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Ah yes, my first editorial since we changed format. We're still up and
running, like a hobo toward a hot meal. Hopefully neither our creditors nor
our livers will catch up with us. The race is long, and we've only scotch to

quench our thirst. I swear, next office building we're getting an escalator. Of course
that means paying the electric bill...

Despite our staff reduction we're pushing slightly more content per issue these
days. This is a trend we plan to maintain. We'll keep putting out the best pieces we
muster and hopefully anyone will find them entertaining. Who knows, maybe
we'll sucker some wide-eyed, whimsy-filled English majors to work for pickled
herring or whatever else I can find behind the radiator; there's a lot of stuff just
sitting back there for some reason. Unconventional stories are the name of the
game here at UJ, and we feel unconventional payment suitable remuneration for
such stories.

True to form, we're not touching a single genre twice this issue. We begin with two
by Thomas M. Fitz. The first is a Lovecraftian tale of gardening gone horrifically
wrong with Winter's Blossom. Followed by a screed turned review of the recent
motion picture, Jackie. Shifting gears, we have a fictional slice of teenaged
hedonism and madness in Alfred Underhill's Nothing was Wrong. Wrapping things
up, we go full sci-fi with Andrew Patrick's fourth chapter of Void.

Alfred Underhill
Editor-in-Chief

From the Editor
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Winter’s Blossom
ByThomas M.Fitz

T he weed began to grow the first week in December, a thin pale sprout behind
the dogwood tree, not long after Joseph did his last pre-winter fertilization.
Henrietta had been on him to make sure he got the lawn fertilized a third

time, before Thanksgiving. He most often called her “Hen” when she did that.
Joseph managed to do the fertilization on the 26th, two days after Thanksgiving, a
warmish and sunny Saturday. Joseph decided that would be good enough.

Small as it was, and behind the dogwood tree, the weed hid in safety from the
fertilizer/weed killer, especially the way Joseph fertilized. Once around the grass
was all Joseph cared to do. He knew that he couldn’t walk back over fertilized
grass or he’d trace it into the house, and Hen would remember that all winter long.
The weed grew steadily, reaching about a foot when the Donaldson’s cat, Misty,
took a bite of it. The weed had sprouted greenish leaves of a pleasant, chilly
pungency that resembled catnip. Misty’s bite brought forth a sticky yellow film
from the weed, which bubbled and oozed before freezing hard in the 50-degree
weather. The film got in Misty’s throat, and poisoned her.

Misty didn’t die right away, but made it to the garden gnome where Cynthia
Donaldson had seen her countless times, rubbing and purring. Cynthia was very
upset at the loss of her cat, even more so when the veterinarian couldn’t explain
the death. Not even an autopsy shed any light. She buried Misty under the garden
gnome, but looking at it always saddened her thereafter, and the following spring
she replaced it with an expensive bronze angel with a wreathed crown.
The weed stuck up tall and thin out of the first snow of the season, a week before
Christmas, which was when Hen first noticed it. She came out and examined it,
blinking her sad green eyes at its strange, sickly yellow stalk and pale green leaves.
It repulsed her, but she did not pull it out of the earth. When Joseph got home, she
had him look at it too. He thought it was Damn Peculiar, but neither did he uproot
it.
Snow came several times that month, and Joseph occasionally saw the weed still
there, perhaps taller, whenever he shoveled off the deck. Hen asked her sister
Maggie, who had the green thumb in the family. Maggie had never heard of such
a plant, but insinuated that Joseph had used the wrong kind of fertilizer. Joseph
swore that the salesman at Home Depot had assured him of the weed-lethality of
the fertilizer, but eventually agreed to try something different when the spring
came.
During a thaw the day after New Years, it occurred to Joseph that the weed was
too much on his mind, and he went outside to be done with it. But when he got
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behind the dogwood he could not bring himself to touch it. He had come out
without gloves and it was still cold. His jaw quivered slightly, as if out of some
strange nausea. He retreated back inside the house, determining then and there to
leave it until spring.

Winter lingered. Hen stepped outside on the last Saturday of January, on a day
when the snow had cleared, to look at the raw, brown, unhappy earth. She
considered, as if in defiance, what she and Maggie might plant that spring.
Hyssop, she thought, or maybe rhododendrons. Lost in her musing, she stepped
on a root of the weed and felt something hard crackle under her foot. A horrid,
thick stench struck her nostril. She felt sick and ran inside. When she turned, she
almost thought the weed had gotten taller, as if rearing itself up, like a cat. But
when she looked again from an upper floor window, it seemed normal. A Google
image search failed to show up anything like it.

Hen related all this to Joseph when he got home, and he listened with a dread that
he pretended was irritation at being nagged. He’d talked to her about this. They
had agreed to leave the weed until spring. It would probably be dead by then. But
he heard the tone that told him such would no longer satisfy her. He clenched his
jaw and changed into work clothes.

Deep cold bit into his face as he walked outside. Cloud cover from the last big
snowstorm was inexplicably lingering in the neighborhood. As he approached the
dogwood, an odor, strangely mixing mint and old meat, began to tickle at his
nostrils. He reached a branch of the dogwood, and grasped a tendril. It crackled
and came to dust in his fingers, and a hollow crack resounded down to the
dogwood’s trunk. He grabbed another branch, one larger and closer to the earth,
and it fell off in his hands. It was empty inside.

A tendril of the weed wrapped itself around Joseph’s throat a second later, and
before he could begin to struggle against it began to fill his lungs with poison. He
died swiftly, falling to the ground in a crumple. The Mitchell’s dog, Frank, found
him first. Frank smelled him, whined and left precipitously. Hen found him a few
hours later. He was already stiff, his skin cold as ice.

On the day after the funeral the weed shrank and fell back to earth.

***

Henrietta mourned. The house felt colder than it ever had that spring, as though
Joseph’s death had removed all warmth. Dinners with Maggie and her family only
seemed to emphasize her own loneliness. The thermometer read unremarkable
temperatures, and the local meteorologists chirped happily on the TV about sun
shine and appropriate rainfall, but Hen couldn’t feel it. She wore her winter
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sweaters through May.

