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“Every landscape offers, at first glance, an immense disorder, which may be sorted out howsoever we please.” – CLAUDE LÉVI-STRAUSS, TRISTES TROPIQUES
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  They were a three-piece rock band sailing down the river to a gig in the middle of fuck-all nowhere. The Glass Drifters. Petey and Sarah and Ed. Or Edward sometimes, but never Peter. Petey liked Sarah, Sarah liked Ed, Ed liked Petey, and sometimes Petey liked Ed and Sarah liked Petey. Which is how it felt now going downriver, all of them playing Twister by mistake or on purpose, arranged that way by a speedboat captain who had told them if they didn’t remain locked in position the boat would capsize—too much luggage, too many people, too long a trip.


  It was hot. It was humid. Even though Petey liked Sarah he wasn’t too fond of being folded in half, staring at her ass while sweat trickled down her legs and his balls. And Sarah didn’t want Ed’s face that close to hers. Not really. Not with that forest exploding from his nostrils and the vague, plaintive look, as if he couldn’t decide whether to sneeze or come. With Ed, she usually had sex with her eyes shut and sometimes from behind. That way, too, there was no chance she’d have to play pretend and every once in a while, eyes open, there was a nice view out a window as a bonus. Ed liked looking into Sarah’s face. He thought someday she might tell him what he was supposed to do with his life.


  The Glass Drifters were traveling downriver at the behest of a millionaire—a businessman who had brought some essential service to the ass-end of this war-ravaged part of the country adjacent to their own.


  They’d been on the road since four in the morning.


  They’d started out at a tourist trap up in the mountains, an improbable former fortress. To Petey, the fortress hugged the mountainside, but Sarah kind of thought the place was reckless, in a way that to Ed said “fuck it” on the other, jutting end, where the buttresses spilled out into improbable Euclidean space.


  Now it was early afternoon and the journey seemed endless. Perhaps pointless. The river water was so tired that it couldn’t move. The reflections in it, of the trees, of them, didn’t seem to follow their movements—trapped there, left behind, only to reappear later, still motionless. In the distance, a haunting: a heron or stork or crane. It was too far away and none of them were birders. Something big and avian, with a long neck and the silhouette of an upended shovel. It made metallic rasping sounds like displaced gravel. It remained in their line of sight longer than seemed natural, just like their reflections.


  “Stupid stupid,” Ed muttered, but the others didn’t know about what.


  Secretly, Petey wished Ed wasn’t on this trip, so it could just be him and Sarah. That the reflections might only show him and Sarah, and maybe the weird bird.


  This all happened a long time ago. Everyone in this story is dead, bones scattered across fields, buried in backyards, sunk into the banks of rivers. Everyone who ever heard this story is dead, too.


  • • •


  Once, The Glass Drifters had been the Glass Blowers and even the Glass Skulls, back in secondary school. None of the three knew what the band’s final name meant any more, or even remembered whose idea it had been, only that they’d been running away from blowers and skulls. That they’d wanted to rebel, Petey from his endless sports and the other two from being unpopular. Sarah had dated both Ed and Petey. Her first kiss was Ed at fourteen and Petey first kissed her at fifteen. They didn’t talk about when Petey had first kissed Ed, sometime after that, but it had seemed inevitable. Petey kissed everything and everyone. Even Petey thought he would one day die of it, but he hadn’t yet.


  Ed believed the band had been a way of channeling their creative urges, but Sarah thought it resolved some other problem entirely. When they went off to the same national college in the capital, the Glass Drifters got serious. They played pop and rock inspired by the folk music from their country: bass, guitar, drums, sometimes keyboard. Rarely, mandolin. Ed sang, but so did Petey and Sarah. Petey played guitar, but so did Ed and Sarah. They tried to be democratic about it depending on the vibe the night of. But Ed wrote all the songs and Sarah served as the unofficial manager.


  In a city famous for the range of its Brutalist architecture, to play music like they did was to be “Leaf Light,” an early song. They might as well have been tying neon ribbons around concrete columns and skipping on the way to class with flower halos on their heads—both elements in an early music video shot by a friend.


  The Glass Drifters had released three full-length CDs and been lucky to have a song off their first, “Frayed and Worn,” played on national radio and then used for the soundtrack of an experimental German movie Vernichtung that had gone on to win some awards. Sales were never that good, but they still got gigs off the movie appearance—like this one, traveling downriver to perform for strangers in a foreign country.


  Ed, Petey, and Sarah lived to the west, in the country adjacent, or as Petey always said, “the left,” the two nations conjoined twins of light and dark, good and bad. With a war and a high mountain range to divide them—to sever languages and their consequences. On their side, the good twin had a democratically elected oligarchy and peace for generations. In the good twin freedom meant every man could be a country. Or every band. On the bad twin side, civil war for fifteen years and now peace for three. The bad twin was safe now, stable, the agents of chaos dead or disappeared or dispersed—fled to far-distant places. Other bands had come and gone on tours, played to youth starved for the simple pleasures. So why not the Glass Drifters, too? It would be interesting to experience a twin that had grown up so differently, so brutally, about which they knew so little.


  The border crossing, remote in a ravine between peaks, had a rotted wooden gate that sagged and a disinterested half-farmer guarding it, an ancient rifle slung over his shoulder. The half-guard part of the man asked for their passports. The half-farmer told them about the weather.


  “You make glass?” the whole of him asked.


  “We’re in a band,” Sarah told him.


  “Marching band?”


  “No, wedding band,” Ed said.


  “You are going to get married?”


  Ed and Sarah both gave up while Petey had a good laugh with the half-farmer behind their backs.


  Once, the good twin had threatened an avalanche to close this border, to punish the bad twin for its behavior. That time, though so recent, seemed now like an event from a dark fairy tale.


  • • •


  The Glass Drifters had been lured by the promises of a promoter from the bad twin, impressed by the flurry of emails that had lit up Sarah’s desert of an inbox. The photos the promoter sent showed a place just similar enough to their own to be reassuring but just different enough to make Sarah curious. It appeared they had less brutal architecture, a higher frequency of quaint villages.


  “We’re a free people. We have infrastructure. You have fans. We have concerts. You have gone big, very big, in some places.” To questions of safety and the ghosts of war brought up by Google, the promoter had responded, “The rebellion has long been crushed.” And: “Only good things have been ‘rebuilt’ even from ‘the ruins of the bad.’”


  “What about copyright?” Ed had asked Sarah. He had an obsession with copyright and DRM and other things he had read about on the internet that never really affected them.


  “Copyright is different there, he says,” Sarah replied.


  “Aye, put us to the sword,” Petey said, switching to pirate mode, much as he switched from righty to lefty on the guitar and back again.

  
  “Not really that,” Sarah said.


  “So they’re gonna rip it right off of us,” Petey said, ignoring her.

  
  “Going to rip us off,” Ed said.


  “I said that,” Petey said, and the subject was dropped because it bored two of them shitless.


  The citizens of the bad twin spoke a language just similar enough to that spoken in the good twin that to Sarah and Petey it sounded like someone with long fingernails clawing a blackboard while a demonic wind-up toy dog yapped in the background. Ed had convinced them he understood because “my grandparents came from there,” and his grandparents had “practically raised me.” But apparently not practically enough, because once across the ruined border, it turned out he could hardly speak a word of bad twin. His half-hearted attempts to use it in tandem with a phrase book had earned them looks of contempt. The locals didn’t seem to be fans. The locals didn’t hate them or like them. The locals only ever stared right through them—from bus stops, from vegetable stands, from the sidewalks of crowded cities.


  “You just want to screw Ed on a farm,” Petey had said to Sarah while debating whether to accept the promoter’s offer. Then he wilted into silence, because he didn’t know what that meant either. But it turned out it meant screwing on a farm. The valleys trapped between the northern mountains of the bad twin were famous for agriculture, and that’s where the promoter took them, to save money—meals on farms, beds in barns. Spun as a chance to experience “authentic bad twin.”


  Sarah thought maybe they’d learn something on the road that had nothing to do with barns or screwing or Petey’s feelings about the fact neither she nor Ed slept with him anymore. Maybe Ed and Petey would learn the final secret, the one she’d stumbled upon ages ago: as a band, they weren’t good enough. They were just good enough to be traveling downriver to play at what might be the local equivalent of a wedding or a funeral or a regional business conference. Or “farty old technophiliacs” as Petey liked to call them, people nostalgic for guitar or keyboard effects and the faux protest songs of their youth. Usually they asked for cover songs, and not even in an apologetic way.


  The promoter, to his credit, had stayed with them for the whole trip. He was on the speedboat with them, playing Twister with them. The promoter was a giant, with a thick black beard and features that must’ve been carved from the side of a mountain. He lay on his side like a rock wall with Sarah in front of him and Petey poking up from behind that thick torso. Ed didn’t like the way the promoter’s groin was up against Sarah’s ass or the way Sarah didn’t seem to mind. But he hoped it was a trick of perspective and didn’t say anything.


  So they all watched the water glide by and the faces in it and the birds and trees to either side and wondered why they were there. But they all knew why they were there.


  • • •


  The best thing before the river had been that weird fortress carved into the side of a mountain. The torture chamber had been in use as recently as three years previous, before the cease fire. Vultures hovered overhead like friendly drones. At the bottom of the stone path, the tourist shacks made the whole place into a copy of more famous attractions. The country known as the bad twin didn’t make good fake plastic crap. The souvenirs had odd seams and breaches in their symmetry, as if all the bad twin did well was remind people of reality. Ed didn’t like the promoter as he led them around the fortress, and he didn’t like the fortress, either. Both he found creepy. Both corresponded roughly to elements in dreams Ed had had as a kid—the kind of dream where wake you up covered in sweat and drool’s coming out the side of your mouth. Back in the good twin, you could wall that shit off with good fake plastic crap. Not here.


  It irritated Petey, though, when Ed pointed that out. Who could blame the bad twin for making terrible souvenirs after fifteen years of civil war? It irritated him, too, when the promoter made apologies for the fake plastic crap, the way the man, in the first few days of their rustic travels, apologized for everything. Like, the fact that their concert at the magic shiny torture fortress had been canceled, for reasons hidden behind the apology.


  Sarah took it upon herself to rebuff the promoter’s excuses as if, as the band’s unofficial spokesperson, she had also ascended to some diplomatic level foreign to both Ed and Petey.


  Or, as Petey put it later, “You’re our expert on fake plastic crap. Like, if we needed to put out a press release with an opinion on it, you’re the one to tell us what to think.” Which Sarah knew was Petey’s way of saying “you’re sleeping with Ed!”


  Sarah had just shrugged, because at the time she was busy shoving all of her crap into her duffel bag at three in the morning, so they could get in a jeep and drive down to the river and get into a boat so they could play for some mysterious wealthy dude back of beyond. The packing didn’t take long. Sarah prided herself on not having accumulated anything and to always lie whenever asked about her past. Because one fact was as good as another. Because she was who she was in the moment.


  “You ought to be worried,” she said. “You ought to be thinking extra hard about what that means.” She liked making Petey and Ed think, if only because, as fond as she was of them, it meant they talked less.


  Maybe—Petey, trying to be charitable—Ed had wanted the promoter to be put-out, to apologize for the fake plastic crap so much that there’d be some kind of mental overspill and the man would also apologize for putting them up on “farms and shit” instead of in hotels.


  Ed’s parents were both mathematicians, and Ed sometimes got tangled up in abstractions, caught in a web of numbers and charts and equations only he could see. Since birth Ed’s whole life had been spent finding a way out of that maze, and never quite making it. Calculations crunched through his head. Something did not add up. The promoter did not add up.


  • • •


  The night before, Petey had been more direct with their promoter. The night before, they’d gathered at a bench outdoors under an awning and had a farm dinner of what-the-fucks, burnt chicken livers, and moonshine poured out of old crinkly soft-drink bottles. There was a lot of the moonshine, and it tasted better than the livers. The stuff went well with the crisp cool mountain air, but, later, on the hot river, it would taste like liquid ass.


  After, Petey had kicked the ball around with the promoter and the promoter’s bodyguard/driver. Both were named Bob-Henri. At the pick-up spot right across the weed-strewn border, introductions had gotten jumbled. One of them was named Henri and one named Bob, but neither driver nor promoter would untangle it—snickered about it instead. For no reason. Or for some reason that would forever escape them, and Petey didn’t give a shit anyway.


  So Petey and Bob-Henri the bearded hulk of promoter and Henri-Bob the compact bodyguard kicked the half-deflated ball for a while and then Petey closed the distance the way an ex-rugby player half-gone to seed could close a distance and tried to throw Bob-Henri to the ground. Playful, but not playful.


  It was like smashing up against a stone wall and so Petey bounced off and re-routed to throw the more manageable Henri-Bob to the ground instead, and shouted nonsense words at him that might’ve been a message from the moonshine, while Sarah surprised him by being hands off and Ed stood there uncomfortable, like whatever could be violent was always going to be inexplicable to him. But really because he was afraid to break them up.


  Bob-Henri kept shouting at Petey to get off Henri-Bob, but made no move to intervene, while Henri-Bob kept cursing and slapping at Petey, who was digging in, mixed martial arts style. “No more for you, Petey,” Henri-Bob shouted. “No more for you.”


  Petey was pummeling him and falling into him, but at some point Petey realized the bodyguard was hamming it up. Was the bodyguard letting him win? That pissed off Petey more. No more what? Petey’s face shoved into Henri-Bob’s sweaty armpit. No more what? Henri-Bob’s elbow painful on Petey’s neck. No more farm-side accommodations? No more scrum? No more gigs? Two shows had been snuffed already and they’d not been told why. They just had to keep trusting the promoter while no one who’d promised they wanted them wanted them.


  Thought of which made Petey dig into Henri-Bob’s ribs, creating a satisfying skwonk of pain. They got serious. They writhed together like two large snakes in a stalemate until Petey could have lunged forward and kissed Henri-Bob on the forehead. Henri-Bob turned Petey on a little, and that embarrassed him. Henri-Bob he would’ve kept kissing, but instead as they’d fought Petey’d had his own private battle with a boner, had had to keep thinking of math class and bad poetry and pushing rotted food into garbage disposals.


  No one wanted the Glass Drifters. They’d come all this way for fake plastic crap. Glass Drifters was a shit name. It should’ve been Drift Glassers. Or Rift Dancers. Or was it the other way around?


  But then, as if reading Petey’s mind, Bob-Henri leaned in like an encroaching dark forest, flush with promises that they were wanted: “But we’re going downriver now! To your benefit! To meet a rich man! A private show. A very rich man and the best gig. Lots of money.”


  Bob-Henri named a figure more than either the Drift Glassers or the Glass Drifters had made in three years. He then launched into a description of this “very rich man” so eloquent that it surely must have been rehearsed, for it was the most that he had ever said to them at one time and used a vocabulary that had seemed forbidden to him just a moment before. It was both magical and oddly vague to Ed, like the promoter had plucked stars from the sky without naming them. Afterwards none of them remembered much of it, perhaps because everyone was still flushed from the fight. All Sarah really remembered was the huge number on offer and something about the man having made his fortune fulfilling some unglamorous paperwork lust expressed by city managers.


  The offer came after Petey and Henri-Bob had started giggling in the middle of their fight, Petey’s arm around Henri-Bob’s neck and Henri-Bob’s arms pulling Petey’s left leg into a precarious and painful position. It occurred to Petey and then to Henri-Bob that they were evenly matched and now equally ridiculous because of it. A comradery grew as the need to fight left, almost as visible as the steam seeping from the tops and sides of their heads. Petey’s erection had fled elsewhere, thankfully. That meant he had bequeathed an erection to some other fortunate soul, perhaps halfway around the world, erections in Petey’s estimation being a moveable feast but also a finite resource.


  Henri-Bob got up, offered Petey a hand, and Petey took it. Bruised, a twinge in his left shoulder, Petey felt rejuvenated, better than he had in a year or more. He stood there panting, shoulders back, hands on his hips, staring at the dark shapes of the mountains and thinking how beautiful it was up here. It didn’t even faze him when he saw that Henri-Bob had had a knife in his pants pocket the whole time. Or maybe that made it better, the high he was on now.


  “Let’s do it,” he said. “Let’s go downriver.”


  Sarah agreed, because the offer had come not during the fight, as a way to break them up, but after—and the promoter seemed so sincere about it, and, as Ed put it, “we’ve got to salvage something out of this.” Salvage the Glass Drifters knew something about. Their whole career was a salvage job.


  • • •


  Later, Sarah slept with Ed in the barn on pushed-together cots, creaking with an apologetic rhythm that took away Petey’s good mood, was worse than if they’d just been going at it like rabbits. Or were they passive-aggressively fucking a Morse code of “we’re making up for an overly dramatic evening, courtesy of you, Petey”?


  Petey tried to pretend not to mind, while mentally smashing a tin can into his face over and over again. But then he said the hell with it, senses still too wired, and muttering to himself crept out of his bed and walked out of the barn into the moonlight and hay and mud.


  Ed had said ad nauseam that Sarah reminded him of an actress in a French film from the seventies, which—surprise—also featured a barn. Except in that barn lurked not two lovers but a horde of feral naked children herding filthy pigs and a chunky Shetland pony made to resemble a unicorn by fastening a horn to its head like a birthday hat. The movie also featured two fey siblings airlifted from an early David Bowie video. Petey didn’t think Sarah looked like anyone but Sarah and thought the unicorn looked stupid. But apparently no one liked honest opinions.


  At the fence, which led off into a murk of trees and the dark purple of mountains, Petey saw the promoter. The promoter was bent over, standing up, bent over again. The promoter was weeping, muttering, didn’t notice Petey, too invested in an odd stiffness. The promoter was cursing, whispering, bawling, couldn’t have seen an oncoming train.


  Behind a large tree fifty meters down along the line of fence: a shadow, watching the promoter, with a glint or glimmer that reminded Petey of the knife in Henri-Bob’s pocket. Petey couldn’t tell if the shadow was a person or a scarecrow or something else. His night vision was so bad that a huge mechanical heron could’ve been spying on Bob-Henri and he wouldn’t have been sure. He kind of hoped it was a huge heron or a stork. A maniacal lurking alien bird that would soon lunge from hiding and tear out the crying promoter’s heart.


  But the heron-human thing just kept lurking and the promoter kept weeping. So after a while Petey went back to bed. He didn’t say anything to Sarah or Ed, who were still going at it. It wouldn’t be interesting to tell them. If the Glass Drifters melted away like ghosts because they didn’t have any gigs, who cared? Besides, Ed and Sarah would want to know why the promoter was crying or what the shadow was, while Petey just hoped it meant something spectacular and evil and fucked up.
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  In the early morning after the fight, the Glass Drifters got up and piled into a rusty jeep with a canvas top and clear plastic windows—“American, a long way from home,” Bob-Henri said, recovered from his crying jag. On the map, the line of their passage from the north down to the river in the south looked to Ed less like a route and more like a severely cut throat. They all knew where they were going, but now weren’t sure where they’d been.


  They drove the fuck out of the mountains like conquerors. The whole time until they reached the plains they sat suspended beneath the blank gaze of a skyscraper carved to look like a popular nun-martyr atop a distant peak that doubled as a landlocked lighthouse. When the statue was at their back, the jeep jounced through backwoods tread-paths of rubble and sticks until they reached a kind of highway, which meant a paved two-lane road with rows of trees to either side.


