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INTRODUCTION
 

 



 

 Ever write a 500-word story? Think it’s easy? Got to be easier than writing a novel, right? Wrong!
 

 Some time back a friend, who was putting together an anthology asked me if I would contribute. It was a horror anthology, so the story had to have a monster in it or some truly scary psychological thrills, or simply be a hoot, a laugh fest. Much of horror walks a tightrope and on one side is fright, the other side hilarity. In fact, there is a long and noble tradition of humor linked to horror, and the best purveyor of such a seemingly wild mix was none other than the author of Psycho, Robert Bloch, whose short works are classic. You might call Bloch the Mark Twain of horror writing, as the man could make your cry, start, and laugh in the same paragraph. Another great author of the sort who himself gets a good belly laugh at your goose bumps is Richard Matheson. These two men have been among my favorite authors forever. Getting back to my friend who wanted a frightful story from me, he added, “And oh yeah, it has to be 500 words.” To which I replied, “You mean 5000, don’t you?” His response, “No, five hundred. Every story in the anthology must be kept to five hundred words. Short enough to read during a bathroom sitting.”
 

 The gauntlet was thrown down, and I love a challenge; in fact, if an editor anywhere knew—just knew the secret—that when challenged by an idea, I go nuts and I must—absolutely must take on said challenge. My four novels in my DECOY series came by way of an editor’s challenge: Can you…in three sentences, she challenged me to create a series character that became Lanark, a Chicago Decoy cop and actor par excellence. But this…five hundred words? Was it possible? It took rewrite after rewrite when the story came in at 750 words. I believed after about the tenth rewrite there was nothing more that could come out if I wished to maintain the integrity of the story, but with the editor’s help on the final-final draft, I finally managed a five hundred word story, and I entitled it 500 words. By way of demonstrating a short-short-short story, I am herewith going to share Five Hundred Words with you, and I hope you know that I became a better writer learning to cut, then cut, then cut more, and when I thought nothing more could be cut, I remained open to someone else adding cuts. I learned so much writing this little story…
 




 



 
 


500 WORDS
 

 

 

 “In writing…500 words, Alfred! Now regale us.”

 

 “Everything?” 

 

 “The whole wretched story, yes. What precipitated Charlene’s murder,” asked Detective Kyle Begum.

 

 “Self-defense,” bitched Alfred. 

 

 Begum, fed up, went for snacks. “Right back.”

 

 With one hand to write, the other handcuffed to a bolted table, Alfred glanced at Detective Dick Trent. “She-bitch outta hell, cannibalized spleens and livers.”
 

 Trent grumbled, “Write it.”
 

 “Easy for you to say. When was last time you wrote 500 freaking words! Look, Charlene became this godawful she-bitch. Whataya do when a wife becomes a were-dog and attacks you in the living room? You want it from the beginning, it’s gonna require a 1000 words, sir.”
 

 “500’s all the computer can handle,” muttered Trent. “Just the facts.”

 

 “Shit hit the fan when I accidentally broke her neon filigree-framed painting.”

 

 “Christ as Elvis; last supper at Graceland?”

 

 “You saw it? Charlene insisted the thing proved the efficacy of the DaVinci Code.”

 

 “Write!”

 

 “—divinely guided, she said, but surely no way Jesus looked like Elvis.”

 

 “Write!”

 

 “And I don’t believe Jesus slept with a woman or sported sideburns.” 

 

 “Sideburns? Civil War,” Trent muttered. “Long after JC.”

 

 “And long before Elvis.”

 

 “Just write it.”

 

 Trent had claimed that he and Begum had ‘heard it all before’. Nothing new under the precinct sun. “Put it on paper. Write….”

 

 “Never was much of a writer,” Alfred offered.

 

 “We found your wife’s body torn to shreds and smeared with salsa. Write!”

 

 “I loved Charlene, but she was gonna kill me.”

 

 “Yeah… we know… love is murder. Now, Alfred, write it!”

 

 # # #

 

 



 

 Detective Lyle Begun entered pissed that Trent didn’t open the door when he kicked at it. Begum had his hands full when he entered Interrogation Room #4. The Cokes and chips went flying the moment he realized Alfred had somehow chewed off his cuffed hand and left it dangling, still in the cuff at the table. Blood and Trent’s body everywhere in pieces filled Begum’s vision, when suddenly the werewolf dropped from the ceiling overhead and onto him.
 

 “Your turn now, Begum—take a seat!” the werewolf ordered, his face fierce, fangs bare, claws extended. Begum instinctively went for his gun, but the creature’s massive paw clamped over his hand and holster. “Go ahead, Begum, make my day.”
 

 “What…what do you want from me? Safe escort? OK, OK…we’re outta here. Money, ransom? You got it. My wife? Take her. What?”

 

 “Sit down at the table Begum.”

 

 “Sit?”

 

 “I didn’t say shit.” The wereman that Alfred Holmes had become slapped the pencil and paper before Begum where he sat now at the bloodied table and chair. Trent’s blood. It was awful and the room reeked of it. 
 

 “What do you want from me?” asked Begum.

 

 “Not much, but your buddy Trent couldn’t cut it.”

 

 Begum begged him now. “What is it you want?”

 

 “Just five hundred words.”

 




 




From Rob:
 

 



 

 So that’s it! Lots of fun around the blood and guts. Why humor and horror work in tandem like a good vaudeville act, I don’t know. Will leave that to the psychiatrists. Hope you enjoyed the story and perhaps, if you too write, you see the value of brevity. There does exist an old book out there you might find on a library shelf near you entitled How To Be Brief, which I read as a kid. It didn’t take all the advice, to be sure, as my novels often run way past the number of words the contract called for, but I do recall it was great advice. Not too long ago, I had to rewrite City for Ransom for HarperCollins down from 140,000 words back to the contract agreement of 90,000. We finally settled on 100,000 after three—count them—three consecutive rewrites after the many rewrites already done! Three in a row nonstop. Nonstop cutting, cutting, cutting. 
 

 Now onto another short story. This one about Bats in Belfries…hehehe…
 




 



 
 


BAT GUANO 

 

 
 

 “Every freaking morning, the same old shit. Bat shit. Comes, parks it in my attic, uninvited, and the hellish thing shits all day while sleeping inside my head.” 
 

 “And ahhh… this ahhh… excretion… is this what disturbs you most about Algernon?” Dr. Soreasel jotted notes. 
 

 “Hold on, doc, this clown’s got no idea the bodily functions we bats gotta go through. You ever try shitting while hanging upside down? Tail end up?”
 

 So crass. Charlie apologized for the bat.
 

 “If it’s so difficult, shitting upwards while hanging upside down, then why do you do it? One definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over—knowing it does not work.”
 

 Great psychobabble for the buck. “Look, Doc, it ain’t so much we’re asleep as our bodies get jostled the least bit, and damn, end of snooze. The real nightmare is trying to get back to sleep.”
 

 “Oh yeah, that pisses me off too.”
 

 “So we bats are stark still; can’t do that if you follow Charlie’s bathroom processes. I know…I’m there.”
 

 All the time, Algernon is there. Charlie looked on the verge of tears. Dr. Soreasel jotted faster. Charlie kept talking in irritating bat personae. 
 

 “The john for us bats is wherever we’re at. Gotta go, gotta go…” 

 

 Dr. Soreasel tapped pencil over pad. “Sounds like you two have a basic co-dependent, gunny-sacking relationship here.”

 

 “And is that a bad thing?” the bat flutteringly asked.

 

 “What precisely does it all mean, Doctor, precisely what?” Charlie fidgeted.

 

 “Means you gunny-sack away all perceived slights, hurts, humiliations, and yes, even your affection and mutual admiration. All stuffed in that emotional sack.”
 

 “Never talked it out, I guess.”

 

 “Guess we do kinda put things away instead of…”

 

 “Gunny-sacking, huh?” More tears.

 

 “Do you mean to say you’ve never talked about this before?” 

 

 “Never.”

 

 “No, not once.”

 

 “Ever?”

 

 “Swear to God. Charlie’s never complained about shit before.”

 

 “Charlie, you want to address that?”

 

 “Well… how do you broach the subject… I mean, if you are a delicate-minded fellow?”

 

 “Delicate-minded, he calls it.”

 

 “And you resent that, Algernon?”

 

 “Whenever he refuses to communicate, he hauls out that delicate crap. Delicate prick oughta wear a bonnet.”

 

 “Name-calling is counter-constructive.”

 

 “It’s just Algernon’s way.”

 

 “Are you making excuses for the vampire bat nesting in your head?”

 

 “I’m under a spell.”

 

 Soreasel considered Giddings and his imaginary animas, the one living in his belfry all right. What a fucking great write up for Go Psychiatry Magazine.
 

 “Think it’s all in my head, don’t you, Soreasel?” 
 

 “Now Charlie… please sit back—” 
 

 “How can I sit? Would you sit for this shit? Algernon’s eating away at my brain, and that bat guano he exudes stinks up my whole head, smokes my nostrils, drifts down my throat.”
 

 As he spoke, an enormous vampire bat inched, clawed, squeezed its way from Charlie’s scabbed over bloody left ear. “Damn, never know which side he’s gonna come outta next.”
 

 “Cramped quarters, Doc, but now you—you got a swell head. Come ‘ere, big boy!” 
 




 




From Rob:
 

 
 

 Quick and dirty advice from a pro on writing the short-short story --
 

 To be successful as a short story writer it’s a pretty good idea to have the ending and the beginning occurring as close to possible as possible, and to do this you concentrate on ONE—the magic number one. One main character, one point of view, one location, one time period…or at very most two of each of these important story elements like setting. DRAW a circle and mark the top the beginning, then behind that at the top mark the ending.
 

 See now how I practice what I preach in this 3rd 500 word story before we move on to longer and more complex works which do indeed have multiple settings and more character interaction, and more dialogue-driven aspects of the dramatization. Enjoy:
 




 



 
 


ZOMFLIES
 

 
 

 Never easy being a zombie, and now this—fly eggs. Lucia Vincetti had felt disturbed to her core while lying in her top-of-the-line mahogany box; disturbed by the sound of maggots nibbling away inside her cranium where they’d migrated from the eyes—already gone. Flies laying eggs in her supposed sanctity--six feet under—the distance Lucia had clawed her way back from. She’d come to have satisfaction. The damned coffin was supposed to be insect proof, and the warranty was nearing an end.
 

 She confronted her cousin Binney at the mortuary. All he could stutter out was a shaky, “W-w-when…did you first no-notice the prob-lem?”
 

 Sleazy little living weasel’d never honor that warranty unless she threw a real scare into him.
 

 Binney stood shaking at the back of the mortuary.
 

 “Freaking maggots’re popping out of crusty little scabby balls inside places I didn’t even know I had,” she screeched at Binney. “I couldn’t just lay down for that. Binney, you allowed a fly into the lid before lowering it.”
 

 “W-w-what do you expect me to do about it?” Binnie’s bow tie snapped.
 

 Binney and his father before him had taken care of every scatological problem normally with class, but that was when Carmine lived. Now the old mortuary was headquarters to Binnie’s Itinerant Embalmers. Their motto: Call US or Suffer….the final brainchild Carmine had hatched. To give the old mortuary a makeover. A fleet of RVs was the dream, and back of each RV an entire embalming theater equipped with all the essentials from sutures to Smile & Glow fixitive, tooth replacements and wigs.
 

 A real money-saver. The embalmer came to the corpse rather than the corpse coming to the embalmer. But tonight, the corpse had come to the embalmer.
 

 “So…so what do you want from me?”

 

 “A makeover,” said the zombie. “Restitution in a makeover.”

 

 Binney dug out his plaster of Paris, sutures, fixatives, and his Smile & Glove.

 

 “This is for all the many zombies who’ve been mal-treated by your kind, Binney.”

 

 “Mal-treated?”

 

 “Seen too many zombies fail on the outside. And why, Binnie?”

 

 “They fail to fit in?”

 

 “Wrong. Zombies fare no better than the bipolar, the clinically depressed, mentally deranged. Zombie flies are a small annoyance beside zombie prejudices, but worst than any hatred held for a zombie is the outright mistreatment of a zombie by the living, all of whom seem bent on keeping zombies down, or raping us, unaccountably beating and throwing us into asylums.”
 

 “No way,” replied Binnie, mouth agape.
 

 “C’mon, who hasn’t heard stories of perfectly normal zombies being stabbed, robbed, brutalized, thrown from rooftops, set afire, tortured, and ridiculed as idiots?”
 

 “Bullshit, any zombie has as much rights as all of us.”

 

 “One zombie even came back stripped naked. His genitalia removed, and not in a neat surgical precision sort of way, either.”

 

 “Look, that’s not my problem.”

 

 In the green glow of a neon sign over what once was Carmine’s House of Sleep Mortuary Parlor, no one saw the zombie dragging a coffin toward home. 
 

 



 

 

 

 THE END…

 

 and the end of my 500 word stories! And quite possibly my career!

 




 



 



 


From Rob:
 

 
 

 Now onto some longer short stories. This next story, A Snitch in Time, was written recently and has never before been published anywhere, but the story following it was published in These Guns for Hire edited by JA Konrath for Bleak House Books in 2007. Enjoy A SNITCH IN TIME…
 




 



 



 


A SNITCH IN TIME 

 

 
 

 Across from me inside the cab of the jet plane sits a man in fear. Mirroring me, it seems. His plane about to take off, and he should be relaxed, but no, he is fidgeting. Maybe he’s the guy they put on the plane to kill me? But then here is another fellow fast asleep with the plane still at the terminal. Yet he can sleep? In this stifling air inside the belly of the beast? Maybe it’s pills? Maybe a fear of flying? Maybe he can sleep because he knows he has a long way to go before he has to kill me. Plans to take his sweet time. Australia is a long way off. After all, it’s a red eye flight and the movie is The DaVinci Code.
 

 Then again, the assassin they sent could be the guy with the headphones on, rocking to sounds no one else hears. Damn headphones might be covering one of those newfangled Bluetooth earpieces. Could be receiving instructions right this second. They might want the job done before the plane lifts off. I mean, for all I know.
 

 Then again it could be the fellow with the hooked nose stuck in a book, a Max Bolan novel from the look of it. Some mook wanting to be Max Bolan; thinks if he kills me, his reputation is set.
 

 OK, so I don’t know for sure who the hit man is, but I know one thing sure. A lousy snitch got to Romero, collected a good sum, told Romero that I hadn’t fulfilled the contract. That despite taking Romero’s blood moneyI didn’t kill one John Russell.
 

 I was supposed to be on a plane, any plane, half way to anywhere by now, supposed to be no hassle, no worry, while Russell was off in another direction, taking his family into hiding—all before anyone could possibly know. But one snitch got curious. One snitch got in under the wire. All it takes. One worm. A snitch in time.
 

 As a result, I am sitting here in first class examining my fellow passengers one by one—instead of enjoying the champagne; —desperately trying to decide which of them is the guy. Not the snitch. Snitches seldom to never get killed, and they never do any killing. They’re the parasites who live off both sides at once—the criminal element provides for them on the one hand, the authorities on the other, and for mere peanuts—gambling change—the worms will sell a man out to both sides.
 

 The authorities damn near caught up to me in the airport before I randomly selected a target of my own, brought him to heel, and became him: Sloan Davies Roberts. Damn sure I don’t look or talk like a Sloan Davies Roberts, and the ill fitting suit doesn’t help. Thing is extra large but still a tad tight around the middle. Still, if I keep my mouth shut, shuffle papers in Roberts’s briefcase, and make no eye contact, I figure to make it. Even if they find the dead Roberts, without any papers on him, there’s no way for airport or San Francisco PD to put it together.
 

 Do I feel badly about the real Mr. Roberts? You tell me. If you were facing life without the possibility of parole or execution, and a sure execution by shank on the inside ala Romero, huh? Don’t hesitate. Just do it. It’s called survival; you let nothing stand in the way of survival. Hell, it’s the way we’re wired, guys like me and John Russell.
 

 But someone on this g’damn plane must’ve spotted me in the terminal. Someone on this plane either here or in coach, is on my escape plane. I can feel it, almost smell it. A hired assassin same as me—a hit man, but this time, thanks to a slavering lowlife stoolie, I’m the mark. Never, in all my professional career, have I been the target of a hit. Gotta start now, on a Quantas jet?
 

 Whoever it is, I hope he understands cabin pressure at 50,000 feet.
 

 # # #
 

 



 

 I have to determine who it is and do him before he does me.
 

 No other way to play it if I’m to touch a single toe on Aussie soil, a place I chose at random when I stole Roberts’s wallet and plane ticket. Poor schmuck was just trying to relieve himself. Wrong place, wrong time for him, right place, right time for me.
 

 The only thing I can’t figure is how Lenny Guida—and I know damn well it was that weasel—figured out that John Russell was tipped off instead of killed, that the body inside a burning hulk of a car was not Russell’s. Guida, that Italian grease ball somehow squeezed in anywhere. He had an animal instinct, a real knack for getting in and getting information. 
 

 Guida had to’ve gotten to someone at the hospital, someone in the morgue, someone who knew enough science to know that the dead guy didn’t match up on some minutia. Enough in Lenny Guida’s onion head. To be honest, I gotta hand it to Guida. A guy with multiple contacts for sure, and he knew how to turn news into money fast. Damn that fat little snitch. He had to be Johnnie on the spot to’ve gotten it all back to Romero in time for Romero to get someone on this plane. Here … now.
 

 A real snitch in time that Guida. With a bald head that looked for all the world like a melon or a ball of Gouda cheese at a wedding. Wish I had his neck in my hands right now; I’d squeeze life out of the creep-a-zoid.
 

 So who among the deadly human cargo aboard Quantas 174 is the guy? Who is it I need to worry about … the one who is going to come sneaking up behind my stuffed seat while I’m asleep to put one in my back? Who on board looks like he knows a silencer from a shot glass?
 

 The white-haired lady traveling with her of-age granddaughter seems harmless enough. They even giggle with an Aussie accent. But what about the granddaughter? A she-hit-man? Nahhh. Still, why not an Australian hit man? And the young guy to my left? Looks like a college kid. Be a great cover for a hit man, but then again… .
 

 Man, all of ’em seem to have an accent. Everyone aboard but me. Seems they’re all going home. Home to Aussie-land, I suppose. Me? All I know of Australia are a barrage of strange names on a map like Launceston and Tasmania. But these people, every man and woman aboard except me and this other killer have a home to go home to. And me without an accent. Makes me a larger target for the assassin whenever I open my mouth. Like when the stewardess asked about champagne and to buckle up, and what’d I stupidly answer? “Shore thang, ma’am.”
 

 Maybe I’m wrong. Perhaps Romero’s guy missed getting on board, whoever he may be. Then again, maybe I’m just being paranoid. But in my line of work, paranoia is the gift that keeps a man healthy and breathing.
 

 The plane’s actually moving, being shoved off, like a tugboat push to sea. Things are looking better. We’re taxing off now. On my way. Rather on our way. 
 

 Still can’t seem to relax, to stop staring at everyone around me. People are starting to stare back. Perhaps there really isn’t a damn thing to worry about. Maybe I got off scot free after all.
 

 Lay your head back, I tell myself. Take advantage of the pillow the young lady handed you. Cute in her uniform. Relax. Dream a little. I’d always heard that the beaches in Australia are spectacular. I catch my reflection in the portal window when the plane comes about. You look jumpy, someone’s gonna notice. In fact, the stewardess is now staring. Calm down. You’re home free.
 

 All true unless this guy on board is such a cool character that I won’t see it coming until it comes.
 

 I put on the headphones the nice stewardess had earlier handed me. I love to fly first class. Don’t want to listen to Kenny G, so I tune into the cockpit palaver between the pilots and those in the tower. At the same time, we stop taxiing, and I assume we’re finally in line for takeoff. Elation washes over me at the prospect of actually lifting off for a country I’ve never been.
 

 Then I hear disturbing news in my ear. I know it before others in the cabin because I’m listening in on the cockpit frequency. We have a delay, ladies and gentlemen. I imagine an hour if not more on the hot, black asphalt, and I imagine panic taking over sitting here in the already stifling atmosphere of the 747.
 

 But it’s worse than a mere delay. I hear the pilot tell his co-pilot that they gotta return to the terminal, something about the authorities looking for an internationally known spy, a real killer. I have to inwardly laugh even as I cringe that they got me confused with some James Bond type.
 

 I got into this mess because I didn’t kill John Russell. Did so for good reason. John and me, we grew up on the meanest streets in Cisco, and you don’t kill a guy who saved your ass several times over. Not in my book. So why’d I take the contract? Who better? Who better to warn John and to help him before the termites, the parasites, and his real killers got at him and his family? Yeah, the contract called for the death of his family before his eyes … before he bought it.
 

 Told JR—I’ve always called him JR—that it was no way to live, the way he and I live, always on the edge, always looking over our shoulders, always in peril, and always worrying if the next time it’d be one of us. How many beers had we hoisted to that kind of talk over the years?
 

 The door to the cockpit is opening now, and the co-pilot is stepping out, his features blocked by the red-headed stewardess who is flirting with him. But the co-pilot is studying everyone in first class. Meanwhile, the pilot is politely calling us ladies and gentlemen in preparation of the bad news, reporting to everyone over the PA that “We’re having to return to the gate. A brief delay.”
 

 A wave of groans is the response, a collective groan with Australian accent intact. As for me, I’m fixated now on the co-pilot. Strange. I see it in his eyes: intensity and alarm. Then his gaze falls on me.
 

 He’s the killer, uniform or not. And he’s coming toward me.
 

 I feel like a man dropped into a pressure cooker. I got no weapon to defend myself. That’s when I realize something else—that I know this guy. It’s a shocking sort of revelation. Despite the mustache and the colored contacts, I know he’s been put here to do me, and from the way he moves, I know it’s JR—John Russell himself.
 

 I got no weapon; had to ditch it in an airport trash container. Knew I’d never get it past inspectors. But slick JR in a pilot’s uniform with a Quantas logo, he’d’ve gotten past J. Edgar Hoover. Still, he’s my friend, and he must know he can’t go through with it.
 

 Questions tornado through my mind faster than I can answer. How’d he know I’d be on this Quantas plane? That he’d need to don a Quantas uniform and cap? And how could he have been turned against me this way? After all I’d done for him? Had they promised him safety for his family as well as a bundle he couldn’t refuse? Was it Romero’s way of keeping everyone in line? 
 

 JR makes his way past me to sit in the empty seat just behind and to my right. My back quivering uncontrollably, I expect the shock of a bullet to rip through me.
 

 “They turned you against me, hey, JR?”

 

 “I had one last job to do for Romero.”

 

 “Whataya talking about? There’s no patched things up with Romero. He sent me after you.”

 

 “Lenny Guida told him about this guy named Sloan Davies Roberts, but he didn’t say he was you.”

