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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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“Dude, I drank too much wine and fell asleep on Circe’s roof top


And when I woke up and decided to get down, I forgot to use the ladder


I stepped off into thin air, fell to the ground, and broke my stupid neck


And my spirit came down here to the House of Hades.”


—Elpenor, explaining himself to Odysseus near the entrance to the Underworld




CHAPTER 1


Once you’re dead, ghosts are everywhere. The first time one of them whispers to you from out of the darkness, you imagine your blood turning to slush just as it would if you were alive. You want to scream and run—but you are forbidden to make a mortal sound and there is nowhere you can go.


A few days before I haunted the informal gathering of family and friends that followed my memorial service, as I toppled in the underground river where we dead spend so much of our time, a voice reached me across the currents like someone speaking in a dream. For a moment I thought it might be my father—I had been thinking about him—but then I realized it was a spirit I did not know and I was afraid. I tried to swim faster, to get away. But escape was impossible and the voice clung to me as if the words were those of the water itself. He or she—I couldn’t tell which—sounded like the slow stirring of stones in the depths of the river.


“Thumb Rivera. Do you hear me?”


When I didn’t answer it said, “You won’t escape, you know. I’ll be with you forever, if that’s what it takes. I’ll cover you like a skin.” A moment later, when I still hadn’t replied, the ghost added, “Forever is a long time, Thumb.”


“I hear you! What do you want?” I was only thinking these words, but the ghost clearly caught them.


“I wouldn’t ordinarily talk to the likes of you—a criminal—but I’ve been given a message for you.”


“Who are you?”


“I’m no one you would know.”


I had no idea what to make of this voice, whether to believe it, or trust it, who—or whatever—it belonged to. No telling what it might really want from me, or want to do to me. Yet I was alone, in despair, and I seemed to have no choice but to listen, and try to understand.


I said, “Who’s the message from?” I felt a surge of hope as I imagined the possibility of forgiveness from—I did not know exactly. From whoever mattered here in the world of the dead. Of course there was a lot I’d done that needed forgiving; I was under no illusions about that. But maybe my situation wasn’t hopeless.


“Right now you are in the first circle of the spirit world. But your time here is limited. You can either move up, or fall below. Either way, you will not stay where you are.”


“Move up to where? Fall below to what?”


“If you fall below, it’s a much blacker death than this. You will never see a face. You will never hear a voice, or music. There is only night.”


“So … is it nothing, then?” The thought of oblivion was less frightening than many other possibilities.


But the voice gave a gravelly laugh and said, “Not nothing, no. Because you will know that you are there. For eternity you will feel the crawl of every moment.”


Once again I visualized my blood, thickened with crimson needles of ice. “All right. So … what then? Tell me.”


“You were murdered.” Although I’d figured this out, it was still a horrible thing to hear.


“I already guessed.”


“In the coldest of blood.”


Without a body, I could no longer shudder. But as the ghost spoke these words, I imagined myself shuddering.


“Yours was a complicated death. It left other lives in great disorder. To set things right, you first will need to learn exactly how and why you died. All the parts of the puzzle. You will need to connect those bones and make sense of the creature you construct.”


I was silent for a while, my suspicions flaring anew. Finally, my outburst: “A puzzle? Like in a mystery novel, or a movie? Like, even though I’m dead I’m supposed to be a detective, or a character in a video game? Why? Who, exactly, in any kind of serious afterlife, would want me to do that? Who are you, really, and how do I know you’re not just fucking with me?”


After a pause of its own, the spirit answered, “I’m just a messenger, and I have no further answers. You are free to believe whatever you want. It makes no difference to me.”


There was another long silence during which I began to fear the spirit had gone away. In a voice that might have quavered had I still been alive, I said, “Why the dramatic setup, anyway? Won’t it all just come back to me? Naturally, I mean, the facts of my murder? I was there, after all—and my memories about other things have started to return.”


A moment later I added, “Hello? Are you there? Hey … messenger … ”


“You’ve got a difficult journey ahead of you. But remember the consequences of failure. You will need to find a way to accomplish it. And finally, you will need to come to terms with what you’ve learned.”


“So if I succeed? What happens then? Where do I go?”


“I have not gotten there myself.”


“And coming to terms. Tell me what that means. Does it mean giving up on vengeance? Or do I have to forgive? Or do I have to carry out my revenge somehow?”


“You will have some choices. If you choose correctly, you might move on from here. If not, you will sink.”


I already felt as if I were sinking. “And how am I supposed to get this done? I’m just a ghost. I have no power to do anything. I can’t even leave the house I’m haunting. I’m a fucking ghost.” But he or she did not speak again. The river ghost was gone—and I felt more forsaken than ever.


Much later—nearly two years later, after I’d learned not only that my first, frightening messenger had been telling the truth, more or less, but also what I needed to know about my death, although I was still far from “coming to terms” with it—I heard from yet another messenger, one of many I’d spoken to deep in that watery lightlessness. This ghost had a voice like the rush and gurgle of the river current.


“Thumb Rivera. You are giving thought to murdering a man.”