Occasionally, in the dim twilight or early hours of dawn, in the strange state
between sleep and waking, she heard a throttled yowling that always sounded
like it was coming from a few feet to her left, but nothing was there, and Hen
convinced herself that she had never heard it at all. But it kept happening, and
eventually déjà vu alone convinced her that something was wrong with her. She
decided that she needed a change of scenery, and that it was time to sell the house
and move on.

On the day after the FOR SALE sign appeared in her front yard, Cynthia
Donaldson appeared, wanting to know if Hen had seen an animal digging up her
dead cat, Misty. Hen could not absorb this question and made Cynthia repeat it.
Something, Cynthia said again, had dug up her cat. Misty was supposed to be
buried underneath the bronze angel, but instead there was an empty hole and no
Misty. Hen asked to see for herself.

The hole was not quite empty. It had the pink Nine West box that Cynthia had
encrypted Misty in for burial. The box, however, was empty save for a small
yellow towel and a chewed cat toy. Hen did not see the lid to the box. The bronze
angel with the wreathed crown lay on its face.

She did not understand why, but Misty’s disappearance terrified Hen. Five
minutes later she called her real estate broker and lowered the price on the house
by $10,000. She refused to give a reason.

She did not dare to fall asleep that night, but around three in the morning the
television lost all power of entertainment and Hen’s head lolled to the side, as it
had many times when Joseph had had to forcibly remove her upstairs for bed.
Instead of Joseph, however, Hen’s eyes met the eyes of a cat. Lurid blue and red
eyes. Misty’s eyes, sitting on the railing of the back deck looking at her.

For a long time, Hen looked into the blue-in-red eyes. They pulsated as though the
irises were pumping some mystical ichor around the frost-covered head. She
watched them, fascinated, until she discovered with some surprise that she had
risen from her seat and was standing at the sliding-glass door that led to the deck.
With the grace of a falling bag of garbage, Misty tumbled to the deck, limbs and
tail twisting while the head never lost its gaze on Hen. The horror of this shook
Hen from her torpor, and only then did she notice the green ooze that dripped and
dropped from Misty’s mouth. She backed away from the slider. Misty reared, it’s
head stuck against tangent splinters of spine, and loosed a low, strangled growl.
This growl went on and on until Hen felt each hair on the back of her neck stand
up. She looked at the slider. It was locked. She ignored this assurance and backed
very slowly away. Only when she reached the top of the staircase did Hen realize
that she had been running.
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***

Only in passing did Hen ever consider telling Cynthia about the incident. Once or
twice she asked, in the appropriate tone of timorous friendliness, whether Misty’s
remains had turned up. The answer stayed negative, and Cynthia politely
refrained from remarking on the question’s absurdity.

After a few days of balmy temperatures — reaching 60 degrees, which felt like a
heat wave — Hen decided to consider it plausible that she had imagined all of it.
That everything she knew about Misty was some kind of dream. She didn’t quite
accept that, but she decided she didn’t need to. Doubt was sufficient.

The house sold. A charming couple expecting their first paid Hen’s asking price,
to the dollar, without even negotiating. Hen had never heard of that, happening,
and neither had her agent. But it was done. She would go to closing in a month’s
time, after the inspections and assessments and associated significant ephemera.
Relief flooded at the news. Hen was going to leave it all behind.

The Friday after she got the news, in the middle of another “unexpected” cold
snap, a police officer showed up at her door. His name was Sgt. Credsoe, and he
wore rumpled plainclothes and a gentle, grandfatherly manner Hen appreciated,
even though they were of an age. He asked if she had heard anything from the
funeral home. She said she had not. He nodded ruefully, expecting this response.
“Ma’am,” he said, as though the words pained him “I’m afraid your husband’s
corpse has been lost.”

And so it had. Hen had last seen Joseph — he had an old-fashioned aversion to
cremation — lying in the coffin next to the hole that had somehow been dug out
of the December frost. She had watched that coffin placed into the earth, and seen
the earth thrown on top of it. She had watched it all with her own eyes.

But those eyes had also seen Misty’s corpse staggering on her deck, burning her
with its pulsating light. So she expressed confusion to Credsoe but no surprise,
and could not even summon the will to notice if he seemed suspicious at her
response. Credsoe drove her to the funeral home and the proprietor made displays
of unctuous solicitude above and beyond what he had shown at Joseph’s funeral.
Hen almost pitied the man.

She looked at Joseph’s grave. It was empty, which did not prevent several police
officers, both uniformed and plainclothes, from standing around looking at it,
taking assiduous notes. That struck Hen as very funny for some reason. She
muffled her laugh and made it sound like a sob. As Credsoe comforted her, she
wondered why she did not feel grief, or fear, or much of anything. The sergeant
drove her home and left her his card.
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Hen went to the table and poured a big glass of Glenlivet. That was their shared
brand, Glenlivet, of their shared liquor, scotch. For decades, Hen and Joseph had
gathered evenings and sipped scotch together, making small talk and rolling their
eyes at the television. The ritual was easy and pleasant, like their marriage had
always been. Hen knocked back the first tumbler and then had another. Thus
fortified, she went out into the backyard.

She had hardly gardened this spring. The weather had never been right, and the
place had inevitably taken on the color of death. She kept seeing Joseph here, dead,
his face an agony. Leaves from leftover autumns swirled around, with no place
better to be. The trees were in leaf, and some bright blossoms poked out of the
weeds, as though asking for care and attention. The fertilized grass was full and
green.

But as Hen looked at her garden and yard with her bloodshot green eyes, the urge
to burn it all to ash would not leave her. She drank her second Glenlivet and went
inside. She had a third, still on an empty stomach, and then went upstairs at six
o’clock in the evening, and passed out on the bed.

