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			AN ORCHARD OF TERROR:

			SCARY STORIES AND THE JEWISH TRADITION 

			– Rabbi John Carrier

			I once heard a story about a great Jewish scholar who came to teach at a respected university. One student was particularly excited by the scholar’s arrival; among his other credentials and accomplishments, the scholar was a renowned Yiddishist. At a reception honoring the scholar the student approached him and humbly asked whether they might study Yiddish together.

			The scholar chuckled. “Are you kidding?” he asked.

			The student blushed. “No, sir. I’m serious. Why?”

			“One doesn’t ‘study’ Yiddish,” the scholar replied. “Whenever a Jew opens his mouth, whatever falls out? That’s Yiddish.”

			This is one of my favorite stories because it captures for me an essential quality of Jewish involvement in the world. Our constant dilemma, our schizophrenic quality, is that aside from the visible but rare separatists among us, we are at once both a people apart and utterly dissolved—dissolved in the sense that a chemical compound is dissolved in water, that is, fully mixed-in to the point of invisibility, yet potently present for anyone who thirsts. I think this double-nature is best captured by Lionel Blue, who said, “Jews are just like everyone else, only more so.”

			We often distinguish Jewish art, Jewish cuisine, Jewish philosophy by how the thing itself differs from philosophy, cuisine, or art that is not explicitly Jewish. Perhaps the chosen (pardon the pun) subject matter is different, or the fats used are more consonant with the dietary laws of Leviticus. But at the end of the day, what makes the thing Jewish, I believe, is that a Jew made it. For example, I don’t think Maimonides ever set out to ponder and teach “Jewish philosophy.” He might say instead: Whenever a Jew opens his mind, whatever falls out? That’s Jewish philosophy.

			One could say the same for Jewish horror. If you dissect the stories herein, you may be stricken by themes, vocabulary, or a particular sense of humor that set them apart from horror that is not explicitly Jewish. The ingredients speak more to “our” demonology or eschatology. What we fear (and what we don’t) may be different based on our unique historical experience. Ultimately, what makes Jewish horror, I believe, is that a Jew made it.

			The story of the scholar is one of my favorites, as I say, but not my very favorite. My very favorite (or a top contender—my moods change, and we have so many stories) is, I think, a kind of horror story. It’s not in THE JEWISH BOOK OF HORROR, though we have some goodies here; rather, it comes from a set of stories put to pen around two thousand years ago called the Tosefta, which was an attempt to capture a dying oral tradition that was far older.

			See, our stories were all carried around in our heads for the first thousand years or so, or at least carried in the heads of specialists who, like Homer, stored vast collections mnemonically to be shared at hearth, by campfire, and from one dungeon cell to the next. But once the Romans scattered or slaughtered our storytellers, our own renowned scholars of the time decided to break the rules of their oral tradition and start writing things down. The first collection was the Tosefta, which was later refined into the Mishnah, which was augmented into the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds, and that gets us to Yentl. But I digress.

			This story I love from the Tosefta goes like this: Four men entered an orchard. One gazed upon what he found inside, and he died. Another gazed, and he went mad. Another gazed, and he lost his faith. Only one entered in peace and departed in peace.

			Scary? I think so.

			Rabbinic texts like Midrash and the Talmud are full of what we might more readily recognize as horror stories today; the sages of this period spoke of demons with a commonplace familiarity that suburbanites speak of raccoons in garbage cans—to be avoided when possible but ultimately unavoidable. We read that Torah scholars especially are surrounded by invisible demons that press so hard against them, it explains why scholars’ clothes wear out, even though they do no real work. We read of rabbis getting drunk and one accidentally cutting the other’s throat, only to bring him back from the dead by means of prayer. On the darker side, we read of one rabbi praying for the death of another…and succeeding.

			As an aside, people often wonder at the rigidity and rote-ness of Jewish prayer. Do we not believe in the efficacy of spontaneous prayer? On the contrary, our early sages thought spontaneous prayer—prayer straight from the heart—so powerful, they regulated it as much as possible, lest we pray in a moment of weakness for things that accidentally harm us, or in a fit of anger pray for others’ harm quite on purpose.

			With all these demons, drunken violence, and spiritual assassinations, what’s so scary about four men in an orchard?

			The orchard in question has the Hebrew name pardes, which is derived from an Old Persian root, which is the common root for the English word “paradise” by way of Latin. Its nearest semantic neighbor in Hebrew is gan, garden. In essence, the four men found their way to Gan Eden, the Garden of Eden, and therein were to be found the core teachings of ancient secrets of Jewish mysticism. This is the oral tradition that wasn’t written down in the Tosefta because, like deadly prayer, it was considered too dangerous. It was the power to gain audience with and favors from angels, to bind demons to one’s will, to create life and to destroy it.

			Not to elevate a notorious anti-Semite by the comparison, but this story is our Lovecraftian experience, written down perhaps 1,800 years before H.P. Lovecraft, based on a story far older. Four different Jews gaze into the abyss, and after an infinitesimal glimpse of the true power and revealed intention behind the universe, most of them are destroyed. Like so many good horror stories, only one survived to tell the tale, to warn us: There be monsters.

			This story also goes to show the variety of human experience accessible to Jews. What tempts one will terrify another; the same shoah—catastrophe—can forge faith into steel or shatter it completely, depending on the one who lives to tell the tale. We experience terror just like everyone else, only more so. But when we live—and despite all effort to the contrary, we usually do—I believe we are unsurpassed at telling the tale.

		

	
		
			ORIGINS OF THE JEWISH

			BOOK OF HORROR

			– Josh Schlossberg

			In the days when Moses dwelt in the desert of Midian—years before God spoke to the patriarch out of a burning bush—a sickness of the brain befell him.

			Mad, parched, and sun-stroked, Moses wandered the sands until in the wilderness he came upon a lone mountain of black stone, a cave at its base. Seeking shelter, he entered and went deep into the bowels of the earth.

			For a full day he was gone only to emerge in the middle of the night hefting a boulder of black volcanic stone—a miniature of the mountain itself—twenty-two phrases engraved upon its face.

			Moses trudged home in a daze, the heavy rock in his arms like a dead body. Upon reaching his camp, he gathered his neighbors around him and read them the contents of the stone.

			One by one, all who heard the words fell to the ground with much shrieking, writhing, weeping, and gnashing of teeth, with blood, vomit, and other foulness leaking from such places as they should not. Many perished, the rest lost their minds.

			As Moses came to his senses, the meaning of the dark words finally dawned on him, and he lugged the boulder back out to the desert to bury beneath the shifting sands.

			But a few of the survivors remembered the profane phrases and passed them down over the ages.

			These are the tales they told.

			Stunned and slightly nauseous, I set the thin stack of printouts down on the coffee table where I’d found them. I ran my fingers over the message scrawled in shaky cursive at the top of the page, “TO THE ELDEST GRANDCHILD: SHARE THESE PAGES WITH THE WORLD,” wondering what in hell was going on.

			As I stood in the brand-new lobby of Temple Sinai, the voice of the elderly rabbi chatting with my mother droned from around the corner. We had just finished our personal tour, starting with the plush yet tasteful loveseat and armchairs, walnut coffee table, and sky-blue carpet; all gifts from my grandparents to their synagogue, a small bronze plaque on the wall bearing their names.

			Perhaps it was the fact that I am, indeed, the eldest of my grandparents’ ten grandchildren—and a horror author and editor, to boot—that made me pick up the manuscript again, sit down in one of the chairs, and keep reading.

			The twenty-two stories—if you could call them that—were like bare bones folktales told by illiterates. True? Allegory? Somewhere in between? I had no idea. But as I made my way through the disturbing pages, it was as if I had been sucked deep into a whirlpool—an unnavigable gulf of blackness opening between me and where my mother spoke with the holy man down the hall—that only spat me out again when I was done.

			I have even less of an excuse for tucking the manuscript in the back of my pants and taking it with me. All I know is that, at the time, it seemed like the thing to do.

			Soon as I got back to my grandparents’ house, I went online and searched for clues, quoted entire passages; I found nothing. Figuring I had accidentally stolen some fledgling but talented horror writer’s first draft, I hid the pages away in a drawer and forgot all about it.

			Sadly, a few years later my grandfather passed away. And last winter my grandmother left us as well. In helping to clean out their house, I found the manuscript again. And a strange compulsion overcame me: I needed to publish it.

			Of course, it was far too rough as it was, the stories barely readable. Instead, I chose twenty-two authors—most Jewish, some simply with connections to our people and traditions—and asked each of them to rewrite one of the stories in their own words.

			The final draft was as nightmarish—if not more so—than the manuscript. And I’d argue the tales are even more true to the original titles hewn into crazy Moses’ black stone.

			And that’s the story of THE JEWISH BOOK OF HORROR. To be perfectly honest, I’m not even sure why I brought it to Denver Horror Collective...and certainly not what will come of it.

			All I know is, as it’s finally out of my hands, it feels like a weight has been lifted from me—as if I, too, had been carrying that boulder all this time. And now, what you do with it, dear reader, is entirely up to you.

		

	
		
			TORAH-FYING TALES: AN INTRODUCTION TO JEWISH HORROR

			– Molly Adams

			It’s likely that the first stories ever told were horror stories.

			Gathered around fires, when language was in its infancy, horror stories were likely tantamount to survival. Don’t eat this particular berry. This animal will tear you limb from limb. A sharp instrument may help you eat one day but be turned on you the next. Cautionary tales among communities kept human beings alive, and alongside the nomadic tradition, storytelling created humanity as we know it.

			As humans evolved, so did our needs. Simple stories of how to hunt, gather, and live to see the next sunrise just didn’t cut it anymore. Humans got existential (as we are so prone to doing), and our horror stories adapted with us. They helped us cope with the everyday horrors we all experience, like death, disease, grief, random acts of violence, and physical pain, and when the story was done, it gave us catharsis.

			Our more unpleasant stories exorcised emotions, fostered empathy, and brought meaning to suffering—despite said suffering often being heartbreakingly random. Before romance, before drama, before comedy, or any other genre you can think of, I’d bet at least a few fingers on horror being the most primal, most visceral form of storytelling there is, and the one that has perhaps most shaped who we are today.

			In the 21st century, the question of “who we are” isn’t quite so simple. Humanity has gone to war with itself for centuries, invented and summarily torn down systems of government, and found increasingly unique, vile ways to torment one another, both as individuals and as groups. Our everyday, inescapable horrors have remained, and we’ve created new ones in the form of systemic violence and bigotry.

			One of the more frequent targets of this abuse has been the Jewish population. From brutal pogroms and widespread marginalization to the horrors of the Holocaust, there is plenty of horror to be found in Jewish history, let alone in fiction. Even then, there are those who would deny that these horrors ever happened in the first place.

			Jewish religious texts provided their own horror stories, like the Book of Job, where man learns to live with seemingly random suffering, and again, how to survive, albeit in a less literal way. The Book of Job highlighted the importance of faith while giving a rather cynical view of devotion. And the Hebrew Bible, with all its fire and brimstone, conjured an idea of religion that can be best summed up by an exchange from Seinfeld:

			Therapist: I thought you didn’t believe in God?

			George: I do for the bad things.

			Alongside religion, Jewish folklore thrived. With its cornerstones in mysticism and Kabbalah, a rich mythology formed, with some tales breaking through to the mainstream. The golem, a clay giant animated by the power of Kabbalah to protect the Jews of Prague from persecution, has been featured in the work of prominent Jewish writers like Cynthia Ozick and Michael Chabon, as well as in horror novels, such as F. Paul Wilson’s The Keep and Bari Wood’s The Tribe. Originating as a figure of protection, after the Holocaust the golem was reconfigured, becoming a beacon of revenge, and allowing storytellers to delve into feelings of powerlessness and the taboo desire for violent retribution.

			Similarly, dybbukim or dybbuks (reluctantly malevolent ghosts driven by a desire to right wrongs) existed as a specifically Jewish alternative to ghost stories that reflected the traumas Jewish communities were facing. Hauntings in Jewish folklore were rarely just about interpersonal unfinished business but instead about regaining justice in a world that so rarely gave it. Perhaps the most famous dybbuk tale of all time, S. Ansky’s play, The Dybbuk, tells the story of a broken betrothal and its intergenerational impact, while post-Holocaust dybbuk stories, like Marcin Wrona’s phenomenal 2015 film, Demon, are less likely to be cautionary tales than a confrontation of the violent history that whole nations try to repress.

			Built from a diasporic tradition, Jewish communities not only had their own folklore but also assimilated the fables of other peoples across Europe. Folded into the oeuvre of Jewish folklore are more familiar myths twisted into a new context, such as werewolves, vampires, and demons.

			Werewolves were incorporated from other cultures, appearing in early tales such as “The Werewolf” as a minion of the devil, and becoming a hallmark of distinctly Jewish horror as recent as An American Werewolf in London.

			Inspiration for the modern vampire as a seductive figure who stalks its prey in the night could easily have been taken from Lilith, the Jewish queen of the damned, and vampires have been found in Hebrew texts as early as the Midrash Shmuel. Later, accusations of blood libel were brought into the mix, and the vampire mutated, utilizing anti-Semitic rhetoric to create Jewish vampires who were both predatory and repelled by Christian imagery.

			However, the diasporic exchange of ideas didn’t just go in one direction. Judaism also gave horror some of its more distinct demonic figures, the most notable of which was Lilith—Adam’s rogue first wife—who defies both God and man to pursue her true destiny: being hot and stealing babies. Devised from two lines in Genesis and the Book of Isaiah, Lilith has since infiltrated mainstream horror as perhaps the most iconic female demon and the original femme fatale. Although Lilith is often divorced from her Jewish origins, her influence on everything from Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Neon Genesis Evangelion proves that not only has Jewish horror borrowed from popular culture but has also left its own distinct fingerprint behind.

			However, Jewish horror isn’t just limited to folkloric or theological inspiration. History and the very real persecution the Jews have suffered over the course of centuries are inextricably linked to Jewish perceptions of horror. To quote Ed Simon in his fantastic Tablet article on the subject, “No need for Pennywise the clown when there are Cossacks; no fear of poltergeists and ghosts when there are Nazis.”

			Stories like that of the golem and the dybbuk are ripe for historical interpretation, but there is an alternative route, and not all writers are so overt in their explorations of what Jewish horror can be. Take Franz Kafka, for example, and his ubiquitous novella, The Metamorphosis. Kafka, himself a Jew and subject to the anti-Semitism of early 20th century Europe, uses a grotesque and terrifying transformation to force his readers to confront the horror of skewed power dynamics. Poor Gregor Samsa, transformed into a gigantic insect through no fault of his own, is reduced to embodying anti-Semitic stereotypes and forced to confront exile from every institution that matters to him. Kafka handles the whole thing with the dark, absurd humor for which he is well known, but at its core, the story isn’t just satire—it’s horror.

			Look at many of Kafka’s stories and you’ll find a similar vein of horror running deep throughout his body of work. In what could be called the prototypical example of torture porn, “In the Penal Colony” depicts a torture device that has been institutionalized to the point of becoming an object of both beauty and banality to all but outsiders. Kafka’s nightmarish vignette, “A Country Doctor,” offers a positively Lynchian minefield of symbolism and psychological horror with an ending that will be familiar to horror fans. This strand of horror—far more existential and with less inclination towards happy endings—offers a more nihilistic outlook on the world; instead of giving readers a guide to survival or suggesting that suffering has any deeper meaning, Kafka presents the world in all its horror and asks us to laugh at it.

			Even Kafka’s novel, The Trial, famed for its dark humor and bleak outlook on the legal system, is a grim satirical inversion of the rabbinic courts that save the protagonists in folktales like “The Other Side” and “The Cellar,” adding yet another layer of terror and building on the Jewish horror tradition.

			Other Jewish horror writers hide in plain sight. Dipping behind the curtain of white Christianity in both the suburbs and the city, Ira Levin has had incredible success with his novels (and their subsequent film adaptations), Rosemary’s Baby and The Stepford Wives. By using all the trappings of Christianity, Levin was able to target the dark heart of American Christianity and pose an interesting counter to its hegemony that—despite not being overtly Jewish—can easily be read as such. Considering that Jewish myths are likely to be divorced from their original contexts when re-examined (such as the folktale, “The Finger,” which became Tim Burton’s stop-motion animation, Corpse Bride), Levin’s approach to Jewish horror as a sensibility rather than just an untapped well of lore is vital.

			Despite such a rich tapestry of folklore, theology, and history to draw from, Jewish horror remains somewhat under-utilized as a subgenre. Time and time again, countless writers and filmmakers have returned to the same wellspring of Christianity (and specifically Catholicism) for their inspiration, opting for rote horror stories featuring demonic possession, ghosts, the Devil with a capital D, “The power of Christ compels you!” etcetera, etcetera. This is all well and good, and I don’t know any horror fan who’ll turn down a re-watch of The Exorcist, but the sheer dominance of this vein of horror has one crucial downside: It gives one group, one mindset, a monopoly on fear.

			Not only is Jewish lore dismissed by this approach but so is Jewish suffering. Christian horror is fundamentally unable to address certain fears because fears of marginalization and violence haven’t been relevant to many Christians in centuries. Jewish horror allows these complex conversations to be had, opening equally important and thrilling avenues for the horror genre.

			Of course, horror isn’t just about suffering. It’s also about survival and community and cunning and humans’ capacity for every behavior, from cruelty to kindness and everything in between. Horror is often about looking fear in the eye and knowing more about yourself from the experience. Like all art, horror tells us about ourselves, a funhouse mirror that shows our capabilities and limits as a species, and in its radical range of emotions, horror, when not leaning into its more conservative ideas, can free us from certain narratives.

			Jewish horror allows for narratives that acknowledge but ultimately exist outside of simplistic narratives of suffering. There is a tendency for Jews to be cast as either eternal victims, faceless, stripped of their autonomy, and reduced to unfeeling statistics, or as calculating, hook-nosed villains, Western society’s favourite bogeyman to fall back on whenever there is a need for an imagined enemy.

			Things are already starting to change, with Jewish horror films like Keith Thomas’ excellent mazzik story, The Vigil, achieving international success and critical acclaim. And to say it’s a good time to be a non-white, non-Christian horror fan would be an understatement.

			With this collection, as well as a burgeoning movement of Jewish horror across the world, we unlock a whole raft of new stories, old stories retold, and new ways of understanding one another and the world we live in, cruelty and all.

		

	
		
			ON SEAS OF BLOOD AND SALT

			– Richard Dansky

			This is what Reb Palache does when he finds a ship crewed by the dead.

			He does not know it is crewed by the dead, not at first. He is in his cabin, discoursing with the nameless angel who speaks in the silences of his mind. They are speaking of the Pirkei Avot and debating the words of Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa, who held that a man who was pleasing to others was pleasing to HaShem, but that a man who was displeasing to others was in turn displeasing to the Lord, when a great shout comes down from the crow’s nest.

			“A ship, the lookout,” the lookout says. “Dead ahead and low in the water!”

			And these words that rain down are caught and carried by the men on deck, passed along and repeated until one pounds on Palache’s door in his excitement.

			It is ill tidings, the angel says. But they are ones that cannot go unheard.

			“And if these tidings are pleasing to the men, are they not also pleasing to HaShem?” the rebbe jokes, gently, as he rises from where he sits cross-legged on the floor.

			I asked Reb ben Dosa a question as he sat in his study, the angel replied. What of the man who is displeasing to his fellow men because he is pleasing to the Lord? And for that he had no answer.

			Reb Palache does not reply; there is no time for him to do so. For again the sailor is pounding on the door, and now he is shouting, “Rebbe, Reb Palache, there is a ship!”

			It has been a while since they have taken a ship, Reb Palache knows. The oceans are vast, and even the greatest galleons are small adrift in it, and the men in his pay who work in the treasure-houses of his enemies have fallen silent of late.

			It would be good to take a ship. The men would find it pleasing. So says Reb Palache to himself and steps out onto the deck.

			The sailor at his door is beside himself with excitement. It is one of the younger men; the older ones would know better. The first growth of his beard has just come in, sparse black hairs curling over a weak chin, and his eyes are wide and blue. Joachim, his name is—Palache remembers him now, a dock rat from Zeebrugge who had demanded at rusty dagger point to be taken aboard. He is earnest, and he is eager, and he is too young to think that death will ever find him.

			“Tell me of this ship,” Palache says, and Joachim beams.

			“There,” he says, and leads his captain to the bow. “Can you see her?”

			Indeed, Palache can, though she is near the limits of vision. It is a merchant vessel he sees, and it seems as if he has not been seen in return. But that is not possible; they are too close, with the rising sun framing them against the brilliant sea. There should be alarms ringing out across the water. There should be cries of defiance and orders given. There should be, above all, action on that lonely ship.

			And yet there is nothing as she sails on, serene and unconcerned.

			He frowns and reaches for the spyglass. Someone puts it in his hand, and he raises it to his eye. Now the ship comes into sharp focus, and the reason she has not fled is clear.

			She is wounded, this one, wounded and barely afloat. One of her masts is cracked. It hangs over the rail, canvas dragging in the water behind it like a ragged seabird’s wing. Only a few sails remain set, and they are rent by wind and storm. Ropes dangle and twist in the wind. Some are unbound, others have snapped and been left to hang. She flies no flag, this mystery ship, flies no nation’s or captain’s colors.

			By all rights, Palache thinks, she should be abandoned.

			And yet, she is not. For he can see figures on her deck and others in the tatters of her rigging. There are men on board, men who move slowly and patiently about their tasks. Men who, he thinks, might be glad of rescue but have not hailed his ship.

			There is still time to turn away, the angel says.

			Palache frowns. Behind him, he can hear the men. They are anxious, and they see prey. The creak of leather armor, the rasp of weapons kissing sheaths, the muttered prayers of the men who are wolf-eager to put themselves in harm’s way, they form a palpable cloud of longing. They are hungry for this ship, the men are, and they look to him to give the order to feast.

			And yet the slow, silent men give him pause.

			“Close with them,” he finally says. “Ready the guns, ready the men. But we make no effort to board, not until I am satisfied.”

			“Satisfied of what?” Joachim asks, and the others draw a step or two away from him.

			Palache almost chuckles, that they think asking a question would incur wrath, but instead he just answers. “I do not know,” he says, and the men shudder. “But I will,” he continues, and then like birds exploding from dead tree branches, they all move to make ready.

			As for Palache, he tucks the spyglass in his belt and walks back toward his cabin. There are preparations to be made there, against he knows not what. Meanwhile, the men swirl around him, sparks in the blaze he has just stoked. The ropes hum as the ship comes about, turning toward the wounded vessel, and the heavy thud of the cannons being made ready is the drumbeat belowdecks that spurs all their labors.

			The men will be ready. He hopes he will be as well.
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			It is an hour before they close with the other ship, an hour Palache puts to good use. Shaddai, the name of HaShem that wards against demons, this he inscribes in nine places along his ship. For each man he lays out a portion of salt and bread, known to drive away spirits, and he spits three times at the base of the wheel to protect it from unwelcome attentions. Only when this is done, when the “91st Psalm” has been duly chanted and the proper benedictions recited, does he ready himself for battle.

			The other ship is close now. He has instructed the helmsman to bring them up alongside the vessel, so that he might see what sort of prey she might be and if it is right and proper to take her.

			It also lets him see the crew and their quality. Something about those steady, slow men disturbs him, and the angel’s warning has him on edge. Better to observe first, he thinks, than to commit to acts unrighteous or foolish.

			And then a shout goes up for him as they close, and the men want him at the rail, among them. The other ship is perhaps a dozen yards off to starboard, and the gap is closing. Already the men are readying ropes and grappling hooks to tie her fast. Already men are climbing into the rigging with muskets, prepared to make the enemy’s deck a killing floor.

			Already, they are here, and there can be no turning back.

			He stares across the water. The ship is old. He can see that now. The wood of her hull is a weathered grey, and deep gouges up and down her length show where she had been scarred by sea and shore and battle. Thick crusts of barnacles and mussels foul her beam like the marks of a pox on a diseased man’s back. Pale crabs scuttle here and there, claws snapping. There are no gun ports, or if there are, they have been sealed shut by the relentless growths along her flanks.

			Bits of her rail have been torn away, by gunfire or by storm. The broken mainmast shows no jagged edges; time and weather have conspired to smooth the break.

			This is not a ship that has seen port, or the care of man, for a very long time. She is defenseless, and she is old, and she would not be worth manning with a prize crew and bringing back into port. The next storm she sees, surely, will sink her.

			But it is not the ship that causes him to pause in giving the order to board. It is the men who sail her.

			They are men, in form if not in spirit. Perhaps a dozen of them roam the deck, working slowly, laboriously at their tasks. Others cling to the tatters of the rigging. One stands at the wheel, staring straight ahead. None notice the ship alongside them; none turn their heads to see. Their footsteps drag, their hands are slow and clumsy. As he watches, a spar falls and smashes onto the deck. The men there do not notice and do not call out. Instead, they step over it, those who do not simply stumble.

			“What are those things?” a man mutters at Palache’s side. For it is easy to see now how their garments are rent and their flesh is dry and shrunken. Their visages are like skulls, skin pulled tight to the bone, and their eyes show no light or life.

			And then a wave comes up and sweeps over the ship. It is not a wave of water, rather one of stench. It smells of rotted meat and sickness and dead things left too long in the sun, of floating bodies washed up on beaches and old blood on a surgeon’s table. It smells of death, and it smells of fear, and it chokes the air from Palache’s men’s lungs. Some call out. Some faint, overwhelmed. Most stumble back, coughing and puking.

			“Ready the guns,” Palache says. “We need no part of this one. Its cargo is death.”

			Belowdecks, the guns on their runners slam into place. The smell of burning black powder threads its way into the corruption, a tickle of the nostrils to remind the men of who they are.

			“Sink her,” Palache says, and the guns roar.

			One after another, the shots slam into the rotted, aged hull of the ship. Splinters fly, shell fragments explode. Smoke blooms in deadly flowers trailing down to the waterline.

			“Again,” Palache orders, and again his cannon vomit fire and iron. Again, the dead men’s ship shudders like a wounded thing.

			And then the smoke clears, and she is whole. Fresh scars line her, yes, but even as Palache watches they fade to the dull grey of age, another forgotten line in the ship’s ancient story.

			And on the deck, heads turn. He has been seen, Palache knows. Seen, and judged, and found wanting. The empty, dead eyes are not empty now. They burn with hate, and they burn with hunger.

			Slowly, the withered hands on the ship’s wheel turn, and she responds, groaning.

			“She’s coming for us!” Joachim shouts, and it is true. The prey has become the hunter, and it is closing.

			“Hard starboard! All speed! And keep firing! Sweep the decks!” Palache is in motion even as he gives the orders. 

			Behind him, the men aim their guns at the grim figures on the deck of the other ship. Canvas flaps open and belly with wind. Small thunderclaps dot the deck as Palache’s ship turns, turns away and runs. And from the other ship, the creak and moan of ancient wood under duress and the flat wet smack of lead hitting flesh.

			Just like their ship, the men do not fall. Indeed, it seems as if they move about their tasks with renewed vigor.

			A grappling hook sails out, somehow, from the dead men’s vessel. It snags the railing and pulls taut, but then Palache is there, and he cuts the rope. It falls away into the sea, even as others clang and bounce off the sides of his ship.

			“More sail!” he bellows, and the men leap to respond.

			But he was incautious, and he let them get too close, and where the wind hits the stench of death, it dies.

			“They’re not falling,” Joachim cries, standing at Palache’s elbow. He turns and gives the sailor his knife.

			“Cut the lines,” Palache says. “Do not let them close.” And then he is running back to his cabin, to the hidden chest he keeps therein.

			It is carved of mahogany and bound in brass, and it sits cunningly hidden against one of the walls. No man on board has seen it opened; few know it even exists. Inside Palache keeps rare and dangerous things: the finger bone of a man possessed by demons, a vial of tears cried by one of the Lilim, a stone from the wreckage of the first Temple.

			Buried among them are two small terra cotta jugs, unmarked and tightly corked. It is these that Palache takes, for within them dwells fire.

			The other ship is close now, too close. No more ropes fly out from her deck. Rather, it is the splintered wreck of her figurehead that bores ahead, a serpent hacked in half long ago and edged like daggers. Gunfire still blasts across her decks, smacking into wood and flesh, but it does no good.

			“Salt purifies and protects. Fire cleanses,” he says, and launches the first jug. It spins through the air and crashes to the deck of the other ship. There it shatters, spilling pale white liquid in a vast arc.

			One of the dead men, the first to turn, sees this. He raises one bony hand to point at the rebbe, and he shrieks. The others take it up, a chorus of the damned that drowns out the guns and the wind and the waves. It is the voice of the cold wind that blows at funerals, the early frost that freezes the harvest, and it drops Joachim to his knees. One man falls from the rigging, screaming. He hits the deck with a wet cracking sound, bone and meat splitting open in a single instant.

			Palache turns, sees that he can do nothing for the man. On the deck, Joachim whimpers. He has dropped the second jug, and it is rolling away. The rebbe seizes it and throws. It follows the arc of its brother, up and over the gap between ships before plunging down.

			The men watch it. The dead men watch it. The world seems frozen in that instant, all save Palache, who draws his pistol and fires.

			And the world explodes into flame.

			The screaming stops, replaced by a single howl of surprise. Flames erupt all along the deck of the dead ship. They climb the rope of the rigging and leap into the sails. They dance from bow to stern, and they run down to the waterline. The dead men stagger about. Some are caught in the conflagration and burn themselves, others are merely trapped. Palache’s ship, Palache’s men—these are forgotten.

			“Now!” he commands, and his men drop their blades and their guns. It is time to flee. They will leave the burning hulk to its fate, let it and whatever cargo it held sink beneath the waves.

			A hot wind blows from the dead men’s ship. It fills the sails, filling them fat, and Palache’s ship leaps forward. As the fiery wreck recedes in the distance, the true wind picks up. The ship flies over the waves, and the flames are left far behind.

			In an hour they are barely visible; in two they are gone. The men celebrate their escape, and Palache does a divination that suggests their luck will be changing soon. There is cheering, and there is drinking, and there is joy, the joy of men who know they are lucky to be alive.

			It is six days later.
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			Palache is on deck as the sun sets, having said the evening prayers. There are fewer men with him than there were a week ago. Two days prior, they took a merchant ship out of Santander, and he had manned it with a prize crew. If all went well, they would see each other again in Haarlem in a month’s time. Until then, they would cruise and seek targets of opportunity, and take what the sea gave them.

			A whistle from above catches his attention. It is an early warning of bad weather on the horizon, one he has heard a thousand times before. The men do not need him to give them orders. They know their work, and they set to it with a will.

			Instead, he takes out his spyglass and observes. The wall of cloud the lookout spotted is plainly visible, dark grey and shot through with orange lighting. There is no chance to run before this storm; it is coming too fast. Better, he thinks, to reef the sails and ride it out than be caught unprepared and driven by the wind. Some of the younger crew have not seen rough weather, and it will be good for them to learn. Already, the wind is picking up, and the spray of the waves is crashing onto the deck.

			Smiling, he raises his spyglass. And then he sees her.

			From the storm she emerges, still dragging her tattered canvas across the waves. She burns, oh, how she burns! From stem to stern she is alight with flame. Even the sodden canvas of her shattered sail burns, sending steam hissing up into a vast cloud.

			She is impossible. She is burning.

			She is closing on them and closing fast.

			The men see it too, now. Some stop to point, others to pray. One lunges for the rail to throw himself overboard and is only restrained at the last. The tide of panic rises.

			“Men!” Palache bellows.

			They stop. They turn. They look at him. He must be careful now. If he fails to convince them, they are all lost. There will be but one more encounter with this dead ship, one they must win. And panicked men win no battles.

			And he calms them. He soothes them. He tells them to see to the ship, that he will deal with their pursuer. The older men trust him, the younger ones follow their lead. They return to their labors, double-quick now. As for Palache, he takes something from his cabin, and he looks across the waters. The burning ship is drawing near, closing the gap with vengeful speed. He can feel its heat, and he looks up.

			He climbs the rigging, as agile as the men half his age. There is no other way. He cannot allow the dead ship to ram his; the flames cannot be permitted to leap from sail to sail. So he climbs, and he says invocations to Shaddai under his breath, and he does not look down.

			And when he reaches the top, he leaps.

			For a second, he thinks he has misjudged, that he has jumped too soon. The burning sails look terribly far away, and he knows he will not reach them. Then, suddenly, he is lifted and borne up, and he slams into a nest of smoldering ropes with thunderous force.

			You? he asks the angel silently.

			Salt purifies and protects, the angel replies. Fire cleanses. Go down and see what you find.

			There are already dead men coming towards him, their bodies wreathed in flame. They burn and are not consumed, unholy in their endurance, and their knives and swords blaze, too. The first to reach him thrusts with a broken dagger. Palache twists, the blade rushing past, then shoves the dead man back and away. It loses its grip on the rigging and falls, one ankle snagged in the ropes holding it dangling above the inferno of the deck.

			Two more surge past it, attacking in unison. Palache parries one and kicks the other in the face. It does not fall. Instead, it rears back for another swing, and when it does so, he drops down upon it. It cannot get its sword up in time and Palache crashes into it, fingers scrabbling for the ropes. Its sword goes crashing down as it tries to rid itself of its unwelcome passenger, and then its partner swings, and Palache lets go, and the one dead man hacks the head from the shoulders of the other. It pauses for a moment, perhaps understanding what it has done, and Palache seizes it by the leg. It turns toward him, but it is too late, he has already pulled it away from the ropes, and it is falling.

			So it goes until Palache reaches the deck wreathed in fire. Through the flames, he can see the outline of his ship so very close. A half-dozen flames have jumped the gap; men are pouring buckets of seawater over them. Time, he knows, is running out.

			More dead men come at him. He swings, he parries, he dodges, and he dances. There is no winning any of these fights, trapped between the walking dead and the conflagration that will not die. There is only escaping to take another step, another breath, and hope he can find what he seeks before too late.

			Then, abruptly, there it is: the stairs leading belowdecks. A corpse rises up in front of him; he smashes it in the forehead with the pommel of his sword, and it goes over backwards, arms spinning. Palache leaps after it, down into the dark.

			When he lands, the breath is squeezed out of him. Not by the impact, though the dry crunch of deadstick bones underneath his feet tells him he has landed on his late adversary. No, this is the place where that cold wind of death and rot originated, and this is where it dwells.

			The flames have not reached here, but dim light from their work above somehow shines through. And what it illuminates is a horror beyond comprehension. There are men here, or pieces of them, and children and women as well. All are bound. All have been cut by the butcher’s knife, flayed and vivisected and brutally hacked. This one’s legs are gone; that one is missing her tongue and eyes. Still others are laid open, the skin lovingly pinned back so that Palache can see where this organ or that one has been harvested as a delicacy.

			And all are still alive.

			They do not speak, they cannot speak. They have been here too long, have been subjected to too much pain. Some manage wordless howls. Others merely whimper. But all plead for release.

			It is all he can do not to cry out, to demand an explanation for how such a thing can exist. Instead, he takes his sword and slashes the throat of the nearest victim, a man whose face has been cut away until his visage is naught but bone.

			The blood gushes. Palache stands back to observe his work. And the chained man, the man hoisted high on a metal hook through the flesh of his back, a man whose eyes rest in a ruin of dried blood and broken bone, he raises his one remaining hand in supplication.

			As above, so below. As the deathless sailors cannot die, neither can their prey.

			This is the heart of things, the angel says. Where it begins and ends.

			There is a rumbling crash, and Palache is thrown from his feet. He can hear wood splinter and flames crackle, and men shouting in alarm and rage. There is no more time. He must find a way to kill the deathless, before his men are taken by them.

			Before his men wind up down here.

			He stands and spits three times, as is proper when seeking to banish evil from a place. Blood sloshes around his ankles. The undying around him moan.

			The ship shudders again. He can hear gunfire now and the clash of steel. There are shouts of alarm and a smell of thick smoke. Bits of burning canvas drift down through the hatch, illuminating the hellish scene before him.

			Fire cleanses, he thinks. But this place has not been cleansed. It is unholy. It resists.

			It must be made ready to burn.

			With that, he sheathes his sword. Footsteps clatter on the stairs, and he sees dead men coming for him. There is no room to maneuver here, no way to defeat them.

			The first one sets foot in the rolling foulness. It turns, sword ready, and favors Palache with a grin. It is the one who first met his eyes, the one who first knew him.

			Palache does not draw his sword. Instead, he reaches into the pouch at his belt, digs deep, and brings out both hands filled with gleaming white.

			Salt purifies. Salt protects.

			The dead man shrieks and charges.

			Palache opens his hands and flings the salt in all directions. It strikes the bound victims, and they sag against their bonds. One grain, one single grain is enough. It frees them.

			Where the salt touches the dead men, they burn. The flames on deck snake down below to embrace them, stripping them of their unnatural vitality and leaving them burned husks. The last collapses at Palache’s feet, sword arm outstretched, the pooled blood hissing and steaming around its blackened corpse.

			And where the salt, the pure and blessed salt, touches the ship itself, there the ship burns, too. The unclean thing that dwelt here, that animated muscle and sinew, beam and spar, beyond death, is gone, driven out. There is a final gust of the foul-smelling wind, and then Reb Palache is alone in the hull of a burning ship with the peaceful dead all around him. The aged wood burns quickly, he sees, the years catching up to it in an instant. Surely, he thinks, his men will be pulling away. He has taught them that much, that they are to save the ship and themselves.

			He prays they remember.

			With a sharp crack, a section of the hull gives way. Dark water pours in. The only question is, will the ship burn to the waterline before it sinks. Reb Palache does not know. Another plank gives way and then another. To stay here is certain death. The stairs leading up from this stinking den of torment are gone, devoured by flame. More planks are breaking as the ship comes apart.

			Choose, the angel says.

			He does, and he leaps, and then all goes black.
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			It is Joachim who pulls him from the water, who lifts him into the jolly boat from the waves.

			“Thank you,” Palache says, as he is brought on board and a blanket is wrapped around him. There is a canteen of water for him and a skin of wine, and bread as well.

