The Undiscovered Country

Before the Journey

Problem number one with cemetaries: they were cold. Richard shivered, and huddled deeper into his jacket.  As if the wind and snow weren’t bad enough in the rest of the city, they were five billion times worse in the empty, treeless cemetary.


Although that wasn’t fair, and his writer’s eye forced him to reevaluate his earlier picture of the graveyard. There were trees.  Perhaps they weren’t so big as the buildings of the city, nor did they have the same windblocking abilities, but to deny their actual existence would be wholly unaccurate. Richard hated to be inaccurate.


He hated a lot of things, actually. He hated the cold, he hated the snowcovered graves, and he most especially hated the English professor who had demanded that he spend his Saturday trudging around in such a desolate place.  Of course, the thing he hated the most wasn’t so much the assignment as the insinuation that he needed such an assignment to improve his writing.


Richard rolled his eyes.  His eyes scanned the area with contempt, searching for a place where he could settle himself, devote a few hours to his work, and then escape in the least amount of time possible.  There was no empty space, however. Everything seemed to be covered in a quiet blanket of snow.


That was ridiculous. Why didn’t the cemetery have any benches? He was relatively sure that only old people ever bothered to visit a cemetery anymore, and everybody knew that old people needed lots of rest.  Thus, it stood to reason that a cemetery should have as many benches as graves, since theoretically one person could come to visit each dead inhabitant.  


There were, of course, the few memorials which had been set up as benches, themselves, but he would have felt a bit unscrupulous going and sitting on somebody’s grave. He could just imagine the dead body rotting below him, and shuddered a bit at the thought. No, he certainly wouldn’t be doing that.


Though when he died, he would certainly make certain that his grave was a bench. His would be a new one, black marble with a sheen that would dispel any fear of sitting atop a carcass.  Every inch of it would be covered in words, quotes taken from the thousands of best-sellers and Pulitzer prize winning novels he was certain were in his future. It would be majestic, a monument to his greatness. 


Not that he was going to need a monument. He was quite certain that his talent would be remembered forever. His would be the next GREAT AMERICAN NOVEL, the next book to be included into the canon, and taught to millions of poor, bored students across the country. Translated into at lesat thirty other languages, including Swahili. 


As Richard was busy engaging himself in his favorite daydream (himself) some merciful god decided to take mercy on him, for the wind calmed its angry howling, and the sun peeked out from around clouds for the first time in many weeks. Richard took it as his due, and finally found a spot where the sun had been shining and the snow was melted. Covered in green grass, it was even protected from the inevitable mud of a spring thaw. He settled himself into it, and took from out of his backpack the familiar yellow notebook and pen.


Ah, but what to write about. Richard chewed furiously at the pen, his teeth fitting into the well-carved out spots and marks already engrained into the shining plastic.  What purpose could coming here have?


He scrawled the word “setting” at the top of the page, then sank still deeper into the tree.  Setting. What was the setting? How to poeticize and romanticize a dead place?


A city, not of angels or demons, but of the dead. Each house lined up in perfect harmony, along the straight streets of the living. But the neighbors in this city never wake in the morning to greet one another, never wave across picket fences or rise early to walk their dogs in the grey stillness of the early morning.  They lie, eternally silent, in an eerie mist.  How must it be, for these lost souls, to never know whether it is friend who shares the frozen ground with them, or enemy? 


The addresses, too, as vague as the houses themselves.  Mother, father, a name, a date, no more. And for those few who never had the lucky monikers, never achieved the loving labels? They have nothing.  Just a name and a span of years, to describe and explain a full life. It is as though all the denizons of this strange city have never really lived, never contributed to the world of the living in any way.


He was rather satisfied with that description. Perhaps a bit too Faulknerian, but there were worse ways to write. If he were ever to be considered on a level with good old William, he thought he could die content. Though not if it meant he was forced to enter into the depressing community he found himself sitting in the midst of at the moment.


