
  
    
      
    
  


  Praise for Year's Best Hardcore Horror


  "…glutted with graphic scenes of torture, dismemberment, evisceration, and pornographic sex." (Vol. 2)-- Publishers Weekly


  "Not for the faint of heart or weak of stomach, the 19 stories in this new best-of annual anthology feature episodes of graphic gore and violence--including torture, dismemberment, self-mutilation, and home abortion--that are designed to push buttons as well as boundaries…strictly for hardcore horror fans." (Vol. 1) --Publishers Weekly
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  HARDCORE CARNIVAL


  INTRODUCTION BY RANDY CHANDLER AND CHERYL MULLENAX


  Something twisted this ways comes.


  Like a dark carnival rolling into your town after midnight, the current incarnation of Year’s Best Hardcore Horror comes now to disturb you with demented literary goodies and baddies, freak you mercilessly with assorted oddities and entities, and terrify you with horrors taboo and titillating. And yes, there is a Bearded Lady.



  So…step right up, ladies and gentlemen. Don’t be afraid to be afraid. That’s the name of the game for all you gents and dames, boyz and ghoulz, and everything in between. Step up, step up, because the show is about to begin.


  First up is “Vigil” by Chad Lutzke. Chad takes us into a neighborhood where a steady stream of decayed corpses are exhumed from a neighbor’s cellar. We see the event as nearby neighbors see it, from a distance, but never far enough away to avoid the appalling stench of the rotting bodies. Don’t be surprised if that god-awful smell comes wafting off the page. Extreme olfactory horror at its best.


  Deborah Sheldon went under the knife for the inspiration of “Hair And Teeth,” and the result is a tale of gynaecological body horror likely to terrify women and make most men squeamish.


  With “Rut Seasons” Brian Hodge makes a return to Year’s-Best pages in a tale as chilling as it is heart-wrenching, inspired by a thousand-mile drive littered with roadkill and some personal tragedies. Brian is hand’s-down the horror writer’s horror writer.


  “Control” by Jeff Parsons introduces us to a meth addict stalking potential victims in Central Park to get money for the next score. When the predator targets an old woman puppeteer with a dancing marionette as an easy mark, things take an unforeseen turn down a very dark path.


  Annie Neugebauer is back with “Cilantro,” a Neugebauerian yarn of culinary chaos sure to turn stomachs and cause nightmares. Tim Waggoner likewise returns this year with “Voices Like Barbwire,” an exploratory dig into old wounds and painful memories.


  For our money, Rebecca Rowland’s “Bent” wins the Most Cringe-worthy Story honor with her twisted tale of extreme body horror. Her well-drawn characters seem to come off the page but God forbid they do. Their idea of a pretzel party is truly twisted.


  Scáth Beorh takes Lovecraftian cosmic horror to its next level with “Lord of the Mesa.” Similarly, Sean Patrick Hazlett’s story “The Godhead Grimoire” possesses dangerous religious overtones and a forbidden bloodthirsty book. It explores what Sean calls “the dark side of mathematics,” but you don’t need a working knowledge of Fibonacci sequences to appreciate his finely crafted tale.


  “Carnal Bodies” by R.E. Hellinger is a shocking story of baroque horror and demonic necrophilia from Two Dead Queers Present: Guillozine. You’ll have to read this one to believe it.


  In “Crossroads of Opportunity” Ed Kurtz and doungjai gam take you on a-deal-with-the-devil-at-the-crossroads trip with a son driving his dead mother to an uncertain destination. Trouble is, his mother is a bit of a backseat driver and she just won’t shut up.


  Seras Nikita’s “Dad’s Famous Preserves” won’t do much for your appetite but it will show you a recipe for disaster when a jungle missionary’s foot infection blossoms into a stomach-churning nightmare.


  And here she is at last: “The Bearded Woman,” brought all the way from Rome, Italy, by the inimitable Alessandro Manzetti. His dystopian future tale takes us for a ride in the Bearded Woman’s circus trailer as she and her dwarf husband bring their marriage to a bloody end. This Lady Red Beard has an insatiable appetite for very exotic cuisine.


  Sara Tantlinger’s “The Devil’s Dreamland” takes us inside the Murder Castle of the infamous H.H. Holmes with her brilliant narrative poem of macabre beauty. Frank Oreto’s “All God’s Creatures Got Reasons” reveals that there are real monsters walking among us, monsters with a savage appetite for young flesh, but they are so skilled at covering their tracks, we never even know they’re there.


  “The Ugly” by J.R. Park introduces us to a couple of sweet little kids who may have a good reason for torturing and eating cats. It’s a way to keep the Ugly at bay. Or is it?


  Doug Ford’s “I Have a Confession” takes a coldblooded plunge into sex with a ghost. But what if it’s not a ghost?


  In “When the Owls Call” Lyman Graves takes us “stealth camping” in a Texas park after hours, where a strange and dangerous gathering is taking place. David Lynch might say, “The owls are not what they seem.” But are they?


  Jeremy Thompson is back this year with his nefarious pal the Hallowfiend in “Bloodletting and Intrigue On All Hallows’ Eve’.” With a stylistic nod to Ray Bradbury, Jeremy delivers on our promise that something twisted this way comes.


  Capping it all off, Alicia Hilton serves up “Monkey See, Monkey Do” as a tasty little nightcap (for those with hardcore tastes). Salud!


  Sleep well. If you can.


  —Randy Chandler & Cheryl Mullenax


  


  


  VIGIL


  Chad Lutzke


  From Doorbells At Dusk
 Editor: Evans Light

  Corpus Press


  As we watched for more bodies, Mrs. Ashton handed me a cup of steaming coffee. It was my second cup that morning, this one better than the first. The first was from my own kitchen. From that percolating piece of shit I couldn’t bear to get rid of. Helen loved that thing. But I think she’d love Mr. Coffee even more, with its self-brewing timer and controlled temperature plate. I imagined Mrs. Ashton brewed with a Mr. Coffee. I’d have to ask her. Maybe I’d break down and get one after all.


  There were a dozen other people standing around, sipping from cups and watching the abandoned house on Summerdale. Just about every surrounding neighbor—except Mrs. Chisholm, her husband still hadn’t built that wheelchair ramp, so she sat in her chair at the bay window. I could see her lips moving, as though she was trying to make conversation, though nobody could hear her. Or maybe she was just going on to herself—or to God—about the poor kids being pulled from the ground at 201 Summerdale.


  Some of us were sitting. Lance Ludwick had brought card tables and chairs. And if we weren’t so afraid of being frowned upon, I’ll bet one of us would have broken out a deck of cards. But that’s just rude.


  Lance sat in his chair, nudged me. “I could smell that last one. Could you?”


  “I think I did,” I said. I had smelled it. It was foul. But I didn’t say a word. I felt like that was rude, too.


  Every so often, Ms. Brininstool would wander over to an officer and ask for a body count. Each time she’d come back with a new number, and each time we’d all look at our laps and shake our heads in disbelief. I think every one of us felt a little guilty. We’d all been in that yard, tending to the lawn, planting flowers, and even hanging decorations during Halloween to lessen the eyesore. And not one of us knew about the kids buried there. Yet there we were, walking about on top of them, only a foot or so of earth between us and them.


  It was Charlie Sawyer who found the first one. Charlie’s dog, Oscar, had passed, and with the new pool and the deck and the patio taking up most of his yard, he carried old Oscar over to 201 and dug a hole. Except he’d only got down less than two feet before the blade of his shovel cut through the leg of a boy he figured had been there the better part of a year.


  That’s when the cops were called, followed by the coroner. And within an hour the block was lined with news vans, unidentified vehicles with law enforcement pouring out of them, crime labs and a few volunteer firemen to help turn the yard inside out. That’s when the neighborhood showed up for an impromptu wake—though a block party is what it more resembled—for whatever poor souls were buried back there.


  It wasn’t until Ralph Wygant rolled out his barbeque that any of us suspected one of our own responsible for burying those kids. I knew Ralph more than most, and to me the man was just showing off his goods. I knew he’d gotten a bonus at work and with it bought himself a new gas grill. In poor taste? Yeah, it was. But I don’t think Ralph was insensitive as much as he was an idiot. And once the steak drippings hit the charcoal, there was more than one guy standing around it, asking questions about charcoal this and flame-broiled that. For a while the talk was pure testosterone. A grill tends to do that. Mix it with trying to be strong around your woman while bodies are dug up across the street and you’ll sprout hair on your chest just standing nearby.


  Still, that’s when we all started questioning whether or not any of us on the block was capable of such monstrosities—killing kids and burying them. I overheard more than a few people slinging gossip: What of Mr. Lincoln? Such a night owl he is, always on his porch reading into the wee hours. Or Rick Wenger and how he seemed to hate kids, always cussing at them for cutting through his back lot to get to school. Or about the McPherson boy who came home early from the Army on account of mental problems. Not sure which ones, but enough wrong upstairs that the government didn’t trust him, and maybe we shouldn’t either.


  As I listened, I made up my mind that you could have found suspicion in any one of us. Hell, even Mrs. Weimer. She spent more time than any of us over at 201, tending to the perennials, shovel in hand.


  And Halloween in particular brought everyone out. Every single one of us made our donation to the late-October decor. Jack-o-lanterns, styrofoam tombstones, and poster board cutouts. The house was covered in and surrounded by them, thanks to us. It was the one time of year that the chipped paint, broken windows and splintered porch added character to the surroundings rather than stand as an ugly wart in the center of mid upper class Hillfield.


  Most of the decorations were up. Except the jack-o-lantern. Like the star atop a Christmas tree, that was saved for last. Someone, normally Mrs. Weimer, would set a jack-o-lantern on the porch Halloween day, unlit so no kids would mistake the house for one offering sweets, what with the house glowing in holiday spirit and all. The kids around the block knew better, but sometimes we’d get those from several blocks away with overstuffed bags, on a quest to find more than they could handle, wandering into unknown territory. The thought made me wonder if some of those kids found themselves buried under the lawn of 201.


  And here it is, Halloween. Go figure.


  The odor hit me again. I couldn’t ignore it this time. It was stronger, like hot garbage filled with Lord knows what. I stood up, covered my mouth, and headed over to Wygant’s barbecue grill where he flipped steaks and drank beers with Steve Lincoln.


  “I’ll be throwing plenty more on, Richard. I had Suz empty the freezer. Looks like it’ll be a long day. Help yourself.” Ralph pointed to a red cooler that sat in the driveway near some lawn chairs. I knew there was beer inside. Ralph was big on beer. You’d rarely catch him without, but never drunk. I had my suspicions he’d sip on the same one for hours.


  It was a little early to be drinking, but I flipped the cooler lid and pulled out a bottle of Stroh’s. Steve was never sold on one brand. He’d try a different kind every time, so what could have been in that cooler was anybody’s guess. Steve handed me an opener and I popped the lid. “To the kids,” I said, then took a gulp.


  “What the hell kind of monster does this, Richard?” Steve asked.


  “One that’s gonna burn for it, I hope.”


  “You think he’s still out there?”


  “None of us know a damn thing, and we may never know.”


  “Some are saying…”


  “People are talkin’ shit.” I cut him off. “We all look guilty in one way or another. But I don’t think any of us did it. I think this has been a safe place for someone out there to dump these poor kids for a long time now.”


  “Seems like one of us would have seen somebody,” Ralph chimed in.


  “We probably did,” I said. “Probably chalked it up as one of our own, keeping up the yard.”


  That day, among the gossip and the wonderment and the worry, was a bond formed between every one of us, black vinyl bags filled with decomposition the catalyst. With each body removed and loaded into a van, our bond strengthened. The horror we experienced that day would stay with us forever, and it’d be nothing anyone else could ever relate to. There’d never be a shoulder to cry on that wasn’t one of our own. And through the years we’d meet other people. Some we’d marry or date or have as friends, and we’d have kids and grandkids and so on. And on those days when we’re staring out the window, fighting back tears, they’d ask what was wrong, and we’d lie and say nothing. That nothing was wrong.


  “I’ll never set foot on that land again,” Steve said.


  “If I do, it’ll be to fetch my lights and that’s it,” Ralph said.


  I knew none of us would ever go there again, and the house would sit buried by overgrown shrubs, the grass would turn to meadow until the city steps in every few months, cuts it and leaves the foot-long blades scattered about. Mrs. Weimer would never return to the perennials and they’d die away, choked out by weeds, wilted by the piss of roaming dogs. And finally, the city would take it all away, tear it down. And there’d only be a scar in the curb where a driveway used to be. An open lot that would never be used to play catch in or have a pick-up game of ball.


  A news reporter had just finished with her hair and makeup and whatever the hell else they do before they go live, then had a test run of their spiel, with Ms. Weimer nearby for an interview. It seemed a little premature yet, that reporter standing there all pretty and composed in front of Summerdale’s own hell house. Even worse than setting out chairs for the morbidly curious and grilling steaks for the hungry in waiting. After all, she didn’t know a thing about our little neighborhood, the history of the house, the time we’d each take to look after the aging, wooden blemish. Yet there she stood, microphone in hand, not a hair out of place, getting ready to share our corner of the world with those who’d never know otherwise. All for the ratings, the bragging rights—a little game I knew damn well every news station plays, and I suspect if we could look behind that curtain we wouldn’t like what we saw one bit. Well, how’s that for digressing?


  The reporter spent a good many minutes drilling Mrs. Weimer with questions. She answered them the best she could. She talked about our neighborhood being quiet and about our dedication to the house and how things will never be the same. Then at the end, she looked right at the camera and gave the most enduring condolences I’ve ever heard. Then the reporter was done with her. And I could tell by the look on Mrs. Weimer’s face that she’d felt used and regretted talking to them at all. A quick one-night stand with News 41 was all it was.


  I found my coffee again, sipped it to disguise the smell of the late-morning Stroh’s, and wandered over to where Rick Wenger stood. I caught a glimpse of his eyes. They were large and glassy and held tears that threatened to drop at the first blink, which was not for a good, long minute.


  “My yard’s an open road now, Richard,” he said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean if these kids wanna cut through my yard on their way to school, then they’re welcome to it. I don’t know why it bothered me in the first place. They never mean any harm.”


  I didn’t know what to say, so I just patted him on the shoulder.


  “Matter of fact. I’m gonna get one of those Neighborhood Watch signs and put it right on the edge of my lawn, maybe another sign, too. One of those they post near schools where the kids cross, maybe stick a light on it. I just want them to feel safe, ya know?”


  He rambled on about plans he had for keeping children safe. None of it made much sense. But I knew he meant well so I listened.


  Most of the backyard at 201 was hidden by pine trees, people working the scene, and a few tarps set up, though you could still make out piles of dirt next to holes dug and little yellow flags that poked up from the ground in a dozen different spots. Other than that, it was hard to see much of anything. Until they took to digging in the side yard. Then everyone seemed to shift that way, slow like. We kind of slithered there. Even Mrs. Chisholm wheeled herself to another window to get a better view. Every one of us wanted to see more, yet we didn’t. We all pretended that we ended up closer by way of chance and not because we’re disgusting humans who peer at things that might keep us up at night for years to come. Human beings are curious creatures. If curiosity kills the cat, it gives humans nightmares.


  One of the workers dug about a foot or so into the ground before he stopped, then tugged on what looked like cloth. The crowd grew quiet, a few whispers was all. I looked over at Mrs. Weimer who had her head bowed in prayer, her lips moving frantically, her arms wrapped around herself. Mr. and Mrs. Fields were in each other’s arms, Mr. Field with a cigarette hanging from his lips, puffing at it fiercely.


  The worker with the shovel called someone over to him and they both tugged at the cloth, then started at it with small garden shovels while another man took photographs.


  “If that’s another one, that’ll be fourteen,” I could hear Ms. Brininstool say.


  I felt sick. Mrs. Weimer started crying. I could hear Rick Wenger make funny noises, like he just couldn’t take it anymore and would break down any second. He turned and walked over to Ralph’s cooler and grabbed a beer. He opened the bottle with his bare hands and downed the beer all at once. He burped quietly into his hand, then got another beer. This time he drank only half and sat down in one of the chairs, stared at his feet. I saw his body shaking. He was breaking indeed.


  The murmur of voices picked up as we waited for what we’d later regret seeing. The men were careful with their shovels and the digging took some time before they called another person over and more photos were taken. A sheet was laid out on the ground, and a body was lifted from the hole. It wasn’t a small body and I don’t think it’d been dead for long. It was all intact—skin, muscle, fat. And judging by the short brown hair I think it was a man. Sadly, it was a relief to see the large, bloated figure rather than the small, frail remains we all anticipated. I watched as it stared at the sky with dirt eyes and knew that any minute we’d smell him.


  They covered the body with a sheet quick like—for our benefit—then tried to crowd around and block our view while they poked and prodded and took more pictures. I watched two cops talk and point here and there and talk some more, speculating, ruminating. They scratched their heads and their chins, and looked dumbfounded. They knew as much as any of us did. Shit.


  Eventually, detectives questioned us, one at a time. They read the same list of questions from a pad of paper and took down notes but couldn’t answer any of our own questions. Mrs. Weimer begged them for any glimmer of hope that this was over, that it wasn’t going to be happening anymore. They said they were doing their best, then shooed her away.


  I know we all wished we’d have seen the bastard in action. We would have done something. I’d once seen a movie where the victims of a serial killer came back from the dead for revenge, tearing his head from his body while he screamed in horror. I longed to see these victims do the same to their captor, their murderer. The children skinning him alive, shoving bamboo chutes beneath his nails, slicing the corners of his mouth and filling the cuts with salt, feeding his still attached feet to a pool of piranha. I wanted the satisfaction of seeing them get their revenge. A slow one, where the eyes of the killer reflected deep regret and terror. Grim thoughts, yes. My way of coping, I suppose. The idea that our quaint little neighborhood would never be the same disturbed me to no end. It would strip our children of their freedom. They would be inside well before dark, checking in obsessively, playing close by and never alone. It would taint the memories of their past. There would always be the house at 201, the urban legend we’d all wish was never true. There were more victims than just the ones being pulled from the earth.


  Hours went by, more coffee made, more steaks on the grill, and someone finally set a deck of cards on the table. Nobody picked them up. We mingled. We comforted. And we smoked more cigarettes than we should have, puffing away our nerves. Rick Wenger hung his head for another few hours, paced himself a worn path in the grass of his front lawn, then went home, filled with the guilt of every time he’d ever yelled at a child for cutting through the same grass he’d just trampled.


  Then Mrs. Weimer went home. After they’d retrieved the body from the side yard, unless she was exchanging words with one of us, her praying never ceased. And by late afternoon, the last worker was gone and 201 was draped with yellow tape, a sash that screamed keep the hell away, nightmares live here now! Eighteen tiny, numbered flags rippled in the wind—vinyl tombstones marking empty graves that should never have been.


  I helped Lance fold the chairs and Ralph with cleaning up, then we all went home. And those of us with kids put on faux smiles, pretending the day hadn’t been filled with darkness, that it’d been joyous, like every other Halloween. We helped the young ones with their costumes, taking every moment in, treasuring their youthful smiles and innocence, vowing to always keep them safe. Tonight and every night.


  As I led my own child outside, treat bag in his hand, the timer Ralph had set on the string of lights at 201 went on and the house turned purple. Then orange. Then purple. A colorful heartbeat where no life dwelled. The little flags and the crime-scene tape glowed green under the lights, and the sheeted ghosts hung just last week by my own hand swayed in the breeze.


  And then Mrs. Weimer walked down her driveway and toward 201, a large pumpkin in her arms. It was lit. With a swift flick of her wrist, she cut through the tape and the flimsy barricade disappeared. She made her way to the porch steps and set the pumpkin down. Its face smiled with an exaggerated grin, unevenly spaced teeth. Large moon eyes.


  Feet scuffed the road to my left. Rick Wenger held his own pumpkin, its face growing bright. He carried it, sobbing, to the porch and set it on the steps alongside Mrs. Weimer’s. Down the street I caught sight of three more glowing faces bobbing down the street toward 201. Lance, the McPherson boy, and Mrs. Ashton joined the others and added their pumpkins to the growing vigil. If there were appropriately universal Halloween carols to be sung at a time like this, I suppose they would have been heard right then by everyone on the block.


  I grabbed my own jack-o-lantern, my child with his own, and we carried them, lit. As we approached the driveway at 201, I could hear the squeak of Mrs. Chisholm’s wheelchair, in her lap a glowing pumpkin, her husband pushing from behind.


  Every person there during the day showed up that night to pay respects the one way they knew how, to continue hiding the ugly that was 201. And until the city one day levels the house and leaves behind an empty field, we’ll continue keeping it alive.


  Especially on Halloween.


  <<====>>


  AUTHOR’S STORY NOTE


  Joe Hill has a story in his 20th CENTURY GHOSTS collection called Bobby Conrad Comes Back from the Dead. It takes place on the film set of Romero’s Dawn of the Dead and tells the story of some otherwise insignificant characters who played as extras in the film. Hill gave these people a story of their own that had nothing to do with zombies, gore or horror at all and gave them life and meaning, their story otherwise overlooked.


  That tale was a component in the genesis of Vigil. The catalyst, I suppose, was an old news clip I saw of reporters and local residents outside the home of John Wayne Gacy as authorities dug up his cellar, exhuming body after body throughout the day. Neighbors were gathered, bundled in coats, sipping on coffee, chatting, gossiping. Awestricken. Every one of them had a story of their own in the midst of something bigger. And I wondered about those stories and about the damage Gacy had caused not only to the victim’s families but the surrounding neighbors, and about the questions they might have had, hints of guilt and anxiety, and even suspicion among each other. Who can truly be trusted when someone who’d once been awarded Man-of-the-Year for his work in community service was capable of such atrocities?


  So I gave those people life, creating my own scenario in which similar circumstances were carried out, paying homage to those lost and those who continued to suffer. I imagine things were never the same.


  


  


  HAIR AND TEETH


  Deborah Sheldon


  From Aurealis #113

  Editor: Dirk Strasser

  Chimaera Publications


  Blood. So much blood. It runs out of Elaine’s body for weeks at a time, soaking through sanitary pads at a rate she has never experienced before in her life. Some days—on bad days—she can sit on the toilet and listen to her menstrual blood hit the water in a steady drizzle, plip-plip-plip. She is constantly light-headed, woozy, ready to drop. This is menopause, isn’t it? Protracted and heavy periods? A normal, natural event? Yet the medical term menorrhagia is too clinical, far too sterile, to describe this carnage. And pain. So much pain. A nest of starving mice is gnawing through her insides. A crazy notion, but in the dead of night, when the world is smothered and unable to make a single sound, Elaine lies awake, worrying about the possibility of mice.


  For the past year, maybe longer, her husband Malcolm has urged Elaine to tell their doctor. She sees the doctor every three months anyway for her prescription refills, so why not mention the heavy periods? Elaine has refused. The bleeding will soon stop of its own accord. After all, she is fifty-one. How much longer can her exhausted ovaries keep going? But when the blackened clots begin slipping out of her, raw and slick, plump, as engorged as chicken livers, Elaine panics and makes an appointment. Tests follow. Invasive tests.


  And now, here she sits in her doctor’s office, waiting for the results.


  The autumn sun beats weakly through the windowpane. The desk holds a jar of lollipops. A cardboard box of showbags for expectant mothers sits beneath the examination table. Familiar sights. Elaine has come here for some twenty-six years, ever since her one and only pregnancy. Her daughter is grown-up now. Married and gone. Long gone.


  The doctor stares at his computer monitor. One fat hand clasps the mouse, clicking, scrolling. The other hand cups his double chin. He was slim once. Back in the day. A chubby finger, preoccupied, taps at his teeth. Tock, tock, tock. Elaine shifts in the chair, waiting, perspiring, bleeding. The doctor steals glances at her as he reads the test reports. Time crawls by. Elaine bites her lips, clenches her toes inside her shoes.


  The doctor’s eyes squint, widen as if in shock, squint again. Clearly, he can’t believe the information on the screen. Elaine’s stomach lurches. It’s mice. A nest of mice, chewing, hollowing her out. If only Malcolm were here. But he’s at work. He’s always at work. Malcolm fears it may be cancer, which is a much more sensible fear in Elaine’s opinion.


  The doctor sits back in his chair. “You have fibroids,” he proclaims.


  She has heard of the condition but is not sure what it means. “Cancerous?” she says.


  “No. Benign tumours inside the uterus. Inside your womb.”


  She says, “But they’re loose. The tumours move around.”


  The doctor taps at his teeth again. He will not meet her gaze. Elaine’s heart flitters and flops against her ribs. If Malcolm were here, he would tell her to calm down. I am safe, she tells herself, recalling the practised mantra. Not everything is a conspiracy. All is well.


  “Doctor?” she says. “Do the fibroids move around? Like mice trapped in a bag?”


  He stares at her, intently, without blinking, in a way that makes her afraid. Then he arranges his lips into a grin and emits a chuckle—heh-heh-heh— his belly jouncing. “Move? Absolutely not. Fibroids are anchored. They grow out of the womb’s endometrium like mushrooms out of dirt.” He flicks a runnel of sweat from his hairline. “The uterus is very swollen, about the size of a five-month pregnancy. It’ll be a hysterectomy, I’m afraid.”


  Hysterectomy? Elaine stiffens in the chair. Her womb taken out? That special place where she grew her only child to be excised, thrown without care into a medical waste bin? Elaine clenches her jaw to stop the tears from rising. Yet the pain prowls around, nipping and munching. A clot slithers out. No, Elaine cannot keep living like this. Bleeding like this. Her mice-filled womb is trying to kill her. She knows this to be true.


  “All right,” she says, smiling, smiling, smiling. “Yes. A hysterectomy.”


  The doctor pecks, two-fingered, at the computer keyboard. “I’m referring you to a gynaecologist named Smith.”


  Elaine’s smile dies. “Why can’t I see my regular gyno?”


  The printer sounds. The doctor withdraws the page and hands it over. She takes it, blindly.


  “No, I’m sorry,” Elaine says, voice rising. “I want my regular gyno.”


  The doctor regards her from the corner of his eye. “How are your meds?” he says. “Still keeping all those strange thoughts under control?”


  She nods, scrunches up the referral, stuffs it into her handbag.


  “I can always increase the dosages,” he says, hanging his forefingers over the keyboard again. “Double doses might help.”


  “No. I’m fine. Thank you.”


  Elaine stands, releasing a hot flood. If she doesn’t change her sanitary pad now, right now, it will overflow. Dizzy, she crosses the room and scrabbles for the doorknob.


  In a rush, the doctor says, “Your fibroids aren’t mobile. What you’re experiencing is referred pain. The tumours can’t move. It’s impossible. Do you understand?”


  She glances around. The doctor’s sweating face is set. A vein pulses in his temple. Both meaty hands are clenched. Liar. She is on to him. But she must not let him know that she knows.


  “Yes, thank you.” Elaine backs out of the room. “I understand completely.”


  As soon as Elaine gets home, she studies the referral letter. DR JOHN SMITH. Obviously, a pseudonym. The letters after his name are meaningless: MBBS, FRCOG, FRANZCOG, DDU. Yet what can Elaine do? Keep bleeding to death? She has a sherry. It is 10.39 am. She drinks another. Her pills have the same red-rimmed sticker on each box: This medicine may cause DROWSINESS and may increase the effects of alcohol. She only drinks when Malcolm is at work. In the evening, she has black tea, mint tea, rooibos. A little sherry won’t hurt, doesn’t hurt. A glass here and there helps her to calm down. That’s what Malcolm wants, isn’t it? A normal, stable, pleasant wife. A calm wife.


  She calls the number on Dr John Smith’s referral letter. A man answers, “Hello?”


  This is not what she expects. No one in a professional setting answers the phone in such a casual manner. Perhaps she has the wrong number.


  “Hello?” the man says again. “This is Dr Smith. Is anybody there?”


  “Yes,” she whispers. “Mrs Elaine Grey.”


  “Excellent. Let’s make the appointment for tomorrow morning at nine o’clock.”


  Elaine agrees and hangs up, breathless. Over dinner, she tries to explain what has happened but Malcolm reaches across the kitchen table and pats her hand.


  “Don’t worry,” he says. “Specialists usually have long waiting times, sure, but this bloke must have had a cancellation. Stop reading too much into it, okay?”


  “Okay,” she says. “Of course.”


  Dr Smith’s clinic is located in the midst of a tacky strip of shops. Wedged between a tattoo parlour and a FOR LEASE sign is a door bearing the weathered inscription DR JOHN SMITH, WOMEN’S HEALTH, BY APPOINTMENT ONLY.


  Elaine hesitates. Perhaps she should leave. But the tearing pains in her womb change her mind. As it turns out, these pains are not caused by hungry mice. Last night in bed, kept awake by the chomping and chawing, she had a vision of the actual culprits. Limbless and eyeless little monsters, round as meatballs, purplish-black and tufted with random crops of hair, equipped with teeth. How they got inside her womb, she has no idea.


  Elaine pushes against DR JOHN SMITH’s door. It opens onto a dusty, musty smell and a single flight of carpeted stairs. She climbs. Atop the landing, there is no waiting room, no receptionist. Nothing but a plain wooden door. She clutches her handbag to her swollen abdomen, clenching her toes inside her shoes. Blood and clots run, run, run from her in an endless fall, soaking the sanitary pad. Spots dance in her vision. This ordeal must end. It has to end. She will rid herself of the multitudes, of the hair and teeth. Otherwise, the monsters will chew right through her womb and escape. Kidneys, liver, pancreas: no organ would be safe. Her doctor must have foreseen this possibility in her test results. That would explain his nervous tics—the tapping of incisors, the side-eye, the sweating—and his referral to the mysterious Dr John Smith. Medical treatment for monsters requires a special doctor, an outlier, a surgeon with his office crammed between a tattoo parlour and a FOR LEASE sign, a gynaecologist without clientele or receptionist. Elaine knocks. Seconds pass.


  “Hello?” she says, her voice a faint croak.


  The plain wooden door opens. A man peeks his head out. It is a sleek head, with greased black hair combed into perfectly straight and even rows like an empty, tilled field. His dark eyes shine. He smiles with his lips closed. Elaine is small, barely five feet tall, but this man is smaller. Much smaller. He wears a charcoal suit, white shirt, red tie.


  “Dr Smith?” she says.


  He opens the door and ushers her inside with the wave of a child-sized hand. As he retreats, Elaine takes in the room. An examination table, two chairs, a desk. There is nothing on the desk. No computer, no jotting pad, no pen. Elaine’s shoulders tighten even more. The start of a headache squeezes her scalp. She sits opposite Dr John Smith. He is smiling. His face is narrow and pointed as if swept back from the nose.


  “Fibroids,” he says. Then he wags a tiny forefinger. “Ah, but you don’t agree.”


  This takes her by surprise. She doesn’t know how to respond.


  “Tell me what you think they are,” he says. “Be frank, please.”


  “What for? You’ll assume I’m crazy.”


  Sombre, Dr John Smith shakes his pinched little head, and gestures for her to speak.


  “All right.” She lifts her chin. “At first, I thought my womb held a nest of mice.”


  “Mice.” He nods, mulling it over. “And now?”


  “Now I know it holds monsters. Dozens of them. Monsters with hair and teeth.”


  Dr Smith steeples his fingers, leans back in the chair and contemplates the ceiling. He says, “You believe you’re harbouring teratomas?”


  “Teratomas? I’m sorry. I don’t know what they are.”


  “A type of germ cell tumour that grows in the reproductive organs. Quite rare,” he says, and presses one tiny set of knuckles against his mouth, just for a moment, as if stifling a grin. “Misbegotten tumours. Often presenting with hair and teeth.”


  “Yes,” Elaine says. “That sounds about right.”


  “Mrs Grey, have you told anyone else of your suspicions?”


  “No. Absolutely not.”


  He takes a business card from his jacket pocket and offers it with just the tips of his manicured fingernails. “Tomorrow 9 am at this hospital. No food or drink after midnight.”


  “Tomorrow?” She takes the card. “You’re scheduling my surgery for tomorrow?”


  “Pack a bag sufficient for a two-night stay. Keep taking your medications as prescribed. It’s very important that you keep taking your medications. Very important.”


  “Don’t you have any other patients?”


  He interlaces his fingers and rests his hands on the empty desk. “You’re quite ill, Mrs Grey. Your womb is grossly enlarged and deformed. Some of the tumours have grown so fast, they’ve outstripped their own blood supply and become necrotic. That means the tumours are rotting, Mrs Grey. Decaying like corpses. You are pregnant with death itself, as it were.” He smiles and stands up. “Remember, nothing to eat or drink after midnight.”


  Elaine stands up too, breathless, faint, nauseated, bleeding, hot clots sliding out.


  Over dinner, Malcolm pats the back of her hand. “Well, Dr Smith must have had a cancellation,” he says. “You’re really poorly. Dr Smith said so himself. Count your blessings you don’t have to wait.”


  The hospital turns out to be a suburban brick veneer. Instead of gardens there is asphalt for parking. The morning is bright and cloudless, glaring. Elaine clutches the handles of her valise, biting her lip, as Malcolm steers their car into one of the many vacant spots and cuts the engine. Ordinary houses where people live are on either side of the hospital. In fact, the whole street is full of ordinary houses.


  “It’s a private clinic,” Malcolm says. “This is how they tend to look out here in the suburbs. Calm down, would you please? Stop chewing the inside of your cheek.”


  In the pre-surgery waiting room, behind a drawn curtain, Malcolm folds her clothes for her, ties the straps of her hospital gown, helps pull the compression stockings over her feet and up to her knees. He is whistling through his front teeth all the while.


  “Aren’t you scared?” Elaine says. “People can die during surgery.”


  “Don’t be silly,” he says. “You’re in good hands.”


  Elaine stares at her husband very carefully. It was Malcolm who encouraged her to see their GP in the first place. Malcolm who reassured her about Dr Smith’s deserted consulting room and unfilled surgery schedule. Malcolm who is sitting next to her, whistling a jaunty tune, now searching through a stack of magazines for something to read.


  No, she must be logical.


  Soon, she will bleed no more, not ever again. Her womb will be gone, thrown away. That is a good thing. I am safe, she tells herself. Not everything is a conspiracy. All is well. She stops staring at her husband. Instead, she looks around the room. It must have been a lounge room originally, back when the hospital was a family home. There are three other booths, each one with its curtain drawn back, each booth empty. Elaine clenches her toes against the linoleum floor, over and over and over again.


  The nurse comes in. It is the same woman from the reception desk. “Ready?” she says.


  No. Elaine has changed her mind. She doesn’t want to do this anymore. She wants to see her regular gynaecologist instead. She must insist on a second opinion.


  Malcolm takes hold of Elaine’s hand. Together, they follow the nurse to the corridor.


  The nurse stops and says, “Here’s where you part ways. Mrs Grey, you come with me. Hubby, you go to the exit and we’ll see you in a couple of hours, okay?”


  Malcolm leans down to kiss Elaine. A sob chokes off Elaine’s throat. She flings her arms about his neck and clings on, until he laughs, taking hold of her wrists to push her away. The nurse is laughing too.


  “I’m frightened,” Elaine says.


  “You’ll be fine,” Malcolm says, and leaves.


  Elaine watches him go, her fists pressed to her swollen abdomen, against her belly pregnant with monsters both dying and dead, against her womb filled with hair and teeth.


  “Come along,” the nurse says.


  Elaine trails behind, crying, hiccupping on sobs. She turns a corner and stops.


  There is a gurney with metal side-rails, a half-dozen people in green or blue scrubs. As one, they all look at her and smile with closed lips. None of them seems to mind or even notice that Elaine is weeping. A child steps forward. No, not a child, but Dr John Smith. She didn’t recognise him at first in his scrubs with the cap covering the greased ruts of his hair. He is rubbing his palms together, the skin making a dry whisking sound, his dark eyes shining with anticipation and delight. Everyone else stands very still. Motionless.


  “Sorry, I’m just a bit scared,” Elaine whispers, embarrassed, thumbing away tears.


  No one says anything. Their cold, perfunctory manner allows her to regain control. She is helped onto the gurney. The anaesthetist puts a catheter into the back of her hand. The monsters gnaw and rend and gnash. Elaine feels weak. Not long now. Not long.


  A couple of women push the gurney into another room. This is the theatre. It has an enormous light fixture with many bulbs hanging from the ceiling, trolleys covered in stainless steel equipment, machines on carts, a central table. The window looks out onto a clothesline.


  The women help Elaine to lie on the table. Someone puts a mask over her nose and mouth. Compressed air hisses out of it. The air smells like rubber and medicine. Someone else puts a syringe into the catheter in her hand and depresses the plunger. A sickly dropping sensation, like the downward swoop of a rollercoaster, surges through Elaine and momentarily stops the monsters from biting. Catching them, like her, by surprise.


  “Well, that feels weird,” Elaine says, and closes her eyes for a moment.


  She opens them.


  The pain is excruciating. Agonising. It claws and mauls and flails wildly throughout her body, violent and wrenching, taking her breath. She tries to bring her knees to her chest but is too feeble. A wail breaks from her throat.


  “Relax,” says a voice. “Calm down.”


  Elaine gasps, blinks. She is in a different room. The operation must be over. Her rotting uterus should be in a medical waste bin. Writhing, she cries, “Help me. Please help me.”


  “Calm down,” intones the voice again. This time, she recognises Dr Smith.


  She forces her eyes open. The entire surgical staff is arranged around her bed, watching her. Dr Smith stands at the foot of the bed, grinning. Elaine tries to lift her head.


  “Why didn’t you take out the monsters?” she says. “Why did you let them loose?”


  The teeth are roaming, unchecked, chewing rabidly at her bowels, biting her diaphragm in frantic search of heart and lungs, gnawing through muscle to burrow down into each thigh.


  “The operation was a success,” Dr Smith says. “Congratulations.”


  He looks around at his team. They look back at him and at each other.


  Elaine clutches her abdomen. “The pain,” she says. “I can’t stand it.”


  “Relax,” Dr Smith says. “You’re in good hands.”


  His hands are clasped to his chest as if in joy. The team members grip the metal side-rails of the bed. Their hands are white-knuckled. No one touches her. Smiling with closed lips, silently, they watch her as she winces, thrashes, struggles. Elaine understands now, too late, as the unleashed monsters tear and rip through her guts, that she is not safe. Everything is a conspiracy. All is not well.


  <<====>>
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  It was somewhere between the tenth and twentieth heap of roadkill Casey passed that the irony of their demises declared itself to her. These heaps of meat and smears of blood were white-tailed deer, mostly, and deer most obviously. It was early November, the start of rut season, and they were on the move and on the make, so desperate to propagate the species they forgot to look both ways before crossing the street.


  Did their mothers not teach them, or did they just not listen?


  Simmer down, boys. I know what drives you. I know it’s all you can think about right now. It drove your father too, the horny old rogue. But take a little care, for buck’s sakes. You have to watch yourselves on these hard gray rivers. A little pause here and there isn’t going to hurt anything. You’ll be haunches-deep in some nice perky doe soon enough, but not if you’re a big splattered tangle of antlers and legs and—oh, god, not again, I can’t keep watching this happen.


  They were distributed in wide clusters, bunched in the crossing regions where the woods and the lonelier fields edged close to the interstate. A few nauseating miles as messy as a deregulated slaughterhouse, then nothing for a long while, and then she’d be back in another kill zone.


  It weighed on a person. It grew nerve-wracking. It made her more watchful, not a bad thing in itself, but driving a few hundred miles under that level of tension was exhausting. Things would be exhausting enough once she got there.


  How many more Saturdays of this to look forward to? She really wanted to know, like right now, but dared not take a hand off the wheel to grab her phone from the console, much less take her eyes off the road. Plan B, then:


  “Hey Siri, how long does rut season last this year?”


  “Sorry, Casey, I don’t know the answer to that one.”


  “Hey Siri, what the fuck good are you?”


  “Your language!”


  “Hey Siri, you sound like my mother.”


  “You’re certainly entitled to that opinion.”


  Brought that on herself, hadn’t she? The wiring was old and the roots went deep.


  There was a time, when she’d left home twenty-odd years ago, that three hundred miles away sounded like the optimal distance. She could drive it in a few hours when she had to. Fly it in less, in case of emergency. Still far enough away, though. No drop-in visits, endured or expected. No “I was just in the neighborhood.” Yet it was close enough that it didn’t look like she was trying too hard. It wasn’t a thousand miles. It wasn’t the nuclear option of clear across the country, on the coast. It wasn’t Seattle, or L.A., I’d keep on going west but there’s this ocean in the way.


  Now, though? Now it was starting to feel like a trap she’d set for herself without realizing it, one that didn’t snap shut until it was too late. Yes, three hundred miles was a haul. But it was a doable haul, so there really were no excuses.


  If you’d get up early for a change, you could be here before lunchtime. That would give us most of the weekend. We don’t know how many more weekends we have left, do we?


  No, Mom. We don’t.


  Proof? Just ask the deer. These poor, single-minded deer.


  * * *


  As always, she stopped to see her father first, because it was on the way in, practically right there as soon as you took the off-ramp from the highway. When she’d moved away, after college, there was hardly anything out here, just gas and greasy food, but the town had gradually shed its oldest, northernmost skin and oozed south to straddle the interstate.


  The place they’d moved him to was nice, as assisted-living facilities went, but even here he was under an extra degree of sequestration. The memory care unit was…not solitary confinement, exactly; more like Death Row to a prison’s gen pop. Dementia, Alzheimer’s…nobody here was going to get parole. Just getting in to visit family took a staffer with keys. These were the folks at risk of wandering off, who might keep going until tragedy found them.


  While they were under twenty-four-hour lockdown, they at least had TV. That kept some of them occupied. The rest contorted themselves into chairs, at strange angles for reasons even they wouldn’t know, staring into space without seeming to see a thing.


  “How are you doing, Daddy?”


  He was one of the occupieds, watching TV, sort of. He knew it was on but appeared not to care, knowing only that he was supposed to watch it. And he knew her, once it penetrated that Daddy meant him. As the recognition swam up to register in his eyes, he broke into a big, slow smile. Just the sweetest man, still, now that he’d run out of reasons for anger. Something about him had begun to look soft, sexless.


  She hugged him, and he smelled okay, better than before he moved out here. They reminded him to wash and kept his clothes clean. They helped dress him, although he still looked like a ragamuffin, disheveled and diminished, forty pounds lighter than the man who used to pilot the family car and yell for quiet from the back seat.


  He asked her how she was. He said he was doing well when she asked him. He spoke with a lisp now, four of his top front teeth gone, having darkened and chipped away after he started neglecting to brush.


  “How’s David doing?” he asked.


  Casey patted his hand. “David’s fine. He’s keeping as busy as ever.”


  Daddy told her he was getting on well here, that there were friends to have coffee with in the morning but they were asleep now.


  “How’s David doing?” he asked when the next commercials came on.


  He remembered David, had always liked him. He never remembered the divorce.


  “He’s doing great,” she said. “He’s training for another marathon.”


  That made her father happy to hear.


  It was easier, making this visit first, like a warm-up act. It came with fewer expectations. Daddy just seemed happy to see her, and while the past was all he had, he didn’t seem inclined to dig around in the worst of it. The past was all he had, but he lived in the moment, because the prior moments kept crumbling behind him.


  “How’s David doing?”


  He asked about David eight times while she was there, and each was like the first. Until she kissed him on the cheek and told him she’d see him again soon, and it made him happy to hear that, and when she left, the countdown started again, how long it would take to slip his mind that she’d been there at all.


  * * *


  That was what it was like now, with both of them. Her parents’ existence had become a series of loops. There was no such thing as forward motion any more. Their health had banked into a downward spiral, while the rest of their lives circled back and back again to the same territories whether they liked it there or not. Her father’s loops were smaller, tighter—that was all.


  Her mother? Still in the house, under the same old roof, after a few brief detours. She’d tried the ACF route as well, three times, but it never lasted for longer than seventeen days. She had standards, you know, and once she got somewhere, always found reasons why the place didn’t measure up to them. The people weren’t nice. The food was bland. The apartment was too small. The shower curtain wasn’t pretty.


  There was no place like home.


  Casey had the keys so she could let herself in. Every time, it hit her anew that 3500 square feet was a tremendous amount of house for one person. The atmosphere still felt as brittle as it ever did when Mom was getting around normally, able to infuse each room and hallway by direct contact. The vibe was a lesser version of wartime killing grounds: People once fought here.


  Maybe it was sustained indefinitely by the same looping mechanism that regulated so much of what her mother had to say.


  Innocuous Opening #1: “Hi, Mom. How are you getting along?”


  “Ohhh…it just goes from bad to worse here.”


  Thirty-eight times for that one, word-for-word, since Casey started keeping a tally. Phone calls counted.


  Casey said she was sorry to hear that. She was always sorry to hear that.


  Mom spent most of her waking hours in a single room now. As went the house, so went the family room, far more square footage than she needed. She interacted with the TV, the sofa, the coffee table…and that was about it. Everything else, from paintings to candle sconces, was just there, stored in place for some eventual estate sale.


  Her mother struggled first to sit upright, then to get comfortable. She’d gained the weight Daddy had lost, and then some.


  She’d never exercised. Casey couldn’t think of a single time she’d seen her mother exert herself for the sake of exertion. Some gardening, but even that was leisurely. She never so much as went for walks. A lady doesn’t sweat—that was her credo. She meant it, and lived by it. She’d drive around a parking lot for ten minutes to find a spot close enough to spare herself two minutes of walking. And that was when she was thirty-five. A lady didn’t sweat.


  Well, now a lady could barely stand up straight. Now a lady was more bulbous than she’d ever been in her life—a neat trick for someone who claimed to go days without eating because there was never any food in the house.


  “What would you say about getting you moving a little this weekend?” Casey asked, not for the first time. “Not far. Just to the end of the driveway.”


  “And back,” Mom said, as if that was the deal-breaker. She put on her skeptical face, like: Why don’t you just ask me to climb Mount Everest? “And you’d expect the same thing tomorrow, I suppose?”


  “Probably.”


  From skeptical to dismissive, in one practiced swipe. “Pssh. Are you trying to turn me into a crazy person like you? No thanks.” And, just as quickly, from dismissive to omniscient. “With that ring off your finger and you back on the market, maybe you’ll finally admit I was right all along. I kept telling you, ’til I was blue in the face, men don’t like girls who are muscly.”


  You couldn’t get too irritated with her, not when that tremor in her jaw was getting worse.


  “Mom. That isn’t what happens ninety-nine percent of the time.” And if it did, then, yes, actually there were men who went for that sort of look. Not a thing Mom would ever let herself understand. “Most women don’t get big muscles. We mostly get really fit-looking.”


  “Pssh. I never had to put myself through that. It came naturally to me. I didn’t have to work at it. I just had to be. I used to be pretty. As pretty as you.”


  Prettier, she figured her mother was thinking, but for the moment her diplomacy gyroscope was operational. Until it wasn’t. What a difference eight seconds could make.


  Start loop.


  Mom stared at her as if they hadn’t seen each other for years, and what the hell happened, anyway.


  “You used to be so pretty,” she said.


  End loop. Running tally, nineteen.


  * * *


  She’d added a new one to the playlist in the past months. It would usually take her awhile to get to it, something she held in reserve for later.


  “I’m at that age where I don’t know why I’m alive anymore,” she said. “I wish I wasn’t.”


  It would’ve been callous to tell her that a lot of people felt the same, and it didn’t take all those birthdays to bring it on. Purpose could abandon you at any age. You were never too young for the future to look meaningless. But maybe after a certain point in life this outlook was a guarantee. You crossed it like a finish line that was nothing of the sort, a cruel hoax, because there was so much left to go. So Casey said nothing.


  “I wish a heart attack or a stroke would come along and finish me off. I go to bed and pray for that every night. God never answers.”


  The good news was, he was bound to eventually. She couldn’t say that either.


  Now, though, finally, something new: “You could help me. Would you help me? Just get me some pills. They won’t give them to me anymore, not the good kind. All the doctors around here know me from when…”


  She didn’t finish. She didn’t have to.


  “I’m not getting you pills, Mom.”


  “I could tell you what to say. It would be easy for you. You were always a good liar anyway, it came so natural you hardly had to put your mind to it.”


  “Mom! I am not getting you pills! If you were to do something bad with them, they’re going to know somebody else had to bring them to you. Who do you think the first person they’re going to come looking for is?”


  Her mother sat a little straighter and swapped faces again, the poor-me face.


  “Isn’t that just typical,” she said. “Never thinking about anybody but yourself.”


  * * *


  Her old bike was still in the garage and the hand-pump still on a shelf, and for now the tires held air, so she went for it. The last thing that mattered was how silly she felt, a middle-aged woman astride a dorky-looking relic from another era, painted a mauve that only a teenage girl could love. Ten minutes of good, hard riding—that’s all she asked of it.


  Maybe fifteen.


  Twenty, tops.


  The reasons why could change but the therapeutics didn’t, and if a lady didn’t sweat, then let it be known—she was no lady.


  She whizzed along the streets of her childhood, then the roads of her youth, the old byways along the edges of town where she and her friends had learned to drink and smoke and barf and fumble under one another’s clothes. Most of it looked remarkably unchanged, as if she might round one of the more dangerous curves and collide with an old ghost, stuck in the amber of time.


  Here, where a carful of friends she’d almost joined had steered into a massive oak that had become known as Dead Man’s Tree.


  Here, where she’d met to engage in single combat with another girl over some slight that seemed gargantuan at the time, both of them backed by teams of jeering friends, and prevailed, because only one of them had a father who’d taught her how to fight.


  Here, the turnoff to the cemetery where young immortals once gathered to look at the night sky and confess their worst fears, how maybe they weren’t immortal after all.


  It was early November but she’d worked up a sweat worthy of August when the front tire gave out. Maybe this was it, the real reason she drove herself so hard. She’d always thought it was the most direct thing she could do to not be like her mother, but maybe the truth was more fundamental than that.


  When the time came, this was how she wanted to go: like a tire blowing out. No lingering, no hobbling, no complaining and no warning…just whup-whup-whup over to the side of the road.


  * * *


  Mid-November was peak rut season and the highway all the worse for it—that much bloodier, that much chunkier. That much more relentless striving for life jumping straight to the messy end. Casey navigated the carnage and considered it a small victory that she didn’t add to it, as she again looped back to where she had begun and hit Play one more time.


  “How’s David doing?”


  “He’s fine. He found a co-worker he really, really likes. They’re spending a lot of time together, so I don’t see him as much.”


  And at home, the old home, the once-and-dear-god-please-not-future home, the fourteenth occurrence of some variant of this: The young woman from the home care agency was in, not one of Natalia’s usual days. She’d swapped Thursday for Saturday because of a pediatrician appointment. But one day was about as good as another when $22 an hour was buying you all the shopping, cooking, cleaning, and light nursing needed to keep you living at home.


  Which made today floor day, but as soon as Natalia made some quip about mopping away the scuffs from all the dancing, Casey knew it was a terrible mistake.


  “Did you hear that?” her mother said. “Do you hear how she talks to me?”


  “It was just a joke, Mom. It sounded pretty light-hearted to me.”


  Now came the face of wrath and condemnation. “Pay attention, clean your ears out if you can’t hear any better than that. She talks that way to me all the time. I’m supposed to sit here and take it? No ma’am. I won’t.”


  Mom looked to make sure there was no eavesdropping going on, and switched to her conspirators face.


  “You tell her to not come back. You’ll have to find somebody else. What kind of home did she come from? We brought you up better than that.”


  “We’re not firing another one, Mom. Not for a harmless joke. If you keep this up you’re going to end up on a blacklist, and you won’t be able to get anybody in.”


  The funny thing? Casey didn’t mind this one. Instead of being wearying, it was…validating. Every so often something like this popped up, another saving grace about being here, that reframed more of the past and put it into a context that made a reconfigured sense.


  It wasn’t age, it wasn’t the Parkinson’s, nor anything else in her mother’s mind that had degenerated to bring this on. It was her. Just her. She’d always been this way, only by this point she was off her game, no longer the least bit convincing in prosecuting her case.


  So think of all those whippings that hadn’t needed to be administered after all. Casey had never counted, but by the time she’d advanced to middle school—too big to spank now, and needing to be punished in other ways, because privileges had come to mean more than pain—it must have happened two hundred times or more. A conversation going off the rails and she hadn’t even known how, other than that she must not have rolled over in complete submission like a dog baring her throat to the alpha bitch. Maybe she’d asked to do some chore later, rather than sooner. Maybe she’d protested some minor domestic injustice. Even if she had been a smart-mouthed kid at the very beginning, she was a quick learner, and figured out how to neutralize her voice for the sake of peacekeeping.


  For all the good that did. Matters always ended up at the same go-to: “Just wait until your father gets home.”


  Protests and seeking clarification—What? What did I say?—only made things worse. Okay, she’d been slow to learn that.


  “It wasn’t what you said,” her mother would tell her, “it’s how you said it.”


  Come evening, though, the replay never sounded anything like the original. As for Dad, well, who was he going to believe, beyond his belief in the power of the belt to set things right?


  So thanks, Mom. Thanks for teaching me dread. Thanks for showing me how a master works, to really sell the lie. Thanks for teaching me self-doubt, that no matter how much care I’d taken with each and every syllable, decibel, and inflection, I still got it all wrong, but surely that was to be expected from somebody who couldn’t do anything right. That’s how we roll.


  And thanks, most of all, for teaching me to mistrust my own memory, my reality.


  You can’t imagine what an asset that’s been over the years.


  * * *


  Occurrence tally, only four, but emerging as the hot new trend: “I don’t know why I’ve made it this far. Nobody needs to make it this far.”


  She might have had a valid point there, actually. Maybe the human species wasn’t supposed to, and medical science had gotten overzealous to the point of godhood. All that hardy pioneer stock you heard about, from whom they supposedly descended? Those folks were done in long before now:


  Here lies the body of Jedediah McGee
 Died at the ripened age of 50 and 3


  Maybe cholera and bear attacks were overdue for a big comeback.


  Mom was wearing her pleading face. “Why can’t you help me with this? Just hold a pillow over my face. They do it on TV all the time. It shouldn’t take long. I won’t fight it.”


  “I’m not smothering you, Mom.” Casey huffed a sigh. “It won’t look like you died in your sleep. Can you promise me you won’t rupture the capillaries in your eyes?”


  “Yourself yourself yourself, that’s all you ever think about.”


  “You’re goddamn right I’m thinking of myself! It’s called matricide. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in prison for it. But if I did, I’d have a lot of friends there, because ninety percent of the other women on the cell block would understand.”


  Of course she hated herself for it, and would for the rest of the night. Maybe all day tomorrow, too. Self-loathing was a strange way to keep yourself sane, but better the verbal outbursts than an aneurysm on the inside.


  * * *


  Sometimes she could almost have fun with it, once she let herself start playing with the contradictions.


  Loop tally, twenty-nine: “He’s trying to kill me,” her mother would confide. “You have to stop him.”


