Bad M:lk



Billy woke to thin gruel.

Someone was knocking and it had woken him up.

He hadn’t known he had been asleep.

The gruel looked thin and bad. A spider danced across it. It was cold and mottled

and smelled like dust. Dust and old bananas. The gruel consumed his field of vision.

This was the land of the dead.

This was his ceiling.

He felt a sudden weightlessness and the ceiling pitched. He grabbed out and caught
his desk. A chair with wheels should not recline as much as this but there was
nothing he could do. He had bent to it with tools before but there was nothing he
could tighten, nothing he could think to add or remove. The flexibility to recline was
a physical property of the chair’s metal spine. To denature it would require

knowledge and time and both, as ever, were in short supply.

The knock.

The knock that woken him up.



He got up and went to the door. He put his hand on the knob, then took it away:.
He walked to the window and looked in the mirror, trying his best to catch his

reflection.

From what he could see, he looked alright. A man like him should look a little tired.
A little tired and a little sick. Sick with care and maybe a slight cold. He was always
tired, so that was fine, but unfortunately in perfect health. Perhaps this was due to all

the sleep he got.

He took the file from his pocket, which he kept for taking samples, and went to the
wall and started to scrape it. Dun colored dust began to come away and soon his
hands were powdery with the stuff. He pocketed the file, doing his best to not get
plaster dust on his pants, his best feature; dark brown wool and totally impenetrable
by the air. He then raised his hands to his face and patted his cheeks gently until the

dust was somewhat evenly applied. Then he looked at himself again in the reflection.

It had worked. He did look less healthy now. He had got a little bit of dust on the

pants, too, but not enough to notice.

Satisfied with his appearance, he went back and answered the door.

Funny. Nobody was there.



He had sworn he’d heard a knock. It was what had woken him up. But maybe he had

been sleeping and dreamt the whole thing. No way of knowing now, he thought.

Another unsolved mystery:

He looked up at the ceiling. It really did seem like gruel. The spider that he had seen

earlier was still there, paused in the quadrant directly above his wastebasket.

It wouldn’t do.

He took the broom leaning against the part of the wall that would be covered by the

door when opened and gripped it by the base, right above the place where the

bristles were gathered, and strode to where he was underneath the spider. He paused

and looked up.

The spider was still there.

He studied the spider for a few seconds, making sure it was not about to move.

When he was convinced that the spider had no immediate intention of taking foot,

he brought the broom up a little and poised his muscles to strike.

He banged the broom against the ceiling.



He missed.

The spider scurried into the corner.

He followed it, got underneath it again and tried to stay perfectly still. When he was

sure that the spider had forgotten, he poised himself once more. This time, he would

not fail.

All was quiet. Then, he jabbed.

He did it many times, rapidly. The spider was trapped. He was not connecting but he

was getting closer. Only a matter of time now, another few pokes and he was sure to

hit.

What was that?

He thought he’'d heard a knock. He paused in his jabbing and looked over his

shoulder toward the door, broom in hand.

It was hard to tell. He had been hitting the ceiling a lot but it had sounded like his

door—different than the ceiling. Closer and more hollow.

Now he was trapped.



Did he go to the door and let the spider get away? Or keep on honing in? Eventually,

he would nail the thing, he knew—but at the risk of losing another customer?

The third option would be to wait to see if the person knocked again. If it was really
important he figured that the person would. Then again, the person might as easily
leave, assuming he was not in or was busy. Perhaps he had heard all the bumping

around and already assumed much about Billy.

He looked at the spider, then at the broom in his hands, then toward the door.

He put the broom down carefully.

The spider did not move. He imagined that it would not dare to do so for another

few seconds at least, whether out of shock or some kind of animal instinct for odds

and how to play them. What mattered was he had a moment, though this was fast

eclipsing.

He wondered, could the spider see him? It certainly eyes enough, but...

Better to keep the thing in sight he decided, and began backing toward the door,

watching the spider all the while.



He was taking the smallest steps he felt he could afford given the conflicting
priorities of balance, haste and keeping an eye on the spider, but even so he reached
the door sooner than he thought he would and bumped the back of his head against
it.

He swore and quickly pivoted for some reason, then flung open the door.

The landing was empty. He peered down the hall, then walked out and looked—first

down, then up the stairwell.

Nothing.

He walked back into his office and slammed the door behind him.

The picture frame over the mantelpiece fell from its tack and snapped in two.

He went and picked it up.

There was no picture and no glass but it was still an unfortunate thing to have

happened. It was a nice frame. Too nice for anything he could have put in there.

Victimless crime he thought, and threw the pieces at his wastebasket.



He missed.

He looked up.

The spider was gone.

He stood dumbly in the middle of the empty room.

Then he smelled the banana he had thrown away earlier.

It was time for some grub.



Dick’s was dead.

He stared at the line of mint colored stools, empty except for one at the very end of
the counter, which was occupied by a big man in a sleek, long, light brown coat that
hung past the stool top and almost touched the floor. The effect was that the man

resembled a sort of teepee, decorated with limbs and a head.

Billy hung up his own coat and hat, placed his hands in his pockets and wandered
slowly toward the man, squinting at the day’s fare chalked above a row of percolators

and pies under glass, whistling tuneless snatches of an old sea song he knew:

He sat down two stools away from the man and unfolded a copy of the morning
paper, which he had earlier stuffed awkwardly into an interior jacket pocket. As he

pretended to read, he studied the man as best he could through his peripheral vision.

The man was large and hairy, especially in the hands. When he drank his coffee he
used both of them and the white cup and saucer looked like the stuff of circus bears.

The man gave no indication that he noticed Billy.

The waitress appeared, stately and silent. She knew Billy and Billy knew her, though
names and other words had never been officially exchanged. She wore a tag, though

Billy did not think it had been meant for her.



She filled his cup with coftee and her eyes might have been closed for all the lash and
indigo he saw. She was older, with dyed red hair and redder lipstick. Her uniform was
the color of deli mustard and there was a green and purple bruise near her elbow.

Her apron was white, her stockings nude and her black shoes echoed as they clicked

away. His neighbor had declined a refill.

Billy looked at the man.

The man turned his head, looked at Billy, nodded and turned back.

The man’s face was tanned and aging but not leathery. His cheeks looked full and
smooth, though they were covered by a heavy shadow. There were dark circles under
his eyes and the skin around bubbled with tiny tabs of risen flesh as though volcanic
blood vessels had once erupted there. He was wearing a brown hat that matched his
coat with a dark brown band on its elliptical crown; a flat, narrow brimmed hat. A
no-nonsense hat all around with the exception of a short, grey, downy feather that

was stuck in the band.

Billy wondered about the man—what had brought him here and what his errand was
—what he was hiding underneath that voluminous coat, in the depths of his heart
and under that hat with the funny little feather. It was never for him to know,

perhaps, which spurred its urgency somehow.



Pancakes.

He could smell that they were almost done and could hear the waitress stirring in the

back. He craned his neck to confirm but couldn’t see one way or the other. His

mouth was beginning to water. He glanced over his shoulder at the man.

The man was gone.

Billy blinked.

There was a loud, low ping, very nearby.

He started.

His pancakes had arrived in front of him.

The waitress was already walking away:

The massive cakes lay in a warped, rubbery pile. They looked like a stack of dead

manta rays. A small paper cup on the side contained a hard ball of white butter.

Billy poked the ball of butter with his knife.



His eye twitched.

He slid the plate closer and levered the knife through the ball. His forearm shook as
he pressed the dull knife awkwardly through the strangely knotty core of butter. His
hand kept slipping and the knife kept striking the plate with an unpleasant clang.
Finally, the ball split cleanly into two half-globes, one slightly larger than the other.
Billy picked up one half and examined it. The curved side was mottled and left a thin,
greasy film on his fingers. The flat inside was smooth, hard and dry. A series of

warping, concentric swirls emanated out from the center.

Billy brought the butter up to his eye and peered at it more closely. There was a sort
of tiny imprint there, almost imperceptible to the pad of his finger but just visible
from a few inches away. It looked like a figure of some kind. A thin, curled shape with
tour or five thinner curls poking out from it. He picked up the other half of the
butter and examined it. It was the same as the other one—soft and greasy on the
outside, hard and smooth on the inside where he had cut it. This half had the same

swirls on the inside but he could not notice any impressions, however vague.

Billy put the butter halves back in the paper cup and put the paper cup in his jacket

pocket.

His pancakes sat impassively like a shelf of fungus.



From the back, the sound of twenty to thirty dishes crashing rang out.

Billy thought he saw something small and dark flit rapidly down from the counter at

the corner of his eye.

Billy looked over to where the man had been sitting, his eyes coming to rest on the

empty cup and saucer.

Billy got up and sat back down in the man’s place.

He picked up the man’s cup and looked inside.

It was about a quarter full of a cloudy liquid.

Billy brought it to his nose and sniffed, then took a sip.

Lemon.



After he had paid for his uneaten pancakes and tipped the waitress about seventeen
percent, Billy left Dick’s and began wandering down the road. Dick’s wasn’t in the
sort of neighborhood which would normally be considered good and neither was his
office for that matter, and, depending on how he walked, neither were all the

neighborhoods between.

He thought as he walked.

He thought about the man he had met at Dick’s. Then he thought about the knock
on his door earlier in the day and how no one had been there. He wondered if they
were related. It was strange for no one to be there after a knock and the man at

Dick’s had looked strange, too. So far, this was all he had to go on.

The streets were quiet as he walked through them, but not abandoned. A thin,
middle-aged man in a skullcap stood in the side yard of a brick tenement with a
broom in his arms, batting at a first floor window: A little black girl in a plaid dress
sat with a white cat on her lap in the second story window of another. A lone piebald
horse stood haltered and ready to ride in the center of empty lot between two
storefronts—one selling chewing gum and newspapers, one tobacco and shoe polish
—strutting pigeons nibbling near its hooves. Just inside the dark mouth of a tavern,
four fat men sat saying nothing on camp stools around a small round table set neatly
for a game of cards while a large glass ashtray in the center held three still smoking

cigars. A block on, he allowed a small man in a big tuxedo to usher him into a theater



where he was then offered a fair price for fifteen minutes in a small, pungent smelling
room with orange vinyl walls where a movie played about a tall, pale woman with
delicate blue veins, who sat on a scrubby lawn in a reclining chair in a small bikini
and a large straw hat with big, black bug-like sunglasses, tanning and sipping now and

then, from a highball of tomato juice.

Further on, the street was nearly full of milk, irregularities in the pavement poking
up like naked icebergs in some arctic sea. The spill seemed to flow from the upper
story of a townhouse, down its stairs and out the front door, which was open to the
street. Billy thought again of the man as the meat vendors in the street cursed the
house and swatted flies and wrapped their wares in stiff, thin paper that blotted

brown and red.

Billy approached the townhouse and walked through the open door and up the stairs,
sloshing his shiny black shoes through the milk and holding the banister tightly to be
sure he didn’t slip. The curved wood rail was the shape and color of a long loaf of

brown bread, the stairs like the stained teeth of a piano. The second landing was dark
except for the white bar of the one window, which showed the milk was coming from

under door four C.