 

 “But I’m not Roberts!” I half-turn to see him out the corner of my eye. He looks grim.

 

 “Checked with the stewardess, and you’re in his seat, Max.”

 

 “I can explain.”

 

 “We never had any secrets, you always said, but you never told me about this gig or this Roberts alias, man! You workin’ for the terrorists now? Roberts?”
 

 “Never!”
 

 “Romero sent me after Roberts to square things. According to Lenny Guida, you’re carrying government secrets in that briefcase on the seat next to you, Max.”
 

 “But I’m not—” I glance at the papers and for the first time realize Guida’s information is again correct.
 

 The blast sounds like a puff of air from an air gun, hardly noticeable above the tinkle of ice and the calm chatter bouncing off the cabin walls as life drains from me, and I feel JR’s warm, firm hand holding me by the shoulder so as I won’t slump over. He does this while closing and taking control of the briefcase. “I’ll just put this in a safe place, Mr. Roberts.”
 

 



 

 
 

 The End…just in time…
 




 



 



 


From Rob:
 

 
 

 The next story is also about a hit man, but it is from the point of view of a dead hit man, a hit man who made an important discovery about himself which proved too little, too late and quite fatal… (picture me as Rod Serling with smoke curling about my face). PET PROJECT was published in These Guns for Hire edited by JA Konrath for Bleak House Books in 2007.
 




 



 



 


PET PROJECT 

 

 



 

 Dead don’t get any deader, Tino ‘The Ax” Capino said while spitting out dirt and realizing the lie inherent in the phrase that said a green light don’t get any greener—cause he was more than just dead. His parts were scattered all over the state of Illinois.
 

 And me a professional, getting pegged while in bed, escorted out to my own execution by a small-time sociopathic, unfeeling fuck who could have just give me one in the back of the head, but no…he had to follow Capino’s orders to the letter, make me suffer torturous hours, and watch while tied to a tree as each part of me was cut away. Bastards ought all to rot in hell but I ain’t found where that place is yet myself.
 

 Taking one in the back of the head, simple and clean, or like I did it, a single swift cleaver blow—hence the nickname, get it? Christ, had I known…had I any inkling of the series of events that lead up to my virtual slaughter, then maybe…just maybe I’d’ve done things some different. And I wish now I had spent more time with my mom and the family. And that time I stole that old lady’s purse when I was eleven, damn, there was no call to hit her in the face with it first. I never shoulda treated that old lady the way I done, but a man’s only got so much fuse. End of story…unless you want the details…and as for me…what else I gotta do? I’m fuckin’ here to eternity so if you want to see the devil in the details here goes:
 

 When Tino ‘the Ax’ Capino for the first time sat up in his grave and looked around and noticed his missing limbs, ears, nose, genitalia, and other extremities, he said to himself, “For a minute, I thought I was in trouble.
 

 Then he felt the black walls on all sides of his unmarked dirt grave closing in. He realized the depth of the choking pitch dark all around him. “But I’m here, even if I ain’t all in one piece.”
 

 It slowly came back to him. Yeah…Binney Melvino aka Binney the Butcher had played slice and dice with him. He’d begun with Tino’s ears…taking each off one at a time, holding the bloody things up to Tino’s tortured eyes, chanting his name—“Ax…Ax…the Ax…ohhh…I’m so scared of the Ax!” Binney then tossed each ear off into the trees and brush for animal consumption.
 

 Only justice he saw in this life and it had to be his own body parts being consumed by hungry woodland creatures from rodents to a red fox that’d made off with one of his feet.
 

 Being a hit man, Tino’s old father used to say, had its bad days, and this was damned bad. It even started to rain while he was being executed body piece by body piece. Binney snipped off his left nipple, and by the time ‘The Ax’ screamed, lightning started and thunder roared and the rain became hard chinaberry pellets stinging the raw flesh areas, the most recent his right nipple now removed and in the bush. Gave new meaning to biting flesh.
 

 Tino the Ax knew where Binney the Butcher was going with this now….
 

 Sure, he’d brought this down around himself; maybe he’d made a few mistakes. He recalled pleading with Binney—a useless act of contrition, as good as talking to the bark on the tree that Tino found himself lashed to. Saddest part of all, he was being killed in a vengeance thing that started when he showed a small human spark of pity, an inth of kindness—the milk of human kindness he’d never known…pity for a mark.
 

 In all his career as a hit man, no one had ever asked Tino ever once to take out a sniffer dog, a greyhound, a cat, a monkey, a canary, or a horse--or any other animal. But that side of the business had begun to thrive and the money was too good to turn down. These days anything goes, Tino thought, and you couldn’t turn your nose away from the green so easy anymore given the state of the economy.
 

 Tino started out an enforcer, doing odd jobs even as a hefty teen while still in Carpenter Elementary—eighth grade. He’d been born with some kind of glandular problem that left him a giant among peers; he’d never fit in, and school simply was not for him. Certainly, not after a third repeat of eighth grade. So he asked his Uncle Sal Capino for full-time work.
 

 Sal took him in, treated him like a son—albeit calling him Quasimoto all the time. Sal sent Tino to another kind of school—The Squash Garden Restaurant, a front for a hit man school with an all-hit man faculty. At hit man school, the first thing he learned was to never ever let a single emotion enter into his thinking; he learned to be an automaton able to pull the trigger on anyone anytime anyhow to get the job accomplished when the bosses handed you a contract to fill. 
 

 While he’d never make a James Bond type, Tino took to the work like a natural, his only drawback his huge frame—as he stuck out in a crowd big time. But he learned to counter this by using his natural gifts, and even his size to throw off a mark he could work in close, get close contact when needed. On the surface, he looked the part of a slow, slight retard with a goofy grin no one would take for a mask. And for the next fifteen years, he had racked up a record of forty clean kills, seventeen not so clean kills, sending fifty seven men and sometimes women to their everlasting.
 

 Tino had become highly respected in the business, and the family counted on him whenever a problem arose, until this thing with the Iguana came along. 
 

 Capino had grown senile, a hit man’s worst nightmare—a boss with senility making bad decisions and taking out contract hits on the basis of unreasonable slights. This time he insisted that Tino take out Carmine Russo’s pet Iguana.
 

 Worse yet, he wanted the Iguana to die mercilessly and messily—butcher fashion. Piece by piece and all of the bloody remains laid out on Carmine’s bed as a sure warning, see? Tino had no problem with this, not initially.
 

 But that all changed in one moment; in one blink of emotion. An emotion Big Tino the Ax had not felt since childhood.
 

 Fucking childhood. No matter how far you stray from it, it is always there in the gut of your brain, in the pit of your mind like a hard peach seed. It may be covered over, it may be forgotten, unused for what seems forever, but that hard little core, convoluted and unbreakable is there just waiting for you to reconnect, recall, remember a whiff of a childhood moment of perfection—the perfect starry night, perfect breeze, perfect odor, perfect touch, perfect kiss. And it came that way for Tino—the odor of this Iguana filling his brain with memories of Loretta. And startlingly enough, strangely enough, the name on the Iguana habitat read Loretta. And how fucking coincident is that, for when The Ax slipped the lock and eased into Carmine’s place after having dispatched his body guard with a quick jerk of the neck, sending him to the Netherlands of eternity, he discovered quite quickly where the tincture and very quintessence—the eau de Iguana--led him direct to the habitat labeled Loretta.
 

 At first, he thought it just a cosmic joke, one of those things God did to pass the time—just fucking with us. But then he drew near, and the nearer he got to the Iguana’s habitat, the more the odoriferous Loretta overtook his mind. The thing’s odor held pause the huge de-boning knife over his head, when their eyes met, and the liquid beauty of those black eyes were identical to those of the long-remembered, long bereaved loss. The fond eyes of Loretta. God how he had loved her; God how he would have sacrificed anything for her. God how had suffered so much pain on losing Loretta.
 

 Now this dilemma.
 

 He steeled himself. Shake it off, he kept thinking in mantra fashion. This ain’t Loretta. This is a fucking Iguana, man, and that odor from childhood is not exactly the same as the odor this Loretta is exuding with her excretions—what’d they call it guano? Or was that term reserved for bats only? Did Iguanas and turtles and such exude guano, he wondered, or just plain old shit.
 

 That’s the ticket, he told himself in the silence of the dark room where only one light shone, the light in Loretta’s eyes. Black like grapes, yes, but a seed of light in each eye, just like his long-lost Loretta.
 

 “It ain’t nothing personal,” he said to Loretta, but the words were meant for himself; actually it was not his today self but his long-forgotten self he needed the mantra for, that self that remembered. “Nothing personal. Can’t let emotions rule. No feelings on the job. It’s just another job, albeit the target never done nothing to nobody.”
 

 He grabbed a willing Loretta who looked pampered with her pink bow tied about her neck, and in one hand he held her curled, smiling face in the half-light up to his eyes, and their eyes again met. Melting eyes; eyes that had soul…eyes that—
 

 He plunged the knife into the creature’s gut as training took over, and those eyes that held him now bulged and pealed back, and an aching keen that sounded like “Whhhy?” escaped Loretta Iguana. Like air slowly exiting a balloon, and the curled smile turned to a crooked sickness, and the seed-lit eyes turned off…but the odor remained. That one most powerful of all senses, the olfactory at work overtime, filling his brain with a thing he’d forgotten existed, a thing called love.
 

 So he managed to piss off not only Capino but also Carmine Russo, and between the two of them, Tino The Ax was by now a twice-marked man in a twice-told tale. A man with two targets on his back, either one of them high-paying markets. Uncle Sal, Capino remained adamantly pissed; pissed that his Tino, toward whom he’d put so much time and effort had failed him. Tino simply had not do the job as told—cut up Loretta in twenty pieces over Carmine’s bed, so the blood spatters would create a kind of Jackson Pollack painting over Carime Russo’s White Russian made down comforter. Now Uncle Sal had put out a major contract on his nephew’s head—to be filled only if Tino’s carcass were cut into twenty pieces.
 

 Meanwhile, Carmine Russo, pissed that Loretta had been stabbed by someone ballsy enough to get past his bodyguard and into his home, placed a contract out on his life as well.
 

 Chicago, which had always been home for Tino the Ax, a place of familiarity and comfort—like in comfort zone, as they say—disappeared that night he’d killed Russo’s Iguana. He no longer felt at ease in the Windy City. So he had made for parts unknown, and for six months he’d craftily evaded his pursuers. Two hitmen he knew well—Jack Divine, a scar-faced West Virginian who believed John Wayne a Shakespearian actor in cowboy boots and spurs—and Binney Melvino, the Butcher, who really liked knives and the cleaver. While Tino knew very little of Jack Divine except by reputation as out of town muscle, he’d had professional debates over methods and process with Binney. In fact, the two men had an odd, perhaps eerie mutual admiration society going. They admired one another’s results.
 

 Thank you, God, it had to’ve been the worst of the two, the butcher, who had found Tino first.
 

 He knew that Binney would not go against Sal. Knew that Binney was all pro.
 

 The Butcher had trained in the same manner as the Ax, and he’d perfected a genuine heartlessness that any sociopath might admire. The Butcher was a hit man’s hit man, a model, a master craftsman, as he felt nothing for anyone, nor for anything animate. He had laughed in Tino’s face as he recounted the ‘pussy’ thing he had done at Carmine’s when Sal Capino wanted it done in butcher fashion. Fact is Sal had originally wanted the Butcher to do the job, but he’d recently had some dental work done and the migraines that came along with it had laid him low.
 

 “Shoulda offed the fucking Iguana the way you was told, Tino. So tell me, before I kill you, tell me why? Why’d you not slice and dice the damn Iguana like the contract called for? Why, man, why?”
 

 “Why? Why?” Tino spat out blood into his killer’s eyes, amazed he had any left. As Tino heaved up, gasp-driven blood pumped over his lips, yes, but it also pumped from in a hundred rents and tears and little stabs the Butcher—Binney Melvino--had made all over Tino’s body now: genitalia gone, ears, nose, hands gone. “Why, yeah… why didn’t I butcher Loretta?”
 

 “The Iguana, yeah…gotta tell me, Tino…why?”
 

 “She reminded me of my own Loretta so damn much, down to how she smelled, man.”
 

 “Whoa…really? Reminded you of a woman? I knew it. I told Sal there had to be a woman involved someplace in all this. How else you make sense of it?”
 

 “Whoa up, what woman? My Loretta was accidentally killed when she got out of her aquarium… crawled up under the rug and my dad stepped on her. She didn’t stand a chance at the vet’s.”
 

 “Wait up…she was an animal, a pet?”

 

 “W-w-was my pet turtle. Loretta.”

 

 “Damn…ohhh, shit, man, I had a special turtle once myself, name of Gigi…when I was just a little tyke.”

 

 “Hey man, kill me if you must…but don’t fucking mock me…. You gonna mock what’s real, huh?”

 

 “No, man, seriously. I take that shit serious, OK? Turtle love for a child is too precious.”

 

 “Really?” asked Tino between death gasps.

 

 “When I was like four, maybe five.”

 

 “Damn…how serendipity is that shit. Me too…same thing. But hey….fuck this, shit,” said the Butcher, and he ended it, taking pity now…the recall of his pet turtle filling his nostrils with a long-forgotten odor—the odor of turtle dung and turtle food, and turtleness.
 

 “My turtle’s name was Shane,” came a voice from behind Melvino the Butcher, “named for the part Alan Ladd played in the film. But you know how Shane died? I dissected him alive myself!” These were the last words Tino went into eternity with, along with a miasma of screams coming out of the Butcher, and along with the sure knowledge that the Butcher was at the mercy now of Cowboy Jack from Western West Virginia.
 

 And now both he and the Butcher died with the strange realization that all three of them had seen their turtles brutally if unwittingly killed before their eyes. And with the realization of the power of the sense of a man’s smell as it resides over the years in a special place in the brain, no matter his career choice. This made the love of Loretta, and the love of Gigi, nay the love of a good turtle anywhere on the otherwise sordid planet so crucial to a child’s upbringing.
 

 And so that is how one of Chicago’s most promising hit men, on the verge of hit man legend, one Tino ‘The Ax’ Capino awoke in an unmarked grave with a lotta pieces missing. Tone, as he’d been called as a boy, knows now that he will likely spend eternity trying to put all the missing pieces--both physical and mental—back together again…aTonement, he jokingly told himself, even as a fresh whiff of Loretta—his original Loretta—floats by his dead nostrils. He also spectrally wonders if a search for Loretta out here in the Nether Regions is in order. And he secretly wishes Binney Melvino no ill will, and that he might find peace and Gigi again, too. As to that bastard Cowboy Jack Divine, a man who as a boy would kill his own turtle, Tino realized that his suffering continued as Divine lived yet, but that it was Divine Hell because Jack had to live inside his own skull. Something Tino had freed himself of with a little help from Binney. He also had gotten word that Cowboy Jack, while alive was a walking dead, as if he hadn’t been all his life. Furthermore, Tino had gotten it through a grapevine that Jack was wanted dead in twenty pieces. Ol’ Sal Capino again had worded the contract placed on Cowboy Jack Divine in the same manner as that put out on Loretta. You see, Sal became pissed at Jack’s unproven results, because Sal had wanted to see all of Tino’s parts for himself before that fool Divine buried them all in a dozen places.
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 The following story is a spinoff based on my characters in the eleven novels of the Instinct Series. She is’ME Jessica Coran, FBI Agent and forensic genius. Dr. Coran has been for many of my readers their most endearing character and in Unnatural Instinct, she actual made contact with Detective Lucas Stonecoat of my Edge Series of novels. Enjoy:
 




 



 



 


RULES OF FOG 

 

 
 

 Dr. Jessica Coran lifted the lungs from the dead man’s chest cavity. As she did, she marveled at the shredded condition of the pair of sacks now like pizza dough without cohesion, threatening to slip through her gloved hands. The lungs, pockmarked with countless rents and tears where membrane walls had caved in, was the worst she’d seen in her twenty-five years of autopsying questionable deaths.
 

 Jessica guessed that this one had chained smoked five, maybe six packs a day, the sort unfazed by the Camel Tax, undeterred by reason or facts or statistics. Jake Helspenny, the paperwork said, nickname’d “Smoke.” Coran guessed he’d lived in a perpetual fog of cigarette exhaust and carbon monoxide. He’d traded breath for addiction.
 

 Her auburn hair tied back and tucked beneath a surgical cap, Jessica stowed away a fact that Smoke Helspenny’s lungs told her: he’d’ve been dead inside a year or two had nothing untoward happened. But what had happened?
 

 The ex-marine had been found dead in Arlington National Cemetery, once General Robert E. Lee’s family homestead, confiscated by the US government as “payback” Lee’s having commanded the Southern armies in the War Between the States – Arlington, a cemetery consecrated to the dead of all wars, where heroes slumbered within sight of the tomb of the Unknowns. 
 

 Jessica examined Smoke’s liver. She concluded it had been in less peril than his lungs, but not by much. The man had been also been a heavy drinker. The organs never lie, she thought. The condition of a man’s organs at death stood testament to his life and frequently his character. Often the sum of the injuries a man did himself damn near outweighed the thing that killed him.
 

 Jake Helspenny’s epitaph: He’d come out of the Marines a broken man, missing far more than his left leg, right hand, and a piece of his skull and brain from what his wife called “the incident” in Iraq.
 

 Jessica had met the woman before she had begun the autopsy, had interviewed her – a buxom blonde, whose once pretty features sagged from forehead to jowls, telling the tale of a rough life alongside Smoke.
 

 “All that Jake’d gone through in Iraq,” the woman – Katherine Helspenny – said, “tooth-to-nail fightin’, facing death every day, acceptin’ the death of buddies—brothers.”
 

 An Arlington homicide detective – Kyle Jensen, in possession of his gold shield for less than a year – had been with the wife. He’d pushed Coran, the Commonwealth of Virginia’s medical examiner, to do the autopsy rather than assign it to one of her juniors. “Sounds like he was a good marine,” Jensen had said to Mrs. Helspenny.
 

 “He was.” Katherine Helspenny dabbed at tears. “But Jake never got over being the only survivor in his squad. Had nightmares. . . . Now this.”
 

 Jessica studied the woman. “Do you know anyone who’d want to harm your husband?” 

 

 “Not a soul, except Dooley.”

 

 Jensen, a thin, wiry youngish George Carlin-type, swiveled. “Dooley, ma’am? You didn’t mention a Dooley before. Who’s he?”

 

 “Went by the nickname Spider. It was always Smoke and Spider in their time in the Marines. . . . Dooley blamed Jake for walking out of ‘the incident’ that killed all the others.”
 

 Jensen and Jessica exchanged looks of concern.
 

 Katherine Helspenny pulled at a her wedding band, as if by habit, but it wouldn’t come off her pudgy finger. “Yes, Smoke’s so-called best friend, Dooley was.”
 

 Jessica turned to Jensen. “Looks like you’ve got a lead. Find Mr. Dooley and you may well close your case.”

 

 “Maybe?” the wife said. “What do you mean ‘maybe.’ Dooley hated Jake.”

 

 “Enough to kill him, his old war buddy?” Jensen asked.

 

 “That ‘buddy’ business was a long time ago. People change. Dooley sure did.”

 

 “Devolve,” Jessica mumbled.

 

 “De-what?”

 

 Jensen put up a hand. “Never mind that, Mrs. Helspenny. Do you know where I can find this Dooley.”

 

 “I’m not sure. Somewhere out in the cemetery, in the fog.”

 

 “He’s not likely still out there.”

 

 “Dooley wanders among the graves – reads the headstones, searching for men from his old outfit, the outfit Jake was in before ‘the incident.’”
 

 Jessica motioned for Jensen to step aside with her. “Were you in the military?” she asked.

 

 He shook his head.

 

 “I’d go out to Quantico, get someone to pull up Dooley’s service record. That might get you a lead on where this guy ended up.”

 

 A fourth person bustled in, a stubby little man named Roth – Mrs. Helspenny’s lawyer. Moments before, on seeing the corpses on gurneys parked in the autopsy room, Roth had run for the men’s room and retched. “Theopolis,” he said, picking up on the end of Jessica’s and Jensen’s conversation. He mopped at his face with a lavender handkerchief. “Theopolis Alexander Dooley is the man’s full name.”
 

 “You’re sure?” Jessica asked, a slight smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

 

 “Abolutely.”

 

 “Jensen,” she said, “there can’t be two with that name in the record dump. Your job just keeps getting easier.”

 

 Roth wound himself up, to earn his fee. “This woman’s suffered long enough.” The lawyer waved a hand in the direction of Mrs. Helspenny. “Dr. Coran, I expect you to get on this autopsy right away, and I expect you to give it your top priority. Anything less and you can expect to see Mrs. H and me on the Today Show with Katie and Matt.”
 

 Now it was Jensen who raised a hand. “Back off,” he said. “I’ve been told Dr. Coran doesn’t respond well to threats.”

 

 “There are rules – protocol,” Jessica said, her hands braced on her ample hips. 

 

 “Rules?” Katherine Helspenny asked.

 

 “This office’s policy book says we don’t autopsy a body unless there’s clear evidence of an unnatural death. The detective told me on the phone, before the three of you came here, that when he examined the deceased at the cemetery, there were no gunshots, no knife wounds, no signs of a struggle, nothing but a body slumped over a grave stone.”
 

 Roth pushed into Jessica’s personal space, his face inches from her. “Mrs. H found her husband dead in Arlington cemetery. She’s convinced this Dooley character lured Jake there to kill him. That’s premeditation!”
 

 “All right, the body’s here somewhere. I’m willing to do a preliminary, but if I don’t see any obvious indications of murder . . .” Jessica turned palms up, as if to say ‘that’s it.’
 

 Roth’s face hardened. “We don’t want a preliminary, we want a complete autopsy, down to examining the man’s last whisker.” Roth tried a mock softening of his voice, adding, “Look, we were told you’re the best, and that you deal in unusual cases. This is an unusual case, doctor. The man was killed in the most famous cemetery on the planet.”
 

 Which explains your interest in the case—potentially high profile, she thought but said, “Be that as it may, counselor, the Commonwealth doesn’t just start cutting on a corpse without some probable cause, some indication of foul play.”
 

 Roth, angry, took to pacing like an Irish setter in heat, his long, flowing gray mane whipping about.
 

 Jessica thought she’d won the argument, but then Mrs. Helspenny shouted, “You government types’re all alike! Took us forever to get the VA to deal with Jake’s depression, his panic attacks, the living pain in his stump, all of it. Maybe if you’d stepped in earlier – maybe he’d never’ve felt compelled to…to go out there to find Dooley.”
 

 Roth placed an arm about the distressed wife and helped her into a seat. Jensen offered her a stack of napkins, and she began blowing her nose. The wife looked up at Jessica. “Took us even longer to get my Jake’s pension, and they give it out like it was some kinda fund he had no right to, like he didn’t have it comin’.”
 