  “Who?” Even though Casey knew damn well who. There was only one root of all evil under this roof.


  “Your father. Who else? Your father’s trying to kill me.”


  “Mom, you don’t have to worry about him. He’s been in the memory care unit for a year and a half. They don’t get out. So he can’t be trying to hurt you.”


  The aggrieved face. “I know that. Don’t treat me like I don’t know what I’m talking about.”


  Mom directed her to the chair across the room and had her run her fingers along the back edge until, ow, she drew back with a slice gouged into the pad of her finger. She wrestled the chair around for a look and found the culprit: an upholstery staple that had worked itself loose.


  “He set booby traps before he went. How am I supposed to sleep, not knowing what else he may have done around here? And if you think he doesn’t sneak out, you’re just being naive.”


  Early on, Casey could never decide which would be the better way to handle things like this. To play along, so her mother felt heard? Or try to set the record straight so she wasn’t reinforcing the delusions? Eventually she realized it didn’t matter. Either way, her mother had achieved master level status in taking whatever was there and using it to paint everyone involved as the worst human beings in the world.


  “Mom, he’s not trying to kill you. He’s always loved you. You’re going to have to trust me on this.”


  “You don’t know your father. You’ve never known who he really is. He’s a liar and a cheat. Even if the truth would save his life, he’d lie just to see if he could get away with it. He’s cheated half this town. There are all kinds of things I could’ve told you, but I never did. I didn’t want to hurt you. But you should hear the truth for a change. He wants to kill me for what I know.”


  Fun times? Why not: “Then why are you endangering me by bringing me in on this? What’s to stop him from coming after me, too?”


  Wrong tone, as usual. It wasn’t what she’d said. Must’ve been how she said it.


  “You’re doing it again. Treating me like I don’t know what I’m talking about.“


  Fun times, option two: “Listen, if you’re this tired of living, why not let him do it. Then you both get what you want.”


  “I don’t want to let him win. My terms. I want to die on my terms.”


  And who could argue with that? The sad thing was, there didn’t seem to be any such thing as my terms left anymore. She proved it every day.


  “Mom…it’s not Dad. It’s the Parkinson’s. It’s just…” Delusions, she stopped short of saying. It was such a cruel word, a hard-edged word. “Remember the doctor telling you how it might put funny thoughts in your head?”


  Mom sat with this awhile, staring straight ahead and down, seeming to try to process it, as though there was enough of a rational side in there to grapple with the matter, push back, assert some dominance. After a couple minutes, she turned back with a sidelong look that curdled into a sweet-and-sour smirk.


  “Parkinson’s is hereditary,” she said.


  * * *


  At last the carnage along the highway began to wane. The end of rut season was near, plus maybe the stupid, reckless deer had all been killed off by now. Midway through the trip, Casey spotted a highway crew scraping up another godawful mess into the back of a truck, and wondered how the guys felt about the end of November. If they were relieved, sick of the blood, or if there was job security in it and they missed the overtime.


  You could miss anything.


  For sure, she missed making this trip in her own car. But in this instance it was safer to borrow from a friend, in case anyone checked later. Her license plate wouldn’t show up anywhere on surveillance video for the weekend, and with a big enough hat and sunglasses and coat, neither would her likeness. Whatever she bought, she would pay for with cash, so forget about a debit card trail.


  You could miss anything. But she didn’t think she would.


  There had been good times, too, beyond counting, but the longer this went on, the harder they got to recognize through the growing cataract of now.


  * * *


  The infinity loop: It always came down to not measuring up. There were so many ways to fail someone, so many iterations, it went on and on, and there was no outrunning it. You could drive until the tires blew out, then discover you’d been carrying the baggage in your trunk all along.


  Sometimes the reminders came from people who meant no harm.


  “How’s David doing?”


  “He’s got the world by the tail, Daddy. He’s got a new lease on life. It must feel amazing to be so admired by someone that much younger. It’s hard to compete with that.”


  And sometimes the reminders came from people who knew exactly where to stick the daggers. Their aim would be the last thing they ever forgot.


  “When your grandmother was going through this, I took care of her. I took care of my mother.”


  Although Mom didn’t come right out and say so, the implied contrast couldn’t have been more apparent. It wasn’t what she didn’t say, it was how she didn’t say it.


  “I did her laundry. I did the vacuuming and dusting once a week. I made sure she didn’t lack for anything. Anything. And I visited her. I sat with her like it wasn’t an imposition, unlike some people I know. And I was glad to do it, every time, because we never knew if that might be the last.”


  So many answers, so many combinations. Like a slot machine, pull the lever and see what comes up.


  [A] Yes, you did. You absolutely did, and I admire you for that. It can’t have been easy. It’s only now that I can appreciate how hard it must’ve been.


  [B] Remember when you yelled at her and made her cry and said you hoped somebody would shoot you if you ever got like her? That time you didn’t sound very glad.


  [C] Uh huh. Because you could. Because Daddy made sure you had the freedom to do it. He worked full-time in insurance with a side-gig in real estate to make sure you never had to work outside the home if you didn’t want to.


  [D] The reason you could do that is because you pulled her out of her home and moved her seventy miles to an assisted living facility three miles from your garage door. And guess who won’t hear of that for herself?


  [E] None of the above. Because sometimes, if you didn’t find a way to break the loop, get out of the rut, the loop would break you.


  “Okay, I’ll help you,” Casey said instead. “What you’ve been asking for? I’ll help you. I just have to know one thing. Has it just been talk from you, all this time, or is it what you really want?”


  For a change, her mother didn’t scurry back from being offered exactly what she said she wanted. So Casey told her how it had to be to work.


  She’d once heard it said that success in life could be correlated with the number of uncomfortable conversations you were willing to have. Well, this was uncomfortable, profoundly uncomfortable, but nothing about it felt like success. A conversation like this reeked of failure. This was a conversation of last resort.


  At least they’d only have to have it once.


  * * *


  What got to her most was hearing her mother murmur about being cold. A thing like that hurt to hear, and nearly made her get them back in the car and turn around, because it didn’t arise from looking for something to complain about. A thing like that was real. It was primal. Because it was late November and the air promised winter, so of course her mother was cold. Anybody would be.


  She’d worn her coat for as long as she could, for as long as Casey dared let her. But the town was never that big, so the drive was short, through the streets of her childhood and the roads of her youth, and the old byways along the edges where she and her friends had learned to live and lurk beneath the notice of adults.


  She knew where to drive to. Knew where to park so the car would never be seen, not as long as it was night. The trees were thirty years taller, and the old woodland paths still the same. It just took longer to walk them this time.


  “I have to take your coat now, Mom. I told you back at the house, it’ll look better if you’re not wearing a coat.”


  She needed some coaxing, but finally complied. Housecoat, slippers…she looked the part. It would work. Tragic. This happened more than people realized.


  “I can’t go with you past here, Mom. I’m sorry. But all you have to do is keep going a little farther. The walk isn’t that long. The highway’s right through there.”


  And as Casey watched her go, she thought of the rumors she’d heard all her life, of women who enjoyed lifelong good relationships with their mothers. My mom’s my best friend. I want you to meet my daughter, the best thing that ever happened to me. She was pretty sure she had never encountered one.


  Squabbles? Sure. Nattering? Naturally. Blow-ups? On occasion, but never bad, and five minutes later everything was forgotten.


  These women had to exist, but there was a measure of relief in suspecting they didn’t. They were tricks of light and swamp gas. They were cryptids, creatures that had gone extinct fifty thousand years ago, that someone thought they’d seen. They were mythological, avatars of an ideal worth striving for, but impossible to attain in the real world.


  She’d done the best she could. Maybe they both had.


  What a horrible thought.


  And as she drove back in the darkest depths of the night, to wait for the phone call in the morning, it went okay for an hour. Until she came to the first of the blood-smeared crossings where the last of the season’s deer had come to die.


  Mile after mile, she thought she saw them from the corner of her eye, emerging from the darkness into the edge of her headlights, and she swerved to miss them. But there was always another one ahead, until she realized no, these weren’t deer, they were her mother, tottering out of the night, so in time she stopped swerving, because if she was ever going to get home, she’d have to keep driving through the woman, every chance she got.


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  The roadkill came first. I was on a 1000-mile drive, not one I much wanted to make, but I hoped I could at least squeeze a story idea out of it. So I set the usual intentions: to notice, to see, then extrapolate; to weave connections between the unrelated, and out of that, meaning. Show me something.


  More highway carnage than I’d ever driven through in my life—that was the universe’s answer. If one isn’t ready for the feedback, one shouldn’t ask.


  If you’ve read the story, then you know where I went. If you read between the lines, you can surmise that the experience ranged from bittersweet to deeply ugly, and why.


  Sometimes writing gives you a place to put the shit when you don’t know what else to do with it, you just know you can’t hang onto it. Even when you warp and reinvent and transmute the details, the core remains the same. A couple months after that particular trip, this was where I put as much as I could.


  It was the last thing I completed before everything changed, and the story proved prophetic. Six weeks after writing it, I went back to help my dad move into a memory care unit. On his seventeenth day there, unexpectedly, he died. Back again. Twenty-three days later, my mom died, as well. Back again, to a silent, empty house, and certain rooms I didn’t want to go in unless it was absolutely necessary.


  Sometimes stories are like Donald Rumsfeld’s observation on armies and war: You go to work with the stories you have, not the stories you wish you had.
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  From The Captivating of Madness
 Hellbound Books Publishing



  A predator stalked New York City’s Central Park.


  Her name was Chelsea McCormick. Once as cute and cheerfully wholesome as a teenager as could be, she was now a dirty, vicious street whore, preying upon the helpless…doing anything, anything, anything to get another hit of crystal meth.


  She had the haunted look of a new addict: unkempt hair limp as dead grass; dark shadows around cold, calculating, desperate eyes; cracked peeling hungry lips; and pale-white blotchy skin. She could easily be mistaken for a Goth teen in her ragged jeans jacket and pants and black Plasmoids heavy metal tee shirt.


  Life was hell for her. Not long ago, almost a year past, she’d left home, forcefully kicked out by her disillusioned parents. She still looked her age, young, though the meth habit was extracting its toll.


  Just one more hit, she thought.


  A sharp spasm of pain twisted in her gut. She bent inward, pulling her jacket tighter as if warding off the cold.


  Whenever the flu cramps came, her sweaty skin felt like it would burst open to release the phantom spiders that burrowed within. Afterward, the ice-cold shivers would linger.


  The sensation passed, but the periodic nausea fueled her craving for meth. Her nose was also running non-stop. It was all maddening.


  She shivered so deeply she thought she’d never be warm again.


  The sun was beginning to set in the clear blue fall sky. Soon, the long night would come. She’d need a place to crash.


  Damn it, I need some ice.


  If she had some serious money, all would be good, she could get some meth and maybe a room. She absolutely hated having to sleep outside or with some scary creep for a twenty and a bed. If she didn’t succeed, it’d be yet another dreadfully risky day in her life. There were more dangerous people on the streets than her—she’d learned that the hard way.


  Despite feeling anxious, she sauntered down the spacious smooth concrete walkway, trying her best to be inconspicuous.


  No one noticed her. No one cared.


  Her potential victims went about their normal lives, enjoying the brisk sunny day, typically unaware and unconcerned, even though they should know better. They were couples, making the circuit around the manmade lake; a cluster of Japanese tourist tossing pieces of bread to paddling ducks; health nuts jogging steadfast, weaving around crowds; roller bladers and skateboarders showing off their skills; dog walkers holding onto leashes and plastic poop bags; vendors selling everything from hot dogs to Big Apple souvenirs; children squealing with delight, surrounding a performer of some kind, mostly obscured behind a ring of parents.


  Chelsea stopped to take in the revelry of the children.


  The bubbly sound of young laughter resurrected a latent memory buried deep inside her. She must’ve been nine years old and the joyous elation she’d felt upon opening a birthday present was nothing less than miraculous. Beneath the bow-spruced silver wrapping was her dream doll. Lifelike, with a variety of outfits, this baby doll would fulfill her instinctive desire to take care of someone, to love. It was a wonderful gift. Her parents had been so thoughtful…but that changed. Her childhood memories darkened after those early years when the veil of cheerful kindness around her was revealed to be a manipulative ruse. Over time, the bliss she’d felt in those treasured princess years soured as her parents imposed more and more draconian demands upon her: demands for her to behave, to study, to do what she was told, to maintain a respectable appearance, to have the right friends and to have no say whatsoever in her life.


  Grinding her teeth, she realized that she wasn’t angry at the children. They were innocent like she once was. She hated their parents. Adults had created this god-forsaken world, on purpose or not, and their children had to live with the consequences.


  Those parents, intent on watching their children so closely, hovered around the nucleus of excited children drawn to the performer.


  The children were so happy…she wished she could feel that way again.


  Suddenly, unexpectedly, a girl screamed and turned to her parents.


  The surrounding crowd went quiet as the mother quickly scooped up her child. The father, fists beginning to clench, took a half-step forward before his wife’s touch stopped him. As the glaring parents moved away, the girl cried, snuggling close to her mother’s neck.


  With the moment of drama passed, the children continued with their delighted antics.


  Chelsea was astonished when she saw the center of attention. The performer was a woman, ancient, back bowed over, knobby knuckled, light brown skin shrunken like a dried autumn apple and shockingly offset by a trendy cut of stark white hair. Also, incongruously, she wore a loose-fitted, snappy business suit with perfectly matching blouse and pants, and if Chelsea’s instincts were correct, the ensemble was composed of outrageously expensive brands.


  The old woman’s right hand jumped and twitched with a flurry of movement. Connected between her nimble fingers and a marionette figure on the walkway, wispy wires reflected through the fading light like spectral claws phasing in and out of reality.


  The puppet figure was about a foot tall, clothed like a cowboy in blue jeans, brown boots, white shirt, red scarf and black wide-brimmed hat. Its hands and feet, and even its head, were comically oversized yet articulated with supple fluid manipulation.


  As Chelsea watched, fascinated, the shiny painted doll handed a shelled peanut to a boy, no more than two years old, who hopped up and down, holding the peanut up high like a prize.


  The venerable puppet master was undoubtedly an expert in the art form. Intent on her craft, she perfunctorily accepted gratuities with her free hand and stuffed them into a narrow suit pocket.


  Crazy ass. Correction, crazy ass with money.


  Chelsea’s outlook cheered considerably at the thought of taking the old hag’s money.


  A fleeting pang of remorse disturbed her conscience like the last bubble of air trickling from a drowned person’s mouth, rising to the surface and disappearing with a lazy pop as if it had never existed.


  I deserve that money, she reasoned. A sense of sanctimonious injustice raged through her, defiant and fierce like a flare sputtering against a dark abyss.


  Body aching and nose dripping, she carefully considered her plan of attack. She’d have to grab the money when no one else was around or else there’s be a fight from interfering onlookers. Or, worse yet, the cops would nab her.


  Soon enough, the sun crept behind the skyscrapers surrounding the large park. It would be soon be dark.


  A gentle breeze picked up, tickling the fine hairs on Chelsea’s neck with a frosty foreshadowing of the cold night ahead.


  It was getting late in the day. Most people had already left the park by now. Only a few scattered souls still strolled by the wind-rippled lake.


  Finally, the puppeteer absent-mindedly waved goodbye to her last child spectator. She shuffled away from the main thoroughfare towards a nearby stone bridge. The weathered bridge crossed over a thin channel of lily-choked water and led to a path that meandered through a secluded woody area.


  Perfect!


  Chelsea caught herself nervously scratching her hands and immediately stopped.


  Damn bugs. Real or not, their restless crawling underneath her skin often made her irritable.


  Chelsea tapped one foot in tempo with the old woman’s impossibly slow pace. Each halting step dragged on.


  A wave of nausea suddenly rolled through Chelsea. She almost threw up.


  Gasping for air, her craving for a meth hit escalated. She needed to escape the endless insufferable void of pointless existence that had become her life.


  Just one more hit…then I’ll be brave enough to quit.


  Her mantra comforted her. And she meant it. There was a free rehab clinic that was going to open soon on 5th Avenue and 11th Street. She’d check it out.


  At that moment, her conscience resurfaced, deciding to bother her like the irritating late-night buzz of an unseen mosquito. She tried quitting before. It didn’t work.


  The old hag finally passed over the top of the bridge’s shallow arch and inched her way out of sight.


  Chelsea exhaled a long exasperated sigh. She glanced around to verify that no one was watching, then ambled up to and over the crest of the bridge. The idyllic scene before her was reminiscent of a fairy tale about a nasty bridge troll that stalked hapless travelers, except real life was no fairy tale.


  And I’m the troll. She snorted at her lame observation.


  What!?!


  The old woman was nowhere in sight!


  What the hell-


  Chelsea raced down to the wooded trail.


  Uncertain what to do, she strained her eyes to see further up the curving trail. The old woman could barely walk, so she still had to be close by.


  In the woods…


  Frowning, Chelsea scanned both sides of the cobblestone trail. She could see maybe ten feet into the wild tangle of trees and bushes. Spruce, pine and scrub brush still held their foliage above a loam carpet of dead brown needles and leaves.


  She stilled her ragged breathing and listened.


  Despite the background rumble of nearby traffic and cry of city life, she thought she heard something to her left. She waited, cocking her head to one side, straining to hear anything out of place.


  There it was again. On her left. In the woods.


  It was a…groan.


  There she is!


  This job would be a piece of cake.


  Literally a walk in the park.


  Her grin was feral, teeth flashing like a hungry shark, circling closer and closer, about to attack.


  As she eased into the undergrowth, her boots cracked dried leaves and softly snapped twigs as low hanging branches closed behind her, leaving no sign of her passage.


  The groaning sound repeated, closer, louder, laced with raw pain.


  Chelsea’s gut gurgled briefly as though in sympathy.


  Her stealth brought her to the edge of a small rocky clearing.


  Just a running leap away, her victim sat groaning upon a small boulder, facing away from Chelsea. Hunched over, the old woman’s head bobbed and shoulders twitched erratically.


  The groaning grew worse as Chelsea closed the distance silent as death.


  Without warning, the old woman turned with a scowl. Her wild rheumy eyes locked onto Chelsea’s. Bloody droplets sprayed from her distorted mouth as she spat out, “Stay the hell away from me!”


  More words would’ve followed, but were lost as the old woman grimaced, eyes squeezed shut, in the grip of intense agony.


  Chelsea’s momentum had stuttered to a full stop, unsure what to do, transfixed by the old woman’s crazed audacity.


  Did she really want to mug a helpless old lady? Her mother’s shrill voice chose that moment to haunt her with barbed memories of proper civilized behavior.


  “Give me your money, you old witch!” Chelsea bellowed.


  Oblivious, the old woman clutched fitfully at her writhing body with clawed hands, one of which still held the marionette, sending it flying and skipping in a macabre dance across the ground. Leaning forward, her groaning became a convulsive gurgle that ended abruptly. Collapsing with a loose thump onto the stone ridge, she shuddered once, then breathed no more.


  Chelsea blinked several times, stunned by the sudden turn of events.


  She knew the signs of death; she’d been around it enough lately.


  Heart attack? No…Way…


  Chelsea’s hysterical laughter was cruel and mirthless. She couldn’t believe her good luck as she looked around the clearing. Only trees, no people, no witnesses, not even a bird or squirrel.


  She knelt on the hard rock beside the still body. The cold ground, as if frozen by the proximity of the Grim Reaper, stung her bony knees.


  Close up, the old woman’s dress ensemble looked new, albeit rumpled and recently stained with mud spots. It must’ve come from one of the charity centers that gave out hot meals, clothes and occasionally, a cot for the night.


  Chelsea frisked the old woman’s suit. The lightweight body moved as easily as a child’s plush toy.


  The cash she pulled from the suit pockets was astonishing. It looked like at least five hundred dollars, mostly in small bills with coins mixed in.


  With this loot, Chelsea could score some meth and stay high for a week straight, maybe get some food and stay at a decent economy hotel. She wondered why the old woman didn’t use the money for a hotel. Even a day or two off the streets, here and there, could’ve meant the difference between life and death.


  What an idiot. I wonder…


  She hesitated before reaching deep into the old woman’s pants pockets. Purple velvet lining slid past her fingers as she pulled forth a slim leather wallet.


  It held cash; mostly hundreds, six of them, and some twenties and tens, neatly organized by denomination.


  Seven hundred and thirty, if she did the math right. Plus, the other five hundred!


  There were also credit cards—the high-end platinum and gold versions. The driver’s license was issued last year…to Pamela Cooper, age 26. The picture showed a perky arrogant executive with a bored smirk on her face. The face looked like the old woman, only much younger!


  Chelsea dropped the wallet.


  What the fu-


  The old woman’s body suddenly began to shrivel, rapidly collapsing in on itself with harsh crackling sounds and yellow sizzling sparks of searing combustion. Within seconds, grey motes swirled about in the superheated air, leaving behind the suit outfit, settling to the ground, filled with the fine smoking ash remains of the body.


  A wet scream choked in the back of Chelsea’s throat as she tried to scrabble away backwards on her knees.


  The last thing she saw was the marionette springing up from the ground towards her; its spectral wiry lines whipping towards her face like the tentacles of an enraged octopus, piercing deep into her flesh. The life drained out of her as her consciousness descended into spiraling darkness.


  * * *


  The next morning, an odd vacant-eyed old woman, dressed like a Goth in a jeans jacket and pants and a Plasmoid’s tee-shirt, entertained the laughing children gathered around her, manipulating a marionette with such skill…that it appeared to be alive.


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  I’ve always been fascinated by how little we really know, yet we go through most of life feeling confident that everything is okay.
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  From Fire: Demons, Dragons, and Djinns (Elemental Anthology Book 1)

  Editor: Rhonda Parrish

  Tyche Books Ltd.


  “Come on. A little poison never hurt anyone.” My elbow bites into my husband’s ribs. We’ve realized I forgot to rinse the cilantro before adding it.


  The kitchen smells like fresh, meaty garlic and watery tomato blood—sweet and earthy beneath our warm fluorescents. A tiny moth flutters and bumps along their plastic casing.


  “Ha. Ha.” Moments later, his comeback: “Except all the insects killed by it.” A real zinger, my man.


  “Well, yeah. If they didn’t use pesticide on their pests, we wouldn’t have anything to make our picante with.”


  It’s a low blow. A small dose of salt in an old wound already going green around the edges. Jason is a freelance consultant to farmers and gardeners who want to make their practices more organic and environmentally buzz-word-able. He tells already-struggling growers, like my dad, that to sell their produce for twice as much they need to invest in four times the labor to yield half the product, and that unless they can switch to all indoor production there aren’t any guarantees their entire crops won’t be wiped out on a bad year. It’s how we met—when my dad told Jason to fuck off and I felt bad for him, asking him to come inside for a decidedly non-organic cup of coffee.


  It’s also why most of the farmers who usually give us free food are fresh out of cilantro this year. I bought this oversized bunch at the big chain store Jason calls Volde-Mart. His cause strikes me as perfectly noble; it’s his use of it to further his own personal gain at the expense of others that has worn me down over the years.


  He stares into the bowl of red salsa tinged with green and white, his nose wrinkling. He knows exactly what chemical concoctions I’ve forgotten to rinse off.


  “What kind of bugs eat cilantro anyway?” I ask. My family never grew it, and like many girls raised on a farm, I learned as little as possible about the family business and got the hell out of there when I turned eighteen. I pluck our biggest wooden spoon from the canister and stir.


  “Cutworms, mostly. Other things too.”


  My eyes are still watery from the onion. I sniff, nudging Jason out of my way. When we were first married he’d rave over the meals I made for him. He overlooked my hodunk roots as I overlooked his hoity-toity ideals, like a farm-crossed Romeo and Juliet. Now he whines about his clients seeing me at the store, complains that I don’t cook enough, and never thanks me even when I do.


  What I want to say is, “If you’re going to be a little bitch you can make your own dinner.” What I actually say is, “If you’re that worried about it, you don’t have to eat it.”


  But he will, I know. Jason’s nothing if he’s not an opportunist. Animals like us can never resist a free meal.


  * * *


  I’ve always quietly resented that Jason convinced me to quit my job in advertising to help him build his business. In retrospect I wonder if that’s actually why he married me—not love, but utility. I had connections with farmers all across the state thanks to my dad, and I knew how to market.


  But today it’s actually lucky that I work from home, because Jason is so sick he didn’t go to work. Maybe not rinsing the cilantro really was a mistake. We did put a lot in this time—too much. It’s made our picante taste sweet with that soapy tang, so I add an extra jalapeño to balance the flavors, making it spicy enough to make our noses run. Could he really be that sensitive to residual pesticides? Maybe it’s all in his head. But as I peek into the bedroom to check on him, it doesn’t seem like it’s in his head.


  Our blackout curtains are closed tight against the noon sun that infuses the rest of the house with summer glow. He’s stacked extra pillows over the seam to seal out that fine ray down the middle. In the forced twilight of the room all I can see of him is a pale, pupal lump under our down comforter. It’s pulled all the way up over his head, probably because the room’s so cold.


  I hover in the doorway, leaning in while holding onto the frame, peering through the dimness, listening for breathing. I pad across the carpet and sit on the edge of the bed, picking out the dark cave of his face under the edge of the blankets. He’s facing me, eyes squeezed shut with a fierceness that conveys pain. I put my hand on his forehead to feel his skin, expecting a fever.


  His eyes flash open, wide and almost panicked.


  “It’s okay,” I whisper. His skin feels cool and clammy. I raise my voice to a low murmur. “How do you feel?”


  “Like shit.” His voice comes out hoarse and wet at the same time. “Why is it so bright in here?”


  I look at the tiny strip of light coming in over the top of the curtain rod. “Do you have a headache?”


  He shakes his head.


  “Maybe you’re working on a migraine.” He’s probably about to have his first aura. I stand, wiping my hand on my sweats, and toss an extra blanket over the curtain rod. “Can I get you something? Tea? Water?”


  “I’d love some more picante,” he slurs.


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea. What if it’s what made you sick?”


  “Then it’s your fault, isn’t it? God damn, you’re not my mom. Besides, you’re not sick.”


  My face slips blank at his words, chest twisting. It actually makes him more mad if I don’t act hurt, so in a pleasant voice I ask, “What else sounds good?”


  He sighs in annoyed defeat. “A salad is fine.”


  “Sure.”


  I almost skip washing the lettuce, but then I wash it twice out of guilt.


  He eats the whole bowl in five minutes, huddled under the blankets, not bothering with the dressing, and goes back to sleep, pulling the bedding over his head.


  The first seed of real unease blooms in my chest.


  * * *


  Whether out of guilt, vindictiveness, or simple curiosity, I eat two more big bowls of the picante. It’s soapy-spiced but still delicious. I don’t get sick. Whatever Jason has, it’s not from that.


  * * *


  At bedtime I look in on him again. He’s snoring so softly I can barely hear it, his body exposed to the cool air. I almost climb into bed next to him, but I pause. He looks…bloated. A tiny shiver fights its way up my spine, and I try to stifle it. I tell myself it is absolutely not from revulsion.


  But his skin does look soft and doughy, almost creased into puffy rolls at each joint. It wouldn’t hurt for him to start sleeping with a shirt on.


  Jesus, I’m terrible. So he hasn’t been hitting the gym as much as he used to. Neither have I. Plus, he’s sick. Everyone looks terrible when they’re sick.


  Maybe I shouldn’t disturb him. He needs the sleep.


  I quietly refill the glass of water on his nightstand and leave. I’ll sleep on the sofa tonight. If he’s not feeling better in the morning, I’ll call a doctor.


  * * *


  A soft sound wakes me. The box under the TV says 2:23am. The house is dark and still and silent. I wait, listening.


  Something indiscernible. The faintest shuffling, followed by a muted thump.


  “Jason,” I breathe, folding back the throw and hurrying down the hall. I round the corner and stop in the bedroom doorway. The blankets cover him in a lumpy mass. Has he added more?


  “Jason?”


  He doesn’t move.


  I edge into the room. “Are you okay? I thought I heard something.”


  When he still doesn’t answer, I sit on the corner of the bed. “Babe?”


  I pull the top of the comforter down. Empty. He’s not in the bed.


  “Jason?” I stand and pace down the hall, checking the bathroom and office. He’s not there. I go back through the living room and peer into the kitchen and dining room. Those, too, are empty. A strangeness slinks through me, as if I know something my mind hasn’t acknowledged yet.


  I ease down the hallway and into our bedroom, flicking on the lamp that sits on the small wooden desk near the door. It casts an orange glow across the tan carpet.


  “Jason?”


  My abs tighten involuntarily. It’s the feeling I get when I know someone’s about to scare me, but Jason’s way too sick to jump out at me for laughs. Still, I say too loudly, “If you’re in here, answer me.”


  There’s no answer, but I know he’s here.


  I hem forward and toss the blankets back into place, as if he could be tucked under the fold. Then I circle the foot of the bed and look in the corner, behind the small recliner we’ve wedged there. With a slimy swallow, I sink to my knees and lift the bed skirt, peering into the darkness beneath. The emptiness startles me.


  A sigh of relief slips through my lips at the same time as a thump emanates from the closet. I twitch, a restrained jump. Too tense to take it, I stand, march to the closet, and shove open the bi-fold doors.


  Jason doesn’t leap out at me. At first, I don’t even see him—just the junk we have piled under the row of crammed hanging clothes.


  Then the pile shifts, and I see a swollen heel sticking out from under an old cat bed. A board game slides from the pile and clatters to the floor.


  Trembling, I kneel. “Jason? What are you doing in here?”


  I move aside a fallen blouse to reveal his face. It’s large and round and pale, jowly in a way that it never has been before, and only his wide, terrified eyes seem familiar to me. His lips are so puffed it looks like he can barely move them, but he doesn’t try. He just whimpers softly, eyes roving.


  I start to move some of the things off him, but he snatches at them with hands that are slow and soft, piling things back onto himself even as he tries to push his head back under the rubbish.


  “Jason,” I gasp, stepping back. “What the hell is going on?”


  My husband tunnels further into our closet, slipping even his foot back under the pile, so that no part of him shows among our neglected possessions in the shadowed dark.


  * * *


  I feel as though I’ve had my feet knocked out from under me. I don’t call anyone. An ugly part of me works hard to make excuses. What on earth would I say? Besides, I’m ‘not his god damn mom.’


  I shut the bedroom door, have a panic attack, and take some pills. My last emotion as I slip under sleep’s blanket is small and hard, strangely anticipatory, almost starved, like an animal fed too long on spoiled feed, but still I vow to check on him in the morning.


  * * *


  The rest of the house is bright and chastising enough that I almost laugh at myself—until I open the door. The first thing that hits me is the darkness. He must have piled even more coverings over the cracks around the curtains; I can’t see more than two feet in. I flip on the lamp, then notice an unusual odor. Woodsy, fibrous, dank, and almost fishy. Weak with nerves and hazy with medicine remnants, I take one step inside. I don’t know how to explain why I don’t call out his name this time. The silence seems waiting.


  The sole of my foot lands on something rough and damp, like bark. I look down, raising my foot, and grasp some of it between my fingers. It feels like mushy pencil shavings. My eyes catch a pale ring around the leg of the desk, then jump to the next leg, and the next. All four of them have grooves carved out of the bottom, the wood shreds piled around them on the floor.


  My pulse begins to thump harder. I glance at the bed, the covers heaped high in a strange lump, but my gut tells me they’re empty. I don’t know what possesses me to look up, but I do, scanning the corners near the ceiling. Empty. Finally, my gaze settles on the open closet and the chaotic pile within. “Jason?” I mouth, but no sound escapes.


  Slowly, oh so slowly, I walk toward it. The carpet brushes the remains of the wood shavings off my foot, leaving a tiny trail. My eyes never leave the open closet. The edges of the bi-fold doors, too, have grooves and gouges along the bottoms. I skim the edge of the bed as I slow, not wanting to get too close to that pile. Is it still? Can I see it moving, or is that my imagination?


  Breath held, I take another step forward, squinting into the shadows.


  Something grabs my ankle. I scream, jerking. Something wet and hard scrapes along my skin over the anklebone as I drag my foot away, toppling backwards into the desk. The lamp falls, the shade bouncing hard, then the metal base rolls off the edge and crashes to the carpet. The light is thrown askew, lighting the empty ceiling, but my eyes stare wildly at the bed skirt. It moves.


  “Jason?” I gasp between pants.


  The skirt moves again. Backing up against the desk chair, I pull my feet tightly to my legs. I grasp the lamp and shine it under the bed.


  “Jason,” I say flatly, but my intended command comes out a plea. “Come out of there.”


  The bed skirt wavers but doesn’t lift.


  I edge forward, gripping the lamp like a bludgeon. I peer at the small, dark crack between the carpet and cotton skirting. Finally, mouth open in a silent yawn of fear, I lift the bottom hem of the skirt and shove it under the mattress before snagging my hand away.


  Something large and pale takes up the space beneath the bed. I scream, shoving myself beneath the desk. My hands brush the wood shavings and I scream again, brushing them off as if they’re alive.


  The thing under the bed writhes, but no hands reach for me. It’s long, swollen, sluggish and slimy like a pile of animal fat. I trace its creased body up from its most tapered end until I see the face. Oh, how I wish it didn’t have a face. Not distinguished from its body in any way except for the gaping, gnawing mouth full of tiny, sharp teeth that gnash the air—the thing that grasped my ankle—and those eyes. Those too-small, human eyes that look painfully familiar. Those eyes that are far too aware and terrified to belong to anything that looks like that. They rove until they lock on mine, both hungry and fearful. I see regret there, but also a demand—a type of survival instinct that begs no forgiveness. A pile of wet wood chips sit on the carpet beneath that ever-moving jaw.


  “Jason,” I cry. “Oh, Jason.”


  Then I leave the room, slamming the door behind me, to go throw up.


  * * *


  The next time I check the bedroom I’m hollow. I remember the me who used to be in love with my husband, the me broken down by his use of me, angry at his gradual neglect, the me who found him ill and felt guilty for not caring—but I don’t feel like any of them.


  It’s with steady hands that I open the door and walk back into the room. It smells of fetid saliva and exposed stomach acid.


  The desk legs have been chewed through. The desk itself lies toppled on its side, some of the writing surface also gauged around the corners. It takes a few moments of staring to realize that the bed is about a foot and half lower than usual. The legs on it, too, have been gnawed off. The frame was metal.


  I know without looking that the closet pile is unoccupied, because the only place left in the room big enough to hold him is the large, ovular mound on the bed. It’s full and glossy, the color of an old penny and creased in plump segments. The mattress beneath lies bare of sheets and blankets. The closet is stripped mostly empty. The recliner sits burst open in the middle, stuffing pulled out in long, fluffy strips.


  The lamp still lies askew on the carpet, light shining in a crooked pool, but this time I flip on the overheads.


  Under the yellow glow, the brown surface becomes shimmery and orange. When I step closer and lean forward, I make out some letters under a hard veneer. A familiar font. “MIDIFI.” Part of the box to our humidifier. Then more items become clear. The print of Jason’s favorite tie. A spiral notebook. Our quilt. All buried and mixed into mush, sealed beneath the hardened exterior.


  I tell myself my initial hesitation already made my decision. Too late.


  Heart pounding, I back out of the room and close the door yet again.


  * * *


  Two days later, I stand outside it with my ear pressed to the wood door. From inside I hear shuffling and rustling, like the shifting of large, limp leaves. I picture cilantro, can almost taste our picante, now gone.


  The sounds are so soft—a susurrus of feathers. The noise of wet things drying. A large, gentle, subtle, quiet hefting of wings.


  * * *


  I wait until nightfall to open the bedroom window from the outside. I slide it up with shaking arms. Then I part the thick curtains with a jerk, stacked pillows falling noiselessly inward. The bedroom gapes dark and silent, but as soon as the opening is cleared I run away. The night is overcast and thick with heat. Nothing comes.


  In the open part of our backyard, I stack twigs. I think of how I used to love Jason for how different he was, and how he used to love me too—or at least how I thought so. Around the twigs I prop three larger logs in a triangular frame. I think of how my dad hated him for his ungrounded ideals, and how Jason secretly never thought I was good enough, coming from such stock, until he bent me to his cause as well. On top of the twigs I cross small sticks. I think of how cilantro tastes the same organic or protected by pesticides, and how the only way to ruin it is to use too much. Above the small sticks I add a layer of larger ones and finally some thick enough that I can’t quite break them over my knee. I’ve begun to sweat.


  My eyes travel to the open window and the waiting darkness.


  I pull a packet of matches from my pocket and light the pile with one strike.


  The growing flame draws my eyes. It’s bright enough to reach inside. I think of my home farm, my family, and how I never quite believed that insects deserve to be saved.
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  I’ve lived in Ash Creek most of my adult life, so when I pull into the parking lot of a fast food restaurant that doesn’t exist, I am—as you might imagine—more than a little surprised. I’m scared, too, but at the same time hopeful. Maybe I’ll finally find what I’ve been searching for here—some small measure of peace.


  I park my Prius between two vehicles that I can’t identify. One is a monstrously large sedan that looks like it belongs in the 1950’s, its body shimmering in the sunlight as if it’s made from mother of pearl. The other vehicle has seven wheels and looks like it’s been constructed from odds and ends of silvery wire soldered together. The other cars in the lot are equally strange, but I find them comforting rather than upsetting. They’re an indication that I’ve come to the right place.


  When I get out of my car and take a breath, I find the air has a chemical tang to it, as if an industrial factory is close by. There isn’t one to my knowledge, but up until a few moments ago, I didn’t believe there was a restaurant here, so what do I know? The asphalt of the parking lot is dry and cracked, and there are no lines painted on it to indicate parking spaces. Vegetation grows upward from the cracks, some of it ordinary grass, but there are also weeds of a kind I can’t identify. Sickly yellow-green things that are covered with thistles and which terminate in round crimson bulbs that glisten wetly. These bulbs sway slowly back and forth despite the absence of a breeze. I ran over several of these plants while driving into the lot, and I flattened them, the bulbs bursting open like tumors, squirting reddish-brown goo. The substance reminds me of how my daughters used to mix paints when they were little, adding more and more colors until they created a muddy brown soup.


  It hits me then as it often does, so strong and unexpected that I’m unable to prepare myself.


  An image of two girls sitting on a couch, one twelve, one seven. My daughters, Nancy and Lauren. Nancy’s eyes are wet, but she’s smiling, desperately trying to hold back her tears. Lauren is crying openly, tears streaming down her cheeks like tiny waterfalls. The girls are holding hands, fingers interlaced, gripping tightly. It’s this detail that hurts my heart the most, I think.


  I wish this wasn’t happening! Lauren wails. I wish this was a dream!


  Nancy’s response to what her father and I have just told them is more restrained, and all the more awful for it.


  That’s okay, she says, lips trembling with the effort of maintaining her smile. It’s okay.


  The memory of their voices—of their shock and pain—nearly drives me to my knees. I can’t breathe, and I wonder if the grief and guilt will finally kill me, and I’ll fall dead in the parking lot of a place that shouldn’t be real. But the memory retreats and I begin breathing once more. My heart is racing, but I don’t think it’s going to give out on me this time. I feel as much disappointment as relief from this knowledge.


  Pandora’s is the name of the restaurant, and it’s spelled out in large red plastic letters on the front of the building, which—despite the oddities of the parking lot and the vehicles within it—looks pretty much like any fast food joint. Beneath the name is a cartoonish depiction of a wooden box, the lid partway open, inside black shadows which almost seem to be swirling, like eddies of dark water.


  How appetizing, I think, and although I’m still unsteady on my feet, I feel a little better. False bravado is better than none, right?


  I go inside.


  The weird chemical tang is stronger in here, as if the restaurant itself is producing it. My throat starts to hurt immediately and my eyes sting. I try not to think about what that odor is or what it might be doing to my body. At first glance, the interior looks the same as any other fast food place: tiled floor, counter staffed by dull-eyed uniformed workers, menu above them displaying options and prices, along with photos of what’s meant to be tempting food selections. Sandwiches, fries, and shakes, but not the normal offerings. The sandwich meat is greenish and covered with what looks like scales, and the seeds on the bun aren’t seeds at all, but rather tiny eyes. The fries look more like small sections of bone sprinkled with salt, and the shake cups are filled with a purple-gray substance that looks like something that’s been squeezed out of an infected wound. My stomach lurches, and I almost turn around and get the hell out of there, but the girls’ voices come to me again.


  I wish this wasn’t happening! I wish this was a dream!


  That’s okay, It’s okay.


  I take a deep breath through my mouth so I don’t have to smell the chemical stink, and then I approach the counter. The woman at the register is in her twenties, bald with a tattoo of a large purple eye on her forehead. Her left eye remains closed while her right blinks rapidly and continuously. Her short-sleeved uniform is blue, and she wears a square brown hat shaped like a wooden box. Her nametag reads OND. When she speaks, her voice is bright and chipper, but she doesn’t smile.


  “Welcome to Pandora’s, where you won’t believe what’s in the box. Will this be cash, credit, or etheric transfer?”


  I try to speak, but my throat’s so raw—thanks to the chemicals in the air—that it takes me a couple tries to produce sound.


  “I’m, uh, actually here to meet someone. Mr. Lim?”


  Ond’s right eye stops fluttering, just for a couple seconds, before starting back up again. She doesn’t answer with words but instead raises her arm and point toward the dining area. Her hands are twisted and lumpy, as if she suffers from severe arthritis, but her face doesn’t change expression as she points.


  I turn my head to look where she’s pointing, and I see a dozen people scattered around the dining area, some sitting alone, some with companions. They all look like the sort of people that would drive the strange vehicles outside, but only one captures my full attention. An older man sitting alone and eating a sandwich, a pile of fast food wrappers on the table before him.


  Mr. Lim, I presume.


  I thank Ond, who gives no indication that she hears me—or maybe she simply doesn’t care—and I walk over to Mr. Lim’s table. The man’s body odor hits me when I’m within five feet of him, a feral smell, like the scent of big cats in a zoo enclosure. His stink leavens the chemical odor and actually comes as something of a relief. He’s a thin man in his fifties—about a decade older than me—and he’s wearing an army jacket, jeans, and sneakers. His clothes are worn, colors faded, but overall clean enough. He’s several days overdue for a shave, and his bristles are as white as the tangled thatch of hair on his head. There’s a TV screen hanging from a ceiling mount. The sound is muted, but instead of news, it’s playing a series of black-and-white images that look like clips from snuff films. Mr. Lim keeps his gaze focused on the screen as he eats. Although eating is too nice a word for what he’s doing. He’s devouring his sandwiches, tearing into them with the speed and ferocity of a starving dog. He has three other sandwiches waiting for him on the table, all wrapped in yellow paper. I do a quick count of the crumpled wrappers piled in front of him, and I get ten. Assuming he hasn’t been sitting here all day and pacing himself, he’s evidently ordered fourteen of Pandora’s sandwiches for his meal, and while he’s eaten the majority of them, it appears his appetite is nowhere near satisfied. I wonder if he’s eating the sandwiches with the green-scaled patties, but I decide I don’t want to know.


  He doesn’t look away from the TV to acknowledge my presence, so I stand there, unsure what to do. On the screen, a naked fat man holding an electric drill approaches an equally naked teenage girl duct-taped to a wooden chair. The terror in her eyes is so strong it’s almost a living thing in and of itself, and I cast my gaze downward, unable to bear witness to what happens next. I try to tell myself that it’s not real, just some slasher flick, but I know better.


  I almost leave then, but I hear my daughters’ voices once more—maybe because the woman in the video is so young—and my gut cramps with pain. As bizarre and frightening as this place is, it’s nothing compared to what that memory does to me and I stay right where I am.


  “Sit down,” Mr. Lim says through a mouthful of food. He still doesn’t look at me.


  I hesitate for a moment, then I sit down opposite him, my back is to the TV. He continues eating, one sandwich after the other, until he’s finished. It doesn’t take long. When he’s done, he wipes a bit of ketchup from the corner of his mouth and licks it off his fingers. At least, I hope it’s ketchup. He lowers his gaze to mine then, and I see he has the most beautiful pair of sky-blue eyes that I’ve ever seen. The eyes of an angel.


  I’m about to introduce myself when he asks, “Who referred you?”


  His voice sounds normal, but my ears hurt when he speaks, as if his vocal cords transmit an ultrasonic signal that I can’t consciously detect. I find my voice faster than I did with Ord.


  “Marsha McLean. A friend from high school. She said you helped her and could help me. Maybe.”


  “Said?”


  “Uh, yeah. I posted about my problem on social media—just venting, you know?—and she sent me a private message about what you did for her and how I could find you.”


  Marsha gave me Pandora’s address, but no result came up when I entered it into my GPS app on my phone. I figured it was just a glitch of some kind, and I set out searching for the restaurant. I drove up and down the street five times before I finally found it. A gas station was on this corner the first four times I drove by, but on the fifth, Pandora’s sat where the station had been.


  Mr. Lim raises and lowers his chin, as if to indicate my answer is satisfactory.


  “I remember her.”


  He turns halfway in his chair and waves to get Ond’s attention. She looks at him blankly, then she nods and shuffles toward the kitchen. He then turns back to me.


  “What’s your problem?”


  I tell him about the memory that plagues me, the night Jacob and I told our girls that we were divorcing.


  “I’m their mother. I’m supposed to protect them from hurt, not be the cause of it.”


  When I finish, I feel exposed, as if I’ve revealed too much. But I have to tell him my story, don’t I? How can he help me otherwise?


  Marsha’s problem was similar to mine. She lost her husband to cancer, and she was holding his hand in the hospital room when he died. She didn’t regret being there for him, but every night she dreamed of that last moment with him. When it became too much for her to bear any longer, she told a friend, and this friend told her about a man she’d heard of who could solve any problem. A man named Mr. Lim. It took Marsha some time to track him down, but she did, and when she finally met him in person, he was indeed able to help her. Somehow, he removed the memory of her husband’s death from her mind, and she’s slept fine ever since. I pray he can do the same for me.


  “What do you want me to do?” Mr. Lim asks.


  “You took away a painful memory from my friend. I’d like you to do the same for me.”


  He looks at me for a moment with those unearthly blue eyes, and then says, “I can do that.”


  The relief that fills me is so overwhelming that it’s all I can do not to burst into tears.


  “But I’ll need you to get something for me first.”


  Before I can ask what it is, Ond approaches the table carrying a tray of fresh sandwiches wrapped in yellow paper. Fourteen of them. Despite her arthritic-looking hands, she carries the tray without difficulty and sets it in front of Mr. Lim. Without looking at either of us or speaking a word, before she turns and shuffles back toward the counter. Given the way he was eating before, I expect Mr. Lim to tear the paper off one of the sandwiches and cram it into his mouth. But instead he calmly tells me what he wants me to do.


  When he’s finished, he asks if I understand. I don’t really, but I’ll do whatever it takes to be free of the voices.


  Satisfied, he picks up one of the sandwiches, unwraps it slowly, almost lovingly, and then falls upon it with an animalistic snarl.


  * * *


  As I wrote earlier, I’ve lived in Ash Creek for a long time, but I grew up on a farm outside a small town called Waldron. It wasn’t a very successful farm. My dad inherited it from his father, but his heart wasn’t in it. He didn’t like the work and had no head for business. He grew soybeans mostly, and he didn’t do a good job of it. By the time I was married and Nancy was born, he’d sold the farm, moved with my mother to a smaller house in town, and started doing odd jobs as a handyman.


  One summer when I was six, I was playing in a field that Dad never planted nor maintained. I was running through the field, laughing as I chased butterflies, when my foot snagged on something. Fiery pain shot through my ankle, and I cried out as whatever had hold of me drew taught, sending me falling to the ground face first. I put out my hands to break my fall, and the impact hurt my wrists, but that pain was nothing compared to the agony in my ankle. Crying, teeth, gritted, I rolled onto my back and sat up. I bent over to examine my foot and saw my sock and shoe were both covered in blood. There was so much of it, and it was so red, that the sight of it almost made me pass out. I sat there whimpering for several moments until I worked up enough courage to examine my wound more closely.


  Rusty barbed wire was wrapped tight around my ankle, the points caught so deep in my flesh that I imagine they touched the bone. I had no idea where the wire had come from, but later Dad told me there used to be a fence around that field when he was a kid, and the length of wire that caught me must’ve been left over from that time, lying in the field all those years like the world’s most patient serpent, waiting for someone to come along so it could strike.


  I needed stitches and a tetanus shot, of course, and I walked with a crutch for a couple weeks while the wound healed. Luckily, no tendons were damaged, as least not badly, and I was back to running again before summer’s end. But not in that field. Never again.


  The pain of that rusty wire biting through my skin and muscle down to the bone was the worst I’d ever experienced in my life—including labor with both of my girls. Until the night Jacob and I gave them the news we’d both hoped never to have to tell them. Until I saw their faces. Until I heard their voices.


  * * *


  It’s worse in my dreams. There the memory plays and replays with vivid colors and crisp sound, like an expensive Hollywood production. I don’t sleep much. Hell, who am I trying to fool? I hardly sleep at all. You’d think that the memory, painful as it is, would’ve faded over the years, especially since the girls are grown and in college, Lauren at Northern Kentucky University for her undergrad, Nancy at Wichita State for her graduate degree. But the memory has only become sharper with the passage of time. My brother once told me that’s because I have a sick need to punish myself. Maybe so, but knowing that doesn’t make the memory go away.


  I’m careful about what I watch on TV. Commercials are the worst. You never know when kids will be in one. And I’m cautious about the movies I see in theaters. I only go to shows that start after 9 pm in the hope I won’t run into any parents taking their little ones to see the latest animated extravaganza. But for all my precautions, I still hear my girls’ voices throughout the day, so many times that I no longer bother counting.


  * * *


  I’m back at Pandora’s less than an hour later. I’m carrying a white cardboard box with the logo for Pets and More printed on the side. Mr. Lim is finishing the last of what I assume to be another set of fourteen sandwiches. The mound of crumpled wrappers on the table is so large now that there isn’t room for them all, and several have fallen to the floor. I wait for him to finish his sandwich—I know it won’t take long—but I don’t look up at the TV. I don’t what to see what it’s showing. As before, Mr. Lim pays no attention to me until he’s finished. He then glances over at me, then his gaze flicks to the box and he grins. His teeth are overlarge and so white they gleam. He sweeps the wrappers off the table to make room, and I gently set the box down before him. My heart pounds, and my stomach roils with nausea.


  Mr. Lim leans over the box, closes his eyes, and inhales deeply, as if he’s drawing in the scent of a fine wine. He reaches out with trembling hands and opens the box. His lips are moist and I realize he’s drooling. He peers inside, then he turns and gives me an angry glare.


  “I don’t eat anything that still alive,” he says, voice dripping with disgust. “I’m not a savage.” He picks up the box and shoves it toward me, I don’t want to take it, but Mr. Lim releases the box, and if I don’t grab hold of it, the box and its contents will fall to the floor. So I catch it, and there’s a panicked scuttling from inside.


  I look down at the rabbit, a black-and-white fluffball that looks back up at me with frightened eyes.


  “I…You can’t…”


  “What I can do is give you the relief you desire,” he says. “But I don’t work for free.”


  I don’t look at Mr. Lim. Instead, I continue looking at the bunny. After the divorce, Nancy and Lauren begged me to get them a pet, but back then I lived in a small two-bedroom apartment, and I didn’t want to deal with looking after an animal on the days the girls were with their father. And by the time I found myself a new house, the girls were older and had stopped talking about pets. So they never had any growing up. One more regret to add to my list.


  I wish this wasn’t happening! I wish this was a dream!


  That’s okay, It’s okay.


  I take hold of the rabbit by the scruff of its neck and pull it out of the box. I let the box fall to the floor, put one hand around the rabbit’s neck, the other hand on its head, and I quickly turn them in opposite directions. There’s a snapping sound, and the rabbit spasms once and then falls still. I toss the dead creature onto the table, and Mr. Lim gazes at it for a moment, gorgeous blue eyes shining. Then he snatches it up and brings it to his mouth. It takes him longer to finish it off than it does a Pandora’s sandwich, but that’s because he has the fur, bones, and internal organs to deal with, too—all of which he eats. When he’s done, his army jacket is splattered with crimson, and the lower half of his face is a red smear. As he starts to lick blood from his fingers, I say, “Now will you do it?”


  Between finger-licks, he glances at me and says, “It’s already done.”


  I don’t feel any different, and doubt must show on my face, for Mr. Lim sighs and says, “Why did you come to me?”


  “So you could remove one of my bad memories. The worst one.”


  “And which one is that?”


  I open my mouth to reply, but then I realize I have no idea. I remember everything about my interactions with Mr. Lim from the moment I first stepped into Pandora’s, but I can’t recall which memory I wanted him to take from me.


  I smile in wonderment.


  “I can’t believe it! It’s gone! Thank you, thank you so—”


  He waves away my thanks. Ond approaches with a tray of fresh sandwiches, and Mr. Lim turns his attention to whatever new atrocities are playing out on the TV screen. I take this as my cue to go, only too happy to take my leave of Mr. Lim and this strange place.


  As I push open the entrance door, a mother and her two young daughters enter. The faces of all three are mottled with what looks like port wine stains, except theirs are swollen and gently pulsating. I try not to stare as they pass me, then I continue outside and walk toward my Prius. I don’t hear any voices in my head, and I don’t know I should be relieved by that.


  * * *


  I’m a phlebotomist, and I took the day off work so I could meet with Mr. Lim. It’s still early enough that I could go to the hospital and put in a few hours, but I feel so good, so much lighter, that I decide to take the rest of the day to celebrate. I don’t know exactly what burden Mr. Lim relieved me of, but given that I’m so happy I’m almost giddy, I know it has to be a huge one, and no longer being tormented by memory like that is definitely worth celebrating. I feel so great that I don’t question how Mr. Lim performed this miracle or even what he is precisely, or where exactly Pandora’s is in relation to what I’ve always thought of as the real world. In truth, I don’t really care about those details, and I suspect that if I had answers to my questions, I wouldn’t like them.


  I’m debating whether to get a relaxing massage at my gym or a strong margarita at my favorite Mexican restaurant when my phone starts buzzing. I left my purse on the floor of my passenger seat both times I went into Pandora’s, but I moved it back onto the passenger seat before I left the parking lot. I reach inside, remove the phone and accept the call without looking to see who it is. Like most people, I usually screen my calls to avoid salespeople or political polltakers, but right now I’m too happy to care who it is.


  “Hello?”


  “Hi, Mom!”


  I frown. “Who is this?”


  Silence on the other end for several seconds.


  “Mom, it’s me. Nancy.”


  I’m not sure why this woman is calling me Mom, but I search my memory, trying to recall if I know a Nancy. There’s a nurse named Nancy that I’ve worked with a few times when I’ve been on nights, but this isn’t her. She’s in her late sixties, and this woman is young, in her twenties, maybe. Besides, why would that Nancy call me Mom?”


  “Sorry, you must have the wrong number.” I pull the phone away from my ear, intending to disconnect, but before I can the woman—Nancy—speaks hurriedly.