			“Are they gone?” Joachim asks after a suitably respectful wait. “The ship, I mean.”

			Palache nods. “We will not be troubled by them again.” He pauses, and waits for the angel to say something, but his invisible companion is silent. Perhaps he agrees. Perhaps this knowledge is not for Palache, not yet.

			“Good,” Joachim says and pauses.

			The other men in the boat bend to their oars. The steady chop of the water is soothing. The storm is gone, having crumbled as the ship it shepherded burned. The waves are small and gentle.

			In the distance, Palache’s ship waits, and so do the rest of his men. All is well. He closes his eyes then, trusting no further adventure will befall them over the last hundred yards of open water, and drifts toward sleep.

			And as he does so, he hears Joachim say, softly, “I think when we put in at Zeebruggen again, I’ll be going home.”

			  

		

	
		
			THE LAST PLAGUE

			– KD Casey

			1.

			My mother sends me to open the back door to admit a prophet. “Be quick and don’t let out all the heat from the house!” she says. Pesach is early this year.

			I open the door and give three good “Mississippis” before closing it again, seeing only my breath fog in the night air and the neighbor’s quarrelsome orange cat. Elijah isn’t coming, apparently, at least not for us.

			Inside, my uncles aren’t drunk—they swear—on sugary wine or jelly candies, but one has set his shirt a little on fire, sidling up to pour himself a fourth glass, and there’s commotion as my aunt swats at him with a dish towel while my sister howls with laughter.

			His shirt is singed, and his pride, and my aunt—his second wife, as my mother calls her when she’s not in the room—is laughing into one of her sleeves.

			We sing to Elijah, to the prophet I’ve failed to find on our back porch, and invite the world to our seder, saying that all who are hungry should come, eat. We suck the candies my other aunt—my mother’s sister—smuggles us, even after we’ve had enough for ten meals.

			“Next year in Jerusalem,” we promise each other.

			2.

			My mother sends me to open the back door to admit a prophet. “Be quick and don’t let them see you!” she says.

			No use inviting our neighbors’ attention, the ones who come around with their short-sleeved white shirts and clipboards, who try to save us. The ones who called the city over what my father says is a farkakte disagreement over our garden encroaching on their yard.

			The ones who ask me if I don’t miss having a Christmas tree, as if I could miss something I’ve never had. And when I tell them that, they sigh like my mother does when an old lady at shul tells her a sad story and promise to bring me presents. Though, when it’s December, they leave only the suggestion that my mother should put up lights to be festive and neighborly.

			I find no prophet this year, only my neighbors, now looking through the slats of the privacy fence my father built to separate our yard from theirs. “Good evening,” they call when they see I’ve seen them.

			I wave back and pretend to be looking for something and go back inside before they can ask me about Jesus or rabbits that lay chocolate eggs.

			We drink more and promise ourselves a Jerusalem. The next day, there’s a pamphlet stuck under our door guaranteeing us eternal salvation. It contains an ad offering fifteen percent off at the local dry cleaner, and my mother believes both in Hashem and in not overpaying for my father’s shirts at the laundry, so at least it’s not a waste of paper.

			3.

			My mother sends me to open the back door to admit a prophet. “Be quick and don’t let them see you!” she says.

			They egged the house a few months ago, not on Halloween but a hot August day, until the egg practically cooked in the weave of the window screens, and my mother removed it with a hose and a toothbrush and finally deployed my sister and me with toothpicks to poke the rest of it out.

			They egged it again a week later, but a storm drove through, one of those late-summer blasters that feels like G-d’s anger where the water goes sideways. The rain busted the gutter above the porch, rinsing the egg away. A miracle, my mother called it. A relief.

			I open the door and call out like I’m summoning a cat in for dinner rather than a long-gone prophet. “Here, Eli, Eli, Eli.” I pat my thigh. “Who’s a good boy?” I say to G-d’s emissary who ascended to heaven in a blazing chariot.

			Elijah, like a diffident cat, doesn’t come. I consider, just for a moment, leaving a saucer of Manischewitz out, though the neighbors might think it’s blood and summon the police.

			I return to the seder, promising myself a Jerusalem without egged siding.

			4.

			My mother does not send me to open the back door to admit a prophet. Instead, I open the door to our family room and greet the sagging plaid couch, the video game cartridges, a pair of my father’s discarded socks.

			There are curtains over the windows, heavy and black, which admit no light and, more importantly, do not emit the light of our candles onto the waiting street.

			My mother has taken to going from garage to shul to grocery store, never stepping onto the sidewalk, wearing a wig instead of her normal sheitel.

			“Let them just think I’m bald or vain,” she says, as she’s combing it out on its foam head.

			She drives us to school and doesn’t let us out until we’re at the drop off. She picks us up immediately after, or when there’s a bomb threat called in, or when there’s an early dismissal because another suspicious package has been found.

			One day she came early and told the rabbi we had doctor’s appointments and took us out for ice cream instead. It was only later that we heard the local cemetery had its headstones kicked over and the police didn’t bother to investigate.

			On Thursdays she brings baked goods to the security officers posted outside. “I feel bad for them standing there like that, out in the rain, in the cold,” she says. “It is good to be grateful. Perhaps they will remember such things.”

			Now, the family room yields no prophets, just my aunt calling from the other room that I’ve lingered long enough and it’s time to sing again. “One little goat,” she chants, and pats me on my braids. One little goat, and all its enemies.

			Jerusalem seems very far away.

			5.

			There is no seder this year, not with my father gone. Conscripted away to work with the other men from shul. He writes and says that he is in good health, but the other men are sick with the kinds of things that men get sick from in close quarters—coughs and fever and digestive complaints. He says the fire in his chest is no longer there; an old joke about my mother’s cooking and heartburn.

			My mother gives a security officer at school a tin of thumbprint cookies and a wad of bills looped in a rubber band. He returns the tin, and she does not let me hold it. It’s heavy enough she needs two hands to carry it.

			A gun, she reveals, with the blackout curtains down and all electronics removed from the room—tape over all the tiny cameras, phones gutted of their batteries and spread across the dining room table.

			“Just in case,” she says, and we don’t ask her in case of what.

			She smiles at the security officer more than she smiles at anyone and invites him over for dinner. She tells us to call him “Uncle Jim” instead of “Officer Miller.” She doesn’t wear her wig or sheitel, and her dark hair gleams in the dining room’s dim lamps. We no longer light candles.

			Pesach is like any other night, though she makes roast chicken and charoset and calls it “apple chutney.” She tells any neighbor that will listen that she’s trying a paleo diet, and resolutely serves no bread or cake or anything with corn syrup over the following eight days.

			And when a neighbor comes over with cookies, she sits us at the kitchen table and has us eat them, as if to prove a point. They’re dry and flavorless enough to be pesachdik. She brews a pot of strong black tea and serves it with sugar cubes, one of which she tucks against her cheek to dissolve as she drinks. And when the neighbor leaves, she tells us we must hold onto the sweet things in life before they’re washed away.

			On day nine she makes blintzes with ricotta and blueberry sauce and calls them crepes for the goyishe neighbors she invites over. Her hair is held back by a kerchief, the kind I’ve seen other women wear while gardening. Her dress reveals her knees.

			The neighbors ask if they can invite an additional person.

			“Sure,” she says. “Anyone who wants to come over is welcome. We have plenty of food.”

			We count the Omer, the Xs on the calendar until Memorial Day. “We’re taking a trip,” she says, crossing off another day in front of Uncle Jim, who has come for dinner and stayed long past its conclusion. “And I’m so excited.”

			“Where to?” he asks.

			“It’s a surprise for the kids. I’ll tell you later.” And she puts a finger over her lips conspiratorially.

			She ushers us up to bed, makes us put our hands over our eyes while saying Sh’ma, blesses us to be like our foremothers, and says the Shehecheyanu, thanking His Name for preserving us and sustaining us, for allowing us to reach this day.

			“Are we going to Jerusalem?” I ask, eyes heavy with sleep.

			“You’ll see,” she says and kisses my forehead.

			I dream of our life before, our backyard and our family, and wonder if Jerusalem smells like chicken fat and onions.

			6.

			We do not go to Jerusalem but to a farm in upstate New York, rented from an Amish farmer my mother pays in cash. My father no longer writes; his last letter said there is a paper shortage.

			Uncle Jim doesn’t call, but the farm has no landline, and my mother threw her cell phone down a storm gutter, replacing it with two disposable phones she calls “burners” and keeps at a hundred percent charge. We memorize the numbers and are told to keep them to ourselves, though we have no one to tell them to.

			A third phone she rents to the neighbors, who come to make calls and pay in cash they stuff into a jar that she later exchanges for a kid goat. Some leave food instead, pickled beans and sour green tomatoes that my sister calls “zombies’ eyeballs.”

			My mother covers her hair again, tight back under a cap like the other women. She wears plainclothes like them, complaining her dress is too tight at the hips. “How am I supposed to feed chickens in this?” she asks and hikes it up. The chickens cluck their disapproval.

			We do not go to school, but my mother packed books, and so we study and herd the goat and run around in the fields and play in the carless road, careful to avoid horse manure.

			It is not Pesach when the men come wearing police uniforms and showing pointed badges, asking my mother questions that she answers in Yiddish with the strange accent the Amish all seem to have. She shakes her head, pretending she doesn’t understand them, and they shake their heads in return, not understanding her answers, and leave.

			“Pigs,” she says, after they’re gone, and puts the covers of the cushions they sat on in the washing machine, as if decontaminating them from traif.

			After, she does not let us play outside, but it doesn’t matter when the hard cold of winter sets in. A winter like we’ve never known, piles of snow and more coming down until I feel my face and toes will never be warm or dry.

			My mother follows a rope path from house to barn where the goat and chickens are wintering. The neighbors have lent us another goat to help provide heat in exchange for my mother giving it feed and water from the trough, a crust of ice on it so thick she has to break it with a hammer.

			“For this, I have a degree in linguistics,” she says, returning to the house in her quilted coat, cheeks red from the cold. She stomps snow off her boots and leaves them by the door. “For this, a master’s dissertation. To feed chickens in the snow.”

			Our neighbors invite us for Christmas and serve us ham that my mother clucks at us to eat. “Don’t be rude,” she says, though she mostly pushes it around on her plate.

			Still, there are potatoes and pickled beets and three kinds of pie, and it’s warm by the hearth. They have girls me and my sister’s age with yellow hair in thick braids, and we giggle until my throat and stomach hurt.

			“I like it there,” I say later, driving back to our house in the lampless dark.

			“They wouldn’t report us,” she says. “But they would not stand in the way of those who would take us.” Out the window, stars spill across the sky like milk, light from a far-off city lining the horizon. I rest my cheek against the cold glass of the window and dream of a place I’ve never been.

			7.

			Spring comes, or at least what our neighbors say is spring, though I can see my breath in front of my face in the mornings. It’s Pesach, and we eat together, light candles, hardly special when our neighbors all light their houses with the same.

			We take the goat to the butcher, not a shochet, just a man with a sharp knife and a floor with a drain. He gives us goat chops in vacuum packs that my mother piles into our humming, old refrigerator along with a few tubes of ground meat my sister pokes a finger at until my mother hisses at her to stop. A bone for roasting, and I stand in the heat of our kitchen and warm my fingers. A deli container of blood, thick as corn syrup. The butcher asked my mother about it until she pretended not to know English and smiled at him, paid cash. On our way out, she told us that we’ll need to find another butcher for the next goat.

			We make Passover, the familiar order of the seder. My mother asks us how this night is different from other nights and scowls when I say it would be easier to answer how it isn’t.

			“Go to the back door,” she says when it is time to summon a prophet from a cold April evening, “and pretend that you are calling to the chickens.”

			I go. Above the door there’s a smear under the mantel, brown against the peeling brown paint. Others at the perimeter of the doorframe, by the windows. A smell like old pennies. I look to the sky, asking a prophet to come, to bring a chariot of fire to warm this frigid world, and then bend down to pet the big barn tomcat who thinks it’s time for his supper.

			8.

			We do not have second seder. It’s night, a night darker than all other nights, no familiar pinprick stars, just the ceiling of clouds, the impossible lightlessness of night in the country. A sound of trucks is enough to wake us, so that my sister and I are out of bed when we hear the pounding at the door.

			My mother is there in her nightdress and slippers, and she kisses us and blesses us like she would on a Friday night, giving us the strength of our foremothers and telling us to run to the barn. To hurry, that there is no time.

			In it, we hide in the hay bales meant for the goats. I clamp a hand over my sister’s mouth and one over my own, and we cry, silently, as we hear the men burst through the door into the house. When we hear our mother scream and the shock of silence that follows.

			Men come, prowl around, poke the muzzles of their long guns into the hay. Curse at one another, and kick the cat, and hit the goats with their batons, and finally say, “They’re here, all right. We’ll just burn the place down.”

			There’s a smell—gasoline—and the shock of fire, heat, flames licking, and they release the goats and the chickens and the cats to run into the night. And tell each other that they are not monsters, just men who have come in the night to burn up two little girls in their pajamas.

			Heat and more heat, and we are to be sacrificed like the pesach on the altar. My sister’s hair begins to smoke. I scream and cry and ask Elijah to come on his chariot to save us. Beg him to rip the fragile cloth separating this world and ours. Pray for the holy one to come and slaughter these angels of death.

			One of the beams collapses, the floor we’re sitting on giving way, and it tumbles us down in a confusion of ash. My legs are burning, and my hair is gone, and the skin is peeling from my hands like paper, and we are running. Running out the back door of the barn, barefoot over the grass and into the stand of willows, where we stick our feet in the cold of the snowmelt creek and sob.

			“Elijah,” my sister says. She’s pointing up.

			A tear in the night sky. A light like a burst of fire. A sound like angels, like wailing, like the gnashing of teeth. A flicker, and then the flap of impossible wings, the kind that passed over the Israelites’ houses when they were smeared with blood.

			There’s screaming, not from the sky but from our neighbors. A scream like a knife through the night, the kind my mother screamed before they killed her. And then another. Another. All around us in the darkness, the screams of those for whom we spill only ten small drops of wine at seder.

			I turn my face skyward, to the rift, to those messengers of G-d who heard me cry out and answered. Let all who are hungry come and eat.

		

	
		
			THE 38th FUNERAL

			– Marc Morgenstern

			Hannah washed last night’s dishes in slow motion, trying to overhear her husband’s phone call with the dead man’s final wife.

			“How long were you married?” Ethan was asking, sounding more like an MC than a Jewish cantor.

			He was the one who’d left the plates marinating overnight and the leaky faucet (also on his to-do list) plopping in defiance. In the time it took for Ethan to get the full answer, Hannah had finished swabbing two dinner plates. Was that a chuckle she caught from the other end of the line?

			“Frisky, you say? I’m not sure I can share that story in the chapel,” her husband said. Under the kitchen fluorescents, his bald scalp glowed a pink circle around his gold yarmulke, forming a target. For God’s sake, why was he encouraging this?

			“Survivors besides you? Children, perhaps?” Ethan entered the answers on the questionnaire that he printed out for every eulogy, “for efficiency’s sake,” he’d said.

			Hannah inserted the plates, now shiny and naked, in the dish drainer. Clearly, he’d already forgotten about tonight’s reservation for their first restaurant dinner in weeks. How many small affronts, repeated enough, would bury them?

			“Tell me, how did you meet your late husband?” He nodded and stroked his chin, trying to look wise for the caller who couldn’t see him while ignoring the woman in the same room. Hannah could think of a million better questions, like, Mrs. So-and-So, why did your husband cheat on his first wife? Now, there was a question for the ages.

			Leaning in towards her husband’s bony back, she tried to decode the tiny metallic reply. Thirty-seven funerals Hannah had attended to support him this year, and Ethan would still expect her to join the one tomorrow and tell this woman how sorry she was for such a loss. Just the sight of him—lips curled in a smile, free hand adjusting his tie, voice deploying those deep walnut tones—twisted Hannah like the dishrag in her hands.

			The hazy outline of a different voice rose in her head. First soft and insinuating. Then louder and clearer, though still distant. Then, too close and howling: Ya can’t git a man with a gunnnn!

			“Don’t you hear that?” she said.

			With a gunnn…

			With the phone lodged between his shoulder and full beard, Ethan didn’t hear her, and apparently didn’t hear it, whatever it was.

			She spun around, looking for what? Reba McEntire in Annie Get Your Gun? Hannah herself as a young actress auditioning for classic musicals and enthralled with her new husband? The Amazon cylinder containing their Broadway playlist? Wasn’t it unplugged?

			With a gunnn… The voice just kept belting in her head. Something itched inside her to use one. She’d never held a gun. But playing the role of The Woman Wronged—blue steel revolver heavy in her hand, her man cowering and promising to change his ways this time—now that would be the performance of a lifetime.
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			The next day, Hannah slipped into a navy blue dress cut above the knee (to hell with wearing conventional black!) and black patent leather heels (no more sensible flats!) untouched since her last audition. Not even three inches but higher than she’d worn in years. In their Corolla with the CLERGY sign in the windshield, she drove her husband to Mount Sinai Memorial Park, near the Warner Brothers Studios. If Ethan noticed her wardrobe change, he said nothing. These days, she could parade around in a leather bustier and thong, and he wouldn’t even look up from his prayer book.

			Poised on a rolling hillside, Mt. Sinai looked more like a movie set than a cemetery—grounds too well-manicured, stone monuments too grand, lighting too bright. Any minute, she expected a director to step out from behind a headstone and yell, “Cut!” The two of them had been there dozens of times before.

			On the ride over, Ethan would normally be practicing his eulogy and she’d be giving him notes, as if they were in a rehearsal studio. But on this trip, the only sound was the low hum of their tires on the freeway. She glanced to her right, considering whether to say something, but Ethan was busy studying the answers to his questionnaire, mouth sealed and face placid. The hum rose and fell, first punctuated by tentative drum beats, then dashes of sound—bassoon’s moan, cornet’s snippet of scale, violin’s bow song. An orchestra tuning up, ready for the raise of baton to commence the overture. At any other time or place, Hannah would have found it the most promising sound in the world.

			“Ethan?” How could he not have registered it, too? She reached across to tap his elbow.

			Suddenly, from her left, a car appeared in the corner of her eye—blur of metal, grind of acceleration—cutting them off. Hannah stomped on the brakes and yanked the wheel. Somehow their Corolla fish-tailed onto the exit ramp.

			“Butthole! Haven’t you ever heard of a blind spot!” she yelled out the window.

			The offending car flew by, spewing a cloud of sound behind it: roaring engine, blaring radio, and driver laughing and laughing. Hannah never did catch sight of a face but couldn’t miss the hand waving the baton.

			“Can’t you watch where you’re going?” Ethan said, barely looking up.
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			As they turned into the florid wrought-iron gates, Hannah’s shaking hands still strangled the steering wheel. She couldn’t help but consider how she’d met her husband. In a cemetery but not at all like this one.

			Back then, twelve years ago, she was still a student at the Carnegie Mellon School of Drama in Pittsburgh. To escape her roommates, Hannah went to the mossy, overgrown Jewish graveyard across the street from campus. She could breathe easier there than in the crowded dorm or the lecture hall burrowed underground. Her fingertips traced the chiseled inscriptions—ETERNAL LOVE. FOREVER IN OUR HEARTS. FAITHFUL HUSBAND, FATHER, SON—growing warm as they did.

			Hannah listened for their voices, too. And if the dead were paying attention, they often heard her line readings in return.

			The chosen headstone felt solid and supportive against her back as she rehearsed Maggie the Cat for her class showcase. “Truth! Truth! Everybody keeps hollerin’ about the truth. Well, the truth is dirty as lies.” She played with the accent, not too syrupy, easy on the vowels—Jus’ right, shuhguh.

			A tussle of leaves, a ghostly voice. Could it be Prospero? She knew the lines and character—wizard, charmer, manipulator. From the shadow of a grey mausoleum he emerged tall and knobby like bamboo, glasses slipping down a long nose, eyes glued to the script in his hand. The man didn’t see Hannah as he crisscrossed the grave, repeating the part about the stuff dreams are made of, reading it one way and another, each more captivating to her than the last, until he tripped on a stone’s edge and flopped down next to her.

			“Hello, Shakespeare,” Hannah crooned in her best southern accent.

			In the reluctant afternoon light, she found him somewhat handsome. He also had the stage stuff, the natural acting ability. She had seen enough actors to know it when she saw it.

			“My high charms work,” he said as Prospero but with a stop in Brooklyn.

			“We’ll see ‘bout that, Shylock.” It came out as Shah-luck.

			Over the next two semesters, they courted by circling the cemetery together, holding their lines in one hand, gesturing feverishly with the other. It didn’t take long, though, to agree that their hearts and futures belonged to Broadway musicals. They’d break into song at random moments—Hannah as Eliza falling helplessly in love with Hamilton, or as Nellie washing that man right out of her hair. Ethan as Tevye, imagining himself a rich man. Weren’t all the great musicals written by Jews (though one goy, Lin-Manuel Miranda, made the list)? Rodgers and Hammerstein, Bock and Harnick, Berlin and Bernstein?

			And, after the drama, didn’t they all have happy endings?

			They could sing for hours—forever, it seemed—except for the untimely interruption of funerals. The worst of it was the blaring beep of the backhoes digging the graves. To Hannah, the operators hidden in dark cabs wearing black hoodies against the cold always seemed too eager to slice the ground. Back and forth they would rumble, hollowing out holes, piling up earth, the beeps ratcheting in pitch until they shrieked.
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			Hannah and Ethan took separate flagstone paths into Mt. Sinai’s funeral chapel; his led to side door and hers funneled guests through the front to honor (according to the program) one Melvin Billig. The mourners must have known that the last name meant cheap or on sale in Yiddish. Or not. They were all overdressed in the heat—wearing northeastern woolens as she had, until she knew better.

			The previous night in bed, while Ethan snored and her stomach rumbled, she’d decided to attend this funeral after all. Why? Was it to hear his soaring singing? To support him in comforting the afflicted? Dumb habit after all these years? No, she must conduct her own interview with the dead man’s spouse, not the one who’d obviously flirted with Ethan on the phone but the first. And if Hannah had learned anything from hundreds of funerals over the years, the original wife would show up, if only to see the other women who’d followed her.

			Ah-ha. The woman in frosted highlights and fresh Neiman’s mourning dress must be the newest wife. Standing ahead in line, she was too young and well-tended not to be. Her face seemed photoshopped on—flattened and plumped at the same time. Hannah imagined her sitting across a wide desk from Melvin at his accounting office, one high-heeled leg crossed and dangling over the other. Perhaps she was his long-suffering assistant, no longer content to suffer, or the widow of a client, now a widow again.

			But where was Melvin’s first wife—the older and perhaps wiser one? Hannah couldn’t find a likely suspect in the parade of black.

			At the oak podium in the chapel, Ethan called Mr. Billig “a great provider,” “faithful husband,” and “dedicated father.” Where did he get these phrases, from The Golden Book of Funeral Clichés? All that time on the phone with the last wife, and this was the best he could come up with?

			The words were no more accurate for Mr. Billig than for the others, though the mourners nodded their heads in unison to Ethan’s every line. Everyone told lies to themselves—like Hannah presuming that she could transform herself into a Broadway star or Ethan thinking that serving as a cantor was just another gig. Or that marriage was a witty musical escapade, as conceived by Stephen Sondheim, another Jew.
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			Imagining a spot on the incandescent yellow cover of Playbill, they did move to New York City, got married, and plunged into auditions with what Hannah’s drama coach called the three E’s: Energy, Effort, and Effervescence. Of course, that didn’t pay off with much Employment. Walk-on soap opera roles popped up every once in a while: nurse, secretary or cop number three, each with a couple of lines, maybe. After a few years of sporadic callbacks but no decent roles, she liked to say they’d gotten the starving part of the proverbial artist’s life down pat.

			Finally, a break. She passed the fourth audition to join the chorus of Godspell, a rock musical about Jesus and his disciples, a kind of junior Jesus Christ, Superstar. Written by a Jew, of course, Stephen Schwartz, who’d graduated from their alma mater. Her first singing role in New York! It was to be staged in a little black box theater off-off-off Broadway, but still... Hannah explained all this to Ethan, absolutely sure that he would applaud, hug her tightly, and take her out to the Chinese place around the corner to celebrate.

			Head bowed, perhaps in prayer, he spoke to the floor, “I can’t let you do that.”

			“What do you mean?” she sputtered, now pacing the living room, arms X’ed against her chest, blood rushing to her full cheeks.

			“I mean, I can’t let you do that…to me.” Even sitting, he still towered over her.

			“To you?” That was all she could get out of her mouth before he announced his grand solution to their rejection and poverty. He would attend the Seminary to become a cantor: a rabbi’s second-in-command and the lead singer at every Jewish ceremony. Also the well-paid stand-in at funerals.

			“We can’t very well have the cantor’s wife playing one of Jesus’ disciples, can we?”

			“What are you going to do—smite me down right here? You haven’t even stepped foot in a shul in ages.”

			It was true, she realized, for both of them. They were Jew-ish: delicatessen Jews who ordered a bagel and a schmear but long ago forgot how to chant the Sh’ma. But if someone ever asked, particularly a gentile, they were still Hebrew to the max.

			“Isn’t becoming a cantor just like being an actor with great musical chops?” he said.

			“What about my chops?”

			“Believe in yourself, babe. You’ll find another part that’s better than Female Disciple Number Three. Lots of them. You’ve got to follow your dreams.”

			“But it’s my break…” she mumbled, already exhausted by his absolute certainty.

			He sold the plan with all his tools: baritone voice inviting her into their glossy future, sweep of arms, grin broad enough to reach the last row of the balcony had there been one, and a hard sudden kiss on the mouth.

			But what if this role was the best she was going to get? If she didn’t have any other dreams to stand in for the one now grabbed away by her husband? She’d been taught the technique of the screen kiss—angled just right to the camera, wet enough to shine but not too much saliva—and executed it like a professional. Who said she couldn’t act?
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			The only available cantor position happened to be with a small congregation deep in LA’s San Fernando Valley, but he’d be free to accept funeral assignments from anyone as a rent-a-cantor. After months of unsuccessful casting calls for commercials and sitcoms, Hannah found a job directing off-key teenagers in the YMHA arts program to help pay off his student loans.

			She got used to it and sometimes even basked in the reflected light of Ethan’s new career. After all, he filled a starring role in one of the longest running productions ever. It had everything: sets (elevated stage and jeweled box holding the props), costumes (bright tallises and hand-woven yarmulkes), well-crafted lines (for the ages), and of course, soaring songs. In spite of herself, Hannah liked listening to him practice in the bathroom, his rich voice amplified by the tile.

			She accompanied him to one funeral, then another, until she rarely missed one. She’d have done the same if he were appearing as one of the young elders in The Book of Mormon. At drama school, she’d learned that every musical performance varied slightly in voice and timing, and every performer needed a familiar face in the audience to sing to. So there she was, usually in the last or second-to-last row, supporting her husband.

			Nothing in Jewish law required her to show up. Rebbetzin—rabbis’ wives—attended all sacred events and held special status in the community. But there wasn’t a title for the spouse of a cantor, let alone a formal role. Still, she remembered Ethan first telling her how much she meant to him in an audience of strangers. He’d even used the word “muse” more than once.

			Hannah never heard that word anymore.
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			At Melvin Billig’s funeral, Ethan now led the procession solemnly with a leather prayer book open in his hands, though he’d long ago memorized all the words. He stooped as if carrying a heavy weight on everyone’s behalf. He elevated his hands to stop pallbearers at the rear gate of the hearse idling like a getaway car. Six men shuffled to a halt, awaiting his loading instructions. Ethan assayed them with an air of benevolence, allowing his pause to swell with drama, then let the congregants wait some more. On their right lapels they each wore a black badge with a ripped satin ribbon symbolizing their broken hearts. Finally, with a wave of his hand, he signaled the pallbearers to insert the casket into the hearse.

			In the quiet, Hannah picked up a scratchy voice, as if from a faraway radio. It came closer, the static giving way to the chirp of the original Broadway Annie singing, Tomorrow, tomorrow, I’ll luv ya tomorrow. It’s only a day away! It must have been one of Melvin’s favorites, someone’s idea of a clever, personalized recessional. By Charles Strouse—another Jew. She’d taught it dozens of times to her YMHA students, who wore identical red fright wigs and shared the same miniscule vocal range. Ethan must be getting a kick out of this soundtrack right now. She searched his stiff face for any acknowledgement of the irony—one raised caterpillar eyebrow would do. Zilch.

			She stage-whispered to his back, “So sorry, Melvin. No tomorrow for you.”

			Complicity. She and Ethan used to have it. And wasn’t it at the moist, pink center of most semi-working marriages? Complicity, as in an inside joke or a tune shared by just the two of them, binding them together, forsaking all others. Semi-working, meaning halfway or nice try. But Ethan, bearded chin aloft, only surveyed his flock.

			Where was the first wife? She would be petite, wearing a little too much make-up, standing with a son or daughter or just alone. Across the crowd, Hannah caught a flash of red hair among the black suits. It bobbed up and down, then disappeared back into the crowd. She squinted to find it again. Nothing.

			When I think of a day that’s grey and cloudy, I just stick out my chin and grin and say… blared inches away from her. Hannah recoiled, covering her ears. When she turned back towards the source, no one was there.

			A sharp intake of breath came from the mourners, a collective gasp. The casket teetered to one side like a listing boat, threatening to go under. The sun glinted off the polished, upended prow. One of the pallbearers had tripped and tumbled to the pavement.

			“Steady,” she heard Ethan say.

			Tilting it this way and that, laboring under the extra weight, the remaining pallbearers struggled to redistribute the load to keep it from falling to the ground. Hannah instinctively took a step towards it, but Ethan got there first. As tall as he was, he had to crouch down to slide his shoulder under the box and right it.

			The mourners did the unthinkable: They applauded. Hannah cringed. Sing, chant, lament, weep or gossip at a Jewish funeral—yes. But ask any Jew who also happens to be a Broadway star: Applause is reserved for the theater.

			From somewhere in the crowd: It’s only a day away...
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			By the time Ethan slipped into the passenger seat for the drive to the family plot, the sky had turned a rare, dull grey, like a stage scrim had been lowered. Hannah’s heart would not stop buffeting her chest. Her lungs could not catch up.

			Ethan was already studying his prayer book, rearranging red ribbons for the burial service. He plucked one out and laid it back in, murmuring the newly-marked prayer as if she wasn’t there. Pluck and repeat.

			She raised her key ring, dangling the torch-shaped logo of a previous funeral home, and shook it in his direction. “Didn’t you hear that?”

			“What?”

			“Annie. The girl with the red hair. The singing.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Tomorrow, tomorrow…I’ll luv ya tomorrow…!” she sang too loudly. “You didn’t hear her?”

			“Not funny, Hannah. That was a close call, and I’ve got to concentrate now.” He raised his hand and rotated it like he was turning the ignition. “Someone’s got a job to do.”

			What Jewish lyricist had first come up with “luv” for love and “ya” for you? Such sad shorthand: “love” lite without depth and desire, generic “you” without a real face. Hannah would never see that on a headstone.

			The hearse glided ahead at a stately pace. Eyes hard forward, Hannah feathered the accelerator to follow. In the rearview mirror, mourners’ cars snaked up the hill behind them.

			He slammed the book shut on his lap. “No one’s forcing you to be here.”

			“You were the one who asked me,” she said. It was the holier-than-holy tone that bothered her the most now, coming as if from an elevated bimah, not the bucket seat next to her.

			“That was a long time ago, a different time.” His eyes stayed fixed on the page.

			“Different how?” she asked.

			“Haven’t you figured out yet that life’s not some musical?”

			The brakes slammed, halting the car inches from the rear end of the hearse. Inertia propelled them both forward against the seatbelts where they hovered, weightless, for a long moment before their bodies settled back into the seats. His yarmulke had flown off. Retrieving it from the floor, he kissed it tenderly, covered his bald spot, and marched off.
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			Wobbling in high heels, Hannah threaded her way around the gravestones to reach the Billig plot, her heart still pulsing. Perhaps she should get back in the car and drive home early for once. A face flickered on one polished rose-colored slab, and she bent down to examine it: her own shady reflection. She’d expected someone more youthful and hopeful, more like that version of herself in the Pittsburgh cemetery when Ethan had tilted her against a monument called, amazingly, a pillow stone. With cool rock against her back, they’d made love a little too quickly, much too awkwardly, afraid someone—alive or dead—might be watching them.

			Imagined eyes weighed on Hannah again now. The dead were everywhere—she heard them fiddling with that invisible radio, searching for the next station or a clearer signal. She felt them breathing static down the V-neck of her chosen dress. She shuddered, hugged herself, held her ears to make it all go away. Had she summoned it to follow her, or him, or the two of them? Hell, all of those strangers attending? Once the ceremony was over, she should apologize for her imagined songs (that’s what they must be: conjured phantoms), chauffeur Ethan home, and serve his favorite dinner on Grandmother’s old world china.

			She took a seat in the back row of the funeral tent where he might try to find her.

			“You must be the cantor’s wife.” The woman sat down in the next chair.

			Her makeup appeared professionally applied down to the crimson slash of lips. Her hair was pulled tightly across her head, ending in a dignified little bun with jeweled orb around it. She was in her seventies, maybe sixties—it was hard to tell with her eyes hidden behind coaster-sized sunglasses.

			“How’d you know?” Hannah asked.

			“The dress.”

			Hannah smoothed her dress down across her knees and wished she’d pressed it this time. Or had worn the black one instead.

			“I’m Mel’s first wife, Edith—Edie. Banished like you to the back.”

			“I was hoping I might run into you.”

			“Fancy that. And your husband…such a beautiful voice.”

			“Yes, my husband,” Hannah said, pushing her tone down a register to steady it. Her kneecaps felt bony and exposed under her hands. She struggled to remember what she had so desperately wanted to ask this woman.

			“But judging from the eulogy, he obviously didn’t know anything about my Melvin. He should’ve called me first instead of her.” She nodded towards the woman in the first row.

			“If he had, what should he have asked you?”

			Three men in grey work clothes appeared from behind the backhoe and cranked the casket into its resting place with a metallic tick-tock. Breaking the fourth wall, Hannah thought, revealing the machinery behind the drama. It was an essential part of the ritual—some eminent rabbi’s decision to expose the mundane in this moment. He must have decided that would help comfort the survivors. But what did he know?

			“What should he have asked me?” Edie turned towards Hannah. “Well, why everything goes fine every day for a long time, and then one morning it doesn’t?”

			“In a marriage?” The bare underside of Hannah’s thighs adhered to the chair slats. Sweat trickled down the zipper of her blue dress.

			The first wife patted Hannah’s naked hand. “You’d better watch out. Nothing is more of an aphrodisiac than a funeral. The women always fall for the officiant, and your husband is a good-looking man. He sings like a Jewish Pavarotti.”

			A Hebrew chant rose from deep in Ethan’s diaphragm, starting as a distant wail and gathering force in his windpipe. It rumbled out into the still air and up the hill, transforming him into someone else altogether—stronger, deeper, and yes, holy. Against all resistance, Hannah vibrated, plucked by his voice. When she opened her eyes, she hoped he’d be singing to her like he used to. His eyes, though, gazed past her to some distant horizon far beyond the freeway below.

			Edie leaned towards Hannah’s ear and whispered, “Isn’t that why you come to all the funerals? To keep an eye on him. You couldn’t possibly care that much about people you’ve never met.”

			The congregants now rose in unison, last row included—all levitated by Ethan’s hand. The cantor would read the “23rd Psalm” again now: Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death… Et cetera, et cetera. One of the greatest hits of all time, to be followed by one of the solemnest rituals.

			The latest wife, her children, and the rest of the family approached Ethan at the edge of the grave. He slashed a shovel into the mound of dirt. With its long oak handle and dull varnish, it must have come straight from the funeral home’s prop closet. He glided his fingers almost lovingly across the forged V. He explained how Jews buried their loved ones reluctantly, with only a small amount of earth on the back of the shovel blade. One after another, the mourners took the shovel from him and dropped a dose of soil onto the coffin below.

			Step, dig, drop. Step, dig, drop; then the clatter from below ground. To Hannah’s ear, the percussion built, and the volume swelled until it filled the air. The drumming became the boots of invisible shtetl dancers, slapping the tent roof overhead, sending rhythmic waves across the canvas. One, two, three. One, two, three.

			“They told me it never rains in California, especially at a funeral.” It was Edie.

			That’s when Hannah heard a solitary violin join in.

			No. Not Fiddler on the Roof. Not now.

			She could not sit in the audience a second longer. She rushed passed Edie, exited the tent, and did what she had never done before: joined the end of the queue. To her surprise, it was indeed raining.

			Ethan did not seem to notice Hannah until she arrived in front of him, her hair dripping and her dress soaked. Everyone else had hustled off, bound for a dry, well-catered shiva. If he was surprised to see his own wife there, he didn’t show it—maintaining his performance, not calling for a line. He placed the shovel in her hand.

			Over Ethan’s shoulder, the backhoe started up with a rumble. To Hannah, it looked like a  prehistoric creature with an ungainly, articulated limb ending in a bucket baring four steel teeth. She couldn’t make out the face of the operator in the shadow of the cab. Whoever was in there tested the bucket with a slight wag, anxious to fill the hole before it became a lake or perhaps just to get out of the rain and into a cup of coffee. The bucket hovered overhead, bulging with earth black from the shower. The other workmen had left.

			Driven by music only she could hear, Hannah hurried past Ethan towards the grave. She slipped and stumbled, one high heel sliding out from under her, then the other. The shoes bounced into the hole, landing with the muffled thud of leather striking dirt. But her forward thrust continued pushing her towards the precipice. Flapping her arms, she snatched desperately at the wet air.

			His hand. It could only be his hand.

			Ethan pulled her back from the edge but in doing so assumed all her momentum and then some. Accelerated by the yank of gravity, he just kept teetering, flailing, foundering, falling, until he disappeared into the grave without a sound.

