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INTRODUCTION

In 1938 a gawky, bespectacled man walked through a door, and when it opened again, a benevolent giant in red and blue tights emerged, gave a wink, and lifted right off the pages of ACTION COMICS #1 and into the sky. As the years have gone by, countless other champions have joined this remarkable gentleman in the firmament of the popular imagination, and created a mythology for the twenty-first century.

However, in the sixty years since Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster created Superman, our collective story has grown a good deal more complex. The black-and-white conflict of World War II is a speck in the rearview mirror, and the road ahead is a smashed causeway north of Baghdad. Racial and sexual politics have been radically transformed. Technology has made our planet miraculously and terrifyingly small. It’s more apparent than ever that the worst of the bad guys don’t wear spandex and live in underground ice palaces in Antarctica, but can generally be found in three-piece suits at the head of gleaming boardroom conference tables.

The raccoon-eyed purse-snatchers of the Golden Age comic books are the least of our problems. We have suicide bombers, dwindling oil reserves, global warming, and an international community in complete disrepair. Not even the biggest and broadest bulletproof chest could stop all these out-of-control locomotives.



To put it bluntly, Superman just wasn’t built for times like these. The antidote? You’re holding it in your hands!

Within these pages, you’ll find twenty-two brand-new stories about men and women whose amazing abilities reflect and address our strange and confusing new conditions. These superheroes are different from the Technicolor do-gooders you remember from the rack at the drugstore. These heroes are conflicted, frustrated, freaked out, and desperate; they’re brave and afraid and not sure; they’re a little nuts. In other words, you’re going to recognize these people—they’re a lot like us.

And the supervillains? We’ve got them, too. And maybe they’re even more familiar, those carnival glass reflections of our murkiest compulsions.

Who Can Save Us Now? introduces a plethora of origin stories (How does a girl with bad luck come to shape the events around her? How did a band of Quick Stop drones become an unlikely team of super-heroes?); stories of heroes whose powers derive from nature’s most peculiar creatures (A flock of flying orphans, anyone?); stories of the sinister draw that unbelievable power has on all-too-believable men and women (Why is it that this little town never had any trouble until that band of superheroes showed up? What becomes of a man whose soul has been lit on fire?); and stories in which the extraordinary is used to help the ordinary and protect the innocent (What awesome power is capable of manipulating televangelists into assisting those truly in need? What vast strength empowers the hero of this city’s disregarded streets, the defender of its disregarded people?).

You’ll meet the Big Guy, the Rememberer, the Meerkat, Mr. Big Deal, the Silverfish, Bad Karma Girl, Ghetto Man, and, yes, even Bob Brown. You’ll see submarine monstrosities, fiery conclusions, reporters searching for answers, and neighborhood taverns destroyed. Whether your own origin story includes an obsession for comic books and a penchant for the darker worlds of graphic novelists like Frank Miller and Alan Moore, or a love for superhero-inspired literary fare like The Fortress of Solitude and The Adventures of Kavalier and Clay, we promise that within these pages you’ll find stories that suspend your disbelief without insulting your intelligence.



How are we going to stay alive in this world of trouble?

Read on!

Can anyone save us now?

We repeat: Read on!

What use is all this fancy in the face of so much real darkness?

If we’re honest, we have to concede that it’s probably no use at all. The sky is falling. And yet if we’re courageous enough to see things as they aren’t—to believe that a flying man can catch a flaming satellite before it destroys the city—then maybe we can summon enough heart to see things as they could be. This is just a book, a few hours’ diversion, but we believe in heroes, and we need them now, like never before.

… And look! There’s one now—






THE MOST UNLIKELY
BEGINNINGS




GIRL REPORTER

Stephanie Harrell
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You remember the day he first swooped into our lives, the sky bathed bright orange with zeta-rays. You remember that stray satellite crashing toward San Angelo, and what emergency shelter you were fighting the mob to get to.

I myself, oblivious to personal safety, was snooping around the power plant, looking for the scoop on flawed disaster fail-safes. That’s when the Klaxon sounded. Blast doors slammed, wrenching me off my footing, leaving me to grasp and dangle from an inverted railing. On page 46 of Flight of Justice, his so-called memoir, he says he heard my screams from miles away.

Let me assure you, I did not scream, at least not till much later. I was too busy clutching steaming grillwork, a radioactive roar below me, my wrists about to give. I never scream when these things happen to me.

Instead I muttered my last ritual gutter curses at all villains, sports editors, and ex-boyfriends. It was then that he barreled through the blast doors like a heat-seeking missile.

You want to know. What he said to me that first time he saved me, when he whipped up from below and hugged me against his chest. You want to know what he uttered into my ear, my arms looped around the thick sinews of his neck, the scruff on his cheek scratchy against my own.

He said, “Great legs,” his voice husky in a roar of wind.

Where did he take me, you ask? Where does one fly with a woman when there’s a satellite hurling toward a city of millions of other potential casualties?

To the top of a radio dish. You know the one, right off the 59 Freeway? There I was, plucked from danger only to be plopped hundreds of feet off the ground, my boots standing on bird droppings and graffiti.

“You saved my life,” I said.

He shrugged. “That’s what a hero does. Saves the girl.”

He was wearing spandex. Another gal’s head would be reeling, but I had assessed the situation. I didn’t bother asking him who the hell he was, since the ridiculous costume gave him away. Some kind of vigilante, a superhero wannabe. Except that this one, admittedly, could fly.

“Lots of gals out there to save,” I said. “A city full, in fact.”

“Not with legs like yours.” He winked. Then he made to go.

“Wait,” I said. “Why are you leaving me here?”

“So if you need me, I can hear you,” he said. He cupped his hands and waggled his middle finger, miming a radio dish. “It magnifies the sound of a scream.”

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“The big guy has someone else to save.”

Don’t believe him when he writes about this making me “jealous.” After all, it was a time of disaster. Why should I begrudge the saving of some orphans? The Governor maybe? But when he told me who, it’s true I was horrified.

“Mr. T-bone,” he said. At first I thought this was the name of some other superhero, maybe a washed-up mentor of sorts. Until he said, “I’ve got some money riding on him—you know, in case the track survives.”

“You’re flying off to save a dog?” I asked. Why wasn’t this would-be superhero doing something to save the entire city?

“So you can fly,” I said. “How about incredible speed and strength?”

“Sure, the big guy’s quick. Strong. And there’s some other talents, too,” he said. Wagged his eyebrows, I swear.

“Are we maybe aware that this city is in a state of crisis?” I said. “That thousands of people are about to become satellite stew?”

“The big guy knows that.” He looked wounded, like I’d insulted his intelligence, but I could tell it wasn’t the first thought to have crossed his mind.

“It has occurred to you to try and do something to save San Angelo, hasn’t it?” I asked.



“As a matter of fact, the big guy was just thinking he would try and, you know, do something about that,” he said.

I don’t know what in my sharp-honed instincts made me put it this way, but somehow I knew to stand firm on the slope of the radio dish, fold my arms across my chest, and announce: “A real hero would be flying off right now, to stop that satellite and save the world.”

“How exactly would he do that?” he asked me.

“Maybe he’d fly up to the satellite,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“Divert its trajectory, so it misses the city?”

He nodded. Then suddenly he was gone, as were my panties, whisked away in a blur of red, white, and blue.

This, I’ll admit, was the first hook in my would-be hard-boiled heart.