By then I was no longer afraid of unfamiliar spirits. On several occasions, I’d served as a messenger myself. I said, “I’m only a ghost. I can’t fire a gun. I can’t light a fire. You know I can’t murder anyone.”


“Don’t play games, you stupid boy. You are a ghost—and you’ve got the power to create fury and terrible fear.”


After a moment I admitted, “I’ve been considering it.”


“I’ve been told to warn you. If you cause a death out of revenge, you will remain a ghost forever. A solitary ghost who sits in the dark.”


I said, “Thanks for your warning, spirit. But it’s a sentence I might be willing to serve.”


*


Ghost story. Murder story. Love story. The mystery at the heart of each is my own killing, all details of which, for long weeks following my first, incomplete illumination as a ghost, I was completely unable to remember. In fact, it was through hazy deduction rather than by hard evidence that I eventually concluded I had probably died violently, at the intentional hands of others. My first, obvious inference: At twenty-two years of age and in excellent health, I was far too young to have launched out on so abrupt and final a trip without having had help in packing my bags. Nor had I been in the habit of doing dumb things like playing with firearms or driving recklessly while under the influence—although I’d be a liar if I claimed I was never, or even infrequently, under the influence. Also there was the broadly circumstantial fact that, in having given over every bit of my time and attention to the first-hand research of the book I planned to write, I ended up willingly and even eagerly immersing myself in an environment and a way of living that had brought countless other risky lives, including that of my own father, to an early end.


The similarity to my father’s fate was no mere coincidence: During the two years that preceded my death, I had more or less intentionally followed a parallel though far less glamorous course to the one my old man had navigated over a decade before—a life’s journey that stopped short the day he and the stripped-down, twin-engine Beechcraft he was piloting, along with his cargo of Colombian cocaine, had all disappeared together and forever somewhere over the blue Caribbean Sea.


*


At this point, there are a couple of things I need to tell you. The first is that my full name is Daniel Starbird Rivera—though even in death I go by the road name of “Thumb.” Rivera, of course, is Spanish; my long-gone, drug-smuggling old man came from Venezuela. He spoke perfect English, but with a staccato Caraqueño accent that made him sound impatient. The Starbird part comes from my mother’s family name, that of a clan, all but extinct now that I’m dead, which for nearly two centuries clung like seaweed to the rocky midcoast of Maine. My parents met in Florida, which is where I was born and grew up until I left to attend an expensive college in a small Maine city I’ll call Riverside. It’s the same school at which my late Grandfather Starbird, a third-generation alum, had spent thirty years teaching mathematics.


College was fine; college was a pimped-out cage of whitebread privilege. Yeah, I guess that’s my ultimate excuse for the slide I took to the criminal side: From my father I’d inherited the inflammable legacy of a risk-taking gene, and it was the absolute, suffocating safety and predictability of life at school that became the match to light the flame. Anyway, for the longest time things at college went normally for me. I was a biology major with a minor in English; my grades were satisfactory, and I had a smart, loyal girlfriend along with a handful of close college buddies who, I can say without exaggeration, all loved me. Then late one night a little over halfway through my college career I was lying awake and staring at shadows when in my imagination I heard my long-dead father speaking to me from out of the darkness. “Hijo, qué verguenza,” he said. “What a shame. You don’t even know who you are.”


A few nights later, as the headlights of cars swooped and stalled along my bedroom walls, I thought of him again. This time I could almost see him standing at the foot of my bed in his creased canvas pants and his leather flying coat and his teardrop sunglasses. I imagined him saying, “Daniel, Qué te pasa? You’re not living your life like a man. Stop being afraid. Get up and take your fate in your hands. Do something bold.”


After that I grew so restless that I found it impossible to quit imagining myself as an overfed jaguar in a zoo, pathetically longing for the sight of moonlight stabbing in bright blades across the damp leaf-litter of the forest floor. Even while wide awake I began to hear my father’s call in the sound of every wind-driven rain. As if by predestination, I met Chef in one of the seedy clubs down along the broad river that divided Riverside. The bar was a spot of darkness where other students seldom went. Chef was a fellow southerner, a slow-talking, heavy-set biker boy from Alabama who was looking to get something going; he was hoping to join one of the three outlaw motorcycle gangs operating in the state or, failing to spark enthusiasm as a biker-club prospect, he planned on assembling his own little unaffiliated outfit and starting to make a living—at weed cultivation, on a little methamphetamine production, on some repackaging of prescription medications. The usual petty-criminal bullshit.


Chef had Cricket with him then. I remember how she stood next to his barstool with her fingers saddled over the shoulder of his jacket, saying little and looking from one to the other of us as we conducted a conversation punctuated by the crack of billiard balls. Although she wasn’t a girl who at first glance struck you as smoking, when Cricket smiled—which she did infrequently—she would blow you away with her sudden bloom. The other thing about her was that, although she had a pale complexion and an Anglo last name and had grown up in some backwater potato town up along the Canadian border, there was something to her—some indefinable quality like an aura or an aroma—that told me there was no way she was not at least part Latina.


