He tells
her where to. “I’ll be there for a few months, in fact. Have you
ever been?”

“No. This is my first time
to this part of the world.”

“Have you ever wanted to
visit there? Maybe you’d consider stopping by on your way home,
once your modeling work is done.”

“I already have my return
agenda booked.”

“There’s such a thing as
changing plans, you know.” He grins, spreading his hands. “Being
impulsive, grabbing opportunities. You’re young!”

“I am grabbing an
opportunity,” she says, looking away from him. She’s been looking
at him too much. A small man with gray hair, walking with other
family members, catches her watching them pass. He looks back at
her twice as if shocked, his mouth hanging open, almost twisting
his head around backwards the second time. She drops her gaze to
her iced coffee.

“What’s your name, by the
way?” the bearded man asks. “So I can look you up on
Instantstar?”

“I’m Sigrid
Kant.”

He reaches out his hand. “I’m Jon.”
She hesitates, gives him her hand, and he enfolds it. “Jon
Barrow.”

“Hello, Jon.”

“I’ll bet the whole world
will know the name Sigrid Kant soon enough.”

“I don’t know about that.
There are lots of influencers out there.”

“Not who look like you,
there aren’t!” he chuckles, as if in wonderment.

He’s still holding her hand as she
glances at the time on her phone, in her other hand. “So...I think
I’m going to go find my gate now.”

“Oh no! What time is your
flight?”

She tells him the wrong time; an hour
earlier than it truly is.

“You still have time,” he
says. His cheeks above his beard have flushed with bright red
blotches like rouge a child has applied.

“I think I’d like to
stretch out on a few seats...have a nap first,” she says. “I don’t
sleep well on planes.”

“Where’s your gate? I can
walk you there.”

“It’s all right; I know
where it is.”

His smile flutters, as if in a wind
that might dislodge it. “I thought you said you needed to find
it.”

“I just meant I want to go
there.” She slips her hand out of his—for a moment it feels as if
he might not release her, but he does—and rises from the table. She
returns her phone to one pocket, dons her sunglasses again but
stuffs her face mask in another pocket so she can continue sipping
her coffee. “So did you want to keep those coins?”

He starts to say no, but then he takes
the two differently-colored perforated coins and squeezes them
tightly in both fists. “Yes, thanks,” he says. “I want to keep them
to remember you by...so when you become famous I can tell everyone
Sigrid Kant gave me these coins.” His grin bravely finds some of
its energy back.

“Okay,” she says, picking
up her coffee. “Goodbye, then.” And she walks away, in the
direction of her gate. She looks behind her to see if he’s still
watching, though she doesn’t need to confirm it, and he must have
known she would because he's holding those two coins over his eyes
just as she did, and grinning at this joke they intimately share
between them. His grin looks breakable again.

On her way back to her gate she sees
three women wearing the traditional, wrapped-front garment
associated with this country, and they’re offering tourists passing
by the opportunity to try on a similar garment and have their
picture taken. She thinks how back home her people accuse each
other of cultural appropriation if they should don such attire, but
you see? Here, those to whom that garment belongs actually welcome
outsiders to wear it. Seeing her look over at them, one of the
three women smiles and beckons for her to come and try one on for
herself, but she smiles politely and keeps walking. She was
tempted, but she knows she is being followed at a
distance.

She ducks into the nearest women’s
restroom, and then into one of the stalls, thinking she’ll just sit
here for a while as she finishes her coffee and checks her phone.
The buttons on the toilet’s arm surprise and amuse her; one is for
dispersing a pleasant aroma, another is apparently for playing a
recording to mask the sound of moving one’s bowels, and several are
bidet options but she’s never used anything like that. Still, she
decides she had best do number two now, so she won’t have to worry
about that on the plane; she hates having to poop in one of those
closets, especially if there’s turbulence and the attendant is
pounding on the door for her to return to her seat. It happened on
a flight with her mother.

The recording, when she presses its
button, is the sound of running water. She increases its volume,
because there are people in the stalls to either side of
her.

She finishes, drops her empty iced
coffee in the trash and stares at her reflection as she washes her
hands. As if she needed to make sure, she’s satisfied that she
can’t see her icy blue eyes through her lenses. As she loops her
black cloth mask over her ears again, she notices that a
middle-aged woman drying her hands to her left is watching her in
the glass. The woman smiles, tosses balled towels into the trash,
then reaches out and runs a still damp hand along her left arm.
“Very nice,” the woman says, perhaps only meaning the midnight blue
material with its velvety texture.

