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the thing 



                                                                The Thing
She sat out on the back stoop under a gathering summer storm and remembered how once, a couple years ago, when she was still in high school, she sat out on this same back stoop under a hissing, steel wool November sky and wished her parents had never met. Brown leaves stirred. The million little white houses were shut up against the cold. College basketball games were on TV, parents were getting bleary-eyed on booze, and in all these homes, or so she imagined, kids were curled up in their bedrooms or maybe gone already, walking down a wet highway thinking: I wish none of this had ever come to be. 

 And on that autumnal day a couple years ago her dad, now dead from a DUI by which he manslaughtered another, which seemed somehow inevitable all along, was in the den, smashed. Her mom was in the kitchen, smashed, gazing at a stack of yet-frozen TV dinners, watching them glisten and thaw in the dull light. A game was on. If she was lucky they’d get through the evening without somebody freaking out and throwing something.


And she remembered thinking: I wonder what they were like before they met.  She’d seen pictures. They looked happy. Her dad the young tough guy, handsome, stocky, football jersey, a cocky grin but eyes a little shy. All that meanness and alcoholism hidden in shy eyes. A farm boy whose farm was no more. And there was a picture of her mom, a picture taken thirty miles from where her dad’s picture was taken, maybe even on the same day. They had not yet met. She’s smiling shyly in a pretty dress by the gazebo in the park of her small Iowa town. She’d never smoked a cigarette by then, never had a drink, never even been kissed. Everybody born in that town lived and died there, except for one or two who went out and made a small stitch in the fabric of the world as we know it.  
Just around the time her brain had developed enough to know irony, to get a laugh out of art not intended to be pretty, to stand sideways in a mirror and scowl at the profile of her body, to dread what was coming to the world and to her life, Alison could also see it all fade into another kind of nothingness and anguish. Then she met Jeremy and forgot all about that.   
She met Jeremy at work. They worked in a real estate-and-loan company. It was all plywood boxes, like an abandoned movie set out in the industrial park. Jeremy made cold calls, Alison in-put data and so on. Once, Jeremy, still a stranger, chatted her up in a way that was welcome to her, but surprising. Alison considered herself to be overweight. Apparently a lot of guys did, too. She felt they did. But he asked her to lunch and they ate sandwiches at the Schlotzky’s down the empty block.  
“Pretty fancy,” she said.

He smirked at that and looked out the window. She noticed a tattoo on the back of his hand, but did not peer at it, so didn’t see what it was.  


“Do you come here a lot?” she asked as they waited for the sandwiches.


“No,” he said, scanning the parking lot. “You?”  


“No. I usually bring my lunch,” she said.


He smirked at that and began tapping his knuckles on the table rock style, bouncing his shoulders rock-star-like as he scanned the traffic outside the windows, lips puckered like Mick Jagger as he did the churning cymbal sound softly, his head down like a lizard’s, a natural ellipsis for him. She glanced at the tattoo again. It was a heart.  Perhaps he was in a band. He did have a cowlick and smooth, bouncy rock way. He wore a leather jacket. As far as she knew he was sort of in her own predicament, a bit of a pill that no one could handle so they tossed you into one of those business pens making money for somebody else. He, him, he hadn’t finished high school either. And now he was twenty-four, making cold calls. (He looks like he should be on the phones, he is so handsome, she thought, at home at night, sillily.) Asking me out to lunch.  


“Are you in a band?”


“What?” He laughed, and laughed some more. “No, I’m not in a band.” Sort of snidely but finding mostly humor in it. “Why?” he scoffed.  She began to feel embarrassed. Her cheeks turned hot as she leveled on him with her eyes. He rested his hands on hers and said, “Maybe we should start a band,” and she turned redder.


“What should we call it?” she managed.

“How about . . . “ He thought a bit, squinting and scowling out the window.  “How about ‘Jeremy and Alison’?” and as she swooned he laughed and took his hands away, and then she felt hurt again.  