			Passing graveyards in the back of the family station wagon as a kid, Hannah never held her breath like her brother and sister. Later, she studied, sung, and shtupped in cemeteries. So, no, she was not afraid to reach down into the darkness.

			But the backhoe was already emptying the first bucket of dirt into the hole, its beeps blaring like an alarm.

			She waved at the dark cab, but no one seemed to see her. She thought to scream, but the machine was roaring louder than before, scraping up a second load and dumping it on top of the first. She looked around to tell someone, but there was no one nearby to tell. The metal teeth clenched and grinned as the backhoe emptied its last bucketful. Satisfied, it splashed away across the raw mud.

			Hannah stood in the rain, alone. In her dripping dress and bare feet, she chanted the Kaddish for all the dead, memorized to perfection. Delivered like her husband might have, only truer—and better—in fact her best performance yet.

			Finally finished, she faced the silent, empty tent and bowed.

		

	
		
			SAME AS YESTERDAY

			– Alter S. Reiss

			The maples were showing orange around the edges and the poison ivy was bright red when Daniel Black returned to Schneiderman’s Bungalows. He parked his motorcycle next to the chain link fence and vaulted up and over onto the crumbling asphalt driveway that wove between those ivy-covered maples. Schneiderman’s had been abandoned for more than a decade; half the letters had fallen off the sign, and the lawn and the baseball field had become a thicket of birch and blackberry.

			He was tempted to go over to Bungalow 14. There wasn’t any point. Half the roof had fallen in, the paint had mostly peeled off, and the porch was a mass of rusting screens and rotting wood.

			The loudspeaker was still hanging from the telephone pole near the main house. Daniel found the letters etched in the angelic script at the base of the pole. It was his hand. Childish but unmistakably his. He touched his finger to the working, gave it a portion of his power.

			“The knish man is in the driveway,” Mrs. Schneiderman said faintly, as though through a long tunnel. “Potato knishes, kasha…” It faded into silence.

			When Daniel had learned the letters used by the ministering angels and gouged those sigils out with a rusty nail, he hadn’t known what he was doing. He’d tried everything, and some of it had worked. Some of it had worked well enough that he had come back for it.

			Most of the fiberglass barricade around the pool was still standing, but the pool was half-filled with dirt, dead leaves, and maple saplings. Daniel went past it, out into the forest. It was a little darker than it had been and a lot drier because the water from the pool wasn’t leaking out to make the swamp that had always been there. But the forest remembered better than the lawns had; he could still find the trail that went to the campfire site.

			He followed it, startling a pair of deer into bounding over logs and through the underbrush, but he didn’t stop when he reached the little circle of stones where they had burned hot dogs and sang Carlebach songs. Instead, he kept going deeper into the woods, following the stone wall that had marked the edge of a field, back when the Catskills were farms.

			The farmhouse still stood about a half mile out in the forest, but Daniel stopped before he reached it. That was the haunted house, and it was beyond the borders of Schneiderman’s. He’d never gone into the haunted house. It wasn’t just the old black and orange signs warning trespassers that the land beyond was POSTED AND PATROLLED, it was the absolute conviction that the farmhouse was haunted.

			It wasn’t. Daniel wasn’t a kid anymore, and he’d learned enough to recognize the signs of ghosts. The bungalows, the forest—it was as peaceful and empty a stretch of land as any he could recall, and probably had always been. Before he’d been able to see that, he’d feared what he couldn’t see.

			The ward he had set against the terrors of the invisible world had one seal carved into the underside of the bench that was attached to the rear of the women’s section of the synagogue, to connect to the Sefirah of Malchut. Another on the cinderblock that held up the right corner of Bungalow 14 for Yesod. Another underneath the campfire site for Chochmah. And the last one, scrawled at the bottom of the pool—he had etched that one in on repeated dives, each sigil drawn in a single ear-pounding breath—for Binah. The kabbalistic tradition required more of a religious commitment than Daniel was willing to make, but he still remembered the rules.

			Four Sephirot—majesty, foundation, wisdom, and understanding. It wasn’t a propitious number, and he’d gone with the simplest understanding of the Sephirot. Malchut was feminine glory, so the women’s section. The cornerstone of the bungalow was a foundation, so good enough for Yesod, and so on. He had been tempted to put a fifth anchor for Tiferet—beauty—in Alisa Sandler’s bungalow, but there was no magic in the world that would have given him the confidence to try that at ten years old. It didn’t seem that the flaws had done too much damage; Schneiderman’s had fallen to people losing interest in the Catskills, not supernatural assault.

			The old boundary wall wasn’t exactly the same as he remembered it—some of the stones had worked loose, and one of the white pines near it had died and pulled up a chunk when it fell. Despite that, it didn’t take too long to find his ward. The power called to him.

			When Daniel pulled the ward stone free, there was the clean smell of stone and wet earth.  He set it on its side and traced the circles he had drawn. It was just like he remembered it. The first working that he had done right, the first time he had called down the power and it had answered aloud.

			He had been trying to keep the ghost from the farmhouse at bay, to prevent it or any other unworldly horror from coming to Schneiderman’s. Anything from the spirit realm that tried to cross the boundaries of the colony would have been pulled into those circles, set to wandering them forever. All the power that had built up for the first ten years of Daniel’s life had gone into that working, and if the bungalow colony ever needed protection, it didn’t anymore. He put his finger on the outside spiral and began reeling it in, pulling up the lines of power he had laid. He could feel the anchors pulling up as he worked, feel what he put in and more flowing back up to him.

			One finger traced the line, pulled up what he had laid, and the other hastily sketched in quick new anchors on a second rock. He had been stronger than he realized and had done better than he dared to hope. When he was finished, the anchor lines he had drawn with his finger were etched into the rock, and the ward was gone. Daniel was so filled with the power he had drawn from the ward he practically buzzed.

			He hadn’t realized how much he had left behind at Schneiderman’s, and now he had it back. With one last look at the stone fence Daniel turned away and headed back to his bike.

			When he had gone out, the campfire site had been nothing more than a ring of soot-stained rocks with the same grass in the middle as on either side. On the way back, the rocks were still there, but the center was filled with the charcoal of campfires past and a few hunks of partially burned wood. Perhaps the anchor…Daniel squatted down next to the rocks, looked again. There was a bit of plastic caught under one of them. He fished it out. A part of a bag of Falafel Bits, with a BEST BEFORE date of NOVEMBER 17, 1986. He lifted the bag up, smelled. Charcoal and the thick smell of MSG and whatever other flavors they used to make something that didn’t taste even a little like falafel.

			Daniel looked up, tried to see through the forest to the colony beyond. He couldn’t see anything, but he could hear the distant wails of angry babies, the noise of families and children.  It didn’t make any sense, but he found himself starting to run down the path—which was far clearer than when he had gone out along it—back to Schneiderman’s Bungalows.

			Between the campfire site and the colony were the blueberry bushes, which Daniel ran past, and then there was the gazebo. He had almost forgotten about it; it had collapsed into a pile of rotting wood and rusty nails. But it was standing again, and there were Yoel and Feige Ackerman sitting on the bench.

			“Danny, Danny,” Yoel said. “Look at the salamander we catched!”

			Danny hesitated, looked at his arm. Still grown-up sized, still wearing a leather jacket.  And he wasn’t wearing a kippah. The Ackermans were more religious than most of the crowd at Schneiderman’s; Yoel’s hair was cropped down to nearly bald, aside from the thick peyos tucked behind his ears, and Feige was wearing a long-sleeved shirt and a long skirt over thick woolen stockings, despite the fact that it was summer…it was summer, even though it had been fall when he went down that path.

			If Yoel and Feige saw a middle-aged goy wearing a leather jacket, they would have run screaming. They didn’t, which meant that they weren’t seeing someone who looked like he looked.

			“Is it a muddy?” Danny asked.

			“Better!” Feige said. “One of the black ones with spots!”

			Most of the time when the kids in the colony hunted salamanders, it was the red efts that came out when it rained. If it hadn’t rained, they’d look under rocks and logs for red-backed and two-lined salamanders, which they called “muddies.” Sometimes they found a tiger salamander or spotted salamander, maybe once or twice a summer.

			“Mama says we have to let it go today because it’s erev Shabbos, but maybe she’ll let us keep it because we don’t find these hardly at all, and also it hasn’t rained so we won’t find one next week.”

			“I could keep it,” Danny said. “My mom doesn’t mind if I keep them over Shabbos, so long as I don’t play with them on Shabbos.”

			“No,” Yoel said. “Mama will ask us if we let it go, and we have to tell her.”

			Danny nodded, looking back toward the colony, not wanting to look at Yoel or Faige. It had been years since he had even thought of them. They were probably living in Lakewood or Monsey or somewhere with a dozen kids each and wouldn’t want to know that someone they grew up with wasn’t religious anymore. But now they were like friends about a salamander.

			“I gotta go,” Danny said. “Good luck with keeping the salamander.”

			Yoel and Feige turned back to their salamander, heads together, watching it, and Danny ran back to the colony.

			It was like he always remembered it. The sun so bright it made everything look like it had been colorized, grass greener than grass should be, the bungalows all pastels with white trim, and the sky impossibly blue. And there were women in housecoats, cars parked on the grass—which would get Mr. Schneiderman furious, and which happened every Friday—and kids in bathing suits running down to the pool or shivering in their towels as they came back up.

			“There you are, Danny,” his mom said, as he came up to Bungalow 14. “Go help your father unpack the car.”

			He stood for a second, looking at her. She wore a scarf, rather than a sheitel, so he could see her hair coming out from underneath, dark and unrulier than the sheitels she wore. She was wearing short sleeves, and her arms were tan and...she was so young. The difference in years and roles meant he’d always seen her as old. But now she was younger than he was, and she wasn’t worn down the way she was when he visited her.

			“Come on,” she said, getting impatient. “If you don’t get the bags up soon, you’ll miss men’s swim.”

			Danny hesitated for a second more, trying to find something to say, realized there wasn’t anything, and went to help his dad get the bags from the car. Just like he always did.

			His father was as young as his mother was—a year younger, actually—and it was hard not to cry, seeing him again. Clean-shaven with short hair, like a kid dressed as a grown-up. As a kid, he’d always towered over Danny, so he’d never really seemed young. When Danny was tall enough to see him eye-to-eye, he wasn’t seeing him anymore. His mother was willing to make allowances, but his father wasn’t. They hadn’t seen each other since Daniel had told him that he wasn’t keeping kosher.

			The bags were mostly shopping, but there were also down comforters and two suitcases of clothing. It seemed like they spent half the summer bringing things up from the city, and the other half bringing them back down. By the time he was finished, there was still half an hour left of men’s swim. There was no chance he’d be able to fit into a ten-year-old’s bathing suit, but when he got it down from the shelf, it fit. No point in looking for explanations. Danny dashed out of his house and down towards the pool.

			There were kids screaming. The Tannenbaum kids were roughhousing with their dad. And some of the older kids were playing something between water polo and horse, where they’d grab each other and force them to stay down as part of a ball game; Danny didn’t know the rules and didn’t care. He cannonballed in.

			The water was freezing; it always was. The pool was at the edge of the forest so it was shady. There was no way that Mr. Schneiderman was going to pay to heat it when it was too full anyway without heating. And besides, people went swimming to cool down; what was it supposed to be, a sauna? You jumped in, and by the time you were blue-lipped and shivering uncontrollably it was usually time to get out for women’s swim.

			He shot to the surface, gasped in a shocked breath. Then the greentooth came up from the bottom of the pool and tried to pull him down.

			It was bigger than he was, with long claws and sharp teeth, and Danny had left all his tools in the bungalow. He kicked loose, got another breath of air, and the greentooth had him down again. They were good at hiding—there was a thick coat of blue paint on this one’s back, which was why he hadn’t seen it—but they usually hunted in isolation, not in the middle of a crowded pool on a Friday afternoon. Danny still held the power from the ward, and there was the anchor at the bottom.

			She wanted him down? Fine. He dove down toward her, under her, her arm turning double jointed as she turned over, ungainly as a frog, keeping her grip. They had to have seen—why wasn’t there a panic? Why were the kids still dunking each other, why weren’t they shouting and fleeing and throwing things at the greentooth?

			There was the anchor, right where he had etched it. He touched it with one hand and grabbed hold of the greentooth’s arm with the other, just above where she held him. The hand touching the anchor etched two more letters in the angelic script. Kuf Chet—take—and the anchor took, held the greentooth’s arm. It lunged at him as he kicked loose, its teeth snapping a fraction of an inch short of his leg. Danny got to the side of the pool, pulled himself out of the water.

			The paint on the greentooth’s back matched the bottom of the pool perfectly, but he could see its dead white underbelly flashing as it turned this way and that, trying to win free of the anchor. His arm had been cut by her claws; it wasn’t that bad, but it was bloody, the whole arm was bloody, and nobody seemed to see. The lifeguard still sat on his perch reading something, and the boys ran around the pool as their fathers sat on the beach chairs and talked or swam deliberative laps back and forth.

			Danny wrapped his towel around his arm and headed out of the pool. There were already women lining up outside of the pool wearing robes and head-scarves, and none of them gave him more than a cursory look.

			“You’re back early,” his mother said as he walked in. “There’s still ten minutes left.”

			“I hurt my arm,” he replied, unwinding the towel.

			“Oh, for goodness sake,” she said. “You didn’t have to get the towel all bloody like that.  Put it in the wash and get a band-aid from over the bathroom sink.”

			The one time he had gotten a cut that needed stitches his mom had literally passed out when she saw him, collapsed into a pile on the floor; they’d taken an ambulance together. He looked at her, and she wasn’t seeing him at all.

			“There’s corn for lunch,” she said.

			Danny went to the bathroom, dropped the towel next to the hamper so it wouldn’t get the other clothing bloody, and went to his room.

			“Shower first!” his mother shouted from the kitchen.

			“In a minute!” he hollered back. It was so easy to get back into that routine, that mode of conversation. Ever since he’d come out of the forest, he’d been acting like who he’d been rather than who he was, and it was the easiest thing in the world.

			Most of his tools were in the saddlebags of his bike. He unrolled a cobweb that he kept in his jacket pocket trapped between two layers of enchanted cellophane. He said the words that unbound it, draped it over the cuts in his arm, and watched them close.

			He could do better. There were long, pinkish scars where the wounds had been, and it would take serious work to undo that. But until he was out of whatever he had fallen into, Danny wasn’t going to spend a drop more energy than he needed.

			It could be…it could be that the release of energy from the ward had time-shifted a section of Schneiderman’s. The greentooth was in the pool in 2021, and he had been there both in 2021 and 1986. It had enough power to reach back to him, and he had enough power to see it, but nobody else could have been affected. Safest thing to do would be to leave. A time-shift like that wouldn’t be stable.

			“Take a shower and wash the bathing suit,” his mother said. “Now!”

			“I’m going,” he said. It was time. Bathing suit in the sink, then a quick shower, then he dressed again. Normally, he wore his holster at his shoulder. He checked the pistol, moved the holster to his hip; given the greentooth, he wasn’t taking any chances.

			“Where are you going?” his mother asked as he headed for the door.

			“For a walk.”

			“Don’t take too long,” she said. “Lunch is in half an hour.”

			He nodded and headed out. Lunch was twenty-eight years ago or wouldn’t be for another twenty-eight years. The corn she was husking looked delicious, yellow and white, fresh from a farmer’s stand on the road to Monticello.

			Henry Houghtaling Road went past the front of the colony. When they were little kids, the rule had always been that they had to stay out of sight of the road when they were playing by themselves. What if a kidnapper comes? was the concern.

			Feige Ackerman had said she’d seen one once. The kidnapper was driving a car with two kids in the back seat, and they looked at her and said, “Help us!” and then he made them stop talking, was how the story went. Even as a kid Danny hadn’t found it terribly plausible.

			Still, there was something of the thrill of the forbidden as Danny went past the Schneiderman’s sign and headed out on Henry Houghtaling. Two miles to State Highway 52 and another two miles to Loch Sheldrake. Sometimes the day camp would take kids on a hike on the shoulder of the road to buy candy from the store in Loch Sheldrake. The store was gone, and there was no way the time-shift would have gone that far. Maybe a half mile away things would be normal. The summer places in Loch Sheldrake would all be closed, but there were stores that catered to the locals; he could get a bite to eat, and he could sit it out there, get his bike when the aftereffects of draining the wards settled.

			A big green Dodge roared past, disappeared over a hill, and then another car came up in the opposite direction. Gas was what, fifty cents a gallon back then? The cars sure showed it, twice the size of modern cars and all steel. Maybe…maybe once he’d confirmed what was happening he’d go back to Schneiderman’s until the time-shift faded. The corn would be better than anything he could get in Loch Sheldrake, anyway.

			Only there was the sign for Schneiderman’s up ahead. Daniel froze, his hand going to his pistol. He hadn’t been turned around. He had left Schneiderman’s going south, and now he was coming to it from the north. Acting on a hunch, he crossed the road and crashed through some raspberry bushes into the woods. Those POSTED AND PATROLLED signs they listened to because there was a hunting club that owned the land, and they could get in real trouble if they were caught there.

			As he suspected, five minutes later he came out of the berry patch behind the playground.  Try to leave in any direction, wind up coming back the other way. Not an accidental time-shift.  Something else. As he walked through the playground, thinking it through, a wendigo came up out of the ground at him.

			He was right next to the merry-go-round, a few feet from the swings, and there were kids on all the playground stuff. The youngest Tannenbaum, a toddler, was walking maybe two feet away from the wendigo, clutching her bottle in one hand and a tattered copy of Goodnight Moon in the other.

			Danny drew his pistol as the wendigo roared out a challenge. Nobody else paid them any attention. It was a big one, ten feet tall with grey skin and bloody lips. All wendigo looked hungry, but this one had a stomach so hollow that Danny could see the lumps of its spine through it. It flew towards Danny on blackened stumps of legs. Three bullets in the chest, one in the head. Silver bullets, and there was a working on the pistol.

			It kept coming, like Danny expected, and he dropped his knife from his sleeve, went into a crouch.

			Rosa Tannenbaum flapped her copy of Goodnight Moon as the wendigo approached. It cut her in half with a sweep of its claws.

			No time for distraction. Knife met hide and claw met leather, separated, came back.  Danny’s knife found one of the bullet holes, and his blade twisted and cut across the throat. That did it; the wendigo fell back, collapsed onto the merry-go-round, and was promptly shoved off by the children already there to lie dead next to a forgotten windbreaker.

			Danny staggered over to Rosa. The toddler’s legs curled in a heap, torso a few yards off.  There was blood, but as he got closer there was less blood, and then there was none at all. She was solid inside, white, like a potato cut in half.

			For a moment she lay there, and then her eyes opened, her legs uncurled, and she pulled herself together so she was sitting on the grass looking up at him.

			“Book!” she announced, extending it towards him.

			Danny backed away; he’d rather face another wendigo.

			Rosa looked like she was about to howl, so Danny left. Things that were out of place were ignored, but if he made Rosa cry—Mrs. Tannenbaum played Mahjong with his mother, and there’d be…that was a remarkably stupid line of thought. It was all stupid. He’d been thinking wrong since he’d taken back the power left in that stone. He’d thought it was because he wanted to pretend to be who he’d been, just for a little bit, to be a tourist in the past. It wasn’t that, at least not entirely.

			The too-blue sky and too-green grass, the colony and the kids and his family as they were, all compressing him back into who he had been. But unlike Rosa, he wasn’t solid inside. He could feel the breath rattling in his lungs and fear coiling in his bowels.

			It was bad. It was very bad, and while the corn was as good as he remembered it, the whole thing was starting to wear thin. His father talked to him, he could see the love in his eyes again. But when Danny said, “I killed a wendigo on the playground just now,” they laughed as though he’d said something funny and went back to talking about maybe going to see a movie in Woodbourne after Shabbos, if they could get the Sandler girl to babysit.

			If he had been ten, that would have been the best idea ever; as it was, he pushed to be allowed to come along to the movie—maybe if he rode with them things would collapse into something he’d be able to face. No more dice that time than any time he’d tried when he was a kid. Of course, surviving until after Shabbos was another problem. Outside the bungalow, a ghost was howling at the rafters.

			A ghost. The ghost from the haunted house.

			There had only been four anchors for the ward. Four was an unlucky number—pairs were dangerous and two pairs doubly dangerous. Unlucky or not, it had worked. Every supernatural entity that had come too close to Schneiderman’s had been sucked into that trap and kept there.  Including Danny Becker, who’d become Daniel Black, who’d come to Schneiderman’s to steal the power from its ward.

			Danny pushed away from the table. “I have to deal with the ghost that’s trying to get in,” he said.

			“Be careful,” his mother replied. “The bug spray is on top of the cabinet.”

			“Say a brocha achrona,” his father said.

			He had only had the corn with butter, so the blessing after the meal was a short one. No point in bringing the bug spray along, though. Could be that his mother had heard him say he was going to clear out a wasp’s nest or something. It didn’t matter.

			The pistol and knife would have been about as useful as the bug spray. Out on the porch he could see the ghost up against the window screens. Clear lines, deep grey color. In better shape than the wendigo, no question. It spat at him, hissed.

			The ward out by the stone fence wasn’t the only protection that Danny had given to his bungalow, and the smaller wards were enough to keep the ghost out. The problem was they were tied to his religious beliefs, and he no longer had the belief he had as a kid. Or at least, he didn’t have the belief in 2021. He was Danny Becker, even though he was also Daniel Black, and Danny believed even if Daniel didn’t.

			Danny held his right thumb in his left fist and left thumb in his right fist. “You and me makes three,” he said, trying for confidence.

			It was a Talmudic formula against demons. Specifically, against demons who gained power because someone had done something in pairs. Ghosts weren’t demons, and it wasn’t coming after Danny because he had eaten two ears of corn. But close enough.

			“You and me makes three,” he said again, holding up his linked hands.

			The ghost backed away but didn’t go. Danny closed his eyes and prayed. There wasn’t time for the whole viduy, and while confessing sins helped, it didn’t make them go away. A short prayer. “Blessed art thou O God, who hears prayer. Please God, give me life.”

			He let go of his thumbs, grabbed the door, and stepped out. The ghost was right there.  Again, he grabbed his thumbs.

			“You and me makes three,” he said. He didn’t deserve this; he had said the blessing before he ate, gone to synagogue in the morning with the minyan, even though his father hadn’t made it up yet… he had spent the morning on his bike, riding up from Newark. He didn’t need the thumbs to make it more than just him and the ghost; he was two people already. Danny let go of his thumbs, opened his eyes. The ghost wasn’t there.

			He had to get to the ward, put the power back. That would…he started walking, then running out to the campfire site. The Ackerman kids weren’t in the gazebo anymore—like most of the rest of the colony, they were already heading out to see the softball game against Fialkoff’s. But he wasn’t alone. There were things in the bushes, things in the air, things in the ground.

			If he opened the ward, they’d all come out. Most of the time supernatural deaths got ignored, filed as something else. If he released the ward, it would be something else; twenty years’ worth of spirits all released at once, all hungry. He didn’t stop running. He wanted his bike, he wanted his townhouse in Newark, he wanted to meet girls at Fast Eddie’s and show them his magic wand.

			The blank stone of the ward was where he left it, the stone with the new anchors beside it.  Reversing the process wasn’t too complicated; the power he had taken went back in, the anchors he carved smoothed back to the stone.

			When he was done, Danny turned and ran. The ruins of Schneiderman’s Bungalows had one hell of a spirit ward, but whoever owned the land was welcome to it. If he could…there were the shouts of children and the bellows of parents from up ahead, and there was no hint of autumn in the sky. The reversal had worked; the power had gone back into the stone, the ward was up.  But he wasn’t out. Danny came out of the woods, saw the children and the sprawled corpse of the wendigo in the playground, and went back to the ward stone.

			If he took the energy out and put it back, it might…but there’d be energy lost in every transaction, and if he kept spending, he wouldn’t be able to keep the ghosts out. He was trapped in a bottle and making a smaller bottle wouldn’t help anything. Maybe a refinement on the ward? He’d learned things in the years since he had drawn the pattern.

			There were ghosts and goblins beyond the ward, snatchers and moon-eyed men, but the ward held them back as Danny worked, trying to find the key that would put him back through to the world. He tried one thing and then another, and then a third, and was utterly lost in his work when he heard Mrs. Schneiderman announce over the PA, “It is one half hour before Shabbos.  The pool is now closed, and all cars must be off the grass.”

			Danny started up guiltily, and one of the moon-eyed men threw back its head and laughed through his scraggly beard. They made Shabbos early at the colony so it would still be another hour plus before sunset, but it was going to get dark soon. And besides, given the principles on which the ward had been built, violating Shabbos wasn’t going to help.

			The night was more of the same. The kids wore white shirts and suits they were either growing into or which they’d outgrown, but they weren’t kids, not really—when he talked to them he could see Rosa Tannenbaum cut in half. The kids weren’t real, the suits weren’t real, and the game of elimination out on the lawn in front of the shul wasn’t real either.

			Real or not, the chicken soup with noodles was good, and so was the lukshen kugel and roast chicken, and then the katydids and ghosts sang Danny to sleep.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The next morning Danny woke up and it was Friday. There were cars on the lawn in front of the bungalows, and the pool was already open for the men who would take a swim before Shacharit, even though the water would be freezing.

			Closed circle, same as if he tried to walk out of the colony. It would always be Friday, and he would always be in Schneiderman’s, unless he somehow found a way out.

			Maybe it was the fifth anchor. He had seen Alisa Sandler after Maariv last night—he would see her at shul tonight—but the Sandlers wouldn’t be coming up until the afternoon. He could probably sneak into her room, but…no, there was no way he could use her room as an anchor point for beauty at this point. Not only was Tiferet more than beauty, she was fourteen, and he wasn’t ten anymore. There was no way that he could put it there with the requisite belief.

			But that wasn’t the only beauty in the world.

			“Danny,” his mother said. “It’s time to get up to go to shul.”

			“I’m up,” he said, and headed over to the shul. It faced east toward Jerusalem, which wasn’t relevant because every direction pointed back to start. And was he supposed to say the psalm for Friday that everyone else was saying? Or the psalm for Tuesday, which was what it should be for him? Or Saturday? In the end, he prayed in the same direction as everyone else, said the same psalm, tried to find meaning in the shared service.

			When the prayers were done, Danny lingered. It wasn’t a real shul like in the city with the walls covered in bookcases full of siddurim and seforim. There was a bookcase, though, and one of the fathers—probably Mr. Klein, who was Lubavitch—had left a Zohar and a couple of other kabbalistic seforim in the bookcase. Danny’s Hebrew was a little rusty, and his Aramaic was worse, but he was able to muddle through. Tiferet was many things; it was the throne of glory, it was the house of the world to come. Tiferet integrated judgment and compassion, it was the divine attribute of mercy which tempered the strictness of the law.

			He went back for breakfast, and then got to work on the floorboards of the porch of Bungalow 14. The best times that he had in the bungalow…well, there were a lot of them.  But one of his favorites was shaloshudis out on the porch. On Shabbos afternoon the kids were all inside for meals with their families, and there’d be bagels and lox and whitefish up from the city, and cantaloupe from Monticello, and wild blueberries that he picked during the week for dessert, and from his seat Danny would watch the sun going down behind the baseball field. It wasn’t the house of the world to come, but if he could pin down what was there, maybe.

			The quickest thing to do would be to cut the pattern with his knife, but he was looking for mercy, and there was the principle that the accuser could not be made the defender—he couldn’t use his knife. He couldn’t even use iron because iron had spilled too much blood to be used in a plea for mercy. So, chalk and a bit of sharpened stone.

			Halfway through, his mother came out, sighed at what he was doing, and brought out a pitcher of lemonade. It wasn’t her, not really—it wasn’t anyone. It was just what had filled the trap he had made; it was a footprint of who he was and where he’d been when he’d done that working. But he dabbed a bit of the lemonade into the edges of the pattern anyway.

			When he was finished there was the thump of magic falling into place, the energy leaving him and going into the anchor. The ward pulled on it as it settled, disappeared into the wood of the porch. Outside, the garou howled. Danny looked out and then sat back down on the floor of the porch. The spell had worked; the anchor had connected.

			It was the best he could do. All his heart had gone into that spell, every symbol was perfect, every letter in its proper place. But it had changed nothing. The bungalows were still neat and trim, and there were still cars on the lawn, still kids running around outside. He had done his best, and it had done no good. There was no way out.

			He sat on the floor and wept like a child. This was it. He was dead—dead to the outside world, dead to any sort of hope. His trap had worked as he had intended. It wasn’t even unfair. It was merciless, but using four Sefirot like that had meant that it was going to be merciless. He had made a trap devoid of mercy, and he could not say that it was unfair when it granted him none.

			For years, he hadn’t given any thought to those wards, and they had been pulling in everything supernatural that got too close. If it had limited itself to things like the wendigo and greentooth that would have been one thing—those were killers, unfeeling as winter and cruel as drowning. But the moon-eyed men and the ghosts and the others…they had done nothing wrong.

			It was the sort of thing that kids did. He hadn’t meant anything by it—if he had thought about it, if he had seen what the moon-eyed men were and what he’d done, he’d have let them out. It was like catching salamanders, putting them in a bucket and forgetting about them, and coming back to find dried corpses in a bucket in the sunlight. It wasn’t wicked. It was thoughtless.

			It was merciless. Four was an unpropitious number, not because it was imbalanced but because it was too perfectly balanced. The world needed imbalance, needed a thumb on the scale on the side of mercy. He had built something without that. The moon-eyed men and the ghosts and the others, they’d done the sort of bad things everyone did. So had he. He had locked them into a hell. Now he was down there with the rest of them.

			Danny pulled himself shakily up to his feet, dusted the splinters and sawdust from his hands. His father was on the lawn with the car and he had to help unload. Soon the Ackerman kids would find a salamander. Same as yesterday, same as tomorrow.

			In the forest, the garou howled again, and moon-eyed men howled with it, somewhere between rage and delight.

			Same as yesterday, same as tomorrow.

		

	
		
			HOW TO BUILD A SUKKAH AT THE END OF THE WORLD

			– Lindsay King-Miller

			1. Pick a day

			You lose track of time when there’s no more school to go to, no more friends to see on weekends, no more soccer games and family dinners. You were never great at keeping track of the Jewish calendar; Mom always did that. But Mom never came up out of the basement, and you’re on your own.

			You skipped the High Holidays, but you’ve fasted more days than not the last few weeks, and you’ve been whispering, “I’m sorry,” over and over since you fled the house and left Mom behind. What you did on the bridge out of downtown could be counted as Tashlich, although what you threw wasn’t bread, and what carried it away didn’t look much like water anymore. If you missed your chance to be inscribed in the Book of Life, so be it.

			Here in the diseased sprawl of what used to be your city, where fetid smog and bloated, glowing clouds make it impossible to discern day from night, intent matters more than precision anyway. The last time you remember knowing the date, it was summer break. Now your sunburn is all peeled off, the swimming hole in the woods is abandoned except for whatever lives in the stinking water, and it’s so cold you couldn’t even feel guilty for taking the puffy jacket off that corpse you found. It’s autumn, or the closest thing to it you’ll see in this life. Sukkot starts whenever you say it does.

			2. Collect your building materials

			The ready-made sukkah your mother put together and took apart each year was stored in the basement. You’ll improvise. Three walls and a roof made of branches—there are more rules than that, but these are the ones you remember. A sukkah must be beneath the open sky, so you can see stars between the branches. Well, that’s an old rule from when there were stars.

			The bed of an abandoned pickup truck should serve well enough. You prefer not to be closed in on all sides anyway after what happened back in the basement. Four walls mean four surfaces that can erupt into ugly-smelling boils with things moving inside them and too many doors to open between you and escape.

			Gather wood for your roof. You’ve got the scar on your wrist to remind you not to touch living trees, so look for branches broken off last week when stones rained from the sky. Check to make sure they’re not moving or bleeding before you arrange them in crisscross patterns over the pickup truck.

			When a swollen shadow plunges down at you from the toxic sky—eye sockets hollow and oozing blackness, desiccated muscles creaking—strike it from the air with the heaviest branch you have. Keep striking until there’s nothing left but wet feathers and a poison smell. Then cast your weapon aside. Your sukkah’s roof must be made of materials that have never been used for another purpose. Besides, the branch has a taste for death now. Don’t let it see where you sleep.

			3. Offer the fruit and say the blessing

			There are growing things everywhere, though none look like fruits you can remember or name. Choose one. Examine its skin, its stem; listen to its heartbeat. It’s been breathing the same air as you. Does it bruise and split like your own flesh if you press a thumb into it?

			Hold it out to all six directions: north, south, east, west, up, down. You can’t see the sunset, and moss grows on every side of the trees and between your fingers, but it doesn’t matter if you guess wrong. G-d is everywhere, in the gasping dirt and the blistering sky.

			This is a celebration of the harvest. What you are reaping has been sown for so, so many years.

			4. Dwell in the shelter you’ve built

			The dead woman’s coat is not enough to keep you warm, but what could keep you warm anyway on a night like this? Sukkot is a time to humble yourself before the elements. You are small, and G-d is great. Remember your ancestors: the ones who wandered in the desert, the ones who went to investigate the noise in the basement. All of them left behind their terrible safety to step into the gnawing mouth of the unknown. All of them survived so you could be here on this day. For this, you are commanded to rejoice.

			Your mother began Sukkot meals with bread dipped in honey, but sweetness is a memory from another world. The fruit in your hand shines in the rancid light through the branches, glistening with the promise of some unspeakable nectar. If you’ve forgotten the appropriate blessing, close your eyes and say, “I don’t want to die.” Then bite.

			You should eat and sleep in your sukkah for seven days, longer than you’ve stayed anywhere since you left your house and its snarling, sucking, ravenous basement behind. You keep running, looking for a new place to rest every night, but you know you’re not getting away from anything, just finding new places to be afraid. There is nowhere the eye of G-d does not find you. Your fate is already sealed in the Book of Life, so lay your head down and watch the sky fade from the blue of a bruise to the red of an open wound. The roof above you is as impermanent as the ground below.

			5. Extend your hospitality

			It is a mitzvah to share your Sukkot celebration, and you have been alone too long. Listen for the sound of footsteps or things that used to be feet. Nothing that walks this earth is any stranger or uglier or hungrier than you. Invite them all inside. If you can’t remember the right words, just scream to the moon you can no longer see. They will come to you.

		

	
		
			DEMON HUNTER VASHTI

			– Henry Herz

			Seated upon his gold-plated, intricately carved throne, King Ahasuerus conversed with his frowning viceroy, Haman. Queen Vashti sat to the king’s right, her deep brown eyes kind and keen, taking in every detail.

			The captain of the Persian royal guard marched into the marble-tiled throne room, his boot heels clacking on the floor. He knelt. “Your Highness. Regretfully, I have bad news...” His eyes flicked to the queen.

			Vashti tilted her head. “I am no wilting flower, Captain. You may give His Highness all the details.”

			The captain bowed. “A baker’s wife was found early this morning in a pool of her own blood, her body shredded as if by a wild beast. Some of her entrails were missing.”

			“Another murder,” the king hissed, his mouth a thin line. “The people expect order to be maintained. The longer these gruesome murders continue, the weaker we look.” His nostrils flared. “Dismissed.”

			Vashti frowned but held her tongue. What matter how you look? People are dying.

			The king extended his ringed forefinger, stopping inches from Haman’s nose. “Put an end to this problem.”

			The viceroy nodded. “Yes, Your Highness. I shall increase the frequency of patrols at once.”
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			That moonless night, tendrils of dense fog wound through the streets of Shushan. Four soldiers made their assigned rounds, grumbling about night duty. They entered the Jewish Quarter bazaar, their steps echoing in the open space. A cool gust raised the hairs on their necks as they threaded among stalls, empty of people and wares.

			Four hands reached for sword hilts at the sound of an elderly woman cackling ahead.

			“Return home,” the sergeant ordered. “It is not safe to be out at this hour.”

			More cackling, this time from behind the soldiers.

			They spun and drew their weapons, steel hissing on scabbards. Spying no one, the sergeant huffed. “We have no time for games, old crone. Come on, men. Let’s finish our patrol.”

			They continued past more stalls. The soldiers halted abruptly, hands covering noses as a charnel stench hit them like a clenched fist. “Ugh. Must be near a slaughterhouse,” the sergeant said, making the sign against the evil eye.

			“No,” the soldier at the rear of the group replied. “The slaughterhouse isn’t—”

			The others turned at his aborted reply. Blood spurted from three parallel gashes across the soldier’s neck, his assailant nowhere to be seen. He collapsed to the cobblestones grasping his neck and thrashing briefly.

			A chill clutched the soldiers’ hearts. Terror extinguished their courage like wind snuffing a candle. They fled on quaking legs, abandoning their mercifully dead comrade in a darkness fraught with stomach-churning, slavering sounds.
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			The following day at court, Vashti whispered in the king’s ear. “My Lord, it appears the captain bears ill tidings yet again.”

			The officer approached and knelt, swallowing hard before relaying news of the latest murder.

			King Ahasuerus scowled, waving a hand as if shooing a fly. “Have those three executed. Cowardly soldiers do not reflect well upon us.”

			Vashti met the captain’s eyes. The murders must stop. “You say the soldiers heard an old woman’s voice but never saw her?”

			“Yes, Your Highness.”

			She frowned. “Is there a pattern to the attacks, similarities in the victims or timing?”

			The captain’s brow furrowed. “They have all taken place at night, Your Highness. Except for the soldier last night, the victims have been young women.” His eyes widened. “And now that I think upon it, the murders occurred in the Jewish Quarter.”

			Vashti leaned forward. “All of them?”

			“Yes, Your Highness.”

			“You may go, Captain.” As the king harangued Haman, Vashti closed her eyes.

			Why are Jews being attacked and by whom...or what? Haman’s soldiers have proven ineffective. And I possess ability in that regard. I could don a disguise and slip out of the palace at night.

			Vashti shook her head. Ahasuerus would be furious if such unqueenly nocturnal activities were discovered. That would emasculate him further in the public’s eyes. And my royal stature is no guarantee of safety. I would be risking my life.