  “Is this some kind of joke, Mom? Please tell me it is, because if it’s not, you’re scaring me.”


  I should disconnect anyway. If there’s anyone joking here, it’s her. But I don’t. Instead I put the phone back to my ear.


  “I’m sorry but not only don’t I know a Nancy, I don’t recognize your voice.”


  The pause is longer this time, and I think she’s ended the call, but then she says, “Do you remember the hospital where you work?”


  “I’m not sure what disturbs me more: that she knows where I work or the forced calm in her voice, which does a poor job of masking the fear underneath.


  “Yes.”


  “Go there. Right now. Tell them you’re having trouble remembering things. I’ll book a flight and be in Ohio as soon as I can. I’ll call Laura and—” She breaks off. “Do you remember Laura?”


  My silence is answer enough.


  “I’ll call her, and I’m sure she’ll come, too. She’s close enough to drive, and she’ll get there first. Don’t worry, Mom. You’re going to be okay. Everything’s going to be okay. I love you.”


  She sounds on the verge of tears as she disconnects. I hold the phone to my ear a moment longer before returning it to my purse. This incident is as strange as anything I experienced in Pandora’s, and while I have no idea who Nancy or Lauren are, there was something about Nancy’s parting words, something about the way she repeated okay that chilled me. Whoever these girls are, they must be part of the memory Mr. Lim removed from my mind. I wanted that memory gone, needed it desperately. My continuing sanity depended on it. So maybe I shouldn’t think about this too closely, shouldn’t try to recover that which I worked so hard to be free of.


  To hell with the massage and the margarita, and to hell with the hospital. I needed to go home. Now.


  I pressed down on the gas and prayed I wouldn’t catch the attention of any cops on the way.


  * * *


  A couple hours later, I’m sitting in Pandora’s parking lot again. It isn’t as full as it was earlier, but the vehicles here now are just as weird as the ones before. I was afraid that I wouldn’t be able to find the restaurant again, that once my wish was granted, the place would go back to wherever it came from, never to return. But I found it again, and on the first try. I’ve been sitting here for five minutes, gripping the steering wheel and looking straight ahead. Once I got home, I checked my phone and found contacts for both a Nancy and a Lauren. No last names, though. I checked my text messages and found conversations with both women. The latest exchanges were about their upcoming Spring breaks. Their schools didn’t do their Spring breaks during the same week. Lauren’s was first, and Nancy’s was the week after. The three of us wanted to take a cruise, but we were having trouble figuring out the logistics of the trip.


  I have no memory of these texts.


  There are saved voicemails from both girls, too. I didn’t recognize either of their voices. There are pictures on my phone, most of which are of one or two young women who I assume are Nancy and Lauren. I’m in some of those pictures, but I have no memory of them being taken. I checked my social media accounts and found more pictures of them, along with their comments on my posts. I checked out their profiles, went through their pictures, saw bits and pieces of two lives I know nothing about. I saw both girls are connected to Jacob on social media, and they share his last name—Haynes. That was my last name, too. I didn’t change it after the divorce. It seemed like too much of a hassle, and Jacob and I don’t have hard feelings toward each other, Well, not too many. I haven’t spoken with him in years, not since he remarried, but I’m tempted to call him now and ask him about Nancy and Lauren, if they really are who I fear they are. I have others I could call, too. My own mother. My brother. But there’s no point. I understand what happened—if not exactly why—and I know what I need to do.


  I get out of my car and head into the restaurant once more.


  * * *


  Ond is still standing behind the counter, and the place still smells like a chemical factory. The dining area isn’t as full as it was earlier, but the people that are here are strange, just like—


  Mr. Lim is sitting at the same table, a new mound of crumpled wrappers in front of him and scattered piles of them on the floor around his feet. He has only one sandwich left, but he seems to be in no hurry to eat it. Maybe he’s finally full? He holds onto the sandwich with both hands, almost as if cradling it. His jacket is still stained with rabbit blood, thick and wet. He’s watching a woman use a butcher knife cut off a man’s balls on the TV. I’m so relieved he’s here. I was afraid he might have left while I was gone. I then wonder if he ever leaves, or if he’s always sitting here, devouring one sandwich after another, watching an endless parade of televised murder and mutilation, doing favors for people willing to pay his price.


  I head over to the table on the edge of panic. I don’t have any memories of Nancy and Lauren, but now I believe I should have, and I’m horrified at what I must have lost, what I must have willingly given up. I don’t know what I was thinking, and I don’t care. I just want my memories back. But before I can speak, Mr. Lim turns to me with a smile that’s almost but not quite mocking.


  “No one realizes that when you remove one memory, all the others associated with it have to go, too. It’s like a house of cards. Take one from the bottom and the entire structure collapses. You’d be surprised how many of my clients come back after they understand this, but I must say, you may have set the record for the fastest return visit.”


  “So you can give them back—the memories?”


  “Of course, I can!” He sounds offended at first, but then he smiles again, slowly this time. Slyly. “But like I told you earlier, I don’t work for free.”


  He unwraps the sandwich, crumples the paper, and tosses it to the floor. He lifts the sandwich up for my inspection and removes the top bun to reveal a bloody hunk of raw meat sitting there. A very particular cut of meat.


  “It’s hard to find a steady supply,” he says. “Especially when you have an appetite like mine.”


  I remember how during my first visit, when I told him Marsha had said something to me about him, he questioned my use of the word. Now I know why. Marsha can type just fine, but she can’t say anything. She went through this same ritual, as I imagine most of Mr. Lim’s customers do—if they want back what they so foolishly gave away.


  He replaces the top bun and gobbles the sandwich down. Afterward, he wipes away a splotch of crimson from his lips which I now know for certain isn’t ketchup, and then points to the counter. Ond holds a butcher knife that looks very much like the one wielded by the ball-cutter on the TV. I think of how scared Nancy sounded on the phone even though she fought so hard to sound calm. I think of Lauren, who even now is driving back to Ohio from Kentucky, worried sick that her mother had a stroke or is suffering from early-onset dementia. I’ll see her soon, Nancy too, and when I do, I may not be able to say I love you, but I will hug them, hug them hard. I think they’ll get the message. Most importantly, I’ll remember them. Remember everything, good times and bad.


  I walk to the counter and stick out my tongue. Ond takes hold of the tip between a thumb and forefinger and pulls it taut. Then, without any change in her expression, she raises the knife and cuts. It hurts worse than the barbed wire around my ankle, but still not as bad as—


  I hear my girls’ voices again, and as Ond heads back to the kitchen with her grisly prize, I smile with my empty mouth, blood pouring over my chin and splattering onto the counter with a sound sweet as music.


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  “Where did you get your idea for this story?”


  It’s a common question that writers get, but for me, the answer isn’t simple. I keep a list of interesting things I see and hear, along with ideas and images that pop into my head, using the notepad app on my phone. These are often small bits and pieces of oddness that in and of themselves aren’t strong enough to carry a story. But when it’s time for me to write a short story, I read over my list and see which oddities jump out at me. I search for images and words that are evocative, ones that stimulate my imagination. I also have a file on my computer where I keep possible titles, and I read through them looking for the same thing: something that jumps out at me, that hints of an intriguing story waiting to be told. I combine these various bits to come up with the weird part of a story premise, then I search for an emotional core to add to the story. Stories—even bizarre horror stories—are most effective when they’re about people. Their hopes and dreams, needs and desires, but especially their pain.


  “Voices Like Barbed Wire” was one of the titles on my list. I added it years ago, and I no longer remember where it came from. Perhaps it was a fragment of poetry or a song lyric. Or maybe it was a corruption of a phrase I misheard. The character of Mr. Lim came from a man I saw in McDonald’s one day—a skinny, disheveled, older guy with a pile of crumpled cheeseburger wrappers on the table in front of him. Dallas Mayr, who wrote as Jack Ketchum, had recently passed away, and I was thinking about a workshop of his titled “Write From the Wound.” For the emotional core of my story, I decided to explore one of my deepest wounds: the day my wife and I told our two daughters that we were getting a divorce. This is one of my most painful memories, and I’d love to get rid of it if I could. I took all those elements, put them in the blender of my imagination, and “Voices Like Barbed Wire” was the result. I hope you enjoyed reading it, and if you’re a writer, consider trying the accretion technique when working on short stories. It works for me.
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  From The Horrors Hiding in Plain Sight
 Dark Ink


  I. Jesse


  Confucius said, “if you choose a career that you love, you’ll never work a day in your life.” I didn’t become a nurse because I like to help people. I didn’t become a nurse because I have an affinity for keeping cool in hectic situations or because I have a preference for soft-soled shoes with solid instep support. I became a nurse because it seemed like the most obvious transition after practically consuming anatomy books throughout my adolescence. To say that I was fixated would be an understatement. There were times when I wanted to peel the images from the glossy pages, drape them over my forearms like perfectly formed crepes, and carry them daintily to the solace of my bedroom where I could consume them still warm from the pan.


  No, I didn’t enjoy anatomy book drawings like every other adolescent boy “enjoys” them—as if that isn’t the euphemism of the year—I mean, their ultimate purpose was by-proxy masturbation material of course, but not in the way you think. You see, I didn’t use the illustrations to view naked bodies. I used them to investigate. To formulate. To plan.


  Sure, maybe it all stems from that somewhat traumatic incident when I was about eight and the babysitter was curled up on the couch, watching The Exorcist on HBO. I needed to pee, so I crawled out of my bed and crept down the hall in my Ninja Turtle footie pajamas and did my business. For whatever reason, I chose not to return straight to bed; instead, I padded further down the hall and tip-toed into the shag-rugged living room, pitch dark save for the strobing alien glow of the television. It was just my good fortune that the scene that was playing on the screen was the one where Ellen Burstyn is trapped in her daughter’s bedroom, furniture sliding along the floors and blocking the exits, while Linda Blair hacks away at her hoo-ha with the business end of a crucifix. I froze, completely transfixed by what was going on. And then Linda’s head turned in a way I had never seen a head turn. It was as if all of the joints and cartilage and muscle and bone in her body had melted. In that moment, I realized: there was nothing keeping a human body from becoming a life-sized Stretch Armstrong.


  The funny thing is, the creepy back-bending spider walk scene wasn’t reintroduced by William Friedkin until the movie was rereleased in 2000. I can’t fathom what kind of effect that scene would’ve had on my sexual identity.


  After that night, I became obsessed. I needed to know every detail of the human skeletal and muscular system. I dumped all of my GI Joes into a big pile on my bedroom floor and spent hours trying to bend them into yoga poses even the Kama Sutra would frown upon. Zarana and Zanzibar were my favorites, and looking back now, I can see why: unlike most of the hero Joes, those villains were half-naked, clothed in what I, a now rational and somewhat worldly adult, can only describe as “daddy bondage wear.” Zanzibar, with his swarthy eye patch, midlife crisis ponytail, and brown and silver codpiece, sported a ripped orange t-shirt like a bizarre fetish club stripper. Zarana, the decidedly more butch of the two, wore ripped jeans, a pink halter, and elbow-length leather gloves. The red knee pads draped over the tops of her boots are a detail crystalized in my memory, one that immediately came to mind when Samantha, my rich, blonde, dumb-as-rocks girlfriend in high school, decided to deliver a special present for my sixteenth birthday but insisted on kneeling on the throw pillows from her parents’ Sunpan Modern Bugatti grain leather sofa while doing it.


  I spent hours, more likely months, of my tween years trying to bend Zanzibar and Zarana and their merry band of Tom Savini Sex-Machine-costume-inspired action figures into human pretzels. After my father took me kite flying on Wells Beach one summer, I swiped the spool of string and repurposed it as fixing rope, manipulating tiny Joe bodies into contortionist tableaus. After weeks of careful, systematic stretching, I managed to turn Zanzibar’s head completely around until he was a fortune teller in Dante’s Inferno, forever doomed to look only behind himself and tickle his silver skull pendant with the tip of his hair. Unfortunately for Zarana, though, I became too impatient, and frustrated after weeks of trying to make her elbows entwine behind her back, she broke in two, her torso spilling a dried-out black rubber band and her splayed legs held together only by a tiny metal hook.


  Twenty-five years later, I still have her legs. Sometimes I think about attaching an ornament hook to them and hanging them somewhere out of sight on the town’s Christmas tree, but that might give the police a clue to my identity, and it’s best not to be reckless after what I’ve done lately.


  II. Rebekah


  My name means “tied up” in Hebrew. I shit you not. When I was a kid, a bunch of us looked up our names in my mom’s old baby book shoved way in the back of the old, musty bookcase. Apparently, it had been a real party game in the late 1970s, deciding what to name your little bundle of post-Roe v. Wade joy. When we cracked open the spine, a few dog-eared pages pulled us right to our brood’s namesakes. My older brother, Matthew? His name means “Gift of God.” My sister Abigail? “Gives joy.” And my cousin Adam, his name translates into “Son of the red earth,” whatever the fuck that means. Rebekah? “Bound.” Restrained. Confined.


  The irony kills me.


  I didn’t set out to become a dominatrix. I mean, I know everyone in the sex trade says that, unless they’re lying and/or coked up so high they’d say just about anything to keep the camera rolling. When you’re sitting at that worn wooden desk in third grade, tracing the scratches and graffiti with your finger, all the while cursing the son of a bitch whose etchings cause your pencil to make holes in your papers because the surface below isn’t perfectly flat anymore, you don’t daydream about one day, maybe someday, wearing a latex cat suit and cracking a whip against some thirty-something-year-old district attorney whose suit jacket shoulder smells a little like sour milk and Fruity Pebbles. You don’t go shoe shopping with Mom the summer before you begin junior high and imagine the sales clerk licking the toe of your brown Candies t-strap loafer. You don’t fantasize about hog-tying your senior prom date and stuffing him in the trunk of his dad’s Dodge Aries while you stab your undercooked chicken cordon blue and listen to your best friend whine about her stiletto heels totally killing her feet.


  I mean, maybe you do think about all of those things. But you don’t make it a career choice. When Mrs. Zahn, my high school guidance counselor, called me into her office in October of my senior year to have “the talk”—you know, since I hadn’t expressed any interest in applying to college, entering the military, or even pursuing a dead-end career as a Citgo convenience store attendant or IHOP waitress—I had nothing to offer her, not even a half-assed line of bullshit about wanting to become a kindergarten teacher or a famous fashion designer. I simply stared at her and waited out the five minutes of silence that hung between us until the bell rang for next period.


  I loafed around community college for a few years, even honed a trade working for an engraver part-time to pay my rent. The place was called “Stanislau’s Personalized Gifts,” and Stan, the mild-mannered owner with the heavy Polish accent, was patient and taught me first how to engrave metal plates using a machine. After a few months, I was using the hand stencils and detailing calligraphy like an ancient stenographer on papyrus. I even tried my hand at stone etching a few times and seriously considered going into the tombstone design business. I still might. It’s an art, transcribing someone’s last identity onto a marble slab. I dabbled in wood carving a bit, too, and was even hired to create a set of “special edition” paddles for Pi Beta Phi’s Rush Week; the sorority liked my work so much that they let me keep one of them afterwards. I still personalize paddles for wedding shower gifts every now and then. It’s the gift that keeps on giving.


  Anyway, one night after work, a bunch of us headed up to Sophia’s Bar for the usual obnoxious binge-drinking and beer goggling, and I met this guy and we really hit it off. His name was Chris, and he had this beautiful light brown skin, big, brown doe-eyes and a headful of soft, curly brown hair. When he laughed, his whole body shook, like the joy was ricocheting off of his insides like Pop Rocks. We sucked down Mind Erasers first through those tiny cocktail straws, then finally by pouring them down our throats without swallowing, sometimes ice cubes and all. We shared a cab back to my apartment, and while I didn’t make it a habit to bring strange men into my home, I knew my two roommates would be there within the hour; I figured I could survive his plan to knock me out and rob the place and still live to tell the tale if worse came to worse.


  Almost immediately after stumbling through my front door, we began making out like newlyweds on honeymoon. I pulled him into my bedroom, the second door off the hall of our railroad flat, and he held his hands against the sides of my face and said, “Tell me what to do.”


  I laughed and tried to untie my sneaker without falling over. “Um…help me get my stupid shoes off,” I joked.


  Chris leaped to my feet and began to furiously untie my muddy Keds, and when my socks were finally exposed, he quickly peeled them off and bowed down like a devout Muslim facing Mecca to kiss the tops of my feet. “Tell me to clean them with my tongue. I’m a very bad boy. I need to be punished,” he wailed suddenly, not looking up at me at all.


  I was confused. The evening had taken a really weird turn. This kind of kink dialogue was usually reserved for steady relationships that had cooled or cheesy late-night cable movies. “Uh…yeah, okay. Go ahead. Lick my feet. Consider yourself warned, though: I’ve been on them all day. They have that not-so-fresh-feeling,” I said, suddenly wondering how I could manage a graceful exit to grab a glass of ice water: my mouth was fetid and dry with post-alcohol tackiness.


  Chris wrapped his meaty hands around my ankles and bent his head back, finally meeting my eyes. “I want you to slap me,” he said, his face completely serious.


  I laughed. “You came home with the wrong gal, buddy. I’m a pacifist. I don’t even kill spiders—I scoop them up in Dixie cups and escort them outside.”


  He smiled but didn’t move his hands from my lower legs. I shifted my weight a bit, more to assess how easily I could wiggle away to get that glass of water than out of nervousness. When he felt my movement, his grip tightened. “I’m not letting go until you slap me across the face,” he said. “Hard.”


  I tried to move my feet again, and when I was unsuccessful, I glanced quickly around the room, running the situation quickly through the rational filters in my brain. He was drunk and wobbly. He was on his knees and would need an extra second or two to push himself up into a running position if I needed to get away fast. Defense weaponry was scarce, but I spied the barrel of my curling iron peeking out from a pile of discarded laundry on the floor near the hamper, and in a pinch, I still had my roommate Sharon’s duck-handled umbrella stuffed underneath my bed where I shoved most of my acquisitions. I tried to think of what to say next, but only one-liners from man-hating Lifetime movies came to mind. “Get your hands off of me,” I said with as much menace as I could gather. “Right. Now.”


  A hard second passed. Chris didn’t blink. “No.”


  I paused. Now I was angry. Who the fuck did this guy think he was, bullying me into slapping him?


  I pulled my arm back and smacked the side of Chris’s face as hard as I could—so hard, the sting on my palm made me wave it around immediately to shake off the pain. He winced a bit, then returned his head to its original position. “Again,” he said softly.


  This time, I slapped him with my right hand and followed with my left, a one-two strike. I didn’t wait for him to react. I continued alternately slapping and punching his face until he let go of my ankles, and then, instead of using my newfound freedom to run out of my bedroom, I began to kick him in the stomach. He did nothing to defend himself, even repositioning himself on his back on my nearby futon mattress so that more of his body was exposed. My assault continued for a good five minutes, until blood began to run from his nose and my toes and wrists started to ache. I sank to the floor in exhaustion, panting and wiping the sweat that had begun to form on my forehead.


  We were quiet for a long while, and then Chris got to his feet, grabbed a tissue from the box on my nightstand to wipe his face, and walked over to me. I was still crouched in the same place on the floor. He touched my shoulder gently. “You’re one sexy fucking pacifist,” he said. Then he opened my bedroom door and left.


  We never saw each other again, but I slept better that night than I had in years.


  III. Jesse


  I want to go on record and say that I have never viewed prostitutes as lesser human beings. I don’t subscribe to that conservative crap, and I have never treated a patient differently because he or she was poor or white trash. I have little patience for stupid people, that’s true, but poor doesn’t always translate into dumb. And I know prostitution doesn’t necessarily mean poverty either. You always hear about those bored suburban housewives who get their rocks off selling it while their corporate husbands are at work, and I am here to attest that it is not, in fact, an urban myth.


  In the beginning, I only ordered custom call girls—the kind where you call a service, tell the operator what you want—height, hair color, hold the anchovies—and within an hour, she’s on your doorstep, hotter and fresher than a Domino’s pizza. Thank you, American Express. One of the women, a petite but curvy gal named Mary Jane with a strawberry blonde Jennifer Aniston haircut and a meticulous manicure, stayed in bed with me for a bit after my deeds were done. Truth be told—I fell asleep immediately after, having worked a double the night before, and I had neglected to untie her wrists from her ankles before inspecting the insides of my eyelids. She had no choice but to watch her tiny, pedicured feet transform from dark pink to slightly purple after her attempt to unravel my intricate braiding had only managed to cinch the restraints tighter. A half hour into my snoring, she lost all feeling in her toes and nudged me awake.


  I apologized profusely and gave her an extra tip for her trouble, and that’s when she confided in me. “I’ll have to stick to pants for a little while,” she laughed, rubbing the marks the rope had burned into her lower legs. “My husband wouldn’t understand.”


  And that’s when she did it. Sore from having been held in one position for too long, Mary rolled her shoulders back and reached her arms above her head to stretch. She plaited her hands together, bent her elbows, and cupped the top of her head like a finger yarmulke. Without thinking, I jumped behind her, grabbed each of her elbows, and pulled them back hard, trying to make them touch. I recall wanting to mimic the Monarch butterfly I had seen resting on a flower in my garden earlier that week. Wings outspread, wings folded.


  Her arm sockets cracked with a loud popping sound, and Mary screamed: a high-pitched, primal screech of both surprise and pain. I had not only dislocated both of her shoulders, but I had ruptured one of her coracobrachialis, the muscle running just under the top of the bicep where it attaches to the shoulder. Still holding her elbows together, I shifted my arms slightly from side to side and felt the new freedom with which her no-longer-tightly-tethered extremities could move. Mary buckled, made a terrible wail, and fainted, falling forward and back onto my bed, face-first.


  In that moment, I saw my two choices as plain as day. I could carry Mary to my car and drive her to the hospital. I could pay for her medical treatment and maybe even throw her a few bucks in hush money. I was certain the service would never accept an order from me again, but that was to be expected.


  I pondered that option for about two seconds, then chose the other one. I grabbed the rope from the floor and tied Mary’s elbows tightly together, weaving the rope in and out along her forearms until I could tie the ends together at her wrists. I gently turned her face so that she could still breathe—I’m not a monster, for God’s sake—and stood back to admire my work. From the side, her silhouette resembled that of a great white shark, her teepeed elbows the tip of an ominous fin. I grabbed my phone and took photo after photo from every angle: I had to commemorate this image—my Zarana had finally been achieved, and I hadn’t broken this one, at least not irreparably. My excitement almost reaching a climax, I climbed onto the bed and straddled her thighs, preparing to achieve what would surely be the greatest orgasm of my life, when Mary came to and began to moan. She opened her eyes and immediately began to cry, not because I was preparing to violate her but because she was in so much physical pain.


  I lost my erection. I could not perform if I knew she was in pain. I was a rigger, but apparently, I wasn’t a sadist. Fuck. What a way to find out.


  I climbed off of the bed and quickly began to untie her.


  Before helping her into the wheelchair at the hospital I put five hundred dollars in her back pocket.


  Her husband wouldn’t have understood.


  IV. Rebekah


  Have you heard of Fetlife? It’s a social media site on the border of the Dark Web for individuals with sexual fetishes. If it whips, chains, bullies, cowers, pees, peeps, poops, licks, diapers, or switch-hits, you’ll find it there. There are even in-person “club meetings” and game nights. Profiles are free, but you do have to run through a verification process. Nothing is too freakish, nothing is too vanilla. When I first joined, more as free advertising than to expand my social calendar, I saw my old Philosophy professor’s picture in a profile. If I had registered sooner, I might have scored an A in that class after all.


  Now that I have a regular rotation of clientele, I’m not as desperate to glean new business, but I do still check my Fet mailbox every now and then. That’s how I met Jesse.


  One of my best friends, Johnny, is an out gay man. He’s extremely handsome and as fabulous as they come, but he tells me that his biggest problem in the sex department is finding a compatible partner. He’s a self-described top, and for whatever reason, he finds himself attracted to men who, as he finds out later, are also tops. Two tops don’t jive: it’s like trying to attach two screws together. You need a nut, or everything falls apart. Although we operate in separate sexual toolboxes, albeit neighboring ones at that, Jesse and I are both tops. We could never connect as sexual partners. We did, however, thrive as friends once we learned to interact as a team.


  Jesse had misunderstood my ad and booked a “meet and greet” over breakfast at a greasy diner near my apartment. I always required this public meeting for new clients: why waste my time with wishy-washers or endanger myself with potential kidnappers, rapists, or serial murderers? Not that I could tell if someone had the potential to kill someone by the way they dipped their toast into their eggs: I mean, I certainly didn’t recognize it in Jesse.


  When I walked into O’Brien’s Corner at seven in the morning on a Tuesday, I knew right away which man was him, even though he didn’t look at all as I had imagined. He was tall, but not too tall, and very thin, but muscular in the upper-arm region. His hair was wavy and a little too long on top, so it swooped over his eyebrows like a ballet dancer. The strangest part of about him was his face—I knew he was in his mid-thirties, but his face was that of a thirteen or fourteen-year-old boy, complete with Cillian Murphy lips and freckles. I suspected he had made a concerted effort not to color the streaks of grey in his hair so that he wouldn’t be carded on a regular basis. Without them, he hardly looked old enough to drive a car.


  I stood by the booth and offered my hand. “Morning,” I said. “J?”


  He clasped my hand in his. “Good morning yourself, R.” His hand was smooth and cool, like a doctor’s, and it too was sprinkled with tiny freckles.


  I slid into the seat across from him. “What are we eating?”


  He laughed, and his wet blue eyes danced with amusement. “A gal with an immediate appetite is always appreciated.” He brought his water glass to his lips and drank a healthy swallow, his lips grinning and his eyes still focused intently on me. I liked him immediately, which is good, because twisted friends are hard to find. They’re even harder to keep.


  V. Jesse


  My Mary Jane experience was one from which I learned a number of things.


  1. Don’t do anything hurtful, damaging, or that might otherwise require a trip to the emergency room with someone to whom my credit card is tied


  2. Don’t meet prostitutes in my own home or drive them anywhere in my own car, especially those with whom I wish to push the boundaries of flexibility


  3. Don’t push those boundaries of flexibility with prostitutes without doping them up with pain-killers first


  4. A hospital visit costs a fuckload of money without insurance


  But most importantly,


  5. I liked dislocating Mary’s shoulders. I liked seeing her arms pinned back in an unnatural posture more than I had enjoyed anything in my life thus far.


  It took a while to master my new technique. I rented cheap but clean motel rooms on the other side of the city, then picked up a pro or two in a seedy bar not far away. I couldn’t risk transporting a girl in my own vehicle again, so walking to my room was a must. I swiped a few Fentanyl patches and a handful of the lozenges from the pharmacy at my work when I knew Stacy, whose two-pack-a-day smoke habit couldn’t keep her from slipping out of the back door every half hour or so, was careless enough to let the door swing open just long enough for me to stick a card in to block the auto lock feature while she escaped to shove another oral cancer welcome mat in front of her mouth. I cut the patches into quarters and sealed the pieces in a Ziploc baggie, then packed them alongside my ropes into an overnight duffel bag.


  As exciting as the spontaneity of folding Mary Jane’s arms had been, I needed to plan things carefully from then on. If I broke a woman’s knees or ankles, if I dislocated hip flexors or tore Achilles tendons, it was likely my little rope bunny would pass out from the shock or perhaps even die from spinal cord injury or blood loss. I was a smart man, smart enough to know that it is nearly impossible to get rid of a dead body without a trace. Besides, I had no interest in fucking a corpse. What was the point of folding these women into flesh accordions if I couldn’t stick my cock in them as a grand finale?


  When it was time for my first foray under this new protocol, I checked into the motel, slipped a lozenge into my pocket, and walked the three blocks, past the dilapidated housing and run-down Mini-Mart to The Atlas Cafe, a tavern with the square footage of my living room whose wood-paneled walls and cement floors I guessed hadn’t seen a bright light in about a decade. There, sitting with her gazelle-like legs folded neatly around each other under the barstool, was my first experiment. Her hair was long and shaggy and dyed a teenie-bopper purple color over black and grey roots; her eyes were large and brown and heavily lined in black. She looked to be at least forty years old, even in the dim lighting, and had a silver ball piercing in her cheek dimple like a metallic beauty mark. I slid into the stool two chairs down from her: close enough to start a conversation but with enough distance as to not raise suspicion. She nodded her head at me and within a record twenty minutes, Keri (spelled like the lotion, she made certain to explain) and I were walking back toward my room, me fingering the door key in my pocket and her tonguing the lozenge she had accepted from me without a quiver of suspicion.


  By the time I wrestled the sticky door open, Keri had begun to sway a bit on her feet. “Phew,” she said dreamily, the word coming out as foooyood. “This really does pack a wallop.” She draped her long fingers along my shoulder like she was trying to regain her balance.


  “Have you taken an opioid painkiller before, miss?” I asked, somewhat amused. I was starting to suspect I wouldn’t need to slap one of the patches on her skin after all. It was just as well: they could take hours to take full effect. Keri walked purposefully over to the polyester-quilted bed and sat down on the edge. She rubbed her palms over the tops of her thighs over and over, like she was petting a cat. The faraway look in her now-glassy eyes told me that she was ready. I crossed my arms in front of my chest and waited for her to initiate payment specifics.


  Instead, she stuck her hand out toward me like a parent beckoning a child. “C’mere, you big silly,” she said, half smiling, half yawning. She crossed and uncrossed her slender legs, then crossed them again; her legs were so thin, she could tuck her foot around her calf, a second cross. This phenomenon made my mind race.


  I unfolded my arms and walked over to the bed. Keri looked up at me expectantly. “I have a very specific preference when it comes to sex,” I said. “How flexible are you?” I touched her hair. It felt like matted straw, and I pulled my hand away in disgust.


  She smiled a drunken smile and put her hand on my stomach. “Oh, I’ve been known to do an impossible yoga pose or two,” she said. “For the right price, that is. $200 for straight sex, but for anything kinky, the price doubles.”


  “Good,” I said, reaching over to my duffel bag and unzipping the top. “Because I’m a big fan of achieving the impossible.” I snatched the pile of fifties I had laid beside the Ziplocked patches and grabbed the thin, yellow rope from the top of the bag.


  For a moment, I thought I saw a flash of concern fall across Keri’s face, but it was soon replaced with contented calm. The Fentanyl was working overtime; I hadn’t considered the interaction it might have with the alcohol, or how much Keri had drunk before I arrived, for that matter. She began unbuttoning her shorts and pushed them to the floor, along with her panties. As she lifted her t-shirt over her head, I felt the same pang of conscience I had felt with Mary Jane. I had wanted the Fentanyl to numb my partners; I hadn’t wanted to dope them beyond the point of rational consent. I counted out eight fifties, folded them, and shoved them into Keri’s shorts pocket on the floor.


  “Thanks, darlin’,” she mumbled. “My goodness…mmmmm, I don’t think I can feel my face anymore,” she said. “Hey, slap me across the face.”


  I snorted and unrolled the rope.


  “I said, slap me,” she repeated. “Come on, baby…I just want to see how it feels.”


  Laying the rope on the mattress, I grabbed Keri gently by the shoulders and pulled her so that her head could lie comfortably on the pillows at the top of the bed. She obliged without objection, and when her head touched the pillow, she lowered her eyelids into a squinting position and smiled at me again. I drew my hand back and slapped her half-heartedly across the face. She did not react but kept smiling.


  I back-crawled down to her legs and grabbed her left calf firmly by her ankle and beneath her knee. Holding it parallel to the floor, I folded her leg backwards so that her knee was touching her hip. She still did not react. Now was the time to see if my plan would work. I tightened my grip on her leg and with a quick jerking motion, pushed it toward the mattress as hard as I could, feeling the tight snap as the knee ligaments ruptured. Keri’s face changed but she did not cry; instead, she looked confused. I tested the new freedom of her appendage by wiggling her lower leg in her knee socket. It felt disconnected, like her knee had turned to Jell-O. When I straightened and dropped her leg onto the mattress, it bounced once, and I could see the outline of her kneecap shift freely beneath her pale skin.


  I picked up her right leg and repeated the process, feeling the snap of the ligaments and the gelatin wobbliness once more. Once again, Keri moved her head but did not cry out in pain or protest. I could feel my heart racing in my chest in excitement. My groin throbbed. I snatched the yellow rope and moved it into a pile between Keri’s upper thighs. Grabbing her right calf again, I turned it inward, then pulled her foot upwards to rest next to her right hip so that her leg formed a V-shape. I mimicked the action with her left leg and leaned back to admire my work. I had made a perfect W. W for Why-didn’t-I-think-of-this-sooner? I thought, and chuckled to myself.


  I ran the yellow rope back and forth, around and under each calf and thigh, pulling the V’s closed so that they resembled chicken wings. Keri began to moan, and I wondered if the lozenge had begun to wear off. Reaching into the duffel bag, I felt for the plastic bag of snipped patches. “Don’t you worry, my little yoga master,” I said. “This will make it all better.” I peeled the backing from the patch piece and pressed it firmly onto the left side of her abdomen. Then, in one swift motion, I flipped Keri over onto her stomach and her tightly folded legs spread to each side of her hip. I grabbed the ends of the rope, brought her wrists together to the bottom of her spine, and tied them securely together.


  When I was done, I climbed from the bed and stood at its foot, admiring my work. With the bright purple hair concealing her face, Keri resembled a strange insect of some sort, her tiny leg wings splayed helplessly to each side. I angled my phone to take my photos before allowing myself the final indulgence, but I found I could only take three shots before giving in. “I can’t feel my feet,” Keri called out weakly from under the nest of hair.


  “I know, sweetheart,” I said. “And that’s probably for the best.” I unlatched my belt, unbuckled my pants, and climbed onto the bed.


  VI. Rebekah


  I had just finished the three-hour session with one of my regulars, a high school Special Education teacher who called himself Sean, when my cell phone buzzed with vibration from the dresser. Sean, who was shaped like a fleshy Weeble-Wobble but sported an incongruous sandy blonde crew cut like a Marine, was in the hotel room bathroom, running his arms under cold water to quell the sting of the burns he’d special-requested at the start of our meeting. Ever since America had banned clove cigarettes, I’d had to special order packs from Canada on eBay just to avoid the disgusting remnants of Newports or Marlboros in my mouth and hair. You’d be surprised how many people want their flesh singed as part of their session. I’ve seriously considered a GoFundMe page to finance an indoor grill and fire poker set. Nothing shocks me anymore.


  “Speak,” I commanded into the receiver. This was my business-only iPhone; I deducted it and the separate bill off of my taxes as a work expense.


  “It’s Jesse,” said the voice on the other end of the line. “I need your help. Can you come by?”


  Sean poked his head into the room. “You got any more of those Band-Aids?” he asked. I moved the phone to my other ear, felt around in my travel case, grabbed the blue and white box, and tossed it to him. “Thanks,” he said and disappeared back into the bathroom.


  “I’m a little tied up right now,” I said, “and not in the way you’d prefer.” I tried to wrestle my suit pants back on with my one free hand.


  Jesse was silent on the other end, and for a moment, I assumed he had hung up. Then he said, “I can wait. You’re the only one who can help me with this.”


  I tucked my wallet, now fat with earnings from the day, into my case and glanced at the digital clock on the nightstand. “Let me drop some stuff off at my apartment and I’ll be over. Where are you, exactly?”


  Two hours later, I was walking briskly along American Legion Highway after departing the subway, glad my wallet was hidden safely away in my jacket’s inside pocket. A plane flew by low overhead, temporarily deafening me. The only thing separating me and the traffic whizzing by was a battered guardrail, and each time a particularly noisy car sped by me, I flinched, readying my body to take the impact of a hit and run. The sun was just beginning to set, and I was relieved to see the rainbow-accented blue hotel sign just ahead of me in the exhaust-filled haze. I made a mental note to call a car service to take me home later.


  Jesse was sitting in the lounge of the hotel’s resident Mexican restaurant, Tio Juan’s, at a counter-height table with three other stools, his back to the window. He was sipping a dark-colored beer. “‘Pick a shady enough location?” I asked. “What’s the matter: all the motels in downtown East Rob-Me booked solid?”


  He smiled and put his glass down. “Well, you know the old adage: Lynn, Lynn, City of Sin: You never come out the way you went in. Gotta represent.”


  The waitress, a tiny waif of a thing with thinning hair and an owl tattoo on her inner elbow, appeared at my side. “What can I bring you?” she asked.


  “Uh…an appletini, I guess,” I answered.


  When she was out of earshot, Jesse leaned back in his stool and looked at me, wide-eyed. “Well, don’t you look fancy,” he said, motioning to my pantsuit and tidy hairstyle. “Just outta work, are we, madam?”


  “Yes, wiseass,” I said, suddenly self-conscious. “Now what is the emergency? And you’re buying this drink, by the way,” I added, as Owl Tattoo placed the light green martini in front of me. I fished the maraschino cherry from the bottom of the glass and popped it in my mouth.


  Jesse stopped smiling and started to run his index finger along the rim of his beer stein. “So, I think I may have killed someone.” He said it so nonchalantly that I thought I had misheard him. He didn’t take his eyes off of his glass, and he didn’t remove his finger.


  “I’m sorry—what?” I asked, taking a big gulp of my drink.


  “I told you about the Fentanyl, right? How I’ve been using it?”


  Ever since our first breakfast together, Jesse and I had been meeting for monthly meals in seedy diners. It was our chance to swap stories in our self-created judgement-free zone. Neither of us were out to our friends or family: hell, my mom still brags about her daughter landing a corporate office manager job in the financial district with only a handful of college courses under her belt. I didn’t know where Jesse lived or even what his last name was, but I knew he was a nurse by trade and that he was fixated on turning human bodies into unnatural shapes: it was his own little fetish puzzle, a Sudoku or New York Times crossword to be completed naked and with a lot of illegal painkillers.


  He stopped touching his glass and rested his hands on the table between us. “Well, I finally ran out. But a few weeks before that, this patient came into the emergency room, whacked out on some drug—we initially thought it was a heroin-speed combo of some sort—and since he was stable, we let him fester in the waiting room for a bit. You know, give him time to ride the high down before monopolizing a bed. We could still see him from the desk, just in case anything did happen.


  “He was sitting in one of the chairs on the end of a row, his left arm kinda dangling over the side, toward the floor. All of a sudden, this guy, this twenty-something-year-old guy who’s there with his grandmother, he gets really irate with the in-take staff, screaming that his nana’s sugar is through the roof and they’re out of insulin and we need to see her right away. The triage nurse took a blood reading and yes, her sugar was high, but not astronomical, so she told him to have a seat and we’d get to her as soon as we could. The guy was so pissed, he wheeled her to the back of the waiting room, practically running while he was doing it, and he wheeled right by our zonked-out druggie. He cut the chair too close to the row of seats, though, and as he passed, he caught the man’s dangling hand in the wheels of the chair and mangled it, almost severing the damn thing off. Blood everywhere. The grandmother starts yelling in Spanish, the girl next to the druggie starts screaming like it’s her hand that just got Ginsued, even the damn grandson is screaming in panic. But the guy? He just looks down at his hand like he’s watching a movie on his cell phone screen. No cries of pain, not even a complaint.”


  “What? How is that possible?” I asked, swallowing the rest of my martini.


  “Our orderly ran over to him with a wheelchair and threw him in it and brought him back for medical attention,” Jesse continued. “And while he was in recovery, his hand all stitched up and bandaged like a mummy, I stopped in to ask him how he was feeling. The drug he had taken had long since worn off, but he was on an opioid drip and was still feeling pretty fine.


  “I asked him, ‘Off the record, what did you take this evening? I’ve never seen anyone react to such a traumatic accident as calmly and coolly as you.’ ‘Grab me my coat, would you?’ he said, and motioned to the plastic hospital bag of his clothing on the other chair. I did, and he fished a tiny vial half-full of white powder out of his tweed pocket and threw it at me. ‘One snort and you’re on the moon, buddy. A hundred bucks and you can keep it,’ he said.”


  “So, what did you do?” I asked.


  Jesse drank a healthy gulp of his beer. “I gave him the eighty I had in my wallet and told him to count his blessings.” He fished his hand in the front pocket of his pants and pulled out a plastic vial with a red cap and placed it on the table. “They call it Apache Chief. Twice as effective for numbing as Fentanyl with none of the drowsiness.”


  “Apache Chief? Like the SuperFriends character?” I picked up the container and turned it over in my hand. “Wow, way to disparage the Native American one more way, America: name a deadly street drug after one of their few cartoon superheroes.”


  Jesse emptied his glass and pointed at me. “I’m not sure Apache Chief is considered part of the graphic novel canon, but point taken, Elizabeth Warren.”


  I handed the vial back to Jesse. “So, what do you need me here for? What happened?” I looked down at my fingertips. “Fuck: now my prints are all over it.”


  Jesse smiled and put the container back in his pocket. He waved at the waitress for the check. “You’re only at the top of the rabbit hole, sister. Just wait until you see what I have in my hotel room.”


  VII. Jesse


  It’s not enough to be sorry when you commit a crime, even if it’s purely by accident; society mandates that the offender must pay. That seems like a pile of bullshit to me. If I honestly—for real—honestly did not mean for someone to die, and whoops, someone’s airway is closed off for longer than allotted by natural law, am I really at fault? Isn’t God, or Allah, or fate, or insert-magical-deity-here the one at fault?


  I never intended for her to die. Her name was Lisa, just like the perfect teenage-spank-bank-fantasy girl in Weird Science, the one Anthony Michael Hall and that other guy create while wearing bras on their heads as Robert Downey, Jr and his terrible pre-capped teeth snicker and seethe. Just like that Lisa, my Lisa was a dream girl: buxom breasts, firm stomach and thighs, round hips and ass, a headful of bouncy hair like a Wella wet dream. Truth be told, I wasn’t thrilled with her teeth: they were about three sizes too big for her mouth, forcing her to keep her lips slightly parted to make room at all times—but come on, if she had been perfect, she probably wouldn’t have been working as a prostitute. There are no Julia Roberts walking Hollywood Boulevard, Pretty Woman fans. There are no Elisabeth Shues riding the barstools in old Vegas. Sorry, Virginia, there isn’t a Santa Claus after all.


  But Lisa was a bargain, especially since she had to transport herself all the way to this airport hotel a good mile away from any subway stop. I’m not sure why I chose that hotel in the first place, except that I never used the same location twice and I could see the Mexican restaurant sign from the road and suddenly had a hankering for a chile relleno. I actually had met Lisa at a bar at the airport, just having returned from a nursing symposium in Oregon. We were the only two in the bar at eleven in the morning, and I got her number, passed her a fifty, and made arrangements for her to meet me later that afternoon at a location I would text to her. I knew she’d show up: I had made certain to work in that I was returning home from a medical conference, and it’s always been my experience that women, whether pros or not, can’t resist the idea of fucking a doctor.


  In any case, she was right on time—I appreciate punctuality—and came directly to my room. I had ordered a pitcher of margaritas from room service and poured us each a glass. I sat in the faux leather swivel chair and she lounged in the grey-upholstered easy chair, and we used the desk as a makeshift cocktail table. I casually mentioned my Apache Chief, telling her it was a pharmaceutical sample I had procured from the conference, but to my dismay, she shook her head.


  “I don’t do drugs,” she said. “Sorry. I don’t even take Tylenol for headaches. I’m not even much of a drinker, to be honest.”


  I squinted at her. “Really? Interesting.” It wasn’t interesting. It was irritating.


  “Yeah,” she continued. “I’m a vegetarian too. Vinyasa yoga three times a week, guided meditation daily. It’s so important to be centered, you know?” She clicked her giant horse teeth together for emphasis, then stood up. “I’ll be right back,” she said suddenly, giving me an awkward grin, and wandered into the bathroom and shut the door.


  As soon as I heard the water running, I pulled out the vial of white powder from my pocket, removed the red cap, and tapped a bit of the substance into Lisa’s margarita. I felt zero guilt as I did it: after all, I was preventing her from experiencing pain or discomfort. If anything, she should thank me for stealth drugging her, I thought. Besides, if she was stupid enough to still drink from her glass after leaving it unattended with a strange man, well, I washed my hands of responsibility.


  She was stupid enough.


  For such a centered person who didn’t drink, Lisa downed her margarita awfully fast after returning from the bathroom. In less than sixty seconds, she had replaced the glass on the table, empty save for a handful of ice cubes; she had given them so little time to melt, they still showed sharp edges. She leaned her body against the dresser and placed her hand on her hip. “So, any special requests?” she asked.


  I crossed my right leg onto my opposite knee. “You do yoga, do you?”


  She attempted a tight-lipped smile, but half of her teeth burst forth from her lips. “I do. Pilates too. Is there a pose you’d like to see?”


  After the incident with Mary Jane, I had spent hours surfing through yoga and Pilates, contortion and gymnastic websites, adding image after image to my fantasy gallery. I had done my research. “Can you do an inverted grasshopper, a full locust pose?”


  Lisa clapped her hands excitedly. “I can! I’m so impressed you know that pose!” She pulled off her shoes and began to kneel down on the floor.


  “No,” I said. “On the bed. And naked.”


  She seemed embarrassed at forgetting where she was but quickly recovered. She briskly unzipped and removed her dress, then unclasped her bra and peeled it and the matching panties from her body. She climbed onto the light brown bedspread, not bothering to push aside the red bed runner draped along the foot as decoration. “I don’t know if this is the best place to balance,” she told me. “Not a lot of grounding support here. The mattress is kinda squishy.”


  I uncrossed my legs. “We’ll make do.”


  Lisa lay on her stomach in the middle of the king-sized bed and placed her arms at her side, palms down. She lifted her head and rested her chin on the bedspread so that she was looking at the pillows but kept her breasts firmly on the mattress. “Ready?” she asked. I stood up and positioned myself at the foot of the bed to get a better view.


  I watched in amazement as she lifted her legs behind her, keeping them almost perfectly straight and hip-distance apart, and when her shins were perpendicular to the floor, I saw her pelvis and stomach follow, until her entire torso formed a straight line starting with her shoulders, which were pressed hard against the bed, and ending with her toes, which pointed directly at the ceiling. She clasped her hands together on the bed like a kickstand. She had made herself into an upside-down T.


  We were both silent in the moment, and then I whispered, “Keep going.”


  She tilted her legs forward toward the headboard, then bent one knee and pressed her toe against the pillows. She followed with the other leg, stretching it first toward the top of the bed as far as she could, then pulling her lower body until both of her feet were planted firmly on the bed in front of the pillows, where she could gaze at them facing her.


  I stuck my hands inside the duffel and silently removed the yellow rope. I pulled my dress shirt over my head, not bothering to remove my undershirt, and practically ripped my pants and shorts off. I was still wearing my black dress socks when I climbed onto the bed and stood in back of her, holding the rope with one hand while positioning my feet on either side of her still-clasped arms. I put my free hand on her stomach and felt her abdomen; the muscle felt like heavy, raw steak beneath her taut skin. I moved my hand to the front of her thighs, which were now nearly parallel to the bed, and stroked their smoothness.


  “Okay,” said Lisa. “I have to pull my legs back now. It’s starting to hurt a bit. I told you: this mattress is too soft. It isn’t supporting my neck.”


  She didn’t see me pull the rope under her thighs. She didn’t know what was happening at all until she felt me pull the rope tight, sealing her thighs together. I weaved the rope back and forth along the entire length of her legs to her ankles, knotted it, then ran it back to her torso, securing it at her ribs. Unable to bring her legs back to the original position, Lisa began to panic. “Please…oh my god: please untie me,” she said, starting to cry. “Please…I’ll do anything you want.”


  I climbed off of the bed and fumbled around my bag for another rope. I had to affix her arms and head in order to complete my masterpiece. It wasn’t until Lisa began to cry that I realized the drug I had placed in her drink wasn’t having any effect. Perhaps one couldn’t simply ingest it, or perhaps putting in a drink had diluted it too much. It had worked like a charm on the two women I had used it with previously, but they had snorted it and rubbed it on their gums without argument. Did Apache Chief have to be snorted or smoked to have any effect?


  As I gazed upon Lisa’s beautiful, contorted shape, twisted like a fishhook in the middle of my hotel bed, I realized: I no longer cared. I tied a noose into the second rope and climbed back onto the bed.


  VIII. Rebekah


  I had prepared myself for the worst, but at the same time, I couldn’t fathom walking into a hotel room with a corpse in it. After that day, I would know someone who had actually killed someone. I mean, sure, you fantasize about following that asshole who cut you off in traffic, walking up to his driver’s side window, and smashing it with a rock, maybe even pulling him out by his neck and scaring the bejesus out of him, but you don’t actually attempt it—I mean, most people don’t. The sane ones don’t.


  Jesse seemed sane. He seemed normal. I know that sounds like a weird thing to say, but in my line of work you come to realize something: there are only two types of people—those who engage in sexual practices that might seem strange to others and those who wish they had the balls to engage in those sexual practices. (There is a third category: those who read the Fifty Shades of Grey series and think they’re hip and dangerous but are really just in need of some serious education on literary merit, but that’s a discussion for another time.) Above all, Jesse was a medical professional: if anyone was qualified to engage in sexual pursuits that pushed the boundaries of traditional fucking, it would be him. Wouldn’t it?


  He pushed his keycard into the door slot and the light lit green. I noticed he had placed the “Please Do Not Disturb” hanger on the knob. I turned the handle and walked slowly inside, Jesse following behind me and shutting the door.


  Three steps into the room, the stench of urine hit me like an ocean wave. Jesse switched on the lamps next to the bed and on the desk. On the bed was a woman—but at first, my brain didn’t process that it was a woman, or that it was a human at all. She was on her side, but her arms stuck out awkwardly straight in front of her. They were covered in blue rope woven so heavily that there was more blue visible than skin. More unnerving were her legs, which were bent backwards at the hip, the back of her ankles almost touching the back of her head. They, too, were bound, but with yellow rope, and tethered to her neck and torso. The skin that bulged between the strands of rope was purple and deep red, and in some places her flesh seemed to be stretched to the point of almost bursting. By far, the most disturbing part of the tableau was the woman’s head: it lolled unnaturally to the side, her mouth partly open with a brown substance dried and caked where it had dribbled onto her cheek and along her broken neck. Her eyes were open and black, like those of a cheap plastic doll.


  I turned and looked at Jesse. “Holy Christ, J! What the fuck happened?!” Jesse was standing motionless, staring at the body. He was not smiling, but he wasn’t frowning or furrowing his brow in worry either. He wasn’t answering me, so I grabbed his shoulder and shook it.


  “She wouldn’t take the drug,” he said. He walked nonchalantly to the other side of the bed, keeping his eyes on the body at all times. “And I guess I pressed down too hard at one point…broke her neck.” He started to laugh a little, making my skin crawl. “And you know, I’m not exactly sure when she died: I was flipping her around and taking her every which way, and after a while, she just stopped complaining, you know?” He let out a hearty cackle at that point, and I stepped backwards instinctively.


  I rested my hand on my left temple, like I was warding away a pending migraine, but I was really doing it to block the woman’s corpse from my field of vision for a minute. “When did this happen, exactly?” I asked.


  “Two days ago,” Jesse said. “I wasn’t sure what to do, you know, and then it finally hit me: a plan. I just needed a companion to lend me a hand.”


  I let out an audible breath. “Wow, Jess, I mean—this is beyond my field of expertise, I have to tell you.” I allowed myself to look at the body again. “You don’t want me to help you cut her up, do you? I’m not really a…manual labor kind of gal.”


  Jesse laughed. “No, no, nothing like that.” He reached down beside the bed, out of sight, and reappeared with a large, wheeled suitcase. “I’m gonna stuff her in this, but I thought it would probably look weird if a single guy was carrying all of this big luggage through the lobby. If he had a wife with him, well, that might look a little less weird—you know?”


  I frowned. “Let me get this straight. Is this some sort of misogynistic pantomime? Like, women are clothes whores, so people won’t think twice if she’s making her man haul her giant suitcase around?” I put my hand on my hip, only then realizing the absurdity of the whole situation. I was missing the point—the bigger problem was that Jesse had killed someone and had now involved me in the cover-up. If I didn’t tell the police, I could be implicated and charged as an accessory.


  As if reading my mind, Jesse said, “Listen. I called you because I trust you. Did I make a mistake to think that?” His face went blank, like a robot whose batteries had been suddenly yanked out of its head. There was something in his eyes that made the bottom of my stomach drop.


  “No, Jesse—you weren’t wrong,” I said quickly. “But that’s all I have to do? Just walk next to you in the lobby with the suitcase?”


  He unzipped the side of the case and dropped it on the floor in front of him. “Yep, that’s it.” He quickly gripped his hands around the woman’s wrists and ankles and began pulling her body toward the edge of the mattress. For a moment, I thought of a checkout clerk pulling a frozen turkey down the conveyor belt at my local Star Market grocery store. The body made a heavy thud as it dropped off the side of the bed and out of sight, and Jesse bent down to do some rearranging in the suitcase. Where the woman had once been there was a distinct imprint and more than one visible puddle of various colors and wetness. When Jesse reappeared, his eyes followed mine along the bedspread, and he reached over and pulled the blankets this way and that, concealing the evidence and making the bed appear slept in. It was soiled and filthy, but easily interpreted as having been utilized by living people.


  We said nothing to each other as we walked coolly down the long hallway to the elevator, rode the five floors to the ground, and sauntered across the lobby past the front desk. When we reached the sliding glass door exit, however, Jesse stopped. He rested his hand on top of the case. “I have to check out,” he said, as casually as if we had just completed a relaxing vacation at a spa in the Hamptons. He walked to the concierge, exchanged a few words, turned in his key card, and returned without breaking a sweat. I bit my lip as we walked side by side to a long, silver sedan in the parking lot.


  Jesse clicked a button on his keys and the headlights flashed. “This is me,” he said and opened the trunk. “The passenger door’s unlocked. Go ahead and get in and I’ll take care of the luggage.”


  I hesitated. I guessed I couldn’t make an excuse and call a car service now. If anyone was watching, it would look weird. I would have him drop me at the subway and be on my way.


  He opened the driver’s side door and climbed inside. “So, where to?” he asked. “Hey, are you hungry? I’m starving. Want to get something to eat?”


  “No…that’s cool. I really have to get home,” I said. “Why don’t you just drop me off at the subway? It’s right down the street, and then you can do…whatever you plan to do with your girlfriend. If you don’t mind,” I added.


  Jesse turned on the engine and shifted the gearstick into drive. “Don’t be silly, R. I owe you big-time for this. And we are intimates now, don’t you think? We may not have fucked, but I think this trumps fucking as far as a bonding experience, don’t you?” he laughed.


  He seemed so at ease, so normal, that I started to question if what had just transpired had really occurred at all. Maybe this was all some sort of colossal joke. Or maybe I had taken a drug or was dreaming. Whatever it was, I knew Jesse was not going to take no for an answer, and there was nowhere I could pass off as my home without rousing his suspicion. I gave him my address, he plugged it into his GPS, and we rode home in the dark, making strange small talk and discussing plans for the upcoming long holiday weekend.


