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You rise from your bed and stumble to the window.  Beneath the roar of traffic and the yells of bravos spilling from the bars below, you hear the jingling of bells, the thud of hooves on hard earth and the high lilting cry calling you to laugh and tumble and despair.  You slam the window shut but still the cry pierces you.  You stumble to the bathroom and find a blade and cut at your arms and thighs until the roar of blood in your ears drowns the painful familiar voices and you fall to the cold stones and you sleep.

***


What.


David Absalom sat up, duvet and damp twisted sheets falling into his lap.


Something.


He swung his naked legs over the edge of the bed, his morning erection already wilting against the cold morning air.


Something had.


He stood, barely aware of his own intentions.


Something had happened.


He pulled open the curtains and glared out on the grey sky, the grey streets below, the grey people walking in them.

Something had happened to him.


The last filament of dream was fading away like late snow under a spring sun, like cobwebs falling from fresh-opened eyes.  


That's how it begins.


Another day, another dolor.


David glanced over his shoulder at the figure still huddled around sleep.  Motionless, he waited, until the steady rasp of breathing calmed the beating of his heart.


He shook his head again.  It isn't me, he thought, it isn't me who does such things.


He drifted, more than walked, gathering the scattered clothing that led like a trail out of the bedroom and down the hall.  He dressed in the long narrow living room, his movements quick and sure.  He needed to be gone.  He needed to be home.

Last night, in the dark, in the welcome cloud of alcohol and dope, it was fine, it was doable.  The night is always a friend.  But, now, with the first rays of the sun peering through the south facing window, spilling across the hardwood floor like the memory of blood, now he wasn't so certain.  He didn't want the steady sound of breath to break, didn't need a voice calling on him to explain or lie.


Still, he didn't go.  


He stood at the bedroom door, silent as smoke.  A wallet lay tumbled on the floor.  Nearly two hundred dollars.  He took thirty seven -- enough to be getting on with, maybe not so much as to be noticed right away or at all.


There was a half-empty pack of cigarettes on the night table.  He took three.  His hand hovered over the silver monogrammed lighter, his palm itching to hold it, caress it.


Silver.  It was always his downfall.  This was too personal, too obvious.

The condo was small.  Two bedrooms, one bath, an efficient kitchen, the living room and a small dining area.  Everything was perfect, immaculate, reeking of money and good taste.  The wine rack was more than half full, bottles shoved in slots at seeming random.  He took two, better than most but not the best.


Beside the wine rack was a simple wooden china cabinet.  He ignored the upper glassed-in part.  Wooden doors hid special treasures.  There was silverware and a few pieces of crystal.  In the back, a silver serving tray gleamed from behind several plates.  He reached through and stroked his finger across it.  Sterling.  Too fancy for everyday use.  By the time they noticed it was missing, there would be no connection to this night.  No connection to him.

***


Green.  The color of hills in the sunlight.  No.  One hill.  A crest so sharp it cut the sky like a sword.

Blue.  A pool.  Water cold and clear as crystal.  So deep a mirror couldn't hold it.


Red.  Like blood.  Like the sun sinking in the sea.


But I've always lived on the east coast.


David's head snapped up.  Asleep again.  He reached for his pack before he opened his eyes, fingers seeking silver.


I'm on the subway, he thought, going home.


He opened his eyes.  Lights flickered past as the car rattled along too-old tracks.  He felt constrained, held in, bound.


A hint of movement drew him, flame-like.  At the end of the car, a man slouched, huddled upon himself like pain around a wound.  Yet.  Taut as an bow string pulled to the cheek.


The man was looking at him and through him, his face like chiseled metal.  He was smoking.  On the subway.  David looked around but no-one else seemed to notice.  He looked again but the face was turned away, his silver hair like a curtain.  David felt a pang like lost youth, like...


The train lurched around a corner, pulling him back, breaking contact.  The man was gone.  Not even a wisp of smoke remained.

David fumbled in his pack for a cigarette.  The poison curled around his heart like a friend.


"Hey, you can't smoke that in here.  What the fuck you thinkin'?"  The old black man didn't even look up, just growled with his head in his hands.  David took another drag and got off at the next stop.