At some point later that night, when Chef’s attention had been drawn elsewhere, I spoke a few words to her—So, Cricket … te gusta bailar?—and she smiled. It was obvious from her eyes that she had no idea what I’d said to her, but nonetheless her gaze rested on mine, and after a moment we both looked away as if we’d been seared to the backs of our skulls.


No, dude, I cautioned myself. There’s no future in that. But as always, I had difficulty following my own wise advice.


*


After you die, and before you become fully illuminated as a ghost, you start out as a kind of ghost larva. You are no bigger than a fleck of dust, and formless. You don’t know where you are, and you no longer see or hear in the usual ways. At first you can’t remember much of anything, including your own name. You have to relearn almost everything.


At the outset there is also an awful sense of isolation and abandonment. You find yourself fantasizing that you might somehow be still alive—in a coma, maybe, or merely having a nightmare. Then, when denial temporarily fades, you wonder if you might not actually be in hell. But after your mind finally begins to clear and you are able to string together a few coherent thoughts, you tell yourself, No, hell is not like this. Hell is a howling man in a red suit and tights. Hell is giant spiders and prison rapists. Real hell is being a child and left for an interminable weekend in the resentful “care” of Tiabuela—your Venezuelan great aunt—while your dad is off on a “business” trip. However, you are also aware that when it comes to defining what hell really is or is not, you have no idea what in hell you’re talking about.


A further facet to the whole post-death experience is a helpless, out-of-control toppling and tumbling that you eventually decide would be like what a body might feel as it was being dragged by a strong current along the murky bottom of a river, caroming off rocks and the waterlogged trunks of trees. So I wondered, shortly after the first few, feeble thoughts began to congeal in my mind, whether I might have died by accidental drowning. But this, as I soon would learn, was wrong.


My mortal memory began to resurface piece by shattered piece through that subterranean river of disorientation and confusion. How long did it all take? It was hard to tell. Time, though it still ticks on after death, is very different to us, the dead. Sometimes it moves in both or even multiple directions at once, like an eddy in the middle of an ocean, complete with boils and undercurrents—but this is something that you, as a linear, living person, are probably better off not even trying to wrap your mind around.


In any case, all at once “my eyes opened”—just a metaphor, since I no longer had real eyes—and my fully conscious and freaked-out essence found itself suspended at the exact point where three vast, gray planes came together. As my perspective began to adjust, I imagined—accurately, as it turned out—that I was either hanging or floating in a corner where two walls supported a ceiling. I was the size of a spark and everything else was so huge as to be almost unrecognizable. All around me, a dozen or more weightless gray streamers seemingly miles in length rippled through space like ribbons of greasy smoke, and these, I eventually understood, were the tatters of a dusty cobweb dancing in a current of air.


At first there was silence, and just as I’d begun to wonder whether I was deaf for all eternity, I heard the familiar sound of a car hissing past on a nearby street. I could tell the pavement was wet. Just afterward, I heard a rumbling commotion that drew my attention to a blur of motion far below; it looked like a storm-filled cloudbank or a mountain surfing on the wave of an earthquake and it was barreling toward me at a scary speed. The rolling peak or boiling thunderhead closed the distance between us until, with a siren-like yet also plaintive whine it shifted shape and settled directly beneath my dusty corner. Then it startled me further by seeming to lift its lid, and suddenly it was looking up at me with an unmistakable pair of eyes that my mother, when I was much younger, and when she still was speaking to me, would have described as being “big as millstones.” After a moment I realized that these were the eyes of my own dog, Tigre—a huge, brindle-colored pit bull and bullmastiff cross, and by the way they focused on my corner I could tell he somehow knew I was there. From above, his severely cropped ears looked like giant horns. Once I recognized Tigre—Tee-gray is how it’s pronounced, although I always called him Tigger when we were among people who lacked my love of Hispanic language and culture—further memories and realizations began hitting me like shots of lightning. My own name was one of the first things that came jolting back.


And, since this was my dog, I figured that the place where I found myself must also be my own—it was the house I shared with Chef and … two other bikers whose faces and various tattoos returned to me long moments before their names trickled back to whatever it was my mind had become. Mantis was one of the men, Dirt the other. This partial recovery of my identity and associations temporarily filled me with the cruel illusion that I might actually be returning to my natural life. Nevertheless, what a relief it was to know Tigre sensed my presence up there in that corner, a dimple in space surrounded by the dusty festoons of a former spider’s web! It was welcome proof that, despite the apparent fact that I was dead, something real remained of me. I experienced an emotion that might have made me cry, if I still had eyes.


Tigre: probably the only companion I ever had, aside from my mother, whose heart had never held even the tiniest taint of treachery. I then felt the first real hope of my afterlife: Maybe it would be possible for me to speak to my dog. But no sooner did this thought occur than I began to feel, for want of a better word, faint. I didn’t know it yet, but I was on the verge of being cosmically smacked down merely for thinking about breaking the most important of the many “rules” new ghosts are always stumbling over like tripwires. No sooner did my mind hatch this forbidden thought than light and color faded around me and that dark underground river began tugging me back to its depths. Tigre also seemed to sense a change. He whined again, more softly this time, and with a heartbreaking absence of expectation, after which he lowered his head, wheeled clumsily away from my corner and began his thunderous trot back down what I now knew was the short front hallway to my house, headed, no doubt, to his special spot on the braided rug in the bedroom he and I shared.


