Jason Calsyn
Black Rock (excerpt)

I. Construction

Cdor of flane: kerosene, citronella, wafting. Two
chains, tipped with Kevlar w ck, dipped in fuel, it at
di stance well away from body. Mnimal clothing, hair
cropped, tied tight, nothing to set alight by error.
Enornous man with nultiple facial piercings vigilant,
two danp bl ankets in hand, jug of water al ongside,
haunted. The woman, his wife, in green bikini, dark,
lithe, introduced as Layla, has a serpent tattoo:
begi ns at back of right knee, waps round thigh several
ti mes, extends around back, sweeps over shoul der, ends
at left breast. |Its nouth devours her heart. She
hefts poi chains, spins themin sinmultaneous notion,
forward and back, slowy at first. Allows nonentumto
build before finding alternate rhythns, |eft hand then
right and reverse -- flanmes at chains’ ends blur into
solid orange and white |lines. She rotates, maneuvers
chai ns under |egs, behind back, traces great arcs over
uptilted head, bellows into sky, stanps feet. Stars
t hrough snoke.

Stick-figure Man seens to perch on her shoul der,
climb her contours. His blue radiance sears w de
pupils, leaves blinking inprints. Layla s twirling
fire overlaps him consunes him spins away, |eaves him
Intact. Enornous, far off. He burns and doesn’t, then
does.



Destination: parking lot. Holding area for final
hours pre-entry. Absolved of slow road, RVs
depopul ate, spill humanity into desert. Awaiting gates
— hours early.

| ncom ng cars kick up dust, coat air in fine sheen.
Behi nd, headlight trail obscured by particul ate cl ouds.

Naom , RV pilot, clinbs down to soil. O her side,
passenger cabin opens, reveals M ck, Responsible Dave,
Saul, nyself. | step outside, kneel, kiss ground

twice, coat lips in pale gray playa. Sputter, w pe
nmouth, smle. Alicia, Rachel, fromother car. Crack
Tecate cans -- cheers. Dance to digital beat from near
truck.

Wander between vehicl es, investigate nei ghbors,
their playthings. Trailers, old cars, buses, golf
carts, transfornmed into Mad Max-styl e post-apocal yptic
transports and dream conveyances (sSea creatures,
chariots, a nobile eyeball) through feats of wel ding
and paint.1 Gfts fromfellow travel ers: stickers,
neckl aces. Dozens of small| keepsakes of peripheral
use. Random shouts and cheers. Bull horns.

Qur group, known as the Loose Birds, sings a
nonsense song as a round, does a jig:

“Work, schmirk

I don”t have to work

I don’t have to work today!

Workin’s what 1°m shirkin’

And 1°m smirkin® “cause you’re workin~

I don’t have to work today!”

| nanity, rotation collapse us one by one into heaps
of hel pl ess | aughter. Then: cars in notion, slow craw
to entrance. Tire tracks. Void.

HU U d U H U d A H U Y HHEHHHHBHHEH
! Event is perception of event. Hydra is perception of
hydr a.




Adm tt ance.

Cty spokes -- semcircle layout. Streets
identified by clock face. 3, 6:30, 8. Frominterior
circle outward: A B, C, and on. Slow along central
streets, 6:30, 7, in search of unclained |and for canp.
Pass el aborate geodesic structures, tent villages.
Signs identify canps: Absinthe, Dave’'s Not Here Canp,
Animal Control. Nunberless -- dozens, hundreds. Pre-
assigned canpsites marked wwth small flags. Avoid
upw nd Port-a-Potties, extrenme proximty to | arge sound
i nstallations. Block after block, all occupied. Then,
bare rectangle, maybe 40" by 30°. Point, pull in.
Position our RV -- Space Express -- to block inevitable
wind. Alicia s Land Rover establishes far boundary.

Construction of central done structure begins.

Rebar stakes, tennis balls to cap them prevent foot
injury. Rubber mallets, old rugs, beanbag chairs,
tarps. Donpbsaurus -- l|large canvas structure, bl ack
mesh atop to deaden sun. Pinch fingers in PVC pipe.
Bi cycl es, electrolum nescent wre, cases of coconut
water. Large plastic tubs with snap-on |lids, shiny and
ani mal clothes inside. Backpacks, canel backs, water
bottl es, beer and chanpagne and |iquor and w ne.
Deflated air mattresses, nounds of bl ankets. Bright
headl anps to sort through it all. Blind one another
when we speak. Loose Birds busy buil ding nest.



