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Chapter One

The previous morning, Ed Derringer sat in acomfortable of-
ficechair infront of thelarge and immaculately organized desk of his
boss Raymond Garner. Raymond waslate. Ed checked hiswatch; it
was 8:37 AM. Raymond had asked in an e-mail that Ed meet himin
hisoffice at 8:30 AM. When Ed poked his head into the office three
minutes early, his boss's quarters were still lit only by the ambient
light from a hazy winter sun. Raymond hadn’t given Ed any indica-
tion why he was requesting the meeting.

Naturally, Ed wasworried. Heknew that he did agood job—
an exceptional job, in fact. Ed found it hard to imagine anyone who
could perform the constant and persistent tasks of a dataentry clerk
aswell ashedid. A meeting first thing in the morning with the boss,
with no prior notice and no knowledge of the subject matter, led Ed
to believe thiswould be hislast visit to Raymond Garner’s office.

He checked his watch again: 8:38 AM. Ed glanced at the
silver-plated picture frame on Raymond's desk. On the frame the
legend, “ 15 Yearsof Sterling Service,” wasengraved. Insdetheframe
was a four-inch by six-inch school photo of Raymond'’s daughter, a
teenager just coming out of that unfortunate stage of adolescence
where one grew from an ugly duckling into a swan, or perhaps
remained aduck. Ed feared that Raymond’s daughter was destined
to quack. Welcome to the pond, my dear. Mind the geese.
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Ed heard thedull click of thelight switch behind him, coupled
with the simultaneous illumination of the fluorescent lights above.
He also heard the sound of the office door closing shut. Yes, Ed
believed this would, in fact, be his last visit to Raymond Garner’s
office.

“Good morning, Ed.”

Ed cleared histhroat. “Hi, Raymond.”

“1’m sorry to keep you waiting. | made a couple of stops on
theway tomy office.” Raymond walked smoothly past Ed. Ed could
smell cologne or aftershave. Not a subtle scent, but one that drove
straight to the point. Raymond was broadcasting his cologneto any-
oneinrange. Wasit a gift from the maturing duckling on Father’s
Day? Birthday, perhaps?

Ed could see two, plain-white, business-size envelopes in
Raymond’'s hand. This was no fatalistic paranoia playing through
Ed'sthoughts; he was being fired. Hismind raced through all of the
possiblereasons and finally settled on three pretty good ones: habitu-
aly late from lunch, long and frequent smoke breaks, add to that the
painful admission that no one at the officereally liked him. Wasthere
anything else? Because he was a duck? A slightly overweight
mustachioed duck?

“We're letting you go, Ed.”

Just like that. In the midst of it all, Ed admired Raymond’s
directness.

He neither liked nor disliked hisjob, but it had infused him
with a comfortable feeling of purgatory that allowed him to forget
about nearly everything for eight hours a day, five days aweek. Ev-
eryone at the officeleft Ed alone, and he, in turn, didn’t talk to them.
Hepreferred it that way. Ed didiked unnecessary relationships. Maybe
it wasn’t that he disliked the unnecessary relationships so much as
that he was terrible at the necessary ones.

After the death of his dad three months earlier, he’'d come to
therealization that he wasterrible at the necessary rel ationships sim-
ply because he categorized relationships as either “ necessary” or “un-
necessary.” Theonesthat fell into the former category seemed to Ed
relationships that needed to be nurtured and maintained in order to
ensure his humanity—they were, in fact, necessary. Here, the
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concept of nurturing and maintenance brought thoughts of tedium
and routine-work, in other words. What else is there that can suck
the joy out of something more thoroughly than when that thing is
converted into work? He avoided relationships that he felt he had to
work at in order to maintain. The act of avoiding those relationships
led to feelingsof guilt at not working harder on hispart to keeptiesto
family and friends strong. If he had to work so hard just to keep up
relationswith those heloved, how in the hell could he expect himself
to engage in the day-to-day chitchat of interactionswith co-workers,
grocery clerksand casual acquaintances?

Getting fired gave him a good reason to go out on a serious
bender—amemory erasing drunk that started shortly after depositing
hislast paycheck into his checking account and cashing the check for
his unused week’s vacation. That one, the vacation check, that was
drinking money: $383.27. Ed was pretty sure he couldn’t drink that
much, but it wasworth atry. Let it be acrass solo flight around the
bar tap. A barfly newly born, if just for one night, if just for one
seriously what-the-hell-have-I-got-to-lose? booze-drenched evening.

Ed remembered looking at his watch shortly after three that
afternoon and realizing that hewas already very drunk and he'd only
managed to spend alittle over thirty dollars. He remembered ciga-
rette after cigarette until hislungs burned and then the near euphoric
sensation when the smoke being drawn in tasted crisp and cool like
freshair. Heremembered the sky growing dark asevening came, and
not much beyond that waning of day.

When he finally got out of bed the next day, he smelled like
too many cigarettes. He could still taste beer, maybe whiskey,
Scotch—who knew what else? As Ed made his way into the bath-
room, he found that his breathing was difficult. He had to sit down
against thewall. Hislungsand heart felt asif they might come out of
him. Had he smoked that much? Some sort of anatomical revolt was
beginning. His stomach hurt, his eyes hurt, and his balls hurt. Ed
didn’t remember getting home. He didn’t remember leaving the bar.
He noticed then, feeling the hair on his arms beginning to stand on
end, that the door to his apartment was gjar, hiskeysstill in the lock.

Cold panic bolted through him, afeeling like touching an el ec-
tricfence. It wasthekind of panic that might seizethe heart after days
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of paranoia, of finally being found out for doing something horrible:
murder or maybe incest.

He stood up, legsweak and trembling. Edwondered if hiscar
was in decent shape, making him wonder if he'd killed anyonein a
booze-induced hit and run. Drinking, drinking, so drunk he didn’t
actualy remember driving home. He hoped he hadn’'t driven. He
hoped the bartender or one of the wait staff at Dillon’s noticed hewas
decimated by thetime he’ d | eft.

Let’s hope they stuck me in a taxi, Ed thought, a yellow taxi
with old upholstery; ataxi with a vulgar driver discussing politics
with aman too drunk to figure out if it was an election year.

He took the keys out of the door and thought about walking
out to the parking lot to look for his car when the sick, hangover
shakeshit him. The poisoned feeling took over. Hislungsfelt raw, he
could taste only ashes, beer, and if he was not mistaken, the peaty
grimace of neat Scotch whiskey. It made him feel worse and the
shakes, the shakes, the shakeswere going for his stomach and Ed had
to make it fast to the bathroom.

He welcomed it when the nauseafinally swept over him and
made him vomit. Hewelcomed it until he realized he would have to
remain prostrate before the toilet with dry heaves pulling his guts
inside out and making his eyes feel as though they were tight in the
maw of apair of vice-grips unwilling to let go.

Ed thought he'd passed out at one point. He wasn't sure if
he'd smacked his head on the toilet bowl or if the exertions of his
body trying to expel thealcohol had finally overwhelmed him. What-
ever had happened, there remained in Ed’'s memory a brief, dream-
like feeling of peace where the sick feeling became non-existent. A
moment of floating and warmth where he could see something just
out of hisreach. He knew if he could just reach it, whatever “it”
might be, then the sickness would pass and everything would be al
right. Even before he could consider what that something wonderful
might be, it was gone, and Ed was heaving so that it felt asif hisribs
might crack.

Hefelt like crying. There was nothing left for him to do ex-
cept cry. Though the dry heaves had not hit him for several minutes,
the nausea remained, and much to Ed’s shame, he redlized that at
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some point he'd managed to shit himself. Quiteinvoluntary, but there
itwasall thesame. Hedidn't think he had the strength to get up and
take care of it.

Ed wept quietly. The uncontrollable need to keep vomiting
had passed. The awful sensation of the alcohol and nicotine poison-
ing that brought the shakes and vomiting was gone. The smell of the
shit in his pantsthough, was overwhelming. Hefeared it would bring
on afresh bout of nausea.

“Ohhell,” hesaid aloud. Hisvoice sounded hoarse. “Christ,
| hope | had fun last night!”

Asif in response, the phonein the living room rang. It rang
four times as Ed lay there, propped up by one elbow on alinoleum
floor that hadn’t seen abroom or avacuum in weeks. The answering
machine picked up and afeeling of cement in hisaching gutstold him
itwasthepolicecallingtotell himthat his car had been found wrapped
around atree somewherein Meridian Township. No, that couldn’t be
it. The police would just come a-knockin'’.

He heard the digital recording of his voice announce to the
caller that hewasn't able to reach the phone. Nope, not ableto reach
the phoneat all, thought Ed, what with all of the kaka in my drawers.
Would they please |leave a message? Why, yes!

It was Margaret. Margaret with the voice like cold water.
The eyes and face that were so tired it made Ed want to yawn just
thinking of her. Margaret, hisolder sister.

“Ed? Margaret’'s voice dug a him. With the way he felt
now, her voicewaslikeatick trying to sink its head beneath his skin.
Definitely parasitic, definitely unwanted. “1 know you' re probably
hard at work at the office doing your dataentry, or whatever it isyou
dothere.” Ed thought he could hear her yawn. “Anyway, when you
get back inthisevening, givemeand Momacall. Well,” she paused,
her voice shaking, just enough to make Ed roll hiseyes. That wasn't
ayawn, shewasontheverge of tears, herecomethetears. Margaret's
tears. Drip, drip. Ariver of tears. A lake. Hissister’svoice contin-
ued to speak, continued to be recorded for Ed to enjoy when he got
back from doing “whatever it is’ he did there.

“Get fired! That’swhat | do there,” he muttered to the
answering machine.
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“...sojustgiveusacal. Well, givemeacall. Okay?’

Her voice grew silent, making Ed wonder if she’d hung up.
No, he could hear his sister crying. He felt suddenly terrible for re-
senting her. She was doing more than he would have done. More
than he could do, perhaps. And what had he done after Dad's fu-
neral? He'd told Margaret to handle it, to do whatever she thought
was best. Why? Because he couldn’t do it, didn’t wanttodo it. His
mother was a burden he couldn’t carry, and instead of pitching in,
shouldering part of the burden until he and Margaret could figure
something out, he'd simply refused any part of it. Asfar ashewas
concerned, Dad should have put Mom in anursing home beforeshe'd
gotten this bad.

Ed waited, feeling and smelling the hangover lingering in his
clothes, in hisguts, in the stale and soiled air, in every wave of light
from thefive bulbs above the vanity.

“l can’'tdoit, Ed,” Margaret had regained her voice. “I don’'t
know how Dad did it for so long, but | can’t. | don’t blame you for
staying away. | don’'t blame you at al, but if you could just call. |
need totalk. Weneedtotalk. You don't haveto make any decisions.
I’ll doitall, but I just need to talk to you about it. She'syour mother,
too.”

There was another pause; Ed listened, waiting for her to end
the message with a “Goodbye,” or “Talk to you later.” Instead,
Margaret’s voice reported what kept him away from home, what he
didn’t have the courage to face himself.

“She’s getting worse. It doesn’t seem possible for it to be
worse, but | don’'t even know if Mom'’sinthereanymore. She'sgotten
worse since the funeral. | just can’'t do it by myself. So give me a
call,” Ed heard asniffle, “ okay?’

The answering machine beeped to signal it had received a
message.

“Yeah,” Ed said, wishing for nothing more than to get cleaned
up and then burn his clothes. If only that were the worst of his
problems. Well, he'd beenfired, hadn’'t he? Maybe that’s enough of
an excuse to give Margaret a hand. He was now officially
unencumbered by theresponsibilities of the duly employed. He could
afford to make the drive to Port Grace and help Margaret with Mom.
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It wasMansy Cribbinswho found Mom at the end of the dock,
staring into the water. He'd gone out to fill his bird feeders with
black oil sunflower seeds. “| feed those damned squirrelsjust asmuch
as| feed the chickadees and nuthatches,” Ed had heard him comment
on more than one occasion. Mom was found sitting in her wheel-
chair, eyelids drooping, mouth gaping, gazing into the water at the
capsized aluminum fishing boat that Dad had used for fishing on Grace
Lake ever since Ed could remember. That was August.

Almonzo had about twenty years on Ed’s parents. Ed had
known him all of hislife. Almonzo’swife Laurie had given him the
nickname‘Mansy’. ‘Just likeLittle HouseonthePrairie,” sheusedto
tell anyone who'd ask. ‘Except I’'m not Laura Ingalls and he's not
Almonzo Wilder, sol can’t call him‘Manly,” that’swhy he'sMansy.’

She'd been outside on the dock all night, Mansy told him.
“God bless her,” he said, “she stayed right out there with him, Ed. 1
feel just awful, and | hope you and Margaret can forgive me for not
finding her sooner, for not being there to help your Dad. If she
screamed for help, | didn’t hear her, and neither did Laurie, | swear it.
I’d have run out there in just my socksif I'd heard athing.”

Ed stuffed his soiled clothes into a trash bag and showered
under water hot enough to hurt. He stood there with the water hit-
ting the back of his neck until the shower grew tepid. The hot water
had eased the throbbing in hisgutsand hishead, but hismind became
troubled with panic when hetried to remember how he’ d gotten home.

What isthe last thing | can remember? he thought.

He remembered euphoria and abandon upon lighting the last
cigarette in his pack and having it taste like the first warm breeze of
spring. He remembered that was when he decided he would start
drinking the best single malt Scotch behind the bar. He couldn’t re-
member what it was, save the bartender had said to him,
“blahblahblahblah. . . sixteenyear old. . . blahblah . . . very peaty . .
.blah...Ideof ISay.” Remembering he' d drunk Scotch brought the
taste back to him. The nauseawas gone, but it made him grimace all
thesame. Thetaste of it made him remember. Heremembered drink-
ing with an older guy. A businessman of some sort. An insurance
agent? Stockbroker? No, something alittle more esoteric.

There’ d been something startling about the man. Hiseyes.
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The man had stared at Ed as though he'd just discovered a winning
lottery ticket on the men’s room floor. A feeling of embarrassment
dug at Ed’'sinsides. The man had given him aride home. He could
only remember piecesof it. Ed remembered shivering, with hishead
resting against the passenger window of the man’s car. He remem-
bered trying to close hiseyes, waiting to get home as everything spun.
His vision surged and spun with his eyes open, accelerating beyond
feverish proportions, so he'd closed them and made it worse.

Ed didn’'t remember getting home. He couldn’t remember
much more than that one moment on theride to his apartment, but he
remembered that thelook in the man’seyesreminded him of hisUncle
Dale. It was a hungry look, the kind of hunger that Ed imagined a
starving man might havein hiseyes.

Uncle Dale had looked alittle spooky like that, spooky like
there was some secret behind his crazy, hungry ook, some secret that
Ed might want to know, but would regret, wish he could give back
upon finding out what it was. Colin Clive had the same look in
Frankenstein. “The dead can walk again,” the look said, “ask me
how!”

When Ed was nine, Uncle Dale, his dad’'s older and only
brother, had spent aweek with them. It was the only time Ed could
remember meeting him. Uncle Dale knew the Chinese aphabet. He
could spin a quarter on his elbow and a dime on his nose (learned
how to do that in a bar in Winnipeg, Eddie). His mother disliked
Dade: “Badhabits! He'slikeawalking, talking poster for bad habits!
Nothing but a jack-ass!” His mother had opinions then. His mother
had amind.

Ed had begged to go with them when his dad drove Uncle
Daleback to histrailer in Standish. Uncle Dale had wrecked hisown
car on the way home from a bar the night before.

No one spoke during the five-hour drive. It was just Dad,
Uncle Dale, and Ed; but no one spoke. Ed was afraid he’' d be yelled
at, hisdad wasn’t talking and that meant mad. Hedidn't think hewas
mad at Dale, not really. 1t was Mom he was mad at; he slammed the
door whenthey left. They’ d argued about why it couldn’t wait another
day-another day, just to seeif Dale could get his car situation worked
out.
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When they’ d gotten to Uncle Dale's, Dad helped Dale with
hissuitcases. He set them on the lawn next to the driveway and stood
therelooking up at the blue sky. Ed remembered |ooking up too-how
blueand clear! It wasasblueasforever. Grasshoppersbuzzedinthe
tall weedsin thevacant lot next to Dale'strailer. Goldfincheslighted
on bull thistles, twittering, the purple thistle wands bobbing under
their weight. Uncle Dale smoked acigarette and stared at the ground.

“Sure am sorry about all the trouble,” Uncle Dale had said
when his cigarette was done, flicked into the gravel driveway,
smoldering out.

“Yeah,” Ed'sdad answered, still looking at the sky. “Maybe
you'll come see us again when you get your shit together. Ed thinks
he's got anew best friend.”

“Sure. He'sgreat. Your wifeain't never really liked me much,
though. Guess| didn’t change her opinion any.”

Ed never saw UncleDaleagain. It wasonly afew weeks after
they’d driven him home when his dad took a few days off work for
Dale's funeral. But when it came time to leave, Martin Derringer
decided hedidn’'t want to see hisbrother laid out in acoffin and lowered
into the ground.

“Doyou remember your UncleDale?’ hisdad asked him later,
when Ed was ol der, ateenager, fifteen maybe, fishing on the lakein
the aluminum fishing boat. “Nothing slowed him down. Stupid
sonofabitch. We all thought it was going to be the booze that’ d take
him.” Heremembered his dad shaking his head slowly and smiling.
“You just never know, Ed. Who knew it was going to be a brain
tumor? | guess Dale knew. Do you think he'd tell me?’ His dad
chuckled, alaugh completely absent of mirth. “You’ d have thought
he' dtell me.”

Ed wondered now, as he stood in the shower rubbing hisscalp
through hishair with thetipsof hisfingers, if it was Dal € sknowledge
of hisown life near its end that brought on the reckless drinking.