			She sighed. Yet if I do nothing, the death toll will mount. It is my duty to protect my subjects. Still, only a fool jumps into the dark. If I am to do this, I shall arm myself with knowledge as well as a blade.
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			That afternoon, Vashti visited the royal sword master, Mordecai, grey-haired but still nimble.

			The queen dismissed her servants to speak with him in private. “It is good to see you, my friend.”

			Mordecai smiled, warm eyes twinkling. “And you, My Queen. Has my best student maintained her secret sword skills?”

			“Ha.” Vashti pointed at a rack of weapons. “Care to find out?”

			“Well answered.” He bowed. “But it would be unseemly for you to work up a royal sweat.”

			Laughing, Vashti took his hands warmly in hers. “Ah, you are a paragon of propriety, particularly when it saves you from a thrashing.”

			Mordecai bowed, flourishing his arms in exaggerated courtesy.

			Vashti related what she knew about the rash of murders.

			The sword master frowned. “I fear this may be the work of an al or dev demon.”

			Vashti tilted her head.

			Mordecai paced, his expression souring. “Dev and al are servants of Ahriman, the spirit of evil. Dev are half man, half beast. Al look like bony old women with stringy hair, fangs, and razor-sharp claws. Their preferred victims are pregnant women.”

			Vashti froze in mid-step, her mouth agape in horror.

			“Oh, it is worse.” Mordecai’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Most demons are invisible. And they cannot be killed by men. Those poor soldiers stood no chance.” He shook his head.

			Drawing a highly polished sword, Vashti admired the blade. “But I am no man.”

			Mordecai nodded. “Indeed. A female warrior such as yourself can kill one by cutting off its head.”

			Vashti took a practice swipe, the steel whistling through the air. “But how does one behead an unseen opponent?”

			Mordecai stepped to an ornate walnut cabinet and unlocked it. “By first making them visible. Most demons exude an awful smell warning of their unseen presence.” He withdrew a small, wooden ratchet noisemaker. “The runes inscribed on this ancient grogger magically enhance its cacophonous noise, rendering demons visible.” Mordecai handed Vashti the grogger and a cane.

			Vashti returned her sword to the rack and accepted the items. “Thank you. A cane?” She turned it in her hand. “And a heavy one, at that.”

			Mordecai winked. “A queen cannot openly carry a weapon. What would people say? Depress the small button at the top to unlock the thin sword concealed within.”

			Vashti grinned. “Perfect. How can I thank you, Mordecai.”

			He bowed. “By not becoming another bloody corpse, My Queen. I wish I could do more to protect you.”
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			Wearing black clothing and mask, Vashti snuck out of the palace and into the night. Sword-cane in her left hand, she rode to the Jewish Quarter. The string of inexplicable murders left the midnight streets empty.

			Hours passed. I should return to the palace.

			Labored breathing emanated from an alleyway.

			Thick clouds blotted out the starlight, leaving the windowless alley in inky darkness. A chill raced up Vashti’s spine. Courage. Do what you came to do. She dismounted, drew her sword, and advanced, sweeping the wooden portion of the cane back and forth like a blind person.

			Faint sounds of shuffling drew her further into the alley. Vashti’s heart pounded. Her hand tightened on her sword as she reminded herself, Being brave does not mean one feels no fear, only that one performs their duty regardless.

			A scream broke the eerie silence at the same time a foul smell roiled about Vashti.

			An al demon!

			Powerful hands grasped her throat from behind.

			Quickly! Vashti lunged forward with her left foot and pivoted rapidly to her right, slashing her blade at neck height. She felt resistance as if her blade sliced through rotted wood.

			The throttling hands released her neck, followed by the sounds of a head and body toppling to the ground.

			Vashti dropped to one knee and felt with her left hand, soon locating the prone body. Claws will tell me if this is a demon. As Vashti slid her hand down her foe’s arm, its body crumbled to ash. The demon’s stink dissipated almost immediately.

			I have my answer. Hands shaking, Vashti stood, her face ashen. It nearly killed me, but that demon will murder no more.
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			For weeks thereafter, dark-costumed Vashti ventured out at night to defend her people, often returning with black demon blood on her blade. Despite her successes, the murderous al continued to take a deadly toll.

			To avoid inciting the king’s suspicion, Vashti could not sleep late. She dragged herself to breakfast with her husband each day at their accustomed time.

			It is as if for every demon I destroy, another is summoned. Without sufficient sleep, I cannot continue. I am stretched too thin. Her eyelids drooped with fatigue. Worse, my weariness slows my reactions. Last night my dulled reflexes almost cost me my life. She reached for a silver bowl of fresh mulberries, wincing at the pain of the wounds gouged in her shoulder.

			The king turned to her. “Where were you last night?”

			Vashti sat up. “My lord?”

			“The question is clear, is it not?” Ahasuerus grimaced. “I came to my wife’s bedroom in the middle of the night, hoping to find you wearing nothing but your crown. Instead, I found only an empty bed. Most vexing. Shall I focus my attention on concubines? A new one, Esther, is quite fetching.”

			Think! “My apologies, Lord. I could not sleep, being troubled by all this talk of demons stalking Shushan. I rose and searched the royal library with the hope of uncovering mention of a weapon to combat them. Sadly, I found none.”

			The king turned his head as Haman entered the room. “Ah, our trusty viceroy. Come join us.”

			Haman took a seat. “Thank you, Your Highness.” He turned to Vashti, no warmth in his eyes. “I heard talk of demons. There is an abandoned school on Awan Street that is rumored to hold an ancient relic. The magical glow of the Bright Blade is said to destroy all demons it illuminates.”

			Ahasuerus snorted. “Such legends are nonsense.”

			“Yes, Lord,” Haman replied.

			Vashti nodded in apparent agreement. I shall visit the school tonight. A weapon like that would help me stop the killings.
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			That night, Vashti again cloaked herself in black and snuck out of the palace, stumbling with fatigue. Dragging herself into the saddle, she guided her steed to Awan Street, horseshoes clattering on the cobblestones. After taking a wrong turn in her exhaustion, Vashti arrived at the dark, abandoned school and dismounted. She lit a lantern and tiptoed, the light in her left hand, unsheathed sword in her right.

			The bronze lock on the imposing stone building’s front door was broken long ago. Vashti shoved her shoulder against the thick door. It grudgingly gave way, the rusty hinges squeaking as if to announce her arrival. She grimaced at the noise.

			Holding the lantern aloft, Vashti inspected the formerly grand entry area opening onto two wide hallways. Greyed by age, dust, and cobwebs, the room seemed more like a high-roofed mausoleum than a welcoming foyer. She shivered.

			Vashti slid silently down the left-hand corridor, the shadows cast by her lantern dancing like evil spirits along the walls. When a foul odor reached her, Vashti’s pulse raced. A demon. She raised her sword, taking a defensive posture. But no swipes from rending claws and no blood-curdling scream followed. Ah. It must be the smell of animal droppings. I should have expected that in an abandoned building, she belatedly recognized, her mind numbed by exhaustion.

			I must check every room to find the Bright Blade. Her shoulders sagged at the prospect of a prolonged search.

			Vashti worked methodically, checking each room along the left-hand corridor. Most were devoid of furniture and books. Perhaps the poor took what they could sell or use as firewood. The only evidence of recent habitation were piles of foul-smelling trash, some home to vermin, guessing by the shredded paper nests and mouse droppings. Tattered curtains dangled lifelessly in front of open windows like corpse eyelids. Vashti tapped the walls and inspected the flooring, searching for hidden compartments. She found none.

			Vashti worked her way back to the entry area, feet dragging with fatigue. Now to check the right-hand hallway, though a school seems like an odd place to store a magical relic, she finally realized through her fogged mind. I must hurry, the lantern oil is almost gone.

			Halfway through the exploration of the rooms, Vashti pulled up short at the sound of faint rustling from behind a closed door. Is this a demon? Hairs on the back of her neck stood up. Struggling to control her rapid breath, she crept forward to listen. Nothing. Her hands shook as she set the lantern on the floor, threw open the door, and charged in, sword held high.

			At a gravelly scream, Vashti’s heart nearly burst from her chest. She pivoted right, extending her sword.

			“Please don’t hurt me,” an elderly man begged, wrapped in a stained tablecloth used as a blanket. “I only seek shelter from the cold night.”

			Vashti let out an explosive breath of relief, though she suddenly shivered. My tired mind must be playing tricks on me at his mention of cold. She lowered her weapon. “I will not harm you. In your time here, have you seen a sword? It would have—”

			Stench slammed into Vashti like a physical attack. “Demon!”

			His eyes wide with terror, the man screamed.

			Vashti spun to face the doorway, her pulse racing. She scrambled back into a corner to protect her flanks, stumbling over some refuse in her fatigue. She slashed back and forth, weaving a defensive barrier with her sword. The grogger. The sound will make the demon visible. She frantically reached into her left cloak pocket for the noisemaker. Her hand grasped only air, for in her sleep-deprived state she had forgotten to bring the grogger from the palace.

			Vashti struggled to breathe. Fear squeezed her lungs like millstones crushing grain. My sword keeps the demon at bay, but I cannot maintain this effort for long. I am doomed.

			The man howled in fear again. He flailed his arms, but something held his body in an iron grip. Neck muscles corded as his head was yanked back by an unseen foe.

			The demon! Anger blossomed in Vashti’s chest. If I am to die, better I do so trying to save another. Snarling, Vashti advanced.

			The invisible murderer tore out the man’s throat, blood spraying in all directions.

			His scream changed to a stomach-wrenching gurgle as blood drowned his cries.

			I was too slow, Heaven forgive me.

			Blood sprayed onto the lower half of an otherwise invisible assailant. The gore outlined a tattered, gauzy dress and a pair of elderly woman’s bare feet—feet that ended in sharp talons.

			The demon!

			It hissed, lurching toward the queen.

			Vashti roared in defiance and counter-charged, dodging left and hacking horizontally where the demon’s neck should be.

			With the sound of a body and head tumbling to the floor, the demon’s reek dissipated.

			Breathing hard, Vashti dropped to her knees and sobbed. If I had only remembered the grogger, that poor man would not have died. I will not have more innocent blood on my hands. There must be another way.
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			The following day, plagued by frustration and guilt, Vashti pleaded feeling unwell to her handmaidens. She remained abed all morning. A school seems an odd abode for a powerful relic. Was Haman mistaken? Or was he intentionally misleading, and if so, to what purpose?

			Vashti paced the exquisitely detailed woven rug of her private bedroom. I cannot abide the thought of others risking their lives fighting demons. But last night, another paid the price of my hubris. I cannot do it all myself. She sighed at the recognition that had it not been for blind luck, she would have died as well, leaving her citizens without a protector.

			Arriving at her decision, Vashti dressed, took up a rolled parchment, and paid a private call on Mordecai at his palace office. She conveyed all that had transpired and requested aid.

			Mordecai nodded, his wrinkled brow smoothing. “My Queen, it gladdens my heart you have reached this decision. Since your first mention of demons, I feared you would find yourself overmatched despite your skill and valor. So...” He bowed, smiling. “I took the liberty of secretly training and equipping six female warriors as demon hunters.”

			“Bless you.” The queen hugged Mordecai, who blushed at the warm-hearted impropriety. “That is welcome news, indeed.” Vashti unrolled the parchment she brought. “On this map, I marked the locations of the unexplained nighttime murders and where I dispatched demons. Please assign demon hunters to scour the entire Jewish Quarter. Spread the duties so each of us goes without sleep only one night a week—a pace we can sustain.”

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The following week, a much-refreshed Vashti visited her sword master for the third time.

			“What is wrong, Your Highness?” Mordecai asked. “A demon has been dispatched nightly since we last spoke.”

			Vashti shook her head. “That may be, but the nocturnal murders continue. May I see the map?”

			Mordecai spread out the parchment on his desk.

			Vashti added the locations of the latest deaths and stared for several minutes before exclaiming, “Heavens! Look at this.” She traced her finger along the map markings to roughly outline a five-pointed star.

			Mordecai’s eyes widened. “A pentacle. Pentacles are used for summoning demons.”

			“Yes.” Vashti nodded. “And note what lies at the center of the pentacle.”

			Mordecai gasped. “The Jewish Quarter cemetery.”

			Vashti tapped the map with a forefinger, her jaw set. “I shall hunt there tonight.”
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			The midnight moon wrung wan shadows from the gravestones, the illumination sufficient that Vashti needed no lantern to find her way. She crept between the monuments, sword in her right hand and grogger in her left. Goosebumps rose on her arms, though whether from the cold night breeze or fear, she could not say.

			Vashti spun at the sound of leaves rustling behind her. Only a mouse. Calm yourself. She continued her patrol, her sense of foreboding only heightening at the sound of what might’ve been faint footsteps. Is someone following me?

			At a sudden hoot above, Vashti started. Only an owl. Keep moving. She passed through a small stand of trees. Snuffling and snorting? A boar rooting around for food? She scanned the area. She saw no boar, but a man cloaked in shadow stepped out from behind a mausoleum. Vashti pointed her sword at him, her brow furrowing. “Who are you?”

			Unearthly porcine barks and grunts halted Vashti in her tracks. Her pulse thundered in her ears. Where are those coming from? The wind shifted toward her, bearing a strong musky fetor. Vashti’s stomach twisted at the overpoweringly foul odor. Demon! She twirled the grogger in her left hand, the ratchet emanating a raucous clacking.

			A seven-foot-tall dev appeared several yards in front of Vashti. The demon resembled a heavily muscled man save for the long-tusked boar head, bristly fur covering its body, and two hooves. With a blood-curdling squeal, it lowered to all fours and charged.

			Vashti crouched. Just before the dev’s tusks would have impaled her, she leaped high, twisting in mid-air. She brought her blade flashing down on the back of the demon’s neck. Her mask fell from her face with the violence of the strike.

			The decapitated dev turned to ash.

			“Well, well,” a familiar voice said from behind Vashti.

			Vashti spun around and scowled. “Haman!”

			He nodded. “I suspected it might be you destroying my demons, but now I am certain.”

			The queen strode toward the viceroy. “Your demons?”

			Haman put a hand on his chest. “I serve the dark lord Ahriman. The Jews of Shushan refuse to bow down to any but their own god. Such resistance cannot be tolerated.” He tilted his head. “But tell me, why do you defend them? You could wield great power if you joined me.”

			Vashti narrowed her eyes. “Never. A true queen protects her people.” She leveled her sword at Haman. “Draw your weapon, traitor.”

			Haman replied with a mirthless laugh. “Oh, I do not fight fair.” His eyes glowed red, and with a quick upward gesture he magically plucked the grogger from Vashti’s hand. His eyes glowed again, followed by grunting and snorting sounds to either side of Vashti.

			He’s summoned two more dev! Without my grogger, I cannot make them visible. Vashti retreated into the trees.

			Unseen hooves tore chunks of turf from the ground as the dev pursued.

			The trunks will stop them from coming straight at me, but the trees also stop me from slashing with my sword. Vashti dashed from bole to bole, low-hanging branches snapping off as the demons crashed after her. She gasped for breath. Sooner or later, the dev will strip away all the branches.

			Haman’s laugh echoed through the night—suddenly drowned out by the sound of groggers. The two dev became visible.

			A slender, sword-wielding woman with bound hair and wearing a black mask, pants, and tunic charged at one of the demons.

			Thank goodness! Vashti pivoted to face the unengaged dev. The woman must be a demon hunter, too. But I heard two groggers...

			Haman drew his weapon as a black-cloaked man engaged him.

			Mordecai! But if Haman is a demon, Mordecai cannot kill him. She sprinted out of the trees to give herself room to swing, and the dev followed, snarling with blood lust. As it charged, she rolled to her right and slashed across the demon’s left leg. It tumbled to the ground howling in rage. Vashti leaped forward and decapitated it with a downward cut.

			Mordecai had inflicted two lethal thrusts on Haman, as well as slicing off an ear. The demonic viceroy seemed unfazed by his wounds, though having to fight prevented him from summoning more dev.

			I do not fight fair, either, Vashti thought. With Haman’s attention riveted on Mordecai’s flashing blade, Vashti slipped behind the viceroy and removed his head with a backhanded cut.

			While stabbing its tusks at the female demon hunter, the remaining dev collapsed into ash.

			The sword master exhaled in relief. He handed the queen her fallen mask. “I believe this is yours.”

			“My thanks.” Vashti inclined her head. “And to you,” she directed to Mordecai’s comrade, who sheathed her blade and removed her mask.

			Up close, Vashti noticed the warrior was an uncommonly beautiful woman with long black hair and stunning green eyes.
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			The king soon named Mordecai his new viceroy, and Vashti could not think of a better man for the job.

			Her failure to lavish attention on King Ahasuerus prompted him to replace her, but she was equally happy to be demoted to royal advisor.

			Standing at the periphery of the throne room, Vashti winked at the new queen, Esther, an uncommonly beautiful woman with long black hair and stunning green eyes.

		

	
		
			THE HORSE LEECH HAS TWO MAWS

			– Michael Picco

			Excerpted from the journal of Micha Slauss, Theresienstadt Holocaust Memorial Museum

			They have teeth like swords and fangs like knives.

			They devour the poor from the earth and the needy from among humanity.

			The alukah have two maws—one that bites, 
and another that suckles at the wound.

			Always they cry out: “More! Give us more!

			-The Words of Agur, Proverbs 30:14–16

			They came with us.

			They came with us, moving from body to body in the fetid twilight of the cattle cars—shifting, changing, feeding, masquerading first as children, as misshapen dwarves, as shrunken old women. They came with us as we huddled and cried and grieved, crawling over our bodies like so much vermin as the death trains plodded toward our extinction.

			They came with us. Those…things. Those terrible, dreadful things. The daughters of Lilith. Penanggalan. Wampyr. Alukah.

			I wouldn’t have believed it—at least not before I arrived here. I would have called those who have seen them delusional, mad even! But I, too, have seen them. I, too, have felt their raw caresses, their terrible kisses deep in the dark on those nights when the wind howls and the thunder of the artillery booms off in the distance. I have seen them in those bitter hours before dawn when cold numbed my limbs and the night spilled from the windows, filling my eyes with darkness. I have seen them on those nights when the snow sifted past the gaps in the walls and frost rimed the crude berth on which I lay.

			Yes, I have seen them. God help me—I have seen them.

			They metastasized out of the shadows; scuttling over the walls, arising from between the rough boards, the emaciated limbs, the black bars; stealing from the in-between places that no one ever sees. Even in the stillness of the night, their inky hair churned in a frenzy around their faces, wild and tangled with the darkness. How they whispered and chittered among themselves—gasping, slavering at the bounty before them! Their disembodied heads held aloft by ethereal currents; their pendulous viscera drooping from their ragged necks as they darted among the rafters, oozing a foul and odorous bile in their wake.

			Their eyes—oh, their horrible, horrible eyes—gave no light, they seemed only to absorb it. They drew out my vitality with their gaze, leaving me bereft of warmth or any strength to resist them. They take and they take and they take, giving you back nothing! They leave you weak. Exhausted. Addled. Weary. Yes, so very weary.

			The other prisoners, the ones from the old world, referred to them as the alukah—which roughly translates to “the horse leeches.”1 Though they feed like leeches, they are not. No…they are not. They are something far worse. They are something ancient and terrible, something spun from the sticky webs of fever dreams. They are something from a time—a world—long lost and utterly beyond our mortal ken.

			I found that wakefulness was no remedy, no ward against their touch. For even in that sleepless dread, there was a price to be paid. Blood? Yes, blood certainly; but also a shred of my sanity. A threadbare piece of my soul. There, huddled in the darkness, I’d find myself utterly mesmerized by their gaze; their reddish-black eyes ever fixed on me as they gorged themselves… staring…staring. In those bleak hours before dawn, that’s when I knew terror. Yes, that’s when I truly knew madness.
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			I was once a concert violist—once, long ago, in a life that I no longer recognize.

			I graduated from the Hoch Conservatory in Frankfurt and had secured a position with the prestigious Berliner Staatskapelle2 in ‘39 under Von Karajan3. The critics would say, “Ah, but Micha is so young! So young.” But I was, as they say, a wunderkind. Some even called me a “national treasure.” Perhaps, but whatever. I was a man possessed by a talent greater than myself. I believed that my talent would insulate me from the indignities and cruelties of the world and the war. I believed that my celebrity was greater than the bigotry and hatred that consumed Germany in the flames of the Reich.

			But I was wrong.

			My talent has instead trapped me in a world mutilated beyond all recognition. A nightmare from which I cannot escape. Perhaps I am dead, and this is hell. Perhaps this is the Sheol that my fellow inmates whisper about and pray for under their breath.

			I am not Jewish. No, I am not one of God’s Chosen. But I am certainly one of the damned. For although I do not share their faith, I share their fate. I share one small part of their story. How did I come to be here, to this dreadful place? What is my crime, you ask? Am I here because I am a criminal? No. I am here because I simply loved another man, himself a Jew; but a man no more bound by his faith than I by mine.

			Before the war, before the madness, before the Nazis, there was Arman. He was a gorgeous man: tall with dark, expressive eyes that shone like the sun on the water. He had dignity and kindness about him that far surpassed his years. He was brilliant and kind, thoughtful and expressive. He was my world.

			We met while I was on tour in Copenhagen. He was working at the Le Bodin Haberdashery on St. Kongensgade, one of the most fashionable streets in the city before the war. He actually met and fitted the likes of Hindemith and Schoenberg4! This was long before they slipped away, of course. Long before the madness of the Reich. Arman and I had hoped to do the same, but we acted too late. Too late.

			He died of diphtheria while we were in hiding. I remember waking to find him cold and still lying next to me on Christmas eve. There was frost on his eyelashes.

			He was fortunate. He did not have to witness what followed.

			Arman did not have to see when the Gestapo came for us. He did not have to see the women hurl themselves from their balconies and high windows, their babies clutched to their bosoms as they fell. He did not have to hear the screams as the Nazis sealed off the streets in the middle of the night and went from building to building, shouting into their bullhorns: “Alle Juden raus! Alle Juden raus!”

			No, my beloved Arman did not live to witness those things. He was spared the hellish journey to Theresienstadt. He was spared those four days locked in a cattle car with no food, no water, no light save for what slipped through the slats with the wind and the cold; where we were packed in the darkness so tightly that we had to stagger our breathing; where we stood in our own excrement; where the dead were held upright, pressed close against the living. Oh, how we wailed when the alukah came! How they slithered past our shit-soaked legs, latching onto us. Their bite stinging and burning as their maws burrowed into our flesh. But what could we do? We could barely move! We could not protect ourselves. We could not dislodge them. And so we bled and cried and wailed.

			I think madness took many of my fellows on that journey. At least, it did for those that the alukah did not take.

			When at last we arrived at Bohusovice (Bauschowitz)5—weak, bleary-eyed, crazed by our journey, stumbling from the boxcars—how we wailed and gaped in the brisk mountain air! But before we could even gather our wits, we were marched—herded, like so many cattle—down a dark and narrow road toward a long, grassy, flat-topped hill.

			Cursing and shoving the old and young alike, the soldiers barked, “Eile! Eile!” driving us through the twilight toward the main gate—a fortified archway with ARBEIT MACHT FREI painted crudely over it. “Arbeit Macht Frei,”6 a cruel, cruel joke. Only death will free us.

			I remember how the grass looked in the gloom that night: silvery and sharp. Out in the darkness, you could see the flash of the alukah’s eyes as they floated among the trees. Watching…watching.

			We were told that we were bound for a “spa settlement”—a retirement community for the more prominent members of our community, yes, but also for the elderly. But in reality, Theresienstadt was merely a waystation on the journey to Auschwitz, Majdanek, and Treblinka in the East. The ancient fortress in Terezín had been transformed by the Nazis into a sort of hybrid prison camp: part ghetto, part labor camp, part Potemkin village.

			It was only because Viktor Ulmann7 recognized me that I was spared the fate of many of my fellow prisoners. Pulling me aside, staggering and dazed from the wretched mass of humanity, his affected exuberance only deepened my confusion. As the guards scrutinized us, he extolled the virtues of the camp. The tiny man prattled on and on, informing me of an upcoming visit by the International Committee of the Red Cross; of a new government project that was going to be filmed here; of all the “exciting” new improvements that our ghetto cum prison held. There were, he said breathlessly, “So many opportunities!” As he escorted me through the deserted streets of the ghetto, he glanced back only long enough to tell me that it was considerably less crowded now that the “settlements” in the East were nearing completion.

			Such was the delusion of those held in captivity there. A delusion or perhaps a defense mechanism. It doesn’t matter which, I suppose.

			At last, we reached a dusty and barren courtyard just outside the dismal communal barracks—the Sudeten Barracks—where I was to be housed. Inside, long rows of bunk beds (hardly more than stout wooden shelves stacked floor-to-ceiling) ran along the outer walls and down the center of a large room. A single lightbulb hung down from a twisted cord, casting a dim and jaundiced radiance over the place. The light seemed to accentuate the gloom rather than dispel it. Viktor shuffled to a vacant space near the rear of the barracks where the berths were nearly empty, ushering me to a plot that was little more than a niche. He snatched up a bloated but slow-moving bed bug and absently squashed it between his fingers as he hastily explained our rehearsal schedule. I heard the tiniest pop and glimpsed something black and vile drip from his fingers.

			I think that I wept then.

			Viktor shifted uncomfortably, smearing a bloody streak across a well-worn kerchief that he drew from his pocket. He promised that my personal effects, including my viola,8 would “arrive soon.” Seeing that his words had little effect on me, he sighed and then shambled away, leaving me to ponder the narrow sepulcher where I would lie.

			How many prisoners had passed this way, sharing this very bunk? How many had laid their heads here and stared up into the darkness? How many had slumbered here? Where were they now? Had they been “resettled” in the camps to the east or had they fallen prey to typhus or diphtheria or scarlet fever as so many had in Warsaw?

			How many had died in this very spot?

			Looking around at the figures huddled nearby under their threadbare blankets, the contour of their bones stark in the dreary light, it was all too clear that Theresienstadt was not the panacea we’d been promised. No. This was not a new life or a new beginning. It was not a “new city for the Jews,” not a “cultural preserve” but just another ghetto where the Reich’s “inferior races” could be disposed of…forgotten. We had, all of us, heard the stories. The rumors of the death camps. The wholesale slaughter of entire communities. Genocide. But we chalked it up to Bolshevik propaganda. Now, looking at the empty shelf, I wondered if the rumors were true. Were there death camps? Was this one of them?

			We didn’t know. We didn’t know.
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			How the alukah escaped the Nazis’ attention I do not know. How they eluded the guards and the hounds and the inspections and the searchlights, I do not know. As I said, the creatures dwell in the in-between spaces of the world. They are seen only when they wish to be seen. And then, only as they come to feed. I think that they appear only to the cursed, to the damned. They prey on the weak, the vulnerable. I think that’s what drew them here—to Theresienstadt—to this “cleft in the Earth through which hell could be seen.” They are demons drawn to the misery here.

			Yes, the alukah are demons…what else could they be? To believe otherwise was madness. Perhaps the truth was just too horrible to accept. Yes, “that way madness lies; let me shun that.”9

			In those grim hours before dawn, I would finger the strange Y-shaped scars on my shins, telling myself that they had been caused by something else. The keloid pock of some strange disease or an injury; something that had escaped my prior notice. Perhaps, in order to preserve my sanity, I simply repressed the memories of my encounters with the alukah, suppressing them until they receded to a distant and surreal memory. Still, it often seemed as though my mind itself had been scarred and a thick callus had grown over the memory of my journey here. Perhaps it was the alukah themselves that clouded my thoughts, shrouded my memories. Perhaps they made me doubt—made me try to explain away—the very scars that proved that they existed.

			During the winter of ‘44, I spent many long and sleepless nights tracing my scars, weary and ever watchful, for reasons I couldn’t entirely reconcile.

			In Theresienstadt, one horror was quickly supplanted by another, and what once terrified and traumatized became ever more unreal and unclear. How I would whisper, “No…no…no…this can’t be happening,” only to see the validation reflected in another’s eyes. In the ghetto, in order to cope with what you’d seen, you had to doubt what you’d seen. With doubt, you can forget. Memory can be a merciful shroud, veiling the worst of parts of our lives.

			As can madness, I suppose.

			So lost was I in my own despair, my own desperation, I didn’t realize that the alukah had shifted their attention to others at the camp. It shames me to say it, but I was so preoccupied with my own suffering that I failed to notice the suffering of my fellows.

			It was, perhaps, the vitality of youth that kept me from succumbing to the predations of the alukah and to the deprivations of the camp in general. Would it be cliché of me to say that it was my music that kept me alive when nothing else seemed to? It’s a romantic notion, something that I’d tell myself when the sobs choked me and the vermin crawled all over me. “At least I have my music,” I’d whisper as the wind howled, drowning out the feeble moans of the men pressed against me for warmth.

			But reality is far less romantic. In Theresienstadt, there was only one thing that mattered: survival.

			Still, I suppose I should be thankful that I was spared the more arduous and loathsome tasks assigned to my fellow prisoners. I was not a part of the Aufbaukommando—those who labored in the mines of Kladno, buried the dead, or cared for the sick and the dying. Indeed, my talent spared me from those odious labors, at least for a while. And yet, even then, I did what I had to do in order to survive. I performed until my fingers bled and I could no longer lift my arms. I performed until my eyes ran out of tears and I could hear the music echoing in my dreams. As the endless days turned into months, and the months turned to years, I began to feel more like an elaborate marionette instead of a musician.

			As part of the Freizeitgestaltung, the conservatory endlessly performed “Ride of The Valkyries,” “Summer” (from The Four Seasons), “Also sprach Zarathustra,” “Sieg Heil Viktoria,” and “Deutschland, du Land der Treue,” all much to the delight of Sturmbannführer Rahm10 and the families of the SS who were stationed here—and, more importantly, to the dubious international observers who occasionally visited Theresienstadt. And each day, we would be marched out to the railway platform and forced to perform while the new “residents” arrived. To preserve the illusion that this place was safe. That there was some sanctuary to be found here. That Theresienstadt was indeed the end of the line.

			But, as with so many things the Nazis professed, this was the skin of truth stuffed with lies.

			Still, we performed. We survived. Even though our performances became ever more lifeless—soulless—an anathema to our hearts, we performed. Viktor sensed it, but he could not counter it11. Perhaps he came to realize, as I had, that over time we had leached out all the emotion and substance from the compositions. It was as though we had somehow drawn the very essence of the music from the lieders and opern and märsche simply in order to sustain us. We were the ghouls who plied the music. We cultivated and harvested the bitter notes. We fed on the melody itself, chewing its wretched bones until they were gnawed and brittle and ragged and lacking any substance.

			So lost was I in the misery of this routine that I failed to register the strange behavior of some of the new arrivals to the camp. They would stand before our ensemble silent and eerily still, their lusterless eyes unfocused and dazed. They seemed utterly mesmerized by the music as the wretched masses plodded by. Only when we paused between numbers would they shake off their reverie, disappearing into the crowds without a trace.
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			By the fall of ‘44, the Nazis dropped all pretenses that Theresienstadt was anything less than a waystation to the death camps. The facade that we had so meticulously prepared for the International Red Cross visit was stripped away, revealing the voracious nature of the ghetto.

			Gone were the flowers we had planted. Gone were the good shoes and clothing we were provided. Gone were the additional rations. By the end of the summer, the Jewish Council of Elders was disbanded, and with it, so, too, was the orchestra. Victor and his wife and most of the Jewish musicians were sent on to the east in October, nearly on the heels of the Red Cross observers. It was a very hard time. We had been given hope, only to have it snatched away once again.

			We were devastated.

			That winter, my knowledge of rarified and antique musical instruments drew the attention of the Nazis, and I was pressed into inventorying the orchestra’s now unused cache. I was to evaluate each instrument’s utility and estimate its relative value so it could be shipped back to Berlin. It was a simple enough task, but given the large inventory it was a time consuming one. I suspected, too, that this might be the last labor I was to perform before being liquidated, myself, so I tarried as much as I could without arousing suspicion or the ire of the SS.

			To this end, I was granted special privileges. Since the abandoned studio was located on the other side of the camp from the Sudeten Barracks, I was allowed to stay there overnight in order to expedite my task. By that time, the Czechoslovakians who guarded the camp were increasingly deserting their posts, and I suspect that my confinement to the studio (where I would not need to be guarded) was born of necessity rather than convenience…but no matter.

			Each day at dusk the doors would be chained and I would be locked inside, alone but for the instruments and the memory of music made here. While I welcomed my newfound solitude, the studio was drafty and unheated, and I came to miss the warmth and camaraderie of my fellow prisoners, especially at night. As evening fell, I huddled and shivered among the stacks of instrument cases, ever weary of the shadows and scuttling in the walls.

			As the weeks passed, my work at the studio consumed me and insulated me from the grief and death that revisited Theresienstadt that winter. The progress of the war, the rise of deportations to the east, these things barely registered on my distracted mind. I had difficulties concentrating since moving into the studio. I felt more isolated, more alone and hopeless than ever before.

			On those grim and dreary nights, when sleep evaded me and the cold harried me from my pallet, I would take up my viola and ply its tender strings. Not for the Nazis’ pleasure—no—but to dispel the misery in my heart, if only for a moment or two. As the night closed about me, I would play half-remembered passages from my youth—“An Ode to Joy,” “Badinerie,” “Flight of the Bumblebee,” and the like—anything that my aching heart remembered. The melodies echoed through the empty hall, a thin and lonely wail in the darkness but one that brought me a modicum of relief. There is some refuge in music, I suppose, even for the damned.

			It was naive of me to think that my playing went unnoticed.

			It was on one such weary night, in that vague and sleepless hour before dawn, when once again I took up my bow, intent on dispelling the shadows that seemed to coalesce around me. The wind howled in the darkness outside, and off in the distance the rolling peal of thunder echoed through the forests and across the rolling hills. It would be several hours before the guards came to unchain the studio door, and yet I was unwilling to take up my inventorying tasks at such an early hour. It was cold, and I hoped that in playing I might generate some body heat to ease my shivering. And so I played, as I often did, unaware that one of my inhuman tormentors was malingering in the darkness.

			I didn’t see it right away. Perhaps it was some subtle movement that drew my eye to her…I cannot say. Yet there, in the still twilight of the empty hall, I glimpsed two silvery eyes wreathed in the shadows; a tiny silhouette, a shadow cut from the greater gloom. The figure stood so perfectly still that I wondered if my eyes deceived me. If it was not some trick of the light, a shadow cast from the stacks of musical instruments, a reflection from the bell of a horn I had set aside. Distracted by the sight, my melody drifted away. I set my viola down and lifted up my small kerosene lamp. There, at the edge of the stage stood a child—a girl—no more than ten years old. Her face was streaked with grime and her clothes hung in tatters from her slender shoulders.

			Startled, I called out, and when the child did not answer, I rose to approach her. But as I did so, the girl’s face began to transform. Her plain and innocent smile contorted and twisted into a grotesque scowl. She uttered something under her breath—a foul incantation that caused the air around her head to roil and churn; some sort of shimmering heat mirage that seemed to further twist and distort her tender features.

			A chill washed over me. What was happening? How…? Was I dreaming?

			Stunned, I watched the flesh around her neck blister and peel. Then, to my singular horror, I watched as her head began to tear free from her body!

			God help me…even now, the terror of what I witnessed consumes me!

			I stood utterly agape, frozen, as her pallid throat stretched, rending itself into long bloodless ribbons. These hung from her head as the flesh pulled away, dragging behind them the thing’s pale, ghastly viscera. In seconds, the thing’s head levitated free, its hair a cyclone around its face in the still and stagnant air.

			I stumbled backward then, lost in my terror, the oil lamp slipping from my numb fingers. The Feuerhand sputtered, the impact dislodging the wick so that only a faint wisp of flame remained. The hall was plunged into darkness, and from that darkness came a low and hateful hiss. My legs failed me as I fell onto the floor. A string of foul and dire curses whispered from the shadows, so alien and yet so familiar, like something from a nightmare.12 The darkness began to close around me—a darkness deeper than the dawning light. As my consciousness faded, the thing’s severed head hovered over me.

			It was no longer a girl. No. This was something not even remotely human. I realized then that it was the alukah—the nightmare, the horror I had long denied—that had come for me at last. The grisly thing leaned forward, its ghastly face inches from mine. From its slavering mouth extended a second tubular maw, one lined with row after row of hooked and umber teeth.

			In a final, desperate act, my hand fumbled in the darkness, closing at last on the spilled oil lamp. How my flesh sizzled as I gasped the scorching flue! In that limitless moment, I watched the kerosene spilling out from the font, igniting as I slammed the lamp into the thing’s wretched grin.

			The bulb shattered, spilling liquid fire into its maw, coating its face with flames and igniting its swirling hair. How the thing howled as it reeled away—a blazing mass of smoke and burning flesh! I rolled away, trying to extinguish the fire that had cascaded over my hand, so I did not witness its body as it pawed blindly toward me, struggling to somehow extinguish the flames that consumed its dismembered head.

			But it was too late…too late.

			The creature’s screams went on for several minutes as the blaze consumed it. Its head came to rest, charred and broken, mere inches from its body. I quickly extinguished the rapidly guttering flames but needn’t have bothered. Once its flesh and hair had been consumed, all that remained was its smoldering skull. I grasped my scorched hand, the pain anchoring me to consciousness. That I was in shock, there is no doubt. I huddled there in the twilight, my mind dangling over a chasm of madness.

			I sat gaping at the remains of the dreadful thing, until at last, dawn broke through the high, filthy windows. The dawn’s gentle light sifted through the tendrils of smoke as they lifted from the creature’s charred brow. And then, to my horror, I watched its body disintegrate. The alukah simply rotted away before my eyes. Everywhere the sun touched, the rot took root, until all that remained were a few festering bones tangled in the thing’s ragged clothes.