Had shared.


Out of desperation, I tried to call him back. But my effort had the effect of immediately snuffing my senses of vision and hearing and violently dragging me back to the currents of the dark and infinite river where I toppled and tumbled and was uncertain of anything except that I was somewhere, and wherever that vague place might be, it was very far from heaven.




CHAPTER 2


So I met Chef, I met Cricket, and not long afterward I left college to enter their shadowy world of rebellion and risk. I justified this reckless plunge by telling myself that I was gathering experience for a novel or a movie script, and that in due time I would retrace my steps to the light of my ordinary life. But the truth was, I had found a fascinating flame and I wanted to see how long I could hold my hand in it.


I was no biker, but I had been growing pot on a miniature scale since my Florida high school days, and I had a gift for inspiring the best in a bud. Within two months of that first night in the bar along the river, Chef and I had rented our rundown rural ranch house. Although it stood but a twenty-minute drive from the center of Riverside, the place had no close neighbors, and it contained a cellar roomy enough to raise a modest clandestine crop. Across the street from the house, there was nothing but a stretch of coastal swamp where the tassels of marsh grass waved in the wind. Behind us, beyond the wooden fence that surrounded our new backyard—and set about thirty yards into the woods past the boundary of our landlord’s property—sat an abandoned mobile home that Chef could convert into a methamphetamine kitchen. It was a perfect setup.


Chef was a competent hack chemist and a halfway decent motorcycle mechanic, but completely hopeless with a carpenter’s hammer in his sweaty, pink ham of a hand. As soon as the lease was signed, almost entirely by myself I pounded together a ventilated, soundproof shed in the backyard, guided in my work by a set of plans I had found in a particularly useful issue of High Times Magazine. The job took almost two weeks, and when the building was finished, we dragged in a brand-new, five-thousand-watt Honda generator. The purposes for this private power source were to cable juice to Chef’s trailer whenever it came time for him to don his vinyl elf suit and his respirator and brew us up a batch, and also to amp up my energy-intensive basement grow room, thereby avoiding the public power grid, where our consumption levels and telltale patterns of usage were apt to attract the unwanted attentions of the law.


Once the shed was up and the generator installed, Chef and I got down to business. I outfitted the basement with banks of grow lights, a powerful ventilation system, an irrigation network, and a state-of-the-art, temperature-controlled drying closet. I sowed our first crop, which consisted of several cannabis strains whose array of magical properties had fired my curiosity. Then I acquired Tigre, half-grown at the time, and began training him as our chief of security. I also took time to establish an elaborate bird-feeding station in the backyard: I’d always been a birder, and in college, as a budding biologist, I had given serious thought to specializing in ornithology.


To my surprise, Cricket did not immediately move in with us; instead, she spent no more than three or four nights a week at the house and behind the closed door of Chef’s bedroom. But we did soon bring in another housemate—a greasy worm of a biker named Dirt whom Chef dragged home from the bars one night, insisting that he would make an ideal and unquestioning helper and deliveryman for both of us. And that he mostly was—though on several occasions we almost kicked him out for dipping into the crystal. Our number one household policy was that any of us could smoke all the weed he wanted, but touching the crank—even just to “taste” it—was out of bounds. It’s no secret that meth fucks people up; not only does it turn tweakers into gargoyles, but it makes them do irrational and dangerous things. Chef and I certainly did not want anything like that going on around us.


One time when Dirt had been tweaking and did something I considered especially destructive and stupid, I beat the shit out of him for it, and wound up knocking a tooth right out of his dumb skull. He was lucky I didn’t kill him. But more about that later.


*


About a year into our operation, we took on yet another associate and this completed our crew. The new dude was a tall, bearded, and seemingly capable biker named Mantis who had come to us from Arizona after abruptly resigning his membership, under circumstances he refused to discuss, in a chapter of one of the big, one-percenter clubs. All he would tell us about his flight from the Southwest was that he had been a chapter officer, and that there had been some accounting errors for which he was unfairly held responsible. Although it was strongly rumored that to become a member of Mantis’s former club you had to have intentionally killed somebody, when he first presented himself to Chef and me, his demeanor was mild, almost meek, and we decided what the hell, anyone deserved forgiveness and a second chance.


From the time of his arrival it was apparent that Mantis also had eyes for Cricket. But by then Cricket had already made the jump from Chef’s futon to my bed. When it happened—after she broke the news to Chef as gently as she could—I really did expect that everything we’d built would fall apart. I’d been prepared for threats, breakage, and maybe even some actual, wild violence. To be honest, I was excited about the prospect.


But Chef merely disappeared for a little more than a week, and after he came back, he carried on as always. The only hint of how badly he was hurting was that it took several days before he was able to look either of us in the eye. Later, Cricket and I concluded that he had reacted with such a surprising lack of drama because, not only did he have nowhere else to go, but from the start he’d understood that his luck with her would likely never last. All along, he’d been braced to see her swap him out for someone more like me.