 Jessica held up both hands as if under attack. “Please, Mr. Roth, Mrs. Helspenny, let me put this as simply as I can. Until I’m satisfied that Mr. Helspenny died a questionable death, he stays on ice. I did take a quick look at him, and I’ didn’t find a mark on him to suggest murder.”
 

 “But you have my word,” Mrs. Helspenny said.

 

 “Alone that’s not enough, ma’am.”

 

 “Rules is rules, huh?” The woman’s glare cut wounds in Jessica.

 

 “To you, the rules may seem a bit absurd, but they are in place for a reason.”

 

 “It’s protocol first,” Roth offered up, “before the wishes of the surviving spouse?”

 

 “Procedure, yes.”

 

 “So what you really need to do a full autopsy is a go-ahead.”

 

 Jessica didn’t respond, and her silence only fueled Roth’s ego and tongue. “Well, by damn,” he said, his nostrils flaring wide, “I’ll get you your go-ahead. I know your superior.”
 

 “Bully for you, counselor, so why don’t you just do that?”
 

 “Good Lord, hasn’t anyone ever been murdered in a National Park before?” Mrs. Helspenny asked.
 

 Jessica shrugged. “Many times. The most egregious are the young women and girls who go missing, their bodies are found in shallow graves.”
 

 “Never happened in Arlington – ever,” Jensen said. “Hey, I looked it up on Google. No one in the history of the cemetery has ever mugged, raped, or murdered within its confines.”
 

 “If Google says so, it must be true,” Jessica said. Google. She didn’t know whether to laugh at that one or cry.
 

 Jensen went on, an enthusiasm building in the detective. “You see, I belong to a Confederate reenactment group. Relieves tension.”
 

 “Playing soldier, no real consequences.”
 

 “If by that you mean no one gets hurt – ”
 

 “That’s what I mean,” Jessica said. “All the battlefield dead get up after it’s over and walk off to the nearest bar for lite Bud.”
 

 “Well, it’s fun. How about you join me some weekend? You’d look great in the uniform.”

 

 Ooo, was that a pass? A bit obvious. She frowned rather than smiled. “My interest is in the genuinely sincere dead, detective.”

 

 “Ahhh…the authentic murder.”

 

 “Besides, if I went to one of those things, I’d stand with the North.”

 

 “You’d look just as good in a blue uniform.”

 

 “OK, I’ll make myself clearer. I’m not interested in those who feign death. I’m too busy with the real thing, detective.”

 

 # # #

 

 

 

 The next day, Roth and Mrs. Helspenny stood in Jessica’s office, a court order in hand. She read the paper and the attachments from the agency holding jurisdiction over Arlington National Cemetery, the National Park Service. Everyone had signed off. Including Dr. Sven Rouric, her new boss who’d promised to maintain a hands-off approach along with a great budget, if she left FBI work for the State of Virginia. The twirp had reneged.
 

 The order cited Helspenny’s war service as the basis for directing this case to the head of the line. “We take care of our men in uniform and those who were in uniform, even in death.”
 

 Protocol upended.
 

 Jessica pointed her unwelcome guests to the waiting room, then got into her scrubs and went into the autopsy room. 
 

 So it had come to this. Smoke’s chest cavity open before her, the internal organs removed, weighed, examined, commented upon for the record. Jessica next sawed away the top of Helspenny’s skull, exposing the brain, and she reached in to lift the lesion-ridden gray matter from its cradle. She then weighed the body’s most important mass of tissue which once held electro-chemical sparks transporting hopes, dreams, aspirations, imaginings, language, reasoning, rationalizations, mores, ethics, cultural biases, notions of goodness, evil, love, anger, sentimentalities, prejudices, lessons learned, knowledge gleaned, experiences at negative and positive poles, passions overflowing, small and large hatreds, and final betrayals. All silenced now. Dull and unresponsive, the organ of sentience dead to the touch.
 

 She probed the occipital lobe, and a strange, nearly imperceptible yet filmy fog rose from the tissue, as if the room’s bright incandescent lights had somehow vaporized some portion of the brain fluid. Absolutely strange and mystifying, something Jessica had never seen in all her years in an autopsy room. But something tickled at her own brain – a memory. She had read about this in the literature, no, in the textbook written by her mentor, Dr. Asa Holecraft, at the University of Tennessee.
 

 Holecraft had called it rare, a phenomena of undetermined origin, never captured save in anecdotal fashion. When asked in class one day to explain it, he could not. Holecraft summed it up as illogical and out of the ordinary, but said he has seen it twice in his 40 years as a medical examiner.
 

 Jessica was alone in the room with Helspenny’s body, and the bodies of six others waiting for her attention, so there was no one to verify what she’d seen. She glanced up at the video camera, wondering if the ghostly wisp of fog had been caught by the rolling tape.
 

 Jessica clicked on the intercom connecting the autopsy room with a waiting room. “I’m finding absolutely no wounds to the body,” she said to the microphone.
 

 No answer.

 

 “Mr. Roth, Mrs. Helspenny, are you there?”

 

 Roth’s voice came back. “Look closer,” he said. “Mrs. Helspenny suggests you look at the base of the brain.”

 

 “Why? Is Detective Jensen out there? Is he with you?”

 

 “Jensen’s indisposed.”

 

 “Indisposed?”

 

 “I called his office before we came in, talked to his lieutenant. Said Jensen hadn’t come in…mentioned something about the blue flu going around.”
 

 “Curious.”
 

 “Yes . . . Now where’s that coming from?”
 

 Roth seemed to be speaking to Mrs. Helspenny, whose voice she heard in the background – indistinct. She and Roth were going on about something, and Roth hadn’t cut off the intercom.
 

 “Just yesterday,” Roth said, “you two were insanely in love, the deepest most – ”

 

 “Please! I don’t wanna hear it.” Mrs. Helspenny’s voice came through clearly now.

 

 Jessica listened as she examined more closely the brain of the dead ex-marine, fascinated by the “Desperate Housewives” dialogue.

 

 “Perhaps we should take a walk, get some air, get some perspective on things,” Roth went on. “You seem in a fog.”

 

 “Fog? What fog? I’m fine.”

 

 And there it was, a small, near invisible hole at the base of the brain, the hole no larger than as ice pick, so filled in with ice crystals that she hadn’t noticed.
 

 A scream came over the intercom, causing Jessica to drop the brain. She rushed from the autopsy room to the waiting room and found Roth splayed out on the institutional gray-green carpet, blood leaking from the back of his skull. Over him, an ice pick in her hand, stood a grinning Mrs. Helspenny.
 

 “Dooley did it,” she said, “Dooley! I tol’ ya, tol’ ya all. Tol’ Jensen! And I tol’ this fool Dooley’d strike again if nobody stopped him.”
 

 “What do you mean, stop Dooley?” Jessica asked.
 

 Mrs.Helspenny dropped the ice pick and went to her knees. “Can’tcha look? Can’tcha see? Don’t you all see now it’s happened? Spider Dooley killed my Jake! Killed him at the grave.”
 

 Jessica realized she’d held tight to her scalpel. Keeping the ice pick in sight, Jessica knelt beside Roth. She checked his pulse. Nothing. He was gone. She clenched the scalpel more tightly, chilled by a feeling that there were three people in the waiting room yet alive – she, Mrs. Helspenny, and a third who had no corporeal body.
 

 “Killed Jake at his grave,” Mrs. Helspenny keened.

 

 “What grave?” Jessica asked as calmly as she could muster. “Who’s grave?”

 

 “Dooley’s, damn it! Dooley’s grave.”

 

 “Dooley’s dead? Buried in Arlington?”

 

 “God, you people! Of course, he’s under Arlington’s sod. Killed in action, same action Jake got hurt in.”

 

 “What, the incident in Iraq?”

 

 “Yes.”

 

 “But you said Jake met Dooley in the cemetery. You said Dooley was angry with Jake because he survived—”

 

 “When all the others died, yes!”

 

 “Then if…how did—”

 

 “Dooley came in the fog.”

 

 “Forgive me for asking, but who is Dooley to you?”

 

 “The father to my child.”

 

 Jessica sat back on her heels. She meant to keep Mrs. Helspenny and herself calm, just as she’d been taught by the FBI.

 

 “Even in death,” Mrs. Helspenny said, “he blames Jake to this day. And when Jake came home from the war, and he took me to his bed – made me his wife – he tried to take Dooley’s place – looking after his dead friend’s wife, he said – he never could, no matter how he tried.”
 

 “Mrs. Helspenny – Katherine, why are you so sure it was Dooley?”

 

 “He whispered to me from the fog. Told me to come to him.”

 

 “Haunted you, you mean?”

 

 “Me, and Jake.”

 

 A shared haunting. Rare, but it happened, Jessica thought. “Is that why Jake was at Dooley’s grave?”

 

 “Jake came angry. Knew I’d be there.”

 

 “Jake followed you into the cemetery?”

 

 “He knew I’d be in the fog at the grave.”

 

 “And he found you at Dooley’s grave?” The headstone Jensen had failed to read. Some detective.

 

 “I was kneeling at the grave when – when Dooley came.”

 

 “Came how? He’s dead, Mrs. Helspenny.”

 

 “Came like he’s made of fog.”

 

 This left Jessica fishing for words. In the silence Jessica heard the soft whirring of the electric motor in the ceiling fan stirring the air overhead. Finally, Jessica asked, “Did Dooley possess you, take you over?”
 

 Mrs. Helspenny nodded once deeply. “An’ it did his dead heart so much good,” she whispered.

 

 “Killing Jake?”

 

 “Yes, with the ice pick, yes.”

 

 “That pick?” Jessica asked, glancing toward the bloody pick on the carpet beside Roth’s body. She had a taped confession thanks to the intercom being open, thanks to this entire conversation being piped into the autopsy room where her recorder drew every sound that reached its microphone to the tape, to be preserved. Jessica wondered, would the confession hang the woman or send her to an asylum?
 

 “Dooley did it,” Mrs. Helspenny said, her voice rising above a whisper, above the sound of the ceiling fan.

 

 Jessica held firm to the scalpel in her hand as she studied the woman. “You loved him very much, didn’t you?”

 

 “Was a helluva thick fog,” Mrs. Helspenny said, shivering at the memory.

 

 And then it came to Jessica, the week that Jake ‘Smoke’ Helspenny had been killed – murdered – there had been a weather system stalled along the eastern seaboard, every morning fog so thick you could shovel it, from Baltimore through Washington, down to Richmond, and as far as 120 miles inland. She remembered it well. The fog had made her drive in from the farm hell. But by 11AM, it was gone, except for wisps in the valleys and hollows closer to the mountains.
 

 “You ever take time to truly stare into fog,” Mrs. Helspenny asked, “I mean really watch it? Just sit and watch it, watch it move inside itself?”
 

 Jessica hadn’t, yet she said, “Yes, I have.”

 

 “There’s a strange life in it, like the life of a breathing, invisible angel, like the way a gas lamp appears to breathe.”

 

 “I’ve noticed that.”

 

 “I think there’s an energy, a force that’s gotta obey its own rules – ”

 

 “Rules?”

 

 “– like natural things all have rules, like gravity and such, yet fog has supernatural rules maybe – maybe makes ’em up as it goes – and that morning I run off from Jake, I watched the fog too long, I think.”
 

 “Mrs. Helspenny – Katherine, do you mind if I call Detective Jensen?”
 

 Had she heard the question. Jessica doubted she had because Mrs. Helspenny said, “I saw Dooley come riding inside that fog when it rose from the earth over his grave.”
 

 “Katherine, your child, a son or a daughter? Where is your child?”

 

 “Little Dooley?”

 

 “Yes.”

 

 “Oh, he’s gone.”

 

 “Gone where, Katherine?”

 

 “Gone in the fog.”

 

 “Is he lost in the cemetery?”

 

 “He’s the reason I went to Dooley.”

 

 “Katherine, what happened to Little Dooley?”

 

 Her face twisted in anguish. “That bastard, Jake, he’ll never hurt no child ever again.”

 

 Where is this going? Jessica wondered. “What did Jake do to Little Dooley, Katherine?”

 

 “He broke his neck.” Tears rolled down the woman’s cheeks, streaking her makeup.

 

 And tears rose in Jessica’s eyes, too. “Katherine . . . Katherine, I have to ask. Why did Dooley attack Roth?”

 

 “He said I should give myself up, but Dooley didn’t like that idea.”

 

 “Give yourself up to who, Detective Jensen?”

 

 “Yes. Dooley heard Detective Jensen say this case’ll make his career. So Dooley whispered that Jensen was using me.”

 

 “You saw Jensen last night? Where?”

 

 “My house – came to my house. There was fog and Dooley was there.”

 

 “You didn’t – ”

 

 “Dooley did.”

 

 “In the fog?”

 

 “Yes.”

 

 “But, Katherine, with Roth, there was no fog in here.”

 

 “Yes, there was! Moment before you came in there was. Place was full of fog. Came spilling out the vents.”

 

 Although Jessica knew there was no fog, she glanced around to assure herself. No fog, no spilled coffee, no crushed-out cigarette butts, nothing out of the ordinary save for Roth lying dead on the carpet.
 

 Tears stanched, Mrs. Helspenny tilted her head to one side, then the next as she peered at Jessica. “Dooley says you’re going to hurt me. Is that true?”
 

 “Katherine, why would I?”

 

 “Dooley never lied to me, not like Jake, or Jensen, or Roth. Are you lying to me?”

 

 “Me? No.”

 

 “Dooley always said if we married, we’d make our own rules.”

 

 “You weren’t married to Dooley?”

 

 Mrs. Helspenny, distracted, rubbed at her forehead. “Fog, makes its own rules,” she said.

 

 Fog makes its own rules . . . rules of fog. These phrases, these concepts of a confused mind rolled over in Jessica’s mind. “Katherine, we’re going to need some help here,” she said, motioning toward Roth’s body. “I’m just going to . . .” Jessica turned away for a moment, picked up a napkin, then knelt to retrieve the ice pick. She took care to not smudge the fingerprints or touch the blood. As Jessica rose, she Mrs. Helspenny clamped one hand over the other, the hand twisting, pulling, as if it were in a tug-of-war.
 

 “Why can’t fog be controlled or quantified or figured like other things?” the woman asked to the ether. She twisted toward Jessica, pleading, “Did you know I was a math teacher at the high school? I try to figure these things out, but they don’t figure. I can only tell you . . . Dooley’s back!”
 

 Jessica wheeled in the direction the woman stared, her face blanching white.” Mrs. Helspenny rose up and, as she did, she plunged a hand into a pocket. When the hand came out – a fist – it held a second ice pick that now rose high, the woman screaming, “You’ll never hurt me now!”
 

 Jessica spun back as the hand and pick hammered down at her brain, but mercifully, the pick entered Jessica’s twisting shoulder instead. She responded, sweeping up with her scalpel, slicing through the woman’s clothes, cutting a gash across her abdomen.
 

 Mrs. Helspenny, shocked, paused.
 

 Jessica continued around. She kicked out her foot, catching the mad woman behind her ankles, upending her. Mrs. Helspenny’s windmilling arms could not stop her fall, and she struck her head on a sofa table, the sound like a gunshot. The mad woman had gone silent and lay now in a heap on carpet.
 

 Jessica, her chest heaving, her lungs sucking for oxygen, stood there uncertain, her hand going to her shoulder. A clean, bloodless wound beneath her lab coat, but the pain was significant. Then came a movement somewhere in the room. The movement caught her eye but it was neither Mrs. Helspenny or Roth, but from near a vent to the side – an escaping gas.
 

 Fog?

 

 #

 

 

 

 Mrs. Helspenny, after she came to, talked, rambled on and never stopped, and Jessica could not help but wonder if it was Mrs. Helspenny’s defense against Dooley returning in the fog. The insanity claim put forth by her court-appointed lawyer held at a hearing, and the judge ordered the woman to the state asylum.
 

 Jessica repeatedly visited Katherine there. Sat with the woman for hours, listening, trying to make sense of it all. Had she snapped on learning that Jake had killed her child? The words rolled forth from the woman non-stop, most of them little more than nonsense and as disconnected as a Charles Manson monologue. But some words, some phrases meandered through her discourse again and again . . . “It was the fog. . . . Fog’s got rules. . . . Got to figure the rules of it.”
 

 The psychiatrist assigned the case told Jessica Mrs. Helspenny had gone to scribbling mathematical formulas and algebraic equations with crayon and on table paper. “Papers the walls of her room with it all,” he’d said, shaking his head.
 

 Jessica asked, “Can I see her room?”

 

 “Good timing,” Dr. Koontz replied. “She’s in group session with my colleague on the case right now, so she’ll be out.”

 

 Koontz led the way.

 

 She wandered about the otherwise plain room, studying the scribblings while Koontz looked over her shoulder, frowning. Finally, Jessica asked the psychiatrist, “May I take a few of these with me?”
 

 “Whatever for?”
 

 “To be analyzed by experts, former colleagues still with the FBI.”
 

 “I don’t think there’s much worth analyzing, but I see no harm in it.” And he randomly pulled down three sheets and gave them to Jessica.
 

 Her former associates at Quantico studied them as diligently as Jessica before they sent her a one-page report that could have been summarized in three words – nonsense, mathematical gibberish.
 

 In quiet moments in her car or her office, and not so quiet moments in the autopsy room, Jessica replayed the case, Mrs. Helspenny’s torment, and came over time to fear that she was approaching a precipice beyond which lay insanity. She came to speak little of the case and told no one of the smoky residue that had rises from Jake Helspenny’s brain, and somehow found life in the ventilation system; she dared not mention the slit of milky fog that wisped away through the waiting-room vent like a witch up the chimney.
 

 She maintained a habit of, at 5:45 p.m., going home to the farm, to her husband Richard, sure that the stability of both would keep her steady, secure. Yet, when the weather conditions were right, when the dew point and the temperature converged, when the air was utterly still, fog would engulf her and Richard’s farm, and she would stand at the window and stare until some movement, like that of a scurrying insect, drew her gaze. The movement might be as brief as a swirl in the fog, and it was gone, or had it been there at all? Was it illusion, the mind playing tricks on itself? 
 

 The fog this night was so thick that Jessica could not see the horse stable less than fifty yards from their home.
 

 Richard came up behind her. The start she felt melted when he quickly grabbed her up and wrapped his arms about her shoulders. “Jess, why do you stare out like this? All it does is make you one bleak, gloomy Gus.” Richard’s rich voice, firm and sure, had a reassuring quality she’d grown to expect and want.
 

 Gloomy, melancholy, uncommunicative, Jessica thought. It’s the fog.
 

 
 

 For heaven’s sake, talk to me,” Richard said. He kissed her behind her ear. “Tell me what’s going on. Have I done something wrong?”
 

 She touched his hand, caressed it. “No, just something troubling about fog.”

 

 “Since that Helspenny case, you’ve been this way about the damn bloody fog. It never once bothered you before.”

 

 “I’m sorry, Richard. I can’t explain it, can’t put it into words.”

 

 “Try the words ‘frustrating as hell.’”

 

 She pulled herself from his arms and walked away. “Rules of Fog,” she muttered.

 

 “What?”

 

 “Nothing. I’m going to bed.” She could feel his eyes on her back as she walked off.

 

 Alone again, Jessica knew she’d never shake off the Helspenny case, not fully ever, no matter how much time passed. Nor could she share the details with Richard, the person she loved most. It was, as he’d said, frustrating as hell. But it was also as if she had deciphered one of the rules of fog. She’d done so one dreary night standing over the tombstone of one Dooley there in cemetery fog. She’d seen no ghost rise from the earth, had seen no spectral face in the stones, nor shapes in the fog, but she thought she’d caught a whisper ride past on the wind. Perhaps one of the rules of fog, and since then, she’d chosen to live by it: Silence is peace.
 

 

 

 The End

 

 

 




 



 



 


THE UNREAD
 

 



 

 “I swear on my dead mother’s eyes, I’ll find a place on the shelf for your book, Arthur dear,” Minerva “Min” Wakely promised the long dead, unread author.
 

 Tonight she made the same promise to the pages of Arthur’s unpublished manuscript, as she’d rubbed each into her nude body, her very skin reading his words, taking them in in a reverent earnest moment before falling asleep over her reading of his oft time confusing, sometime awkward, sometime passive, but always sincere dissertation-styled book on a subject that ought not be kept from the world, a book filled with hope and humanity and promise.
 

 Perhaps it’d not been recognized for genius due to an ill choice of font, and the poor quality of Arthur’s printer – cheating little empty of ink horizontal space-lines across all the letters -- made the reading an eye strain, and the quality of the Office Max paper began to tell early on, after the midway point on page 3,024.
 

 The day played out in Min’s head parabola-fashion as she slept, events going in and out, each mingling within egg shell casings scattered along a slanted boardwalk through a white cloud labyrinth promising nothingness and peace for the price of a shuddering bug, and no part of her dream or its whole made sense; however, it did make for perfectly lovely nonsense. Finally achieving REM sleep, she became startled on feeling the approach of the now familiar spirit -- her prodigal ghostly lover returned to a single-minded purpose, to pleasure her.
 

 Its presence -- unmistakable as a stone through a pane of glass -- woke Min, who held herself in rigid check this time. In fact, this time she’d the good sense to recognize the strange odd pressure crawling up alongside her leg, the weight of it against the mattress like a cat comprised of smoke, yet owning an odd bulk. One ethereal paw at a time came, until it reached her mid-section and straddled her, sniffing about her privates. It’s furry touch tickled, brought up gooseflesh. She almost laughed, knowing that the sprite crawling over her believed that it’d done so with such deft and care that she could not have possibly sensed it. The poor, dear, wretched Arthur proved so sweet, so naïve; even his spectral form did not detect her conscious state, did not know what was going on, not really, not on this plane – that her vagina tingled and her nipples hardened at his spirit touch. Arthur remained Arthur, shy and clueless, even in death.
 

 Arthur remained still...silent... patient... tolerant...touching her forever...breathing over her abdomen, now sniffing about her naked navel. She’d taken to sleeping nude to encourage his ethereal advances and still, he didn’t get it-- that she had summoned him and not the other way around, summoned him by reading his opus. The opus of a dead man, an opus no one before her had ever read, much less understood.
 

 Naked to his touch, so moved by words he’d left behind, she psychically begged his tentative move ever lighter up to the curve of her sagging breasts, and finally to slither imperceptibly onward toward her solar-plexis, to perch there in patient stealth time. All but weightless now straddling her chest, in her face. Finally situated -- again with weak, blind movements – Arthur’s spirit began to seek out her throat. Its featherlike feelers smoothly stroked the neck, following its dip and curve to the flat of her chin, and with its mouth now within a hair’s breadth of hers, the ghost kissed her lips, but not really -- its electric energy not quite touching her after all -- just hovering and breathing deeply, stealing her exhalations, working up to stealing her inhalations. All this as each breath passed her lips and nostrils in a rhythmic mimicry of the sex act.
 