Thewater felt good. Sometimes Ed believed the shower was
atrap, perhaps shrouding a hidden power lurking within the gallons
of water spraying from the shower head, a power that waited to prey
on the weakest bathers.” Stay with me,” it said, “stay withme.” The
feeling of the hot shower on naked skin was mesmerizing, enticing in
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the sameway the syrupy beads of acarnivorous honeydew plant must
seem to passing insects before being trapped and slowly digested with
dissolving enzymes.

Ed imagined himself drowning. He imagined the struggle to
hang on, hang on, before drawing water into his lungs for the final,
suffocating end.

The boat capsized clean, smooth, and hit Dad square on the
head. He didn’'t even know he’d drowned. He was already
UNCONSCI OUS.

Mom had been there that night, out on the dock, enjoying the
summer dark and evening breeze, keeping Dad company, as much as
she could, as he fished some hundred yards or so off the dock.

“Mom heard a splash, Ed. You know how she goes in and
out. That's as much as she could tell us,” Margaret told him, “she
thought it wasafish jumping. Shecouldn’t eventell what happened,;
you know how her eyes are at night. You know how her mind is.”

Yes, he knew his mom. He knew a side of his mom that no
oneelsedid. A sideof hismother that visited in dreams. Heknew the
part of hismom that hid in awheelchair, hiding behind careful eyes,
eyes that seemed to not want to see as much as they could. Eyes
stupid with senility—senility shadowed by the occasional passage of
lucidity. In those dreams, Ed blamed her for his father’s death. It
couldn’t possibly have been her fault, but the dreams lingered long
after waking. In the dream, his mother sat in her wheelchair. The
dementiaclouding her facewasnothing morethan amask. Her shadow
cast on the floor from an unknown light source. The shadow that
should have been a distorted and darkened silhouette of his mother
cast quietly on the living room floor had awakened: a spider shape
spinning aweb around some newly trapped prey.

Premature senile dementia, her doctorslabeled it, for lack of
anything better. An unfortunate mental condition brought on from
yearsof multiplesclerosis. They didn’t know the pathology behindit,
but that wastheir professional diagnosis. The best that awholeroom
full of specialistscould say for certain wasthat it wasn't Alzheimer’s.
He' d spent the last years of high school growing ashamed as his
mother’s mind deteriorated. Ed had grown to hate her for it. He
hated her dislocated and confusing speech. He hated her wheelchair.
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Ed sighed. Hedid feel better after the shower. He'd need to
get hiscar. Timeto stop dwelling on Mom. Mother with the quick
shadow. He'd taken a ride home with some guy that was probably
thesameageashisdad. A guy that had reminded him of Uncle Dale.
Edwondered if it wasbad luck for astranger to remind him of adead
person.

Was that asign? What kind of asign? Ed didn’t believein
omens, but he considered them often.

He dressed and walked into the living room. He'd need to
take ataxi back to Dillon’s Bar so he could pick up his Grand Prix.
He hoped it hadn’t been towed. He doubted it, but bad luck had a
tendency to be afrequent visitor once it found the right address.

Ed was surprised to see two messages on his answering
machine. He knew that one was from Margaret. The other one?
Perhaps left while he’ d been in the shower. Ed pushed the playback
button and the machine clicked twice assomething initsdigital memory
retrieved information. He thought the first message would be
Margaret, but it wasn't.

“Hello, Mr. Derringer,” a man's voice said. “I hope this
message findsyou well. | can’t recall seeing ayoung man toss back
asmuch liquor asyoudidlast night. 1t's11AM and | amcallingtolet
you know, in case your memory is patchy, that a Mr. John Stanford
gaveyou aridehome. That’'sme. I’'manAssuranceAgent. | procure
assurances. | occasionally give assurances, but that isn’t the purpose
of thiscall. You gave me your assurance that you would repay the
favor of transportation home from a night of excess by giving me a
moment of your time, something that might be easier when you were
in a clearer state of mind. | trust the effects of the alcohol you
consumed yesterday have worn off, inwhich casel’ d liketo take that
moment from you this evening. I’'ll meet you at Dillon’s when you
get there to pickup your car. A taxi will be sent to pick you up at 7
0’ clock thisevening. Thetaxi will be paid for in advance by me, as
your wallet iscurrently in my possession. Thank you, Mr. Derringer.”

The message ended. Ed hit the stop button on the machine.
He didn't want to hear Margaret’s voice again.
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Ed spent the remainder of the afternoon drifting in and out of
deeponhissofa. He' d considered eating acouple of times, but didn’t
feel his stomach could take it. His sides felt torn and bruised from
vomiting. Hiseyeshurt. So helay therewaiting for thetaxi, drifting
into a strange sort of half-sleep, and smoking the occasional ciga-
rette. The man who'd given Ed aride home (and nicked his wallet)
was not an AssuranceAgent. Therewas, after all, no suchthing asan
Assurance Agent. It was likely that the older gentleman who re-
minded him of hisUncle Dalewas either an Amway salesman |ooking
for another block in his distribution pyramid, or some kind of queer.

It was closing in on 7:30 when Ed finally got back to
Dillon’sBar. His Grand Prix was parked where he’d left it. He'd
arrived at Dillon’s early enough yesterday to park beneath the
purple neon above the front entrance. Ed opened the passenger
side door in the back seat of the cab, double-checked for hiskeys
(right-front pants pocket), and pulled out a cigarette. Walk in
smoking. One tough hombre. Nobody messes with aman who
walksinto abar smoking. Right.

The halogen parking lights buzzed above him, making the
cold December night seem morefrigid. December in Michigan,
almost as bad as January. Ed braced himself, dragging on his
Cigarette.
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When he walked in, he was greeted by a scowl from the
bartender. Ah, yes! Thebartender—Ed wasbitten by an embarrassing
recollection from the night before. He' d taken to calling the bartender
“Bump” even though the nametag on his Rugby shirt clearly read
“Skip.” That made him remember the song he’'d sang, alittle too
loudly, whilewaiting for Skip to make good with another neat single-
malt: “Bump, bump-a-roo! Bumpwill givethedrink toyou!” It had
seemed pretty funny and brimming with good-hearted barroom
camaraderielast night. If therewasany humor init now, Ed couldn’'t
seeit. He decided it best to avoid Skip.

He scanned the room, taking in the obscure sports
paraphernaliaand old license plates hanging onthewall. There, at a
table adjacent to the Addams Family pinball, sat the Assurance Agent.
John Stanford. He looked nothing like Uncle Dale. Ed chalked the
mistaken familiarity off to drunkenness. Lord, he'd beendrunk! This
guy had aclean, new-looking, crew cut. Silver hair. Hiscomplexion
was dark—either from tan or some parentage other than the typical
European Caucasian. He wore an expensive sweater. Wool, with
suede patches on the elbows. The man took a drag from a cigarette,
then turned his head and glanced in Ed's direction. A smile flashed
across the man's face. He reached into one of the pockets on the
front of the sweater and pulled out a wallet, then placed it on the
table. Hereached into another pocket and pulled out asecond wallet.
They looked identical.

The Assurance Agent smiled and held up both of the wallets
for Edtosee. “Mr. Derringer!” hesaid. Theman’seyeswerepiercing.
Edfelt theAgent’' sgaze asapressure against hisown eyes. “A moment
of your time, please!”

Ed felt hiskneesfill with helium, afeeling that he might lose
hislegs. Hisfacegrew hot, and hefelt asick tugging sensationin his
midsection. Hisperipheral vision beganto dancealittle. Hefelt the
tug a little stronger at his belly. The man’s eyes were doing it, Ed
thought. For an instant, a moment that he couldn’t say for sure had
actually happened, Ed saw the man as a strange glowing shape. A
shining coin spinning onitsside. A man-sized egg, glowing. Humpty
Dumpty infused with radium. Goo goo goo joob.

Then it was gone. It had never been there. Ed knew that.
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It was like the dream he kept having that his mother’s shadow was
actually aspider. It just wasn't so. Everything was as it should be.
The man motioned for Ed to join him at the booth. Ed felt atug (no,
that’s not it; the tugging sensation had never |eft) and he wanted to
run. Runto hiscar and drive back to hisapartment. Driveback tohis
apartment and sleep. Sleep with his head buried under the pillow.
Under the pillow where silver-haired gentleman with crewcutsdidn’t
turn into glowing eggs. And if they did, hell, he could just wake up
and roll over, maybefall back asleep and dream of nothing.

Ed made no effort to offer a handshake. He wasrelieved to
see that the man across from him didn’t offer to shake hands either.
“You're John Stanford?’ asked Ed. Hestill felt theweird pressurein
hiseyes, and the pulling a hisgut. “I guess| was pretty drunk. You
don’t look liketheway | remembered you, but my memory from last
night’s pretty sketchy.” Ed made a nervous laugh. He was no good
at chitchat and that had come out sounding reasonably stupid.

“That'sright,” theman said, “ John Stanford. Wewon't waste
time getting acquainted. How does that sound?’ Hedidn't wait for
Edto answer. “You feel apressurein your eyesand a pulling sensa-
tion in your guts. Yes?’

Ed opened his mouth to answer, but was startled ashisvision
began to distort once more. He thought he saw a large egg sitting
acrossfrom him again.

“You want your wallet returned to you, and | will return it,
after | havereceived amoment of your time. How doesthat sound to
you, Mr. Derringer? Fine? Agreed!”

Ed put his hands up, a protest, a refusal to see the silver-
haired man as a glowing egg, refusal to cooperate at al.

The Assurance Agent placed both walletsin the center of the
table.

“Pick one,” he said to Ed.

Ed felt the room spin alittle.

“Go ahead,” the Agent said, “one of them isyours.”

Both wallets looked exactly like Ed's. He picked the one on
theright, opened it, saw hisdriver’slicense, then stuffed thewallet in
his back pocket.

TheAssurance Agent picked up the remaining wallet and
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openedit. Hedlid thedriver’slicense out of thewallet and held it up
for Ed to see.

“Thisone' syours Mr. Derringer.”

Edfelt thetugging at hisgutsgrow alittle stronger. He pulled
the wallet he’ d chosen out of his back pocket, opened it, and looked
at thelicenseagain. Thepictureonthel.D. wasan ultrasound snapshot
of the skull of afetus. The photo looked grainy at first, but grew in
clarity. Ed closed thewallet quickly and threw it back onto thetable.

“Can | havemy wallet?’ Ed asked.

“1’m looking for something special from you, Ed Derringer. |
have your assurance that | will get it. You assured me a moment of
your time, and | will have it. I’'m looking for a moment between
moments. | want the Moment in sleep before dreams begin. | need
the Moment between heartbeats.”

The egg was buzzing. Ed guessed that was simply how
glowing eggs talked. Goo goo goo joob, Mrs. Robinson. Goo goo
goo joob, Ed Derringer. The egg floated up out of the seat across
from him and started bobbing towards the door. Ed couldn’t seethe
door, there were only silver filaments filling his sight, and those he
refused to look at for they pierced his eyes. He closed his eyes but
could still seethem. Web-linesfrom the mother of all spiders, perhaps.
Iktome the spider god. He knew the egg was floating toward the
door, theluminousthreadstold him so. Roll up; roll up for the Magical
Mystery Tour! Sep right thisway!

Ed stood up and followed. He wondered if he was an egg
man, too. Possibly the walrus. Goo goo goo joob.

Hefelt himself dreaming, but hewas not dreaming. Ed drove
his car back to hisapartment. John Stanford sat in the passenger seat
smoking. Inthe dream that he was not dreaming, he wondered why
he didn’t just tell the Assurance Agent to get bent. Go dance on the
head of apinwith ahandful of angels. Goto hell. Hedidn't care.

He didn’t say any of those things. He just drove. He knew
that he was driving, but it felt like adream, an airplane flying into a
cloud. Something’son the other side of the cloud, something’'saways
on the other side of the cloud. It turnsinto blue sky eventually. Ed
flew into acloud. The cloud was an Assurance Agent named John
Stanford. A moment of histime.
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They were at Ed's apartment. It happened the way things
happen inadream. There’ d been no natural progression of moments,
oneaction leading to the next. He' d been driving. Thesilver-haired,
dark-skinned man sat in the passenger seat smoking. It wasn’'t aman.
It was an egg, man. Great gosh almighty glowing Humpty Dumpty.
Ed knew that he was an egg, too. | am he as you are me and we are
all together. Goo goo goo joob. We are the egg men.

Just one chance to snap out of this, Ed thought. Just one
chance to wake up. It wasaDream. He felt the Moment approach,
the Moment before it’stoo late to wake up. The Moment before the
Dream becomes something el se.

The Moment was gone and he was standing in his apartment
with John Stanford. Ed wanted to light a cigarette, but he couldn’t
find his hands. It was adream. A dream where all he needed to do
wasfind hishands, hold them up in front of hisface and look at them.
He was submersed in the nonsensical plot of dreams, a story of no
consequence that hummed with urgency; he just needed to find his
hands. Ed |looked at his hands, but his hands were not his hands, his
hands were adream and he couldn’t see them.

“1’m going to take you into the Moment,” John Stanford said.
“Thismoment isthe Moment between moments. It'swherewe Dream.
WE're going into the Moment together. You're special, Ed. You can
get there while you're awake. You'relike me; | can seeitinyou.”

Ed nodded. He understood. No, hedidn’t understand. Inthe
dream, he understood, but he wasn’'t dreaming.

“Do you know what a sorcerer iS?’

Ed nodded again. In the Dream, he knew, even though he
didn’t think he could quite remember right now. It waslikeflyingin
adream. Hedid it, and he knew he could do it, but the part of him
that woke up in the morning knew it wasn’t real.

“A sorcerer livesin a Dream. The Moment is sorcery. You
assured me a moment of your time. | want the Moment between
moments, Mr. Derringer.”

Ed felt himself grow light. He heard the furnace in the hall-
way between his bedroom and the bathroom rumble asit prepared to
heat the apartment.

“You didn’t know you were a sorcerer, SO you won't missit.
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None of the others have missed it. They just Sleep. | apologize Mr.

Derringer; I’m taking the Moment from you. |I’ve had so many, but
I’m sure that al | need is just this one more Moment added to my
own. I’veassured myself that yoursistheone. My Dream. Imagine
living alifein the Moment between moments. | could be the Father,
the Son, and Holy Ghost. Me, myself, and I. Think about that.”

The man’s chatter seemed loose and unformed to Ed. He
thought there might be some sensein it, but whatever that might be
escaped him. TheAssuranceAgent’sattemptsat an explanation made
Ed’smind swim. The man seemed crazy, and Ed suddenly wondered,
surprisingly for the first time, how he’'d allowed himself to get into
thissituation.

John Stanford made a polite nod at Ed, then cocked his head
to the left, toward Ed's TV. “Thisismy ally.” Stanford gestured to
hisleft. “It wasbornfromaDream. It'smy link to the Moment. It's
al I haveleft fromaDreamthat | can’t remember. A Dream | shared
with another. | wasthereonceand | can feel it in my gut, behind my
eyes. | want to get back. | can’ttell you more, | don’t remember. All
| need is the Moment you assured me, and I'll leave you, I'll be
complete again, thistime my Dream will bewhole. | need you to be
lucid, awake. | need you to giveit of your own free will.”

Thetelevisionin Ed’sliving room began to shinefrom within,
asthough it might turn on. A shape cameout of thetelevision. It was
a small skeleton; the skeleton of an infant floating toward him, its
skull whitelike sugar: eyeless, grinning, and toothless. Itsbody was
drawn into a protective fetal curl. Tiny finger bones in afist. Its
eyelessgaze fixed Ed.

“Mohmaluk,” Johnsaid. “My aly.”

Something tugged at Ed’s stomach and he noticed aluminous
cord flowing out from just above his navel. Stanford, he saw, was
now aglowing egg; agiant spinning coin withitsown umbilical, which
to Ed's horror, was connected to his own.

Dark spots began to float in front of Ed's eyes. He could no
longer see the room around him; instead, he was standing amidst a
web of luminousfibers, al of them the same type as the strands that
still protruded from his midsection. The fibers criss-crossed in all
directions. Hetried to reach out with his right hand to touch one of
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them but nothing happened; hisarm, it seemed, was no longer a part
of him. Hestrained hiseyesto find something familiar, but therewas
nothing.

Theinfant skeleton drew closer to him. Mohmaluk. Stanford’s
aly. Ed saw movement in one of the thing’s eyeless sockets as it got
near. Themovementinsdethedly’seyebecamemoredistinct. Spider
legs poked out from the thing’sleft eye; they gropedintheair, inching
farther out. The legs pulled afat spider body from the socket.

Ed could still hear the furnace rumbling, louder than normal,
it seemed. He thought he could see the faint outlines of a spider
shapein front of him. The floor dropped and he was surrounded by
milky gossamer. Everything had become aglowingweb. Hefelt the
tugging sensation at hisabdomen again. It was, hethought, the closest
thing to pain one could experience without actually feeling pain. The
feeling was at him again, this time harder, it was not a sensation of
discomfort so much asan overwhelminginsistenceto goinadirection
he'd not chosen. He was adog on aleash being heeled.

The cat’s cradle architecture that filled his vison moments
before vanished to darkness. A sensation overcame him; it was the
feeling of sleep, that last moment of wakefulness before drifting into
the deep of Slumber. It wasthe Moment dividing dusk and night, the
realization one has when it becomes apparent that the water is now
too deep, and the arms are too tired to swim back, the Moment right
before panic edgesin behind theeyes. Hefdt afina tug at hisabdomen,
which seemed tolift him dreamily into theair and into the soft dark of

deep.



Chapter Three

Ed found himself facedown in icy water coughing, gasping.
He' d swallowed some of the water and was now choking onit. He
could taste it, stagnant and black on his tongue and the back of his
throat. He opened his eyes to moonlight, darkness, and snow. His
sidesand gut still hurt from the vomiting spell earlier that day and the
coughing tore at him some more.

