
The smell in the motel room had somehow changed.


That was the first thing that went through Jenny’s mind as she woke up, her face pressed against the rough fabric of the pillowcase.  The room was now sweeter; a musk that she instantly recognized as cigar smoke.  She stretched her back and legs like a cat and it felt wonderful after a night on whatever was being passed off as a mattress at the Flamingo Motor Lodge.  She rolled over onto her back and for a moment thought that Detective King was standing at the foot of her bed.


“So you like to watch girls sleep, do you?”  Jenny said groggily, rubbing her eyes.


She blinked several times and started to push herself up onto her elbows when it happened.  A bright flash that she not only saw, but felt.  It rocked her head back and vibrated through her skull, right into her teeth.  There was no pain, just immediate warmth spreading over her head and face and a momentary taste of something sweet.


That was it.


And she was then standing across the hotel room, by the entrance to the bathroom, looking at a muscular, dark-haired man with his arm extended, and holding a gun with a long, slender silencer.  Her eyes followed the aim of his black clad arm and saw – with an odd detachment – that she herself was lying on the bed.  Blood flowed freely from her head and her eyes were open half-way, distant and unseeing.


I think I’m dead, she looked down at where she stood by the motel bathroom and discovered that she had no body.  Where her stomach, legs and feet should have been, she saw only shaggy orange carpet below her on the floor.  It was surreal…but in an oddly comfortable way; as if she had always been standing in a motel room on Asbury Avenue looking at her own dead body on a nearby bed.


What did surprise her was that when she looked over at the man dressed all in black he was looking directly at her.  There was something unstable about the room, as if the straight lines couldn’t stay sharp, but grew fuzzy and opaque and then sharpened for a few seconds before losing form once again.  Even the man’s body was wavering between a blur and crystal sharpness and as he turned and walked towards her – the conscious her, not the physical her – the only things that stayed in perfect focus were his ice-blue eyes.  They moved across the room like two aquamarine jewels set in the hazy smoke of his intangible face.


A darkness – like black smoke – spread out behind him as he moved across the room, at first looking like wispy tendrils but soon growing into huge, wing-like shadows that spread from one wall to the other, obscuring her view of the bed and her own twitching body.


He walked right up to her and stopped.  She stared, mesmerized by his eyes – desiring to become part of his eyes, barely noticing that not only was his face blurring and sharpening – as if somebody were twisting a camera lens first one way and then the other, but every time it came back into focus it wasn’t his face at all.  At first it was an old Chinese man, then a woman with a small heart tattoo next to her eye, and a Russian-looking man, and a black woman, and a guy with a noticeably crooked nose, and a Hispanic man with a goatee, and on and on and on.  Face after face after face, occasionally coming back into focus as the man who she had initially mistaken for Detective King.


The faces all opened their mouths wide and Jenny felt a draw to join them, to become a part of this man; to cling close to him like a lover…or a father…or a soft, warm blanket on a cold night.  It was an overwhelming compulsion to become a part of the thing standing in front of her and she could think of absolutely no reason not to.  She intensely desired to be enveloped by his shape-shifting mass and become part of the dark-smoke wings spread out behind him.  She moved towards the cold burning eyes and the morphing faces and those monstrous wings…wanting…needing him like nothing she had ever felt before.


And then it all stopped.


The man’s original face snapped into sharp focus and his eyes peered at her more deeply, growing distant for a moment as if he was thinking…or processing some sort of message that she wasn’t privy to.  He took a step back from her and the nebulous black wings folded up behind him and disappeared completely with a sound like dry leaves carried on a fall wind.

“I’m sorry,” he said and stepped past her, quickly scrambling out through the open bathroom window, and was gone.


An overwhelming grief at being left behind boiled up in her, like she had been scorned by the only person who she had ever truly loved.  Over on the bed, her leg continued twitching and a single tear escaped from the corner of her open eye.


Her despondence was deep and heavy, like the entire weight of heaven pressing down on her soul.  It was a grief unlike anything else that she had ever experienced – overwhelming and debilitating.  She heard a thump sound in the next room followed soon after by Detective King’s muffled but growing voice saying, “Oh please no…please no…please no….”


Within moments she watched unemotionally as he crashed through the door into her room, his face a mask of absolute terror which quickly softened and was replaced by overwhelming relief.  He stood up straight and exhaled toward the ceiling before looking back at her body on the bed, a dark realization creeping slowly over his face, twisting his expression.


Detective King leapt from the open doorway to the bed like a deer bursting across lanes of traffic and landed solidly, looking down at her bloody and dying body – his grim face resembling solid granite.  He looked at the body, the nightstand, over at her – through her – and into the bathroom…no doubt seeing the open window, and began yelling toward the door for an ambulance as he cradled her head between his hands.


