"Food for Thought"

I think that the first class hides from you each semester. I check each of the three floors, alternatively staring at my schedule and the numbers over the doors - the ones that have numbers, anyway. I'm a junior this year, but this part always makes me feel like a freshman again, lost and a bit dazed, as if I were coming down with a fever. Luckily there is no one in the hall to observe me looking like a drooling idiot.

The class is intro to psychology, which my schedule insists can be found in room 217. Room 217, however, cannot be found anywhere. I have searched the length of the second floor twice, and it ended at 215 each time. As I stand by a tall pile of empty toilet paper cartons, I suddenly realize that I must be in the wrong building. I snatch my schedule out of my pocket, feeling something like a freight elevator dropping through my stomach. I'm almost relieved to see that the class is in Danvers Hall, and unless some sadistic vandal swapped the sign outside, that's where I am presently. 

This realization does not change the fact that I am now two minutes late and no closer to finding room 217, however, and I struggle briefly with the urge to scream out my frustration. I turn to go back down the hall and finish making a fool of myself by asking someone for directions. 

As I step away, I hear a muffled voice behind me. I start and turn suddenly, nearly knocking over the tower of cardboard boxes in surprise. I was sure I had checked that corner, and that there was no door there, but I must have missed it. Right there it is, room 217, crammed into the corner and partially hidden by the boxes. The voice belongs to the professor, who has already launched into the ritual recitation of the syllabus. Nuts.

That wretched feeling, the one that makes you feel about four inches tall, settles over me like a leaden blanket as I reach for the knob of the closed door. I know that when I turn this knob, it will scrape and rattle, and everyone in the room will stop what they're doing and turn to stare at me as I come in. The silence that follows me to my desk will be broken only by the pounding of blood in my ears. I sigh and turn the knob. The harsh rasp of the latch kills the droning voice even before I pull the door open.

It happens almost exactly as I expected. Only the buzzing is unexpected. It settles into the center of my head for a moment as I cross the threshold, sweeping thought away for a brief moment, then it's gone. I must be getting a headache. Considering how this day is going, I wouldn't be surprised if I started bleeding out and puking up my lungs. It is rather like radiation sickness, all of these people burning holes in me with their eyes.

And just what the hell is that supposed to mean? I need to chill and grab a seat before I start wigging out for real. Maybe I really am coming down with something.

I take a seat near the middle of the room. As I turn to sit down, I notice that each occupied desk is topped not with a stapled syllabus, filled with dates and dire warnings, but a nice, fat textbook. This makes me uneasy. It reminds me of a time that I was pulled over for speeding. The cop, one tough number indeed, flicked his flashlight at me and asked for ID and registration. The registration was easy; the ID, I later discovered, was doing laps in the washer, along with the wallet and jeans that I left it in. It feels like a gut punch.

I drop into my seat and finally raise my gaze to take in the master of this little circus. This gentlemen - a tall, skinny fellow with totally white, wispy hair and a narrow face creased with the passing of at least fifty winters - is staring, not quite at me, but up and a bit to the left. At first I think he's looking at someone else, but the angle isn't right. He must be glaring at a ceiling tile. His expression is void, unreadable.

"Mr. Carver is it?" he says, eyes still fixed on some point above my left shoulder.

"This class begins at promptly nine fifteen. I expect you'll find the room a bit quicker next time, yes?"

"Uh, sure. Sorry I'm late," Lame. Lamer than lame; it sucks, and I can't help it.

"Of course. I see that you have no textbook, not even a pad of paper and a pencil. Here in room 217, we always arrive prepared on the very first day, ready to learn. Isn't that right class?"

"Yes, Mr. Hand," the class speaks as one. They sound like grade school kids saying the pledge of allegiance for the hundredth time. It's damned creepy. I catch myself wondering if I locked my car. 
Why would I think of that now? My thoughts feel slippery, hard to hold. Do I have malaria or something? And by the way, how did he know my name? The class roll sheets are printed off the campus database, which doesn't include student photos. I rub my temples slowly and study Mr. Hand. He has turned his head, and is now looking directly at me.

"I had planned to begin today's lesson with a lecture defining, in explicit detail, what exactly psychology is, based largely on the first chapter of the text," he says, the hint of a smile twitching the corner of his mouth. His pupils seem impossibly small.

"However, I feel that we have been given the opportunity to learn something more meaningful, more... visceral than a simple definition. We, my children, are given the chance to observe firsthand the workings of the human mind, and is not observation an excellent way to learn?"

"Yes, Mr. Hand," the class intones.

My unease deepens, but I can't focus on the source of it. I look around, but my classmates are no help. Every one of them is staring straight ahead. Not at Mr. Hand, not at the board, exactly, just straight ahead. I realize there are three pairs of eyes behind me. I can feel them looking through me, and I glance down, half expecting to see holes burning through my shirt. I can smell pencil shavings now, but I haven't seen or heard anyone operating a pencil sharpener. Maybe it's equipped with a silencer. I rub my temples harder.