  The trees were planted at such close intervals they formed a blurred, frantic wall and any kind of passing was treacherous. But Bob-Henri behind the wheel kept laughing and careening into the other lane for no particular reason while falling-apart trucks came at them like drunken suicide offerings. Petey loved it because it felt like a videogame. Ed was sick to his stomach calculating the odds. Sarah didn’t look out the window.


  The old guidebook Ed had bought second-hand described the river that ran through the bad twin as “vast and wide” and “endless,” but no one would translate its name for them as they dashed toward its banks. The actual name in the bad twin’s language came out of the back of Bob-Henri’s throat like the beginning of a roar that anti-climaxed into a fat rat squeak, then ended in a hum like a fluorescent light on the fritz. Ed thought the man was having a seizure. The second time, Petey tried to imitate it. The third time, Sarah told them all to shut up and dubbed the river “the river.”


  So it was at the vast, wide, endless river that they arrived, rolling up through a large port city that had been occupied for a decade “by the asshole guerillas” as Henry-Bob put it with a passion that begged the question was “the Ass Hole Guerilla” part of their official name or were they just a bunch of assholes with guns? Maybe it didn’t matter.


  Ed, pretending to translate from a brochure he couldn’t read but actually from a half-remembered conversation with his grandparents, who never swore: “The rebels destroyed it and then rebuilt it like a fucking nightmare so no one could understand it ever again.” After a decade or more, the stress of the rebels’ regard was both telling and showing.


  But, like a spectacularly shitty mime, Ed was only saying what they could all see already. Whatever this city by the river had once been, it was now mostly jagged rows of gray five- to ten-story buildings made of rough yellowing concrete. Shaded alcoves of stores and neon food carts at the street level were more plentiful than the trees, which were sparse and had the look of having long been tortured by whatever encountered them. Ed had heard stories from his grandparents about this place, but none of them translated into expertise or help and as they curved round meandry streets he realized they never would help. Stupid fucks, his grandparents. Which he didn’t mean, but often thought about people to prop up his confidence.


  He knew nothing. Just blurs and smears and mumbles of intel. It made him doubt his past, doubt his ancestors, to wonder if they had misled him or if it was easier on them to misremember. There were said to be secret police in hiding here, but when he’d asked his grandpa for more information, the man spit into the dirt and told him it was no use, that he’d never understand. “Yeah, not if you don’t confess,” Ed said, wanting Gramps to feel a vague, temporary guilt, but he’d just spit closer to Ed’s shoes, said, “Remember the old tale about the girl who sold the bandages,” and rocked harder in his chair, as if trying to get away.


  Graffiti made gray walls somehow worse, if that were possible. At least one scrawl seemed to read “If this is hell, welcome home,” but Ed knew that translation must be wrong, or hoped he was wrong. Another, “Marxism is the opiate of the masses,” seemed to predict the future.


  Then a huge white whale with cities on its back appeared on a wall around a corner and Ed perked up. It had what looked like a black eye.

  
  “What is it?” Sarah asked when a traffic jam flared up and left them stranded beside it.


  “Past, future,” Bob-Henri said.


  Ed, eager to learn: “Like yin yang?”


  “Like yang with a gun,” Henri-Bob said and laughed, and the flash of his gaze back at them reminded Sarah of a joyful dancer with kohl-lined eyes, in a bar back in the good twin. Henri-Bob would be free of them soon, and he was happy about it.


  “No,” Bob-Henri said, solemn. “Unionists draw the white fish, and use the black militia symbol already drawn there for the eye. To mock. But: no opinion. I am not a unionist. But I am also not a war. The fuckers.” A legit thing for Bob-Henri to deny given his immensity, Sarah believed, but Ed misheard it in the back seat as “Not a roar.”


  Ol’ Weeping Mountain, as Petey now thought of him, seemed in a sudden bad mood so no one asked who the fuckers were. Were the fuckers and the asshole guerillas the same people or different people, or only sometimes the same people? Not a roar, not a war.


  “Do you have politics in your country?” Henri-Bob asked impish, light but with bite, and nobody wanted to respond.


  The rest of what bad twinners had drawn on walls was of the long dead variety, a kind of necrotic tissue that exhumed local politics or conveyed weird aftershocks of grunge, a poor import by Glass Drifters standards.


  Pulling up in front of the dock-warren, Henri-Bob gave them all a benevolent smile and Petey an extra wave, but as soon as they’d off-loaded, Henri-Bob put the jeep into first and squealed away down the pier, plunging into and then melting through gaps in the stalls and crowds of people like a dramatic psychedelic swirl to the next scene.


  That left them in front of an explosion of boats, a flood or tornado of boats, which suggested the bad twin’s navy had already assaulted the place. Makeshift houseboats lashed next to fishermen’s trawlers next to tugs next to what even looked like a dhow to Petey. Canoes, flat-bottomed gondolas stored upside down on racks. Beyond, ships from the bad twin’s old-ancient navy overshadowed them like brown rust monsters, or just ships that needed a lot of dry-dock. A couple of destroyers and a frigate, in particular, Petey wanting extra points for ship identification. It was the first evidence of the military they’d yet seen.


  “Maybe we’ll each have our own,” Sarah said, which made Bob-Henri wince. Without Henri-Bob there, Bob-Henri looked like he’d hired himself as his own bodyguard.


  No, they would not each have their own. That would never happen at any point in their careers, Sarah knew. Thus they would continue to be one, indivisible.


  Dragging their equipment, Petey, Sarah, and Ed followed Bob-Henri down the plank to a tired old blue wedge of hydrofoil.


  “Russian, far from home,” the promoter said with a toothy grin. To Ed it resembled a thick ax head laid on its side and transformed into a boat. To Petey, a mechanical duck’s bill. To Sarah it looked like shade, because she was sick of the way the sunlight cut into her face.


  Once inside, they had to clamber down into a central cavity for passengers and shove their instruments into a corner, along with their luggage. They sat on benches below a forest of exhausted deodorant trees that clung to the ceiling. Boxes had been placed under all the benches, so they didn’t have much leg room.


  The cabin smelled of dank body odor, like a locker room, bringing back pleasant memories for Petey and horrible ones for Ed. It also smelled of dry, flaked skin. The set of two rectangular windows on either side didn’t open, were so smudged hundreds of bodies and faces and hands must have pressed up against that glass over the years.


  “Great. It’s a claustro-cabin,” Ed said.


  The shade didn’t help the heat. The heat was criminal, the kind during which people shot people for no good reason. For a moment Sarah fought not to thrash, to flail, to by any means necessary jump from her seat and scramble out of the hydrofoil. Head for land. Find a way home. Leave the Glass Drifters. But instead she sat there, Petey and Bob-Henri on one side, Petey’s shoulder touching Bob-Henri’s mighty ribcage and Ed and Sarah, the happy couple, on the other. They stared at each other across that divide, not speaking or even thinking, really, waiting for the boat to start to move, which was when they could stop holding their breath and stop sitting so still in the heat, because by some rule of magical thinking even without windows and with the deodorant trees, surely there would be some kind of breeze through the doorway, come from up top?


  When the boat didn’t move and more people got on and upped the temperature, Bob Henri broke the silence.


  “It’s nice,” the promoter said. “You want a soda pop?” He produced a room-temperature Orange Fanta from his ridiculously small backpack that was larger than Petey’s whole upper body.


  “Not nice,” Ed said, but as if agreeing and Sarah kicked him under the bench. Ed could really be a shit sometimes. So maybe she wouldn’t sleep with him tonight, both Sarah and Petey thought. Maybe she wouldn’t sleep with anyone for a while. Maybe she’ll sleep with me, Petey thought.


  “It’s nice enough,” Sarah said, but the gap between Ed’s comment and hers had created a ravine Bob-Henri was still climbing out of and he frowned and pretended to look out of the terminally smudged windows. He returned the Orange Fanta to its hiding place, and for the whole ride in that fucked-up boat the Glass Drifters stole glances at the backpack, coveted that soda pop, longed for it on and off like capricious lovers.


  • • •


  The boat was a beast, Sarah realized as it started to move—a beast that had eaten them but wasn’t sure it wanted to digest them. Sitting on the bench Sarah suffered her second real feeling of alarm since entering the bad twin. That the people surrounding them formed the teeth of this boat-beast, would begin to grind them up. Because the bench-room had become crowded. Because as the hydrofoil shook off sleep and sluggishness, it bucked as it gained speed like something willful, like it meant to chase something. As it reached peak acceleration, the hydrofoil strained against its own limits, roared and moaned, bow raised out of the water, and them benched now at an angle.


  An alarming number of objects not nailed or tied down banged past their windows, headed off the stern and into the water. With all the deodorant trees violently spinning around as they vibrated from the growl of the boat’s engine.


  “Was that a bucket?” Ed asked.


  “Fuckets,” Petey explained.


  “It’s a good time,” Bob-Henri said, as if he’d paid extra for the fuckets, to make their trip more entertaining. His blank smile seemed the ambassador of a mind stationed elsewhere.


  Where else, Ed wondered, could you be but here, so aware of your body because there wasn’t much of a breeze after all, because your sweat in that confined space so defined the limits of your flesh that you could not move, surrounded by so many others also surrounded by their own sweat. People Ed wanted to ignore by making himself small. Three band members from the good twin might look like spies to people from the bad twin taking the local water taxi to work or home. Most of them had cell phones out, stared intent at screens, as far away as the promoter. Yet Ed sensed a secret glance, a curiosity, as if the phones were a polite cover.


  Soon enough all of Ed’s concern about the noise, their companions, and the heat faded away, replaced by a new concern. A sound came from under all of those bench seats—a crackling rustle, a crawling scuttle.


  “Um, what’s that, Bob-Henri? What’s in the boxes?”


  Bob-Henri frowned. “Boxes? Boxes. Boxes?” Then comprehension. “Boxes! Oh! You know,” snapping his thick fingers, syllables escaping from that friction with his thumb but nothing coming out of his mouth.


  “No, we don’t,” Sarah said. She didn’t know if she could take much more strangeness and remain the Glass Drifters’ manager. Although it turned out she could.


  “You know,” Bob-Henri insisted.


  “No. We don’t,” Ed said, while Petey just looked on, unconcerned.


  Words returned to the promoter, who must indeed have been somewhere distant. He offered up a translation with a kind of apologetic question mark.


  “Professional cockroaches. You know—fisherman’s bait.”


  Ed saw black spots, a rush of blood to the head that felt like an asphyxiating epiphany or being stuck in a coffin. He erupted from his seat—confused by horror, a curse word stuck on his lips, arteries fissuring and contracting, an instinct to escape, to flee, upending commonsense. But there was no place to escape to, and Sarah had half-risen with him, and now forced him back down, a hand on his wrist to keep his palms on the table until he could control himself. The people all around them smiled nervously, redoubled their interest in their phones, or scowled at him.


  “Don’t make a scene,” Sarah said. “It’s okay. You’re okay. I’m here.”


  Even Petey reached across to put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. But what forced calm on Ed wasn’t Petey’s hand—it was the look on Bob-Henri’s face, the way that the man stifled a guffaw and how that made his body shake. His phobia, his shame. But oh my fucking god—surrounded by them and no way out!


  “I’m fine,” Ed said, shaking off Sarah’s grasp, sitting again.

  
  “Are you fine?” Bob-Henri asked, giving him a clinical look. “Is there a fineness now gathering about you?”


  Ed could not divine an intent in that look, but Petey somehow connected it to the weeping the night before, to the thing in the shadows, the sullen, scowling people to either side. Oh yeah, some kind of all hell was waiting to break loose. Some kind of divine intent—at least, divine to Petey.


  “I’m fine, I said.” But Ed wasn’t. Sarah knew it even if Petey didn’t, because Petey had a bad habit of using information against people, even people he said he loved, because he didn’t believe in their trauma. Petey had outed Ed’s phobia in a video interview for an alt-music web site and that had caused the first rift in the Glass Drifters. Until, after, Ed had noticed that, for example, no one threw plastic cockroaches on stage during events or chanted “Cockroach Ed! Cockroach Ed!?”


  That no one cared. Which was perversely disappointing.


  “There’s an amateur cockroach, too,” Petey offered helpfully, nodding toward the ceiling to the left of Ed’s head.


  But there was nothing above Ed’s head except a ceiling strewn with last year’s Christmas ornaments.


  In his childhood, Ed had suffered a plague of ear-burrowing cockroaches. “A crunching sound,” he’d told Sarah. “Burrowing into my ears, like they wanted to become part of me.” Summers spent at their grandparents’ raspberry farm in the countryside, a cockroach fest, and the lake shore reeds infested with ticks. Not to mention all the raspberries you could eat, morning, noon, and night, until you wished with your whole being for anything else, even gruel.


  Petey glanced at Ed while pretending to stare into a window he couldn’t see out of, and a vile mixture of affection, pity, awe, and contempt rose within him, wanted to burst out into something fearsome.


  Something wrong, something right.


  • • •


  The hydrofoil stopped once, twice, three times and a few people got off and more came on board, but no cockroach boxes left. The cockroaches were in it for the long haul. Ed’s ear canals quivered, quaked, sent odd earthquakes of buzzing and humming to him that he knew were just in his mind. As a kid, Ed’s eccentric grandpa had told him to pretend he was receiving messages from the cockroaches in a language only he could interpret, but that hadn’t helped. Of course it hadn’t helped. Neither had the big bowl of raspberries his grandmother had shoved at him to help him forget the cockroaches. That was her remedy for anything and everything. “Have this shitload of raspberries.”


  It was uncomfortable, too, for the Glass Drifters, balanced on the benches, thighs and calves clenched against acceleration. Petey’s dick fell asleep, and he announced this fact. “I think it just did.” “No one cares.” “Is that possible?” “Of course it’s possible. It just happened.” For the first time. “Does that mean someone’s dick somewhere else just woke up?” Which caused Petey to launch into his unified erection theory.


  Shut up, Sarah thought. Shut up.


  Perpetual sore point, Petey’s dick, because of his “great cycle of boners,” a finite resource forever popping up and down across the entire world. It didn’t make any numerical sense, which is why Petey kept at it, Sarah believed, to mess with Ed’s mathematical mind.


  Lacking the Orange Fanta, they all got drunk on skanky bottles of beer from the vending machine, an act of bravery and an act of comradery to get Ed over his fear of the rustling, though he protested it wasn’t professional roaches he feared so much as “sudden unexpected ones.”


  They all had their reasons to drink, and each secretly blamed it on the influence of the bad twin, with Sarah offering up the silent prayer that the liquid filling up their gullets might somehow bring them closer to Bob-Henri, snuff out the unease building in her stomach.


  The promoter didn’t disapprove, even joined them for one round. “It tastes like piss.” “It tastes okay.” “It tastes like engine oil.” “Does engine oil taste like piss?” “Only your piss, Ed.” “When have you tasted my piss?”


  “No, you’re right—this is the same stuff they’re using in the engine of this fucked up boat.” “Definitely piss.”


  From this spiral of comfortable nonsense, a drunken Ed erupted from his seat once more, this time to grab his acoustic guitar.


  He began to play a version of a traditional folk song from the good twin. The people on the surrounding benches stared blank for a moment. Then the promoter smiled and clapped, and, as if that was a signal, the Glass Drifters’ fellow passengers shook off their stupor in those stifling close quarters. They began to stomp their feet and clap along with Bob-Henri, which encouraged Ed to continue, and to sing—loud enough to be heard over the engine.


  But he didn’t sing the real lyrics to the song. Oh, no. A wild raspberry burr had gotten into him—that he could knit a quilt of song out of his fear, that he’d poke it in the eye, push it out, make it something else. The metaphors and similes were jumbled, but his aim was true.


  The lyrics made Petey and Sarah laugh, remembering so many impromptu nonsense jam sessions from their teens, before they became jaded veterans in their mid-twenties.


  
   I went to till the field, o yes! And I found my cockroach there.
   I went to take a bath, o yes! And I found my cockroach there.
   I went to spend my money, o yes! I found my cockroach there.
   I went to the fair to dance, o yes! I found my cockroach there!
   And I danced, o yes, I danced, with my cockroach at the country fair.
   And I spent my money, o yes I did, on my cockroach dear.
   With the dearest cockroach in all the land.
   And I married, o yes I did, that cockroach dear!
   And I shared my bath, o yes I did, in my house dear,
   With the fairest cockroach in all the land!
   O yes, I did.
   O yes, I did.
   O yes, I did.
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  The three-story sunflower-yellow hotel rose transcendent or startling or like something dumped there from another planet, clinging to the river bank at the edge of a blackened, razed field that stretched out to all sides. The hotel looked like it was trying to hitch a ride away from an arson site. The hotel looked like something was wrong internally, despite pretending to be a plucky children’s toy dumped at the ass-end of the universe; the rectangle teetered a tad when the wind blew, made Sarah think of alarming words like “drift.” Ed kept expecting this aspect would resolve, be revealed as mirage, but the closer they got, the more it seemed to divest itself of weight, depth.


  “Holy fuck,” said Ed.


  “A hotel,” Sarah said.


  “A-ho Tel?” Ed asked.


  “That’s where we’re going to do the gig?” Petey said, even though he still couldn’t see it, invested in literally not rocking the boat and too lazy to wrench himself into an even more uncomfortable position.


  “Only the best,” the promoter muttered from behind him. “For you. And you. And maybe even you.” But did not specify which bastard was the “and maybe even.”


  “Is this really a hotel?” Ed muttered.


  “It is the best on this part of the river,” the promoter said. “You can find it online.”


  Along with porn and civil war and dead animals and melting glaciers and images of Christ as a farting chihuahua. Not that Petey surfed any of those things.


  How stupid did Bob-Henri think they were? Ed and Sarah wondered. Pretty stupid. That field of horrible blackened stubble had been gone at with flamethrowers and nukes just the week before—not a hint of green poked up from it. Ed estimated that meant the hotel, all three stories of it, could be only a month old. Especially as it looked more and more like a façade of a bad-to-mediocre good-twin hotel chain they all knew as the captain cut the motor and they glided toward the dock in front. Would its outer walls fall away to reveal…what?


  “And the hotel’s name?” Ed asked, as if it were a lost dog. There was a lack of signage.


  Bob-Henri supplied the name in the bad twin’s language, and translated it as “Hotel Good Times” in such a happy tone it sounded like a holiday resort. The harsh syllables easily could have translated as “The Nazgul Roadkill Stalker Motel.”


  As their prow bumped against the monster tires lining the dock and the captain leapt out in contradiction of every warning about sudden movement, Petey untangled himself enough to view the full canary effect. The color made him glum and he thought of black boxes on airplanes and black boxes controlling video games, as if something dark lay beneath the cheery yellow. But then he was lost to the insatiable elation of stumbling off the speedboat, feeling land beneath his feet, staggering a bit to get his balance under the full somber sweep of dark blue sky.


  They stood there, the Glass Drifters, at their destination, three as one, the band back together again, all their limbs restored to the right altitude and position, grinning goatish at one another.


  The bedrock that was the promoter rose last from the speedboat, a ponderous statue only able to become as giddy when Ed, Petey, and Sarah helped him up onto the dock. His impromptu dance subsided into a spryness to how he helped the speedboat captain unload their equipment and an uncharacteristic prattling-on.