  When we had reached my address, Jesse lowered his head in order to glean a better view of my building through his windshield. “This is you, huh? Nice building.”


  I shrugged my shoulders. “Yeah, I guess. Thanks.” I patted my coat pockets to make certain I hadn’t dropped anything in his car and took my keys out. “Thanks for the ride.”


  He reached over suddenly and grabbed both of my wrists and held them together. “I want to let you know that I really appreciate you helping me today,” he said. “You can’t ever tell anyone about this, though: do you understand?” He tightened his grip on my skin.


  I tried to yank my hands away but found I could not. He was stronger than he looked. Much stronger. “Jesse, I make a living off of keeping people’s dirty little secrets. I think I can manage to keep this one.” I didn’t know if I could, but Jesse was making me very nervous. I had never seen him look the way he was looking at me. In the dim glow of the streetlights, his eyes were blank, cold, and steady. Dead. Dead like the woman’s. “Now let me the fuck go,” I said with as much steadiness as I could gather.


  He maintained his grip for five seconds longer, then released his hands and turned his face back to the steering wheel. “I’ll see you soon,” I said, and opened the car door and slid out.


  As I walked up the steep cement stairs to my entrance door, I felt Jesse’s eyes boring holes in my back. I turned my key in the lock and waved at him. He rolled down his window. “Just want to make sure you get in okay,” he said. “I’ll see you soon.” I heard his window roll back up as I walked inside my building.


  My apartment was the first one on the right, the same apartment I had had so many years back when I brought Chris home. Many roommates had long since moved away and into shared homes with husbands and partners, but I had kept the place, repurposing their bedrooms as guest space and storage. I flipped on the hall light, took off my coat and hung it on the rack in the living room, then kicked off my shoes and walked to the front picture window to pull the shades. As I grabbed hold of the shade, I glanced down into the street; I had to cup my hand over my eyes and press it against the glass to look closer. Jesse’s car had not moved. I put my other hand against the side of my face to block out more of the glare. Jesse wasn’t inside the car.


  I stepped back from the window, and as I did, I saw his reflection in the glass. I turned to run, but I was trapped—there was nowhere to go. “What the fuck, Jesse?” I yelled. “What are you doing?” It was only then that I saw the rope in his hand.


  He walked toward me, slowly but methodically: a cat trapping its prey. “I don’t want you to think I am ungrateful. That couldn’t be further from the truth.” He pulled the rope through one of his hands, letting it glide along his fingertips like a lover’s skin. “It was a mistake to involve you…I can’t have loose ends, not if I want to keep doing what I’m doing. And I will never stop. I’m getting too good at it, and it’s best not to be reckless, you know?”


  He stood in front of me, his pale eyes wet and amused, almost excited. I stared at him, saying nothing. He raised his free hand and placed it on my cheek; it was smooth and cool, just as it had been the morning we first met. “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to make you my rope bunny. To tie up the dominatrix, make her helpless for once.”


  My mind raced, but I kept my eyes steady. Jesse was smart. He would see me formulating a plan if I didn’t keep my face a blank slate. “Well, why didn’t you say so?” I raised an eyebrow and painted on my best mask. “Would you like to see my room before you go?”


  Jesse moved his hand higher, almost touching my eye with his index finger. “Clever girl,” he said. We were both silent, staring at each other. Then, he roughly grabbed my wrists and pulled them in front of me, wrapped the rope around them tightly until I could feel the blood pool in my hands, and tied the ends. “Show me,” he instructed.


  I walked down the hall to the second doorway; the door was open. “The switch is on the left,” I said, and Jesse turned it on. I walked over to the futon mattress and turned to face him, then lifted my arms above my head in resignation. “You’ll have to unbutton me,” I said.


  Jesse looked at me for a moment, then ripped the front of my dress shirt open, exposing my bra. I fell backwards onto the mattress and scooted away so that my head was almost hanging off of the other side. I stretched my arms as far back as I could so that my fingers brushed the edge of the old radiator that was sandwiched under the window. “You can tie me to this,” I said.


  I watched and held my breath as a smile spread across Jesse’s face. He began to walk around to the other side of the futon, and in that instant, I turned my body onto its side and bent my arms so that I could reach under the bed frame. As Jesse leaned down with his rope to grab my arms, I pulled out the souvenir Pi Beta Phi paddle I had stored beneath my bed, garnered as much strength as I could with my arms bound and from a prone position, and I hit Jesse across the face. The sound of the wood on flesh made a satisfying crack. He pulled back in surprise, and I sat up, managed to swing one knee beneath myself, and tried to wobble to my feet, but Jesse grabbed me by the shoulders and held me in place.


  I swung the paddle again, this time aiming the edge against his neck. I slammed the wood directly onto his Adam’s apple and heard a sickening crunch. Jesse let go of me and began clutching at his neck and jaw, his eyes bulging from his face. I pushed myself to my feet and pulled the paddle back far into the air, then brought it down on his head as hard as I could, feeling the skull give way. When I brought the paddle back again, red blood gushed from the wound on his scalp, and where I had made contact, there was an actual dent. I had made a dent in his head—the idea seemed bizarre and unreal—but I had no time to process it, as Jesse lunged for me in pure rage.


  I don’t remember exactly what happened for the five or ten or thirty minutes that followed immediately after, but I know what I did. I’ve seen the photographs. The police showed them to me again and again when I was questioned. The psychiatrist that evaluated me showed them to me as well, although I question her motivations in doing so. Perhaps she wanted to see if I’d show any remorse? Any signs of trauma? Lady, you’re wasting your time, I wanted to tell her. You forget what I do for a living. There’s nothing I haven’t seen. In the pictures, there is nothing left of Jesse’s face but some matted, bloody pulp. I think there may have been part of a jaw, some teeth I think, sticking out from where his neck used to be, but no nose, and certainly no eyes. Apparently, I had hit him so hard and so many times in the upper cervical region, that I almost cut his head—or what was left of his head anyway—clean off.


  Nothing shocks me anymore.


  Of course, when the police discovered Lisa’s body in the trunk of Jesse’s car, they had no choice but to rule my actions as self-defence. When his driver’s license photo hit the news, women were coming out of the woodwork in droves to report incidences of torture and abuse.


  I was a lucky lady, the cops said, and I was. Jesse’s name? It comes from the Hebrew word Yishay.


  It means “gift.”


  


  


  Lord of the Mesa


  ScÁth Beorh


  From Hollow Boy
 Independently Published


  The world is a predator, yet some places prove friendlier than others. Ireland, for instance, with all of its blood and sorrows, brings a comfort in its woesome gales that I have found the American West never to afford. The lords of the two lands do not know one another, both rising from the places they serve, and remaining constant in those arenas. The kings of Ireland (a green place of wet terror) are made cordial through humble service to the land and its people. The mesa spirits of northern New Mexico rage fierce, and dry, and require an affronting ferocity to appease them—if such strength is available. I was in no way prepared for that which would unfold as these rulers took fresh lie of their land, discovered me, and set forth to challenge my presence.


  I had temporarily relocated from my home in Hollywood to Mora, New Mexico, in an effort to escape a vampiric relationship where I had become the selfish aggressor—and to study the shamanism of the Greasy Eye Cavities of the Skull clan of Hopi; the extinct Wikurswungwa. I arrived on a nameless ranch the day after Halloween. The snows had already come—intermittently, but heavy, and wet when they fell.


  Mora is not particularly known better than any other place for Hopi shamanism. It is, however, one of the more silent places of the continent, where bloodshed cries out in its meek way still, but the whir and stir of humanity is altogether absent. This is the land of the mesas verde—the great, green tables once mountains in times not remembered. An unparalleled climate for sustained academic research, and potential healing of the heart and mind.


  “Here today, gone to Mora,” I said to no one as I popped the lock on the heavy front door of my log house and entered the dark main room that smelled of cinnamon and pine. I laughed at myself, then said the phrase again as I rolled the ‘r,’ and adopted it as my motto. I soon had the hearth roaring and inviting, and a cast iron pot of curried lentils bubbling away on the wood-burning stove.


  * * *


  After a restful third night’s sleep, I arose at dawn, dressed in warm clothing, and hiked the five miles to the abandoned monastery where the bravest of the Spanish monks had crucified themselves in the attempt to make the Hopi and other local natives understand their message. During this épouvante, hundreds of Indians were baptized into the Faith. Because of this, it was thought that the monks were being effective in the sharing of their religion…until it was discovered, some years later, that the long-awaited Hopi savior, Bahana, comparable to the Aztec Ehecatl, was a crucified sun-god who had required no human sacrifice—and that the Indians believed the monks to be emissaries of their beloved lord. Nevertheless, the Catholic authorities continued with their missionary work, heathen salvation not their actual goal, but power through land and populace ownership. The natives made good, humble slaves in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.


  * * *


  It began with the chimney swifts. I noticed them flocking in unusual numbers to the ranch. At the same time, blustery currents of air, warmer than the November temperatures, commenced. I knew, though, that these New Mexican chinooks were animated with something more than air currents.


  After the winds began in earnest, at night I would recline on my longsettle near the fireplace, done with my studies for the day, and listen to them howling down from the nearest mesa like feral creatures on the hunt. Too often I allowed myself to fall beneath their enchantment, and became so unnerved that warm milk infused with valerian extract was all that would calm me.


  I began finding the glassy-eyed bodies of the swifts, untouched by hawks and unmolested by beetles and other scavengers, their wings fully outstretched. There were dead swifts by the river. I also found them scattered around the barn garret, behind my house near the generator, inside the outhouse, and, yes, in the chimney (when suddenly the flue wasn’t working properly). Each bird died in the shape of a cross, with a worm in its mouth—the international icon of the sun god…the eagle with the serpent in its beak.


  One crisp morning, just after a new snow, I fueled up on ‘cowboy coffee’ and rock-hopped across the greenish-clear river to get a better look at an ancient juniper clawing the sky like a severed hand.


  There is something about the way the pinon-juniper landscape smells after it has been moistened. It comes to life—all the fresh conifers and red earth activated by water. Zesty might best describe it, like sea spray or sitting by a waterfall—a secret of the high desert only unlocked by a cold rain, or wet snow.


  When I stepped from the river into the fresh snowfall, with no warning my legs turned to rubber, and breathing became difficult, as if the wind had been knocked out of me. The brisk, sunny day became overcast as if gargantuan fingers covered it, and the mesa spirits, who had previously come with their most forcible antics after dusk, began to roar down from the heights with such velocity that I was forced to lean into them to stay upright.


  As I fought for balance with my newborn legs, fallow earth surrounding the old juniper began to rupture and push upward, shifting and swirling, forming a maelstrom of stinging sand, snow, and natural debris. From the loosened, flying dirt emerged carrion talons, and human digits, and undersea feelers, and waving antennae.


  Then, breaking the surface of the land, around and around the juniper as if swimming, or drowning, moved creatures dead, and dying, and things of bone—howling like starving felines as they swam. The lacerated heads of those still wearing flesh oozed, open and raw—and as they moved in a quickly increasing diameter, they reached for my feet with their appendages.


  One gruesome humanoid, smelling of rotten meat and trailing a matted, black mane behind him, leered at me with yellow lemur eyes as he passed. I was struck by his evil gaze, crumbled, and went down. I was then yanked into the hideous multitude by a corvusian deathling trailing my vascanian assailant.


  Fire and ice tore into my right kidney, and then my left, soon filling my flanks with molten agony. Feeling as if I were being torn asunder by the monsters that were now punctured children, now quivering hags in their death throes, I writhed and screamed and kicked, but my aggression only caused more of them to sidle toward me, grab me, and pull me into the cold, disturbed earth. My mouth filled with sand and gore. I choked, and purged. The lemur-eyed thing mounted me then, gyrating as we bathed in the whirling charnel. The undulating ground then opened, and I plummeted with those ministers of horror into a dank, pitch blackness.


  * * *


  I awoke dazed. As I held my throbbing head, I saw that I lay alone in a room of indiscernible size, as the place was illuminated by one candle set in an earthenware dish three paces away. Panicking, I checked myself over to see how badly I had been clawed, and bitten. My fingers pushed into a thick death-smelling seepage that I knew was not my own, and I gagged. Relieved that my unwanted companions had deserted me, I pulled to my feet, stumbled, took up the candle, and began a slow exploration.


  I had not crept far into the gloam of the building when I knew that I was, indeed, underground. Twisted tree roots pushing down from above decorated the walls like heathen serpentine icons. Water dripping from them formed intricate webbing designs as it trailed away to the floor. Was I in a kiva of some sort? Though not as cleanly designed as those I had witnessed before, soon enough I saw that the place was something akin to the kiva—the underground ceremonial room of the Hopi—for to my right I discovered a wooden table whereupon three kachina dolls had been displayed: a Wiharu, a Soyoko, and a Nata-aska. Oddly enough, this display disturbed me as deeply as had my convulsions beneath the juniper, for these are the evil spirits of the Hopi.


  “Taaqa.”


  I jumped backward at the voice, inadvertently blowing out my candle. My spine iced over. I could see nothing—not even my fingers which I brought up only centimeters from my eyes.


  “Taaqa.”


  The voice was addressing me in Hopi, as man.


  “Taaqa!”


  “I…I don’t speak…I…”


  “Taaqa.”


  “I don’t speak Hopi…I maybe should, but I…”


  “Well, you speak something, you filthy dog!”


  I clamored sideways, searching for where the root-covered wall to my left had been. It was not where I remembered. I fell, cracking my wrist on the solid clay floor. The pain was excruciating. I knew I had fractured my ulna.


  “Taaqa. Welcome to Flesh-House.”


  I froze, not knowing how to answer the voice. I patted the immediate area for my candle, but it was gone. I then felt something warm, and wet, and reached around me to see what I had fallen into. I didn’t know until I lifted my fingers to my face. The metallic scent of new menstrual blood.


  I rolled away, only to thump against something solid, yet soft. Knowing intuitively what I had hit, I screamed, and as I did so, as if my voice were some kind of light switch, a yellow glow interrupted the darkness, and I saw my verbal assailant: a baboon.


  I screeched like a child on a playground. Survival instinct alive and electric, I threw myself behind the body.


  No. Could it be? At first I saw it to be Miriam, the woman I had been with in Hollywood, her large violet eyes unmistakable. She was bloodless and dying, and beckoning to me with her full lips, yet no sound came from them. Then I saw her to be a beautiful Indian girl who had been tortured by having her hands cut off. Or had they been gnawed away? I could not tell. I vomited my breakfast over her shoulder and long raven hair, wiped it away from her face, told her I was sorry, and collapsed, hanging over her waist, spent and laughing. I laughed so hard. I laughed, and then I wept, and then I laughed again. A voice from inside me said I was losing my mind, but I didn’t care. The scene was horribly hilarious; deliciously demented.


  Then my thoughts turned downward. Should I strip the girl and gloat upon her obvious loveliness? Should I penetrate her (with my abrupt, throbbing erection) and so give my soul fully to all that is debased in the world? Should I then eat her after our thanatophilia? Bite off her nipples? Chew at her pudendum filled with my salty gift? I didn’t know. I climbed upon her and pushed on her solar plexus. She expectorated blood, which I kissed away from her before I roared horrified, a madman now. A lunatic. I lay there thrilled, and revolted, and terrified. I felt my core temperature cooling, my body shaking. I was freezing to death. I was dying. In Hell.


  “Leave the girl, taaqa,” the baboon yelled as he blinked sightless grey eyes. “Leave her or do your desires, you foul thing. This is Flesh-House. Your will is your command.”


  My will is my command? What did he mean?


  “Frig the girl, flay the girl, or flee the girl,” the beast said with a grunt as he ambled over, took one of her stumps in his hands and pushed it between his lips and sucked. “This is Flesh-House. Your will is your command. Get up. Stop being so indulgent, or you’ll die where you lay, taaqa.”


  Of a sudden I was sane again, or so I thought. I knew that I was warm again. I stood, the blind baboon turned, and we walked together toward the source of the egg-yellow light.


  * * *


  I awoke in my bed crying out for Miriam, wet with sweat though the night outside had grown frigid.


  “My god, what a nightmare,” I remember moaning, and all day long I was disturbed by the infernal visions remaining fresh in my memory. As before, valerian root tea was the only thing I found to sufficiently calm me for sleep again that night.


  * * *


  “You’ve returned, my fiend,” greeted the benighted monster. “This is good. Let us continue our walk, will we?”


  I screamed, thrashed about in my bed, and clawed at my eyes, trying to gouge them out.


  “You silly little taaqa. Believing blindness to be a deterrent to the visions. Keep your eyesight. You are already damned. This is Flesh-House. Follow me.”


  I followed the beast, who moved as if sighted, and as we walked, he somehow became the dead girl. I was ashamed, and held back. She sought to gather me to her, to help me along, but her bleeding stumps could only grab me like kitchen tongs. I pulled away from her, mewing like a kitten, which only further shamed me. She held me tighter, yanking me toward her. She then kissed the corner of my mouth, her pretty upturned nose brushing mine, her big black eyes wet and shining.


  “You are mortified by your base thoughts toward me?”


  “Yes, Miriam,” I replied, but I knew she wasn’t Miriam.


  “Have power over your mind. You are its lord and king. Ready yourself now. We enter the Hall of Pleasures.”


  We squeezed through a slimy passage allowing us only to turn sideways as we went, the girl ahead of me. I found that I had hold of the long braid she now wore—like Miriam had worn. As I tugged, she moaned as if in great pleasure. Though I fought it, I again became aroused, and imagined her doing things to me with her stubs.


  “You have an iniquitous soul,” she observed as we pushed through the tight corridor. “You would sleep with your own mother, and beg her to call you daddy.”


  I said nothing in reply, but I flushed with shame and went rigid with horror and anger. I shut my eyes against the fresh knowledge of my deviant lechery. When I opened them again, we were in a room reminding me of a hospital ward, but the beds were stone slabs carved with deep blood-catches and serpentine drains, like those found at Peruvian Wari sacrificial sites.


  “What is this place?” I heard myself ask. The Indian girl pushed a bleeding limb to my lips and held it there until I wretched. As I wiped my mouth on my shirtsleeve, before us, on the dozen tables, there appeared apparitions of sacrifice victims. I turned to the girl, questioning this scene. I wish I had not, for behind her loomed a coven of translucent, hollow-eyed things.


  “What…” was all I could say. She turned.


  “Oh. Those are the Old Seers. They are the most potent humans on Earth. Or at least they were. Their abode is Flesh-House, and from here they move outward, to usurp energy from those unaware. Their time of gleaning is dusk. Only the impeccable warrior can defeat them.”


  Forgetting—or not caring—that my guide was hideous without her hands, I pulled close to her. Hot tears streamed down my face.


  “They will not harm you while I am here, sick little man. Look.” She pointed a ragged wrist to the row of slabs.


  I turned away from the Old Seers, and as I watched, the vague shapes of the sacrifice victims took on bone, and then flesh, and soon lay whole and shuddering in the cold of the evil room.


  Then from the plant roots crawling down the walls slithered black vipers that, as they came to the floor, morphed into endowed nude priests wielding curved knives of obsidian. Nodding to me as if I were somehow part of their ceremony; each of them then climbed upon the slab and penetrated his prey with his engorged equine-like phallus. I stood aghast, unable to turn away from the debauchery as the orgy reached a heightened frenzy. The moment each pair climaxed together, the priest plunged his knife into the abdomen of his partner, twisted it, and laid his mouth upon that of his lover—I assume in order to catch all of the escaping life essence.


  The girl frowned at me. “Hide your face, you whore.”


  I did as I was told. When I looked again, we were in a new place.


  “This is the Room of Idiots,” she said. “You should feel welcome here, taaqa.”


  My face must have revealed my anger at her words.


  “Ah, I see!” She walked to a bench and with her mouth lifted from it a cat-o’-nine-tails made of black leather and pieces of jagged stone. She then slid out of her purpled buckskin dress, spread her legs in a wide horse-stance, and pushed the long leather handle deep into her dewy genitals.


  “Don’t you want to pleasure me? Come here, big white man what studies our culture like a big hero. Don’t you want to make me scream, big man? Don’t you want to eat me? You said you wanted to eat me. You sucked my blood. Didn’t you like my taste? You disappoint me, big boy. I bet your tuber spurts good, yellow milk. Am I right? Why don’t you come over here and show me. Push your big tuber up inside my hot oven, hero-man. I bake it good for you.”


  I was on my knees, hiding my face in pure humiliation, every inch of me flaccid and trembling. The first sting of her whip was like ice, followed by flame. I bellowed, but could not move. I wondered how she was holding the lash whose fiery tails came down again, and again, and again. She had soon flayed my back to rags, and I knew that if I did not escape her, she would kill me. The smell of my visceral fluids covered the room.


  “Enough, wuuti,” I heard a familiar voice say, and peering up through my own blood I saw the baboon creature enter the room. Removing his red Phrygian cap and tossing it aside with an air of carelessness, he retrieved the whip from the girl, who had somehow tied it to her left wrist. She dressed again, walked over to me and, sliding her gory arms under mine, lifted me to my feet. I felt no more pain, and realized that I had not been hurt in the least. My torture had been some kind of cruel illusion.


  An arduous trek of a quarter mile or more through the blackness of yet another narrow passageway (with the terrible, grunting baboon following behind me) led us to a gargantuan door opening onto an ancient sports arena. As we stepped out into the open night air, the winds with which I was now so familiar growled all around us, and seemingly through us.


  “Dios del Viento,” the blind monster whispered. I quaked. God of the Wind.


  “He has come for you, taaqa,” the wuuti said, wuuti meaning woman. “He does not like your spirit, and he has come to kill you. En la Casa del Aire y tu no eres bienvenido!


  “The…God of the Wind? I…am not welcome in his House of Air?” My voice was feeble, shaking. I received a cutting blow across my mouth from the simian devil for an answer.


  “Damn you!” I screamed as blood and saliva filled my mouth.


  “Damn me? Damn me? Oh, taaqa. You are so full of pride I fear you are lost forever. Damn me, he says, wuuti.” He laughed. The girl laughed with him, and coughed, and spat green phlegm at me, and laughed again, her eyes widening in a demonic glee, her tongue rolling in her once-pretty mouth.


  “Christ!” My throat burned as if I had been trapped for hours in a place filled with pine smoke.


  “You think your Christ can save you now, taaqa? Yes, he could save you, if you knew him as you claim to. But you have no lord save yourself, though your mind spins with delicious religious head knowledge. You are a lazy academic buffoon.”


  “How much…how much more of your insults do you think I will take?” I begged them, finding strength to step away from the sadistic duo, preparing to run.


  “Where will you run, little man?” the Indian girl asked. “You cannot run from Bahana. Your hisatsinom Adam and Eve tried to run from him; your Simon Peter tried to run from him; many have tried to run from Bahana. None is ever successful. None. This is Flesh-House. There is no running from Flesh-House.”


  Bahana swept down into the arena with a ferocity causing his antics at the ranch to seem as if they had been light breezes. The skies above us revealed themselves to be a deep indigo each time an onset of lightning flashed and crackled. I looked, and the baboon was gone. I was left with the handless girl, and for some reason, this frightened me to the core of my being. I fell where I stood, and was blown over to my side, my broken wrist pinned beneath me, making my arm explode with electric agony.


  The girl walked forward a pace, turned, and faced me. Blood dribbled from her lips. “I will always love you.” Miriam’s last words to me.


  The Lord of the Mesa then manifested himself in human form.


  * * *


  One might expect Ehecatl to appear as a glowing warrior of tremendous strength, feathered with colorful plumes, a bronzed and handsome king of his ancient culture; a destroyer of the Anasazi vampire god Huitzilopochtli—the ‘Blue Hummingbird from the Left.’ Oh, if I could erase the image of Ehecatl, of Bahana, from my mind forever, I would gladly give anything I own to do so. But, was it his image I saw? Even today I am not sure, yet, after all, what color is the wind? Are not the heavens our mirror? Do we not remake God in our own image?


  Before me and the Indian girl stooped a naked Caucasian man with no hands. His eyes had been scraped out, and his back had been shredded, as if with a whip. His complexion was sallow—almost dead in appearance. As the winds continued their outrage, he mouthed words I could not understand.


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  ‘Lord of the Mesa' was originally inspired by 'The Dead Valley' written by Ralph Adams Cram and published in the collection Horror Times Ten (1967). In 1990, fifteen years after I read the R. A. Cram story, I tried my hand at writing a short-short carrying a similar dread, and only succeeded in being threatened with a shotgun for my effort. Seventeen years later I remembered the little story and, now wanting to see if I could execute a full-length Extreme Horror piece, I put pen to paper and wrote. For a few years I was concerned that I had crossed the boundary between morality and demonic filth. Today I think there may be some value to it. The first rejection I ever received for the story, and there have not been a few, said that the reader was forced to stop…something about nausea and convulsions.
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  The box from the National Archives arrived with the blistering wind and driving snow of late December. Miranda nearly set the package aside until she remembered Damien’s fanatical warnings not to open it. The bastard still hadn’t signed the divorce papers, so she took a peek anyway. With scissors, she carefully cut the packing tape so she could later cover her tracks.


  Tentatively dipping her hand into a sea of foam peanuts, Miranda lifted a rectangular object wrapped in parcel paper from the box.


  She hesitated, worried that if she went any further, Damien would know she’d broken the seal.


  Screw him, she decided, ripping open the packing paper with the wild abandon of a prisoner escaping a super max prison.


  It was a book. And by the look of it, an antique. Its ragged leather cover stretched taut over a sturdy bone frame, conveying a sense of timelessness. The tome’s jagged edges could easily pierce skin. Inscriptions reminiscent of Egyptian hieroglyphs encircled a stylized eye etched on the cover’s upper left quadrant.


  Curious, Miranda opened the book. The stench of rot overwhelmed her. Turning her head, she gagged. Pepper, her coal black German shepherd, growled at the artifact. But Miranda refused to let its odor deter her.


  The book’s blank pages felt smooth and durable like vellum. A sequence suddenly materialized on the first page. With a doctorate in mathematics, Miranda instantly recognized the pattern as a Fibonacci sequence.


  She found the experience unsettling. Not only was the book writing itself, but it was populating its pages with Arabic numerals, a system invented over two millennia after Egypt’s Old Kingdom. There was also something fundamental in the book’s choice of the Fibonacci sequence. It was a pattern rife in nature, characterizing phenomena as diverse as the branching of trees to the structure of a nautilus shell to the spiraling of galaxies.


  As Miranda read further, the pages revealed more complex mathematical concepts ranging from Fourier transforms to fractional derivatives to elliptic curves. It was as if the text were establishing a baseline of her mathematical competence.


  Soon, the tome had exhausted her encyclopedic knowledge of advanced mathematics, unveiling concepts just beyond its current frontiers.


  The book mesmerized her.


  The ringing cell phone jolted Miranda from her trance, jamming her back into her own mundane reality. She nearly threw her smartphone across the room.


  On the third ring, she answered, “What?”


  “This is Seth Rosenblatt of Rosenblatt, Wilson, and Yablonsky. Is Miranda available?”


  She rolled her eyes. “This is Miranda.”


  “Oh, great,” he said, his tone indicating anything but. “I have a few questions regarding this divorce settlement. I don’t think Damien should sign it as is.”


  Struggling to control her temper, Miranda cut him off. “Not now. Call Robert Menendez, my lawyer. He’ll handle this.”


  “I’m sorry, Misses Adams, but I need your personal approval on several items.”


  He was trying to take advantage of her, and she knew it. “It’s Doctor Lovko, not Misses Adams. And, like I said, don’t talk to me, talk to my lawyer.”


  “But Misses…ah…Doctor Lovko, I must insist…”


  She hung up the phone. When she glanced at the clock, five hours had passed since she’d begun reading the tome.


  Reaching for the book, she opened it to where she’d left off, anxious to uncover more of its secrets. But all she saw was a blank page. Confounded, she rifled through the book, but found nothing. She cursed Rosenblatt and went to sleep.


  * * *


  That night, Miranda slept in fits and starts. When sleep did come, visions she could only describe as dreamscapes of unreality flooded her consciousness. Disembodied tongues whispered to her from beyond, urging her to press onward, to read further. But she had no idea how to unlock the tome’s mysteries.


  A phone call woke her from her restless slumber. She opened her eyes, realizing she’d never left her living room. The book still rested in her lap.


  The phone rang again. The light shone brightly through her windows. Checking her watch, she realized nearly eighteen hours had passed.


  “Hello?” she answered.


  “Miranda, this is Damien. Did you get the package yet?”


  She hesitated, then looked down at the tome, wondering what to say. She needed more time. “No,” she lied, “but I’ll call you as soon as I receive it.”


  “Okay, but it’s really important. Let me know the instant it’s delivered. And whatever you do, don’t open it. It’s very old, and I don’t want it damaged.”


  A little late for that, Miranda thought. “Understood. By the way, did you sign the papers yet?”


  An awkward pause.


  “I thought we were gonna sit down with Seth Rosenblatt on Friday. Didn’t you set that up?”


  “Why’s that my responsibility? You requested the meeting. Look, why don’t you have him review the documents and send his edits to my lawyer? Then you can sign it. Sound like a plan?”


  “Sure,” he said before hanging up.


  Damien was so self-centered and always fussing over trivial things. Frustrated, Miranda pounded her fist on the artifact. A stab of pain shot through her hand. Blood dripped onto the tome’s sharp bony ridges.


  “Dammit!” she yelled.


  She grabbed the book and stood up. It slipped from her bloody fingers. When it landed, it opened to the page where she’d left off. A drop of blood smeared the page. Letters formed, congealing into words, and words resolved into sentences.


  * * *


  Miranda cancelled her appointments and called in sick to study the ancient tome. It was the end of the semester. A meticulous planner, she’d already scored her final exams and assigned grades. Her nephew, Tommy, was due to visit her in less than two weeks, but she was confident she’d be finished with the book by then.


  Moving beyond mathematics, the book began to reveal the greater mysteries of the cosmos. Miranda now contemplated what before had been unfathomable, expanding her consciousness and consuming knowledge like a locust swarm rampaging on a limitless ethereal plane.


  Almost as soon as the book started sharing its secrets, it stopped. So Miranda bled herself to coax the tome to eke out more. Yet each successive cut yielded fewer and fewer sentences until a single drop could barely entice the stingy artifact to trickle out a handful of words.


  Her bloodletting left her dizzy, unsure of her surroundings, and caught between reality and unreality. She had an uncanny suspicion that others watched her with hungry eyes. Disembodied presences lurked at the edge of her vision, imploring her to let them in.


  Pepper growled in their direction and seemed increasingly uneasy in Miranda’s presence.


  She gazed longingly at Pepper.


  Miranda needed more blood.


  * * *


  Miranda hadn’t slept in four days, her desperation deepening with each passing moment. She sweated profusely and her nails had turned a bruised blue. She feared that any more blood loss would put her into hypovolemic shock. Yet she also experienced an odd sense of empowerment, her consciousness operating on a higher plane.


  Through the fraying curtain between realms, discarnate entities whispered to her, wheedling her to draw the summoning circle someplace dark, someplace deep, someplace hidden from the light of the stars. All would be revealed, if only she’d let them in.


  Coating the cellar floor in her own sickly blood, she followed their instructions to the letter.


  Cloaked in darkness, she sat in the center of the summoning circle, chanting in alien tongues. The entities came ever closer, hissing from the void. Shapeless forms swirled around her, dulling her senses.


  They tempted her with grandiose visions of the godhead, murmuring of the ability to know the future and change the past; to comprehend the nonlinearity of time. They showed her parallel timelines and alternate dimensions. They shared a glimpse of the power to create worlds and the fearsome might to destroy them.


  If only she did what they asked, they’d shepherd her through the veil of existence toward the next stage in her enlightenment. She’d become one of them, one with them. A god holding dominion over a ceaseless cosmos.


  As quickly as the god forms appeared, they vanished like fog in sunlight.


  Miranda woke hours later, her vitality drained. She stumbled upstairs and prepared for the next step in her evolution.


  * * *


  Miranda worried that if she continued to fuel the book with her blood, she’d die before extracting its secrets. While the entities had shown her another way, it was a choice she could barely stomach. Yet from the edges of reality, the voices whispered to her, urging her along the one path to transcendence.


  The ringing doorbell roused Miranda from her stupor. She struggled to rise from her bed.


  “I’m coming!” she croaked with as much strength as she could muster, wheezing from the effort. She staggered onto her feet, the bones of her shaky, rail-thin legs creaking. Draping her azure bathrobe over her now frail frame, she lumbered downstairs.


  She peered out her window to find Damien standing outside in a Brioni suit, obsessively checking his Patek Philippe watch.


  Miranda girded herself for a fight as she opened the door.


  “Finally!” he said in a tone more suited for a motorist who’d just cut him off on Route 128. Once Damien saw her, his outrage gave way to an expression of concern.


  Miranda cut straight to the point. “What do you want?”


  “My God, Miranda, what happened?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I…I don’t know where to begin,” he stammered. “Everything all right?”


  Damien had never been good about expressing himself. He’d always been so passive, so indirect. And it drove her mad. “Stop pretending to care. Tell me why you’re really here.”


  He stared at her for some time. “All right. But you have to promise to tell me what’s been going on with you. To be honest, you look really sick.”


  “Fine, I’ll update you on my life, such as it is.”


  Apparently satisfied with her answer, he continued. “When I called you a week ago, you told me my package hadn’t arrived. Well, I reached out to the National Archives this morning, and they assured me that FedEx delivered it here ten days ago. Did you somehow miss it?”


  That was Damien’s passive-aggressive way of calling her a liar. And the fact that he was right annoyed her to no end.


  Miranda struggled between coming clean or perpetuating the lie. If she risked telling him the truth now, she might lose the artifact.


  She shrugged. “You got me. It’s here. I wanted to hold onto it until you signed the papers, which, by the way, you still haven’t.”


  He nodded. “Fair enough. Go get them. I’ll sign them now.”


  It wasn’t the response Miranda had expected or hoped for. “Don’t you need Seth Rosenblatt to review them first?” she asked, playing for time.


  “No. I trust you. Let’s get this over with. But what I really wanna do is examine the artifact.”


  This wasn’t going well at all. He couldn’t have the book. There was simply no way she’d let him have it. She was too close. She only needed a few more days. If only she could stall him a little longer.


  “Okay,” she said. “Why don’t you come in for coffee? I’ll get the papers.”


  He smiled. “And the artifact.”


  The voices whispered to her, buzzing like wasps inside her head. “Yes. Of course.”


  He followed her into the living room and took a seat on the couch. He scrunched up his face. “When’s the last time you cleaned?”


  “Let me start brewing the coffee,” she said, ignoring his allusion to the odor that permeated her home. “I’ll also grab the papers.”


  As she turned toward the kitchen, he put his hand on her arm. His eyes focused on the scars on her hand from her bloodletting. “Miranda, I’m concerned about you. Your hand’s all torn up. You’ve clearly dropped a ton of weight, despite your always having been rather thin. Your hair’s falling out. It looks like you’ve been through hell. There something you wanna tell me?”


  Cancer. He probably thought she had cancer.


  “Why are you so concerned all of a sudden? You certainly weren’t worried about my wellbeing when you fucked Tina.” She pushed him away and trudged toward the kitchen. She started brewing some coffee and then went to her study to retrieve the documents.


  The voices from the ether were growing louder, more insistent, crowding out her thoughts.


  She tried to shut them out by focusing on the tasks at hand. Carrying the divorce papers into the living room, she dropped them and a pen into Damien’s lap. “Sign these. I’ll get the book.”


  He glowered. “How did you know it was a book? You didn’t open it, did you?” His tone straddled a razor-thin line between panic and anger.


  “You got me,” she said. “Don’t worry. I didn’t damage it. I was just curious why you were so obsessed with it.”


  “Okay,” he said, visibly shaken by her revelation. “Can I see it?”


  “Sure. As soon as you sign those papers.”


  “Oh, right.” He rifled through the documents and began signing them.


  “Let me check on the coffee, then I’ll get the book. Do you know much about its history?” she said, walking out of the room.


  Damien’s mood seemed to flip-flop from hysteria to excitement. “Oh, I spent years investigating an obscure letter General Patton sent his wife, Beatrice, during the Second World War that mentioned an odd relic captured from German forces in North Africa. Before that, the grimoire’s history is hazy, but based on the cover’s inscriptions, it harkens back to Egypt’s Old Kingdom.”


  She grabbed a knife and crockpot, and walked back into the room, approaching Damien from behind. “How can you be so sure?”


  “Isn’t it obvious from the Eye of Thoth on the cover?” he said, tilting his head back toward her.


  “Eye of Thoth?” she said in a half-hearted attempt to deflect his attention.


  He regarded the crockpot and knife with apparent confusion, but continued. “In Egyptian mythology, the Eye of Thoth symbolized the moon, and the god, Thoth, was associated with magic, writing, and judgment of the dead.”


  She walked up to the couch and stood directly behind him. She handed him the crockpot. “Put this on your lap.”


  He seemed baffled. “What’s that for?”


  From behind, she cupped his chin in her left hand and slit his throat with her right. Blood fountained from his neck, pulsing with the rhythm of his heartbeat. He stumbled upward, his eyes wide with shock. He opened his mouth to speak, but could only gurgle as he choked on his blood. He struggled to maintain his balance.


  A chorus of voices wailed in a discordant symphony, but one voice—the only one that mattered—screamed in regret.


  Damien collapsed. His arms reached out to Miranda.


  Her heart raced. Tears streamed down her cheeks. What had she done?


  Bloody divorce papers underscored the gravity of her sin. Yet otherworldly voices soothed her, convincing her she no longer needed the documents.


  Death had done its part.


  The discarnate voices admonished her not to waste the man’s life force. Calmed by these phantoms, Miranda obeyed, gripping Damien’s hair and settling his gaping wound over the crockpot for the blood harvest.


  She shook afterward, terrified of what she’d done. But her guilt succumbed to self-preservation. Miranda slumped Damien’s corpse onto a dolly and wheeled it into her garage, dismembering the body with a circular saw. When she’d finished, she fed the remains to Pepper.


  That night, she painted the grimoire’s pages in her dead husband’s blood.


  * * *


  The maggots came first, squirming from beneath the cellar door and into Miranda’s kitchen. The rats followed, rattling the walls as they scurried through them, chewing and scratching. Then the crows descended on her home, covering the oaks and maples in her yard in a kudzu-like shroud.


  The night before, she’d been frustrated when, after so much blood and human sacrifice, the book had chosen to show her a mundane equation she’d mastered as a college sophomore.


  The logistic algorithm was a simple differential equation biologists used to predict population growth. Miranda hypothesized that the increase of these vermin populations was linked to it, but there were so many variables that testing her hunch was impossible. She couldn’t see the rats in the walls, the maggots were too innumerable to tally, and the crows never stayed in one place long enough to count. But when the vagrants began arriving, shuffling in the snow outside her doors, her theory proved right. The number of drifters ebbed and flowed with the logistic equation’s mathematical certitude.


  Plucked from the worst of Cambridge’s and Boston’s homeless populations, the vagrants loitered menacingly outside, surrounding her home. As individuals, they appeared mentally unstable; together, they acted as a single organism.


  On the rare occasion Miranda left her home, they would spread like ripples from a stone splashing in a fetid pond. She saw the rabble’s arrival as the first tangible sign the godhead was within her grasp. They worshipped her; she was their god; her house, their church. And the fount of her power emanated from the cellar, a place she hadn’t ventured to since the summoning.


  Miranda continued to race through the grimoire. She was on the verge of reaching its conclusion. But the closer she got to the end, the more pages she had to read. Each page was thinner than the previous one. The grimoire refused to end.


  It was asymptotic agony.


  Yet still she read. She read until her eyes were soaked in blood.


  * * *


  The next night, a vagrant entered her home unbidden and descended into the cellar, never to return. The following evening, another repeated this grim ritual, fueling the arcane writing on the grimoire’s ever-thinning pages. But with each new offering, new writing appeared on fewer pages until, by the sixth day, the sacrifice produced only a few words.


  Tina phoned on the seventh day.


  “Hello, Miranda? I know this is awkward, but have you seen Damien? He’s been missing for a week. I’ve asked everyone else.”


  Miranda hesitated. Her first impulse was to lie to the homewrecker, to deny that Damien had visited. But the discarnate shades counseled her to tell a more twisted truth. “Yes, he’s here,” she said, clouding her deceit with the smoke of omission.


  “What? Why’s he there? I’ve been trying to reach him, but he never answers,” Tina whined.


  “Not my problem,” Miranda said with venom. “You’ll have to come here and see for yourself.” She hung up.


  Thirty minutes later, Tina’s late model Audi screeched to a halt in front of Miranda’s residence. A woman with long, sinuous auburn hair and golden hoop earrings stomped toward the front door in skinny jeans and a black halter-top.


  Miranda watched her from the window, waiting. She could hear Tina huffing with frustration as she pounded on the door.


  When Miranda opened it, Tina’s eyes widened. “What happened to you?”


  “You can find your lover in the cellar.”


  As Tina entered, her look of surprise shifted to fear as she saw the gauntlet of ten filthy vagrants lining the hall. Before she could scream, a shower of daggers descended on her.


  The vagrants harvested Tina’s blood in black plastic buckets. She was still thrashing and wailing when they lowered her into the cellar. Miranda could feel the discarnate entities pushing through the increasingly diaphanous veil separating her world from theirs as they devoured Tina’s essence in the festering blackness.


  Tina’s blood fueled the next stage in Miranda’s enlightenment. In her mind’s eye, she could project her consciousness everywhere and nowhere, never and always. It wouldn’t be long now. They were coming, and with them, her anointment. She could taste the power.


  She was so close, only a hair’s breadth away. She turned the page, then another, basking in forbidden lore.


  Soon it would be all hers. Very soon.


  * * *


  Shadows enveloped Miranda as she wallowed in oscillating dreamscapes in quantum superposition with Miranda’s own reality. The entities had become incarnate, occupying the skins of Miranda’s worshippers. She could feel herself dissipating, becoming both ethereal shadow and supreme consciousness.


  She turned the page.


  But no matter how many pages she turned, she was always one page from the end. The pages continued to fray and thin. It was as if they were a physical manifestation of the weakening membrane separating her reality from the outer reaches of unreality.


  She was desperate to reach the godhead. She needed to reach the godhead. The godhead was her only hope.


  Then the solution presented itself in crystal clarity. How had she not seen it from the very beginning? The pages, they’d always been the key. Their texture had always seemed so familiar, so close. And they bore the mark of great sacrifice. If she were to progress further, she needed to offer one of her own.


  The ringing doorbell lurched Miranda out of her daze. As she shifted from unreality to reality, she experienced a twinge of horror.


  Her nephew, Tommy, waited at the door.


  Part of her resisted the urge, but it paled in comparison to what lay across the threshold of the grimoire’s final page. She knew the path; she understood what had to be done.


  Miranda’s worshippers dragged Tommy into the house. The ten year old screamed and flailed. She waited in the kitchen. Three more worshippers clenched their knives in preparation for the final ritual, the last stage of her metamorphosis.


  They bound Tommy to a chair opposite hers. He cried, “Aunt Miranda, they’re hurting me!”


  Miranda sat with the serene knowledge that by opening her dimension, she’d unlock the gate to godhood.


  Her followers sharpened their knives. Transcendence required both a sacrifice and a witness.


  An acolyte strapped Miranda to her chair and flayed her alive. The pain was exquisite, and the last she’d ever feel before she left her mortal coil.


  Tommy bawled.


  As Miranda had instructed, the acolyte infused Miranda’s flesh into the grimoire.


  The grimoire reached out to Miranda as she sought infinity. Pushing beyond the envelope of reality, she knew eternity. Time was nonlinear; all possibilities, instantaneous. She held them all in her mind’s eye simultaneously, with perfect clarity.


  She was the harbinger of all that was to come, of all that was, and of all that is. She reached forward from the future and backward into the past.


  She unwound the dream.


  She was transcendent.


  The book slammed shut. A foul wind reeking of decay swirled around Miranda’s dying body. She’d never suffered more intense pain.


  Now that the entities were free, they ended the farce.


  Tommy stopped crying and smiled. Eyes black as obsidian were the last things Miranda ever saw.


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  The Godhead Grimoire” explores the perils of forbidden knowledge, the dark side of mathematics, and the corrupting allure of divinity. In turn, these elements reinforce each other as they chisel away and eventually obliterate Miranda’s soul.


  The story’s eponymous tome embodies all these themes. By appealing to her love of mathematics, it lures Miranda into its mesmerizing web. As Miranda delves into its mysteries, the book exacts a terrible price, slowly degrading Miranda’s mind, body, and spirit until she becomes an apparition of her former self. From its cover, adorned with the eye of Thoth, the Egyptian deity of the moon and wisdom, to its pages of human skin, to its insatiable thirst for human blood and sacrifice, the book demands to be explored and promises to unveil its dark secrets.


  The volume’s ever-thinning pages and seemingly infinite length represent the asymptotic nature of seeking the path to divinity. The closer Miranda gets to achieving transcendence, the more her essence disintegrates into oblivion; the more the membrane keeping the entities out of her plane of existence weakens.


  A certain mathematical logic underlies nearly every aspect of the story. It manifests itself in the asymptotic nature of the grimoire and the logistic growth of Miranda’s worshippers. As the son of a high school teacher, I’ve always been fascinated by the beauty and elegance of mathematics. In our natural world, mathematical principles are both universal and sublime. Their presence often hides in plain sight with Fibonacci sequences appearing in patterns as diverse as the arrangement of leaves on a stem to the spiraling of galaxies.


  Closely tied to mathematics is the story’s final theme: the will to power and the inevitable corruption and destruction of those who seek it. As Miranda approaches omnipotence, her reality frays. She becomes the veritable moth seeking a flame—a flame that renders her to cinders.


  Two stories inspired this tale: George R.R. Martin’s “Sandkings” and Algernon Blackwood’s “Smith: An Episode in a Lodging-House”. The former also explored the theme of divinity gone awry, while the latter served as an inspiration for the entities that tempt and taint Miranda.


  This story is ultimately about obsession. The relentless pursuit of an endeavor without regard to consequence nearly always leads to a grim end.
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  All of young Lord Heath’s friends wanted to know how his brother had gotten locked in the family crypt.


  “He’s always been a deviant,” was his answer, and surprisingly everyone agreed. Of course they knew him. He, Heath, had been the one who had stayed nearest home—dogging his father’s steps, learning the family business, and sometimes tending the blackberry thickets when it wasn’t so hot. Hawthorne had always been away, gallivanting back and across the earth, doing God knew what. Their father had encouraged it. Perhaps because he’d never gotten along with his own brother he’d felt separation was a healthier rite of passage for growing boys. But it was rumored Hawthorne had been a hedonist, so why not a deviant? The more Heath told the story, the more he believed it himself.


  But maybe he wanted to.


  “But his own family,” Thomas laughed, turning with him into the East wing of the estate. “Somehow that’s worse!”


  Heath didn’t laugh.


  Lowering his voice as they drew nearer to a set of tall oak doors, Allan looked at him. “How long was he in there?”


  Twisting a key into the lock, Heath pursed his lips as if recalling the stench of the tomb. Instead, the memory of Hawthorne’s face—sick with fear as Heath closed one of the innermost cellar doors between them and locked it—swam before him. “Three days.”


  Pushing the doors open, Heath let them inside. The room was awash in morning sunlight that seemed to touch the wooden shelves and sheer drapes with gold. Gilded titles of books that lined the shelves winked out at them and one of the windows had been opened just slightly so that a breeze lightened the air. Turned so that the breeze was on the side of his face, Hawthorne sat strapped to a wooden wheelchair, looking like a doll that had been discarded.


  Heath’s friends stopped where they stood and it only occurred to Heath then that his friends had never met Hawthorne before then.


  “You’re twins!” Thomas blurted.


  It wasn’t true. Hawthorne was exactly one year older. They shared the same birthday, and thus—as children—had thought to share everything. Their games, their secrets…Suggesting they were twins both drew insidious lines between their true natures and benevolently suggested that Heath was just as entitled to the estate as Hawthorne had been.


  They did look remarkably similar. Though, even if Heath cut his brother’s hair there would be a division in that Heath could only be described as handsome while his brother—especially now that something had broken inside of him—could only be described as beautiful.


  “Come closer, he can’t bite.”


  Allan crossed himself before crossing the threshold, circling the room slowly before he stopped at the other edge of a table that stood near to them. He shook his head slowly. “You should have left him in there, Heath; something doesn’t feel right.”


  Undeterred, Thomas stepped right up to Hawthorne, nearly spitting on him. “Fucking necrophile.” Crouching down, he peered up into Hawthorne’s slack face, his staring periwinkle eyes. “Why did you save him? What good is he?”


  Heath laughed thinly from where he stood behind Hawthorne’s chair, twisting a strand of Hawthorne’s hair between his fingers. “Christ, Thomas, we just lost our father. He’s my brother. Does everything need to have a purpose for it to have a place in this world?”


  “You forget what he might have been doing to your father in that crypt.”


  Something flashed in Heath’s eyes. “I don’t. He’s the only living family I have now. Besides,” he frowned slightly, using both hands to tilt Hawthorne’s head up and back slightly, “He has a sort of purpose.”


  He pulled a black hood from the back of the chair and draped it over Hawthorne’s head. Then, without warning, he fisted the fabric tightly in both hands, pulling it back and around the back of Hawthorne’s head—so tightly they could see his mouth stretching open against the fabric, straining for air, and the outline of the eye sockets of his skull. He made no sound, but stirred weakly which made it all the more worse to watch.


  Eyes full of a strange light, Heath looked down at where Thomas was still crouched before his brother. “Who do you want to talk to?”


  Thomas shook his head, at a loss. “What?”


  “Anyone that’s gone before.”


  “Heath…”


  “Choose.”


  “My…great aunt?” Thomas looked from the twisting skull like visage before him, screaming silently behind its veil.


  “Say her name so she can hear you.”


  “Marie…Marie Anne Withrows.”


  At once Hawthorne grew still. Heath slowly released the fabric so that the screaming face disappeared, but left the hood on his brother’s head.


  It felt as though someone was walking around them, behind them in the room, pacing like a cautious observer.


  Thomas turned his face anxiously up to the hooded face and from behind the fabric a soft voice crept forth—muted and wavering like a candle’s flame—but undeniably that of an Irish woman.


  “Tommy, is that you?”


  * * *


  They supped in the parlor, as the dining room was far too big for the three of them. Thomas had agreed to stay on the condition that Hawthorne remain behind the locked doors of the study. He couldn’t stomach seeing the slack face from which his great aunt had spoken. And he did believe. As he explained, helping himself to some cold chicken and blackberries without much relish, no one outside of his family knew they had Irish blood in them. Not even their priest.


  “It’s a grave power you have at your fingertips,” Allan said slowly. He’d lit a cigarette and had been musing. Leaned back in his chair away from the table with his ankle crossed over his knee, he almost looked like a dandy. Thomas had said as much and got a smoke ring to the face for it. Fixing his eyes on Heath, Allan arched an eyebrow. “You could make a lot of coin off of this.”


  Heath laughed. “And have to deal with that Spiritist lot? No thanks.”


  Thomas still looked gray from his encounter. He seemed tired and shook his head more at his plate than at anything else. “I wouldn’t sell that. I don’t think men would know whether to drink or ask for their money back after that sort of parlor trick.”


  Allan ashed his cigarette into his teacup, sneering. “It’s a service.”


  “I don’t suppose you’re going to ask for a refund?”


  Thomas fixed his gaze on Heath for a long moment, then he sighed. “If I could have the entire memory erased by asking, I might.” Standing, he gathered his coat and hat and tapped at the brim of it lightly, weighing his words. “I’ve got to get back to town; I’ve got a dinner appointment with Carmichael and a lot of gin.”


  He shared a ghost of a smile with all of them and, winking, went to the door where he paused anew. “It’s not that I regret it— But I’m glad I didn’t call anyone closer to me.”


  With a significant look at Heath and a casual bow of his head, he left and his footsteps echoed down the hall.


  Allan laughed and helped himself to Thomas’ tea. “He’s just mad we found out he’s a filthy Irish. This gift is wasted on wanting to speak to dead relatives, anyway.”


  Heath’s eyes were on the door. His mind was with his brother’s haunted temple of a body. “What do you mean?”


  Putting out his cigarette, Allan moved his chair closer and dropped his voice. “Spiritists focus on resolution. On easing the mind. It’s so stuffy and tired. Not one of them sees all it could be: that we could play and laugh anew with the dead.


  “How many men would pay to see their wives again, touch their mistresses again, bed Cleopatra for Christ’s sake?”


  Heath turned his attention to him. “Are you asking me to run a brothel out of my own estate where men can pay to bed my brother?”


  Allan was unfazed. “You said yourself he was headless. Just a body with an incredible gift. Besides, what better justice for his deviance than to be a tool for the living to commune with the dead? It’s far holier than what he was doing.


  “He wanted the dead for their rotting, carnal bodies. We want his body for spiritual renewal with our dearly departed.”


  Heath stared.


  Leaning his chin into his palm, Allan smiled, eyes heavy from the opium in his cigarette. “I’ll pay handsomely.”


  * * *


  The sun had long since set behind the advent of a storm and now lightning crackled beyond the window’s glass. For a moment Heath found himself holding his breath. There was nothing to fear here, of course. Here, together, they were safe.


  The bathroom was lit generously with candles and Heath had undressed and placed his brother in the clawfoot tub by the windows. He sat behind him on the edge of a chair, sleeves rolled to his elbows, hands lathered in soap and buried in Hawthorne’s hair.


  “Do you remember,” Heath asked, carding his fingers through his brother’s wet hair slowly, leaning close to the shell of his ear, “When we found that thing in the cellars as children?”


  “We’d gone down,” he recounted slowly, almost lazily as he began to rinse the soap from Hawthorne’s hair. “Much further than we should have. Past the second set of doors, and the third…


  “We had father’s key, so we didn’t care how many doors there were so long as they would open. We lost count and the passages kept narrowing and going down and down. Father had told us how old this place was, but not how deeply they’d dug the foundations. I don’t even know if he knew.


  “And then we found it behind the old stained press and it was hungry. You were scared; it wanted you the most and you knew it. It seemed blind yet it followed us, pulling itself along, writhing on its belly, not so much screaming as sighing.”


  He stopped, his fingers trailing limply in the water behind his brother’s back. Drawing a breath, he laughed and it seemed to shake the chill off of him as he began to scoop palms of water up over Hawthorne’s shoulders, watching it run down his back in rivulets. “Do you remember? They would have organized a search party if father hadn’t already known where we’d gone. It felt like hours, running for our lives, tripping, picking one another back up. We dropped the lantern at one point and just kept going.


  “I don’t know how we made it back but father was waiting at the top of the cellar stairs with a shovel. Like he’d been waiting for this to happen.