 It’d come again, and it wanted what it wanted -- this thing of spirit Arthur Milmar had become. The specter left her breathless, and in feeling breathless, she felt something, and in feeling something, she, too derived pleasure from the exchange, even if it was a languishing delight, a kind of dying. The spirit succubus meant to live longer and gain in strength, so it might visit with her longer, or so it transmitted this notion to her, pleading for Min to enter into a symbiosis of cold flesh-hot flesh; to desire within a lovely touch, always culminating in conversation rather than completion, as it appeared that Arthur loved Min’s mind as well as her body.
 

 Their exchanges and their lives would be more meaningful, and neither might fade, and she might in fact learn to meet more of his kind and they -- the ghosts -- would not disappear in mid-blink or go silent in mid-word the instant they learned she was eye-to-eye aware of them. How wonderful if Arthur and the others could keep hold of their form and truly control their ethereal mouths, so they wouldn’t want to leave her while desperate to remain with her, so they wouldn’t evaporate without answering the unfathomable questions she stored up, wishing to pose. Questions that might send the timid dead Arthur scurrying off as they had the dead other author: astral plane guru book writer Jacob Kosler, whose out of print title she had so loved.
 

 She let Arthur’s essence come...felt the ghosts’ sticky and spotty ectoplasmic spray between her legs, and its struggling breath on her open lips, her nostrils, the roof of her mouth as it dug deep for its need. Yet even as Arthur sprayed out his ectoplasmic passion, she remained as unsated and as unfulfilled as he remained unpublished, unread. Still with each coming, she believed it could, it must, it had to happen.
 

 Relax...enjoy...consider the alternative. She had learned the ways of the dead; she knew how easily spooked a spirit could be, and she had trained on Kosler how to erect a bond, to prolong the ethereal form and hardness of the species. She now had the inside track. Arthur required her living breath to come into being, to hold shape and to move about for any length of time. The more of her breath that a spirit breathed in, the more it stole from her, the longer it remained...the longer they had to converse, and to smoke and hold hands afterward, then to speak of lost goals, failed opportunities, disappointed lives, and dead dreams. “Lost goals or lost ghouls,” Arthur quipped, always the funny man.
 

 She no longer feared Arthur’s kind, although some held more bitterness, more acrid anger, more frustrated hatred and absolute disdain for what had happened – or failed to happen – in their lives, when the life of the wordsmith had failed them. For all the dead authors who came into Min’s bed were in life unpublished and unread, and they remained the aggregate unread. Those who’d died before achieving the Holy Grail — publication. Not bestseller-dom, just publication.
 

 How they died and how they lived or rather failed to live could form a book in itself. Some, the bitterest of the lot, had succumbed to suicide, some to depression that’d helped along a crumbling loss of purpose and health, while others died of a bad liver and a broken heart. Some contained within their daemon hearts more earthly cursed hatred than any on this side of perdition and possible publication. Min knew that this esprite de corps could be dangerous if given too much leeway. Both Jacob Kosler and Arthur Milmar had warned of Min to beware, as had Mrs. Cox, the Head Librarian at Min’s place of work, the Repository for Unpublished Manuscripts buried these days in a bunker below Washington D.C.
 

 So she knew for whom to ‘open’ wide and for whom to ‘shut off’. She would not allow those “bitter de core” -- as Arthur called them -- into her bed anymore than she would allow them into her body or being.
 

 But this one, Arthur Canterbury Smith Milmar II, while sad, disenfranchised in life, disenchanted with God, pitiable and filled with tales of woe…this romantic had certainly had far more reason to nurture a growing, festering rage as his talent, his precociousness, his elegance and literate style should have risen to the top echelons of the publishing world but had not. He’d fallen through a considerable crack and into drugs and booze. He’d had his “awful truth” manuscript – Literary Origins Before Christ -- The History and Fateful Journey of the Many Lives of the Christ Story B.C. -- turned down by every publisher in the known universe as too controversial in the time of a Bush White House. At very least, Arthur had realized that his nine hundred and ninety ninth rejection slip said something loud and clear when he’d put the barrel of that gun into his mouth. But Min held the key to soothing his troubled soul, utilizing her own truth, that all those damnable ninety nine slips were slip ups, the collective ass of the gutless, spineless, brainless, money-grubbing publishers on New York’s Publisher’s Row. That the mountain of rejects said more about the condition of publishing in America than it did about poor Arthur, as when he’d desperately turned Before Christ into a screenplay, jazzing it up, renaming it The Christ Clones, only to garner hundreds more rejections. Min gave a thought to the spineless jellyfish who ran the film industry in LA and Hollywood. Arthur cared less that he’d died than that his manuscript had never lived. And what horror did that speak of for the dashed artist Arthur?
 

 He stood like the monster Grendel outside the warmth of the mead hall of mankind’s acceptance, a poor lonely bedeviled, reviled creature of common humanity’s nightmares now just as much as his so-called sacrilegious manuscript – however true and sincere in its rending of the fabric of four thousand years of Christianity – was during his lifetime of obsession with its research, writing, rewriting, packaging, posting, and recycling. Just bad, bad timing is what Min told him, what with the Religious Right controlling the media.
 

 And so Min wept for Milmar tonight: he who would stomp out ignorance had he not failed, the tragic hero of his own story, the ghostly apparition left of a man who would be King of the literary anarchists, revered by all who snubbed convention and conservatism and dogma if only THEY had published him. She’d wept for what he had not become then, and what he was become now -- a wandering spirit filled with loss, grief, remorse, and a litany of what ifs culminating in a low boiling stewing anger that the ghost kept under restrained sway. “I knew I should’ve just written that conventional text on the history of the Anti-Christ instead,” he conveyed to her now as she lay smoking a final cigarette in her dark room.
 

 “Perhaps,” she whispered through the smoke, attempting to console his anguished spirit. “Still, what you accomplished in just finishing the book at six thousand, forty-eight double-spaced pages, sweetheart, baby…you are one of the reigning phantoms of our --”
 

 “People kept asking me why I don’t just sit down and write a bestseller, and I kept telling people that I couldn’t write that badly. But you know, Min, people are sheep. Like with this DaVinci Code shit; they want it love it at a fourth-grade vocabulary, they want no challenges, nothing so annoying as asking them to pay attention!” His anger rose and swelled again. “The rejections kept pushing me to write a cozy mystery novel and to not kill any cats in the story. One agent suggested I tweak my book to bash Satan instead. Said Americans love Anti-Christ bashing. Guess I coulda been a contender,” came Arthur’s final lament before his form faded overtop of Minerva where she’d lain, her eyes understanding, lashes waving him off even as she blew hot breath over him in a vain attempt to keep him interested and corporeal. Parting was such sweet sorrow.
 

 But now her clock chimed 6AM, time for Min to shake off sleepy-headedness, rise, shower off the perspiration and fluids of the night, put on her uniform, and make her way back to the library -- the daily grind she so loved for the treasures she found there as with Jacob Kosler’s book on astral projection, as with that odd little unpublished work written from the point of view of a Bonsai tree. Who’d have imagined? “Weird crumpled up old slant-eye he was, that gnarly Bonsi buckaroo,” she said aloud as she showered off Arthur’s green ecto-spray.
 

 Outside the shelter of this place, World War III had so escalated as to rain down over the Earth, but Min Wakely gave it little thought. She was safe here, as were her precious manuscripts, books, and ghosts. They were, after all, five hundred feet below the Earth’s surface in a facility reinforced with impenetrable space-age materials in this dual federal and state repository where she lived, ate, worked, slept, and made love to ghosts.
 

 The network of connecting departments and agencies resided secretively below ground -- below Arlington Cemetery in fact, a perfect ruse and fitting -- rivaling the storehouses of the US government! But theirs was a custodial facility, and she and Mrs. Cox the last of the custodians in a guardianship, the two of them saviors of savory words, in this place that also took care of human history, people‘s aspirations, ideas, important documents, dissertations, scripts, and books—none of which had ever seen publication. The First Library of Congress and the Original Repository for the Smithsonian could be reached from here by underground tram. So too the libraries for each state in the union, and the Presidential Libraries from the beginning of US Constitutional history, not to mention the most important documents of government -- all accessible via the underground maze, and all consolidated in one safe, concentrated area, all bedded down below Arlington as if asleep.
 

 How many nights now had she lain awake with Arthur, assuring him of the horrors that he’d have endured had his book ever been published. Aside from the ridicule and downright hatred and invective his subject matter would have engendered there was the consideration of insult after publication that all published authors constantly bitched about, all of which he’d been spared: No ad budget, no review copies, no reviews as a result, no PR, no TV time, no radio spots, no sales, no royalties. Min told him she had it on good authority—dead published authors who had come to her—that their out of print, eternally orphaned books felt as painful to them as if having had buried a child. Then they’d go on -- bitching about remainder tables in the now bombed out Costco and Sam’s Clubs, complaining about the life of a paperback original being a four-week window on an extinct Borders or Barnes and Noble shelf, and that the hardcover fared even worse, before their precious gems were brutally stripped naked of covers and returned to their respective publishers. “Publishing can be a bitch, too,” she’d counseled Arthur.
 

 # # #
 

 



 

 As she worked this morning, Min Wakely felt for Arthur Canterbury Smithe Milmar II and his assuredly ‘controversial’ book that had not become controversial since it’d never seen light of day.
 

 But with a job to do and concentration all important, as Mrs. Cox was quick to point out, Min put Arthur out of her mind and lifted another loose bound manuscript held together by three brass brads slotted through punched holes. The unpublished manuscript flopped out of her hand, a life of its own asserting itself, hitting her pushcart. When Min made a stab at it, she sent her pushcart rolling off. Min stared down at the ugly unbound, come-loose thing when suddenly a ghostly image came to into focus. It lay over the manuscript, and Min watched the ugly duckling become a beautiful leather bound volume with gold lettering -- the kind of book that collectors fought over, the kind of book that warms the heart, the kind of book the lost dissertation wanted to be. As it was, it had no glue, no spine, much less leather and lettering. “A rare book indeed, I know...I know,” she said in soothing tones as she bent to lift it. “One of a kind -- not so much as a single other copy in print…an original…nothing quite like it on the planet, of course, of course.”
 

 People in the library wandering about in search of something to light on, all of them in institutional issue pajamas and booties, shuffled about. Mrs. Cox called the ones too lazy to dress for the day “shufflers” and indeed the descriptive fit as another shuffled by.
 

 Min, a tear welling up, read the title scrawled across the faded cover of the script she’d lifted from the dirty floor. It read: Semi-conducting in an Artless World -- the true story of a UPS long-haul driver who, after taking courses, became a concert conductor, but whose dream came up short when cancer struck.
 

 The very notion brought on tears now, and Min’s empathy soon found the spirit behind the book, the phantom author rising up out of the creases of the dog-eared dissertation, catching up her breath even here in this public place, making overt love to her. She felt her nipples rise beneath her cardigan.
 

 # # #
 

 
 

 From across the room, Mrs. Fiona Cox stared again at Minerva Wakley’s strange behavior. All the others, seated, standing, milling about, wandering, staring out windows that looked out on igneous granite rock facings as black as Hades, none of them gave Mrs. Cox so much spleen-gnashing turmoil as Min. Min-min-min-min-min, what are we to do with Min, petite, pretty, sexy little pudgy-faced, smiling Min whose baby face could still be found in the folds of her sagging features?
 

 The soft elevator music of this place, meant to work like the lime green walls, appeared only to bring out the worst sort of romantic notions in Min. Mrs. Cox watched as aging Minerva, Assistant to the Head Librarian, now pirouetted and waved hands in the air while balancing one of the manuscripts she’d been told to re-shelve over her head. Mrs. Cox gritted her teeth, pounded the inkblot with her date stamp, pretending business, checking in returns. Haughty in her print dress, Mrs. Cox also worked to make a grin of pretense that all was well.
 

 Min’s voice rang out in a concerto of lilting high notes. She held a pointer in her right hand now, the book in her left, and her arms flailed like a truck driver directing Beethoven’s Fifth. 
 

 Again Mrs. Cox pounded and stamped, pounded and stamped, until she realized she was acting as crescendo counterpoint to Min‘s tearful wailing. “Fuck,” she muttered, “fuck, fuck, fuck. I shoulda kept my old job at the fuckin’ post office.” One of her stacks fell over the side. She grumbled, “Who’s idea was it to take inventory in this ridiculous hell hole?”
 

 No one answered but some twitters erupted around and behind Mrs. Cox, and a man with a big stick raised and lowered it into his palm as a kind of friendly reminder to Cox that she really must remain calm.
 

 Pound, stamp, pound, stamp, pound, stamp.
 

 All the scattered people in the library hit the ground, stricken to the core when Mrs. Cox screamed louder still. The book she had just stamped responded, spewing forth a venomous bile, like a bad liver exploding. A kind of acrid smoke rose over the pages as if the thing might spontaneously combust.
 

 Min recognized the manuscript that Mrs. Cox had stamped returned, and all in an instant, she dropped everything and raced to aid Mrs. Cox. Min grabbed hold of the flaming tome, holding it in both hands, the stench of her flambéed flesh filling the library and setting everyone in slippers and pajamas so on edge that a caterwauling cacophony of moans, cries, shouts, groans and cheers erupted with Min’s hair. Pirouetting now with the burning book sending off spirals of flame, Min appeared fused to it even as she shouted at it, holding an entire conversation with Arthur’s book, quelling for a moment both Arthur’s angst and the spectral stench and fire.
 

 # # #
 

 
 

 Mrs. Cox stood in Min’s face, whispering through the fence rail of her chipped dentures, “Min, you keep talking to these imaginary friends of yours, and I can’t say that even this place, the library, will be safe haven. They’ll come for you and take you off.”
 

 “You’ve seen the spirits, Mrs. Cox. I know you have.”
 

 Someone in nightclothes and slippers shuffled past. “Keep it down. This is a repose library,” Mrs. Cox shouted after the shuffling feet. Then she pulled Min Wakely aside and shoved a finger in her face. “Listen to me. Those damned spooks you’re seeing’re going to be your death, Min, mark my word.”
 

 “Death? Why Mrs. Cox, no one’s ev --”

 

 “There’re as many of them filled with rage as as --”

 

 “As you?”

 

 As the fucking rest of us.” She jammed a pencil into her wig. “I like you, Min. For the life of me, I don’t know why, but I do, so please heed my words.”
 

 “I know...I know --”
 

 “--can’t get too close to the spirit world. Look what happened to Joan of Arc and John Edward in the end.” Mrs. Cox added, “That’s why God put the spirit plane so far out of reach in the first place.”
 

 Mrs. Cox turned back for her desk and stamp pad, when behind her, Min erupted, shouting at the unpublished manuscript she’d worked so hard to re-organize and bind back with the spiked brass tabs that’d mysteriously come off.
 

 “Stop it!” Min pleaded. “Stop this destructive behavior right now, Arthur! Arthur!”
 

 Everyone watching heard ‘author, author!’
 

 Min screamed in fiery pain. “It’s not that bad! No! The book does not deserve such a fate! And you, Arthur, you don’t deserve the fate doled you, either!”
 

 Min’s clothes had caught fire from leaping flames. Two men in uniform tried desperately to get at her spiraling, burning bush form, and a third sprayed Min with a petered-out fire extinguisher that had a date of 2001 stamped on its bottom.
 

 Finally, Mrs Cox threw a vase of water and plastic flowers over Min, and the ethereal flames vanished as they had appeared -- in a whoof of sound -- all gone, but the result had Min in the fetal position, looking like Christ after they carried him from the cross to his waiting grave.
 

 The shuffling-feet-crowd gathered round Min alongside the shaken Mrs. Cox, all leaning in, staring, some few grinning, others regarding her fate as they might a broken pencil.
 

 Covered in first and second-degree burns, Min’s last gasp of breath began escaping as in slow motion as the library room filled with a wickedly evil acrid odor that seemed perched dark and somber over poor Minerva.
 

 “I am become Joan of Arc -- the ghost of Joan...God’s Only Begotten Daughter...” With that Min’s tears for the ghosts ended with her last breath. Then Mrs. Cox saw and heard Arthur take shape over Min to plead for her forgiveness. “I didn‘t mean to lose it, Min. Saw red with that last stamp. Last thing I wanted was to hurt you, Min. It’s me, Min. I love you. You are the only one in this godforsaken trash bin who understands me! Fuuuuuuuuck! What‘ve I done!”
 

 The shape of this haunted, tragic, pained figure dissolved with its final cry, spiraling skyward, leaving only the blinking drained overhead 
 

 lights of the library in its place, along with the lifeless form of Minerva Wakely lying sad and crumpled and red-blackened like a grilled mackerel across aisle 7 marked: Non-Fiction Q thru T.... 
 

 “Did you hear something?” asked a shuffler.

 

 A second replied, “No, but I saw something.”

 

 “What? What’d you see?” asked a third.

 

 They looked to Mrs. Cox. She set her jaw, returned to her desk and her inkpad, and began anew to pound and stamp, pound and stamp. Under her breath, she muttered, “Told that little woman not to take on so...so much...told her to take care... that spooks aren’t spawned from some magical place.”
 

 She saw she’d drawn an audience of shufflers. “Well damn it! Haints, haunts, phantoms, apparitions, seraphs, succubuses, incubusmen, specters, ghouls, goblins, grimlins, hoofed hounds of hell, whatever you want to call the varied mix of the dead and unread, they’re all borne of man and woman, all of human origin.”
 

 “Human beings?” asked one of the guards, still shaken at finding no reasonable, logical explanation as to what had killed Minerva Wakely.
 

 “Exactly -- human as us, these beings. And that means they’re damned dangerous! But would she listen? No, not Min. You all know Min wouldn’t have any of it. She knew it all. Voracious reader. Livin’ through all those dead volumes. Coulda been a Harvard Grad. Told her, I did, that some spirits hold more evil in their angry hearts and little fingers than all of us together.”
 

 “Where do I gotta go to get a copy of The Count of Monte Cristo, Mrs. Cox?” asked one of the silly shufflers in night shirt and slippers.
 

 She looked through the shabby, unshaven man. “Not here!”
 

 “But isn’t this a library?”
 

 “Not that kind of library, no, and besides, we are beginning our annual Repository inventory, and trust me, not even a whisper of Alexander Dumas better be found here in my accounting of my repository. Now do go pester someone who deals in commercial crap like Dumas and Twain and Faulkner and Shirley Jackson and King, and Koontz and the McDonalds shit and such as that…or else!”
 

 “But –”

 

 “Ah-ah-ah! This is a repository of ideas, dissertations from geniuses, not a library packed with lies and fictions!”

 

 Pound, stamp, pound stamp.

 

 # # #

 

 

 

 The Sub-city Washington DC paramedic corps efficiently arrived and cleaned up the mess that was Min. Cox, watching from out of one eye as she pound-stamped, smiled at the notion that Min would have, in life, enjoyed the big, brawny hands of the well-fed med-crew. Under her breath, she said, “She died for our sins, she did.”
 

 The medics listlessly moved past Mrs. Cox and her desk and the sign posted over her head that read National Repository for Unpublished Dissertations, Book Manuscripts, and Out-of-Print Titles -- Non-fiction Only.
 

 “Told Min to get more sleep,” muttered Mrs. Cox. “Perhaps if she’d gotten more sleep, she’d not’ve been so...”

 

 “Clumsy?” asked the guard on her right.

 

 “Susceptible...I was going to say susceptible.”

 

 “Pardon?” asked the guard on her left.

 

 “You don’t pay me no mind, now, you hear?” Mrs. Cox hoped to remain under the radar.

 

 “Who is she?” asked the new guard of the old.

 

 “Oh, Cox? That batty old dame? Just one of the loonies.”

 

 “Damn…I thought she was with the staff.”

 

 “Nahhh…she just happens to still put on clean underwear, open-toe shoes, and a dress and makeup. Happy so long as you let her ahhh...pretend to run the place.”
 

 The younger then whispered, “What’s the story on the one caught fire?”

 

 “What ’bout her?”

 

 “You ever do her?”

 

 “Who in here hasn’t?”

 

 The first guard’s eyes raised, and the second followed his gaze around the room, surveying the listless shufflers. “A few of ‘em don’t scream out.”
 

 “Oh...what’s this?” Mrs. Cox erupted, staring at a large volume loosely bound before her. She glanced down at a manuscript entitled The Necessity for A National Style Book for Enforcing a Unified Code of Grammatical Order in Bound Dissertation and Manuscript Galleys by Minerva Wakely, University of Oklahoma at Normal.
 

 The first guard grabbed the unpublished manuscript in his huge hands and stared at it. “Coincidence maybe?”
 

 “Why that lovely old girlfriend of mine!” said Mrs. Cox. Imagine, an authoress all this time in our midst...and not a word. I must read what she’s managed here. I’ll have Min share my bed tonight.”
 

 # # #
 

 
 

 Mrs. Cox wept. She wept for Minerva and for Jacob Kosler, and for Arthur Canby Smithe Milmar III, and for all his unread kind. They came in such numbers to her bed nowadays.
 

 Even as she dozed, Mrs. Cox wept. Fatigued, asleep, she’d slid from her sitting position propped against the headboard, her fifty-four-year-old eyes and mind finally at rest, finding REM time, her reading light going out like a dying candle until the bulb finally blinked out. She’d discarded Kosler and his out of print, hard to find, rare volume, Touching God for Arthur Milmar’s scorched and skewering pages about the Jesus mythos as, after all, it was Arhtur’s first book-length unpublished virgin manuscript. Perhaps now the only copy in existence, much of its six-thousand-plus pages singed and burned away. Still the sooty thing remained powerful. In fact, the pages of Arthur’s words lay spread over her nude body. Party confetti. Her tears had earlier stained the unpublished, perhaps un-publishable but all-important, compelling, awe-inspiring opus.
 

 Kosler’s grim story was of a man on astral journey who – having returned to his body – found it hacked to pieces by a madman, leaving Kosler trapped in the nether world from which he reportedly dictated the book to a former devotee and lab assistant named Catherina Vaughn who published it as a non-fiction text on astral enlightenment with Backhoe Press in 2003 before it promptly went out of print after its limited printing of 3,000 sold out – at a tremendous loss to the new age press – it slipped quietly into the death of an out of print title. One of its number had somehow found its way to Min’s bed and now into Mrs. Cox’s bed, and shortly after opening Jacob Kosler’s book, the Sean Connery look-alike, bearded and hot-breathed, came to thank her for what he termed “What little you can do, madam.”
 