He was in a ditch. The water was shallow underneath the
broken layer of ice. The ditch had steep but short embankments, no
more than three feet high on either side. The embankments were
snow covered, moonlit.

Ed pulled himself up to hisknees, trying to bring an end to the
coughing fit, but succeeded only in bringing on the worst bout yet as
he dragged air into his lungs. This, much to his dismay, made him
retch. Hescreamed ashedidit. Hissidesfelt likethey weretearing,
soft taffy inachild’shands. Then it wasover.

What had happened? He'd been in his apartment. A skull
with aspider inits eye socket. Just amoment of histime. Tired old
hang-over time. Takeit now. Takethismoment. A dream. No, this
wasreal. Hisgutshurt. The Romanspierced Jesus sidewithasword,;
Ed drank too much, threw up for it and now he’'d choked on ditch
water. Hissidesfelt bruised, kicked in. Jesus had it easy.

This moment, take this moment, thought Ed. Give me back
that other one, and take this moment.
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He clambered out of the ditch, his cold hands plunging into
the snow on the embankments, pulling himself up and out. There
were streaks of black muck clinging to the snow, atrail of decaying
matter where he'd dragged himself. It made him feel sick all over
again to think that he’' d been choking on the stuff. Had it in hismouth.
Black, gritty, and slimy all at once. Noxious. Thelength of hisbody,
hisentirefront, was covered in the same black muck that clung to the
snow. The air was filled with a stagnant smell. Leaves rotting in
water. A moan made aweak effort to escape his throat but was cut
off by his chattering teeth. He figured he'd freeze. He saw that he
stood at the edge of afield. The field was snow glowing with soft
moonlight.

That bastard Stanford. John Stanford, AssuranceAgent. Just
amoment of histime. He'd had no choice. The man dragged him
along like a balloon charged with static sticking on a dog's back.
Fine. All good and fine, thought Ed. Paid infull. Now theonly thing
left was for him to find his way back to his apartment before his ass
froze and fell off his backside and busted on the ground. Once your
ass busts on the ground, you're done. Ed wasn’'t ready to be done.

Beyond the ditch was atwo-lane highway. On the other side
of the highway was another field. Ed didn’t feel sharp enough to get
his bearings and determine whether or not the road was an east/west
highway or the other kind. It wouldn’t have mattered. He couldn’t
tell north by starlight if his ass depended onit. Hisass probably did
depend onit, but it didn’t help him get hisbearings. No, theroad had
to go somewhere—east? North?

Cold. Stanford had done something to him and then threw
him facedown in aditch. Left himtodie, even.

“Moment of my time, my eye,” Ed muttered. “It’'sgonnatake
meall night to get back to my apartment.” With soaked jeans, soaked
shirt, socks, shoes, soaked hair, he didn’t have all night. His clothes
were already icy and it hurt his skin to move.

Ed felt humiliated. Stanford had screwed him good. Some
kind of con he'd never heard of before, one for the books. He'd
heard horror stories of guys who get picked up by attractive women
in bars, only to wake-up in abathtub filled with ice and anote pinned
to their shirts and a phone at the side of the tub. “Call 9-1-1,” the
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notes invariably said, “your kidneys have been removed.” And sure
enough, the poor bastards realize they had incisions in their backs
where their kidneys had been. Some vicious, black market, kidney-
stealing operation. Anurban legend for the twenty-first century. How
would the Assurance Agent’stale go?

It wasadream. A moment of histime. The Moment between
moments. It had felt likeadream. Edfelt scared. Not scared likein
a nightmare though; there was no claustrophobic anxiety, no horror
lurking just out of sight. Hewascold, real-lifecold. Thekind of cold
a person can only experience when the wind begins to bite into the
skin and there is nowhere to go to get out of it. No shelter.

A wooded area bordered the far side of thefield. The moon
was bright enough—shimmers of palelight reflecting off of the snow,
enough light for Ed to see that trees enclosed the entire field. The
field on the other side of the highway was the same. He wondered
what was on the other side of the fields. A farmhouse? Who's got
bets on afarmhouse? “Not me,” he said. Histeeth chattered. Wind
blew small drifts of snow acrosstheice-encrusted field. If hedidn’t
find a way into something warmer, he would freeze. His dad had
drowned just a few months ago. His mother’s been living with
dementiafor nearly adecade. Yesterday he’ d beenfired. Freezingto
death in the middle of nowhere would certainly fit in with the way
things were going.

His best chance wastheroad. It might just be forest once he
got into those trees. If he walked straight through the woods, he
might find ahouse eventually, but he might get too cold and stop, just
tothink. Then he’ d get turned around and walk in some other direction.
He' d wander until he froze. Didn’t Jack Nicholson do just that in a
maze of hedgesin The Shining? Oh, you know he did, sunshine.

Ed turned to face the road. He'd have to jump across the
ditch. He didn’'t want to crawl back down, then back up the other
side. That left too much room for wet all over again, sticking his
handsin the snow all over again. It looked to befivefeet acrossfrom
thetop of each embankment. Heleapt, and dipped, then fell forward,
handsout. Hishands, already cold, smacked, stinging onto the crusted
Snow.

A moment of my time, thought Ed. You bet. Just a
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moment. Just like letting those clean-cut folks from The Church of
the Latter Day Saintsinto your living room. Just amoment, that’sall.
Edwanted acigarette. Even though hisgutshurt and hislungsburned
from coughing, he wanted a cigarette. When did smoking become
such apart of him that a cigarette sounded like the best thing to have,
even when faced with the possibility of freezing to death?

Ed pulled himself out of the ditch again and onto thetwo-lane
highway that stretched quiet and cold into the night. East? West?
North? South? It didn't matter which way the highway took him.
He couldn’t stop to think about it. His legs were aready feeling
leaden, sore. Positively Antarctic. Hishandswere still smarting from
thefailed jump. Edlookedin both directions; therewere no headlights
in either direction. A gust of wind blew at Ed’s right side, cutting
through him. That was all he needed to help him decide. He turned,
he d travel with thewind at hisback. It wasalready cold enough, he
didn’t needitin hisface.

Ed shuffled forward in the oncoming traffic lane. Therewas
no oncoming traffic though, only darkness ahead. The wind blew,
cutting through his jeans, his shirt. Ed’s teeth chattered (had they
ever stopped? hewasn't sure). Hewrapped his arms around himself
and walked on. As he walked, Ed noticed that the night was more
vivid than recent memory could recall. Perhapsit was the starkness
of it all, the frozen blankets of snow to either side of him, the empty
road stretching before and behind him. More likely, it was the
impending certainty of dying.

Now that the initial panic of finding himself in anirrigation
ditch had passed, Ed noticed the sharpness, the vivid clarity of the
night. He could hear hisheart beating in hiseardrums. He could feel
even now the tugging at his midsection. He tried to remember what
had happened in hisapartment, but came up with nothing. Thefloating
baby skeleton. A spider climbed fromitseye socket. He'd felt atug
ashenoticed that Stanford had become aglowing, luminous egg shape.
G00 goo goo joob, he thought, we are the eggmen. Then he' d found
himself coughing and puking in the ditch.

“Gonnacall the police,” Ed mumbled, “first thing | do, after |
change my clothes.” Press charges? Yes sir and/or madam, Ed
Derringer, the most stupid man of the year, would most certainly press
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charges against the Assurance Agent. Nobody, and | mean nobody,
he thought, tosses Ed Derringer in a ditch and gets away with it.

“Oh, good Christ!” he said out loud, shouting it into the
moonlight. He stopped walking, stomped hisfeet. Cold, very cold.
His toes hurt; it was a burning, tingling feeling. He guessed it had
been all of five minutes since waking facedown in the ditch to now.
He was frozen through already.

“l don’'t want to do this!” Ed muttered, looking around. In
the sky ahead of him, alight winked on and off—red . . .white.. . .
Some airplane, satellite, something. Hisnoseran. It hurt hissidesto
doit, but Ed started jogging. He had to or he’d very likely succumb
to exposure before he’ d had a chance to find shelter, before he had a
chance to call the police on one John Stanford, Assurance Agent.
The wind cut into his water-soaked clothes, but as his legs pumped,
hisbody began to feel warmer. If he could keep up the pace, he might
just stay alive long enough to find shelter or a passing car. Before
he' d made aquarter of amile (A quarter of amile? Ed gave himself
the benefit of the doubt, it had to be closeto aquarter-mile), hischest
began to burn. The feeling was like a furnace getting stoked. Ed
slowed his pace to atired walk. He waswinded already.

“Christ amighty!” Hecameto astop, handson hisknees, his
breath gasping, chest burning, sides aching. Cigarettes! *“Christ
almighty,” hegasped, “1 can'tjog!” Edforced himself to beginwalking
again, hishands clasped together behind hishead. Hefelt stupid. He
thought he was going to die. He was scared, but more than that he
felt humiliated. Stanford had done something to himand then left him
inaditch. What had happened?

That spider climbed out of the dead baby’seye. Now, now—
that wasn't really how it went, wasit? That dead baby just had empty
socketsfor eyes. It wasaskeleton. A floating skeleton. Stanford had
becomean egg, silver filaments crowding Ed’svision. Now this. Ed
could remember nothing between the luminousfilaments, thefloating
skeleton, and waking up in the ditch.

Theairin Ed’'slungsbegantofeel lessjagged, lesslikeinhaling
fiberglassand morelikethe run-of-the-mill, standard issue air that he
was used to breathing. Granted, there was usually abit of cigarette
smoke in that standard issue air, but thiswould do, thank you very
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much. His breathing had downgraded from gasping to labored.

Thiswas something you heard about from someone else and
said, “bullshit,” to. An Assurance Agent. Only Martin and Janet
Derringer’s son would fall victim to an Assurance Agent.

Ed saw the headlights in the distance before he heard the
approaching vehicle. He stomped hisfeet, smiling, sure he'd havea
ride. Noway anyone could drive past him. Ed paced. Thecar/truck,
whatever it was, seemed to be taking along time. It occurred to him
that there might be an intersection up there; the damned thing could
turn off in another direction beforeit even got to him. It didn’t though.

The wind blew, bringing with it a cold thought that made the
inside of Ed’smouth feel awash with electricity. Panic. What if it was
John Stanford coming back to finish him off? The certainty of it filled
his gut and crowded his thoughts until he could think of nothing but
jumping back in the ditch on the other side of the road to hide. He
wondered if he could makeit to thewoods. Of course he could make
it. Noway Stanford could track himin there.

In Ed’smind, AssuranceAgent suddenly became synonymous
with serial killer. Stanford had told him that helooked for peoplelike
him, like Ed, just to take amoment of their time. They didn’t needit,
Stanford had said, but he needed it, needed assurances. That was
seria killer talk. 1t meant dying miserably at the handsof amanina
nicesuit.

Ed pounded hisfists against histhighs. Hefelt it, hewasn’t
too cold not to feel that, not yet. He forced himself to calm down.
Stanford wasn’t coming back for him. He' d havekilled him outright,
not left him therein aditch, leaving to chance the possible escape of
hisintended victim. No, not Stanford, those headlights had to belong
to someone else.

Oncethe headlightswere about ahundred yards off, Ed began
jumping and waving, flapping, add ascissoring motion to hislegsand
he' d be doing jumping jacks. If it was Stanford, Ed would just try to
overpower the guy and leave the bastard out in the snow.

The headlights soon became a pick-up truck with acamper a
topitsbed. Thetruck slowed and stopped. It wasanew model Ford
F150. He could hear the faint sound of some rock tune coming from
the cab. The enginewas quiet. Ed wasn't sure from the light of the
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moon what color thetruck was—could have been wine, purple, brown
... hedidn’'t know. Dark-colored, that much was clear. The sides
were gray from road salt and slush. Ed stayed where he stood, shiv-
ering, hopping from foot to foot with his arms wrapped around him-
self, waiting to be offered aride. He couldn’'t quite make out the
peoplein the cab of thetruck, but he could tell that there were two of
them. It wasn’'t Stanford, that much he knew. He noticed the glow of
the brake lights shutting off as the driver put the transmission into
park.



Chapter Four

The passenger-side door opened, the dome light inside the
cab of the F150 switched on and Ed could see both of the truck’s
occupants now. The person stepping out of the passenger sidewasa
middle-aged black man. He wore ared baseball cap, which Ed no-
ticed bore the STIHL chainsaw logo on its front. Judging from the
narrow features of hisface, Ed guessed the man wasthin beneath his
insulated Carhartts. The driver, Ed saw, was a white woman, also
middle-aged looking with a stocking cap on her head. He could see
her hands on the steering wheel; she wore gloves with the fingertips
cut off. He looked at the man who'd gotten out of the pick-up and
raised hishand in greeting.

“Well, damn meall to hell,” theman said. “What inthenname
of Richard areyou doin’ out here?’

“1’m freezing in my goddamned tracks,” Ed answered, trying
his best to sound convivial as his teeth chattered. He felt relieved.
The panic he' d felt moments before vanished, leaving him with agiddy
turmoil in hisguts. Butterflies. These peoplewould help him, hewas
sure of it.

“Yeah, no doubt.” The man had advanced to the front of the
F150 and stopped midway between the headlights. Ed noticed that
theman had agraying, pencil-thin mustache and wondered if everything
about him wasthin. He' d hoped the man would offer to givehim a



27 Dan Goodrich

ride, but instead, he simply stood there staring at Ed. Ed glanced in
again at the woman driving the truck, who had just turned up the
volume of the truck’s stereo. He heard the distinct sound of John
L ennon’s voice chiseling out the words of “Come Together.”

“1 guess| need to know if | can get aride,” Ed finally said to
the man, speaking a little louder to compensate for the change in
volume on the radio. Hisbody felt rigid from shivering. “I have no
idea where | am or how | got here. Can you give me aride to a
phone?’

“You on drugs or somethin’?’ the man asked.

“No. No, I’'mnot. Really.” Eddidn’t know what to tell him.
“1 got mugged,” hesaid finally. “Thebastard who did it drove me out
here and threw mein aditch. That'swhere | woke up.” Ed pointed
in the direction that he’'d come from.

“You look like you’' ve been dragged around, man. Do you
need adoctor?’ theman asked. Heraised an eyebrow and then added,
“You sure you ain't some kind of whacko?’

“Not yet. | mean, no, | don’t think | need adoctor. I’'m not a
whacko.”

“Hold on,” themantold him. Hewalked back to the passenger
side of thetruck, leaned inside, and spoke to thewoman. Ed couldn’t
tell what they were saying. The man gestured in Ed’sdirection. The
woman nodded her head in agreement with a burst of laughter. She
looked at Ed, smiling, then diverted her attention to the sun visor
above the steering wheel. She quickly found what she needed and
handed it to the man in the Carhartts. He took it and walked back to
Ed. Theman held akey in hisright hand for Ed to see.

“1 guess you can ride in the camper. There’'s no seatbeltsin
there, but you'll befine. You can’t ride in the cab, no offense.”

Ed shook hishead to indicate that there was no offense taken,
but the man didn’t catch his meaning.

“What? You can’t ride in the camper? There’'s not much
roominthat cab for three...| mean, of coursewe' d makeroomif need
be, but | think the camper’s alittle better for you... ”

“Oh no,” Ed interrupted him, “it's okay. | was just shaking
my head because | meant no offense taken.”

“Yeah, okay then,” the man said, looking alittle annoyed.
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“Well, there's some blankets back therein the camper. You canfollow
me. My name'sBo.”

“Ed,” Ed answered, “Ed Derringer.”

“Okay then, Ed.” The man took Ed around to the back of the
camper. To the right of the camper’s door was the name of the
manufacturer, Wolverine, with a cartoonish painting of the creature
beneath. Near the jolly bear-like animal was a sticker of agrinning
face with a halo and the disclaimer: Proud to be a member of the
Good Sam Club! Bo unlocked the door and opened it. He climbed
inside and switched on abattery-powered lantern. “Thishere’'sagas
heater. Propane,” he called back to Ed. Ed could see that Bo was
pointing at asmall metal grate near the floor. “I’m gonnalight it up.
It should get you warm.”

The words “get you” sounded to Ed like “getchu.”

“You might want to try fittin’ into some of my clothes here,”
Bo pointed at a narrow closet to the left of the gas heater. “To be
honest with you, I’m not quite sure where we are myself, but I’'m
guessin’ that we' |l be somewhere soon enough. Meanwhile, you might
aswell try and get yourself warm.”

The man got the heater lit. He stood up, his head low so as
not to bump the ceiling of the camper; though from where Ed stood
Bo had agood six inches or so of empty space between the top of his
head and the camper. Bo climbed out of the camper, causing the
truck bed to shift upward as he exited. He turned back to Ed and
gestured a gloved hand at him, “She's all yours. Do us afavor and
lock that door once you're inside. | don’t think it would pop open
while we're driving, but let’s not take any chances. Like | said, |
don’'t exactly know where it is we're headed so | don’t know how
longitis‘til we get there—I reckon we were headed this direction to
save you from some sort of death by exposure,” Bo jerked a thumb
toward the cab of the truck. “Bone's got a sense for these things.
Anyway, get in there before you freeze any more than you already
have.”

Bone. Could that be what the man had just called her? Bone?
At least shewasn't afloating dead baby skeleton. That wasall bones,
she only had it in her name. Ed’'s stomach felt like it had too often
lately; hefelt atug at his midsection and something seemed to turn



29 Dan Goodrich

upside down in him. She had a sense for this sort of thing, thought
Ed, damned glad to hear it.

Bo stopped in mid-step and looked back at Ed. “You all right?’
he asked.