  “You didn’t watch, but he savaged it. I saw the whole thing—Most of it.


  “He beheaded it and hit it over and over and over with that shovel until you could no longer tell what parts had been arms and what bits had been even remotely human. Whatever it was, he scooped it up the remaining slop and took it away.


  “Did you ever ask him what he did with it? I did. Once. And do you know what he said to me? That he’d burnt it and scattered the ashes far, far away.”


  Leaning ever closer, lips brushing the back of Hawthorne’s ear, he smiled. “But we both know he didn’t. I think he dumped its mangled leavings in that old press. Did you look while you were down there day and night? I hope you did. I hope it watched you. I knew it was down there somewhere…The air at the top of the cellar steps was never empty after we found it.


  “You should have chosen me!” He snarled, pulling back on Hawthorne’s hair as if reining in a horse. Hawthorne’s mindless eyes gazed heavenward at the ceiling.


  Panting Heath looked down at him, shaking his head, recalling the absolute fear that had lined Hawthorne’s face when there should have been understanding and desire. How drunk they’d been after their father’s funeral, holding hands as they went down to the cellar to face what they hadn’t been able to as children, laughing…How soft and willing Hawthorne had looked when Heath turned to him by the lantern light in that final room. He’d even let Heath press him back against the wall, his pale eyes had locked onto Heath’s lips, smiling.


  But when Heath had suggested they could have whatever they wanted—that father was gone, and they could run the family estate together…When he’d brushed Hawthorne’s cheek with his thumb and kissed him in that room full of rot and shadows, Hawthorne closed himself off to Heath. Frightened, shaking his head, he’d gently pushed Heath away and that was when the estate passed from Hawthorne to Heath and their future together ended forever.


  Hawthorne’s beauty hurt. To touch, but not to ever actually have him, Heath’s one truest friend and confidant—was agony.


  The bathroom was silent and still save for the flicker of the candles under the mirror. In its reflection, Hawthorne didn’t even bat an eye. He stared resolutely past some point on the wall.


  Still gazing at their reflection, Heath laid his chin on Hawthorne’s shoulder, leaning his head against his throat. He slid fingertips down the front of Hawthorne’s chest, watching as not even his muscles reacted to the featherlight contact. For once in his life, he had the money, the name, and the wits in hand while Hawthorne didn’t. Sighing, he allowed a smile to flicker across his face and slipped his fingers between Hawthorne’s waiting legs, enjoying his warmth, his placidity.


  “We’re going to play a little game tomorrow with a friend,” he said, stroking his brother’s cock, amused that his deviant brother would never be aroused again—by anything, “Something new, and if you disappoint me in any way, I’ll give you over to it. I’ll let it finish what it started after father died. I’ll let it undo the rest of you: body and soul, like it’s been wanting to all these years.”


  His eyes narrowed as he studied where their similarities met and their differences separated them. Physically, aside from their style and manner, they were nearly twins. Other than that, well…The difference was all in their heads.


  * * *


  The morning brought bad news from the thickets. Some of Heath’s men had come across something viscous and dark near the roots of a bush, smeared in the dirt. Taking their knives, they’d cut one sliver and then another out of the plant only to find the same dark mess inside. They came into the house immediately to report it to Heath as he took his coffee in the library and presented him with the evidence.


  Heath left to look at the material himself.


  Like sap, it was thick but not sticky, though it stained and stank a good deal. None of the men had ever seen anything like it and, wrapping a section of a branch in packaging paper and tying it with twine, Heath sent a man off to London with it and a letter for a friend of the family’s who had served as their father’s botanist. Certainly, if it were some sort of virus or fungus, he would know.


  By the time Heath had set a solution for the misfortune in motion and washed the slime and its horrid dark stain from his hands, he came downstairs to find Allan waiting for him in the parlor.


  They passed the afternoon hunting and riding. After supper, Heath sent the house staff to bed, and lighting a candle, led Allan to Hawthorne’s room. He’d laid him out in a clean nightshirt and brushed his hair out against the pillow. In the still, silent way his body waited, Heath had the impression of a giant, awful doll that knew what was coming.


  Heath swallowed back a lump that had risen in his throat and handed Allan the black hood he’d used to call up Thomas’ great-aunt.


  “I’ve given him opium to make him more docile, just in case.”


  “Perfect,” Allan said. His eyes were carving a line down Hawthorne’s body.


  “You know how to use it?” Heath touched the hood.


  Allan frowned down at it as if it, alone, was the distasteful part of the whole process. “Can’t I just use my hands?”


  There was bile in Heath’s throat now. Images of Allan’s fingers squeezing what life remained in Hawthorne out of his body flooded into his mind unchecked. Allan’s face was cruel in these images: Hawthorne’s eyes frightened, the bed rocking, Hawthorne’s body lifting and crashing effortlessly against the mattress again and again.


  “You could, but it will help not to see his face. The spirit speaking through his face will be…strange. Who are you calling forth, anyway?”


  “A whore I fucked last summer,” Allan said, stretching out a finger to stroke Hawthorne’s exposed wrist slowly, his mind elsewhere, lost in summer. “Died of consumption.”


  So I truly am running a brothel, then, Heath thought. “That’s too bad.”


  He wanted away from the candlelight that highlighted the pearlescence of Hawthorne’s skin. Wanted a door between himself and Allan’s lust.


  “Remember to state the woman’s name clearly,” he advised, stopping at the door and turning. “Oh, and Allan: please don’t need anything more from me before morning.”


  Allan laughed loudly, but even as Heath closed the door behind him, he couldn’t escape the sight of Allan climbing on top of his brother, pulling the hood over his head.


  Swallowing bile, Heath’s hands shook as he pulled the door shut. His fingers trembled too badly to fit the skeleton key in the lock and turn it so he retreated to the study where he poured himself a large glass of brandy.


  It wouldn’t have been the first time he’d seen Hawthorne with a man. He could still recall the summer afternoon he’d stumbled across his brother with a man from their hunting party. The party got separated, and when Heath’s half of the party determined their horses had had enough for the day, Heath went to look for them on his own.


  He found them in a glen just beyond the thickets, well hidden by trees and brush. In this sun dappled clearing, spread like an eager whore, Hawthorne laughed as the man called him his little fox and squeezed his hips with hands larger and rougher than Heath’s. Instead of making his presence known, Heath stayed hidden, watching as the man fucked Hawthorne roughly, the two of them hissing and growling like animals. Hawthorne pushed the man out of him before he came, saying he didn’t want any of his seed on his riding clothes and the man came on a patch of wildflowers beside them, grumbling. Then Hawthorne came on the man’s thigh and they fell into a tangle of limbs as they wrestled and kissed.


  Half hard, Heath had crept away. Hawthorne’s raucous laughter rose behind him until he was halfway home, shaming him.


  Tonight was similar, and though Heath contented himself with the fact that Allan could only help himself to the mere shell of Hawthorne it was a fragile comfort.


  Heath drank from his glass deeply, eyes locked on the lithe, dancing body of a candle’s flame at the opposite side of the study. He imagined Hawthorne: naked, standing at the end of his bed, hands moving over his body, presenting himself to Heath. In his mind, Hawthorne hummed a half-remembered fugue, body twisting and arching dreamlike.


  “Come here,” Heath whispered to the empty room. The candle stayed put but his imaginary Hawthorne smiled and crawled up over him, straddling his hips, letting Heath touch and explore him, going so far as to suck the finger Heath slid between his lips.


  Heath grunted as he imagined the softness of Hawthorne’s skin and the gentle weight of his eyes on him, his body open to him without fear or hesitation. Closing his eyes, Heath took his cock in hand and quickly worked himself to a feverish pace. His mind took him to the glen, then to Allan straddling Hawthorne only minutes ago. He imagined himself pushing Hawthorne down the cellar stairs again and again, imagined taking him in that deepest cellar by lantern light even as Hawthorne tried to push him off. It was his right. Their right. Their father wasn’t there to tell them it was wrong; their friends weren’t there to call them abominable. Who else had been there for them? Who else could love wild, twisted boys raised from thickets like them, besides one another?


  His imaginary Hawthorne smiled, fingers touching his cheek and Heath turned his face to kiss those invisible fingers, coming into his own hand in the study alone.


  Catching his breath, he watched the candle dance and seemingly wink. He thought he heard Hawthorne’s breathy laugh in his ear, but he was tired and the brandy was pulling him down, down, and so he slept.


  * * *


  His dreams were stormy and turbulent. At one moment, he’d been Allan instead of himself, bedding Hawthorne, but Hawthorne was weeping beneath the black hood and so he stopped rocking his hips and leaned down over him, lifting the fabric…


  Then he was in the middle of the blackberry orchards and the brambles had gone all but wild, making it difficult to traverse. Hawthorne was running somewhere ahead of him, only in his nightshirt, blood or berry-stained from the waist down. Whatever had infected his thickets had made the ground thick and sinking, and it crept up Heath’s riding boots as he ran. As a storm brewed overhead, skies darkening, he stopped, realizing he’d lost Hawthorne entirely. He called for him, but received no reply—only the growing sensation that he was being watched from all sides.


  Turning, he took a blackberry between his fingers and slit it open with the tip of his hunting knife.


  A rolling black eye stared back at him. The black-red muck of the fields was up to his calves.


  Gasping, he found himself back over Hawthorne in the bed and Hawthorne was screaming, fingers gripping at his chest, tears coursing down his cheeks. Hawthorne’s eyes rolled back and a black eye stared up at Heath from the darkness at the back of Hawthorne’s throat. “It’s blood! It’s all built on blood!”


  Heath woke up, gasping. He’d thrown his half empty glass of brandy to the floor at some point and the deep red liquid had left a gash on the Persian rug.


  It must have been about two in the morning, and the threads of his dreams still clung to him. Shaking himself, he forced himself to listen to the black silence wrapped around the manor. He thought he’d heard a scream and couldn’t be sure it hadn’t been his own.


  Somewhere on the other side of the study, he got the distinct feeling that something was pacing, watching, invisible. There was an almost palpable sadness; an urgency—


  The candle at the far side of the study flickered then went out.


  “Hawthorne?”


  The silence of the night was torn in two by a scream and then another—high and wet, like a pig’s squeal.


  Heath was on his feet in an instant and followed after the sound as it carried him back to Hawthorne’s room. The door was closed and something red and sharp rose up inside him. If Allan had done anything to his brother—


  As his hand closed around the doorknob, he was almost pulled into the room as Allan came crashing out, one hand gripping the front of his throat. He grabbed at Heath’s shoulder, eyes wild. He was still wearing his black riding breeches, but the rest of him that was bare was slathered in blood.


  “It wasn’t her—I used the hood, I covered his head, I said her name, I did it right, but it wasn’t her.” He was babbling. “He—It bit me. It!” He swung an accusing finger into the candlelit room and Heath used the moment to gently move Allan’s hand away from his throat and took a stunned step back.


  A large bite had been taken out of Allan’s throat and tatters of skin still hung in ribbons where teeth had torn savagely at the flesh. There was so much blood, an artery must have been severed. He was dimly aware that Allan was turning back towards him, that his clammy hand was closing over one of his, that he was trying to say something else, but Heath was too busy watching Allan’s Adam’s apple bob without the privacy of skin covering it. Blood bubbling from his neck, Allan swooned and fell to the floor where he lay still. A pool of blood spread slowly from him. Stepping over it, Heath took a deep breath and pushed into the room.


  Hawthorne’s body was sitting up on the bed, his hooded head turned towards the door as if expecting Heath. His nightshirt was stained with Allan’s blood and by the candlelight, Heath could see something wet on the front of the hood, and felt eyes on him.


  Whatever had bitten Allan was still here, behind the hood, inside of his brother’s body and as he neared the bed he thought he could see where Allan had gone wrong.


  He had used the hood, but he had also tied a length of velvet cord around and around the base of the hood to strangle Hawthorne. Hawthorne, then, must be dead.


  The heaviness of the thought settled so hard in the pit of his stomach that when the thing gibbered at him—chattering the teeth that it had pushed through the fabric like cursed pearls to bite Allan—he swung the back of his hand against its face and brought his foot down on its ribs as it fell off the bed in a heap.


  “You want my brother? Rot in his body!”


  Grabbing the top of the hood and the luscious hair gathered under it, Heath dragged the thing inside Hawthorne’s body out of the room and through the spreading pool of Allan’s blood, bringing the stain with them down the hallway.


  The thing inside Hawthorne raged—thrashing and twisting in his grip—but though it pushed its tongue against the thick fabric of the hood and clacked its horrible teeth at Heath, it didn’t so much scream as sigh hotly.


  Kicking open the door to the cellar, Heath lifted it and threw it bodily down the stairs where it twisted and writhed its way to the bottom. It almost hurt to see Hawthorne like that: his limbs twisted and twitching on stonework.


  Meeting it at the bottom, he rolled it over with his foot, onto its back. Taking a shovel from the wall, he brought the spade end down where the coarse fabric of the hood ended and Hawthorne’s silken skin began. The body lay silent and still.


  Wiping sweat from his brow, Heath brought Hawthorne’s wheelchair down to the basement, tied the body to it and sat the head in its lap, then walked it back to the furthest reaches of the basement. Who knew this basement better than them, of course? He went through one door with his skeleton key, then another, then another, stopping only when the foundations around them were old and wet with the earthen stain eating his blackberries.


  In a room with the old stained press and bottles that were so time-gnawed the liquid inside of them looked like it had congealed into thick, black rot, he left his brother and the monster that had wanted Hawthorne more than he had.


  He locked every door behind him.


  * * *


  Of course, Allan’s death was easy to explain. Hawthorne’s health had come back and he’d attacked their houseguest, leaving him for dead before he ran madly out into the moors.


  Heath sent his house staff out to look for him, but no traces were ever found.


  The fungus faded from the fields like a bad dream and time moved on and Heath filled his life with new things: a wife, new hunting dogs, a set of twin boys. He named one after his brother, of course.


  But like all young boys, they found their way into trouble often enough—in the thickets, in the house…Looking back, Heath should have known simply beheading it and locking it down in the deepest cellar wouldn’t be enough. When his sons came up from the cellars breathless and pale, crying about something that sighed and didn’t so much crawl as pull itself along—sightless, dragging a dark rope—knotted bag along beside it, Heath wondered how the hell their father had had the stomach to kill his own brother twice.


  He went and got his shovel.


  This time, he’d burn and scatter him—far away. Separation was good for growing boys, of course. He’d do what their father had never had the heart to do: let go of his brother completely.


  <<====>>
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  Though it took Marianne the better part of a year to die, she finally got around to it on a Tuesday. By Wednesday morning, Henry was on US I-78 heading west at a steady clip of 75 MPH. He drove a baby blue Buick with the radio stuck on one station, which sometimes wasn’t a station, depending on where he ended up. Country/Western in the morning, static in the afternoon, something a bit like reggae by sundown. That was after Henry passed the state line, though he wasn’t entirely sure which state he’d left and which he’d entered. He didn’t pay mind to much.


  He just drove.


  Sometime after midnight Henry’s eyelids grew heavy and his stomach growled in anger. A brightly lit billboard advertised all-night breakfast at a diner on the outskirts of Effinghamsome miles down the road and he figured that was as good a place as any to stop for a cup of weak coffee and runny eggs. It wasn’t until the billboard was out of sight that he realized he missed what exit he needed to take. There were a couple of signs that may have mentioned food or gas or lodging but he noticed them in the rearview mirror as accidental afterthoughts. What lulled him out of his state of semi-slumber was the exit sign for I-57 northbound to Chicago.


  Illinois, then.


  But Chicago was a definite no. Far too many people, too big a city. This Effingham? He’d never heard of it. A bump in the road to a Jersey City boy. And the logo emblazoned on the water tower, the one on the east side of town when he crossed into it, after the diner he’d missed and after he realized he was in Illinois: The Crossroads of Opportunity. Shades of old Robert Johnson, selling his soul at the crossroads to the devil so he could play the guitar. What in hell had Marianne done it for, then? Just to live a little longer in agony, Henry reckoned. And then, once she finally died, to get back up and laugh in his face.


  “Chicago would've been nice,” Marianne rasped from the back seat, her voice heavy with a two-pack-a-day habit. A couple of rounds of chemo damn near destroyed what remained of her vocal cords. “I’ve never been to the Midwest.”


  You’ve never been outside the Tri-State area.


  Henry couldn’t bear to think of the thing back there, moldering under her blue wool blanket, as Marianne. As far as he could tell, the moment she went through the door, this motherfucker snuck right in from the other side. Talk about an opportunity, her death the crossroads.


  He continued down I-70, which was now also I-57. 78 had ended two, three states back, he didn't know. Didn't care much, either. The key was to keep driving. The answer had to be out there.


  His eyes were drawn to a light on the other side of the highway—a smallish blob on the horizon that grew larger and taller the closer he got.


  "Holy shit," he muttered. It was a cross, easily a couple of hundred feet tall. He figured most people saw it as a glowing white beacon of hope in the night; to Henry it was a monstrous eyesore. He and Marianne had never been more than casual churchgoers at best—Christmas and Easter with the occasional wedding and funeral thrown in for good measure. She had flirted with the idea of converting after the diagnosis but instead became enraptured by the homeopathic lifestyle, with its essential oils and strange cocktails of ginger and turmeric and whatever snake oil was trending at the moment.


  He wished that had been the end of the madness, but it was merely the beginning.


  In a brief moment of desperation, Henry wondered if it was worth getting off the highway and bringing her to the cross. But what could be done—it wasn't like he could drop her off there and expect a miracle. Maybe there was a priest nearby who could perform an exorcism on whatever entity it was that had taken over her body.


  He snorted at the notion. Even if he was more than half serious about bringing them both back into a religious environment, there didn't seem to be an exit to get there. He'd passed the last one at least a mile back and the road signs indicated that 57 and 70 were going to be splitting back into two separate highways in less than a few miles.


  South to Memphis or west to St. Louis—neither appealed to him. But west was the way he had started this trip, and west he would continue. He moved into the right lane to continue on 70. The streetlamps on this stretch were unlit for some reason; he reckoned the situation would not improve once they were outside the city, same with the billboards.


  “Stop for a pack of Winstons for me, will you, love?”


  “No.”


  “Can’t hurt me anymore.”


  “Shut up.”


  “That’s not niiiiice,” she hissed.


  Henry shuddered. And then, as if mimicking him, so did the Buick.


  Not now. You piece of shit, not now.


  Marianne snickered. Henry shot a glance at the gas gauge, the needle at just above the halfway point. The car shuddered again, and his mind bounced around random diagnoses, though Henry knew next to nothing about cars. They were barely out of Effingham, back on a dark, empty stretch to anywhere, when the dash lights blinked off, and then on again, and finally died.


  The Buick trembled violently and the steering wheel wrenched itself free from Henry’s grip, spinning left and sending the car careening across two lanes. His ears filled with the loudness of the rumble strip as they hurtled onto the low ribbon of yellow grass and dirt in the median. Henry’s heart pounded against his ribs and Marianne cackled the whole way.


  "Shit!" Henry pounded the steering wheel. The Buick now faced eastbound, dead in the grass, dead as Marianne should have been.


  “Pity,” Marianne said.


  A semi rocketed past, shaking the car and its occupants. Once it was gone, all was still again. Still, and pitch black. Henry’s temples throbbed. Marianne was beginning to stink. Instinctively, he jabbed at the button on the armrest to his left to lower the window. It took him a second to piece together why it wasn’t doing anything.


  He felt like crying. His wet eyes shot up to the rearview mirror, where he saw the shape of her rising up behind him. A dark, formless shape bubbling up from the seat and the blanket, more terror than reality, for he couldn’t really see much of anything at all. It was the most she’d moved since he’d thrown her back there, and this was disconcerting. The idea was that the farther they got from the source of it all, that ugly business that started this whole mess, the more likely Henry would be able to put an end to it. The stone she’d died clutching, that goddamned talisman, a thousand miles away and two and a half feet underground, but did it matter? He wondered.


  “Too late,” came the voice behind him, the shape trembling as it spoke. “Too late.”


  Henry squeezed his eyes shut and held his breath. Didn’t want to see, to smell, to think. It hadn’t been much of a plan to begin with, all he could think to do was drive and hope the rest came together along the way, but it hadn’t. When he opened his eyes again, blinking away the sticky exhaustion and nascent tears that filmed them over, the only thing he could see clearly was the clean, white glow in the distance ahead of him.


  The cross.


  Talisman for a talisman, he thought. And this one was bigger. A lot bigger.


  He opened the door and heaved himself out of the car. The air was cool, crisp. It felt good on his face and in his lungs—each deep inhalation brought on a coughing fit but he didn't care; it was better than the smell of decay in the car that had slowly grown stronger over the course of the evening.


  Inside the car, Marianne turned her head to look up at him from the back seat. Henry wasn’t sure, but she seemed to be grinning at him. Fighting back the gorge rising in his gullet, he opened the back door and said, “Come on. We’re going for a walk, you and me.”


  The outpouring of stink from the car overwhelmed him and he dry heaved a couple of times before reaching in. He grabbed her arm and quickly let go, disgusted at the feel of his fingers sinking into her cold flesh. She had dropped dozens of pounds over the course of the last year and had taken on a frighteningly skeletal form—loose skin, hair loss, sunken eyes. In those last months she didn't want anyone to see her and he did his best to dissuade even her closest friends from coming by to say goodbye. Like anyone else, she’d have preferred to go quickly, but this way it was a kind of living death before the actual end.


  But not like this. Marianne really was dead now, had been for close to forty-eight hours. She’d been quiet, at least, for the first four or five hours, still and silent with her eyes closed while Henry wept beside her. He’d fallen asleep eventually, clutching her body to him as though afraid it would crumble to dust right then and there. Instead, she screamed until he jolted awake and screamed back at her. Her screams turned to laughter, his back to blubbering. One seemed to feed the other. Little had changed since.


  Her hand fell upon his, cool and papery, like onionskin. Henry pulled away from her, and Marianne’s hands emerged from the shadows of the Buick’s backseat, silvery-white in the moonlight, and curled their fingers around the frame of the open door. She clamped down and pulled herself forward, her tight, grinning face rising quickly from the car at him. Henry staggered backward with a gasp, and he watched as she unfurled herself, spider-like, to her full height on the side of the road before him. She had been a tallish woman in life and remained so in death, though so much thinner now, her face somehow longer and limbs spotty, rubbery. Her hair, sparse before, continued to thin and drop away, leaving broad patches of bare scalp that was beginning to peel and flake.


  “Christ Jesus,” he muttered. He noticed her arm—the one he had grabbed moments earlier—had five new blemishes that were quickly purpling. He choked back a pained gasp.


  Marianne canted her head to one side and widened her cloudy, dead eyes at him. He couldn’t fathom how she could see out of them, but none of this was supposed to be possible.


  “Henreeeee,” she said, her voice lilting into something approaching a song. It made his stomach flip. “Where are we going, lover? That fucking cross? Tell me it’s not the fucking cross, Henry.”


  “Shut up,” he said.


  “All this way and that’s all you’ve come up with?”


  Her shoulders raised, rolled, and sagged again. She rolled those foggy eyes, too, and worked her jaw while her tongue probed at her teeth. Whatever was in there was finally getting a shot at trying out the body, or at least Henry figured as much. The first step she took was like a newborn calf or deer, the spindly legs trembling and unsure. He noticed how long and jagged her toenails looked now, and he wondered if he shouldn’t have put some shoes on her before he left Jersey. Even undertakers put shoes on the bodies they dumped in the ground. He shuddered, knowing that the Marianne he spent over a decade with would be horrified at the state of her post-mortem being.


  She reached for him again and it was all he could to not recoil at her touch. She stopped just short, her fingers hovering over his forearm. They waggled ever so slightly, the fingernails grazing the hairs on his goose bump-ridden flesh. He backed away, not hiding his disgust this time.


  "You're repulsed by me." Her outstretched arm fell back to her side as her grin faded.


  He wasn't sure how to answer.


  “Good,” she said, reading his face in lieu of a response. “Good.”


  The grin returned.


  Henry’s lungs deflated and his shoulders sagged. He thought again of the enormous cross, and he silently admonished himself for having considered that for a solution. None of this was in his wheelhouse, though he shuddered to think whose wheelhouse it was in. All he knew was that his wife’s rapid descent into the world of herbs and crystals and other assorted hokum had made him more than a little uncomfortable, but since it wasn’t his sickness, his death, he resolved to keep his mouth shut and let her do whatever the hell she wanted to do. The stone, in retrospect, seemed among the least ridiculous items she’d acquired from the sundry humbug dealers she’d found online.


  Five bucks, plus another three-fifty for shipping. When first he saw it, he was reminded of the smooth, flat stones he used to search for on the shore of Lake Hopatcong when he was a kid; long, lazy summer days spent skipping them over the surface of the water as he got better at it and the stones went farther and farther. A comforting memory triggered by her comforting hocus-pocus talisman. How bad could that be?


  Of course, that was before he believed in things that weren’t at all possible. Black, rotted things that didn’t belong in his life or this place. Things that, apparently, one could procure for fewer than ten American dollars and a healthy dose of desperation.


  Things one could not outrun.


  The cross loomed in the distance bright and steady, beckoning. He turned his back to it—that was a foxhole he had no desire to jump into. But to walk back that way also meant finding a place to stay for the night and maybe an all-night diner. His stomach growled. It had been hours since he had polished off the beef jerky he bought when he last got gas. He couldn't remember where that had been, just that the sun was still out at that point.


  His mind wandered and he thought of eggs, sunny side up. A mug of hot black coffee, no sugar. In the distance, a pair of eggs rose over the horizon—no, not eggs; they were headlights, blinding him as they closed in.


  Beside him, Marianne fell to the ground, whacking her head against the open door on the way down.


  "Marianne!" Henry rushed to her. As he bent over her, he nearly hit his head against the same door. He swore under his breath as he lifted her head and felt dampness. He pulled one hand away—it was dark but there was no mistaking what it was.


  "Is everything okay here?"


  He hadn’t realized the vehicle was already upon them, and he hadn’t heard the driver get out. But the headlights were blinding, and with one wet hand still holding Marianne’s head, he shielded his eyes as a figure emerged from the glare.


  “Oh, shit,” the driver said.


  He wore a mesh ballcap and a red hunting vest over a plaid shirt. His face was indistinct, but Henry could make out the shaggy black beard that covered a good half of it. Behind the man, a late model Chevy pickup idled, something shrill warbling from the radio inside the cab.


  “She fell,” Henry said.


  “I got a CB,” the driver said. “I’ll radio for help.” He moved to return to the truck.


  Henry barked, “No!”


  The driver stopped, slowly turned back to Henry, who rose to his feet and fidgeted with the hem of his shirt.


  “I mean, I think she’s exhausted, maybe. It’s been a long day. A long drive.”


  “Is that—is that blood on you?”


  Henry shot a glance down at himself, at his hands and shirt, where indeed there was something dark, wet, sticky.


  “No,” he said, his voice starting to crack. “No, no. Look, maybe just help me get her back into the car, huh? I don’t want to trouble anyone. She’s just tired, really. We’re both just so goddamned tired.”


  He wished to hell he could see the driver’s face, read his expression and maybe his thoughts. All he really wanted was for the nosy bastard to go away, but he needed to feel sure he went away comfortable enough with the situation that he didn’t get anyone else involved. Though part of him considered the wisdom of making her—it—somebody else’s problem, it wasn’t going to be easy explaining any of this, especially when she was doing such a bang-up job playing dead for their guest.


  No, this was Henry’s problem.


  “Yeah,” the driver said at some length. “Yeah, okay. Sure.”


  He approached somewhat warily, and when he reached Marianne, he knelt down beside her. Henry crouched, too, and he didn’t like what he saw in the man’s face now that he was close up. The man touched her arm and squashed his eyebrows into a tight knit.


  “Mister,” the driver said, swallowing hard. “She doesn’t look…”


  Quickly, he retracted his hand and shot up, eyes wide and wild.


  “Jesus,” he said. “Jesus Christ. That lady’s dead.”


  He edged around Marianne and cleared the Buick’s open back door, and he began moving backward toward the idling truck.


  “No, no,” Henry pleaded. “Listen, she’s a little sick, maybe, not feeling all that great, but we’re just so tired, man. Come on, now. Hey, would you stop a minute, now?”


  “Stay back,” the man said. “Stay right there.”


  “Not dead,” Henry said, shaking his head back and forth and advancing slowly toward the man. “You got it wrong. She’s not dead. I can prove it. I can prove it to you.”


  As soon as he said it, he decided it wasn’t true. He couldn’t prove it, because she was dead. She’d died there on their bed, back in Jersey, and he knew it. One only had to look at her, to smell her, to feel the rubbery give of her cool skin, to see that. And she wasn’t budging—not as long as she kept up this charade.


  Yet looking at her now, still and white on the gravel and lifeless grass, her eyes sunken into her skull and dry lips receding from her teeth, all Henry could see was the same thing the frightened stranger saw.


  A corpse.


  His dead wife.


  He said, “Oh my God.”


  Henry grabbed handfuls of his own hair and fought back the scream rising inside of him. Dead, his mind screamed back at him. Dead dead dead dead.


  Grief welled in his chest, bleeding from his heart and spreading throughout the rest of him like the cancer that took Marianne. A grief he could not face, a grief that preferred madness to being left alone in this life.


  “What have I done?” he asked, but there was no one to answer him. Marianne was dead, and the stranger was already back in the cab of his truck, holding the CB receiver to his face.


  Henry fell into a stumbling gait, pinwheeling his arms as he rushed the Chevy. He was desperate to explain, to make the man see what this really was, that it was bad, but not nearly as bad as it looked. Please please please no no no.


  “…a big problem here on the westbound side of 57, over,” he heard the driver say.


  You don’t understand, please no, don’t, Henry’s mind babbled, but the words got stuck in his throat. It was just a mistake, not a murder. It was too much to take, but he had a grip on himself now. Why couldn’t this goddamned son of a bitch just settle down and listen?


  He reached the truck and grasped the door by the open window, and just as the startled driver dropped the receiver and recoiled from Henry in fear, the passenger side door flew open and Marianne flew into the cab like a wraith.


  “Marianne!”


  The driver squealed like a hog being slaughtered when her teeth sank into his neck, her jagged, gray fingernails into his face and one eye. The man’s hands slapped blindly at her as he thrashed behind the wheel, but the earthly remains of Marianne didn’t loosen their grasp on him. She shook and snarled, whipped her head with her teeth still clamped down on him. Blood, black as the night, burbled out of him and sprayed the windshield. Another massive 18-wheeler rumbled past on the interstate and blew its deafening horn as it swerved to avoid taking the passenger side door off the truck, but it didn’t slow down.


  And by the time the semi had vanished into the pitch, the driver was dead, his red throat opened and right eye ruined, his body blanketed with his own blood.


  The CB crackled, then fell silent.


  For the first time, Henry noticed the insects singing somewhere in the grass and brush behind him. He closed his eyes, held his breath, and listened to them.


  “Henry…”


  When again he opened his eyes, he found Marianne sitting calmly in the pickup’s passenger seat, knees together and hands folded in her lap. She slowly turned her head to face him, and in the shadows the blood on her face looked like a dark beard had sprouted.


  In spite of himself, Henry laughed at that.


  “Now we have a truck,” Marianne said. Her voice was wet and syrupy.


  The task of dragging the driver out of the pickup and over to the Buick was considerably more difficult than Henry anticipated. It was the second body he’d ever moved, but substantially heavier than Marianne’s. When at last he got the man into the backseat and covered him with the blanket, he was awash with sweat and his breath was ragged.


  The gas gauge on the dash was close to E when he finally climbed in behind the wheel and pulled the door shut. Henry heaved a sigh, then cranked the gearshift into D. He drove below the speed limit and headed for the next exit, where there was a Shell station they’d passed several miles back. Once he was gassed up, he’d get back on the westbound side as they had been, before spinning out.


  When they passed the Effingham cross again, bright in the night sky, Marianne snickered. Henry could smell the decay in her breath, the coagulating blood on her blouse.


  The ocean, he thought, pushing the unpleasant odors from his mind. I’ll take her all the way to the ocean. With this in mind, he could almost smell the salt spray, feel the sun on his neck.


  “We’ll go in together,” Marianne said. “The water. Both of us.”


  “Yes,” Henry agreed, slowing the truck at sight of the Shell sign ahead.


  “My beloved,” she rasped.


  Henry smiled, knowing he was not mad, after all.


  <<====>>
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  When I was eleven and my brother Rourke was sixteen Dad moved us to the jungle to deliver the Lord’s Good Word to the people who lived there.


  He must have thought it would change us. Make us into men, lift us above the everyday sins of the other boys littering the stoops of Boston.


  That’s what he called them—everyday sins.


  Dad said that everyday sins were small things.


  Small things, like not telling the Irish girl who lives in the building across the way that maybe the cat’s been sitting in her window, because the way her curtains fall lately they bunch up around the pullstring and if a person were bending down in just the right way, for example on his knees whispering prayers before bed, he might see right through the gap to whomever might be standing there blow-drying her hair in clean white panties.


  “Everyday sins can sneak up on you, son. Like bees. One or two aren’t so bad, but when you get a swarm of them together you’re in big trouble.”


  Dad had black hair and a mouth that could smile all the way to the corners of his eyes. He was not a religious fanatic or a child abuser, if that’s what you’re thinking. Dad never beat us with Bibles or locked us in closets or forced us to grasp crucifixes heated over burners. He was just an electrician turned preacher who, in addition to being fond of analogies, believed that God would want men and boys to wear heeled shoes and pressed shirts while they were delivering the Good News.


  He’d been flipping a batch of Dad’s Famous Hotcakes while he delivered the analogy about the bees. Dad cooked us hot meals all the time, and everything he made was “Famous.”


  “They’ll sting you swollen, son, if you give them a chance. You have to be on the lookout.”


  He put the plate of hotcakes on the table and we ate them together in the warm kitchen with syrup and butter and cold milk.


  * * *


  There were no bees in the jungle.


  The native women were not like the Irish girl or the lady with the tiny waist on the detergent box. Their breasts fell to their navels like cupsful of cold molasses sinking slowly down their chests. They were the first breasts I’d ever seen up close. Instead of using a toilet the villagers squatted over holes, and their nails were thick and yellow. They were all missing a toenail or a fingernail, and sometimes more than one. The girls poked pieces of wood and bone through holes in their noses and ears, and sometimes lumps of scar tissue bloomed up around the holes like chunks of white lime built up around our drain at home. They squatted next to coal beds while they cooked. Some nights the firelight showed me their down-therehair and dark parts beneath that hung like flaps. Some had brown and black tattoos on their faces. Some of their heads were as bald as eggs.


  The men were strong and glossy and hard. They hunted monkeys and butchered them with their hands. Then they cooked up the meat, and the guts too. They even broke open the bones and dug inside with their thumbs, and then ate the stuff that came out. Sometimes they pulled out the guts before the monkey even stopped breathing.


  The children turned over logs and found white grubs the size of pecans that they roasted on sticks before chewing them up. They watched the moon and some nights they smeared things on themselves and danced in front of bonfires. One night, I saw a baby born.


  Inside our chapel was very, very hot. The walls and roof were made of heavy pine planks.


  “The planks were the first thing we brought in once the road was cleared,” said Father Claussen, showing us how to fan out mosquito nets over our beds and weight them at the bottom. He pointed to the four glass windows, looking very proud.


  “From a pair of very charitable Christians in Long Island. Real glass. They let the light of Christ shine right in.” He beamed. “I doubt there’s another set of glass windows for three hundred miles in any direction.”


  The windows didn’t open. The air in the chapel was as hot and heavy as the steam that used to hiss from Dad’s iron. Beads of sap oozed from the pine lumber, scenting the smother like Christmastime. Everything was sticky. The few villagers curious enough to attend services brought banana leaves to sit on, so they wouldn’t get sap on their bottoms from sitting in the pews. They fanned themselves with fronds and then stopped coming altogether.


  Dad said sometimes the Good Word was like the sound of the ocean.


  “Waves just keep crashing on in the background, and finally a day comes when people see that the waters are cool and clear. People wade in and try to swim. Some of those people will take to the water like fish, and others might not get the hang of it right away. Some people might only dip in a toe.” He’d always drop his voice for the next part. “And some people need us more than anyone else, because by the time they get to the water they’ve already been on fire for a long, long time.”


  Dad was from Chicago first, then Minneapolis, and then Boston. He’d signed a year contract for us, and when the review board asked if he had any experience living in the tropical wild, he said,


  “I’ve studied up.”


  To us, he said,


  “If the Swiss Family Robinson can do it, so can we. The Lord will watch over us.” But not many days had passed before it became clear that neither thing was true. We were dangerously ignorant about the jungle.


  We’d packed useless things. A swimsuit. A gold pocket watch. A red plastic radio that never picked up a station and ran out of batteries after the first week. Dad brought three jars of Brylcream, because he was afraid he’d run out. Nonetheless, he assured us, everything would be okay. We were on the Lord’s mission and He was looking out for us.


  Those first months were a dark time. Our water filter was a heavy contraption that took both hands and all my weight to pump it. In the heat of the day, I’d avoid pumping water until I was so thirsty my head throbbed, and then make it worse by exerting myself in the heat. For food, we had a kind of dried porridge with vitamins ground up in it, and you added water to make a sweet, gritty sludge. The best way to get it down was to drink it fast, like cod liver oil.


  Suffering in button-up shirts and heeled shoes with socks, we doled out litanies to the strange natives who looked at us skeptically, clucking their tongues and shaking their heads. The village children ran naked in the open air, and waded into the brown running stream to splash their dark bodies with water. I tried not to feel bitter thoughts toward them.


  On Sundays Dad offered Sacrament, pressing wafers of host into rough brown hands and making the sign of the cross in the air. “On the night in which he was betrayed, Christ broke bread and said, Take and Eat. This is my Body, given for you. Do this in remembrance of Me.” The villagers inspected the paperish discs, taking wary nibbles as if tasting an unfamiliar fruit for the first time without knowing if the flesh would send them into fits or cause chaos in their bowels. Nobody understood a word either side was saying.


  At night Roarke and I lay beneath the mosquito nets and felt things crawling on us, scratching furrows in our legs with our grimy fingernails. We’d been itchy and paranoid since the night Roarke had found a millipede as long as his forearm coiled inside his pillowcase. Sometimes we lay in bed and remembered things together, like the icebox back in Boston and the cool fountain in the square. Rory reminded me of Dad’s Famous Potato-and-Fried-Egg-Hash with Catsup, and I reminded him of Dad’s Famous Chocolate Egg Cream, always with an extra sprinkle of Ovaltine on top.


  One very dark night I dreamed of the Irish girl. She was blow-drying her hair. She turned around, and I saw that her breasts were deformed and made of scar tissue, lumps stacked upon lumps like bunches of half-dried grapes. Beneath her white panties something bulged and squirmed. The hard horny head of a giant millipede emerged from one leg of her panties and wound down the inside of her thigh, circling once before disappearing behind her knee. She held up her thumb, and there was black stuff on it. She sucked it off and smiled, looking right at me, still holding the blow dryer.


  I’d wet the bed that night for the first time in years, but Rory didn’t notice. The sheets were always damp anyway, and we’d trained our noses not to smell things.


  Four months passed, and Dad was sick. He would stand in the palmettos behind the chapel and make himself vomit before morning service, so he wouldn’t have to stop the sermon when he felt it coming. Long, flat worms like ribbons came up in the vomit. Yellow stains bloomed in the armpits of his white shirts, and he had to go to the bathroom a lot. He grew thin and grim.


  Still, he didn’t want to leave. He said that nothing was more transient than flesh, and he felt proud that God believed he was strong enough to be tested.


  Rory and I wondered about this. We also wondered whether or not God considered all meat to be flesh. Were the worms made of flesh? Were the grubs, the millipede? The monkey guts? Were the villagers? What was the difference between flesh, and just regular old meat? We couldn’t decide.


  The infection began with a black dot the size of a pea on the top of Dad’s foot. It looked like the time I’d stepped on a sharpened pencil, and a smooth pellet of lead had lodged itself in the web of my big toe.


  At first, it only itched. Dad thought it might be a mosquito bite turned blood-blister. Maybe he could just coax out a few drops of blood, and thing would turn back into regular skin. He squeezed it between his thumbnails, but nothing came out.


  When it was bigger the next day, he tried to prick it with the corner of his folding razor. The blade barely brushed the dot when Dad sucked air over his teeth and squeezed his eyes shut, gripping the sides of his foot with both hands as if curling up that way would make the pain stop.


  The next day the dot was twice as big, and it was no longer a dot. It was a little brown crater with a black pit, and the ring of skin around the crater was puffy and angry-looking. The day after that the foot was so swollen it bulged out of Dad’s shoe like rising bread, and a day after that the shoe didn’t fit at all.


  For the first time in four months, Dad stayed in his bed beneath the mosquito net instead of rising for Morning Prayer. We tried to cool him by fanning him with fronds, the way the villagers did. We pumped the water filter for him and offered him mangos and porridge. He drank some water and ate a little of the mango, but the porridge came right back up.


  When he could no longer bear the heat in the chapel, he crawled outside to lie on the ground in the shade of the giant palmettos. His hair hung in greasy strings and his forehead was shiny with oil and sweat. The whites of his eyes had begun to look yellowish. He was embarrassed that he’d had to crawl.


  Two days later, Dad didn’t even think about crawling. All day long he lay moaning under the palmettos with a mosquito net draped over him, not caring about the ants that marched across his belly or the centipedes making paths through his hair. He kept one hand pressed into his face, either palm-down covering his eyes or palm-out with the back of it pressing into his mouth. I think he did that so no more pain sounds would come out.


  Dad hadn’t taken off his sock. He couldn’t; the rapid swelling had cinched the seam of elastic tightly around his calf. Flesh bulged above and below the seam, making Dad’s lower leg look like a tied sausage.


  We could have cut the sock off. Despite our ill preparedness in other areas, we’d managed to bring a pocketknife apiece. Roarke’s even had a tiny pair of scissors that folded out so you could pinch them open and closed with your thumb and forefinger. But Dad wouldn’t let us touch his sock. I think he was afraid to see what was happening under there. He didn’t want Rory and me to see, either, but we knew it was worse than we could imagine because by then the smell was so bad.


  Dad’s infected leg gave off a smell like fetid cheese and rotten hamburger meat. You could smell it ten feet away. We’d all done a fine job of training our noses to ignore our own smelly underarms and the bouquet of the latrine-hole, but no sane person could ever shut out the smell of Dad’s infected leg. My brother and I stole sips of air through our mouths and pretended we didn’t notice as we sat with Dad, distracting him with staged arguments about which of his sermons we remembered best. He distracted us with forced chuckles that doubled him fetal with pain.


  Dad’s moans became high and shrill at the end. Consumed, none of us ate or slept. Rory and I didn’t know what was expected of us, and Dad was too sick to say. God was nowhere to be found.


  After Dad slipped into delirium, he could no longer refuse Roarke’s pleas to let him run fetch Father Claussen. Rory left the chapel early in the morning, disappearing into the spots of brush that had grown over the path since we’d walked it last. He didn’t come back until nearly dawn.


  “Father Claussen will be here when the sun comes up. He’ll bring some men with a cart and a mule to bring Dad out. “


  I lifted the mosquito net so Rory could climb into bed next to me.


  “What about a doctor?” I whispered.


  “There isn’t one.” Rory groaned softly as he settled into the bed. He sounded very tired. “Not a real one. Dad’ll have to be flown out the way we came in. Father Claussen’s already radioed San Tomas for a pilot.” Rory was silent for a while. “I told Father Claussen about…about the smell. He asked me how long, and I told him almost a week.” After another pause Rory added quietly, “He asked me if we have kin in Boston. You know…just in case…in case Dad…” Rory broke off in a heave. I could tell he wanted to cry. At last he said, “In case the Lord takes Dad before we make it out of here.” He said that in an even, weighted voice I’d never heard from Roarke before. Dad was right about one thing. The jungle had made a man of my brother.


  A Presbyterian doctor in San Tomas cut off Dad’s pants with scissors that were bent flat halfway down so they could slide right between Dad’s pants and his leg. Then the doctor used his bent scissors to cut Dad’s sock into squares. When he began to peel away the squares, Dad tore at his sheets and screamed to God for the strength to stand it until a nurse rushed in with more morphine.


  Father Claussen stood by his head and Rory and I held Dad’s hands as each square was peeled away. His leg didn’t look like a leg anymore. The knee was a black bulge with hard, raised bruises. In the gaps between bruises were mounds of flesh so swollen that the skin over them was stretched white and split into hard bloodless cracks. Below the knee the bruises became a forest of brown craters, each with a black pit, like the first one we’d seen on the top of Dad’s foot. The one he thought might be a mosquito bite.


  Square by square, the infection only grew more grotesque. Ripe pustules on the calf broke audibly to drip green fluid that filled the room with its cheesy, sickening smell. Around the ankles thick white and yellow stuff pooled between chunks of diseased tissue. The foot was nothing more than a spongy grayish mass, like a wet biscuit dissolving in mop water.


  A lot of the squares wouldn’t peel off. They were melded to the leg with crumbles of yellow crust, and trying to peel them just caused more flesh to tear away, exposing Dad’s long white leg bone. The doctor called the squares of stuck sock ‘grafted’, and said that it probably happened at the very beginning, before Dad’s body stopped trying to scab over and heal itself. The doctor gave up trying to remove the remaining squares of sock. Even he looked aghast.


  “I’ve never seen anything like it.” He kept saying. His accent sounded like the man with the hotdog cart back home. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  Father Claussen took us into a waiting room and swallowed an aspirin and told us that the ‘grafted’ squares of sock didn’t matter anyway.


  “I’m not a doctor, “ he said, “But if I’ve ever seen a clear-cut case for amputation it was lying in front of me ten minutes ago.” Father Claussen sank into a chair and looked at my brother and me, thin and filthy, blotchy with heat rash and covered with the scabs of bug bites scratched bloody in the night. I could tell by the way he softened that he pitied us. “San Tomas has some of the best doctors in this part of the world,” he said. “If your father’s life is meant to be saved, these men will save it.” The priest closed his eyes and I knew he was seeing it again, Dad’s rotting leg. I saw it too. It was burned into the dark behind our eyelids. He tightened his hold on the crucifix around his neck. Then he opened his eyes and looked at us sincerely. His voice was as soft as a whisper.


  “Your father should not be alive. God is truly walking with this man.”


  * * *


  God may have been walking with Dad that day, but Dad himself would never walk again. The doctors found rot running all the way up to his hip, so that’s where they amputated. The place where Dad’s leg once met his pelvis was now just a concave socket the size of a baby’s head, with prickly stitches like long black caterpillars holding the skin in place. There was a tube in Dad’s arm for morphine and fluids, one in his chest to pump antibiotics in, and another beneath the covers to pump other things out.


  A long time passed before Dad was conscious enough to speak. Father Claussen made arrangements for us to stay at a convent in San Tomas, where the nuns treated us like children. They did not know the things we had seen.


  When Dad started to come around, the doctor called Father Claussen and he drove us from the convent to the hospital in his big green Buick. I stood beside Dad’s bed so excited I began to cry. Dad opened his eyes, then closed them for so long I was afraid he’d drifted off again. But at last he broke the seal of scum cementing his lips together and the first thing he said was:


  “Where is it?”


  Father Claussen looked at us and we both shrugged our shoulders.


  “Dad,” Rory said gently with tears on his cheeks, “We’re here. Simon and I and Father Claussen. You’re going to be all right.” Rory’s throat caught and he glanced at the lopsided mound of blankets covering Dad’s lower body. “I mean, you’re going to make it. You’re not going to die.”


  Dad didn’t say anything for a minute. I squeezed his hand. His head turned on his pillow and he looked at me incredulously.


  “Didn’t you hear me ask you a question, son? I said—where the fuck is my goddamned leg?”


  Back in the waiting room, the doctor with the accent and the bent scissors spoke to Father Claussen in a rapid, rolling language. Father Claussen looked at the floor with his hands clasped behind his back, nodding. When the doctor was finished, the Father turned to us and said,


  “The doctors think that your father’s fever has damaged part of his brain.”


  I stammered, stunned and confused. But Roarke was angry. His fists were tight balls at his sides.


  “The problem with our Dad was his leg, Father. Or didn’t you see it? Because I did. And my little brother sure did. A fever can’t change a person that way. When I had the mumps I was as hot as a skillet for three days, couldn’t bear a stitch of clothing or a spoonful of broth, and I didn’t wake up a swearing blasphemer.”


  Father Claussen nodded, still looking at the floor, this time with his hands clasped in front of him. He started to say something, then stopped, as if he’d changed his mind about what to say. He started again, carefully.


  “Son, every part of a man is controlled by a specific part of his brain. When one part of the brain is damaged, he might forget how to walk. Another part and he forgets how to swallow, or how to speak, or how to read or write or do arithmetic.


  “These doctors say that sometimes—not very often, but sometimes—a very special part of the brain gets hurt, and the person forgets what kind of person he is. They think that in your dad’s case, the fever just…burned that part of him away.” Father Claussen put his hand on Rory’s shoulder. “May God be with you boys. The Church will do everything it can to help you and your father through this trial. You must have faith.”


  Roarke clenched his fists more tightly and shrugged out from under Father Claussen’s hand.


  “God had his chance, Father. And the Church brought us to this Gomorrah to begin with. I don’t think we’d like any help from either of you. In fact, I think my brother and I ought to be alone right now.” He took me by the arm and began to turn away.


  Father Claussen’s voice called out,


  “This is a time for joining together in prayer, not for casting blame.”


  Roarke did not turn back.


  “There is one more thing,” called the priest. Something in his voice made Rory stop.


  “Your father says he won’t leave here without his leg.”


  * * *


  The man in the hospital bed had Dad’s face, but nothing else about him was the same. When the nurses came to change his bandages he waited until they were leaning over him before he tweaked their nipples through their smocks and asked if all the women from their country were sluts-on-wheels-with-titties-of-steel. He held his fork with the wrong hand and laughed at things that weren’t funny. He wanted to know where the fuck were his goddamn cigarettes, wide-filter Pall Malls, as if he’d smoked them every day of his life.


  Even his breath smelled different. I know because right before we landed in Massachusetts, he grabbed my collar and pulled me close.


  “Those olive-eatin sawbones said they’d never seen the fuckin bug I got,” he told me, his voice low. He was so close I could feel hot breath in my nostrils. “Said maybe it was the first time anyone got it, anywhere in the whole world. And I said isn’t that something? Hey, why don’t pack the whole thing up and ship it back to the good old U.S of A? Maybe have the fellas from the Mayo take a look at it? For research, you know? Just so I can make sure I do my part.” He smiled a smile that made his face dark. “Then I look at the sawbones with my eyes real big…big wide crocodile eyes…and I say, I wanna do my part to see this tragedy don’t befall another living soul. Not if I can do anything about it.” He laughed sweetish breath into my face and I recoiled. He yanked me fiercely back to him. “It belongs to me, after all. It’s my goddamned leg. You can’t just toss someone’s leg in the garbage like a used rubber. So they said yeah, maybe I had a point. Those brains at the Mayo are thinking up new medicine all the time. Pills to stop your headache, cure the clap. Even pills to make your dick hard! Those guys may have something doin’. So the sawbones trussed it up in a big glass tube fulla some of that formaldehyde stuff. Locked it in with these big steel caps. I saw ‘em loading it into the cargo hold. Looks like the biggest pickled pig’s foot you ever saw.” He laughed again. There was a rattle and a lurch as the landing gear deployed. We were back in Boston, but it didn’t feel like home. Nothing was the same. “I’ll be fucked if those needledicks at the Mayo will ever get their hands on it. It’s mine.” Dad pulled me so close his nose touched the skin of my forehead, and his voice fell to a whisper that made my skin break into gooseflesh. “Do you hear me, son? It’s mine.”


  Father Claussen had arranged a one-bedroom apartment for us on a sloppy street beside an Italian restaurant. It was close to Saint Elizabeth’s, the hospital where Dad could go if he needed to see a doctor.


  “And I mean the other sort of doctor too,” Father Claussen reminded us. “A psychiatrist. If he gets any worse, or if you boys are ever afraid he’ll hurt you, just pick up the phone and call Saint Elizabeth’s right away. I’ve written the number to the psychiatric crisis line right here next to the phone.” He also said the church would pay all of Dad’s medical bills, so not to worry about that. And there was a Murphy bed in the living room, he told us, so there would be room for all of us as long as my brother and I shared a bed. He spoke a last hurried blessing, and then he left.


  The apartment smelled like garlic bread and had nubby carpeting with gold and burgundy curlicues, like carpet from a movie theater lobby. There was something called a ‘kitchenette’, which was a half-sized icebox, a sink and a hotplate on an island of dingy linoleum that curled up where it met the carpet.


  Father Claussen said he chose this apartment because it had belonged to a man with polio. The door that led in from the alley had a wide ramp and a rail for Dad’s wheelchair, and above the bathtub and toilet were special bars where he could grab on if he needed to. The countertops in the kitchen and bathroom were only half as high as normal so he could reach everything.


  Dad sat in his wheelchair in the kitchenette smoking Pall Malls and yelling slurs at the two black porters who had toted our luggage from the airport. We didn’t have much, mostly just secondhand clothes and dishes from the nuns in San Tomás. The pair of big men struggled up the wheelchair ramp with something heavy wrapped in black duvetyn. They set it down in the corner and were wiping their brows when Dad yelled,


  “You stupid spooks! Are you gonna put that right in front of the radiator?” He dropped his cigarette in the sink and wheeled angrily across the room. “Be careful with that goddamnit. Do you even know what this is?” He yanked off the duvetyn. Rory and I froze, staring, not believing. “It’s my goddamned leg, that’s what it is!”


  There it was, Dad’s rotten leg, bobbing inside a glass tube as high as my shoulders. Steel caps closed the tube at the top and bottom, bolted tight with pieces that looked like chrome lug nuts. A paper with a big orange symbol that said BIOHAZARD stuck to the glass with strips of wrinkly white tape, and a few paragraphs of medical words filled the space beneath the symbol. Beyond that, the gray mess of craters and boils floated like a fleshy jellyfish in the pale, yellow preservative.


  “Cost me half my nutsack and a gold pocketwatch. Good thing you darkies are hot for bribes and shiny things or it’d be halfway to Alabama by now, on its way to be poked apart by some egghead with a microscope up his ass.” One of the black men took a step toward Dad, like he might hit him, but the other man touched his elbow and shook his head, and after that they both left and closed the door behind them.


  The lights in our new apartment were dimmed by puddles of dead moths settled in their yellowed fixtures. The fluorescent over the kitchenette flickered constantly, like it was sucking its electricity through a bent straw. There was not enough light or space or air. We all stood together in our new home, not speaking. Me, my brother, my Dad and his preserved amputated leg.