He approached the door, walking like a cowboy with his legs spread far apart and
bowed in order for the milk that was flowing out thickly from underneath not to run

over the tongue of his shoes and soak his socks. He knocked on the door but there



was no answer. He tried the handle and found that the knob, ornate and crystalline,

was loose and turned easily.

He did his best to step over the milk that sped past him like a brook as he opened
the door and crossed into the apartment. The place was small and cramped with a
dingy, patterned tile floor and peeling walls painted a faint slate with raw pinkish

wood underneath.

He seemed to have stepped into the kitchen.

There was an open refrigerator facing him and two children perched on a four-legged
footstool in front of it, milk flooding by between them. The young boy sat with his
own legs crossed on the seat of the stool and the young girl stood on his shoulders.
She was slight but healthy, with strong short limbs and a rosy glow in the cheeks. She
balanced well on the boy’s shoulders in dainty white buckle shoes and white socks
with frills on top that matched the dress she wore; demure grey with frilly, lacy
tringes and collar. Her hair was light, like fine spun gold, and curly and well kept with
a big red ribbon on the side that made it look as if she’d won a prize. The boy too,
was a fine specimen; thick and hearty for his age, which was perhaps ten at the
highest, with broad, strong shoulders that seldom quivered from the weight of the
girl and such a strong jaw and growth of eyebrow hair as to promise much. He too
was dressed in drab greys, the greys of a school-boy, and wore the customary short

pants, matching socks and sleeved tunic with the oversize collar of that type. His



shoes were brown but darkened to something close to black about three quarters of
the way up by the milk that was pooling around them. The girl on his shoulders
seemed to be the source—she rummaging on the upper shelf of the appliance for
large glass jars containing the stuff and subsequently unstoppering them and

dumping them out past the boy’s head and onto the floor.

The girl noticed Billy looking at her. She paused, a jar poised in her hands, ready to

pour.

“Bad milk,” she said.

The boy looked up and locked eyes with Billy. His expression was defiant.

Billy looked around—there was a dim hallway that lead off to the left and to his right
a sort of foyer that opened on to a small living room, empty except for several

tattered chairs and a hairy braided rug adorning the floor.

Billy raised a hand to the children in a sign of ease and strode down the hallway. The
windowless space was dark and felt like a tunnel with its low ceiling and cramped
walls, too narrow for him to fully extend his arms—not that he particularly felt like
it. It was longer than he thought it would be, smooth and uninterrupted by doors to

either bathroom or bedroom. The air in it was bad—old, choked with dust and



something else, an herbal fragrance that in itself would not have been unpleasant to

come upon outdoors but which in this context suggested more sinister connotations.

It was masking something—an under-scent.

Billy passed a picture on the wall; a chair by a window in a bare room with an old-
fashioned hook and hasp coat hanging limply on the back. Then to his right, was a

door, just ajar.

Billy pushed it open gently and walked inside, crushing the neck of a glass bottle
under his shoe quietly into a thick carpet. The room was extremely dim but he could
see that empty bottles were scattered everywhere. Several, such as the one he had
stepped on, were strewn around on the floor, but most were stacked neatly in corners
in great four sided pyramids that looked like store displays and almost reached the

ceiling.

The herbal smell was strong in the room and mixed unpleasantly with that of old
milk. The milk smell was an addition or amplification of what he had smelled before,
but did not account for whatever he had sensed underneath back in the hallway. In
addition to the bottles, the room also contained many thick books—ledgers like the

kind that clerks and bookies use. Billy opened one and blinked.



At first he thought it was because of the bad light but a match did nothing to
illuminate his understanding. He paged through the ledger, put it down and opened
another. Every page was covered minutely in drawings, each drawing occupying a
square about the size of a postage stamp, the squares subdivided into grids. Each of
the large ledger pages easily contained over one hundred drawings. It looked like
some kind of pictorial encyclopedia set all composed by same devoted hand. The

work of a lifetime, or several. There were no words.

Billy put the books down. The carpet felt somewhat moist where he was standing.
He looked down, but saw no stain or sign of spill. The room seemed to have no
window but the wall was draped with thick, velvety, brown fabric. It seemed to be a
sort of animal fur or hair blanket. Horse perhaps. The walls behind it were bare slats
as though the room had never been properly finished and Billy wondered if it was
ever meant to be or if this room had been added without the knowledge of the
building’s owner. He had seemed to have traveled deeply down the hallway, deeper
than he would have imagined the apartment extended. But when he looked up he
saw another thick blanket nailed over what appeared to be a skylight, its slack center
bulging out into the room like a distended belly. Thick cords of cobwebs were
suspended like lanterns in the corners. The only decorations were several old oil
paintings—pears in deep, brown-red bowls, so ripe that the pale fruit seemed to push
through their translucent skins and the spider-veined canvases themselves to spore

the air with the illusion of their perfume.



Billy wondered how long the man on the bed had been dead.



The man was the source of the undertow, that much Billy knew, but there was such a

confusion that it was difficult to tell from the smell alone how recent the departure

had been.

The fact that he was sitting up and that his eyes were still open and that the
bedclothes were disheveled around him suggested that it hadn’t been long. In fact,
when Billy had first walked in, he had assumed the man still very much alive, taking
his silence at first as another symptom of the docile eccentricity he saw reflected in
the décor. He would have greeted the man but he had seemed so perfectly at peace
that Billy had not wanted to disturb him. Now that he saw the truth, Billy wondered
why he did not feel more uncomfortable. Despite the dishevelment, there was

something inviting about the room, as if it had been prepared to receive visitors.

He was tired and half felt like lying down across the bottom of the bed. It was a big
bed and so wide that it was practically square. The old man was small and Billy could
see his feet poking up under the soft, flannel sheets barely three-quarters of the way

down.

There was a quilt thrown to the side of the man and rumpled in a loose ball. Billy
pulled it toward him and smelled it. Apart from a light dairy aroma, it seemed clean
and heavy and warm. There were pillows on the bed but these were all piled behind
and around the old man, propping him up, and Billy did not feel like discomposing

the place of final rest. He closed his eyes where he stood and thought of the old



man’s open ones, staring forward forever, seeing nothing. The eyes were milky, the
same color as the man’s hair, which fell past his shoulders in long silky strands. There
was no gleam to either the hair or the eyes beyond their own opaque intensity, the

yellow-white color of fresh milk or the pears in the painting—about to turn.

Billy remembered a story he’'d heard about how the last image a person saw before
his death would be stamped in a reverse miniature on the iris. He tiptoed over to the
man and bringing his face close, peered at the eyes. They were dull and looked
rubbery and dry like hardboiled eggs left sitting out over night. A few motes of
teathery dust clung to them; grey specks against the unpolished ivory of the dead

orbs. He could make out nothing in them, not even his own reflection.

No longer feeling much like sleeping, Billy took one of the ledgers from its stack and
walked back down the long hallway to the kitchen. The refrigerator door was open
and the shelves inside empty. The machine hummed loudly, trying to cool the room.

Empty milk bottles were stacked neatly in the corner by a wastebasket already piled

full of them.

The children were gone.



Billy realized suddenly once again that he was hungry. It made sense after all, since he
hadn’t touched his pancakes at Dick’s, a fact he and his stomach had forgotten
through the unusual events of his afternoon walk with its strange odors and stranger
individuals until that very moment, when incidentally he was only a few steps away

from one of the very meat vendors stalls he had passed by earlier.

Billy stopped and surveyed the glistening flesh in front of him. Rows of steaks and
chops, loins and shoulders and rumps and stranger cuts, too; knuckles, ears, hooves,
snouts and fetlocks, not to mention the bevies of organs, separated to your taste or
available all together in a bag, some still dripping onto their white wrappings and
even through them, onto the perforated mat below where—pooled in little diamond
cups, slick and multi-colored, like oil draining from the engine of a car, sometimes

forming up a little bubble—the nectars called enticingly to passersby like him.

Billy was about to clear his throat to announce his arrival to the unseen proprietor
when he heard the sound of raised voices conversing agitatedly from somewhere
behind the partitions of the stall. Billy crept to the far edge and peered around into a
short alley that adjoined the shopfront where the stall was pitched, the entrance to
which had been mostly obscured by the partitions of the meat vendor’s stall and its

neighbor, which was selling syrup.

In the alley, there were two men, one of whom Billy took to be the meat vendor, the

other a customer.



The meat vendor was thin and wore a white tunic stained with so much of his trade
that little was left of the native color. The other man was heavy and clad in a fine

suit, his hair parted stylishly down the center and very greasy, looking extremely

aloof.

The two men were arguing. The meat vendor grabbed the puffed white cap from off
his head, bit it furiously and then twisted it around his fingers like a rope, winding it

and unwinding it spastically, until his hands looked as raw as his wares.

Billy withdrew quietly as the vendor raged on at the corpulent man.

He took the newspaper out of his jacket pocket, looked around, grabbed up a steak,

wrapped it up in the paper, and slid it back into his jacket.

He jogged quickly away from the scene, crossed the street and doubled back, then
down a flight of wet stone stairs into the underground train station, where, to his
delight, an engine was just departing in the direction of his office. He flashed the
conductor an expired pass, sat down in the orange vinyl seat, pulled his hat down
over his eyes and smiled to himself as he delicately traced the contours of his dinner

where it nestled against his breast.

Billy heard the conductor call his stop through the light gauze of pre-sleep that had

wadded in his ears in the half-hour or so since he had boarded the train. He got up



and stretched his arms above him, catching the overhead rail just in time as the

engine hissed and lurched to a sudden halt.

It was just twilight when he emerged onto the street and with the lamps and beacons
still cold and unlit and the red sky having glow enough for itself but nothing left over
to lend, the world between the high old buildings and quiet black trees seemed
darker than the coming night. Distant persons in their evening coats looked like
gaunt brown bears oddly melancholy, wandering upright as though to better glimpse
some hidden meal and all the birds appeared as only silhouettes, then calls, then not

at all as the hour deepened.

It was oddly silent for the sheer crush of life pressing in around him. The buildings
he passed, taken each alone, housed hundreds, even thousands, but for all the present
evidence of habitation they might have been enormous grave markers with the dead
stacked in lockers to the ceilings. There must be brief moments every day and
perhaps longer ones less often, and longer still on rare occasions indeed, he thought,
when—Dby some combination of circumstance and luck it is possible to slip through
the eye of every coincidence and observe, briefly some theater of desolation so pure
that you wonder if your own life had vanished obligingly in response and you subtly
become a ghost without knowing it, drifting and watching and waiting for release.
You may see nothing then, except things as they are in blocks of abstraction and even
all the very quiet sounds are large transfiguring curvatures and even the large ones

don’t dissolve the picture.



Then Billy jumped a little when he heard the car and the picture did dissolve as he
saw it go by, bugling at him and smoking from its exhaust, coughing on its own
smoke, the horn low and phlegmy like the sick quack of a cartoon duck. Its
headlights snapped on as it sped past and as it labored up the slight grade, the
streetlights before it came on one by one as though the road itself ordained its noisy

passing.

Billy blinked and felt a prickle on his spine and swiped the moth off of his cheek and
saw that he was standing in the doorway of his building, and the bright bulb

overhead was flecked with flies.