Something woke her. A noise, a thump of some kind, something louder than the
usual bumps that one attributes to “house settling”. Hen was awake before she
knew it, and when she snapped her mind open, an inner alarm reverberated from
the reptilian brain. Not just danger, but something wrong. Something to flee.

Hen listened for a minute that crawled slowly by, training her ears above the
insistent beat of her heart. Nothing came to her. Nothing real. She groped for the
bedside clock. It was 12:21.

Gradually the anxiety became exhausting, and she laid her head upon the pillow
again. Her eyes fluttered. She was nearly asleep when she heard a sound like the
tearing of the world. The house shook from it. Somewhere down in the kitchen, a
plate fell and shattered, and as that crash faded, she heard again the low, strangled
growl that Misty had issued from the deck. Only this time the sound did not come
from outside. It could not have, or it would not have been so clear, so sustaining,
so obviously from downstairs.

In the bottom of the second drawer of his dresser, Joseph had kept a large hunting
knife. Hen had never asked him why he had such a thing, nor had he ever
volunteered a story that would explain it. She only knew that she was happy to
have it there. She pulled it from its heavy leather sheath and looked at it, turning
the blade to catch the streetlight outside. It looked sharp and dangerous. She went
downstairs.

In the den, leading to the deck, she saw Joseph. He was sitting in what had always
been his chair. The expensive suit jacket Hen had buried him in was lying, folded
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neatly, on the back of the chair. Joseph wore his old green windbreaker instead. He
held Misty on his lap, petting her with a stiff, automatic motion. Misty did not
respond or even seem to notice. But she noticed Hen, and when she did, Joseph
did, too. His blue-in-red eyes shifted to her, pulsating.

“Joseph?” she said.

Joseph did not answer. Misty growled. Joseph pet her more rapidly, as if to soothe
her, but she did not soothe. Instead, she turned as if to bite Joseph, but Joseph
simply snapped her head off. Misty’s head yowled, and Joseph put it in the pocket
of his windbreaker. The head growled again, in protest, then was quiet.

“Joseph?” She said again. She felt her fingers tighten around the hunting knife.

“I’m dead,” said Joseph, as if the words were coming out of a creaky mattress that
had been sitting on the floor of an unfinished basement. Then, with Misty’s head
still in his windbreaker, and her body still in his hands, he stood stiffly up. For a
moment his eyes blinked in confusion, as though there was something he thought
he ought to say. The moment passed, and he walked to the slider and onto the
deck. When he reached the stairs that led down to the yard, Hen followed.

When she reached the end of the deck she saw where the earth had opened up,
yielding a yawning hole where her garden had been. It took up nearly half the
yard. Even the rotting husk of the dogwood had been swallowed by it. A thick, icy
mist guarded the rim of it, with sparkles of dim blue light spattered throughout.

Joseph walked to the hole. Hen called out to him, ran down the stairs. He did not
stop until he reached the edge. He looked at Hen again, eyes pulsing. Without any
kind of plan, she walked out to him.

A tendril of weed reached out of the icy-blue mist and wrapped itself around
Joseph. He did not react. But Hen did, rushing up to him and hacking at the weed
with the hunting knife. It cut in two and recoiled back. Nothing screamed. Two
more tendrils struck out of the mist. One went again for Joseph, melding with the
remnant from the first still wrapped around his waist. The other went for Hen’s
throat.

She was having none of it. With Joseph’s hunting knife she chopped another, and
another yellow-white shoot as it came for her. Sweat beaded at her back. She felt
warm and red in the center of her, and became aware of the martial grunts she
issued with every cut. After the fifth attempt, the tendrils stopped coming after
her. Four of them were now wrapped around Joseph. Before she could move, they
snatched him down. Misty’s head growled long and low as they descended.

Hen breathed angrily through her nose. She grit her teeth, squeezed the handle of
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the hunting knife, and cursed. Fire, she thought. She needed fire.

Gasoline from the garage lit up nicely around the edge of the hole with nothing
but a match from the kitchen. Hen smiled to see the flames, and furrowed her
brow to see them dampen and go out. She did this twice more, and each time the
flames lasted a little longer, but they went out all the same.

However, the fire did cause the ice-blue mist to shrink away, allowing Hen to
stand at the edge and look down.

The hole had no bottom. Concentric rings of caramel, brown, and pinkish clay,
with forlorn roots poking out, yawned before her. Hard bits of ice glowered like
teeth at her. Cold air came out of the earth at her like the breath of an ice giant.

Hen cursed again. She cursed the hole, and the weed, and the ground that
protected it. She cursed Life, and Death, and every state in between. She cursed for
a long, satisfying time. And then she went back into the house.

Twenty minutes later, she emerged again, wrapped in warm clothing, boots thick
on her feet, knife belted at her waist, her old softball bat in one hand and a
makeshift torch soaking in the last of her gasoline in the other. She lit the torch and
tossed the match away contemptuously. The light of the torch burned brightly, and
when pointed down at the hole, made it look smaller.

Henrietta felt the cold breath come at her face again. It felt like rain. With a sneer
on her lips, she leapt into the void.UJ
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Let’s ‘Member
The Kennedy’s

A Puritanical Screed-Turned Actual
Review of Jackie, ByThomas Fitz

G uys!

‘Member Jackie, guys?

‘Member her pink dress with blood on it, guys?

‘Member how she didn’t act like a runner-up on The Bachelor during a state
funeral, guys? That was awesome.

Do you ‘member? I ‘member.

Back when I first heard that Natalie Portman was going to be Jackie (did anyone
else first harbor the thought that it was going to be a Broadway musical?), I said a
bunch of snarky things about it. Mean things. Cruel, unnecessary things about
people I do not know, for no better reason that I was sick of For the love of fuck,
Hollywood, how many times are you going to go to this goddamn well? How
much assassination porn is enough? hearing about them.