“Thanks,” she says
blandly, turning toward the door. She knows the woman is still
watching her as she leaves the restroom. Even with her glasses on,
the woman saw enough of her face before she donned the mask. Some
people are especially sensitive; especially susceptible. She can
never tell who that might be.

She decides she might as well truly
head for her gate now, and see about closing her eyes for a short
while until the call for her flight to start boarding.

Since most people like to gather
closer to the boarding station, even if that means clustering
tightly together, she finds some empty seats toward the edge of
this gate’s seating area. She slings her backpack into one seat,
then stretches her body out along two other seats. If this area
starts filling up too, out of courtesy she’s prepared to sit up,
but for now she closes her eyes with her cheek cushioned on her two
hands like a child in a book illustration.

She was more tired than she realized,
and now that she is on steady ground and not hurtling high through
the air she quickly falls asleep, and not long after begins to
dream.

In her dream she is hiking
along an overgrown path outlining a pond that seems to crouch, as
if in hiding, within thick shadowed woods. Not all that long ago,
when she was thirteen, her mother began bringing her down here for
photoshoots and the occasional picnic, and she would secretly think
of this place as the Enchanted Woods. The
Enchanted Woods is the name of a play, but
her mother has told her to stop thinking about that play. She has
left her car in a parking lot, where there is only one other
vehicle besides her own today. At the time period of this dream she
hasn’t had her car very long; she began driver’s education in
school until she was forced to drop out at age sixteen, and her
mother paid for her to continue lessons. She is dressed warmly in a
hoody and jeans and wears a pair of nice, chunky hiking shoes.
Though it’s a gray day she loves being outside, and she prefers to
be outside alone, but from off to her left among the close
evergreen trees a voice comes to her. It purrs in a language she
doesn’t understand.

“Sigrid,” the voice says
in an urgent whisper.

Startled, she opens her eyes and lifts
her head. The bearded man, Jon Barrow, sits near her bare,
vulnerable feet. For a second she’s surprised she’s not wearing her
scuffed old hiking shoes. She sits up, adjusting her sunglasses,
which she still has on, though before dozing she pulled her mask
down to free her nose so as to breathe more comfortably. She pushes
her feet into her flipflops as if to hide them from his eyes, too
late and too inadequately.

“What is it?” she asks
him, groggy. She is both resentful and grateful that he interrupted
her dream. She knows how it ends, but without reliving that ending
it feels too cut off, unresolved.

Now that she’s sat up and swung her
legs to the carpeted floor, Jon switches seats to get closer to
her. “Listen,” he says, “please. I’ll pay for your ticket to join
me after you finish your modeling job, okay? I’ll pay for your
hotel...everything...you won’t have to spend a single coin.” To
continue their shared joke, he produces a coin in his hand like a
magic trick; one of those with a hole in the center as if a bullet
has gone through it.

“I’m sorry, Jon, but I
don’t know you.”

“You don’t know the people
in the Unnamed Country, either! Look...look...I’ll give you some
money so you’ll trust me, just like they did.” Now instead of a
perforated coin he shows her a wad of bills, already out of his
wallet; maybe he even got them from an ATM just now.
“Please...you’ll have fun there, I promise!”

“You’re
married.”

“Oh, don’t talk about
that, Sigrid! Look, she and I aren’t getting along anymore,
and—”

Sigrid stands up and reaches to her
backpack. “I’m sorry, Jon.” She turns from him and starts walking
toward those seats that are nearer to the boarding station. Jon
follows close behind, still whispering.

“Sigrid...just talk to
me...”

“Excuse me...may I?” she
says to a woman who has placed her pocketbook on the seat to her
right. The woman snicks her tongue but moves the pocketbook and she
squeezes into the seat, crowded by other people on both sides just
as she was on the first two airplane flights.

Undaunted, Jon kneels on the carpet
directly in front of her. His cheeks are flushed red again and she
sees he actually has tears in his eyes. “Won’t you consider it,
Sigrid?”

“I can’t.”

“Can’t, or
won’t?”

“I won’t because I don’t
want to.”