He was still a long way from home.  From the place he lived.  Now.  Janet and Jeremy would be waiting for him.  Silent, desperate, alone.

He paced the length of the tiled hall, waiting for the next train.  The few mid-morning travelers ignored him, ignored the smoke hanging from his lips.  He caught their sideways glances, their unspoken curses, anger or envy, it didn't much matter.  They looked away as he approached; glanced back as he passed so he caught them in the corner of his eye.  It was like they knew what he was by just looking.  Oh, to see ourselves as others see us.

A glint, like sunset, stopped him.  At his feet a penny.  No choice but to pick it up.


Find a penny and pick it up, all the day will go to fuck.  The copper in his hand was like the taste of blood in his mouth.


Give it to the first stranger you find and all the fuck will be left behind.


He pressed the coin into the hand of a beggar squatting against the wall.  The woman looked at the penny in her palm and her lip curled back in a snarl.  David looked at her like a man with blood in his mouth and the curse died, unspoken.


So many things die, unspoken.

***


"Shit!"  They had locked the door again.  They had nothing worth stealing that wasn't stolen already.  The flimsy lock wouldn't slow anyone who really wanted to hurt them.

They knew he couldn't bear locked doors.  

What he couldn't bear didn't matter, it never had.  No more than what he desired.


He slipped his pack from his back and searched in the outer pocket for the key, held it delicately between thumb and forefinger.  Before he could slip it in the lock, the door cracked open.  

"Where the fuck you been?" Jeremy snarled by way of greeting.  He was unshaven, eyes bleary, body slumped in seeming exhaustion.  "Sorry, bro." Jeremy wrapped him in an awkward hug, "I'm edgy, you know."  What David knew, Jeremy didn't mention.


David pushed past him, dropping the key back in his pack.


"Janet here?"  

"In her room.  Waiting for you."


"Waiting for this, don't you mean?"  David showed Jeremy the plastic bag in his hand.

Jeremy grinned, hungrily, his eyes never leaving the bag of white powder.


“No, man, you know she...”


David shook his head.


"Right,” said Jeremy.  “I'll get the gear then.  You get Janet."


Jeremy and Janet.  His family.  Jeremy was his second cousin.  By adoption, sure, but family, such as he had.  He understood what it meant to be different in a world that praised and hated difference.  Their shared wounds made them closer than cousins, made them blood brothers.


When David first came to the city, he was running, hurt beyond speaking.  Jeremy took him in, no questions asked, no demands made.  David stayed even though he feared the road Jeremy was riding on.  He tried to help but only made things worse.


Janet had been Jeremy's girlfriend when they had first hooked up, three years before.  Then, only Jeremy had been using and he had only been a weekend rider.  A chipper.


Now, they hardly spoke, hardly looked at each other and Janet was the girlfriend of whoever could fix her up.


David sometimes took shelter in her bed, finding as much comfort there as he did anywhere else, which was to say, none at all.
When Janet and Jeremy had first split, ironically because Jeremy wouldn't quit shooting up, she had been the one seeking comfort.  She thought she could find it in David.  He'd been willing.  She was pretty, pale, blond and slim, with softly rounded lips and hips.  Interesting too.  She studied literature.


She liked to introduce him to things, books and movies, new ideas.  He accommodated her, tried to let her fill up the vast emptiness inside him.  He had even tried to love her but he didn't know how.  And she couldn't teach him.  Not then.
He remembered the time she took him to a movie, a fantasy film of some sort.  Everyone was very excited by it but it meant nothing to him.  It had been okay until the elves appeared, so tall and pale and perfect.  And so wrong.
It had made him sick, physically ill.  He had vomited on the person in front of him.

You can't feed hunger with emptiness.  You can't heal wounds with pain.  Because he didn't want to hurt her, he drove her away.

Janet went back to Jeremy.

Out of an act of love, she joined him in his habit, to ‘understand him better’, so she could ‘lead him away from it’.

Silence means consent.  He owed her for his silence.

Now here they were.  Kneeling around a coffee table melting heroin in a tablespoon with rubber tubing tied around their biceps.

Jeremy looked at the needle on the table.

"That clean?"

"The real question is," said Janet, "are we?"
Jeremy snorted, halfway between surprise and laughter.