 But Arthur had won Mrs. Cox’s affections over Kosler, until yet another unpublished author showed up one night, another unread – a quite mysterious one indeed, his touch electric and searing.
 

 “I didn’t write the Bible,” he/she/it told her as it felt to Mrs. Cox that no way did this spirit have a gender.
 

 “Whataya mean, you didn’t write the Bible?”
 

 “Hey, I can create a world and set if off spinning in the cosmos, but I never claimed to be a writer. Writing, now that’s hard. Like trying to lift a raw egg off a linoleum floor or riding a trick cycle while spinning twenty plates at once on those long sticks while wearing a clown suit and big shoes. Too many decisions required.”
 

 “Who are you then?”

 

 “A humble author indeed, as I have come to realize how damnably difficult it is to capture in words my message.”

 

 “What message is that?”

 

 “I’ve scoured the world over in an obsessive bid to prove the Bible a collection of caliginous junk stolen and compiled from lost remnant tales.”
 

 “What?”

 

 “That it’s written by pirating and lecherous plagiarists who didn’t even get the theft right.”

 

 “Theft from whom, from where?” asked Mrs. Cox.

 

 “From humankind’s earliest civilizations: the Mesopotamians, the Summarians, and the Eutruscans.”

 

 That night Mrs. Cox discovered a manuscript penned by God, but she was unable to read its clumsy, awkward, confusing, maddeningly passive passages about world building, and unfathomable archaic language, so she told God, “I’ve got nothing for you save this!” She pound-stamped his script with REJECT, saying that no fiction allowed in her Repository of Unpublished dissertations, ending with, “No publisher in New York City or anyplace on the planet you created would publish such…such…fictional tripe.”
 

 The following day, after the detectives had a look-see, medics came for her body.
 

 The head guard stood nearby—a matron who might easily pass for a man, a dejected look of guilt unmasked, bloodstained blouse filled by a barrel girth and protruding breasts. “God…God…” she\he\it muttered to no one in particular, “Cox was one of the few…the chosen.”
 

 “Whataya mean by that?” asked Detective Olivetti, wiping his chin of crumbs from a doughnut one of the inmates in the asylum had handed him.
 

 “She had clean panties and didn’t wear a diaper.”

 

 “So why’d you beat her to death? I don’t get it.”

 

 “Shezzze, she fucking slammed my manuscript.” 

 

 “Is-sat why you killed her?” asked the cop placing cuffs on the guard with the blood-stained uniform and shoes. 

 

 # # #

 

 

 

 Mrs. Cox discovered three quite comforting truths in the next life: Life in the afterlife took on a wholly different font for one thing. Secondly, she hooked up with Minerva Wakley, and together they discovered a truly exciting unpublished book entitled Leave Me Out of Sports Events, Political Campaigns, and Organized Religion by God (the real God). Not surprisingly, the two former Repositorians, free of the asylum, responded as if ignited, the duo aflame with a fire of desire to do all in their power to haunt publishers and editors and TV and filmmakers on Earth until by God and Simon and Schuster they sat down and read the damned book!
 

 To make the fools see, really see, what they were missing in not reading this major works of the Unread. 
 

 



 

 



 

 The UnEnd…
 




 



 



 


STUMP GRINDER 

 

 
 

 The sign out front read: Georgia Professional Stump Grinding—We grind your problems to nothing. But the telephone’s ring in the stump grinder’s trailer-office-home went unheard. The phone competed poorly with the Vrrr-ROOM of the new Vladverbooten stump rooter--a Russian-made grinder promising annihilation of the most stubbornly rooted and ancient stump in the Tennessee-Georgia borderland. In fact, the manufacturer’s catalogue came with a CD displaying an amazing illegal act, circa present day Volga National Forest—the Russian counterpart to America’s Giant Redwood Forest. In the video, a late night skeleton crew cuts down a tree in the ancient, protected forest in order to demonstrate the Vladverbooten 2004 model on the remaining stump. With the tree dispatched and hauled off, the Vladverbooten is waved forward. It tears and rips and grinds and grinds to the sound of Stravinsky’s Rites of Spring. In moments, the most enormous root Eldred Jasper Giddings had ever seen had come up and out with the ease of a simple tooth extraction. This monster made his American made John Deere Bigboy suddenly pale by comparison. “Makes a g’damn racket it does. Customers like noise in a grinder,” commented Eldred, shouting above the din. “Sound and fury…noise as bustlin’ as the infernal mines of belching Hades itself, Eldred! Music to the ear…a beautiful noise, it’n’it?” asked the salesman who’d carted the dinosaur-sized stump grinder up from Birmingham, Alabama. “Come up by barge from New Orleans.” He churned and revved the model 2004 up higher.
 

 “What? What’d ya say?”

 

 “Can’t hear you, Eldred.”

 

 They’d done business before over the years, but nothing like this machine.

 

 “Forget it!”

 

 “Can’t hear a thing you’re saying.”

 

 “No reason you can hear me any better.”

 

 “What?”

 

 “I said--” he gestured for Bob Throgmorten to shut her down—“can’t neither one of us hear a--”

 

 Bob shut her down.

 

 “—a g’damn thing! And I won’t hear a g’damn thing for another week.”

 

 “Didn’t you put your complimentary ear plugs in your blasted ears?”

 

 “’Course-did, but damnit man, that noise’d wake God from a sound--”

 

 “Your phone’s ringing Eldred.”

 

 “What?”

 

 “Telephone at the trailer.” Bob stretched pinky and thumb from mouth to ear.

 

 “Well hell, why don’t Charlene answer it?”

 

 “Likely couldn’t hear it no more than we could with ol’ Vladboy here a-going.”

 

 Eldred went for the phone. “Somebody’s awful pestering persistent.” The phone continued ringing as insistent as any call from the battlefront. 
 

 Bob Throgmorten kept pace, nodding. “Damn sure is persistent.”

 

 “Nice bein’ the only stump grinder in Grainbag County. What they call a monopoly.”

 

 “Folks gotta have their stumps ground.”

 

 They reached the steps to the office trailer. “Charlene ought to take the damn call. Must’ve got’n herself down to the hen house for eggs. You keeping breakfast with us, Bob?”
 

 “Just get the phone, El! ’Fore you lose what sounds like a man in dire need.”
 

 “I got it. I got it.”
 

 “Hell if it’s a paying customer, we’re apt to’ve a perfect opportunity. A for real on-site demonstration of the Russian made machine, which case I can get it all on video to burn to CD’s for future prospects, and that way you get a sure rebate off the top.”
 

 “Well damn best get the phone!” Eldred veritably dove for the still ringing phone. “Better not be no teller-marketer.”
 

 Eldred listened intently to the deep pained voice at the other end of the phone. “I am Professor Van Helsing…residing presently at the old Risley farmstead…trying desperately to make a go of the place.”
 

 “Yes sir, know the place. Thought it still deserted.”
 

 “Not so…not at this time, that is. Rather a…busy place, actually. Look here, my good man, I called you on a very special mission—actually a cause…a wholly good cause…a noble cause.”
 

 “Noble? I don’t know from noble, but there’s a Luther Noble lives not a mile off from your place. Been there going on six, maybe seven year now--”
 

 “Seven in fact and how appropriate. Yes, I have encountered Mr. Luther D. Noble, sir, but this is not…that is he is of no immediate ahhh…consequence.”
 

 “All right, sir…professor.”
 

 “I am asking for your services toward a noble cause.”
 

 “Oh, I see now…I think. We get alotta call for specials, credit, kinda personalized layaway jobs. Just never heard it called noble like that before.”
 

 “You don’t understand.”
 

 “Nawww-sir, I don’t. That’s all took care of by my daughter, Charlene—Charlie; she handles the credit books. Let me just get Charlie on the line.”
 

 Eldred covered the phone with his grease-lacquered hands. He whispered to Bob, “Feller don’t have no up-front money, but he wants something ground.”
 

 “SHITDAMN another’n?” shouted Charlene, overhearing as she stepped into the trailer. A trickle of blood ran along her smile line, giving Bob pause.
 

 Charlene filled the little trailer with her ample body, full head of red hair, her long tresses and full bosom. Bob inched to a corner, nipping at the air for her scent--painted lips, perfumes, creams floated about the pent up oxygen choked air mixed with axle grease and dead flies.
 

 Bob pointed saying, “You take ketchup with your eggs, do you, Charlene?” Eldred knew that one reason Bob’d made the trip up from Birmingham had just entered the office. Taking the phone from her father, she muttered to Bob, “Just undercooked that squirrel a bit. Love the squirrel.” She felt this had satisfied Bob’s curiosity, so Charlene then snapped at the man on the phone. “Let me get this straight. You got no cash, yettin’ you wanna get us for your stump grinding…’fore spring so’s you can use your fields so’s--” 
 

 “Recompense…will in time…be made, madam, I can assure you.”

 

 “We don’t hold with rebates, Professor, but I reckon we can do this on our Grasshopper plan.”

 

 “Grasshopper?”

 

 “We gotta do a credit check, crunch the numbers, set you up with a payment plan you can abide by, all of it. Regardless what you’ve heard down at the Blue Turnip Café in Homerville, this ain’t no charity. Now let’s begin with your social security number.” 
 

 “I am afraid I have none, as I am not an American citizen but a Dutch subject, her by way of…of Transylvania, Miss Charlene is it?”
 

 “Gaulllll…I never. Daddy.” She turned to Eldred. “This one’s strange. Bears watching.” She then spoke to Van Helsing. “Professor is it? Well, professor what is it you teach down at that college in Blue Ridge? I ’spect that damn yuppie B&B antique community is where you work?”
 

 “My daughter the bookkeeper, Bob,” beamed Eldred. “And so good with people she is. Just watch her work.”

 

 Bob replied loud enough for Charlene’s ears. “I KNOW. A wizard with a buck atopa beauty atopa…well, beauty.”

 

 “Nobody I know in Grainbag County can stretch a dollar like my Charlene.”

 

 Charlene, her face scrunched in consternation, began winding down the conversation with Professor Van Helsing. “All right then, so long as we all understand these arrangements and provisions, Professor, I see no reason why we can’t do business.”
 

 “Today before nightfall. It must be—“
 

 “Whoa up there, Professor. Daddy can we proceed tonight?”
 

 “Only-est way to survive this economic downturn,” Eldred told Charlene, nodding to both her and to Bob, “is to get stumpin’ and a humpin’.”
 

 “Sobeit,” added Charlene, licking the red juice from her chin with a snaking tongue.
 

 “S-s-sobeit,” agreed Bob, watching the tongue work.
 

 Charlene shouted now, believing a raised voice was listened to more intently. “Yes sir…uhuh…I know what Daddy said, and he’s right. No, we never done it that particular way, but my Daddy’s modest ‘bout his ‘bility with a stump grinder. Stump grinding in Daddy’s hands sir, well, it’s an art and a science.”
 

 “But can it be done with a giant white oak stump?”
 

 “White, black, yeller or green, makes not never mind.”
 

 Bob and Eldred listened now intently as Charlene repeatedly reassured Van Helsing. “Yes, sir….no, sir…understand that sir. Just only scoop her out…uhuh…holler her out. A nine-foot circumference? Well…that is a monster, but we got a Russian made grinder that’ll kick that stump’s ass and haul it outta your way. What?”
 

 She slapped her hand over the mouthpiece. “Daddy, I don’t think we ought to go near this job or this man.”

 

 “Why not, child?”

 

 “He dutton wannit removed.”

 

 “Dutton wanit removed?”

 

 “Only wants it hollered out and filled with cement.”

 

 “Customer’s always right. How many times you tell me that, Charlie?”

 

 She took a deep breath and returned to the phone. “You gotta contract somebody for the cementin’ ‘cause we don’t do that. I can recommend Macovoy’s Cement World.” 
 

 “Thank you. I will.”
 

 “Don’t mention it, Professor. We’re of the motto here ‘help thy neighbor over his stump’. And as you see, we at GSG’re as flexible as any yogi person you’re apt to meet in these woods.”
 

 “All the same, I should like confirmation of all that we have discussed from the man in charge as you yanks say.”
 

 “Yanks!” She fumed up at her father and jammed the phone into his hands. “Damn chauvinist pig wants a man on the premises to reassure him, so go ahead.”
 

 Eldred put the phone to his smoke gray ear. “Yes sir…no sir…tonight you’ll see fast results, I promise you, Professor.”
 

 From where Bob Throgmorten stood, he could only hear a kind of bleating noise at the other end of the phone, something like a tied animal pleading, but his attention was fully on Charlene as she now sipped from a Vanilla Coca-Cola can, her lips moving over the sweating aluminum sheen of it. He wondered what she’d make of the lingerie he’d bought her over the years but had kept to himself.”
 

 “Key-rist, Dr. Van Helsing,” erupted Eldred. “We fucking know stump grinding. Uuuhuh… uhuh… awwwright, umm-huh…take care now, and we’ll be pulling into your front yard ‘fore dusk, I promise. Yes, before dusk.”
 

 Eldred sourly scrunched his features, lips gripping one another. He took a long moment to shake his head as if to clear it of roaches. He finally replied to the nervous voice at the other end. “What’s sat? Charlene? Naw sir, she generally stays back—so-as-not to do any stump grindin’ of her own, if you get my drift.” He chuckled and chortled at this. Bob and Charlene now listened to the one-side of the discussion they could hear.
 

 “Yes sir, Professor. She’s got a lovely speakin’ voice? Red head-a-hair, yes. Unusual markings below her mane? Look, she’s a sweet thing, but she’s not exactly a philly. No sir…not Charlene. Home body. Not likely you’d’ve seen her round the Turniptown River Crossing after dark, no. Nor likely the old settler’s cemetery near Half Day road, no sir.” 
 

 # # #
 

 



 

 Bob Throgmorten kindly tractored the Soviet built grinder to Van Helsing’s place—the crumbling old Risley homestead no one in his right mind could possibly see any future in, but here was a crazy professor from over at the college with a notion to farm. Van Helsing and Eldred shook on the deal, which Charlene had carefully drawn up. Three months of payment with Van Helsing’s land held in collateral for the loan. Van Helsing crumpled the contract and tucked it below the folds of his London Fog trench coat, its tails lifted by an ominous breeze and this revealed bony and skin beneath to go with the sallow, vacant-eyed features and a white-knuckled left hand, and a three-foot long wooden stake he secretly clutched.
 

 But Eldred imagined he’d been surveying the prop’ty lines.
 

 “Van Helsing had guided them toward a giant stark white oak stump that he now leapt atop with a flourish, revealing tears and rents of a lifetime or several lifetimes in the coat he wore. Ragged and weather beaten, weary and vain at the wisps of white hair he smothered beneath his fedora, Van Helsing raised an arm skyward and shouted, “The bloody sun is abandoning us!”
 

 “She’s sure a blood red orange t’night, all right,” agreed Eldred.
 

 “You SAID you’d be here before dark. We’re fast losing the sunlight, man.”
 

 “Sure got alotta bark on you, Professor, and I like a man with bark, so long as he ain’t barkin’ at me.” With typical Eldred panache and subdued flourish, Eldred calmly ended any thought of not enough light when he flicked on the thousand watt beam from the Vladverbooten 2004. The light flooded the stump and illuminated the field for a good hundred yards in every direction save, behind the machine where rear red lights created an atmospheric glow over the headstones of the Risley family plot.
 

 Eldred revved up the 2004’s engine, and the horror of its noise filled the night air and swept through thicket and forest in successive waves of banshee shrill. Van Helsing looked ominously about, the tails of his London Fog riddled with stains, rents, odd smears brown with age. Van Helsing shouted for Eldred to hurry.
 

 “Von is it? Can I call you Von?”

 

 “Call me anything you like,” he replied, struggling to be heard over the stump grinder. “But get digging now!”

 

 “But we got artificial light!” Both men realized it was useless to try speaking over the 2004’s horsepower.

 

 Bob had outfitted the machine with a special attachment called a speedaxe grinder, a kind of whirling-dervish of claws and knobby teeth. He and Eldred had tested the speedaxe earlier on a much smaller stump back of the trailer. It explained the lateness of the hour. But now, the grinders had every reason to believe this ‘root-a-mentary’ problem of Van Helsing’s was solved. “Finito,” is how Bob had put it, raising Charlene’s eyebrow.
 

 “Still we’re dealing with white oak. It’s like grinding stone,” complained Eldred in return. But that was then, and now was now, and now Eldred—ear goggles in place-- sat haughtily at the controls in the cab of the 2004; a beauty he knew he must have at any cost. 
 

 Eldred let loose the machine over the stump, and the monster began its long meal of splinters and rubble. Eldred knew stumps. He knew a hickory stump from a burnt hickory stump; he knew maple, ash, box elder, jack pine and red pine. He could smell the subtle difference between ash and oak; could eye-ball the distinct eddy and swirl of a tree’s signature markings. Could read a tree’s history from a stump—its lifeline--and at the annual stump grinder’s State Fair and BBQ picnic, he proved his skills each year by walking off with the most coveted prize for stump jumping, stump races, stump the stump contests for mental agility, and of course the tractor-pull stump raising contest--the natural finale. He and Bob had partnered up now going on fourteen such fairs, always with the latest equipment, thanks to Bob’s contacts in Birmingham.
 

 “Where the hell’s Bob got off to?” Eldred wondered as he reached up and rubbed the irritating marks—bramble bush cuts he’d strangely awakened with a few days earlier. He absently ran a red bandana over the two deep briar cuts to his neck. Breaking the scab, he cursed to see blood spilling froth-like into the bandana. “Fuck-allaway-ta-hell, where’d ol’ Bob get himself off to? Ain’t he ‘spose to be filming this stump grinding?”
 

 The other man’s camera and tripod, previously set up and ready to go, stood at just the right angle, and the digital camera was running, but no sign whatsoever of Bob. Eldred thought it odd; then he recalled Bob’s having recently complained of bladder problems, so he decided that Bob squatted somewhere behind the trees.
 

 The massive and thundering Soviet built grinder tore into the stump, first leveling it as Van Helsing had insisted, thus rendering it near impossible to ever remove as the price in time and hardware would be cost prohibitive. Next, he began scooping and ripping downward into the stump itself. Eldred hoped mightily that this would actually work, thanks to the Russian built 2004 and Bob’s clever rigging of the attachment. 
 

 By all rights, Eldred knew that he and Charlene ought to’ve been honest with Van Helsing; they ought to’ve told him the job would have to hang fire till they practice this bore technique on an actual white oak. Eldred ought to’ve pointed out that they really hadn’t the boring equipment of an oil derrick--that GSG was, in effect for the first time in its history, stumped. But as the 2004 chewed ever downward and outward, seizing more territory from the stubborn white oak, creating the refrigerator-sized hole the ancient-faced professor wanted, Eldred’s confidence in the job soared. IT MADE HIM FEEL SO GOOD INSIDE, and he grooved on the vibration of it all.
 

 Once stumping away as he was, Eldred entered a world all his own; a world in which time seemed none existent and no one but Eldred and the machine remained on the planet. He became one with the grinder. But his reverie proved short-lived when, out of the corner of his one palsied eye, he watched Van Helsing doing something odd.
 

 Off to the right of the machine, displaying an amazing agility, and next a superhuman strength, Van Helsing pushed, prodded, dragged, and prayed over a derelict free-standing ancient Sears Freezer Queen. Chains and locks reinforced the door. In fact, Eldred saw that these hefty chains encircled the freezer several times over. The sheen of the Queen had long ago deserted her, replaced by a jaundiced yellow mingling with grimy grey and a moldy green. And Van Helsing kept shouting something up at Eldred, which the old man took to mean, “Hurry, hurry!
 

 Then a little more distinctly, “We’re losing the light!”
 

 Van Helsing had stopped in mid-yank, and he was shouting up at Eldred a warning! “Watch out! To your right, Eldred!”
 

 Eldred’s head turned to the right, but he never saw it coming. Bob literally flew into the cabin of the 2004 in his vampiric undead state. With Bob himself still bleeding from a ghastly neck wound, he ripped out Eldred’s throat in one fell bat swoop, and as the 2004 droned on without Eldred, Bob fed like an animal on the old stump grinder’s blood.
 

 It was horrifying, and as with any time that Van Helsing witnessed the unbridled and full raw fury of the undead, he took a strong pull on a hidden flask he kept at all times filled with Dr. Tewes’s elixr of life—a mixture of Bishop’s Brandy and Ox blood with a smattering of Scotch, Rye, and bitters. After dousing his throat with this, Van Helsing suddenly felt his feet leave the ground; he’d been grabbed by the shoulders by a pair of painful talons ripping into his flesh. But he’d taken earlier precautions, as he’d resourcefully lashed himself to the chains on the Freezer Queen even as he’d been swilling the elixir. 
 

 Now, try as she might, Charlene in her most gruesome vampiric aspect, her talons digging deeper, could not completely make off with Van Helsing. The old Dutchlander’s eyes stared up at her even as his hands grasped the three-foot stake he kept at all times, always securely fastened beneath his coat. Charlene screeched loud enough to rival the still screaming 2004 where Eldred’s body lay dead across the controls. From her hovering screeching perspective, she realized how dangerously close her wings were to the chewing business end of the 2004. Even in death, Eldred—an artist with a stump grinder--had won her admiration, as the grinder continued its blind two-step attack of the white oak stump: attack, retreat, attack, retreat. A rhythm like an in-heat pachyderm given over to an unbridled passion, chanting and rocking to a thunder and roar created of this tumultuous self-perpetuating hullabaloo.
 

 Seeing Eldred’s form slumped over the controls, and seeing Bob’s sated expression there in the cab, Charlene said, “Daddy died doing what he loved.”
 

 Using Charlene’s moment of distraction and her very tug on him, Van Helsing, with a mighty heave of his own, brought the enormous Freezer Queen to bear over Eldred’s final grind-hole, while the monster machine mindlessly continued chewing, kneading, splitting, and shitting wood chips from its rear.
 

 The supernormal power displayed by Van Helsing, along with the weight of the freezer unit, pulled Charlene into the now enormous pit. At the same instant, Bob tumbled Eldred’s body out over the neck of the feeding dinosaur in an attempt to get to the controls. Van Helsing landed in a niche alongside his freezer, alongside Eldred’s contorted features.
 

 Charlene landed atop the unit and was promptly in the spinning saber-toothed jaws of the Vladverbooten; the sound of her crackling rose-painted bones, playing bass to the chewing of gristle, fat, cartilage, muscle and sinew all so close to Van Helsing’s ear proved as excruciating as it was fortunate. She’d been infected sometime over the past several days, he guessed to have so much power. Bob, by comparison, appeared a more resent, inexperienced undead. Likely infected by Charlene who’d been infected by the fucking Count. All thoughts that fired through his brain even as the the din of the machine feeding promised to grind him up next.
 