“Oh God,” Jon moans, and
he puts his trembling hands on her knees and lowers his forehead to
them. “What would you lose? What would you lose?”

“Please don’t touch
me.”

An airport police officer in a cap and
wearing a blue protective vest over his white dress shirt steps
over, his face stony. He speaks her language very well. “Is this
man bothering you, miss?”

“I’m afraid
so.”

“No!” Jon jerks his head
up. “How can you say that, Sigrid? Offering you a trip like
that...that’s bothering you?”

“I said I’m sorry,
Jon.”

“Sir, if you are not on
this flight you must leave this area.” The police officer reaches
out a hand.

“Sigrid,” Jon hisses, his
wet eyes grown wide, “sell me your underwear. Just go in that
ladies room over there and take them off. I’ll give you a thousand
dollars for them!”

For a moment or two she actually
considers it. She has a spare pair in her backpack, and of course
more in her luggage, and a thousand dollars is a thousand dollars,
but the policeman has heard Jon. He may not have understood Jon’s
offer, but then again maybe he did, since there are vending
machines in this country that sell used panties. In any case, he
takes Jon under the arm and hoists him to his feet.

“Sir, come with me. Please
don’t create any further disturbance or we will be forced to detain
you.”

The police officer leads Jon away, and
he looks back at her over his shoulder with a face like the
theatrical mask of tragedy. “Can’t you at least let me take a
picture with you on my phone?” he calls. “One picture of us
together?”

She says nothing, embarrassed by the
stares of others around her. She pulls her mask up over her nose.
She wishes she had brought one of her hats to pull down over her
golden hair, such as her father’s old fishing hat. She has a
baseball cap but it’s in her luggage.

She hears Jon call back to her one
more time as the policeman hustles him away, but she can’t make out
his words in the noisy airport, where so many voices coalesce into
an atmosphere of sound all around them.

Later, she is settled in the airplane
at last, and thank goodness she has a window seat instead of being
wedged between two other people as she was for hours on the
second—and longest—leg of her journey. Then again, this is a
smaller plane, carrying only 189 passengers rather than the 416
people on the first two flights. Her new employers only paid for an
economy seat for her, but that’s what she would have bought for
herself anyway. She tries not to be careless with her money, even
though it’s only her she’s supporting nowadays, not her and her
mother.

They begin pulling away from the
terminal to taxi onto the runway, and she closes her eyes,
wondering if maybe this time, for just once, she might be able to
get in a decent nap on an airplane after all. Return to finish her
dream. But then, there’s a delay.

The delay goes on and on. She leans
into the tiny porthole of a window but can’t see much past the
plane’s long silvery wing. She hears police sirens, though, and
sees the young flight attendants—chosen for beauty in this
country—whispering together. One of them puts a hand to her mouth
as if horrified.

The tarmac delay extends to over an
hour. Without answers and without air conditioning the passengers
are restless, growing angry, and she overhears some speculate that
they’re going to have to deboard and switch to another plane.
However, that doesn’t happen. The captain apologizes without
enlightening them, and finally the plane commences taxiing
again.

Only much later when she’s in her
hotel, and her mobile phone is connected to Wi-Fi thanks to the SIM
card her interpreter acquired for her in advance, will Sigrid Kant
suspiciously search up the incident online. She will read that a
foreign man named Jon Barrow somehow got outside the airport onto
the apron, and—outrunning the police officers chasing after
him—cast himself under one of the wheels of the plane in which she
was waiting to rejoin her dream.


TWO

In her dream she is hiking along an overgrown path outlining a
pond that seems to crouch, as if in hiding, within thick shadowed
woods. Not all that long ago, when she was thirteen, her mother
began bringing her down here for photoshoots and the occasional
picnic, and she would secretly think of this place as the Enchanted
Woods. The Enchanted Woods
is the name of a play, but her mother has told
her to stop thinking about that play. She has left her car in a
parking lot, where there is only one other vehicle besides her own
today. At the time period of this dream she hasn’t had her car very
long; she began driver’s education in school until she was forced
to drop out at age sixteen, and her mother paid for her to continue
lessons. She is dressed warmly in a hoody and jeans and wears a
pair of nice, chunky hiking shoes. Though it’s a gray day she loves
being outside, and she prefers to be outside alone, but from off to
her left among the close evergreen trees a voice comes to her. It
purrs in a language she doesn’t understand.