Set up ny small pop-up tent, step away from canp,
onto bare playa street. Slow stroll along F street to
port-a-potties, a few hundred yards. Skel etons of
geodesi ¢ done structures surround, wood and net al
support beans support nothing. Under construction.
Ladders, nails, scaffolds. Sonme sleep, sone build
through night. Filthy cars roll slowy by, in search
of home, wi ndows down. Tires kick up dust. Al wave
and sing. Ofer high-fives as they pass, hand ne beer.

Dust in eyes: rub with side of hand, make matters
worse. Squint and tear, red sting, cough. Sputter,
W pe eyes with corner of shirt, blink a while. Vision
returns, reveals young |ovely woman, dancing,
| anguorous, no nusic. Mdnight, mddle of street.
Naked but for blue glow ng wire necklace. Huns,
wat ches ne, smles. Pale breasts slope, not sorry. |
near her, try to speak. @ ance away, enbarrassed.

Pile supplies in corner of tent. Air mattress
occupies entire floor, sags under backpack, weight of
wat er bottles, batteries. Wite a fewlines in worn
bl ack journal. For a book. M/ purpose. Capture
sonet hi ng perhaps fatal. For vacci ne.

Stretch legs, indent tent walls. This first night:
rare coi nci dence of darkness and silence. Calm before.
Spl ay under nounds of blankets, try to sleep, fai
until norning.



Roused by Responsi bl e Dave, stacks of pancakes.
Mojitos and sungl asses. Crusty eyes, bleary, unshaven.
Orange sarong. | mense anmounts of coffee. O ganize
Donpbsaurus’ innards, assenble tranpoline. Doze face-up
on tranpoline’s black fabric, bulge it down. Wde-
bri med straw hat on face to shield fromsun. Restless
still hour, until skin starts to sizzle. Rouse self,
| unber into shade. Leave sweat sil houette of self on
tranpoline canvas. Dries in mnutes. Can see stain
shri nk.

Arrival of guest, friend of Saul’s: Scunfrog, nega-
DJ, here with crew of vehicle known as Robot Heart.
Tall, Dutch, blond, wears cowboy hat, |arge orange-and-
bl ue refl ective goggl es, necklace w th heavy pendant,
Man icon. Bears gift: fresh roasted green chiles, in
| arge zi pl ock baggie, fromhis New Mexico hone. Dinner
| oons With new inportance. Premature saliva.?
Scunfrog |l ounges a while, chats wth Saul. Wanders
of f.

i HH#fHHAHHH
2 Sallva glands respond to external stinmuli, odors. Al so,

internal stinmuli. Dr eans, Vi Sions.




And we’'re beneath it, him The Man. Take pictures,
necks angl ed up, crane way back to encapsul ate him
Hi s base, some sixty feet high, narrow, has stairs
I nsi de, several stories of platforns, railings, people
clinmbing, up, down. Penultimte platform where stairs
end, rests fifteen feet beneath the Man's feet, his
sharp straight footless |legs. He reaches forty feet
from upper platform exposed ribs, near-triangul ar
head, facel ess, handless. CQutskirts of a man, Xx-rays.
Arnms, stiff as legs, low at his sides. Thick ropes of
blue lights line his |linbs, off now norning, not yet
noon. He surveys, perpetual. Dust blows in the gaps
bet ween hi s crude bones.

Naom clinbs stairs ahead of me, into him |
foll ow her black corset and tutu up. From upper
vant age, we glinpse Bl ack Rock, whole. Horseshoe
curved: Man faces circus tent of Center Canp, center of
semcircle. Behind, past the edges, the Tenple, under
construction -- curved tan walls resenble dunes. Al
being built: individual canps, kinetic scul ptures, tal
phal | uses of barren wel ded netal, soon to don skin of
tarp or cloth. Sparse.

Far, far off, cars trail beyond vani shing point,
i ncom ng, cloud of dust. Drawn to the Man, thousands
of mles, to torch him burn himto ash. He sees them
com ng.



Two nen with djenbes start to drum softly at
first, then louder, nore urgently. Small throng
assenbl es around Layla, circle at thirty-foot distance,
give loudly | ewd encouragenent, to which she twirls
chains faster, hollers |ouder. Second figure, younger
bl onde man, bare-chested, pale, steps into circle.
Wears | ong netal extensions, claws, over his fingers.
Dips themin citronella oil. Lights the fingers one by
one. Dances with Layla. Fire cascades across her
body.