  “Out back there is a kind of swimming pond if you squint. And there is air in the rooms and good food tonight and even better things to drink and entertainment. Don’t let the mosquitoes electrocute your eyeballs! You will see, you will see.”


  Swimming pond? Air in the rooms? Electrocution?


  But only Petey noticed these anomalies. Ed had given up charting them, figuring an accumulation of anomalies was a norm, and Sarah was too stuck on Bob-Henri becoming human under his beard. A carefree promoter was never a good sign. The last carefree promoter had told them “money’s no object,” which had made them all laugh until they had realized she was serious. A week later she had disappeared with all the money.


  “Well, say hello to another great Glass Drifters’ gig,” Petey said, in a tone grating to Sarah, as if he were saying goodbye instead and thought it was already over. He hugged them both close, trying to dispense kisses.


  “Yuck. Are you my mother?” Ed, trying to escape via veering neck, and Petey, stung, tightened his grip on Ed, then thought better of it, gave Ed a pat on the butt (rugby-team style, not ex-lover style) and went off to help Bob-Henri with the luggage and say goodbye to the speedboat captain.


  “Seriously—was this even standing yesterday?” Ed prodded Bob-Henri, carrying forward his annoyance at the butt-pat.


  Bob-Henri just nodded and smiled like Ed was impressed it had been built just for them. “One boat for all, but for each your own room.”


  Did Bob-Henri still resent that boat comment, Sarah wondered. It seemed so long ago. It seemed as long ago as the murky memory of fucking Ed in a barn.


  • • •


  In the lobby, they discovered an unsmiling front desk clerk with her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She wore stiff, gray pants and a jacket buttoned to the side that resembled some mix of chef outfit and military uniform. On the wall behind her, hard to ignore, hung an old black-and-white photo of men with automatic rifles dressed in khaki shirts and pants and muddy boots. Behind them rose a concrete silo and in front lay several huge dead boar. The men were laughing and smiling, the boar fatally disinterested. Ed felt an urge to write a song for the boar, to make them interested again. To make them rise up and dance and erase the smiles off the men’s faces. Or even erase their faces.


  “My name is Sarah,” the desk clerk said. “Welcome to our hotel.”

  
  “My name is Sarah,” Sarah said, in some obscure way upset.


  “Oh yes—your name is Sarah,” the woman said. “Then my name is Sandra. It is so good to finally meet you.” The woman flashed a “live to serve” smile that evaporated a second later.


  “No. I mean I didn’t—”


  “It is no matter. Now, here are your keys.” She placed them with a jangle on the counter. They were real keys, not slip cards. Skeleton keys, in fact. Each had a tiny round label on the bow with the numeral “1” written on it.


  Petey and Sarah took theirs, Petey more interested in how Sandra looked like Sarah except with black hair…while Ed stared at the third key, imagining their quarters as half dungeon, half hunting lodge. Why didn’t the promoter get a key? Well, he must already have his, right? He certainly wasn’t going to bunk with one of the band members.


  “If you need anything just pick up the phone in your room.” But as they would soon find out, there were no phones in their rooms.


  Sandra-Sarah took their passports and kept them for safety in a locked strong box. This was standard procedure in the bad twin, but teetering there on the edge of nowhere the act felt stark.


  Then she brought out wine from under the counter in what looked like specimen cups and led a toast. “May you have health and wealth and every good thing! To the bunker!” Bob-Henri and Sarah-Sandra in unison, raising their cups.


  Ed: “You too!”


  Petey: “And many more.” Or something like that.


  They drank, as did the promoter. Another local custom.

  
  But Sarah didn’t drink until everyone else had. That was her custom. Nor did she say a word.


  The wine had a sour, vinegary aftertaste.

  
  “To the bunker?”


  • • •


  Emptiness surrounded them on the trek to their rooms, escorted by Sandra-Sarah and Bob-Henri. Emptiness seemed to be the hotel’s overriding theme or purpose. The corridors were long and wide but no paintings or photographs or signs adorned walls that were white or, sometimes, if they were lucky, not painted at all. Sarah liked this blank quality because random bric-a-brac exhausted her. But the men did not like this quality. So Petey, imprinted on Sandra-Sarah, focused on the details of a good random fuck he’d had a few months ago, that he’d fantasized having months ago, or that he’d seen on a porn site a few months ago. Ed tried to recall the sound and sight of the buckets and other loose things falling off the side of the hydrofoil, but the emptiness kept expanding and expanding in a way that began to creep him out.


  Bob-Henri wouldn’t stop talking over the emptiness, but failed to fill it with anything.


  “There is a bunker underneath the hotel,” Bob-Henri told them. “It was before the war. Connected to underground tunnels that come out into the forest and places far, far from here. All of this area used to be forest and then the enemy came and burned it all down. So they could find us. But they never found us because we were like grounded squirrels or hole snakes or fence rabbits or whatever in your good twin lives underground but is a total bad-ass. Then, the hotel was built and the bunker is still there underneath.”


  Petey was staring at Bob-Henri in temporary awe. Holy snakes! Fencing rabbits! Total, total bad-ass.


  “Why are you telling us this?” Ed asked. “Why do we want to know this?”


  Bob-Henri ignored him. “Now, I will tell you more about the bunker because it is your host’s favorite bunker.”


  Who the hell had a favorite bunker?


  “Is there another bunker?”


  Bob-Henri frowned. “No. There is only one bunker. Okay?” Then he launched into his bunker talk, which they all tuned out.


  The corridors intersected in seemingly random fashion, sometimes at L- or V-like angles, although at times Sarah felt Bob-Henri’s bunker talk was influencing her perception. The ceilings were low enough that Bob-Henri had to bend at the waist a bit. The walls closer to the hotel’s seemingly vast interior were plastered over with cheap wallpaper depicting the beach or seashells.


  A vague fresh-paint-and-plaster smell clung to everything. They saw no sign of maids or bellboys or any other staff whatsoever. Sarah thought that odd, but it didn’t register to Ed and Petey, who whispered about the spongy grip of the dark carpet and how it confused them. It felt more to Petey like artificial turf than carpet. He wondered what a rugby match would be like in such a confined space. Probably the same as a battle in a bunker. Messy.


  Finally letting up on bunker talk, Bob-Henri came to a halt at the doors of their adjoining suites. Each door had a reassuring “1” as the room number.


  “Dinner will be happening at the seventh hour,” Bob-Henri said. “Please take the freedom to explore. Please take a nap to fresh or refresh.”

  
  “Are there cockroaches in our rooms?” Petey asked helpfully, leaning on Ed.


  “The roaches here are nice and clean,” Bob-Henri said.


  “What’s with the identical room numbers?” Ed asked.


  “You are all number one,” Sandra-Sarah said, same smile as before at the same wattage, but with one bulb burnt out.


  “When’s the actual gig?” Sarah asked. “We’ll need time to set up and do a sound check.”


  Bob-Henri looked at her as if she’d said something nonsensical. “First dinner. Then you can worry about checking your sounds.”

  
  Bob-Henri walked away with the front desk clerk.


  Down the corridor.


  It was a very long corridor.


  A very, very long corridor.


  One of the longest fucking corridors Petey could remember seeing in a hotel. So that decided him and Ed both—inserting their skeleton keys and tumbling into their rooms with their luggage, only to be confused into “what the hells” and silence by high ceilings that told Ed the hotel only had one floor, although this didn’t dawn on Petey. All that dawned on him was that their rooms must be clustered in the hotel’s center. No windows.


  Sarah waited to watch Bob-Henri and the clerk walk away down that impossibly long corridor for almost a minute-because she was patient and because she didn’t know what mattered anymore. Anything could matter. Anything at all.


  As the two turned the corner out of view, had the front desk clerk put her tiny hand on Bob-Henri’s huge ass and was he just beginning to lean down toward her? Had they been talking urgently the whole time?


  She would’ve needed binoculars to tell.


  • • •


  The faucets in the bathrooms spat out brown water for a time. The toilets didn’t flush properly. The showers had no curtains or even a curtain rod.


  “Does any of this look like someone rich built it?” Ed asked. “Did they even use an architect?” Sarah asked. “Yes,” Petey said, because it was easier than adding another question.


  The walls were so thin that even Ed, weakest among them, could have smashed his fist through. They heard what sounded like sparrows caught in the vents, in perpetual free fall, and soon enough the laborious, thick slap of what must have been a “couple fucking” as Petey put it—loudly.

  
  “But a couple of whats?” Ed joked when they reconvened in Petey’s room after opening the adjoining doors to create one suite. None of them really wanted to be alone, or at least wanted to be alone together.


  “Not funny,” Sarah said. She’d decided not to tell them that her room was the most ridiculous. A monstrous chair. A tiny door next to her bed that led nowhere. A thermostat so very high up—beyond the reach of any human being, even Bob-Henri—and no sign of a ladder.


  “Plenty funny,” Petey said.


  He imagined it was the mountainous Bob-Henri engulfed by and engulfing the tiny desk clerk, an image that both aroused and offended. Again the thick left hand pulled off in Ed’s grip and revealed the spiral tattoo on the stump. Again the promoter went from stone wall to spry on the dock of the hotel. Petey’s nascent boner abandoned him at the sprying, destined to inhabit another. He declined to alert Sarah and Ed, against his best instincts.


  “Let’s go see the swimming pond,” Sarah said.


  She had the idea that they might have more privacy outside, to talk about the strangeness of the hotel. In here, anyone could listen through the walls. Nothing was out of place but the vents were so dark and arranged at such an angle she still felt like someone had been there, watching. Even if not, the rooms were so depressing that she already needed fresh air.


  “I think they’ll pay us in building parts,” Petey said, but cheery, as they walked to the back of the hotel down carpet even more crudely stapled down than the carpet from the lobby to their rooms. “Just rip out bits of insulation or plumbing and hand it to us and say ‘Paid in full.’”


  “Kinda of like that gig last year?”


  “No, that one they just didn’t pay us at all,” Sarah said. “It was the year before in that half-alpine resort town. Down-slope. I can’t remember the name.”


  Oh, they’d had some gigs in the past. They’d had gigs that had become drinking stories, tales to score a free round, and this clearly was another. No matter the currency the Glass Drifters were paid in, this was the currency they would use.


  The vents here confused by jutting out bulky from the side walls, the change in perspective creating a special kind of vertigo. They could hear as they walked a noise as of a dozen people talking excitedly in the distance, in the language of the bad twin. But where did it come from?

  
  • • •

  
  The swimming pond did not disappoint. Or, rather, it was so disappointing that it transcended disappointment—would in memory rise fast on booster rockets toward some far-distant constellation where thrived only astonishment and what-the-fuckness.


  They came out through a sunken archway to find the back of the hotel unfinished. The courtyard was a swath of naked concrete, and to either side of the archway weeds and vines had begun to sink into the luscious cracks between stones and bricks bereft of mortar. There were large rectangular holes instead of windows. The same white leviathan from the port city had been drawn crudely across part of the surface, although it had no militial eye.


  All of that seemed normal next to the swimming pond beyond the courtyard.


  “Swimming pool?” Ed said, astonished. This was becoming a kind of routine, his astonishment, and how just saying ordinary words when confronted with some new stupidity made those words absurd. While Sarah resented how normal surprise had become; had begun to wear on her more than boat trips.


  “That’s just a…I don’t know what,” Sarah said.


  “Swimming pond,” Petey replied.


  “Not really,” said Ed. He’d seen many a swimming pond in his youth, out in the country on summer holiday with his raspberry grandparents. But even though he said it confident, this wasn’t normal. He didn’t think this was normal.


  The swimming pond out back formed a dark bloat-splotch just a bit larger than somebody’s living room. Ed estimated if you swam breaststroke your head would torpedo the mud of the far bank after about three splashes. The water’s surface was coated with dead leaves and dead frogs half-submerged and tangled in fallen moss. The smell of mold surged up from everywhere along with the hint of bodies larger than frogs hidden below. A gurgle came from somewhere, as if the pond was always on the verge of pulling the plug on itself.


  The water was shallow at the edges, and the muddy banks were rife with boot prints and tire tracks that led back across that bleak field. But near the center of the pond, the water had an impenetrable blackness that seemed deep. Contributing to that opinion was a rowboat chained to a post right in front of them.


  Except who the hell would use a rowboat in a body of water so small? This bothered Ed on some visceral level, was yet another part of an equation that would never add up.


  Was it a joke? Petey must’ve thought so, because he was pointing at it and snickering. To shut him up, Ed half-sang, half-spoke despite Sarah hitting him in the shoulder:


  
  
  I went out to the meadow, o yes! I went out to the meadow. 
  I went out to pick a flower, o yes! A flower for my beloved. 
  But o tragedy, what did I find in the meadow pond but my poor beloved. 
  But o tragedy, what did I find but my cockroach floating face down. 
  In that foul water, my dear cockroach in a pond full o’ dead things.
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  Dinner was served at the end of a ramp. It was technically an end-of-the-ramp dinner, not a microwave dinner or business-casual dinner or black-tie affair. Ed didn’t know the etiquette for ramp dinners, but it hardly mattered. They were rock stars. They’d been assured of this fact, even though only Petey had ever felt like a rock star, and that had been when he’d played semi-professional rugby and women (and sometimes men) clung to him like he was made of something delicious and valuable and permanent. Even though he was none of those things but just Petey, who loved life and wanted to kiss it and whose parents had died in a car accident when he was sixteen, after which he’d taken every risk he could to join them but it had never worked out, was still not working out, would never work out as far as he could see. So maybe that meant, too, that he really was delicious and valuable and permanent, and all the other lies people told about him. Or just that he had gotten something monstrously wrong.


  Down the long corridors they strode, to the lobby, and then veered left, to the dining area. Left, right, left, right, and with a noticeable downward slant to the hallway. Sarah tried to pretend her heart wasn’t a cathedral bell clanging the hour two hundred times a minute. Petey kept muttering about “Emmo.” Ed looked very white, Sarah thought, but he was always pretty white.


  Ed had taken to thinking about the bunker, which was sinister but still better than imagining the dinner party, since small talk wasn’t his thing. Although, who the hell would swim in that pond? Not the world’s greatest conversationalist, that was for sure.


  The slant-tipping continued, became a ramp leading them past railings on either side. What had looked like an abandoned space—a desert of paint cans and tools and a couple of sad-looking chairs—disappeared into a darkness all around in which squeaks and sliding and other metallic sounds perplexed, until Sandra-Sarah reminded them that the hotel was still under construction. Though what might be built in that darkness? There was, too, the sense of it being the black curtains before a production, that their host wanted to create an atmosphere, only to reveal, voila!, dinner.


  From ahead came a glow that promised more, even as the angle became a little steeper than might be expected, like they were about to be dumped out of a wheelbarrow into someone’s compost heap. Bend, bend at the knees, hang on. Then fertilize the earth.


  “Are we going to have dinner in the bunker?” Petey asked. He didn’t want dinner in a bunker after Bob-Henri’s performance detailing the history and all the dreams. He did want an entertainment, a folly, a hilarity. Let them encounter the bunker in good time, in due time, but, upon reflection, not like they’d encountered the swimming pond.


  Right before the drop, the lurch downward that might’ve buckled their knees, the darkness fell away and the walls marking their descent appeared again, with expensive-looking portraits adorning them and the carpet turned red and rich, and they were on solid ground in…the basement? Sarah’s hand, reflexive, reached for her phone, wanting to GPS their location. But there was no GPSing their location now. Nothing here was on a map.


  Around them stretched four thousand square feet of subterranean banquet hall, chairs and tables made of rosewood or something equally dark and expensive. Chandeliers parachuted out of the ceiling to hang glittering down above them. A faint river-mold warp had been usurped, from unknown coordinates, by the soft drowsy smell of butter and rich meats soaked in gravy.


  “Is this the same place?” Ed asked.


  Against the far wall lay a long table with a gleaming white tablecloth and sparkling silverware and good porcelain plates and well-spaced candelabras. A huge flat-screen television, turned off, dominated the wall behind the table and should have cast a pall over the opulence. It was the largest flat-screen TV the Glass Drifters had ever seen, as if it had devoured all the smaller ones that lived in the bad twin. Ed wondered how it stayed on the wall without the wall coming off. Petey wondered if it got sports channels.


  What saved it for Sarah was a border of theater-quality lush-red drapes and, around it, a thick ornamental frame of gold leaf worthy of showcasing Bosch. Textures were a trap for Sarah; they made her linger over things she might otherwise discard, and there was nothing in the room she wanted to throw away.


  Except, perhaps, the three men who waited for them, seated in the middle on the far side of the table, surrounded by underlings to either side. One of the men was Bob-Henri, situated to the Glass Drifters’ left, and, as if in order of height, the next tallest next to him and then a short horrible-looking man gnawing on a hunk of bloody meat, who had not bothered to get up like the other two.


  Still, even that man had on a business suit.


  To Ed’s relief, in its awkwardness, the seeming nervousness (at least, amongst the non-horrible-looking men), the dinner optics all had the feeling of an eccentric meeting of diplomats, as if their embassy had set it up as some sort of cultural exchange. The cult band from the good twin deigns to travel to the bad twin to meet the rogue media mogul who had been the first to give his people their laws in the form of anything but stone tablets.


  “I am underdressed,” Petey said from behind his leather jacket and T-shirt and jeans, a sudden doubt or nakedness making him half-turn to leave, only to be set right side round and guided to a seat in front of Bob-Henri by the muscular hand of the front desk clerk. Okay, so she was not as delicate a woman as he’d thought.


  Sarah sat opposite the man in the middle, who was still tall, and Ed sat, after a hesitation again solved by the long stern arm of Not-Sarah, opposite the short man gnawing on the bloody bone.


  “Welcome,” Bob-Henri said, with a magnificent smile. “Allow me to introduce you.”


  Any grossness of form among the underlings, anything crass or rough, was hidden by the formality of their dress. Or that was clearly the idea.


  “Welcome,” Bob-Henri said, with a goofier smile. “Allow me to introduce you to your host.”


  All but the promoter were clean-shaven and all appeared no younger than their late thirties, some up to their late fifties. It was hard to keep track of the names of the others—convoluted or just that later the Glass Drifters found their memories dominated by other details. Or because at some point during the evening these other people vanished from the table, and none of the Glass Drifters could remember the how or when of it.


  “Welcome,” Bob-Henri said again, with a darker smile. “Allow me to introduce your host.”


  “It is the local custom. Three times. Three times is the charming,” said the horrible-looking man who had remained sitting. In a kind of broken form of the good twin’s language. An upward glance or glint at Sarah without raising his head from gnawing the bloody meat.


  “Oh,” said Sarah, but she didn’t think it was local custom.


  Municipal Ordinance had risen on the second recitation, said nothing. Now he stuck out his hand while the horrible-looking man said “Now stick out your hands. Now your hands. They must be stuck out.”


  They shook hands. It was a firm grip, they all would’ve agreed later, reminding Ed of his father, Petey of the texture of a leathery football that had been punctured and skinned, and Sarah of nothing at all. An anonymous grip, devoid of fingerprints.


  “Sit. Sat. Sitting,” the horrible man said, although to Petey it sounded like he’d said “Shit. Shat. Shitting.”


  They sat and did not shit.