“Did you call me Linda?”
she asks the man who steps out from between the trees. He’s
carrying a fishing pole, despite the grayness and nippiness of the
day, and he tosses it onto the bed of rusty-looking pine needles
beside him. “My name’s not Linda,” she says, dropping a pine cone
she idly picked up to examine.

The man is shortish, with a squarish
body and a squarish head and a thin black mustache. He snorts a
laugh, whether he understands what she said or not, as he set down
the tackle box he’s had in his other hand. He opens the box, and
when he straightens up again he’s holding out a fillet knife with
an orange plastic handle. He jerks the knife, as if to nick the
air. “Off,” he says, smiling.

“Why are you doing this?”
she asks him.

He gestures again with the knife, but
with a few more flourishes as if that will better illustrate his
meaning. “Off.”

“Take my clothes off?” she
says, pushing back her hood. She gestures at her own body, as if
they’ve agreed sign language is the best way forward.

His grin widens. “Yes...yes!” he says,
pleased that she not only understands but seems quite calm about
his demand.

“I guess that’s a good
idea,” she says. “Okay, then...as you wish.”

She pulls the hoody up over her head
and tosses it aside as he did his fishing pole. He watches avidly
as she continues to strip. Everything gets tossed onto her hoody to
form a crumpled pile: her T-shirt, her beige sports bra with its
padded inserts, her blue jeans, her black bikini
panties.

“Can I leave my socks and
shoes on?” she asks. “There’s a lot of goose poop through
here.”

The man with the knife doesn’t say
anything. His eyes are trailing down her body slowly, unblinking.
Her default skin tone is pale, though she tans in summer. She is
slender, without much flare to her hips and her breasts are very
small, and she shaves down there because she takes a lot of photos
for her Instantstar page dressed in revealing bikinis. She looks
younger than her eighteen years.

“Okay?” she repeats,
pointing at her feet. “About my shoes?”

The man’s gaze trails up her body
again, coming to rest on her face. His eyes still haven’t blinked,
his mouth hangs open a little and there’s even drool flowing over
his lip as if he’s some cartoon character who sees a pie cooling on
a window sill.

“I think you should cut
yourself open,” she tells him.

The man doesn’t understand her. He’s
staring into her pale blue eyes. Again opting for sign language,
she draws one finger across her throat.

At last the fisherman understands, and
without hesitation he plunges the fillet knife’s four-inch blade
into one side of his neck. He flinches, and finally blinks and lets
out a little grunt, but that doesn’t stop him from sawing the blade
around the front of his neck in several determined tugs. He doesn’t
drop the knife even when it gets slippery in the flow that gushes
down the front of his flannel shirt.

“Remember,” she tells him,
bending down to retrieve her bundle of clothing, “this was all your
idea. I just wanted to be left alone.”

She puts her clothes back on, as if a
ritual has been completed, and when she pulls the hood up over her
hair again she sees that the man is still standing there with blood
all down his front and soaking his paint-stained jeans, his arms
hanging heavily at his sides and the knife lodged in one corner of
the gaping crescent in his throat. He has tears in his eyes as he
watches her, and yet he’s smiling.

“You didn’t catch anything
today, did you?” she says, as she walks past him and cuts through
the trees to return to her car in the parking lot.

So that’s the end of that dream. Of
course there are others.


THREE

The plane descends toward the manmade constellations of Haikan,
the capital city of the Unnamed Country, its ambient glow washing
out the stars above. It’s a strange sort of reversal, but in
keeping with the fact that she has crossed over to the far side of
the globe, where it is night.

Sigrid collects her luggage from the
carousel, loads it onto a cart, follows others more familiar than
herself to join one of the screening lines. When it’s at last her
turn, and her luggage has been fed onto a belt to be x-rayed, she
has to remove her sunglasses and pull down her face mask for the
customs officer to examine her passport and the loose visa inserted
within. Both bear photos of Sigrid’s naked face with its pale eyes
staring right at you. The customs officer is a young, hard-faced
policewoman in a short-sleeved green uniform with epaulets on her
shoulders, the visor of her green cap pulled low. She looks at the
passport photo for several long seconds. The visa photo for several
seconds. Meanwhile, Sigrid—who is the only blonde, blue-eyed person
lined up to be allowed into the Unnamed Country—peripherally
notices other people looking at her intensely as they advance in
their own lines, as if they’re passing the scene of a car accident.
Even when they stare at her with appreciation rather than distrust,
it’s with a curiosity so rapt it’s almost grave. Finally the
customs officer hands Sigrid back her documents and nods, gesturing
for her to continue. Sigrid puts her glasses back on and pulls her
mask up, and feels like a physical touch the officer’s eyes still
on her back as she continues on through into a country that for so
many years sought to deny its own existence.