But oh! That was good. Depressing community. He quickly scrawled the words across the bottom of his page, ripped it away from its cool blue binding, and place the ripped page in the backpack. 


One step down, and only a few more scrawled notes to complete before he could begin the work of the actual story itself. Though he still had no idea what to write about, and cursed Professor Carnam for demanding such a break from the initial tale.


500 pages for a thesis, and that was fine with him, he enjoyed writing and was talented at it. So he had begun his work, a tragic initiation novel, which, while clearly inspired by Portrait, was going to be fully original. It was going to deal with everything, the difficulty of adolescence, in Middle America, the dark depravity of society, corrupted governments, stringent, foolishly traditional religion, and the human soul.  P. Carnam had taken one look at the synopsis, ripped it up, and thrown in out the window. Richard had watched stoically as the tiny pieces of paper had fallen like snow to the ground below. As though the earth needed more ice obscuring its surface, he had thought bitterly.


Anyway, better not to think of that now. Besides, it was difficult to maintain an angry disposition in the stillness of the graves.  Better by far to consider the characters of the next GREAT AMERICAN NOVEL (always written like that in Richard’s mind, with all capital letters so that it would never lose its significance.)


The protagonist would have to be a young man, of course. Young because they have greater opportunity for growth and change, and a man because women clearly did not possess the strength of character necessary to carry a full work.  Oh, true, there were the occassional exceptions to the rule (Jane Eyre leapt to mind) but overall women were far too sentimental and capricious to ever demonstrate the power of the human soul.


He cast through his memory for appropriate names.  As he searched for a brilliant word, he found himself coming up sadly lacking. His eyes began scanning the graveyard, searching for any form of inspiration.


McKell Isaac Brookbank.  His eyes latched upon the gravestone. He raised his pen again, brought it slowly to the paper, but could not bear to write the name.  His eyes began to tear as he stared at the grave. He could feel himself reaching out toward it, had to grab control and wrest back the dreadful longing.


Richard stood abruptly, thrust the notebook into his backpack once again, and began striding furiously away from the old grave.  Damn P. Carnam and the thesis. The man couldn’t force him to write something about which he felt nothing. He couldn’t write from nonexistent inspiration.  This wasn’t him


“Your problem, Richard, is that you write too well.  You need to think less, and feel more. Write about what you know, not about that which you have already read.”


The words of P. Carnam returned to haunt him, and he grudgingly slowed his stride.  He wanted this thesis. He wanted this diploma, this degree. And P. Carnam had told him, in no uncertain terms, that he would not received said diploma without at least a slight venture into this world of death.


“Fuck this shit.” Richard said dispiritedly. His friends would have laughed had they heard him uttering such an insipid phrase, but that hardly mattered. They were nowhere around, and Richard was able to escape the intellectual facade.  He cast his eyes around the cemetery once more. But he couldn’t find a single dry patch of ground, other than the one from which he had just escaped. No matter his art, he refused to return there again.


Well, there were the benches. As much as the idea of sitting directly atop someone’s grave disgusted him, there was the simple fact that they were there, and there was the simple fact that he had to sit down somewhere. Perhaps some writers could pen grand phrases while standing (much like cows could sleep on their feet!) but he most assuredly was not one of them.  So, refusing to consider it a giving in, and refusing to acknowledge any form of defeat, he staked out a nonthreatening bench and went to sit on it.


Small, red marble, with just a two words and two numbers sketched into it. Richard sighed as Sherman Kent helped him take some weight off his feet. Idly, he peered down to see the years carved into the pitted stone. 1921-1985.  How ‘bout that, he thought idly.  Guy lived to be 64. Wonder what killed him off?


He shivered as the cool breeze once more ripped through the dim cemetery, and pulled his coat closer about his body.  The sky was darkening as well, and he glared at it in reproach.  If he had to stay in this place, he definitely did not want to be staying around in bad weather. Richard groaned as mist began rolling in.  He put one hand on the bench beneath him. This was fucking ridiculous. What was he supposed to get out of this?