The elevator was broken and so was the range in the kitchen down the hall from his

room.

Back on the ground, the porter did not answer his door and the door to the
basement was locked fast. The lights in the hall, meanwhile, glowed merrily, and so
did all those in the stairwell—a fact that he had ample opportunity to observe while
he contemplated his hunger on the second long ten-flight trudge back to his floor in
as many minutes as the fat steak bulged on his chest like a caricature of his thumping

heart.

At his door he turned the key in the latch, picked up the ledger from where he’d left

it temporarily on the floor and nudged the door open with his foot.

With the blinds pulled down, the room was pitch. He fumbled on the wall for the

switch and finding it, slapped it on.

Nothing,.

He tried again, slowly toggling the creaking knob, hoping that something would

catch and waited. Sometimes it simply took a second or two.

Still nothing.



He propped the door open with the ledger at its widest gape to admit as much light
from the hall as possible and felt his way toward his desk, which he soon found by its
corner jabbing painfully into his stomach. Oriented, he found his way around to the
other side and flung open a drawer that he knew to contain matches, reaching in his

hand to rummage for them.

He found a book with two remaining and tried to strike the first only to discover
that it was a dud, the head already missing. The other was intact and he struck it

unceremoniously, unsure, suddenly, how it would help him much without a candle.

The thought was immediately banished however when in the dim flare from the

match he made out the contours of an unfamiliar shape atop his desk.



Billy stared.

It was not that he did not recognize the object, it was that the object did not belong

on his table.

It was easy to identify:.

It was a bottle of milk.

How it got there—that was the hard part to figure out.

Billy’s stomach growled.

Billy didn’t care for milk. And he did not have any way to keep milk cool here, even if

he had changed his mind. He would not have brought it in, forgotten about it and

created this situation for himself. Not like this.

It meant something.

The match burned short and hot. Billy dropped it and crushed the ashen nub under

his shoe.

He moved around the desk and picked up the bottle of milk.



He hefted it in his hand.

It felt like a normal bottle of milk.

He fussed with the wire bar until the rubber cork popped out.

He brought the bottle to his face and gave the thing a quick whiff.

Smelled like milk. Just milk. Not strong or sour.

He put the bottle back down on the table and looked around the room.

He didn’t see anything else amiss but he checked each corner anyway. The smell of

banana was strong from his garbage.

He looked in.

The peel was as black as anything.

He went to his window and pulled up the blind to look outside.

The window was dirty and it wouldn’t open.



He couldn’t see anything out of it anyway.

Still, some light from the street seeped in. Between it and the light from the hallway

through the cracked door it was not so bad in there.

Despite the light the shadows seemed somehow darker.

It was his eyes. It was like dusk.

They didn’t know how to adjust.

It had to be one thing or the other with him, he decided.

He got up and started to walk out the door but then he stopped.

He looked back at his desk with the milk bottle sitting on it like a chimney.

He shook his head.

He didn’t like it.

And he was still hungry:.



In the hallway the dim gold lights seemed to blare. Billy wished he could turn them

down.

He knocked on his next-door neighbor’s door. There was an old woman who lived

there in a full apartment.

She had a hot plate and maybe she would have a lightbulb, too. Maybe it was her milk

on his table, delivered there by accident. But why would the milk man have come

inside? That was bold of him.

There was no answer when he knocked, so Billy tried the door. Sometimes she left it

unlocked and Billy would go in and use the hot plate. He didn’t like to. He didn’t tell

her, but he thought she knew.

The door was unlocked again and Billy went inside.

The lights in the kitchen were on and in he walked. He called out for his neighbor

but she didn’t answer so he walked into the kitchen.

There was the hot plate, sitting on the table.

The light was hanging too low.



The green shade was two feet from the plate and the light was buzzing like a fly had

tound its way in.

The green shade was covered in thick grease and speckled with dust and fly legs.

There was one little mark on it where somebody had tried to wipe the grease off.

They had given up.

Next to the hot plate there was another thing.

Billy looked at it calmly.

It was a bottle of milk.

It was empty. Except for a little bit of milk washing up its sides.

No mistake then, Billy thought, the milk man has been to both of us.

Billy turned his eyes beyond the table and trained them on the door to his neighbor’s

bedroom.

The door was open and the light was on inside.

Billy walked over to the doorway and peered inside at the bed.



His neighbor was lying on it, the covers drawn up around her chin. Her thin old
fingers were curled around the fringe of the quilt, long white nails floating above the

maze of patterned fabric.

Her eyes were open, couched in the baggy skin above her cheekbones like big dusty

marbles.

She was quite still.

The scene was eerily familiar.

Billy did not bother to check her pulse.

He pulled the quilt up over her face and checked the window:

It was closed and latched.

Billy went to the doorway, turned off the light and closed the bedroom door behind

him.



In the kitchen, he went to the table, picked up the hot plate, uncoiled its cord and
put it on the floor. The nearest outlet was just above the baseboard and the cord was

not long enough to reach it from the table.

He plugged in the hot plate and turned the dial from “off” to “on.” The little light

did not go. Billy fussed with the cord.

He walked to the door and turned off the light and looked in the direction of the hot

plate.

He did not see the glow of the little red light.

He walked back to the hot plate and jiggled the cord around some more.

The light did not turn on.

Billy took his finger and gave the plate a quick and gentle tap.

Cold as stone.

The cord was broken.



Billy unplugged the thing, wrapped the cord around it and dumped it in the

wastebasket.

He went back to the table and tapped the light bulb hanging there underneath the

greased green shade.

It was warm to the touch but not hot.

He braced the shade with one hand and took the bulb in the other.

He rotated it slowly, counter-clockwise with his thumb and fingers.

Soon the bulb came away.

Then he walked out, leaving the milk bottle where it stood in the dark.

He shut the door behind him.

He walked the short distance down the hall back to his own room in quiet thought.

When he got there he pushed his door open and went straight in to his room to the

burnt out light bulb hanging in the middle.



He unscrewed it carefully, then tossed it into the corner in the direction of his own

wastebasket.

He heard it crack.

He took the neighbor’s light bulb out and screwed it in gently. Unable to remember if

he had left the light switch in the “on” or “oft” position.

He could never remember which was which anyway:

As he screwed the bulb in, the light suddenly came on.

Billy blinked.

The bulb was not hot yet.

He screwed it in some more.

He surveyed his room in the light.

It was just as he had left it.

Billy stood and thought.



No. Something was different.

He turned back toward the door.

Then, he noticed the ledger.

The ledger he had taken from the old man’s room which he had used to prop open

his door.

It was gone.



Billy walked over to the doorway and looked out into the hall.

He looked left and then right.

Nobody was around.

He went back inside.

The milk bottle stood on his desk.

He went over and picked it up again.

The milk looked thick and cloudy, just like milk ought to.

The bottle was still a little bit cold.

He held it in his hand, thinking.

He examined the bottle.

There was a serial number stamped on the bottom.

Underneath that there was an address.



“99 Derry Way”

Billy knew the street.

He turned the bottle over and over in his hands.

Something in him made him want to smash it.

It would be easy enough to christen his desk but he felt more like throwing it out the

window. But the lock was thick with layers of paint turned hard as bone.

He looked out.

The view revealed nothing.

Then he went behind his desk with it and opened the big bottom drawer.

There were two drawers in this desk of his. One was long and shallow, right

underneath the top. The other was short and deep. It was in a bay underneath.

Billy opened the big bottom one and put the milk bottle inside. Then he shut it.

Derry Way.



He walked to the door of his apartment and switched off the light. Then he walked

out the door and into the hallway:.

He walked down the hallway and down the flight of long stairs to the ground.

Somewhere, down one of the hallways on another floor, a radio blared.

Billy walked outside and stood underneath the streetlight.

There was a sudden grumbling from nearby:

Billy watched as a car roared up from the building’s underground park and shot past

him down the road.

Even as the speed of the vehicle increased, time seemed to slow as Billy took in the

features of the driver.

The angular coat; the flat expression; the hairy hands clutching the wheel; the

teather in his cap.

It was the man from Dick’s Diner.

The car disappeared down the road and turned left at the lights of the first

intersection.



Billy stared across the street. There was another car, sitting there in the shade of the

trees from the park.

Billy walked across the street to get a closer look. As he drew nearer, Billy noticed an

unusual sound coming from the vehicle.

When he arrived at its side he realized what it was.

The car was on.



The keys were stuck in the ignition, the door was unlocked and the vehicle was

idling.

The car was low and sloped and mustard yellow. The wheel wells and struts were

rusted and the paint was peeling. The car bucked and coughed in place where it sat.

Billy got in.

He put the vehicle in gear and peeled out of the parking spot and into the street.

He whipped his eyes back and forth across the road. In the rearview mirror, Billy saw

a curtain being drawn back in a low building perpendicular to his own, across the

street behind where the car had been parked. A window flooded suddenly with

orange light. But then he was at the intersection where the man from Dick’s Diner

had turned and he was turning, too.

The street was wide and dark.

Lamps glowed dimly overhead every block or two.

Billy scanned the street.



Trashcans and strays. Little points of yellow light below. Dull orange suns above.
More little points above that, white and winking. Except for one. There was one that
was red. Blinking calmly. Radio steeple.

Straight road and no sign of cars. Billy gripped the wheel and scanned the dash.

Way over on the left there was a little dial. There were three settings. Each setting

was described by a little shape.

One was a half-oval with a nub: - {)

One was a half-oval with a nub and a couple of lines coming out of it: - §) <

The last one was another half-oval with a nub and even more lines: - {) <<

The dial was turned to the far left on the plain half-oval nub.

Billy took the dial and turned it one click to the right to - ) <

The road got brighter.

He had turned his headlights on.



He turned the dial again.

The road got even brighter. He could see much better.

But there was still no sign of the man and his car.

Billy turned the dial back to the middle setting.

There were several gauges, too.

One was a clock but its hands had stopped.

Another showed that he had half a tank of gas.

Another showed the speed of his engine cycles.

It was also busted. The hand flew over the face drunkenly, like it was trying to swat

away a fly.

Further to the right, in the middle of the whole thing, was a long, dimly illuminated

glass bar with a red line through it and a couple of toothy white ones with numbers.

It looked like a long, sideways thermometer.



There was a little black nub on a track underneath.

Billy reached for the nub and slid it up the length of the track and then back down.

There was a round black dial to the left of this dial, too.

It was unlabeled.

Billy turned it to the right, felt a click and kept turning.

A sound like the ocean filled the car. It grew louder as Billy turned the dial to the

right until it hurt his ears.

Billy had discovered the radio.



With his headlights, Billy scanned the streets.

Far ahead up the long, straight lane, Billy thought he saw a pair of red taillights

floating right like blowing embers.

He accelerated.

With his radio, he scanned the dial.

He wanted to hear the news.

He wanted to hear if they were talking about the milk.

But they weren’t talking about the milk.

They weren't talking at all.

Billy brought the nub along the band.

Static. Wiry and grey:.

Billy torqued the dial.



The wooly ball grew.

His brain was a matte of pulsing hair.

He thought he made out voices somewhere.

But he couldn’t make out what they were saying.

Billy turned the dial back down.