"Who wants to be mother?"  He asked.

David filled the needle and slid it into Janet's arm, drawing out blood to mix with the liquid drug.  He pushed the plunger in as Janet loosened the tourniquet on her arm.  Her eyes widened and her features relaxed, almost pretty again.  He did the same for Jeremy.

Jeremy slumped back against the sofa.  "You having some?"  

David nodded and filled the needle again.  He didn't want the drug, didn't need it.  It didn't affect him the way it did the others.  He took it to be sociable.  And to protect them, to keep Jeremy and Janet from overdosing.  They would keep injecting until it was gone.

And he took it so he could feel the needle in his arm.  The drug didn't touch him but the feel of steel piercing his flesh was better than sex.  Sometimes, when he was alone, he injected water, just to feel the sliver of metal slide into his veins.  
He melted and mixed the rest of the drug and gave his two friends another hit.  All the joy he had for them.  He sat over them as they dreamed of a better world.  And when Jeremy drifted into nightmare as he always did, David held him and stroked his hair until he calmed again.
Janet never moved.  David leaned over her for several minutes, listened to the sigh of her breath, gazing at her face.  

She had grown so thin.  There were dark circles under her eyes and her skin had become rough and splotched.  She looked fifty though she was barely twenty five.  But still so beautiful.  He wondered if she was sick, from the needles or the trades she made for drugs.

Maybe she was killing them both.

Even the darkest day can have some hope.

***

He was on the fire escape when the police arrived.  Janet wouldn't let him smoke indoors, didn’t like him to smoke at all.  A faint echo of early kindness.

He heard the cop’s rough voices, knew what they were saying, who they were asking for even though he couldn't make out the words.  Jeremy was a low murmur, buying time, trying to decide if it was better to protect his only friend and main supplier or give him up to avoid time in the lock up.  Then Janet, coming out of her bedroom, cursing, probably naked.
A yell and a thud, followed by silence and more low swearing.

By then, David had dropped his pack to the ground and was lowering himself into the alley behind the apartment.  Before a cop reached the fire escape landing, David had buried himself in the detritus.  He lay there, unmoving, waiting for the noise of the arrest to subside into the common roar of the city.
He watched from the alley mouth as they took away his family.  Janet was wrapped in a dirty blanket and quietly sobbing as a police woman helped her into the back of a van.  Jeremy was in jeans and t-shirt, one foot booted and the other bare.  His hair was wild and there was blood on his face but his eyes were cold.  He flashed a bright quick smile in David’s direction, then looked away before the police could follow his glance.  Love binds tighter than iron.

Jeremy’s arms were pinioned behind him and his hands were held by metal cuffs.  The steel on his wrists gleamed like silver and burned like ecstasy.

David clutched the pack, still containing the silver plate, to his chest and turned away into the darkness.

***

He was homeless.  Again.

A three room apartment shared with drug addicts and nightmares was the most home he had ever had and now it was gone.  
There are those who would argue with him.  You had a good home but you left.  You're right.  
Left. Right.  Left.  The old joke could still carry him through the dark streets.

Home is where the hurt was.

He had been their first.  Their one and only.  Their treasure.  And he had tried to be more like them than they were themselves.

Because he knew, right from the start, that he wasn't theirs.  He had come to them from somewhere else.  His own people had given him up.  
It was never spoken of, never mentioned.  Quite the contrary.  He has his father's eyes and his mother's lips.  And look, when he's mad, he looks just like his grandfather.  On the outside, he became exactly what the world wanted him to be.  But on the inside, he was different.

Right from the start, he knew.  The ones who came after, his brothers and sisters, the natural ones, they knew too.  And his close cousins, older, crueler, knew.  Without asking, without being told.  That kind of knowledge is in the blood.

The things they did to him.

All of them except Jeremy.

And, worst of all, his parents, the ones who wanted him, who said they loved him, didn't see or looked away.

The things they did.

***

He found the man he was looking for just before dawn, when the darkness outside almost matched the darkness within.  He hadn't known he was looking for the man until he found him.
A scatter of silver coins drew him into the darkness.  Within the narrow lane, no streetlights gleamed, no moonlight reached, no windows broke the solid stone walls.  High above, a narrow strip of sky glittered with stars.  Barely enough light to see the coins gleaming one after another in the dirt.