[image: Image]

Later that night, as I tried to write about the man in tights who’d saved the city, I couldn’t concentrate. Safe in the busy newsroom, it suddenly flooded over me with radioactive heat that his crushing embrace had saved my life. I opened up a new file on my computer that I named “Mystery Man” and started typing. I approached my new article from the human angle, what it felt like to have gravity’s pull against my legs, my chest bound to his, breast to pectoral, by one thick, muscled arm in the small of my back. “Girl Reporter Saved by Caped Mystery Man” ran on the front page right below the news that the city had been spared when he fly-balled the satellite into the drink.

I took the long way home from work that night, pacing the streets in my black boots and trench coat. Steam bellowed up from underneath the sidewalk grillwork, as the rest of you slept dreamless, new-lease-on-life sleep. I scanned the sky but there was no one, nothing but the skewered cityscape, and the tension of expectation. The moon above me, the stars hidden by an orange night sky, offered me nothing in the search for my scoop.

In retrospect, this night was the last night of my innocence, when I still believed I sought nothing more than the truth, with the scrappy swagger of someone who’s always picked herself up after a fall. I was a gritty girl reporter after all, ready to investigate what was underneath his electric blue tights.

It turned out there was a lot.

You want to know, don’t you? You’ve read his memoir, gawked at the photos of him in his spandex suit, and you think you suspect the truth. Well, I’m here to set it straight, to clear the smog. All his talk about Justice and Honor is based on lies and fantasies, and we’ll start with this simple fact.

There was more than a schoolgirl crush between us.

It was 4:30 A.M. when he came to my basement apartment, and don’t think he knocked on my window. I was dreaming of falling, down a dark and empty elevator shaft, and in my sleep my hands slapped the mattress in reflex. It woke me. My eyes flicked open and there he was, illuminated by my screensaver. He was crouched across the room, watching. I leaned over to my bedside table, whipped out my derringer, and aimed.

He may have been looking through my negligée, but he couldn’t see into my mind. This is what I was thinking. Finally, a man. Simple and sweet, minus the neuroses of your average stockbroker-by-day, beatnik-by-night, with commitment issues?

I decided to commence with the research. “Ditch the getup,” I said.

He stood, and stripped. I could hear my computer humming. The screensaver changed scenes, from the black of one astronomical constellation to the black of another. The shadows shifted on his muscles. I put my derringer aside.

You want to know what I saw, in the early morning light, what was bulging out of him. But I’m not here to titillate. This isn’t superhero porn masquerading as confession. This was an act charged with desperate groping, a search for someone to hold on to in a world of sudden disaster and random salvation.

Suffice it to say, the earth moved. Literally.

Afterward he drummed on my belly, and I finally asked him the question that I hadn’t asked him before. “Who are you?”

“Just a big guy who knows how to fly,” he said.



“And how exactly do you do that?” I asked.

“Like this …” He patted on my pubic bone softly like a drumroll and then snapped his fingers. “It’s all in the hips.”

“How exactly do you navigate?” I asked, fishing for more technical information. “Airplanes have instruments. Radios. Ground control.”

“Ah,” he said. “See, the big guy uses the stars.”

“Where do you come from?” I asked. “We all have stories. Skeletons. People and committees who’ve screwed us over. What brings you to the bedroom of an investigative reporter, on a cold night like this?”

“You think it’s cold in here? The big guy can take care of that,” he said. He then attempted to employ what I later would pinpoint as one of his typical techniques, the use of heat vision for distraction and stimulation.

“You want something,” I said.

“Heroes don’t want things,” he said, his voice rising a pitch.

“That’s right. A hero,” I said. “Right.”

“What, you don’t think the big guy’s a hero?” he asked.

“Too simple. I don’t buy it. We’re all more than an idea. Heroes are myths.”

“But you’re going to write about the big guy like he’s a hero, right?”

“Ah, the truth comes out,” I said.

He sat up in my bed. “Remember your article on the Wrestling World Confederation,” he said, suddenly gushing. “You nailed it. You got it all figured out, all that stuff about good versus evil and what people want in a hero. You know, color schemes? That’s how the big guy decided on his suit, from your article. Red, white, and blue. You know. Patriotic.”

My God, I contributed to that ridiculous costume of his? “I’m glad someone reads what I write,” I said.

“Okay, the big guy admits it,” he said. “He wants you to help him out.”

“Help you with what?” I asked.

“Give him a good name to go by. A couple of one-liners to drop with the bad guys and press. Maybe some props.”

“Props?” I asked.



“You could come up with a whole background,” he said. “Maybe a tragedy or something, that people will really go for.”

“My job is to write the truth.”

“Oh yeah? What will the little girl write about this?” he asked. Drumroll. He held the covers up to remind me. Wagged his eyebrows, I swear.

I had to admit it. He had me. He cackled a cartoon-villain evil laugh and then flip-pinned me to the bed.

“You. Are going to help. The big guy,” he said, his full weight pressing me down into rumpled, sweaty sheets.

“No one tells me what to do.”

“You’ll help, because he’s got something you want. The old rackaracka-diggadig.”

In case I’d forgotten what that might be, we screwed again. And then he rolled over and the biggest scoop of the decade fell sound asleep, my arm crooked under the tendons of his neck.

In the morning glare he wasn’t as pretty. He slept with his mouth open, air fluctuating through his trachea. I could see his blackheads. He even had one of those bilevel haircuts, short on top, long in the back. He doesn’t mention in his memoir leaving my toilet seat up.

But see, that’s what got to me. He was real. This perfect image he presents of himself, his Flight of Justice “superhero” act that the rest of you believe, was never what I fell for. Each belch and fart, the scratching of his balls, slouched and slack in his sleep, made him real.

Not to mention standing at my refrigerator, drinking my carrot juice out of the carton. That’s when he flashed me a smile and said, “The big guy needs to borrow your car.”

“My car? Why?”

“Errands,” he said, leaning on the open fridge door.

“Why would you need my car when you can fly?” I asked.

“It’s Sunday. The big guy doesn’t fly on Sundays.” He put the carton back.

“Why?” I asked.

“It’s part of the code.”

“Right,” I said. “Heroes need codes.”



“But I’m willing to change codes when you help me come up with, you know, a better one.”

“Real heroes close refrigerator doors,” I said.

“The car?” he asked.

“What do I get in return?” I asked.

He gave me a look, like Isn’t it obvious?

“I mean I have questions,” I said. “I’d like answers. You’re the biggest scoop in the city this morning.”

“I’ll get the car back to you by sundown.” He finally shut the fridge and I heard its suck of relief.

So I let him drive off in my Tempo, still wearing the ridiculous cape and spandex.

My skills as an investigator are honed and varied, and like many in my profession, I’m not above using my intimacy with a source to get to the scoop. The boys at the lab peeled his print off my pelvic bone. Then we did a swab test. Neither his fingerprints nor his semen sample had a match. I came up as empty as that bottle of carrot juice he left in my fridge.

Lending him the car proved to be more telling. Here was the tally of evidence: My dials were moved to AM talk radio. There was the smell of drugstore perfume in my car and evidence of a chili dog in crumpled microwave paper. A couple of crunched beer cans. Used racetrack stubs. One long strand of blond hair. And the old Tempo ran better than it had in years.

This is what he was really like. Can’t you see how in a moment of weakness any self-respecting investigative reporter with an Honorable Mention for the Pulitzer Prize could feel compelled to forsake her ethics and give him a makeover?

The fact is, he needed guidance.

Rank injustices flourished while he made the world safe for movie stars. The racetracks became the safest places in town. As for crimes against blondes? Unheard of, on his watch. And think about the little pranks of his early days, how he left an opium boss on top of the media building, forty stories up, bound and naked with a beeping car alarm taped to his backside? His early good deeds were as tasteless as his clothes.