She loads her luggage back onto her
cart and pushes it outside—where all her senses seem assaulted at
once. For one, the air is almost solid with tropical heat, a thick
soup redolent of countless components. Smelling the air is like
ingesting it. The hornet buzzing of motorbikes fills the city, and
gathered under the airport’s pavilion are the buzzing voices of the
many people waiting to greet arrivals. This solid mass of eager
faces, an audience of black-haired strangers, stuns Sigrid and she
freezes in place as other arrivers wheel around her. How can she
find her interpreter, who is to be her guide, in this living chaos?
Should she remove her glasses and mask again to be recognized? She
really, really doesn’t want to resort to that. But someone has been
calling out to her, and she finally spots a young girl waving her
arms from behind a barrier and grinning whitely. She starts moving
toward this girl, who responds by waving more
vigorously.

“Miss Kant!” the girl
cries out. “Yes, yes! Miss Kant!”

When Sigrid gets past the barrier and
reaches her, the girl takes hold of the cart’s push handle for her,
but Sigrid doesn’t release her grip just yet. “Are you Jhuc?” she
asks. She pronounces it “Juke” and hopes that’s correct.

“Yes, I am Jhuc, Miss
Kant...I am delighted to meet you!” Jhuc gives a little half bow,
then releases the cart’s handle to hold out her right hand for
Sigrid to shake. Perhaps she’s learned this gesture from Western
movies; they’ve become popular here.

“Hello, Jhuc,” Sigrid
says, shaking her hand. The girl looks like a teenager, small and
cute with shortish hair and bangs, but Sigrid’s been told she is
twenty, only two years younger than herself.

A sun-bronzed man in a sweaty T-shirt,
khaki shorts, and sandals walks toward them, and now a third set of
hands is on the cart’s handle. Jhuc says, “This taxi driver will
take us to your hotel.”

“Oh,” Sigrid says. She
finally relinquishes her grip. “Okay. You speak my language well,”
she adds awkwardly. Of course Jhuc does; she’s an
interpreter.

“Thank you!” Jhuc says,
smiling brightly. She speaks in a way that is very deliberate
without sounding too forced, though she seems averse to
contractions, as if they’re a crudity. “But I am still learning, so
please forgive me.” The man is wheeling the cart with Sigrid’s
baggage toward one of the taxis parked along the street. His taxi
is tiny and bright yellow; it almost looks plastic. He pops the
trunk. Sigrid and Jhuc go to the driver and Sigrid hands over her
backpack for him to add to the rest, while Jhuc holds the rear door
open for her. “You must be tired, Miss Kant!” Additionally,
everything she says sounds like a happy exclamation.

“Yes,” says Sigrid,
slipping inside and scooting over to make room for the young
woman.

Jhuc climbs in back and closes the
door. “Welcome to our country! I hope you will enjoy it, Miss
Kant!”

“You can call me Sigrid,
Jhuc.”

“Oh!” Jhuc looks
embarrassed, but accepts this lack of formality with formal
politeness. “Okay, Sigrid—thank you!”

The driver gets in up front. Somewhere
between loading the trunk and sliding behind the wheel he’s lit up
a cigarette. He pulls out from the curb and is immediately blasting
on his horn—he and just about every other driver of a car, truck,
or motorbike in this city, which even at this hour of night seethes
with busy life.

“Do you want to stop and
eat somewhere, Miss Kant? Oh, I mean Sigrid!”

“No thanks; I ate on the
plane.”

“It was a very long
flight, was it not?”

“Yes, and with the
layovers on top of that. I started out almost a full day ago, but
moving through all those time zones was like traveling into the
future, so in a way it’s only been half a day’s time. If you know
what I mean.”