The trail of coins led to the man.  He was slumped against one wall, black against the blackness.  He was still huddled around himself like pain around a wound.  

"Got a smoke?"

David struck a match, lit a cigarette and handed it to the man.  He lit another for himself.

"Who are you?"

The man said a word.  David couldn't hear it, or hearing it, couldn't understand it.  But it sounded... right.

"It means victor in my language."  He chuckled, a sound like the stirring of November leaves.  "You can call me Victor."

Victor held out his hand.  Resting in the palm was a final silver coin.  David hesitated, not wanting to commit himself, not wanting to take the final step.  He knew what money bought.

"Take it," said Victor, "You'll need it later."
"What about you?"

"I'm beyond silver."

Victor produced a pair of stubby candles from somewhere in his coat.  He lit them and stuck them in the ground.  The circle of light erased everything else, the mouth of the alley, the stars above.

Victor's body was sheathed in a black leather coat that almost reached the tops of the black boots on his feet.  His pale hands and face and the silver of his long hair seemed somehow disembodied in the dim light.
The face was familiar, not just recently seen but long familiar, like a memory.  Victor had barely moved since lighting the candles and now David knelt beside him.  He stared at Victor, trying to place him, trying to remember.
There was something about the eyes, like sea foam, something about the mouth, like a slash of blood.  Not his father's eyes, not his mother's mouth.  His eyes, his mouth, his face.  Not the face he presented to the world, that the world wanted to see, but the face within, his secret face.  The man behind the man in the mirror.
And when he was in pain, he looked just like this man, like Victor.

Victor reached up and brushed the hair from around David's eyes.

"You've been putting poison in your arm."  Victor said.

I do it for love, thought David but he said, "You don't understand." 
"I do."  Victor opened his coat.  He wore no shirt beneath.  In his belly, just below his ribs on the right side, there was a spike.  A rusty iron spike, protruding from his body.  The wound it made was crusted black with ancient blood.

David reached for the spike but Victor’s hand grasped his wrist, his long slender fingers forming a vise around David’s flesh.

“It is not yours,” said Victor.  “You bear your own wounds.”

“Yes.”

“Do you know what is happening to you?”

“No.”  David could feel the tension in his legs and back, an urge to spring up and away from this too familiar stranger.  There was a silence between them and it seemed that the darkness was creeping into the pale circle of light.  “I feel lost.”
“You are lost,” said Victor.  “You have been lost for most of your life.”

“Who are you?” asked David, again, wanting more than a name, wanting a definition.

Victor spoke again in his strange unbearable language, like repressed memory, like whispered emotion.  David’s heart pounded and the blood pulsed in his temples.  His skin tingled and dreams threatened his vision.
“We, David, you and I, are those who were here before.  The original people.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Don’t you?” said Victor, “Haven’t you heard the hoof beats and the cry of the hunter?  Haven’t you seen the riders at the crest of the hill?  Does not silver charm you and iron hold you?  Isn’t the music of harp and bell in your blood?  Doesn’t our language tear at you?  Don’t you remember what you were told?”
“Make believe.  Fairy tales.”

“Yes!  Faerie tales.”  Victor spoke again in his high lilting tongue, words David understood without knowing. 

“Then it is true, my secret belief, my childhood fantasy is true.  I was left behind.”
“No.”

“No,” said David bitterly.  “Not left behind.  Not merely abandoned.  Exchanged for something more desirable.  A changeling.  Isn’t that what they call it?”  

Victor sighed.  “There are no changelings.  It is a lie men tell about us.”

“Why should they lie?”

“It is what they do. They are not satisfied with winning, taking all that we once controlled and enjoyed.  It is not enough to belittle us, destroy our past and diminish our future.  It is not enough to confine us to the margins of the world, to wild places they have no use for.  Yet.  They must humiliate us, denigrate us, turn us into monsters.  Look around.  They do it to their own – why wouldn’t they do it to us?  And when we have been stripped of everything else, they come to us and take our children.  For their own good.  So they can be part of the wider world.  Their world.  Then they take everything from you, your history, your culture, your language.  And replace it with nothing.  You are neither us not them.  You are lost.”