“This can’t fucking be happening!”  Detective King shouted at the ceiling of the motel room and Jenny felt a sudden flood of compassion and love for him as she noticed the tears welling in his eyes.


She had moved – apparently by thought alone – over to the bedside and then above the bed, looking down at her own pretty face, now smeared with blood.  There was no sadness, no sense of loss – just a certain melancholy at the sight of the beautiful young girl rendered almost unrecognizable by blood, torn flesh and rapidly swelling bruises around her glazed eyes.  The room quickly filled with police officers of various sizes and shapes, all shaking their heads and sighing or swearing quietly as they watched Detective King try to hold the girl’s exploded head together.


Jenny was then rising high into the early morning sky – far above the sirens and flashing lights of the arriving emergency vehicles – until the motel pool was just a small dirty rectangle far below.  She could see the entire city from there; the sun rising rapidly behind the silhouetted buildings to the east, the lines of illuminated cars moving along the surface streets and freeways like the city’s circulatory system and the green fields of the local schools, now deserted but soon to be teeming with children who would never even know that Jenny Chamberlain existed.  Jenny found that thought oddly sad.


“Did he not take you?”  A soft voice surrounded her like the thick clouds that were building, piling up onto each other and growing dark.


No.  I wanted to go.  More than anything.


“I’m sorry.”


Why didn’t he?


“He makes his own choices.”


Is there something wrong with me?


“Not at all, Jenny.  Maybe it’s for the best.”


Why?

“Because they are going to need you.”


Who?


“All of them.”


Why me?

“Why not you, Jenny?”


I don’t know…I guess because I’m so young.


“You’re much older than you realize, my dear.”


Jenny then dropped from the sky; curious rather than exhilarated as the ground rushed up to meet her.  Her body was now on a gurney being pushed towards an idling ambulance and dark spots began appearing on the blue paper sheet covering her.  Her eyes were half open, a large white dressing – which was quickly becoming dark red – was secured to her head and a uniformed man was squeezing a large plastic bulb, forcing air down her throat.  The man looked up as she approached from the sky and several rain drops splattered on his upturned face.


“Shit,” he exhaled, looking back down and squeezing more air into her dying lungs.


Jenny rushed down towards the blue paper, now covered with dark raindrops, and hit it.


Darkness overtook her.

An impenetrable nothingness stretched in all directions, blacker than black and with a muted silence similar to being underwater.

There were distant voices, spitting out sentences like automatic gunfire.  She felt herself pulled and pushed and prodded and rolled.  There was pain somewhere…everywhere…and then nowhere.  She gagged; her stomach tightened in waves like she was vomiting; her foot banged against something.  Here eyeballs throbbed and then something pinched the back of her hand and she felt herself flinch.

“Hang an O neg,” she heard through the sound of saw grass rustling near the beach; she smelled saltwater.  “Get five more in here and does anybody have an ETA for the on-call neuro?”

She was on a beach.  The colors were muted, as if looking through a frosted filter, and she smelled something dead mixed with the scents of the ocean and a far off wood fire.  She walked towards a large driftwood log buried in the sand; thousands of tiny flies were hopping on its tanned surface.

“Did we clear C-spine?”

“Check this out, Joey!”  A ten year-old boy wearing nothing but long, blue shorts appeared on the other side of the log.  The boy’s name was Shannon and when he was seventeen he became addicted to methamphetamines and picked his skin until it bled.  His teeth eventually rotted out and he would end up in prison four times before getting clean, finishing college and marrying Joelle in the South Padre Islands.

Jenny walked around to the other side of the log, liking the feel of the sand between her toes.  There was a dead sea-lion up against the backside of the wood, swollen and stinking, with small bugs creeping in and out of its dry nostrils.

“I’m gonna poke it with a stick,” Shannon laughed.

“One pupil’s blown.”

The boy pushed a stick against the dark, rubbery flesh of the sea-lion and the dead creature belched, sending a spray of bugs and foam onto the sand.

Jenny laughed, said let me try, and grabbed the stick from Shannon.  Using her small, boyish hand she pushed the stick into the gut of the animal.  The stick suddenly tore through the blubbery flesh and the body split open, spilling bloated and shiny intestines out all over Jenny’s feet.  She screamed the scream of a young boy and scrambled backwards across the sand.

“Are you getting any reaction?”

Jenny was in a dark bedroom, standing before a chipped and scratched dresser.  Her stomach was flopping with butterflies as she slid open the top drawer and looked in.  She saw a stack of cash, turned and looked behind her.  He’s still asleep.  She reached in, her fingernails were long and painted mauve, and grabbed several bills before quietly pushing the drawer closed and sneaking from the room.

“BP’s spiking!”