“Ah yes, of course,” says
Jhuc, who doesn’t sound like she understands. Undoubtedly she has
never left this nation and likely never will. Sigrid has read
online that this country jealously restrains its citizens from
emigrating, and even discourages their visiting abroad. They are
just as resistant, still, to the notion of immigration, though they
welcome tourism as a boost to their economy. That,
and—increasingly—foreign businesses.

Glancing behind her out the window,
Sigrid asks, “What are those clear sheets hanging in front of the
airport?” A row of these transparent sheets droop from poles above
the pavilion, only their rustling in the hot air causing light to
shift on their surfaces and give them away.

“Oh!” exclaims Jhuc. “That
is the national flag. It is made from what we call invisible silk.
It has to do with the name of our country...or, I should say, our
lack of a name.”

“I see. Or don’t see,”
Sigrid says.

Jhuc laughs. “Yes!”

“I hope to learn a lot
about your country from you,” Sigrid says. “I’ve read a bit online,
but I don’t like to learn from reading. I prefer
fiction.”

“Ah! Well, I will be
delighted to teach you all I can! Please ask me any question, at
any time.”

“I read that your country
has quite a reputation for being haunted. Is that true, or is it
only that your people are very superstitious?” Sigrid holds up a
hand. “And I mean no disrespect by asking; I’m just curious. My
father came from a town called Gosston, and he told me all kinds of
spooky stories about that place. It’s supposed to be very haunted,
too.” She smiles sadly, unseen behind her mask. “I really liked his
stories.”

“Oh, well—though it seems
very natural to us, and we have always been surprised to hear that
it is not the case so much outside our country, our land is indeed
closely wedded to the spirit realm. It may have to do with the
richness of the dragon paths that form a web throughout our
land.”

“Dragon paths?”

“These are said to be
rivers of energy, in the earth itself.”

“Like magnetic
power?”

“I suppose that is a
comparison, but...not precisely. Perhaps in that place your father
came from...”

“Gosston.”

“Perhaps in that place,
too, the dragon paths are very strong.”

“Maybe that’s it. Maybe
that has something to do with me.” This last bit Sigrid says under
her breath.

“Hm?”

“I was born there, but my
parents moved when I was very small so I have no memories of my own
of Gosston. Only my father’s memories, that he passed on to
me.”

“Are your parents alive,
if I may ask?”

“They are not.”

Jhuc’s face seems to slump on its
bones. “Oh! I am so sorry!”

Sigrid touches her bare arm, a little
sticky with sweat. She already feels comfortable with this polite
and unpretentiously pretty young woman. That’s a major relief. Back
home she loves being alone, but here...well, it’s been her main
source of concern. Traveling without her mother.

“It’s all right, Jhuc,”
she assures her. She removes her glasses for the first time since
leaving the airport building, and turns her face close to the
window the better to see Haikan at night. Its streets swarm with
movement; are dragon paths like that? Did these people lay their
roads along dragon paths in ancient times? Colors blaze, and
Sigrid’s surprised to see her own language here and there on
lighted signs. She notices the sign for a famous Western burger
chain. “Oh wow,” she says softly to herself. That’s good, because
she doesn’t know how she’s going to like the food here.

Sigrid faces forward, to look past the
driver at the street from his angle, but she focuses on what
appears to be a lucky charm stuck to his dashboard, though maybe
it’s only a decoration. A monkey in metallic gold plastic, sitting
cross-legged with an open book in its lap, and scratching its
temple with the tip of a pen. Its eyes are fake red gemstones.
Sigrid motions toward it. “What’s that? The monkey.”

“Oh!” Jhuc says,
hesitating a second to tear her gaze from Sigrid’s face in profile
to look toward the dash. “That is Cholukan, the Monkey God.
Cholukan was sent to the mortal world by the Ten Jeweled Gods,
because they can not come here themselves. His job is to collect
the stories of human beings, to report to the gods so they will
better understand our lives here.”

“We must keep him very
busy.”

Jhuc laughs. “Oh yes, we must! Perhaps
you will think that I am a little like Cholukan for you. I will
tell you about my country, because you have not experienced it for
yourself.”

“You’re too cute to be a
monkey,” Sigrid tells her.

“Ah! Thank you! But I
think you are
very beautiful, like a goddess!”

“Thank you.” Sigrid puts
her sunglasses back on. “Sorry. My eyes are sensitive.”

“Of course.”