The tangle shrunk and the phantom voices faded.

He gently slid the nub along the band.

The matte became symmetrical.

It had three cardinal points, all equidistant.

The grey hair was washed and combed.

But it still didn’t make any sense.
y

He slid the nub a little further down.



The hair curled into a cylinder.

Wind howled through the hollow tube.

Billy pushed a little further.

He was assaulted by loud jazz.

The sudden music tumbled out of the car’s bad speakers.

The band sounded like it was falling down a flight of stairs.

Billy left the dial be.

He focused back on the road.

His course was true.

The intersection where the lights had turned was roaring up in front of him.

He spun the wheel like the tiller of ship.

Hand over hand.



A group of trashcans went flying before him.

A tide of garbage broke across his hood.

The car munched loudly on the cans.

His windshield flowed with bad fruit and crumpled paper.

Coftee filters spattered like black snowballs.

Mustard, ketchup, vinegar and celery:.

Milk washed across his eyes.

He pushed buttons and turned knobs wildly.

Strange automotive sounds competed with the wild music.

His horn raised a cankerous bugle.

Two plumes of fluid shot from the cheeks of the car.

The liquid spat flared spears into the milk.



Then his wipers wiped the veil away.

Shredded paper and shredded carrots blew like hail around the car.

The street was full of glowing eyes.

The scene through the windshield was like a painting framed in milk.

A garlic net flew like a flag from his antenna.

Billy liked the way it made the music sound.

Miraculously, he hadn’t crashed the car.

He burned down the street like an avenging flame.

Rodents watched him in the dark.

Lights came on in windows up above.

Men and women shrank from the sight of his car.

Children laughed and screamed alike.



But everywhere he looked he couldn’t see the man from Dick’s or the car he had

escaped in.

He was on the right track, Billy knew it.

But he had lost the trail.



Hunger gripped him hard and sudden.

It twisted his stomach like a rag.

Acid leaked into his belly.

He looked desperately around the car.

The thing was clean.

He reached into the passenger side and ran his hands along the crack where the seat

met the backrest.

The cushions were dry and spare of crumbs.

He fumbled around underneath the radio and grabbed hold of something that felt

like an old tin can.

He reached inside as far as he could and fluttered his fingers around.

But there was nothing there except for a couple of small coins, some shreds of thin

paper and what felt like the desiccated corpse of a common housefly.



He wasn’t about to eat that.

Not yet, anyway...

His hands next probed the place between the seats, even as his eyes probed back and

forth across the road in search of the man from Dick’s and his car.

In the very middle there was the hand brake.

No food on that thin thing.

But to the sides of it deep pockets descended.

First, the driver’s side.

His fingers brushed something rubbery.

He hoped it was an old apple.

But when he drew the object up into view he saw that it was just an old rubber ball.

He threw the ball into the back seat.



It bounced around a little bit, then fell quiet as befitting the night.

That was all that was on that side.

He moved his hand to the other.

Was that bread he felt?

He squeezed again.

It was stale to be sure but bread nonetheless.

Or so it seemed.

When he brought the so-called bread up, already salivating in anticipation, he was

stunned and upset when he saw the truth.

It was just an old sponge.

To add to his injury, it was even stained the dull brown of bread.

But that didn’t make it edible.



He gave it a perfunctory whiff and scoffed.

He threw the sponge in back in disgust along with the rest.

He looked up in time to catch a traffic light.

He slammed on the brakes and nearly went through the windshield.

A pair of lights flashed red beside the single-serving red eye stop.

A white and red striped bar lowered in front of him.

It was a train crossing.

Billy sighed and put the car in park.

He heard the train bellowing in the distance.

He drummed his fingers on the dash.

He looked out on the intersection ahead.

He saw headlights from the left.



The train was rumbling closer.

The man from Dick’s’ car puttered leisurely across the perpendicular road.

Billy fumbled with the clutch.

He would smash through the arm if he had to.

The car stalled.

The train was barreling closer.

Billy got her going again.

The tires squealed.

Billy whooped.

The car lurched forward.

The train roared by in front of him.

The car stalled out again.



The train was gone.

Billy restarted the car.

He drove across the train tracks.

He turned right at the intersection.

A wide boulevard spread out before him. A thin median thick with lush green field

grass pulsed with tiny white and yellow lights down the middle of the four-lane two

way road.

The street was bright and prosperous and full of well made, gleaming cars. Parked,

their darkened windows threw his headlights back at him as dim white stars.

Billy rolled slowly past, looking at them one by one.

He did not see the man from Dick’s’ car.

At five blocks on, the boulevard split again.

Billy took another right.



Now his hunger hurled him forward.

He could no longer think of the strange other man.

It had been a hunch and nothing more.

The station blew a ragged lament.

The street was thinner and dingier than the last.

He pulled his car up by the curb.

He realized he hadn’t checked the glovebox before.

He leaned over and pushed the chrome button in the center of the ebony square in

the dash.

The little trap came loose and flopped down.

A hot white light illuminated the space like some disheveled display window.

His eyeballs nearly fell onto the floor.



The little box was stuffed with cash, stacked in piles strapped with paper bands.

Billy took a handful out and then another.

His fingers shook and one fell to the floor.

The stacks were fat and filled the glovebox nearly to the top.

He took a bundle and thumbed along the side.

The bills fanned past like the pages of a book.

But the tiny words and pictures always stayed the same.

« » « » «

100,” “100,” “100,” and on.

Billy couldn’t believe his luck.

He was a rich man now;, by rights.

Holding the keys to a kingdom and a car.

Someone tapped the window of the car.



Billy leaped and nearly died of fright.

His head hit the ceiling of the car.

His hands shook and his feet.

He whipped around his shaking head, shoulders jammed into his ears.

A man was bowing, opening his door.

Billy ducked and rolled into a ball.

He let himself tumble to the street.

He leaped onto his feet and sprang up at the man, who looked confused and

frightened of him as well.

The man bowed low and cupped his hands like a supplicant.

His hair was short and combed and he wore a glittering orange vest.

An orange bowtie was gathered at his throat.



The orange parts glittered in what little light there was.

The man bowed and scraped but Billy stamped and made to charge at him.

The man ran off like a little animal scared.

He looked back once at Billy but did not turn around.

He ran around a corner and was gone.

Billy stood up, dusted himself oft and took a wad of cash.

He stuffed it in his jacket and left the rest where it lay.

He locked the car and turned off all its lights.

Then he hit the sidewalk in search of chow.



Two characters stood before a shut door leaking thick orange carpet to the curb

underneath an orange awning bestrewn with blinking yellow lights.

They were tough looking customers.

The one was dressed in black from tip to top; a black tie tied into a black ball spat a

black tongue down his black shirt.

The other wore a jerkin, a brown leotard and a pointed hat.

They turned to Billy as he approached.

Robin Hood hung back and watched as the man in black grunted forward.

Billy stopped in front of the man in black.

The man in black grunted and held out his hand.

Billy pulled a bill from his coat.

He tore it in half and handed one to the man in black.

Then he stepped forward and handed the other half to the man in the leotard.



Then he walked to the door, opened it and went inside.



Billy walked down a short, dark hallway, which opened at the end onto a large, low

ceilinged room. Scattered across the dark hardwood floor were high, thin-stemmed

tables with wide, gleaming, round formica tops. Thick orange vinyl booths lined the

tar wall and a long bar bent around the other. Fans paddled the stale air in circles.

Billy made for the bar, ducking slightly as the blades beat his hair into a little cyclone

on his head as men in orange vests and bowties danced around him with platters of

delicate, elegant drinks.

Billy took a seat at the bar and took in the clientele.

They were the cream of the sleaze—all toupees and turtlenecks, pearls and platinum.

Billy’s stomach growled, trying to digest itself.

He looked around for a menu but none could be found.

He rapped on the bar with his knuckles.

A weary reptilian man slithered slowly over and stood in front of Billy, polishing a

glass. He looked Billy in the eyes, waiting, saying nothing. His were steady, sad.

Billy reached into his jacket and pulled out the raw steak.



He extended it to the bartender.

The bartender looked down at the steak and blinked but kept polishing the glass.

Then he looked up at Billy again.

Billy looked from the steak to the bartender. He raised his eyebrows suggestively.

The bartended put down the glass on the bar, took the steak from Billy, looked at it

some more, then up at Billy again.

Billy’s eyes sweat and pulsed.

The bartender turned slowly and walked away with the steak into the back.

Billy looked after him, his hand still outstretched, trembling slightly. His bloodshot

eyes gazed imploringly at where the bartender had been.

Then, suddenly, the bartender reemerged.

He walked briskly to the end of the bar and came around to Billy. He stopped in

front of Billy’s stool and waited for Billy to turn and face him. Then he bowed and

beckoned Billy to follow him.



They passed behind the bar and into the kitchen, hissing and chattering with steam
and scraping knives. Stainless steel gleamed, faucets dripped and something brushed
the top of Billy’s head. He swatted at it and a coil of hard, black sausage dropped
onto the floor. He dove for it but slipped on the wet linoleum floor and fell short. He
reached out a hand and clutched weakly after the sausage. He almost had it when a

chef in a white smock walked by and scooped it up.

Billy lowered his head and wept.

He felt a gentle hand on his shoulder.

He looked up.

It was the bartender.

He put down his cloth, came around to Billy’s side, gripped him under his armpits

and hoisted him up.

He picked up his cloth from the floor and began to beat Billy’s jacket and pants off

with it.

When Billy was clean enough for the bartender’s liking, the man put a hand on his

shoulder and gestured in front of him with the other.



Billy stumbled forward.

The bartender patted him on the back and strode in front of him down a thin
corridor almost concealed between a pantry and a large wheeled cart with a deep
canvas sack stretched across its frame. As they passed, the bartender threw his soiled

cloth into the sack.

At the end of the hallway, they encountered a locked door. The bartender pulled out

a set of keys from a cord on his belt and in a moment they were through.

They were at a sort of crossroads. Three separate corridors spread out before them,

each lined with orange doors; one lead left, one right and one straight ahead.

The bartender went right and Billy followed him.

They passed three orange doors, alternating on the right and left had side of the

corridor. When they came to a fourth, they halted.

Out came the bartender’s keys again and on they flew into the door. He fumbled
around with the lock for a moment, turning his head over his shoulder and smiling at
Billy apologetically. Then a click and Billy’s companion pushed the door open and

held it there for him.



Billy went inside.

The room was cramped, covered mostly by another thickly cushioned orange vinyl
wraparound booth. It was facing the door. Jammed into the middle of the small,
circular space between the cushions was a low round table. A candle flickered in a
small, circular groove in the center of the table encased in a long, fluted, oddly
perforated shade. The effect of the shade was that large, oddly-shaped shadows were

cast against the close walls, which were painted orange as well.

The bartender bowed and beckoned Billy to sit, so he scrambled into the booth and

did precisely that.

The bartender inclined his head, raised a finger, turned on his heel and swept from

the room.

Billy lay back against the cushions and closed his eyes.



He opened them and then immediately he shut them once more.

His eyes stung.

It was as though they had been slapped. As though someone had removed them

gingerly and painlessly from his skull, hung them in a soft pouch from the ceiling,

then shocked them into life like a doctor slapping an infant to jog the amnia from its

mind and nose.