There’s a thin black book which levitates at chest
level, deep In nameless playa. This book is on fire.



Bl ack Rock: find void land, build a city.
Establish roads, electrical grid, nedical facilities.
Pl azas and restaurants, roller rink, meditation
centers. Smaller communities, neighborhoods — share
salt, wenches, rebar stakes. Shade structures and
hamock canps. Information center. Defy desert one

week, then: burn down the city, all of it gone. Leave

no trace of its existence.® Again next year. And
t hen?

Pur pl e sunburn, line along back just above
wai stline. Sudden, inexplicable. SPF-45. Uneven
application, blind spot. Wnce. Perils of
shirtl essness. Refusal to don clothing. Aloe on,
gobs. Skin drinks. Soothing cool. Mre sunscreen.
SPF-85. Fill water. Onward. Shirtless.

HU U d U H U d A H U Y HHEHHHHBHHEH
3 In winter, playa floods. A species of shrinmp hatches.
Desert is ocean.




Six men in wonen’s maid outfits and gas masks push
vacuuns around, frantic. Back and forth, back and
forth. Stir up dust around thensel ves, small Pigpen
cl ouds.

“Man, this desert is filthy,” one of them
grunbles. Power cord trails fromback of vacuum not
attached to anyt hing.



See Saul passing, lull bike to halt, report
findings. Aside Saul, dark-haired wonman, slightly
Asi an features, Chinese or Korean. Disnmounts bike,
approaches as if to hug ne. Slaps ny stomach, hard,
fingers splayed. Wnce: sunburn there. Five white
fingerprints on pink skin. M schievous grin, her teeth
showi ng. Saul introduces her: Katie, his girlfriend.
She hugs nme, clinbs onto bike, rides ahead, towards
dust, enpty desert. Saul shrugs, rolls after.

Honme. Hal f-functional RV: water punp, |ights,
stove okay, but no AC, fridge intermttent. Bedding in
back, pullout couch, two swivel chairs, AMFM Bins
overhead, cramed with cheese puffs, potato chips,
bagel s, drugs. In one bin, stash of faux fur coats,
hats, sunglasses. Oven, non-functional, container of
oni ons and pot atoes and yans, forgotten until
departure. Mbre storage: under, over, aside sink.
Coat closet, also for beans, canned pi neapple, Tasty
Bites, Annie’s Mac and Cheese. Tuxedo coat hangs
there, nore fur, |eather.

Space Express cockpit: Pedro the stuffed tiger
keeps wat ch.



“Renmenber to drink lots and | ots of water,”
Responsi bl e Dave says, coaching Mck, excited to share
advice. “If your pee is yellow, drink nore. |If you
see soneone el se drink, take a drink. Wenever you
t hi nk about water, take a drink. Eat salty food for
el ectrolytes. And wear |ots of sunscreen. Put it on a
fewtimes a day. War socks so you don't get
blisters.”

Saul | eans in.

“And don’t put your finger inside anyone w thout
sanitizing it,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows.*

M dday, eroded by thick heat. Side door of Space
Express open: di m breeze couchward nakes noon
tolerable. By two, heat hunbl es one, pushes down.
Qut si de said side door, open space carpeted in filthy
tarps, staked overlapping for gapless ground cover.
Bl ue, green, grayed by footsteps and wind. Across from
Space Express, ny tent. Costco bought, blue, small,
stained and battered by years of this. Front zipper,
hobbl ed, pulls only nostly closed, only if pulled from
bel ow, where teeth can’'t catch

HHHHHH U H Y HH S HEHHHHHHHEH
* Humans can’'t naturally form pearls.



Behind ny tent, Saul’'s, green, new two days ago,
al ready caked in gray, dwarfing mne, hardy. Left of
me, nore tents: Rachel’s | ow one, Mck’'s aside hers,
Responsi bl e Dave’ s at back, ashranm i ke, awni nged. Next
to Responsible Dave's tent resides Evapatron, his
I nvention -- evaporation pond. Woden frane coated in
tarp, |arge hanster-wheel -1ike apparatus which, w nd-
operated, rotates, w cks away water. Plastic canister
coated with torn piece of panty hose catches
particulate matter, separates solids and liquids. On
ot her side of ashram two twenty-gallon white water
jugs. Facing ashram right of ny tent, lies
Donmosaurus, twelve feet high, constructed of
i nterl ocking PVC pipe coated in white cloth. This done
our center of operations, our Bird's nest. In front,
tranpol i ne, seven bikes, seats covered in furry fabric,
LED headl i ghts.