They drive in silence for a minute or
two, and then Sigrid says, “Can I ask you a favor, Jhuc? Try not to
look at me directly, all right? I don’t mean to be rude, and it may
seem weird for an influencer like me who posts all these pictures
of herself online, but in my personal life I’m very private.
Sometimes I need to escape from people looking at me.”

“Of course! Of course!”
Jhuc immediately lowers her head as if to study her hands, folded
nervously in her lap. However, except for when Jhuc’s gaze lingered
on her just now when she removed her glasses, Sigrid has noted that
the young woman shyly tends not to look directly into her face
anyway. She notices such things about people.

Sigrid puts a hand over Jhuc’s folded
hands. “Thank you.”

The driver grumbles some words in
Jhuc’s language around his wobbling butt. Luckily his smoke
enclosed in the little car doesn’t bother Sigrid. In fact it’s a
nostalgic smell, because her father was a smoker.

“This is it, just ahead,”
Sigrid’s young interpreter says.


FOUR

In the lobby Jhuc passes the receptionist Sigrid’s passport to
examine, and again Sigrid has to remove her sunglasses and lower
her mask. The eyes of the middle-aged woman widen, while Sigrid
notices Jhuc averts her own eyes dutifully. The woman takes a
picture of the open passport with her phone before returning it,
and while Jhuc finishes conversing Sigrid wanders to where the
hotel’s double glass doors are open to the stifling night. She
stands there gazing out, across the street sees people sitting on
red plastic stools that look too low to the ground even for a
child, smoking cigarettes outside the closed shutter of some
restaurant or coffee shop. Bluish faded posters of women with
decades-old hairstyles advertise a darkened salon. Lush trees
sprout from sidewalks in front of tall, narrow buildings of
concrete, painted pastel colors with an overlay of black mildew in
splotches and streaks. Somewhere nearby a TV murmurs. This is a
minor street, nighttime traffic sparse here—confined to a trickle
of motorbikes—the general soundscape markedly muted since they
passed out of Haikan’s busier central region. She senses this isn’t
the finest hotel her hosts could have arranged for her, geared more
toward local tourists than international. She doesn’t mind; all she
needs is a clean bed. Her own apartment back home is on the modest
side. Still, she is weighing what her value is to those who invited
her here.

She turns when she hears the rollers
of her luggage and sees that little Jhuc is dragging her suitcases
across the lobby’s floor tiles to a single elevator. “We are ready
now, Sigrid,” Jhuc announces.

Sigrid hurries over to help with the
luggage, and when the elevator door opens she sees it’s so tiny
inside she wonders if they can manage the two large suitcases and
backpack in one trip. They back themselves into the mirrored walls
and press the suitcases in front of them. There are six floors;
Jhuc pushes the button for the third.

As they ascend, Jhuc says, “Your
meeting with 777 Beer will be the day after tomorrow, okay? They
thought it best that you should have one day to recover after your
long flight.”

“Yes, I was told that,”
Sigrid says. “I think it’s a good idea.”

“Tomorrow, when you feel
rested, I can show you around Haikan a little and take you to eat.”
Jhuc still sounds pleasant, but a little less chipper now as her
energy wanes. Sigrid figures it’s growing late for her. Not
everyone can sleep or remain awake at any time of day and night,
like herself.

“Sounds good.
Thanks.”

The hallway floor is of glossy tiles,
too. Carpets don’t do well in such sultry weather. One wall is
lined with numbered doors while the other is open to the outside,
palms fronds crowding beyond its barrier, the plaster surface of
which is crumbling. Jhuc pauses in front of one door to say, “This
will be my room. If you need me, feel free to knock at any time,
but you can also call me. I have a SIM card to put in your phone,
and then I will add my number for you.”

“Very good.”

Sigrid’s room is at the end of the
hall, but between hers and Jhuc’s is an empty, darkened room with
the door standing open. Sigrid leans past the threshold for a look
and asks, “Did they not want to put you right beside my
room?”

“Oh!” Jhuc looks anxious,
as though she’s failed her charge through a misstep. “Do you want
me to change my room? We thought, for the sake of privacy, I should
not be too close to you. We thought you would want—”

Sigrid smiles, but remembers her smile
is masked by black cloth. “No, no...it’s fine. I was only
wondering.”

“Are you sure? If you
decide later you would like to change our arrangements
here—”

“No, really, I’m
good.”