 Charlene’s blood painted Eldred’s brown eyes red; it painted all of Van Helsing, his London Fog, and his freezer Queen with a candy apple red. The sickening neon hue of the blood of the undead--a sticky red taffy, a thick overly dark substance like congealed blood flecked with corn kernel-like curdled nubs.
 

 Now Van Helsing, still on his back, jammed between the sides of the white oak and the freezer unit, trapped below Eldred’s dead weight gave pause to his master plan. It had seemed so right at the time: Bury Dracule. Bury him in a fixed and impenetrable coffin. White walls all around. Trapped as he was now in the Freezer Queen, and a venerable old vampire spiking, vampire hunting mentor had told Van Helsing of a legend of the white oak, that it had powers to confine the undead if only a man could find a way to encase the unclean creature within its grasp. How better to finally and for all keep the most powerful and elusive beast of prey of all time imprisoned in the very lattice work of the roots of a white oak.
 

 His master vampire hunter’s plan had come together at such fateful step here on the Georgia -Tennessee border in America. All Van Helsing had to do was arrange for the stooges, the workmen to come and hollow out the stump he’d found waiting, and for the cement to be poured and to set and to sit and watch it dry overtop of Dracule in the Freezer Queen for final eternal sleep. No one was supposed to get hurt…no one was meant to die.
 

 “VAN HELSING!” he heard the reverberation of Dracule’s voice bouncing around in the freezer unit now. The unclean thing had come sentient! He must act and act now! But Van Helsing held himself in check when he looked from the pit of the white stump that Eldred, even in death, had created. Van Helsing stared up to where Bob had cat-walked the length of the giraffe neck of the 2004. Amazing how agile the undead could be.
 

 Van Helsng froze in place and witnessed the most selfless act of vampiric love he’d ever encountered--Bob Throgmorten’s amazing reaction to Charlene’s mincemeat exit from her undead state. Bob stood teetering on the rim of the vibrating grating biting machine, while the mad machine itself began tearing and ripping into the freezer unit, kicking up a powdery dust. Bob raised his arms in the universal gesture of the crucified, and committed himself in a final act to Charlene, leaping into the pit. As in slow motion, disbelieving, Van Helsing watched him drop, screeching into the rhythmic deathblow that had taken his Charlene before him. This resulted in more of the same.
 

 The grinding of bone in Van Helsing’s ear here in the pit, the accumulated human gristle swallowed up by the grinder only heightened Van Helsing’s horror at what had been wrought. The gooey red stuff of life that somehow and mysteriously supported the sentience of the undead, all glommed onto the freezer, onto Van Helsing’s clothes and hair and features. 
 

 “You’re a fool in death as you were in life, Bob,” Van Helsing muttered a eulogy to the grinder salesman. “Charlene’s heart, body, and soul belonged to Luther D. Noble as you locals knew him. Luther Dracule Noble, now encased in my Freezer Queen!” Van Helsing didn’t know what good it’d do to rail at the dead, but he did it anyway.
 

 As if in angry response, somehow controlled now by Dracule’s very will, the jaws
 

 of the 2004 came directly at Van Helsing’s terrified eyes. Only Eldred’s body kept the jaws at bay as they attacked, retreated, and attacked again, spewing forth a healthy cadre of human blood from the elderly stump grinder. Nasty vampire-Bob had set the controls on auto-pilot before doing his bat-love imitation. 
 

 The Russian operatic music inside the cab had mysteriously come on, accompanying a thorough chewing up of Eldred even as the poor devil’s body lay atop Van Helsing. An ironic twist, Van Helsing thought as he kicked out at Eldred’s dead weight. Finally, he clamored and clawed his way to the edge of the white oak stump, the only ally left him. He closed his ear to the bone crunching sounds behind him.
 

 Finished now with Eldred Giddings’s remains, the blind jaws of the 2004—now pulsating to the sound of Moussorgski’s Night on Bald Mountain--seemed bent on finding Van Helsing flesh and bone. At the same time, he was acutely aware that Luther Noble’s sleep had been disturbed. Van Helsing more than sensed the coming alive of the undead creature trapped inside the icy coffin. He saw it now. Seeping from a bad seal between compartments, a wisp of fucking smoke.
 

 Dracule’s essence, struggling to combat the cold, to combat the painful whiteness of his prison, struggling to disperse as fog--one of his many shape-changing permutations. He possessed powers satanic to reorder his structure and composition at will, becoming all manner of vermin that crawled the earth and slithered from cemetery earth or bayed at the moon. While the larger part of Vlad Dracule’s undead corpse still remained sealed inside the white coffin, draining the creature of its full power, harnessing his will, Van Helsing knew from the his own scars—scars from a time when he himself had been infected, carrying the vile virus of this thing and keeping it at bay--that this base vile thing would soon regain its full strength…unless.
 

 As the wisp smoke cloud increased around him, Van Helsing spotted a narrow strip at the top of the white oak trunk, and he began frantically climbing. Behind him the stump grinder wildly gnawed at the refrigerator, as if knowing more gooey blood lie within. 
 

 Half in, half out of the stump, Van Helsing snatched out his Nokia cell phone and called for the men with the cement mixer to come full on from where he’d kept them in check. “Macovoy! Van Helsing here! Come now! Now! Hurry!”
 

 Van Helsing realized in an instant of knifelike pain that he’d been injured, his leg bleeding badly, his hand coming away with his rich, red, globulin-filled blood. Globulins he’d named the odd eerie curious nodules and globs embedded in his blood these days. “More now than ever before,” he muttered under the fury of the grinder, and the sudden roar of awareness of omnipotence coming out of Dracule. The fiend was growing even from within the freezer.
 

 How many times had Van Helsing baited the thing? He’d lost all count. How many times had it taken the bait—this time in the form of Charlene Giddings. How many times had Van Helsing taken the bite? How long could Van Helsing hope to be immune? What properties of his blood, what elemental DNA strand proved an effective deterrent to the virus? How resilient and how long and what quality of life had Van Helsing left him, even should he succeed here and now in these unknown woods? How long could he hope to beat back the effects of the vampire’s unclean genetic horror coursing now through Van Helsing’s arteries? And so like a snake handler, he sensed one day he would take the bite that would do him in, but he’d never imagined being bitten and ripped apart by a stump grinder.
 

 With renewed energy, with the stump grinder now madly thrashing about, no one at the controls, Van Helsing literally threw himself over the lip of the hollowed out stump. Panting, face down over the beautifully hollowed out stump, seeing the array of deep white roots creating a maze of a stark white labyrinth against the backdrop of eternal earth, Van Helsing knew in his soul that two things could be trusted—that the legend of the white oak and its efficacy in combating to the final consternation and a final death one Vlad Dracule must be true, and secondly that Eldred Jasper Giddings had dug a shrine to this end, finishing his life with his most impressive stump grinding ever.
 

 Yes, poor Eldred had done a stunning job of hollowing out the white oak fortification, and too, too bad he was not present to witness Van Helsing’s victory, his having found the Holy Jail.
 

 No time for premature ejaculations and kudos just now, Van Helsing clawed his way to the clanking metal grated ladder running alongside the Vladverbooten, the steps taking him up to the cab of the voracious Russian monster, its muzzled still feeding from the white pit. Van Helsing grabbed onto a loose cable extending down from the machine, and with his leg spilling blood along the metal plates, dripping over the rivets, he managed to pull and tug his ancient weight aboard and into the cab.
 

 Then he stared at the control panel, not unlike that of a 747 airliner. “Shit!”
 

 Grabbing hold of the enormous joy stick, the size of a New York City cop’s baton, Van Helsing snatched back the controls, backing the dinosaur off. Even as it went into reverse, its ratcheting teeth extracted the now torn and crumpled refrigerator. Dracule, the Freezer Queen, and Dracule’s greasy smoky essence was coming up with the bloody machine jaws--the whole becoming more and more engulfed in a strange, odorous cloud of fog. It was he, Dracule the fiend, in the form of fog coming full-blown now!
 

 No mistaking the foul odor or the oily, grimy smudge fog. The stench of the undead’s decay down to the cells that now morphed into this shapeless escape. In the fog, even over the din of the machine, Van Helsing heard the maniacal laughter he so dreaded and knew so well.
 

 Van Helsing, spying a large red-vinyl padded button, smashed it like a desperate Jeopardy guest. Result: he watched the freezer and the attached morphing fog catapult back into the pit, sending up a dust cloud of wood chips and sawdust. “Back to your grave, you vile bastard thing!” Now Van Helsing laughed hysterically, on the verge of conquest. 
 

 “Macovoy, you sonofabitch! Where are you with that cement!” he screamed into the cell phone now. “Hurry! Hurry now! Now!”
 

 The cement truck backed to the stump hole, its black and tan drum rolling at breakneck speed, loose empty cement bonding bags flying in every direction, their labels reading: White Oak Cement Bond. Van Helsing had chosen well, and had himself blessed the water used to thin and then congeal with the mix. He had stirred it with his cross and had spoken the ancient Latin words of exorcism over the virgin batch destined to become a huge heavy lid over the white stump coffin. This insured the entire mixture blessed and holy.
 

 Both Macovoy and his man thought Van Helsing crazy on seeing this; however, they were content with the promise of twice their normal rate and a break in their monotonous existence with a bonus—a fine story to tell their children and wives at dinner table. 
 

 Now as Van Helsing backed the grinder off, displaying the aggregate pool of two generations of stump grinders’ blood as he did so, in rushed the cement men, Macovoy on his cell phone, struggling to hear Van Helsing.
 

 “OK, like you want your load dumped over top of this here stump, right?” asked the cigar-smoking Macovoy, scratching at his crotch, and then he repeated louder, “OK, like you want your load dumped over top of this here stump, right?” 
 

 “Bloody God damn you, man! Right, so do it! Do it now!”

 

 “Dump her, Sims!” Macovoy shouted to his man in the cab.

 

 “You got it!” 

 

 Hydraulic lift. Raise. Hoist. Pour. The process felt like a lifetime to Van Helsing as more and more of Dracule found itself forming into one…beginning to shape up into a rough simulation of a ghost, and soon a semblance of a man in cape. And now into a kind of hologram as his molecules began fusing in that strange and eerie process known only in the alchemy of the undead soul.
 

 “Hold up, Sims! There’s a man down there!” Macovoy shouted around his cigar. “Holy shit!” 
 

 “Drop your load man!” shouted Van Helsing, eye to eye with Sims, having brought the grinder round to the side of the cement truck. “Now, Sims, now!”
 

 Seeing Sims hesitate at the controls, Van Helsing rammed the cement truck with the grinder, and for a moment the two titan machines seemed in battle. Van Helsing locked eyes with Sims. Sims, for his part only grew more determined, his rough-hewn features screwing into stubborn Tennessee antagonism, until he literally felt Van Helsing’s grinder lift the concrete mixer’s tires off the ground on this side. 
 

 Sims slammed down the throttle controlling the cement mixture, and it slid down the trough at breakneck speed, a mudslide of heavy, rocky White Oak, the most expensive money could buy. Hell this fellow was a Britisher and a nutcase. Sims wanted now just to drop his load and get out of here.
 

 Sims had taken the threat to heart and had slammed the stream of heavy gravy that filled the white oak chalice created by Eldred. “My cup runneth over,” muttered Van Helsing, finally relaxing his grip on the controls and shutting down the thunderous 2004.
 

 



 

 Smoke or no smoke, in moments, the bloody hole and Dracule and his new eternal white coffin lay confined and imprisoned. Van Helsing, feeling a great weight lifted from his weary mind and shoulders, climbed from the grinder to the ground and stepped to the edge of the lava flow of white oak cement. Fast drying, solid, he could already stand on it. He helplessly did an old Irish jig upon Dracule’s final resting place, singing, “A-high diddle, diddle, the cat and the fiddle, the plate ran off with the spoon, and the cow jumped over the moon. Finally…finally at last it is an endgame, our chase over, old nemesis that you are. Finally, we both have call to rest eternal, but your rest will be no rest whatever but a new definition for damnation as not even Satan will know what possible punishment suits an undead such as you. Vile creature rejected by even Him, the Prince of Darkness.”
 

 Sims, perturbed yet fascinated by the old man’s words listened intently as he looked about for Mac.
 

 “Yours will be eternal hellfire and brimstone boils and a cancerous incubation for all time, Vlad the incubus, Vlad the succubus. Vlad the vile.” 
 

 “Where’s Macovoy?” asked Sims joining Van Helsing at the pit where the fast setting cement festered like a huge scab over the earth.
 

 “I’m afraid…” began Van Helsing, throwing back his robe with flourish and an energy born of victory, “…afraid your friend stepped into the way of the cement flue….” Van Helsing’s eyes pointed Sims to the already dry plateau lying over the white oak stump, the drippings of it like the tendrils of a stone octopus. “Afraid Mr. Macovoy is…got caught up in…”
 

 “Fuck me, I killed Mac,” moaned Sims.
 

 “I fear it so, my friend, but it was, after all, an accident, and the man got careless there at the end.”
 

 “He shouted for me to hold the load. Said something I couldn’t make out over the noise of that damn machine of yours alongside this’n. Just read his hands. His hands said to hold the load. Then you rammed my baby, and I knee-jerked and hit the controls to let her rip, and now poor Mac is gone. We wasn’t so close, but still…we raised a few together.”
 

 “Look, I’m the new owner of Georgia Stump Grinders, and you now have a wonderful opportunity, your own cement truck and business, and we could both of us do worse. It was an accident, an unfortunate miscalculation on Mac’s part.”
 

 Sims mulled this over, and his eyes slightly lit with a struggling new light, the eyes telling Van Helsing that this kind of thinking had appeal.
 

 Van Helsing snatched out a pack of English made tar-filled cigarettes and offered one to Sims who eagerly took it. They stood smoking for a while like old companions. Van Helsing took a much-deserved moment of silence to praise the work accomplished. He could finally breathe of air without the stench of Dracule fouling his nostrils.
 

 Then he caught a whiff of something odd and began sniffing doglike.

 

 “What the hell’s zat stench?” asked Sims.

 

 The smell of Dracule seeping up out of the pit? It could not be. No.

 

 Van Helsing saw Sims’s lit cigarette fall from the man’s lips. He then followed Sims’s eyes—glued as they were on a green dark distance where a flash of fur whirred through the brush. Van Helsing whipped out binoculars and found himself staring at a lone wolf on anxious paws, its unholy yellow to green light-emitting eyes watching Van Helsings’s next move. 
 

 “Something out there. Maybe it’s Mac.” Sims wanted it to be Mac. “Maybe he ain’t in the cement after all.”

 

 “It’s not Mac!”

 

 “Maybe he’s wandering round out in them woods with ahh a c-c-cussion, am-knee-sia maybe.”

 

 “Mac is dead! It’s…it’s…”

 

 “I’m going after Mac!” Sims shouted and darted off.

 

 “Don’t be a fool!” shouted Van Helsing, but Sims was already a blur in the Georgia Tennessee border forest. “Damn it man, come back! It’s not Macovoy! It’s him, the Prince of Transylvania! Darkness, Evil, Dracule himself!” But even as Van Helsing got the words out, he heard Sims’s tortured scream, and he saw the white of Sims’s flesh and garment rising toward the moon, lifted on bat wings.
 

 “The bastard thing had escaped in the sawdust cloud as smoke and ash…escaped again! Damn me! Condemn me, oh God, for I have failed again. How many times, and how many ways must it die before I can rest?”
 

 # # #
 

 



 

 



 

 
 

 The sign out front still read Georgia Stump Grinder’s—We grind your problems to nothing. But a new--and thus suspect--owner had taken over Eldred’s baby, his trailer and his monster machines. An outsider with a foreign accent—British or maybe Australian—had taken over the business. The local sheriff had his eye on the man for sure. Name of Van Helsing, who’d so clearly taken up residence here in Grainbag County that he was occasionally seen drinking tea of all things down at the Blue Turnip where he would open a G-4 Macintosh laptop computer with a seventeen inch screen and an I-pod camera and go off in a world of his own making, or so it seemed. From the friendly confines of the Blue Turnip, he “…communed and communicated with a whole ‘nother world!” as Merle the waitress put it--the whole outside world, speaking with scholars, philosophers, engineers, NASA scientists, searching for answers to his business questions now that he was a “bona-fide” stump grinder, all the proper business papers filed with Lucinda Bates, the Grainbag County Clerk of Records.
 

 The fool man had also gone into the depressed cement business in a town that preferred dirt roads, dirt parkways, and dirt driveways. But this man was off. Off in so many ways. Stocking up on White Oak Bond cement mix in every conceivable size and container, for instance--saying he would only deal in the best—his credit skyrocketing. Another bit of overheard information had it that this fellow, Professor Van Helsing, had put it out there that he was interested in any and all white oak stumps anyone might have to sell him! That he might like to uproot for free to display around Eldred and Charlene’s trailer (a location that would always be known to locals as Eldred’s place). It was meant as part of a campaign to draw more business his way. Something about making the white oak stump his new GSG logo. Logo is what many of the area residents privately called him. “Logo all right,” they’d drawl at the end of any conversation about Van Helsing.
 

 “Harmless logo though,” Sheriff Taylor finally, after weeks of speculation, said on the subject. This as he peeled an orange before every curious eye at the Blue Turnip Café. “Checked out his story. He’s retired from over England by way of Transylvania and Denland before that. Paperwork’s in order. Bono-fied and certo-fied.”
 

 “Certifiable I’d say,” replied one regular, making them all laugh in superiority.
 

 “Far as the law’s concerned, he certified. Just took the citizenship class, and by god, the Dutchy fellow knows more U.S. history than all the teachers at Grainbag High put together. He’s OK, and he talks like Tony Blair. Gotta like the man.”
 

 Story had it that he offered old Eldred Jasper Giddings so much ready cash that the man could not refuse the opportunity to get out from under the stump grinding business lock, stock, and barrel. Papers at Lucinda Bates’s county clerk’s office attested to this as well as the bill of sale on Macovoy’s cement mixer. Both men sold out in what was characterized as a heartbeat. And taking his daughter Charlene with him--as word circulated--Old Eldred and young Charlene wound up in someplace, Arizona …for the dry air, as everyone knew poor Eldred suffered mightily from allergies of all stripe.
 

 In a related story of fact, that foolish Bob Throgmorten disappeared for Pheonix as well in a sad bid to be near Charlene.
 

 Any change in these parts upset the locals to no end. But the confounded way in which Eldred Giddings simply uprooted—unlike him and mysterious as it seemed on the surface—this proved nothing to the far stranger story circulating about a pair of second cousins twice removed--Macovoy and Sims. Word had it they’d won the Irish Sweepstakes, a prize bigger than both the Georgia and Tennessee State Lotteries combined! And daring to tell no one, not even their wives, they’d simply vanished. To a sunny beach in Cancun with Margaritas that came in a glass and that came in a skirt, but this story soon metamorphosed to the South of France along the Rivera, where scantily clad French women like the nymphs and sirens of legend held them prisoner to their deepest, dark est most scatological sick desires. This reminded most of the old Kentucky hill ballads that so often warned of cigarettes and whiskey and wild, wild women.
 

 Men in rocking chairs at the feed store and at the Blue Turnip mulled over the possibilities for hours at a sitting. Sometimes long into dusk.
 

 No one questioned Van Helsing’s credit ever again around the town or the county, as he now had a business account with Capitol One. And to carry on the tradition for Eldred—as stated in the sales agreement, which had been sent off to Phoenix for the old pioneer’s John Hancock—the new owner of the Georgia Stump Grinder did indeed appear at the State Fair, and he indeed competed in the stump grinding competitions, and he indeed won first prize for the GSG as if nothing had changed one spit.
 

 And maybe it hadn’t. 

 

 

 

 Stumped in the End

 

 



 




 



 



 


From Rob:
 

 
 

 AFTERWORD or Aft-words regarding Conflict is not Violence: You don’t need violence to make a story work, but you can’t throw out conflict. The two are definitely not the same animal. This is among many of the lessons I provide in DEAD ON WRITING, also a Kindle Book you can find at the Kindle Store. Read on about conflict’s being at odds with violence in fiction. Yes, you can have a story filled with both, and you can have one without the other, but be sure you know which is which.
 

 
 




 



 



 


TENSION’S High Wire Act in the NOVEL
 

 
 

 Quoting from Making Shapely Fiction by Jerome Stern, who really understood conflict and tension -- "Conflict is the high wire of tension upon which fiction balances." Or is strung and weaved into one's plot. Okay, paraphrasing but this makes sense. Violence is not the same thing as tension or conflict, and conflict is not exactly the same thing as tension. One can have conflict between two people who love one another. One can have tension between a father and daughter, mother and son, siblings, etc., and it don't gotta turn into no violence.
 

 Tension comes about due to conflicting character wants and needs. Conflllllllllict say two or more characters at direct odds over opposite goals or desires. To make a story compelling and thrill-filled, you must begin with a character that is obsessed! Truly, deeply obsessed. And both your protagonist and antagonist must have their own obsessions. Yes, in fiction, obsessions are gold. Your hero must run the gamut of a story about his or her goal(s), goals they'd die for! Or in the case of my next novel, DEAD ON, goals Marcus Rydell would LIVE for (put his suicide off for!). And when nature or another man or woman becomes an obstacle to the goal(s) of character A, it is due to the conflict created by charcter B who wants just the opposite. A "clash of desires" as in a Clash of Titans! And this is true in romance novels as well as suspense or thrillers, horror novels, science fiction and desent historical novels.
 

 Don't believe me? Think of your favorite book of all time and ask what did Atticus Finch most want in the story, even more important, what did Scout want most? Father wants...daughter wants. In any given scene, a conflict may exist between Atticus and Scout or Jem. What did the narrator as child want from her father? To understand her father, to "get" human nature, to make sense of people? Who stood in her way? Her own innocence and lack of years on the planet, her own innocence to the evil that men do. Take the tense plot about Ahab and the White Whale -- Moby Dick. What did Ahab want? What caused the tension in this fish tale? What was Ahab's most passionate obsession, and what force of nature kept him from it? The whale is a force of nature that fights for itself against Ahab and Ahab wants it dead for having taken his leg and having destroyed his last ship (and crew but they're expendable! as is the new crew and ship). The tension is the highwire, the plot upon which all this is played out. The plot is the thread upon which conflict and tension are balanced. Think of Huck Finn having to fight for his freedom from his pap, the Widow Watson, Hannibal, Missouri, society, civilization. He has to fight his way out of each episodic problem or conflict keeping him from being free, his obsession--mirrored in Negro Jim's obsession to "get free" along with getting his family free.
 

 Then there are the serial killers who are obsessed, the vampires who are obsessed, the bad guys who are obsessed coming face to face with the good guys whose obsessions are "positive" obsessions, like Bat Man or Superman whose strength comes from being equally obsessed at capturing and putting an end to the villain and or his activities. The tension is in the chase, the conflict is in the goals, and the violence, if it comes to that comes at the clash--as when Ahab catches up to the White Whale, or as when another obsessed character battles the sea, the mountains, the planet Mars, or a werewolf, or a vampire, or a twisted religious fanatic.
 