Their sandwiches were called out to them by the guy through the microphone.

It was hard, their relationship.  He lived with his mom and grandmother and her breathing machine in a tiny apartment and she lived with her mom. Neither of them had a car in any case. They managed one way or another for a while, hanging out at her place when her mom was at work or getting a motel room from time to time. She felt a part of the world now she had a boyfriend.  

Then one day he called her up and asked her to move up to Waterloo with him.  Said he’d got a job and a place of his own there. Told her where to meet him the next morning. And so that afternoon she sat out on the back stoop under a crackling cumulus sky, harbinger of summer storm, remembering the time she’d wished her parents had never met. 
The next morning she left the house as usual for work, her mom in her dressing gown in the kitchen, as always, having a smoke and a piece of buttered toast watching the little kitchen TV at the end of the Formica table. She was white, and soft as a ball of dough.  She was like an unwrapped mummy. After dad’s death, life seemed to stymy her. It even palsied her, slightly. Alison put her hand on her mom’s shoulder for a moment. Her mom’s shoulder felt like a pancake draped over a coat hanger under scratchy lace and Alison withdrew her hand to go through the breakfast motions. Since she was running off with Jeremy today, these motions were especially wooden. Not that her mom noticed. 

“I’m going up to Waterloo for a few days,” Alison said. 


Her mom looked from the TV to her.


“The company’s sending me.”   
 
“Okay baby. Be careful.” Then looked back to the TV.
She walked down to the corner as usual to catch the bus, but turned right and walked an unfamiliar block thinking of her widowed mother sitting there, hapless. She had sisters in town, in any case, who would look in on her. When she sat down on a bench and cried hard like an ape become human, someone outside her—an anthropologist, maybe--might have remarked it. “Young woman, crying on a bench.”  She recovered and walked toward the place they had agreed and there he was, standing by some car she had never seen.
“Where’d you get this car, anyway?” she called over the busted muffler as they sped away. 


“I borrowed it.”


“That was nice of ‘em.”


Soon, unable to contain himself, he crowed, “I stole it, dude!”  

Someone, a suspicious neighbor, had been watching Jeremy there by the car playing with a knife, the boy and the car both strangers on that street. Then they saw this sort of heavy-set girl approach, talk to the young man, like she knew him, and off they drove.

This would be the final trace of Alison in that town, an image in someone’s mind that would fade in the on-going bath of data that is life, its sit-coms and weather reports.
Jeremy had spent two years in Anamosa for possession with intent to distribute methamphetamine, on top of a sheet of outstanding warrants for not always the most petty of crimes. He’d admitted enough to her in dribs and drabs through their relationship.

 In defiance of his parole he carried a knife on him, a Buck knife he practiced whipping out quick-draw style over and over. He was always afraid he’d slice his thumb off in the process, and sometimes the knife, half-open, slipped out of his nervous hand and clattered across the floor. He got to successfully dragging the knife out of his pocket and, Taxi Driver style, flipping the blade open with a heavy snap in two seconds eight out of ten times. Then he’d hit the bars and bowling alley looking for his friends. Also in defiance of his parole.


Moving up to Waterloo without telling anybody was definitely in defiance of his parole, and maybe taking this gal along was in defiance of something, too, but he had not had open skies or a human relationship in a long time, and he was not going to let anything stop him from pursuing the nirvana.
They got to Waterloo just in time for the rain. It was coming down like streaks of ink by the time they found where they were going, the home of a friend of Jeremy’s who had asked Jeremy to house-sit for him for a while, feed his dogs, whatever.


Jeremy ditched the car a couple blocks away and they ran back to the house through the rain.  