If he stayed around long enough, he wouldn’t be able to see. So much for inspiration. Weather had pretty much closed off what nonexistent help he could have dreamed of getting.  He tried to stand up, ready to just leave and make up some imaginary story about death, but found himself a little too heavy to stand. He felt tired, exhausted, dizzy. That was the last straw, right there. He couldn’t afford to come down with a cold, not now! He lowered his second hand to touch the gravestone, to help push his leaden body up, but as his hand made contact his eyes rolled up in his head, and he fell to the ground in a dead faint.

Sherman Kent


Well, howdy. That is one fine woman. I stared hard at the woman, dressed all in blue, from the blue cap on her head, to the blue mask covering her face, a blue smock, and even, holy heavens, blue booties!


Blue’s always been my favorite color.


She is pretty hot.


Problem was, I had no idea why this fine blue woman was in my room, and me in bed, and her not there with me. A darn shame, that’s what it was.


“Hey, missy,” I called out. The woman’s head jerked around to look at me. Her eyes crinkled. I figured that meant her mouth was crinkled as well, hopefully in a smile. Had to be a smile. My confidence faltered for a moment. Why the freezing hell would she want to smile at me? And then I remembered, with the crashing pain of a train crash (Wait a minute second. . .train crash sounding awful familiar) that I was as fine looking a man as she was a woman. Course she was smiling.


“Mr. Kent, you’re awake!” She said. I decided I’d better be reevaluating this situation. She clearly wasn’t the most clever woman I’d ever lain eyes on. Most sleeping people don’t try to hit on blue women.


“I most certainly am,” I flashed a smile. Charming. “I couldn’t ever dream up a woman as beautiful as you.”


More crinkly eyes. Brown eyes. Shoved that away in the annals of my brain. Fortunately there was plenty of room there. Couldn’t remember much else, other than my fine face, her fine face, and. . .


Nope, that was it. Good start, though.


“How are you feeling?” she walked over, looked at a small television screen just over my left shoulder. I tried to spin around to see it myself. Failed, though. My neck didn’t seem to want to move.


“I can’t move real well,” I told her. I realized that I should probably be a bit worried, but since the woman remained in my vision, I figured the situation couldn’t be too bad.


You’re fucking paralyzed, you loony. That’s a bad situation!


“You broke your neck in the accident,” she told me. That freaked me out a bit. I still wasn’t quite sure who I was or what I did with my life, but I was relatively certain that I needed a certain degree of mobility to be able to do it. My worry must have appeared on my face, because Ms. Blue crinkled her eyes again and leaned down to pat me on the arm.


“Don’t worry, Mr. Kent, it did esem to affect your spinal cord. We just want to keep you immobilized a bit longer while the doctors run a few more tests.”


“That sounds fine,” I told her. Oozing charm. Damn, I’m good. Too bad I still didn’t know what I was good at. And I didn’t quite know how to ask Ms. Blue. So instead I asked her the kind of question that I can always keep at the forefront of my mind.


“So, what are you doing Friday night?”


She laughed a little, patted me on the arm once again. “Don’t you think I’m a little young for you, Mr. Kent?”


I tried to think how old I was. Couldn’t quite decide. So, not quite willing to let her know that I didn’t remember my age, I just leered at her.


“I have a young soul.”


That caused an outright laugh, enough that the blue mask covering her mouth ruffled a bit, and her crinkly eyes closed. I could feel a self-satisfied smirk on my face, decided to leave it there.


Damn, I was good.


Richard opened his eyes. The sun had disappeared again, hidden behind the clouds. He was glad for that, as the gentle light was more condusive to opening his eyes. He groaned as he sat up, felt gingerly along his back at the bruise he was certain would be forming soon.


“Fuck this shit,” he thought, being careful not to touch the bench again. He gathered his paper and pen from the ground, and hurried out of the cemetery, not looking back.