“Fine,” Ed told him. He didn’t feel fine, though. He was
terrified. The sensation he felt now was afamiliar oneto himinthe
course of the last twenty-four hours. He glanced at the man who had
probably just helped save hislife. Ed expected to seeagiant, glowing
egg. Instead he saw only Bo, with alook that held a mixture of both
concern and dismay. “Really, I'm fine,” Ed repeated. “I think I’d
better see about getting warm.”

“That'sit exactly,” Bo said smiling. “Watch your head when
you climb oninthere.”

Ed instinctively ducked his head as he walked through the
door. Onceinside, he pulled thedoor closed. He heard the passenger
door shut. Within secondsthe camper lurched forward and they were
moving.

He began unbuttoning his flannel shirt. After shedding the
flannel he peeled off the T-shirt that he'd worn beneath it. Shoes
next. Wet socks. The heat from the small gasfurnace began to warm
hisskin. Hefelt warmer simply from being out of the cold wind and
taking off hiswet clothes. His clothes stank of stagnant water. The
stink inthe air became amemory of thetastein hismouth. Hewanted
acigarette to mask the taste.

It wasawkward, and hewasn’t surewhat he’ d doiif he couldn’t
find a pair of Bo's clothes that fit him, but he finally removed his
pants. Helooked around nervously—no open curtains, but therewas
awindow at thefront of the camper looking into the cab of thetruck,
though that curtain was closed.

As the heat began to warm Ed's naked skin, the feelings of
awkwardness|left him. He opened the small closet that Bo had shown
him and saw that there were in fact some clothes hanging inside. Ed
was not really surprised to see another pair of brown Carharttsidentical
to the one's that Bo wore. Though the lighting was dim, Ed could
also make out a couple of insulated flannel shirts—one a red and
black pattern, the other gray and blue. At the bottom of the narrow
closet was apair of new-looking Chuck Taylors. They were black,
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canvas high-top sneakers like he used to wear when he was still an
undergraduate at Michigan State.

There wasn’'t much room inside the camper. Ed did his best
to dress himself in the battery-powered light near the small heater.
No underwear, no socks, and the Carhartts were atight fit. Bo was
apparently taller than Ed by a good two or three inches, and the
waistlinefelt snug. 1t wasan uncomfortablefit—the coverallsclearly
weren’t intended to be worn without underwear—Dbut Ed reasoned it
was better than putting hiswet clothesback on. He' d tried the flannel
shirts, but they were too tight. The shoes he noted, were size tens,
just the right size—but Ed didn’'t bother to put them on. He wasn'’t
game, at least not quite yet, for wearing someone el se's shoeswithout
a pair of socks. Bad enough he wore a stranger’s clothes without
underwear—the shoes could wait.

Hetill shivered, but Ed felt the chill leaving him. Helonged
now for acigaretteand sleep. Every bit of him seemed to achein one
way or another. There were no cigarettes to be had, but he might be
able to catch some sleep before his new benefactors reached their
destination and evicted him. After afew momentsof debating whether
or not it would be rude, or even comfortable, to try and sleep in the
bed above the cab that his rescuers most likely shared, Ed decided to
just pull the cushions from the bench near the table and lay them out
on the floor in front of the heater. The exhaustion setting in out-
weighed his fear that he might catch fire sleeping too closely to the
small heater.

It wasn't the least bit comfortable. The coverals felt stiff
against his skin and they didn’t fit properly. Hisfeet were cold. He
couldn’t find adecent position to settleinto and he continued to shiver
in spite of the heater. Hisbody still ached and he felt every bumpin
the road while lying on the floor of the camper. Despite the
awkwardness and discomfort, Ed dropped into sleep. It was asleep
entirely devoid of awareness.

Edfelt hot. He' d gonefrom freezing to burning. Thewarmth
wasstifling. Theill-fitting clothes made him feel more claustrophobic.
All of thisregistered within the gray confinesof deep. Hefelt panicky,
and with the panic came waking. He became aware of several things
at once. The heat, he realized was coming from him. He' d become
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feverish, making the snug fitting Carharttsfeel nightmarish, hisfevered
body felt out of proportion with everything else. He also heard the
man’s voice, Bo, speaking to someone.

“Sweet Larry, Moe, and Curly!” Ed heard him say. “He's
ripe beyond al reckoning. 1’d go so far asto say that he's over-ripe!
Doyou smell that, Bone? It’slike sewage! What kind of ditch water
was he soakin’ in? Damn! Would you look at him sweat? He's
sweatin’ inmy clothes!”

“1 thought you said he could wear your clothes, Bo?” It was
thewoman’svoice answering. Bonewasher name! Ed’seyesopened.
Startled, he panicked. “Seethat, Bo? What atrooper! He'saliveand
awake!”

Ed stared at them. He propped himself up on hiselbows. His
bare feet were getting cold. They stood outside the camper, door
open, looking in at him. Daylight pushed its way into the camper
through the door. It came in behind his new benefactors, casting
Boneand Bo assilhouettes. Ed could still make out atrace of asmile
on Bo'sface.

“1 think you wereright about him, too,” Bo said to thewoman.
“1 think it’sagood thing wewoke him or he’ d have slept himself into
acomaor something.”

“Sure,” thewoman answered quietly. “1 believe he'sexpended
agreat deal of energy trying to find us—more than he could afford, |
suppose.”

Ed sat up. Hisback ached and hisribs shot protesting retorts
of paininto hissides.

“You’' regoing to need alittlerecovery time,” thewoman said
matter-of-factly to Ed. “All of uswill, | suppose. It'snot usual for us
to get yanked by our noseslikethat. But all signs pointed your way.
So wefound you. Oryou found us, maybe. Either way, hereweare,
the three of us.”

Ed squinted through the sunlight, looking into the woman’s
face. Her voice sounded quiet enough, though Ed sensed something
more hiding beneath the voice—a sense of command or leadership,
perhaps.

Thewoman held out her handto Edin greeting. “My nameis
Bone Kimbé,” shetold him, “and thisismy sidekick, Bum Bo.”
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Feeling more or less confused, Ed shook the woman’s hand;
shestill woredark, knit gloveswith the fingertips cut off. 1t made Ed
think of Barretta. He noticed that the man, Bo, had offered his hand
aswell. Ed shook it.

“I'm Ed Derringer,” he said to them. The woman claimed
that Bowasa"“sidekick.” Heremembered also, that she’ d been driving
the truck. Ed wondered what kind of people he was riding with.
Bone Kimbé and Bum Bo. Their names sounded like they belonged
to comic book characters.

Bone smiled broadly now and continued speaking. Her dark
blue stocking cap was pulled low over her forehead, not quite covering
her eyebrows. “Well, Ed,” she said to him, “me and Bo here were
driving along just now waiting for our next sign. That’s just about
what it iswe do from one day to the next—we drive around looking
for signs. Anyway, | started seeing some headlightsin my sidemirrors.
That's headlightsin the middle of the day mind you! Anyway, | see
these headlightstrailing behind us aways back off in the distance. |
couldn’t recognize the make of the car. It being too far back.” She
shrugged. “Under normal circumstances that might not be a cause
for darm. However, recent circumstances being what they were, |
figured | need to take notice of such things. So | said to Bo right
away, ‘you know what, Bo? iswhat | said to him, ‘those are Death’s
Headlights following us a ways back there” So we thought we'd
better check in on you.”

Ed stared at the two of them. He blinked.

“There's nothing to worry about now,” the woman said to
him. “Thecar just kept ongoing. It wassomekind of Toyota. A new
model Camry most likely. It wasabeigecolor. | don’t believethat it
was Death after all. But like | said, circumstances being what they
are, | thought it best to be cautious.”

Ed didn't know what to say. Sensing his confusion, Bone
Kimbé spoke. “Right now we'rein Wawa, Ontario. We picked you
up near Thunder Bay, been driving all night. 1 don’t think you live
around here do you?’ she asked.

Ed shook hishead. “No,” he added, “not from around here at
al. Areyou surewe' rein Canada?’

“Ohyeah,” Bone answered, “It's Canadaall right. Bo and
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meweredrivingto New York. We' refrom Minnesota. Babbit, if you
want the particulars. Not originally, just recently. | figured Thunder
Bay would be a good place to set up camp for arest. So there we
were sitting at our campfire when a big, bull moose came out of no-
where and started trampling through our fire. That big bastard
trampled clockwise, counter-clockwise, every directionit could until
itfell over.”

Ed tried asbest as he could to take the story in, but it made no
sense to him. Histhoughts drifted back to his apartment, then to the
ditch. His sides hurt. His head felt like it was expanding and
contracting with each word of Bone Kimbé€'s story.

“So here's this big moose, collapsed from exhaustion right
there next to what was left of our campfire. | climbed up closetoits
faceand looked it right inthe eyes. It looked back and snorted at me!
Damn thing stank to high heaven. Lord, and Bo thought you was
ripe!” Bone chuckled. “So | looked that bugger right initseyesand
do you know what | saw?”’

Ed shook his head.

“l saw abig tick. Smack between its eyes. Big bastard tick
engorged on moose blood. Now, | know a portent when | see one.
Let metell you, when you see a big moose running into your camp,
trampling your fire, then falling over and it’s got atick between its
damned eyes, that Ed, isasign. And that sign said get up and move!
That was four days from now. That's four yesterdays—we' ve got
some catching up to do before we crossthe scrim of dreams separating
us from tomorrow. You just go ahead and wrap your head around
that one! Dreamtime. I’'m not talking about Australian Outback
aboriginals. It's not normal timeiswhat | mean, it’s yesterday and
now, and it moves at its own pace. Then tomorrow comes. Well,
that’'sachallengeand it’sdifferent every time.”

Ed could barely hold his head up; he didn’'t think he'd be
wrapping his head around anything. He felt hot. He was burning.
Though apart of him could hear what the woman wastelling him, he
couldn’t understand aword of it. Ed’sthoughtswere racing and hot:
amoose trampled a campfire, not last night, but four days from now.
Helay flat on his back again. There was more talk coming from the
woman but Ed couldn’t understand it. | get fired and drunk, and it
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all goesto hell fromthere, hethought. Crossing the scrim of dreams
into tomorrow. Why, he wondered, did he have to get rescued by
survivors from the Age of Aquarius who'd very likely dropped too
much acid on Haight Street while George Harrison played sitar inthe
park?

Ed dlipped towards unconsciousness. He saw himself in the
living room at hismother’shouse. It was Christmas. Hismother was
there with himin her wheelchair, and his sister Margaret sitting next
to him. Margaret got up from the couch where she sat next to Ed and
walked into thekitchen. A dark shape, the shadow of aperson, seemed
to separate from the shadow of Ed’'s mother in her wheelchair and
follow quickly, almost imperceptibly, after Margaret. From thisfever-
driven perspective, Ed thought the shadow most closely resembled a
spider.



Chapter Five

The Assurance Agent stared at the empty space where Ed
Derringer had stood an instant before. Anger buzzed inside hischest.
The stinging-hornet rancor grew from behind hisribs, hot, up to the
place behind his eyes, demanding to have what had been promised.

How long had it taken him to find another sorcerer? Years?
He wasn't sure. The past was sketchy. Sketchy? Let’s say absent,
not accessible. It might have been days. He could only really remem-
ber the day he met Ed Derringer in the bar. That seemed normal to
him though; here he was at this advanced age, where all he had to do
was look in the mirror to know that other days had preceded yester-
day. Not only that, hisdriver’slicensetold him hisbirth date was July
21, 1947.

He could remember moments, though, maybethey weren'tin
sequence. But he knew who he was, he knew what he was doing.
Hisentire life had been lived waiting for others like Ed Derringer to
cross his path, someone from whom he could steal. Just one Moment
of time, aMoment that could breathe life back into a dead Dream.

There had been others, other Moments, bringing his Dream
so much closer. None of them had ever eluded him. Once he’ d been
assured amoment of time, it was his.

Mohmaluk, hisally, wasborn of aDream. A Dream fragment
that remained with him at all times, leaving a bitter taint of death
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inside of him. He was responsible for it somehow, but he couldn’t
remember. Theyearsbeforetheally cameto himwerelost. Hisown
life had moved on: a progression of moments that aged his body,
bringing him closer to dying. Mohmaluk had given him something
though, the knowledgethat if he could take the M oment from someone
like him, then it would give him the strength to one day liveinsidethe
Moment indefinitely.

Knowing the key to the Moment and finding it were much the
same as knowing the Theory of Relativity and actually traveling in
time.

Heremembered driving in hiscar, Mohmal uk on the dashboard,
rattling bony dream fingers. He' d turned into Dillon’sin East Lansing
and there he was, Ed Derringer, key to the Moment, as drunk as a
wholeroom full of sailors.

It was easy enough to offer the young man a ride home, Ed
was drunk. Drive him home, a moment of histime. He'd driven
home, but he couldn’t have him then. He' d tried. Theally had stopped
him. Mohmaluk had diminished when it cametimeto take Derringer.

Must have been the booze. Had to have been the booze. So
he'd just taken Ed's wallet and waited. Did he sleep? He didn’t
remember. He couldn’t remember.

Now this disappearance.

Hisown life was adisappearance.

When he tried to remember, his aly insisted (in its subtle
memory-aborting fashion) that any memories connecting him to his
mundane life before his search for the Moment were deadly. The
Moment was everything. Memories that might prove upsetting in
any way, in fact, were simply dealt with by Mohmaluk before they
ever reached the conscious part of Stanford’s mind. Sometimes
memories slipped through, fragments that meant nothing.

Now Derringer was missing. Mohmaluk had faltered. And
now the anger thrummed inside of him, in his chest, behind his eyes.
John Stanford stood alonein Ed Derringer’s apartment. Theally had
faltered last night and now again. What did that mean for Derringer?
He was missing. He'd been standing right there, not six steps from
where Stanford stood.

Stanford approached the ally and picked it up by its skull.
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Hecouldn't fedl it in hishand the way one might feel asoftball, but it
was there in his grip. He hurled it across the room and its bones
clacked together like discordant bamboo chimes. Stanford smiled
grimly. | had his assurance, he thought. An assurance brokered to
an Assurance Agent islegally, or at least metaphysically, binding. A
dream contract. An agreement between sorcerers. That Ed had no
idea of being a sorcerer held no bearing on the situation.

In spite of Stanford throwing his ally across the room,
Mohmaluk merely floated through the air, tumbling naked bone head
over naked bone toe, clunking its bamboo chime sound. At the far
side of theroom wasacloset door that housed the apartment’ sfurnace
unit. Mohmaluk disappeared through the door. There was a low
whooshing sound of the furnace kicking on. Thin wisps of smoke
began curling between the sides of the door and the frame. The aly
passed back through the door, flames licked at the carpet. A good
fire, afuriousfire. All of those years burned behind Stanford’'s eyes.
A firewithin, firewithout. Something itched at hisbrain, somememory
trying to burn away the fog.

He d beentricked. Derringer knew more of hisown sorcerer’s
abilities than he'd guessed. No, that was foolishness, he'd seen it
through Mohmaluk’s eyel ess sockets. Derringer knew nothing of his
ability. It should have been simple. He'd become overconfident,
trying to steal from Derringer. He' d lost the focus of hisintent and it
had undone him. He could try to lay the blame on the ally, convince
himself that some fault in the gruesome dream fragment had allowed
Derringer to slip away, but that wasn't it. He' d become overconfident.
Hubris had undone hisintent.

The apartment was catching fire. Stanford smiled. Through
his anger he smiled. “He won’'t be coming home to this place,” he
said to the ally. Mohmaluk smiled its death grin as it dways did; it
only had one expression onitsdead face. “Smiling, alwayssmiling,”
Stanford muttered.

Letit burn. He d found the Moment in Derringer. He'd find
Edagain. Lettheapartment burn. He' d find him no matter where he
went. This place was ruined. Burn it. Fog and shadows. It didn’t
make sense.

Smoke wasfilling the apartment now. He needed to get out.
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Something caught his eye on the way to the door. An itch nagged at
the back of his mind. Had it caught his eye, or was it Mohmaluk
who'd drawn his attention to it. He' d been with the aly for so long
(how long?), he was not sure when his perceptions were his own or
the product of the dream fragment that remained permanently at his
sde.

Flames from the furnace began tasting parts of the ceiling in
the living room. Thick grayish-black smoke raced along the walls
like apolluted stream that defied gravity. He needed to get out now,
but there was that something that had drawn his attention away from
theimmediacy of exiting.

On the floor directly to the left of a small wooden table that
held the phone and its answering-machine base was, of al things, a
superb looking walnut-colored creel. It looked old and used, made
of wicker. Despitethe wear, or perhaps because of it, John could tell
that thething wasloved. Rather, it had been at onetime. He crouched
down, knees cracking like popcorn, and flipped open the wicker lid.
He guessed that Ed wasn’t the fisherman who' d worn this at his hip,
dropping a catch of brookies or browns inside. Ed bought it used
perhaps; no fisherman would useit to store his address book and old
telephone bills. No matter, John spilled the contents of the wicker
creel onto the floor. Let that stuff burn, he would keep this prize.
Thisthing seemed important to him. Something about it seemed im-
portant. He coughed from the smoke. Take it. Take the address
book, take the credl, it was too nice to burn.

John reached down and snatched the address book, flipped
open the lid of the creel and dropped it back inside. It was hot now
inside the apartment, and there was knocking at the door.

“Ed!” avoice from the hallway shouted. “Hey Ed! You in
there? Openup! Comeon, areyou home? | smell smoke!” Awoman's
voice, urgent.

A witness. A witness was an unfortunate thing.

Stanford gestured in Mohmaluk’s direction and the tiny
skeleton floated acrossthe room, through the door and into the hallway.
Stanford could see her through his ally’s non-eyes. The woman had
her ear pressed against the door, ahand raised, ready to pound on the
door again with the heel of her palm. Shelooked young, pretty. Dark
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hair, almost the color of new black leather.