Two big, underfed Dobermans, panting steam, watched through the rain from out of their doghouses as Jeremy and Alison came through the gate. She shied from their robotic regard. She feared walking by them, and this fear they seemed to note, which made her fear them more, etc. 
The place had a fugitive air to it. Whoever lived here had no compunctions about leaving dirty dishes and empty forties all over the place. There was a poster on the wall of a famous wrestler, with lightning bolts and bloody lettering on it to emphasize the wrestler’s ferociousness, and probably to imply the ferociousness of his fan, too. She’d been a crack-ho for a semester in high school and she knew people who lived like this.  

“Where is your friend?” she asked.

“Uh. He’s in Afghanistan. Top secret.”
“Oh, wow.”

“Naw. He’s got some legal problems he’s dealin’ wif.”

“Oh.”

“He’s on the scram, baby, and we got his crib ‘til he get back which might be a lo-ong time.”

“Oh.” She glanced around.

“You and me can play house, baby, see?”

He wrapped her up in his arms and she tasted the tobacco in his mouth.


By that time of evening, as a rainy night fell on Des Moines and Waterloo both, the last trace of her in Des Moines had almost completely faded into television images of a tenement fire in Southeast Asia.
The rain did not let up over a matter of days and it seemed like the earth was being tilted into the river, now as wide to the south as a lake, and having cleaned the dank, dark place up Alison stood at the window watching it. Jeremy paced, snapping his knife open, over and over with grave concentration, though not necessarily on the knife. 
He had resolved to move the miserable dogs into the cellar, where at least they would be dry, and he even tossed blankets down for them, and made sure they were fed and he cleaned up after them. When he led them from the outside through the house to the cellar and they pulled fiercely at the chains she half-hid behind a doorframe. 

Sometimes when it wasn’t raining so hard they walked around outside and he squinted and beaked his lips and pulled his collars up hoping to get cozy there like he didn’t know what rain was, and she bore a small umbrella. They walked amidst a jungle of downed trees, the incredible white flash of a downed power line somewhere, a block away, beyond houses, flashing like a giant acetylene torch against the sides of buildings. He going, “Oh, dude.” 

When she said, “I knew this was going to happen,” he decided he might as well get them out together.     

So he stole another car, changed the plates and picked her up, headed west. He had left the dogs behind, up inside the house, with a large mixing bowl full of dry food. “They’ll manage,” he’d told her. “We can’t take them with us.” She didn’t like the idea of leaving the dogs alone like that to the flood but on the other hand she had never really liked the dogs. So she said nothing of the dogs and tried to forget about them.
Over the Rockies and down on a desert some days down the road they saw a billboard that said, “World of Mystery. Are You Ready For,” in hideously scrawled letters, “The Thing?”

“Oh let’s don’t stop there. I’ve seen the Thing,” he said behind the wheel.

Exhausted with alcohol and heat, her heart wasn’t in it when she finally drawled, “What is it then.”   

“Aw, it’s just this thing,” he said vaguely, losing interest. “I don’t know.”

At which point she, too, lost interest.

In L.A. they got a motel room in what seemed to be the downtown of the city, but which was in fact miles away from that. It was the heart or thick of something. He went out to get them some microwaved burros and while he was gone she gave herself a pregnancy test she had bought on the sly, flushed the results away just as he was coming through the door calling out “L.A. man!  Spooky out there.”


They ate the burros with the TV on, same TV programming they had in Iowa, and they had the same mannerism watching it as they ate: mostly quiet and spooning and chewing and swallowing. She imagined she’d also carried the Other inside her from as far as Iowa. So in the end it was like they hadn’t really come that far at all.  


He cleaned up the refuse and wandered around the room flicking his knife. He dropped it once. As he paced flicking it open he talked about what kind of work he could get out here.    

“That’s good thinking,” she said. “We can’t stay in this motel room forever.”


“Forever hell. We just got here.”


“Besides, I’m pregnant.”


“Bullshit. That’s a good one.” He continued the knife-play.  

“I mean it, make of it what you will. I did a test just now. You wanna see it?”