He blinked rapidly and opened them again a slit.

The sun was a wool blanket through his pink, transparent eyelids; God’s own.

Radiant and hot.

Wind howled and whipped them. His hair blew wild behind him.

He was moving.

He opened his eyes.

He was in an automobile. Not the one he had stolen. A different automobile. A

bigger one, pleasant. It had no roof to speak of. The seats were firm but pliant,



plump orange vinyl, as though they had been sawed out from the booth in the back

of the bar.

He looked to his left and then, turning, to his right.

He looked in his rearview mirror.

There was no second row.

He was alone in the car.

He looked down and saw no pedals.

He looked ahead and saw no wheel.

He looked at the dashboard and apart from a pleasant pattern, which sparkled with

encrusted stones, there was no display panel and no dial. On his left though, the

many mouths of a small, circular black speaker gazed at him like a fly’s eye and

hummed with barely audible music but whose throb he felt through the boards of

the floor; a tickle at his feet like the tip of the tongue of a young dog, lapping them

insistently as though he’'d bathed them in au jus.

The car was rocketing along.



The road though, was smooth. And vast.

From his vantage point in the car he had an unobstructed view of the landscape even

though he didn’t seem to need to worry about seeing anything at all, so expertly did

the elegant machine handle every subtle bend and turn, which, despite the clear

proximity of nothing whatsoever, there were many.

The land was broad and golden. It stretched, in every direction, to the horizon.

Around the road the dry, gold grass was cropped close but further out it grew

unkempt and erupted here and there in crowned plumes, which gathered in the

breeze and swung. When the wind grew strong, Billy imagined, some would break

and some would bend back double there to remain, supplely frozen.

It looked like late summer.

Billy wondered where he was.

It all looked familiar to him somehow.

He had read a book once but he didn’t remember the name. The book had been

about a car. The car had been on the cover. A chrome thing, glinting, like this.



Far in the distance, where the pale blue of the sky darkened to indigo, the contour of

a shape appeared. Large.

Billy looked at it. As the road turned, so did his head.

A building.

It flickered, then it was gone.

An illusion then.

Strange.

It was ok with him.

He lay back in the seat, turned sideways and put his feet up on the dash.

On the floor he spied a rectangular shape; white.

He picked it up.

It was a pack of cigarettes, no brand. He plucked one out and went fishing in his

pocket for a match. There weren’t any.



He looked at the dash again, searching for a lighter. The surface was smooth and

empty.

He looked back at the cigarette.

He noticed something odd about it.

He looked closer.

He couldn’t tell which end was which.

He turned it over and over.

There was no draw and no end that he could make out.

The exterior felt different, too.

It was not paper. Too smooth.

He held it to his cheek to check.

It was cool, with no texture at all.



He brought it very close to his eye and saw that near the tip on one side there was a
tiny line. He ran his finger over it but could not feel it. The pad of his finger was too
calloused, the mark too subtle. It seemed to be a sort of thread. Like the cap for the

top of a tiny tube of lipstick.

He held the stem of the tube gently between the thumb and forefinger of one hand
and gripped the top with the thumb and forefinger of the other. He applied a small
amount of pressure and tried to roll the cap between his fingers to loosen it but his
fingers were too smooth and too fat and kept slipping off. He was sure it was a cap

but it was screwed on tight and would take some sort of tool to remove.

Billy dug in his pockets.

Nothing,.

He turned next to his jacket.

He felt something and pulled out a crumpled paper cup. Inside was the butter from
Dick’s. He took up the two pieces in his palm. They were still hard as a stone. He
peered close and studied the intricate, swirling interiors of one and then the other. It
seemed as though some sort of elaborate design had been etched on each. The long,
languidly rippling waves of one resembled a placid sea, the violent vortices of the

other a kind of storm. Both had a little hole, bored in the center, as though by a drill.



Billy looked at them carefully, each in turn.

Then, he took the smooth cylinder and inserted the stem into the hole in the center

of the hard butter half whose designs recalled the calm sea.

It fit.

Next, he took the other half of hard butter and tried fitting it onto the cap part of

the mysterious non-cigarette.

It too was snug.

Then, gingerly, holding the base butter with one hand, he tried turning the cap by

applying pressure and rotating the cap butter as though it were a sort of knob.

He felt himself gaining traction.

With a few turns, threads became exposed between the top of the stem and the

bottom of the top and then, just like that, the top of the tube came off.

Billy looked inside.

It was white.



He brought it to his nose and gave it a whift.

Nothing.

He tipped the cigarette sideways and poured it into the crumpled paper cup where

the butter had been.

It filled with milk.



Billy stared at the cup.

The car went over a bump.

The milk sloshed.

A little bit spilled out of the cup and onto Billy’s hand.

He flinched.

It ran down between his thumb and dripped off his wrist.

Billy watched the white trail run like a road off the edge of the earth and onto the

floor of the car, plopping silently, pooling invisibly:.

He thought of the two children, dumping the milk in the old man’s apartment. He

thought of the old man, and his neighbor.

He took the cup of milk and brought it to his lips.

He drank.



The milk tasted like milk, a little thinner maybe, with a slightly herbal quality to it

that was more felt than tasted, a certain tingling on the tongue.

When he looked up he saw that the sun must have gone down or else a storm must
have moved through. The sky was dark and the air was cool, almost chilly, and humid.
The car’s headlights were on and the wipers went as well, back and forth. He was no
longer in a bright plain of golden grass but a densely vegetated green-black world of
lush, close-pressing plants so dense they formed a kind of tunnel and whose arms and
tendrils reached out and flopped into the car and curled around and onto whichever

items they found where they could gain purchase.

The car moved through them undeterred but slower than it had before down a rough
and narrow pebbled track that was puddled and flooded so deeply in places that if
Billy had let his arm hang over the side he could have skimmed the water with his
fingertips. Long garlands of uprooted vines and wreaths of supple, snapped-off tree

limbs clung to the car’s mirrors and antenna and dragged behind like a bridal train.

Billy leaned back in his seat and watched the scenery go by with something like
contentment. He noticed, to his great relief, that after drinking the milk he didn’t

teel hungry anymore.

He saw as he looked up at what he could see of the now dark sky through the thick

canopy above him, that it was beginning to fill with stars, the little lights winking on



as the night above him deepened. He looked for familiar patterns and constellations
but didn’t see any. He concluded that these were a different set of stars than those he
had grown up with and tried to see what new shapes he could make of them. A dog

perhaps or a pony. It was difficult to tell.

Then it was all black. But then the sky was back again after a moment.

He looked back and saw that he had passed under something.

Between the gaps the plants gave up, in the bad light he saw the stacked stones of an

arched bridge or a gate.

He looked around.

He didn’t seem to be inside of anything and the plants pressed as close as ever. The
car maintained its modest rate of speed as he peered out over the windshield and

tried to get a look at what was coming up ahead.

He couldn’t see much. It was darker than ever now and the car’s headlights were
pitched low so that they only illuminated a fat, short swath of road and when he
turned to one side or the other the plants were so thick, hanging in matted, gently

swaying veils in layers around the car, that he could not see beyond them at all except



occasionally the flicker of a white light or two when two or more layers of jungle

parted in some unfelt draft at just the right time, together.

Billy pulled at his collar to ventilate himself and found it moist. The humidity, which
had been rather pleasant before, was now becoming fairly oppressive. He could feel
sweat beading at his hairline and ran the sleeve of his shirt across it. The smeared

sweat tingled across his forehead. It was still very cool.

Suddenly; the car came to a dead stop and Billy lurched forward in his seat. The
engine idled and the wipers still ran lazily back and forth every few seconds across
the windshield though the misting rain of before had all but subsided now. The
headlights still spat their beams out impotently onto the ground but even though
Billy must have waited for five minutes expectantly, the car did not start moving

again.

He opened the door and had to push hard against a lank, heavy green sheet that hung
in his way. Standing outside the car, he tried not to brush up against the stuff but it
proved impossible. The plants were wet and slimy, as though parts of them had died
and were now rotting but were woven in too well to drop away and decompose

properly. As he slid by them they left a wet smear on his clothing.

He had almost rounded the car when he remembered the milk cigarettes.



As little as he liked to he pushed back through the foul green matte, holding his
hands up and bracing it back so it didn’t slide against his face, and retrieved the
package from where it sat on the floor of the car. He wasn’t sure, but when he picked
them up he thought he felt a sort of charge pass through his arm. He tucked them
into his jacket pocket and turned to step from the car and be on his way. To his
surprise, the green curtain shrank back as though to accommodate him. Curious, he
tried deliberately to reach out and touch it but back it drew again. Next, he took the
milk cigarettes out of his lapel pocket and tossed them back into the car. As soon as

the cigarettes were out of his hand, the mossy carpet slapped slackly back into place.

Something in the milk again.

He put the cigarettes back into his pocket and was on his way:.

Down the track he was soon out of sight of the car and its headlights soon after that.
It was dawn dark and his vision as muddy as the squelching road. As he walked, shoes

and pant cuffs growing soggy, vines slithered before him like snakes.

After a long while he came to a stone archway flanked on both sides by high stone
walls. In the archway, instead of a gate, large flowers bloomed in profusion. As he
neared, they trembled and when he was within a hand’s span, the blossoms closed

and shrunk away as though afraid, leaving the passage a surprised blank.



He emerged on the other side into the modest, weed-choked courtyard of a small,
disheveled castle made of mossy stones. As he approached the keep the weeds
withdrew around him and when he laid his hand against the side of the squat
building the moss itself, inches thick, squirmed from him like a frosting of

caterpillars. The stones underneath however, did not budge.

Billy stepped back and took in the tower. It was wide, round and windowless, and

appeared indomitable.

Billy turned his gaze on the other buildings in the yard. There was a sort of stone
shed back by the gate and a long, low structure in another corner made of green,
spotted wood, black and wet with rot, which was once perhaps a stable. In the center

of the courtyard was a square, elevated stone plaza.

Billy walked to the stable and peered inside. It was silent, dark and lined with stalls.

He walked inside and leaned his head over the gate of the first stall he came to. The
floor was dirt and moldy straw. What little light there was did not penetrate the
stall’s shadowed corners. He moved on and took a look into the second stall. It was
much the same as the first though slightly cleaner and Billy could see a ragged shelf
against the sweating stone back wall with several shapely bottles filled to varying

degrees with dark colored liquids and other assorted implements he could not quite



make out. Billy walked on and when he came to the third and final stall he looked

into that, too. He took a step back.

Then he looked again.

Sitting in the middle of the stall was what looked to be a sort of bench covered in
shaggy green moss with a flat back and four short legs. What took Billy aback was
that it was trundling around the stall and that its back rose and fell gently; as though

it was alive.

The bench seemed to have noticed Billy as it began to turn circles excitedly in its

stall.

Just to see what would happen, Billy opened the door.

The bench tripped out gaily and began to rub itself against Billy’s leg, just as though
it was a small, affectionate animal. It was much stronger than a small animal however,
and because its legs seemed to be made of stone, much heavier, too. Billy stumbled
when it bumped up against him and tried not to trip over. Nevertheless, he couldn’t

help it and he had soon fallen across the persistent creature’s back.