And then there was the fact that each time he did something headline-spinning, he came to my basement apartment.

Each time I reported it straight. Just the facts. “Caped Mystery Man Leaves Crime Boss Dangling, City Hanging.” Skipping the part that came after of course. “Girl Reporter Gets Good Banging” would have been a beeping car alarm on my reputation, and I wanted to be more than just runner-up for the Pulitzer. I still thought my exposés made a difference.

It’s true he got me out of a few “scrapes.” Though a glamorous profession, mine is also a dangerous one. Once I ducked into an oil mogul’s private jet in order to research his shady dealings with freeway expansion lobbyists, and was thrown out. Of the plane. While it was in midair.

But I reiterate, though I may have plummeted through the air, sputtering curses at old landlords and stepfathers on my way to what I thought would be a certain smashing death, I never “erupted into shrieks and screams for help.” Contrary to what he claims, only once did I scream for him. The radio dish incident would come much later, though.

So yes, he would save me. And then he’d round up the “bad guys” who “did his little girl wrong.” And yes, as my own search for the scoop started to affect the news, I became fond of the power that gave me to change the world, every reporter’s secret dream.

It was with my influence that he started to tackle more noble endeavors. Remember how he wiped out the child prostitution rings around the military bases? How he was there to protect ethnic minorities from municipal crackdowns? The drought, alleviated with iceberg transports? (Whose idea, you might ask?) I even pointed out to him that brunettes and redheads deserved as much protection as blondes. Can’t you see how easy it was to compromise myself? I no longer merely reported the news. I helped make it.

But don’t think my attraction to him was some power trip. It wasn’t just about influencing world events. And it wasn’t just about doing it with a guy who can fly. Maybe, just a little bit, I was falling for him.

One night, I said to him, “I want to fuck in a sweaty boxing gym.” There’s nothing like the smell of iron and decades of stale male sweat to make a gal wet for a pounding. So he took me to Silverado’s Gym after hours, in one of the warehouses down by the docks. We broke into the weight room. I stripped and lay myself out on the blue vinyl mat. I could see my reflection in the mirrored wall, amidst rows of barbells and weight machines. I was pliant and powerful.

“All right, stud. Ditch the suit.”

He started to tug at his boots.

“First the cape,” I said.

He stripped it off and flung it away. It wrapped itself around a weight bench.

“Now the shirt,” I said. Grinning, he ducked his neck and yanked off his shirt and tossed it aside. Even in dim light the bulge in his tights was off the goddamn charts.

“Now the boots.” He kicked them off, and one flew up into the warehouse rafters, the other landing with a thud, white patent leather on top of a metal water fountain.

“Now the tights.”

And there he was.

Don’t misunderstand. Don’t think I’m some exhibitionist superhero sex groupie telling all, providing erotic anecdotes for pulp pleasures. All of this is just to say that when we were done and we were lying on sweaty vinyl, and he had said his customary, “You sent the big guy into the upper ionosphere,” the discussion shifted back to what he really wanted from me.

“You hate the suit, don’t you?” he asked.

“Didn’t they have it in black?” I stared at the exposed metal pipes of the warehouse gym ceiling, my arm limp under his neck. “Something more … urban?”

“But black’s so … evil. People associate black with bad guys,” he said.

I casually mentioned the name of another well-known hero whose trademark cape is black.

“Shit. That outclasses the big guy, doesn’t it.” He fell silent.

I turned my head to look at him, his profile, thick-jawed and heavy-browed. He was thinking, eyelids fluttering. He was so thug-gishly adorable when he was thinking. Suddenly the feeling of his crushing embrace flooded over me, as if he was somehow saving me, just by lying in my arms. I wondered if love was a sudden disaster, or a random salvation, if it was a stray satellite about to explode or a safety net, arms that clasp you before you fall. I couldn’t help myself, I pulled closer to him and kissed him gently on the scruff of his cheek.

He looked at me and said, “That black cape business? That guy must have a whole PR team. No one could think up all those props on his own.”

“Shhh,” I said. My ethics were fleeing. When you have knowledge, taste, talent, insight, how can you withhold from someone you’re starting to fall for?

“This costume’s ridiculous, isn’t it?” he asked.

“Maybe a little,” I said.

“Is it the cape?” he asked. “Whenever we do the old foofoo-doofoo, you always make the big guy take the cape off first.”

“Capes are corny,” I said.

“See? This is why the big guy needs you,” he said. “It’s a stupid costume, isn’t it?” His brow puckered as he looked at his carefully constructed identity, red, white, and blue strewn across barbells.

“Hypothetically speaking,” I said. “If I had certain abilities, like I could fly, and I wanted people to think I was a hero …”

He looked at me, plaintively. “Yeah?”

I talked, softly, rolling his slouched balls in my hand. He closed his eyes, relaxing. “I’d change the world,” I said.

“Like what?” he asked.

“I’d help the weak.”

“Mmm. That’s good,” he said, his voice a murmur.

“I’d save the oppressed.”

“Save the oppressed …”

“My mantra would be justice. It appeals to our desire for things to be fair, no matter how much experience tells us that’s not how the food chain works.”

“Justice.” His eyes flipped open and he snapped his fingers. “Yeah. That’s it. Everyone falls for that.” (See chapters 2, 3, 5, 17, 19, and 20 of his memoir for references to the dogma he came to form on “Justice.”)



“But there’s more,” I said. “I’d be noble.”

“Like, what do you mean?”

“No practical jokes or tasteless humor.”

“Oh no?”

“I’d be above mere human cravings. I’d especially stay away from blondes.”

He turned his head to look at me. “You’re kidding me. These other hero guys aren’t wholesome. They always get the girl.”

“Oh sure, I’d have a certain someone I’d reveal myself to.”

“Okay,” he said. He propped himself up on one elbow to look at me in the dim light.

“Also, a hero can’t have weaknesses. No cheap beer.”

“Right, no cheap beer.”

“Gambling.”

“Right, no gambling,” he said. “Not even the dogs?”

“What kind of hero owes money to a bookie?”

“Oh.”

Once I got going, I was on a roll. “I wouldn’t belong to any specific religious denomination, but I would represent the morality of religion without ever mentioning a favorite god or prophet,” I said. “I’d be classically handsome. But not threateningly so. Which means I would not have a bilevel haircut. This is the kind of hero people will believe in, the kind who can change the world.”

“Wow. That’s the kind of hero the big guy is.”

“But,” I said. “What if people want an explanation about why I can do the things I do?”

“How would you explain the things you do?” he asked.

“How would I explain the things you do?” I eyed him.

He smiled, innocent, a wide-eyed “How should I know?” look on his face. “Power of prayer?”

I said, “Maybe I’m a scientific experiment gone awry.” I looked for a flicker, that I’d stumbled on the truth.

Suddenly, he gassed the gym, rubbery flatulence adding to the general manly smell of the room. “The big guy apologizes for that.”

I chose to ignore this obvious stalling technique, no matter how cute it was. “Genetic tinkering, maybe? Biomechanics? Maybe it’s all in the suit,” I said. “Magnets. Microchips. Or, maybe you’re an alien,” I said.

He looked at me with wide-eyed respect. “Wow. Yeah, maybe.”

“Raised among us, perhaps?”

He cocked his head. “Okay, I’m liking it,” he said.

Suddenly I was pissed. I wasn’t his spin doctor. “I’m getting nowhere,” I said. “There’s nothing in this for me.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“You come here and give me nothing, reveal nothing about yourself, and then expect me to put my career on the line.”