Jenny was then a man with dark, hairy forearms, having sex with a blonde woman who made an odd squeaky noise in the back of her throat every time Jenny thrust into her from behind.  Jenny watched sweat roll down her muscular chest and stomach as she grabbed a handful of the woman’s soft hair.  There was a blur, a sense of disorientation, and Jenny was suddenly driving a pickup truck on a ribbon of highway that stretched forever into the distance.  Jenny was angry and searching for a hitchhiker.

Jenny was then standing in line for the Pirates of the Caribbean ride in Disneyland, excited and hungry and really having to pee.  She was also taking a shower and washing underneath her large, black breasts with a soapy washcloth.  And a small child playing soccer and struggling with the concept of imaginary lines…and turning a wrench that slipped from a bolt, knocking a chunk of skin from her knuckle…and sitting in the passenger seat of a small car, riding across the illuminated, surreal landscape of the Hoover Dam at two in the morning…and hitting an orange cat with a shovel over and over and over until it was dead.

“She’s getting tachy!”

Jenny was dizzy and nauseous and confused and doing so many things all at the same time, being so many people all at the same time…it was like a carnival ride swinging her one way and then the other and upside down and around in circles and she was trying to scream and scream and scream but the voices coming from her throat belonged to a multitude of people doing a multitude of things in a multitude of places across years and years of time.  She was going to throw up – in fact she was doing that on a porch somewhere in Michigan and at a fraternity party at Chico State and off of the side of a fishing boat in the Gulf of Mexico and on her Space 1999 bedspread and all over herself as she was pushing her baby out – and she was losing who she was.  Jenny Chamberlain was having trouble remembering and her mind was pulling free, spun by whatever this force was…spun and flipped and smashed into gravity field after gravity field, pulling her muscles and nerves one way and then the other and then back again.

“Shit!  Somebody get the goddamn foley in!”

She was now doing thousands of things at once…experiences flashed at her – through her – at the speed of thought…eating, sleeping, running, crying, fucking, yelling, driving, mowing, painting, drinking, talking, typing, hitting, throwing, staring, blowing; she had pale skin, tan skin, black skin, brown skin, large breasts, small breasts, a thin body, a plain body, a muscular body, an obese body; she was a man, a woman, a small boy, a teenaged girl, an old woman; she had brown, blue, green, grey, hazel, black eyes and every possible color and length of hair.

It was all pounding into her and beating her and ruining her and making it hard to breathe and impossible to think and her hearts raced and sweat poured out of her bodies and she wanted it to stop to stop to stop dear god please stop.  It was like getting run over by a train where the flashing steel wheels just kept coming and coming and coming and coming and on and on into the distance.

“Push the Versed, push the Versed!”

As quickly as it all started it was over and Jenny was bathed in a total, overwhelming nothingness.  Her heart slowed.  Her breathing became regular and she took a deep breath, feeling it cleanse her body.  Her thinking was momentarily clear.  She was Jennifer Lynn Chamberlain from New Jersey.  She was seventeen and graduating from high school this year.  She was going to go to beauty school and wanted to work at a spa on Rodeo Drive out in California.  She was a beautiful virgin and was purposefully saving her body for a future husband, who would currently be doing the same for her.

The darkness grew less dark; it brightened little by little, evenly in all areas and from all angles.  It became a bright gray, ever lightening to a white-white until it was almost too bright to look at.

She then opened her eyes.

Jenny saw her body, lying naked on a disheveled bed in a hospital emergency room.  Her skin, the sheet under her and the floor around her were all splattered with blood and urine and saline and feces.  She had the very odd sensation of seeing herself from all angles simultaneously – an impossible feat, like looking at the entire surface of a sphere all at one time.  The idea of it made her head hurt worse; to throb painfully above her left eyebrow and all across the back of her skull.

Jenny was – all at once – four nurses, an ER doctor, a neurologist, a respiratory therapist, a paramedic, an ER tech and four nearby patients.  And the seventeen year old girl with a bullet hole through her brain.  She knew everything that they knew, had experienced everything that they had ever experienced – with total recall – and knew each of the people better than they would ever know themselves.

Jenny, confused and shaking with pain, screamed and fought to get off of the bed – needing to be far from this loud, disorienting whirlwind; her escape was made uncoordinated and impossible because she was simultaneously inside of her own head, and – with a confusing several second delay – the heads of the thirteen other people within thirty feet of her.

“Whoa there, girl!  Let’s give her 20 milligrams of valium,” Doctor Joseph Truitt McGovern—who had stood on the beach as a boy in Maine and pushed a stick into a dead sea lion—said to the emergency room Charge Nurse, Ruth Anne Falwell—who had accidentally peed in her shorts while on the Pirates of the Caribbean ride during a high school trip to Disneyland.

Jenny’s vision slowly closed, tunneling in until it reached a fine point of light before blinking out altogether.  And she was thankfully nowhere again…and nobody.