  The first course arrived and put off conversation for a time: ham on top of melon slices guarded by cheese and figs, circled by shredded carrots and tomatoes on the periphery. Was this traditional? It was like a good translation of a similar dish from the good twin, and put the Glass Drifters at their ease, their portions served by mum waiters so skilled that for long stretches it seemed white gloves divorced of bodies floated this way and that in mid-air.


  Municipal Ordinance commanded the middle, as befitted a host. Sarah found him at first glance a handsome, well-put-together man, almost ridiculously so, with sharp edges to his hooded eyes. Just seeing him alongside the familiar bear-like face of their promoter settled some butterflies, drowned those butterflies in lactic acid—as did the promise of good food.


  So what if he had a funny name? So what if their journey here had been fraught? So what if their promoter made strange jokes about stupid things? They were here now and it was beginning to look like it might even be fun. At least, the quick glance the three shared conveyed a loose agreement about this…the link weakened a tad by the horrible man’s septic gaze, which seemed intent on intercepting their secret communication. To snatch their thoughts out of the air like a cat with sparrows, and flush them down the toilet.


  Municipal Ordinance also had a kind of perched bird quality the longer you looked at him. A thick, fleshy bird. A rough, regal bird, like a hawk or falcon in prolonged middle-age, with a hint of scarring. Although he didn’t turn his head to the side to stare it felt to Ed like he did, as if Municipal Ordinance were peering at him from behind a curved beak.


  Sarah was ninety-nine percent sure “Emmo” had had plastic surgery. Petey was one hundred percent sure the man had had brain surgery or its equivalent in mortar shelling during the war, and his thoughts feverishly conjured up secret bio labs and mutants and other things from his vid games. The darkness of the ramp and what it might hide returned to Petey.


  Was Municipal Ordinance perched, beneath the tablecloth, on some hunk of raw meat? Did he not even have feet but only talons? Was he half-bird? A caw or shriek would surely emerge, emit, rend the air.


  “Now we are sitting, sat, satted.” The horrible-looking man laughed as if he understood he’d made a joke. It’s funny because I repeated myself. Get it?


  “This is the Fang,” Bob-Henri said, gesturing to the horrible-looking man, who bowed his head—right into his bloody dish, emerging with a slurp of meat, fast-disappearing, between his thin lips. No melon for him.


  “Yes,” the Fang said, “I am the Fang. I am the teeth. I am the knives.” Said in a jolly way, like he was the Santa Claus of incisors.


  The Fang looked a bit like an infamous dictator of fifty years before who had slaughtered millions of people, if that man had been aged in vinegar for a thousand years, starved, plucked of every hair save his moustache, and then beaten rhythmically with a phone book for several hours. Petey imagined that the color and number of wrinkles on the astoundingly round head wobbling atop a weak neck might be accomplished by disease or by staying out in the sun too long and then some process of pickling in darkness. There came unbidden and unwanted the idea of the Fang sunbathing in a Speedo on the deck of the abandoned ferry and then that overheated Tang-orange prune-man falling through the rotted timbers to cool and linger in below-deck shadows.


  “I am the Fang,” the Fang declared like a fang, “but days like these I only am allowed to nibble, nibble, nibble.” Gesturing at his plate gleefully.

  
  “I will translate,” Bob-Henri said, giving the Fang a look that the Fang ignored, raising a bloody drumstick or forearm or tailbone to toast them. Municipal Ordinance didn’t seem aware the Fang was even there, to approve or disapprove of him.


  Beet bisque.


  Sour cream atop, curling question mark.

  
  A leaf of basil, half-crushed.


  • • •


  “How was your journey?” Emmo asked them (through Bob-Henri), his expression courteous, attentive, concerned.


  “Good, good, good,” Sarah replied, falling into the trap of band rep when Petey and Ed said nothing, too busy with their wine. “A real adventure, and now we’re here.”


  “You are here!” exclaimed the Fang heartily. “You are not there!” A cackle, and a look at the blank television screen.


  No, thought Ed, we’re not in the television screen, you complete fucking loon.


  “Do you like your rooms?”


  “Our rooms are perfectly fine,” Sarah lied.


  “What happened to that field around the hotel? Why did you burn it down?” Petey asked Emmo, but Bob-Henri didn’t translate the question.


  “And have you been for a swim?” Again with the courteous attention, except Municipal Ordinance’s face was so frozen that serious was the only other place for those features to go.


  “In the river?” Sarah chose to believe he meant in the river. “No, we have not.” She realized now Emmo might be wearing makeup, at the very least foundation.


  Bob-Henri snapped his fingers, clearly had remembered something. “Then let the river come to you!” Not translating anymore. A quick nod to Sandra-Sarah and the television screen behind Bob-Henri’s head came to life.

  
  “You see?” Bob-Henri said, smiling.


  And they did see.


  For their entertainment, for the entertainment of any other diners at the other tables, of which there were none, the television had come alive with an underwater feed showing a cross-section of the shriek-hum river. A live feed? Or a dead one? For a moment, Petey was conflicted. The TV didn’t get sports channels—it got the river channel. But wasn’t that another legit surprise?


  “You like fish?” asked the Fang.


  “Sure, I like fish. Let’s fry some up!” Petey said, from his diagonal position, although the Fang had been looking at Ed.

  
  “You like rivers?”


  “Sure, I like rivers,” Petey said. Why not? Who didn’t like a river? Just go with it, Ed, and stop looking like you’ve got a lemon stuck up your ass. Petey wanted to enjoy his wine. But did the river like them?


  Pork, pork, pork, more pork.


  Glistening, cheek by jowl.


  Glazed ears.


  Loin.


  Ribs.


  • • •


  “I will soon have a whole pig inside of me,” Petey said slushily. “Cut by cut. Oink by oink.”


  Wild boars heaped disinterested at the feet of old comrades, take a photograph, put it on a wall. Put it on a plate.


  • • •


  In the aquarium glass behind the Fang’s head, the next-to-last of the day’s sunlight illuminated river reeds with an amber glow, and eels writhed alongside motionless fish with big eyes. Things stationary, hovering, and things in motion, seen only as a vague thickness of scaled body, a glimpse of a barbed fin. They were like Municipal Ordinance’s handshake: anonymous, universal, mysterious. The Glass Drifters might have been looking at a feed from millions of years ago, a cross-section of the Jurassic, and soon trilobites and other fossils would swim across that landscape, oblivious.


  There was the impression to Sarah of something unresolved within that glass, even if it also made her believe what she’d been told: that she sat across from a rich man. Who else but a rich man would import a river view into the basement of his hotel? Who else would ramp them in?


  But to Ed, the scene just reflected the thoughts of the Fang, or portrayed the Fang’s mood or framed the beginning of some Fang intent. He already couldn’t stand the Fang, not a thing about him, was willing him into his cockroach song instead of Petey. He’d have to get really drunk to continue to sit opposite him the whole evening.


  “You like?” the Fang asked again.


  “Very clever,” Sarah admitted. Was that all they used the television for?

  
  Duck drumstick cooked in Belgian beer and beef stock.

  
  Served on a fresh lettuce leaf.


  Balsamic side sauce.


  Crisp sweet fritter of unknown origin.


  • • •


  “Nibble nibble nibble,” the Fang said to Ed and Ed wished him instantly transported into the river view being shown by the television.


  “Did he grow up around here?” Ed asked Bob-Henri, to better ignore the Fang.


  “Address Municipal Ordinance directly,” Bob-Henri said with slight rebuke. “I will translate.”


  “Did you grow up around here?”


  The question sounded worse the second time. Did Emmo grow up on a blackened, ravaged plain in the middle of nowhere, in a fake hotel with a for-shit swimming pool and a hidden bunker? No, of course not.


  But Emmo smiled, his eagle features brightening as he stared into the past or at least at a point beyond Ed’s head. For some, Emmo’s jaw-line must be proof he was a truthful man. As befitted the aristocrat of militia members, the autarch of Robin Hoods, the viceroy of former freedom fighters.


  “No,” Bob-Henri replied, without seeming to have consulted with Emmo, but perhaps Ed had missed it during a sip of wine? “I am from up north. Near the fortress you visited. Did you like the fortress?”


  “You Bob-Henri or him Municipal Ordinance?” Petey asked, just saying what Ed was thinking. Bob-Henri rolled his eyes.

  
  Braised donkey flank in red-wine reduction.


  Boiled shallots arrayed in defense of the flank.

  
  Steamed root vegetables.


  Bread for the table. Again.


  • • •


  “How did you get into this line of work?” Petey asked. “Must’ve been tough. Must’ve taken some balls.”


  Bob-Henri frowned, but translated…most of it, Petey guessed.


  “I was just trying to fit into a new world. I was just trying to help people.” Conveyed by Bob-Henri with so little enthusiasm Sarah thought he’d said “harm” not “help” at first.


  The Fang was whispering and hissing beside Emmo, something about the shitty new world that thankfully came out garbled.


  “Where did the idea come from?” Sarah asked.


  “It came to me in a dream in the bunker.”


  “As most business plans do,” Petey said, and the Fang growled. Bob-Henri didn’t translate.


  “So it’s your passion,” Ed said to Emmo, determined to win at small talk for a change. “You love to do it. Like writing lyrics is for me.”


  Emmo’s face blanked when Bob-Henri translated, but an answer came back, and Sarah blamed the unyielding rate of angularity to Emmo’s face. “I do love it, but my fortune is one thing and my hobbies are another. A different love. My art is close to my heart.”


  “The farts are close to his ass,” the Fang muttered.


  “Shouldn’t this dude be dead already?” Petey whispered in Sarah’s ear.


  Was she the only adult within a hundred miles? Was Petey the Fang’s long-lost cousin?


  “How do you know each other?” Sarah asked Bob-Henri.


  “We like to watch movies together,” Bob-Henri said, improbably. “Movie club.”


  From the Fang in a kind of rush came “Militia buddy” like a secondary translation that only Ed could hear. There was an entire world between “movie club” and “militia buddy,” wasn’t there? And he’d hoped there might be a world between him and the Fang, too, but now the Fang would reach across the table at intervals to shake his shoulder or ruffle his hair. Once, he even thought the Fang had kicked him in the shin—on purpose. He wondered what the Fang’s real name was. Probably Shithead Jones.


  Meanwhile, “movie club” had stuck with Municipal Ordinance, because whatever the actual answer the subject interested him.


  “Emmo has seen the movie your music was used in,” Bob-Henri said. “He liked it very much. He liked your music very much.”


  “Thank you,” Petey said, trying to remember the film. He’d only watched the part that had used their music. An experimental German director, a title only a dour Swede would love, split screens for split thoughts, and a plot that the dude who did Requiem for a Dream would’ve found depressing. But it had paid the bills. Still helped pay the bills. Thank you, good old German director who hadn’t used their music in anything since.


  “You are all so talented,” Emmo said in a sweeping way, using his hands, which had such yellow, pointy nails that that’s all the Glass Drifters could focus on, the compliment lost also to the murk on the screen behind them, which illuminated in perfect detail those unexpectedly terrible fingernails, as he gestured over his head to show his love for their music.


  “Thank you,” Sarah said, while Ed and Petey mumbled appreciation as well.


  “I love you,” Bob-Henri said, disconcertingly. “I love the first album, but also the next two. Favorite tracks,” and here Bob-Henri consulted a piece of paper and rattled off a shopping list. “Damned to Heaven,’ ‘Take Your Risk,’ ‘Sympathy for the Devil,’”—“I don’t think that’s ours,” Ed said— “Torpedo Love,’ ‘Boring Town,’ ‘Slapstick Farmer.’” (“Also not ours,” Ed whispered. “‘Slapstick Farmer’ is not ours.” “And ‘Boring Old Town’ sucked,” Petey added. “Your worst tune.”)


  “So generous,” Sarah said. “So kind.”


  “Maybe later we will watch a movie,” Bob-Henri said for Emmo. “And maybe now Emmo will ask you questions about movies. Between courses. It is what we do for fun. You can all start by telling Emmo your favorite films.”


  Then Municipal Ordinance said something, which Bob-Henri didn’t translate.


  “What did he say?” Sarah asked.


  “As you please,” Bob-Henri said.


  “Pork and peas,” the Fang whispered to Ed, and Ed felt a strong urge to move and sit next to Petey.


  “So did you know the fortress you visited has been the site of many films?” Emmo asked.


  “Oh, really,” Sarah said. “Interesting.” On autopilot while she took stock of her damaged eyeball, throbbing again. Reliving the odd moment of impact, the electric-fence aftermath.


  “Don’t Look Now,” Bob-Henri said, and none of the Glass Drifters got that it was a movie title, especially Sarah, who thought Bob-Henri had read her mind about her eyeball. Then it dawned on her.


  “In the fortress?” Sarah asked. “Shot there?”


  “No,” Bob-Henri said. “I forgot Municipal Ordinance mentioned Don’t Look Now earlier. As a favorite.”


  “Shoot ‘em ups,” the Fang said. “We do them good there.”


  “In the fortress?” Sarah asked.


  But Municipal Ordinance, as if unaware the Fang existed, wanted to move on: “Classic Hollywood. Singing in the Rain. Elvis. Judy Garland. Marilyn Monroe.”


  “All great stuff,” Petey said. “We won’t see their like again.” Hopefully.

  
  “I still remember where I was when I saw—”


  Bob-Henri cut Sarah off. “Municipal Ordinance is not finished: Shit. Crap. Hell.”


  It took a moment for Sarah to make the connection, Petey a moment longer. But they both did. Ed wasn’t a big film buff, was too focused on the Fang to care.


  “It’s awful,” Bob-Henri confirmed. “All of it. Twisted dreams. Unrealistic. That is the sort of thing that must be washed away. Washed out. Purged!”


  But of course Emmo felt that way. Of course. He liked the obscure German director. He hated Judy Garland. ‘Ware the enemy. Petey was beside himself, suppressed the urge to fist pump or fist bump. Emmo was a great man! Emmo was entertainment squared! Emmo loved their music and probably hated Vanilla Ice along with a slew of other musicians Petey loathed.


  “Emmo likes experimental film,” Bob-Henri said as if in apology. It appeared he’d not translated their kind words for Singing in the Rain, for Emmo was smiling, and shining—positively shining with the flame of his belief.


  “Film is raw!” the Fang exclaimed. “Filth polished real.” Or filth-polished reels? Ed couldn’t tell, even sitting closest. It seemed torn meat shared a place in the Fang’s mouth as frequently as his tongue.


  “Here’s to raw film,” Ed said, raising his glass to Emmo, Bob-Henri giving him a dark look. Ed trying to convey by telepathy alone that no sarcasm salted the lip of the toasting glass. I promise. Don’t promise.


  Ed recognized (with an odd feeling of approval and disapproval—obliterate this asshole with his own oblivion) he was getting drunk at the same astonishing rate as the Fang. Take me back to my hotel room, so that I may disassemble. Take me back home before I embarrass myself. Ye gods, that man is ugly. So fucking ugly. Don’t leer, smile. No, wait—don’t smile, either. Just if you could sit still and turn your chair around so I’m looking at the back of your head, I’d appreciate it. Why the Fang hadn’t been given a swivel chair for just this purpose Ed did not know.


  “So what films does Municipal Ordinance like?” Sarah asked.


  “Talk to him!” Bob-Henri reminded her, so she did.


  “He wants to know what films you like,” Bob-Henri said, without bothering to even turn to Emmo and pretend to get a query from him. “Science fiction and fantasy are my favorites,” Sarah said, thinking that might be the opposite of Singing in the Rain.


  Emmo said, “Solaris. Cache. Goodbye to the Wind. Hello to the End. City of the Lost. City of the Damned. Wiper-Viper.”


  Wiper-Viper sounded wrong to Ed. He thought it would sound wrong to anyone, even a film expert. Wiper-Viper sounded like a foreign-language animated short about a snake that got caught forever in a car’s windshield wiper during a rainstorm and whose vengeful ghost wrote diary entries about its sad fate. From heaven.


  “I don’t know any of those,” Sarah said.


  Well, you certainly don’t know Wiper-Viper.


  “Sure you do,” Petey said. “You know Solaris. It’s the long famous boring one that’s got all of those river reeds in it and all the talking in the fucking United Nations building or something because they didn’t have money for special effects because Brezhnev was a buzzkill. So it’s all long-ass shots of a river with spooky music so people don’t notice, but all you notice is reeds and reeds and more reeds.” Kind of like the television screen. “And,” he added, “in the end the planet’s intelligent. In the end, the planet’s intelligent. Spoiler alert. Spoil that alert.” Or at least, that’s what he’d read in the one-star from online viewer Dipzhits2001.


  “I really truly don’t remember that,” Sarah said, seeding her stare in his direction with landmines and broken glass. She did know Solaris, but had been thinking ET, Close Encounters, Star Wars seemed like safer territory for a discussion with an eccentric rich man who was paying them to do a gig.


  “What does everybody think about Kubrick?” Petey asked, bright-eyed boy.


  All of them made somber contemplating Kubrick’s horrible star-child, that foetid and fetal mess of an ending, sans placenta. Here, I have given you so much clarity, now take a pill of ambiguity. And another. And another. And a fourth. That usually didn’t work for Brits, only for Eastern Europeans or experimental German directors. Vernichtung!


  But there followed from Emmo, who had rendered no judgment on Kubrick, an impassioned plea for Solaris, and then for the obscure German director, for experimental film, that Bob-Henri faithfully translated. It was lengthy, it was full of sub-clauses, it was like a river that had been split into a thousand tributaries and the location of the headwater lost to memory. If it took a lot for Petey and Sarah to follow, it also took a lot for Bob-Henri to translate it, and Sarah knew from the way the promoter stared at her that he could tell she felt sorry for him.


  The candles burned down between them, the wax runneling in dead-end paths onto the tablecloth, and as the impassioned plea continued, Bob-Henri’s gaze drifted and shifted and Sarah felt there was something she didn’t quite get, that something was still wrong, that the men to either side, the extras who had returned, had an understanding between them that you could study for a long time without “getting,” and that meant they had all been at that table for so many years, so many years more than she had.


  Something was about to happen she intuited, and she had no control over it. She looked to the pepper spray in her purse, to the small blade hidden in the outer pocket. Was it that kind of happening? Or would it just be listening to Emmo on guitar while a clown accompanied him on some kind of local instrument that sounded like old-man farts? Who could tell? She’d lost all patience with her own predictions.


  Now, too, a kind of humor came out as if sour-stifled, the comradery Petey endorsed from the locker room that Sarah knew as a form of aggression. The men were snickering at odd moments, their eyes lighting up from some hidden joke, an ancient humor not meant for her.


  She was so taken by the spell of this idea and defending herself that she failed to recognize that Emmo’s speech was giving Fang time to successfully separate Ed out from the herd.


  “I like better movies than him,” the Fang said to Ed. “I like better movies. I hide them everywhere.”


  “Find you mean. Movies you can’t find easily?” Ed guessed wearily. He had no recourse but more wine. “Indies?”


  “Yes!” The Fang, triumphant. “Amateur movies. Of disasters. Of deaths. Truest like life because: life!”


  “Well, that’s a thing…”


  “A thing?”


  “Trending, I mean,” Ed said.


  “Where? Where?”


  “Everywhere, right?” Everywhere but here.


  “That’s a fact, cowboy,” the Fang said, pointing a finger at Ed.