*


The second time I returned to the land of the living, I found myself back up in that dusty corner above the front door to my house. The same cobwebs undulated before me and the empty hallway gaped below. I could “see” down the hallway into the living room and through the window curtains into the fenced-in backyard; in fact, when I concentrated, I could peer right through all the surrounding walls as if they were panes of dirty glass, a superpower I employed at once to locate Tigre, who was sleeping in my bedroom. Still far from fully illuminated as a ghost, I remained without arms, legs, or head. I wondered whether I might at least be able to leave my corner and motor to some other part of the house. Wondering led to effort, effort led to successful movement, and soon I set out on a slow, firefly-like flight.


I navigated into the kitchen, where I had already sensed that things had been screwed with. Sure enough, gone was Chef’s alchemical assortment of methamphetamine manufacturing supplies, most of which, between his visits to the trailer, he had stored in cardboard boxes and bags on our kitchen floor and counters. The missing stuff included the mounds of bubble-packaged, pseudoephedrine-based cold and allergy remedies Chef used as a primary ingredient, as well as the gallon and half-gallon containers of ammonia, muriatic acid, paint thinner, Red Devil lye, and Drano, along with the smaller bottles of such explosive or corrosive chemicals as starter fluid, brake fluid, lighter fluid, and hydrochloric acid. Also gone were the veterinary-size bottles of iodine tincture, the neat boxes of highway flares waiting to be broken apart for the red phosphorous they contained, all the laboratory gear, including the flasks and mason jars and other glassware, the coils of transparent tubing, the three-burner portable gas stove, and Chef’s assortment of plastic tubs, buckets, and bottles.


I guessed that everything had been taken away as a precautionary measure. Either that or the house had been raided by someone—by the cops or a group of our business rivals. But of the two possibilities I thought precaution was the better bet, since there was no evidence of an invasion: no disorder, breakage, or rust-colored traces of blood. In fact, the kitchen looked tidier than usual, not only because the meth-lab inventory was gone, but also because our meager assortment of plates and bowls was stacked in the cupboards rather than piled in the sink, soaking in a greasy slick of water.


As I hovered there midway between the ceiling and the floor, Tigre thundered into the kitchen from the hallway that led down to the three bedrooms and the bathroom. He searched for me, whining and turning himself around, his thick black claws clicking against the linoleum. Clearly, he had no idea where, exactly, I was, and maybe did not yet even know who I was; he may merely have sensed a disturbance and been seeking its source. In any case, right then I had no time for him, because the absence of Chef’s gear made it likely that they had also taken things that belonged to me.


Tigre made a nearly subsonic rumble in his throat as he followed me to the basement door. Of course, I couldn’t turn the doorknob—but no longer was that door, or any door, a barrier to me: I passed right through it with no resistance save for a vague, overall prickling sensation that brought back a vivid childhood memory of pushing headlong through a wool curtain pregnant with static electricity. I found myself at the top of the wooden cellar stairway—Tigre barking behind me now with a growing alarm that was edging toward hysteria—and immersed in what would have been total darkness if I still had eyes. In a slow, dream-like beeline, I followed those stairs into the basement room where, ever since quitting college nearly two years before, I had spent most of my days conducting an all-female orchestra of various cannabis strains, each of them superbly bred, trained, and groomed to play her own special melody in the human imagination.


But now the cellar was empty not only of my strings and woodwinds and brass—my oboes and my clarinets, my cellos, violins, and xylophones, my tympani, all of which comprised the individual, distinctive voices of my sweet, beautiful, large-budded ladies—but also of every scrap of hardware and any other hint that I myself had ever existed. Not a screw or coupling or speck of planting medium remained; it was clear that they had carefully swept the concrete floor in order to obliterate every last, incriminating particle. This large portion of my life’s work—my vineyard, my orchard—had been uprooted, burned over, and plowed under, and with it a major part of the person I had been.


I hovered there until I began to feel pathetic and then, without having to turn around I retraced my path up the stairs and through the door. I could as easily have ascended directly between the ceiling joists and through the plywood floor, but stairs were still a habit.


Tigre quit his barking as soon as I rejoined him. He whined and seemed to look directly at me as I passed like Tinkerbell above his wet boulder of a nose, and I was gripped by an almost irresistible urge to speak to him. But I did not dare: not only did I remember the unpleasant result of my last flirtation with this idea, but just the thought of causing the air to vibrate with the sound of my voice scared me to the point of blacking out.


I prickled my way through the rear wall of the house and into the fenced-in yard that contained, along with a few scattered and toppled plastic lawn chairs, Tigre’s exercise equipment, my ambitious array of birdfeeders—all of them empty, and abandoned by the birds—and my generator shed. The wind was blowing, rain threatened, and the dry leaves of red maples cartwheeled through the air, each one making a tick as it touched the grass. It bothered me to learn that the strong wind had absolutely no effect on me; I could sense it only through the life I saw it give to objects such as leaves, and could feel neither its force nor its chill.