He crossed the room and opened the door. The look of relief
on the woman’s face turned to confusion.

“1 smelled smoke. Where's Ed?’ she asked. Her voice was
still frantic, edged now with confusion that bordered on fear. Just
one dlip on that line and fright would creep through. Fear was the
silent partner to confusion, always waiting to assume a greater
responsibility intheir partnership.

“Ed?’" John answered. “Ed’'snot here.” John watched asthe
woman'’sface spelled out the conclusion her mind had reached: smoke,
astranger in Ed’sapartment, foul play. Shewas pretty, even withthe
dyed-black hair. “Have you seen my baby?’ John asked suddenly,
building an edge of hysteriain hisvoice. Burn.

“Baby?’ Confusion again on thewoman’sface.

“Oh, thank heavens!” Stanford said. “ Thereitis, behind you.”

The woman turned her head, and saw nothing. She looked
back at Stanford again, fear had returned in her eyes. Crazy, shewas
thinking, the man’s crazy and he’'s done something to her neighbor,
Ed Derringer. She could see clearly now that the place was, in fact,
burning. John could read the thoughts on her face.

“Come back,” John said. He gestured with one finger and
Mohmaluk dipped behind the woman, passing through her back,
between her shoulder blades, and out again through her chest. The
woman knew nothing of it. Sheryl, Mohmaluk told him, thewoman’s
name was Sheryl. She was awaitress at a Red Lobster in Okemos,
and this morning she’' d awakened suddenly from a dream that she’' d
forgotten her opals in her Aunt Tia's medicine cabinet. She didn’'t
own any opals, and her Aunt had died when Sheryl was ten.

Sheryl began coughing, black smoke coming out of her mouth.

Dreaming awake. It's my Dream, thought Stanford, and |
dreamthere are no witnesses (witnesses to what? what had he done?
why this path?).

The woman gasped for more air, but her lungs were already
filled with more smoke than they could hold. Instead, shefell down
onto her knees. John walked around her. Smoke, too much smoke, he
thought. The woman fell forward on her face as he walked away.
Stanford knew shewould die. People do die of smokeinhalation ina
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fire, tragic. It wasn’t his intention to kill, but it seemed to be
Mohmaluk’s nature. Not killing: death. There realy was very little
that he could do to prevent it. The ally was not a delicate thing. It
worked in broad strokes, not details.

Hewas not amurderer though, of that he was certain. People
had died over the years, to be sure. He couldn’t remember anything
specific, but the deathswerethere, hidden in hismind like asand bag
in the center of a down pillow. Tragic deaths, untimely deaths of
completely natural cause, but never adeath asthe result of foul play.
No witnesses. Theremustn’t be any chance of witnesses. Messy, and
this had already gotten messy with Ed’'s disappearance. Mohmaluk
left his side and returned to the apartment building. The fire in
Derringer’s apartment spread to each of the other apartments as
Mohmaluk tumbled through the building. The gasleaked inadream,
insomeone sdream. Dreamsdo crossover fromtimetotime. Dreams
of tragedy. Mohmaluk had found thedream. It wastragic. So sudden,
so many deaths. All but one of the residentsdead of smokeinhalation.
What are the odds of that, Stanford wondered? And where was that
one who' d gotten away? Where was Ed Derringer?

A nagging finger of guilt jabbed at John Stanford’s gut.
Mohmaluk worked quickly.

A seven-year-old boy named Carter in the apartment below
Derringer’s died in a choking, coughing fit after awakening from a
dream that he’d flown low over the snow-covered ground to the
amazement of all in hisfirst gradeclass. Histeacher wasjust about to
give him agold star on his personal achievement board. He didn’t
even know what a persona achievement board was, but he wanted
thegold star all thesame. Thenthe coughing started, hislungsburned,
worse than getting a mouthful of smoke at the 4th of July campfire.
The death was sudden, much more sudden than if hewereto actually
choke to death with lungs full of smoke. At least there was that
mercy.

The boy’s mother had a recurring dream that she was thin
again, and that she always passed her Classical Literature exam, even
though she’ d forgotten she’ d signed up for the class and hadn’t read
any of the material. She died on the floor, on her stomach, trying to
stay low, out of the smoke that M ohmal uk had dreamed into her lungs.
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Carter’s dad was an insomniac who hadn’t dreamed in six
weeks. Mohmaluk had no effect on him, and he might havelived, had
he not been rushing to his son’s bedroom to help the boy when he'd
tripped on his own feet, knocking himself unconscious in a clumsy
fall, giving Mohmaluk awindow, and hislungsfilled with smoke.

There were fourteen others. Not a Moment in any of them.
Even so, Stanford knew thelast dream that each of them had dreamed
asMohmaluk passed through them. Theguilt in hisgut turned into a
hard ball, making him feel that he might get sick.

Stanford walked quickly along the sidewalk leading to the
parking lot, to Ed’s Grand Prix. He sent the ally through the door,
causing it to unlock. It passed through the steering column, through
the dashboard and under the hood. The car started, and John climbed
inside. He sat the credl in the passenger seat and drove.



Chapter Six

When Ed woke again it was dark. He felt damp from sweat
and was stiff from deeping curled in one of the bunks of Bone Kimbé's
and Bum Bo’s camper. He still wore the Carhartts and there were a
couple of blankets draped over him. The furnace, he guessed from
the way he could see his breath pluming out of his mouth, had either
been turned off or the thermostat had been turned way down. No,
that’s silly, he reasoned, the camper’s furnace probably didn’'t have a
thermostat. Thiswas a stripped-down model, the furnace was either
on or off.

Ed could hear voices outside the camper, and the unmistak-
able smell of a campfire. He had no desire to move. Something
though, reached into him and brought himto life.

He sat up and swung hislegs over the edge of the bed. It hurt
him to move so quickly. It hurt him to move at all. Now though, he
was certain he caught the aromatic smell of burning tobacco through
the smell of burning wood. It was a smell that pulled him from his
sleep. The smell of the cigarette cut through everything else and
made his entire body ache, not with the pain of bruised muscles, but
with the craving of an addiction that never starved for more than a
few hoursat atime. But this? This, Ed reckoned, had to be nearing
a twenty-four hour period since he'd last had a puff on one of his
smokes.
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He surveyed the floor of the camper. His shoes had to be
somewhere. He opened the narrow closet door next to the small gas
furnace. Yes, therethey were, hissockstoo. Also what looked to be
his clothes, dried and hanging from ahook. Ed removed the clothes
fromthehook. They were cleaned and no longer smelled of the ditch.
An excitement began to fill him, the likes of which he could not
remember. There were his clothes, cleaned, and dried—ready to be
worn. Thesmell of acigarette, which he began to feel that he needed
more with each passing second, rodetheair promising familiarity and
comfort. Cigarettes! The sublime pleasure of smoking! And hisown
comfortablefitting clothes!

Ed unzipped the Carhartts and climbed out of them, heedless
of worry that the door to the camper might open at any timerevealing
his nakedness to whoever might be outside. Hisown clotheswerea
little cold, though dry. It was good to be out of the Carhartts. He'd
sweated agreat deal ashe slept. Whatever fevered sleep it was that
had occupied hisexhausted mind had at | east abated for thetimebeing.

A cigarette! It didn’t take Ed long at all to get fully dressed.
He had no coat, but he hoped the campfire would be enough to keep
him warm. Ed opened the door of the camper and was greeted by
brisk night air. The voices he'd heard and the sound of the campfire
were coming from hisleft. Ed could see shadows cast by the glow of
thefire playing acrossthe snowy ground. He stepped down and closed
the door. The talking by the fire stopped. Ed turned to his left and
looked cautiously around the side of the camper where he' d heard the
conversation.

Therewerethree peopleat thefire. Two of them herecognized
immediately as the strange couple who' d saved his life somewhere
near Thunder Bay, Ontario (if their story could be believed). The
third person wasjust asilhouette, aface he could not see, just abody
of dancing shadows. The campfireplayeditsquiet, lazy light against
the person. Ed couldn’t be sure whether this new stranger wasaman
or awoman. All three, he could tell, were staring at him. Though he
could not make out any characteristics of this new person’s face, he
could seetheeyesclearly. They were sharp and gazed directly at him.
Bone Kimbé took afew steps away from thefirein Ed’sdirection.

“Soyou madeit through after all,” she said to him, advancing.
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The stranger began walking in the opposite direction, away from Ed.
Ed saw pine trees severa yards off through the dark. The stranger
walked toward them. Bone Kimbé paused to turn and speak to Bo.
“See, | told you—that was just an ordinary Toyota, not Death.”

“Yeah, yeah. Right again,” Boreplied.

“Thanksfor getting my clothesdried,” Ed said to her.

“Notrouble,” Bonesaid back. She motioned Ed forward with
awave of the hand. “Why don’t you come and join us at the fire.
Thisisagreat occasion.” Ed could see her smiling through the modest
light cast out by the fire. “It truly is agreat occasion. You're still
alive. That makesit an even greater occasion because | believed from
the moment that we picked up camp north of here, and then saw you
walking that highway back aways, that events were in motion.”

Ed began walking toward Bone and the fire. 1nthe moments
when Bone had spoken to him and gestured for him to join them, the
stranger cleared the distance from the fire to the trees. Ed couldn’t
see any sign of the stranger except the trail of footprints left in the
Snow.

“It'sgood to know that | can still pick up onasign when| get
one. Right, Bo?”

“Goodtoknow? Youdoit all thedamnedtime!” He'dturned
to face thefire. Ed could see his hands open to its warmth.

“You’ regoing to want to stay warm,” the woman advised Ed.

That wastrue enough. Already Ed beganto feel thewinter air
working itsway back into hisblood. Herealized, perhapsfor thefirst
timein hislife, that the snow and cold could actually kill him. The
realization made the night seem brighter, more alive. Bone walked
with him the rest of the way to thefire, her arm around his shoulders
now, as though they were companions who'd weathered much
together.

“1 woke up because | thought | smelled a cigarette. I'm a
heavy smoker,” Ed confessed to them. “More than anything right
now, I'd like a cigarette. | need a cigarette.”

Ed saw Bum Bo looking at Bone Kimbé. There seemed to be
amoment of seriousness between them. The woman shook her head
in frustration. “I tell you, Bo,” she took her arm from around Ed's
shoulders, “it was just a Toyota.”
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“I"'m not disputing that,” Bo said to the woman. Then he
spoke to Ed, “I think you were just wishing you smelled a cigarette.
We don’'t smoke. But if it gets bad for you, we can stop in at that
Marathon gas station in Wawa when it opens in the morning.”

“Maybethat person who wasjust herewassmoking,” Ed said.
“1 smelled acigarette. | know acigarette when | smell one. Maybe
you just didn’t noticeif he smoked.”

Bo turned again so that he was facing the fire, his arms
outstretched. He spoke to Bone, quietly, asif he'd intended for Ed
not to hear. “I’m not saying you don’t know how to suss out asign
when it comes along, but how do you know it was agood sign?’

That seemed to be the end of the conversation, for a long
pause followed. Ed expected the debate to pick-up where it |eft off.
He at least expected them to answer his question about whether or
not the stranger at the fire only moments ago had been smoking a
cigarette. He got only silence from thetwo. They both stood facing
the fire, their hands reaching forward. It seemed to Ed that the two
were not so much warming their hands, but drawing the heat from the
flames into their bodies through their arms. It was asif their open
palms were conduits for thefire’'senergy. Ed drew himself closer to
the fire. He moved so that he stood on the opposite side of the fire
from hisrescuers.

“What day isit?’ Ed asked.

“It'sMonday,” answered Bo, his eyes gazing into the fire.

“Look,” Bone said quietly, “there’s no need to be mysterious
about it. Clearly theguy’sgifted.” She gestured casually at Ed with
one hand. “Whether herealizesit yet or not is beside the point. He
needs to get a grip on the situation before the next time we see
headlights behind usand it really isDeath.”

“Yeah,” Bo said, “I think you hit the nail right on the head.
That’s my whole problem right there, next time. You know damned
well there’sgonnabeanext time. It'sjust amatter of when. And| let
him wear my clothes!” Helooked up fromthefire, directly into Ed’s
eyes. “You wore my clothes and you’'ve got Death tracking you.
Now it's got my scent too.”

Ed stared back at Bum Bo, not knowing quite what to think.
“Just because | asked for a cigarette?’
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“That pair of Carharttsyou’ rewearing areyoursnow. They’'re
my gift to you. Please do not feel that you need to give me agiftin
return.”

“You think Death istrailing me?’ Ed asked. “Why do you
think it's Death?’

“Because Death lookslikeapair of headlightsin your rearview
mirror,” Bo told him. “Only difference between Death and a pair of
actual headlightsin your rearview mirror isthat Death doesn’t keep
going whenyou pull over tolet it pass. By thetimeyou realizethey’re
not going to pass, thenit’stoo late. ‘Let thelamp affix itsbeam. The
only emperor isthe Emperor of Ice Cream.””

Ed nodded. He knew that one. Wallace Stevens; probably
one of the few poems Ed had had to read in his American Thought
and Literature classes at Michigan State that he actually enjoyed.

Bone looked from Bo to Ed with alook that Ed thought was
one of sympathy, or perhaps pity. But he couldn’t guessif the look
reflected her feelings for Ed's situation or for the dire situation that
Bo now felt that he’' d been drawn into.

“Let’s suppose you're right about him being gifted,” Bo
continued, “even the most gifted sorcerer needs time to recoup lost
energy.”

“What sorcerer?” Ed asked, then chuckled. “You mean like
Harry Potter?’

“Nobody can do a Reverse Evanesce like that without ex-
pending all their power. We don’t even know how far he came.”

“Lansing,” Ed interjected, alittle excited by the prospect of
sorcery. He' d never been mistaken for anything quite asdramatic as
asorcerer. Hippies, you gottalove hippies. “Lansing, Michigan.”

Bo threw hisarms up in the air and rolled his eyes. “There
you go, Bone! Lansing, Michigan! Andwe pick himupinthemiddie
of the Trans-Canada Highway just shy of Thunder Bay? Not only
that, it's now three days before the moose tramples our fire. Tomor-
row isclosingin. How do you expect usto clear that with somebody
that doesn’t even know what’ s happening?’ Bo shook hishead, look-
ing truly concerned. “See, he doesn’'t even know what heis! | hate
thissorcery.”

“Sure, you hateit likeyou hateto complain. You could let me



47 Dan Goodrich

finish explaining to himinstead of getting all balled-up about apair of
headlightsin therearview mirror!” Bonesaid.

Bo shrugged, scowling. He held his hands out toward the
fire, palmsoutward. Theway he stood, hislegs apart, armsforward,
pams out, reminded Ed of Iron Man from Marvel Comics preparing
to blast the Crimson Dynamo with his repul sor rays.

“But first,” Bone added, “1 think we should head back inside
the camper. There's room enough in there for al of usto sit down
and discuss everything. | think thisfire has served its purpose.”

Ed strangely (and quite gladly), didn’t feel the least bit cold
standing next to thefire, but remembering the freezing highway made
him think that he might feel alittle better inside the camper, with a
roof above him and somewallsaround him. There wasthe tempera-
ture to worry about, and Ed began to realize that hislegs didn’t feel
as sturdy as he was used to. He wanted to sit. He wanted a drink of
water. He wanted a cigarette.

“All right,” Bosaid, “I’ll make surethat pilot light isstill go-
ing and get the heater back in business.”

The three of them sat inside the camper, waiting for a pot of
coffeetofinish brewing. It wasanold percolator coffegpot, itsbottom
blackened from alifetime of flames. It sat now over alit burner on
the small gas stove inside the camper. Ed sat on the bed he'd woke
up in, his back against the wall. The coffegpot bubbled vigorously,
the lid thumped and rattled as it percolated. The coffee’s rich smell
made Ed’'s desire for a cigarette needle aggressively at hisbrain, his
chest, and hisfingertips.

Bum Bo and Bone Kimbé sat at the small dining table near the
entrance of the camper. Between them sat aflickering oil lamp. It
cast adim, smudged light over everything.

“What happened to that battery-operated lantern?’ Ed asked.

“This suits my mood alittle better,” said Bone.

“Is there any aspirin?’ Ed asked them. He could feel the
edges of thefever that had played through him ashe slept cutting into
him again.

Bone shook her head. “We don’'t have anything like that.”

Ed pulled a blanket over himself and folded his arms across
hischest. “I think I’ve still got afever.”
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“I’msureyou do,” Bonesaid. “But |’ m sorry, we haven't got
anything like that with us. For the most part me and Bo try to avoid
pharmaceuticals. We make an exception for coffee, though. 1t should
beready soon.” Shesmiled. “I love the sound of percolating coffee.
| won't use adrip coffee maker. Percolateit, just don’t burnit. It'sa
forgotten art, Ed.”

“Man,” Ed said massaging his forehead with his fingertips,
“no cigarettes, no aspirin. Death isfollowing meinaToyota Camry.
What else have | got to look forward to?

“There’'salwaysthe snow,” Bo answered. “And don't forget
that it’s three days ago. When we found you on the Trans-Canada
Highway it was four days ago, Dreamtime. Do you know what hap-
pens when Today gets here?’

Ed laughed. They were crazy. He' d been mugged, knocked
out, and dropped in aditch somewhere. These people must befriends
of John Stanford. Now he had it. Joke’'s on me, thought Ed. Ha,
goddamned ha!

“1’m glad you can laugh about it,” said Bo.

Ed sat on the small bed with his eyes shut, his head bowed,
and massaged histemples. No, asweird as the whol e situation was,
hebelievedit. Thingshad shifted into therealm of the bizarre. Now
he was in Wawa, Ontario—rescued by a couple of sorcerers on the
Trans-Canadahighway just thisside of Thunder Bay, who drove around
waiting for “signs.” The damnedest thing was that he didn’t doubt
any of it. The only other explanation, as far as Ed was concerned,
would force him to consider the existence of extraterrestrial life, and
hejust didn’t feel likehehad itin him.