Immediately, the bench began to walk rapidly on its short legs out of the stable. Billy

was surprised at the speed though the comfort of the ride left something to be



desired. Its legs were so short and its strides so rapid that it was a very herky-jerky
experience and Billy’s head soon began to feel dizzy and throb with the thundering of
sloshing blood. Although he was curious as to where the bench would take him, the
sensations were so unpleasant that Billy tried to roll himself off. To his amazement
and dismay the bench curled one of its legs up like a rib and braced against his body,
preventing him from escaping, even as the three other legs continued to propel them
torward as vigorously as ever. Unable to get away, Billy resigned himself to the ride
and tried his best to keep his eyes open, even though doing so only made his

dizziness worse.

To his surprise, the bench began to approach the wall of the keep. The rate at which
the approach was being made indicated to Billy that the bench had no intention of
stopping at the wall. He therefore braced himself for impact as best he could; curling
himself into a loose ball. When the bench reached the wall it did not simply crash
into it as Billy had feared, though what it did do was just as shocking, albeit in a

different sense.

In apparent defiance of gravity, the bench began to climb, as though it was an insect
ascending the trunk of a thick tree. To keep Billy from falling off, it once again slung
one of its back legs up and pressed his body against its back. The way that Billy lay
across the bench made it so that his head hung down off the back of the bench
creature and all the blood rushed into it, making his eyes bulge and his forehead feel

hot and tight. He found that, in concert with the tough stone leg pressed into his



midsection, it was very difficult to breathe this way. Fortunately for Billy, the climb
did not last long. The tower was not high and no sooner had Billy begun to attempt
to admire the view, glimpsing the thick crush of trees pressed around the cleared
court with nothing visible beyond, then they were up and over the wall and atop the

battlement above.

Level once again, the bench released Billy from its grip.

Billy sat up and immediately swooned and fell from it.

He lay on the cool stones and heaved, his vision flickering. Blearily, Billy watched the
bench continue forward without him toward a doorway in the stone cupola that
stood upon the tower top. He shook himself from his funk, got to his feet and

followed it.

At the threshold of the door, Billy paused. The way ahead was black as pitch. He
couldn’t see an inch past the lip. He turned his head and leaned in, trying to listen for
the sound of the bench’s legs tapping the stones of the staircase which he presumed

must wind before him into the below. He heard nothing.

He withdrew from the doorway and circled the tower. It was smooth stone all

around. There were no openings or irruptions in the floor.



He looked down into the court from where he’d come.

As serene and quiet as ever.

He then made his way around the parapet, peering over to see what he could glean.

There was nothing except dense green foliage for miles in every direction. He could

barely see the top of the first stone gate he had passed through on his way to the

fortress; a shabby daub of grey under a carpet of leaves. The path and his car may as

well have been devoured, or never there at all.

There might be other paths that lead from the tower but Billy would never be able to

see them. He could not leap from the tower and expect to live, nor could he ascertain

a way to descend without the help of the ambling bench. There seemed to be only

one way out.

Billy went back to the door.

He took a step over the threshold and into the dark.

Then he took another.



On the third step he felt his foot dangling in the air. He lowered it slowly until he felt

firm stone again. Slowly, he brought his other foot down.

He had taken the first step.

He took another.

The foot went down and down. It was steeper than the previous. He extended his leg
as far as he could, until—bent—his thigh nearly dipped below the rim of the step. It
was precarious but he thought he felt the toe of his shoe brush something. He eased
his other leg over the rim, turned and—hanging on to the rim of the step with his

hands—he lowered both legs down onto the next step.

Itwasa strange staircase.

When he had made it onto this second step, he took a brief rest. Then he tried the
next. This time he did not feel any step at all even at the maximum extent of his leg.
He pulled it back up and sat for a moment in contemplation. He did not feel like it
was necessarily a good idea to trust that there was another step below but he saw

little alternative. Still, he hesitated.

Then he remembered the cigarettes.



He felt inside his jacket.

There they were.

Dark as it was, he could not see them but as he removed them from his pocket they

seemed almost to pulse with an urgency that confirmed his intuition.

He tamped the pack on his palm and slid one out. Then he reached back inside his

pocket for the butter clamps, attached them and opened the cigarette as he had

before.

He toasted his luck and drank.

The milk tasted as reassuringly bland as ever going down but beyond that it

produced no discernible effect.

Billy sat, legs dangling off the edge of the step, waiting for something to happen.

For a long time, nothing did. Or nothing seemed to.

Slowly though, something had begun to change.

Billy could see.



He could not see well—not at first—but little by little Billy became conscious of the
tower taking on shape and dimension around him where before there had been only

formless black. It was still black, in fact, but not formless.

The forms did not look like what he might have expected from the inside of the

tower.

They seemed larger, much farther away. They were diffuse veils. Mathematical, but

uncombed.

It occurred to Billy that he perhaps wasn’t perceiving the forms visually, per se, but in
fact using another sense that he hadn’t been aware he possessed; a sense that he

perhaps didn’t exactly possess, in fact, but had somehow borrowed from drinking the

milk.

Feeling emboldened, he stepped out off the rim of the step into the ostensible

nothingness.

It was indeed there to greet him.

Billy fell for what felt like a few seconds until his rapid descent was broken by what

seemed to be the limbs of a tree, or the piled brittle bones of many birds.



It didn’t hurt.

It felt like numbness, prickling. Which Billy took to mean it might actually have hurt

a lot, or would have.

He did not move for a moment but when he did he did not experience the feeling of

an inability to do so. His body did what he asked of it.

So he scrambled through the branches or bird bones, whatever they were.

After a little while, these gave way to something soft. A sort of moss.

He realized he could see the moss.

Really see it.

It was green. Gently, slightly iridescent.

He got up.

He had been crawling.

He could stand on the moss and it was slightly springy. Pleasant to walk on.



It seemed to say:

Sfollow me

So he did, walking under the sign of the tangled forms that still hung above him,

clinging like far oft cobwebs to some vast unseen ceiling.

He began to hear something.

Something like music but to be heard in the same way the forms only seemed like

shapes to look at.

Peripheral music.

It seemed to sing:

come hither

So, he began to dance.

He wasn’t a good dancer, so the dance he performed was primitive.



Nevertheless it seemed to do the trick.

Billy was conscious of traveling, though he did not know where he was going or how

fast he was approaching his destination. The dance removed the necessity of these

questions to the extent that he soon felt that he was there.

An escarpment of sorts.

He wasn’t quite at the end of it.

The tip was visible in front of him, a ways up.

At the end of it sat something.

It was another form.

This one looked like a kind of bush.

It was low, with several bulbous nodes.

It was buzzing slightly.

Vibrating, or rustling in an unfelt breeze.



Or no, that wasn't it.

It was the best he could do.

Before the bush was a kind of depression.

This Billy could really see.

It was illuminated.

It glowed something like a pale yellow-white beside the black and the greenish glow

of the mossy growth around it.

A sort of rectangular portal.

It looked as though something ought to go into it.

Billy approached.

He stepped up and put one foot down into it, then, when nothing happened, he put

the other in.



It was not a big depression.

It only came up to his ankles.

Billy was not the thing for it.

He stepped back and looked at it closer.

Underneath the glow, he could make out a kind of design.

Things appeared to be carved into the floor of the depression.

Billy peered in.

They were oddly familiar.

Shapes that floated up at him as though out of a dream.

Scenes.

Billy wracked his brain but there were no depths there to plumb. He was the surface

of the water; an appetite and legs.



The bush shook.

He looked at it.

It seemed to say:

draw nearer

He did.

He tried.

Billy walked and walked, but he did not seem to get any closer to the bush.

An idea swam like a snake into his head.

He held out his arms and turned.

He made his legs move in an elaborate pattern.

Needlessly elaborate.

It seemed to work.



The bush got bigger.

It had grown, or he had gotten closer.

It seemed to appreciate the dance.

Billy bowed.

The bush shook.

Light shot out of it.

Billy froze.

It apprehended his whole being.

He found himself frozen.

The light shot into his eyes.

He began to see things. Images of the bush’s choosing, projected directly into his

brain.



Flowering plants; galloping animals; snaking lines of streaking color; then milk. A
bottle, standing independently on top of a bare table. There was a slightly sepia tint.
Dust particles tripping gaily through the air behind the bottle. Something not quite
right about it. A feeling of animosity from the bush, regarding the milk. Billy paid

attention.

As Billy looked on, the bottle of milk seemed to swell in size before him, the bush’s
presentation telescoping in to hone on features of the shapely figure apparently of
interest to it. The sleek curve of the neck; the widening bell of the base; the
unassuming stopper at the top and, finally, the milk itself, swirling placidly in a gentle
eddy from some unseen prior perturbation. This last image the bush was particularly
insistent about—it flashed at Billy three times, cutting to an inky black so pure
between each representation of the swirling milk that Billy once again nearly forgot

himself as an extant being independent from the mysterious display.

After the third flash, the image of the swirling milk faded into another. It was still
milk, though not quite. Little bubbles were rising, popping and reforming in it,
barely discernible but so numerous and teaming with life that it almost overwhelmed
him. The milk seemed almost living. It was unclear to Billy if he was looking at the
surface of a vessel of milk now; or if the vantage point was somewhere within the

milk, submerged in it. Then Billy noticed that the bubbles were forming a shape.



He squinted.

An apple?

No, it wasn’t an apple.

A pear?

No. That certainly wasn't it at all.

It was sharper, more geometric in nature. There were angles, in addition to the soft

sloping curves.

Then Billy caught it.

A skull.

Grinning grimly in the milk.

The bush let the image sink in.

Billy looked for a long while.



The message was clear.

He had suspected something sinister in it, all this time.

Billy took out his package of milk cigarettes and looked at them.

They were no longer cigarettes at all. If they ever had been truly.

They had transformed.

Billy looked down at the device in his hands in perplexity.

He was holding a large, black, long-barreled pistol revolver.

It shone in the glow of the depression, the bush and the memory of the milk vision, a

part of which still clung to the back of his eyes like a smear of radioactive film.

Billy popped open the chamber and peered in.

The cylinder was almost comically large, he counted twenty cells.

Two were empty.



The others were snug with thin, white-jacket bullets.

He spun the cylinder.

It skimmed by smooth and fast, the chambers clicking so swiftly they buzzed.

He whipped it deftly in his hand and the cylinder snapped crisply into place.

He tucked the pistol into his belt.

It no longer fit in his jacket pocket.

Billy looked at the bush.

But the bush was no longer where it had been.

Something akin to music began to play again.

Billy looked down at the depression.

Its glow had intensified since last he looked.

He knelt down in front of it and put his face near the bottom of the shallow hole.



The closer he leaned, the brighter the light from it got. He saw, briefly, a sort of grid

under the glow.

His lean forward turned into a fall.

Billy plummeted into the hole.



He didn’t fall far.

He hit the cushioned seat of the orange vinyl booth with a thud. In slight shock he

let his slack body slump to the floor.

Billy gazed up at the underside of the round table.

Cocoons of desiccated gum gazed back at him like a dozen dead, milky eyes.

He was thirsty:.