I knew the generator shed would be empty; they’d have dragged off my powerful Honda along with everything else. No reason to strain myself by peering through the wall. However, the shed did hold something else I valued: Over the course of two years, between scribbled columns of coded business notes, I had penciled several dozen poems on the shed’s naked sheetrock walls. I was about to pass through the wall and reread them all when a whine from Tigre, followed by the sound of a familiar car turning into the driveway, drew me back to the house.


Tigre was standing before the front door, the stump of his tail twitching in excitement. A moment later the lock turned, the front door swung open, and my beautiful girl, Cricket, stepped in and dropped to one knee to hug my dog and murmur something into his neck just above the nasty spikes of his collar. Then she was on her feet again and her birdlike legs went scissoring into my bedroom, which she had sometimes shared with me, and where she now began tossing her way through the drawers in my two dressers. Each time she finished with one drawer, she slammed it shut and moved on to the next.


As I watched her work, I was happy to find that I could still feel many human things: I was glowing with nostalgia and affection mixed with some regret. What Cricket and I had most in common—had had most in common—was our mutual dedication to downward mobility. In another life, her name was Claire, and she was the daughter of a dentist—the adopted daughter of a dentist, as she was often quick to point out. In addition, I believed—based on intuition rather than evidence—that she, like me, was part Hispanic, though Cricket herself had been unable to say for certain what her heritage was.


Tigre barked, and I heard the rumble of Mantis’s Harley-Davidson Softail coasting into the driveway. Cricket heard it too; she stiffened, shoved the last drawer shut, and hurried out to the living room, where she dropped onto the couch and began feeling around in the pockets of her leather jacket. After a moment, she produced a crumpled pack of cigarettes and tossed it onto the coffee table.


Tigre growled at Mantis in the doorway.


“Shut up,” said Mantis quietly, and Tigre fell silent. A moment later he said, “Fucking dog’s got to go.” He looked up at Cricket, the two of them silently and expressionlessly locking eyes for a long moment before Mantis broke away and clumped around into the kitchen and down the hall to my room, where he conducted his own, more thorough, though apparently just as fruitless, search of my earthly possessions. Unlike Cricket’s almost respectful rifling, Mantis scattered my clothes onto the floor, and he sent the vacant drawers crashing.


After he was finished, he returned to the living room, plunged his lanky frame into the couch next to Cricket, and kicked his heavy, black boots onto the coffee table. After a moment he rested his elbow on the back of the couch, pressed a tattooed fist into his beard, and stared at her in a way he would never have dared when I was alive.


“So, like, what were you looking for?” Cricket’s voice was a note higher than normal.


Instead of answering, Mantis mimicked her tone, saying, “So, like, what are you doing here?”


Cricket drew a Bic lighter from within her jacket, her pale hand trembling slightly. Then she picked up the cigarette pack as if she were about to shake one out. Instead, she seemed to reconsider and ended up setting both the lighter and the cigarettes back onto the tabletop. She told Mantis, “The cops came to see me at work today. Spent a half hour talking to me down in the parking lot.”


“Well, ain’t that a coincidence? They came to look for me at Pete’s. They weren’t friendly, either. They did not seem sorry for our loss.”


Cricket took up the lighter again and turned it over and over in her fingers before giving it a couple of idle flicks. “I don’t get it. Why don’t they just come and search the house? Get it over with?”


“No corpse yet, I guess,” said Mantis. “That’s what they’re waiting for, I bet. Nothing but his empty truck, burned up in a quarry. Those three photos of him lying there dead that turned up online; maybe they’re thinking that blood was ketchup and that he faked his own death, or something. If they ever find a body, I bet they’ll be here in an hour.”


Cricket nodded slowly, and I was gratified to see a wet line creeping down from one nostril. Almost angrily, she scrubbed it away with the back of her hand, then she reached into her jacket pocket and came out with a dense, dark chunk of a cannabis bud in a zip-lock plastic sandwich bag. She said, “This is the last of what he gave me for my birthday.”


“That’s what he gave you? Dope? For your birthday?”


She narrowed her eyes at him. “He said it was the most perfect small bud he’d ever grown. He said it reminded him of me.”


Mantis said, “Well, if anybody could grow a perfect bud.” Then he threw an obvious card on the table: “And he was right; if anybody’s like a perfect little bud … ” But she quickly brushed him off.


“It was sweet,” she said, and rubbed her nose again. “Let’s smoke some.”


“What’ll we do if the cops decide to bust in here right now with that search warrant?”


Cricket almost smiled. “I can swallow pretty fast.”


She opened the bag and drew it to her nose for a moment, inhaling deeply with her eyes closed. Then she reached in and pinched a piece off of that gorgeous fragment of bud. Holding her hand above the table, she rolled the nugget between the balls of her thumb and slender forefinger to crumble it into resinous flakes, after which she packed it into the bowl of the little brass pipe that Mantis offered to her after pulling it from the pocket of his greasy jeans. Thick smoke rose languidly once the pipe was lit; I longed to catch a whiff of it, but, apparently, I no longer had a sense of smell. Maybe I really was in hell.


Mantis ended up smoking nearly the entire bowl by himself. Cricket took just one little toke, which was unusual for her—she may not have even inhaled—and after that, she waved him off every time he offered her the pipe.