  * * *


  Rory turned seventeen that spring and fibbed himself a year older so he could join the Navy. I cried and begged him not to leave, but he went anyway. He hugged me and told me he’d be back before I knew it, but he couldn’t look me in the eye and we both knew he was abandoning me. He was leaving me alone with Dad.


  Dad smoked cigarettes all day and watched game shows on TV. “The Price is Right” was his favorite, he said, because when Bob Barker picked a pretty woman to guess the prices you could see her tits bouncing as she ran down to the stage.


  “Hell, doesn’t even have to be a pretty one,” he said, lighting a fresh cigarette off the old one.


  We mostly ate take-out from White Castle and Carl’s Jr., but sometimes at the end of the month before Dad’s disability check arrived I’d use the hotplate to warm up food for us. Mostly frozen things: corndogs, pizzas, Marie Calendar’s chicken potpies in flimsy tins made of foil. We’d eat off paper plates sitting at a card table we’d found folded up under Dad’s bed. Once I’d tried to make beef stroganoff, but when the time came to eat it I couldn’t. I couldn’t get past the thick gravy and the slippery noodles sliding over bits of meat. After the stroganoff I had a hard time eating altogether. The feeling of chewed food churning around in my mouth made me sick to my stomach.


  I lost weight. I took long baths and showers, liking the feeling of scrubbed skin and the closed door between Dad and me. In the afternoons I sat outside on the wheelchair ramp and pretended to read catalogues. From there I could see people walking past on the sidewalk, but they couldn’t see me. I saw the public school kids walking home from the bus stop, and housewives on their way back from the baker and the butcher. Once I thought I saw the Irish girl walking past with a loaf of French bread and a sack of tangerines, but I couldn’t be sure it was her. I couldn’t remember if I’d ever seen her face.


  I slept long nights on the pilled mattress of the Murphy bed. Dad’s leg glowered from its pedestal, a wooden occasional table with one wobbly leg that Dad had made Rory and me drag in off the curb. He said the table would hold fine as long as we propped the broken leg with a stack of flattened cigarette cartons, and it did.


  My dreams were bad, and got worse as the summer wore on. The worst dream of all came on the night it happened, the night after the fourth of July. I remember because it was right before the heat wave broke. You remember - the bad one that tripped the grid and blacked out the entire east side.


  Has is been over a month already? Christ. You lose track.


  That night was the hottest night I’d seen since the chapel in the jungle. The apartment was stale and suffocating, and the reek of garlic and cigarettes and formaldehyde was everywhere. I felt miserable and feverish even after I’d stripped to my underwear and cranked the knob on the window fan as far as it would go. My stomach gnawed as I lay sleepless, watching red digits on the clock radio in the kitchenette stack minutes into hours. It was a little past three when I heard a crack like a gunshot—a transformer shorting out. The fan blades stopped whirring and all the streetlamps went dark. I’d never thought about how much light comes in through a person’s windows, even with the curtains closed, but suddenly the whole apartment was black as pitch. The clock radio clicked into battery mode and its red glow gave shape to the card table, the icebox, the world’s biggest pickled pig’s foot. I heard the door to Dad’s room creak open, telling me the transformer had woken him too, and he would need a couple cigarettes and a spoonful of Carnation and maybe half an hour on the toilet listening to his own satisfied grunts to soothe him back to sleep.


  A sound came from the hall like something catching or dragging on the carpet. I tried to climb out of bed to help, thinking he’d wedged his wheels against the baseboards again. But as always happens in nightmares, I found myself fixed flat on my back, paralyzed and numb. The dragging sound grew louder and closer. I panicked. Fear swarmed through me and I screamed at my frozen muscles, GET UP, JESUS, GET UP! But my arms and legs were too heavy or too weak or too tired. My eyes raced to the only scrap of light, the red glow of the clock, and something was wrong. The light was all wrong. It wasn’t doing something it usually did, wasn’t casting the right shadow on the linoleum. It wasn’t casting the shadow of…of the leg.


  The leg was gone.


  The steel caps were still locked tightly in place, but nothing floated in the yellow preservative except a layer of fallen-off bits that formed chunky sediment at the bottom of the tube. The dragging came again, this time right next to the Murphy bed. I squeezed my eyes shut, pressing hot tears between my eyelashes, and for the first time in a long time my lips moved silently in frantic prayer. Slowly, I rolled my eyes to the side of my head and I saw it, the ghastly rotten leg. It was coming for me, sliding through the dark, using the rubbery remains of its toes to drag itself across the rough theater lobby carpet. Strings of flesh and the knob of jellied femur left a trail of preservative to show where it had been.


  And I could smell it. Not the formaldehyde smell but the smell from beneath the palmettos, the smell of maggots feasting on raw cheeseburgers, of flesh rotting in the tropical sun. I felt a tug at the sheets and the exposed knuckle of the leg’s big toe appeared above the mattress. I felt myself losing it, delirious with fear. Then came the second toe, struggling over the hump, gripping the sheet like a monkey to pull itself up onto the mattress. The other toes followed as the leg slithered into bed with me. I gagged on the stench and the fear and the feel of spongy flesh against my belly. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I was going to drown in fear. I shut my eyes and felt my heart thump out one more massive helping of blood, before everything went bright white.


  And then I was awake. I leapt out of bed and wheeled around, sweeping my eyes to the tube in the corner. It bobbed there innocently in the red glow, as if to say, “See? I’ve been right here the whole time.” The blood rushed from my head and I dropped to my hands and knees, weak. My ribs stood out from my chest as I breathed in and out. My heart skipped and started. I think I might have grayed out for awhile.


  I was so tired. So tired and so hungry and so weak. I looked up at the leg, hating it. I wanted everything back the way it was. I wanted to walk into our old kitchen and find Dad standing on two feet in front of the stove, flipping a batch of his Famous Hotcakes and practicing aloud his sermon for the day. I wanted Rory to come back and make me believe I wasn’t alone anymore. I wanted to sink my teeth into a hamburger or a banana or a slice of roast beef without feeling my tongue begin to explore its imaginary craters and boils. I just wanted to be rid of it. All of it.


  The tube was easier to break than you’d think. It really only took one good whack with the hotplate to shatter the entire thing.


  Dad heard the noise, of course, but he must’ve considered his own obvious limitations, because he didn’t even try to pull me off. He screamed curses at me from his wheelchair, and when that didn’t work he dialed the number Farther Claussen had written next to the phone. Then you guys came, and brought me here. At first you strapped me to the bed, but I got that privilege back for good behavior. I’m not sure how long it took you guys to arrive after Dad called. I don’t really remember that part at all. I expect it probably took longer than usual, on account of the blackout. All I remember is a terrible, throbbing urgency to have Dad back—the real Dad. The Dad who’d made us pancakes and hated the smell of ashtrays, and who stood sweating before a tribe of villagers, intent only on the word of God. The Dad who’d said in a voice I can now recall only as an echo: “Take, and Eat. This is my Body, given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.”


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  So I was trying to join this writers' group. They were a very literary bunch, and I desperately wanted their approval. I've been writing horror fiction since I was a little girl but now I wanted to write grown-up literary fiction so people would take me seriously…or something…I really don't know what I was imagining. Those men's sweaters with the suede patches over the elbows were probably involved. Anyway I'd emailed back & forth with the group before my "tryout" visit, so I knew they were doing a Scary Story prompt for Halloween. "What fun!" I thought to myself. I wrote this story in a single night so as to impress them with my very adult literary fiction. "In this story I'll explore…religion!…and…fear of "The Other"! And the malleable nature of budding sexuality!" But somewhere in the process I lost control and this story happened instead. I was not invited to join the group. But I'm in a Best Of the Year anthology, so where ur patchy elbows & universal themes now mothafuckas??
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  Midday. Syrena, the Bearded Woman of the Supreme, heats up a grenadine of orange crystals in the large silt-static ignition pan, a cult item for circus trailers; her red bean soup, kept in her fridge inside flexible water cans with a variable-value tag: Expire le 3 Fevrier, 37 p.U. Three years ago.


  “Armand? Armand!” The lady is restless.


  “I’m here, sweetmeat,” the dwarf answers in a syrupy voice, hopping and popping his miniature jaws.


  “Stop doing that hideous noise, you know I can’t stand it!” the woman groans; she is the size of a career gladiator. “Have you bought sweet potatoes?” she immediately adds, scratching her right breast.


  “But…honey, you know this morning I had rehearsals for the donkey show, how could I…”


  “Fuck, fuck and fuck! I should have married Mister Skeleton, not a flea like you…He still fondles my ass, you know? That’s a real man…”


  “Sure, sure…twenty years ago, maybe,” the proud dwarf defends himself. “Since they installed the Faberge electric pick in his prostate, he can hardly walk, all spread-legged…and he pisses more than a horse. It’s those discharges, you know, that contraption doesn’t work well…That’s what you get when you do surgery in a garage…”


  “You’re only jealous—always have been. That’s a real man, let me tell you. And next time he fondles, I’m spreading my thighs for him…Knowing that, maybe you’ll get hard again too, Mister Flea.”


  “But, sweetmeat, what are you saying?” the tiny man whines. “All this fuss over three kilos of sweet potatoes, eh?”


  “I’m serious. No potatoes? Spread thighs. Understood? Let me think about his prostate…I’m going to work that stud with gusto. Just let me finish cooking this shit and feed the kids…that noble ancestry of donkey tamers you had me dump on the Earth. You’ll have to live with it, and don’t you come watch…”


  Armand’s cheeks turn red, unlike the violet tomatoes in the bowl close to the woman, dark and weirdly chromed like every vegetable on their table, coming from the illegal magnetic-induction greenhouses in district 4. Though their circus wages aren’t half bad, they certainly cannot afford New Scotland products. Clean products. The little man squeezes his diminutive fists, pops his jaws again and assaults the calves of his granitic wife. A bite, then two more. Not even a piranha would be that quick and lethal.


  “Son of a bitch!” she screams, bucking, while her precious red beard dips a few centimeters into the by-now boiling soup. “Jesus, look what you’ve done. If this gets burned, I’m losing my job…shitty flea. Let me catch you!”


  A Satanic sneer on her face—like a billy-goat from whom they have just snatched a testicle—she grabs a knife and chases her husband, making the trailer rock. Two dogs, out there, guarding the empty air set beneath the yellowish sky, begin barking, almost resurrecting.


  “Stop, or this time I’ll charge double!”


  The tiny man zigzags around the table, like a rabbit with its ass on fire; he must find his wife tamer before she grasps his neck, or he will be in trouble. He hid it under the cube of the kids’ entertainment system. The she-bison is strong, but slow; he kneels on the carpet, reaches out and finds the Holy Grail of the sons of a lesser and drunken god, the instrument turning any South Paris 5 dwarf into a superman. He stops shaking and stands, brandishing—with glittering eyes—his electric cat-o’-nine-tails.


  “Come here, sweetmeat…” he hisses, like a cobra ready to strike.


  Red button? No, come on: killing her would be too much, the usual lesson will be enough…blue button it is. The cat-o’-nine-tails sucks energy in a single breath, excitedly vibrating; LEDs light up on the tips of the claw-shaped whips, then its induction lead spheres animate themselves. Flagellation, without going too far, and then a nice screw to make peace; Armand’s usual schedule, whenever he forgets buying something for his neurasthenic corsair bride. Jesus Christ, sweet potatoes!


  The Bearded Woman pulls up short, staring at that hellish device as it flares up in the hand of the man of the house. “Bastard…” she whispers, already exhausted, blood squirting backward in her veins, filling up too soon her disproportionate head; just at the sight of the flail, she feels her back and buttocks burn like hell.


  “You know how this is going to go down, right, sweetmeat?”


  The little man swings his portable Armageddon upward, popping his jaws to infuriate his wife even more, as she stays unmoving like a presidential guard, the tips of her pink slippers on the imaginary red line of pain, on the threshold. She is going to pass it, it is going to hurt. Outside, the ghost dogs keep barking; the smaller, contaminated by strange purple stains on his back—you really shouldn’t suck on bones buried in Uxor-sick dirt—leaps forward and approaches the flexible water window of trailer 7. He wants to enjoy the scene, his paws laying on the laminal gap where sludge flows, and his tail up straight.


  The dwarf stops lingering; he articulates his shoulder and bends in baseball-pitcher pose, ready to unleash the flail on the woman’s massive body, as she foams rage-bubbles from the corners of her mouth. But something does not work: an invisible motherfucker—the same wraith which scared the dogs outside?—snatches the cat-o’-nine-tails off his hand, sucking it upward. Armand raises his eyes on the low ceiling of his mobile home, and sees the clawed rosary—his only weapon—coiled up among the blades of the fan. It’s been goddamn hot, these last days, and the fixing up of the environmental temperature generator has ended up somewhere with Syrena’s sweet potatoes. The blame falls on the donkeys, with their phosphorescent reins and their semi-organic saddles with silvery fringes, affixed to their back via hinges grafted to their spines—may Michelet be blessed for his invention of the neural screw, better than prehistoric Jenner and his smallpox vaccine—and antimony sulfate around their big, stupid bluish eyes. Beasts demanding daily care and training.


  Unarmed, the dwarf grins to the Bearded Woman, showing her the small piano wedged in his mouth, made of yellow and black teeth, while its hammers beat on his palate making him stammer, his quick little eyes pointed on her knife—he tries to say something useful: “Can we skip directly to making peace, this time?”


  Clenching her teeth, his wife advances walking wide-legged, slowly rocking, as though she wore jeans with a too-narrow crotch—maybe she is possessed by John Wayne’s holo-ghost. She grabs the donkey tamer by his hair, lifts him up and takes him close to her big rage-flaming face, perfectly matching her polished violet lipstick and reddish beard.


  “It’s you who doesn’t know how this is going to go down, big man…” she says to him in a hoarse voice, then turning back to check the sizzling pan. The soup is burning, goodbye. “You’re worse than plague…see what you’ve done? Not only I’ll spread my thighs for Mister Skeleton, but your nice white belly too…”


  While Armand tries to struggle out of the she-bison’s grasp, jerking like a jack-in-the-box with his feet in the air, she sinks her knife in his still-empty stomach, spits in his face and drops him, deflated, on the floor.


  The man twists on the ground, his short-fingered hand trying to plug the gash; he is dying accompanied by a strange soundtrack: the overheating fan engine, bogged down in the wife-tamer’s tails. It rustles and buzzes like a hornet about to explode in a little glass trap—the last sounds he will hear, besides the blops of the bitch’s knife that keeps raging upon him, everywhere, with its ham blade. The dwarf was hoping, whenever the moment came for him to cross the blue gate, to be accompanied by the bray of his donkey friends: Ingres, Monet, and Cezanne; those beasts have always respected him, more than any bipedal of his life, kids included; tailed angels with brains cooked by radiation and contaminated horse feed. How good they were, as they marched during the show.


  Blop, again, and then sguash, his throat. The blue gate appears, just like Armand had pictured it, but he cannot even reach up to the doorknob to get on the other side.


  Will they have a circus in Limbo? And donkeys, maybe?


  Everything burnt: no lunch, and the kids are about to be back, I’ll have to make do…Syrena thinks, rubbing her beard, soiled with the unlucky guy’s guts. She cleans her hands on the kitchen apron, adorned with drawn plums, and she watches her husband’s disarranged body, there on the floor, his eyes still hooked to that cursed fan. And now I also have to clean all this mess…who knew a fucking dwarf could have so much blood…that’s liters! I could as well have slaughtered a hippo!


  Seconds pass, the woman looks out of the trailer window and sees the two dogs, trained to survival, quickly scuttle toward the Baden landfill, until they vanish behind the first towers which lean on their foundations of rags, junk, and old spare parts. Down there, a little on the left, she seems to see a grey-silver rainbow arching between the molecular burners—the great nibblers of the past. It looks like a scythe blade, actually, or a giant meat cleaver ready to drop down on what used to be, what still moves, breathes, in that graveyard, under its flying horizon shaken by the flapping wings of the cloacal gulls.


  Cowards! So be it, she mutters in her thoughts, we need a special menu…piglet roast. Of dwarf. After all, we have to celebrate. I’m going to have a real man around, now, and a lot of bags of sweet potatoes. But now let’s think about the kids.


  “Mmm…smells good!”


  “What’s that?”


  “Mom, mom, Monet slapped me!”


  “Be quiet, and don’t touch anything; wash your hands, change your shirt and then sit down at the table. You little piglets!” Syrena groans, brandishing a wooden spoon toward the empty heads of the three kids. Ingres, Cezanne, and Monet—the abusive one. That’s right, Armand named them like his dancing donkeys. “Come on, hurry up. Special menu today…”


  The woman has set everything properly, even though it is not Sunday. The good dish set, enameled cutlery—Mister Skeleton’s wedding gift—and Armand as centerpiece: arms and legs cut off and an apple between his teeth, nicely roasted. You can no longer recognize him, after the treatment; his wife has worked hard with the Metzelder carver, then she has seasoned the poor devil with pink rosemary, mustard icing and an abundant dose of her signature spicy sauce, purple like a priest’s mourning. It only lacks a pretty circle of chopped sweet potatoes, all around, then the picture would be perfect. Dwarf stew a la Corse. The tiny man still seems to be looking upward, toward the fan blades, with his little blue eyes goggling and sucked out by the suction cups of the oven’s 750 degrees. He lays on the silver platter, the one with Syrena’s mother’s initials on the edge: L.B., one of the early stars of the Supreme: Lady Blackbeard. Too bad she croaked untimely, trying to strangulate her husband with his own guts after ripping open his belly with her teeth—she had caught him in bed with an Egyptian contortionist, a pearl necklace around his stout neck and a radioactive kiwi up his ass. Heart attack, right in the thick of it. A real badass bearded woman.


  “Good! I want more!” Ingres, the youngest, brays.


  “Don’t choke on it, eat slowly,” his mother commands, cleaning the orange gravy off her beard; thick like mortar.


  “Fuck, you have to buy more of this shit!” Chubby Cezanne jumps on his seat, struck down by wet taste-bud rapture, before getting another slap on his neck by his rough brother.


  The she-bison groans, “Hey, is that a way to talk? If your father was here, you’d see…and if you don’t quit fighting, you two, I’ll put you in the oven.” Then, she stops a moment to think about that, her fork two centimeters away from her mouth and a piece of her husband’s ear down in her belly, melting away like foie gras, releasing an acid broth of deep mocking. But.


  Goddamn, and who knew dwarves were so tasty? You’d never believe that! she thinks, then beginning to eagerly watch, with predator eyes, her own offspring; Armand’s kids. Same breed, same meat. But they must be even tastier, when they’re little. Who cares, I did them and now I can gobble them up…they’re my stuff.


  Syrena crosses herself, gets up waving her red-orange beard over the tits which have worked so much and have now surrendered to gravity, letting themselves be sucked in toward the floor like giant dried plums. Milk, day and night, she remembers, suck, suck and suck…they never had enough. Dwarves as hungry as wolves, how the fuck can they eat so much and stay so little? I used to have breasts straight and taut like a boat prow, and Mister Skeleton drooled over them. Time for a makeover—thanks to poor Armand’s savings: she well knows where he took his stash—hard as marble…and a crackerjack dinner.


  “So, kids, let’s do a funny game. Dad is coming home soon: let’s hide in the kitchen, so we pop out when he enters to scare him, okay? Come on, piglets, come with Mom…”


  As Cezanne grabs his mother’s hand to join her in the game, the Bearded Woman cannot resist and pinches the boy’s fat ass, a nice protein pudding, and she eagerly licks her lips.


  “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s hurry.”


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  I’ve had a lot of fun writing this story. I imagined a grotesque circus in a dystopian dark future, during a radioactive pandemic, where mutated creatures, freaks and human being work together to survive in a world without any trace of hope or mercy.


  I've always been fascinated by the figure of the ‘Bearded Lady' of the ancient circuses, so I chose her as my main character who (as you'll get to know very soon) is always upset and hungry!


  Her favorite victim? Her husband, of course.


  


  


  THE DEVIL’S DREAMLAND


  Poetry Inspired by H.H. Holmes


  By Sara Tantlinger


  From The Devil's Dreamland
 StrangeHouse books


  Metamorphosis


  I am


  Herman Webster Mudgett (what’s real, doesn’t sound real, does it?)


  raised by a mother's constant prayer,


  hell-bound on that first metallic


  tang of religion


  ingrained deep into my flesh


  by a father’s frequent use of a rod


  constant and unsparing


  but pity me not,


  for this is how I learned


  love and violence swelter together


  into one enflamed desire


  I am


  Dr. Henry Howard Holmes (better now? better)


  the doctor is in, far away from a young wife and son,


  but I will take other wives and mistresses


  one who will bare another child


  spreading the devil in my DNA onward


  because parasitical intents are not created


  for containment,


  I discover my enlightened self in Chicago,


  buildings clad in snowy stucco


  lamplights casting angelic glows onto streets,


  I can see why they call this the White City,


  my footsteps fall like a sooty, black rain


  dark as a plague


  promising practiced, surgical hands to unfold


  the city’s ribs, pluck out its heart


  squeeze meaty thumps of dying beats


  over everything in a rhythm of blood songs


  I am


  H.H. Holmes (do you know me yet?)


  standing at the precipice of life,


  my demon inside me, but I name him friend


  later, he names my building


  the Murder Castle


  with its trap doors, secret passages,


  never fully finished in its construction,


  but the walls are always listening


  as I remove sutures of skin from those


  in my employment


  I am


  your American serial killer, wrapped up


  in 19th century shreds of screaming women


  trapped behind soundproof walls


  where ribbon-soaked memories


  drip down into soil,


  later, within scrawled prison memoirs,


  I will articulate contradictions


  confess to murders of those still living


  as people falsify accounts of things untrue


  because you will never know what it is like


  to be born with the Evil One inside you


  here in prison my face grows gaunt,


  my eyes grim


  I am


  someone you will never truly know


  I am


  the worst kind of thing you could ever find


  as you crawl your way across a hotel floor


  fall down a sliding trapdoor into a room


  filled with acid bottles, a stretching rack,


  cleaned up skeletons


  forever locked in a purgatory grin


  I am


  your timeless Devil


  you will never know me, yet


  I am


  Everywhere


  

  The Bloodletting of a New Century


  I want to tell you what I was supposed to be.


  Destined to bring forth glory,


  new century, new generation


  brimming with the shine of bright


  crimson rays across my horizon,


  dying years of the 1800s,


  caught between the old and new world


  should have birthed


  beautiful energy and ideas,


  inventions, art, literature, science…


  Instead, my fading dusk birthed a monster.


  I should have been remembered


  for gas lights and photographs,


  moving pictures and recording sound,


  the sapling growth


  of telephones and automobiles.


  Instead, I am complicit,


  my forensics not quite


  capable of conviction,


  my science cannot


  determine whose bones


  lived and died inside


  Holmes’ basement,


  a few more years


  and I could have unraveled


  the mystery,


  but it’s like he knew—


  he knew this was the last


  opportunity to be wild and bloody,


  to capture enigma


  dissect its chained-up body


  on a cold metal slab.


  I want to tell you what I was supposed to be,


  but instead I am going to show you


  the demon I created.


  

  Innocence like Birdsong


  They say if a feather falls


  in front of you


  when no birds are around


  it is a gift from your guardian angel.


  What do they say when


  a young boy harvests


  crow skulls


  like secret treasure beneath his bed?


  The bluebirds and robins,


  finches and cardinals,


  are not singing outside your window.


  Their trills are warnings


  to beware the dissector


  who lives beyond this door


  to not confuse guardian angels


  with preadolescent demons.


  

  Push


  The abandoned house loomed, grisly in its charm, seductive in its nature, but if nature is to reclaim what has been abandoned, then perhaps seductive charm can never be anything other than grisly. But these are not the thoughts of the two boys sneaking up decaying stairs, inhaling the grime, letting it settle deep in their lungs like a dusty kiss. Just children joking in the dirt, playing cops and robbers, but both are stealing away memories of this decayed magic, of this haunted emptiness. They will say the older boy, Tom, died from a fall, from something inevitably tragic because structures break in abandoned houses, they collapse and you tumble down the stairs, through the floor, and you just simply fall, simply shatter, simply die as the younger boy watches, those cold blue eyes, unblinking. His hands never once tremble.


  

  Inaugural Dismemberment


  Salamanders and frogs at first,


  blinking amphibian eyes


  slow, weary


  before he scoops them up


  strokes slender bodies


  slices through soft bellies.


  Rabbits, stray cats,


  hungry dogs,


  too slow, too trusting


  before his young hands


  wrap around in a stranglehold


  dissecting the living, until they live no more.


  Learning how to disable life


  without completely killing it,


  he does not know this yet,


  but it won’t be much different later


  when he replaces animals with human bodies,


  when he arranges a woman on his slab


  instead of a yowling cat in the family cellar


  how the women will fight


  aim to scratch out his eyes,


  he does not know yet


  how animals won’t haunt him,


  won’t come back when he steals


  paws as keepsakes,


  but the women,


  whose clothes he will someday keep


  hanging like slim ghosts


  from his closet


  will come back when he weaves


  his dreamland,


  will come back blinking slow


  amphibian blackness


  in place of their own, dead eyes.


  

  The Dissection Doctor


  In all my years of taking on apprentices


  never has one been as excitable


  as young Herman Mudgett, deliciously eager


  never has one craved to spend so much time


  in the dissection room


  he understands deeply,


  intimately


  the gluttonous need to slice


  to peel back skin and examine sinewy


  inner workings of human cadavers


  In all my years of sawing, cutting, scraping


  at the oozing husk of a dead body,


  I’ve never seen a man smile


  as he severs the body


  as he plunges hands deep inside


  Inhaling the embalming chemicals


  caressing the dead, withered organs,


  his eyes alight, deliciously eager


  

  The Tenant


  He is going to kill us all—this man I let stay


  within the walls of my boardinghouse


  Young medical student, what do you keep


  beneath the bed where I must sweep?


  Constant reek of chemicals, experiments,


  he calls them, all for school, he claims


  Poison goop, foul odors, leaking between


  the floorboards like jellied garbage


  Young medical student, what do you keep


  beneath the bed where I must sweep?


  He has turned the room into a lab, test tubes,


  amber fluids, sick eagerness to work on dissections


  The way he discusses such things at the dinner table


  flirts with my daughter despite his wedding band


  Young medical student, what do you keep


  beneath the bed where I must sweep?


  I cannot take the vulgar stench any longer,


  so I wait until he goes to his classes this day


  My broom in hand, I move toward the dark object


  beneath his bed, the source of such nauseous smells


  Down on one knee, I swoop the heaviness out,


  it nearly rolls across the floor, dead weight


  Young medical student, what do you keep


  beneath the bed where I must sweep?


  Tiny and cold, a blue-green bruised shade


  long, jagged cuts across the chest and belly


  I don’t remember if I ever stop screaming


  at my tenant’s dissection project


  I sweep it back, wondering whose baby


  the young doctor had stored beneath his bed?


  

  Chasing the Hunger


  Everyone is starving here,


  starving everywhere.


  When I cannot stand the screams,


  nor the way madness bleeds


  deep into my own brain


  from the screeches of those kept


  behind tomb-cold walls


  within Norristown Asylum,


  I pace outside and ask


  the Philadelphia moon


  if she will satisfy my growing hunger,


  tonight she does not


  tomorrow she will not.


  Everyone is talking here,


  inside Norristown, inside my head.


  I did not want this job


  of madmen keeper, and after


  a few days, I leave.


  Hunger still rolls restless


  within my churning mind,


  ticking out ideas along


  with the clacking of a train,


  I can’t stop thinking about


  a brief visit I once took


  to a city of allure, a city that once


  died down to charred, ashen strips


  after the great conflagration,


  a city that rebuilt itself up


  reaching for clouds and sun


  skyward into the evolving world,


  gleamingly pure in the daytime


  wretched as sin during the night,


  a balance I am hungering


  to slide myself between.


  Chicago—the delicious


  taste of her in my thoughts,


  opportunities abound,


  a new beginning, new name


  the train juts onward to Springfield,


  so do my options,


  because at last I realize I am no longer


  running from asylums or mediocre jobs,


  I am chasing after something greater,


  an appetite aching beyond food, beyond money.


  When I sign the registry to prove myself


  a medical man,


  the clicking in my brain holds tight


  as the train tracks.


  I amputate Herman Webster Mudgett from my identity,


  sacrifice slices of soul back to the ravenous moon


  that used to hang above the asylum in Philadelphia.


  I sign the registry,


  my new life to unfold


  the book forever showing the name


  Of Dr. H. H. Holmes.


  

  Blood Clot Passenger


  1886, late summer, early morning


  a man steps off a train


  thirty-five years old, five foot eight


  blue eyes


  striking against


  miasmic city filth


  striking against


  his well-dressed body


  hearses roll by, iron-clad wheels rattling,


  urging city rats to scamper


  past bluebottle flies


  hovering over animal corpses


  littering over city streets


  like masses on an artery


  a man walks through the city


  as summer rots


  locomotive steam pluming upward,


  conjoining with polluted clouds,


  soot and smoke


  thickening a blockage from the sun


  1886, late summer, early morning


  a man steps off a train,


  the clot breaks free, travels through


  Chicago’s body,


  this dark-mustached swindler,


  this charmer who pied the snakes


  swallowed them whole,


  emits musical poison from his throat


  walks past death without blinking


  thirty-five years old, five foot eight


  blue eyes


  hungering over


  the sight of maggots


  wondering how squirming larvae


  would look


  inside the body of the pretty woman


  he had sat next to on the train.


  

  Accomplice


  With every good madman, comes a coconspirator,


  or perhaps the madman creates something else


  Take the monster within Dr. Frankenstein,


  the humanity within his creature


  Take the insatiable thirst of Dracula


  and his bug-eating Renfield,


  both consuming life-forces


  because the answer is always blood


  Blood as food, as drink


  as a token from worshipper


  to master,


  for Holmes, along comes a carpenter


  named Ben Pitezel


  kind of a drunk


  kind of loves his wife


  and five children


  easy to manipulate, simple-minded


  enough to keep around


  something akin to trust blossoms


  between the two schemers


  there will be an extent


  to how far this bends,


  to how far the boundaries


  can twist, contort,


  slither between the men


  From this, the downfall


  starts to steadily drip,


  from this,


  will come a reckoning.


  

  The Kiln


  At night after the stores close


  after stars attempt to blink


  between ashen clouds,


  the strange doctor


  builds something,


  something hungry inside


  crooked architecture,


  atrociously macabre.


  What’s in his basement?


  Chicago swallows starlight,


  the plague of a man


  stays down below the earth.


  What’s in his basement?


  He says, goodnight tenants,


  goodwife wife,


  goodnight mistress,


  and hello to the fire light


  where he sits like a pyro-hungry


  piranha, listening to colorless flames—


  an invisible reaper


  instructing,


  seducing,


  slithering


  deep inside the doctor man.


  He unbuttons his shirt,


  holds his arms out wide


  embracing his monstrosity


  made from ruddy bricks,


  and what is it there, inside his basement?


  Heat emits from a cavernous mouth


  blistering enough to melt iron


  inside brick jaws.


  Is this man the Devil or a minion,


  trading flesh for secrets?


  The kiln sings for him


  crude oil mouth


  mating with death,


  delivering steam and atoms


  from the ashes inside its belly.


  Not even bones remain,


  just a man’s coat


  hanging upstairs in the parlor,


  just a woman’s dress in her trunk


  worn only by ghosts now,


  bodies without skin,


  without skeletons,


  flaking bits of dust


  tarred, human husks


  in the doctor’s basement,


  in the Devil’s kiln.


  What else is he


  building in there?


  



  

  Holmes vs. The Ripper, Part I


  November 1888,


  cold metallic tang of blood


  billows up in the atmosphere


  hovering, haunting


  crimson pollution in Victorian streets.


  Slightly after the witching hour


  a woman cries, “murder!”


  Violence is nothing new here,


  neighbors turn away, shut their ears


  slicing off sound as he slices off


  a woman’s breasts.


  Around 10:45am,


  a landlord goes to collect rent


  Mary Kelly’s is overdue,


  she doesn’t open the door


  blood smears the broken window.


  Mary Kelly is nothing more


  than a gumbo-stewed organ soup


  scarlet flesh pile, skinned down,


  inhumanly carved up on the bed


  a massacre of mutilation.


  There will come a debate after this,


  was she truly the Ripper’s last?


  Are the following Whitechapel murders


  his or someone else’s?


  At this stillborn, chilled moment


  Jack remains the most brutal


  servant of the Devil.


  At this stillborn, chilled moment


  H.H. Holmes hears


  backward whispers slithering


  into his small ears


  You can do better


  You can do better


  



  

  Holmes vs. The Ripper, Part II


  Dr. Holmes folds down the morning paper,


  putting away the gooey mess of Jack.


  The Ripper had been sloppy,


  sexually exalted by thrusting


  his hands inside of women,


  tearing them inside out


  like a blood-horny animal


  savage and visceral.


  Dr. Holmes straightens the ink on his desk


  brushes the lint from his trousers


  organizes his files in a slow, neat order.


  His workers are building,


  adding new passages, staircases,


  chambers, chutes, doorways


  to his home, his workplace,


  his castle where he envisions


  beautiful dissections


  of beautiful women.


  The Ripper had been sloppy


  but Holmes will be precise,


  careful with his slaughter


  his experiments,


  clean and quiet


  the way love and butchery


  ought to be.


  

  The Articulator


  Articulation, not of words


  not of the tongue


  My mastery educates


  stripping the flesh


  from your loved one’s carcass,


  how to arrange bones


  back into complete skeletons


  for schools and medicine,


  it is just business, my friend.


  When the good doctor invites me


  into his building of many rooms,


  I am not alarmed at first


  by the dead woman


  on the table


  because she is money


  on the table;


  he has already begun


  some articulation


  of his own.


  A fouled up attempt


  of dissected slivers,


  meat ribbons flayed out


  like remains of a tattered rabbit


  that had spent too much time


  gripped within a hound’s jagged mouth.


  Her ruined face is serrated, split skin


  rolled and peeled back


  like sticking thumbs into an orange,


  juicing it dry and shedding layers


  apart into unspooled gore


  This ripped up corpse, these pieces


  of a woman, paid for,


  sold for even more


  it is just business,


  my friend.


  

  The Devil’s Dreamland


  How does the Devil dream?


  In soot-tinted, skyscraper tall clouds


  polluted with gothic maladies of the damned


  he conjures up the acerbic blueprints


  rotating counterclockwise within


  his labyrinthine mind


  constructing philosophies made of blood-thread


  warped into a web where contorted


  passageways and secret chambers


  fester like a breeding ground of silken torture


  from the outside, the fortress’s dead space


  seems something akin to normal,


  a turreted roof overlooks Jackson Park,


  street-level shops line the ground floor,


  columns and designs mesh well with


  Englewood’s surroundings


  hiding the inner den of horror,


  double-sided closets adjoin rooms,


  bodies stashed between the doors


  asbestos-lined walls padded into


  soundproof spaces to muffle


  the throaty, feral screams


  he plans to elicit from expiring mouths


  sliding wall panels leading down


  slipshod hallways where gas jets


  produce light that only reaches so far


  into the dark, pocketed corners of his maze


  intending to lose you somewhere


  among uneven, veering halls,


  narrow and curved,


  doors that only lock from the outside


  dead ends and stairs leading to nowhere


  trapdoors and a greased-up chute


  ready to propel victims down into


  his ultimate paradise,


  the basement cellar


  dimly lit, and with heavy, earthen air


  large zinc tank, vats spread around


  meant to store corrosive materials,


  acid and quicklime


  a table for dissection gleaming


  beside the surgeon’s cabinet


  stocked full of shining instruments


  near the torture rack, sharpened


  and waiting to pierce through your skin


  in his underground theater of dissection,


  nothing is wasted,


  in the city of Chicago,


  nothing is wasted


  acid eats flesh off bones


  every skeleton waiting,


  articulation for the sake of culture


  all easily sold


  hair taken for wigs


  clothes donated to asylum patients


  you were never anything but


  a delicious memory inside


  the devil’s dreamland


  this building, so innocent at first


  breathing and imagining greatness


  where doors opened to welcome


  weary travelers


  such warmth was choked out


  strangled into an abattoir


  where he paces the halls


  whistling the same low tune


  over and over as he passes the doors


  of guests, inviting them to see


  who lingers outside in the darkness


  inviting them to come play


  in the place of nightmares


  a house of horrors,


  a chamber of dread


  a murder castle


  

  World’s Columbian Exposition (Chicago World’s Fair)


  1893, we celebrate the 400th anniversary


  of the barbaric slaughtering


  Christopher Columbus brought


  unto a new world,


  but you will find no anger


  toward his history here


  as the fairgrounds take form, as visitors


  flock in droves to taste the excitement


  flickering in the air like pixie dust


  People keep dying,


  workers falling from buildings


  accidents in the form of skull


  fractures and electrocution


  all this death contained within


  designing the great fair,


  yet a madman paces inside


  his castle, creating spaces


  where supposed accidents


  will swallow visitors whole


  a madman forges his dreams


  into piping hot realities


  where his World’s Fair Hotel


  promises spectacular service


  so very close to the fair itself


  Opening Day comes upon the city


  in jovial bursts of color,


  mouthwatering scents of exotic


  pastries and delicacies from themed


  exhibits stationed around the park,


  thousands of visitors holding their


  breath for President Cleveland


  to push a button that ignites


  a hundred thousand


  glowing lamps across the fields,


  illuminating neoclassical figures,


  the work of men named Tesla


  and Westinghouse


  Dr. Holmes turns away men at the door,


  citing reasons of already being booked


  to capacity, yet the young women


  stroll right in, are welcomed,


  intoxicated by their own freedom


  blushing at the handsome doctor


  who offers great prices,


  who offers warm touches


  they do not see how excitement alerts


  trembles into his fingertips,


  eager to taste innocence, summon


  screeches from their tender tracheas


  lick away saccharine death from dying lips,


  listen to the snapping of a windpipe,


  hungry to snuff out light from


  wide eyes,


  hungry to cut the lights open,


  sever the heart to see how it beats


  beneath such fine skin,


  glowing like the thousand lamps


  across the enchanted fairgrounds


  



  

  Unblessed Excavation


  Holy Cross Cemetery, 2017


  121 years I have slumbered


  beneath a gritty dirt and concrete mixture


  intended to shield my body


  from the desecration


  of grave robbers and greedy scientists


  hungering for my brain, my heart


  121 years I have allowed my bones


  to root into earth,


  but along came the tapping, gentle at first


  enough to waken me,


  enough for empty eye sockets


  to peel away grime, try and witness


  who has come tapping at my concrete door,


  it is not Poe’s raven, not his gentle beak


  warning me, nevermore shall I sleep


  the noise is…you


  My fingers stretch, just bone now


  crunching, popping, aching


  and you,


  you should have let me sleep,


  should have let the devil dream inside


  his concrete prison


  All these dirty layers deep


  where dark imaginings scheme


  on their own accord


  where I play inside hell’s dreamland


  designing nightmares


  no one before me dared to envision


  and


  you should have let me sleep


  I taste exhumation on my tongue


  as avaricious hands steal my skull,


  unearth the tatters of my necktie,


  the remains of my mustache,


  half-alive in the dirt as if waiting


  I do not care for the way excavation tastes,


  how it presses heavily on my tongue


  teeth doing all the work


  scraping away the bottom lip


  of this mouth, my greatest ally—


  my words, my charm,


  the way a delicious falsehood forms


  If I am to awaken, then I must taste


  again the chloroformed flavors


  of dead girls in my arms,


  must feel the moment


  when warmth leaves a body,


  replaced by a stiff chill


  The tapping turns to bombs


  shattering concrete, bursting dirt


  disemboweling my old pine coffin to dust


  hands reaching,


  caressing my skull,


  unaware of awakened hunger


  You whisper that you want to know me,


  but didn’t anyone ever tell you


  that when the devil dreams


  you best leave him alone


  as he thinks of souls to reap,


  Your skin,


  so fair, so warm


  you should have let me sleep


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  After writing my debut poetry collection, Love For Slaughter, I knew I wanted my next project to be as different in theme as possible. This idea really grew after I watched a documentary about serial killer H.H. Holmes. My muse had come to me in the form of the Murder Castle. I spent about six months heavily researching Herman Webster Mudgett, alias H.H. Holmes. I read articles and nonfiction books about him, watched more documentaries, and listened to podcasts about the killer. So many of the accounts conflict, making it nearly impossible to attempt to understand Holmes. Even his own prison memoir and “confession” conflict and lie, but he really was a brilliant liar. The results of having this madman live in my head transformed into The Devil’s Dreamland, a poetry collection that takes one through my interpretation of his life, misdeeds, and murder. The book is perhaps more narrative than a lot of other poetry collections can be, which I hope appeals to people who don’t always read a ton of poetry. I invite anyone interested in true crime, serial killers, or the gruesome macabre to step into The Devil’s Dreamland.


  


  


  ALL GOD’S CREATURES GOT REASONS


  Frank Oreto


  From Hinnom Magazine #005
 Editors: C.P. Dunphey & Caleb Stephens

  Gehenna & Hinnom


  The heavyset man in the red tank top did not look like a monster. He squatted in front of the stroller and waved at the child inside. The young mother, a pretty woman in a green blouse, smiled with pride.


  Across the street, Lonnie Phelps took in the scene from where he sat in front of Java Jive. "Mighty nice kid you got there, ma'am," he said, filling in the unheard dialogue. The kid did look cute, from what Lonnie could see—little sailor hat peeking from the stroller. Probably only a bit older than my Ryan, he thought.


  Lonnie sipped his coffee. When he looked back up, Tank Top was holding the baby. He had a big grin on his face, but the mother wasn't smiling anymore. She put her hands out to take the child back, but Tank Top ignored her.


  "What the hell?" asked Lonnie.


  The mom put a hand on Tank Top's forearm, her mouth moving fast.


  Give back the baby. Lonnie willed the action from where he sat. But his thoughts were no more effective than the mother's words.


  Tank Top winked at the woman. It was that slow kind of wink where you get your whole face involved—a get-a-load-of-me sort of wink. Lonnie could feel the teasing contempt. Then the man opened his mouth wider than should have been possible and shoved the crying baby's entire head inside.


  The mother screamed and grabbed at the baby's flailing legs, but the man in the tank top whirled away. One heavy arm lashing out at the woman while the other shoved the child further into his mouth. His lips and jaws stretched wider to accommodate the narrow shoulders.


  Lonnie ran across the street. Scene details popping in his mind like flashbulbs: a stroller turned on its side. A bottle of formula rolling toward the traffic.


  The baby-eater now lay on the sidewalk in a fetal position, protecting his meal from the horrified onlookers. A single leg protruded from the man's mouth. A tiny blue sock hanging half off the foot


  Lonnie reached the sidewalk with no idea how he could help. He pushed through the growing crowd. The mother clawed bloody gouges in the baby eater's face. A bike messenger kicked the man, yelling, "Stop it, dude," each time his worn Timberland connected.


  As Lonnie got close, the baby-eater rolled and scrambled back from the crowd on bleeding elbows until he had pressed himself against the wall of Pizza Sola. Between his wide yellowed teeth poked five pink toes—all that remained of the child. Tank Top pushed them into his mouth. His hand disappeared up to his forearm, tamping down his obscene meal. Lonnie could hear the wet, rhythmic sound of the man swallowing.


  Lonnie grabbed the man beneath the armpits and hauled him to his feet. "You sick bastard," he yelled. He launched his knee upward into the man's gut, hoping somehow to make him throw the child back up. Where were the police, an ambulance? Could they cut the kid out?


  The man lurched forward, wrapping Lonnie in a bear hug. He shoved his drool-slick cheek against Lonnie's. "Forget it, man, I finished," he said. "What the hell's wrong with you?"


  "Me?" Lonnie bellowed, pulling away.


  The baby eater let go and shoved Lonnie with both hands. Lonnie stumbled backward straight into the mother in the green blouse.


  "Watch it," she said.


  Lonnie froze. The woman wasn't screaming anymore. She just looked annoyed. "Your baby," said Lonnie. "I'm so sorry."


  "What baby?" the woman raised her hands, palms out, toward Lonnie. Her voice placating now and a little nervous. "I think you must have me confused with someone else. I'm going to go now."


  "Wait. The baby. That guy—"


  A tall man stepped between Lonnie and the woman who didn't seem to remember that her baby had just been eaten.


  "Dude, hey. Back off," the tall man said. It was the bike messenger, the one who had kicked the baby-eater. He put a hand on Lonnie's shoulder. "You been drinking, dude?" The mother took the opportunity to hurry away.


  Lonnie looked around in a slow circle. The stroller wasn't on the street anymore. The crowd was gone. He spotted the baby eater leaning against the wall, staring at him. His face still glistened with a pink sheen of blood and saliva. Fear lit up the man's face, and he looked away.


  "Did you see the baby?" Lonnie asked the bike messenger.


  The messenger shrugged. "No, dude. I think you need to sit down. Did you lose your kid?"


  Lonnie shook his head. "No. I'm all right." He was not. Lonnie walked to a nearby bus shelter and sat. What just happened?


  He looked back through the shelter's glass enclosure. The baby eater was gone. Lonnie's heart slammed in his chest. Adrenaline still pumped through his system, making his stomach queasy. People walked by, taking in the spring air. No weeping mother, no police cars.


  Jesus Christ, he thought, did I beat the hell out of some guy for no reason? Lonnie leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and took a deep breath.


  He should call Janet. Hey, Honey, I'm hallucinating people swallowing babies. Yeah, right. Sure, he was under a lot of stress. They both were. That's why she had insisted he take some time for himself this afternoon. So what? All new parents are stressed, but they don't all have waking nightmares. Unless something else was wrong. Lonnie leaned back with his eyes closed and imagined a future full of CAT scans and Thorazine.


  I'll sit here for a few more minutes, get my shit together, and then call. Janet would say go to the emergency room. Lonnie wondered if they'd let him leave.


  Someone sat down beside him "You remember me?" The voice had the slightly high nasal accent of the true Pittsburgh native. Lonnie looked to his left and saw the balding, sweaty face of the baby eater smiling back at him.


  "Shit!" Lonnie sprang to his feet, fists clenched. His breath came in painful bursts. He wanted to hit the guy, wanted to run, wanted to know if the man sitting on the bench was even real.


  "Aw, dammit," said the man in the tank top. "You remember all right." He rubbed a stubby-fingered hand over his mouth. A mouth that was wide, but nowhere near the obscenely gaping maw Lonnie remembered.


  "It's okay," the baby eater said.


  "I saw you eat that kid." Lonnie gave the accusation in a stage whisper. Aware of the people walking by.


  "No, no. I know that's what it looked like, but—" the man waved a hand in dismissal. "It was more like, um, a magic trick. An illusion. You get me?"


  Lonnie didn't reply, too upset to answer.


  "I'm Doug Kozlowski." The man held out a large meaty hand. Lonnie did not shake it. Kozlowski shrugged. "Yeah, I get it. Hey, I bet you could use a drink. Why don't you let me buy you one?"


  Lonnie only stared at the man.


  "Come on, kid. I know how you feel. A minute ago, you thought you were ready for a rubber-roomed Hilton, right? You're not crazy. This is good news."


  That got through to Lonnie. He had been thinking right along those lines. Something tight in his chest loosened a little, and his clenched fists opened. "You're saying it was some sort of joke?"


  "That's right, something like that. We'll go have a couple of drinks. I'll explain things. Life goes on." Kozlowski pulled his barrel-chested bulk upright and walked down Carson Street.


  Lonnie didn't want a drink but he sure as hell needed answers. So, he followed.


  Irene's Bar and Grill was an old-fashioned place. Lots of dark wood and only two beers on tap. Kozlowski pointed to a booth with high wooden dividers for privacy and hooks for your hat. Lonnie slid in.


  Kozlowski went to the bar and ordered. He came back with a bottle of beer and a tumbler of whiskey filled almost to the top. He set the glass in front of Lonnie." I got you a triple."


  Lonnie picked up the glass considering it. "No," he finally said. "You tell me what the hell just happened."


  "Okay. Here it is. You know how I said it was like a magic trick, me eating that baby?"


  Lonnie nodded.


  "It's a little more complicated than that. Uh…You know, you really should have that drink."


  Lonnie set the glass down.


  "Suit yourself. The thing is…" Kozlowski paused, an embarrassed smile on his lips. "I did eat the kid. You think you saw me choke down that baby because that's exactly what happened. At least you're not crazy."


  "You said it was a joke. They were actors, weren't they? I'm probably already on YouTube's sickest home videos, right?"


  "You saw me do it. Did it look like a special effect to you?"


  Lonnie's head began to throb in a slow painful rhythm. He squeezed his eyes shut. Maybe I'm still in the bus enclosure talking to myself, he thought. Hell, maybe I'm strapped down in some mental hospital already.


  He lifted the whiskey and took a deep swallow. The amber fluid burned down his throat realistically enough. "But where did the fucking stroller go? Why did no one remember what you did except me?"


  "That's where the magic trick comes in. 'Cept not so much the trick part. You see, when I eat a kid, I eat 'em all. I'm not talking about the meaty parts. I eat everything. Like cosmic-shit everything. His first smile, the nine months he spent giving his mama heartburn. I even eat the Friday night his mom and pop put Marvin Gaye on the stereo and got it on. You getting me?"


  "No," said Lonnie. "You're crazy."


  "What's with you and crazy? Give it a chance why don't you? I ate a baby on a city sidewalk in broad daylight. No one is looking for me. The mom doesn't even remember having a kid. Why? Because she never did. No stroller? She never bought one. I ate that kid right out of the world. No one's going to come after me because no one knows it happened."


  "I think you're screwing with me," said Lonnie, sounding as unsure as he felt. "Unless I'm just nuts."


  "Fine," said Kozlowski. "Go with the crazy theory if it keeps you from pounding on me again." He looked at Lonnie for a long moment and then gave an embarrassed half shrug. "You know, this is kind of nice."


  "What's nice?" asked Lonnie.


  "I never get to talk about it with anybody. The whole kid-eating thing. Well, once, but that didn't really count. I got a theory, you know?"


  Lonnie took another drink. I should call Janet or just go straight to the hospital. But, he did not want to let go of being sane. Not even if it meant this was real. "You have a theory about what? Why you eat babies?" He tried to speak calmly, but his voice broke.


  "Sort of. It's more why God wants me to do it."


  "You're blaming God?"


  "Sure, people blame God for all kinds of shit. Seriously, though, why the hell else would I eat little kids? All God's creatures got a reason. You think a buzzard just loves the taste of all that dead stuff? No. He eats it because it's his whatchyacallit—his nature. God's own flying garbage can. You see? The buzzard though, he got no brain to speak of. So he never asks, 'what am I doing eating this crap? I'd rather have steak and a nice potato?' Me, I wonder. So, I got this theory. "


  "I don't believe in God," said Lonnie. The whiskey was taking effect, softening the edges of his vision.


  "After what you just saw, I'd think you'd have a bit more of an open mind."


  Lonnie did not have a ready answer for that.


  "Anyway, here's my theory—Hitler." Koslowski held his hands out in a see-what-I-mean gesture.


  "Hitler?" Lonnie shook his head. "I don’t think I'm following."


  Koslowski sighed. "Hitler," he said again. "Okay, you know how Hitler is like the worst guy ever, right? All those sci-fi writers always have people going back in time to kill him, but just making things worse. With me so far?"


  "Yeah," mumbled Lonnie. "Hitler, bad dude."


  "So these kids I eat, they must be worse. God gives me a hankering for babies that would be the next Hitlers. And I eat them."


  "So, why didn't God have somebody eat the real baby Hitler?" asked Lonnie.


  "Fair point. I got to assume, being a lowly functionary, I am not privy to the big plan. Because if there ain't no reason, that means I'm some sort of monster. And a man can't live like that."


  "You are a monster," said Lonnie. "I can't explain that other stuff. The baby never existing afterward shit, but you took a laughing little baby—."


  "Baby Hitler."


  "A baby," Lonnie repeated. "And you ate him. You are a monster. Maybe God's monster if it makes you feel better, but still a piece-of-shit-baby-killing monster."


  Koslowski shook his head. "You know, I met this guy once. Like me. I mean, he did what I do."


  "Another of God's Monsters?" Lonnie asked.


  "Yeah. But, he was a little like you too. He didn't think there was a reason. I saw him eat this kid. A little girl, maybe six-years-old, pigtails and all. Fat little thing. Took for-freaking-ever. I talked to him afterward, like we're talking now. He'd tried to kill himself a few dozen times. Knives, nooses, bullets. He thought he was a monster and couldn't live with it. Even when he realized all that self-inflicted pain wasn’t doing the job, he never stopped trying. It's bad enough to have to eat babies. No way I wanted to be like him. The poor bastard begged me to do it."


  "Wait a second," Lonnie said, the whiskey thickening his words a little. "What'd he beg?"


  "He told me I was his replacement. That's why I could remember him eating the little girl."


  Lonnie's eyes widened. He straightened from his half-drunk slouch with enough violence to almost upend Kozlowski's beer bottle.


  "He said I had to eat him. Then he could be done. I'm telling you, the sap was crying with relief at the idea."


  "No fucking way am I your replacement," hissed Lonnie. "I got a kid of my own, for God's sake."


  "Hey, I concur," said Kozlowski. "You can only take this fate thing so far, right? The problem is, you saw what I did, and you remember me. I'm pretty sure that means you're next in line for the job."


  "I'm not eating you," said Lonnie.


  Kozlowski nodded. "Damn right. I thought we'd try something different." He lifted the beer bottle as he spoke and slammed it against Lonnie's head.


  Lonnie fell out of the booth onto the floor. He touched the side of his head and pulled away a blood-smeared hand.


  Kozlowski knelt over Lonnie. His distended mouth looked like the open end of a mop bucket. It gave his voice a deep, hollow tone. "Relax kid, in a little while it'll be like you never existed."


  The bartender screamed.


  Lonnie scuttled backward as the tooth-lined maw descended toward him.


  "Hold still," boomed Kozlowski. He reached down, scrabbling for Lonnie's collar.


  Lonnie didn't know if he was crazy, dreaming, or maybe in line to become God's monster, but he knew he did not want to be eaten by Doug Kozlowski. So, Lonnie opened his mouth and lunged.


  Something expanded in his skull. Bones snapped and jittered. It hurt like hell for a second and then felt good, like a satisfying crack of the knuckles. Kozlowski's arm was wedged in Lonnie's throat almost to the elbow. The two men looked at each other for a long moment and then Lonnie bit down hard. Flesh tore, and bones snapped until Lonnie's teeth came together with a click and he swallowed.


  Kozlowski's hate-filled bellow of pain joined the bartender's screams. "You don't even want the god-damned job, you stupid sonuvabitch!" Blood spouted from his sheared off forearm.


  Lonnie pulled himself to his feet. Strength poured into him from some unknown source.


  Kozlowski turned, spraying blood in an arc. He tried to run, but Lonnie had him by the tank top straps.