"Mr. Carver is feeling a bit strange right now, but why is that? He was late for class, but that is not traumatic. I didn't even slap his wrist or make him sit in the corner," His smile widens for a moment, and suddenly I'm afraid to see his teeth. I look away and focus on the clock over his desk instead. That's a little better.

"The feelings that Mr. Carver is experiencing must have a source, a cause, but its nature is not immediately apparent, even to him. Was it something he ate? Is he ill? No, the cause of his discomfort does not seem to be physiological in nature. Do you agree class?"

"Yes, Mr. Hand."

The clock is bad. It has no hands. It is always null o'clock here in room 217. Two images slip into my thoughts and out again in a blink: a statue with no arms, maybe Greek, and an open book with blank pages. I think around these slowly, dreamily, and realize that my unease has been stealthily growing into fear. Also, I can no longer move. I try to understand what is happening, but I can't hold onto the thought long enough. The girl to my right is staring at me now. Her pupils are pinpoints. How can she see at all?

Mr. Hand removes his jacket and drapes it carefully over the back of his chair. He rolls up his sleeves, revealing thin, weak wrists, neither of which bears a watch.

"Philosophers have argued for centuries about the true nature of the human mind. Is it the brain, or is it contained in the brain? Is it non-physical, and if so, how is it associated with our physical self? Is our concept of a mind even accurate? How can we even begin to understand something that we cannot observe directly, and from the outside? We can observe behavior, but a person's behavior is not their mind. Besides, we all know that behaviorists are fools, right?"

The class utters a series grating, rhythmic exhalations that sound like the gasps of a dying man. I think they're laughing, God help me. The surface of the blackboard is shimmering like the air over an open fire. I feel eyes on the other side of it, turning to meet my own. I look down at my desk. It is covered with words carved deep, words that I don't understand. Some of them appear to be bleeding. 

I make one last desperate effort to break free of whatever is happening to me, but nothing happens. 

The urge to understand slips away. The hole it leaves is briefly filled with another image: a dirty bathtub with brackish water swirling down the drain.
"You, the class of room 217, know the answer, don't you? Tell Mr. Carver what the mind really is."

"Poison," they say, moaning as if it hurts.

"That is right. The mind is poison. Mr. Carver is frightened that he is losing his, but is this a bad thing? Heavens, no! The poison is being drained from Mr. Carver, that he might be pure. He should thank us for helping him understand, but we can forgive him for this discourtesy. He is no longer actually capable of understanding." 

Mr. Hand is now smiling widely. His teeth are cracked, jagged, and horribly decayed. But they look so sharp. I imagine a question mark beside package of floss, but the image fades before the thought can fully form. My fear blooms into terror, but it has no context, no meaning. This somehow makes it worse. Everyone is staring at me now.

Mr. Hand walks slowly to my desk and stares down at me. His eyes meet mine, and I see that the veins in his forehead are crawling under his skin. His pupils are huge now, consuming most of his eyes. My terror sharpens, but I am unable to look away. No thought comes to turn my head.

"Mr. Carver's mind is poison to us, but the poison has been drained. He is safe now. He is not an empty vessel, however. There is still something inside him. It is not poison, but it also is not flesh. Mr. Carver is peripherally aware of its presence, but he also does not know what it is. What is it that I speak of, my children?"

"The soul," the class intones.

"Correct," Mr. Hand grins broadly. "The soul: animus. The mind: mens mentis. The flesh: viscus. One of these things is poison, as we have established. What are the other two?"

"Esca," they moan in unison. The sound is filled with a terrible hunger. They all stand and crowd around my desk. Some of them are drooling. Their pupils have also grown wide and deep.

"Esca, yes. Now that the toxicum, the poison, is gone, we may have our epulum," he says through his grin as he leans toward me.

"Our feast," the class moans.

Mr. Hand's ragged teeth sink deep into my neck, tearing free a large, dripping chunk of my flesh. I feel pain and a draining sensation as blood jets from the wound, but it seems unimportant. I strain desperately to coax forth an image that I feel lurking somewhere behind my eyes.

As my classmates lean into the reek of blood, their pupils open wide, I feel something other than blood drain from me. Thin, silvery threads are drawn from my eyes. These split into ever finer lines, which snake through the air and slip into the dark pupils surrounding me. For a moment, my terror becomes something beyond words, and its power allows me to heave that last image forth.

I see, written on a restaurant menu, "Esca: $2.99." Below this, "Food prepared to order. Contains viscus and animus. All traces of mens mentis have been hand-trimmed for safe consumption."

The menu fades. I see a grease-smeared plate for a moment. Then there is nothing. And nothing. 
And nothing.