When they were finished smoking my stuff, they settled back into the couch. They were silent for a long while, then Mantis started moving his tongue around the inside of his mouth in an experimental manner before finally sliding his reddened eyes in Cricket’s direction. In a croaking voice, he began, “So, Crick, whadya say? You wanna … ”


If I’d had a heart, it would have skipped a beat.


“No,” she said, cutting him off.


I was afraid he might decide to press the issue—what would I do then? What could I do?—but he just shrugged and slumped.


After a minute Cricket said, “So, in his room, what were you looking for?”


Mantis shrugged again. “Whatever we might have missed the first time around. Any little scrap of his that could connect us to the business. The tone the cops were taking when I talked to them made me paranoid, I guess.” He looked at her. “What about you?”


“Same,” Cricket said, after a pause. A moment later, she added, “If they’re coming, I think the shed might be a problem. He wrote stuff on the walls.”


“Yeah? Does it mean anything? I always thought that was just a bunch of his usual crazy-genius bullshit, scribbled all up in there. Stuff about birds, maybe.”


“Some of it was poems and stuff,” Cricket confirmed. “One of them he said was all about how he felt about me. But there was other stuff too; he put it in code, and I think it was about how much fuel the generator was using, and maybe notes about different types of smoke he was growing. You know how some of them had, like, girls’ names, and some were musical instruments? But I think cops could figure all that out if they wanted to.”


“Fuckin’ Thumb,” said Mantis. I was touched to detect a note of wistful affection in his voice. Then he gave Cricket a direct look and smiled. “A poem on how he felt about you. How’d that one go?”


Cricket shrugged. When she spoke, it was with a slight catch in her voice. “I don’t know. I’d go out there and try to read it sometimes, but I couldn’t understand it. I don’t think he really wanted me to.”


After a moment Cricket took an audible breath and continued, “So I think maybe we should paint those walls out there.”


“Nope. Won’t work, and will just look suspicious. If they want to know what’s under the paint, they can get it off easy enough. If you’re really worried about it, the shed should probably just burn down.”


She reached and settled her hand on the inside of his thigh. He slitted his eyes, slid them to the hand that was resting on his leg, and then widened them at her.


“Well then, why don’t you take care of that for us?” she said. “For all of us, Thumb included?”


“Okay,” he said slowly, and nodded. She gave his leg a gentle double squeeze.


“I mean, you should check with Chef first, but I think it’s the thing to do.”


“All right.”


“Make sure you get a fire permit from the town office, though. Otherwise, we’ll have the fire department here, not to mention the sheriff. If they ask, tell them we want to burn some construction debris.”


“Not a problem, Sugar. She burns before the sun sets.”


Quite willingly, even eagerly, I retreated to my corner above the door. In fact, I dove right through into that darkness on the other side.




CHAPTER 3


In both of the college writing classes I took, the instructors told me, “Write what you know.” As I’ve mentioned, that’s part of the reason I left college to live and work with Chef, grow weed, and hang out with bikers: I wanted to know something aside from the second-hand glory of my father’s abbreviated criminal career and my own life as a privileged student. And maybe the book I wrote as a result would have been a decent one. But now that I’m dead, I’ve got a story that’s much more appealing than that, and so I’ve switched my focus. What I now know gives me the unique opportunity to be the first person ever to write a book from beyond the grave. That’s important, because one of the things that haunts me the most is the fact that, in twenty-two years on planet earth, there’s nothing else I really accomplished. I’d like my life (and death) to have had some meaning.


As for discovering the missing details of my murder, not only is this something I’ve apparently got to accomplish in order to move on in the afterlife, but along with my natural curiosity about how it all went down—wouldn’t you want to know what happened, if it happened to you?—it will help give some narrative shape to the otherwise shapeless experience of being dead.


All of this leads to something else I need to talk about at this point, because you’ve undoubtedly heard that dead men tell no tales, and you’re doubtlessly wondering how it is that I’m able to tell you mine. Well, there’s an answer, but it’s a little complicated. In fact, the voice you’re hearing right now as you read this is not entirely mine. In order to write my account from beyond the grave, I’ve had to work with a couple of living people—a kind of ghostwriting team. The first of these people I will tell you about is Ben, a spiritual medium a little younger than myself who often gets confused about what, exactly, I’ve dictated to him.


When things are going well, this is the way we work: Ben sits with his pudgy fingers resting on a Ouija board planchette, the Ouija board planchette on the Ouija board, the Ouija board itself on the cluttered card table in his little bedroom at the back of his grandmother’s trailer, and he waits for me to spell my story, which he then enters sentence by sentence into a spiral-bound composition book. Of course, spelling everything out completely would take a God-awful amount of time—Ben might die of old age before we finished—so we’ve worked out a system to make it go faster. We use phonetics as well as first and last letters for names and frequently used words, and in dictation I drop out most of the vowels, which Ben fills in afterward; but there’s more to it than that. We’ve developed a code that is a sloppy stew of familiar text-messaging acronyms and abbreviations combined with pidgin English and our own idiosyncratic set of shortcuts.