  "What I want is for you not to be here anymore," Lonnie said. Then he swallowed Kozlowski's head down to the neck and began to chew.


  It took the better part of an hour. Lonnie ate with a compulsive efficiency, never pausing. As if once he had made the decision, he'd gone on cannibalistic autopilot.


  The police came. Lonnie heard the sirens, felt the ineffective blows of nightsticks raining down on his back and head. He was sure someone shot him. But it all seemed distant somehow, and he never stopped eating.


  Finally, he finished. Lonnie took a deep breath and spat blood on the barroom floor. He stood and gazed down at himself, surprised he didn't look like a python that just ate a cow. A man stumbled into him slipping on the pool of blood that covered the floor. It was a cop. He didn't even look at Lonnie. Instead, he motioned to the woman tending bar. "You got to clean up this spill. Someone's going to kill themselves."


  The bartender looked from her book to the floor and sighed. "I'll get a mop."


  As Lonnie watched, the blood grew pale—just spilled beer now. He stood at the bar catching his breath. There was no blood on his clothes, no gash in the side of his head where Kozlowski's beer bottle had shattered. The bartender smiled at him and asked if he wanted a drink. Lonnie ordered a shot of whiskey, a single this time. He drank it slow and tried to think.


  Maybe if Lonnie had really been crazy, he could have pretended it never happened. No Kozlowski, no baby from before. He'd just had some sort of incident, a psychotic break. But Lonnie knew with cold certainty he was not crazy. He was God's monster.


  He paid for the drink and walked out onto Carson Street. The sun sat lower in the sky, but it was still a beautiful day. An older woman, Grandma no doubt, moved toward Lonnie on the bustling sidewalk pushing a double stroller. Twins burbled away happily in the seats. Lonnie closed his eyes. Please no, please no, please no. When he opened them again, the woman had passed him and was halfway down the block. I didn't try to eat them, he thought. But what if they were just good kids, future Ghandis? No, he thought, I can beat this thing. I'll resist it. Or go somewhere with hardly any people. An island maybe. It'd be a hard sell to Janet, but they would make it work.


  Lonnie's phone began to buzz in his pocket. He pulled it out. Janet's name flashed on the screen along with a picture of a boy in blue footie pajamas. Lonnie looked at his six-month-old son, and a spasm went through his body. He had always been filled with love and pride when he saw Ryan, but now there was another feeling, stronger than both. Hunger.


  Lonnie put the phone back in his pocket without answering. He looked down Tenth Street at the line of skyscrapers rising from the golden triangle. He thought of the man Kozlowski had replaced—the one who could not accept being a monster. That man had tried to stop himself. "Knives, guns, nooses," Kozlowski had said. Maybe the guy just hadn't tried hard enough. Lonnie didn't remember Kozlowski mentioning tall buildings in the litany of the man's attempts. He began to walk. The PPG Tower looked to be about forty stories high. It would do for a start.


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  What’s the worst thing you've ever done? (Wait, don’t say it out loud.)


  I asked myself that question when I sat down to write “All God’s Creatures Got Reasons”. I realized pretty quickly I am a lightweight as monstrous acts go, so I had to change the question. “What’s the worst thing I can imagine doing, and what if I found I couldn’t stop?"


  I thought of two ways it could go. Resistance, like Lon Chaney—lock myself up whenever the moon grows full and the fangs start to show, maybe even eat a silver bullet to settle things once and for all. Or Justification. Blame society. Blame God. Perhaps perform enough mental gymnastics to believe I'm actually doing the right thing.


  These two paths came to life as the baby eater, Doug Kozlowski, and his reluctant heir apparent, Lonnie Phelps. I want to identify 100% with Lonnie. To believe that if I'm faced with becoming "God’s Monster", I’ll start looking for a tall building and a quick end. But then I remember all of the small transgressions I've committed over the years. How many times have I justified bad choices? The "tough love", the "I’m only human", the "it was for their own good"…?


  What kind of a monster am I, then? Am I a Doug or a Lonnie? I'll let you know when I figure it out.


  —Frank Oreto
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  The image was silent. Despite the television being muted, cries of pain still found a way to set Hayley’s teeth on edge. The contortion of the cat’s face, the madness of fear in its eyes; both left no doubt as to the terror that cut through its core. Hayley’s empathy caused her stomach to swirl, churning her lunch into an unwelcome discomfort as she held her head in her hands. Forcing herself to look on, she despaired at the scenes that played out before her.


  The poor animal struggled to escape from its tormentors, but was held firm by a young girl who pinned the feline against a wooden fence. Fighting against the resistance of the creature, the girl held out one of the cat’s paws and splayed its toes wide, giving her brother a bigger target as he lined up a crooked nail against the creature’s soft, delicate pad.


  The hammer struck its target, driving the nail into the animal’s skin and through its paw, burying the point deep into the wooden panel behind. Blood poured down the fence as the cat arched its back in agony and curled its tail, convulsing in pain. It tried to fight back, clawing and hissing at its attackers, but could do nothing to prevent the girl from holding out another paw and once again splaying the soft, delicate toes.


  The boy took a second nail and placed it over the squirming animal’s limb, jabbing it into the leathery pad like a golfer setting up their tee. Bringing his hammer back, and steadying himself, he swung it forward, connecting with the nail and forcing it through the creature’s flesh. His hammer caught the paw, crushing the bones inside and splitting its skin. An eruption of blood splattered the two children, and although the CCTV camera had filmed them from behind, the side profile of their lifting cheeks and shaking shoulders were a clear signal of the grins and mirth that dominated their faces.


  The image flickered and Hayley hoped it would end, but the visuals regained clarity, detailing the cat in monochrome night vision as it hung on the fence, crucified by its abhorrent tormentors.


  The girl prised a nail from her brother’s fist and pushed it into the animal’s stomach. Drawing it up toward the cat’s throat, she slowly forced the skin apart; digging her fingers in once she had worked a large enough wound, and tearing at the animal’s fur.


  Greedily, her brother barged her to one side and forced his hands into the widening hole, sliding his fingers through the gore-drenched gash and pulling at the feline’s flesh. The cat’s strength began to weaken as its attempts to fight against its torturous restraints become too painful to bear, but still it continued to hiss and wail, screeching as it flashed its fangs at its juvenile attackers.


  Hayley felt her stomach flip as she watched the children force handfuls of fur-lined meat into their mouths, chewing on the chunks they’d torn from the helpless pet. They fought like feeding sharks as they jostled for position in front of their feast, wildly grabbing at the hanging flesh and pulling its insides out.


  The slopping sound was only in her mind, but she heard it clear enough when the animal’s entrails began slipping from the growing wound; dangling like flesh-filled streamers from the panicked staccato of its beating chest.


  Her palms were moist, her head spun with the revulsion that gripped her tightening stomach; she could feel the trembling in her hands. How much more of this could she take?


  At last the children turned to the camera, their mouths full, blood dripping down their long, pointed chins as they heartily chewed on the screaming animal’s meat. Even with the low resolution of the CCTV recording, Hayley could make out their strange features: those long, slender noses, large ears and high rounded cheeks, making them look like caricatures found on Toby Jugs or adorning the cover of MAD magazine.


  ‘Enough,’ she said, causing her boss to pause the recording. ‘It’s definitely those two alright. That’s Ebon and Lenka.’


  She stared at the screen, the two impish faces smiling with devilish delight as they stared back at her on the flickering monitor, their eyes full of evil.


  Hayley took a sip of coffee and composed herself. The haunting images of the video ran through her mind. It had been three days since the police had brought the CCTV recording to the office, and two days since her boss had shown her the shocking footage. Getting the appointment arranged had been a tennis match of text messages with the foster parents, but the children were waiting outside patiently and promptly this morning when Hayley drove by to pick them up.


  For some reason she had known it would be Lenka and Ebon, even before she sat down to watch the tape. She’d taken pity on them when they’d first been sent to her, as she did to all kids in need; it’s why she took the job as a social worker. But despite this sympathy, despite her engrained desire to help, from the first moment she met them, she couldn’t shake the feeling there was something wrong with them. Something that sent a chill through her body and set her nerves on edge whenever she was in their company.


  It wasn’t a good notion for a social worker to entertain, but she couldn’t change the way she felt. Hayley tried to override this feeling of unease with her usual compassion, but her gut instincts proved wilfully stronger and resisted any fight with reason. Relief was more welcome than usual when the pair quickly found a place in foster care. Dawn and Lee Hayes were a good, wholesome couple that didn’t seem to feel the same cloying dread as Hayley had whilst alone in the pair’s presence.


  But with the video footage, captured from the city’s CCTV, her hunch had been proved right.


  It was with dismay but urgency that the children were called in for an interview and psychiatric assessment, and as Hayley took another sip from her coffee, hoping its usual satisfaction would grant a little respite, she could still feel the beady, unblinking eyes of Lenka and Ebon, watching her with a fixed gaze across the desk.


  The gloom of an overcast day had penetrated the building, seeping through the windows, and no amount of playing with the light controls seemed to shift the shadows that settled in the room.


  With flashes from the video replaying in her thoughts, of teeth gnawing on feline flesh, the social worker gulped back the lukewarm, brown liquid and quietly longed for the calming drag of a cigarette.


  ‘Did you know you were hurting the cat?’ Hayley asked, trying hard to keep her voice from quivering with disgust.


  Disgust and fear.


  ‘Yes,’ Ebon answered matter-of-factly without a trace of remorse.


  ‘The most possible hurt we could,’ Lenka followed up, her expression unchanging, and her focus fixed on the woman questioning them.


  Hayley felt the rising pimples of gooseflesh spread across her arm. She thought back to the blood-splattered smiles she’d watched on the CCTV; their stares managing to pierce her soul, even through the barrier of a television screen.


  Today was no different.


  Only even more disturbing in the flesh.


  They were a strange case, taken off the streets three weeks ago by the police and handed to social services. No one knew about the CCTV at the time. That took a while to surface and do the rounds: from head teachers to parent groups and finally to Hayley’s place of work.


  They had nothing on file for the two children, no birth certificates, no immigration papers or asylum documentation. It was possible they could have sneaked into the country, stowed away in a lorry to get through border control, but with who? And from where?


  ‘Did you mean to kill the cat?’ she asked, unnerved by their calmness.


  ‘Eventually,’ Lenka replied; her single-word answer left to hang in the proceeding silence.


  Both Lenka and Ebon had a clipped accent, but not one that helped pinpoint their country of origin. The children knew very little about their own history. At least very little they were willing to impart. The pair were a mystery.


  Picking up a crayon and running it along one of the blank pieces of paper that had been left out for them, Lenka filled in the lingering silence. ‘We didn’t want it to die straight away. Not until we got to feed.’ Ebon gave her a glancing look, but his sister continued. ‘It needed to be alive whilst we ate its meat. It needed to scream.’


  Hayley swallowed back the saliva in her throat, hoping to dampen the nausea that swirled within her.


  ‘I like to chew on the eyes,’ Lenka’s grin grew wider as she put the crayon down and stared at the social worker. Her white teeth glowed in the gloom as delight spread across her face like a cold, calculated threat. ‘They taste like sugar knobs.’


  ‘Slides down your throat with a wondrous taste,’ Ebon added.


  Hayley felt herself shrink into the chair; the grotesque confessions of these children and their startling detachment was overwhelming; sending the woman’s head into a spin. Her heart thumped against her ribs and her palms grew uncomfortably moist.


  ‘Why did you do it?’


  ‘Mampy,’ Lenka said off-handedly as her attention returned back to the crayon and her own scribblings. ‘He-’


  ‘Lenka!’ Ebon called her name through gritted teeth, closing her down before she could say anymore.


  ‘It’s okay, Ebon,’ Hayley reassured him. ‘You’re safe here.’ She was in over her head, but she fought her disgust and continued with the questioning, determined to find out more. ‘Pussy cats don’t deserve to be treated that way. I just want to know why you did it. Who’s Mampy? It’ll be okay.’ She paused for a moment. ‘I promise.’


  ‘Mampy helped us,’ Ebon acquiesced, his eyes boring deep into hers. ‘He taught us how to survive.’


  ‘Did he tell you to eat the cat? For food?’


  ‘For protection,’ came Ebon’s response; his ski-jump nose wrinkled and his brow furrowed. His grin, fixed and devoid of any joy, curled at the edges betraying an emotional response, but one Hayley failed to decipher.


  ‘Protection?’ she asked. ‘Against what?’


  ‘You said we’re safe here?’ Uncertainty turned Ebon’s statement into a question.


  Lenka stopped colouring and looked up, expectantly, at the social worker, quietly humming an annoyingly catchy tune. Hayley wasn’t sure what it was, but the two had been whistling the same melody on and off since she’d picked them up. The off-key rendition grated at the social worker’s ears. The wavering notes felt like fingernails through her brain.


  ‘Of course you’re safe. No one is going to hurt you,’ Hayley reassured him, commanding a compassionate smile from her lips. ‘Whatever happened in your past is long gone. You’re with us now. We’re here to protect you.’


  ‘We shouldn’t talk about it,’ Ebon’s voice lowered to barely a whisper. ‘We don’t mention his name.’


  ‘Who?’ came the adult’s measured response. ‘You can tell me.’


  Lenka stopped humming and stared at her brother. The pair didn’t utter a word, but a look of agreement fell upon their faces as they concluded their unspoken communication.


  ‘It haunts us. Hunts us,’ Ebon confessed.


  ‘Winter’s coming. It’s why we’re here,’ Lenka’s hushed voice was barely audible. ‘We’re running out of places to hide.’


  Hayley leaned forward and attempted to reach out, to hold their hands in a sign of solidarity, but something made her stop; her subconscious screaming inside, reacting to the clawing dread that lurked in the back of her mind.


  ‘Who is after you?’ she asked, softly.


  Ebon leant in closer; his head almost touching hers.


  His voice shook as it cracked with fear, forcing the words from his mouth like a globule of phlegm he was too disgusted to let slide past his tongue.


  When he finally found the courage he uttered two words: ‘The Ugly.’


  Inhaling deeply on a cigarette, Hayley tried to steady her shaking hand. The wind was refreshing as it blew against her, howling through the alleyway beside her place of work.


  The day had started off badly. Confronting her son over accusations of bullying from his school had led to a stand-up row, one that resulted in Billy calling her a fucking bitch. Enraged by this outburst she struck him across the face. An open-palmed slap that was designed to shock more than hurt.


  It shocked them both.


  The strike had been so instinctive, so reactionary that the first thing she knew about it was the tingling in her hand and the red mark across his cheek.


  Hayley had spent all day berating herself. She’d never hurt her child, but the anger of hearing her polite, young son, talk like an eight-year-old thug was too much to bear!


  It wasn’t really Billy’s fault. He was impressionable. Easily led. He’d fallen in with the wrong crowd. His older cousins would steer him right, she had no doubt.


  And that language! Where did he learn to swear like that? The answer was obvious. Ken, her husband, allowed Billy to stay up late when they were home alone, and together they watched action movies.


  That was going to stop. A young mind was a sponge, easily swayed by attitudes and actions in films and television; easily polluted by what passed as adult entertainment.


  The kid’s stuff was bad enough. Everything was so dramatic, upfront and violent. Had her actions, her lashing out on her son, been driven by the saturation of the modern culture? Had she been influenced by the aggression that was present even in things as innocuous as soap operas and television commercials?


  Advertising creatives had become finely attuned at producing something that would resonate and persuade. Subliminal messaging was illegal, but if done well, how would anyone know? The bombardment was constant from television, the Internet, billboards; everywhere you went. The promotions would be pushed, the products bought, but what of the side effects?


  She inhaled deeply, listening to the burning cherry of her cigarette crackle.


  Disbelief and rage. A red glow from the impact of her palm.


  Billy’s upset face had never been far from her mind. His angry expression haunting her all day.


  Trying to clear it from her mind, she prayed things would settle down and he’d forgive her when they both got back home later this evening.


  Guilt had permeated her thoughts, saturating her consciousness.


  She was better than that.


  They both were.


  This afternoon’s nerve-shredding confrontation with Ebon and Lenka was the icing on the cake. Hayley was out of her depth. She needed to bring in a professional psychologist.


  Allowing a moment to concentrate on the exhale of smoke, she studied her phone for the twentieth time in as many minutes, but there was still no response from the foster parents. It was no use ringing them. Lee never carried a phone with him, and after taking early retirement spent most of his time in his shed. Dawn was deaf, but kept her phone glued to her side. Hayley had already sent her a text, but still no reply.


  ‘Mampy taught us how to hide.’ The words from the interview still dominated her thoughts. The scenes of the uncomfortable conversation replaying in her mind.


  ‘Who is the Ugly?’ Hayley stiffened in her chair.


  ‘Not who. What,’ Lenka answered, still fixated on her drawing. ‘The Ugly is darkness. It is all the evil you’ve ever known, made into a man. It’s as tall as this room and has shoulders that would barely fit through the door. It’s fat and sweaty, and wheezes like it’s ill.’


  Hayley leant across the desk and studied the young girl’s grotesque picture.


  ‘Are you drawing him now?’


  ‘Yes,’ Lenka replied. ‘That’s his mouth. It droops and rests on his chest because it’s too big for his face. It doesn’t smile like we do, not that it’s ever really happy. The only happiness it knows comes from the misery of others. You can’t see any teeth, not yet anyway. When it gets you, its mouth opens up like an umbrella and sucks you in. That’s when you see its teeth. That’s when it traps you; halfway in. Peeling back your skin. Making you more naked than you’ve ever been.’ The words she used seemed carefully chosen, like she was repeating a story; recounting a tale that had been told to her by someone much older. ‘It takes hours for the beast to finish you off.’


  Trying to ignore the chilling tone in the little girl’s voice, Hayley moved closer to the picture and pointed to its face. She felt the presence of someone behind her. A feeling that she was being watched.


  ‘Where are its eyes?’ she asked.


  ‘They’re here,’ Lenka pointed below its furrowed brow. ‘They are small, like little shrivelled currants. They don’t work too good. But it hears okay, and smells really well with its purple nose. That’s how it tracks us.’


  ‘Ebon?’ Trying to shake the feeling from her shoulders, Hayley offered the girl’s brother a chance to speak.


  He took it up willingly, eager to show his knowledge and prove himself better than his sibling.


  ‘She’s kind of right, but she’s got his belly all wrong. The Ugly is much fatter than her picture. And it’s always hungry. It has a scruffy beard and yellow fingernails that scratch when they catch you.’


  The woman’s skin itched, as if preparing to be touched by something unpleasant. Something hovering just behind her. Something foul.


  ‘What does he want? Why is he after you?’ she asked, trying to probe; to understand what awful truth lay behind this dark imagining.


  ‘We escaped its lair,’ Lenka answered drawing a dark circle behind the image, leaving Hayley unsure if the girl was drawing a pit or an entrance to a cave.


  Sweat seeped from Hayley’s pours, causing her clothes to cling uncomfortably to her body. She wanted to arch her neck, to turnaround and reassure herself that nothing was there, but refused to give in to such unfounded and ridiculous fears.


  ‘When our parents died we had no one to protect us,’ Ebon expanded. ‘The villagers threw us to the Ugly, leaving us stranded in its lair. They thought if it had us, it would leave their own children alone.’


  Hayley shuddered, breaking her adult composure as the influence of their story crawl through her.


  ‘Mampy saved us,’ Ebon continued. ‘He rescued us. Took us away from the monster and away from the village. When the Ugly found out, it was furious we’d escaped. And once having set eyes on him we were never safe again.’


  Lenka stopped drawing again and looked at Hayley with an expressionless face. ‘But Mampy taught us how to hide. How to keep the Ugly at bay.’


  At bay—an unusual choice of expression for a child, the social worker noted, trying her hardest to keep herself grounded in professionalism.


  ‘It likes the smell of children, the taste of us.’ Ebon stared deep into her eyes. ‘We can sour the taste, pollute our systems if we eat the flesh of the screaming. The more they scream, the more they suffer, the longer it lasts. The longer we can hide.’


  ‘Make them scream so we don’t have to,’ Lenka chipped in.


  ‘And where is he now?’ Hayley felt another chill creep down her spine, like the sinister tickle of a galloping spider.


  ‘The Ugly?’ Ebon asked.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘He’s close,’ the small boy replied, bawling his hands tightly into fists, making his knuckles turn white. ‘Winter’s coming.’


  ‘Don’t get caught,’ Lenka warned before leaning back on her chair, causing it to creak. The sound set Hayley’s teeth on edge.


  She glanced between the two, eyeing the pair up. Who was leading whom? Between siblings there was usually one more wilful than the other. One that led the way. One that might carry the delusion stronger. Separating them could help the weaker of the two be free of this nightmarish delusion. But who was it? Ebon and Lenka seemed to be on equal footing, at times speaking like there were one person. Neither’s influence seemed bigger than the other’s.


  ‘You mentioned your village. Where you came from. Where is that?’ Hayley’s questions were forced from a drying throat.


  ‘Home,’ came the unhelpful response.


  ‘Is it far away?’


  ‘We’ll never go back.’ Ebon shuffled in his seat.


  Hayley’s head began to pound.


  ‘And what about Mampy?’


  ‘He’s not with us,’ Ebon stated, showing the first hint of remorse since the interview began.


  Lenka bowed her head and scanned the veneer of the desk top, unsure of where to put her gaze.


  The children were currently in the playroom enjoying warmer surroundings than her office. It gave her time to think. She threw her cigarette on the floor and trod on the glowing ember, twisting her high heel to ensure it was extinguished. Heading back in through a fire escape and walking towards the reception, she checked in on the children, gave them a smile and told them she wouldn’t be long.


  Briefing the receptionist to keep an eye on the pair, Hayley checked her phone again as she stepped into her car.


  She needed to speak with Dawn and Lee. Had their foster parents learnt any more details that might help piece this dark mystery together?


  Hayley shuddered at the possibilities as she turned the key, firing the ignition.


  The still house was of no surprise when she arrived, but the lack of barking when she knocked on the door worried her. Monty was normally first to announce a visitor; his black paws up on the sofa as he barked through the window or bounding round the side with an eager excitement, showing the Labrador’s young age.


  Heading to the back of the old farmhouse she stopped to peer through a window, but was unable to see past the reflections on the glass and into the darkened interior.


  Hayley breathed in the fresh, country air. Their home was situated on an old piece of farmland. It was less than a couple of miles from the city, but it felt like a world apart. The open green fields, the peace and quiet: she coveted the tranquillity. Even on a day as miserable as this it was a veritable paradise; the kind of place she’d love to raise her Billy.


  The Hayeses were foster parents that were certainly well suited and equipped to give unfortunate children a better life. She was glad they had registered, passed the checks and were willing to take on Ebon and Lenka. It could be so hard to place older children, especially a brother and sister. Taking them both meant they didn’t have to be separated.


  There was no doubt they’d be treated with love and affection. But did Dawn and Lee know anything about the eerie confessions she had borne witness to earlier? Had the Hayeses unintentionally gleaned information about Ebon and Lenka’s past? Had they heard stories that hinted at the dark truths, taking them as nothing more than childish fantasies?


  She didn’t imagine for one moment that the children had been cast out as sacrificial lambs to a supernatural demon, but monsters did exist. They were real; lurking on Internet chat rooms and hanging by school gates. The scraggily beard, the yellowing fingers, the big bloated belly all pointed towards some kind of social misfit.


  And what else did the children say about the Ugly:


  It likes the smell of children, the taste of us.


  Hayley grew cold at the thought.


  Making you more naked than you’ve ever been.


  Her teeth clenched as she tried not to think about it.


  It takes hours for the beast to finish you off.


  Her stomach tightened, a mixture of rage and disgust.


  Its mouth opens up like an umbrella and sucks you in.


  Bile stung her throat.


  It was no wonder the children had built up a fantasy to protect themselves from the vile truth. To create a world of demons for such evil to lurk. But this fantasy had done more than shield them from the awful truth of the world, it had made them dangerous. Projecting their own rage outward and onto something they could harm: it had turned them into killers.


  The image of the cat’s stripped flesh flashed through her mind.


  Violence begat violence. It was a vicious cycle, and one that needed to be stopped.


  The poor children.


  So angry.


  So vulnerable.


  So confused.


  She thought of her own son, Billy; only a little younger than Lenka and Ebon. What she wouldn’t have done to hug him right then. To know he was safe.


  The back garden was empty as she made her way round the side; so was the shed.


  Approaching the house she checked her phone once more. Nothing.


  ‘Hello?’ she nervously called as she gently knocked on the backdoor.


  When her greeting was met with silence, Hayley turned the door handle. Finding it unlocked she gently pushed it open and stepped inside.


  The kitchen’s strip-light hummed as its harsh illumination fought back the brooding darkness of the building storm outside. Empty cereal bowls sat on the counter with remnants of dried cornflakes clinging to their rims. A fly buzzed through the air, making jagged circles with its haphazard flightpath, whilst maggots crawled through the rotten mulch that lined a neglected dog bowl. Hayley choked on the smell.


  ‘Mr Hayes?’


  Still no answer.


  ‘Dawn? Lee? It’s Hayley Paterson.’


  Dirty marks ran across the hallway carpet, as she headed further into the house, blotting the otherwise pristine, cream shag pile. Following the trail, her nose curled at the strange, unpleasant odour; it was more than rotten dog food. The unidentified stench grew stronger as she followed the trail along the floor. Her ears picked out a murmur; the low hum of a television. She recognised the theme tune to the Children’s Channel, then the increased audio of a commercial break. Her heart pushed into her chest, her breath laboured in fright, at odds with the cheery jingle for kid’s cold medicine.


  Turning a corner, Hayley entered the dining room and froze.


  Her face twisted with terror and after a few moments her fear addled brain finally accepted what she saw. Fishing her mobile phone from her handbag she slowly walked backwards as trembling hands searched the keypad.


  Sprawled across the table, with a pen driven into the soft flesh of his neck, Lee’s eyes were nothing more than deep, dark craters as his blood-covered shirt lay ripped open, revealing a stomach that had been torn in two then pulled to pieces.


  ‘Hello, Ken?’ Hayley screamed into her hands-free as she sped back to the office. ‘If you’re there pick up. I want to speak with Billy. I just…I just want to know he’s okay.’


  Hands tied to a chair and head slumping forward, Dawn’s hair obscured part of her face. The cheek that was visible basked in the sunshine that shone through the window, illuminating the flies that had already started to collect around her ravaged remains. Skin hung, torn and ragged, from the bite marks that made her face almost unrecognisable; her fingertips, nothing more than stumps, shredded to the bone.


  Hayley beat her fists against the steering wheel as she slowed in traffic. Tears streamed down her cheeks as the sights of the Hayes’ dining room continued to flash through her mind.


  Their dog, swinging from the door handle by its own lead. Its eyes pulled out, its mouth taped up with six-inch nails driven through its snout. Its back peeled and flesh dug out, leaving a sanguine crater carved out by small hands.


  Hayley honked on her horn, frustrated at the gridlocked traffic and the radio announcement of an accident up ahead. The sky grumbled above her as the clouds grew darker. She rolled up her window, protecting herself from the sudden onslaught of rain. It was an irrational thing to do; to call her husband and check on her son. But after witnessing death’s gruesome aftermath, after feeling it breathe down the nap of her neck, the first thing that came to Hayley’s mind was the safety of her own family. Their argument this morning dissolved into a meaningless charade, a stupid set-to between mother and son. She didn’t care if he swore, she just wanted his forgiveness and love. She wanted to hold him and know he was safe.


  He wasn’t a bully, it was just a childish phase; something he would grow out of. Billy would never be like Ebon and Lenka. They were dangerous.


  The influence of their traumatic past had deeply affected them. Creating monsters to mask the real evil that hid behind the face of humanity. But their delusions had gone too far. Abused or not, they were killing and torturing. They had to be stopped.


  The police had been called, but they hadn’t taken her warning seriously. The threat of murderous children was treated as nothing more than the ravings of a mad woman; hysteria brought on by the discovery of mutilated corpses. The operator had instructed Hayley to calm down, but there was no time to lose.


  Leaving the murder scene, she allowed the approaching police officers to find the tiny, blood-smeared handprints that covered the walls in their own time. They could come to their own conclusions about the child-sized teeth marks that ravaged the dead bodies; about why all the victim’s eyes had been gouged from their sockets; about the gore-soaked graffiti, written with the aid of a torn off dog leg and splattered against the wallpaper.


  The foot high letters that dribbled down the walls.


  Two words.


  The Ugly.


  Rushing through the entrance, Hayley stopped for a moment and caught her breath. The traffic accident had held her up for the best part of an hour, making matters worse when her phone ran out of power before she could call through to the office; all that nervous checking throughout the day had taken its toll on the battery.


  Straightening her suit jacket she poured a glass of water from the cooler, regained her composure and forced a smile at the front desk.


  ‘Your son’s here, Mrs Paterson,’ the receptionist beamed as she closed her computer down and slipped on her coat.


  ‘My son?’ Hayley asked, confused.


  ‘That’s right. Mr Paterson came by and dropped him off.’ Her smile never faltered behind the thick, red lip-gloss. ‘He said he got your answerphone message but couldn’t get through when he called back. He had a job to attend and wasn’t expecting you to be working so late, so he brought your son here.’


  ‘And where is he now?’


  ‘Mr Paterson waited around for ten minutes, but had to leave for the job. Don’t worry, Billy is safe and sound. I put him in the playroom with Lenka and Ebon.’


  Hayley’s heart thudded against her ribcage.


  ‘Are you okay to lock up?’ the receptionist asked, quickly checking her phone and smiling at the contents of a text message. ‘Everyone else has gone, but I stayed to keep an eye on the kids until you arrived.’


  ‘Would you mind hanging back a little bit longer please, Ann?’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ her smile growing wider, ‘I have a hot date tonight. Fireman. Square jaw and beautiful, blue eyes. I don’t want to be late. Have a wonderful evening.’


  ‘Thanks,’ Hayley said, forcing the disingenuous sentiment before walking down the empty corridor towards the playroom, stopping at the kitchen to pick up a knife.


  Gingerly, Hayley pushed open the door to the playroom, hearing the sound of laughter coming to an abrupt and guilty silence. The cartoon’s sounds of explosions and pratfalls from the television did nothing to fill the uncomfortable silence as Billy smiled, watching his mum cautiously enter the room. Lenka and Ebon stood either side of him, each holding a hand, their unflinching smiles turned to face his mother with a sinister intensity.


  ‘Hi Mummy, meet my new friends, Ebon and Lenka. They’re really funny,’ he exclaimed, excitedly. ‘We’ve had so much fun.’


  ‘I’ve met them before, Billy,’ a fake smile failed to hide the concern that creased her face.


  ‘They know so many stories.’


  ‘Don’t listen to them, honey. Remember what we said this morning? You can be so easily led.’


  His face tightened at the mention of their previous altercation.


  The door shut behind her, clicking closed, and making her jump.


  Quickly she countered her instinctive correction towards her son with genuine concern. ‘How are you, darling? Are you okay?’ Now wasn’t the time to bring up the argument.


  ‘I’m fine.’


  His tone was peppered with resentment.


  ‘Billy,’ she called gently, but firmly. ‘Billy I want you to come here. It’s time to go.’


  He looked at his new friends who squeezed their grip tighter on his hands.


  ‘Can’t I stay a little longer?’ he asked, turning back to his mum.


  ‘No, it’s home time.’ Hayley held out her free hand out, motioning to take his. ‘Come on, Billy.’ Her other hand clenched the handle of her weapon tightly; keeping it concealed behind her back.


  ‘Can Lenka and Ebon come?’


  ‘No, not today. Ebon and Lenka have to stay here. They need to talk to Mummy and her friends.’


  The young boy looked towards his newfound companions. They said nothing, but pulled his hands closer to them. Their grins grew wider.


  ‘I don’t want to go,’ Billy said, although his defiant tone had softened, the gentler she spoke.


  ‘Come on Billy,’ she cooed, stepping closer.


  Looking back at the brother and sister, he slowly and reluctantly let go of their hands. Gripping his mother’s palm, he allowed her to guide him close to her side.


  ‘Did they hurt you?’ she asked, keeping her gaze fixed on Lenka and Ebon.


  ‘Mum, they’re nice. They want to help me.’


  ‘Did you do it?’ she eyed the pair, her voice trembling. ‘Did you kill your foster parents?’


  ‘She’s been to the house!’ Lenka turned to Ebon.


  ‘I told you we shouldn’t have come here. I knew it was a bad idea,’ he protested.


  ‘Why did you kill them?’ Hayley felt her hands shake.


  ‘We told you,’ Lenka half sang.


  ‘We had no choice,’ Ebon explained.


  ‘The effects of the cat wore off,’ the girl continued, their sentences flowing between each other as if spoken from the same person.


  ‘The Ugly was closing in. We were scared. We did the only thing we knew how.’ The boy stepped closer to the social worker, his eyes brightening with a joyful memory. ‘We ate their flesh.’


  ‘Slowly.’


  ‘Over the course of a week.’


  ‘They suffered for seven days,’ Lenka laughed and followed her brother’s cue, edging closer to the social worker.


  ‘Keep away,’ Hayley warned, as she edged backwards, feeling the handle of the closed door push into her spine.


  ‘Their torment served us well,’ Ebon ignored her threat, his grin widening. ‘They screamed so hard their flesh kept us concealed for days.’


  ‘But we were trapped on the farm,’ Lenka added. ‘And the Ugly was closing in once more.’


  ‘When you texted to arrange the appointment,’ Ebon carried on, ‘you gave us an opportunity to escape.’


  Rain rapped against the window, like a thousand small hands knocking on the glass. The interruption startled the children.


  ‘It’s here.’ Ebon’s voice was shrill with panic. ‘The Ugly’s coming. We don’t have much time.’


  ‘You told us we’d be okay,’ Lenka cried in anguish, towards the social worker. ‘That you’d protect us. You said we’d be safe.’


  ‘There’s nothing coming,’ Hayley told them. ‘There is no Ugly. Not the way you think.’


  A loud bang reverberated around the building.


  ‘She’s just like the rest. I knew I shouldn’t have listened to you. I said she couldn’t be trusted,’ Ebon cried. ‘It’s coming and there’s nothing she can do about it.’


  ‘It’s not my fault,’ Lenka argued back.


  ‘Yes it is! You convinced me to reply to her text. You convinced me that we’d be better off with her.’ He pushed his sister with short jabs to the shoulders as he shouted into her face. ‘It’s been circling since we arrived, and all we’ve done is sit here.’


  ‘Mampy said…’


  ‘To hell with Mampy,’


  Hayley studied their confused faces; they were terrified beyond belief. Her heart began to melt. Yes, they’d performed awful acts, but they didn’t know what they did. Their innocence had been corrupted, but it was not beyond redemption. They needed help, not punishment.


  This morning she’d slapped her son, this evening she held a knife, ready to strike out at a pair of orphans.


  What had she become?


  Dropping the blade, Hayley placed her arms around the two. Stunned by her touch, the children paused for a moment, taking in her compassionate smile before collapsing into her embrace amid a flood of tears.


  Pulling them closer she gently rubbed their backs. Her neck grew wet from their grief as they buried their faces into her warm skin.


  ‘It’s okay,’ she whispered softly. ‘It’s going to be okay.’


  Behind her, Hayley heard the television: the irritating theme of the Children’s Channel came to an end followed by the sponsors advert; its heightened volume piercing through her soft words of comfort.


  Are you feeling unwell? Wheezy? Cough? Runny nose?


  Pasty skin? Chapped lips?


  Try Mampy’s Magic Cold Formula.


  The embrace relaxed as the social worker turned to the TV. Mampy? Wasn’t that…?


  With one sip it’ll slide down your throat with a wondrous taste, making the pain go away.


  On the screen was the cartoon image of a large man, overweight and bleary-eyed. He wheezed and coughed with the symptoms of a cold. Unkempt and unwashed, he struggled to keep his eyes open as he stroked his unshaven chin.


  It’ll get to work straight away, sending those pesky germs into a panic.


  The children were watching, transfixed on the grotesque image of the unwell man. Their eyes were glazed; the shadows from the room dancing in their pupils.


  Kill those germs. Make them scream so you don’t have to.


  Pasty skin? Chapped lips? Red nose?


  Their lips moved in sync, mouthing the words.


  Keep the lurgy at bay.


  Winter’s coming. Don’t get caught.


  Listen to Mampy.


  With a new improved recipe. It tastes just like sugar knobs.


  A jingle signalled the end of the advert; a chorus of xylophone chimes and piano stabs accompanying a sickeningly sweet yet familiar melody. One she’d heard Lenka and Ebon hum throughout the day.


  Mampy knows best. Mampy knows right.


  Keep the lurgy at bay, it’ll serve them right.


  The children sang along, their words differing slightly.


  Mampy knows best. Mampy knows right.


  Keep the Ugly at bay, it’ll serve them right.


  The lurgy.


  The Ugly?


  Was this the Ugly? An advert?


  A cartoon caricature? A misheard lyric?


  Had the atrocities they’d faced made them so raw that it had warped and twisted their impressionable minds? Alone, with no one to guide them, these protective dark fantasies had grown.


  Mutated.


  Festered.


  The poor dears.


  Without warning, Hayley felt a blow against her side as Lenka struck her in the stomach. A bang as her head hit the wall, pushed to the floor by the brother and sister. A searing pain arched across her stomach as the blade tore through her torso. Ebon stood above her with the dripping weapon held aloft.


  Hayley tried to stand, but a slash across her thigh brought her crashing back down. She yelped with pain as she clutched her gushing injuries, her slippery fingers failing to stem the crimson flow.


  A cold gust swept through the room, and something shifted within her peripheral vision. Something dark. Something big.


  It couldn’t be…


  ‘Please…’ Hayley begged, trying to force words out through her agony. ‘You don’t need to do this.’


  A slice across her face caught her lips, turning her speech into a blood-curdling shriek. A shriek that echoed around the deserted building.


  ‘Make her suffer,’ Lenka laughed as her hungry eyes regarded the defenceless woman. ‘Make her scream, so we don’t have to.’


  ‘No!’ screamed Billy running towards Ebon and taking the knife from his hand.


  Tears of relief streamed down Hayley’s cheeks as she dared a half smile.


  ‘I want to do it!’ he demanded, turning towards his mother.


  Her eyes widened as she watched her son slowly step towards her. Lenka and Ebon whooped with delight.


  ‘That’s right, Billy. It’s the only way to be safe. He’ll get you too. We have to hide. Make her scream!’ Ebon hollered ecstatically. ‘Keep the Ugly at bay.’ His word’s echoed the advert.


  Hayley tried to stand, but a mixture of pain and shock held her pinned. The sinister smile of her son loomed near as the knife tip waved, centimetres from her face. For a moment his eyes were glazed; the shadows from the room dancing in his pupils.


  The advert had him too.


  Mampy knows best. Mampy knows right.


  Keep the Ugly at bay, it’ll serve them right.


  The melody floated through the air carried by the lips of the eight-year-old audience.


  ‘Ebon and Lenka love me. They want to keep me safe from the Ugly,’ Billy spat his words with venom. ‘You just want to shout at me. To hit me!’


  His face grew red with anger as he dragged the point across her check.


  Even if she was able, how could she fight against her own child?


  ‘Winter’s coming. Don’t get caught,’ he recounted the commercial as he scored into her skin.


  Billy, Hayley tried to say, but terror made her mute. She wanted to tell him that it was just an advert. A grisly, stupid advert. She wanted to tell him that she loved him, that she had felt so bad about striking him this morning, but all she could do was scream as she felt the blade slide deep into her eye socket.


  ‘Gouge it out! Gouge it out!’ the murderous duo egged him on. ‘Mampy knows best. Mampy knows right. Keep the Ugly at bay, it’ll serve them right.’


  Pain seared through her body as he pulled at her eyeball, cutting away at the surrounding skin. Wrenching at the optic cord, he sliced through the meaty membrane and licked his lips.


  ‘Chew on it. It’ll slide down your throat with a wondrous taste.’ Lenka called, her reciting of the commercial made effervescent with sickly anticipation.


  ‘Mmmmm,’ Billy exclaimed as he burst the juicy orb between his teeth. ‘It tastes just like sugar knobs.’


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  The genesis of “The Ugly” came from a vivid nightmare I had about two children torturing and eating a cat to protect themselves from 'the ugly'. I woke up confused, especially about them exclaiming that, 'It tastes like sugar knobs, Mampy told us.' However it was so horrific I couldn't waste the vision, and jotted it down in my notebook. When I eventually came to write the story I knew I needed to capture that confusion in the story, as it seemed so much part of my own experience with it. The children had to remain a mystery, so I chose their names to sound very different, and purposefully kept their origin vague, like some grubby, long forgotten fairy tale.
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  When he slid into bed with her, she welcomed his body and didn’t even think of him as not alive.


  At least not that first night, when the dog growled at his presence and scurried away from its place on the floor near the bed. This dog no longer called Lily, just called “stupid dog” now, continually refused all of Esther’s invitations to share the bed with her, and now it left the room with its tail between its legs, too stupid to recognize the owner it missed so much.


  “Are you going to suck my blood? Eat me perhaps?” Esther said to her dead husband, barely awake.


  “I’m not one of those,” he said. With one hand he cupped a breast while he worked the other between her legs, and everything else felt like a dream. Ever since the shooting that claimed Rob’s life, she needed lots of medication to sleep and make it through the day, but she still felt herself slipping away little by little. The first night he joined her in bed, she accepted it the same way she accepted the dreams that raged at her in her drugged sleep.


  At least what happened that night felt good, something she learned not to expect from sleep anymore. When he fucked her, his hands on her hips felt real. Her orgasm felt real, too, and when he came, his jism burned her still tingling nerves like acid.


  In the morning, she discovered dried cum on her thigh and on the sheet. It had a brownish yellow color, so at first she thought her period had started. It hadn’t though.


  Each night, Esther’s dead husband visited her this way in bed, always slipping in beside her as she slept, and she welcomed the opportunity to forget how he died at the hands of two gunmen, inflamed by politics she scarcely understood or cared about. They killed him and six other people in the coffee shop where Rob liked to stop for breakfast every morning before work. Esther wondered if Rob understood what had transpired at that moment, when the bullets hit him. Did he even see the people who shot him with assault rifles. Did he lie on the ground and watch as they walked around killing survivors. Did he see one of the gunmen shoot himself as the other one fled.


  During Rob’s second visit, she realized he was no dream. Still, she didn’t feel afraid. She could never fear Rob. Not so for the stupid dog, whining as it ran off again. It would never bond with her, not even after Rob died. It just waited and waited for him to come home, too stupid to realize when it had finally happened.


  He hushed her when she tried to speak, to tell him that she tried to bond with his dog. He kissed her nipples and worked his way down her stomach with his lips and his tongue. As he spread her legs he kissed the hollows of her thighs, brushing her clitoris with his nose before dabbing at it with his tongue. He always said he loved how she smelled. He used his lips to spread her labia before probing with the tip of his tongue.


  The orgasm that night felt stronger than the last. With the last shudder, she reached down and pulled him closer to her face. She cried. “I missed you so much,” she said.


  “I missed you too.”


  “Can you stay?”


  “No.”


  She willed herself to stay awake so he couldn’t leave, but she couldn’t fight the medications as they pulled her down into sleep again.


  Eventually, as Rob left her night after night, she stopped taking her pills. During the day, reality flooded her senses and she fought a losing battle against grief.


  At night, she waited in the bedroom for him to appear.


  She pretended to sleep as he opened the bedroom door, took off his clothes, and climbed into bed with her. The stupid dog whined again and ran past him out the door, but he paid it no attention. This time, they fucked, but she could not cum. They tried again a while later, this time with her on top, but she still could not reach an orgasm. She collapsed next to him, frustrated and angry.


  “I want you to stay this time,” she said.


  “I can’t.”


  “I’m staying awake. I won’t let you leave.”


  He sighed and held her. She trembled against him, feeling his semen drip out of her. Like the other times, it burned, but she welcomed it. Let it burn me up inside, she thought.


  “I have a confession,” he said.


  She waited for him to continue. Her head lay against his chest, and though it felt warm, she couldn’t hear a heart beat.


  Finally, he went on.


  “I’m not Rob.”


  She didn’t know what to say, so she remained silent, listening for his heart to start. Beat, she thought, just beat once for me. Your cock works, why won’t your heart?


  “I’m sort of borrowing Rob,” he said. “His clay.”


  “Who are you?” she said. She wouldn’t allow herself to say, What are you?


  “Someone who’s always loved you.”


  She thought of the different places she lived with Rob, the one-bedroom apartment they moved into when they became a couple during college. Pictures would fall off the wall, sometimes, plates and cups would break without any apparent cause. They joked about the building being haunted, but when they moved into a house, other things happened. The TV would turn on without anyone in the room, and they would hear scratching sounds in the middle of the night. The stupid dog, called Lily then, would whine at blank walls and closed doors. None of these occurrences ever seemed threatening, and since they could attribute them to natural causes, they never gave them much thought.


  Esther asked “Rob” if he were a ghost, and he said no. “I was never alive,” he explained.


  She thought about this, knowing she should feel fear, but she found herself holding his body tighter.


  “Can you pretend to be Rob?” she said.


  “Yes.” He’d watched Rob for so long, he said, that he could imitate Rob perfectly.


  “Stay then,” she said.


  “I can’t.”


  When he tried to leave, she held on to him, and he had to peel her arms away. She kept reaching for him as he got out of bed and began putting on his clothes. She cried at first, but then she screamed at him. Hurling obscenities, she flung a glass at him. It hit his head as he pulled his pants on. He winced when it struck, but he continued to dress himself, and he eventually left.


  She worried that he wouldn’t show up again after that, and waiting for the dark felt like torture, but he did appear the next night. He climbed into bed without saying anything to her, not even an apology, and when she wouldn’t return his kisses, he spread her thighs and moved so he could trace her labia with his tongue. Her body would decide on its own, she thought, whether it wanted this thing wearing Rob’s skin. She wondered if she could empty herself, would something inhabit her skin too, just so she could fuck this strange and familiar thing. Moving again, he repositioned himself so the head of his cock met the lips of her vagina. When they fucked this time, she searched his eyes and just when she could say for sure that yes, this was a stranger, she had an orgasm that wracked her body, and he pressed his penis in as deep as it could go and whispered to her as she felt the last shudders leave her. “You feel so good,” he kept saying, this thing speaking with Rob’s mouth.


  “I’m sorry for last night,” she said.


  Instead of answering, he held her close.


  She said, “I can’t stop thinking about the people who killed Rob.”


  “Who killed me,” he said.


  “No, don’t. I don’t really want you to pretend to be him.”


  Now he seemed to not know what to say. She watched him sit up, like he intended to get out of bed. But he just sat like that, as if trying to decide how he should talk to her. She said, “Is there a hell they can burn in?”


  First he told her no, then he told her yes, then he confessed he didn’t really know. She thought about the dead one, the one who blasted his skull onto the ceiling of the shop. She hoped he would spend eternity burning.


  “But they never found the other one,” she said.


  Now his inability to answer frustrated her.


  “I changed my mind,” she said, “I want you to pretend to be Rob. He would say something now. He would comfort me. He would tell me everything’s going to be ok. He’d tell me that we lived in a just and righteous universe, where bad people have to answer for what they’ve done.”


  “People get what they deserve,” he said. He sounded so much like Rob when he said that. Just the sort of thing he would say, too. It made her hurt swell because if Rob said that, he’d believe it. He wouldn’t say anything he didn’t believe.


  “Don’t lie to me,” she said. “I’m mad at them for taking Rob away. I can’t love you the same way I love Rob.”


  “Will you love me,” he said, “if I bring you his head? The one who ran?” Hearing these words in Rob’s voice stunned her. His voice, so soft and gentle, promising to rip off someone’s head and present it to her.


  “You know where to find him. You can’t tell me if there’s a hell, but you can find him.”


  He nodded.


  “Then yes,” she said, “I’ll love you. Bring me the bastard’s head, and I’ll fucking love you.”


  * * *


  The head appeared the next evening. She woke up to find it propped on her bedside table.


  At first she recoiled from the upturned eyes, the blue face, and the ragged, torn neck, and she pushed herself as far away as she could. She fell off the bed and found herself hunched in a sitting position against the wall. From where she sat, she could still see the head, raw and bleeding. She didn’t even hear him come in, and she waited for him to come back into the room and comfort her.


  But she remained alone and didn’t sleep again for the rest of the night.


  She didn’t know where the stupid dog went. It no longer slept in the room.


  The following evening he didn’t appear, nor the night after that one.


  The head remained where he left it. In the daylight, it glared at her with its dead eyes. At first she feared it. Then she loathed it. Then she studied it.


  She thought of the day of Rob’s murder. Before they went to bed the night before, they fought over the heap of cardboard in the garage. When they moved into the house, they tossed their empty boxes there as they unpacked, and Rob promised that they’d spend a day breaking them down for recycling, but he always had an excuse for not doing it. Meanwhile the cardboard became a home for spiders and roaches, and she just couldn’t stand it anymore. She complained about his lack of motivation, but it all seemed so stupid now.


  She stared into the dead eyes of the killer. The day of the shooting, she went into work before Rob and didn’t know anything had happened until she heard people whispering outside her office door. Nervous energy. It happened here. It always happened somewhere else, never here. Two undereducated, very sad people filled with paranoid delusions and conspiracy theories. She didn’t care about their excuses. She just knew they stole her life along with all the others, and this one, just a head now, didn’t even have the courage the turn the gun on himself. Instead, he ran and somehow got away.


  She wondered about the rest of his body. She wanted to ask him about it when he returned.


  He finally did, two nights later.


  Without sedatives, Esther could no longer sleep.


  She watched him walk in. He didn’t take off his clothes as he normally did. The clothes he wore looked like those worn by Rob the day those butchers killed him. They appeared bloodstained, and by the moonlight coming through the window, a bloody hole in his temple became apparent. Bone and brain fragments spotted his face.


  “Where did you put the head?” he said.


  She pointed toward a cardboard box sitting by the back wall of the room. It came from the heap in the garage, along with the plastic she used to line it. At times she had to chase the stupid dog away from it. She didn’t know why she was protecting it or what she was saving it for.


  “You’re hurt,” she said, though he didn’t have to tell her the nature of the wounds she saw. She saw those wounds when they showed her Rob’s body on the day of the shooting.


  “It’s going to start looking worse soon,” he said.


  “I don’t care.” She reached for him, with her fingers touched his cock through his pants, but she found him flaccid, uninterested.


  “First tell me,” he said, “do you love me now?”


  Instead of answering, she tried stroking him, rubbing him through the pants the way Rob liked. His hand, when it seized her wrist, felt cold.


  “Do you love me?” he repeated.


  She looked at him. His blue eyes now bore a white film.


  “No,” she said.


  Without answering, he stood up and walked over to the dresser. On its surface sat knick-knacks they collected on vacations—snow globes, figurines, even an hour glass—and he began pushing them off. Glass shattered. Without pausing he walked to the wall and began pulling pictures frames off the wall. His movements appeared sinuous and unnatural. She thought of the way things used to fly off the wall in seemingly random ways so long ago.


  When he finished, they stood amidst the carnage, looking at each other.


  “I have a confession,” he said.


  She waited.


  “I can’t stay,” he said.


  “I know. You told me already.”


  “But you can come with me.”


  Esther looked down at her feet where a shattered picture frame held a wedding photo. She could never have him back, not really, she knew that, so what else could she do?


  She took his freezing hand, sticky with dried blood, as if she only needed to walk through the door with him. It wouldn’t lead to the living room, not anymore. It would take her somewhere else, and it didn’t matter where. She waited for him to guide her, but he just stood there. “You need to do something first,” he said. “Fresh blood.”


  “The stupid dog,” Esther said.


  He nodded and said, “Lily.”


  She found Lily cringing behind the washing machine. Getting her out proved a struggle. Pulling on Lily’s paw, Esther found herself sobbing and saying over and over, “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” The fur clutched like rotten fruit, she carried Lily back to the bedroom so that he could hold it while she sought a butcher’s knife. With it in hand, she knelt next to him and followed his instructions on where to cut.


  When she finished, they were almost ready.


  He said, “There’s just one more thing. One last thing.”


  The blood of the dog covered them both. He pointed to the cardboard box at the other side of the room.


  “You need to bring that. He’ll want it back.”


  She regarded the box containing the murderer’s head. The blood on her body burned like his semen.


  “You need to be the one to get it,” he said. “And if you don’t leave with me, he’ll just come here for it. Go or stay, it’s your choice. But I’m not coming back. You don’t love me. You said.”


  She needed both arms to hold the box, so she couldn’t hold his hand. But she stood next to him and waited.


  “I have a one more confession,” he said.


  Esther didn’t need to hear this one.


  “There is a hell,” she said. “I already knew.”


  And then she told him she was ready.


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  I started writing “I Have a Confession” in 2017, around the time that sex with ghosts was becoming a thing—or at least when venues like The Huffington Post started reporting on it like it had become a thing. Apparently, celebrities like Bobby Brown and Kesha have gotten it on with supernatural entities, and some people even seem to prefer ghosts to the living. I’m not one to judge, but I know good story material when I see it, even though the entity in this story is technically not a ghost. It does have the bad taste to prey upon the protagonist’s grief, which comes as a result of an all-too-true source of horror—mass shootings. I have to think about mass shootings a lot, unfortunately, since I work on a college campus. I did read an edited version of the story to my fellow faculty and students one afternoon, and despite some of the grim components of the story, it turned out to be a lot of fun to perform in a public reading. Maybe I like the idea of sex with supernatural beings more than I’m willing to admit. In any case, I’m thankful for its inclusion in this volume, as well as for its original publication in Infernal Ink. If you enjoy it, I’m delighted, but if you choose to have sex with ghosts or entities that might be ghosts, don’t say I didn’t warn you.
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  Lowell Paxton paused halfway under the fence, a strand of low-gauge barbed wire bisecting his belly. Someone with a low throaty voice was laughing at him. Timing had been crucial to his plan, requiring that he enter the park on its wooded side after the ranger trucks posted near the gate rolled out of sight, but before the fall of total dark. He had given those trucks eight full minutes. Now frosty sweat broke on his forehead. He had fucked up somewhere. A solitary park ranger idling over a cigarette, or hanging back to take a leak, might well laugh at catching Lowell as he crawled under the posted notice which he took as an invitation despite its wording to the contrary.


  All Park Areas will be closed from 7:00p.m. FRIDAY, MARCH 19th to 7:00a.m. MONDAY, MARCH 22nd for seasonal maintenance. Public use including trail hikes, barbecues and camping during this period is prohibited. No amenities or aid services will be available. Trespassing or illegal entry will incur prosecution. We apologize for any inconvenience caused by this temporary closure.—Best wishes, Pecan Bend State Park Mgmt.


  A second laugher joined the first, mocking Lowell with belly-deep chortles. Only because they were so alike did Lowell figure it out. They were not off-duty rangers but a pair of owls hooting to each other. They were out of bed early, maybe, but a glance into his rain-warped field guide, which he’d shoplifted five years ago off the sanctimonious hag running his community college bookstore, would have confirmed that they were common barred owls, Stix varia.