He closed his eyes.

He may have drifted off for a moment.

He woke with a start and crawled stiffly out from underneath the table.

He noticed something.

Something strange against his face.

He raised his hand to brush his cheek.



Something fell to the floor.

Billy looked down to see what it was.

It was a piece of gum from under the table.



Billy was tired.

He wanted to go home.

The sound of the gum clattering on the floor jarred him.

The sound was too loud.

Like a piece of concrete had fallen.

It irritated him.

It skittered to the door.

Then, the door opened.

A woman stepped into the doorway:

Her eyes were large and dark, like a bug’s.

She was wearing sunglasses, though it was night and she was inside, in dim light.

Her body was long and clad in a robe.



The robe looked soft with age. Brown or red, he couldn’t tell.

It was too short for her long, barefoot legs.

She look familiar to Billy, though he couldn’t say why:

She opened her mouth.

Then, before she could speak, a man came up beside her.

He was a large man, stuffed into a long beige coat.

The one from the diner, with the feather in his cap.

The woman’s word caught in her throat.

She had noticed the presence of the man behind her, though she didn’t turn around.

He put a hand on her shoulder and another, on a gun, came to her cheek. The barrel

gently brushed the bone. She shivered.



The man took the hand from the woman’s shoulder and brought it to his lips. He

looked at Billy.

Billy looked back.

Behind her glasses, he couldn’t tell where the woman’s eyes were. They might have

been closed.

The man’s eyes were bleary and grey. The skin around them baggy and spotted. He

looked triumphant, but weary.

He raised his index finger and pressed this to his lips and pressed the barrel of the

gun again against the woman’s cheek.

They would all of them stay quiet. None would make a sound.

The man let the hand drop and took the finger and beckoned to Billy with it like a

crook.

Follow me it seemed to say.

He backed swiftly from the door with the woman before him, like a shield. Billy

tollowed them out of the room and they made their way slowly down the corridor.



The candle on the table in Billy’s room had gone out but odd shapes still danced

upon the walls.



At the end of the corridor they came to the door of another room.

The man with the gun stopped and drew aside with the woman.

Holding on to her arm with one large hand, he palmed his gun with the other and

jerked it tersely at the door.

Billy stepped forward.

The door was wide, upholstered in black leather and pocked with large brass studs

that glinted in the dim light from overhead. About halfway up and toward the right

side of the door, a rod protruded. Hanging from the rod was a large brass ring. At the

base of the ring was a bulbous metallic knob in the shape of a clenched fist.

The man with the gun darted his eyes at the knob.

Billy extended his hand and gripped the fist.

He looked at the man with the gun.

The man with the gun nodded.

He flicked his eyes quickly to the woman.



She gazed back at him inscrutably through her glasses.

Billy raised the knocker.

The man with the gun put the gun to the woman’s head again, then, letting go her

arm, he raised his other hand and held up three fingers, looking pointedly at Billy.

Billy nodded.

He knocked three times, evenly.

They waited.

Billy thought he heard footsteps, something moving on the other side. Then silence.

The man with the gun was beginning to sweat. Billy saw the bead appear on his

temple. Nothing and then, glistening.

The man with the gun scratched suddenly and nervously at his forehead. He used the
thumb of his gun hand, raising it away from the hammer where it had been perched.
The gun wobbled loosely in his hand as he scratched under the brim of his hat where

his thin hair sopped the sweat.



The light overhead flickered.

Billy saw his chance.

Then the latch turned in the door.

Click.

The door did not open.

The man stiffened and cocked his gun.

His eyes met Billy’s again.

They looked different. Not frightened, but alert.

He looked from Billy to the door significantly.

Billy stepped forward and pushed.

The hinges screeched in the heavy, silent air.



Beyond the threshold it was dark.

Well, he had faced it before.

Billy stepped forward.

He heard a multitude of quiet clicks. I sounded like mechanical insects, scuttling

rapidly across a tile floor.

A bright light flashed in Billy’s face.

He blinked and tried to peer into the dark to see its source. The black was complete

except for the flashing of the image of the bush from his dream, its imbecile

contours alive behind his eyes.

Then the lights clicked on—harsh even in their dimness, even after the shock of the

spot.

It was a wide, low-ceilinged room with a round table on one side and a small bar to

the right. In the back sat an orange vinyl sofa with a slashed arm.

Several well dressed men stood and several sat.



All held guns aimed in Billy’s direction.



Billy put his hands up.

The men flinched as one at the movement, but none fired.

They seemed surprised—at a loss for what to do next. One of the men seated at the

bar wore a grey trilby hat. It was slightly askew; as though he had been interrupted

putting it on and had forgotten about it. There was a small glass in front of him,

empty except for a single cracked cube of ice. The man’s mouth opened slightly. He

cleared his throat.

Bang!

Billy jumped. So did the men before him.

The man with the hat cleared his throat again. He seemed not to have noticed the

noise. Blood dribbled down his lip.

A black spot welled on his white shirt, tinted orange in the red light, creeping from

beneath the fringe of his blue jacket in what seemed slow-motion—a furtive octopus,

unfurling from its haunt.

He looked down at it. Then he tumbled forward off his stool.



It all happened much faster than that.

The men’s eyes flicked to their fallen comrade and back to Billy, guns up.

Too late.

Bang!

Bang!

Two more joined the first man on the floor.

The woman stood behind Billy.

The man with the gun stood behind her.

They stood three deep.

His arms encircled them from behind, thick hands on the steady gun, aiming and

firing at the men before them, while his captives—arms raised—stood like the

manifold aspects of Death; grim and erect.

The puzzled, frightened few fell one by one before them.



And then they were none.

The man with the gun unwrapped his arms from their embrace of Billy and the

woman.

The silence was stark in the room.

One of the men on the floor coughed once, and that was all.

Billy felt the finger of the woman in his back.

He turned.

The woman held her hand out in the shape of a gun; index finger pointed out, thumb

high and crooked like the head of a hammer.

Behind the woman, Billy could see that the man with the gun held the gun to the

woman’s back and nudged.



The woman stepped forward.

Billy stepped back.

He held his arms up still.

Now the man with the gun gestured with it.

He wanted them both to go to the wall.

They crossed the room and stood by it.

The woman put her hands up, too.

The man with the gun held his gun out at them while his eyes roved the room and his
feet took him from man to fallen man, where his other hand checked pockets, patted

chests and lifted hats.

He was looking for something.



He went behind the bar and looked there for a while, holding his gun at them over
the counter while his body dipped below. Implying he could see them through the

gun barrel somehow.

They believed him and they did not move.

When he came out his hand was empty and his eyes looked grave.

He crossed the room and stood for a moment, motionless underneath the low red

light, the top of his tall hat-crowned head nearly brushing the drop ceiling. His flat

eyes looked out at Billy and the woman and beyond and maybe not at all.

Billy turned and looked at the woman.

She stood looking straight ahead at the man, a bored expression on her mouth, hands

clasped in front of her demurely:.

The man turned suddenly:

He kept his gun pointed behind him at Billy and the woman as he walked to the sofa

in the back of the room.



He bent over and with his free hand he lifted one of the sofa’s cushions off. It was the

one on the left hand side, near the slashed arm steaming stuffing.

There beneath the cushion lay a large rectangular shape, familiar at first glance to

Billy though he couldn’t make out right away just what it was.

The man with the gun stood poised over the object. He seemed hesitant to pick it up

or touch it at all, surprised perhaps to even see it before him, though he kept the gun

trained behind him in Billy and the woman’s direction, hand steady:.

Billy took a step forward.

The man did nothing.

He took another.

The man picked up the object with his free hand.

He turned around to face Billy and the woman.

Billy could see what he was holding now.

It was the ledger Billy had found by the dead old man.



The man let the book fall open, balancing the spine in his large hand.

He looked intently at the pictures, which seemed to shine on the page in a light of

their own.

Billy looked at the book.

He thought suddenly of the bush from his dream. In his mind’s eye he saw it, ablaze
in pale flame; flowering. He remembered the depression in the ground before the
place on the end of the spit of land where the bush grew. It seemed to Billy as he
considered it and looked at the book before him, that the book must belong to the
bush. The size and shape of the book, it’s own strange glow—they seemed to match
what he remembered of that shallow space scratched in the ground. The bush
wanted this book for itself, instead of the man, Billy understood. It had contacted

him precisely for this purpose.

But how to get the book back to it now the man had it, and why Billy felt compelled

to work on behalf of the bush he did not know.

But he felt the compulsion.

Before Billy could consider the matter further, the man gestured with his gun at Billy

and the woman.



He was making for the door.

He gestured with his gun and made it clear that they were to proceed before him.

They did as they were told and filed out the door.

The man shut the door behind them but not before turning out the light, leaving the

dead in darkness.



Several halls stretched before them and then they were outside in a narrow alley

between the club and a high brick building that rose and merged into the black night

sky. Far up, a light was on in a solitary window—weak and yellow—and Billy thought

he saw a silhouette framed there when they emerged.

A black car idled for them, lights out, and coughed when they appeared.

When Billy looked back, the silhouette was gone.

The man came forward and opened the driver’s side door and held it there.

The woman stepped forward and got inside behind the wheel.

The man closed the door behind her, then opened the back door.

He held it open and turned and looked expectantly at Billy.

Billy came forward.

The man took the book and slid it onto the back seat and pushed it to the far side.

Then he too got in, assuming the middle seat. He kept his gun trained on Billy and

looked at him through the door all the while. The gun seemed to exert a magnetic

influence on Billy. He felt himself being pulled forward.



He got into the back seat, behind the woman on the driver’s side, beside the man in

the back.

Billy closed the door.

The woman put the car in gear and backed slowly out of the alley.

When they came to a street, the woman took a left, turned the car’s lights on and

proceeded down the quiet road.

The man took the book and placed it on his lap. With one hand he paged through it,
while he kept his gun hand trained alternately on Billy and the woman, the hand
tacking back and forth between them like the head of a dancing snake. When the

man came to a particular page, he stopped.

He looked at the page for a long time as the car proceeded aimlessly past the
shuttered shops and steaming alleys of the sleeping city. After several minutes, the

man reached inside his coat. When the hand reemerged, it was holding a bottle of

milk.

Billy watched as the man took the bottle, unstopped the top, brought it to his lips

and took a long swig. Billy tried to catch the eye of the woman in the rearview mirror



to see what she made of this new development but behind her glasses she remained

inscrutable as ever, driving on, taking what seemed to Billy to be random turns.

The man looked back at the book and Billy observed that after drinking the milk,
the man’s eyes looked different. They still had no expression but the pupils had
dilated considerably. He was surveying the pictures in the book with a new interest,
scrutinizing them. Billy tried to peer over and see them, too but in the dark of the
car he could make out little. The man raised the bottle to his lips again and took
another long pull, drinking it until it was gone. He turned to Billy and Billy saw that
the man’s eyes were now completely black—the pupil having devoured the iris and

the white from the inside. They looked like the woman’s sunglasses.

The man’s mouth twitched when he looked at Billy. It was something close to a smile.

Something warmed in Billy’s breast.

He remembered suddenly his own gun, if indeed it was a gun after all. Idle in his

jacket pocket all the while since he’d returned from wherever it was he had been

inside the room.