“Hell no,” he said, as if she had offered to show him the very fetus.  She just looked back at him with a gravity that said if she could show him the very fetus, if that were possible, she would. So it was an open and shut case, from where she sat. 

He paused, hand on the back of the blade as he folded it shut. The blade fell to with a snap and he disappeared the knife into his pocket. “Well no shit,” he said in a way that did not necessarily give her any cheer.

“Yeah.” 

“Whoa.” He sat down on the bed, across the room from her. “Well now.”  Then he said nothing more, and she let him just think, and watched the TV, jiggling her foot.

“Whattya wanna do about it?” he said.


“I don’t know,” she said to her knee.


Later, he said he had to go out for a while.   

“You coming back?”  
He looked defiantly around the room like his buddies were smirking at him.

“Of course I’m coming back.”

She thought ruefully about that as he opened the door and looked out, left and right, in a cautious manner.  
“I’ll just be at that bar next door,” he said back to her and shut the door.
Around ten she left the room to look for him. Pink neon women were dancing over a place called Sammy’s World Famous something. Loud music thumped through its door but she felt it was empty, except for maybe Jeremy. 


She was drawn to the illumined white pool. She took off her shoes and sat at the edge of the pool and dangled her legs in the water. A thousand bugs drifted over the surface at an immeasurably slow pace. The world was full of laughter and screaming and traffic sounds and sirens. She could not see the sky.


The fence clanged. Jeremy sat beside her on the concrete his knees drawn up to his chest. He gripped his knees and looked at the pool. They looked at the surface of the pool a long time. Finally, he said, “Bugs.”


She looked from the bugs to him. His breathing was shallow and quick. He seemed exhausted, or not altogether there, as he looked emptily at the bugs. She put her hand on his.


He looked at her a long moment. It was then she noticed the fresh swelling under his eye, like he’d been roughed-up. He swallowed, committed to speak. His lips began to move. Suddenly the pool lights went out and for a moment she was startled, and sat motionless and listened to sirens and voices in the white darkness.

Then he said, “They took my knife.”
They left L.A. the next morning. It took hours just to get beyond the grip of the city, then for hours they drove by the towns scattered off into the desert beyond the city, some of them turned toward it, and later, farther into the desert, those turned inward. By the time they’d gotten that far, Alison knew the whole story. About how Jeremy had not only got his ass kicked in an alley he himself was lurking, but how they had taken his knife from him. So it sounded pitifully like defeat when he said they might as well head back to Iowa. The flood was about over, the rain anyway, he said, as if that fact were his only friend in the world, as if they were living in the nineteenth century. And his refuge, the dogs. He said he should look in on the dogs. Said his friend would be mad if he got back and his living room floor was covered in dog shit and dog carcasses. And then he said he might as well go back and get his cold-calling job back. His P.O. probably didn’t even know he had even left Des Moines, probably. He went on and on. She didn’t hear and she didn’t speak. She was thinking about something else and lost interest for a while.

Late in the day, he let her drive. In the passenger seat he began nipping on the pint of Southern Comfort he’d stashed there. 

On a long lonely stretch of highway late in the afternoon the Thing billboard whispered past.

“Are you ready for The Thing?” she teased.  

He ignored her.  He seemed despondent.

“Hey Jeremy.”

“What.”

“Tell me about the Thing again.”

“No.”
“Aw come on. What is the Thing?”
He shut his eyes. He took a blind hit off the bottle, held it up for her, eyes still closed against the world. She declined it. She eased off the highway onto the exit. With the bottle at his lips he said, “What’s up?”

“I want to see the Thing,” she said.

She turned right at the gravel road at the end of the exit. A semi was approaching with a plume of grey dust behind it. 

He lay his head back. He snapped his tongue, impatient, staring at the ceiling of the car. The semi approached and she gripped the wheel as it growled and gasped heavily past them, kicking up gravel.