“You’re acting like you don’t need the big guy, and you do,” he said. “Maybe the big guy’s an alien, raised among you, and he doesn’t want to reveal the truth, okay? Because he doesn’t know if the little girl could take it.”

“Do you know what two people who are intimate together do? They reveal themselves. They share their pains and disappointments and personal histories. But it looks like a good fucking is all I’m going to get,” I said.

He stood, chiseled flesh in dim light. “You know, it’s Thursday night. The big guy has people to save on Thursday nights. He thinks he hears a blonde screaming right now, as a matter of fact.” He walked to where his cape was wound around a weight bench, pulled it off, and wrapped it around himself, with wounded dignity.

“Don’t you dare leave me down here at the docks in the middle of the night,” I said, standing up, naked in a warehouse gym.

“Don’t fall down the stairs,” he said. “Since the big guy gives you ‘nothing,’ he won’t be around to catch you.”

“I do not fall down stairs,” I said, but I was calling out to an empty room.

And there went your Mister Noble, your defender of Justice and women, a gust of cold whipping by my naked flesh. I stood there alone, looking for a fire escape with nothing but my trench coat and black boots to walk home in.

So here’s the truth, about him as well as myself: I’m not proud to say it, but I am partially responsible for the biggest media-image scam in American history. I helped to create the lie. It wasn’t long after that he started to give press statements, cheesy lines about Justice you’re all so familiar with, and make references to his alien birth. It was the beginning of his mythic status.

I should add here that I had nothing to do with the name you all now know him by. He came up with that one himself, as you can tell by the sheer arrogance and cheesiness of the moniker.

Weeks later, in the parking garage at work, he came to me. He was wearing his new and improved costume, hiding behind a huge concrete piling when I came out of the elevator. He followed me to my car. There was something silly about him walking through a parking garage in that getup. I ignored him, though the other commuters in the parking garage couldn’t help but stare.

He followed me, ducking his head under the low cement ceiling. I opened my car door and he was a step behind, sliding into the passenger seat. There, parked in my Tempo, as drivers in cars sharked by, straining to watch, he announced, “We are now willing to give you that interview.”

“What, all that stuff about being an alien?”

“It’s true, we came from another planet. It’s true we were raised among you, only to grow up and fight Justice, wait, fight for Justice.”

“Who do you think you’re fooling?” I asked. “You think I don’t recognize this stuff? I’m not after fictions I made up myself. I’m after the truth. And if you can’t offer me that, then at least I deserve a good banging.”

“We can’t do that,” he said.

“On a battleship,” I said. “In the tropics. I want to screw under the stars with hundreds of sailors sleeping down below.”

“We don’t do that kind of thing. Okay?” he said, as if offended to his core. He pointed at me. “That’s not what we’re about. We’re about Justice.”

Suddenly I realized the enormity of what I’d done. I snapped on the interior light in my car and stared at him.

“Where’s the big guy?” I asked.



“We’re here, we’re here. But, you know. No dog races. No girls.”

I stared at him, suddenly realizing the bilevel haircut was gone, as was his easy charm. He sat awkwardly in the car, not knowing what to do with his eyes, which normally should be looking through my clothes, or his hands, which normally should be creeping under my trench coat, into my lingerie. He crossed his arms, fists tucked into his armpits. Then he gave me a quick sideways glance, the light dim in his eyes.

“We decided to give you the interview first, if you want it.”

Suddenly, I had one of those flashes of insight, where everything seems interconnected, like when you’re staring at the stars over the city, and you suddenly realize you can see the outline of a bear, or a huntress. I’d helped him create a sham of an identity, and I knew what torment follows, the fist-shaking need to prove you are the person you’ve created.

I wanted to run my hand along his smooth-shaven cheek, but didn’t. “You can’t live this lie.” It was only after I spoke that I realized it came out as a whisper.

“Fine. There’s others who want to interview us.” And then he was gone. Suddenly I was alone in the car, the engine beeping at me, the passenger door hanging ajar.

My one consolation is that I refused to interview him. People with far less talent and credentials than I had the dubious honor of cashing in on the scoop. The Pulitzer that year would go to someone else.

In a way it was over. He no longer came to my bed, and he no longer consulted me on which fascist coups he needed to interfere with, on which smuggling blockade to dismantle. He had “Justice” to guide him.

But by far the worst indignity was that he continued to save me.

Case in point: the incident at the border where I posed as a patrol officer, trying to infiltrate a casino-girl smuggling ring, and was tossed off a cliff. I remember standing on the edge of an ancient rockface, still wearing a beige border patrol uniform, my ankles and wrists bound with duct tape, my captors smoking cigarettes behind me, my derringer tucked uselessly inside my pants. The nighttime sky was smoky with the Milky Way. I struggled against the duct tape, trying not to reel from the immensity of the drop before me, of the sky above me, dripping with falling stars.



My captors pushed me off.

As I fell down that sheer cliff, I’ll tell you who I cursed. Him. For being able to change the world, for being able to fly, and for still eluding me.

You think I wanted him to save me? You think I wanted to feel the breath-pounding security of his thick embrace? When you’re defying the forces of the universe, shaking your fist, daring the ground to meet you head-on, you think you want someone to hold your hand? Proving, with a clutching forearm in your back, that you’re powerless? Well, here was my reminder, saving my life, yet again.

He flew me to my basement apartment. When he set me down it triggered the motion detector lights. “Here we go,” he said.

There in the glare I realized he was getting the act down better. He was more sure of himself, and now with his forearms folded across his chest he no longer looked like someone trying to keep his hands from wandering. He looked strong, confident about his identity.

I bent down, tugging at my bound ankles. “I didn’t ask you to save me,” I said.

“If we didn’t save you, you’d be dead,” he said.

“You think I don’t know that?” I stood up, losing my balance, stumbling on knotted duct tape.

He looked at me, shrugged, took a step backward, then flew away into the dark, leaving me alone, standing in a yellow circle of motion detector light. Still trailing duct tape on the bottom of my boot, I stepped down into the empty street, so that I could watch him go, until he merged with the black night sky, and all I could see was the stars. I knew these constellations well, from my screensaver, and as he disappeared I suddenly saw them for what they really are. Nothing more than a random conglomeration of chemical gases spaced throughout a black vacuum. We’re the ones who connect the dots and decide, this grouping is a bear, that one is a huntress, those three together are a damsel in distress.

That night, while lying alone in bed, listening to the sound of my screensaver clicking from one astronomical chart to another, I saw the truth like a vision. Despite that one near miss at the Pulitzer, my own powers are merely mundane, a gut-churning stew of talent, conviction, insight, and ego that couldn’t change a made-up mind, let alone the world. Alone in bed I lamented, what I could have done with his strength! I knew exactly which crimes I’d solve, which social movements I’d back, which death squads I’d dismantle, which dictators I’d have a little ionospheric chat with, which bedrooms I’d haunt. I wrenched the sheets in my fists, hot angry tears in my eyes, as I declared to the dark that if I was the one who could fly I would never ever wear blue spandex.

Then Flight of Justice hit the bookstores. Oh, I’m no different than the rest of you. I, too, have his memoir sitting on my bedside table, next to my derringer and vibrator. And I admit, the day I read his book is the day I went back to the radio tower on the 59 Freeway and screamed for him.

Gripping steel bars, I climbed, one foot over the other, thin wrists reaching for steel, weighed down only by his book in my shoulder bag, and all of the lies he’d told. Below me was concrete city sprawl. When I reached the top I flung a leg onto the welcome steel surface of the dish and hurled myself into it. I wore my black boots. My trench coat. Lip liner, I’ll admit.