“I don’t think I mentioned it,” Ed said ashelooked at hisnew
companions, “but I’ m grateful to you for givingmearide. | think I'd
havedied.”

“Yeah, most likely you' d have died,” Bonesaid to him. “Not
alot of traffic thistime of year.”

Ed watched her as she spoke. Light and shadow played over
her face. She was middle-aged, pretty, and perhaps even a little
dangerous|ooking with the stocking cap. Her dark hair was shoulder
length and tucked neatly behind her earsand kept in place, Ed guessed,
by the cap. She wore a dark-colored sweatshirt and black denim
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jeans. Shelooked like acar thief froma70’s TV show.

“It'sreally not me and Bo that you should be grateful to—we
werewaiting for something to do, we' re people of action, we' reready
to go. It's the moose who gave us the signal. Thank the moose.
Really. The next time you see a moose, you should express your
gratitude. You owe it to the moose.”

Ed decided that if he ever did see amoose, or comein contact
with one, he would express histhanks.

“What do you mean that you guys are people of action? |
thought you said that you were just waiting for asign.”

“Sure,” Bone agreed, “but we were actively waiting. That's
what we were doing. When oneis doing something with intent, then
that person is being active. Even if you go to sleep, but sleep with
intent, then you are doing something. That is action.”

“But | fall asleep every night. Ed responded, “I don’t feel
particularly active when I’m doing that.”

“You're confusing being asleep with sleeping. There's a
difference.”

“Just like there's a difference between seeing a pair of
headlightsin your rearview mirror and seeing Death’s Headlightsin
your rearview mirror,” Bo interjected, smiling.

Bone shot an angry glance at Bo. “Yes, but it'sbest to err on
the side of caution in such situations, wouldn’'t you agree? It's better
that we pulled over to face Death on our own terms and find out that
it'snot Death after all, than to keep driving and hope everything will
beall right. There had been too many signs, and thisguy probably is
abig Death magnet. Hetakesthe actions of asorcerer without regard
for the consequences or even knowing that there are consequences.
Thereis no better way to meet Death than that.”

“Wait,” Ed held ahand up. “So does Death really drive acar
around? Haveyou seenit? Why wouldn't it drive without headlights?
Then it could just sneak up on us.”

“Death never sneaksup on anyone,” said Bone. “Most people
just don’t know what Death looks like, so they don’t seeit coming.”

“Anditdrivesacar?’ Ed asked.

“No, you're not paying attention. Death looks like a pair of
headlightsin the rearview mirror. It doesn’t drive acar with the
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headlightsturned on. It just lookslike apair of headlights.”

“That'sit?’ asked Ed. “It lookslikethat all the time?’

“Only if you'reonyour guard. If you're not paying attention
to anything and not looking for signs, then you' d never see Death
coming.”

“But, what about before there were cars? I’ ve never heard of
Death personified asapair of headlights. What happened to the black
cloak and the scythe? What about the bony fingers? What happened
to the Grim Reaper?’

“We' rereally not an agrarian society anymore. Death changes
with thetimes.” Bone shrugged.

“Headlights,” Ed muttered, “now | have to watch out for
headlights.”

“Death’s Headlights!” added Bo. “Just keep your eyes open
for Death’s Headlights, not just any headlights.”

Ed didn’t think he’'d have a problem remembering that. In
spite of the other fantastic events of the last couple of days, he felt
morethan reasonably certain that he’ d have an easy timeremembering
that Death now looked like a pair of headlights. It occurred to him,
too, that hefelt oddly ambivalent about everything. Hefelt asthough
he should be guestioning the recent events more than he did. Since
the night of drinking at Dillon’s and the ensuing hangover, he didn’t
guestion much of anything that had happened.

“For someone who, I’'m assuming, really doesn’t have the
dlightest ideaof what isactually transpiring, you' rereally taking it all
instride,” Bone Kimbé said.

Ed shrugged. “I’m pretty tired, | guess.”

“That coffee should beready,” Bum Bo said. “Of coursg, it’ll
have to cool for a good minute or two.”

“You know,” Ed said to them, “I’'m really not so sure that |
want any coffee.” Heyawned. Hishead was pounding. The fever
that had stolen into him was now beginning to echo bolder footsteps
throughout hisbody. He realized how exhausted he’ d become.

Ed lay down on the bed thinking it would be awkward to
sleep with the two of them sitting right there. Where did they sleep,
in the bunk that extended above the cab? Did they sleep together?
Something made Ed doubt that. They seemed more like comrades,
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partnersin crime, not lovers.

Ed fell asleep, wondering about sorcery.

He dreamed that he was a contestant on the Wheel of For-
tune. The woman standing next to him explained to Pat Sgjak that
the beautiful sweater she wore was made from the hair of her two
recently deceased St. Bernards, Ajax and Achilles. They died from
drowning, the poor dears, after chasing a Canada goose onto thinice
and falling through. Raymond from down the way retrieved them
from their watery grave, the poor dears, with nothing but some heavy
twine and a pair of old headlightstied together bolo-style. Ed found
himself agreeing that it wasindeed a beautiful sweater.

“That’satouching story,” Pat Sgjak said. “Now, let’sspinthe
whedl!”



Chapter Seven

Therewasno sign of Bone Kimbé and Bum Bo when Ed woke.
He was curled on the same small bed where he'd fallen asleep. A
coupleof blanketswere draped over him, one blueand onewhite. He
sat up, holding the blankets around him. He was fully dressed, but
the air around him was very cold.

It was dark inside the camper, but Ed could see light coming
through the curtains. He checked hiswatch, staring at the face for a
moment as he tried to discern whether it was after seven or eight. A
gust of wind blew against the camper, making it creak. He noticed
the second hand on the watch wasn’t moving. He stared for awhile
longer at the watch. It had definitely stopped. Ed felt displaced,
sensing a strange distance from time, as though it was a separate
thing, something to which he didn’t belong. A slow river to swimin
on occasion, but not inhabit.

It wasanew feeling. Until thisrecent spate of weirdness, Ed
had kept pace with each hour as habitually, if not as obsessively, ashe
smoked cigarettes. A cigarette on the other hand . . . that was
something he needed. He still felt astrong sense of belonging to the
world of nicotine.

The harshwind played at the camper. 1t sounded wicked and
cold. Edwondered if it was snowing. Hewondered if they’ d driven
anywhereand how long he' d dept. He hoped they were getting closer
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to Michigan. Canada's okay if you're a sorcerer on the lookout for
signs, but Ed wanted to get back to his apartment.

As he sat there hugging the blankets to him, the wind exer-
ciseditsgrip onthe camper. Behind him wasa curtained window that
faced the cab of thetruck. Ed pushed the curtain aside, finding it odd
that the curtain was not only the color of burlap, but actually made of
the stuff.

He should have been ableto seeinto the cab of thetruck. But
the truck was not there. The window looked out onto snow. The
snow on the ground was blowing in swift eddies, forming tall drifts.
The sky wasthickly clouded, heavy and gray. Snow fell in big clus-
ters of soft flakes. Ed couldn’t see tire tracks where the truck had
driven away. He wondered how long it might take for snow coming
down like thisto cover the tracks.

Thefever he' dtakento leep with him had at |east abated. He
wished that the fever had taken his cigarette craving with it.

Ed pushed a blanket aside and reached a hand down near the
furnace. There was afaint heat coming from it, he'd need to turn it
up.

He looked to his right where the small stove was. The old
coffeegpot was still sitting on one of the burners. He could smell the
coffee, what was left of it anyway, probably just the grounds. Ed
stood up, reached for the coffeepot, and shook it. Therewasaslosh-
ing sound of coffeeinsideand adull clanking asthe metd filter banged
against the sides. If he could find some matches to light the stove,
then he could at least warm the leftover coffee. He scanned the area
abovethe stoveand small sink. Therewasabox of theminsideawire
basket hanging abovethe sink. Blue Diamond matches.

He took the box of matches from the wire basket, pushed on
one end of the box to dlide it open and took out a wooden, blue-
tipped match. He struck it against the side of the box. Therewasa
quick spark and the end of the match lit.

The camper creaked as the wind blew outside. The match
flame flickered with the gusting wind even though he was sheltered
fromit.

Ed turned the knob for the burner where the coffeepot sat
until he heard the hiss of gas. He got the burner lit and turned the
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flame up as high asit would go. After shaking out the flame on the
match he tossed it into the small sink. He sat down at the cramped
dining table and waited for the coffee to heat up. Coffee would be
good now. Old for sure, but any coffeeright now beat the alternative.
Therewas another larger window next to the tablewhere he sat. That
window had a burlap curtain, too.

Though he guessed that most would turn up their noses at the
decor, Ed found that he genuinely liked the curtains.

He moved the curtain aside to look out, finding nothing but
gray and white. Thewind blew the snow sideways and up and down.
Hehoped they’ dleft anote. Hewouldn't haveto search far to discover
whether or not they’d taken the time. For now though, he just sat.
The coffee sounded like it was beginning to boil. It made Ed wonder
if the camper’s small bathroom across from the dining table actually
worked.

He felt warm and revitalized after guzzling what was | eft of
the coffee in the pot (one-and-a-half cups, from a chipped yellow
mug with red letters exclaiming “ Sarnia’s Bluewater Bingo!”). He
wasn't sureif it wasmorning, afternoon, or edging toward evening—
everything maintained ubiquitous gray and white overtones. He
noticed then, that for thefirst time since waking up two days ago, that
hisribs no longer hurt from that bout of hangover puking.

A sudden pressure poked at hisbladder. How long sincehe'd
done that? Ed looked at the flimsy bathroom door next to him. It
wasn'’t that he worried about privacy, no; it was more aconcern asto
whether or not the toilet would flush. Sure, it was just piss now, but
what if that other voice of nature’s call began to make insistent
demands? He couldn’t think about it. Rather than risk making the
camper smell like an outhouse, he decided to go to the nearest snow
bank.

It didn’t take long for the wind to bite hard. Ed guessed the
temperature to be somewherevery near zero, if not below. Hewalked
around the camper until he found the side that blocked the cold wind
best. Hethought about spelling hisnamein the snow, then considered
a hearty yellow “F-U-C-K!” He abandoned that, too, as a gust of
wind pushed against his legs from the opening beneath the camper.
Snow whipped against hisface and hands.
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Ed ventured toward the front of the camper. He hoped to see
tracksin the snow that might tell which direction the truck had gone.
There was nothing, though.

Hisfeet already sank at least six inchesinto the soft blowing
snow. Any tracks that had been left by the truck were covered. Ed
was stuck. He knew which way was up and which was down, but
that wasthe extent of it. He speculated wherethe campfire had burned
the night before, but couldn’t see far enough through the snow to
discover whether any sign of it actually remained. He knew that even
farther out in that direction lay arow of trees where the mysterious
figure had disappeared.

It wasfreezing in the wind; his ears began to hurt. Ed braced
himself against the cold and made his way back inside the camper.
Once inside, he shook the snow off and hurried over to the heater.
The pilot still burned. Ed found the knob that adjusted the heat and
turned it up.

He guessed that Bone Kimbé and Bum Bo would not return
in the storm. It would be treacherous driving, especially for a pick-
up, four-wheel-drive or not, with an empty bed and alight back end.
Ed had a deep-down feeling that they’d be coming back for him
(maybe). He was, after all, the reason the tick-infested moose had
given Bone the sign to pack up and head farther down theroad. He
just hoped that another equally or more ominous sign didn’t show up
while he' d been sleeping, demanding that Bone and Bo pack up and
move on without the camper.

His short expedition outside the camper left him cold all the
way through. The wind still whipped against the camper, making it
creak. Had it been snowing, he wondered, when Bone and Bo ex-
tended the camper’s legs to let it stand free of the truck? Had they
beenin a hurry?

It took sometime (ahalf-hour or so, Ed guessed), but he was
warmed again and found that he had nothing to do except sit and
listen to the wind assault the auminum siding of the camper. He
began to notice someicy drafts blowing through as some of the par-
ticularly strong gusts howled outside: through the snow, through the
trees, and through the gray-cold air that brought thoughts of creeping
shadows.
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Ed began to understand that he dwelt not in the ordinary world
of cigarettesand boredom, but aworld of harsh unforgiving wind and
cold. It wasaworld where vision could distort with the quicksilver
taint of dreams. Here was mystery and survival and hedidn’'t havea
clue on how to deal with either.

He thought of pulling the burlap curtains aside and peering
out for asign of Bone Kimbé and Bum Bo. He pushed the thought
back just as quickly, remembering last night’s conversation about
Desath’s headlights. He didn’t want to see approaching headlights.
L et them come upon him completely unaware.

The scope of the events he' d endured began to weigh against
him. That and the unanswered questions, too. He couldn’t remem-
ber what had happened to him from the time when the Assurance
Agent had started glowing in his apartment, to the moment when
he'd found himself facedown in aditch of icy water. Asmuch as he
tried, any effort to remember brought only a dark, blank spot.

Wind howled. It was howling at him, trying to get him. Ed
fought astrong urge to hide beneath ablanket until the stormdied. It
was stupid, he knew, but there was something that sounded predatory
in the way the wind whipped against the camper. It wasareal thing,
areal threat. The more the snow blew, the more he began to see that
Bone Kimbé and Bum Bo would not be coming to hisrescue anytime
soon. Wherever they were, they’d left Ed alone for a reason. He
could see that clearly now. The proof was the snow and the wind.
The proof was this camper abandoned in a storm.

Ed knew they’d returnto seeif he'd survived. They’d return
to seeif he'd gotten his wits about him. They’d return to seeif the
storm had swept away every trace of him off of the earth.



Chapter Eight

Ed sat at the small table eating acold can of Campbell’sBean
with Bacon Soup. It was one of the few things he’d found in the
cupboard above the small stove and sink that he could eat.

When he first found it, he worried that he might share the
same fate as Wile E. Coyote: here was a can of soup to eat, but no
can-opener. He'd found the opener, though, in the only drawer next
to the stove, along with ahost of plastic forks, knivesand spoons. Ed
opted to eat the soup cold with a plastic white spoon. Best not to
waste the propane, use it only to warm the camper.

Just as he' d swallowed thefirst spoonful of the orange, salty
paste, he saw it. The spider crawled swiftly from behind one of the
burlap curtains at the front of the camper, across the ceiling toward
the closet where Bum Bo kept his extra pair of Carhartts, then
disappeared. Ed sat at the table waiting for it to reappear, with the
plastic spoon in his right hand and the hair on the back of his neck
standing on end. There was no question that it was the same spider
he'd seen before in his apartment, crawling from the eye socket of
that baby’s skeleton.

Later, Ed caught a blur of motion near the handle of the
bathroom door. He didn’t actually see the spider that time, but he
knew that’swhat it had to be. He' d gotten up to investigate, opening
the bathroom door, checking on the floor, under the table, behind the
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curtains. He opened the cupboards above the sink and stove, moving
the remaining cans of Campbell’s soup (six, all Bean with Bacon),
one can of Chicken of the Seatunafish, and half aloaf of Gold Spun
wheat bread. Ashe closed the cupboard door he saw aquick shadow
as it scurried over the stovetop and down the side. Ed took a step
over and peered down the side of the stove. Therewas nothing there,
just the bed that Ed had been sleeping in prior to this new round of
madness.

He wanted to chalk it off as side effects of the fever,
hypothermia, drunkenness, or even sleep. It was possible that he
hallucinated the whole thing. It’'sthelast thing that he'd seenin his
apartment before waking up facedown in aditch. How do you like
ditch water, Ed? Not much to my liking at all, no sir.

The spider was in the camper somewhere. Ed could fedl it
watching him. He'd begun to have the feeling that it was trying to
communicate with him. Therewasapart of him that tried to remain
open to the possibility, but most of him decided that he was probably
just nuts.

Asthe day slipped by, the part of him that felt the spider was
actually trying to make contact with him began to overpower the part
of him that dismissed thewholenotion aslunacy. The other possibility
was that the spider had nothing to do with the recent events, and was
just waiting for Ed to fall asleep so it could take a bite out of him and
keep itself dive. It was possible, after all, that Death did more than
terrorize the rearview mirrors of hapless motorists. It was possible,
asfar asEd could tell, that Death used amercurial spider asitsagent.
Sure, it was possible, but Ed knew that it was the same spider that
he' d seen at his apartment in East Lansing.

Ed believed that it wanted to communicate. It was asign, of
course. If Bone Kimbéand Bum Bo were hereto explainit, it would
all make sense. They’d know the sign for what it was, surely.

The spider, and the search for the spider, had at least taken
Ed’smind off the notion that Death wastoying with him, lobbing gust
after galein an attempt to drive him over the edge before hypothermia
and starvation brought him down.

He' d fallen asleep, his head resting on hisfolded arms on the
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small table. He dreamed restlessly of acar wash and agopher feather
he'd found in an old book. What woke him was the sound of the
wind. It had intensified and now sounded like it had added freezing
rain to its repertoire. A gopher feather? As Ed leaned over to the
window to move a curtain aside so he could peer out, he saw it, a
quick glimpse, asit dropped from the hanging wire basket above the
kitchensink. Ed could seeitslegsextended outwardin all directions.
He heard a soft but definite thump as it landed in the metal sink.
There was a fluttering noise of the spider’s legs tapping against the
surface of the sink asit moved.