Had that just happened? He shook his head, pulled the scarf tighter around his neck so that it almost cut off circulation. Maybe if he could starve his brain of oxygen, it would return to his normal patterns. He’d fallen asleep, that was all.


Then why wasn’t he tired?


He forced the rebellious thought out of his head, and began walking even faster. His upper thighs began to burn, and the frigid air burned his throat. Good, he thought furiously. Pain is good. . .a true artist is born of pain.


His house was only a few blocks from the cemetery, that was the irony of the situation (not a correct use of irony, his brain promptly corrected itself). Yet he’d never gone in there. And sure as hell wasn’t going back, he reminded himself. Not likely.


After all, that had just been. . .weird. And, as he was as far from a science fiction writer as he was from an elephant, he had no need to try it again. 


The front door to the house was open, and he rolled his eyes. Looked like he’d have to bitch out Alexa again. And she’d bitch at him, and she’d outbitch him, because she always did. He slammed the door behind himself, making sure that, wherever she was, she would know that he was home.


Her tread on the stairs was gentle, quiet. Fearful, he thought, peeling layers of clothing off and hanging them carefully in the closet. He checked his reflection. His hair was really getting too long, he noted, pulling apart brown strands and holding them away from his head. He needed a haircut, desperately. Unless he wanted to digress from the scholarly look and attempt something  a little more starving artist. . .


“You need a haircut,” Alexa said, coming to stand behind him. She wound her arms around his middle, kissed him gently on the side of the neck. Richard stiffened.


“You left the door open again.”


“Sorry.”


“You know how expensive heating is.”


“I said that I’m sorry.”


“Sorry doesn’t pay the bills, though, does it?”


She looked up at him with hurt doe eyes, brown, wide. “What do you want out of me? I said that I was wrong, I told you that I’m sorry!”


He shrugged his shoulders. “Fine. What’s for dinner?”


The look of hurt on her face was instantly transformed to one of annoyance. She flipped her hair back over her shoulder, strands of inky darkness striking him in the face. She smelled of raspberries.


“What, do you think that I had nothing better to do today than sit around and make you dinner?” Her eyes, so wounded just a moment ago, blazed into life. “You’d better redefine your gender roles, boy.”


She stomped off, and Richard stared at her retreating back. She’d done it again, he thought. Somehow transformed her mistake into something for which he took the blame. 


He stomped off into the cramped little closet that served as their study. At least it had hardwood floors. Richard had always firmly believed that the only way to really and truly have a study was to have hardwood floors. The furniture was wood, too, and the prison-white walls were covered with wood bookcases. All of which made a scholarly atmosphere. He ran his hand through his hair, as brown as his surroundings. He could feel the ends flipping out under his fingers. Alexa was right. He did need a haircut.


He dropped into his chair, feeling more than hearing the satisfying whoosh of the leather conforming to his body. He leaned back in it. The chair had cost far more than he could afford, working at Excel, copying pages upon pages of student coursepacks. But it had been worth it. A real writer needed a real chair in which to sit.


Everything fit perfectly in the chair, as always, with the exception of a bulge in his back pocket. Richard shifted his weight, reaching behind him and drawing out the yellow notebook. He paused, almost afraid to open its pages.


“This is stupid,” he said, realized with a start that he had spoken aloud, and looked guilty around. Nobody was there. Alexa was probably still sulking in her room. He flipped open the pages, almost a little angrily. There was nothing there that he couldn’t remember writing. Just that crap about the cemetery being a neighborhood, the comparison of the plots of the deceased to white picket fences and people borrowing sugar. It was shit, and he knew it. The cemetery was nothing more nad nothing less than what it claimed to be: a final resting place for the dead.