  “I’m not a cowboy,” Ed said. He didn’t know why he’d chosen that point to argue about. He’d started to feel thankful that the Fang had stopped putting his moist fingers on Ed’s shoulders, where they left a stain, but now it seemed the Fang had just transferred his intent.


  “That’s a fact, cowbody,” the Fang said.


  “Why are you saying that?” He had a nagging feeling that he was being picked on, just like back in grade school.


  Petey, noticing behind Sarah’s back: “Ed, maybe lay off the wine?” Petey was a lost cause, but Petey was a mellow drunk. Ed was unpredictable when he drank.


  “Cause, pardner,” the Fang said, “that’s a fact, cowbody.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ed said.


  “From a movie, friend. A movie. Of course.” The Fang’s friendly look had begun to transition to something more suspicious.


  “Okay then,” Ed said.


  “Okay then,” the Fang said.


  “I believe you,” Ed said.


  “I believe you,” the Fang said.


  “Have I offended you?” Ed asked.


  “Have I offended you?” the Fang asked.


  “Are you okay?” Ed asked. “Are you drunk?”


  “Are you okay?” the Fang asked. “Are you drunk?”


  “I’m too tired to play this game,” Ed said.

  
  “Yes,” said the Fang, “but you are playing this game.”


  In the curious aquarium glass, Ed noticed, the river had become murk, murky, St. Murksburgh. The water was now thick, dark, viscous, and so little light registered that the shapes held there were amorphous and no longer fish-like. Something his grandfather had said when pressed about the past: “It’s exhausting to talk to you. You don’t understand how much this takes from me.”


  “I am a cowbody, then,” Ed said, because it didn’t seem to matter. Because the contempt he felt was not for himself in submitting but for the Fang in making him submit.


  “See—you are a cowbody,” the Fang said somberly, and raised his glass.

  
  Framed by gold leaf and fuzzed algae, Ed imagined he saw in the water: A bit of flesh like an aqueous hand, rocking up against the camera, a flash of numb white, starfish-like, then gone. A dying claw, a dying wish, wrapped in the river reeds.


  “You’re a cowbody, too, pardner,” Petey said, who’d listened and watched from afar. “Giddy-up, Fang-boy!”


  “Don’t give me any help I can’t use,” Ed slurred.


  “I’m no cowbody,” the Fang said, angry.


  “Sure you are. You’re the perfect cowbody. You were born for it,” Petey said, just because he could and he was fairly sure he could beat the shit out of a man who looked to be a thousand years old.


  The Fang rose out of his seat, smashed a bloody drumstick against the table. Held up the jagged end of the bone, then set it down. “Enough. Enough from you.” The rest were just watching him.


  And Ed, from the side: “I can handle this: I. Me. Just stop.”


  “I’m sorry then,” Petey said, getting angry now. I’m sorry I helped a friend. Stupid fucker. Took another swig of wine, grinned over at Emmo.

  
  “Sorry why?” the Fang said, lower lip jutting. Trembling.


  “I don’t know. Sorry you’re all shot to hell.” Sorry your mama had an ugly baby. Tried and failed to suppress an image of the Fang’s head on a baby’s body.


  “You saw the ferry on the river,” the Fang said with quiet menace.

  
  “You mean that wreck?” Petey said, standing now too.


  “Yes. I made that.”


  Wait. What? “You mean, you built that.”


  “No, I do not mean I built that.”


  Sarah had been staring at Bob-Henri, urging him through pantomime and a frozen, embarrassed grin, to do something, and now the promoter did.


  “This is all interesting, dear guests,” Bob-Henri said. “It is fine fruit for discussion in the future. And we are all in great good spirits from so much great good food and drink. All the drink. But now it is time. He wants to show you his movie now. It is time to see the movie Municipal Ordinance has made. The rough cut. For your enjoyment.”


  Oh, this was rich! It just got better and better, in Petey’s estimation. First, all the stupid boats and then the swimming pond and now Ed had been transformed into a cowbody, and it was private movie time. Which was so important that the Fang had sobered up, paying all due attention and fealty to his fearless leader.


  “This is my heart,” Emmo channeled through Bob-Henri. “This is my bliss.”


  “Municipal Code wants to show you his dick,” Petey whispered in Sarah’s ear. “Brace yourself.”


  “Municipal Ordinance,” Sarah said.


  But Emmo wasn’t done talking.


  “In this movie, I make sense of my life and the life of my country, while using all of the technique I have seen from other movies,” Bob-Henri said, gesturing at Municipal Ordinance in a way mean to indicate he was interpreting again, but somehow making it seem as if Emmo was Bob-Henri’s creation. “Movies were very important to me early in my life. Movies could be said to save me. Movies make reality better. Movies…”


  Movies. Surely they could just get to the movie, which was bound to be dire, without dire speechifying, too. But as Emmo spoke through Bob-Henri, a medium channeling a ghost who sat beside him, the extras on display had asked everyone to stand, and with considerable effort pushed their long table back a bit, and cleared themselves from the scene. Thus could the Glass Drifters remain in their assigned positions to watch, while Emmo, the Fang, and Bob-Henri clustered to either side in chairs turned around.


  To face a screen no longer showing the river, or if it was, the river had turned completely black. Blank as a dead television. And, finally, their shadows against the glass, where now all was darkest, dark and dankest dank, except for those reflections, shadow against shadow, as if to reveal a true nature and now too late, in some inexplicable, inexorable way too late, though nothing yet had really happened.


  “What about our gig?” Ed asked. “When the hell are we actually going to be performing? Why the heck did we come all this way if—”


  “After, after,” Bob-Henri said, dismissive. “Plenty of time afterwards. Rock stars.”


  “Say something Sarah,” Ed said. “Say something.” Playing music was the only just revenge for all the insults and indignities—to sing at the Fang, at all of them. To regain some sort of authority through performance. To turn the Fang into a cockroach.


  But Sarah said nothing. She understood. There was no gig. There was only Emmo’s film. They’d been brought downriver to watch Emmo’s film, and that was all.







  Jeff Vandermeer - Bliss
  

  





  

  Emmo's movie was untitled and ran forty-five minutes. The default was black-and-white with various duotone effects added later, sometimes skillful or unobtrusive and sometimes crude and obvious. For the first few minutes the soundtrack was a slow, seething, sludge―ambient music in the background, barely audible.


  At the beginning, the camera savagely swooped down on the hotel from above, settled into a locked position in front, perhaps from the dock. The hotel stood there for almost twenty seconds, then it quickly un-built itself, as if it had always been there on that burnt plain, only to fall away into picked-through ruins…revealing the bunker squatting there at the center. The fields unburned themselves and became fertile again, without a person ever being in evidence. The forest encroached like an invading army. Birds flew in clanking swoops across blue skies, low over the green-gold river.


  Then the hero of the story appeared, back to the camera, walking stilt-like to the center of the field. The hero approached the bunker, undid the circular lock on the hatch, opened the hatch, and plunged halfway into the bunker. Only then did he turn, to reveal himself as Emmo.


  A moment more and he had jumped down into the bunker, out of sight, at which point the hatch dissolved into a fade away and the camera reversed itself to tilt-ponder toward the sky, as if looking up from the bunker.


  The sky had filled with ink-night and dark green moonlit clouds that moved through some alchemy at twice normal speed to the rest of the scene. In that sky there appeared a montage of marching soldiers and monsters superimposed over them that might once have been horses. Or the soldiers had horse heads. As they faded into gossamer, a firing squad materialized in front of a bombed-out three-story building with the herky-jerky quality of an old silent movie. Then the sky swirled into a darkness more fluid and sinuous and a moment later the reflection of the moon confirmed that the camera had captured the nighttime motion of the great river. Somehow the camera managed to skim across the top of the river through nighttime and into daylight, and then abandoned the water for the mountains and valleys, traveling in the windows of trucks and cars and donkey carts.


  A head-on collision on the very road lined with trees the Glass Drifters had traversed a day before allowed the camera viewpoint to tumble into free fall, coming to light upon the fortress up in the mountains where they had bought the cheap plastic crap. At the base of the fortress, in a cottage, a baby was being born, the mother dying in childbirth, and then years passed in bare winter breaths, expelled and moving fog-like across the landscape as the infant became a boy and chopped wood and tended to a garden and took odd jobs in a village and did nothing but the usual things anyone might expect to do in a rural setting with no nearby city.


  Then the boy held firewood at dusk in front of his cottage and the camera lingered on him, going from a wide to a medium shot and then just his face and torso and the firewood at the bottom of the frame, the boy’s fingers cleansed white from holding tight. The look on his face was cataclysmic. He was clearly losing everything he knew or would ever know. And he was just as clearly Emmo. The camera held and held close on his face, kept holding, until the viewer could see through the flames that lit his features, the frantic motion reflected in his eyes, that his father was dead now too and soldiers had come down from the fortress to slaughter almost everyone and bring back the survivors.


  When the camera panned out, the boy Emmo had dropped the firewood and stood with his back to a cell wall while terrible things happened in the shadows all around him, to men and women and other children. But not to Emmo, because the lieutenant had taken a liking to him. The lieutenant would make him into a child soldier. The lieutenant would make sure young Emmo became clear about what the world was all about. Emmo eating a rat, half-raw. Emmo retching. Emmo being beaten. Emmo learning to use a gun by shooting a prisoner in the leg. Emmo on patrol, stationed with the lieutenant down by the river, ordered to fight rebels that were defending their homeland.


  These last scenes became almost idyllic, an advertisement for the virtues of soldiers living off the land, and thus the fade-away from them came as a shock. The final scene of the section showed Emmo entering a room disturbingly like Sarah’s own, with a tiny door and a giant chair and a ceiling far too high. Dissolve.


  For again came the top of the bunker, but during the day, and the camera descending down and down to scenes underground, the first of these clearly the same sunken dining area the Glass Drifters now sat in, with Emmo as world-weary and middle-aged as he appeared before them now—with the same people surrounding him. Except: no Glass Drifters.


  Emmo raised a golden goblet in a toast and then came scenes of people in handcuffs shuffling past subterranean arsenals, a close-up of a rough pound of gristle and bone shackled to a moist wall. Windowless rooms where shapes that might’ve been people or might’ve been creatures had been wrapped all in white, with just a small space for a mouth-hole. A stack of them, white turning to red by degrees—first a spot here, then a spatter there. But at the end, when completely red, against the black-and-white of the rest of the scene, they came alive and surge-writhed around on the floor like human grubs.


  From this point forward, about fifteen minutes in, the style of the film changed from a weird realism to a surreal form of bearing witness. If this was what caught the Glass Drifters’ attention, sitting there trying to make sense of the film, it was to be expected, because in the fringes already they had seen themselves. A backdrop that, through use of the filters, allowed them to exist in scenes they’d never inhabited in life. At the far edge of a worm-filled, churning field of tilled dirt. People who looked like them silvered or greened or blued at the horizon, rationalized during those opening minutes, in whispers to one another, as repurposed from their music videos.


  But at the fifteen-minute mark, Emmo disappeared from the screen and three people appeared in the fortress, clearly many years later—researchers seeking the truth about the great rebel hero Emmo, a man maligned for being in a militia. These researchers were Sarah, Ed, and Petey, kicked out of the Glass Drifters and repurposed—re-tongued, too, for dialogue had been dubbed over their own voices. The camera angles were often severe, from the ceiling or another room, zooming in, and other times intimate, slightly from above, suggesting Bob-Henri had been fitted with a camera, too. Sarah’s face on the screen, staring out a stone window at the fortress, and slowly those features superimposed with silverfish meandering across the bathroom near her feet. Petey assumed it was her feet, but Ed knew it was not her feet, and as the scene progressed and the camera slid up the rest of her body, Ed realized they were now looking at a not-her played by Sandra-Sarah, wearing a blond wig. Those were not exactly her hips, not her breasts, not her eyebrows.


  When the moonlight came back, it was plain black-and-white footage and the camera panned across a familiar barn and Petey walking out of the barn. Between the camera and Petey, half in shadow, there was the solid bulk of the promoter—bent over, doubled over. Bob-Henri stared directly into the lens and Petey could see that the man had been laughing, not crying. The camera followed Petey back in, all unawares, with a voice-over from Emmo that like all of the dialogue none of the Glass Drifters could understand. There in the barn, Petey in his bed of hay, and at the far right, Sarah and Ed still fucking, Ed’s buttocks catching the light from between the slats of the barn wall. In the far corner, at the extreme left of the frame, they could all clearly see Emmo: tall, silent, just standing there in a formal suit like a ghoul. Grotesque, terrifying. The camera stayed in that position for longer than was natural or right or fair or proper. But Petey could not turn away from the sight, could not lower his gaze.


  A slow, languorous fade from the barn to the Glass Drifters getting onto the hydrofoil, from behind. Had Henri-Bob snuck back to take the footage? Had he? It shouldn’t have been what any of them focused on, the least important thing, but as the communal heart-rate increased, as the idea of “fun” veered into a head-on collision with what-the-fuck and speechlessness, it was all they could handle. Had that bastard Henri-Bob taken the footage?


  Then they sat on the benches, with the professional cockroaches beneath, the various camera angles recorded on the phones of the people sitting around the Glass Drifters. A sneak peek of Ed singing came with a generous portion of someone’s belly like a mountain in the foreground. The song being sung morphed into a crane shot of stock footage of a military parade, but the same song was being sung.


  A ridiculous long, wide crane shot of the pier, with them arguing with Bob-Henri, then a close-up of his hand coming off that was a continuity error—had clearly been filmed beforehand from the angle of the sun, from what existed there on the pier. The glint through the trees. The glint through the trees, the metallic bird… Transposed with their lurching trip through the port city, and spotting the white whale, whose militia-symbol eyes became animated to devour the screen.


  Them on the boat, playing Twister. Them passing the ferry. But when they passed the ferry, the movie changed yet again, around the thirty-minute mark. The dead ferry became resurrected as a bewildering array of filters came into play, and by the time everything was lit with a gold-red haze, the Glass Drifters knew they were looking at newsreel footage of the ferry in operation, during the civil war, then, possibly, a stage-set version as two factions fought on its deck, with a solemn voice-over that signaled the return of Emmo to his own narrative. Then back to Bob-Henri’s hand on the pier and a view of Ed upside down, suspended over the river, that could only have been shot by a scuba diver from below, hidden in the reeds.


  Cut to: Emmo rowing downriver, tight-in shot, so as not to show the edges of the swimming pond. As the present became spliced-in with the past, the Glass Drifters stood by the swimming pond, but the camera carefully left out the rowboat this time. The dubbing had already been fantastical and bombastic for all three Glass Drifters, but at the swimming pond their discussion with Bob-Henri, also never pictured, only heard, became a shouting match and then a screaming match. The disconnect between their normal motions, the normal movement of their mouths, the looks of incredulity and concern on their faces matched to words seemingly spat out suggested alternate realities and altered states of being. Who could tell what an audience would make of it?


  This seemed to be the climax of the movie, although the next scene registered as a lurch in all of their stomachs. It began as a shot from above of the Glass Drifters cuddling together to dream on Petey’s bed, which dissolved into a shot from both sides, of the Glass Drifters walking down the ramp into the banquet area, except they never reached the dining room, never sat down for a meal, never saw a movie about Emmo.


  Instead, the very next scene, a violent jump-cut, an abruptness like snapping a twig in front of their faces, to a long, continuous shot in the tunnel leading to the bunker. It wasn’t quite hand-held, but couldn’t have been on a track, given the angle down. Yet there was no shakiness and even the flashlight held out to scoop sense from darkness did not waver. For a very long time, this shot of cavernous tunnel, with a ladder and without, continued, with an unintelligible voice-over from Emmo, and out of the half-darkness glimpses of things not unlike those that had bumped up against the side of the aquarium glass that could even have been that feed superimposed on the blackness of the tunnel.


  Now, too, the unidentifiable music became recognizable, played at normal speed. Across this surreal tableau stitched half out of ego and half out of horror, from history and voyeurism, the tunes of the Glass Drifters could be heard, first soft and low-volume, but by now in the tunnel a blasting mélange of pop-rock that competed with the voice-over for dominance. Across that ruined landscape, their music was incomprehensible to them, might as well have been leaking out of the craters of the moon, or created on another planet, just now reaching them through radio waves sent across countless light years.


  The film ended in seeming anti-climax, with a peculiar mid-shot of a cavern in the bunker, a room meant for interrogation or even torture. A spotlight shone on the adult Emmo, sitting behind a desk that he had stood in front of as a child—the lieutenant’s desk—and chained to the walls, or writhing there, or dancing there, or being flogged there, or being attacked by monsters out of the night…three silhouettes that could only be the Glass Drifters.


  They had not accomplished their mission as researchers. They had not managed to plumb the depths of Emmo’s psyche. They had instead become trapped inside his mind, his life. He had emerged victorious and unknowable.


  In the last frames, the camera came in close, showing viscous layers and details that did not bear remembering, before everything became blurry and the viewpoint seemed almost to ghost through the wall into the tons of dirt it held back…and kept traveling that way for almost a minute before opening out into the interior of a series of doorways of lashed-together houseboats and then into one of the hotel’s long, white corridors, through which it kept traveling and traveling as if the corridor might never end, never end, never end.


  Fade-out.
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  The fang and Bob-Henri rose in rapturous applause, along with the militia members and waiters. They stayed that way, creating a loud noise, for more than a minute.


  While Sarah sat back, stunned. She loved the movie and hated that she loved it. She loved it in a way so visceral, so unconditional, that the lack of it, the screen going truly dark, was like a bruising punch to the gut, an ache in her chest that spread everywhere. She could not speak. She could not move. She wanted to live in the movie. She wanted to exist in the moment of viewing it and never leave. She was energized by the movie in ways that manifested as tremors beneath the surface, epicenters she would need years to chart and understand. It stirred in her such a banal yet profound vision: of standing at the window of her third-story apartment back in the good twin and ridding herself of the last of her burdens—her couch, her chairs, her tablecloth, her television, the exoskeleton of her clothes. All of it tumbling out the window to smash and settle on the stones below. Until all that was left was her, and Emmo’s movie playing in her head. Free to become.


  Rustic raspberry pie, homemade.


  Topped with frosting?


  Vanilla ice cream.


  She loved about the movie what others might have recoiled from: the ruthless way it used them, used all of them, leaving nothing but scraps, and not even scraps. How it re-made her into nothing and everything. How it had no regard for anything but the vision of the film-maker. How that had created a true self on the screen, stripped of self-consciousness, of attempts at some ideal of beauty or responsibility, of holding on to…anything. Even in her standin she could see herself, perhaps even more clearly because Sandra-Sarah had had the mission of becoming Sarah—of copying her mannerisms, of knowing how she would walk and how she would react in any situation. Yet Not-Sarah had no hope of becoming Real-Sarah, and thus in the gap between intention and execution, Sarah saw the real her peeking through.


  It was the best work the Glass Drifters had ever done or ever would do, immortalized the Glass Drifters in a way their music never could, and what made it even better was that it came directly from their lives, even dubbed-over lives.


  Espresso or port.


  Or both.


  Sarah could think all of these things while still loathing the makers—she found them repugnant, how they had with such orchestration and malice of forethought turned them into puppets, into actors. Because they had stumbled into a kind of truth by mistake. Just as the maker of the 1970s French film had stumbled into it by the power of his images, so that all the lack of plot and sense fell away in memory and what remained behind were only the things that had the power to stare back across the years at the viewer. A paunchy unicorn that grew more noble, a beautiful woman who looked like Sarah and whose fey detachment fell away before the memory of that beauty, a beauty imbued in the minds of others with qualities not in the original.