			End excerpt.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Addendum

			Date: May 12, 1945

			Location: Theresienstadt Internment Camp, Protectorate of Bohemia / Moravia

			To: ICRC Commission Study of Conventions for the Protection of War Victims

			From: Irina F. Setrova, Acting Operations Supervisor at Theresienstadt, ICRC.

			At 1500 hours, Russian Army reconnaissance forces discovered the grave of thirteen women of various ages in the crawlspace of the Western Barracks. According to inmates, this barracks was used to house the children interred at Theresienstadt. This discovery bears particular mention because the bodies had been decapitated and their internal organs removed. To date, the heads have not been recovered.

			Autopsies performed by the ICRC forensics team revealed that the bodies were partially mummified and seem to have been preserved with a combination of vinegar and alkaline salts. The condition of the bodies indicates that they were interred within the last year. No identification was found on the bodies themselves, although several bore extensive tattoos especially around their hands and shoulders. These tattoos were written in an as yet unidentified language (see photos attached to this report). The autopsies further revealed that the bodies had been entirely drained of blood prior to burial. The bodies were subsequently cremated at Theresienstadt on May 13, 1945 at 1800.

			Individual autopsy reports are attached.13

			

			
				
					1	 In Hebrew, alukah means “horseleech”—a type of leech with many teeth that feeds on the throats of cattle. According to the Biblical scholars I have spoken to, alukah can also mean “blood-lusting monster.” Historically, the alukah have been closely associated with Lilith or are thought to be her direct descendants. Some describe them as a “Hebrew succubus,” some horrific variety of vampire. Others describe the alukah as simply demons appearing mainly in rabbinic literature. The only Biblical reference I have found to this creature is paraphrased at the start of this journal. 

				

				
					2	 The Berliner Staatskapelle: The Royal Orchestra. The Orchestra of Frederick The Great.

				

				
					3	 Das Wunder Karajan, as the Generalmusikdirektor was known in certain circles, and a title that was well deserved. 

				

				
					4	 Paul Hindemith is a prolific German composer, violist, violinist, teacher, and conductor—a legend. Arnold Schoenberg is an Austrian-born composer, music theorist, teacher, and writer—a man I admire greatly and sought to emulate before the war overtook my life.

				

				
					5	 The Railway Station at Terezín.

				

				
					6	 Loosely translated this means: “Work Will Free You.” Someone’s idea of a joke? A play on words from Scripture? Perhaps. 

				

				
					7	 Theresienstadt’s conductor for the Studio for Modern Music. I was fortunate to perform his opera Der Kaiser von Atlantis before he was sent on to Auschwitz.

				

				
					8	 Not the Gustave Bernardel, no! That was left with Von Karajan prior to our exodus from Berlin—for safekeeping, you see, until we “returned.” Ah, how naive we were!

				

				
					9	 A line from King Lear, although the exact act and line escapes me.

				

				
					10	 The Commandant of Theresienstadt.

				

				
					11	 “To play a wrong note is insignificant; to play without passion is inexcusable.” I never fully appreciated Beethoven’s sentiment until now.

				

				
					12	 Did it utter my name? I do not remember now…

				

				
					13	 L’extermination des Juifs en Protectorat de Bohême / Moravie: Dépositions de Témoins Oculaires : [les Camps D’extermination] en Bref. (Brief of the extermination of Jews in Theresienstadt, Protectorate of Bohemia / Moravia, eyewitness statements), International Committee of the Red Cross, Pages xxi-xxii. May, 1945.

				

			

		

	
		
			THE RABBI’S WIFE

			– Simon Rosenberg

			Rabbi Fishel Blatt had the opposite of charisma. I met him at a Jewish Society bagel brunch in fresher’s week, and my first thought was, Who would hire a guy like this to be a student chaplain?

			He was a twitchy black-hat who stunk of herring and mumbled into his ZZ Top beard. His handshake was so wet I had to wipe my hand on my jeans. But I’d been brought up to respect rabbis, so I accepted his invitation to Friday night dinner.

			I went with Steven Pinkus, who was in my halls. I was glad of his company on the long walk to a strange house through a strange suburb in a strange city. The chaplain’s door was the only one with a mezuzah. In the street where I grew up in North London, almost every house had one.

			Fishel’s shifty eyes and halting conversation weren’t exactly welcoming, but the Shabbos table was immaculate. White cloth, covered challahs, lit candles. In a studenty twist to the standard set up, the kiddush wine was flanked by whiskey and vodka.

			“White or yellow?” Fishel took our orders and filled a pair of shot glasses to the brim. He mumbled a dispassionate kiddush and knocked back an entire becher of vodka. He refilled our glasses, muttering something about the quantities of wine specified in Masechet Brachot and shochelled in his seat, quoting unintelligibly from the Talmud.

			Steven and I read each other’s minds across the table. How long would we have to stay here? Weren’t there other students coming? Girls, maybe?

			The doorbell rang. Fishel bristled like a shocked cat. Only someone with little religious upbringing would ring a rabbi’s doorbell on Shabbos. This was promising.

			Fishel went to answer the door. Steven pulled an imaginary rope around his neck and stuck his tongue out. I shot myself through the head with my fingers.

			“Fucking hell,” Steven whispered. “I hope—” He stiffened and went quiet, his eyes fixed over my shoulder.

			I turned around. And my heart stopped.

			A tall, slender woman stood in the kitchen doorway carrying a tray of chicken soup. She was dressed modestly, but nothing about her was modest. Her satin blouse was buttoned so tight at the neck that it pinched the skin. Its billowy folds hinted at the fullness of her chest. A gold chain accentuated the sensuality of her waist. Her long, black skirt clung just enough that I could make out every curve. The nip of her hips, the slope where her stomach recessed between her legs. Her hair was—well, her hair was a wig. But it was better than normal hair. Lustrous, moist chestnut ringlets. I wanted to wrap them round my fingers.

			I knew that when I went back to my halls, I would lie in my single bed picturing her face. Her fine-boned, perfectly straight nose, the noble cheeks that tilted upwards like a cat’s. The luminescent sheen of her pale skin. Her full, soft lips. Her eyes, clear as glass.

			“Don’t mind me,” she said. “Have another drink.”

			My lips quivered uselessly.

			“I’m Soro,” she said. “What’s your name?”

			I couldn’t even say my own name. I was saved from bumbling embarrassment when Fishel slouched in with a squad of students.

			“Where are the kids?” A frizzy-haired girl I barely noticed looked the place up and down, snapping her gum. “Don’t rabbis always have kids?”

			Fishel flapped his hand in the general direction of his wife. “Hashem has not blessed us with children.”

			“Yet.” Soro smiled demurely.

			In a way, the presence of such a beautiful woman was more onerous than Fishel’s droning. I was constantly aware of where she was, how close she was to me, if she was looking at me. How was I supposed to eat?

			It wasn’t hard. The meal was incredible.

			Fishel livened up after a few drinks. His conversation didn’t get any better, his topics limited to God or booze, but he developed an infectious laugh as he foisted vodka, whiskey, and peach schnapps on his guests.

			Soro spent most of the time on her feet. When she was at the table, she was an engaging conversationalist who put everyone at ease. Even me.

			The others left before Grace After Meals, but I knew it was impolite, so Steven and I stayed through the drawn-out blessings and songs. My eyes kept flicking up from the words in my benscher, watching Soro’s lips silently shaping the words, too modest to raise her voice into song because the voice of a woman, like her hair, is her nakedness.

			When it was over, Steven and I walked in silence until we reached the corner of the road. We stopped and looked back towards the house.

			“How the fuck?” said Steven.

			“I know.” I shook my head. “I know.”

			I understood now why Fishel was in the job. The chaplaincy board hadn’t hired him, they’d hired his wife.
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			The promise of seeing Soro made me a regular at JSoc meetings; even the boring religious ones, like Fishel’s lectures on current events through a Jewish lens, which focussed mainly on the Jewish bit and barely touched on current events. As a result, my Jewish knowledge increased in leaps and bounds.

			Eventually, Fishel asked if I wanted to join him at his house for weekly one-on-one learning. I was about to make my excuses until I saw Soro over his shoulder, stacking chairs.
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			It was a Tuesday. I got the bus. I was early. I guess I’d allowed more time than the journey needed.

			Soro answered the door. She wasn’t as dressed-up as usual. She wore a shapeless blue housecoat, basically a glorified dressing gown, and a snood instead of her glamorous wig. She still took my breath away.

			“Fishel’s davening,” she said. “Come through into the kitchen.” She led me to her inner sanctum of sparkling white quartz. “Something to eat?” She raised an eyebrow and purred, “No one can resist my kugel.”

			I stared at her for a moment. And then laughed.

			I sat at the breakfast bar, eyes glued to my twitchy fingers, while she busied about the kitchen. Why did I agree to this? Now that I was alone with her, I felt ridiculous. More than ridiculous. I couldn’t hide my attraction. Every time I looked at her, my dick began to inflate. It was torture.

			I felt better when I tasted her kugel.

			“You don’t mind if I open the door?” she said. It wasn’t a warm evening.

			“Are you hot?”

			“There’s a thing called yichud. A woman shouldn’t be alone with a man who isn’t her husband.”

			“Isn’t Fishel upstairs?”

			She chuckled. “Hashem is always watching.”

			It was like she could read my dirty little mind. What was I even doing here? I mean, she was a married woman. Married to a rabbi!

			“You’re a smoker, aren’t you?” She crinkled her nose. “Mind if I have one?”

			I shook a cigarette out of my packet. “Fishel doesn’t mind the smell?”

			“Fishel wouldn’t notice if you set fire to his beard.”

			She stood on the back step and lit up. Her lips pursed into a cushion. She sucked on the cigarette like she was sipping martini through a straw.

			“So you, heh, used to sneak off ‘round the bike sheds back in school?” I said.

			“No. This is my first cigarette.” She smiled at me. “It’s really rather good.”

			“Your first?” She smoked like an accomplished smoker.

			“Yeah, well, I…” Her flawless brow wrinkled under her snood. “To tell the truth, I don’t really remember if I’ve had one or not.”

			I wasn’t sure what to say, so I just watched her smoke. And she let me watch.

			After a while there were footsteps on the stairs.

			“Sounds like Fishel’s ready.” She flicked her cigarette into the bushes. “You better go in.”
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			Even when I wasn’t early for our sessions, Fishel took ages to come downstairs, so I’d hang out with Soro in her kitchen. She interrogated me about my busy student life of parties, parties, parties, and a little bit of essay writing. She was fascinated. She listened hungrily to my stories of nights out, hookups, and social intrigue, drinking them in. The fact that most of the stories happened to my friends, and not me, didn’t really matter. I had her attention.
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			I went ‘round one Tuesday, and Soro wasn’t her usual self. Fishel was out of town, and he’d forgotten to cancel my session. Her eyes were red like she’d been crying.

			“I’m just silly.” She sniffled. “I don’t like being on my own.”

			“He’ll be back soon.”

			“I know.”

			I tucked my lips in. “Well, I guess I’ll see you next time.”

			“But you’ve come all the way here…”

			I wasn’t going to argue. There was a half-empty bottle of whiskey on the counter.

			“White or yellow?” she said.

			“I’ll have what you’re having.”

			She reached up to get me a glass from the cupboard. Her skirt pulled tight, her heart-shaped rump straining at the blue denim.

			We sat on the back step smoking and drinking. She stretched out a bare foot, toes twitching in the summer air. Her calf was a perfect apostrophe. Firm muscle flexed under her smooth skin. I thought we were having a good time, but then out of nowhere she started crying.

			“Hey.” I fought the urge to put a hand on her shoulder. “Hey, what is it?”

			“I want a baby,” she sobbed. “I want a baby so badly.”

			“It’s alright. You’re young. You’ve got plenty of time.”

			“I get so sick thinking about it. I’m running in circles inside my head. All I can think is why hasn’t Hashem seen fit to grant me a child. What have I done wrong?”

			“You haven’t done anything…”

			She leaned towards me. “You don’t understand.” Whiskey-soaked breath tickled my face. “Fishel and I. We try for a baby all the time. I think of the Yom Kippur davening, when we atone for the sins which are punished by childlessness, and I wonder what I could have done to have brought such suffering, not just on myself but upon him. If anyone deserves children, a happy family…”

			“You can’t think like that. It’s dumb luck. Just a roll of the dice. I’m sure, one day, if you keep trying…”

			“Nothing is dumb luck,” she said with a fervour that frightened me. “There’s no such thing as chance in this world. Everything is Hashem’s plan.”

			My mouth hung open, my head shaking. What can you say to someone with such deeply entrenched beliefs? When the world is perfect, flaws can only be human in origin.

			She glared at the heavens. “But in a way you’re right. Because when I think about my life and try to figure out what I could have done wrong—I can’t think of anything.” Her forehead creased like she was in pain. “I mean, I have a vague sense that I was a child, that I went to school. My parents, their names, who they were…” Her hands trembled. There was real fear in her eyes. “But I can’t remember being there. It’s like a shop window full of mannequins. And when I step behind it, there’s nothing there.”

			“Soro, I…” I took hold of her hands. I knew I was overstepping, that I wasn’t supposed to touch her, but it seemed to comfort her. “It sounds like you need to talk to someone.”

			“I am talking to someone.”

			Pressure surged in my chest. I forced it back down. “I meant, like, a professional.”

			“Oh, I don’t know about that.”

			“Have you told Fishel about this?”

			Her fingers kneaded the sleeves of my hoodie. Her face crumbled. “I’m scared to.”

			I put my arms around her. “It’s okay. It’s okay.”

			She buried her face in my neck. Her cheek was hot and wet against my skin. Her breasts crushed against my arm. Her lips brushed maddeningly against my collar bone as she spoke. I couldn’t focus on what she was saying.

			I turned to look at her, and she looked up at me. Her eyes were crystals limned with tears.

			I pressed my mouth against hers. I couldn’t help it. She tasted salty and sweet with whiskey. My arms enfolded her, my hand moved up the back of her neck.

			She shoved me away with a violence that drove the air from my lungs. My back thudded against the wall, all arousal smacked out of me. I’d never felt such strength.

			She staggered to her feet. Missed her footing and tripped backwards on the step. She hit the concrete patio with a horrible, heavy crunch.

			I sat there, breath fibrillating, heart thumping. Adrenaline surged through my limbs, my body urging me to get up, to run. But I couldn’t move.

			Soro lay on her back, the paving slabs cracked beneath her. Her skirt had hitched up. Her white knickers winked at me. I was disgusted that this was what drew my attention. Because she wasn’t moving. I’d never seen a human being so still. Like a statue. Her open eyes stared up at the sky, reflecting its blueness like a pair of marbles in a mannequin’s head. Is she dead? I thought. What am I going to do if she’s dead?

			I sat there for I don’t know how long. It was probably seconds, but it felt like forever.

			Soro took a deep breath, like she’d come up from underwater, and sat up. She shook her head and straightened her skirt.

			I asked if she was okay. She said she was fine. I suggested she see a doctor, she might have a concussion, offered to get her a cab. But she insisted she was fine. She stood up perfectly normally, as if she hadn’t just had a major fall.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to give you the wrong idea. I shouldn’t have been drinking.”

			“It’s okay,” I said, like it was her fault, when it was definitely mine.

			She looked at the ground, rubbing the back of her neck, shifting awkwardly from foot to foot.

			“I’d better go,” I said, and let myself out through the front door.

			That was the last I saw of either of them for a while. Fishel phoned me, but I didn’t pick up. He left a message asking why I hadn’t shown up for our weekly learning session. I didn’t return his call.

			I tried to put them out of my mind. I didn’t want to think about Soro, let alone about what I had done, how I’d despoiled our friendship, trampled all over her trust.

			But in the sweaty dark of the night, when I lay alone in my single bed, it was all I could think about. How she looked when she tiptoed to get me that glass, her legs open as she sprawled on the patio, how her lips felt… She was too perfect to be real. I couldn’t believe such a creature could exist; or that a world had been created in which I could never have her.
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			In my second year, I avoided Jewish Society events. Anywhere I remotely suspected Fishel or Soro might make an appearance. In spite of this, I somehow managed to end up dating a Jewish girl. Her name was Maya. She was cute, and we got on pretty well. We shared a love of weed and video games.

			Maya wasn’t involved in the Jewish scene but some of her friends were, and eventually an event rolled round that she wanted to go to. It was called Booze 4 Jews, an annual event the Jewish Society ran. A massive free-for-all with an open bar that practically every Jewish student attended, and all of them got spectacularly off their faces.

			The Jewish Society hired a pub called the Varsity Arms. It was a big old building whose Tudor frontage gave little hint of the massive cheesy nightclub within. A banner stretched above the front door read, JSOC PRESENTS: BOOZE 4 JOOZE.

			My stomach quivered at the sight of it. Maybe it was because I was likely to run into Soro.

			Or maybe it was what Maya said. “Do you think it’s safe? Being so out and proud. I’m not sure I’m comfortable with it.”

			Hearing it put that way grated on me. “We should be proud of who we are.”

			“Where’d that come from?” She raised her eyebrows. “You’re like the least jewy Jew I know.”

			I hadn’t thought about it that way before, but I guessed from her perspective it was true. She knew nothing about my involvement with the chaplain. And to be fair, had it not been for his wife I wouldn’t have gotten involved in the first place. I still didn’t eat pork, but I didn’t really keep anything else. I didn’t observe the Sabbath or festivals, apart from when I had to go home and play the dutiful son.

			While we were queuing to get in, there was a ruckus up ahead. The student wing of the CST—the Community Security Trust—were supervising tickets and admittance. A man at the front was remonstrating with them. There was no way he was a student, he was at least late forties. He had the leathery, ruddy complexion of a seasoned drinker.

			“What do you mean, I can’t come in?” he crowed with wobbly outrage. “I drink here every night. I’m a regular. Ask Rob, he’ll let me in.”

			They explained to him that the pub was booked for a private event, but he only became further incensed. “What, you have to be Jewish to get in now, do you?”

			“No,” the guy at the door said testily, “you have to have a ticket.”

			“Your lot think you can buy the world, don’t you?” He spat on the floor and then, much to the relief of everyone else in the queue, had enough sense to totter off down the street.

			Maya was visibly rattled, twitchily eyeing the street, as were the students waiting in front of us, but when we got inside the incident was quickly forgotten.

			The place was heaving. Our university was one of the most popular in the country for Jewish students, and this was the most popular Jewish event of the year. The power of free alcohol.

			There were people everywhere, some on the dance floor but most were just schmoozing. The collective conversation was so loud that it all but drowned out the music, which must have been up pretty high because I could feel the bass pounding in my chest.

			I hadn’t expected it to be so overcrowded. But once we got some drinks in and Maya spotted some of her friends, I started to enjoy myself.

			Fishel and Soro weren’t on my mind. In the cavorting chaos I felt well camouflaged, and I was able to be myself without looking over my shoulder.

			I was at the very least tipsy when I spotted Fishel. He was having a grand old time. In the middle of a group of boys dancing ‘round in a circle, he had a bottle of vodka in one hand and a stack of plastic cups in the other. He passed them out to students—one-for-me, one-for-you. I turned away and forgot about him and didn’t see him for the rest of the evening.

			By chucking-out time, everything was a bit of a blur. Maya was all but passed out on my shoulder, but I was still going strong, yammering and laughing with a bunch of guys, harassing the bar staff for more drinks. When they told us that the pub was closing, we protested drunkenly. It felt like it was only just getting going. We were herded towards the front door and out onto the pavement.

			The street was a straining bottleneck of students and taxis. A scrum of people trying to get home. Luckily, Maya and I didn’t have far to go, so we leaked out of the crowd and weaved our way home.

			We were about halfway back to her place when I heard someone hurl in an alleyway, vomit splashing onto the pavement. Two shadowy figures huddled in the narrow gap between buildings. I stopped.

			“What is it?” Maya mumbled.

			“I think that’s…”

			And it was. Soro was holding Fishel up as he projectile-puked into the gutter. I don’t know why, but I started walking towards them.

			Fishel looked up as I approached, his confused expression momentarily caught by headlights passing on the main road. His beard was caked with chunks.

			“You guys okay?” I asked.

			“Oh, thank God,” said Soro. “We booked a cab, but there were so many people we couldn’t find it. I saw Fishel was turning green and had to get him out of there. It wouldn’t do to have him throwing up in front of all the students.”

			“Why don’t you guys come back to our place?” I said. “It’s not far. We can clean Fishel up and call you a cab.” Maya lurched against my shoulder, her hand clutching at my shirt. She wasn’t in much better condition than Fishel.

			“Thank you.” Soro beamed. “You’re such a mensch. You always were.”

			“Do you need a hand with Fishel?”

			“It’s okay, I’ve got him. You better look after that young lady.”

			Maya started tonguing the side of my face. I turned my head away to deter her, embarrassed by the impropriety in front of the rabbi’s wife. Soro smirked.

			We took a shortcut down another alleyway. We weren’t far from my flat when a voice called out from behind us, “Hey. Hey, excuse me?”

			I didn’t realise they were talking to us.

			“Hey!”

			I looked round. Five men were silhouetted in the alleyway. The one calling out to us had his hands propped on his hips and his head held high. He was bald. Not old man bald. Shaven-headed.

			I didn’t like the look of them. Not one bit. We carried on walking.

			“Hey, you. Yeah you.” Behind us, heavy boots splashed through puddles. “Oi, mate, don’t walk away from me when I’m talking to you.”

			It would have been wise to run but we couldn’t with Fishel and Maya in the state they were in.

			Fuelled by alcohol-enhanced bravado, I turned around and said, “What do you want?”

			The skinhead at the front sauntered towards me, arms folded. “Is that how you talk to all your mates?”

			“I’m your mate?”

			“Yeah, we were at that Booze Jooze thing, had a long chat, didn’t we?”

			I squinted at him. “Booze for what?”

			“Look at his fucking hat.” A short one, possibly a kid, pointed at Fishel.

			Lean and muscular, the leader loped into the light, his lip set like he was about to spit. Chin held high, he looked down at us like we were a lower species. He had a teardrop tattooed on his cheek.

			The pack emerged from the shadows. I couldn’t believe it. Genuine skinheads like out of the 1980s. They had shaved heads and braces and bovver boots worn outside their trousers, military style.

			Two guys at the back were enormous, like bouncers. Polo shirts and goatee beards. Flanking Teardrop there were two younger kids, their heads weren’t shaved but their hair was cut military-short, their clothes replicas of the bossman’s. Like a uniform.

			“I didn’t know clichés like you still existed,” I said. “What is this, cosplay night?” Okay, yeah, it was stupid, but I was very drunk.

			“Not bad, are they, these Jew girls?” Teardrop snorted back some phlegm. “Why don’t you step out the way, mate? So we can have a look at them.” He twitched his head to one side.

			I stood my ground. One of the big lads stepped forward, grabbed me by the shirt, and shoved me hard up against the wall. I coughed, struggling to get my breath back, while he held me against the wet bricks.

			The others closed on Maya, Soro, and Fishel. All I could do was stare. In my head, I was vaguely working on a strategy that involved kicking this guy in the balls and attacking the others from behind with a key clenched in my knuckles. Give the girls a chance to escape. But I totally knew it wouldn’t work, and I was too terrified to move, let alone hit anyone.

			Maya tried to run, but she was so drunk she just staggered in a circle. Teardrop got her by the hair. The second big guy grabbed Soro’s arms, pinning them to her chest and shoving her up against the wall. Fishel crumpled to the floor, unable to stand unassisted.

			“Lads, check this one out.” The behemoth’s eyes went large and gleaming as he looked Soro up and down. A fat, slimy tongue passed over his lips. “She is fucking beautiful. Look at this hair it’s—what the fuck is that? A wig? She’s wearing a fucking wi—”

			Crunch. I couldn’t see what happened, but the big guy was cut off mid-sentence. He staggered backwards, clutching his throat.

			Soro must have taken self-defense classes. Krav Maga maybe. But it wouldn’t be enough. My gut turned to ice as the others rounded on her. Shoulders hunched, necks strained, hands curled into fists. Simmering rage boiling over.

			One of the youngsters flicked his wrist. A sliver of steel caught the light. He dashed at Soro, fast and nimble, and buried the knife between her ribs.

			My mouth dropped open, and the world slowed down.

			Even the skinheads seemed a little shocked. They stood back.

			Teardrop glared at the youngster. “Kieran, what have you fucking…”

			Kieran stared up at the blade sticking out of Soro’s midriff, the enormity of what he’d done settling in.

			Soro didn’t blink. She grabbed the lad’s wrist and wrenched it upwards. She was a head taller than him, and she lifted him clean off the ground. She grabbed his biceps with her other hand and folded the elbow out the wrong way, snapping it like a twig.

			“Oi!” Teardrop yelled. “You didn’t just break my little bro’s arm?”

			Soro let go. Kieran dropped to the floor, whimpering. She stared impassively at Teardrop. There was no hate, no anger, no fear. Her eyes were vacant, like she was watching telly. The handle of the knife still protruded from her blouse.

			Teardrop stomped towards her, sliding on a knuckle duster. The other kid followed him, emboldened by his leader. The big guy let go of me and fell in after the other two.

			I went cold from head to toe as the brass knuckles flashed towards Soro’s face. A split-second before impact, her arm went up and Teardrop’s head jerked back, her fingers knuckle-deep in his eye sockets.

			He let out a high, strangled sound. She yanked him towards her. Grabbed his tongue. Ripped it out of his head. The spasming tube of muscle dripped from the tattered end. Soro tossed the severed organ aside and curled her thumb under his front teeth, holding his head like a bowling ball. She dashed it against the wall. Teardrop’s head exploded, showering everyone with pulp.

			Before the big guy had time to react, Soro leapt up and clamped her knees around his barrel chest. Her expression was blank as she pulled her arm back and cocked her head, like she was calculating something. Her fist punched forward so fast I barely saw it move. It burst out the back of his skull, chunks of soft tissue bulging between the fingers. She rode the big guy to the ground like a cowboy.

			The remaining youngster had gone white, but he came to his senses long enough to turn tail and run.

			Soro watched him for a moment and then took off after him. Her arms and legs pumped like a machine, head steady, gaze fixed ahead. She swept down in one fluid motion. Caught the boy by his heel. Whipped his foot upwards and hurled him into the air. The impact when he hit the pavement boomed all the way down the alley. Soro brought her foot down on his neck.

			She walked calmly back towards us. The knife still stuck out of her blouse.

			The first big guy, the one who tried to molest her, lay on his back clutching his throat and wheezing. She stopped and looked right at me. I fumbled to think of something to say, but she wasn’t looking at me, she was looking through me.

			She placed a high heel on the man’s forehead. His eyes bulged. His face went florid, like he was about to burst. Her heel punched through his brow. With a twist of her hip, she jerked her boot free. He twitched like a dead fish, still clutching his throat.

			Kieran knelt on the ground, whimpering, his broken arm sticking out at an odd angle. He pleaded with Soro, begging for his life.

			“Soro,” I croaked. “Don’t…”

			She grabbed the boy’s hair and twisted sharply. His neck cracked. He slumped to the ground.

			She stood with her back to me. Shoulders rising and falling. Her hands were dark with blood, the right arm drenched and gleaming all the way to her shoulder.

			“Soro…” I didn’t know what I was going to say, but I had to say something.

			Her heels echoed in the alleyway as she walked towards me. She drew within a couple of inches. Her glassy, flawless eyes right up close, like she was going to kiss me. She squinted, studying me. Her hand closed around my throat.

			A deep, bitter ring of pain encircled my neck, cutting off my air. I struggled to make sense of what she was doing. The world grew dark. And then it didn’t matter. If her face was the last thing I saw, I would die happy.

			I was vaguely aware of a shape rising from the ground behind her. An ungainly, shambling silhouette.

			“Soro.” Fishel’s voice was deep and commanding. “Herr-oyff!”

			Air flooded into my lungs.
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			I woke up in my own bed. Maya was asleep beside me. My neck hurt like hell. I got up and looked at myself in the bathroom mirror, probing the black and purple bruises around my Adam’s apple.

			Maya appeared over my shoulder, rubbing her eyes with the heels of her hands, her corkscrewy hair a dishevelled mess.

			“Urgh, I feel like shit.” She sat on the loo. “Holy fuck, what happened to your neck?”

			“You don’t remember?” I hissed as I prodded the inflamed flesh.

			“I remember doing shots with the rabbi, and…” She started to piss. “Nope. That’s it. Shit, state we were in, we were lucky to make it home.”

			I told Maya one of the security guys headlocked me at chucking-out time. She said I should go to the doctor, but my breathing and movement was okay, and I didn’t want any awkward questions.

			News of the murders broke the following week. Students were shocked that such a brutal thing could happen so close to where we all lived our blissful, hedonistic lives. The papers speculated that it was gang related. The victims were members of a proscribed far-right organization.

			I was too terrified to contact Fishel and Soro, and I wasn’t going to the police, so I did what I always did. Kept my head down, smoked weed, and played video games.
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			One rainy night in my third year, my doorbell rang. My stoned brain perked up at the possibility that I’d ordered a pizza and forgotten about it.

			I sobered up when I saw Soro on my doorstep. It was pissing down, and her thin denim jacket was soaked through. She had the same impassive look in her eyes she’d had that night. Vacant, glazed. Adrenaline pumped to my limbs.

			But then she smiled at me like an old friend. Like I was someone she really cared about. “Can I come in?”

			She asked if we could go somewhere private. I led her to my bedroom.

			I was embarrassed about the state of the place. Maya and I had broken up a few weeks before. Weed smoke hung in the air. The empty takeaway cartons were definitely not kosher. Tangles of stinking, unwashed clothes trailed over every surface and item of furniture.

			I closed the door. Soro took off her jacket. Her paisley print blouse was sodden and loosely buttoned, a gleaming alabaster shoulder exposed. Her skirt was plastered to her legs.

			“Sit down,” she said. “I need to show you something.”

			I sat on the bed. The blouse clung to her breasts. They were impossibly pert for their size. Her wig was dark with rainwater. She reached up, removed it, and dropped it to the floor with a wet slap.

			Her head was hairless. Smooth and perfectly round. Not shaved; more like it had never grown hair. She could have been a mannequin. She stared at me. Her clear blue eyes brimmed with emotion.

			Above her hairline were three small letters. They weren’t tattoos. It was like they were branded. No, embossed. Hebrew letters: Aleph, Mem, Tet. Emet—truth.

			She took a small paring knife out of her jacket pocket and held it out to me, handle first.

			“I want you to cut away the Aleph. Here.” Her fingers fumbled across the letter on her head. Tears spilled down her cheeks. “It would mean…” She sniffed and held in a shuddering breath. “It would mean more to me than anything.”

			“I don’t think I could cut you. I don’t want to.”

			“It won’t hurt.” Her lips spread into a gentle smile. “I won’t feel a thing. Please.”

			I stepped towards her. I could smell the dampness of her clothes. The rain-fresh scent of her skin. Heat radiated from her body, her soft chest pushing against me as I leaned in. I couldn’t maintain eye contact with her. I knew what this meant. I knew the old story. The old story no one thought could be real.

			“Call Fishel when you’re done,” she whispered.

			I kissed her on the forehead where the words were embossed. I placed the knife beside the Aleph and pressed on the letter with my thumb. The blade slid sideways into her flawless skin.

			There was no blood. It peeled away like wax. A curlicue fell from her forehead and rolled down the back of my hand. And instead of Emet—truth—the remaining letters spelled Met—death.

			The spark of life disappeared instantaneously. Soro dropped to the floor without a sound and lay amongst the detritus of my student bedroom. Cold. Inanimate. Perfect.

		

	
		
			BA’ALAT OV

			– Brenda Tolian

			In the night, the spirits spoke with hisses and gurgles like serpents wrapped around my head. I awoke covered in sweat, barely able to breathe, so afraid of what they would ask me to do. They whispered things over and over, crying out for understanding. There was never a choice in my action, only the act itself or madness.

			The gift of the Eshet Ba’alat Ov was taboo but if not sent by Elohim, then who? What other power could overtake a child in such a way? My grandmother said it was the power from Asherah, the Lady of the Serpent. She told me this, forbidding me from saying the name out loud. Women were killed for less, and for us, death came slow behind brick or below the soil.

			We were not magicians or conjurers but unwitting necromancers with an ancient connection to the dead. They came pressing into our dreams at night with leathery bodies and wet tongues speaking terrible truths mixed with lies. Through learning and practice we understood discernment, but this took many years.

			Sometimes the spirits of the dead kept us plunged deep in Sheol, neglecting our physical bodies. Eventually we would awake starved, crawling with insects, our mouths full of teeth and stone. It was always the same. When we reached for nourishment—a bit of bread, a mouth full of water—they might leave us to recover, sensing, I suppose, our uselessness in death. They did not leave us for long, descending once more, filling our mouths until we opened our bodies wide, allowing them to push into us. The visions and words flowed like a river of thought, disjointed and disturbing. Sometimes the meaning escaped us, and the spirits grew irritable and angry. Other times, they touched our minds like feathers.

			If ignored, they filled our mouths with stones, teeth, or berries, symbolizing their intruding thoughts and displeasure. We could not deny them when they did this, or they would replicate the objects until we choked. I have only observed it once in a child who did not know her gift. She was found with her purple cheeks stuffed, bumpy with rocks and berries oozing down her chin mixed with blood. The child did not know how to open herself.

			We had no choice but to obey.

			I was blessed to have a teacher in my grandmother even after the day our kind were silenced on the threat of death. The King did not understand that the gift could not be silenced or stopped. We did not call it down by dark means; it was imbued at conception, a heritage that could not be refused.

			Though we hid far above the towns we served, they still hunted us to near-extinction. My grandmother took us deep into the highlands, continuing my education, but the King’s men were jackals on a blood trail. She knew they would eventually find us.

			On that last day, I watched hidden as they shut my grandmother behind brick and rock. The men sitting in grim vigil until her scratching and screaming ceased. After they left, I waited, frightened to approach our home that sat empty and tomblike. I tried to pull the bricks down, but one layer only revealed another. I sat for many days as the spirits spoke of her death, slowly cut off from the light, then air.

			Beyond that wall I could not hear my grandmother, though I slept beside it for many days. For two years, the spirits remained quiet as if they also feared the command of the King. I lived feral in my grief and the silence of this loss of connection.

			Until the night the spirits returned.

			In my dreams, I heard the first whispers beyond the wall, the sound crossing between the worlds. I listened to her voice, angry and harsh within the sudden whirlwind of insect-like voices of the spirits. I awoke, my mouth forced open with gravel and berries, and I jammed my fingers behind the rocks, pushing them out so I could fill my lungs with air. Beyond, the voice filtered from the wall in its terrible words. I recognized that voice deep in my bones—I knew.

			My dreams continued for many days, vivid—awash in meat and blood. Men screaming as a horde of bronze washed over them with no end. This horde of thousands moved in iridescent swarms that entered every opening, funneling into the nose, mouth, eyes, and nether regions. I heard their clicking mandibles chewing through the bodies of men, their mouths so full of the horde that they couldn’t scream. The men tore their clothing and skin in agony, crawling toward me, grasping the hem of my robe. The terrible cacophony would merge into my mouth, screaming my eyes open.

			My body and face pressed upon the cool bricks, my breath the only sound after the terrible din of the dream, I closed my eyes, enjoying the quiet that blanketed my mind, seeking another sound altogether. I waited until I heard the scratching of nails, a terrible sound, yet a promise that she was also there with me.

			Sometimes during the day, they would come pushing into the corners of my mind.

			“He will come, and you will tell,” they hissed, rolling a stone into my mouth.

			Clutching my head, I asked, “Who will come?”

			“He will come, and another will come through,” they whispered, adding a berry with another stone.

			“What shall I do?” I pleaded, digging fingers into my temples, seeking to dull the pain. I spat stones and juice, trying hard not to swallow.

			“You will feed him,” they laughed before vacating.

			I saw them three days later down in the valley long before finding my cave. I watched the dusty caravan creeping closer. Servants darted out to explore the many caverns below, looking for the Ba’alat Ov. The spirits were strangely hushed with their coming.

			I washed my body and anointed myself in precious oils. My hair I let fall to my waist in long dark curls. I remained a pure oracle untouched by man, only invaded by spirits, a conduit of the unseen. We could copulate but only to produce the next daughter. If sons were created, the spirits would come in the night and slip into our bellies. They would feed there for many days, ripping apart the child with tiny sharp teeth until only blood poured out of the womb. The woman would share in the agony, our spirit in direct union with our young. This was the reason there were so few of us. We did not want to chance the sorrow of growing a son.

			I lived with many rules of purity. The laws of the Ba’alat Ov were not so different from any oracle. Our body is treated as a sacred space; we relied on the people seeking our power to provide. The people of Endor would climb to this cave bringing food and textiles in trade for words from the dead. They also brought news, especially of the King’s men who hunted the Ba’alat Ov by command of Elohim. Yet magic is only magic when pouring out of a woman’s mouth.

			When I was ready, I left the cave and climbed the high ridge. I felt the heavy presence of the spirits around me, but they hovered just out of reach.

			I started a fire, feeding it wood until it could easily be seen by those below. I wanted the man to know I expected him. I walked barefoot to the edge, my eyes sweeping the dun earth. The Hills of Moreh fell away to my left and Mount Tabor to my right. I stood in a nameless place high above Endor, with the Jezreel Valley’s cupped hand below.

			The caravan paused, and a man rode to the front. I could not see who he was, but my mouth began filling with small stones like smooth teeth. I knew he was the one the spirits spoke of. I turned the stones with my tongue, retreating to the fire, spitting them into the flames.

			“I won’t deny you.” I did not know if I spoke to the spirits or the man.

			I watched the man consult with his armored column, the metal shining under the dwindling sunlight. Thousands of lights flickered in the valley to the southwest, a vast army waiting for battle. I sensed they were in opposition to the man who parted from the caravan. Alone, he rode to the base of the ridge, glancing up, perhaps noting the smoke of my fire.

			All around, the air circulated in ropes of warmth and ice. Hushed whispers flowed, ancient voices in singsong. Their words were dark and terrible, melting my knees and making my hands tremble. Something forboding followed in the wake of the man.