Thewind outsideworked itself into aviciousgust that stormed
against the camper. Ed noticed that the light inside the camper, the
soft gray that seeped in from the stormy day, was beginning to dim.
He kept hisfocus on the kitchen sink though, waiting to see the first
of the spider’slegs crest the basin asit pulled itself onto the counter,
just asit had when it extracted itself from the baby’s eye socket. He
listened, but heard only the sound of thewind and icy rain pelting the
aluminum sides and windows. There was athin hiss of propane and
sputtering flame coming from the heater, but no sound of a spider
creepinginthesink. Edwondered if the spider would emerge slowly
over the edge of the sink, or move quickly and boldly into the open
whereit could launchitself into hislap. Onto hishands, face, hair . ..
Hello, Ed!

He balled hishand into afist and stood quickly. He had to do
it. The feel of the spider’s over-sized body exploding under his
knuckles would be sickening, but there was no choice. He couldn’t
stand the thought that he’ d fallen asleep with it just creeping around.
Hedidn't think he could sleep knowing there was a big-assed spider,
hallucination or not, waiting tojab its hairy fangsinto hisjugular and
fill him full of spider poison.

He sat back down. Maybe there was a spider, but it wasn't
that kind of a spider. That was just the panic of waking from an
unexpected sleep. This spider was the same one from his apartment.

Gotowork, get fired, get drunk, and wakeupinaditchflirting
with hypothermia. Don't forget the skeleton of the baby floating across
the apartment. Don't forget the glowing egg people. Weebleswobble,
man—but dude, they don’t fall down. Goo goo goo joob!
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Ed stood up again and looked inthe sink. Therewasno spider,
of course. Not now, though he was certain that he saw it, heard it.
The spider would be back. He knew that just as he knew he was
screwed. He knew he should be trying to connect the dots, find the
missing pieces of the puzzle, but it wasn’'t going to happen. Hedidn't
have the strength to think about it. Something extraordinary had
happened. Right, that fucking Assurance Agent had extraordinarily
screwed him. That was clear enough. “Now what, EJ?" he asked
himself. He moved aside the burlap curtain above the table. The
stormy white of the gray afternoon was growing darker. The blanket
of snow outside was being covered in a blanket of ice.

Ed was dismayed to seethat the snow had risen up tothelevel
of the windows.

That wasn't possible.

He stared out the window a while longer, waiting for the
strange trick of waning daylight to put the snow back down to its
proper level, but wherever helooked, thelevel of the snow remained
uniformly even. There had to be four feet of snow if it was an inch.
Some drifts appeared higher. Ed got up to open the door of the
camper and look outside. He turned the doorknob and pushed, but
the door didn’t open. He tried it again, pushing harder this time.
There was a cracking sound, and the door gave way to large, cold,
stinging dropsof icy rain. The camper was covered in athin layer of
new ice.

Wind grabbed the door, swinging it open with great force,
slamming it against the camper with acrash. The door bounced back
and Ed reached for it. The doorknob was slippery and cold now. He
grabbed it, pulling it against the gusting wind, closing it tight once
more. He locked it for good measure, not really sure what locking
would prevent. Ed sat back down at thetable. Hishand cold, ascold
asit’d been when he' d awakened in theicy ditch.

Fresh panic began to ripple inside of him, spreading out,
threatening to take hold. Death’sheadlights. A phantom spider. The
two self-proclaimed sorcerers, who rescued him from afreezing death
some odd hours ago, had abandoned him to another death of the
samevariety. Night wascoming. Hewasn't even sure how long he' d
been stuck in the camper. No morethan aday. Just the night before,
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there' d been a campfire. He'd been awakened that evening by the
smell of cigarettes. There’ d definitely been astranger, too, speaking
to BoneKimbéand Bum Bo. Thestranger whose eyes pierced through
to Ed’s core.

There was nothing at all now but the gray and white world
turning dark. He could no longer hear the sound of rain pelting the
camper. The wind showed no sign of relenting. Ed peered outside
once morethrough the window next to thetable. Therewas nothing.
He could see only the sheen of the snow with alayer of new iceonits
crust. Visibility? There had to be sometreesout therein the distance.
They’ d been therethe night before. Hedidn’t know north from south.
Geography was by no means a strong point with him, but he knew
enough about Canada and the surrounding Great L akes areato know
that if he was as far north as Bone Kimbé had said, then he'd very
likely be surrounded by wilderness. Hell, they’d claimed to see a
moose trampletheir campfire.

“Somebody bring me some smokes and a beer, eh?’ he said.
Thejokefell flat. The Great White North wasn’t too funny when you
were trapped init. Anyway, he was the only one present to hear the
joke, and he’ d known it wascoming. Hard to hit oneself with asurprise
punchline, particularly when the situation is closer to the ream of
Weird Funny rather than Ha-Ha Funny.

Weird Funny for sure. He should be climbing the wallsfor a
cigarette. He'dtried to quit before. Cold Turkey. He' dtried it twice
and both times his will caved before turning in for the evening. He
wanted a cigarette, but not once during the course of the day did he
linger on the want long enough for it to gather momentum into afull-
blown need. Weird Funny, not Ha-Ha Funny.

Ed let his head rest on the table once more. He was hungry,
that was a genuine need. He' d had no real food in a couple of days.
The can of soup/paste was the first real food he'd eaten. There’'d
been beer . . . lots of beer. Perhaps starvation was the best way to
kick anicotine habit.

There were six cans of soup, half aloaf of bread, and acan of
tunafishinthe cupboard. Therewasno running water, but there was
plenty of snow. Hedidn't relish thethought of quenching histhirst by
letting snow melt in hismouth. Sure, it’sgreat funwhen you'reakid,
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but it'sahell of away to try and fight off Death when you’ re adisen-
chanted adult. Hetried to remain positive; at least he wouldn’t dehy-
drate. The food situation wasn’t good though. He had to assume,
simply by the amount of snow that'd accumulated throughout the
course of the day and the unflagging ferocity of thewind, that it’d be
afew days before anyone came to his rescue. Provided of course,
that some person or persons had plans to come to his rescue. The
motives of the camper’s owners lay in the murky vastness of
unpredictability. Prescience was not a faculty he possessed. He'd
have to resort to food rationing. That was something for college
students, the poor, and dieting Hollywood-types. Add to that list
abandoned sorcerer initiates.

A dim bulb that was burning at the back of Ed’s mind sud-
denly grew brighter. Shadows darkening the recesses of his subcon-
scious dispersed. Sorcerer initiate. Hefelt thickheaded and dumb.

Ed remembered his dream with the spidery shadow shape
creeping away from his mother’s wheelchair. He let his forehead
drop to the cool table. When he lifted his head from the tabletop, he
saw the large spider directly acrossfrom him.



Chapter Nine

The camper was much darker now, and he couldn’t make out
any of the spider’s more subtle physical attributes. He wasn’t sure
now that it was aspider, not exactly. 1t was more spider-like than an
actual spider. Therewas nothing on it that resembled ahead. It had
the same pale white, flesh color all over, from thetip of its non-exis-
tent head to the end of its bulbous abdomen. Its legs too, were the
same color. The spider was roughly the same size as one of Ed’s
hands. Themore hetriedto focusonit, themoreindistinct it became.

The spider made no attempt to move. Ed sensed afeeling of
patience from it. He sat back in the narrow booth and stared at it.
The spider shifted; Ed thought it looked likeit was unwinding, trying
to relax. It gave him the impression of a dog that turns in circles
several timesbeforefinally settling down to itsbed and curling up for
theevening. The spider shifted itself from sideto side, beforeallowing
itsfull weight to settle onto thetabletop. Edfelt afeeling of relaxation
fall over him. The feeling came from the spider, washing through
him. He savored thefeeling. Sorcery? Heneeded no more evidence
than the thing before him. Ed wasready to buy the whole notion, and
whatever camewithit. Hefelt safe, and the lingering traces of panic
that chewed at the edges of hisfrayed resolve dissipated.

Theedgy, snow-howling panic lingered, though. A voicefrom
inside didn’t quite care for the phantom spider. “Who’sin charge
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here, Ed,” the voice asked, “you or the spider?” Ed’smind balked at
the notion of any connection to imaginary spiders, but the spider,
with its absence of head and eyes, remained focused on him.

The wind outside assailed the camper with renewed vigor.
The camper rocked dightly. A new sound cameto Ed over thegusting
wind. It came from the direction of the spider, causing him to start.
He thought for a moment that it was the spider chattering at him.
CLICK-CLICK-CLICK. The spider was gone, though. Thefeeling
of serenity Ed felt moments ago was gone aswell. The sound came
fromthedirection of the heater. Therewasno question that theclicking
sound coming from the direction of the heater wasin fact, the heater.
The propane tank was exhausted. He knew it. He didn’t know a
damned thing about the mechanicsbehind it, but it seemed obviousto
him that any amount of clicking that came from the direction of a
propane-fueled heater in the middle of alife-threatening snowstorm
automatically meant that the heater had given out. There would be
no more heat; things could only get worse.

Ed’'smind jumped back to hisfather’ sdeath. Heimagined his
dad losing his balance, perhaps smiling at the foolishness of the
situation. Perhaps hethought of how cold the water would be or how
thoroughly wet it would make him. Not for a moment thinking that
the weight and momentum of hisfall would capsizethe small fishing
boat, dropping the starboard (or port side, who knew which?) squarely
and certainly inthemiddle of hisback. Surely, hewasstill conscious,
perhaps not fully aware that his back had been broken as he tried to
tread water. Was it with growing panic that his dad died? Did the
panic escalate with the certainty that he was drowning, that there
would be no telling of how foolish he felt for not wearing his life
jacket?

The camper lurched. Ed gripped the table. No, it's not the
camper, Ed thought. Fainting. He shut hiseyesagainst thetilting of
everything. Even the darkness behind his eyelids brought atottering
drunkennessto hismind. “Jeezuspleezus!” he said, gripping thetable
harder. “Sweet Mary and mercy, I'msick of it!” Heopened hiseyes,
the vertigo seemed worse with them shui.

With the heat from the small furnace now gone, thetemperature
inside the camper dropped quicker than Ed thought possible.
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Everything around him took on a pulsing, tilting sensation. He felt
caught in one of those music videos from the early seventies: the
camera lens zooming in and out. Hippie vision. Ed could see the
plumes of his breath. The temperature was dropping. Ed felt his
mind going. His pulsing vision continued. In one moment he was
standing behind himself, looking over his own shoulder, watching
himself breathe. In the next moment he became the breath that he
exhaled. He was the exhalation; the sound of his breathing was
amplified in his head, like an asthmatic stuck in atin can. Hislegs,
feet, and toes began to tingle. Therewas afeeling of weightlessness
about him. Hisarmsfelt like they were defying gravity. He held his
handsin front of hisface, examining them, for they too tingled. They
were hishandsall right, but it seemed to him in the same moment that
they might only be copiesof hishands. Dream hands, airy, filled with
champagne bubbles. Thetinglingfilled every part of him, and hefelt
himself lift out of the seat. His breathing echoed in his ears. The
white puffs of warm breath from his lungs stretched through the
camper. A mellifluousrope of breath from hismouth and nose, drifting
toward thefront of the camper. Ed could feel himself being stretched
acrosstherope. The sound of hisbreathing washed over him. Waves
crashing on a breaker: he was the wave; he was the breaker. The
tingling sensation of hisbody fell into rhythm with hispulsing vision.
The sound of his breath matched in time. One moment found Ed
stretched al ong the plumes of hisbreath, moving slowly forward into
the camper, the next found him standing behind himself, watching the
breath being drawn back into his lungs. Ed no longer felt cold; he
could no longer hear thewind. Eachinstant, each continuing moment,
became its own lifetime. His body tingled, pulsing; his perspective
bounced back and forth.

Ed tried to bring his hands in front of his face. It was, he
thought, the only way to get a grip on the situation. His strange,
mercurial dream-hands tingled and pulsed, but they were a'so made
of lead. Thistime he couldn’t lift them up to look at them. Hetried
to glance down. It seemed imperative now to catch a glimpse of his
hands, hisdream hands. Perhaps he’ d see agopher feather and know
that he' d soonwake. AsEdfelt himself tryingtoforce hiseyestorall
themselves downward just the slightest bit, he found that they too
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were out of his control. He pulsed in and out of perspective with
each breath from his mouth. As he tried to look down at his hands,
his eyes glanced up at the ceiling, against his will. There was the
gpider. It looked misshapen and bloated. The pale, headless thing
“stared” directly into Ed’seyes. Ed could seethinluminousfilaments
shooting outward from its abdomenin all directions.

He surrendered to it. Whether by choice or by compulsion,
hedidn’t know. Theluminousweb filamentsfrom the spider stretched
toward him. The pulsing quickened. Ed was standing again, and then
he wasweightless. The two perspectivesbegan to blur. Theglowing
filamentsfrom the spider on the celling draped himin asilken, shim-
mering net, almost a cocoon.

Ed was weightless. The plumes of breath from his nose and
mouth disappeared in the cold air of the dark camper. His breathing
grew louder. Hefelt himself coming apart.

As suddenly as the complete weirdness of the situation had
taken hold of him, it was gone. Ed was enclosed in a shimmering
cocoon from the spider’s webs and floating easily through the air.
The pulsing sensation was gone. His perspective was whole once
more, though not limited to the sight allowed by his eyes. He was
seeing with all of his senses combined. He drifted across the icy,
snow-covered |landscape brought by the winter storm.

The amplified sound of his breathing was still present, and it
added to hisnew sight. Hewasapart of the air around him. Hetook
the air into his lungs and expelled it. His perception traveled with
each breath taken into hisbody. Hewas aware of the spider traveling
with him. Its legs twitched as its body pulsed, luminous web fila-
ments continued to flow out from its bloated abdomen. They sur-
rounded Ed and pulled him along. Ed tried once moreto look at his
hands but found that he could not. His hands were gone; he was
gone. Hecould not look in any singledirection, yet he found that he
could seeeasily inall directions. Therewasno moon overhead. The
dark camper receded behind him, looking like alost, wounded animal
abandoned to die. Perhaps that was the truth of it.

Ed forced himself to try and look at his hands again. It was
frustrating, and he realized that were it not for the desire to look at
his hands, he might feel completely at peace. Helistened to the
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wind, or maybe the sound of hisown amplified breath, and forgot his
hands. He surrendered to the floating, peaceful feeling. He drifted
upward, higher over the landscape until he was above the clouds—
and there was the moon. It was full and stark above him. The stars
echoed and pulsed in time with the twitching and spinning of the
spider’'sweb. Ed was taken by afeeling of giddiness. It was bliss,
almost better than love or the first smell of crisp autumn air.

He floated above the clouds, or perhaps he was being pulled
through the sky by the spider spinning its glowing web. He didn’'t
care. The eerie, cramped panic of the previous days and hours were
behind him. Thiswasafamiliar feeling. He couldn’t place asingle
timewhen he could remember anything likeit, but it was not astrange
feeling to him. He'd done this before, this peaceful drifting. Ed felt
himself floating higher still, until all around him were glowing strands
of web and luminous filaments. He could see the strands protruding
from his midsection as he floated along. He looked again to see his
hands. Shock gripped him. Fear. There were many hands clutching
and grabbing from a tight, pulsing spot in the center of his chest.
They were ghost hands, bursting like bubblesfrom within. He could
see through them, clutching at the strands of web around him. A part
of him wished for one of the many hands to grab hold of one of the
strands of web and pull him in some new direction. Another part of
him, the part that was rapt with the joy of being propelled onward by
the busy spider, wasin charge now. Helet the spider do itswork. For
him to blindly grab hold of one of the strands would bring an
unnecessary courtship with disaster.

Facedown in an icy ditch. Though he couldn’t remember it
happening, he knew that was how he’ d brought himself so precipi-
tously closeto Desath: the phantom hands, like stray thoughts, grasp-
ing at anything.

The moon and the starswere gone now. Even the darkness of
night had disappeared. Everything was aglow with the luminosity of
the strands that surrounded and penetrated him. The only thing that
remained unchanged was the spider. It remained above him by a
distance of two feet or so, legs twitching and working frantically to-
gether as the thing's pale abdomen bobbed and pul sed, issuing forth
strands of glowing filament.
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Ed could see two bright spots, like the approaching head-
lightsof acar, off inthedistance. Thedistance grew shorter, until the
headlights veered off at the last moment. Ed watched, as they grew
smaller and disappeared. It had to be Death’s headlights. It was
either unable to see him, or smply not interested. He found that he
didn’t care. Hiseuphoric feeling couldn’t be dampened. The spider
continued to spin its web around him as they glided together across
the sky. Wasit the sky? A familiar tugging sensation at hismidsection
pulled at him. The clamoring at his chest, a dozen grasping hands,
overpowered him. Ed's omnidirectional perception vanished, too;
leaving afeeling of sadness. The spider had ceased itsweb spinning
and now floated motionlessin theair behind him. Itslegswerecurled
inward, asthough dead. Ed noticed that the spider was gliding along
athin glowing strand that entered the creature’s body where a head
should be, and exited through its abdomen. He noticed, too, that a
similar strand pierced him through an arearight above hisnavel. The
strand, he noticed, ran exactly parallel to the one guiding the spider.
Hefelt asublime sense of serenity. It wasafeeling he' dlongedfor his
entirelife, and it disappeared as soon as he knew it for what it was.

A sickening tug jerked at hismidsection. Edlooked downto
see several of the same ghost hands he' d seen earlier, now reaching
out from his chest, grabbing outward, trying to reach the flowing web
filaments. Hefelt another sickening pull at hisgut. One of the hands
clutched aluminous string of web. Ed lurched sideways and then he
wastraveling in anew direction. The spider continued traveling on-
ward and away from him. It disappeared from sight. Ed could see
the moon and stars again. He wasfalling. There were heavy snow
clouds below him, getting closer ashefell. Hefell, weightless. The
glowing strand of web connected to his midsection tugged harder at
his gut. Hefelt like he was riding an elevator with a broken cable.
Now hewasin the clouds, blind from the thick cottony wisps, then he
brokefree and hisdescent continued. Ed thought he should feel cold.
He should be frozen. He should be unable to breathe. Instead he
approached the abandoned camper inthemiddle of theicy field likea
kitethat'slost its breeze. He could seetheline of treeshe’ d seen the
night before—beyond that, more snow. Ed tried to scanquickly for a
road. A direction pointing the way out. He couldn’t see anything
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that looked likeit might lead to civilization.
Everything was blanketed in white, ablur, and then darkness.