How many different angles and approaches can you take to cover the same
events? A world leader was murdered. It’s not the first time it ever happened. It’s
the fourth time it’s happened in this country alone. When do we get a movie about
Ida McKinley’s story? Lucretia Garfield? Shit, when does Mary Todd Lincoln get
to move past a supporting role? You can’t tell me that MTL’s (Yeah, I’m coining it.
MTL. Deal With It) last years screeching in a nuthouse wouldn’t make for a gauzy
close-angle December- release Sundance money-shot. Put Streep in the lead and
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts & Science’s collective orgasm will be heard in
space.

So, when I wrote at my desultorily-updated blog that no one reads, the following...

Perish the thought that she was a woman chiefly known by the men in her life, that her
accomplishments stop at being glamorized by a media apparatus so starstruck as to function
as a Ministry of Culture, that her political life stopped the minute her husband's did, and
that she so feared the celebrity foisted on her that she scurried across the ocean to wed a
convenient Croesus.

...I may have been a touch unfair. Because if there’s one thing Jackie argues well, it’s
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that Jackie was no empty vessel being filled by the New Frontier’s scribblers and
tastemakers. If there truly was a Ministry of Culture during that Administration,
Jackie was the one running it.

The film floats the notion that the epic TV-ready funeral that JFK received was all
Jackie’s doing. What with it being sixty years since McKinley died of
complications resulting from his doctors rooting around for the bullet an anarchist
inconveniently left in him, the protocol for these events was all up in the air (sure,
there had been a state funeral for Franklin Roosevelt not twenty years previous,
but whatever, he was an old cripple. Jack Kennedy was a young and attractive
cripple.). So Jackie decided that Jack was going to get the Full Lincoln treatment,
and got her way in the face of resistance from men great and small.

Which, I must admit, is a damned interesting take. It raises the question of
whether we would give two sides of a shit about JFK, if that epic funeral hadn’t
happened. I mean, sure, the circumstances of his death, stuck as we were dead-
center in a forty-five year Mexican Standoff with the Soviets, would probably have
fed the conspiracy theorists and political paint-sniffers of both extremes until the
Second Coming. But would he be the slain hero-god? Would the loss of him meant
as much as it ended up meaning to those who lived through the times that
followed?

Enh, maybe. Doesn’t matter, because the film has other merits. In the first place,
Portman fills her role with the kind of brittle glamour that fits just right. We see
what Jackie’s doing, and we feel for her doing it, even if we’re not entirely on
board with it. The real-life Jackie didn’t care much for the spotlight, so we didn’t
get to see a lot of the real her, so this simulacrum will have to do. It’s a pretty good
one. Salutations to Miss Portman.

Secondly, and more boldly, the film just dares to suggest that maybe all the noise
about JFK was just that. It even goes so far as to put this deconstruction in the
mouth of the second deity of the Kennedy pantheon, the brooding Bobby. What,
when all was said and done, did the Kennedy Administration actually achieve?
Not a lot, and I can’t think of a Deeley-Plaza reboot that’s had the simply honesty
to point out this rather unassailable historical fact.

But this is also the grounds for the film’s greatest disappointment, as they haven’t
the balls to press this point. Before credits role we have Jackie wrapping her
husband up like a dead pharaoh in the mythology of Camelot. They spend most
of the last ten minutes of the film repeating this idea, until any of the good will that
a thinking person was inclined to give the movie shatters like INSERT BALLISTIC
JOKE HERE.

I’m by no means insensitive to how a fellow human could suffer when publicly,
violently losing a loved one. It would take a monster with a heart of stone to keep
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a dry eye during the scene where she has to explain to her 4-year-old and 2-year-
old that they don’t get to see their father anymore. But that universal human
sympathy does not translate into worship at the political altar of these second-rate
Borgias. So I am forced to conclude that when I wrote this in the previously-
mentioned blog post...

As a corollary, we find ourselves continuing the pretense that Kennedys were
something to be admired, princes and seigneurs among men. Let's continue to
pretend that Joe, Sr. was something more than Al Capone with better political
connections. Let's pretend Bobby, the Hyannisport Hamlet, would have saved us.
Let's pretend Teddy was the Lion of the Senate, and not a thirsty jackal who would
have spent his days in prison were he not armored with the family name and money.
Let's-Let's pretend-pretend John-John was-was smart-smart.

And most of all, let's pretend that John Fitzgerald Kennedy was an Arthurian hero
rather than a nicely-bronzed speed-freak with the morals of a pimp playing Risk with
nuclear submarines. Let's go through the ritual of ignoring his actual deeds in office
so that we can project our fantasies upon him.

...I was not being harsh enough (well, the shot at John-John was mayhap
gratuitous. He had the decency to avoid, after all). Because somehow this Camelot
caca will not wash off. And the persistence of this should offend anyone who
prefers egalitarian democracy to oligarchical corruption or the inevitable
dictatorship it engenders. We are under no obligation, legal, moral or otherwise,
to worship and admire the President of the United States, and anyone who does
so is a fool. The President is not a god. He’s not even a king. He’s a plodding Chief
Executive of an institution Too Big to Fail who’s best hope is to convince the
stockholders to renew his contract once. I don’t owe any such gilded asshole, past
or present, my devotion just because he made it through the interview process.
Fuck him, fuck anyone who looks like him, fuck the white horse he rode in on, and
fuck the guy who shoed the horse.

And above all, fuck your mealy Pietas about the most recent one to get murdered.
The only subject for film and television more overdone than the Kennedy
Assassination is the 1950’s Blacklist. Partially because it’s a wearisome device for
taking clumsy shots at strawmen, partially because no one who’s written a
screenplay about the Blacklist has once glanced at the Mitrokhin Archive, but
mostly because we know you only give a shit because It Happened in Hollywood.
And you know, if we’d practiced the philosophy behind the Blacklist a little
harder, and kept more godless communists out of the country, maybe Lee Harvey
Oswald would have stayed in the USSR, and we could have gotten rid of JFK in a
civilized manner.UJ
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Nothing Was Wrong
By Alfred Underhill

I arrived in Virginia to visit my best friend, Jack. He and his father met me at the
metro station. I greeted them with subdued enthusiasm. I was determined, like
most teenagers my age, not to look too excited about anything. Mr.