Above him he could hear the familiar sounds of Alexa moving furniture. Whenever she was frustrated she moved furniture. If it was nothing big, she would exchange the places that her shampoo and conditioner occupied. Sometimes she would rearrange the kitchen, moving plates and bowls to where the glasses had once been. One time, almost a year ago now, after The Event (capitalized in a similar way to the GREAT AMERICAN NOVEL due to its significance) she had flipped over dressers, turned the bed around completely, and tried to relocate the toilet.


This didn’t sound too bad. He could hear a steady thumping. . .probably sweaters being hurled at the ground, until the dresser and/or closet was completely emptied out, and she would be able to exchange the places that her clothing occupied.


He didn’t know what to do. P. Carnam expected a new draft of his story in—a quick glance at his watch, an analog, of course—less than eight hours. A draft that proved he had been in a cemetery. 


Where was Matt? He couldn’t help wishing that Matt would call. But it was a Thursday night, and his best friend always had better things to do Thursday nights. He’d been invited along a few times, but after Matt had finally realized that Richard preferred to stay in watching a classic movie or perhaps revising his latest story, he had given up. He’d probably be at the pub now, Richard thought, or maybe the Brown Jug if he were feeling particularly lazy. 


Most of the time Richard was annoyed by his best friend, by his antics and carefree attitude toward life. He had no drive, no dedication, no motiviation, ambition, or any other word that ended in tion. He was the king of parties, a frat boy amid a world of fratboys, and a strong proponent of the football team. It wasn’t that the guy was stupid. . .he could recite the stats of any Wolverine, from first to last string, and was possibly one of three people on the entire campus who actually knew all of the words to the fight song. It was just that he didn’t care about his classes.


Maybe he would go out tonight, Richard thought rebelliously. He sure as hell wasn’t going to get any further on his story, Alexa was in a snit, and besides all of that, he was bored. He grabbed his cell phone from off of the desk, flipped it open, and stared at the screen for a minute. Would Matt still welcome him?


Of course. They were best friends, for Chrissake. Refusing to let himself wander into the land of doubts, he punched in the nine numbers he had by heart, and waited for Matt to pick up.


“Richard?” Matt sounded like he was shouting. Richard winced a bit from the volume.


“Yeah. Hi, Matt.”


“Hi. . .what’s up, man?”


“Nothing. That’s the trouble. I was wondering what your plans were for the night?”


“We’re heading to the pub tonight,” Richard gave himself a  point for his first guess being correct. “Half price drinks!”


“Sounds good. Do you mind if I. . . .uh. . .meet you and the guys there?”


There was silence on the other end of the phone for a moment. Not silence, precisely, since there was still the unidentified roar of, well, something, but silence from Matt, anyway. Richard decided to press.


“Matt? Is that okay?”


“Yeah. . .yeah, man, that’s great. I just. . .you know, I’m surprised, that’s all. No, that’s cool. I’ll see you there.”


Matt hung up before Richard even had the chance to say good-bye. He placed the phone carefully back on the desk, and stared at a mundane painting of some ambiguous, unidentified woods.


He knew that it was probably a bad idea to head downtown. He wasn’t stupid. He knew from the tone of Matt’s voice that he wasn’t really welcome, that everyone secretly hoped that he wouldn’t show up. It would take an idiot not to have recognized the hesitation. But at the same time, he just didn’t fucking care. He was sick of sitting home alone. When Alexa wasn’t in a snit, it was mostly all right, it was allowable, but with her moving around shoes now, from the sounds of it. . .


He was 23. Most of the time he appreciated the fact that he was mature for his age, that he had the soul of a 61 year old. But sometimes he wished that he didn’t have a corresponding social life.


“Alexa, I’m going out.”


“Whatever!” came the scream from upstairs. “You don’t need to report to mem. I’m not your mother!”


Sometimes he’d swear the woman had schizophrenia, or multiple personality disorder, or something. It just wasn’t right, the way she was all sugar and spice one minute, and sounded like she was able ready to gouge his eyeballs out the next. 