  “Clever, yes,” nudged the Fang. “You will all be movie stars.”


  Yet she also wondered why all of them had fallen under the spell of Emmo’s film until the end, felt a twinge of guilt or of blame directed outward like the rays of a star; the light touched everyone equally. They could not have known what it meant or where it was going or what the other two Glass Drifters were thinking. What it could possibly mean. Or perhaps because there was nowhere to escape to except the bunker or the ruined field. Or perhaps there had been a kind of relief, that this was the culmination of the strangeness, that it had a reason, no matter how bizarre or unfathomable. And a film would be over in time. A film didn’t, couldn’t last forever, could it?


  “Say something now,” Bob-Henri said. “Say something now. This is where you say something. Say the things.”


  But Sarah misremembered, was wrong. Petey had shouted at the screen once, and she’d not heard it, although it had been more along the lines of a rugby cheer than a protest, accompanied by a fist pump. Ed had risen three times, horrified, during the movie, but the Fang had taken his butter knife and made an unmistakable motion to Ed that he must sit, that he must respect what lay cradled within the golden frame. So Ed had sat, anesthetized by wine, anesthetized by distance, still unsure as any of them where this was leading. A hideous confluence. A thing that made no sense, but which was adding up and adding up while trending downward.


  Emmo turned to see their reaction as the lights came up. To Ed in particular, he had been inert, wooden, unconvincing until the movie—had through the constraint of translation and some received idea of politeness become a taxidermied figure, almost, could only have broken that impression by getting up and flailing his arms while dancing on the table.


  But now the unabashed enthusiasm on his face for his own performance, his own script, his own directing, reeked of every banal thespian Sarah and Ed had come to know since proto-Glass Bangers were practicing in their parents’ basements in secondary school.


  It was a totally uninteresting reaction, and perhaps mirrored Petey’s struggle. On the one hand, Petey was trapped in a never-ending loop of admiring the giant balls that must weigh Emmo down and make it hard to be on set to direct movies in the first place—the balls that had led him to make such a mess of a movie and then the balls that had led him to include the Glass Drifters by spying on them, and, finally, the nuclear-reactor-powered balls to show the Glass Drifters the movie. All of which delighted Petey, tickled him into giggles. He was fucking over the moon about that.


  But, in the end, the movie was about an isolated millionaire who used to be in a militia but remade himself as a civic leader and was now hoping to go all the way—to use an experimental film to transform from reformed to the mythical. Was that really the catastrophe he’d hoped would be conjured up? The chaos? The upending of some social contract he’d learned about in school and been trying to break for years or thought he had been trying to break for years?


  Because the movie was, to Petey, total pretentious art-house crap, of the kind he’d fast-forward on some friend’s couch to get to a naked breast or (fat chance) dick. Still, he wavered, because, again: the balls on Emmo. The (no doubt shriveled musket) balls on Fang. The giant, earth-quaking balls on Bob-Henri to lead them here, step by step.


  More interesting to Petey was the look on the Fang’s face. It was clear that the Fang had seen something revelatory, sublime, a contentment on his oft-moving features, a stillness, that turned his unsubtle ugliness into an almost respectable garble. In much the same way as Petey or Sarah sometimes brought a song idea to a session that to them was like a celestial chorus but to Ed seemed as rigorous as a sick sheep bleating sick out of both ends.


  Yet that the Fang was in the grip of powerful, sincere emotions—pure emotions—Petey didn’t doubt. Something lay hidden in the film stock, in some of the individual frames, that the Fang would never be able to make them see—a wide and generous and joyous thing, full of hope and redemption. Petey knew this disconnect for sure now, knew it like he knew what sharing a bus with a rugby team was like, that the Fang and Emmo and Bob-Henri had lived some version of the events shown. They were animating the film in a sense other than anyone else could, and this is what made the movie a disaster to a general audience. Without that militial investment, without their collective memory, it was just a jumble of surrealistic effects without a through-line. It was just a vainglorious pinch of bad-twin faery dust, a descent into…what?


  “What do you think?” Emmo finally asked, through Bob-Henri, when the silence grew too long and the Fang had begun to curse.


  “I had a cat named Emmo once,” Ed said, staring at the Fang. “I had a cat named Shithead once. I loved both those cats. They were the same cat. Shithead Emmo.”


  “Shut up,” Sarah whispered, only it was a hiss, meant as a grappling hook in his flesh, but she’d said shut up too many times and the hook missed. Perhaps by then Ed could not be stopped, not by anyone.


  “What do you mean, cowbody?” the Fang said. His body shook with the volcanic rage of a school science project. “What do you fucking mean!”


  Bob-Henri made the universal gesture to the Fang that meant “keep your shit together,” but Emmo was frowning, frowning hard, and the whole room began to tilt in Sarah’s mind, and Petey must have felt the same because he gripped the edge of the table as if about to fall over.


  “He means it was interesting. He means it’s more than one thing,” Petey said.


  But Petey didn’t understand Ed’s mood. Not even Sarah understood Ed’s mood.


  Ed had hated the movie. To Ed, it was a horror show and a farce and an indignity. A leering invasion of privacy about a man named Ed who had claimed to speak the language but couldn’t, and because he couldn’t hadn’t picked up on any of the cues that might have saved them. Had not seen others filming him as he sang about cockroaches. Had not seen a man with a camera on a tripod filming him fucking. Had not picked up even on the clues in the language of the good twin—Bob-Henri’s endless repetitions, the multiple stories about the same subjects. Bob-Henri’s infinite patience and finite enticements to bring them farther downriver.


  Nothing existed in Emmo’s movie but evidence of continuing humiliation. His nausea. His sadness. His loneliness magnified in how he made himself so alone he could not feel the camera’s eye upon him. The cockroach song he’d used to remake himself taken from him as well. Because they must have seen the video interview, known about his phobia.


  “Are you filming us now, asshole?” Ed asked Emmo, to the man’s confusion at first, as he leaned to Bob-Henri to get a translation, but even with no translation, no word or movement from Bob-Henri, the light of comprehension dawned an instant later, and with it something Sarah had not yet seen in Emmo’s face, around his eyes, emerged as well.


  “I thought the movie was great,” Sarah said, smiling at Emmo. “I thought it was amazing.”


  She nudged Petey in the ribs, but Petey just nudged her right back, like it was still a joke.


  “Yes, it was amazing,” Ed said. “Amazingly bad. Terribly, horribly bad. Disgustingly bad. Illegal. Immoral. Un-fucking-ethical.”


  That Ed would not stop was perversely magnificent, Petey thought. The balls on Ed, too.


  “Apologize,” the Fang said, tone plaintive, aggrieved. “We, your hosts, seek apologies. We who bring you here and feed you so well and—”


  “What’s to apologize for?” Petey said, Sarah aghast. “It’s just an opinion, right? Why don’t we all have another drink?”

  
  “Is this still part of your film?” Ed asked, ignoring Petey. “All of this?”


  But Emmo stared at Ed from behind a smoldering mask and the Fang stared at Ed like he wanted to rip out his throat, and Bob-Henri wouldn’t look at any of them, and anger tore through Ed, overrode any worrying about equations.


  He rose and upended his plate of half-eaten last course across the table, spilling small red potatoes and butter sauce and a pigeon bone. One of the potatoes fell into Emmo’s lap, only for him to scoop up with both hands and throw it as far as he could into the surrounding darkness, as if it were a grenade.


  Sarah and Petey had risen with Ed, without meaning to, because that’s what the Glass Drifters did.


  Emmo continued to sit there, but the Fang and Bob-Henri slowly rose, staring at Ed in disbelief.


  “I’m so sorry, Municipal Ordinance,” Sarah said. “My friend is drunk. He’s very drunk. He doesn’t mean it. We should go back to our rooms now.”

  
  “I do mean it—fuck you!”


  “Ed!” Sarah, in a tone of voice he knew meant she was serious, that told him just how deep in he’d gotten. But what was serious anymore? In this ridiculous hotel, at the end of a ramp, at the end of a fucked-up movie.

  
  “Stop trying,” Ed said. “Just stop.”


  “Stop talking,” Sarah said, and put hands on him, which he shrugged off.

  
  “I will not,” Ed said, his righteous rage fueled in part by the sight of his own scrawny buttocks in the film. That rage could not be snuffed out. “You,” he continued, pointing an accusatory finger at Emmo, “you had no right to film us. Asshole. Emmo-hole. Municipal Cocksucker. Not without our permission. Not without telling us. Not for all the money. You tricked us. You tricked us.”


  Was that a video camera in the corner of the room? Was that blinking red light atop the television screen supposed to be telling them something? Or just the usual hotel surveillance?


  That distinction became moot as Emmo snapped his fingers, and out of the shadows came grim-faced men dressed all in black body suits holding video cameras, intent on recording this, too.


  Emmo stared now at Ed with the kind of appraisal that you would give to something that disgusted you. Like a leech. Like a slug. Like a writhing worm.


  “See,” Ed said, beseeching Sarah and Petey because Emmo’s look made him feel not like a child even but something lower to the ground and less important. “See.” Anguished. Drunk. Out of his fucking mind. Tricked us. The common lament. Tricked. I was tricked today when I got out of bed. I was tricked because I could not see what was coming. Tricky world, tricky life. So many in the film were dead, the ones from old war footage. So many of them tricked in the ultimate way. So many of them not coming back, extinguished there on the screen. No cockroaches for them. No sweat-heat hydrofoil, no death-defying ride down from the mountains.


  Sarah and Petey had gone quiet. The Fang’s eyes were like eager hot coals above the cracked grille of his mouth. Bob-Henri looked sad, resigned, sat slumped and stared at the table. No one dared stare at Emmo or the flame that burned in him. The candles were fast flickering out, the room darkened, as if Emmo’s mood had caused it. The great man’s head began to turn red, but not all at once. The wealth of heat rose slowly from his chest up to his neck.


  “No one going to ask when we set up for our gig?” Ed asked. “No one? Not a fucking soul?”


  “The movie was great,” Petey said, finally awake and aware. It was the silence of the three men in front of them that made fear awaken inside and choke him. It was the dread silence of a rugby team defeated and drunk, confronting the other team’s fans late at night in a dark alley.


  But Ed continued: “There is no gig. There was no gig. These fucks tricked us. This dullard, this shithead—this pretend dictator, motherfucker. Don’t you get it? Don’t any of you fucking get it?”


  Petey tried physically to restrain him, Sarah slapped him, but there was just rant to him now, smashing the table for emphasis. Leaning across to jab another finger at Emmo and then the Fang, giving them what-for, mocking their use of the good twin’s language, mocking the bad twin, expressing every rude and evil thought Petey might’ve said if Petey had cared more or cared less. It felt, after a time, like performance art, even to Ed, like some song that had gone bad and had to be said not sung until it became good again. That if he just kept going he’d arrive at the other end of the tunnel, out in the light.


  Against the power of that they both fell back, and Petey knew later that he could have tried harder, could have shut Ed up somehow, but for the fact that Ed was filled with an inner light that would come out, insisted on coming out. As if Ed was no longer of their tribe, had been leaving them both for a very long time, as if it had not been Ed sleeping with Sarah, or Sarah sleeping with Ed, but Ed alone and Petey in the barn with Sarah. As if all this time their roles had been reversing, and Ed’s parents had died in the car accident and he had been seeking oblivion, not Petey. The roles all tangled up and confused, their selves shuffled and personalities redistributed. Was this Ed what Petey looked like, in extremis?


  It took Ed to finally grind his own speech into dust, into unintelligible mouthings, and in an instant he had nothing more to say, even though what he had said hung there, clung to their skin, rose up through their arteries and veins, their bones, their muscles and sinew.


  That must be it, though. There could be no more, Sarah reasoned. Relief. Some spilled potatoes, some cursing. They could survive that. Good theater, now over.


  Ed launched himself across the table at Emmo, as if he planned on throttling the man. He launched himself beyond reason, beyond any equation that included a future, and there was such a freedom in it. Such a freedom, he didn’t regret it in the moment, or the moment after. He felt instead as if his claws had come out, as if he had fangs, and he wanted to taste flesh, he had to taste flesh. Scrabbling at the facts. Scrabbling at the moments. Trying to get a grip. Never getting a grip. Scrabbling on the other side of the table. Unable to get back.


  Bob-Henri sighed deep, gave Sarah and Petey a grim smile and nod. “You do not need to set up to play. You have already played. As I think you know.”


  Were they in shock? Did they not understand what would happen next? Ed did, but Ed had not a thought left in his head, only a deep, exquisite weariness. He was empty. Truly empty, and he did not care what filled him up. The Fang had Ed in his wiry grip. He sat there between the Fang and Emmo, immobilized.


  “You may have Ed’s payment,” the Fang said, from some great height, bearing down from coordinates unknown. Soon they would see him in the distance. Soon they would be close enough to know him again. “Ed’s payment is now yours.”
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  Did either of them struggle? Neither Petey nor Sarah could remember later. It was possible. Perhaps they’d kicked and screamed and pleaded for Ed’s life. Perhaps, finally, they had done so. As they had not done before, Petey imagining a version where they’d fled to the blackened plain before dinner, a place where he might remain the hero of his own story. Or a reality in which they never got on the hydrofoil or even came to the fortress in the north or Sarah deleted the email from Bob-Henri and never replied to him at all. But, in memory, there was none of this but simply a sense of silent receding from the dining room, of them both receding back up the ramp into the hotel until everything got so very far away, though surely Emmo’s goons had been the ones to imprison them, helpless, in their strong arms and made everything disappear. That this almost-gliding could not be some ecstatic act of their own devising, a betrayal or cowardice accomplished without help, nor Sarah’s knife and pepper-spray taken from her without protest.


  Ed had become so small toward the end, wedged between the Fang and Emmo, Municipal Ordinance sitting taller and wider as if he’d become all-encompassing. While the Fang had his arm over Ed’s shoulder and his hairy hand around the back of Ed’s neck. The Fang was whispering something urgent in Ed’s ear and as each syllable infected him, Ed slumped lower. But there was no escape under the table.


  As if to compensate for the growing gloom and distance into which Petey and Sarah were pulled away or dragged away or floated away, they could hear what Ed was now softly singing, holding onto something that had made him happy once that lingered as a memory of happiness even now. But did they really hear the words, or did they fill in the words?


  
  I went down the river with my friends, way down the river. 
  Down the river I went, my friends and I, oh way down. 
  And oh way down the river I found the cockroaches waiting. 
  And oh way down the river the cockroaches were waiting.
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  So much left in the water, so much that just swirled away and could not be story or could not be tale, and in the end, they’d been the ones who stayed behind, Sarah Drifter thought seven years later, age thirty-two, waiting for Petey as she watched the same river flow from the safety of a chilly café in a medieval town inside the good twin. An absurd, safe tourist town. The walls so stupid-thick, with their man-made gun emplacements and dead phallus-cannons that hadn’t kept anyone out for centuries. The cobblestone streets just served to wear down everyone’s cheap plastic shoes and left bruises that distinguished the temporary from the permanent. The river here couldn’t hurt a flea. The river here was dammed, and the locals were damned to complain about outsiders even as those outsiders paid their bills.


  Sitting there, the usual thoughts: Was she was being filmed in the street? Would she would wind up again in someone else’s movie? Would she turn a corner and there to greet her would be the Fang’s thousand-year-old face or artificial Emmo or mountainous Bob-Henri? It had never happened. Not yet.


  Living after, apparently, meant checking to make sure no one was surveilling you. But it also, for Sarah, had meant to get married, take on some minor film roles, blog about fashion, and have a solo career as folk musician “Sarah Drifter,” complete with acoustic guitar. The “Drifter” part was a signifier that she wasn’t running away, good for an occasional “Were you in―?” “Yes I was.” She had a concert that night at the local performing arts center, and Petey had called her hotel while she was going over the set list. Funny how she’d only begun to take the music seriously after there was no band.


  Petey said he was there too, in this quaint, placid town by the river where people came to vacation in the summer and, also during the winter holidays, when it became even quainter and aggressively more placid, like now, and all the windows of the ancient buildings were like the windows in advent calendars and you could keep opening them and opening them and keep discovering new and interesting but safe things—string quartets and art exhibits and clothing boutiques and ice cream parlors and cheese shops and science museums and ballet classes and gallerias full of cooking implements and designer furniture. for ages


  “How’d you find me?” Sarah asked on the phone. There were hundreds of hotels in the area.


  “I have my ways.” Sinister. Impressive. Or he’d just called each one until he’d found her. Sinister. Impressive.


  A town like this one had very few cockroaches or mosquitoes and the hotel they’d put her up in was pristine in the antiseptic, blameless way she liked. Cockroaches and mosquitoes conjured up images that were blurry, distant, but could come into focus at unexpected times. Nothing about aftermath was like people tried to claim, though. If she had to she could watch a knife fight that ended in disembowelment without any problem. She could re-watch all of The Shining and its ocean of blood without any problem—with, even, a sneer of contempt for those who could not. But a cockroach crawling across the wall still contained so much of Ed that she couldn’t bear to kill them, even though that made no sense at all.


  So she said yes when Petey asked if they could “shoot the breeze” even though his voice sounded scratchy and far away and she hadn’t seen him in almost six years and she wasn’t sure it was a good idea to see him now. Worst case, though, she could do what she did up on the screen: zone out by conjuring up the spirit of Sandra-Sarah and the woman in the seventies film. In some cross-hatching or triangulation of those two phantoms, she could act, a little, pretend to be imperious or happy or sad. Could even make up her own cockroach songs, which she sung like an actress—sardonic qualities not her own, a lilt of something tender but amused that wasn’t really her, either, was too fey and yet ordinary.


  
  Oh my cockroach, he disappeared across the wide, wide sea. 
  Oh my cockroach, he was trouble, trouble for more than me. 
  Oh my cockroach, I kept him in a match box by my bed. 
  Oh my cockroach, he was stalwart and too well-read.
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  Thirteen months and twelve days after their return, around the time Petey agreed to stop compelling Sarah to make crappy music with him, Sarah and Petey went to visit Ed’s grandparents. This was just before Petey’s brain had begun to gorge itself on full-blown crackpot conspiracy theories. Or, at least, she thought it was before that. She wasn’t getting enough sleep back then to really be sure.


  The grandparents lived out in the country, in the middle of a vast acreage of raspberry patch that was really their farm by a lake. The place reminded her of an old Soviet science-fiction story about cosmonauts landing on an alien planet and becoming trapped by slow-moving bushes they failed to recognize were intelligent.


  It was the end of summer and the weather bizarre, so they arrived in the middle of a scalding thunderstorm that shat out giant chunks of hail. It was humid and cold and in the middle of the maelstrom holes of sunshine cracked the gloom. The smell alternated between a minty freshness and a funk as of thousands of dirty socks unearthed from shallow graves.


  Grandpa Ed Senior Senior (Ed’s father being Ed Senior) was shitfaced from the local black (berry-based) moonshine by the time they got there, and his wife, “Gargantua” to Petey and Grandma Ed to Sarah, was cradling her tiny husband in a vaguely obscene way on a rocking chair on the porch. By then, Sarah felt Petey needed some of that same obscene cradling, but not from her. He needed a mothering type willing to jerk him off so often and with such ferocity that he went blind and couldn’t see Ed’s ghost anymore.