The man looked back at the book again.

He ran the fingers of his free hand across the page.



He leaned forward into the front of the car so that his head drew alongside the

woman’s. He took his hand off the book and pointed to a road coming up on their

right.

Billy put his hand inside his jacket and felt around.

The man did not seem to notice and if he did, he did nothing.

Billy felt the shape of the gun.

He had it still.

The woman slowed the car slightly and made the turn, spinning the wide wheel like

the tiller of a ship.

They passed into the other road.

Billy saw the name on the sign.

“Derry Way.”

He knew at once where they were bound.



Peering through the windshield of the car, Billy could see—far in the distance—the
silver lights like falling stars haloing the tall stacks of the factory ahead where smoke

still rose even at this late hour, white and raw like dough.

The man sat back and sighed. The sight of the factory had seemed to comfort him
somehow. He let out so much breath he seemed almost to deflate and melt into the
seat. Billy realized the man was much thinner than he had imagined before. He let
his head fall back onto the rest and closed his eyes. One hand was on the book, the

other on the gun.

Billy glanced again into the rearview mirror.

The woman gazed back at him, eyes naked. The sunglasses had slid down the bridge
of her nose. Her eyes were brown with a rime of gold. She was looking straight at
him. Her expression was serious. She was trying to communicate something to him,
something that a gaze alone was inadequate to describe. She could not quite force
her face into the right expression, if there was one, that could portray perfectly what
she hoped to communicate to him and if not for the pits in the road Billy would have

taken the trembling of the mirror to be a symptom of her effort.

Billy looked at the man who shifted and blinked his still black eyes with the bumps.
When he looked back at the mirror, the woman’s glasses had returned to their place

and he wondered if they had ever slipped at all.



Then the woman’s window came down and the car began to slow.

They were nearing the factory:.

A familiar sound drifted into Billy’s ears.



The man escorted Billy and the woman from the car to the gate of the factory—a
ramshackle chain link affair with barbed wire curled lazily like crepe around the

crown.

The man put the ledger on the ground, produced a pair of wire-cutters from inside
his jacket and gave them to the woman. He kept his gun on her and Billy, who he
indicated should stand beside her as she cut. When the portal was finished, the man
indicated that the woman should go through first, followed by Billy. When they were

both inside, he tossed the book in after them before pushing through himself.

As they drew closer to the factory itself, the sense of a sound grew louder in Billy’s
ears. It was the same species of sound he had heard when he had visited the bush;

not exactly sound at all but something akin to music all the same.

It exerted a powerful force on Billy. He had to resist actively not to break into a kind
of dance, fearing that if he did so the man might shoot him on the spot. He was not
sure why he had this fear since the fact that the man had not chosen to shoot him so
far indicated to Billy that he wished him to live, at least until some future period
when his presence might prove useful to the man. He resisted nevertheless,
convinced somehow that moving thus would disturb the man and curtail his chance
—however slim it might prove to be—to survive to see whatever it was he held in
store. Billy was curious but it was difficult nonetheless and he stepped higher and

kicked his legs farther than was natural at every step, swinging his arms up in a way



that—had the man bothered to look closely—he might’ve deemed excessive for the

occasion.

When they arrived at the door of the factory the man stopped and indicated that
Billy and the woman should draw aside. They did and the man, holding out the gun
distractedly toward them, placed the ledger on the ground, flipped until he arrived at

a particular page, and stepped back to examine it.

As Billy watched, the man began to pace around the book like a cat, his black eyes
never leaving the page but roving over and over it and up and down as he swiveled his

head and cocked it at different angles.

Billy felt a sudden pressure on his hand.

The woman, standing shoulder to shoulder with him, had clutched it behind her
back. She squeezed his hand hard, palpating it three times. Billy did not know what
this was supposed to mean but returned the gesture, squeezing her hand three times

in turn. He then tried to look at her out of the corner of his eye.

Her glasses were off again and her eyes burned into his like torches, hair a halo of
black flame around her pale face. He blinked. He looked away and when he looked
back she was composed again, glasses neatly in place and hair tucked back behind her

€ars.



Billy heard the sound of the book shutting.

He looked over at the man.

The man had approached the door of the factory. It was large—three times the width

of the man—and steadfastly closed. It appeared to be made of forged steel. There

was a numeric panel off to the side.

The man made for this panel, took out one of his large fingers and pushed several of

the buttons, waiting for a beat in between each.

He did this for some time.

Billy felt a strange sensation near the base of his leg.

He looked down and saw that the woman was prone on the ground, holding on to

one of his ankles. The way she gripped at it it seemed to Billy as if she was hanging

from the edge of a cliff and his ankle was some fortuitous jutting rock that

represented her very last hope.

He looked back at the man, who was still punching numbers at the panel, holding his

gun absentmindedly back at them.



Then he looked back at the woman.

He almost leaped out of his skin.

She was staring up at him, glasses off once again and her expression was not one of

tear or desperation but a pure and crystalline vintage of rage. He knew suddenly that

she knew somehow that he had the gun. She knew that he had it, and she wanted

him to use it.

Billy heard a loud click.

He looked back at the man.

He had stepped back from the panel and was watching triumphantly as the heavy

door lifted away, folding itself into the mouth of some clattering unseen machine.

The woman stood composed beside him again as though nothing had happened.

The man approached them. He swept his hand grandly at the door.

Billy and the woman stepped forward into the factory and the man followed close

behind.



They walked for a time through a narrow hall with a low ceiling and lights that
flickered like heat lightning intermittently from dirty panels close to their heads,

their echoing shoes raining on the hard tile floors.

When they came to the end of the hallway, another door confronted them. Once

again the man stepped forward. He inspected it carefully.

Billy felt the woman’s hands on his shoulders but he was too afraid to turn and look
at her face. He knew what she wanted him to do. What he must do. But he was not

yet sure of his moment. He felt her nails digging into him.

After a careful survey, the man determined that the door would open traditionally, via

its handle. This he turned.

The door opened and he ushered them through.

They were on the factory floor. The machine edifice rose before them seven stories—

a spider’s web of automated relations. A conveyer belt before them sent armies of

bottles of milk speeding by at a diabolical rate.

The man stepped forward slowly and turned in a circle, his arms spread wide as if to

embrace it all. He seemed in a sort of reverie. He stepped up to the conveyer belt,



reached out a hand and snatched a bottle of the milk as it sped by. He opened the

bottle and took a sip. He smiled. He brought the bottle again to his lips.

The bottle shattered.

The man stood, holding the broken neck of the glass in shock. He let it drop.

Billy aimed again and fired.

He missed the man but hit another bottle on the conveyer belt.

The bottle exploded.

Glass shards peppered the man’s face and neck, leaving tiny red, weeping marks

where they grazed his skin like cuts from a razor.

Milk trickled down the side of the conveyer belt where the bottle had been as others

sped impassively by

One of the man’s eyes seemed to droop. It returned to its original pale color, while

the other stayed jet black.

The man raised his gun.



Billy fired again.

He missed the man, but hit his gun.

There was a loud, hollow metallic sound like a gong being struck.

Billy had shot into the barrel of the man’s gun. It now resembled an antique

blunderbuss, the mouth blown out like a blooming flower. The man’s hand shook as

he struggled to pull the trigger.

The man’s gun made an odd deep sound, like a dumpster being kicked. It misfired.

Hot black powder spat from the gun onto the man’s hand.

Billy could smell cordite and burning flesh.

The man grunted and dropped the weapon like it was a poison snake.

He advanced toward Billy with the jagged neck of the broken bottle.

Billy fired and missed again. He could hear the bullet ricocheting cartoonishly.

He took a step back.



The man lumbered on, gaining speed, the bottle raised to the level of Billy’s eye.

The book came hurtling through the air and struck the man on the side of the head,

knocking him over.

Billy looked and saw that the woman had thrown it.

Billy took careful aim and shot the man again where he lay on the floor.

He hit him in the shoulder.

The man grunted.

Then an odd thing occurred.

A vine emerged from the wound in the man’s shoulder, green and lithe.

Billy watched in fascination as it grew longer and sprouted small, saw-toothed leaves

before his eyes. The man himself, whose breath heaved raggedly now, regarded it

with surprise from the corner of his normal eye. The black eye—which remained

inscrutable—seemed to swell slightly in time with the growth of the vine, which had

begun to wind itself around the man’s arm and whose branching tendrils crept now



towards his neck, now towards his waist. The man’s hand, which had been clutching

the neck of the bottle tightly, relaxed open and let it go as the vine approached it.

The man opened his mouth and seemed about to say something when his swollen

black eye suddenly burst and a pale wet root like a parsnip poked through. The man’s

word never escaped.

Billy had to look away.

He turned his eyes to where the woman had been standing but she was gone.

He looked back at the man.

Where the man had been was now a mass of seething roots, vines and thick moss,

churning underneath the blanket of the large beige coat, the hat an island in a small

sea of vegetation with its feather a kind of exclamation. Billy noticed that the book—

which had lain alongside the man—was in danger, too of being consumed, vines

beginning to encircle it now and squeeze it like a python trying to strangle its prey.

Billy fingered his gun, wondering if he should fire at it.

He heard a sound high above and looked up.



He saw the woman running along a steel catwalk perhaps forty feet above where he

stood.

He pocketed his gun and ran on. Let the thing have the book, whatever it was.

A few dozen paces ahead Billy saw a lift that the woman must have used.

He got in, jamming the button with an arrow pointing up.

The lift deposited him at the foot of a long, narrow catwalk, which he sped across,

trying to keep a hand on one of the low railings and another on his gun at all times.

He crisscrossed several different sets of walks as he ascended higher and higher up

the side of a massive stainless steel tank.

Finally, mounting the last walk, he caught sight of the woman ahead, standing with

her back toward him. He rushed to meet her.

She was looking down into the tank at the lip of which the walk terminated.

Billy drew up beside her and looked down into the tank.

It was full of milk.



The woman was wearing her glasses again. She was poised, with a dropper in hand,

the hand outstretched over the small sea of milk. The dropper was full of a deep red

liquid.

The woman turned and looked at Billy.

Billy took her hand.

The woman lowered the dropper.

She took her hand from Billy and removed her glasses.

Her eyes didn’t blaze. They looked tired and sad.

“What are you going to do?” Billy asked.

A slow smile spread across the woman’s face, she raised the dropper once again and

waved it to and fro.

“What is it?” Billy asked.

The woman raised a dark eyebrow.



“The milk,” Billy went on.

The woman’s smile faded.

She stretched out her arm and voided the contents of the dropper into the vat.

“What is it for?” Billy went on.

The woman took Billy’s hand again, turned and proceeded down the catwalk.

As they rode the lift down, the woman turned to Billy.

“Did you have any?” She asked.

Billy said nothing for a long time.

They walked hand in hand past the pile of moss, which had spread to carpet much of

the first floor, past the conveyer belt where the bottles of milk continued to pass in

rapid succession, their contents now fire-truck red.

“I don’t know;” Billy said as they got into the man’s car.



The woman did not turn to him as they rode in silence back down Derry Way. And

she did not turn to him either when she finally said: “Iry to remember.”
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