It was cold outside. The day had felt like the end of winter, when he could almost smell spring. But now. . .now it was as though the blizzard had never come and gone, like any minute snow could just come pouring down from the sky. He wished he’d grabbed a scarf. But there was no way he was going back there now. Couldn’t admit defeat, after all.


The familiar bum was sitting at the end of the street. It looked like he had fallen asleep again. Richard had talked to the man a few times, doing some research on a short piece about living on the streets. He knew that the man didn’t usually spend the nights outside; he generally went to the warming shelter just two blocks away. The fact that he was still there, leaning against the wall of the coffee shop, meant that he’d fallen asleep. Richard considered kicking him awake for a moment, then remembered the crazy eyes of the man, and decided to continue on. Best to let sleeping dogs lie. 


Patrick Sinclair’s was just ahead and around the corner. He could see the soft yellow light spilling out, highlighting the flakes of snow that dusted gently down. Pulling the scarf tigheter around his neck, he picked up his pace, until he reached the front door.


He placed a hand upon the knob, but paused for a moment. Was he sure this was what he wanted? He peeked around hte corner, into the depths of the pub. A crowd of attractive, scantily clad women were ringed around the bar, flirting with a muscled bartender. A pair of mustachioed men in tweed jackets appeared to be thumb wrestling. At the very back he could see the shaggy black hair of Matt, surrounded by an entourage of his friends. 


They were slapping hands high, passing longnecks back and forth, punching each other in teh shoulder. Each man wore a smile. Matt was in the direct middle.


Richard shrank back. That was Matt’s domain, it always had been. Being the center of attention, outgoing, exuberant, charming. . .he stayed in the back and observed it. He stuck his hands deep in his pockets, shrank down within his coat. Matt looked over, and his blue eyes, for just a moment, made contact with Richard’s. His mouth began to turn up into a smile. Richard was just able to see it transform into a look of confusion as he bent his head against the wind and headed back out onto the deserted street.

*     *     *


P. Carnam did not look pleased. Richard squirmed a little in his chair. It wasn’t that P. Carnam was intimidating. He was really a rather squirrely-looking man, short with brown hair that stuck up everywhere, a brown straggly beard that never quite filled in, and horrible, horrible hats. Richard was far from being a fashionista—his idea of dressing up was a pair of jeans and a button-down shirt, or, when attempting to look truly literate and well-learned, a pair of cords—but even he knew enough to recognize that in no world was P. Carnam’s hat attractive.


It was just that. . .P. Carnam had been PUBLISHED. He may not have written the GREAT AMERICAN NOVEl, but he had written something that was good enough to be recognized. Richard would have given anything to be sitting in his chair.


P. Carnam rolled his eyes, and, in the middle of reading the manuscript, threw it to the floor.


“Did you do what I asked?” he demanded. Richard frowned.


“What do you mean?”


“Did I stutter?”


“I went to the cemetery,” Richard said, a bit sullenly. “I still don’t get why. It’s just a bunch of stupid graves.”


“I told you I’d dock you a grade if you didn’t go.”


“I went, okay,” Richard slumped deeper into his chair. “It’s just not my thing.”


P. Carnam continued on to rant for about fifty minutes about the value in every experience, before pointing to the door, and telling Richard if he came back one more time with a piece of crap, he would dock him another grade, effectively causing him to fail the class.


He couldn’t fail. Richard Maynard did not fail at English. He just didn’t. The apocalypse was more likely to come than him fail an English class. Which meant, unfortunately, and against all of his wishes, that he would have to return to the cemetery.


But somehow, for some reason, some part of him wanted to return. He wanted to know what happened at the end of Sherman Kent’s life, how he had gone from a dirty old man, checking out a young nurse, to lying, maggot-eaten and rotting away six feet under the ground.


And, to tell the truth, he was a little bit frightened. He’d never felt afraid in his life, not this kind of fear, and he thought that he could probably use it to write his masterpeice. So he wasn’t that upset when, this second time, he was sent off in the cool March air to a place he loathed.