  Hugging a waxed canvas duffel to his loosening chest, he wriggled the rest of the way under the block-letter notice and onto park grounds. He spotted the nearer owl in the fork of a live oak. It gave him an appraising glance as cold as the one Lowell shot back in return, then sprang off the tree with a dull whoosh of wings. Keep flying, funny guy. Lowell balanced a respect for natural order with the footnote that individual animals, purely out of self-interest, were typically assholes. His intrusion had been observed and commented on, although not by any witness that concerned him. Texas Parks and Wildlife, an entity he knew better than to jack with, was still none the wiser.


  Lowell still got occasional jitters, even after so many secret excursions on public land. The scenester fuckwits who had co-opted the practice called it “stealth camping.” Lowell belonged to a couple of their online forums but had not hung in long amid the inane proprietary jargon they coined, their useless opinions and bitchy admonitions to newcomers to leave real adventuring to “the experts.” Sifting through endless terminology, Lowell never found any substance to what could loosely be called their dialogue. In an online community full of embarrassingly suggestive monikers like Tru_Anarky and GreenSurgency420, user LowPax87 quickly lost his taste for the social vanguard of the stealth camping scene. His only amusement was lurking in the comment threads, hoping to ignite slapfights between crypto-granola pinko loons and reptile-milking survivalist loons. He had concluded that the benefits of going strictly lone-wolf outweighed any risk. He could live without someone to watch his back, even if it left him prone to the willies now and then. In his experience, you could never get so alone that you never felt watched.


  He kept close to the ground, picking his path across faded game trails through spider webs and thorn-covered vines. He circled wide around tree roots, wary of poison oak. Even with his attention focused on moving silently he was conscious of the rich earth aroma, the crispness of leaves both alive and freshly dead. Lowell had some experience of the many national and state parks at his disposal, but in its bland familiarity Pecan Bend retained a welcoming smell for him, despite its popularity with hundreds of almost-daily visitors.


  From his hiding spot outside the gate, he had seen the grumbling masses turned away for the weekend, mostly large families in search of heavily discounted Spring Break fun. Weighed-down SUVs passed the shut gate all afternoon, merging in a makeshift turnaround loop with cars being herded off the grounds by khaki-clad rangers. He knew every departing vehicle would be packed with runny noses, Little Debbie wrappers and coffee farts. Swarms of pitiful voices whined from backseats, begging sweaty drivers to divert to Galveston or Six Flags. Good luck beating the rest of Texas there. Hope the parking rates haven’t gone up. For dozens of parents in the sad fossil-guzzling parade, hellish miles lay ahead.


  A slender shape whipped loose from the dry leaves beneath Lowell’s chest, darting away before his elbow came down on it. By straight population odds alone, it could have been one of a dozen harmless varieties. A milk snake, an indigo or even a skittish king were likely candidates. But a dark instinct told Lowell he had avoided a brush with something more bad-tempered and venomous.


  In contrast to the robust overgrowth, park fences were worn and rotting along several footpaths. The roof of the visitor pavilion needed attention. The wetland observation decks looked on the verge of sinking. From beneath these failing structures, meant to fence in tourists and keep excessive human contact from clogging Mother Nature’s pores, the soil breathed out whiffs of deep primeval freshness. Lowell had explored the park half a hundred times beginning in childhood. Half-piney, half-oaky stands of woods encircled a wide marsh bustling with shorebirds and turtles. Mosquitoes too, the perennial scourge. The mix of forest and swamp made up an impressive sample of natural east Texas without tipping into theme park diorama, the highly marketable cancer eating so many of America’s public beauty spots. In all but the worst summer drought (or the rare January freeze), the main attraction was prime gator-watching. The slat fences in that area received more diligent maintenance. Chicken wire shored up the gaps to prevent unwatched kiddos and small dogs from casual swimming. Nobody wanted to see the placid basking carnivores leap from their torpor to mob a stray child. Except of course they did, secretly.


  Dusk found Lowell making his nest, a natural hollow canopied by the low branches of a white oak mott. Later in the year he might have worried about sharing the space with copperheads. This was less dangerous but not much preferable to bunking in the marsh with a water moccasin. Although it more or less deserved its nasty reputation, the musky cottonmouth employed a single debilitating strike, while a copperhead’s well-known tactic was to latch on and chew. In Lowell’s view that crossed a line from self-defense to plain meanness.


  He had expected a fresh chorus of owls to start up as night came on, especially after meeting those two jokers by the fence. Every few minutes he heard wings in the foliage overhead, but only big enough to be roosting songbirds. Lowell munched a stick of jerky. He seldom brought more than bare survival rations along. The clean air, even with occasional wafts of stagnant marsh, did more to refresh him and tame his contrariness than a good hot meal. He took a little scotch from a tiny all-weather flask, only a mouthful or two. He never brought more because he knew his own weakness. He promised himself a stop on the way home for a few cold beers. He frequently found it needful to tank up on Sunday nights, a final consolation for leaving the woods and wading back into the shit. He was a bit of a hangover masochist, finding that the discomfort actually livened up the profession of optician’s receptionist. He only needed to be half-sober for his freelance evening gig, fielding IT calls to keep himself barely paid up on an efficiency studio with stunning views of the municipal airport, with just enough left over for the occasional, pitifully inadequate payment into a meaningless 401(k) account. Every seven months or so, he would take another swipe at his associate’s degree in forestry, which had begun as a spiteful joke to annoy his parents. Now he was too chickenshit to abandon it, purely for reasons of callow vanity. Eventually he would have to stop blaming his mother’s death by aneurysm for depressing the ambition out of him and generally scuttling good relations within the family. He had surfed that glum wave for years, barely needing to tap his reserve scapegoat of national economic downturn. He resolved to take ownership of his personal issues after he turned thirty-five, so fuck it in the meantime.


  Lowell woke abruptly, unaware that his thoughts had bored him into a snooze. He scanned for owls or possibly a nighthawk in the eerie stillness. The bugs and bullfrogs were hiding in wary silence too. Eventually the moon appeared. Only a slim toenail was visible, just back from the dark of the new moon. This was Lowell’s favorite phase, not as impressive as the full stage but more interesting to him. It looked subtle and sly, a closed eye just awakened again.


  With his vision tuned by the night sky, Lowell saw rather than heard the first sign of something truly odd. The extreme quiet starting at sunset had been a little strange, but maybe crickets believed late March was still too cold for singing. Farther away from the coastal river lands, they would have been right. Two or three hundred yards down the patchy line of trees from where he lay prone, perched on his elbows, a sizable clump of brush swayed out of rhythm with the gentle western breeze. Something bigger than a songbird was moving into the open.


  And me without a gun, he reflected, no more than half-joking.


  Lowell’s interest in hunting had dissipated once he moved into his own place and quit talking to his dad, but he had spent a good deal of childhood learning to track deer for and with the (mostly) male members of his family. In truth he was a crack rifle shot, but as befell many people unfairly gifted with natural talent, his interests lay elsewhere. Having a deadly skill he did not cherish only made him self-conscious. In no other way did he resemble a modern Atticus Finch, but that lone parallel had struck him as a young reader.


  What Lowell retained from the aggressive hunting and gathering of his youth were the principles of the stalk, plus a few tools designed to harvest game but useful in any outdoor pursuit. He carried knives in several sizes, as well as a hammer-shaped instrument which could fold into a limb lopper, hatchet or saw for pesky branches in his line of sight and thorny vines under his can. He had a big threaded hook for hanging bows and arrows from a tree trunk, which did nicely for turning a tarp into a tent under wet conditions. His compact Chinese-made binoculars performed admirably for their sensible price, a stray echo of his dad’s maddening frugality, which had inspired the pet family phrase “tighter than a cat squirrel’s acorn-hole.” Lowell had promptly blown the savings on his binocs for a top-shelf range finder with night vision. It was designed for bowhunters who could also afford the lithium button batteries that the little machine ate like peppermints. Lowell did not mind. He liked being able to view night-moving things in moonless conditions, and took seldom-useful yardage readings on any critter he spotted. If he ever got interested in creeping on his neighbors, watch out.


  Trying first with the binoculars, he found the movement at the treeline barely more distinct than with his naked eye. He powered on the night scope and peered through it. Even without extra magnification he instantly had a better picture of what was going on, though it made next to no sense.


  The billowing shrubs were people, most of them wearing elaborate costumes. A man and woman, hand in hand, led a column of others among the trees. The man was bloated and squat, buttoned into some kind of unflattering velveteen doublet. A plumed hat crowned his bald bearded head, catching in low branches until the feather was shredded down to nothing. His companion was not exactly petite, and a ruffled collar and sleeves gave her the illusion of extra volume. Her wide flowing skirt was a deep shimmering color, impossible to know under the conditions but Lowell guessed a leafy pagan green. A complicated bodice of leather and twine cinched her waist to minimum thickness and hitched up her tits, which fell in the size range between bodacious and hazardous, to an unnatural altitude. In his late teens, Lowell would have been thin enough to dive down her cleavage and make some trouble there.


  Lowell’s momentary shock at their appearance melted to resentment of their encroaching on his private illicit campground. No way had such a group obtained special permits to camp with the park closed. Their costumes gave them away as Renaissance Faire types, not casual Shakespeare geeks but the true zealots who put life on hold for weeks at a time to flounce around local fairgrounds. They sank wild sums of disposable income into authentic dresses, armor, lutes, Middle English phrasebooks and so on, breaking character only to titter at those with inferior knowledge and appreciation of archaic dork lore.


  Lowell had associated briefly with Faire folk through his ex-girlfriend Cassandra, a.k.a. Lady Rowen Summerisle. A certain percentage of diehards, with nothing else in life to give them joy, carried the act into the off-season. They roamed like shiftless carnies to every festival and outdoor concert where their unwashed finery earned them discounted admission. They camped where they dropped. They pooled their supplies of grass, booze and pills for all-night freakouts landing anywhere on the spectrum between cosplay orgy for the rancid unbathed and latter-day Manson Family jam. With Lowell in tow, Cassandra had only dabbled at the fringes of that scene. He had played along with half a heart, sporting plastic Viking horns and evocative heavy metal t-shirts. His lack of sincerity earned the scorn of aging pricks who preened and strutted for Cassandra’s attention. Dressing like ousted members of Jethro Tull was acceptable, yet for Lowell to call the entire ludicrous establishment as he saw it was tantamount to farting in church. Lowell had finally accepted that he was holding Cassandra back from her true goals one long Sunday drive back to the city, the morning after he had wandered away from a mushroom-fueled recitation of Chaucer to visit an icehouse near the highway. Returning at dawn, he found Cassandra dallying astraddle the entire Round Table in order of gallantry. Lowell was actually impressed, though not in an appropriately literary sense. It was not lost on him that even Sir Galahad departed at first light without offering the flushed and sweating damsel safe passage home. Lady Rowen’s conveyance, like all thankless work, fell to her downcast and visibly drunken clown. Somehow he had gotten the two of them home alive, and in the two years following the subsequent split he had heard not a whisper of her. Not that he had advertised his own whereabouts much.


  With the knowing suspicion of one whose fair lady once fucked a coterie of knights, Lowell watched the party move into open ground. Enough starlight fell on the unshaded grass that he could scope their particulars through the binocs. Not all were done up in Elizabethan kink. In fact, he found the oddballs and outliers more interesting. One man wore only coarse linen pants and a stately pair of feathered angel wings lashed to his shoulders. A woman had painted her naked body in the textures of a flowering tree. A third specimen, shambling low to the ground, had opted for a full-cover gorilla costume. Next to the astonishing wood nymph it looked seedy to the point of sinister, a retired costume shop piece best suited to home-video porn renditions of King Kong. An androgynous pilgrim near the rear had clearly repurposed a Rocky Horror costume. Unlike Cassandra’s pals, this bunch welcomed all misfits. A trailing pair of musicians, hung with bells and tambourines, clattered as they walked. One strummed a ukulele painted some livid color. His companion molested a small, homemade-looking bagpipe that whined a succession of thin repetitive melodies like a horsefly taught to hum “Greensleeves.”


  A half dozen owls began calling in rounds from tree to tree, startling Lowell, as the sprightly band of trespassers advanced, heedless of stones and grass burrs. Many had exposed feet, breasts or buttocks. Lowell had no time to dwell on how or when they had entered the park undetected. He was busy wondering where in hell they were bound. Their present course would take them straight into the marsh.


  Only then did Lowell notice what they carried with them. The armored types bore an assortment of swords, maces and war hammers. Some might have been wooden or plastic but most appeared genuine, catching the scant light the way only metallic weapons could. Others carried small personal watercraft. Lowell saw three kayaks, toted overhead or pulled by ropes. One couple had a proper canoe. He also spotted a wakeboard, a couple of pool loungers and a two-seater inflatable shark. The owls continued hooting, agitated by the approaching strangers. Probably Lowell imagined it, but their calls seemed to interlace with the tunes of the bizarro minstrels.


  He had no intention of announcing himself, but he knew several excellent reasons for a group of costumed and probably stoned individuals to avoid playing in the marsh. Gross environmental disturbance was not even in the top five. He watched in bewildered silence as one by one they waded into the reedy muck, moving toward the middle so others could follow. Lowell was surprised at the wetness of the morass, which he had expected to be thick as cake frosting. The waders and swimmers and sailors did not glide quickly, even those without much on, but there was plenty of water for them to navigate.


  The sounds of nocturnal wildlife, remarkably absent before, came alive like a stereo switched on. Frogs and insects thrummed. Owls, more and more of them, kept a melody going. Lowell could hear different species joining his barred pals. A Great Horned carried the bass part while screech owls did their screeching thing. The dark shapes of them circled above, a discordant choir of night fliers. Lowell took some for bats, their shrill tones almost beyond his hearing. Far off, a pack of hungry-sounding coyotes yowled the blues. Everything made its own queer shriek of music. Somewhere underneath it all was a deeper pulse, a raw rhythm forming from the chaos of noise.


  Lowell suspended his exasperation over the hijacked weekend. His chin sagged loose near his Adam’s apple. He alternated between the night scope and the binoculars, unmindful of whether moths might be flying in and out of his gaping mouth. Wildlife watching had been one goal of his getaway, and more wildlife was out than he could have imagined. He had expected some of what came next, but when the revelers began disrobing they did not merely rub in saucy fashion against each other. All necessary foreplay had been fulfilled by their procession, and by their anticipation of stirring the fetid marsh. Spontaneous copulation broke out in several places at once. Black-green silt made spatters and tiger stripes on bare waxy skin. Not all of them were actively boning, but everyone had some kind of moan or song or chant going. Two tall knights, wading hip deep, began a duel of very real blades despite their waterlogged chain mail. The wood nymph capsized the canoe with surprising power, leaving its owners to founder or fornicate while she and the bagpiper climbed aboard to dance an impromptu jig. The flabby dandy, mounting his woman against a piling of the central observation deck, twirled a mace while getting his yuks in the French fashion. Lowell, despite his halted academic career, was not unschooled in the ironies of history. The phrase Norman conquest dangled in his mind. The lord was drowning his lady as much as pleasuring her, but the promise of gastric giardia from swallowed marsh water seemed to be just the trick for getting her off.


  New dark shapes crept from the woods, making for the water. The second wave, not human this time, had a range of size and gait including possums, raccoons, feral pigs, a pair of skunks and even a few curious coyotes. To Lowell’s amazement they began diving into the marsh with the same purposeful speed as the orgy-makers. Bullfrogs leapt in behind their mammal counterparts. Lowell felt his stomach turn at the telltale ripple of a big water moccasin that paced a furiously paddling cottontail rabbit. There were other forms, lumpy and indistinct, which he took for animals but could not identify. He nearly caught one turning its features his way, but the battery on his night vision went dead. He had no time to rummage for a spare, as the rapid approach of hooves compelled him to hit the dirt. A healthy ten-point buck vaulted directly over him from behind, coming down close enough for Lowell to grab its tail before it bounded straight for the gathering. Lowell did not have to be his old man to see that in season and off the grounds of a state park, it would have been a primo shooter. A coyote sent up a shivering howl, glad at the arrival of fine meat.


  Even before the animals began mixing in the fray, the medieval gangbang took a turn. The mud-streaked fat man thunked his mace into the neck of a hairy cherub. His curvaceous partner, yelling Anglo-Saxon profanities at the peak of her passion, clawed the mask and part of the face off a passing harlequin. The burlier of the knights delivered buckling punches to his opponent’s faceplate, while he with the crumpled helmet made wild chops at his attacker’s shoulders with a dagger. The fate of their swords was a mystery, until Lowell spied a floating canine varmint impaled on two long blades. Coyote of the Lake. The winged archangel, fully aroused from the look of his clinging trousers, whirled a dwarven hammer into the spine of the amorous fat man. The blow finished the lover, and seemed to finish his good woman in an altogether different sense.


  By that time, most of the animals had reached the center of the marsh. They had not come for the rut, only for the violence. The largest raccoon scrabbled up on the wakeboard and tore at the belly of the court jester stretched on it. Crying out in pain but also in something like surprised glee, the fool seized the animal by the throat and they rolled into the water together to wrestle. The knight with the dagger slashed an approaching possum while two squirrels insinuated themselves under his broken breastplate and began to gnaw at what they found within. The wood nymph sank her brilliant white teeth into the bagpiper’s throat while he struggled to finish blowing a spirited reel. Bristly black hogs threw themselves across the gunwales of a kayak. The nude woman on board managed to stun one with her paddle, but two others upset the bow with their snouts and spilled her into the sludge. The chap with the ukulele batted a bullfrog halfway back to shore before a family of cottonmouths dug into him. He twirled like a Highland dancer. The snakes looked like black ribbons tied to his wrists and flanks.


  Lowell was vaguely aware of a larger distortion in the landscape. Trees and brush were swaying as if a storm had blown in, though the western breeze had long since died. The stench of whipped-up marsh hung with nowhere to dissipate. A bright stink of blood was creeping into it, mingling. Somewhere between the two odors it was evident that one or both skunks had released their fury. Rocks appeared to roll and jump small distances without any cause. Lowell came to sudden attention, catching himself halfway out across the open grass. Only by stubbing his toe on a moving stone had he snapped into clarity. He had no memory of breaking cover, yet he had abandoned his shirt and his pants were half-down in preparation for the plunge. In his right hand he gripped his good skinning knife, the one tipped with a mean gut hook for extra fun. He felt another blade, no telling which one, clutched between his teeth. Despite his consternation at the massacre playing out before him, some wild and insidious thrill had called him to dance.


  Blacking out might have been enough in itself to frighten him off, but that was also the moment the alligators chose to surface. They had hunkered on the far bank, watching for the proper pitch of activity before slipping up under the fracas to join in. The wood nymph shouted something unintelligible but full of meaning as powerful jaws nabbed her thigh down to the very human bone, dragging her under with a scream of bubbles. She surfaced again, the death roll having torn the leg free, and she paddled for her life with true fear on her painted face. A second gator got her by the torso and she vanished underwater for good.


  The arrival of hungry alligators was plenty to account for the carnage, but the water roiled so violently that there might have been a shoal of piranha thrown in for good measure. The screams were no longer jubilant. Fright and agony turned them rusty. The owls cackled at the shift from rapture to meat-grinding horror. Lowell pounded black earth in the opposite direction, his personal effects forgotten except the binoculars bouncing painfully on a strap against his naked chest. He could not resist looking back once more before reaching the fence, not caring if some prankster god turned him to a pillar of pigshit.


  Even with the finest budget optics made in China, the distance limited Lowell’s view. His imagination shaded in various details of the horrific silhouette. He thought he saw the buck with the priapic angel astride it, wresting its horns from side to side in hopes of snapping its muscled neck. An alligator had the deer by one foreleg, tugging the limb loose at the ragged shoulder joint. Another gator had the angel’s opposite leg, ready to whip it off as the sodden gorilla pummeled its scaly body. A swirl of white splotchy rain pattered from the clear sky, the droppings of frenzied owls befouling one and all. Something dragged the bellowing ape out of sight under the mud.


  These were the last things Lowell saw with any certainty. As the marsh banks began to quiver and undulate into wakefulness, he took the binoculars off and threw them. When the contours of the landscape lost definition, buckling toward the center where the alligators were still sorting limbs from bodies, he turned his back. When the marsh or what lay under the marsh flexed its gullet to swallow, Lowell never knew what became of the creatures that had come to play and offer praise. He did not watch as the swirling maelstrom drew down every ounce of what had been spurted, voided, ejaculated and torn free in the confused ecstasy. He did not glimpse what gathered at the banks in slouching legions to worship what followed. He retreated, observed by owls that called down the line to one another like sentries. They had known him for an interloper straight off. In its renewal, nature cared nothing for witnesses. It wanted only votaries, participants, fuel. By taking flight before the end of the beginning, even as an unwelcome voyeur, Lowell missed learning that all things natural and unnatural demanded their nourishment properly spiced.


  He had to beat some greenery in search of the spot where he had left his truck, out of sight even from the park service road. The general area was right, but in his panic it seemed that natural landmarks had shifted on him. He paid as little mind as possible to the bushes and thorny vines bowing forward to trip him up. Pain stung him in bleeding furrows along his ribcage, a farewell bite from scrambling over the barbed wire he had crossed, hours ago, with the utmost care. He would take the tetanus shot with a glad heart. He meant to request whatever they had for rabies too, in case an airborne strain had caused his delusions.


  He discovered the front bumper of the truck, enlaced in clinging vegetation, at the same moment that a lone owl perched on a high branch above. It was all crapped out, evidently, having come only to chuckle at him once more. Lowell would have thrown his truck keys at it, had they been handy. He realized he did not have them. They were lost along the way somewhere, or else he had locked them inside the cab. Either way he meant to break the driver’s window and roll those wheels any way he could. The first heavy rock he found would get him started.


  So things might have ended, with a perfectly good vehicle damaged for nothing, a cowardly morsel of flesh escaped and wasted. Instead, at the word of a watchful owl the thing crouched beside Lowell’s truck, the thing that was not a tree, stood up to make itself known.


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  This is not my first story, but it is the first I've had published, and it's less fictional than I'd like to admit. I modeled the setting from memory on specific places I haven't seen for many years but enjoyed very much as a youngster. I am not Lowell Paxton, though he and his life's regrets resemble a youthful version of myself as people tended to perceive me. I hope he resembles some of you, not because we need more people like him, but because the alternative could always be worse. I feel it's important for everyone, even those of us wavering between healthy self-reliance and outright misanthropy, to get some fresh air when we can.
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  BLOODLETTNG AND INTRIGUE ON ALL HALLOWS’ EVE
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  Unto a two-story residence whose meticulous cultivation made October stretch unending—whose horror-themed confines had hosted countless baroque deaths, for the pleasure of a madman and the astral pumpkin he called deity—the day most revered had arrived. The thirty-first of October! Halloween, sure and truly!


  Let the costume parades commence! thought the Hallowfiend, supine in a brown recliner that he’d built to moan and shift, as if victims were trapped therein. Let candy gluttons eat their fills, thinking upset tummies empty threats! Let werewolves howl and vampire bats fly!


  Ah, but it remained early in the day. Outside, a blazing bulb owned the horizon, an unwanted, yet lingering sun. Best to pace myself on excitement, thought the Hallowfiend. True euphoria awaits me, come nightfall.


  Carefully had the killer made his preparations.


  * * *


  Though, over the course of each year, the Hallowfiend would often see orange in prelude to masked abductions and slash-and-sprints, in comparison to the mayhem that he perpetrated every thirty-first of October, those efforts seemed rote, blasé, hollow urge fulfillments, sugar rush slices in the shadow of a feast.


  Indeed, when the holiday overwhelmed him, when the jack-o'-lantern shone through him, time acquired new textures and each and every blood-regurgitating gore shriek echoed itself into immortality. The Hallowfiend would don his favorite costume, fondle past years’ trophies, stab sticks through tongues that he then dipped in caramel, and go out and away—into the foggy, smoggy, ghoul parade night—to seek artistry in the pleading, howling, disembowelment mush depths of sustained torment.


  With a well-sharpened knife, with pliers and a hacksaw, with a scythe and a bear trap and drug-laced death dreams bound in tasty treats he’d rewrapped carefully, the Hallowfiend sought to spiritually-topple those who’d attracted his hollow-eyed stare.


  Only then would he kill each sufferer. Pain-pliancy made eternities of weeping instances, as ingenuity rippled through his fingertips, through his bony knees and elbows, through the Hallowfiend’s very teeth. His inner adolescent—that undead, perpetual adoptee he’d permitted to fester for decades, shrouded in hope and resentment—danced to slaughterous rhythms, and fed, fed, fed.


  Already, his muscles ached with the accumulations of preparations accomplished. In those efforts—due to time constraints, mind you—of course, he’d been aided. From midnight to morn’s dawning, his six helpers and he, all dressed identically, had paid visits to the owners of the names on the Hallowfiend’s list. Acquaintances of his intended, gifts for her to unwrap later, those unfortunate ones had struggled, writhing in comfy beds, chloroform rags on their faces. Finding no pity in orange skull countenances, they’d gone nighty night.


  Wrapped in blood-streaked carpets, the abductees had endured transport, spiraling, crumbling, bumpily bumbling routes of unconsciousness. When next they came to, diminished capacities had claimed them, with crude lobotomies having sliced away segments of their brains. Chained to metal crosses in the Hallowfiend’s cornfield, they found themselves dressed in scarecrow costumery, to give his special lady a fright come nightfall.


  And when the night blossomed, unfurling its chilled tendrils to a soundtrack of snarling incubi and wailing specters, the madman would head out, into the shifting shadowscape, to claim her. Parking a couple of suburban streets distant from his special lady’s cozy bungalow, he would hop fence after fence to reach her back entrance, to invite her to his abode, the House of Eternal October—with a rag on her face, no refusals accepted. And oh, how’d they play, until the coming of All Saints’ Day. His special helpers, not invited, would have to find their own fun.


  Already, scant minutes before sunrise, as a token of his infatuation, the Hallowfiend had left a present on the woman’s porch: the corpse of her friendly, corpulent mailman, decapitated and exsanguinated, wearing a jack-o’-lantern atop his neck stump. Lolling in a wicker rocking chair, the corpse had seemed a holiday decoration, until closer scrutiny.


  The very moment that the woman fled inside to call the cops, to make her doubt her own senses, the Hallowfiend had removed that body. Later, if everything went as planned, post-abduction, the fabulous femme would awaken pressed against it, in the claustrophobic confines of an ebon coffin, in the House of Eternal October.


  * * *


  With hours of interim time stretching afore him, the Hallowfiend desired an activity, nonstrenuous, to occupy his attention. Too keyed up to read, too twitchy to knit, he turned his focus wallward, seeking answers in the empty eye sockets of the myriad latex masks he’d arrayed there as decoration. The lagoon beast, the cartoonish dream babe, and the ventriloquist’s dummy offered no inspiration. Neither did the begrimed mummy, the anthropomorphized canine, or the square-jawed superhero.


  Only when the Hallowfiend’s gaze reached the goofily grinning visage of a sugary cereal’s monster mascot did he arrive at the obvious solution: The television, of course! Surely one channel or another will be airing something seasonally appropriate.


  Seizing a remote control from underneath his seat, the Hallowfiend brought his television sliding down from a hidden ceiling alcove, no less than sixty inches of ultra-high-definition materializing like magic.


  When victims were present, the killer, of course, kept the set out of sight, so as not to contaminate the spooky-bleak atmosphere he’d so carefully cultivated with unfiltered pop culture. When alone, however, he was only human.


  Channel surfing, the Hallowfiend clicked upon, then past, newscasts and talk shows, commercials and chef competitions, vibrant sporting events and animal documentaries. Reclining in his Day-Glo orange sweat suit, shallowly respiring through a skull mask of the same shade, he at last grunted, “Well, this looks promising.”


  Beholden to cartoon logic, a Victorian mansion loomed atop a hill, decaying in isolation, overlooking streets of well-kept pine clapboard houses. Behind the mansion’s highest unbroken window, a wizened old spinster stared out from her lonely turret, bitterly, with a battered pair of binoculars pressed to her face, and cobwebs draped from the shoulders of her simple blue frock.


  On the lower streets, a treat parade had commenced with falsetto shouts and friendly bellows—youthful splendor, seemingly immortal.


  Into the old lady’s view marched queen, hobo, poltergeist, ninja, ballerina, daffodil, and killer whale, lugging pillowcases and plastic pumpkins that grew heavier with each house visited. And as they entered her cognizance, to better spite their blissful shamming, the spinster recited their Christian names. “There goes Tabitha,” she said, “and Eddie and Baxley and Imogen and Sebastian and Grant and bratty little Alice. Rampaging sweet teeth, the lot of ’em, and here I sit, all alone.”


  Twilight darkened to void black. Fog rolled in to veil all but the full moon. Still, the long-toothed old dame maintained her bitter vigil, though not a singular trick-or-treater ascended the hill to pay her home a visit. She complained and she wailed, pleaded with empty air and hollered threats. At one point, she claimed that she’d hurl her own self through the window, to perish as a shatter-boned heap, if life didn’t provide her some companionship, someone to while away her golden years with. Alone she remained, as the trick-or-treaters concluded their treks, and headed off toward their respective homes, to overindulge in candy feasting.


  Time-lapse terminated the cartoon’s October, birthing a cheery, vibrant November morn. Birds trilled in the trees, glutted with early worms. Exiting into open air, riding wafts of flapjack steam, seven ordinary children converged mid-street. Shielded from the elements by their scarves, beanies and sweaters, they marched, in formation, up the hill.


  Turning the knob to the mansion’s front entrance, they entered without knocking. “Eunice, where are you?” they queried, clearly worried, peeking into room after room, confronting only ornate furniture entombed in dusty plastic, and baseboards laden with mouse holes, denoted by tiny excrement. “Eunice, answer us! Where can you be?”


  Finally, they surged into the old woman’s turret, and therein sighed with utmost relief. In the very same wicker seat that she’d spied from now slept the old biddy, with a line of bubbling spittle trickling its way down her chin.


  The youths pinched and shook her. Snapping their fingers, they hollered in Eunice’s ears. Finally, moaning, smacking her lips, shifting discomforted, the lady emerged from her slumber.


  Goggling at seven young faces—each of which stared at her, wide-eyed, with childish solemnity—the woman gripped her elbows and summoned forth speech. “Why, it’s Imogen…and Grant…and Eddie…and Tabitha.”


  “We all came,” declared a little blonde fellow, bending to plant a kiss upon the dame’s cheek. She reached for him, but he’d already backed away.


  “But, but, where are your costumes? You were all having so much fun. I watched you through my window.”


  “Oh, Eunice,” a brunette girl then scolded, “you’re always so silly, so…ridiculous. Halloween ended, so we took our costumes off. It’s time for you to take yours off, too.”


  “We saved you some candy,” a bashful, chubby, raven-haired boy muttered, barely meeting her eyes. Returning his gaze to the stained carpet, he added, “I can’t believe you stayed here all night. Nobody has ever…ever…ever taken on that dare. This abandoned mansion is just so darn…creepy.”


  And lo the old woman rose, and with a theatrical sort of flourish, seized her grey tresses and tugged her wrinkled countenance from her skull, and was young again. In fact, she was the identical twin of she who’d masqueraded as a ballerina the night prior. “Mama’s angry with you,” that girl giggled.


  “Shut your stupid mouth, brat.”


  The program cut to its final exterior shot. Eight children ran down the hill—as if death itself were chasing them, it might seem, if not for their rambunctious mirth—as the credits arrived.


  Annoyed, the Hallowfiend shifted in his chair. He stroked his mask’s five orange vertebrae. A bit of sniveling angst and it’s over, he thought. Where’s the terror, the bloodshed, the stomach-turning hankerings of fanged monsters? Is the season going soft on me? Should I start scribing scripts?


  Hefting his remote control up, the Hallowfiend thumb-pressed a button. Expecting a powered off television, he gasped, as it seemed that he’d only changed the channel. Live action spectacle had succeeded the animated mawkishness. A pallid, roly-poly figure cavorted across the screen, his overcoat an eerie shade of purple, his top hat’s vibrancy built of colors that, though frozen in silk, yet seemed to be flowing.


  Between his pair of skulls, the Hallowfiend’s human face now grinned. Can it be? he wondered, elated, ripple-wallowing in the warm, fuzzy throes of nostalgia. When letters built of artfully posed, roped-together cadavers slid into and out of the screen, spelling out HAPPY HALLOWEEN, he was sure of it.


  Those corpses’ nostrils and ear canals were overstuffed with candy corn. Their broken-jawed mouths and gouged-out eye sockets dribbled pumpkin seeds and liquid that might have been blood, were it a darker shade of red.


  The screen went dark for a moment. Power tools sounded. Begging segued to bleating, to shrieking, to fading burbles. The Hallowfiend found himself gripping his knees, on the edge of his seat.


  Radiance returned to the screen, though it now arrived through a haze of theatrical, green-tinted fog. Again, corpse letters met the Hallowfiend’s sight, though their message now read NO GOD CAN SEE US. The skull bounties had shifted, too, with squirm-wriggling maggots having supplanted the candy corn, and beetles having superseded the pumpkin seeds.


  Off and on, again, the lights went. Now, each corpse wore a purple overcoat and a psychedelic top hat, paying homage to the series’ star. Wider and wider stretched their broken jaws. They began, in fact, to bend backward, permitting the emergence, from the greasy-grimy depths of those purposefully posed casualties, of shadowy arms, flexing taloned fingers. When those fingers snapped, all light again fled.


  Into the ebon void sepulcher that then lingered upon the screen, a pronouncement arrived—clotted seepage from nether space—borne upon a voice that resounded with strains of Lugosi, of Price, of Karloff, of Lee. Word for word, in twinned tempo, the Hallowfiend recited the invocation right along with the announcer: “On October’s last evening, a season’s very skeleton might be glimpsed through its flesh. Beyond indifference and fad costumes, true monsters skulk the wind. And on that note, a festering welcome, both to our spectral viewers and their blissfully oblivious hauntees, to The Diabolical Designs of Professor Pandora’s special, once-or-twice-in-a-lifetime Halloween episode. Are you arriving or leaving? Are you, at all?”


  The darkness abated to unveil the strangest of orchards: threaded arms, shaded with black putrefaction-infused midnight. Oh so realistic, they seemed, embedded with light bulb and camera lens fruit, linking creatives and couchbound, Pandora and Hallowfiend.


  Pumpkin fire infernos erupted at the apexes of ebon candles within the hollows of carved pumpkins, orange totems whose jagged grins, were they prone to discourse, might have described invisible chains linking past, future and present—binding every soul in hollow triumph, in electric-veined agony, in resignation, in abandonment to decay.


  When I’m dead and gone, thought the Hallowfiend, whether via failing physiology, unforeseeable accident, exhausted suicide, or lucky victim, let it be a witch that sweeps up my cremation, so that my ashes might accompany her broom flights for long centuries.


  His mind was wandering. From the opposite side of their communion, Professor Pandora tapped the television’s inner screen, demanding that the Hallowfiend pay better attention. True artists abhor indifference and disdain, after all. The Hallowfiend knew that. He would do better.


  Just twice-in-a-lifetime, he mused. Fortunately, I possess eidetic memory and never have forgotten, never will forget, all the charm of this cheaply made magnum opus. Replaying what he’d missed in his mind, he watched intestines spill forth from open abdomens, into a cauldron, as a slowly perishing obese couple cooked themselves into a cannibal’s feast.


  As he danced around those unfortunates, his demeanor most impish, Professor Pandora promised the slow suicides that their very worst dreams were returning to escort them to nether space. Eyes wide with agonized disbelief, flesh waxen from blood loss, the sacrifices grinned and nodded.


  When the commercials arrived, they too were vintage offerings, ghosts of recollected Octobers, residuum of cherished youth. Aging vampires sunk their fangs into cans of diet soda, declaiming, “Better than blood, even!” Black and white zombies shopped for bifocals. A cereal sweepstakes offered a date with a decades-dead horror actress.


  When the feature presentation returned, the Hallowfiend grinned yet wider. Dressed in crude homemade costumes—patchwork something-or-others that obscured girths and genders—cresting on sugar rushes, trick-or-treaters arrived to the tract home that Professor Pandora had selected for his special evening. Soon, he’d be ladling homeowner stew into the kids’ candy bags.


  Oh, how the Hallowfiend giggled in anticipation. Trick-or-treaters had inspired his relocation to rural isolation, after all. When one’s victims arrive to their house, it’s too easy, he’d decided. The thrill of the hunt unravels when one simply seizes the unmonitored from one’s doorstep. One grows lazy.


  In lieu of a fulfilled expectation, however, the Hallowfiend instead found astoundment. This isn’t how I remember it! was his realization, watching the trick-or-treaters knock and knock, only to retreat, disappointed. Returning, those kids hurled eggs and carved pumpkins against Professor Pandora’s borrowed house, but not a one was so unfortunate as to glimpse the star’s mad visage.


  Segueing into its next segment, the presentation revealed two oldsters in a shared horse costume. Cringing at threats uncackled, the pair retreated, throats intact, and exited the screen prior to more commercials.


  A sick prank! thought the Hallowfiend. Or perhaps censorship has proven more insidious than I’d believed. Again, he raised the remote and attempted to power off the TV. Again, he only changed the channel. A pair of toy poodles, dressed as Peter Pan and Tinkerbell, fawned at the feet of a camera-shy faux firefighter.


  “Yeesh,” groaned the Hallowfiend. Carefully watching his thumb as it met the remote, this time he successfully powered off his television. Back up into its ceiling alcove it went, punishment for having displeased him.


  A cherished childhood memory butchered, thought the killer. The cruelest of tricks to make tonight’s treats all the sweeter.


  * * *


  The sound of shattering glass diminished his optimism; the House of Eternal October had attracted a vandal. Leaping up from his chair, the Hallowfiend hurried to meet them.


  Having painted his home’s every window midnight black to maintain an inner atmosphere of perpetual gloom, the Hallowfiend expected eye-scalding sunlight to assault him, streaming through the shattered pane. Instead, to his astonishment, the Hallowfiend beheld a firmament shaded purple, orange and red, in the grips of eerie twilight.


  How did time slip away from me? he wondered. When last I checked, it was still afternoon. I better slit the vandal’s throat with due haste, then go collect my guest of honor, lest all of my careful preparations go to waste.


  The window breaker possessed cunning, it seemed. Lesser eyes than the Hallowfiend’s would’ve sighted only dirt road and cornfield, sweeping their gaze across the mise en scene. The Hallowfiend, however—in his single-minded devotion to victimization—hurled his scrutiny from tassel to tassel, tugged it down leaves, husks, ears and stalks, damn near traced root trajectories.


  Is that a snake I see slithering? he wondered, squinting into the gloaming. No, indeed, it’s the end of a chain! Impossible as it seems, one of my scarecrows has escaped from its cross. Perhaps I should’ve used handcuffs.


  The Hallowfiend’s rusty, lethal scythe rested aside the doorframe. Reflexively, he seized the tool as he hastened outside. Adrenaline sped the blood in his veins, threaded his well-aged muscles with vitality. Though he hadn’t envisioned the pursuit, the Hallowfiend lived for such moments, when he felt as if he might inhale death’s charnel bouquet and exhale pumpkin fire, and others’ dread grew tangible.


  Onto the wraparound porch he surged, then down its six steps. Into a maize maze that stretched endless in the unreality of a feverish thoughtscape, he cast himself wholly, unleashing a howl of zoophagous implication. The tinkling chain up ahead, the rustling of leaves—rudely brushed aside by predator, prey and scythe—the droning of cicadas, the rhythmic respiration, all combined in the twilight, aural galvanization.


  Though only corn plants did he see, not a singular doubt existed in the Hallowfiend’s mind that he’d soon be scythe-slicing the escapee’s Achilles tendons, and then driving his curved blade into the scarecrow’s abdomen, again and again, before leaving them to bleed out into the cornfield.


  Who escaped their pole, anyway? he wondered. My intended’s next-door neighbor, her bestest friend, her intermittent boy toy, her yoga instructor? Are the four conscious of their new statuses as lobotomized background actors, or ghosts haunting their own physicalities, remnants of vague purpose?


  His dogged pursuit carried him further, then further from the House of Eternal October, deeper into the non-ejaculatory orgasm of insanity unbound, hunting. The inside of his mask attained a familiar humidity, as if, between skulls, his face was sheathed in graveyard dew, warming toward evaporation.


  In the grand thrill of it all, the tunnel vision of bloodlust briefly nullified his sense of direction. Ergo, the Hallowfiend was genuinely shocked, though only for a mere moment, to find himself emerging from the maize rows into a clearing he knew well: the very same site, in fact, where he’d erected four brain-damaged scarecrows upon steel crosses.


  Every scarecrow had escaped, dragging their chains along with them! Had he purchased defective links? Had one of his helpers betrayed him, irate that the Hallowfiend wanted intimacy with his special lady, and they’d miss the main event? Maybe Professor Pandora escaped from my television to play a trick on me, the killer thought, breathing deeply.


  A 360-degree appraisal revealed no signs of the escapees, save for feet indentations in the soil that seemed to lead in all directions. No longer could the Hallowfiend hear the chain tingling. Doubts danced at the edge of his consciousness.


  * * *


  In the dimming light that remained, he sighted incongruity. His plants were infected with corn smut, of a bizarre purple shade. Corn kernels gone tumoresque! thought the Hallowfiend. Perhaps I’ll taste some tomorrow.


  Instinctively reorienting his sense of direction, he pondered the intentions of the mentally crippled. Would they flee down the dirt road, and every one of its miles, in search of altruistic community? Would they simply lie down and perish? Had his brain surgery erased their senses of self-preservation, every iota of their personalities?


  Would they seek revenge in the cornfield or…might they actually return to the House of Eternal October, the site of their lessening, voluntarily? Had the shattered window been isolated, brutish spite, or the opening salvo in a battle that would test his wits?


  Generally, on All Hallows’ Eves, the Hallowfiend’s slaughter games closely corresponded with what he’d envisioned beforehand, as if his victims and he weren’t acting independently at all, but inhabiting roles they’d memorized. Ergo, the deviations his reality had sprouted made the killer wonder if he was dreaming, or perhaps had died in his sleep, and entered into an afterlife of eternal frustration.


  Shaking such megrims from his skull, wondering whether a banshee wail would attract scarecrows or repel them, he was reassured by a sound most familiar: inarticulate rage.


  At least one of them remains enough of themselves to realize they’ve been violated, thought the Halloween, slipping through the maize rows in pursuit, the blade of his scythe hanging over his shoulder, a lunar crescent. So thinking, he was tackled, hurled sidewise by a collision that bent maize plants beneath him, crippling their stalks irreparably.


  From the weight pinning him prone, and the force of the fist striking the back of his head—bestrewing his soil-obscured vision with short-lived starbursts—the Hallowfiend estimated that his assaulter was none other than his intended’s next-door neighbor, a portly, balding widower who believed that his perpetual geniality disguised glistening lust for the lady.


  In vain, the Hallowfiend reached for his dropped sickle, with only the tip of his right middle finger brushing against it. For the very first time in his lifespan, he felt not a predator, but a helpless, battered…nothing. The enchantment inherent in every October, that which had sustained him every year of his life, had made jack-o'-lanterns of moons and fashioned the gruesomely butchered into fine art, threatened to abate, for the first time in memory.


  His personality was slipping; his traitorous lips were on the verge of pleading for the Hallowfiend’s life. A master of slipping through shadows, of hiding in crowded closets, of wearing Day-Glo orange in costumed crowds and somehow blending in, felt the stirrings of panic and made a conscious decision.


  No, I won’t play the victim, now or ever. Better that I die bludgeoned by an imbecile than marinate in my own fear. His resolve thusly fortified, he reached behind his head and caught the scarecrow’s fist as it plummeted.


  Using the scarecrow’s own weight against him, he hurled the man forward, into a headfirst tumble that, unbeknownst to the Hallowfiend, caused the scarecrow to bite clear through the tip of his tongue, then swallow it. A crimson blotch, nearly black in the ebbing sundown radiance, spread across the burlap sack that covered the man’s noggin.


  Lickety-split, the killer was standing, scythe in hand. Far slower, the scarecrow climbed to his feet and lumbered forward, hands outthrust, opening and closing, prelude to grasping.


  Hefting his weapon over his shoulder, the Hallowfiend exhaled, then swung downward. Between the scarecrow’s open palms his blade passed, parting clothing and flesh, traveling from chest to navel, spilling innards to the soil.


  Upon a steaming pile of his own intestines the corpse toppled, offering a soft squelching sound in lieu of last words. One down, three to go, thought the Hallowfiend. Sure, the crosses were a bad idea, but perhaps I’ll make use of a quartet of corpses before the night’s finished.


  * * *


  Hardly distinguishable from wind-rustled leaves, a whimpering then met the Hallowfiend’s ears. Trailing it, the killer encountered a slim, undoubtedly feminine scarecrow: his intended’s yoga instructor.


  Rocking from her heels to her toes, tugging her mask down by its eyeholes so as to be temporarily blinded, she moved her free fist as if to punch her own temple, again and again, as if such an action might reboot her intelligence. Always, she stopped short of impact.


  Sweet Jolly Jane…oh, she’s perfect, thought the Hallowfiend, recognizing the broken-souled resignation he sought to inspire in every victim. If only I had enough time for proper torture.


  Through one well-toned, supple breast he pushed his curved blade. Gracefully, the scarecrow died, doing a sort of ballerina’s plie that carried her to her rump, then into a reclining eternal repose.


  Two left, thought the Hallowfiend. My intended’s best friend and her boy toy. Where oh where might they be? Open-eared, the killer listened. Wide-eyed, he searched the soil for telltale indentations, tracks he might follow.


  Frustration! For all that his senses revealed, he might as well have been alone in the cornfield. Pitch-black night was impending; soon, he’d require a flashlight.


  * * *


  The corn smut is all-pervasive, he realized, wandering. Strange that it should appear all at once, so close to the harvest. I certainly noticed nothing awry at dawn, while erecting the crosses.


  Minutes escaped him; night swallowed the scenery. Dispirited, the Hallowfiend decided to make his way homeward, where battery-spawned radiance was attainable. Perhaps I should abandon my search altogether, he thought, to collect my intended before the night’s over.


  Surely, in their condition, the scarecrows won’t be escaping my property anytime soon. I’ll call my helpers in the morning, and we’ll find them together. So thinking, he nearly tripped over the missing pair.


  * * *


  Over the course of prior days, while stalking his intended—wearing his insipid, ordinary human guise—the Hallowfiend had observed her at lunch with her bestie and sometime lover. Wise to human nature, he’d detected a surreptitious sort of flirting between the latter two when his intended wasn’t watching them: clandestine glances, lingering touches.


  Ergo, the killer shouldn’t have been surprised to find the pair succumbing to a sad sort of romance. Writhing upon the soil in a tight embrace, they dry-humped, fully costumed, the Hallowfiend learned with one wandering hand.


  Both at once! thought the killer. Fortunate indeed! Lifting his scythe overhead, and driving it down with every ounce of strength he possessed, the Hallowfiend drove his blade through the female’s back, into her ersatz paramour. Grunting and moaning, falling subaudible then silent, they stilled.


  There’s still time, the Hallowfiend realized. I’ll drag the corpse quartet to my house, and leave them dismembered on the porch so that my intended might discover them. It was touch and go for a while there, but it seems that this night shall be salvaged.


  Grabbing the female by the ankle, he began to drag her betwixt maize rows. Absentmindedly humming along with the unseen, droning cicadas, he grinned beneath his orange skull mask. Unbeknownst to the Hallowfiend, however, a certain mentally crippled boy toy wasn’t quite dead.Unsteadily, that scarecrow climbed to his feet.


  Heroically, as his life slipped away through his slit abdomen and stars went black overhead, the staggering fellow put every last bit of his vitality into a final grand gesture. Lacing his fingers together, he swung both hands like a baseball bat, into the Hallowfiend’s head, his last living act.


  Blasted unconscious, the Hallowfiend toppled beneath his assaulter.


  * * *


  When again his eyes opened, the killer found himself sandwiched between corpses, in the luster of a flourishing dawn. His entire body ached, his noggin especially, both within and without.


  Halloween’s over! he realized. My intended yet lives, unscathed.


  What an eye-opener this has been, he thought, sitting then standing. No longer shall I go it alone when committing baroque murders. If I’d had somebody watching the scarecrows, this could have all been avoided.


  From now on, I’ll include my helpers every step of the way, from planning to climax, he resolved. I’m not as young as I used to be, after all, and can’t be everywhere at once.


  The Hallowfiend reached a decision: I’ll chop the scarecrows into bits and leave them in the clearing, along with that jack-o’-lantern-headed mailman. I’ll dig a pit for them first, so that they can be buried beneath the masks of future victims.


  Before that, however, I’ll draw myself a bath.


  Trudging back to his residence, the House of Eternal October, the Hallowfiend shook his masked head in dazed exasperation. All of his meticulous planning, yet his intended still breathed. Sure, I could invade her bungalow at any time and abduct her for quick murder, he thought, as I’ll undoubtedly do with others soon enough…but that’ll seem so anticlimactic after all of my fantasizing.


  “Well, there’s always next Halloween,” he whispered to an indifferent dawn.


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  You returning readers of the Year’s Best Hardcore Horror series might well recognize the Hallowfiend from Volume 2, in which his debut tale, “The Hallowfiend Remembers,” was reprinted. In the story notes of that anthology, I mentioned that I was writing a story in which I was sending the Hallowfiend on a grand adventure. Though that narrative, Outreverse, is now complete (and being considered for publication as of today, January 8, 2019), this is something different.


  “Bloodletting and Intrigue on All Hallows’ Eve” takes place many years after “The Hallowfiend Remembers,” and a comparatively shorter time prior to Outreverse. I wrote it out of a desire to follow up on a sentence from my story “Escape From Mad Castle”: “I exited the House of Eternal October with all my limbs intact.”


  For those who read that story (available in my book Let’s Destroy Investutech, if y’all will excuse a bit more shameless self-promotion), the implication was that at some point, somewhere or another, the body-jumping star of The Diabolical Designs of Professor Pandora paid a visit to an autumnal realm wherein his arms and legs might have been hacked away. Well, who better to occupy such a realm than the Hallowfiend?


  Unlike “Escape From Mad Castle” (a sort of Freddy vs. Jasonesque clash within a surreal, Cronenbergian fringeland), I wanted Professor Pandora’s appearance in “Bloodletting and Intrigue on All Hallows’ Eve” to be more subtle. Ergo, by the end of the story, even the skeleton-masked serial killer is unsure what really happened.


  To get the tone right for this one, I revisited my The Texas Chainsaw Massacre and Tourist Trap Blu-rays. I also reread some classic Ray Bradbury to get my nostalgia levels at their highest. A worthy way to spend one’s time (even for non-authors), if you ask me.


  


  


  MONKEY SEE, MONKEY DO


  By Alicia Hilton


  From Fri-SciFi

  Akashic Books


  The chimpanzee with a bandaged forehead grabbed a hypodermic needle.


  Michelle smiled and watched Cynthia stab a syringe into the laboratory director’s kneecap. The chimp appeared to be making a flower design. The other twelve needles she’d jabbed were arranged around the knee like daisy petals.


  Michelle had planned to do the cutting, but the animals that she’d freed wanted to punish the man who’d used them for experiments.


  “So…sorry,” Michelle’s boss sobbed. Harold Wade’s pleas for mercy were muffled by the torn sleeve of his tweed jacket that was tied across his mouth in a gag.


  A Norwegian rat that was the size of a large cat skittered across the stainless steel table where Harold was trussed. The rat bared his razor sharp teeth and said, “Sugar, we can’t hear you. Can you speak up?”


  The biomedical scientist screamed and flailed against the ropes that were tied from his ankles and wrists to the table legs.


  The rat glanced at Michelle. She nodded and Ralph locked his jaws over Harold’s bare right foot. With one snip, he severed the big toe and the little toe next to it.


  The tiny bones made a crunching noise from being pulverized by the rat’s molars.


  Ralph jumped from the table to a utility shelf when his victim pissed himself, the gush of yellow fluid soaking the scientist’s white boxers and spreading across the table, mixing with scarlet in a swirly pattern that reminded Michelle of a Rorschach inkblot. She wondered what her psychiatrist would say about the gory tableau. Dr. Taylor had encouraged her to express her feelings, but the therapist’s advice hadn’t worked.


  She’d told Harold that his provocative comments about her breasts were offensive, but instead of apologizing, he’d threatened to have her fired. When she’d filed a complaint with HR, her supervisor wasn’t reprimanded.


  Michelle had come into the lab on a Saturday so she could clean out her desk before she quit. No one was supposed to be working. She’d been putting her behavioral science books in her bag when Harold came up behind her and grabbed her throat. Remembering what he’d done, Michelle felt a wave of nausea. She swallowed the bile and tried to regain control of her emotions.


  She felt a tug on her pants leg and glanced down.


  A baby chimp danced with excitement, a syringe in his fist.


  She lifted Rico. His little teeth jabbered in glee when he sank the needle into Harold’s rotund belly.


  The scientist’s thrashing increased, and his face and chest turned a florid shade that reminded Michelle of sautéed tomatoes.


  A gorilla standing by the heart monitor said, “The subject’s heart rate has risen to 141 beats per minute.”


  Michelle set Rico on the floor and addressed the gorilla, “Do you want a turn?”


  Amos shook his head and gripped a pencil in his fist, writing in the lab notebook.


  Michelle watched tears streaming down her boss’s face. She touched her own neck. It was swollen and sore, and she knew she’d be bruised tomorrow. “You shouldn’t have raped me.”


  “Please,” he sobbed.


  His fear fueled her hate. She held a Bunsen burner to Harold’s cheek. The blistering skin made a popping noise and smelled sweet, like grilled pork sausage. Flames engulfed his dyed brown hair, greasy pomade sizzling. The halo of fire spread down his sideburns to the gag.


  She stepped back and tossed a beaker of alcohol at his chest.


  Now a human torch, his heels beat timpani against the table. By the time fire burned through the ropes, he’d stopped moving.


  The chimps scampered after the gorilla, knocking over a shelf of chemicals as they fled the smoke. She grabbed her purse and followed the rat.


  Ralph leapt into the back of her minivan and curled up under a blanket. As she sped down the driveway, away from the conflagration, Michelle glanced in the rearview mirror and saw three figures crossing the pasture that led to the woods. The gorilla’s stoop shouldered silhouette reminded her of her dead grandfather.


  <<====>>


  Author’s Story Note


  “Monkey See, Monkey Do” started as a writing exercise. I was inspired to craft a tale about survivors of abuse and laboratory experimentation and wanted the story to feature unlikely alliances between different species who have a common enemy. Given adequate motivation, everyone has the capacity for violence. Cruelty and love can take many forms.
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