			He approached on foot, forced to leave his animal before the steep climb to the heights, where I watched. There was pride in his countenance, a nobility that suggested he was someone of importance. He grasped the rock with sure hands. His hair a dark frame around his face when he looked upwards. The face he showed was aged but handsome, though I did not know him. I watched him climb antlike and noted that he seemed unremarkable, though the spirits shuddered around me.

			His face was pained as he pulled himself over the lip of rock and sat resting, watching me with careful eyes. I walked around to the furthest side of the fire, waiting for him to catch his breath.

			His eyes flicked down the long incline he had climbed to reach me, and with weary movements he stood, slowly approaching the fire. His dark eyes rested on me, and he gasped, realizing that my eyes glimmered gold, a hereditary mark of the spirits. He opened his mouth to speak and then closed it. I didn’t know who he was, but I did know that he was unaccustomed to fear.

			“You act shocked that you stand in the land of the Ba’alat Ov? This is strange since you decided in your heart to find me,” I said quietly.

			He swallowed, stepping closer to the fire. “I am told you have a talisman to speak to the dead.”

			The spirits rumbled awake at the sound of his voice dipping from the ice and flowed into my mouth. I tongued two teeth that were not my own, allowing the voices to speak. I stepped closer to the fire and spat the teeth into its flames. A woman’s voice wailed from the depths of the cave behind. The man froze, glancing into the cavern as I shivered with understanding.

			My grandmother could not form true words in the spirit. Her tongue had been torn away and thrown in the fire before she was buried behind the brick. Instead, she moaned and scratched, sometimes tapped on the bricks. Now, however, she screamed. She screamed as she did so long ago—the day they took her—in desperate warning.

			Before me, appearing ordinary, was a king.

			I nodded towards the cave. “You kill my kind, do you not? My grandmother cries in her grave behind the wall.”

			The man looked down, unable to meet my eyes.

			I pushed the hair from my face, waiting. The man stood silent, his face mutating from disgust to desperate need. He crossed his arms and walked around the fire.

			I threw out a hand in warning. “Do not come closer.”

			“No harm will come to you. I need a necromancer to call upon a friend, only.”

			I smiled then, feeling how close to the truth I stood. I wanted to push him, make him say it aloud. “Who are you to claim such power?”

			“I am a king.”

			I laughed, curling my arms across my belly.

			“A king would not lower himself to approach a Ba’alat Ov.”

			“Elohim turns his back to me,” he spat, his eyes alight with anger. “I cannot become any lower.”

			“So you seek to speak with the dead?”

			He nodded, his shoulders dropping in shame.

			“Who then do you seek?”

			“Shmuel.”

			I laughed again with bitterness. My mouth began to fill with teeth, smooth and small like children’s. Shmuel the prophet, a man who spoke with spirits but was blessed by Elohim, would curse this man and me.

			“I need his instruction, as he did while living,” Saul begged.

			I could feel the danger in this request. This spirit, if he would come, would be angered if funneled through a woman’s mouth.

			“Please,” the king whispered.

			I walked around the fire. I did not have a choice.

			I stepped closer to Saul, reaching up hands to either side of his face. He tried to look away as I stared into his dark eyes.

			“I am the talisman,” I said.

			I allowed my soul to open, let my head fall back. The stars above shimmered as the spirits descended through my open mouth. I felt them crawling deep into my chest, allowing them to take up the spaces I opened to them. I felt their tiny teeth biting, slicing bits of my insides. I never allowed them to enter me in this way, and they rolled through me like hungry little ghosts.

			My head wrenched forward, struck by the sudden weight of the spirits pressing in. The crowding spirits filled my mouth with teeth, cutting my gums and tongue. Blood dripped down my chin as I struggled to stand upright. Saul clasped my hands, my fingernails digging into his skin. He attempted to step back, his face contorted with horror.

			I felt a new, powerful presence pouring in, pushing back the lesser spirits. I hoped it might be my grandmother quitting the cavern and coming to my rescue, but I could hear her screams growing louder from the cave. Invisible hands clutched my body, holding me up, stretching my limbs. My neck snapped back, and my vision was crowded with stars again that wavered closer and closer.

			This spirit, so dense, burying itself deeper and deeper, burning like fire. It expanded, racing down my neck, filling my whole body with heat and anger. I joined with it and felt murderous rage. It shook within me, awakening.

			With blood filling my mouth, it spoke through me, “King Saul, why do you wake me from my sleep?”

			Saul stumbled, falling to his knees in front of me.

			“Shmuel—please,” Saul begged on his knees, arms out in supplication. “Elohim has abandoned me.”

			The voice exploded out of my chest, “Elohim has turned away from you. Your seed, your reign, your kingdom is at an end.”

			Saul crumbled, his chin bowed low to the ground, sobbing.

			The spirit forced my hand to close, my fingers gesturing downward. “The Philistines are at your feet, even now! Look down into the thousands of lights that glow in the Jezreel Valley.”

			Saul raised his head to the darkening valley below, the lights flickering from the uncountable fires of his enemy. He gasped, gulping big breaths of air, his body dropping to the ground.

			“David will take your place,” the voice thundered.

			The thing within me looked down on the crumpled king. I felt its disgust seething within my bones.

			Suddenly, the presence pulled out of my body. Hot pain filled me, grabbing my organs, ripping them upward towards my mouth. I screamed, crumbling to the ground beside Saul, the presence punching gaping holes in my soul. It cut open the places I tried to keep closed off from the lesser spirits. The spirits took advantage of this until I was drowning in blood and teeth.

			My vision darkened as I flew inward. In shadows, I saw armies meeting, swords drawn, heads as they rolled from necks spraying blood. I saw the sons of the king die as I flew like a bird above the desperate battle. Below I saw Saul and swooped closer. He was standing on Mount Gilboa only a little way from the corpses of his three sons. The king begged his armor bearer to kill him as he ripped an arrow from his side. He reached out, holding his sword aloft, his arm shaking.

			The spirits whispered in my ear, “He blames you.”

			The man shook his head, refusing the sword of his king.

			Saul lowered his arm and twisted the blade until the point was up, burying the hilt in the dirt. His jaw flexed, his back arched. Hesitating, he looked up, and his eyes fixed on mine. I did not see blame there, only guilt.

			Saul slammed his chest on the blade, pushing down until the tip bit through his back, slicing through until his face was in the dirt. His body rolled to the side, contorting as his spirit uncoiled itself from the flesh.

			I took to the air and flew down to him. Landing near his head, I dug my fingers into his long hair. The king begged to die in soundless whisper.

			The servant screamed at me but didn’t approach. Saul’s mouth opened, his tongue rolling out as his spirit fled. I leaned down, touching my lips to his mouth. I opened, my teeth now merged with the spirits, biting down until I felt the tongue slicing away. I jerked my head back pulling with my teeth until the fleshy bits tore. I chewed the salty taste of his tongue, still warm, and swallowed. I felt the rough flesh going down, filling my belly.

			I fell back into darkness, the vision smoky and swirling all around me. I felt the spirits siphoned through my mouth, spooling upwards like a pillar.

			I slept.

			My eyes startled open, my belly aching with hunger. The king watched me from his seat beside the fire as I tried to sit up. His eyes, red from tears, flicked from my face to the lights in the valley. When he looked at me again, I saw the haunted look of death’s shadow. I knew that the time and place was near and that Elohim would not lend a hand in peace.

			“There is no forgiveness,” he said simply.

			I shook my head.

			The visions dissipated, and I wondered if I spoke for Elohim or my grandmother. “Let me feed you, my Lord.”

			 

		

	
		
			EIGHTH NIGHT

			– John Baltisberger

			Bailey looked across the small table at the man who sat opposite her; he looked blurry through the haze of pain and her swollen eye. He also looked handsome; he was beautiful, as gorgeous as a monster could be. Neither spoke, but it wasn’t silent. The wind was howling through the old synagogue on the hill. It found entry through boarded up windows and missing pieces of wall, and water dripped down into stagnant puddles from the gaping wounds in the roof. Somewhere, a woman was crying. The little shul’s space was filled with shadows that danced malignly in the low light provided by a small candle that sat next to the hanukkiah on the table between Bailey and Hershel.
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			“What? No. No!” Bailey laughed, delighted by the absurdity of the suggestion that her boyfriend, Shelly, had put in front of her. “No, I’m not going to take a week off of work for Christmas just to go to...where again?”

			“Ostropol,” he said with a smile, a charming, disarming smile that reached all the way to his deep brown eyes. “And not Christmas, it’s Hanukkah. You could call out your work for being bigots if they said no.”

			“That isn’t the point!” Bailey rubbed her eyes, laughing. She couldn’t remember the last time a guy had made her laugh. She had been invited on vacation before by various boyfriends and friends with benefits. Still, it was always somewhere like the Bahamas or Rome or—somewhere with romance, somewhere that was attempting to woo her away from her first love, work. “I have the vacation time, but first, I’m not Jewish, and secondly, Ostropol?”

			“It’s where my family is from.” He shrugged, still smiling; he was hardly ever not smiling. She had swiped right on that smile. She didn’t know why; she was a pessimist, a cynical woman who had a dark sense of humor and very little time for silliness. But when Hershel’s—or Shelly, as he preferred—picture had popped up, the smile grabbed her. It was kind and it was open, two things that she realized she had been without most of her life. The smile stayed on their first date and then their second. Bailey loved being around that smile and the thought that maybe she was even causing it.

			“I’ll think about it.” She promised, giggling again as he pouted at her.

			Even then, the smile never left his eyes.
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			Hershel’s eyes were not smiling now. The smug smirk on his lips was not the warmth that had brought her to this frozen town. She looked down at her blood-stained hands, shivering in the cold; they shook so violently in the icy air that she could barely hold the matches. She opened the matchbox, wincing as she tried to get her numb fingers to grasp one of the matches. Tears stung her eyes, frustration, misery, and pain all vying for supremacy in her mind.

			“Tonight will be the worst.” The voice was not Hershel’s; it was high and droning. It sounded like a cicada had gotten lodged in his throat and buzzed and screamed for freedom. It hurt her head. She glared at her boyfriend, hating that she couldn’t walk away, that she couldn’t stop. Hating that she would hurt more people, that she was going to do it for selfish reasons.

			“I know,” she said finally, biting her lip, as much to bring the added warmth of blood flow as to keep herself from engaging with him anymore. She shook as she struck the match. It took several tries to get it to catch; the chemical reaction’s acrid smell almost overpowered the stench of iron for a brief second. Closing her eyes a moment, she steeled herself before looking at the scrap of paper on the table next to the candle. The text was neat, with a little heart over the “i” in Bailey, a playful flourish from Hershel before this all began.
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			When they arrived in Ostropol, Bailey was shocked; she had pictured something more, well, picturesque. Maybe she had been ready for a town celebrating Christmas, pine trees, and joy and warm feelings. Instead, she felt like she had stepped back in time to a poor and beaten down community. The houses were dark, and the synagogue on the hill looked like it had been long abandoned. Shelly had looked just as confused, embarrassed even, for dragging her out here, but he just smiled, grabbed her hand, and pulled her towards the inn.

			Once settled into their little bedroom, they went down to the dining room where some sort of warm, watery soup was being served. Shelly pressed the hostess in a jumble of Yiddish and Russian about the town. He explained that his grandparents were from here and questioned the hostess, trying to find any information as to why the town was so dark and dreary in the middle of the Festival of Lights.

			Bailey listened with half an ear, watching the other people in the inn; everyone looked downtrodden and defeated, depressed and afraid. And they all cast dark looks at the loud American couple who spoke in broken sentences. Her attention was pulled back as Shelly and the woman began getting louder. Finally, the woman stalked off, muttering under her breath.

			“What was that?” Bailey asked, wrapping her arms around Shelly’s waist to ward off the chill in the room.

			“Apparently, there is a curse.” He laughed, delighted at the Old World superstition in the woman. “A curse that can only be broken if a gentile goes and lights the hanukkiah in the synagogue window each night of Hanukkah!”

			“You mean the menorah?”

			“Same thing, sort of, yes. But anyway, I explained that my family was from here but that you weren’t Jewish and you could light the—the menorah, and she just...” He waved in the direction the woman had gone.
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			“Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu melech haolam, asher kid’shanu b’mitzvotav v’tsivanu l’haddalik ner shel Hanukkah.” She whispered the words, not having the strength to do more than that. She lifted the match and lit the Shamash. The candle took immediately, filling the small sanctuary with a warm light. The shadows receded, revealing corpses that had been mauled and torn apart. She tried not to look up as she lit the first candle on the right. Bailey choked back a sob at the sight of the old woman whose jaw had been ripped off its hinges. She dropped the match and pulled the Shamash out of its holder to light the first candle.
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			Bailey had never believed in ghost stories or curses; she was more annoyed than scared as Shelly dragged her up the hill to the synagogue. But what could be better than coming back to America with stories of breaking a curse and saving Hanukkah? It was dilapidated, the perfect set piece for a sleepy little town’s haunted church. The door was knocked in, hanging off one hinge, doing nothing to keep out the bitter cold and snow.

			He stopped at the door, his smile heating her from the inside, his eyes twinkling in mischief as though he couldn’t imagine any better way to spend the holidays. She could think of a few things she would rather be doing with him. Still, an adventure was so far out of her norm that Bailey was secretly thrilled, though she tried to hide it behind a grumpy pout.

			“Are you sure this is safe?” she asked, looking down at the rickety and worm-eaten floor.

			“No, but I’m sure it will be a great story. Have you ever been on a date where you broke a curse before?” He laughed, taking her hand and walking first, testing the floor as he moved to make sure they wouldn’t fall through. They moved to the sanctuary where, as promised, there was a little table next to a tiny window. On the table sat a menorah, its nine candlesticks pointed to the sky. As Bailey moved towards that, he took a step towards a small alcove, looking sad, one of the first times she saw him without that smile.

			“This is the Aron HaKodesh. It’s where we keep the Torah scrolls,” Hershel said quietly, sadly. He poked his head in the alcove and then peered up. The wind howled through the gaps in the walls of the broken synagogue. “When the Nazis came, they burned the scrolls...” For a moment, it seemed he would keep talking, but he didn’t; he stopped and moved back towards the table. “So, this is the famous hanukkiah.” He grinned, regaining some of the spark of joy as he pulled a matchbox and a box of candles from his jacket. “According to the woman in the inn, we just come in, you say the blessing, light the candles for the night, and then we wait for them to burn out and head back into town.”

			“We have to wait for them to burn out?”

			“It’s like thirty minutes. These candles are small.” Shelly lifted the box to show her. “And here.” He handed her a small piece of paper; it had a few phrases on it, and above that, what amounted to scribbles. “The Hebrew, and for you, the transliteration. You just read, and the blessing is done!” It didn’t look like any Hebrew she had seen before, but she didn’t want to comment on it, so instead she just shrugged and nodded.

			“Okay, well, let’s do it, so we can get back to the inn.” She grabbed the box and pulled out a few candles, placing them into the menorah as he instructed. Outside, the wind was picking up, sounding like a storm was getting ready to break against them and tear the synagogue down. She was worried the old building wouldn’t be able to stand up to any sort of violence.

			“Okay, okay, fine! Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu melech haolam, shehecheyanu, v’higianu, v’hikianu laz man hazeh!” She looked at him blankly, waiting for some explanation. “It means Thank you, eternal one, for bringing us to this time, place, and action. It’s the first blessing, you just do that one tonight. Go on.”

			She struck the match. Somewhere, in the distance, she could have sworn she heard crying.

			She stumbled through the first blessing he had written.

			“It means, Thank you, eternal one, for making us holy and sanctifying us through your law to light the Hanukkah candles,” Shelly explained, looking at her with a mixture of pride and affection.

			She lit the middle candle, the Shamash, and slowly read the second blessing. Somewhere in the distance, a dog howled into the wind and was suddenly cut off with a yelp.

			She lifted the Shamash and lit the first candle on the first night.

			“Oh,” Shelly said, but it was not his voice. It was high and atonal; there was none of the warmth of affection there. The suddenness of it, the way it cut through the air and embedded in her brain, prying free a migraine to assault her, caused her to gasp and almost drop the Shamash. He still stood there, but his eyes were wide and wild, his teeth seemed longer and sharper. His hands, curled into claws, reached into his coat and retrieved an egg. Her first thought was confusion, but her instincts screamed at her that she was in danger, terrible mortal danger.

			“I suppose it has begun, then.” The thing that now wore Shelly cracked the egg and poured the contents, bloody embryonic fluid and the still twitching fetal corpse of a chick, into his mouth. The liquid sloshed from the corners of his mouth.

			Bailey wanted to scream and wanted to run, but she was rooted in her unsettled fear.

			“You want to break my curse?” Hershel—she couldn’t think of the thing as Shelly—asked. “You won’t. Go and leave this simple fool with me in my care, and we will leave it like that. Stay, and I will murder this town all over again.” The promise of violence broke against the shores of Bailey’s resolve. She had been threatened by men before, she didn’t know what was happening, she didn’t believe in curses. But deep in her heart she knew this was not Shelly speaking.

			Her defiance outweighed her fear, and she turned her back on the thing wearing Shelly to replace the middle candle in the holder. When she turned around, she yelped in surprise at the sight of Hershel; he was stretched out, feral, and not alone. Beside him stood the old woman from the inn; she trembled, struggling against the hold Hershel had on her. His fingers tightly gripped the sides of her face, lifting her off the ground.

			“You have to stay here for all eight days, you have to recreate the miracle to save these Jews,” he said. “Why save them? You can turn your back on them and walk away, ease your own suffering. Will you not save yourself?”

			Bailey glowered at the man and sat on the stool in front of the table. She would not be bullied. She would not allow this thing that had already taken Shelly from her to take her choices or resolve, too. The thing wearing Shelly shrugged and, with a wet, tortured, tearing sound, wrenched the old woman’s jaw off her skull and tossed her into the corner of the room.

			Bailey’s screams were even louder than the jumbled, breathless screams of the old woman. She screamed until she couldn’t anymore, terrified of the violence and pain inflicted only a meter away from her in this once holy place. Wiping his blood-slick hands off on his jacket, the Shelly-thing sat across from her. The old woman wasn’t dead, not yet, Bailey could still help her, maybe, until the elder  twitched and writhed in pain and then shivered as shock set in.

			“If you move from that chair, I will crush you like an egg. I will leave your body naked and profanely on display for all to see before I rip your poor amorous fool’s head off and plant it on your cunt. This is not a threat or a hypothetical, Bailey. This is the future for when you crumble and realize you cannot win this game.”

			Bailey’s fingers gripped the edge of the stool. She didn’t dare call the creature’s bluff. They sat in silence, with only the candles sputtering and the dying gasps and moans of the old woman to fill the void.

			As the candles finally sputtered into darkness, leaving her cold and alone in the darkness, Hershel’s voice cut through the darkness with malicious glee. “Just seven more nights.”
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			“Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu Melech haolam, she asha nisim laavoteinu, v’imoteinu bayamim hahaeim baz’man hazeh.” Bailey lit the second candle, watching the light grow, revealing more and more atrocities. Behind Hershel, she could see the silhouette of a child hanging from the ceiling.
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			She sat in darkness, knowing that across from her was the thing wearing Hershel, not moving, just sitting in that chair staring at her. They listened to the dying gasps of the woman until she finally choked on her blood and was silent. Bailey wanted to be defiant, she wanted to fight, but her body was done. She laid her head on the hard frozen wood of the table and wept herself to sleep.

			She sprung back up as soon as her mind processed she was asleep, brought to awareness by a wet sloshing sound. In front of her, on his side of the table, Hershel was pulling something out of a jar. The tangy smell of vinegar and salt hit her nose. He was eating pickles.

			She ignored him as best she could and set up the next candles, three for the second night, and started lighting them after hastily saying the prayers written on the paper. Hershel silently offered her the jar of pickles; her stomach rolled in hunger. She refused, pulling back and away from him. He shrugged and lifted something from the jar, jamming it into his mouth with two fingers. In the low light, she was just barely able to identify the thick, meaty object that wriggled in his grasp. He was pulling writhing human tongues from the jar. She gagged, retching, her empty stomach twisting painfully.

			Hershel opened his mouth and spidery pelagic legs, each ending in crustacean barbs, emerged, stretching his mouth and jaw impossibly. Hershel reached up and into his mouth and began pulling a thick rope from somewhere deep inside him. Bailey could only watch before movement from the doorway caught her eye.

			There was a boy, no older than seven, standing there. He moved like a puppet, his eyes full of tears but his body jerking with each unwilling step towards the monster. With mounting horror, Bailey watched as the Hershel-thing handed one end of the rope to the boy and stood throwing the other end over a nearby beam. The boy began tying it into knots.

			“No, don’t!” Bailey shrieked. “He’s a kid. He’s a child.”

			“I’m not doing this, you are. You lit the second candle. Tell you what, though. Blow the candles out, and we’ll stop playing games.”

			Bailey stared at the possessed Hershel, unwilling to believe that there were any deals such a creature was capable of.

			“No? Well, as you wish.” He stopped and took the child into his arms as the boy slipped the poorly tied noose around his neck, his eyes locked on Bailey. Hershel lifted him up like a proud papa and then let him drop from his arms like a discarded heap of clothes.

			The boy’s neck didn’t snap. His end wasn’t fast or easy; he danced on the end of the rope, his small hands clawing savagely at the rope cutting off his air and blood. His fingernails gouged deep, bloody gashes in his throat as he desperately tried to escape his own handiwork.

			Hershel ignored all of this and sat back down across from Bailey. As she wept, he reached into the jar, removed another tongue, and bit through the pickled meat.
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			Bailey stared into the cold, cruel eyes of the man across from her. She liked to think she was glaring, but the truth was she was just too tired. Eight nights, eight nights of nightmares and torture and the world no longer making sense. She was no longer hungry. Her thirst was only slaked by the dripping of ice from the window next to them. Eight days of death and murder had left her numb to the pain that wracked her body. She lit the third candle, using her mutilated hand to shelter the Shamash from the wind.
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			On the third night, she whispered the prayers under her breath and lit the candles quickly, praying that she could handle whatever was next.

			When the third candle was lit, Hershel leaned back and shook his head as though disappointed. “I thought you would care more about others, but you let that boy die, you let that old woman die. You are a selfish, cruel woman. So, tonight, we will try something new.”

			Behind her, Bailey heard something clawing at the rotten wood of the synagogue. She turned to see an arm rotten with broken nails and decaying cloth punch through the soggy worm-eaten floorboards. It was followed by a dead thing, a moving corpse dressed in an easily identifiable uniform.

			“Ostropol used to be a much larger town. Then in Nineteen-Forty-One, Ostropol was occupied by Germany. They rounded up the fifty-two-hundred residents and murdered them; in the forest, in the ghetto, even in the streets. Your boyfriend’s grandparents barely escaped before this massacre.” The thing wearing Hershel explained all of this as the undead Nazi stumbled towards them and lifted an old, rusted pistol to Hershel’s head. “Even now, he resists the call to sit at the table with a Jew.”

			With a stern look from Hershel, the Nazi reeled back and dropped the pistol. It stood in deaf and dumb thrall to the malicious spirit.

			“So, tonight, we will play a game.” He reached into a pocket and pulled out a small top fashioned from obsidian, the corners and edges so sharp they sliced into Hershel’s fingers. He didn’t seem to notice as blood welled up. “Do you know how to play dreidel? It’s easy, though we will play by slightly more interesting rules.” He set the toy on the table between them. “Four sides, each with a letter. Nun, nothing happens.” As he spoke, he turned the top to reveal the letter.

			“Gimmel,” he continued. “You give me one finger. Hay, hmm.” He tapped his chin. “Ah, how about with Hay, we’ll have a fun emergency hysterectomy.” He leaned his head back and laughed at his own idea. “And Shin, if it lands on Shin, I’ll just have our friend here slit your filthy fucking throat.” Without waiting for her response, he lifted the top and set it spinning.

			There was silence as they watched, waited. When it stopped spinning and clattered to the table, the letter Gimmel sat on top. Hershel looked disappointed, but the undead Nazi moved with surprising and upsetting speed. It grabbed her wrist in rotting fingers and wrenched her to her feet, pulled her hand to his mouth, and bit off her ring finger in one horrible jerky movement.

			Bailey collapsed back into the chair, screaming in pain and fear, clutching her hand to her chest, desperately trying to get the blood to stop splurting out. She wrapped her hand in her shirt, biting back her pain as best she could. She had faced abusers before, she was stronger than them. She looked at the dreidel that lay on the tabletop and then at Hershel who was watching her. She didn’t say anything, not trusting herself not to sob or yelp, not wanting to give him the satisfaction.

			He seemed disappointed that there wasn’t more of a show and reached down and pocketed the dreidel. As soon as it was out of sight, the fascist’s corpse collapsed to the floor, laying still and adding its own bouquet of death stench to the freshly killed.

			[image: ]

			Bailey looked down at her missing finger, the blackness from the cold invading her was worst there, but it had helped numb the excruciating pain. Ignoring the agony and Hershel, she wiped mud away from her face with her free hand and lit the fourth candle.
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			On the fourth night, Bailey lit the candles and sat back waiting; she had been tortured physically, emotionally. She felt like the monster had played his hand; the only threat he had left was death. If he could kill her, if he could touch her, himself, he would have by now.

			After the fourth was lit, Hershel sighed a long-suffering sigh and leaned forward. “Join me, Bailey, and I will show you Sheol.”

			The synagogue melted around them, a foul stench permeating every fiber of her being. The walls dripped into grey muddy slime as horrid abyssal things pulled themselves from muck with an awful sucking sound and caressed Bailey with chitin-armored flippers and long, bisected tongues. The smell was overwhelming, choking off her ability to breathe or think straight. The candles burned with a sick green light in the fumes of Sheol. The stench stole her breath, and tendrils armored in exoskeletal plates wrapped around her, strangling the life from her body.

			“This is Sheol, the place that awaits all those undeserving of the world to come. It welcomes you, there is a recess that is…Bailey-shaped. It is waiting for you. There are ones for your family, your friends, for Hershel, too. Places for you to all understand your worthlessness in the excrement of reality.”

			“A recess for you, too, I bet,” Bailey spat and then gagged as the smell lodged in her throat as a taste. A sour and textured taste, the upsetting creaminess of excrement filling her awareness. Something covered in jagged scales crawled past her leg, opening her skin up to be invaded by the filth all around them.

			“Yes.” Hershel’s face widened in a gleeful grin. “If anyone could manage to drag me there—but they can’t. They won’t. They have always failed, and so will you.”

			Then the candles flickered out, and everything retreated, the smell, the tendrils. She was left to sit in the cold living hell for another day.
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			Bailey had seen hell; she had seen the things that lived in it, her mind still reeled from the nightmare of its angelic inhabitants. The cold in the air barely matched the cold maliciousness of the creature in the room with her, and even that paled in comparison to what she now knew was out there in the world beyond sight. A silvery stain on her jeans caught her eye for a moment, and she gagged again remembering what had caused it. Her hands were becoming steadier as she steeled herself and lit the fifth candle.
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			The thing wearing Hershel didn’t bother speaking. As soon as she finished lighting the candles on the fifth night, a hot, stale wind blew through the synagogue. It was a relief from the constant biting cold. But the iron stench of spilled blood and the cloying mildew smell of moldering spilled semen followed after—the smegma stench on the wind coiled around Bailey, making her feel filthy and unclean.

			“Behold.” The insect drone of Hershel’s voice cut through the darkness of the synagogue. “The fallen ones, the watchers, the Grigori.” Red light filled the room and revealed townsfolk from the village and monstrous shapes, beings covered in eyes that swiveled madly and mouths with tongues that lashed everywhere. Their skin was mottled and studded with phalli and parted in places with vaginal openings secreting things that no human should ever secrete. The lights brightened, revealing every detail as the monstrous Grigori ripped into the townspeople. Tearing holes in their flesh and then shoving their pulsing members into those holes in an unholy act of union that filled the synagogue with screams.

			Bailey tried to look away, but they were everywhere. In every corner the monstrous forms of what she knew were twisted parodies of divine angels drove themselves into fresh holes crafted in the folk of Ostropol. Others were grabbed by hands with too many fingers with too many joints. Segmented limbs that dragged victims into inhuman cloacas and anuses to prod at unholy prostates made of madness until the twitching multitude of members vomited their seed across the room. Bailey recoiled in disgust and horror as the writhing and hot spunk splashed against her. Still, it didn’t end. The angels were tireless in their rapine, their need outweighing physical limitations as they forced themselves on the dead and dying ruptured bodies again and again.

			Finally, the candles faded, as did the watchers, leaving their abused victims dead where they landed.
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			Unwilling to look away from Hershel’s eyes, Bailey tried to remember the warmth in them that had brought her there, the kindness, something worth fighting for. Something beyond her own life, as the worth of that felt smaller than ever. She felt responsibility for the plethora of corpses that lay on the ground around them. Violated in ways that no person should ever be violated. She remembered the warmth and kindness and how incredible Shelly’s presence had been from the very first moment. For the first time in her life, she had felt like someone cared what she was saying, beyond just waiting for their own turn to talk. He hadn’t been trying to get anything from her, that’s why she had come. She had come because of the warmth. Now there was only the cold void of cruelty in his eyes as she lit the sixth candle.
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			The moment she finished lighting the candles on the sixth night, Bailey was plunged into impenetrable darkness so deep she couldn’t make out her hands in front of her face. There was no sound; the wind, snow, and Hershel were silent. She realized after a moment that her pain was gone. She was not cold, or hot, or anything at all. The void of her hunger opened up inside her, and all she knew was emptiness. She cried out, but there was no sound. She reached out, but there was nothing there, nothing she could grab onto, nothing to focus on. Not even the sensation of reaching, or being, existed.

			The need for something to exist sparked panic in her. She would do anything for any companionship in this emptiness that stretched out and on. She lost track of time within the nothingness. She was outside of time, perhaps days had passed and she had already missed lighting the candles. Perhaps nothing existed anymore.

			Then, almost as suddenly as it had come on, it was gone, and she sat at the small table across from the monster that wore Hershel. Smoke drifted from seven burnt-out candles.
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			Bailey had faced every hell that the dybbuk had thrown at her, every lie. She blinked at the table through swollen eyes. Two more candles. Only two more. She lit the seventh candle.
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			As soon as Bailey finished lighting the candles, Hershel spoke, apparently bored with only showing her nightmares. “Did you know that the Nazis weren’t the first ones to crush Ostropol?” A group came through the door in the jerky lockstep of Hershel’s control. “No, in Sixteen-Forty-Eight, the Powstanie Chmienlnickiego struck out and killed so, so many.”

			The group, revealing themselves to be orthodox Jews in the low candlelight, complete with the beards, side-locks, and distinctive hats, gathered beside Hershel and began praying fervently in their own language.

			“He’s trying to exorcise me, but I will not go to Sheol and answer to Kamiel, not today,” the Hershel-thing said. “No, Samson ben Pesah gathered his faithful, he ignored the Cossacks and went to the synagogue and prayed. He prayed and prayed.” Hershel was shouting now, his droning cicada voice straining to be heard above the calls from the praying man. “And he was cut down.”

			Suddenly, violence erupted in the small shul. A bearded man kicked in the door and began murdering the villagers. His blade rose and fell in comfortable rhythm as he cut the praying man and his fellows into quivering meat—more bodies lying across the room. The man buried his dagger in the throat of the prayer leader, twisting it as the prayers became gurgles and then nothing. But the bearded man was not done.

			Madness in his eye, he flung himself at Bailey and rained punches down on her, slamming his fists into her face again and again. She felt the crush of her nose breaking, the loose teeth in her mouth, she struggled to fight him off, to kick and scratch and scream.

			He pulled her up by her hair, grinning into her face with blackened teeth and wild eyes. He dropped her back into her chair and grabbed the knife off the ground. He gestured, speaking in his own language. He gestured at her with the blade and then, lifting it, rammed it into his own eye socket, laughing the entire time.

			He sunk to his knees, he screamed in his own language, course and full of a hatred that seemed so far from anything human. Perhaps his rage was driven by the dybbuk, perhaps every tragedy of this small town was driven not by human hatred and ignorance but by something unnatural. He continued to speak to her, promising violence and malice; Bailey knew that despite her fervent wishes, the evil was all too human. His shouts became whimpers as he fell forward, the knife punching up through the back of his skull.

			“The Jews made a martyr of Samson, little comfort to the long dead,” Hershel said softly.
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			Bailey sat still for a long moment, waiting; what new atrocity would the thing wearing Hershel unleash on her tonight? His smile had gotten wider with each candle. She could see that the skin at the corners of his mouth was beginning to tear. She reached for the last candle when he finally spoke.

			“You know what the best part of this week together has been?” She paused, watching him, waiting for the pain. “The world is a melting pot, a cesspool of DNA muddied by a people that have spread their seed far and wide. Do you know your own ancestry, Bailey? Do you know when your family came from Europe to the United States? Oh, sweet, sweet girl, you should have kept to your Christ-Mass. You would still be ignorant, you would live, your blood is so muddy, how much Jewish blood is in you? How many of your ancestors were part of the diaspora? What will you do when you light that candle and realize it has all been for nothing?”

			“For nothing?” She barely recognized the shattered and hoarse voice as her own.

			“You cannot stop me, Bailey. Get up and go, I’m tired of this game now. Leave and I will let you leave; I will just take one last soul, and you get to go back to the warm world of science and meaning.”

			Bailey knew the last soul the dybbuk would take was Hershel’s. Hershel, who had dragged her into this. Hershel, whose eyes and cruel smile had orchestrated every moment of hell. Even if he was freed of the buzzing demon inside, could she ever see his face without remembering the week of torture? Bailey thought of the parade of cruelty, of the Nazis, of the Cossacks, of the pogroms. She thought of Samson ben Pesah, who died trying to destroy the creature. All around the small synagogue the dead were rising to their feet; they stood in mute, mutilated testimony to the viciousness of the dybbuk. And they all wore the same cold, widening smile as Hershel.

			Meeting his eyes, Bailey touched the wick of the Shamash to the last candle, lighting the way to the eighth night.

		

	
		
			BREAD AND SALT

			– Elana Gomel

			When Rosa came back home, she was told she had never lived there.

			The war was over, and the fields were erupting in a medley of colors. Poppies, cornflowers, daisies, and wild rose covered the land in a luxurious carpet, reminding Rosa of the multicolored velvet wall-hanging her grandmother had had in her single-room apartment.

			As a child, staying with her Nana Rivka when her mother was at work, Rosa would stare spellbound at the hanging, populating its plush field with a multitude of fantastic creatures Nana told her about. On Shabbat evenings when Rivka lit her candles, the distorted shadows of her hands moved on the hanging like a procession of monsters: the One Who Flies in Dark Chambers, also known as Lilith; the astri, a demonic nurse who steals babies’ breath; and a whole legion of other strange creatures who could be identified by their chicken feet which they hid under their counterfeit humanity. Their disguise could only be maintained by eating human food, Rivka said, insisting that Rosa polish off every single bite of her meal or the astri would snatch it away.

			Little Rosa loved those tales, but the candles made her uncomfortable. They had something to do with religion, and religion was a backward superstition, a stain on the bright future she was growing into. She wanted to tell her school principal about Rivka’s practices, but her mother, Ester, dissuaded her.

			Now, idly staring out of the dirty window of the decrepit train puffing its way from one bombed-out station to another, Rosa wondered what had happened to the velvet wall-hanging. After Nana’s death—fortunately, she had died a couple of years before the war—it had been bequeathed to Rosa’s mother, Ester. And now it must have disappeared into the same black maw that had eaten up Ester, and Rosa’s sisters and cousins, and twenty million others. Including the one little person who had mattered more than anybody else in the entire world.

			Don’t think about it, Rosa told herself, or you will cry. And you know you must not cry. You must not disgrace your uniform.

			To be honest, she doubted she could cry. For four blood-splattered years, she had looked at the rotting bodies thrown into ditches and piled in empty fields. She had seen the blown-up bits of flesh that used to be her comrades. She had to choose between her radio equipment and a wounded soldier in the trenches, and she stepped over him to carry the precious radio back to safety. She retreated with her battalion to the brink of defeat and pushed back across Europe to victory. No, Rosa would not cry. Not even going home.

			The car was packed to bursting with grey-faced people clutching makeshift sacks and shapeless bags. The two-seat benches held entire families, and the passage in the middle was clogged with people. Some would unfold a newspaper, sit on it, and fiercely defend their paper territory; others just piled up against each other in the fug of exhaustion. But Rosa’s uniform had given her a sliver of a window seat. Demobilized soldiers were everywhere, but a young woman, her chest adorned with the red star of the Order of the Patriotic War, First Degree, was unusual enough to wrap her in a thin layer of deference.

			The rocking of the train was making her drowsy. Perhaps sparked by her recollection of Rivka and her stories, she started dreaming. Yellow chicken feet, scrabbling in the dirt; a shadowy form bending over her, a face slipping off like a surgical mask…

			“The Battle of Kursk, sister?” a man asked, his voice jerking her out of her shallow slumber. His empty sleeve was pinned to his left shoulder. His khaki uniform exuded a strong smell of makhorka, making Rosa feel momentarily nostalgic for the tobacco-soaked brotherhood of the trenches. His hair was greying at the temples as was Rosa’s; like her, he was in his late twenties.

			“Berlin,” she said.

			“Really? All the way?”

			“All the way. I saw the red banner being raised on the Reichstag.”

			“Lucky you!” he said with genuine admiration. “I hoped to get to the enemy lair, but the Fritzes got my arm before I could pay them back properly. Had to finish the war in Supply and Maintenance. You are not a nurse, are you?”

			“Radio operator,” Rosa said. “Communication specialist, first degree.” Even now, the words filled her with pride.

			The one-armed man saluted her. “Well done, sister! I am Georgy.”

			Rosa hesitated. She was used to the tiny shift in people’s eyes, the almost imperceptible dimming of welcoming light, when she told them her name. Her Jewish name.

			“Rosa,” she said defiantly.