The Museum of the Weird and Wonderful was an attached series of run-down tin and adobe buildings, non-descript from the outside and which might have contained farm equipment or an abattoir. Only a scattering of haphazard words and images hand-painted directly on the adobe walls suggested it was a road-side attraction and that people were welcome there. “Curios,”  “Food and drink,” “Cactus candy,”  “Chili dogs,” “Gifts.” The array of words painted at joyful angles on the adobe wall looked to her like art not intended to be pretty, but she didn’t laugh this time. The world was not so hard to figure out.  
The remarkable feature of the complex was a fat, square tower rising some forty feet above the heart of the structures, with an enclosed viewing platform at the top. The adobe facing of the tower was crowded in lettering like a spooky side show at the carnival, the name of the place-- “World of Mystery”-- and a challenge: “See Five States.”  
They both looked at the moribund place silently. There were no other cars in the gravel lot, and there was no sign of life.


“Maybe it’s closed,” she said, the only voice in that desert.


“Must be,” he said numbly.


“Let’s check it out.”
She got out of the car and went toward the door. It wasn’t until her hand was on the aluminum grip of the screen door and she jerked her elbow impatiently in a girlish pantomime for him to hurry up, that he climbed with petulant torpidity out of the car.  Through tortured stations he finally made it to the porch with her. As another semi groand past on the gravel road behind him he glanced at it and said, as if he were a retired trucker himself, “Beatin’ the scales,” which was ground over by the downshifting shuff of the semi. 

“Jeremy?” She touched his elbow. He pulled away and scanned the landscape in an unfocussed way. He glanced at her between eye flutters.   

“It’s all right. I’m just drunk.” He sniffed it off. He fluttered his eyes sadly toward her. The one was blackened and flesh-heavy now. “Let’s go.” He took the initiative and opened the door.
A large woman in a muumuu, her eyes like dollops of oil behind her thick round glasses, appeared from a back room at sound of the bell. She looked suspiciously at them, as if her business did not in fact entail tourists stopping by for a refreshment and a look-see.


“Yes?” she sang, an easily-annoyed soprano. They could hear a television in the room behind the counter she had emerged from. Something gruesome was happening on Inside Edition.


“We’d like to see the museum,” Alison said. A sign on the register indicated three dollars for adults, children under twelve free.


“Yes?”  The woman said, again, struggling her mass toward the register, eyeing them. “Six dollars.”

Alison paid and they entered the museum.  

The first chamber of the museum was a large, dark space crowded with antique machines and amusements—old automatic coin banks, stereoscopes, pinball machines and velocipedes, none of which actually functioned, none of which, according to the signs, were to be touched.  

“But where’s the thing? What is the thing?” she asked him, gripping his arm and leaning toward him.  

“I don’t know,” he said, peering into a machine. “Maybe you pick the thing you want to be the thing.”


He followed her into the next chamber. There were stuffed two-headed pigs and and snakes, and a two-headed calf. There was a five-legged cat. It seemed all-too predictable in a place like this.  

“What’s so wonderful about this?” she asked. He hung back.  


The walls of the next narrow room were covered with old photographs, brown Daguerreotypes on cracked porcelain plates hung on the cracked, whitewashed adobe wall. Many of the images were ordinary enough, except for the eccentricity of the now-ancient culture they disclosed. Tweed suits and bowler hats, those bicycles with the huge front wheel, proud couples. Photos of barn raisings and a fair with a balloon, a photo of a train collision, photos of Indian chiefs, photos of buffalo scattered over the plains, photos of hunters displaying their spoor.  


 “Jeremy?” she called, finally, but not loud enough, she knew. It was barely an urgent whisper. She walked through to the coffee shop. She sat down and ran her hand over her moist forehead. She felt weak. An enormous girl brought her a menu. The girl’s eyes swam hugely and without coherent aim in her thick glasses. She seemed to have split off the woman at the front. 

Alison asked for a Coke and the girl went away. Alison went to the ladies room and vomited. This relieved her. She flushed it away and folded the seat down and sat for a few endorphin-merry minutes.  