Chesterfield asked me how the trip was, which led to a protracted conversation
about traveling by train. This conversation ran parallel to the one I was having
with my best friend. Jack and I talked about Ned’s Atomic Dustbin as well as local
scuttlebutt involving people I had heard of but did not know. The dueling
conversations lasted the entire car ride.

I carried my bags in from the carport, through the kitchen door. I greeted Mrs.
Chesterfield and the family cats. After a few minutes of polite chit-chat, I retired to
Jack’s room. I found Jack’s room as I remembered it: littered with comics and
gaming books; fantasy art and band posters plastered the walls; clothes strewn
about, and the stereo heaped against the wall. After I deposited my things, Jack
began outlining the plans for the evening.

“Okay, before I go any further, did you have a good day?”

I paused, genuinely turning the question over, “Yes.”

“Good. Okay, I’ll page Tom and call Ty. I’ll tell them you’re here, and to come over
now.”

I nodded. “I’m just really excited to be here, man,” I said.

“I am too, man. I am too. It’s fucking good to see you.” he said, slapping me on the
shoulder. “I swear, Andy, you’ll love tripping. Everything is so beautiful. I know it
sounds cliché but it’s true. It’s just...” he threw his hands up with a grin. “It’s
whatever you want it to be. It’s everything. You’ll see.”

It didn’t take much to sell me. If I had any doubts about doing LSD, they were
gone. My best friend stood before me, extolling the virtues of an experience that I
had never had but desperately wanted to share with him.

We were both sophomores in high school. Experienced, jaded, and looking for
thrills. So it was only natural that we did as many boys our age did: drugs. We
were at the apex of friendship, and keenly aware of the fullness and power of our
youth. We were invincible. Nothing could go wrong.

Jack and I sat around catching up, waiting for his friends to arrive. They showed
up together, knocking on the door to Jack’s room. He let them in and greeted them
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both heartily. I said hello to Ty first because I had met him at Jack’s over the
summer, and then I introduced myself to Tom.

The four of us were assembled and getting along famously. We talked in the
electric way that only youth can. The indelible realities of the world were distant,
somebody else's problem.

Each of us was dressed in styles common to the mid-1990s. Alternative music had
already exploded and carried us away. I suspect that many young people during
that decade thought it was the rebirth of the '60s. Most kids our age just waved
their hands and muttered when confronted with the fact that much of the music
and culture they were consuming was being fed to them by corporations. But for
my friends and I that evening, consumer culture was the furthest thing from our
minds. We were just having fun.

Ty sat across the from me. He was the tallest of us, dark-skinned, short haired, and
bespectacled. He was wearing some sort of hideous brown, crushed velvet
smoking jacket that had grooved swirls all over it. I laughed a little every time Ty
complained of having This Charming Man by The Smiths stuck in his head.

Tom was the smallest of us four. He sat against the wall, slight of build and stature.
He wore a blue flannel shirt and black jeans, as well as a baseball cap whose logo
is gone from my memory. He and I formed a fast bond over our mutual love for
Nine Inch Nails, which was my favorite band.

Jack was sitting on his bed. He looked cool, calm, and self-assured, just like
always. Jack’s blond hair had streaks of blue in it, and he wore his oversized WWII
army jacket over a t-shirt. His cargo shorts were worn over long johns that
terminated in combat boots.

I felt comfortable with my surroundings and with my compatriots. I was sitting
with my back to the stereo, which played indistinguishable punk. I wore a black t-
shirt under my olive-drab army surplus jacket, and my BDUs went over my boots.
We chatted with enthusiasm as the tabs of acid were distributed. We sat in a circle.
Each of us had a double-dipped square of white blotter paper. I was instructed to
place mine on my tongue and wait for it to dissolve, which I did dutifully. We
waited, swallowing spit but careful not to swallow the tab.

When the acid had dissolved, we chased it with some Smirnoff that Tom had
appropriated. I didn’t have much experience drinking at the age of fifteen, and
when I did drink, I wasn’t known for holding my liquor. The truth is, at this
particular point in my life, I had only been drunk once or perhaps twice.
Nonetheless, I dutifully chased the acid with four shots, which made me loose and
silly. Before long my compatriots and I had killed the small bottle. Then it was on
to the next stop before the main attraction.
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Ty had purchased a small brick of hash, which he produced for us to goggle at.
Jack and Tom where beside themselves with wonder, but I had no idea what I was
looking at. I had heard of hash before, but had never seen it and didn’t know what
one actually did with it; six months prior to this evening, I thought one had to
inject LSD for it to have its desired effect. I looked at the small, dark brick of hash.
It had a hard, plastic quality that reminded me of a Lego piece. I handed it back to
Ty, who snapped one of its corners off and loaded it into a pipe.

Apparently one smoked hash. I had yet to try smoking cigarettes, let alone drugs.
If I hadn’t already been somewhat intoxicated, I would've been worried about
looking stupid in front of the other guys. But Jack knew my history. When the pipe
came around to me, he talked me through how to inhale the smoke and how to
hold it in. I didn’t quite understand: smoke seemed to escape from my nose when
I tried inhaling. Jack playfully clamped down on my nose so the hash smoke
would stay put. Holding my nose worked, so I held it whenever the pipe came to
me for the rest of the night.

Soon I felt my face getting stuck in an uncontrollable smile. Tried as I might, I
could not stop smiling. I began giggling and running my tongue along the roof of
my mouth.

“Are you breaking face, man?” Tom asked.

“Yes, yes he is,” said Jack. “Okay, Andy, let me tell you what’s happening. You’re
peaking right now, also called breaking face. This is kind of like that first dip on a
rollercoaster: it’s the most fun, but there’s more to come.”

“Dude, I’m peaking too,” Ty said, grinning from ear to ear.