There I stood, a tiny feeble figure in a glaringly white two-story rounded structure, with its huge metal transmitter pointed at the sky. My heart pounding, breathing in beige air, I screamed, yes, screamed, on waves of sound, for him to come—screams of the ground swirling and buckling under me, screams from my nightmares, of falling, screams of helplessness.

And then he came, that familiar blue blur, suddenly standing across from me.

“What are you doing up here?” he asked, arms crossed at his broad chest, his eyes belying nothing.

“Why did you write these lies?” I asked. I pulled out his book, knocked on its cover.

“We wrote the Truth.”

“I never said I was in love with you. I never screamed for you to save me.”

“Maybe we can hear things on a different frequency, that other people can’t hear. Like dolphins can. And bats.”



“I’ve got a byline, bucko, a reputation as a hard hitter. You make it look like I had a schoolgirl crush on you.”

“Wouldn’t it compromise a journalist’s integrity to have more than a crush on a hero?”

“You didn’t tell the truth about us.” I tried to calm myself. “Think back,” I said, trying to sound rational. “Remember our sweaty nights? Remember your raw, shattering need and the slouched aftermath?”

He stood across from me, arms folded at his chest. “We don’t do that kind of thing. We don’t even sweat.”

“Remember how it was?” I said. “You were my satellite ride, my explosion at dawn. You were elusive and mysterious, and riddled with ambition.”

The sun came out from behind a cloud, and in the afternoon light his face was sharp angles and shadows, and the bright spandex of his suit seemed to shimmer, like it was made of brushed metal instead of polyester. “All this? It isn’t about ambition,” he said. “It’s about Justice.”

“Don’t you want to reveal yourself to me? Share with me your deepest secret? Right now, right here is your chance. Don’t you want to tell me the truth?” I admit, my voice had risen to an agitated pitch. My gut was flooded with the memory of his deep pores, his fingers drumming me, and suddenly my head was spinning. I teetered, there on the edge of the radio dish, grasping onto his arms, a desperate groping, a search for someone to hold on to in a world of sudden disaster and random salvation.

“Maybe someone’s got her own lies she needs to look at,” he said. Slowly, raising his eyebrows.

Far below us freeway traffic hummed by and suddenly I knew my ending as well as any TV evangelist. One day, I will fall from the sky and no one will catch me. I will fall and curse every event in my life that I could not control, every eviction and betrayal, every secret kept and prize awarded to someone else. Legs kicking, arms swinging, I will fall to my death, knowing that my yearning to fly is doomed. When all is over, my claim to want the Truth is exposed for what it really is, a kind of denial that what I really want is to defy gravity, fate, the universe, and my own unremarkable, helpless place in it.



I steadied myself and looked down at the freeway and power lines and knew better than to let myself fall. I looked at him. “I admit it, okay? I remember when the big guy pried open the blast doors to the nuclear core of my heart. Does the big guy remember that?”

His eyes cast about, darting over the cityscape horizon, looking for something to fixate on. Finally he shrugged and said, “That’s the thing about Truth and Justice.”

I stood across from him in the radar dish, folded my arms at my own chest, and said to him, “You can put me down now.”

He picked me up, gently, and flew me down to my Tempo. He kissed me on the cheek, smoothed my hair, then flew away. I watched him go. And then I stood amidst freeway fumes, cars whipping past me, and stared down at the asphalt and gravel. My legs felt strong, my ankles sturdy, anchored on the ground. I knew, right then, where I belonged.

He showed me the truth about myself, as he flew off to fight for Justice and change the world. In return, I’m telling you the truth about him, revealing what I know.

He is less and more than a myth.

As for me, you’ll want to know my diagnosis. Superhero envy, textbook case. Every gal knows, never fall for someone who can leave the earth, who can fly, who isn’t bound to the laws of physics you’re bound to. All of my investigative abilities have led to this little revelation. I didn’t just fall for him, I wanted to be him, and under those moon blue nights he was the one who could fly, streak away, leaving me on cold cement.

Sure, I still stare up at the nighttime sky above San Angelo, but I no longer look for him. Sometimes when I see a conglomeration of stars that seem to have no shape of their own, I borrow a couple, imagine them as my own constellation, one I call “Girl Reporter.” If you connect the dots you’ll see the outline of an unflinching heroine, the kind of gal who can accept the truth, the fact that she can fall. It stretches across the sky and can be used to navigate the city streets, by those whose black boots are stuck to planet Earth.




THE OVERSOUL

Graham Joyce
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It was the burning summer of 1976 and the water in the quarry pool was lower than ever I could remember on the day something came out of it and climbed inside me. When I think about it (which is frequently, since you don’t easily forget a thing like that) I reckon it might have had something to do with the presence of blue-green algae in the water. Of course that could have been a coincidence. Though anything could be a coincidence really. When you think about it.

I’d read something in the local newspaper about the presence of blue-green algae in the slate quarry pool. Stuff about it poisoning your dog. Well, I didn’t have a dog and didn’t want one. There’s got to be more to life than throwing a stick for some dog.

The pool was a hole in the ground left behind after a century of quarrying industrial slate. The quarry hadn’t been worked for seventy years and had filled up with rainwater. It was just somewhere I went when I wanted to get away from the war on the home front. Somewhere to sit in peace.

“Why hasn’t he got a job yet?” My Dad, a retired confectionary salesman, sat on his sweet arse all day and referred to me in the third person, even when we were in the same room. “Why does he wear these black clothes all the time? Is he going to be an undertaker?” This was one of his funnies, though his favorite was: “Why has he got that expression on his face?”

Mum might defend me a little. “What expression?”

“There, he’s doing it now. Looks like a bulldog chewing a wasp.”

When he started like this I’d just sigh and get my coat. “Goin’ out.”

“Where’s he going?”



“Ask him yourself.”

But he wouldn’t ask. He hadn’t asked me a direct question in two years.

When I went out it was usually up to the slate quarry to stare into the water. Sometimes Shadrack would come along, and Shadrack had the tootle. Shadrack had tousled red hair and freckles and was too tall by about six inches. He worked as a grill chef at the Motorway Service Station, and he had a contact who came by every Tuesday afternoon. Together we would sit on the mounds of cracked, brittle blue-gray slate smoking the tootle and gazing into the pool. Some days the sky would be exactly the same color as the blue-gray slate we sat on. And on some days, both the sky and the water would be the same as the blue-gray slate. Earth, water, sky. The blue-gray of heaven.

“Fuck this,” said Shadrack one day.

“What?”

“This is pants.”

“What?”

“I mean this, man. This.” Shadrack waved a hand through the air to indicate everything there was to behold, weigh, contemplate, and forget at that very moment. “Sitting here like this. All we ever do is sit here and stare at the water.”

“What are you saying? Like, you’ve got a girlfriend or something?” I knew Shadrack hadn’t got a girlfriend. He looked like a lanky version of that kid who used to be on the cover of MAD magazine. Whatsisname.

“I’m going to London,” said Shadrack.

“Who is?”

“Me. Going to join a rock band, man.”

“Who, you?”

“Yeh me. Don’t look so fucking surprised.”

“Well. It’s just that your guitar playing is—and how can I put this delicately to a friend—not so hot.”

“I’ll improve.”

We both stared at the water for a while. “Also,” Shadrack continued, “I’ve been reading Nitch, man.”

“Fuck’s that?”



“However you say it. Anyway, Nitch says you are what you do. Right. So all we do is come and stare into this fucking puddle. And Nitch says you should struggle to find your superman inside yourself.”