Chapter Ten

Ed thought he smelled cigarettes and whiskey—a barroom
floor. Just one cigarette, that’s all he wanted.

He lifted his face from the tabletop in the camper that was
beginning to seem like aprison cell. Hefelt cold. Hefelt stiff. His
back ached and hisfirst thought was that he needed a cigarette. One
serioudly first-rate, king-size, grade-A, super-daddy cigarette. His
ribs hurt and he had to pee. His ribs hurt, he had to pee, and he
wanted acigarette. Hisribshurt, he had to piss, hewanted acigarette,
and hewas Jesus-God-Almighty cold! Helooked for thespider. There
was no spider. He wanted a cigarette so badly now that he could
smell it. The smell was an ashtray and whiskey. Oh! His bladder
could not be ignored!

He didn’'t want to risk it outside—Death’s headlights, cold
wind, cold feet, cold hands, and cold noodle. Ed opted for thecamper’s
broom closet-sized bathroom thistime.

He stood inside the closet, door open, relieving himself,
listening to the sound of his pissagainst the stainless steel toilet bowl.
Damn, if that cigarette and whiskey smell wasn’t stronger now! Ed
finished, zipped, and stepped out of the bathroom. Hefelt ajolt. He
staggered, trying to gain control. 1t wasthe spider again. Ed’svision
darkened for an instant and returned. Jesus, Ed thought, it's not a
spider, it'sa big white guy! The man sat at the table, opposite from
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where Ed had been sitting. He nodded at Ed. The man was wearing
ared and black flannel shirt, jeans, and a black, Greek fisherman’s
cap.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” the man said.

Ed'sheart waspounding. Hefelt more exhilarated than scared,
there was something about the guy; he looked familiar. “Oh?’ Ed
said finally, not knowing quitewhat to say. “ Areweacquainted, then?’

“Sure, | guesswe're acquainted,” the man said. “How much
more acquainted do you need to get with afellow? You werein there
taking aleak,” he gestured at the bathroom, “here | was listening to
all of that metallic ping, ping, ping of pissin thetoilet. I'd say that
makes us acquainted.”

Ed smiled. Sure. Ping, ping, ping. “I thought at first you
might be aspider,” Ed said.

The stranger shrugged. The cigarette and whiskey smell was
overwhelming. Ed thought it best to introduce himself. One never
knowswhen one might be offered acigarette by astranger who smells
chiefly of ashtrays. Ed held out hishand. “Ed. Ed Derringer.”

The stranger gripped Ed’'s hand. It wasafirm grip. “Jack,”
he said, “Jack Crazy-Ass. Or if you prefer, ‘Mister Ass will do.”

“How about ‘Jack’?’ Ed stared at the man. What, exactly,
was happening now? What new blend of sorcery was this? There
was something about the man—the smell of whiskey and cigarettes
wasoverwhelming. Something el se beneath that barroom tang: apple
pie! Themanwasfamiliar. Edthought if helet hismind float freefor
amoment it would hit him.

“You' re stuck right smack dab in the middle of nowhere, and
you want to settle on * Jack’ ? Wouldn’'t you prefer to liven things up
alittle? You just go ahead and call me*Jack Crazy-Ass'!”

“Listen,” said Ed, feeling aweird sense of calm fill hismind,
“whether I’m stuck in the middle of nowhere or not has no bearing on
whether or not | should call you anything other than ‘ Jack.” 1’ ve got
plenty of craziness and | don't need to call you ‘Jack Crazy-Ass to
liven-up the situation. I’ve got all kinds of lively right here in this
camper.”

“Oh please!”

“No, redly, “ Edsaid. Ed couldn’t help staring. He knew the
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guy, he’ d seen him before, but he couldn’t put hisfinger on where. “I
really couldn’t call you‘Mister Ass’ or even ‘ Jack Ass and definitely
not *Jack Crazy-Ass.” I'm pretty sure | know you from somewhere.
I’d be embarrassed if | started calling you ‘Mr. Ass,” and then found
out you’' re somebody I’ ve known all along.”

Jack waved ahandin agesture of dismissal at Ed. “Nah. You
wouldn’'t be embarrassed. | guarantee it. Go ahead. ‘Jack Crazy-
Ass’”

Ed shook hishead. “How’d you get in here, anyway?’

“Hal Thereyougo! Canyou possibly be anymore mundane?
You do need to rev it up in here. Roomazoomzoom! You'reinarut,
Ed. You'rein the midst of a fantastic situation and you can’t think
outside the box.” Jack stuck out the thumb on one quick hand and
jabbed himself inthechest withit. “Jack Crazy-Ass You' d beamazed.
Comeon!”

Ed only stared at him. Helooked down at his pants to check
hisfly—hefelt areflexive self-conscious urge to make sure he hadn’t
leftit open. “I don’t know. It'sjust that you look really familiar. I'm
sure | know you from somewhere.”

“Who cares! It'sasmall world, right? No, it'snot! You've
just stumbled stupidly to the edge of agreat big yawning chasmleading
to awhole new world that very few people are aware of and you’'ve
just as stupidly leapt off and lived to tell about it. Yet you still can’'t
do anything but concern yourself with the mundane horseshit
derivatives of ‘hello, don’t | know you? Comeon, Ed! | expect a
little bit more from you!”

“If | call you‘ Jack Crazy-Ass onceinawhile, but just ‘ Jack’
the rest of the time, will that work?’

Jack folded hisarms across his broad chest and looked down
his nose at Ed.

“Okay,” Ed said. “Listen, Mr. Crazy-Ass.”

Jack uncrossed hisarms and sat up straight in the tiny booth.
He beamed. Then frowned, “What?’

“l can’'tdoit,” Ed said, “you might be the craziest jack-assin
theworld, but | can't call you‘Jack Crazy-Ass.” | won'tdoit. Besides,
| know I recognize you from somewhere.” Ed fell silent and felt an
odd moment where he thought he might cry. 1t was cold now inside



73 Dan Goodrich

the camper. The heat didn’t stay long once the gas went out. It was
overwhelming, too much had happened. Most of what had happened
he didn’'t understand. Now it threatened to well up and overflow.

“1 wasjust up in the nether regions of the stratosphere with a
spider that had no head. It was carrying me. It was the greatest
experienceof my life.” Hepaused for amoment. Histhoughtslingered
on the intoxicating smell of cigarettes that the stranger brought with
him. Hehad afeeling that Jack didn’t have any cigarettesthough. It
would be too good. It seemed likely that Jack carried nothing with
him but his own thoughts. And his face, Ed was sure he knew the
man’s face from somewhere.

“Digthat,” Jack said. “Yeah, there’'snothinglike cruising the
nether-regions.” Jack stared down his nose again at Ed. “You sure
you can’'t bring yourself tocal me. ..”

“1 hope you won't be offended,” Ed said, interrupting, “but |
have to ask a question,” thinking now that he might know why he
thought the stranger looked familiar.

“Naw, shoot fromthelip, letit dip. That'swhat | always say.
Alwaysnever. Infact, | think that’d bethefirst timel ever said that.
What's on your mind, Ed?’

“You're dead, right?’ Ed asked. “I mean, you look like
someone from a picture, from way back.”

“Dead? Yeah, | guessso. | mean, | tried it. | really did give
it my best shot but man, | tell you | just couldn’t handleit. | mean, |
could ve coped if | needed to, if | had no choice, | mean to say, but |
wasonly giving it atry inthefirst place. What else are you going to
do? You don't buy acar without driving it first do you?’

Ed shrugged.

“Yeah, well there you go. Same thing for death—best to
reserve judgment, speculate, don’t lay all your cards on the table on
thefirst hand, something like that. Do you understand?’

“No, | guess not,” Ed said. “You were dead but you didn’t
likeit?’

“Sure, see man, that’s the thing. That’'s what people don’t
get. Most peoplejust listen to what’s been told to them and they get
stuck inside the box.” He pointed afinger at Ed. “You're the box,
man. You dig? You gottadig it, | mean, there you were up therein
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the nether regions of the stratosphere, just acruisin’ al around likeit
was nobody’sbusiness.”

“1 don’t suppose you have a cigarette?’ Ed asked.

“Naw, | don’t smoke anymore. | haven’'t had asmokesincel
died back in“68. Hey, you know what, EQ?’

Ed shook his head. He didn't know what. He figured he
could live to be seventy-one and never figure out what.

“Well, that’s the thing, | was going to ask you for a smoke,”
Jack said.

Ed nodded. “No, | had my last cigarette a couple of nights
ago. | think it was a couple of nights ago now. | was really hung-
over, | got aride homefrom some guy who said he was an A ssurance
Agent—then the next thing I know I’m lying facedown in aditch full
of icy, dirt-flavored water.”

“Sure, dig that. Used to happen to me all thetime. That's
what Bone Kimbé and Bum Bo said happened to you. They thought
maybe we could relate.”

“Oh,” Ed said. “Do you know them?’

“Sure, yeah,” Jack answered. “l know them pretty good.
Actually they asked meif I’ d be able to come on over and check up
onyou.”

“Oh,” Ed said again. “I guess| thought they took off. Like,
maybe they left me hereto die.”

“Nah, don’'t sweat that. They’re all right, those two. Don’'t
get me wrong. | like most folks. Everybody’s got to do their own
thing, you know? But thosetwo, they’ re solid hound-cats, man. They
know about the box. Do you get it, Ed?’

Ed shrugged. “I don’t know. | mean, I'm not sure. I'm a
box?’

“Nailedit.”

“You're sure you don’t have a cigarette?’

“Solid sure, Ed.”

“It'sjust that you smell likecigarettes. Andwhiskey. | thought
you might have one or two on you.”

“Naw. | guess| do smell like smokesthough. | get that alot
from folksif you need to know the truth of it.”

“You used to wake up in ditches?’
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“Quite often, Ed.”

“Wereyou herethe other night, talking to Bone and Bum Bo?
| smelled cigarettes when | woke up. They said nobody’d been
smoking. Wasthat you at the campfire, then?’

“Itwasme. Sure. They weretelling me how they came upon
you out there on the road, thumbing for aride.” Jack smiled. “You
know, that makes me really damned happy to hear that a crazy little
boxy-bastard like you can get up out of aditch and start thumbing for
civilization. Now that ain’t to say that | hold civilization in too high
of regards, but you get my gist, right?’

Ed nodded. Hegot it all right, but hewasn’t sureif Jack was
making a joke of it and whether or not it would be appropriate to
laugh. He guessed it was ajoke. He almost had hisfinger onit, he
was sure it would come to him. He'd seen Jack before. But he was
cold, when it came down to it, and it was all he could do to pay
attention and try not to shake too much from the shivers running
through him.

“Anyway, they couldn't help it. They had to split. Bo’s
convinced you' ve got Death after you. Hell, I’d say from what I’ve
seen and heard of you so far, you’' ve got Death confused. That’s got
Bo pretty worried though. He'sdoesn’t like Death. He doesn’t have
enough power yet, not enough energy.”

“Enough energy for what?’ Ed asked.

“He doesn’t have enough energy to get outside the box. He
knows about the box, and he knowsthat heisthe box. Heknowsthat
all he hasto do islearn to think outside the box and everything will
change for him, but so far he can’t doit. It's not from lack of intent
either, | can assureyou that. 1t’sjust that he doesn’t have the storage
capacity; | mean the energy storage capacity that will allow him to
think likethat. Everything requiresintent. Everything requiresenergy.
Some folks like Bum Bo just have the cards stacked against them
from the get-go. Still, I’d say that he's done remarkably well for
himself. If he ever decided to use an dly, then he might get alittle
farther.”

“What do you mean, ally?’ Ed asked. Jack sighed and folded
hisarms across his chest again.

Jack laughed quietly. “Did you know that in countrieslike
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Canadaand Great Britain, that when someone says‘bum'’ that it means
‘ass?"

“1 think most people know that one.”

“So, don't you think it's funny that he goes around calling
himself Bum Bo? Maybe he should call himself AssBo. Just likeme,
Jack Crazy-Ass. | mean, why would | call myself Jack Crazy-Bum?”’

“What if he meansbum, asin, like ahobo?’

Jack stared at Ed for along moment.

“You know,” Ed continued, “like Bum Bo. . . hobo . . .Bum
Bo...hobo...

“l get it, Ed.” Jack sat at the table, quiet. “No,” he said
finally, “I’m not really going to entertain that idea. Still—bum . . .
hobo. No,” hesaid again, “I don’t think that’s it at all.”

“Jack?’

“Yes?

“What did you mean when you started to say that Bum Bo
might be able to get outside the box if he had an ally? What sort of
aly? Isn't BoneKimbéhisally?’

“No,” Jack said, “that’s not what | mean when | speak about
an ally. See, Bone Kimbé and Bum Bo are sorcerers. Infact, I'ma
sorcerer and you' re a sorcerer.”

“Didn’t you say that you were dead once, too?’

“When | died, | wasdreaming that | wasn’t dead. Sothereis
aMoment where I’ m still dreaming, till alive, and herel am!”

“You'relosing me,” Ed said. “I’'mreally cold, too.”

Ed was shivering. Jack grinned at the floor. The smell of
cigarettes and whiskey seemed faint now. Ed felt dizzy and hungry.
He was cold and he wanted a cigarette. He realized that he didn’t
much care about how he’'d gotten to be in this situation. It didn’t
matter. Hewas herein the camper with astranger who' d come out of
nowhere, but looked frustratingly familiar and professed not only to
be dead but also to be a sorcerer.

“Do you know anything about propane?’ Ed asked. “Canwe
get that heater going? Do you know how to get in touch with Bone
Kimbé? | really need to get home. Arewereally in Canada?’

Jack grinned and clapped his hands, rubbing them together as
if trying to make himself warm.
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“Ed, | know nothing about propane. We cannot get that heater
going. Wewill getintouch with Bone Kimbé. You' re never goingto
find your way homeagain. Andyes, youarein Canada.” Jack grinned.

“Can we get out of here, at least?” Ed asked. “When | say
out of here, | mean someplace other than thisfreakin’ camper. Some
place other than outside. Some place warm.”

“Sure,” Jack said. “It’s time we should be going. But we
haven't even begun to cover al of the bases. There’'s quite a bit left
for you to takein. We' ve got the Weweshaw to contend with, and we
need all of the help we can muster.”

“Who'swe?’ Ed paused. “No, wait! Who do we have to
contend with?’

“1 mean we: me, Bone Kimbé, Bum Bo and you.”

“But who do we have to contend with?’

“The Weweshaw, the Dream People.”

“Well, why do we have to contend with them at all?’

“It's just the way it works, Ed. They’'re agents of Power.
Power fuels the Dream within the Moment. They balance out the
surges in the system. Your little trick that got you here spiked the
juice, dig?’

“What?’

“We' Il find BoneKimbéand Bum Bo,” Jack said. He squeezed
out from behind the table and stood up. “I’d wager you’ve never
hitch-hiked withadead man. You sir, arein the presence of the greatest
hitchhiker of all time. | can get usaridefromthe Marianas Trench to
the Sad Monkey Railroad, and from there to Death Valley.” Jack
stared at Ed.

Ed knew who he was. It hit him: the world’s greatest
hitchhiker. He'd recognized him because he’' d read a couple of his
books. Jack Crazy-Ass. Ass. Bum. The Dharma Bums. That was
oneof hisbooks. On TheRoad. Dr. Sax. Thewhiskey, the cigarettes,
theapplepie. Hewasasan Americanicon, Jack Kerouac! Ed owned
abook of poems by the man, and on the front cover was a picture of
him wearing that exact same Greek fisherman’s cap, looking just as
he looked now.

“1 figured it out,” Ed shouted, “I know you!”
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Jack held out hisarm. “No time, Ed. ‘For brevity’s sake,” |
said.”

Ed took hold of the cuff on the sleeve of Jack’s left arm,
grinning. Jack stuck out hisright arm and poked out histhumb, making
likeahitchhiker.

“Now hold on, Ed. Don't let go.”

The smell of whiskey, cigarettes, and apple pie was
overwhelming now. The walls of the camper began to shimmer and
turn to haze. Ed saw headlights approaching. The headlights were
coming fast. Death’s Headlights. All around them were the same
luminousfilaments he’ d seen before. The Headlights were on top of
them. Ed felt atug at his midsection. He gripped harder to Jack’s
arm and they were flying. Hetried to turn his head, to see what had
become of the headlights. Had they really hitched aridewith Death?
Ed couldn’t see anything except Jack Kerouac, who had become a
burning ember, aplume of smoke. Jack looked back at him. Though
Ed couldn’t actually see Jack’ sface, he knew that the man waslooking
back at him.

Edwasnolonger cold. Hefelt apull at hisgutsagain and saw
that he was connected to Jack by a glowing rope. He thought that
Jack might be trying to tell him something, but he couldn’t wrap his
thoughts around it, then he lost sight of Jack. The ashtray tang of
whiskey and cigarettes with its underlying smell of apple pie grew
stronger. Edfelt likeasong being played at top volume. He could no
longer see anything; there was just the smell and the tug at his guts.
He thought of his sister Margaret, he thought of his mother in her
wheelchair.

A feeling of sadness permeated histhoughts. Ed found himself
wishing he could speak to hismom and see hissister. Hefelt himself
lurching suddenly—it could have been up or down or sideways, he
didn’t know—he was obliviousto everything, he thought of nothing
and he knew nothing.