 I love Jerome Stern's Making Shapely Fiction. Great out of print little book filled with great complete well thought out answers. Told me how I do what I do and why I do it the way I do it. Felt like Stern got into my head where even I had not gone (scary place, really).
 

 Hope this "defines" the difference between tension, conflict, and violence. You can toss out the violence in a fictional work, but you MUST have conflict and tension.
 

 But with many new writers it’s not even about conflict or tension but just getting past putting down pages, especially pages past the first chapter or opening page. So here as a final addendum I offer up ADVICE from on high about starting and stopping…or rather the Abbott of Writing offers up advice on said subject:
 

 



 

 Advice Column: Dear Abbot of Writing at Acme Abbey
 

 by Abbot Robert W. Walker 
 

 



 

 Query #1:
 

 Dear Father Rob aka Abbot Author at Acme Authors -- “I've written so many versions and revisions of my opening chapters (one and two) that horror of horrors, I just don't know which versions now to go with, and it's driving me nuts. Help! What can I do to get clear?” – Confused in Connecticut
 

 



 

 Quick and Dirty Answer from the Abbot: 
 

 Burn the thing as possibly Satanic, my child. Belay that! Just kidding, of course. Monk humor…not for everyone. This may sound outrageous but it is a choice: Submit each version on a rotating basis to as many agents and editors as you like, my child…and when one version gets a positive rejection as to a really nasty one—a rejection that does not hate it—go with that version. You can do this with friends and co-authors as well. You need a cold eye to come down hard.
 

 
 

 Contemplative Monk Reply: 
 

 My advice if you are writing and rewriting those first 2 chapters and have got yourself into a confusing bind or conundrum....couple of things you can do: Put these chapters away. (All that work?) Yes, sit down and rewrite from page one from your head....from your memory, which is more active and powerful than you give it credit. That memory is as good as any computer's memory when it comes to the broad strokes. It is like recapturing a dream and retelling it to someone. Think chapter one is organic and out of it grows chapter two, from which sprouts chapter three. (Yes, you can write as you go). Imagine if your computer drowned or was fried or was blown up by your kids in a strange, weird experiment. Rewrite from the beginning to recapture the story you had always meant to tell. Start fresh. It’s a helluva challenge but your mind is capable of it.
 

 If this LEAP of faith solution terrifies you to the degree you simply can't attempt the exercise, then go back to the chapter you have, do rewrites that POUNCE on any of the LY words. If you cut out most or many of the Adverbs and Adjectives, you will streamline the story; it will move more clearly and quickly. Or maybe I should have simply said FAST. Also examine every prepositional phrase, phrases beginning with in, out, up, down, over, under, back, to, with, etc and make sure the sentence can/cannot stand with/without these -- especially ending a sentence with one of these like the phrase "TO ME.” Often it can be said without adding “to me” or whatever tacked on. Prepositions are like takced on more info and often it is UNDERSTOOD but invisible to you the author.
 

 OK....having done this, you may find that there are also scenes you've TOLD--sometimes in flashback, sometimes in the NO'W story that could easily be rewritten as a DIALOGUE scene, and any time you can get your characters TALKING and interacting with one anther (as in a film or play script, see?), the main characters are defining one another and character is being illuminated, and the plot may well be pushed along by said dialogue as well. More and more I rely on dialoguing that scene. Don't TELL me, show me, and you can do that far more often than you realize in taking said block paragraphs of description of a person, place, or thing (which can become static if you stop your story to carve out a block of descript) and instead turning them into give-and-take dialogue lines. Speaking parts while your characters are digging up a body or planting one. Action does not have to stop to illuminate character or push the plot along or describe a setting.
 

 



 

 Query #2: 
 

 Dear Father Rob aka Abbot at Acme – “You know what kills me, Father Rob? I'm great about editing and/or giving feedback on someone else's manuscript, but when it comes to my own, I'm completely lost. Guess I cannot see it objectively. So how can I become a better editor of my own work?” –Clueless in the Forests of Verbiage
 

 
 

 Quick Dirty Reply from Abbot Rob: 
 

 If you are having pain in the joints, stay outta them joints. In other words, don’t read your own work. Just kidding, of course. Read it aloud!! Also read the reply above as much of it applies here…
 

 



 

 Thoughtful Monk Answer:
 

 Put the pages away for a goodly time, my child…at least a couple of weeks, maybe more. Go do anything else. Pay your bills. Go on a shopping spree. Go fishing or on a vacation. Get out of town. You may even want to literally “freeze” your manuscript; that is place it into your freezer as if hiding it from a thief—YOU. You need to get away from it for awhile. Return from that vacation and “thaw it out” and look at the manuscript with a COLD EYE. This you can do because time has made you a better writer already these couple of weeks or this month, and you can look far more objectively at your “product” as belonging to that guy or young lady who created it some time ago, and now you are far more equipped to see and HEAR the problems. Any sentence can be written any number of ways. Sentences you stopped with a period will scream to be attached, compound sentence will scream loudly to be rewritten so as to use a fragment at one end, or to be reversed so that the end phrase becomes the intro phrase. Complex sentence may demand to be redone as simple sentences. Simple ones may morph into complex ones. This is where you polish, spit, shine, re-think which all equals rewriting and in my book Writing is ReWriting. You get your best work done in post-production….in the rewrites.
 

 



 

 A final word on rewrites – this is where you can identify all the scenes that slow the book to a dull murmur instead of having “heat” on every page. Here you can and will find whole sections that are telling instead of showing in such lines as: She knew she wanted to let him down easily, but she also knew she didn’t love him, and if she didn’t love him, she couldn’t go through with the marriage. That’s not only static but filled with constructions of the sort where pronouns proliferate. If it’s first person it’s such constructs as: I knew I….or I felt I….or I sensed that I….and if second person it’d read, You knew you…you felt you…you sensed that you….and if set in third person it’d read just about as badly as: He felt he…she thought she…John knew he or Sarah thought she is an improvement….but another major sin authors fall into is too much reliance on the pronouns in first person – I, me, my, mine, myself until we get a “whiney tone” going. Pronouns overused in third person: He, his, him, himself can fall into the same sort of problem. Oh and a word from Dean Koontz as advice from him to me, the now Abbott. He said, “Kiddo, calm down and stop worrying because you don’t do your best work until you turn fifty anyhow.” 
 

 But don’t wait until you are fifty to begin work on good working habits. Begin now to make a checklist of items to seek out and destroy and the checklist should begin with overuse of pronouns, prepositions, adverbs (let the verb do the work), and adjectives (let the noun do the work). A common exercise to see how badly writers can write is to take any paragraph of Hemmingway and attach LY words to all his sparse language, to add to the verbs and to the nouns. Instead of – He rolled over and into the filthy ditch…He quickly and efficiently rolled over in the manner of a log and into the muddy, weedy infested smelly ditch filled with awful vermin.
 

 It was Mark Twain, speaking of “additive” words who said, “When in doubt, strike it out.” My final word: Read Jereome Stern’s Making Shapely Fiction and books by bestselling authors on writing such as that of David Morrell, Tom Sawyer (yes, Tom has written a book on writing!), Dean R. Koontz (yes, Koontz has a how-to on writing popular fiction and while it is out of print, it can be found in a good decent library), and don’t overlook the many excellent books and blogs now available to writers done by people working in the field of forensics and law enforcement, and finally, get your hands on DEAD ON WRITING and DEAD ON. As you read my fiction, check out my how-to and see how I put into practice all I preach.
 

 Happy Writing and Reading everyone, and to check out my long work, see DEAD ON, a suspense novel set in Atlanta up at Kindle and for sale hardcover at Amazon.com and Five Star Press. For more information on all my books, both suspense and horror as well as YA and historical suspense, visit my website!
 




 



 



 

 
 


 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR


 

Robert W. Walker is the author of more than forty published novels, beginning with SUB-ZERO in 1979. He has millions of books in print. You can visit him at www.robertwalkerbooks.com.  


 

BIBLIOGRAPHY


 

THE INSTINCT THRILLERS featuring FBI forensic pathologist Dr. Jessica Coran

Killer Instinct


Fatal Instinct


Primal Instinct


Pure Instinct


Darkest Instinct


Extreme Instinct


Blind Instinct


Bitter Instinct


Unnatural Instinct


Grave Instinct


Absolute Instinct



 

THE EDGE THRILLERS featuring Detective Lucas Stonecoat

Cold Edge


Double Edge


Cutting Edge


Final Edge



 

THE GRANT THRILLERS featuring Medical Examiner Dean Grant

Floaters


Scalpers


Front Burners


Dying Breath



 

THE RANSOM MYSTERIES featuring 19th century detective Alastair Ransom

City for Ransom


Shadows in the White City


City of the Absent



 

THE DECOY THRILLERS featuring Chicago cop Ryne Lanarck

Hunting Lure


Blood Seers


Wind Slayers


Hand-to-Hand



 

THE BLOODSCREAMS SERIES featuring archeologist Abraham Stroud

Vampire Dreams


Werewolf’s Grief


Zombie Eyes



 

HORROR NOVELS

Dr. O


Disembodied


Aftershock


Brain Stem


Abaddon


The Serpent Fire


Flesh Wars (the sequel to The Serpent Fire)


Children of Salem



 

THRILLER NOVELS

Sub-Zero


PSI: Blue


Deja Blue


Cuba Blue (with Lyn Polkabla)


Dead On


Thrice Told Tales (short stories)



 

YOUNG ADULT

Daniel Webster Jackson & the Wrong Way Railroad

Gideon Tell & the Siege of Vicksburg


 

NON FICTION

Dead On Writing – Thirty Years of Writerly Advice




 



 

 



 


Excerpt from CUBA BLUE by Robert W. Walker and Lynn Polkabla
 

 



 


ONE
 

 



 


Friday, Late Afternoon Aboard the Sanabela II
 

 
 

 Flowing across the sea-green coastal waters of Canal del Entrada, the mechanical cry of screeching gears aboard the shrimper, Sanabela II, trawling a few miles north of Havana, formed an oddly musical counterpoint to the shrieks of hungry seagulls hunting food along the shore. When the ship’s gears shuddered to a sudden standstill, the absence of that sound shocked the gulls into momentary stillness. Aboard the shrimper, all activity stopped. The men froze in place, afraid to breathe, afraid to hope. They stared first at the choked-off wench and then at one another. Fishing had been wretchedly poor all season; not once had the nets filled with so heavy a prize as the one promised by the old equipment groaning as the ship rocked in the waves. In the pilothouse, bearded and white-haired Captain Luis Estrada gasped. As another enormous groan choked from the wooden moorings and metal hoist, he rushed down to the main deck.
 

 Everyone aboard knew what the subsequent silence meant.
 

 Still, Estrada, like his crew, feared giving a moment’s vent to any jubilation. Not until a man stood knee-deep in the catch did he dare celebrate—an unwritten rule that all seamen knew only too well.
 

 Pearls of small Christmas lights, strung from the tops of masts and the crow’s nest, created a colorful necklace for the busted-up old tub, Estrada’ cheap, efficient answer to the lighting problem whenever they worked into the night, or like today, under a dark sky threatening rain. The crew joked mercilessly about Estrada’s low-tech solutions.
 

 The captain watched the net being slowly pulled up. Too slowly for his or anyone’s liking. He exploded, ordering, “Crank it up!”

 

 The pulley operator shouted back, “She’s at full-throttle now!”

 

 “It’s a full net!” shouted Adondo, his young eyes expectant.

 

 Big Giraldo added, “Net’s heavier than my wife’s ass!”

 

 “That’s damn heavy!” replied Adondo, laughing and adding, “but such a sweet one, that Miranda. You don’t deserve her, Giraldo!”

 

 The jest made them all laugh, touching off their pent-up jubilation. Shouting, dancing, and singing erupted, with Adondo happily beating on oil drums with a knife in one hand and a huge tenterhook in the other.
 

 With a burst of black oily smoke belching from the old machinery, the net lurched upward. Inside the rough-hewn many times mended net, hung a tangled web of bodies. Bloated skin mottled with dark bruises stretched over a grotesque catalogue of swollen body parts: eyes, ears, noses, limbs, torsos pressed tightly against the net, as if searching escape. The appalling package wore a ribbon of heavy chains with decorations of sea life.
 

 The noisy celebration instantly turned into stunned silence.
 

 Estrada exclaimed, “Madre de Dios!” Shaking his head, he muttered, “God just doesn’t like me, does he?”
 




 



 



 


TWO
 

 



 


Police Headquarters, Old Havana
 

 

 

 “There is no cause for angry words, Mr. Zayas! After all, we’re a small police department.”

 

 “I understand that but—”

 

 “We’re doing everything in our power as quickly as we can.”

 

 Lieutenant Detective Quiana Magdalena Aguilera looked up from a file she’d been poring over, both curious and annoyed at the sound of raised voices here in the Old Capitol Police Force building. Detective Jorge Peña was escorting a tall dark-haired man out of Colonel Gutierrez’s office. “These things take time.”
 

 As the two men passed her desk, the stranger glanced her way, seeing a slim, dark eyed, black haired woman beneath the poor lighting of the old stationhouse. Her café au lait skin had the sheen of faint perspiration, ever present in this tropical climate. She noticed his blue-green eyes widen at her as if in greeting, and she smiled in reply.
 

 The rest of the man’s conversation with Peña trailed off, lost in the sound of office noise and humming fans.
 

 Anything to break up the tedium of her latest and most boring assignment—preparing monthly reports. Sighing, she turned her attention back to the papers on her desk. Damn, lost my place again. They do this sort of thing on computers in other countries, why not here? Castro’s celebrated full employment—that’s why a lieutenant detective is saddled with such chores. The oft repeated thought provided a backdrop to the irritating squeaking of old worn-out chairs and tired fans that did little more than move hot air from one place to another. She promised herself that this weekend, she’d go diving off the coast of Miramar. Glancing up, the clock said she could shortly escape the drab office, but knowing the Colonel, not before she finished this report. To this end, Qui—as her friends called her—took up her pencil once again and vowed to ignore any further distractions. 
 

 But a few moments later, her attention was again diverted, when Peña, returning to his desk, complained about the officious security guard from the American Interest Section poking his nose into Peña’s missing persons case.
 

 “Peña, wanna trade? I’m sure with your experience, you’d be better suited to analyzing last month’s figures,” she called out, knowing he hated preparing reports.
 

 Peña caustically replied, “Not done with your paperwork yet, Aguilera? With your skills, it shoulda been done hours ago! You’ve got nothing else to do.”
 

 The insult, regardless of how true, rankled and Quiana wanted to be anywhere but here. Those still left in the squad room listened with relish, hoping for a replay of last month’s noisy confrontation.
 

 “At least I’m making progress, Peña! How long’s it been since you’ve cleared a case?”
 

 Peña’s face visibly darkened. “Just remember, you gotta finish the Colonel’s report before you can go home to Papa. Speaking of which, what’s for dinner tonight?”
 

 “Wouldn’t you like to know?” she taunted.
 

 “Let me guess: grilled filet mignon with hollandaise sauce, roasted yam wedges seasoned with cumin and freshly ground pepper and sea salt, fresh tomatoes sprinkled with goat cheese served with a vinaigrette delicately flavored with cilantro and lemon zest, a light red wine with hints of raisins and pear, and—”
 

 “Stop it!” shouted another detective. “You’re making my mouth water!” 
 

 “—and for dessert, flaming crepes suzette and coffee served in those cute little demitasse cups.”
 

 His mimicking of fancy menu descriptions made the squad room erupt in laughter. No one in Cuba ate well except tourists and the elite.
 

 “Aguilera! Come here. Now!” demanded the Colonel, shouting above the laughter.
 

 “From bad to worse,” Quiana muttered under her breath while grabbing her notebook and pen. She walked to the Colonel’s office, a sense of dread replacing the sting of ongoing chuckles and the smug look on Peña’s face. The dislike between the two detectives paled in comparison to the aversion she felt for her boss. Beyond his dislike of women in general, his inexplicable animosity toward her made Qui regret being under the Colonel’s command. 
 

 “We have a problem.” Her superior, Colonel Alfonso Gutierrez, spoke in his familiarly irritating deadpan. “And you, Aguilera, have been requested to investigate.”
 

 Surprised Qui asked, “Requested?”

 

 “By the captain of a shrimp boat.”

 

 “A shrimp boat, sir?”

 

 “Yes, they radioed a problem.”

 

 “So, where is this boat? Which marina?”

 

 “No marina! It’s out on the water, a few miles off the bay. The Sanabela II, a Captain Luis Estrada…says he knows you. Says you are, errr, related. Are you?”
 

 Estrada called himself uncle to her, but he meant it in the loosest way. She knew that in some distant past they might well be related somehow, but no one knew precisely how; he called himself uncle to anyone he had an acquaintance with who happened to be younger than himself. Such an attitude toward the entire community, well that was Old Cuba. Qui thought of people as either Old Cuba or New Cuba, defined more by attitude than age, though she must admit most men tended to act Old Cuba around women.
 

 “No, sirs, we’re not related, Colonel. He just calls himself ‘Uncle’ to almost everyone.”

 

 “How nice for you…well then, take a police boat out. You can get a boat, can’t you?” Gutierrez needled more than asked.

 

 “I’ll find transport.”

 

 “Yes, I am sure you will.”

 

 No love lost here, she thought, seeing Gutierrez’s sour expression. It’d never set well with the older man to have a woman—ranking as a detective-placed under his authority.
 

 “Do your best,” he finished, his words daring her to take offense. “Some sort of death aboard; can’t say for sure exactly what. The man sounded hysterical.” 
 

 “A death aboard a shrimp trawler?”

 

 “More than one—if this ‘uncle of yours’ hasn’t exaggerated.”

 

 “Two deaths aboard the Sanabela?” She gave a flash thought to the Sanabela’s hard-luck reputation.

 

 “Three-if Estrada’s report is true.”

 

 “Three?”

 

 “Are you suddenly deaf?” he replied, “Get moving! Take Hilito and Latoya. Three deaths, three investigators, all the support you need. Go. Call in your initial findings.”
 

 Quiana stood, saluted, turned, and made for the door, her mind racing. Finally, a major case—but a huge one, three deaths. What awaited her aboard Estrada’s boat? Must’ve been an accident: old boat, old equipment, young men—bad combination. Three deaths at once? This felt like a gauntlet Gutierrez’s had thrown down. A challenge to her training and skills as an investigator.
 

 Emerging from Gutierrez’s office, Qui walked toward her desk and called over to two detectives sitting nearby. “Hilito, Latoya, come. We’ve got an investigation. Let’s go!”
 

 “Terrific!” Tino Hilito leapt from his squealing desk chair.
 

 “We’re with you, detective!” added Sergio Latoya, stuffing paperwork into a desk drawer.
 

 Their eagerness reflected delight at escaping headquarters. In fact, they’d been clock watching until now, fearful of the last hour before shift’s end, praying for a telephone to ring and pull them out onto the street. Everyone under the colonel’s command hated Friday afternoons when Gutierrez would emerge from his office to give them all a good talking to—a lecture on desk etiquette, filling out forms properly, often haranguing against sloppiness of dress and attitude and lack of military bearing. “After all,” he’d remind them, “this is the Policia Nacional de Revolucion.” 
 

 “Investigation?” asked Tino. “Where?”

 

 “On a shrimp trawler off the coast. We need a police cruiser. Tino, you’re good with the water cops. Get us a boat.”

 

 “Aye, aye, Lieutenant,” he said a bit too loudly.

 

 Qui checked for signs of amusement but his wink was one of camaraderie. Leaning close, he whispered, “For effect,” nodding toward the watching eyes.
 

 She glanced around, annoyed at still being the center of attention. “Sergio, go check out an evidence kit—gloves included this time!” She grabbed her gun, strapped it onto her hip.
 

 “So Aguilera, got a real case now?” taunted Peña. “Want my notes from school?”
 

 Quiana turned, paused, and replied, “You keep ‘em. Try using ‘em on that missing persons case you’ve got! Perhaps then, you might be able to close it.”
 

 Turning back, she grinned at the catcalls and laughter.
 

 Walking alongside her, Sergio watched the grin fade as her lips thinned. He assumed it a sign of frustration. “He’s just jealous, Lieutenant. Ignore him. You got your shield faster and made higher scores in training—we all know that. Besides, you got that ‘thank you’ note last week. He’s still fuming about that.”
 

 Quiana chuckled at the image of Peña fuming over a letter of appreciation detailing her perfect scores. This from a high-ranking training officer who happened to be Peña’s role model. Tino had made sure that Peña had seen the letter, posting it on the bulletin board. “Still fuming?” she replied. “Serves him right. Payback for rudeness.”
 

 “You get your own licks in too,” Sergio reminded her.

 

 “True enough.”

 

 “I’ll bring my car around to the front,” he said.

 

 They headed in separate directions, Qui’s shoes tapping out a quick rhythm. Before she cleared the door, Colonel Gutierrez shouted from his desk, “Detective Aguilera! Why’re you still here? I gave you an order five minutes ago! Now, go, go!”
 




 



 



 


THREE
 

 
 


Aboard Police Cutter PNR-48, Havana Bay
 

 



 

 Here on the water, the air smelled more like rain than it did from onshore, and the sky seemed even darker, more threatening. Quiana expertly piloted the police cruiser, pushing it to maximum speed across the choppy waters of the bay. She wanted to reach the Sanabela before daylight faded or rain fell. The ponderous government boat rocked and bucked over the surface. Sergio, never one for boats, had turned slightly green from the bouncing and the foul smell of polluted water. The sound of wind and motor had become a constant barrage of noise, making conversation impossible.
 

 Outside the bay, in smoother waters, Quiana reduced their speed as they cruised in search of the trawler. 
 

 “Gutierrez sure seems to have it in for you,” Sergio shouted to be heard.
 

 “Yeah,” agreed Tino. “That wily old, card-playing poker-faced bit of nastiness, our beloved Colonel, is a hungry dog, and he bites.”
 

 “Even when you throw him scraps,” added Sergio.

 

 Quiana laughed at the apt comparison. “Hey, are you two playing suck up?”

 

 “Nahhh…we’re your main guys!”

 

 “How’s your family, Tino?” she asked.

 

 “Wife’s pregnant again. Kid’s doing better.”

 

 “That’s good, yes?”

 

 “Only if you got money.”

 

 “Hey, don’t listen to him. Carmela’s having our second, too,” said Sergio, smiling. “Tino’s always complaining.”

 

 “What’s a cop got to complain about,” she facetiously asked. “Low pay, long hours. Nobody listens anyway.”