“Superman?”

“Yeh, superman, man. So I’ve had it. I’m off to London. I quit my job at the service station.”

“You did?”

“Yup. Told ’em where to shove it.”

“This Nitch guy. He tell you how to get a gig in London? How to pay the bills?”

“You lecturing me, Frank? You sponge off your cranky folks and you’re lecturing me about paying my way?” Shadrack scrambled to his feet and looked out across the pond to the line of spruce and fir trees and spreading oaks on the other side of the water. “Anyway, I came to say good-bye.”

“What, you’re leaving today?”

“Yep. Getting a bus to the smoke in two hours.”

“Bit sudden, isn’t it?”

“Come and wave me off if you like, man.”

To be truthful, I was hurt. We’d known each for years, through school. Got roughed up by the same playground bullies. Failed with the same girls. Screwed up our exams together. We’d been sitting here smoking tootle for almost two years now. I didn’t respond to his invitation to wave him good-bye.

“Please yourself. Anyway, brought you a going-away present.” He handed me a little transparent plastic sachet.

I took the sachet and inspected its contents.

“I’m finished with that stuff. Forever.” Shadrack held out a large bony hand for me. “Well, see ya.”

I just looked back into the water. “See ya.”

“No handshake, Frank? No hug?”

“You been watching too many movies.”

“Have it your way. I’ll drop you a postcard.”
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Shadrack left and I kept my eyes on the water. I hadn’t realized how much I needed Shadrack. I was eighteen and washed up before I’d even started out, and the only person I had to talk to in the world had just buggered off to London. I sat on the broken shards of slate gazing down into the water for a couple of hours and that’s when something came out of the pool and climbed right into me.

I don’t know what it was but I saw it take shape out of the brown algae-flecked mud at the edge of the pool. Saw it move in a rolling motion right up to me. Felt it gently but firmly thrust its way inside me, through my chest. It made me push out a little puff of air, a tiny cough.

That’s it. It was in me. Easy as that.

Whatever it was, it didn’t hurt to have it inside me. It was slightly uncomfortable at first but then it slipped into the background until I only remembered it at odd moments. Like having braces on your teeth, you could feel its shape slowly molding to you. It was as if it had just taken up residence and gone to sleep and it never seemed to actually do anything.

If Shadrack had been around I would certainly have told him. But now he was in London going yeh yeh yeh man so I couldn’t. I didn’t have anyone to tell. I went home and said nothing.

Dad looked up from the TV set. There was nothing on the TV. I mean the power was off, but he sat in his customary position with one leg stretched in front of him, toe pointing at the screen, watching the TV even when it was switched off. “What’s the matter with him now?” Dad said to Mum. “He looks like he’s found a pound and lost a fiver.”

“Have you, Frank? Have you found a pound and lost a fiver?” she asked me.

“No.”

“No he hasn’t,” she said.

Dad tugged at an earlobe and went back to scrutinizing the empty screen.

When I went to bed that night a funny thing happened. It was just as I was dropping off to sleep. I mean I think I was gone, drifting, and then a voice said something right in my ear. It said, Do it. Just that. I leaped up in bed. I flicked the light on to see if there was anyone in the room.

There was no one. But I had dreams that night. Flying dreams. I was flying through the air, yes, and I was wearing a cape like … Yeh, a cape.
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After a few days a postcard arrived from Shadrack. He made out he was having a great time. Said he’d found a place to live in a squat with some other musicians. Said he’d met a girl called Muffin. Right. Told me I should join him. He also said he’d been reading more Nietzsche. I hadn’t got a clue what he was talking about. Nietzsche: sounds like a dust sneeze. When we sat by the quarry pool he used to bang on about this guy called Nitch and maybe that was the same person. I never used to listen to him anyway and here he was on my postcard saying he preferred the word oversoul to the word superman and he was finding his oversoul. What a way to sign off a postcard.

I prefer the word twat to the word pillock.

“What’s that he’s reading now?” Dad.

“Looks like a postcard.” Mum.

“Who’s going to send him a postcard?”

“Perhaps it’s from a friend. Is it from Shaddy, Frank?”

“I’m going out.”

I went back up to the quarry pool and took my bag of tootle. I was annoyed to find a mother and her two kids picnicking near my usual spot, so I scrambled up the steep incline and squeezed through the fence to go to the other side of the quarry pool. It’s a prohibited area because the quarry has a thirty-foot sheer drop into the water, but Shaddy and I always used to go there to get a bit of peace if there were other people around. It’s always overgrown with ferns so you could spy on the people who came by on the other side and they wouldn’t know you were there.

I found a shady spot and rolled myself a smoke. I was seriously thinking about Shadrack’s offer to go and join him in London. Live in a squat. I’m tone deaf but maybe I could bang a tambourine. Trouble is I’d lived in a squat before and I only lasted three days. There was no heating, no plumbing, and never any food. Hell with that.

I could spy on the mum and her two kids at the water’s edge on the other side of the pool. They were probably about fifty yards away from me, but way, way below. One of the kids, a little girl, was only just able to walk. The other kid was a boy of about four. He was playing with a stick near the edge of the water. It wasn’t dangerous because the water was so shallow; at least it was where the kid was playing. The center of the pool was shockingly deep, though, and cold, too. One time a couple of scuba divers went down and planted a few ceramic garden gnomes on the bedrock. Then one of them came up too fast, got the bends, and almost died. I mean it’s that deep.

It wasn’t the depth that concerned me. It was the blue-green algae. I wondered if the mum had heard about it. No one had heard about it much back then. All the nutrients from the runaway were making it spore like crazy. Anyway, it seemed to me that if it was bad juju for your dog it was bad juju for your sprog, too. After a moment the mother called the kid back from the water, so I could stop whittling about it.

I watched them for a while. The mother sat with her back against a tree and her pretty knees tucked under her chin. I could see up her skirt a little way. Not that I was trying to look. I mean I didn’t have my eyes glued to her legs to see the action, but I could see the cotton of her knickers. Maybe if I wasn’t so far away I might have been able to see wispy pubic hair poking under the elastic of her knickers, but I wasn’t looking that hard. Actually her face was more interesting.

She had brown hair with blond streaks. I like that. But she looked a little strained. Tired. Maybe it’s tiring looking after little kids all day. I wondered where the kids’ father was. If I had a beautiful wife and two lovely kids like that, I wouldn’t let them go to the quarry pool on their own. I’d want to protect them all the time. Play with your kids, man, give her a break. I certainly wouldn’t want her to come out and have people spying on her and looking up her skirt.

I watched her. Not much happened. She put her hand on her belly and held it there for a while. Then she crossed her arms and kind of slapped them together two or three times, quite hard. I felt she wasn’t a happy person. From time to time the kids would approach her with a leaf or a snail or something they’d found at the water’s edge.

Eventually I got bored. I wanted to go, but I’d have to walk past them. I squeezed back through the fence and made my way down the incline. When I drew near to the mum and her kids I avoided all eye contact. She was still sitting under the tree. I planned to just walk straight past them but I must have glanced over, because she smiled at me. Well, kind of smiled. It was more like she just made her mouth go wide for a second.

I didn’t want to smile back but I didn’t want to ignore her either, so I said, “There’s blue-green algae in the pond.”

“What?” She used the flat of her hand to shield her eyes to look at me, like you would if you were looking into strong sunlight. But the sun was behind her. “What’s that?”

“In the pool. Blue-green algae. It’s, like, dangerous. For the kids.”

“Blue-green algae? Is that a problem?”

I felt pretty stupid. Maybe the thing I’d read in the paper was a load of old bollocks. “I think it can be.” I was just making it up now.