Strapped to Space Express's grille: black flag,
constructed by Alicia, nmade of thick EL wires in
yell ow, orange, red: three chirping birds, beaks
uplifted, atop a nest which is Donpbsaurus, our hone.
Flag brightly visible in deep night. Beacon for
wanderers in search of 4 a.m solace, when beauty of
shatter and skull |ight conquers one and routs into bed
-- those few cool hours surroundi ng sunrise when cl osed
eyes remai n possible, before sky orb bastes our nostly-
naked bodies, indents theminto flat hardscrabble
earth.



A d nman materializes fromnowhere.> Long W spy
white hair, tie-dyed shirt. Pulls ocarina from pocket,
pl ays “Flight of the Bunbl ebee”, allegro agito, hops in
circles around ne.

- HHuHHHAHAHE
> As they are wont to do. Events arise from void.




At appointed tine, appointed coordi nates, Saul,
Responsi bl e Dave, Naom , nyself, near naked, roll in
playa until white head to foot. Stand still in early
afternoon sun, swelter. Frozen, statuesque. Curious
passers stop, try to draw reaction. Dance, make faces,
ki ss cheeks, sing. No notion. Mn slaps Responsible
Dave’s ass hard. Slight w nce, nmaintains silence.
Wman bites Naom's ear. No notion.

Wman in orange furry bikini approaches Saul,
stares eye to eye a nonent, close, on tiptoe. Says a
code phrase, gives small kiss on lips. Activates
notion. Saul, as if robotic, slowy noves right armto
hi p pouch, unzips, pulls out salt-and-pepper shaker
set. Hands themto girl, says, “One is filled with
pl aya dust, the other has ashes fromlast year’'s Man in

it. They're gifts.” Lowers arm freezes again. She
ki sses his cheek, bounces away. Half an hour: several
nore peopl e approach, say the phrase (“l |ove playa

dust”), small kiss, receive shakers. Naked nman in gold
body pai nt stares down Responsi bl e Dave, twenty
m nut es.

Becones performance theater, to freeze this way.
Two people imtate, then a few nore. Roll until
saturated in playa. Stand still. Statues accunul ate.
G ft seekers cone and go. Eventually, shakers gone,
we, overheated, allow selves notion, gulp water, walk
in direction of canp. Ohers remain. Sone di stance
of f, glance back, see fifteen or twenty in stasis,
various postures, as if Ponpeii.



Happy Canp: yellow, smley-face flag. Lookout sits
on very tall chair, spyglass. Wars kilt, gigantic
white costune gl asses. Beer in red cozy, potato chips,
traffic cone on head. Soneone passes -- he calls out,
“Happy!” Person inevitably smles, waves. Calls back,
“Happy!” Hello. Pass by Happy Canp several tines
today, learn to shout “Happy!” w thout pronpt. Better
than “Hello.” Wy not?

Dusk ritual. Slow, silent, sixty or seventy wal k
double file. \Wite robes all, flane patterns at
ankles, white cows. Carry stout wooden pol es,
hori zontal, on shoulders, ten feet Iong. Sonber, I|ike
roods. Hanging frompoles: oil lanps, lit, six per
shoul der, a dozen per person. Sone, at edges, carry
t hi nner pol es, hooks on ends. Dust swirls at ankles,
sun plumrets fromsky. Stride in unison toward open
pl aya. Eerie, |onesone. Seens soneone should wail.

At intersections, plaza areas, one with thinner
pol e stops, hooks single lantern to tall nmetal spire,
rejoins group. Center canp straight to the Man, Man to
Tenple, many spires lining main path. Lantern for
each. Slowy, slowy, city lit by a thousand snal
fires.



Dayl i ght gone, |ast crunbs of sunset. Head | anps,

| antern in done. Tonight: “Wite Party” at Opul ent
Tenpl e, Scunfrog spins at mdnight. So, white stretchy
pants, white coats, white lights -- matching dusty
skin, white hair, playafied. Saul and Katie, in Space
Express, prepare tortilla concoctions using giant block
of crunbling cheese, various vegetables. Geen chiles,
Scunfrog’s gift, the key ingredient. Spice waft.