  Grandpa Ed was rambling about the old country, by which he meant the bad twin, even though the good twin was plenty old and he’d only lived in the bad twin until he was twenty-one. Soon enough Sarah could tell that he’d started drinking because of their imminent arrival. Excellent.


  They never got inside the house. Grandma Gargantua pulled up a couple more rocking chairs, and they had their meeting on the porch, while the rain smashed into the roof and lightning crackled through the raspberry bushes that spread out in every direction. The lightning prowled amongst the bushes as if searching for something that belonged to it. Sarah had never smelled burnt raspberries before. They smelled like cooked dirt mixed with seared honey. When Mrs. Ed offered raspberry pie, she said no, too concerned about the pieces of ice cracking off into the shrubbery. Mrs. Ed took up a position behind Ed Senior Senior’s chair, steadied it and did not let him rock gently, even as he downed shot glass after shot glass of rotgut.


  Petey hadn’t wanted to come with Sarah, had wanted to come out by himself, and he rocked like a furious ghost in the corner while Sarah had her conversation. He was rocking mad, rocking febrile and raw. Good. Better he get it out on the chair. She’d had enough of his sullen hauntings and he’d owed her the trip to get out of the city, in a car he’d borrowed from a friend but made her drive. She wanted Petey to understand, once and for all, that Ed’s relatives had no information on Ed’s disappearance. But she was having trouble with mundane reality, or something, because driving hadn’t seemed real.


  Maybe because all the way there she’d had to relive Petey’s greatest hits. Ed was alive. Ed had staged his own death, that he’d been paid by Emmo to do it, that he’d wanted out of the band, been in on the movie; been given a lot more money to be in on the movie. Or else, why no body, but just the blood? So what if Sarah said the blood smelled like him? So what? That was sick, anyway. That could just be the hotel room, anyway.


  Ed had said “no body” so much and in the same neighborhood as “blood” that it had started to sounded weird to Sarah, first as “no buddy” and then “blow body” or “blow buddy.” Blood began to sound like bluuuuuuud or blued. “There was no blued.” He could keep the blood, but she wanted no body restored to innocence.


  Months ago she had asked Petey, “And what would you say to Ed if you found him alive?”


  He had no answer for her.


  “And what would you do if you knew for sure like I know that Ed is dead—and you confronted his murderers, what would you do?”


  “I would kill them,” Petey told her. “No hesitation and a bullet to the head. It’d be like a burning plain with a fucking burning yellow hotel in it and a burning ferry and a motherfucking dock and people on fire and plunging into the river, but I would’ve set that on fire, too, so they’d be burning under the water.”


  A bad-twin answer.


  • • •


  The barrage, the onslaught, to endure first was expected and traditional: Ed as a child through the grandparents’ eyes. They had encased Ed in their favorite aspic or gelatin, to wobble and float there in decaying animation, blubbery and of age indelible, stuck at ten.


  “He loved it out on the farm and staying in the little cabin by the lake,” Grandma told them. Full of cockroach hordes.


  “He was always a bright boy,” Grandpa Ed said.


  Ed had been a genius of raspberries, had played the violin with one hand when six, the harpsichord with the other, and the piano with his toes. He’d led the choir at the local church at age eight, composed Bohemian Rhapsody long before Queen, and built cathedrals by his teen years—Sarah had heard it all before, Petey a little less so. Never before had it made her nauseated, though.


  As he’d talked Grandpa Ed had used a pocket knife to cut pieces off his yellow fingernails like slivers of hardened cheese, until a little mound of shavings lay at his feet on the porch.


  Sarah tried to bring him to the point of their visit. “I know you’ve been asked what you might know about Ed’s disappearance…”


  “What disappearance,” Grandpa Ed shouted out. “What disappearance. You said he wanted to stay a little longer. You said that. I heard you say that—out of your own mouth.”


  “Please don’t be upset,” Sarah said. “Yes, that’s what we thought when we left Ed. But not now.”


  Ed agitated, rocking, rocking, gazed out on the bushes or on something Sarah didn’t want to see.


  “You never told us anything about the trip,” Grandpa Ed muttered. “You never told us about Ed on the trip you took. Out of your own mouth.”


  “Is ‘out of the mouth’ some kind of bad twin saying?” Petey asked.

  
  “Now that is just rude,” Grandpa Ed muttered, head swiveling toward Petey like a gun turret. “Rudeness out of your mouth.”


  “There isn’t much to tell,” Sarah said, patient. “We went downriver, we played a gig, then Ed stayed and we came home.”


  Petey rocked harder, if that were possible, but seemed to have zoned out. Maybe Petey was trying to get some message to Ed. Rock furiously for no, less furiously for yes.


  “We told him not to get involved,” Grandpa Ed cried out, while Grandma Ed looked away.


  Petey stopped rocking, had become so still, listening, that he might as well have been part of the chair, part of its warp and weave.

  
  “What do you mean?” Petey asked.


  Sarah gave Grandpa Ed a death stare. She knew both Grandpa and Grandma had connections that were unsavory, that could be considered dangerous in any language.


  Several cracks of lightning seared a lot of raspberry bushes, followed by triumphant percussive thunder. The sky had become darker—as evil as the crap Grandpa Ed was drinking.


  Grandpa reset after that. Grandpa had a meltdown. Grandpa said he was a samovar, that he was a spy, that he’d been a clown and a houseboat, a hot air balloon and laundry detergent, that raspberries cured hives, and that hives are the castles of bees and must be defended with tiny bombs. This went on for a while. Somewhere buried in all that garbage might be some kind of treasure, or just more garbage, with some garbage piled on top of it.


  “What?” said Petey. “What? What?” He sounded like a wounded seagull.

  
  “A man who mistakes a horse for a pig is a man who will mistake a ride for a meal.”


  “What?” said Petey.


  “Once, I tell you, there was a girl who went door-to-door selling bandages. Whenever anyone answered the door, she would ask that person if they needed bandages. When they said no, the girl would take out a hammer and hit them with it—and keep hitting them until bloody. Then, if conscious, they would agree that, yes, they needed bandages and buy the bandages from her. Do you see? Do you see?”


  “Are you okay?” Petey asked.


  “He’s distraught, Petey. He knows nothing,” Sarah said. But he had come around to again making a little too much sense for her liking. Everything now sounded like a warning.


  “A village boy opens an outhouse door late one night,” Grandpa Ed said as Grandma Ed clucked her tongue and muttered, “He always puts too many shits in this one, but he’s right.”


  “There on the shitter, who does the boy find,” Grandpa Ed continued, “but the village elder with his pants down around his ankles. In full Sunday best, but his pants around his ankles. He’s surprised, of course. So he looks at the boy and the boy looks at him, and he says, ‘What’s going on? Is the town on fire? Has there been a death? The town better be on fire, boy, and there better be a death for you to open that door and stare at me like that.’


  “But the boy just ignores him, and the boy says, from his own mouth, ‘What is the meaning of life?”


  “That, the elder considers, surprised once more, but chuckling because there he is in no good position, pants around his ankles. So he chuckles and he decides to humor the boy, to make him go away. So this is what he says: ‘Don’t shit where you eat, boy. Don’t eat where you shit, boy. Don’t…”


  This list of Grandpa Ed’s went on for a long time. Sarah knew the story well—the man had told it to Ed several times, in part to exasperate his grandson, because he loved the way Ed scowled, loved the rolling of eyes. Without Ed there, the story hurt Sarah, stabbed at her, to sit there and bear witness to the heart of their loss.


  “…And most of all, don’t give anyone the meaning of life while you shit, kid.’ So the elder stops talking and he sits there, slapping his thighs with his hands like he thinks he’s given a clever response, and waits for his reward the boy laughing or going away or the boy nodding or the boy doing something, anything. But what the boy does instead is this: he stands there a moment, not smiling, and then the boy says, “The right answer was…God, and he pulls out a pistol—a pistol—and shoots the village elder dead. Right there, on the shitter.”


  Grandpa Ed was crying by the time he’d finished the story.


  But now Gargantua spoke, from her position lurking there in the shadows of the porch, as if to provide a coda, and Sarah didn’t know how to interpret something in Grandma’s eye that was cold and hostile and Fang-like.


  “What Grandpa Ed said before, about not getting involved—it was nothing. Nothing the police needed to know. Not anything important. Just that someone we knew in the old country came asking about the band. But we told them nothing.”


  “What do you mean?” Petey said.


  “We got out of the bad twin with our lives,” Mrs. Ed said, as if their lives were something they carried with them like luggage, and maybe that was so. “We got out.”


  “Could you contact these people again?” Petey asked. But semi-sarcastic, something in the subtext Sarah couldn’t intuit.


  “No. Never.”


  Emphatic, dramatic, and Sarah felt the tremors of that, the vibration, knew what it meant because she’d gotten out so very short a time ago. Death no never never mind. On their return by hydrofoil, a colossus of darkness rising out of its own shadow: the hard, sharp flanks of a destroyer, cutting through. The old-model MiGs and M-15s smashing the sky overhead into electric blue shards. She’d gotten out and Ed hadn’t, and Petey was on the edge of his rocking chair now, mumbling to himself. But this information shone no more light on his murder. It shone no more light on their trip. It shone no light.


  • • •


  By the time they started driving back, the hail had let up at least. Sarah could see the contours of the road, winding through the cowering raspberry bushes.


  “You see, Petey,” Sarah said. “They didn’t know anything. There was nothing to know.”


  Petey winced. Did Sarah think Petey was still a kid, like what Ed’s grandparents had done to him? Even though she couldn’t see Ed like he could and didn’t know crap.


  “I know you bribed Grandpa Ed to talk like a stupid person, to act like he was senile. But I had already talked to Grandma Ed.” He said it quiet, almost flinching, like someone expecting a slap. Ed, from the back seat, warning him to be careful: “You will be cut off. You will be banished.”


  Sarah’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. That explained a lot. That almost explained everything. Petey was an asshole. Grandma Ed was an asshole. Grandpa Ed was an asshole. The grandparents had probably collected money from Petey, too…to say nothing, to do nothing.


  “And see,” she said, affecting a light tone, trapped there in the cage of the car, “there was nothing to know. All of that, and nothing.” So we can get on with our lives.


  “Except: that Bob-Henri tried to contact us through them.”

  
  “I wouldn’t give too much significance to that,” Sarah said. She could feel a vein in her throat pulsing.


  “Why?” Petey asked. “It seems like it’s very significant.”


  Because nooooooo buddddy because bluuuuuud.


  Fuck! Fuck you, Petey.


  She saw red for the first time in her life, hadn’t know it was an actual thing. She saw red and felt like she was having an aneurysm, and wanted to jerk the wheel right and plunge them into a forest of lightning-slaughtered raspberry bushes. Wanted Petey to have reason pricked into him by a thousand lacerating raspberry-bush cuts.


  Petey had made her put the bloody dress in a bag, to drown it in the river.

  
  She jerked the wheel and the car went careening off the road. They hurtled into the first thicket and—surprise!—it was like hitting a wall not a bunch of bushes.


  Except for the intense scraping sounds.


  The airbags went on and they lost momentum. In her shock, Sarah had taken her foot off the gas. They lurched to a stop at a crunchy angle with bush beneath them and bush all around. It felt unsettlingly as if the car was adrift on an uneven sea, even though it was stuck. The windshield was thick with berry juice and she could hear faint scratchings of thorns. The torrential rain outside made the bushes seem alive, about to move in on them.


  Shaken but unhurt, the remnants of the Glass Drifters both fell out the car in a hurry—Sarah because she was ashamed and embarrassed, Petey because he wanted to get away from Sarah. Ed was already on the road, watching them both.


  By the time they reached the side of the road, both lacerated by thorns, Petey looked half-dead to her, covered in smears of raspberry red. She must have looked the same, but she felt no pain or discomfort from it. All she felt was the sodden thickness of the water that weighed down her clothes. And the coldness of knowing she would have watch herself after this, knew she was more affected by everything than she’d thought.


  Petey’s shivering and generally dejected state couldn’t stop her from devolving into full-blown rant. But he was only mourning what he knew would come next.


  “Don’t you get it, Petey? Isn’t it clear by now? There is no mystery! Nothing to solve! He was murdered by crazy people, by crazies. For nothing. For nothing. Because he was rude and they were psychotic.” That night in the barn, Ed saying that to her, not knowing what it was until she read his lips in the movie. Saying that.


  Petey looked at her for a moment with large, wounded eyes. He only had to ask Ed for the truth, but he was afraid to ask Ed just then. The scrawl of thorns down his arms felt like some other kind of embrace.


  Then he said, “But if Ed maybe knew in advance, through his grandparents, then that means that he would have—”


  She tuned out the rest, folded her arms, looked up at the fucked-up sky. It would never end. It would never, ever end.


  “Have asked you your mother and father to bring Ed back from hell?” she asked him. “You should. You should see what they say. They might have some new information, too.”


  She couldn’t look at Petey after she said it. Didn’t care, either. Didn’t want anything to do with him, felt a cold relief and only a brief throb of guilt when she heard him scuff away from her, headed back toward Ed’s grandparents’ farm. Good riddance. She’d call a tow truck and get the car out of there and return it to Petey’s friend and that’d be the end of it.


  “C’mon, Ed,” Petey said, loud, from behind her. “We’re out of here.” We’re going out of here. We’re going someplace else. Somewhere better.

  
  Ed, whispering words back at Petey. Singing them.


  
  And my cockroach said to me:
  “Don’t drink where you shit, boy.
  Don’t read where you shit, boy.
  Don’t kill mice where you shit, boy.”
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  Words, phrases, came up out of the river like some kind of distorted evolution, losing gills and losing a tail to come sit with her a while. Almost civilized, almost like a person. The incidental conversation from the riverwalk, to fill the lull between her and Petey. Even here, in the good twin, it was not always easy to tell a person from a non-person, a thought that wouldn’t have occurred before the trip into the bad twin seven years ago. There were fewer humans walking around than you might think. There was less of everything.


  But part of being human was patience, was being patient with other people. Petey had become so calm on the nightmarish trip out of the bad twin, when they’d been stopped short of the port city. He’d taken her hand and told her what to do—where to stand and where to step and when to jump and what to hang on to, and did not let her fall, and did not let her stumble, and if he hadn’t been there, she wouldn’t have made it, couldn’t have made it back. Because she was all out of shut-ups. Because she’d used up her decision-making on the long, exhausting trip out to the sunflower hotel on the blackened field.


  “So who are you taking this time?” She half expected Petey to say, “Ed, who is sitting right next to me.” But no.


  “A diver. I mean, he’s not going there to dive. He’s looking for information about his relatives. He might dive, too, but that’s not the reason.” Petey had “heard tell” of a giant of a man, a bearded recluse up in the hills north of the river, and just needed an excuse to investigate, and this diver gave him that. But that wasn’t all he had.


  “Sounds interesting.”


  “His relatives died there and he needs closure.”


  “Just remember you can’t kill someone twice.”


  An ironic Glass Drifters lyric she’d never understood when Ed had written it. Petey’s smile in response looked more like a rictus.


  He didn’t even need to say “Fuck you, Sarah.” Him getting up to leave was fuck you enough.


  But she rose to take his wrist across the table, missed, and brushed his fingers, making him turn.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry. Please sit.”


  The people—she assumed they were people—at the tables nearby were staring at them. She knew Petey was thinking the same thing she was: are they filming this?


  “I don’t know what we were before,” he said. “But now I feel like we’re siblings who always fight. For no reason.”


  Maybe she was no better than Petey in the end, in not being able to let go, even after what she had arrived at, finally: stripping the weirdness and novelty from the situation they had undergone to find its true meaning.


  So she began to babble, began to share. It just came up out of her and she couldn’t stop it. Instead of a true apology. To tell him that while he’d been turning into a guide she’d evolved in her thinking, been grouping certain alike things so as to strip their supposed uniqueness from them, until only the truly unique things were left. For example, since they were movie props, the swimming pond, her room, the dining area, and the ferry belonged in the same category, “Movie Prop,” and only some of them existed in some other, second category as well. That way the clutter of things, of objects and places, could not confuse her investigation—or, rather, her equation, or, rather, her inquisition. When it came to “weird,” the list was more subjective. For example, the mosquito in her eye wasn’t weird, that fell under the heading of “Bad Timing.” This left things like the bunker that were weird and were props, but also not weird-weird and not props, because they were normal to people like Emmo, even comfortable. And personal. Bad stage direction also played a role, like the clearly amateur direction Emmo must have given Bob-Henri to hide his prosthetic hand and then get a Glass Drifter to pull it off. For no real purpose other than to wrong-foot them or to give Bob-Henri a larger role in the film. Because there was an amateur element, in that the men facing them at dinner had been nervous and out of their depth and stressed by anticipation. Emmo did not typically lead formal dinners and the Fang never did and, through all of it, Bob-Henri had been as he always was: true to his essential nature, which was to be under some kind of control. But the Fang, he never had control and thus “out of control” was his way toward some semblance of control, and to get it that evening the Fang had had to needle Ed, for no particular reason, with no malice aforethought. The Fang had, with so much at stake, acted out with his bloody meat in part because he could and because the other two were used to his behavior—maybe even thought of it as “antics”—had become acclimated to his stormy weather, and knew, too, that in the end, they could order him to stop…and he would stop. Unlike Ed or Petey, for whom a shut-up was never a command but a suggestion they could blow off because they’d been in a band, not a militia. Which brought Sarah to the conclusion that if she had been more aware that, inside, these powerful-seeming men were nervous and and then jumpy and ill-at-ease—all while coming to the table with a vastly different honor system and value system than the Glass Drifters’ own—well, she might’ve been different, too, throbbing eyeball or not, and she might have found a way to de-fuse the bomb or disconnect the linkage between their systems that had proved so damaging to their guests. To understand that Bob-Henri saying “call him Municipal Ordinance or else” was another way of saying these men are going to assign too great a value to your opinion of them. Men who used to be soldiers in a war with few or no rules. And that all of this supposition, all of this thinking, that hurt her, came from Ed’s mathematics, that she could not engage in it without conjuring up Ed and pretending to think like Ed.


  But Petey heard all this with only one ear. Not bored, but distracted. From the other side, Ed was glaring at him, as if what Sarah said offended him.

  
  Did I do enough? Petey said silently to Ed.


  “You didn’t do anything,” Ed said. “Is that enough?”


  What could I do?


  “Not let me be killed.”


  You’re not dead.


  “I am so fucking dead you wouldn’t believe it if you saw it.”

  
  Where should I look for you?


  “Everywhere. Nowhere. Your choice. It’s all a waste.”


  I shouldn’t ask you questions.


  “No, go ahead and ask me another question.”


  Are you happy?


  “What do you think, asshole?”


  “Shut up!” Ed said, then realized he’d said that out loud and that Sarah was staring at him with her mouth open, that other patrons were trying to ignore them now. “No, I mean—I’m sorry. I was…”


  But Sarah knew.


  “Are you even a guide, for real?” she asked.


  “My client thinks I am.”


  “That’s not what matters.”


  “Tell me what matters, then.”