“Really?” She looked alarmed, glancing about at her kids. “Are you sure?”

“Well, it depends,” I said.

“Kids, come away from the water, will you?”

“I think it depends on the weather.”

She gathered her children to her. “I hadn’t realized.”

“No.” I was gazing stupidly at her. Blinking. The truth was I was mesmerized by how pretty and how tired she looked at the same time. Her eyes were blue-gray, exactly the color of the slate underfoot.

“Nice coat,” she said. “But aren’t you a little hot in it?”

“No. It’s a trench coat.”

“I can see that. It’s like having a long cape.”

Every time she said something I felt more and more stupid. I felt confused. Her voice seemed to have the power to make my mind swim and this in turn made me answer with something idiotic. “I got it at the Army and Navy Stores.”

“Really?”



“Yes, on Silver Street.”

She shook her head quizzically.

“You know Silver Street? Just off Mount Street?”

She shook her head again.

“You know the little street behind the cathedral?”

“Yes, I think so.”

“Well, you go up there, to the top of the street, and it’s on the left. There’s a little alley that leads in to a group of shops. It’s directly opposite a café. Army and Navy Stores.”

“Right.”

It was obvious she hadn’t got a clue what I was talking about. Her kids were looking at me oddly. “Anyway, I have to go.”

“Okay. Bye.”

“Bye.”

I walked away pretty quickly, crunching broken slate under my boots. As soon as I got out of sight I walked up to a birch tree and smacked my forehead hard against its trunk. Why the fuck was I telling her where to get a trench coat from the Army and Navy Stores on Silver Street? Why? I am such a dildo! I smacked my head again on the silvery trunk. Dildo! Again: Mong! Again: Dork! Again: Pillock!

I hate myself.

Truly.

I dreamed about her. The thing that had come out of the pond and had climbed inside me was annoying me in the dream by sitting next to her at a polished, candlelit dinner table, holding her hand, making her laugh. When I complained, the thing looked at me pointedly and got back inside me.
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She was there the next day. I’d been up on the ledge over an hour before she arrived, all the time hoping that she would come. Got myself into position so I could watch her when she did. I had some plastic binoculars that were almost useless, but at least they had a bit of magnification. I could look at her face. She had smile lines around the corners of her eyes. Her hair was kind of tangled. She didn’t seem to mind her kids playing by the water, even with what I’d told her about the blue-green algae.

She sat against the tree again. For a moment she closed her eyes and I thought she might go to sleep. It made me anxious about her kids. I don’t know why, but I felt protective toward them. But when one tripped and howled she was instantly up and attentive. Maybe she was doing that thing of sleeping with one eye open. I’m sure she was a good mother.

When she sat down again she smoothed her short skirt with the flat of her hand. With the aid of the binoculars I could see she didn’t have a wedding ring. I was watching her hand when I saw it slip under her skirt for a moment, as she adjusted the elastic on her knickers before wriggling her bottom on the broken slate to get a better seat.

Speaking as a guy, that sort of thing can drive you mad.

I didn’t just look at her legs all afternoon. I kept an eye on the kids, too, making sure they didn’t get too close to any algae. They were sailing little stick boats at the edge of the water and I could see clumps of the stuff about fifteen yards in. I thought if it drifted in somehow I would nip down and prevent them from getting it on their hands.

After a while she got to her feet and gathered up her tartan picnic blanket and some of the kids’ playthings. I dashed for the fence, squeezed through, and hurried down the embankment in time to skirt the pool before she left. I was a little out of breath.

“Hello again,” she said. “What brings you here every day?”

I felt my cheeks flaming. “I read up about it. In the library. Blue-green kryptonite spores in warm weather. It’s not like it would be fatal. But it might cause skin rashes or diarrhea or things like that if they got it on their hands and then put their fingers in their mouths.”

“What’s kryptonite?”

“Eh?” My knees turned to fluid. I mean I felt my body sagging.

“You said blue-green kryptonite.”

“No, I said blue-green algae. I looked it up at the library.”

“Well, you said kryptonite.”

“I’m sure I said algae.”



“Well, okay.” She made her mouth go wide. Again not long enough to be called a smile. She put an arm round her youngest kid.

“I better be going,” I said. “Things to do.”

“Okay. Bye.”

I dragged myself off to the woods. My muscles behaved like slush. It was ridiculous. I had to lean against a tree to get my strength back. Every time I went near her I felt weak.
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When I got home there was a package awaiting me. It was from Shadrack in London. Things hadn’t worked out with Muffin but he’d found another girl called Storm. He’d moved out of the squat and in with Storm. He said all that hippie-shit music we used to listen to was out and there was a new scene. He’d formed a band with Storm and a junkie drummer and they were getting pub gigs. He said he was a punk. I wondered what had happened to the oversoul if he was a punk. Come and join us, his letter said, all you need is three chords and you’re a rock star; anyone can do it.

Also in the package was a little leather pouch that he said was for keeping the tootle. It clipped neatly to my belt. It gave me the idea of hanging the plastic binoculars on my belt, so that neither of the things could be seen under my coat. A hidden utility belt.

Dad: “Who’s sending him packages?”

Mum: “Must be Shaddy in London. Is it Shaddy, Frank? Is it from Shaddy?”

I nodded.

Dad: “What’s in the package?”

Mum: “Ask him yourself.”

Dad: “I’m not asking the little bugger.”

Me: “I was adopted, wasn’t I? Go on, admit it. I was adopted. Just say it.” I meant it. I knew that either I was from outer space or they were.

They ignored me and went back to watching the blank TV. Suddenly I felt bad about that adoption crack. The sunshine through the window struck the blank TV screen in a certain way and I noticed for the first time how dusty the blank screen was. I felt compelled to do something for them, so I went to the kitchen and found a soft cloth and a can of spray polish. I went back into the lounge and proceeded to clean all the dust from the TV screen. They sat watching me as I gave it a good polish. “That’s better,” I said.

[image: Image]

Later, I wrote a letter to Shadrack. More of a note. Sounds great, I said. Would come and join you but I’ve met someone here.

That night I had another dream. I was in a swimming pool—no, it was more like the edge of the ocean on one side and a swimming pool on the other side—with the lady I’d been watching for the last few days. We were holding hands and laughing. Then the thing that had come out of the lake climbed out of me and sat on my shoulders with its legs round my neck. But she couldn’t see it. Then the thing reached round and manipulated my jaw and made me say, Can I have a lock of your pubic hair? She looked pretty shocked. I was angry with the thing that had made me say this and it crept back inside me without a word.

[image: Image]

She wasn’t at the pool the next day. Nor was she there for the next three days. The only person I saw was a creepy old guy in a long coat. Okay, having a long coat didn’t make him creepy. Heck, I’ve got a long coat. I’m just saying he seemed out of place, that’s all.

Anyway, on the following Monday she turned up again. She wore a blue cotton summer dress that showed off her legs. Her children had brought little sailboats to float at the edge of the water. I supposed it was okay. I could see scummy patches of blue-green algae in the water but it didn’t seem close enough in to be a threat.

The kids soon got bored with their boats and turned to finding pond life and other things kids find more interesting. It was the middle of the day and the sun got too hot. She sat there with her back against her favorite tree, stunned by the heat. Something about the way her head was angled against the trunk of the tree suggested to me that she’d fallen asleep. I didn’t think that was good: not when you’re responsible for a couple of lovely kids.