Searing blue light — the Man, tallest human-built
t hi ng, chall enges perinmeter nountains. Geets night
W th sorcerous glare. Visible fromall points.
Gradual |y, Black Rock illum nates, fornms perineter of
neon and phosphor around him greens, purples, reds.
Bel ches flanes straight up into sky.



Conplicated series of wires, affixed to coat with
safety pins. Battery pack in left pocket, four AA
bl ack box with power switch. Switch on, wires gl ow
blue, emt hum Long underwear, |ayers: anticipation
of frigid night. Loose Birds flutter about canp,
assenbl e outfits, test lights, fill water. Alicia s
mesh hat gl ows phosphor orange, | ooks Iike hair.
Music, all directions.

Orgasmic chili flavor. Wash plates over Evapatron
— Space Express’ water punp broken, sink overfl ows.
Smal | chunks of food on Evapatron tarp. Pepper seeds.



Departure time. Entire group, Opul ent Tenple.
Cl ean hands with wet wipe. Mck rides to port-a-
potties, then Alicia and Responsi bl e Dave. M ck
returns, | leave, return, Alicia back, not Dave.
Rachel goes, cones back. Katie |eaves, to her canp --
we're to neet her there en route. Saul tries to punp
up flat tire of bike, slow going. Rachel grabs sone
gl ow bracelets for extra light, needs help attaching
around wists, Mck and | fill water. Responsible Dave
returns. Saul’s tire still flat.

“Shoul d we wal k?”

Thousands of bicycles. Unicycles, stand-up
scooters, tandens. C og Esplanade: traffic. Not so
sober, riders bob left and right, occasionally collide,
capes and | egs caught in confused chrone. Scraped
| egs, bruises. Al manner of |ights: sinple headl anps,
gl ow sticks stuck in spokes, elaborate LED patterns
that trace i mages of Pac-Man and abstract flanes.®
Gar gant uan rubber ducky perches atop forty-foot pole.
Flurry of yellows and | aughter, w de blue light. Wnan
I n hoop dress and parasol rides basket bike with |arge
wheel s, does a kind of sitting curtsey, hides face
behi nd paper fan.

(AIMISEINIS S s e e HH#fHHAHHH
® Persistence of vision. Frame rate of eyes. Rotation of
wheel s conjures illusion of solidity.




What do feral robots fucking sound |ike? Mdtors,
sci-fi lasers, winches. Ahead.

Cubat ron: di nmensi ons unknown. Perhaps 15 feet all
sides. Hundreds of ping pong balls connected by wre,
suspended mdair as a grid. Cube. Colored LED |ight
i nside each ball. Al balls, all wires, connected to
smal |l control system at base, on autopilot. Conputer
cal cul ates patterns of lights: which on, which off.
Faces energe fromthe grid, stop-notion ani mations,
geonetric awes. Sinple patterns gain conplexity,
accelerate, climax in epileptic cacophony of flashing
color. New pattern starts, slowat first. Alive.
Eyes cl osed, flashes redden inner eyelids -- binary
code.



Layla’s tattoos shi mer under burning claws. Half-
Il lum nated faces, |ips pursed, orange notion reflected
in eyes; chains revolve as if by their own volition.
Li ghts sputter, go out, one then the other. Layla
turns her back on her partner, withes away, heads to
edge of circle. Slows chains, lets their nonentum die,
Wi ggl es her ass as she stows them pul se of druns.
Claw man remains central, draws bright ovals before his
face, traces along bare skin of arms with fire. Sticks
tongue out. Crowd, electrified, bedecked in glow ng
wre, bustles. Passing bikers brake and stare.
BOOM .. ba-baa-da-da, BOOM .. ba-baa-da-da. Layla
perfornms nuscul ar belly dance, arches her back. Mn
runs flanmes in caressing notion up and down the form of
her body, devours her with eyes, |icks her stonach.
Shoul ders and hi ps gyrate -- she | eans her head far
back. Waps left leg around his torso. He raises his
| eft arm above her, |lowers one claw finger to her face.
She opens nmouth, takes in flane, purses her lips in an
exagger at ed sucki ng expression. Extinguishes it.
Pul se of drums. Dancers repeat trick for other nine
fingers, sexualize every gesture, linger at fire s near
points. Moon, three-quarters full, casts the two
figures in slow white |ight.