 

 Sergio replied, “The weight of the job can kill a man—or a woman in your case.”

 

 Qui considered Sergio’s last remarks, although flippant, a serious matter. Other than Tino and Sergio, she had no one to confide in about the job, certainly no one in her personal life. Few people outside law enforcement understood the pressures. Still, Qui wished she had one friend or relative to whom she could openly and easily discuss such matters, but who? Her longtime friend Liliana concerned herself with her dancing career, dreams of one day making a splash on a real stage—somewhere in America maybe, and she simply did not care to understand what Qui faced on the job. Qui’s father did not want her on this job period, wishing she’d pursue any other career, something safe, perhaps photography as he had. As for her boyfriend, Dr. Estaban Montoya, he could hardly be bothered with such trivialities as her problems with Gutierrez or the department.
 

 “I just thank God, that I have you guys to talk to once in awhile,” she confided.

 

 “In that case, beer’s on you tonight, boss lady,” responded Sergio.

 

 Tino, looking a bit despondent with his own thoughts, added, “I could damn sure use a beer.”

 

 In smoother waters now, outside the bay, Qui was first to spot the Sanabela II. “There she is!”

 

 Sergio asked, “How do you know that’s the one?”

 

 “See the Christmas tree lights?” she replied. 

 

 “Yeah, so?”

 

 “I recognize them. Only on the Sanabela.” Quiana went on to explain the meaning of the lights.

 

 As she turned the boat toward the shrimper, Qui’s thoughts turned to her pending assignment aboard the Sanabela. Wanting this case to be by the book perfect, she reminded herself of each step in a successful investigation. In training, each lesson was learned in the company of other recruits, but now, although Tino and Sergio were here, she was the primary investigator, and any and all results depended on her competence. She steeled herself to deal with whatever lay ahead.
 

 Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of shouting. “Finally, somebody in authority,” bellowed Estrada. “I radioed when it was still daylight!”
 

 Noting the rebuke, Qui waved at him before aligning the cruiser with trawler, gently bumping alongside the Sanabela. 

 

 “Help us tie off, Uncle!” Qui called to Estrada, who nodded to someone outside her line of vision.

 

 Lines were tossed and Tino and Sergio coordinated with Estrada’s crew to lash the boats together. 

 

 From the side of the cruiser, Quiana looked up into the piercing eyes and the inscrutable face of Luis Estrada where he stood aboard the Sanabela. He looked older than the last time she’d seen him, still robust but pale and uncharacteristically grim.
 

 While Tino held the ladder steady, Qui handed off the evidence kit to Estrada. As she stepped aboard the foul-smelling fishing vessel, Qui immediately wished she hadn’t eaten that pork and rice lunch at the sidewalk café in the plaza. 
 

 “So Uncle, what sort of tragedy do we have? Accident?”
 

 “This way. See for yourself.”
 

 He maneuvered easily across the deck, while she cautiously picked her way past fishing paraphernalia and other obstacles. Streaked with an enormous yellow-brown stain, the deck had forty years of smeared and ground-in fish guts and tobacco. He suddenly stopped ahead of her, and she looked up. What she saw made her gasp and wince, her hand flying to her mouth. Suspended before them at eye-level dangled a heavily burdened net that slowly twisted with the shifting winds and seesaw motion of the boat.
 

 Incrementally, by degrees, her brain made sense of what her eyes dared tell her, that the grid of the net held a mass of entwined bodies. 
 

 “Que horror…” muttered Sergio, beside Quiana, slipping a flashlight into her hand.

 

 Tino joined them, standing stone-like, as fascinated as he was repulsed.

 

 Estrada said, “I count three heads.”

 

 For once Estrada had not exaggerated a situation. No one could exaggerate this. This was real, and in real life bodies smelled and tore at one’s senses like hungry ghosts screaming at the living.
 

 The three officers began examining every nook and cranny of the net and visible portions of the bodies.

 

 “Obviously, no accident,” muttered Sergio.

 

 Tino added, “Pure chance…a trawler out here, raising the dead.”

 

 “Curse of the Sanabela,” Qui muttered. As if to punctuate her words, more half-dead eels and crabs dropped from the net, scuttling slowly into the shadows near the railing.
 

 Tino lifted a camera and began taking photos, saying, “Still life takes on new meaning.”
 

 Estrada shook his head at the words. Qui said to him, “Uncle, it’s how we deal with traumatic death. Bad jokes.” 
 

 Qui took a deep breath, her nose already de-sensitized to the odor. She stepped closer to the winch and held onto the solid metal to mentally ground herself. The death net continued to sway ever so slowly below the hoist and hook, making a high-pitched, irritating sound—sandpaper against raw nerves. A sound that made Qui want to reach out and stop the swaying until she remembered what was in the net.
 

 Qui again stared through the crisscrossed netting at the tangled bodies. Two white-skinned males and a paler, snowier-skinned female. All of them showing signs of torture: contusions, burns, and marks indicating some sort of binding of the wrists. Some of the bruising created a shadowed blush about the woman’s neck, and the chain had cut deep furrows in her thigh. Cigarette burns dotted the men. The same thick gray chain snaked around the lower legs, creating a knot of bodies bound together by a massive ornate lock of a type she’d never seen before. Qui noticed Estrada also staring at the lock, and she gauged his weathered face, his whiskers drooping in the damp night, the deep fissures of his wrinkles without his customary smile to lift them. She’d caught him in an unguarded moment of total despair.
 

 “Qui…why don’t we just do what my men want?” Estrada asked.
 

 “What exactly do they want?” 
 

 Estrada conspiratorially whispered, “Send them back to the deep, where they came from. It’d be so easy. It’s why I left them dangling in the net. Why I didn’t bring the boat in…why I insisted it be you.”
 

 “Would solve our problem, wouldn’t it, Uncle? Pretend this never happened?”

 

 “Yes. What do you think?”

 

 She looked at Tino and Sergio. Each in turn raised his shoulders. Tino finally said, “Your call, Lieutenant.”

 

 Sergio lit a cigarette for Tino, handed it to him, and then did the same for himself.

 

 Now standing so close to the bodies that she again smelled the waterlogged decay that had taken hold, Qui asked Estrada, “Did you or your men touch any of them—or anything within the net?”
 

 “Are you accusing me of stealing from the dead?”

 

 She ignored his outrage. “Rings, watches, jewelry? I need to know. Such things help us to identify the dead.”

 

 He gave her a pained look and a little shake of the head.

 

 “I know, I know, but I have to ask, Uncle.”

 

 “Sure…sure you do…you’re a detective now.”

 

 The warm waters of the Caribbean, always kind to the living, were brutal to bodies left in the gulf. The normally sun-dappled waters made a poor preserver, bloating the bodies like parade floats—filling the lining between epidermal and sub-epidermal layers of skin with gases from rotting flesh that eventually pulled apart all semblance of outer cohesion, doing strange and surreal things to the features and the body. Floaters were a common occurrence in Cuban waters for many reasons, but not many were found in this manner, meant to be a forever-lost trio.
 

 Captain Estrada stared at his crewmen before saying, “These are fishermen, Qui. Something like this comes out of the sea no one dares touch it, not even for a new watch. This is no gift from the depths. This is evil.”
 

 Listening to him, she felt strangely disconnected, standing here on a gently rocking boat as if she were a gatekeeper between the dead and the living. All that ground her in the present was her queasy stomach, a constant reminder that she was still among the living, that this was not some horrid nightmare from which she might awake to bright sunshine and squabbling birds. She was here, the bodies were here, and it was up to her to find out why and how these once vital people had died. She was their advocate, and she began to feel both possessive and protective of them. Odd how this sense of ownership flashed through her mind, only briefly replaced by a repeating phrase: up to me…up to me…up to me. This was what she trained for, this was what she wanted, right? But she didn’t feel that sense of detachment she’d enjoyed in training, instead she felt a ball of emotions too complex to identify at the moment. Her father had spoken about similar feelings during the revolution, a war fought without a given battlefield, but rather guerilla-style, scattered across the island world of Cuba. Once he’d spoken of a day when he stood amid a field of bloodied bodies—still wired from an adrenaline high. He’d avoided speaking of it for years, saying no words existed for so eerie a sensation. But now, she knew what he’d meant—a co-mingling of gratefulness and elation at being alive, feeling an irrational invincibility—perhaps even invisibility to the enemy, and an overwhelming sense of guilt at surviving. He claimed the more bloodshed he’d seen, the more a profound sense of isolation set in along with depression and hopelessness, all due to a disagreement that had ended in mass death. 
 

 She mused: I don’t believe that a soldier’s death in guerilla warfare is the same as stone cold murder. A seagull’s shrieking dive to snatch an escaping crab ended Qui’s reverie.
 

 She looked at Estrada. “Murder is an evil business, Uncle. No doubt of that.”
 

 Clearing his throat, Estrada repeated, “I also asked for you, Qui…” he repeated, “’cause my men… they wanted to disobey me, to throw these children of God back into the ocean.” He raised his shoulders and frowned. “They fear for what will come of this.”
 

 “I don’t blame them in the least,” she quietly replied, momentarily considering the possibility of her failing the dead, being unable to solve their murders.
 

 He stared deeply into her eyes, searching her meaning. “Then you think the crew is right? That this...this can only bring evil on us?”
 

 Qui knew what he suggested but feared to vocalize: If a future accident befalls any one of us, will it truly be an accident? “Uncle Estrada, you’ve already spoken to my colonel, and he’s sent me here. No throwing them back, no cutting loose the net, not now. Maybe before, but not now. It…it’s gone too far.”
 

 Everyone aboard heard her words.

 

 She meant them to hear.

 

 Pointing now to the cache of death, Qui demanded, “Open the net! On the deck, Uncle. Let’s get on with it.”

 

 “Are you sure?”

 

 “Yes, do it. Now.”

 

 Estrada swallowed hard but gave the signal. The pulley operator yanked a switch, and the net bottom fell out. Bodies, chain and lock, dead shrimp, and assorted sea life spilled from the net like a mosaic created by a madman. The bodies slid on the wet sea life, rippled toward them, making everyone start, and at once creating a kind of creepy knell, lock and chain having careened into a bulkhead.
 

 “Jesus Christ!” shouted Tino from atop the nearest bulkhead. Intent on photos and observations, and not paying attention to the conversation, he’d been standing almost under the net when it opened, and had to move quickly to escape the deluge Qui’s orders had created. His shoes and pant legs were shiny with splashed fluids and be-speckled with bits of gore. 
 

 Sergio, staring at the disturbing montage, muttered, “Medical examiner’s not going to like this.”
 

 Except for a growing cloud of scavenging sea gulls, silence again settled over the boat.
 

 Feeling brutalized, her brain screaming, Set up…set up!, Qui was hit with the certain knowledge that Gutierrez knew what she’d find aboard the Sanabela, that Estrada had filled him in on more detail than the colonel had shared. She imagined his grin at her horror and loathing. I can do this, she told herself. It’s what I trained for.
 

 From the evidence kit, Sergio handed her a pair of surgical gloves. “Time to go to work?”
 

 With growing paranoia, Qui knew this crime scene must be treated with absolute precision. Proper procedure adhered to with greater care than with any of her previous cases. She turned to Tino, who was about to light up another cigarette, and barked, “Tino, we need to call a medical examiner—now! Radio for one to meet us at the marina. You take the police cruiser. Sergio and I’ll stay here with the bodies.” Turning to Sergio, she continued, “I need you, Sergio, to pilot us into harbor, and oh, Tino—”
 

 “Yes, Lieutenant?” 

 

 “Meet the medical examiner and brief him. Also, I need you to find us a slip!”

 

 “I can do that.”

 

 “Make it as close to the Capital headquarters as possible. Understood?”

 

 “Got it, Lieutenant.” He rushed off and climbed aboard the police boat, where he cast off tie lines, freeing the vessels from one another.
 

 Qui now quietly said to Estrada, “Uncle, please allow Sergio to pilot the Sanabela into harbor.” 
 

 Her tone, body language, and action informed the crew that they were no longer taking orders from Estrada—that the lone woman on deck was in charge. Qui sensed a feeling of relief come over everyone, pleased that someone in a position of authority had taken charge. She had in effect cast an official cloak over the terrible find.
 

 Estrada replied, “For now, Lieutenant, you are my captain.”
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 Taylor liked toes.

 He wasn’t a pervert. At least, not that kind of pervert. Taylor didn’t derive sexual gratification from feet. Women had other parts much better suited for that type of activity. But he was a sucker for a tiny foot in open-toed high heels, especially when the toenails were painted.

 Painted toes were yummy.

 The truck stop whore wore sandals, the cork wedge heels so high her toes were bent. She had small feet—they looked like a size five—and her nails matched her red mini skirt. Taylor spotted her through the windshield as she walked over to his Peterbilt, wiggling her hips and wobbling a bit. Taylor guessed she was drunk or stoned. Perhaps both.

 He climbed out of his cab. When his cowboy boots touched the pavement he reached his hands up over his head and stretched, his vertebrae cracking. The night air was hot and sticky with humidity, and he could smell his own sweat.

 The whore blew smoke from the corner of her mouth. “Hiya, stranger. My name’s Candi. With an I.”


 “I’m Taylor. With a T.”


 He smiled. She giggled, then hiccupped.


 Even in the dim parking lot light, Candi with an I was nothing to look at. Mid-thirties. Cellulite. Twenty pounds too heavy for her skirt and halter top. She wore sloppy make-up, her lipstick smeared, making Taylor wonder how many truckers she’d already blown on this midnight shift.

 But she did have very cute toes. She dropped her cigarette and crushed it into the pavement, and Taylor licked his lower lip.


 “Been on the road a long time, Taylor?”


 “Twelve hours in from Cinci. My ass is flatter than roadkill armadillo.”


 She eyed his rig. He was hauling four bulldozers on his flatbed trailer. They were heavy, and his mileage hadn’t been good, making this run much less profitable than it should have been.

 But Taylor didn’t become a trucker to get rich. He did it for other reasons.


 “You feeling lonely, Taylor? You looking for a little company?”


 Taylor knew he could use a little company right now. He could also use a meal, a hot shower, and eight hours of sleep.


 It was just a question of which need he’d cater to first.


 He looked around the truck stop lot. Pretty full for late night in Bumblefuck, Wisconsin. Over a dozen rigs and just as many cars. The 24 hour gas station had a line for the pumps, and Murray’s Eats, the all-night diner, appeared full.

 On either side of the cloverleaf there were a few other restaurants and gas stations, but Murray’s was always busy because they boasted more than food and diesel. Besides the no-hassle companionship the management and local authorities tolerated, Murray’s had a full-size truck wash, a mechanic on duty, and free showers.

 After twelve hours of caffeine sweating in this muggy Midwestern August, Taylor needed some quality time with a bar of soap just as badly as he needed quality time with a parking lot hooker. 

 But it didn’t make sense to shower first, when he was only going to get messy again.


 “How much?” he asked. 


 “That depends on—”


 “Half and half,” he cut her off, not needing to hear the daily menu specials.


 “Twenty-five bucks.”


 She didn’t look worth twenty-five bucks, but he wasn’t planning on paying her anyway, so he agreed.


 “Great, sugar. I just need to make a quick stop at the little girls’ room and I’ll be right back.”


 She spun on her wedges to leave, but Taylor caught her thin wrist. He knew she wasn’t going to the washroom. She was going to her pimp to give him the four Ps: Price, preferences, plate number, parking location. Taylor didn’t see any single men hanging around; only other whores, and none of them were paying attention. Her pimp was probably in the restaurant, unaware of this particular transaction, and Taylor wanted to keep it that way.

 “I’m sorta anxious to get right to it, Candi.” He smiled wide. Women loved his smile. He’d been told, many times, that he was good-looking enough to model. “If you leave me now, I might just find some other pretty girl to spend my money on.”

 Candi smiled back. “Well, we wouldn’t want that. But I’m short on protection right now, honey.”

 “I’ve got rubbers in the cab.” Taylor switched to his brooding, hurt-puppy dog look. “I need it bad, right now, Candi. So bad I’ll throw in another ten spot. That’s thirty-five bucks for something we both know will only take a few minutes.”

 Taylor watched Candi work it out in her head. This john was hot to trot, offering more than the going rate, and he’d probably be really quick. Plus, he was cute. She could probably do him fast, and pocket the whole fee without having to share it with her pimp.

 “You got yourself a date, sugar.”

 Taylor took another quick look around the lot, made sure no one was watching, and hustled Candi into his cab, climbing up behind her and locking the door.

 The truck’s windows were lightly tinted—making it difficult for anyone on the street to see inside. Not that Candi bothered to notice, or care. As soon as Taylor faced her she was pawing at his fly.

 “The bedroom is upstairs.” Taylor pointed to the stepladder in the rear of the extended cab, leading to his overhead sleeping compartment. 

 “Is there enough room up there? Some of those spaces are tight.”

 “Plenty. I customized it myself. It’s to die for.”

 Taylor smiled, knowing he was being coy, knowing it didn’t matter at this point. His heart rate was up, his palms itchy, and he had that excited/sick feeling that junkies got right before they jabbed the needle in. If Candi suddenly had a change of heart, there wasn’t anything she could do about it. She was past the point of no return.

 But Candi didn’t resist. She went up first, pushing the trap door on the cab’s ceiling, climbing into the darkness above. Taylor hit the light switch on his dashboard and followed her.

 “What is this? Padding?”


 She was on her hands and knees, running her palm across the floor of the sleeper, testing its springiness with her fingers.


 “Judo mats. Extra thick. Very easy to clean up.”


 “You got mats on the walls too?” She got on her knees and reached overhead, touching the spongy material on the arced ceiling, her exposed belly jiggling.

 “Those are baffles. Keeps the sound out.” He smiled, closing the trap door behind him. “And in.”

 The lighting was subdued, just a simple overhead fixture next to the smoke alarm. The soundproofing was black foam, the mats a deep beige, and there was no furniture in the enclosure except for an inflatable rubber mattress and a medium-sized metal trunk. 

 “This is kind of kinky. Are you kinky, Taylor?”

 “You might say that.”

 Taylor crawled over to the trunk at the far end of the enclosure. After dialing the combination lock, he opened the lid. Then he moved his Tupperware container aside and took out a fresh roll of paper towels, a disposable paper nose and mouth mask, and an aerosol spray can. He ripped off three paper towels, then slipped the mask on over his face, adjusting the rubber band so it didn’t catch in his hair.

 “What is that, sugar?” Candi asked. Her flirty, playful demeanor was slipping a bit.


 “Starter fluid. You squirt it into your carburetor, it helps the engine turn over. Its main ingredient is diethyl ether.”


 He held the paper towels at arm’s length, then sprayed them until they were soaked.


 “What the fuck are you doing?” Candi looked panicked now. And she had good reason to be.


 “This will knock you out so I can tie you up. You’re not the prettiest flower in the bouquet, Candi with an I. But you have the cutest little toes.”

 He grinned again. But this wasn’t one of his attractive grins. The whore shrunk away from him.


 “Don’t hurt me, man! Please! I got kids!”


 “They must be so proud.”


 Taylor approached her, on his knees, savoring her fear. She tried to crawl to the right and get around him, get to the trap door. But that was closed and now concealed by matting, and Taylor knew she had no idea where it was.

 He watched her realize escape wasn’t an option, and then she dug into her little purse for a weapon or a cell phone or a bribe or something else that she thought might help but wouldn’t. Taylor hit her square in the nose, then tossed the purse aside. A small canister of pepper spray spilled out, along with a cell phone, make-up, Tic-Tacs, and several condoms.

 “You lied to me,” Taylor said, slapping her again. “You’ve got rubbers.”


 “Please…”


 “You lying little slut. Were you going to pepper spray me?”


 “No… I…”


 “Liar.” Another slap. “I think you need to be taught a lesson. And I don’t think you’ll like it. But I will.”


 Candi’s hands covered her bleeding nose and she moaned something that sounded like, “Please… My kids…”


 “Does your pimp offer life insurance?”


 She whimpered.


 “No? That’s a shame. Well, I’m sure he’ll take care of your children for you. He’ll probably have them turning tricks by next week.”

 Taylor knocked her hands away and pressed the cold, wet paper towels to her face. Not hard enough to cut off air, but hard enough that she had to breathe through them. Even though he wore a paper face mask, some of the pungent, bitter odor got into Taylor’s nostrils, making his hairs curl.

 It took the ether less than a minute to do its job on the whore. When she finally went limp, Taylor placed the damp towels in a plastic zip-top bag. Then he took several bungee cords out of the trunk and bound Candi’s hands and arms to her torso. Unlike rope, the elastic bands didn’t require knots, and were reusable. Taylor wrapped them around Candi tight enough for her to lose circulation, but that didn’t matter.

 Candi wouldn’t be needing circulation for very much longer.

 While the majority of his murder kit was readily available at any truck stop, his last piece of equipment was specially made.

 It looked like a large board with two four-inch wide holes cut in the middle. Taylor flipped the catch on the side and it opened up on hinges, like one of those old-fashion jail stocks that prisoners stuck their heads and hands into. Except this one was made for something else.

 Taylor grabbed Candi’s left foot and gingerly removed her wedge. Then he placed her ankle in the half-circle cut into the wood. He repeated the action with her right foot, and closed the stock.

 Now Candi’s bare feet protruded through the boards, effectively trapped.

 He locked the catch with a padlock, and then set the stock in between the floor mats, where it fit snuggly into a brace, secured by two more padlocks.


Play time.

 Taylor lay on his stomach, taking Candi’s right foot in his hands. He cupped her heel, running a finger up along her sole, bringing his lips up to her toes.

 He licked them once, tasting sweat, grime, smelling a slight foot odor and a faint residue of nail polish. His pulse went up even higher, and time seemed to slow down.

 Her little toe came off surprisingly easy, no harder than nibbling the cartilage top off a fried chicken leg.

 Taylor watched the blood seep out as he chewed on the severed digit—a blood and gristle-flavored piece of gum—and then swallowed.


This little piggy went to market.

 He opened up his mouth to accommodate the second little piggy, the one who stayed home, when he realized something was missing.

 Where was the screaming? Where was the begging? Where was the thrashing around in agony?

 He crawled around the stock, alongside Candi’s head. Ether was a pain in the ass to get the dose right, and he’d lost more than one girl by giving her too big a whiff. Luckily, Candi was still breathing. But she was too deeply sedated to let some playful toe-munching wake her up.

 Taylor frowned. Like sex, murder was best with two active participants. He gathered up the whore’s belongings, then rolled away from her, over to the trap door.

 He’d get a bite to eat, maybe enjoy one of Murray’s famous free showers. Hopefully, when he got back, Sleeping Homely would be awake.

 Taylor used one of the ether-soaked paper towels to wipe the blood off his chin and fingers, stuffed them back into the bag, then headed for the diner.
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