			And here it was: the gaze, lingering on her dark curly hair, her black eyes, her prominent nose. He said nothing, of course. The Fritzes were the ones who had examined your eye color and your features and then marked you with the yellow star of death. The Fritzes were the ones with the dogs, and the machine guns, and the poison gas. In the socialist Motherland, there were neither Jews nor gentiles.

			Except, of course, there were.

			They chatted some more, exchanging war memories, but the spark was gone. Georgy said goodbye when the train pulled asthmatically into his station and pushed through the piles of bodies on the floor to get to the exit. Some cursed, some tried to roll out of the way, some remained quiescent like corpses. Rosa closed her eyes as another flashback hit her like a bullet.

			The hunched-up backs of the peasants digging, uncovering the burial site; the stench of death in the air; the slate-blue layer composed of intertwined naked limbs and eyeless faces; no individual features discernible anymore in the brotherhood of extermination…

			Rosa bit her lip until it bled, and the sharp pain dispelled the vision, letting her bring up another memory that acted as the counterweight to the first. The glassy eyes of the traitor, the German-appointed village chief, as she pressed her gun to his forehead and pulled the trigger, the wailing of his wife and children lulling the dead into peaceful sleep…

			Two more stations to Yarovitzy. Her schoolfriend’s letter had been short and simple. She described how, after the Nazis had come, all the Jews of Yarovitzy were lined up in the town’s main square, counted, and led to the nearby ravine where Rosa and her sisters had played as kids. Rosa was not sure why she was going there. There, the women, the children, and the old men who had not been drafted were shot. The bodies were covered with a layer of soil that bubbled and shook for a couple of days afterwards as the wounded tried to claw their way out.

			The same story that had unfolded in the innumerable towns and villages of Ukraine and Poland Rosa had seen on her battalion’s weary trek to victory. The fact that it had been her mother, her two sisters, her cousins, and her classmates who were buried in this particular mass grave meant everything to her but little to her comrades, each carrying his own sorrow like a dead baby attached to their chest. Except in her case the baby was real.

			Little Sasha…Rosa tried to remember his face but could not. He was only a month old when she went to the army call-up station in Yarovitzy and presented herself for draft, arguing that her skills as a radio operator and her certificate from a polytechnic institute meant she was needed to beat back the invasion. It was in July, two weeks after the bright, clear morning when the planes with crooked crosses on their wings flew over the land like a flock of vultures. Rosa had given birth at home and, as agreed, her mother had registered her grandson as her own baby.

			Ester was only forty-two, young enough to be a mother, and while her husband, Rosa’s father, had been arrested and disappeared a couple years before, there was no longer any stigma attached to single motherhood. But Rosa wanted to serve the Motherland in the military, and Ester wanted to take care of the boy she doted on, having produced only girls herself. Rosa had no doubt that little Sasha had been pampered for the entirety of his brief life. And when the bullets came, he had been cradled in her mother’s loving arms, too young to understand what was happening.

			If she repeated it to herself often enough, perhaps she would find some consolation in this.

			“Yarovitzy!” The conductor’s hoarse voice echoed through the car. Jolted out of her reverie, Rosa pushed her way to the door, stepping on splayed limbs and empty teacups.

			Outside, the smell of cherry blossoms rolled over her like a wave of nostalgia. Rosa stood on the grubby platform, breathing in the pink air and feeling as if she was a child again.

			She slowly went down the crooked steps to Main Street. The town had hardly changed. It had been under the Nazi occupation for almost three years, but the Wehrmacht rolled in encountering little resistance in the heady days of their blitzkrieg and left with as little fighting when the Red Army rallied and pushed the enemy back, all the way to Berlin. Rosa had seen big cities reduced to endless fields of rubble. The small town of Yarovitzy, on the other hand, drowning in the pink and white foam of blossoming fruit trees, looked as peaceful as ever. Some houses seemed a little worse for wear, and her trained eye noted the pits and scars of bullet holes, but otherwise it looked as if the Great Patriotic War was only a distant memory in the Ukrainian heartland. There were red flags, and a large banner had been slung across the street calling for labor heroes to increase their quotas. It all seemed normal and familiar.

			Rosa walked by the town’s school. It was recess, and the noise of children’s voices floated across the fence, soothing as the buzz of bees. Rosa was surprised so many kids were left alive. Had he not been Jewish, Sasha could have been one of them.

			No, she would not let herself think of him. Anyway, it was ridiculous. Sasha would have been only four now, barely out of the nursery.

			She rounded a corner, and her childhood home loomed ahead.

			Rosa had to grab a fence to steady herself. She had half-expected it to lie in ruins. In a way, it would have been easier to accept than what she was seeing: the newly whitewashed walls, the repaired roof, the curtained windows. The small garden was carefully tended, pink with lilacs, the black earth furred with tender green shoots.

			Rosa walked to the gate, feeling as if all the bullets that had miraculously whizzed past her in the four years of the war suddenly came back and accumulated in her body, weighing it down.

			The front door opened. A man came onto the porch and squinted at her. He was a big fellow with a bald head surrounded by the fringe of grey hair. He seemed vaguely familiar, but Rosa could not place him.

			“Can I help you?” he asked.

			“I…I want to know…the family that lived here before…”

			“What family?” the man growled. The thin veneer of his pleasantness was visibly cracking, suspicion showing through.

			“The family…the Jews who lived here.”

			“There were never any Jews here!” the man snarled and slammed the door. But not before Rosa glimpsed the newly painted living room where she had eaten dinner with her parents and sisters. And on the wall, a large velvet wall-hanging, its multicolored flowers bright and cheerful in the sunshine.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Rosa sat on the steps leading up to the train platform. People walked past, bumping into her. A couple apologized. Her medal, her uniform still commanded some respect. And maybe they did not see her face; did not know what she was.

			She knew she had to get up, get on the train, go to the city where she could apply for housing with her labor committee. She had a technical job lined up. She could have a life.

			But she could not move. The leaden weight of the war was dragging her down into the black soil where her mother, her sisters, and her son were waiting for her.

			A hand fell onto her shoulder, and she lifted her head wearily. Against the sun’s halo, she could not, at first, make out the man’s face. But then she did, and her pulse quickened.

			He had been a teacher in her school. A geography teacher, she remembered. His name was Aron. Like her, a Jew. The miracle of him being alive was shocking.

			“Rosa?” he said uncertainly.

			“Aron Efremovich?”

			Amazing how it came back to her, his patronymic, the polite way of addressing an elder. And when her eyes adjusted, she realized why he was alive. Like her, he was in uniform.

			“They needed cartographers,” he said by way of explanation. “So they drafted me despite my age.”

			“My home has been taken over,” Rosa said dully.

			He shrugged. “So was mine. I tried to complain but…they are not happy Jews are coming back. I’m rooming with an old pupil for now. Anyway, they need teachers. I’ll find a place.”

			She nodded and got up. Seeing him was too upsetting. And suddenly she realized that she resented this man, this Jew, for being alive. Alive when her mother and her son were dead.

			“Would you like to come over? I have tea, bread, even sugar. Just got my ration.”

			“I have to go,” Rosa said.

			“Come with me,” Aron insisted. “I have something important to tell you.”

			“They are all dead, I know,” Rosa said.

			“Not your little brother. Sasha, was it? He is alive.”
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			Rosa stood in front of the tiny cottage, drowning in the billows of pink and white. The cherry trees surrounding it and the untrimmed lilac bushes bloomed with ferocious fecundity, as if issuing a challenge to the world. The air was nauseatingly sweet.

			The green shutters were closed, but Rosa noticed they were faded and splintered, the whitewashed walls stained with damp, the thatched roof spotted with rot. Nature was doing its best to hide the signs of dilapidation, but she was beginning to doubt the cottage was even inhabited.

			“Her name is Oksana,” Aron had said. “An old woman, a little touched in the head, they say. Others think she is a witch.”

			“Ukrainian?” Rosa had asked.

			The teacher lifted a bushy brow. “Of course.”

			Of course, or she would be in the ravine.

			“They told me that when the Jews were led to the mass grave, she was standing by the side of the road, watching,” he said. “There were some others, jeering and throwing stones, but she did not. She was just watching. And when…when your mother passed by her, she thrust the baby at her. And Oksana took it. People saw it, but…for some reason, nobody said anything. I think they were afraid of her.”

			Now, standing in front of this riot of flowers, Rosa’s hand went to the place where her gun used to be. She had had to return it to the military when she was demobbed. But no matter; she knew how to kill with her bare hands if needed. She had done it before.

			She was leaving this cursed town with her son. That was not even a decision. That was certainty.

			She hammered on the door of the cottage. Hollow echo came from within.

			Was anybody in? Perhaps Aron’s tale was just a cruel lie or a misguided attempt at consolation. Yes, he was a fellow Jew. Didn’t mean he was trustworthy. Weren’t there many Jews among the “traitors” executed just before the war? They said all these people—scientists, writers, generals—were lapdogs of fascists and imperialists. And didn’t they say the same thing about Rosa’s father?

			Footsteps sounded from inside and the door swung open. A woman stood at the threshold, squinting at her with inflamed eyes.

			Rosa had imagined Oksana to be a decrepit, hunched-over creature, but she was tall, straight, and stout. Her traditional black-and-red embroidered blouse strained against her broad shoulders, her shovel-like hands were bigger than most men’s. If it were not for the fact that the thick braids wound around her head were white, Rosa might have doubted her age or even her gender. The woman’s face was impassive, but her eyes seemed infected, weeping clear liquid down her seamy cheeks.

			“What do you want?” the woman barked.

			“I want my son,” Rosa replied. She was done with the pretense that Sasha was her baby brother. She was going to rip this ogre to shreds if necessary to recover him.

			The red eyes stared at her impassively. Rosa noticed with a shiver of disgust that they blinked independently of each other.

			“A Jewess, are you?” Oksana smirked.

			“Where is my son, you witch?” Rosa shouted and tried to push past the woman. She might have just as well tried to move a granite boulder.

			“Mama!” A child’s piping voice from inside the cottage. With a desperate shove, Rosa barged through the door and found herself in the dim, windowless hall cluttered with tools. She stumbled over a hoe and almost fell when the inner door opened, letting in daylight.

			A child was standing at the entryway, staring at her with big dark eyes.

			When she had let herself think of Sasha during the war, which was not often, she had remembered the helpless, mewling bundle in her arms, his scrunched-up pink face—a jumble of unformed features. But this boy was four years old and big for his age. He seemed well cared for. His black curly hair was clean, his clothes old but carefully mended. And he did not have the haunted, feral expression Rosa had seen in the faces of war children grubbing in the ruins or sitting mutely by the corpses of their parents. But he was apprehensive, backing away from Rosa when she lunged toward him.

			“Sasha!”

			He ran into the inner room.

			“You are scaring him, Jewess,” Oksana’s gruff voice sounded behind her. “And his name is Kolya, Nikolai.”

			Rosa whirled around in a rage, her teeth bared. The old woman’s face seemed to mirror her expression until Rosa realized it was meant to be a smile.

			“Come on, come on!” Oksana motioned her in. “Let’s sit together and discuss it calmly. Break bread and salt with me.”

			Rosa forced herself to inhale and exhale. Combat had taught her that berserkers died first. Keeping a cool head was the key to victory.

			She followed Oksana in. As was traditional in peasant dwellings, the cottage was divided into two large rooms. The outer room, called gornitza, was where guests were entertained and everyday business of living was conducted. It was clean and well kept, belying the cottage’s dilapidated exterior. The earthen floor was swept, the long table covered with an embroidered cloth. But Rosa was surprised to find no decorations. Most people would keep either an icon of the Virgin or portraits of Lenin and Stalin in the gornitza, often both. Her mother had had a red banner and a Passover tray which she never used. But this room was bare.

			Oksana motioned Rosa to sit down and busied herself with the large potbellied samovar, making tea. Rosa could not understand this sudden change from hostility to hospitality. The woman was even offering her bread and salt, which meant she was an honored guest rather than an unwanted intruder.

			She was straining to hear the boy’s voice from the inner room, but all was quiet. Was he frightened of her? But how could that be when his face was a miniature copy of her own? Black eyes, black hair, full lips. A living portrait of her family.

			Oksana poured steaming tea into two glasses and placed a fresh loaf of bread and a salt cellar onto a tray. Rosa had no appetite, but not to partake would be a deadly insult, and she realized she needed to come to an agreement with the woman. If she went to the authorities, Oksana could simply claim the child was her own. And who would accept a Jew’s word against hers?

			“Is he hungry?” Rosa asked, trying to soften her voice. “Maybe he also wants some bread?”

			She was sure Oksana would refuse—which would confirm her opinion that she was an unfit caregiver—but Oksana nodded and, taking a slice, went over to the inner room, calling the boy by the name that was not his, Kolya. He peeked out. His eyes lit up when he saw Oksana, but he cast a single timid glace toward Rosa. She recognized his expression. The fear of a furtive hunted animal.

			The dam that had kept Rosa’s eyes dry for four years burst. Her tears rained on the bread. Embarrassed, she quickly wiped her eyes, and to disguise the dampness on the loaf, liberally sprinkled it with salt.

			Oksana came back and noisily slurped her tea. She tore off a chunk of bread and shoved it into her mouth. And as she bit down, she changed.

			The transformation was both slow enough to convince Rosa she was not losing her mind and fast enough to flow by in a stream of fluid impossibilities. The embroidered blouse disappeared, absorbed into the rapidly expanding torso, the braids floated away in a puff of white smoke. The face migrated to the top of the blank, cauldron-like head that now sat on the sloping shoulders without the benefit of a neck. The wiry arms lengthened until the taloned hands brushed the floor. And then the creature stood up.

			Below its hanging belly, a giant bird’s fleshless stilts covered with scabby scales twitched and scrambled. Balanced on enormous chicken’s legs, the upper torso, both simian and human, bent toward Rosa as the creature regarded her with its weeping, bloodshot eyes.

			Rosa’s mind did not go blank. Instead, she found herself embracing the crystal clarity of combat where everything was possible and nothing was benign.

			“Astri,” she said. “The demon nurse.”

			The incongruously tiny face on top of the monstrous head tittered. “So, you remember your stories after all. Rosa, daughter of Ester, daughter of Rivka.”

			“I do. You have to have a little bread and salt every day to maintain your human disguise. But a mother’s tears are mightier than bread and saltier than salt. They wash away all falsehood and reveal you for what you are.”

			“True,” the astri said. “But consider that I saved your son. He was going to be thrown into the same hole where your mother and sisters lie rotting. Unremembered and unmourned, because the people who put them there were their friends and neighbors.”

			“Not true! It was the fascists, the Fritzes, the invaders!”

			“And would they be able to kill millions if they did not have help?”

			Rosa looked away.

			“We are your demons,” the astri went on. “But we are in hiding, just as you are. If all Jews are hunted down, there will be no Jewish demons left. We both wear a disguise in order to survive. You have your uniform. I have my bread and salt.”

			Rosa lifted her head, looking without fear into the face of her childhood nightmare. “Is it true that you are drinking my son’s life?”

			The astri smirked.

			“If I did, he would be dead by now. No, Rosa, daughter of Ester. We need young blood to survive, just as you do. I took him to raise as my own. But now that you have seen my true face, I have no power over you anymore. You can take him. He is yours.”

			He is yours…

			Yours, to grow up hearing the ugly words that were thrown at Rosa in the schoolyard. Yours, to mingle with the children of his family’s murderers. Yours, to strive to prove with every breath that he is loyal, only to be accused of disloyalty at the end. Yours, to scrutinize his face in the mirror, agonizing over the stubbornly Jewish cast of his features. Yours, to live in the world that hates his very existence.

			The creature’s weeping eyes met her own.

			“What would happen to him if he stayed with you?” Rosa asked.

			“He would become like me. A demon, immortal as long as our people live. Disguised as human but not human. Tasting bread and salt to disappear among the multitudes. Taking the breath of our haters; stealing their lives and their children’s lives in revenge for what they have done to us.”

			“But he will survive?”

			“Yes. Demons cannot be killed.”

			“Take him,” Rosa said. “Take my son.”

		

	
		
			IN THE RED

			– Mike Marcus

			Fat white snowflakes clung to Dr. Aaron Reznick’s dark overcoat as he paced atop the hospital garage. The plastic surgeon glared at the iPhone clutched in his fist and roared in frustration as he hurled it into the darkness. The phone glowed briefly in the falling snow before disappearing into the night.

			The voicemail from the bank was brief. His loan application was denied. Aaron heard the subtext in the loan officer’s terse message. Why did you even submit that application? You knew there wasn’t a chance in hell. Do not pass go. Do not collect $200. And do not come back.

			Aaron peered over the edge of the garage to the street below. He imagined the cold, swirling winter wind blowing through his thinning hair, his dark blue tie whipping around his face, the sound of rushing air in his ears, and the pavement rising to meet him. Then nothing. No debts. No loan officers. No cheating wife. No more screaming, door-slamming, dish-breaking fights. Just blissful silence.

			The bank loan had been his last hope. Patricia had no interest in cutting back her spending. She was accustomed to the life of a wealthy plastic surgeon’s wife and told him point blank that she saw no reason to change. Their daughter, Madison, now almost thirty but still living at home, was just as bad as her mother. It was his responsibility to make more money. It was their job to spend it.

			Before they were married, Aaron’s mother warned him that Patricia was only interested because he’d be wealthy. Patricia’s a gold digger and will break your heart, she’d said, but Aaron refused to listen.

			Of course, Patricia didn’t know Aaron’s debts made her credit cards look like chump change. His gambling was her fault, though, Aaron told himself.

			Aaron placed his first bet the night Patricia forgot their anniversary dinner. Aaron sat alone in the restaurant for an hour before he started drinking at the bar. Maybe something happened, maybe there was an accident. Then she answered her cell phone, and Aaron heard the blaring music and her friends’ voices.

			Patricia was drunk and yelling over the music on her end of the line. She forgot their anniversary. She’d be home late. Don’t wait up. She hung up without apologizing, and Aaron ordered another whiskey.

			Micky was sitting at the far end of the bar drinking a Guinness and watching the Penguins game but heard most of the conversation, as did the bartender. Micky covered Aaron’s bar tab and introduced himself, saying he’d had similar calls with his now ex-wife. Turning back to the game, Micky’s phone buzzed every few minutes with what Aaron later learned were betting updates from clients. Aaron won fifty dollars from Micky that night when the Pens won in a shootout.

			It started with a few little bets. Aaron lost more than he won but that was okay, at least at first. When he won, it was a rush of adrenaline that made him feel alive, like he was invincible. Soon, he was hooked on the thrill of the longshot and started placing larger and larger bets. Every win wiped clear the depression that came after losing, but inevitably his debts piled up.

			Micky introduced Aaron to Santino Stracci, who served as Micky’s personal banker. He agreed to bankroll the surgeon at a ridiculously high interest rate, but Aaron didn’t care. He was making good money at the hospital and had breathing room. He paid each of them enough to keep going, always looking for the next long shot to pay off.

			Aaron thought he’d caught a break when a patient’s husband told him about an acquaintance looking for a reputable front man for a deal on some undervalued real estate. It was the ultimate gamble. A long shot to beat all others.

			Two weeks after Aaron bought the property with his unnamed silent partner’s money, he learned the land was worthless and that his financier was Sergei “The Bear” Mozorov. The Russian’s photo was plastered on the cover of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette that same day above a story on a federal money laundering investigation. Now the Russian wanted his money back. The bank loan wouldn’t have come close to covering everything Aaron owed, but it could have bought him some time.

			The muffled tones of Tchaikovsky’s “1812 Overture” rang from Aaron’s coat pocket. Only three people had the burner phone number—and he owed money to each of them. Aaron hefted the disposable cell phone and debated adding it to the iPhone he’d already flung off into the darkness, but these guys wouldn’t take kindly to being ignored.

			Aaron thumbed the green button on the screen and held the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

			“Aaron, it’s Micky. We need to talk.”

			Aaron opened the BMW door and slipped into the driver seat. “I was going to call you tomorrow morning. I can drop off part of the money I owe you. I’ll bring it by the bar after lunch.”

			“Don’t worry about it. Your tab is covered. I tried you earlier, but you didn’t answer,” he said with a slight lisp. “A tough-looking guy in a track suit came by, said he worked for a friend of yours and he wanted to pay off your debt. Pulled out a big roll of cash. He didn’t look like someone to second guess. This guy was missing half the fingers on his left hand.”

			Oleg. Sergei’s nephew and primary enforcer. Nobody knew how Oleg lost the fingers but there were stories. Most of them included his uncle taking the fingers when he found his sister’s son skimming his profits.

			“You got yourself in pretty deep, didn’t you?” the bookie asked. “More than the hundred-twenty K you owe me?”

			Aaron’s breath fogged the driver side window as soft white flakes fell from the dark sky. “What’s the play this weekend? I need to make some quick cash.”

			“Sorry, Aaron. Can’t do it. He said you’re cut off. Said if I took any more bets from you, your bad luck would become my bad luck. You need to be careful. The Russians don’t mess around.”

			Aaron threw the burner phone into the glove compartment and slammed it closed. Sergei paid his gambling debt. Now he owed “The Bear” even more with no way of paying it back, and the Russian mob wasn’t known for payment plans.

			Aaron started the car and circled down through the garage like water down a drain. He couldn’t solve his financial—or Russian—problems sitting at the hospital, and while he didn’t think Patricia would be any help, at least at home he could drown his anxiety in whiskey.

			The BMW’s tires crunched through the snow as Aaron pulled into the driveway. The broad stone two-story house glowed like something from a Frank Capra movie. It may have been the smallest house in the neighborhood, but it was worlds away from the two-bedroom apartment in which Aaron grew up under his mother’s watchful eye.

			Gazing at the snowflakes in his headlights, Aaron thought back to his mother and the small apartment they shared after his father left. Sybil had spent thirty years loading and unloading the giant industrial washers and dryers at the laundry down the street from their apartment building. Ironically, the bedding came from the hospital at which Aaron now worked. It was back-breaking, dangerous labor but paid better than most jobs. Money was tight after Aaron’s father left, but Sybil always made sure her son had what he needed, even if it was second-hand.

			“I’m doing this for you,” she reminded him daily. “Someday, when you’re rich and successful, you’ll take care of me.”

			Sybil never outright said it, but Aaron always suspected her life’s goal was to guarantee her son would never experience the deprivation in which she grew up. When they took the bus together to the food bank, she pointed out the nice cars and houses that belonged to lawyers and doctors. At synagogue, she always mentioned the wealthy families with seats close to the bimah who sponsored events and activities, their names listed in bold letters inside the printed programs.

			Her obsession with money dictated Aaron’s future. He’d wanted to pursue a career in transplant surgery and would have done well enough. When Sybil learned how much plastic surgeons made on breast implants and tummy tucks, she badgered him to switch specialties. Aaron tried everything to change her mind, but she was unswayed.

			Desperately, he played his ace card. After services on Saturday morning, Aaron asked Rabbi Smaltzman to explain to his mother that serving the community as a transplant surgeon was a mitzvah, that Aaron would be saving lives. Instead, over her brisket, Sybil convinced the rabbi that a wealthy plastic surgeon in the congregation could help pay for a new roof for the synagogue. Even with the successful career, Aaron couldn’t forget that she chose plastic surgery for him. A few years before she died, Aaron started volunteering at the free clinic just to spite her.

			Aaron hung his coat in the foyer closet and stared blank-faced at the massive fake Christmas tree covered in tinsel and colored lights near the stairs. Garland wrapped the banisters, and a small olive wood crèche sat nestled beneath the tree. Patricia’s parents gave it to the newlyweds on their first Chanukah, making a big deal about it being made in Israel. As always, Aaron bit his tongue, smiling and nodding when asked if he liked the gift. That silence continued as the crèche made an appearance every year.

			Early in their marriage, Aaron was still astonished he’d married the pretty, outgoing girl, and he didn’t want to argue. She was the first girl he’d loved, and their marriage was the one decision he didn’t let his mother dictate. God knows Sybil tried everything she could to talk him out of selecting the shiksa for his bride.

			Aaron miscalculated when he married Patricia against his mother’s wishes. Instead of gaining a partner and his mother fading to the background, he added a pair of opinionated in-laws. Patricia’s parents were never shy in expressing their unhappiness with the lengthy hours he worked and reveled in mocking his Jewishness. The crèche, with its hand-carved baby Jesus, was only the start.

			Every Christmas the decorations increased, seeming to grow of their own accord, as though they reproduced while tucked away in the attic. Every time his mother came to the house during the holidays, she looked around at the Christmas decorations and would glance at Aaron with such disappointment that it turned his stomach. Meanwhile, his simple silver menorah grew dusty on his office bookcase.

			Aaron inhaled, his mind awash in the memory of childhood Sabbath dinners in the small apartment. On Friday nights, the aromas of roasted chicken with potatoes, carrots, and fresh challah wafted through the air. In his own home, there was only the rank smell of two pepperoni and sausage pizzas growing cold in their greasy boxes on the kitchen island.

			It was a typical Friday night. Patricia was probably soaking in the bathtub with a bottle of wine, and Madison likely had friends over, ordering pizza on her mother’s credit card. Madison exhibited no interest in moving into her own place, even with the well-paying job at the art gallery Patricia had arranged for her, but why would she want to leave when her parents never forced her to grow up? A few years ago, Aaron tried to crack down on his daughter, setting deadlines for Madison to move out, but those dates were quickly forgotten.

			Aaron trudged up the steps to the master bedroom, biting into a piece of cold pizza. He paused at the closed bathroom door. Some Sabbath, Aaron thought with a deep sigh.

			Aaron heard Patricia giggling flirtatiously behind the closed bathroom door, followed by the clink of a wine glass against the tile floor. He knocked lightly before cracking open the door.

			“Hey, I’m home,” he muttered. The lights were off, and candles scattered around the spacious bathroom danced in humid air. “Sorry I’m so late. I got tied up with post-op charts—”

			“I’m in the tub,” she snapped, never shifting from her spot in the Jacuzzi, her eyes covered with a washcloth.

			A thick layer of bubbles concealed her figure beneath the water, but Aaron could faintly make out her curves. Patricia still looked as good as the day they took their vows, not that they shared a bed very often. His hair may have been thinning, and he’d put on a few pounds, but Aaron felt he still looked okay, even if Patricia never seemed interested and criticized him for not staying in shape. While Aaron was at the hospital and clinic, Patricia spent her days planning galas for any number of philanthropic committees, having lunch at the country club, and working out with Derek, her personal trainer.

			Staring at her bare shoulders and thinking of her body in the warm water, Aaron felt a stir in his groin. He stepped next to the tub and leaned over, kissing Patricia on the shoulder. “Why don’t you slide over, and I’ll join you?” he whispered in her ear.

			“Just go away,” she said loudly. “Why do you have to pester me?” In the low candlelight, Aaron hadn’t seen Patricia’s cell phone, but as he bent over, the phone’s screen glowed like a beacon. Aaron didn’t recognize the number on the phone’s face, but the line was still connected. At her last comment, Aaron thought he heard a low snicker come from the other end.

			Aaron shook his head and left, closing the bathroom door behind him. As soon as the door closed, he heard her resume the conversation, laughing at something that was said, most likely at his expense.

			Aaron crossed the hallway to the guest bedroom, shrugged out of his suit, showered in the small bathroom that Patricia designated as his, changed into shorts and an old T-shirt, and slipped into bed. He was asleep before the cotton pillowcase had warmed from his stubbly cheek.
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			The synagogue smelled exactly as he remembered. Dark, bitter coffee moments from scorching. Forty years ago, that smell soaked into his clothes as he spent hours in the rabbi’s office, learning to chant his bar mitzvah Torah portion. It was the aroma of early mornings and late nights, Torah study and Alcoholics Anonymous meetings in the community room. Aaron smiled at the memory as he crossed the lobby, taking a black satin kippah from the basket outside the sanctuary and entering for the first time in nearly fifteen years. The last time was his mother’s funeral.

			Aaron looked over the small Saturday morning gathering, not surprised he didn’t recognize anyone. The years since his last Sabbath service sunk in. The seven o’clock crowd didn’t want the bells and whistles of the later family service. They needed to recite the Mourner’s Kaddish for loved ones who passed, to remember those who’d been gone for years with a yahrzeit candle, or simply to get in their prayers before a busy Saturday.

			He didn’t wake up intending on going to synagogue. But as Aaron lay alone in the guest room bed thinking of Micky’s warning the night before, he felt the need to be there. He’d been fighting to keep his head above water, but the waves were growing. Aaron heeded the memory of his old rabbi from one of the last times they spoke, “When you have nowhere else to turn, come back to tradition. Tradition will always be here when you need it most.”

			Aaron quickly slipped back into the Hebrew. Some songs were different than he remembered, but the prayers flowed off his tongue like he hadn’t missed a day. Between prayers, his mind roamed and floated to Sergei, to the problems with Patricia and Madison, and the urge to continue to gamble.

			The service ended and Aaron found himself alone in the empty sanctuary, still searching for an easy solution to his problems. In the foyer, he passed the small group chatting over silver coffee urns and cookie platters. Aaron opened the front door and bowed his head against the blowing snow, halting halfway across the parking lot.

			The man leaning against Aaron’s car was stocky like a bull, with dark hair beneath a stocking cap that matched his blue and white track suit. Oleg, his mutilated hand hidden deep within a jacket pocket. A black Suburban with tinted windows sat in the next parking space, a black-suited driver behind the wheel and the motor running.

			“Hello, Aaron,” Oleg said with a knowing grin. Aaron hadn’t heard a fresh-off-the-boat Russian accent since the butcher who used to save scraps for his mother. He couldn’t remember the man’s name but could still see his thick, hairy forearms as he brought his cleaver down onto a beef roast or chicken, cleanly slicing through the meat, a thin spray of crimson blood on his wrists. “My uncle needs a word with you.”

			Oleg opened the back door of the Suburban and took Aaron’s arm as he slipped on ice between the vehicles. Even missing fingers, his grip was strong and unyielding. Aaron stepped up on the running board and into the steamy confines of the vehicle, his face buffeted by hot air from the backseat vents.

			The family resemblance was stunning. Thick dark hair over equally dark eyes and thin lips. A twisted nose like that of a boxer who never bothered to duck. If anything, Sergei Mozorov’s age made him appear fiercer than his nephew. His black mane, tinted with hints of grey, added to his bearlike appearance. As the door locked behind Aaron, he felt like an animal who accidentally wandered into a bear’s cave and found he had no way out.

			“This cold reminds me why I left Moscow,” the Russian said with a broad, toothy smile. A gold canine tooth flashed, a reminder to Aaron that he was not speaking with any ordinary businessman. “I’m glad we ran into each other here. I prefer to give good news in person instead of over the phone. Too many people eavesdropping on phone calls,” he said conspiratorially.

			Aaron had an idea of who may be listening in on Sergei’s calls, and most had three letter abbreviations on the backs of their jackets. FBI. IRS. DOJ.

			“Yes,” Aaron said. “I wanted to thank you for the assistance with my debt to Micky.”

			“Pshh, that was nothing. Think of it as a gesture of our friendship,” he said casually, as if mentioning bringing a bottle of wine to dinner. “You know, I think of you as a friend, and I look out for my friends’ interests just as I look out for my own. But my friends must help me as well. You know, one hand washes the other, as they say,” Sergei said, his fierce, dark eyes never leaving Aaron’s. “I met with Santino this morning over coffee. We struck a bit of a deal. I purchased your debt from him, as I did with Mickey. He was very appreciative of our friendship.”

			The air grew heavy and thick. Sergei now owned the $250,000 chit Santino Stracci held—meaning Aaron now owed Sergei almost three-quarters of a million dollars, without interest. Aaron could never come up with that kind of money. His head swam in the heat of the SUV, and the dark windows closed in on him. When he tried to speak, he only gasped, his mouth opening and closing like a suffocating fish at the end of a line.

			“Easy there, friend,” Sergei said, reaching into a small cooler set into the console between the seats. He handed a chilled bottle of water to Aaron, who drank deeply and struggled to control his breathing. “Relax, Aaron. Relax. You must realize that I don’t do anything without a plan. I know, I know. You owe me a lot of money. But it’s only money. And you have something more precious than money.”

			Aaron’s cheeks flushed as his mind went to his wife and daughter, still asleep in their beds when he left this morning. “No, they didn’t have anything to do with this. This is all my fault. I did this. Please, don’t make my family pay for my mistakes.”

			For the first time—and most likely a rare occurrence—Sergei looked confused, almost insulted, his head tilted to the side like a cat watching a bug crawl across the floor. Realization flashed across his eyes a moment later. “No, no, no. You have me all wrong, Aaron,” he said. “What kind of man do you think I am? I don’t hurt women. I meant your skills as a surgeon. A business acquaintance needs someone with your skills, and we have a proposition for you.”
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			Aaron carried the box into the house, careful to not rip the plastic sheeting covering the floor. Harold had been gone for almost two months, but Aaron still thought of it as his place. Hidden in the woods, the old brick house was minutes from the free clinic on the city’s North Side. Unlike most of Aaron’s patients at the clinic, Harold had his own home and had been relatively stable on his schizophrenia medications for almost twenty years. The fact that Harold was a bit of hermit only made the house more attractive.

			The instruments inside the box clattered as Aaron set it down near the stainless-steel table in the middle of the room. Threadbare furniture held the edges of the clear plastic covering the floor in place. A chest freezer dominated the far corner, small red coolers lined up nearby.

			Aaron unpacked the box, carefully adjusted the two portable overhead lights, and moved a few small stands around the central table. He turned and opened the door to the darkened kitchen, a wide channel of light shining on the man strapped to a chair in the middle of the room. Ricky Finch snored lightly, a thin line of drool running from his bottom lip.

			A trucker had dropped Ricky off at the clinic with a nasty case of frostbite. The twenty-five-year-old tried to hitchhike from New York to Florida in February and suffered accordingly. While Aaron debrided Ricky’s frozen feet, he also ran a couple extra blood tests. A brief history and physical uncovered no other illnesses, except the one that left track marks running up his arms. Fortunately, Aaron’s selection criteria were much more liberal than if he were working for a hospital. Aaron added Ricky to his “special” patient list, and a hefty shot of morphine left the young man quiet and compliant until Aaron got him to the house.

			After a short phone call with his contact confirming the pick-up, Aaron turned on the radio, scrubbed his hands in the kitchen basin sink, pulled on the surgical gloves, and set to work. He dragged the unconscious man into the living room, lugging Ricky onto the steel table and securing the restraints.

			Pink Floyd echoed through the room as Aaron sliced into Ricky’s torso, cauterizing veins and arteries as he opened his abdomen. At the hospital, the operating suite was noisy with the cacophony of alarms and equipment, nurses asking questions, and the anesthesiologist barking out the patient status. But Aaron’s custom surgical suite in Harold’s living room was perfect. No alarms. No ventilator. No nurses. No anesthesiologist. There was no need when the patient was never intended to survive the surgery.

			Aaron had learned a lot in the process of separating Harold from his organs. For that first harvest, he used a scalpel but created a mess when he rolled his patient off the table and into the body bag below. Blood had pooled in the abdomen and splashed across the floor when Aaron turned the body over. An inexpensive cautery pen he bought on Amazon simplified cleanup.

			Three hours after the first incision, the harvested organs chilled on ice in the coolers along the wall, waiting for the driver. Labels identified the blood type and contents of each cooler. AB POSITIVE. HEART. LUNGS. LIVER. KIDNEY 1. KIDNEY 2. CORNEA 1. CORNEA 2. Ricky’s remains lay uncovered on the table, his abdomen ripped open from pubis to collarbone, his sternum and sections of rib cage casually tossed between his legs, out of the way.

			Three honks of a horn from outside. Aaron responded with three flashes of the porch light and unlocked the door. The nameless driver climbed from the black Suburban, entering the house with a nod. It was a different driver every time, though the process never changed. They arrived silently, retrieved the packages without comment or question, and departed. Aaron assumed they delivered the coolers to private jets waiting at the airport, destined for recipients with deep pockets.

			As Aaron cleaned up and prepared to load Ricky’s remains into a black body bag, he marveled at how easily he found people who could disappear without anyone noticing. They lined up at the door of the free clinic every day. He asked questions and ordered tests unrelated to whatever ailment brought them to the clinic. They just knew it was free and didn’t question the doctor. When Aaron identified Ricky as a donor, his contact on the other end of the burner phone was ecstatic to have a candidate with a rare blood type that could bring a higher price for the organs, possibly opening the door for a bidding war.

			Aaron dragged the bag out to the front porch and returned inside to finish cleaning up. Ten minutes later an old farm truck stopped briefly in front of the house, and the porch was again empty. After the first couple of donors, Aaron wondered what happened to the remains, but those thoughts passed as his debt to Sergei dropped and likelihood of his own death at the hands of the Russian mobster faded.

			At night after everyone went to bed, Aaron’s anxiety snuck up on him. His mind climbed and played on the stack of bodies. The black bags rose like a wall, climbing higher and higher until it swayed and collapsed, trapping him beneath the weight of the corpses in their plastic shrouds.

			Aaron tried to justify his actions. He told himself they were drifters and addicts. Whores and child abusers and drug dealers and thieves. Their deaths meant others lived. He was playing a part of the balancing act of crime and punishment. Life and death. Despite every moral contortion he attempted, Aaron couldn’t make the scales balance. In the end, he lay in the dark, staring up at the ceiling with the lingering stink of blood and viscera hanging over him.
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			The unconscious woman strapped to the surgical table was younger than any of Aaron’s previous harvests. She may have lived a long, healthy life if she hadn’t crossed paths with Aaron at the clinic, but he was looking for someone exactly like her. Early twenties. Generally healthy. Very trim and fit. Sergei’s client would be very happy.

			Staring at her high cheekbones and delicate nose, Aaron realized he didn’t know her real name. The chart he started when she came into the clinic for birth control bore the fake moniker he created once he realized her greater potential. He used to remember the name of every donor, but they were starting to all blend together. Aaron could still see their faces, but now each was just another nameless body on the table.