I had a fit of uncontrollable laughter, and they joined me. Everything around me
became absolutely hilarious. The acid trip had begun.

After a few minutes my friends had calmed down, but I just couldn’t stop
laughing. If I didn’t stop, I would draw attention to our activities, so Jack
counseled me. He told me that we had to play it cool, like nothing was going on.
Jack always knew how to get through to me, even when I was out of my mind.

He succeeded in talking me down. Tom and Ty were supportive too. They seemed
to enjoy watching a fledgling psychonaut take his first flight. I felt like I had been
initiated into a brotherhood.

The encouragement of my best friend was not enough to keep me from re-erupting
into laughter when his parents knocked on the door. They were trying to get Jack
and I to come with them to VA Pizza for dinner. But Jack and I were too far gone
for his parents and pizza. Jack exited the room and spoke with his parents.
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Mr. and Mrs. Chesterfield had a very European outlook on drinking: it wasn’t
uncommon for Jack and I to have a few drinks with his parents during dinner. He
told them that I was stressed due to the end of the quarter and that I had a bit too
much to drink already. They must have accepted his explanation because we
didn’t see or hear from them again that night.

***

The next morning my head was filled with a kind of ache I had never experienced
before. It wasn’t a headache, this was different. I felt bereft and listless, devoid of
hope and grace. The absence of hope came with the unsettling feeling that it was
gone for good. I felt spiritually empty: the God of my parents had abandoned me
because of my transgressions, and I knew it.

I sat up, groggy and numb, huddled in a sheet against the cold. The fantastic sights
and sounds were gone. The world felt shabby and hollow after the trip. My
stomach was cramped and my body was stiff. I needed to relieve my bladder, but
I was held in place by an intangible, crushing weight that had settled over me
while unconscious. Eventually, I managed to push myself up and lurch into the
bathroom.

I washed my face, rinsed out my eyes, and swirled some water around in my
mouth. My face was pale, my eyes were bloodshot, and the water had an artificial,
metallic taste. I decided I should sit down, so I returned to Jack’s room and sat on
the mattress.

Outside the bedroom window a bird began to chirp and then sing. The sun was
rising, but it wasn’t the same sun that had risen the day before. Today was a very
different day from yesterday; the signs were all around me. Something had
changed and not for the better.

Eventually my moribund musings were interrupted by Tom, who stirred and then
lurched upright. He nodded to me with a vacant expression, and turned to look at
Jack and Ty, both of whom were still asleep at opposite ends of the bed. After
grunting and getting to his feet, he shambled toward the bathroom. His return a
minute later woke the two remaining sleepers.

Everyone was in a haze. Tom complained about having stomach cramps; Ty and
Jack both said that they had them too.

“Strychnine cramps,” muttered Jack, “let’s hit the Nice and Sleazy.”

Ty and Tom nodded. I had never been to this place before; Jack had never
mentioned it. Ty told me the Nice and Sleazy – or the Nice and Easy, as it was
actually called – was the place to go the morning after a trip. The place served
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simple breakfast food that would sop up the remains of the poison in your guts,
make you feel alive again. I knew it would take more than diner fare to make me
feel better, but I still needed breakfast. The four of us fumbled for boots and
wallets and jackets and cigarettes. We left the house, bundled against the cold.

We shivered as we walked. Tom and Jack smoked as we plodded our way to the
Nice and Sleazy. Ty was still humming The Smiths tune from the night before. I
just tried to keep my steps steady. The world around me was painted in grey and
brown. The walk seemed to take entirely too long in the windy October afternoon.

It turned out that the Nice and Sleazy was actually part of a local grocery store; it
was a luncheonette with an outside entrance. There were no tables, just one long
linoleum counter with little round stools bolted to the floor in front of it. I was a
little flummoxed by the place, but hadn’t really known what to expect. I picked a
stool and sat.

The silver-haired short-order cook looked at us as though we were unwanted
salesmen interrupting his dinner. He asked us if we knew what we wanted with a
cold stare through his wide, black-rimmed glasses. My friends ordered curtly. I
was the only one glancing at the menu, and I could feel the cook’s exasperation
mounting. I said, “pancakes and a coffee”, almost as one word. The old cook
nodded, handed me a mug, and turned to the grill behind him. He made our food,
but never looked at us again.

The pancakes were simple, served on a white plastic plate. The fork was so flimsy
in my hand I was afraid that if I bit down on the end of it, one of the tines might
actually snap off in my mouth. I tried to ignore the Nice and Sleazy and devour
my food as my compatriots seemed to be doing. The only real flavor to the
pancakes had came from the copious maple syrup I poured over them. I chased
the pancakes with two mugs of the bitter, burned coffee from a nearby burner. I
was done.

Breakfast seemed to rejuvenate my friends more than me. I did feel a little more
alert from the bad coffee, but that was it. At least the meal had only cost me three
dollars.

We gathered near the door, staring outside. Jack decided to call his parents and ask
for a ride home, since none of us wanted to walk through the wind again. After a
payphone call and a short wait, Jack’s mother came to collect the four of us.

She greeted us as we seated ourselves inside the station wagon. Tom began
chatting up Jack’s mom about Chaucer, with whom she was obsessed. I was sullen
and silent, as were Jack and Ty. Tom did us the service of keeping Jack’s mom
engaged until we were back at the house.
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Tom and Ty didn’t bother coming inside. Each of them left from the carport to
make their way home. Jack, his mother, and I went inside. She asked us if we were
hung-over, and we both said no. She tried to talk to us about drinking too much,
but Jack brushed her off and asked her for the newspaper. He wanted to see a
movie.

We had planned to go see the new Frankenstein movie before I came down for the
long weekend, but now I couldn’t care less. I was having a hard time feeling
anything other than sad and empty. I wanted to go home but couldn’t. Jack found
a show time and asked his mother to drive us to the theatre.

Jack and I saw the movie. It did nothing but drag down my already poor spirits. I
tried to engage in the kind of interested conversations that Jack and I often had
after watching a movie, but my heart wasn’t in it. My heart didn’t seem to be
anywhere.