The ground shifted under David and he would have fallen backwards if Victor had not grasped his arms.  David half turned and then sat with his back against the wall, staring into the darkness, staring anywhere but at Victor’s face.  His life was sliding away, the life the world told him he had and the other life he had built in his thoughts.  Both equally false.
“Why are you telling me this?”

“I saw you.  On the train.  And, at once, I knew you for one of ours.  I saw the poison in your blood.  Our wounds are different but our wounds are also the same.  How could I not tell you?”
“What do you want from me, old man?”

“I want you to be one of us again.”

“And what does that mean?”  David thought he should be angry but he felt nothing.  Nothing but emptiness and fatigue and a longing to be home.
“Look at this.”

Victor was holding a piece of paper, a twisted loop of green paper.  It was the green of deep water and dark forest, the green of wet moss and verdigris.  It was every green and like no green he had ever seen.  Victor held it out to him and David took it.  

The loop of paper felt heavy in his hand and yet as ephemeral as a wish.  It seemed both wrong and right at the same time.  It was unbroken and David couldn’t quite see how it could have been made.  
“A Moebius strip.”  He said at last.  “I remember this from school.”

“So they did teach you something.”

“But where is the join?  You make them by twisting a strip of paper and joining one end to the other.  So there is only one surface.”

“This was made another way,” said Victor.  “There is no join.”

“What are you trying to show me?”

“Once we were like this paper.  There was no inside and no outside.  No separation between body and mind.  We lived immersed in the succulent salacious fluids of life.  Lover and loved at the same precise moment.”

Victor took the loop from David and tore it.  It flattened into a strip.  Two sides, bound together but never touching.  The green was just green.  The paper just paper.  

“And this is how we are now.”

Tears rose unbidden to David’s eyes. “So all of this – this lurking in alley ways, this crawling around in the dark – means nothing.  It’s over.”

Victor held out his hand a third time.  Silver glinted in the candlelight.

“Another coin?  What are you trying to buy this time?” 

“Not a coin,” said Victor.  “Look.”

David stared at the disk of metal.  There was a pattern, twisting loops entwined and joined.  He tried to follow them with his eyes but he kept losing his way.  His head began to spin and he felt as if he were falling down a hole.  He jerked his head away.

Victor pressed the silver medallion into David’s palm and closed his fingers around it.

“It will take you home.”

“I thought we had no home.”

“There is a place.  A long way off.”  Victor paused.  “If you go there, you can’t come back.  But then, you won’t want to.”

The metal was cool and heavy in his hand.  It called to him.  It promised respite and something more.

Home.  Home is not a dream.  No.  Home is where the heart hurts.
“Why do you stay here?” he asked.

“You cannot take iron there” said Victor.  He caressed the spike in his side the way a man might caress a lover.  “And I cannot give it up.  But you, you don't have this wound.”
David shook his head.  He had no spike in his belly but he had his own iron tie to the world.  It might be too late to offer Jeremy anything but love but Janet, perhaps, could still be rescued.
"I have other wounds."  Shared wounds bind closer than blood.
"It is your only hope to be whole again.  To be one of us."

David shook his head again.  "You have to start as you mean to go on.  I am lost, lost between two worlds.  I cannot go forward and I cannot go back.  So I must go sideways and find my own path, my own strength.  The strength of two people."  Or three, he thought, the strength of family.
He curled the old man's fingers around the medallion.  He brushed Victor's hair from his face and leaned forward as if to kiss his cheek.  He reached down and pulled the spike from Victor's body and threw it into the darkness.

Victor lurched, tired to rise and scramble after it.  David held him and held him as Victor's body shook with sobbing.  He held him until the sobbing stopped.

"It is never to late to grow well," David said.  "It is never too late to go home."

Victor was silent and still as David rose and turned away.  One of the candles guttered and went out as David stepped into the darkness of the alley.  He looked back but Victor was no longer there in the last flickering light.  

David stepped into the street as the first light of dawn crested the buildings and fell upon his face.  At his feet was a rusty spike.  David stooped and put it in his pack.

He stood in the rose light and listened to the sound of the city waking up.  He jingled the coins in his pocket and then turned and followed the sound toward home.
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