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(in)substantial shadows

​I am a
shadow. This is my story.

# # #

There was a time when this compound was more,
well, in the shadows, as it were. Though you living out in the
world, you brights, have named it Shadows, Inc., it actually can
get quite sunny here, sometimes. You can't come visit, however. The
grounds are well protected and difficult to discover, hidden by
dripping trees and unmarked roads.

However, you know this place exists. That
knowledge alone draws it a few steps closer to the light.

One thing I've always wanted to clear up: We
are not spies. Their practice is as much for disseminating false
information as gathering true.

Most importantly, spies act. They
commit deeds based on what they learn.

We do not.

We are a people trained to listen. Not
merely to words, but cadences, emotions, and most important,
connections.

You brights don't understand connection,
can't see the shining lines that bond you to each other, not just
to your family and friends, but to that farmer who's worried about
the amount of rain in Elk Mound, Kansas, the tut-tut driver in
Bangkok, who just adjusted his carburetor so his bike goes faster,
and who doesn't care about how much it pollutes, and the stripper
just trying to pay her dues at one of the Barber Shops (houses of
prostitution) in Taipei.

We are also a people who have been trained to
fade. Once you learned of our existence, you tried to track
us with your fancy taping and surveillance equipment, only to learn
they were often fooled: cameras misfocused or didn't make full
sweeps of a crowd on a busy subway platform when we were there.

The first shadow who stepped into the light,
as well as the public eye, was John Adams. He looked like an
accountant, or the slightly boring uncle you avoided sitting next
to at Christmas dinner. He had an inappropriate large '80s
mustache, out-of-fashion aviator glasses, and wore cheap,
ill-fitting suits. He was pale from electronic lights, overweight
from too much fried food.

No one would look twice at him on the bus,
fumbling with his raincoat and briefcase. No one would think to
hold the elevator for him at his office building, as he didn't
socialize much, or at all. If he friended you through any social
media channel, you might have friended him back out of habit, then
unfriended him when you did your annual purge of contacts, never
thinking about him twice.

He was trained to have that effect.

No, he didn't work in government. Or for an
important law firm, or a big oil company.

The company he did work for had been a major
supplier of farm equipment at one point, but they were a little
past their prime. The only reason he hadn't been laid off yet was
because people didn't remember to fire him.

John Adam's epiphany came on a Wednesday
afternoon, about 2 pm. Outside the arctic office, you could fry an
egg on the hood of your F150 truck, if you wanted to commit such a
sacrilege and then spend all day Saturday buffing her back to her
original beauty.

Browning fields stretched out as far as the
eye could see to the west of the lone office building. Plans for an
industrial park had been killed in the latest recession, leaving
the solitary glass and steel monolith reflecting the endless blue
sky. Heat hazed the horizon, making it seem like they were all
alone, just that one structure, the mostly empty, black-top parking
lot in front, with weeds dying in the cracks and fields all around,
the air smelling of baked earth and straw.

The office was done in striking shades of
beige and gray. (I'd wondered, when I saw the first pictures, of
how difficult it had been to fade into that already exceedingly
blank background.) The carpets, walls, cubicles, desks, and even
chairs, all matched in hellish detail. Even the bookcases holding
file folders harmonized with the soulless decor.

I don't know how I would have handled such an
assignment. Honestly, I might have cracked, or faded further.

But John Adams, he didn't wait until that day
when he just couldn't take it anymore and went on a silent, secret,
killing spree. His brain buzzed with secrets, conversations, and
observations about the price of pork bellies and wheat futures, the
likelihood of Mrs. Anderson winning the current contest of guessing
the number of lima beans in the jar in the kitchen, of which of the
surrounding fields had been chosen to lay fallow, the entire
Midwest facing another drought, or even a full-fledged
depression.
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