You probably remember that “official” Parker Brothers or Hasbro Ouija board from your childhood: The alphabet; a row of numbers, zero to nine; “Yes” in the upper left; “No” in the upper right; “Good Bye” at the bottom. A heart-shaped plastic table with a round window in the middle—the planchette—which glides around the board on little felt feet. In our work, Ben and I use “Good Bye” like a space bar on a keyboard; it separates words, which is especially important when you’re employing severe abbreviations which otherwise would make no sense.


For instance, the letter G by itself stands for “ghost;” GS is the plural. DD is dead. AFL is “Afterlife.” “MC”: motorcycle.


“Cricket” is CCT; “Thumb” is “TM;” “Mantis,” MTS; “Dirt,” DRT. “Harley-Davidson”: HD. “Ben” is just “B.” And Fred—you’ll hear more about him later—is “F.”


As for the smaller, frequently used words, T is “the.” “HR” and “TR”: “here” and “there.” N does double duty as “in” and “and.” Z is “is,” and S stands for “said,” or “says.” Just as in text-messaging, R is “are” or “our,” and YR is “your” or “you’re.”


Regarding punctuation, other than two quick “Good Byes”—a bounce of the planchette at the bottom of the board—to end a sentence, there is none, and it’s one of many problems we won’t solve for a while. Three Good Byes is my way of asking Ben to start a new paragraph, which he sometimes does, and sometimes doesn’t do. Another problem is that when I’m dictating an especially long sentence, Ben will sometimes forget the beginning before I’ve reached then end. Then he’ll take the liberty of writing his own inferior approximation in the blue-lined notebook, forcing me to let it stand, or insist that he start all over.


Here’s a brief example of how it comes together when it’s going well. Say I dictate the following to Ben:


1S (Good Bye) YR (Good Bye) DD (Good Bye) GS (Good Bye) R (Good Bye) EVRYWR (Good Bye) (Good Bye)


On that second Good Bye—“Bye” is what I actually say to him—Ben picks up a pen and in our blue-lined composition notebook scribbles, “Once yr dead ghosts r everywhere,” the opening line to this story.


Although it’s still not a fast system in spite of our shortcuts, once we get warmed up and in synch, we can move along more rapidly than you might think.


*


Ben: a twenty-year-old rural Maine dude who, apart from his exotic ability to communicate with a dead guy—me—is a fairly typical product of his time, setting, and circumstances. A few decades back, by this point in his life he probably would’ve been working more or less contentedly in a shoe factory or a paper mill. But Maine mills of any kind now are almost extinct, and dependable employment for guys like Ben is hard to come by. He did manage to graduate from high school a couple of years ago, and if either of his long-divorced parents had any money he’d probably be enrolled with others of his kind in some third-rate college somewhere. As is, he lives in his grandmother’s trailer along a stretch of winding, backwoods road, works with enthusiasm whenever work is available, and to his credit, never gives up hope that he one day will luck into a gig that enriches him enough to buy a car, move out on his own, maybe have a live-in girlfriend. He even entertains a few vague dreams that are grander than all that.


Ben spends a little of his time each week wandering the county like a dogged wraith as he hunts for the permanent job he probably never will find. Most potential employers barely give him a look before dismissing him as a lost cause—a country loser without even a car he can call his own. Once a month or so, he’ll hook up with a team of amateur “paranormal investigators,” a group of misfit nerds that travels northern New England in a van trying to capture electronic evidence of supernatural occurrences. In fact, it was during one of these dorky ghost-hunting missions that he and I first connected.


However, in spite of his frequent forays, whenever I’m looking for him odds are I’ll find him holed up in his room at the back of his grandmother’s trailer, where he plays endless fantasy-based video games on his laptop computer. Over time I’ve decided that it is these games and his passion for them that are the key to who Ben really is—by which I mean the person he imagines himself to be, and fantasizes he will one day become, just as soon as a handful of favorable circumstances rains from the sky to shower him in silver coins waiting to be spent. Ben views his video games as preparation for the real challenges he often dreams of facing, and in these games he invariably casts himself as the hero he believes lies trapped beneath his doughy skin. The roles he chooses are those of a man—decisive, swift, agile with a sword—who is able to rescue beautiful women from terrible men and monsters. In his games he is an invariable righter of wrongs, a changer-for-the-better of other people’s lives, a man worthy of great respect. On the computer screen, as well as in the future he imagines for himself, Ben matters.


I know all this not only because I’ve been able to observe him closely in his most unguarded moments—when we’re not working with his Ouija board, he often forgets that I might be there—but also because he will sometimes tell me things that he might never confide in anyone else. Of these probably the most important is that he’s got a couple of young twin half-siblings, a boy and girl, three years old and living in another state, whom he worries about a great deal because of a series of awful experiences—he’s disclosed some of these to me, but refuses to let me share them with you—that he’d had as a child with one or both of their parents. Of all his heroic fantasies, undoubtedly the most practical is to move closer to these kids in order to shield them from the sorts of abuses that had happened to him. And to do that he needs some money, a working, road-worthy vehicle, and a little more of just about everything than he now has.
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