When I tried to discuss the apparent change in my mood, Jack seemed to think I
was just out of it; he told me not to worry about how I felt. He got annoyed when
I told him I really thought there might be something wrong. After a long pause, he
suggested that I trip again. He thought that doing so might be the best course of
action.

I told him that I didn’t want to trip again, but that I would be fine and not to worry.
I resolved not to talk about my new and terrible feelings that would not go away.
All I could do was hope that they would fade or get better. But they wouldn’t and
didn’t.

***

I returned home on Columbus Day. It didn’t take long for me to realize that being
home would not improve my mood. I tried to engage in things I enjoyed, like
reading sci-fi novels, watching movies, playing videogames, and hanging out with
my girlfriend.

I told Erin, my girlfriend, about my experiences on the trip. She seemed
intellectually curious, but unsympathetic to my new emotional issues. I didn’t
blame her, but decided not to talk to her about it again.

No one wanted to hear about my feelings, and I was becoming self-conscious
about them. I resolved to not talk about how I felt: it just seemed like the smart
thing to do. I became paranoid of what other people thought of me, and I
wondered if they could tell something was wrong.

The only person who definitely noticed something was wrong was my mother.
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“What’s wrong?” She would ask. Or, “What’s happened?”

“Nothing,” I would answer. I was being avoidant, but I was also answering her
question. Nothing – the nothing that I felt – was what was wrong. Nothing was
what had happened. But nothing was just the first in a series of things that would
happen to me.

Within a month of returning home, I broke down and told my parents I needed
help. I said I was suffering. I didn’t say much about what was causing my mental
anguish. My mother said she thought I was bipolar.

Mom said she had seen me changing over the last few months. Her observation
wasn’t completely out of left field. I’d had a few unstable moments since the end
of the summer, but I had just attributed them to stress. I didn’t argue with her, not
because I believed her, but because keeping quiet would get me help faster. I
needed to end the nothing.

The same week I asked for help I began meeting with psychiatrists and therapists.
I was interviewed, quizzed, and prodded; blood was drawn, and a drug test was
administered. Only a week later, just in time for Thanksgiving, came the verdict
that I was, in fact, bipolar. I was to began medication and therapy immediately. My
battle with bipolar disorder began.

Years later, it's clear that I was bipolar prior to taking LSD. I'll never know whether
my experience with the drug made my illness worse or not. The way I felt the
morning after my fateful trip was how I would feel for many years afterward: my
life changed overnight. Despite knowing LSD didn't cause my condition, the drug
and the illness will always be inextricably linked for me.UJ
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L ang made it back to the bridge to find Jae asleep. He stopped cold in his
tracks, wondering how he could possibly wake her, how he could explain
what he had seen without sounding like a raving lunatic. It seemed cruel to

force this reality on her. For that matter, could it even be sure it was her?

His dilemma did not last. Somehow she sensed his presence, and stirred, looking
at him. He knew when he met her eyes that his fears were groundless. It was Jae,
and she could handle it.

"Skipper?" she said.

"They're gone," Lang said. "They're not them. Something has devoured them.
Body-snatched them. They're...dust."

She did not ask if he was serious. She did not regard him with the wary eyes - half-
looking, half-seeking help - one directed at a madman. Nor did she ask stupid
questions. Lang watched her mind gibber, but her face keep it together.

"Tell me what you saw," she said, reasonably.

Lang told her.

"Why didn't it eat you?" she asked, when he was done.

"I don't know," said Lang.

"That's weird."

"It's weird."

"We don't have time," she said, "but that means something."

Just then the fine white dust began to drop, in specks at first and then a full flow,
out of the central ventilation shaft, onto the captain's chair.

"Where can we go?" said Lang

"Nowhere, if it can do that," said Jae. This was obvious. Then they both had the
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same idea at once.

"The prize!"

"Open the shaft to the emergency hatch!" Jae said. "I have an idea."

Lang leapt over the nav console to the narrow aisle just in front of the screen. He
reached down and gave the long red lever a strong shove. It gave and a mechanical
door cranked open, revealing a shaft just wide enough for two people to slide
down at once. In the whole time since Lang had bought his captain's share, this
shaft had never been opened. He wasn't sure if it would. But it had, and if they had
time, they could make their escape.

Lang looked behind him. The dust had covered his captain's chair and was
swirling into piles and those piles were growing. Jae had gone the long way
around the nav console and was stopped some few feet from Lang watching the
piles form shapes.

"Jae," said Lang. She ignored him.

"Jae," said Lang. The shapes began to acquire humanoid appearance and color.

"Jae!" said Lang, as the foremost shape that looked like Alera Zool snapped its eyes
open. Jae ignored him still, and threw something at the Zool-looking thing, which
put hands up and caught it.

"What?" said Zool, and then the flasher went off. Spacers used flashers as an
emergency signal during space walks gone wrong. Normally a flasher sent out a
powerful pulse of light at regular intervals so as to obviously not be a distant star.
But if you turned them up all the way, they would release their entire energy in
one burst. It wouldn't do a lot of damage, but at this distance it would short most
of the circuitry on the bridge and hopefully blind the .... whatever.

Lang slid down the shaft with his eyes closed or blinded. It hardly mattered. By
the way the shaft moved under his weight, he could tell he wasn't alone. He hoped
that meant Jae was behind him. He hit the bottom of the shaft hard on his rear, and
scrambled through the pain forward in the darkness. He heard something else hit
behind him, and Jae's voice gave off a grunt of pain.

"Jae?" said Lang.

"Yeah," said Jae.

"That hurt your ass, too?"
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"Yeah. I don't think it was meant to be done in the dark."

Lang wanted to laugh at this, but the darkness was still pervasive. The flasher had
bought them some time, but how much? A wave of dust did not need to see. Or
did it? How could you counter a thing that you knew nothing about?