  Feeling trapped, Sarah tried to change the subject again, to strike a minor key while he just looked at her like she was mad. “Do you live here?” she asked. Then regretted that as well; she didn’t want a tour. “I mean, are you just passing through?”


  Petey could not, would not admit to Sarah that he didn’t live in this town, had come here only to see her.


  “I do, Sarah. I do live here. I do in fact live in this town. I have an apartment and everything. It’s convenient for going downriver. Have you been here before?”


  “No,” she said, lying but knowing he didn’t care.


  Ed: “Tell her you know I’m dead, that I’m not here. Why do you keep thinking I’m here?”


  You’d be more convincing if you didn’t keep materializing and re-materializing in so many my-fucking-sterious ways. He rubbed his eye, but the spot would not come out. Here was the Ed he’d known, in the seat next to Sarah, and, over there, at the edge of the café, an older, fatter version of Ed, and as far as Petey knew Sarah could see neither of them. Had Sarah ever realized the main reason he wanted to complete Ed’s songs wasn’t to keep Ed alive, but to keep some connection to Sarah? Ed had kept himself alive just fine without any songs. Now he was multiplying. Soon there might be dozens of him.


  But he’d run out of time and patience. Sarah bored him. Her theories bored him, the way they tried to box in catastrophe. Her indifference and wariness bored him. The fact she had a husband bored him, too. And he was sick of pretending to be someone else—that wasn’t just boring, it was tiring.


  “Before I go, I want to show you one more thing.” It was really the only thing, since Sarah couldn’t see Ed sitting in the chair.


  She said nothing.


  “It’s kind of new evidence. It’s kind of new. I think, at least.”


  She still said nothing.


  He sighed, took out his smartphone, clicked, and there was Ed in grainy phone video singing the cockroach song on the hydrofoil, from a vantage point looking up from someone’s stomach area.


  Sarah, flat: “Taken on the hydrofoil.”


  “I think not. I think this is recent. More recent.”


  Flatter: “It’s wise not to attach too much significance to things like this.”


  “Is that you telling me to shut up?” Ed asked.


  Actually, it was more like Sarah’s husband telling him to shut up. Because her husband sat at a table on the far edge of the café, also next to the river, watching them, as Sarah had asked him to. She had told him not to intervene, but just to watch. That Petey was an old but disturbed friend who might cause a (small) scene or ask for money. “He’s not a desperate man, but he sometimes believes he’s full of testosterone.” Samuel had nodded and agreed to come along, without asking too many questions. In at least a few ways, Samuel combined the best of Ed and Petey, although, in a certain light, he resembled Ed more. But a lot of people in the good twin did; he was a common type.


  She tried not to look over at Samuel as she said to Petey, “No. I’m not telling you to shut up, but this is old footage from the hydrofoil. Where did you find it?”


  “Someone uploaded it anonymously. It had three hits when I found it. Someone took it down soon after. But look.” He enlarged the video, hit pause, and there it was: not a cockroach, but the white fish with the city on its back, etched into the far wall.


  “So what?”


  “So I don’t remember seeing that etched on the wall of the hydrofoil.”

  
  “Again, so what?” Almost any situation could be other than it seemed, Samuel (a political analyst) had confirmed. Unfamiliarity could warp a person’s perception. One’s own physical or mental condition (eyeball meet mosquito, Ed meet cockroach) could skew an accurate reading of events, degrade the quality of analysis.


  “What if that’s not the wall of the hydrofoil behind him?”

  
  “Not likely.”


  Petey ignored her. “I tracked down who uploaded it, and then…and I think I found Emmo. Or where Emmo might be living now. Maybe. Sort of.”


  This confession to her—that he was the same old Petey—uplifted him, made him happy and should’ve sent her into a rage. But instead Sarah felt a surprising relief—a profound, relaxing relief. She’d assumed that after six years he’d bring her something new she might be compelled to disprove or disapprove of, some photo or letter or other “evidence” that would occupy her time, her thoughts, and take her away from or out of the world. But this? This was just old news, old video, and all it did was make her sad again for Ed.


  “You need to forget the hydrofoil, Petey. You have to forget,” Sarah said, although she knew it wouldn’t do any good.


  Petey considered that a moment. He had a look on his face a bit like the embarrassed, scolded look of the old raggedy cat she had inherited when she’d married Samuel. The cat wasn’t supposed to leap up to the kitchen sink and lick the faucet…but as soon as they looked away for a second, up it jumped, in an almost apologetic way.


  “I’m going downriver,” Petey said dogged way that also reminded Sarah of the cat. “I’m going to find out, and if it’s nothing—at least I’m making money at the same time.”


  “That sounds like an adventure! That sounds like a plan!”


  He looked at her sharply, from an angle, for any hint of sarcasm or judgment, but found none. Yet it was there.


  Words that meant nothing. “I’ll see you around, then, I guess.” His hand on her shoulder and then not. His shadow over her, then not.


  People moved through the reflection on Sarah’s smartphone, which she’d turned off. People going to work, shopping for presents, getting food for dinner—all the usual things, the normal things.


  Petey was caught there too, but his was an intimate and specific reflection, fast receding. He’d left the table. He was still walking away, but almost gone. From that angle, merging with the crowd, Petey looked like someone else, someone more serious and purposeful and wary.


  She loved being able to observe people on a cold day in this town, with her steaming coffee, even if she was trying hard not to cry now, even if Samuel was walking toward her now. One of life’s little pleasures that she allowed to accumulate in her life like so many sprung traps revealed as presents. There were windmills at the edge of town, too—all you had to do is walk along the river to see them. Sarah had always thought that windmills were a sign of stability, of safety. But, then, trains should be, too, and certain kinds of boats.


  • • •


  Some parts of the story were open to interpretation. The wide flank of the dark destroyer had come high out of the mist at them like a huge rust wall, and the hydrofoil had had to cut speed fast, turning as it did so toward the southern bank of the river. Petey had been wrenched out of his seat by the torque of that maneuver, and Sarah, torn from her perch, crashed into him. He’d steadied her, held onto a pole, and then they’d heard the instructions via megaphone to make for land, both of them so scared at that point—because they’d been so consumed by Ed’s fate and their arguments about him that they’d almost forgotten they weren’t safe yet.


  The lashed-together, abandoned houseboats hadn’t seemed real at first. The distance from shore hadn’t registered with Sarah, and Petey didn’t correct her when she seemed to think it’d be easy to get their luggage across. Now it was clear at least sixteen or seventeen rows separated them from safety, and it was nearing dusk. There was no dock.


  The hydrofoil captain banged up against the outer row of houseboats, found a way to lash the hydrofoil to that floating town with one pathetic length of rope, then tossed their luggage and equipment onto the roof of the nearest boat, some of it sliding down into the water with Sarah protesting. But she was in shock, Petey thought. If she was in her right mind, she’d be on the captain’s side. The captain had been spooked from the start by her bloody, torn clothing and the special commission that meant they were his only passengers. Who the commission came from.


  The captain cursed them and made a near-universal sign for the evil eye and spat into the water and took off as soon as Petey had jumped across to the house boat, with Sarah still half-in, half-out of the hydrofoil. Petey gathered her in before she could plunge into the water, her one foot pirouetting in toward him, his body lunging out dangerously far, his arm uncurled with strain and reeling Sarah in until her whole body was up against his chest.


  Once they had gathered what luggage they could from the roof, he’d gotten them situated inside the next row of houseboats, away from any eyes across the river. He’d woken up, and Ed was nowhere to be seen. He laid out his plan to Sarah.


  “There’s nothing else we can do.”


  It felt like they were desperadoes; finality and frailty and nausea and never waking up again or being awake all the time. They had to forget Ed for now. They had to pretend he’d just stayed longer. Emmo had put them in that position. The Fang had put them in that position. They had no proof.


  What about her dress? What about the blood?


  Bob-Henri had said it best: a crazy woman covered in someone else’s blood.


  She blanched at that, teared up, bit her fist to stop. She’d made it easy for them. The dress had to go. The dress had to go and she had to wash all the blood off her body before they reached shore. There were holes in some of the boats. The gap between rows wasn’t insignificant at times. She couldn’t scrub it all off.


  The whole time he was laying it out for Sarah, he didn’t have anything to hang onto and felt like a coward for what he was telling her to do. Ed was gone. He’d blame himself for that forever, even if it wasn’t his fault, because he’d been so stupid with his jokes and his need to have something happen—and something had happened, and in her way, Sarah the bad-ass had owned it, really owned it, while he hadn’t. And now he could tell from the look on her face that with every word he was losing her, too, without ever really knowing if he’d wanted her or wanted her. He wondered, in some remote place, if she’d hate him for the rest of his life because of what he was stripping from her in this moment.


  Every second, too: He’d lost Ed, who he’d loved too, kissed too, and that made him want to curl up in the bottom of one of the boats and never think another thought, never do another thing. Oh, this thing called “Petey” got it. Petey got it finally, even if he hadn’t cared for the longest time, even if some border had been crossed. He’d been searching for a way across that border for so long he’d forgotten there were others who didn’t want to go.


  But he had to push past that. Fuck Bob-Henri. Fuck Emmo. Fuck the Fang. He could do this. They would get home.


  Sarah was hesitating about the clothes. “But then there’s nothing. Nothing at all. Nothing.” And he kept explaining why she had to do it, but terrified that she would, in the end, refuse, and then what would he do? He couldn’t force her—it wasn’t in him—but no cab, no passing truck or farmer with a donkey and a cart, would pick them up with her dressed that way.


  Then, after several minutes, as if taking in her surroundings, or because he was patient and he kept his voice low and calm, Sarah collapsed against a bunch of fallen beams, and did an about-face. There in the dingy, low-ceilinged houseboat with its mold and its flotsam of a ruined stove and rotted stools and something dead and matted in the corner. Suddenly, she had a total revulsion about wearing the bloody clothes and she stripped them off in a frenzy, his Sarah, never—his Sarah, and, confusing to Petey, she was naked in front of him, and so pale and brave and defiant. God how he’d wanted her in the months before this moment, but now she was just his friend, just a sweaty body, a body half-streaked with blood, nothing like desire there, and nothing he had ever wanted or needed, and that was okay.


  He helped her wash herself off. Took care with it so at the end she shone in that dim light like an alabaster statue. He helped her put on fresh clothes from their luggage, and toss the bloody clothes over the side, tied to a brick.


  She kept saying, “Is it off yet? Is it off?” and he couldn’t tell for sure about her hair, but at some point they had to make for shore, so he told her it was good enough and off they went. Hunched over and shuffling and jumping and picking their way carefully through the treacherous boats, across expanses of wood and metal that had become dim in the fading light. The smells of paint and mold became almost overwhelming, the stench of old sails coiled up waterlogged with algae still on them, and too many times Petey put his foot through a rotted plank trying to find a safe path through.


  They were shedding luggage because their arms were so weary. They were shedding luggage because it didn’t seem to matter. The instruments went first—Petey’s guitar and Sarah’s bass. Then the small amp. Then a suitcase of their clothes for the stage.


  Five, six, seven, eight rows of boats, Sarah talking at first, all kinds of stories about Ed, and then silent because Petey was silent, concentrating, and then the ceilings lowered and the clutter intensified, and they were crawling through floating storage rooms, over so many useless objects somebody had bought once, valued once, and that had ended up here, piled high.


  It felt like they were near the end and it felt like it would never end and at some point Emmo’s movie, Emmo’s “bliss,” came back into Petey’s head and a memory of a quick flicker of a scene with these very boats in it—a scene of crawling through the boats and that had given way to the bunker and though he knew it was irrational, and that he was very tired and near his limit, the thought occurred that on the other end of the endless line of doors on these lashed-together boats wasn’t safety but a corridor that led to the bunker or back to the blood-soaked room, or maybe they were the same thing.


  And that being here, at this point, with Sarah behind or beside him, was the happiest he was going to be in his life from now on, that he was going to be happiest here, right in this moment, before the fade-away to the bunker, or whatever came next, before Sarah reached shore and repudiated him. Or the Fang greeted them. Here, leading Sarah the bad-ass through the boats, so many boats. Before they were back in the hotel and then in the bunker.


  In some version of the story, Petey knew they never made it out, always wound up somewhere terrible—somewhere like hell. And so the whole rest of the way until they were on dry land, he struggled past his fatigue to take in the sweetness of her beside him and the toughness of her, to remember what she looked like and what she smelled like and any little thing that he might someday value, while also holding in his mind the vulnerability of Ed, the look on Ed’s face when they’d slept together, the way he’d trusted Petey so much, trusted in him, and how he’d been slow and gentle because he knew what it had taken for Ed the introvert to experiment that way, to be in his bed at all. The delicacy of Ed’s hands in the beautiful darkness, the soft white of his thighs.


  To remember the way they’d once been the Glass Drifters, who had laughed together and played Twister together on the very same river, when it had all been such a lark, such an adventure to them all.
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  I started writing Bliss soon after Annihilation came out in 2014, but couldn’t quite find the right entry point. The original spark lay pretty far back in 2006, when my wife Ann and I had gone on a six-week book tour in Europe because I had foreign language editions out, by chance, in several countries. We’d traveled from Portugal through France and Germany into the Czech Republic, then Romania, before ending in Finland. Most places, my editors were our guides and we learned a lot from having someone local give their perspective about what we saw and where we went.


  At that time, Romania hadn’t had much time to adjust to being a democracy, no longer under the thumb of the tyranny of their ruthless dictator. But everywhere we went, meeting former East Germans in Berlin, or touring the remaining signs and symbols of Russian occupation of the Czech Republic, and visiting the Finnish writer Leena Krohn right on the border with Russia…all of these experiences spoke to a recent history that in some cases was several decades in the past but still fresh, still expressed in memory and in monuments.


  This is the kind of thing I had studied as a history minor in college, but it's very different to get a ground-level view of it. That trip may still be one of our greatest adventures and it was because of the amazing people we met and who published us in those countries. When you’ve, for example, had to disembark off the Danube early because of Romanian military exercises and crawl through lashed together houseboats to get to shore, you tend to remember that. In fact, a similar scene occurs in the my third Ambergris novel, Finch, and, now, in Bliss.


  Many other of our experiences from 2006 have made it into various of my fictions, as I find ways to express them as narrative and scene, some of it joyous and positive and some of it, yes, dark and weighed down by history. The trick and challenge, for me, has been to evoke that history, but with the proper distance—either distilled through a fantastical city or through fictional real-world countries. If I were to write about such things in an actual real place, why would I not instead just defer to writers from those places who have already dealt with politics and situations intimate to their lived-in experience? Similarly, I’m not usually a fan of stories where an American travels to another country and misunderstandings and possibly even horrors ensue. This feels equally wrong, with some notable exceptions.


  So I was drawn in Bliss to having it be a story about citizens of a “good twin” and “bad twin,” with “good” and “bad” being both relative and a judgment placed by the “good twin” about itself and the “bad twin.” This struck me as a very interesting space to explore, and would allow me to put a lot of personal experience from our travels into the novella in a useful way.


  Still, as I say, Bliss was mostly just a concept until much later—when we visited Sardinia for a literary festival a couple of years after Annihilation’s publication. The island was amazing, but the festival turned out to be in the middle, not on the coast, which felt like a bait-and-switch and we sadly hadn’t learned enough Italian to engage in more than rudimentary conversation with most of the other writers invited. This created an environment in which my writer brain was very attuned to the detail around me, while at the same time all sorts of absurdities popped up.


  For example, I was asked to pose with a bowl of petunias so a cut-out blown-up lifelike photo could be placed in a window of the ancient festival village next year. Which explained the life-sized cut-outs from the current year, which I’d thought were just an “in memoriam” tribute. Nor could one not find a little odd how every time I was interviewed for a newspaper I was asked what I thought about the Pope and when I explained my wife was Jewish and I respected religion because of observing hers, how quick the translator was to not translate that to the reporter. Or, you know, being asked one night by a festival organizer if I wanted to join the other festival writers at midnight in the local church and share the most horrible/embarrassing thing I’d ever done, while drinking the local high-alcohol liquor. No, they couldn’t translate from the Italian, but they could translate my account into Italian for all the others. Well, of course, I enthusiastically…said no, I wasn’t going to do that.


  Probably one reason my subconscious felt the go-ahead to write about our travels is because there was always an editor-friend from the country in question at our side saying “I’ve never experienced anything like this; this is actually quite strange.” And so it was in Sardinia as well. We kept having experiences that were “actually quite strange,” even to the citizens of those countries.


  While in Sardinia, then, in the capital city, we came across in our wanderings a huge mural of a great white leviathan with a curious eye. This repeated in smaller sizes in other places, and I never quite understood the significance—after a time, I pushed the significance away from me, so that my subconscious could turn it into fiction. And it was that giant fish with “militial eye” that made me dive back into writing Bliss. Suddenly, in the confluence of Sardinian experience and the earlier European trip, I had the rest of the story.


  Some of it indeed came from the Romanian portion, like the houseboats, but also transformed. For example, the smaller and smaller boats on the Danube, the “professional” cockroaches, and a hotel in the middle of nowhere are all from real-life. But on a separate trip to Europe we met a wealthy entrepreneur who served us various types of fried cheese because he’d heard Americans liked that, along with rotgut moonshine, and only gradually did we realize the “science fiction book club” gathered all around us were people hired by the man to talk about science fiction with him. Among other absurdities. Which is just to say Emmo came from various different places, and only when he was only himself did I also feel free to write the story. The history of the “good and bad twins” then became woven from various threads of European history, although to be frank, I feel as if the entire apparatus of that history and the contradictions have become, over the intervening years, a kind of commentary on the United States to some degree and some part of me wonders exactly what would change if I were to change the location to the American South, for example.


  A final revelation that allowed me to write Bliss had nothing to do with any of this, however. That revelation was that the nature of a “rock band” would allow me to play with point of view. In short, that readers would think of a “band” as a unit, and thus I could slip in and out of the points of view of the three band members in the same scene. Really, this became the only way to write the novella—in this intimate, intertwined way, which both would underscore the growing seriousness of their situation and help with the uptick in general absurdity I felt the material needed from me.


  As someone who has always included horror in my stories and novels—it often being the core anchor of pivotal scenes that also show simultaneously the beauty of the world—it was kind of liberating to have horror, ultimately, be at the twisted heart of Bliss, along with that obscure French film. And part of that had to also be the aftermath, the dying fall of what happens in the good twin after, which is another way of saying that I’m always trying to push past the perceived ending of a story to make sure I have actually come to the end of narrative. In a story at least in part about traumatic history, to not show that dying fall felt like cheating.


  Beyond any of this, though, I hope, lies not just history and horror and absurdity, but an empathy for an understanding of these three characters, who are caught up in a situation they could not possibly understand—both innocent and cynical, guilty and completely not-guilty. I still think of these characters sometimes and what Petey and Sarah are up to now. Did Petey go back upriver and find Emmo?


  Maybe sometime I’ll write that tale, too.
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Sleeve text


  
The Glass Drifters are musicians on tour in a nation that only recently completed a fifteen-year civil war. They are a trio, hopelessly intertwined with one another in terms of both history and romance. And they are headed downriver to a big gig that might make or break them, but nobody, not even their mysterious local promoter Bob-Henri—or possibly Henri-Bob—seems to have any details. This all happened a long time ago, “and in some other version of this story, the Glass Drifters never leave th