I spent some time watching her through my binoculars. I also kept an eye on her kids. I felt protective and anyway she probably needed the sleep. I was pretty certain she was snoozing. Her body twisted slightly and as it did so her dress rode up her legs, exposing the tops of her thighs and the white cotton of her knickers. I wished I had a more powerful pair of binoculars.

But as I squinted through the weak lenses I saw a little waving movement behind her. I immediately trained the binoculars on the woods to see what it was. I had to refocus slightly, but there, in the trees, a man was watching her. It was that old guy in the long coat. I don’t know how long he’d been there but he was crouched behind a bush and moving his hand vigorously in front of his groin. I couldn’t believe it. He was pulling himself off.

I scrambled to my feet, squinting harder through the cheap binoculars. I thought about making a noise to let him know I could see him. Or maybe I should throw a stone. I didn’t know what to do and I was in an ecstasy of indecision when I heard a plop.

It was the youngest of her children. The little girl. I could see what had happened. Her stick boat had drifted out and she’d waded in to get it. The beach of the pool shelved rapidly and she’d fallen over and was foundering. I knew there was also deep mud and I could see that the kid couldn’t get out. She was drowning.

I looked at the sleeping mother, and the man in the woods, still pulling himself off. It would take me some minutes to squeeze through the fence and make my way down to the edge of the pool. The delay might be fatal. I stood on the edge of the quarry face. The drop to the cold dark water swooped thirty feet down. I felt a bubbling like hot tar inside my chest. Then the thing that had come out of the mud that day just climbed out of me and looked at me like it was angry. It grabbed me by the throat. Just do it! it commanded. Just do it!

I gazed down at the water below, and I stepped off the slate ledge. My coat filled with air, like a cape, billowing behind me as I fell. I seemed to hang in the air forever. At last I hit the water with an angry slap.

I expected to bob up to the surface immediately, but the heavy wool of my army greatcoat sucked in the water and became leaden. I went down. I couldn’t kick my way out. It was too heavy. I had to try to get the coat off me underwater. The water was freezing cold and I couldn’t seem to shrug myself out of the sodden coat. It was like trying to pull off my own skin. My lungs were already cracking. Although it was murky underwater I distinctly saw the thing—the mud thing—tugging at my sleeve, trying to free me of my coat. At last I peeled a single arm free. Then I peeled off the other arm. When I was finally out of the coat both it and the mud thing sank away from me. I kicked hard and when I made it to the surface of the water my head exploded with the bright sunlight, like lime, like acid, like a sudden attack of migraine. I tried to take a huge mouthful of air and instead gulped back a lungful of water and glittering blue-green algae.

Fighting my way to the edge of the pool, I could see the kid still foundering in helpless silence. The water shallowed suddenly and I dragged myself through the mud toward her. I scooped her up in my arms but she somehow pulled me back down and I rolled with my face in the mud. I got to my feet and hauled her out of the mud. She came out with a sucking sound, as if the pool had already started to digest her and didn’t want to give her up.

By now the woman was on her feet and shouting. I carried her little girl over to her, where she gathered the kid in her arms. Mum’s pretty summer dress got covered in mud from her bawling kid.

“Oh my god oh my god!” was all she could think of saying.

I wiped sludge from my eyes and looked for the man in the woods, but he’d scarpered. I was covered in black ooze. I must have looked like a creature from the depths of the pond.

Her eldest was shouting and tugging on her sleeve. “From up there! He came from up there!”

She shielded her eyes and looked at the quarry top. “You did? You jumped?”

“She was drowning. It was the quickest way down.”

“Who are you? Who exactly are you?”

I said, “I’m just here to … help people.”

“To help people?”



“I’ve got to go.” I felt ridiculous, dripping with water, oozing with mud, no doubt with a sprig of blue-green algae stuck between my teeth. The thought of what I’d swallowed was making me feel weak. Or maybe it was her again. “I’m going to London,” I said.

“London?”

“I’m joining a rock band. Going to help more people. Bye.”

She shook her head in disbelief, squeezing her little girl tighter.

My shoes squelched as I walked away from them. I knew they were all staring after me.

“From up there,” I heard her boy shout. “He flew down from up there. He did. He did.”




NATE PINCKNEY-ALDERSON, SUPERHERO

Elizabeth Crane



[image: Image]



Ask Nate Pinckney-Alderson, age six, what he wants to be when he grows up, and he will say, I want to be a superhero. Ask him which one, like his parents did, Batman, Spider-Man, Wolverine, Cyclops? and Nate Pinckney-Alderson will say, Bob Brown, and if you look at him like Bob Who? Nate will say again, Bob Brown, with yet another dramatic and exasperated sigh, the superhero who saved the kid from the bus. Nate P-A’s parents, remembering the man from a recent local news story, consider explaining the difference between a hero and a superhero, but quickly realize that it’s a pretty good kid who wants to model himself after a real person he admires.

In fact, Nate P-A has, since birth, had the ability to dream of actual crimes before they happen, but since there’s no way for him to know this right now (he knows only that he wakes up screaming on an almost-nightly basis), there’s also no way for him to put this superpower to good use.

Turning now to this Bob Brown, to say that he is an average guy is to flatter him. It’s true, you’d be unlikely to notice him on the street—Bob Brown has a wardrobe of polo shirts primarily in unnatural-seeming shades of blue, and rotates a couple of pairs of poly-blend chinos; he’s also been wearing the same style of Rockports, which he’s been special ordering from an outlet store, since 1989, and although he has the good sense not to style his balding hair into a comb-over, he’s got a lone, slight, unfortunate puff of it in the center of his forehead that there’s really no good solution for.

The thing about Bob Brown and why he’s not average is that he’s not very nice. He’s not the kind of guy who turns into a murderer and then when they interview the neighbors they’re all like I’m shocked, I never would have guessed. He’s the kind of guy who when he turns into a murderer and they interview his neighbors they all have stories about how he always puts his trash bins in front of their garage door (and then defends his actions by shrugging and saying Sorry, in such a way that it is very clear that he is the opposite of sorry) or always plays loud world music (and then defends his actions by saying he’s bringing culture to the neighborhood) or always letting his lawn grow in, to the point where it would more appropriately be referred to as a “field” except for the fact that it’s lawn-sized (and then defends his actions however he pleases at the moment—it’s fuel-efficient, it’s natural, this is my aesthetic). Mr. Brown’s not-niceness comes in a lot of always. Even his friends have alwayses, and also some nevers (always sends sarcastic text messages, never returns calls, and some always/ never combos, always says he’ll come to your party/help you move/ give you a ride, but then never shows up), to the point where it’s hard to believe he has any friends at all (he has one from grade school, one from high school, and one from work, and none of them are very nice either—they bond a lot over shared grievances relating to what’s wrong with everyone besides them), or a wife, who has her complaints as well (always uses the word stupid to describe her actions, never tries very hard to please her sexually once he’s been pleased himself).

So when Bob Brown one day is waiting at the bus stop at Western and Belmont for his bus home from work (Bob teaches physics at Lane Tech—he’s not a bad teacher at all, but he’s perpetually cranky, and is frequently ridiculed behind his back or in notes passed in class), and a kid wearing those pants down around his butt to where he has to hold on to them while he’s running or even just walking, except this time he is running, bumps hard into this other kid, a much littler kid, pushing him into the street in front of the oncoming bus, Bob does what you assume most people would do (or maybe not, since no one else does right then), which is to run out after the boy and push him out of the way. Via the grateful parents of the little kid and the amazed onlookers, the media quickly latch on to this story as the uplifting one they use at the end of the broadcast to try to make everyone forget the rest of the show, and for a brief time Bob Brown is celebrated as a hero.
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