Plus, they did need to see. They could not get into the emergency space suits,
much less fire the hatch, without being able to see. And if they couldn't do that,
they were trapped.

The lights popped back on. The afterimage burned onto Lang's retina was of Jae
wincing in pain at the light. That was reassuring. Surely the whatever had not
learned to ape that mannerism. Surely it had no concept of it.

Right?

The emergency suit was designed to be put on in a hurry. They did so. The hatch
was designed to be blown in a hurry, but it was also designed to give the person
using it some kind of trajectory. The void seemed smaller when you could posit a
destination. So as they stepped into the hatch, Lang adjusted the aperture of it to
blow them nearest to the prize, hanging off the Vulture's wing.

"So the plan is to make it to the prize, and somehow get it running? Does it even
have life support?" came Jae's voice through the suit's intercom.

"It has a warp drive," said Lang "You said so yourself." "But does it work?"

Lang could not answer. He also knew that the existence of a warp drive did not
necessitate life support. The damn thing was a drone, after all. But where else
could they go? Where else was safe?

Fine white dust began to pour down the shaft to the bottom, then run in thin
tendrils toward them. "Oh, well," said Jae, and Lang fired the hatch.

There was no sound. The hatch simply opened, and the vacuum of space pulled
them out. According to a brief piece of training, you were supposed to relax your
body and let it happen, and then, when the initial burst of air escaping the ship
subsided, you use whatever retros your suit had to go in the direction you wanted.
Fighting the void was useless. It was the void. There was nothing to fight.

Lang looked about him for signs of Jae. For a moment, he could not see her, and
panicked on her behalf. He struggled as he craned his neck within his light helmet
to see her. He repeated to himself:
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I am here. I belong here. Everything is in space. Everything is space. I am space.

Then, after four or five of these repetitions, he heard Jae's voice yelling some
intelligible phoneme. He turned his body over and saw, saw Jae spinning past
him. She was crane-kicking and twirling. She was enjoying herself.

"Better than sex, Skipper!" She continued to tumble into acrobatics impossible on
the planet of their birth. Lang could have smiled at this, but he chose instead to
look in wonder at the display of irrepressibility.

"Let's go," he said, after a moment passed, and with a few touch controls, they
slowed their momentum, then reversed it back to the Vulture's extended wing,
towards the mysterious prize.

With the vastness about them, it was hard to mark progress, so even at the easy
acceleration through the vacuum they seemed to move at a snail's pace towards
their goal. Lang could only wonder, as the Vulture lay off to his left, what was
going on in there. It was hard to see the bridge from this distance, but he ought to
have been able to see the lights on. This he could not do. It seemed a very real
possibility that this dramatic escape from whatever being was mimicking his crew
had only delayed his inevitable demise.

"What happens next, Skipper?" said Jae.

"Shit," said Lang, "I don't even know what's happening now." The stars kept their
positions, watching them.

***

Gradually they drifted like flotsam of an invisible current to the dead hulk of an
attack ship. A few easy bursts of the retros got Lang to the seal he'd opened just a
few hours earlier. Once he entered, he hooked his legs inside and reached out with
his pressurized glove and caught Jae as she passed overhead. It wasn't a very easy
grab. She was going faster than she should have been - not so fast that she couldn't
have stopped herself and turned around if he had missed, but still. He felt a slight
twinge in the muscles of his shoulder as he slowed her momentum. But just a
twinge. He was all right. They were all right.

Lang turned on the emergency light on his helmet. Jae did the same. Carefully they
crawled down the tunnel that led to the bridge where Lang had acquired the
mysterious data on the attack ship. When the tunnel opened out into the bridge,
Lang shifted his weight left so Jae could enter and get a look for herself. She would
have to find the answers here.
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"This isn't bad," were Jae's first words. "Normally there's a bunch of crap floating
around." "Yeah," said Lang.

"Let's see what I can do," and with a swimmer's grace she propelled herself
forward to the panel. Lang watched her fiddle with it while holding herself to it at
the same time. He watched her silently, wondering what she could be seeing that
he hadn't. But of course, he hadn't been looking for anything. That made a
difference.

"Okay," said Jae, and electrical hum began on the far side of the panel. The lights
came on. Lang looked around, and the bridge was larger than he would have
guessed. Banks of readouts splayed all around him. There was even a set of
attached chairs folded into one side. Lang floated over to it, examined the switches
above, and hit the release. Both chairs unlocked and Lang manually pulled them
open. He strapped himself in and found himself sitting.

Jae looked over at him. "Skipper," she said, "This is no kind of attack ship I ever
worked on." "You said that," said Lang.

"No, but this is weirder than I thought. There are systems in here that Attack ships
don't have any use for. There's a warp drive, there's manual navigation, there's
cryogenic life support. This thing is supposed to be manned, Skipper."

"Attack ships aren't manned."

"This one is."

"Why would the Admiralty build a manned attack ship?"

"I don't know," said Jae, "and there's something else. Normally when an attack ship
gets knocked out by the buzzdroids, there's a bunch of static shifting through the
electrical systems. Something about the beepers they use make the existing
systems non-functional for a while. It's a vibration weapon, and the vibration sits
in the wiring until it runs down. Usually by the time they get back to Proxima for
scrapping, they're fine - otherwise the Admiralty couldn't use them - but these
systems shouldn't be operating."

"Why didn't you say so before? For all we knew, we were plummeting to a dead
ship."

"What choice did we have? Besides, I was curious. The d-reader data piqued my
interest."

"So what are you saying?"
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"I'm saying," said Jae, "that if we can detach this from the Vulture, we might be able
to fly it all the way to Proxima."

For one thing, good as Jae was, he didn't want to commit their lives to what this
unknown attack

ship might be able to do, unless he had no other choice. For another, the Vulture
was his ship. His responsibility. Not to put too fine a point on it, his share. And he
wasn't going to run away from any of those things until he had some kind of idea
why he was running.

"Okay," said Lang. "That's an option. But let's figure out our other problem first."UJ
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