The Coke was on the table when she returned on still-unsteady legs. The girl was at a table across the room from her, trying to locate her exactly over a Star magazine.


She sipped her Coke slowly. When you’re pregnant, she thought, you get sick sometimes. Everything goes funny for a while. A pregnant woman should not visit the World of Mystery.


A young man came to the doorway of the coffee shop and looked at Alison. He was a scarecrow and his eyes were large and glassy and sleepy and he had an Adam’s apple like a peaked stone in his long throat. They had each other in their eyes, this family.  Alison watched his Adam’s apple slide slowly up his trachea like a snail, then drop, like a medical film of the invisible parts of the body, working sleepy. The fat girl laughed.


He glanced at his sister then left. Another semi ground down the road outside.  “Beatin’ the scales,” Alison thought. She looked at the plastic clock on the wall and worked on the Coke. Dusk had come.  


She paid for the Coke and walked through the museum without looking and went out to the empty, stolen car. She realized she had the keys. She walked around the building to the back. Rusted machines were scattered in the high grass. A satellite dish was bolted down near the building. Three rabbits in a chicken wire cage looked at her. She called “Jeremy” once, sharply. The fields whispered back, a long, cold, clean, empty voice. She clinched her fists and she could feel her hands. The rabbits, chewing sheets of cabbage, watched her.


She went back into the building. As she headed back into the museum the woman came in from her TV room.


“Have you seen my friend?”


The woman in the muumuu looked through her thick glasses unhappily and sang with a perplexed, and aggravating lilt, “Nooo.”


Alison continued into the museum.    


“We’re closing in five minutes,” the woman called after her.  

Alison carried on. She didn’t gather any of it.

The thin young man was amongst the aberrant stuffed animals. He was dusting.  She looked at the two-headed calf. One head, two glass eyes, looked at her. One head looked at a bottle of hearts, the thick wrap of tissues, sheets of blue veins branching, branching, the very heart of blood itself. Deeper than her belly, somewhere in the seventh heaven of tissues there was a cell splitting madly toward Moment, toward an everywhere and forever of bliss that would last for nine earth months and then, with legs, arms, head, heart, called by time, join her with a scream among people, at the bottom of buildings, under the stars and the Moon and move with her for a lifetime through the noise. She put her hand on the tight fur on one of the calf’s heads.


“Have you seen my friend? A man?”


Still looking at his work the young man cleared his throat and said, “Maybe he’s in the tower.”


“How do I get there?”


“It’s two dollars.”


She reached for her purse.  

He looked over his shoulder at her. “It’s almost closing time.” 
She lay two dollars down under the two-headed calf and turned into the hall and followed the signs to the wooden stairs that coiled up, around, the top of the tower choked out of view by the tight spiral.


The old wooden steps squealed with each step. At each landing she saw the empty world through a dirty window. She saw the car down there. She saw a string of headlights fading off into the distance on the freeway a mile or more across the prairie. A planet was out, one bright dot in the sky. It’s going to be a long climb, she thought. He’ll be up there, looking at five states. He’ll say, Oh, there you are. She’ll say, Let’s go, Jeremy.

When she gained the top of the tower she went down on her knees and sat up there in the fading light, saw the sun sinking beyond the black empty hills.

“We’re closing, miss,” the young man’s voice called from below.


She leaned her head against the wood. I haven’t got my money’s worth, she said.  No one in all the world could hear her.


“Hello, we’re closing.”


She heard footsteps below begin the climb. Two or three steps, then they stopped.  There was an uneasy silence.


She looked out the window at space. I’ve been to the world of mystery, she said.  This is what she would tell her child. I saw the thing. I went up to the tower from where you could see five states. But when I got up there it was dark, and it was closing time.  

“But what was the Thing, Momma?”

She would look at her child and wonder and finally say, “You pick the thing you want to be the thing.”
                                                The End