Jhuc unlocks Sigrid’s door for her,
using a key attached to a numbered plastic tag, and when she
precedes Sigrid inside she fits the tag into a slot by the door to
activate the room’s lights. “You see?” she says, demonstrating.
“But, we must remember to take our keys with us when we go
out.”

“Got it.”

Jhuc asks for Sigrid’s phone, and
replaces the SIM card while Sigrid takes the original and tucks it
safely into her wallet. Sigrid explores the room while Jhuc enters
her number in Sigrid’s contacts list. Wall-mounted flatscreen TV, a
hotel phone on a desk that’s greasy to the touch, a mini
refrigerator tucked under the desk, generic wall art, and a balcony
window veiled behind heavy, coarse drapes. The bed is a twin, low
to the floor in a wooden box-like frame.

Jhuc hands over her phone, smiling
sweetly but with a tinge of weariness. “And so now, Sigrid, I will
say goodnight to you. Again, if you need anything, even tonight,
please just let me know!”

Sigrid reaches behind her head to undo
her messy ponytail. “I think I’ll just grab a quick shower and go
to bed.”

“I am sure you will sleep
well, after your trip!”

“I hope so. I usually
don’t sleep well in strange places, but I am awfully worn out. I
think the shower will wash away my adrenaline and I’ll be
fine.”

“If you are thirsty
tonight, there are drinks and water in the refrigerator.” Jhuc
starts toward it to show her.

Sigrid doesn’t move from in front of
the fridge. “Yes, I know—I’ll be fine. Thank you for everything,
Jhuc. I’ll see you in the morning. Unless I sleep until the
afternoon, in which case I’ll see you then.”

“Anything you like!” Jhuc
gives a quick, bashful half bow. Since Sigrid requested that she
shouldn’t, Jhuc hasn’t so much as glanced at her face
again.

“I’m just joking. I don’t
think I’ll sleep that late.”

Sigrid puts a hand on the young
woman’s back—but only in a friendly gesture, not to urge her to
leave—as Jhuc steps out of the room, then she locks the door after
her.

The first thing she does is to at last
remove her sunglasses and face mask and place them on the desk by
the telephone. She unravels her phone’s charger, plugs it into an
adaptor Jhuc has also acquired for her, and slots that into an
unfamiliar wall outlet.

There is no one back home to call on
her mobile to announce that she has arrived on the far side of the
world safely.

***

She finds the bathroom has no tub or
even a shower stall; the entire room is a shower stall, with a
drain in the floor of red tiles. There’s no shower head: only a
handheld spray, but mostly she just leaves this in its wall bracket
and stands under it. There is a hinged metal cover over the toilet
paper dispenser to protect the meager half roll from being
soaked.

She stands naked in front of the
mirror over the sink. She doesn’t want to go to bed with wet hair
so she’s worn a shower cap; she’ll wash her hair in the morning
when she showers again. She stares into her own eyes with their
perpetually dreamy lids, and there is a dark rim, almost black,
that encloses the clear aquamarine of her irises. Whenever her
eyebrows aren’t darkened with pencil and she’s removed eyeliner and
mascara her brows and lashes are golden. One eyebrow arches higher
than the other. Despite some dental work she’s had over the years
she’s never liked her teeth. She thinks her front teeth are too
prominent, or are the others too small in their gums? Her cheeks
are flushed pink from the bathroom’s steam. Her neck is a long
flower stem. As a child her hair was more of a strawberry blonde,
but these days it would lean toward dishwasher blonde if she didn’t
color it flaxen. Still, it can lighten on its own in the sun. She’s
wearing it in bangs these days.

“Why so special?” she
whispers to her reflection. “How come you can’t do anything to me
when I look at you?”

She finally figures out the remote to
operate the air conditioner set into the wall above her bed—while
wondering why the ceiling is so high in here—and is thankful when
it blasts the muggy room with cold. She dresses in a T-shirt and
clean panties for bed, thinking of that man at the airport as she
tosses her dirty clothes into a laundry basket for the housekeeper
to take when they clean the room.

As she sits on the edge of the bed,
reading a news story she’s found about the man named Jon Barrow, a
peripheral movement catches her eye. At first she thinks it’s a
mouse running across the floor, but then she sees it’s a cockroach
as big as a mouse.
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