			Aaron gently ran his fingers over her bare, muscular thighs. Dancer’s legs. He could feel their strength and imagined her in a leotard leaping across the stage, soaring through the air. She would bring a higher price than any of the others. A new customer ordered several specific cuts of muscle from the legs, buttocks, and back. Aaron had never been a hunter, but the requested sections were the human equivalent of venison or beef roasts.

			At first, the thought turned Aaron’s stomach. In one of their rare face-to-face meetings, Aaron tried to tell Sergei he was a surgeon, not a butcher. The Russian gave him a steely stare.

			“Don’t think that because you are a surgeon you are any better than me or anyone who works for me,” the Russian had scoffed. “You are doing what I ask because you owe me. Now bring me the order.”
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			Aaron chanted the Amidah with the rest of the congregation, the simple blue and white kippah perched on the back of his balding head, the matching tallit wrapped around his shoulders. It was same he wore for his bar mitzvah. It had been stored in his mother’s old cedar chest in the attic packed in white tissue paper, a single yellowing tab of tape holding the bundle closed. When they moved Sybil into the nursing home, her chest filled with family mementos was one of the only things Patricia let him keep.

			The rabbi nodded to Aaron as he entered the synagogue, a look of recognition in the white-haired man’s eyes as he stood at the bimah. Since the run-in with Sergei in the parking lot, Aaron had become a regular at the early morning Sabbath service. Standing in the sanctuary, Aaron lost himself in the rhythms of the service and forgot his troubles. He let himself forget about the body bags and the debt. In those moments, his conscience was clear.

			Aaron sat in his usual spot and looked around the room at the dozen regular attendees. The massive, high-ceilinged sanctuary filled with dark wood paneling and row after row of upholstered pews was nearly empty so early on a Saturday. Movement near the door caught Aaron’s attention as he gazed up at the massive pipe organ used for the High Holidays.

			The man’s dirty grey hoodie shaded his eyes as if the morning light cascading through the stained-glass windows was blinding. The blue and green logo on the hoodie looked somehow familiar. The man lurched toward the pews and dropped stiffly onto the bench three rows in front of Aaron, never removing his hood. Aaron’s eyes returned to the stranger despite his attempts to focus on the prayer book in his lap. The synagogue was renowned for its soup kitchen, and the homeless frequently entered the temple for a reprieve from the street.

			The service crept along as Aaron struggled not to stare at the stranger, wracking his mind for any memory of the man. Slowly, he turned toward Aaron and with shaking hands pulled down the grey hood.

			Aaron gagged as bitter bile rose in his throat. The man was gaunt with sunken, stubble-covered cheeks. Red sores marred the skin around his lips. The man had no eyes, only empty sockets filled with black clotted blood that trickled down over his cheeks and dripped onto his sweatshirt. He faced Aaron and slowly raised one accusing hand toward the surgeon. As the eyeless man bared his brown rotten teeth in a silent scream, Aaron recognized him.

			Larry Heinworth. Larry Heinworth, the meth-head who sold flower bouquets on the corner near the 16th Street bridge. Aaron harvested his organs and packed them into little red coolers almost three months ago.

			Another man stared at Aaron from several pews over. Harold Murphy. The first donor. Proper owner of the house Aaron turned into his butcher shop.

			A young woman with long dirty-blonde hair stumbled through door, climbed onto the small platform, and slid into one of the ornate wooden chairs the rabbis used during the High Holidays. Large portions of her leg muscles were missing, entrails tangling around her feet as she gently kicked her legs like a little girl on a swing.

			Everywhere Aaron looked, corpses revealed themselves, all raising an accusatory finger in his direction and staring at him with bloody, empty eye sockets.

			Aaron looked away and took a deep breath, trying to calm his nerves. The stress finally got me, he thought. A familiar sickly-sweet, cheap floral perfume hit him, and Aaron turned, staring into the face of his long dead mother. She wore her black burial dress and veil, as she had in her casket. The heavy mortician’s makeup was cracked and peeling, falling from her face in tiny crumbs of color, revealing dead grey skin beneath.

			Goose flesh broke out on his arms as she leaned forward, slowly shaking her head and whispering, “Such a disappointment. My only son, marrying a shiksa. And a Protestant, at that. Not even one of those Catholic girls. At least they know to respect the mother. Then she makes you abandon me in that nursing home. Now look at what she’s done to you. She’s turned you into a butcher.”

			Aaron scrambled from his seat, dropping his prayer book to the wooden floor with a clatter as he fled the sanctuary, nearly falling as he ran from the corpses no one else could see.
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			The BMW left tire marks in the synagogue driveway as Aaron ripped out of the parking lot, terrified the visions from the sanctuary were following him. Aaron raced through the streets, gripping the steering wheel with white knuckles.

			“Larry is dead,” he muttered to himself. “Harold is dead. My mother is dead. They’re all dead. That couldn’t be them. They’re all dead,” Aaron repeated, but it didn’t help. They were in the synagogue. They were real. They were dead but real.

			Over the pounding of his pulse, Aaron heard his mother’s nasally voice chastising him for not scoring perfect on a test. For not joining the Jewish fraternity. And most of all, for marrying a tall, blonde Lutheran who thought Judaism was a quaint pastime, like crossword puzzles. Sybil’s voice echoed in his head, criticizing, mocking, taunting, always telling him he needed to do better, that he was never good enough. Chiding him for abandoning her in that nursing home, for never coming to see her. Accusing him of breaking her heart.

			Aaron’s eyes jumped to the rearview mirror expecting to see one of the dead reaching for his throat with cold, lifeless fingers. Or worse, his mother slowly shaking her head in disgust at what he’d become, after all she did for him. Aaron punched the garage door opener with his thumb as he pulled into the driveway and screeched to a stop.

			As the garage door closed behind him, Aaron slowed his breathing and tried to collect himself. Patricia was usually awake by now, drinking coffee in the breakfast nook. The last thing he needed was to rush into the house ranting about being followed by the people he killed. Aaron looked wide-eyed around the garage for any movement, any figure lurking in the shadows. Anxious sweat ran down his neck and soaked his shirt collar.

			The house was quiet when Aaron finally escaped the garage. His footsteps echoed on the tiled kitchen floor in rhythm with the steady tick-tick-tick of the grandfather clock in the adjoining dining room.

			Patricia’s usual place in the breakfast nook was vacant, the coffee pot on the counter cold and empty. Aaron poured a glass of water and drank it down in big, hurried, gulping swallows. The house was strangely quiet. Aaron took deep, slow breaths and started upstairs, his heartbeat still pounding in his ears. Aaron couldn’t tell Patricia about what he’d done over the past months or of the walking dead he saw this morning, but he needed the warm presence of another living person, even if that person detested him.

			At first, Aaron thought they’d been robbed. The closet doors were thrown wide, her dresser drawers open, the tall jewelry box on her dressing table open and empty. Aaron called out to Patricia but was only answered by more silence. He checked her bathroom, yelling her name over and over again as he crossed the hallway to his office and the guest room. Everything looked as it should, as he left it that morning. Aaron returned to Patricia’s room about to call the police when he saw the notecard atop the dresser, Patricia’s monogram across the front in gold foil.

			Aaron knew what the note said before he even opened the card. Patricia’s thin gold wedding band lay on the dresser next to it. Of course, she kept the engagement ring and all the other jewelry he’d given her over the years but left the wedding band. She probably cleaned out the checking account as well. He sat on the edge of the unmade bed and flipped open the card.

			It simply read, “I’m done.”

			Aaron heard the steps creak in the hallway but knew it wasn’t Patricia coming back, either in regret or because she forgot something. Patricia would never come back, and he wasn’t sure he wanted her back, even if she did reappear. The creaking in the hallway got closer, but Aaron couldn’t raise his eyes from the card, terrified of who—or what—was coming up the steps.

			“I told you not to marry her, but would you listen to your mother? Of course not. This is what you get for marrying a shiksa,” Sybil croaked from the doorway, her face again hidden by the black veil. Her burial dress was as dark and crisply pressed as it had been the day she was laid to rest. The cheap perfume she always wore wafted through the room as she entered, but beneath the fake floral scent the nauseating smell of mildew and rotted meat turned the familiar aroma sour. “You worked your tuchus off to keep her happy. A big house. A fancy car. Clothes. Jewelry. And all the while, she’s schtupping half the men at that country club. And the worst part is you did nothing about it. You knew and you did nothing.”

			“I don’t need this, Mother. Not now,” Aaron said, never looking up from the notecard. He read and reread it, as though by force of will he could change the words on the paper.

			Sybil wobbled into the bedroom and lifted the black veil that hid her face, revealing dead eyes covered in thick white cataracts. The heavy mortician’s make-up continued to flake and fall from her face, leaving a horrible patchwork of grey dead skin. “You earned this disrespect because you were always weak. You never stood up for yourself. You didn’t even sit shiva for me.”

			“Please stop,” Aaron whispered, his voice thick. “I know...”

			“Please stop. Please stop. Please stop,” Sybil chided in childish, sing-song voice. “Act like a man, for once. That Derek she’s been sleeping with, that’s a real man. He treated you like a putz, taking her whenever he wanted. He’s strong, not like you. She puts me in a nursing home to die alone, and you let her. She only gives me one granddaughter, and I don’t even think she’s yours.”

			Aaron gritted his teeth against the onslaught as he did when he was a boy, sitting on the edge of the bed as she picked at him like a crow feasting on roadkill, ripping him apart bit by bit. The muscles in Aaron’s shoulders and neck clenched; his fists balled until his fingernails cut bloody crescents into his palms as the years of rage boiled within him.

			“She’s a whore. She’s always been a whore. You let her take advantage of you. You’ve always been weak. You needed me to tell you what to do, and you left me to die in that place.” Sybil waved a knobby finger in his face, the fingernail broken and chewed as it had been in life. “It’s her fault you got involved with that Russian criminal. If you married a good Jewish girl, like I told you to, you’d never be in all this trouble.”

			“ENOUGH!” Aaron yelled, crumbling the notecard in his fist and rising to his feet, for the first time daring to stare his dead mother in the eye. For just a moment he thought he saw fear in her filmy eyes. “You were right, I never should have married her. But don’t you think you had nothing to do with this. If it wasn’t for you, I might have been happy. But I’m done. I’m done with her, and I’m done with you. You’re no better than she is, always criticizing me. You have no idea what I’m capable of. You can keep floating around here and chirping in my ear if you want, but from now on what I do, I do for me.”

			“You have no idea what I’m capable of,” Aaron said to the empty bedroom.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The Rolling Stones blasted from the speakers as Aaron moved about the room preparing for his next donor. He sang along with Mick and Keith, bouncing to the rhythm as he gave the muscular, well-tanned man on the table another injection. This donor was special, and Aaron wanted to enjoy the experience. For the first time in years, Aaron didn’t feel the tension that had lived in his shoulders, the slight migraine headache that always seemed to lurk in the back of his skull. He was finally relaxed and happy.

			Sergei was pleased when Aaron called with news of another donor, and even more so when the surgeon reported he’d come to terms with the new client’s unusual requests. The Bear listened silently when Aaron said he wanted to renegotiate their agreement. Aaron was calm and businesslike. The debt to Sergei was paid, but Aaron proposed a new partnership. The profit split favored the Russian with no additional risk, and Aaron would continue to provide his services. It was a deal that would bring them both a lot of money.

			The song ended, replaced by the heavy drums and ripping guitar licks of Motley Crüe’s “Dr. Feelgood.” Aaron looked up at the crowd of ghosts in the far corner of the room, his mother standing at the forefront staring at him. “You see, Mother, I’m capable of more than you ever thought, when I don’t have you or Patricia nagging me.” Aaron looked down into Derek’s dark eyes.

			Surgical tape held Derek’s eyelids open, forcing the man to watch as Aaron danced around the room preparing instruments and the line of red coolers. The paralytic Aaron gave Derek was working well, keeping him conscious and aware but unable to move anything more than his eyes. Those eyes were large and panicked, like a horse trapped in a barn fire, as Aaron flashed the scalpel beneath the large surgical lights for Derek to see.

			Aaron chuckled with his first slice. The scalpel slid through Derek’s flesh like a hot knife through butter. It was no longer a tool but an extension of Aaron’s hand. The surgeon grinned at the terror in Derek’s eyes when he held up the detached manhood of which the playboy had been so proud.

			Aaron shook the pale, floppy, blood-streaked penis in Derek’s direction, taunting him with it before tossing the member into the metal bucket on the floor at the head of the table. “Sergei’s going to get your organs, as per the deal, but its time I get to enjoy my work, too.” Aaron looked down into Derek’s fluttering eyes. Aaron slapped a bloody gloved hand against Derek’s cheek to keep him from passing out. “No, no, no. You aren’t allowed to pass out yet. We’re just getting started.”

		

	
		
			A PURIM STORY

			– Emily Ruth Verona

			It’s not that mistakes weren’t made. They were: in the thick broad brushstrokes with which only family—or the absence of it—can paint fault. But the inadvertence of a mistake cannot undo it, nor wash away the stain of it. For that, I’ve spent time considering what was done, what was said, and where it all went wrong. The first mistake—at times, I’m sure the only mistake—was accepting the invitation at all.

			I’d already decided that we weren’t going to the carnival. It was too much work to see my father, scratch at the same old arguments until they drew fresh blood. Except it was the fifth year in a row now that I’d refused, and I only had so much of that fight left in me. There were other days, other occasions on which he could have tried to summon us. My little girl’s birthday, for instance. But ever since my mother’s death he’d considered Purim the holiest day of the year.

			That’s not true, of course. Purim is a made-up holiday celebrating half-real people; it hangs low and lonely on the hierarchy of “serious” Jewish observances. It had been my mother’s favorite, though, through the years, and her passing had for our family caramelized the poignance of this particular day.

			“Marie, we are family. It’s what she would have wanted,” he said, pressing the issue like a finger against a fresh bruise that has yet to turn blue and green and purple. The discoloration with those never shows right away. Not until it’s too late to matter.

			Jewish Halloween. That’s what my friends and I called it growing up because, for some reason, all Jewish mothers hate real Halloween. Too much candy. Too many ghosts. Naturally, they much prefer substituting such sacrilege with baked goods and tales of near genocide.

			By this time, Nattie was nearly six. We’d been on the road for so long, and I could tell that not meeting her grandfather would be something she’d regret later in life. Nattie always had that way about her as a kid—sensitive in a deeply rooted, deeply personal way. She probably would have liked temple a lot, too. So, slowly, the no I’d given my father morphed into a yes which tumbled back into no, only to land on a reluctant maybe. And maybe is just a word we use when we’ve come to terms with a decision but want to act as if we haven’t. Hence, the pilgrimage back home.

			Explaining Purim to a six-year-old raised outside of religion is like explaining it to a Catholic who isn’t afraid to ask 5,456 questions. The basic premise is simple: There is a king, Ahashverosh. This king has an advisor who plans to wipe out the Jewish people. Only, King Ahashverosh falls in love with a Jewish woman named Esther. He marries Esther and she stops the advisor from carrying out his wicked plan. That’s what we celebrate—what we’re always celebrating—with Passover, Chanukah, Purim, and the rest: not being murdered. Every day we aren’t murdered is a blessing. A good day. By that time in my life, I could relate.

			The story is mostly myth—a popular one—but even as I tried to tell my Nattie this, she found more and more ways to bring it to life in her head.

			“How tall was Esther?” she asked. “What was her favorite food and favorite color and did she like cats or dogs best?”

			Throughout the course of our six-hour drive I spent much of my time glancing at her in the rearview mirror, making up answers while Nattie gazed thoughtfully into my reflection. I told her Esther was short for her age (because Nattie is short for her age). As for favorite food, I said Cheez-Its because those were Nattie’s favorite at the time. Color? Green (also favored by Nattie). I decided that Esther liked cats and dogs equally, because no queen should ever take sides on such matters. This pleased my little girl, who worried ardently about every cat, dog, squirrel, raccoon, deer, fox, and bird we’d ever seen fluttering or roaming outside our hapless, grumbling sedan. The irony of her ardor was never lost on me, though I would have denied it plainly to anyone who’d dare accuse me of approaching my daughter with cynicism.

			So she was excited about the Purim Carnival. Buzzing. I could practically feel the exhilaration radiating off her. She knew it was going to be small—unlike any of the bright spinning lights we’d drive by in small towns during the summer and fall—but it didn’t matter. She’d already developed this heartbreaking habit of staring whenever our car passed any sort of party or festival—her face practically pressed up against the glass in the most cliché, poor-puppy-dog manner imaginable. She’d never been to a carnival. Or even a birthday party. The most crowded place I would ever risk taking her to as a kid was a diner—maybe a grocery store, if it wasn’t too crowded.

			The only part about the carnival that she wasn’t completely on board with was wearing a costume, which I’d foreseen. We had the same conversation every year at Halloween when I asked if she wanted to get dressed up. “Hiding,” or anything she could perceive as such, made her acutely uncomfortable. My attempts to assuage her concern this time around by making simple, basic swordsmen get-ups with hats, belts, and tin foil swords only agitated her.

			Disapproval hardened the soft, gentle curves of her face. “I don’t want to wear a costume!” she whined, hitting her knees even though she’d outgrown the infantile impulse the year before.

			It didn’t faze me. “But your outfit matches mine,” I explained. “Mommy would look silly all by herself.”

			“But I’m already wearing one,” she pouted, the words sharp and argumentative in her mouth. My temper, ironically—not her father’s. She wasn’t crying yet but proved close enough to look a little misty-eyed. Her short brown hair, framed by uneven bangs she’d begged me to cut for her back in December, were frizzy from the last few days of rain. It made her look tired. Harried. Like a weathered, cynical drifter with nothing to lose. It made her look like me.

			“We’ve talked about this,” I said into the rearview mirror. We were on I-80. The exit would be coming up soon, muscle memory had already begun to dance in my fingertips as they drummed against the steering wheel. “That is not a costume.”

			“Daddy says it is—”

			“Daddy doesn’t get a say, does he?”

			Nattie sighed. She doubled down on that pout, but eventually shook her head.

			“Who decides?”

			She gave a soft, mushy murmur of a response.

			“Who decides?” I asked again, sharper. Immediately, I wished I could say it over again. Smooth out that edge in my voice. My girl didn’t deserve that.

			She looked down at her toes, kicking her grey sneakers against the back of the passenger seat. “Me.”

			“That’s right,” I said. “Now we’re going to wear the costumes we made, and we’re going to see your grandpa and it’ll be fun…close to fun. No, you know what? We’re gonna have a great time. You’ll see.”

			Even I didn’t believe the drivel I was spouting, and the fine arch of Nattie’s left eyebrow assured me that she could tell. I switched on the headlights because it was getting cloudy and dark and likely to rain again before the day was out. We would enjoy ourselves at this carnival. Even if it killed me. And at that point—in that moment—I might even have let it.

			Temple Hamela is a little yellow and brown building fifteen minutes off Exit 28, across the street from an apple orchard that’s been around since before anyone can remember. The branches remained pretty bare this early in March, though you could tell they were getting ready to bud and begin anew.

			Nattie was staring out at those trees as I pulled into the temple parking lot, turned the car off, and sat listening to the stillness of this place I used to know so well—had come to love even, for a time, when my mother was around to make it worth loving.

			Eventually, Nattie noticed that we weren’t moving anymore. She looked up at me and I flashed her a bright warm plastic smile which made my insides ache with a sugary type of nausea. Her little face. The tight knit of her small brow. The way she held to the windowsill with both hands, eyes fixing on the ugly little building standing before us.

			Could she feel it? The faith which time and prayer and love had woven across every inch of this place? Through the fabric of every tallit stored in the back room, the velvet mantel which encased the Torah up on the bimah? Every kippah hand-crocheted by the Women’s Club? Every curtain drawn open to welcome the congregation?

			Could she sense all these things? Was that even how it worked?

			I’d never believed in the pure holiness of places before, but as my little girl shrank before this average, mundane façade I wondered if I’d just been lying to myself. “Are you ready?” I asked. She nodded, the tilt of her chin so tentative I wanted to wrap her up in my arms, squeeze her tight, and head for the apple trees.

			No, I decided. It wasn’t the temple that frightened her. It was what it represented: community. Fellowship. All the things I’d denied her for too long.

			We got out of the car and put on our costume belts—fabric from an old red scarf I’d torn down the middle—and fastened felt hats to our hair with bobby-pins. I offered her the bigger of the two swords—cardboard-handled monstrosities covered in shiny, wrinkled, splitting tin foil I’d sweet-talked out of a busboy at the last diner we’d stopped at. She refused it, opting for the smaller—lighter—sword. We looked like operatic pirates when all was said and done, but at least we wouldn’t stick out. Everyone at the Hamela Purim Carnival would be dressed up—good-natured public humiliation essentially serving as the price of admission.

			We’d agreed to meet my father out front by the entrance, but he was already inside when we got there. I could see him plain as day through the double glass doors. He was wearing his go-to costume: a single jester hat so basic that it made our get-ups look well-planned and thoughtfully executed in comparison.

			At first, he didn’t seem any older than I remembered—but as we went in to meet him the space between us receded, as did this familiarity of his features. There were lines in his face—deep and creased—which I did not recognize. And his hair, always salt and pepper, looked a little heavier on the salt than it had the last time we’d stood face to face. When was that? Five—six years ago? Just after Nattie was born. When he’d said he wanted nothing to do with us. And my mother was no longer around to stop him.

			“Marie—” he said, perhaps as startled by my realness as I was by his. “You’re here.”

			I nodded, scratching at my forearm with short, uneven nails. I hadn’t chewed on my cuticles since I was a child, and yet for three days straight I’d been gnawing at them like a dog with a bone. He did this to me. Everything about life before Nattie did this to me.

			I slipped my hands over my little girl’s shoulders, just to have someone solid to hold onto, but it brought her quickly to my father’s attention. He seemed startled at first—like he hadn’t expected her to be so big, or perhaps because he hadn’t expected her to be a child at all.

			I leaned over her, whispered in her ear, “This is your grandpa, love.”

			She looked up at him, eyes wide and round, as if by opening them wider she could better take him in.

			“Hello,” he said to her with a curt, imperial tone which spiked my blood pleasure.

			“Her name is Nathalie,” I added.

			“Yes. I’m aware.”

			Classic. Get us here and then act like we hadn’t been invited. Why would he ask to meet his granddaughter if he didn’t actually want to meet her? I was ready to storm out then and there, but Nattie’s attention had already been lured by a flutter of festive sounds coming from behind the synagogue doors. String instruments playing in tune but out of time, and children laughing. I could feel the curiosity burning in the back of Nattie’s neck. She wanted to see what all the fuss was about, even if she’d never admit to it. She wanted to see the other kids. Act like one of them.

			“Come on,” I decided with a sigh. “Let’s go in.”

			Together my daughter, my father, and I entered the synagogue. And what an unnatural trio we made amidst the rows and rows of painted game booths, cotton candy stands, and an eclectic burst of fairy tale costumes in every imaginable color. There were at least a dozen little girls dressed as Queen Esther with flowers in their hair or crowns sparkling atop their heads. I spotted a few kids dressed as Mordechai (Esther’s uncle who encourages Esther to speak on behalf of their people) with fake beards and old bathrobes. Then, of course, there were the more contemporary looks. Previously purchased costumes seeing new life despite the passing of Halloween. Superheroes. Disney princesses. Jedi Masters.

			A little girl dressed as Wonder Woman appeared, and Nattie watched her pass with excited, adoring eyes. It was magical, this place, in its own way. Not just a cobbled together indoor party at the local synagogue but something nurturing. Endearing. I could see why it appealed to her. It had appealed to me, too, when I was that age. There was so much life to it. So much warmth and tradition and…

			I looked at my father, who was watching Nattie with rapt attention—the way lions at the zoo watch the man who feeds them. He was looking for weakness. Or, more likely, the absence of weakness. He wanted to see precisely how dangerous she could be, find justification for the disdain which had bubbled like tar in his irises the very moment we walked through the door.

			With a deep breath in and a deeper breath out, I traced with my finger the path laid out by the game booths lining the synagogue walls. “Where shall we try first?” I asked, pretending my father wasn’t even there. It wasn’t hard. Between Nattie’s father and my own, I’d grown accustomed to tuning out noise. Static. Interference. When I was with Nattie, I was with Nattie. That simple. Nothing else mattered.

			My girl’s shoulders rose and fell helplessly. Her gaze scampered back and forth across the room. I thought perhaps it was all the costumes, quickly I realized it was the other kids. They bewildered Nattie. She’d never seen so many of them in one place before. A pang slithered—slick as oil, sharp as broken glass—through my gut. This was my fault, a direct product of my parenting.

			“Here!” my father decided autocratically, steering us towards the closest booth even though I was certain he’d picked it at random. He was still too busy eyeing my little girl like an unpinned hand grenade to notice anything else.

			It was a Hamantaschen Toss, the game. For Purim you make these three-pointed hamantaschen cookies. They usually have jam or chocolate in the center. This game had beanbags in the shape of different fruits—apricots, strawberries, blueberries—and the goal was to throw them across the booth into three-pointed baskets wrapped in beige felt to look like cookies.

			“She wants to play,” I said to the volunteer in the booth, a grey-haired woman in a powder blue long-sleeve shirt with a little rose gold Star of David around her neck. She didn’t have a full costume, but she did have face paint which gave her the semblance of a tiger, whiskers and all. She offered Nattie a sincere, warm smile that put me at ease.

			As the tiger woman turned to get the beanbags, I noticed the sign. It was three tickets to play. And I’d forgotten to purchase tickets. They were probably selling them out front. Before I could say we’d be right back, my father reached into his pocket and drew out a small strip of dark blue raffle tickets and tore off three. He handed them to the woman, who put them in a little wicker basket behind the counter before stepping out of the way for Nattie to play.

			My girl took the strawberry beanbag in her hand, held it in her palm as if it were a human heart. The deep color of it against her pale fingers was striking. Surely, my father noticed it, too. She threw the strawberry and it landed in the basket. She then picked up the apricot and managed to get that one in as well. At this my father snorted—softly, as if with disgust—but Nattie heard it, and her shoulders flinched. She took the blueberry, pivoted, and tossed it with clear intention onto the floor.

			The woman frowned, puzzled, and told us that two out of three was still very good. Would my girl like to take a prize? I said yes and thanked her, and the tiger woman offered up a bucket filled with glossy stickers. Nattie stared at them for what felt like an eternity before lifting one out with two pinched, cautious fingers. It was a rose, metallic in color with shimmering red petals.

			We put the sticker on her shirt and thanked the woman again and moved on. My father bought us lemonade, like he used to do when I was little, and I promised Nattie we’d get some cotton candy before we left. It was going well—or rather, better than I’d anticipated. But at each booth my father provided tickets, and at each booth he studied Nattie’s reflexes with the stern impassivity of a drill sergeant. Nattie noticed his scrutiny—how could she not? And by the time we’d gotten through the first row of booths my brain was on the verge of boiling.

			“I think we need some air,” I said as smoothly as I could manage.

			My father’s brow pinched. “Air?”

			“Yes. Air.”

			I led us out of the synagogue, through the front hall and outside to the walkway, stopping at the corner of the building beyond the windows so no one could see us. I fished the keys out of my purse and shoved them at Nattie. “Go wait in the car. I need to talk to Grandpa.”

			“Here?” my father sneered.

			“Yes. Here.”

			Nattie took the keys—perhaps a little sourly—and did as I said. I watched her cross the lawn, a little plastic bag of prizes in one hand and keyring dangling loose in the other.

			I waited until she reached the car, opened the door, and slammed it shut behind her before launching into it, turning on my father and snapping, “What the fuck?”

			The change in my demeanor seemed to startle him. I’d never talked to my father like this. Ever. Not even when Nattie was born, and he’d refused to see her. “Marie!”

			“No. What the fuck?” I repeated. “What is wrong with you? Huh? You invite us here. You beg. Year after year. So you can…what, exactly? Give her the same shit you used to give me. Make her feel small? Like she doesn’t already? She was terrified of meeting you. Did you know that?”

			He offered no response.

			“Her father doesn’t scare her, but you do. What does that say?” It was a mistake to bring up Nattie’s dad, one which burned in my throat even before the words were out of my mouth.

			At the mention of him, my own father’s face twisted in a snarl. “She’s an abomination,” he hissed.

			“If that’s how you feel, then what the hell are we doing here?”

			His large hazel eyes flicked to my car, then to me again. His arms were crossed but I could tell his concealed fist were fidgeting. A breeze slipped between us, pressing a hard chill into the air.

			“No,” the word practically cleaved my tongue in two, giving way for more, smaller nos to follow. “I’m raising her right, I gave her my mom’s name—how—why would you—”

			“That thing is not deserving of your mother’s name,” he warned, and for the first time in my life I thought he might strike me.

			My stomach churned. And churned. And churned. So sudden was the sensation that I had to grip the wall to stay upright.

			“I’m sorry, Marie,” he said.

			I was about to ask why, but as I’ve said, mistakes were made, and before the words could rise from my molten stomach, I blacked out.
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			Lavender.

			My mother had loved lavender, and my father kept all her candles displayed proudly across every flat surface, all the shelves and tabletops. Most of them he’d probably never lit—none of them were lit now—but having them en masse like that wove a quiet, fragrant scent into the air that almost felt comforting. Almost.

			Only, before the smell could smooth me out, that pounding in my head thrummed like a jackhammer. We were in the living room, and I was in a dining room chair, Nattie opposite on the couch, her feet swinging back and forth because they could not yet reach the floor. She looked worried. Not about the fact that we were suddenly, inexplicably, in my childhood home, but because she’d never seen me so off. So unfocused. I didn’t drink anymore—not since she was born—and this hangover felt worse than half a bottle of tequila on an empty stomach.

			The floorboards—old and warped—creaked, and I looked to see my father taking a seat opposite me at the dining room table. Regret hung in the hunch of his shoulders, but that was all. This was the father I remembered. The one who listened to nothing and no one. The one who wouldn’t let me have friends over for playdates. The one who sent me to bed without dinner if I got more than one problem wrong on a test.

			I mumbled something, but it was like the words came out backwards. He leaned in closer to hear, and I tried to clear my throat, start again. Still, all I could manage was to gesture around the room. He placed an empty pill bottle on the mahogany surface between us. It must have been old because I could half make out my mother’s name on the label.

			“Sleeping pills,” he explained.

			I stiffened. He must have put it in the lemonade. My head swung back to Nattie, still kicking her feet absently—nervously—at the couch. She didn’t look drugged. Had it not affected her the same? Or maybe he’d spared her entirely? I couldn’t tell which answer would have given me more comfort, and so I didn’t even attempt to ask.

			“We never wanted this for you,” my father said with a gruff warmth that singed instead of soothed. The room was so hot. It was hard to believe all those candles remained unlit. “We wanted so much more for you, Marie. Really, we did.”

			My arms rose to grab him by the collar—to shake him—or they would have had they been free to do so. It hit me then. My wrists were tied to the chair. I tried to stand dizzily only to find that my ankles, too, were bound. That’s when I understood. Perhaps I’d suspected or guessed back at the synagogue, but this felt like confirmation—concrete and firm.

			“You wouldn’t hurt her,” I said, the words rushing out hot and loose like vomit. The chair rocked with my vehemence but did not topple. I was too groggy for that.

			“She is a mazzik, Marie…”

			“Bat-mazzik,” I corrected him.

			“It’s all the same.”

			“No—no, it’s not,” I said gravely. “She is the daughter of a mazzik but she is also my daughter. Your grandbaby—”

			“That’s no baby…”

			“Can you hear yourself right now? If Mom did, I swear she’d—she’d—”

			“Fortunately for us both, she doesn’t have to be here for this.”

			The words stung. My body seethed. Nattie’s father had not been good. Had not been kind. And yet, he was a better father than mine, wasn’t he? Mazzik or no—demon or no—he’d never even dreamt of hurting our Nattie. And surely—surely, that made him the better man.

			“Nattie,” I ordered firmly. “Go out to the car. Now. Wait for me there.”

			The girl did not budge.

			“Now, Nattie!”

			“It won’t be painful, Marie,” my father said sadly, daring to prize such a horrific thought as some kind of consolation. “I wouldn’t do that to you.”

			“Dad—Dad!—I swear. You lay a hand on her—you lay a hand on her and I will make her father look like a goddamn angel compared to what I will do to you.”

			He rose to his feet, came around to my side of the table and planted a kiss atop my head. I shook helplessly in my chair.

			“You do what you need to do,” he whispered in my ear. And, with that, he turned his back to me, and I lost it.

			Completely.

			Absolutely.

			My body practically fell into convulsions as I swung to tip the chair, spasming and rocking until finally it fell onto the carpet with a useless, heavy thump. Sideways, I watched my father approach the couch.

			“Would you like a snack?” he asked my little girl.

			I thought about the empty bottle. The pills. From the floor I couldn’t hear Nattie’s answer, because in that moment two things happened: two things that in unison rendered her words irrelevant. I screamed, forcing my father to look back over his shoulder.

			And then, just as quickly, the man who’d raised me burst into flames.

			At first, I thought it was one of the candles—my mother’s candles—which had caught on his clothes, but these flames spread quickly. As if my father’s sweater had been soaked in gasoline and set ablaze. I rolled around on the floor, finally managing to snap a leg off the chair and unhook an ankle. As I scrambled to free my other foot, I craned my neck, desperate for a glimpse of Nattie. I couldn’t see her—not beyond the burning pyre that had just moments ago been my father.

			With both legs loose I was able to push myself up, slip my knotted wrists off the chair handles and scramble for my girl. I rushed to the couch and found her sitting where I’d last seen her, eyes wide and full as she watched the flames lick hungrily at the ceiling. I grabbed her by the arms, and she let me lift her up, a hand strong and firm across her back.

			The air was thickening with smoke and soot, the smoke alarm in the hall beeping and beeping and beeping. I carried Nattie outside, nearly tripping as I took us down the front steps into the driveway. We all but collapsed in the yard. I was still so dizzy. It was hard to see straight. Had I really? Was my father…

			I looked up at the house. The fire had already claimed the couch. The curtains. Surely, we needed to call the fire department, but I didn’t know where my father had put my phone. Or my keys. They weren’t in my pockets.

			“I’m sorry,” Nattie said suddenly.

			My erratic, ineffective flailing came to a halt. I looked into my girl’s face, soft and scared and mournful for the first time in a long time. I thought about how we got here. The mistakes made. The no that should have never turned into a maybe. The synagogue. The cotton candy. The little rose sticker on Nattie’s shirt, which flickered as the flames before us grew in volume and veracity.

			“I ruined it,” Nattie’s voice cracked.

			I touched her cheek. Mistakes. So many mistakes. But never her.

			“I ruined Purim,” she said again, staring up at the house. Somewhere in the distance, I heard a siren whistling. For us? For some new tragedy unfolding?

			My fingers slipped beneath Nattie’s chin, and I held her gaze with my own. “No. No,” I told her. My little girl. My bat-mazzik.

			My young—loving—promising daughter, who could be whatever she wanted in life regardless of who she came from. Even if my father was more of a monster than her own would ever be.

			“You didn’t ruin anything,” I told her. “Grandpa, he ruined this all by himself.”

		

	
		
			CATCH AND RELEASE

			– Vivian Kasley

			It was a cold evening for September, and the wind whipped off the water and bit into Raz’s cheeks like tiny teeth made of ice. He’d been standing on the pier over the dark, choppy waters of Lake Ezra for quite some time, looking down into its gloomy murkiness, trying to decide when to empty his pockets of the crumbled bits of bread he’d stuffed into them. His tears had long dried, but his shoulders still shook, both from the chill and with remorse.
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			He hadn’t meant to hurt Beth, but she’d asked him to do the unthinkable; leave his dear Sera. Raz had enjoyed Beth’s company, more than enjoyed, really—he’d been fooling around with her for months, how could he not?—but she wasn’t Sera and never would be. Then she said she was going to tell Sera everything, and he’d lost it. His hands acted of their own accord and wrapped themselves around Beth’s swanlike neck.

			It didn’t take long for Beth to die. She didn’t even struggle. The fact that Raz wanted her dead took the life out of her before his hands ever did. She’d loved Raz with her whole heart and didn’t care to live without him anyway. If Raz saw the yielding in Beth’s eyes, he ignored it. His only motive had been to keep Sera ignorant of his unfaithfulness. Even when the blood vessels broke and peppered the whites of Beth’s bulging eyes, he’d kept squeezing. Panic only set in when he’d stood over Beth’s lifeless body and wondered what he was going to do to cover his tracks.

			When his cell rang, he jumped in his skin and held it up with shaky hands. It was Sera. He answered, his voice strained. She asked him what was wrong, and he told her he was tired, that work had been extra stressful. There was a pause—of disbelief, maybe—but then Sera accepted his explanation and asked him when he’d be home. Raz told her he was leaving the office as soon as he finished up a few things and that he’d be home in about an hour or two.

			Before he hung up, Sera murmured, “I love you so much, Raziel. You’re a good husband. I just wanted you to know that.”

			And with that, all the guilt that had been chomping through his guts like a ravenous worm in an apple tunneled its way to his heart. There’s no turning back now, he thought, and then scrambled to clean up his mess.
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			Beth’s corpse was somewhere in the choppy water below. It had been a couple of months, but Lake Ezra was vast and deep, and her body had probably drifted quite a ways by now. Raz shuddered. The fact that a woman who he’d cared about, fucked, and laughed with over bottles of wine was having her pale olive flesh plucked away from her bones by ravenous aquatic life was too much to think about. After he’d dumped her, he’d actually hoped her body would be found and that he’d be caught, but it never happened. She ended up just being another missing person.

			Raz looked across the water and choked, “I’m so, so sorry, Beth. Forgive me, please…”
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			It wasn’t too long after when a troubled Raz went to his rabbi. While he didn’t tell him what he’d done, he confided to the thick-bearded, elderly Rabbi Robens in his office in the synagogue that it was something horrible, and that there might not be any amount of prayer that could save his soul. But the rabbi insisted he was wrong, that God heard all and that no sin could overcome His forgiveness. He told Raz that if he felt true regret for whatever he’d done and never did it again, he could then begin the process of teshuvah by righting his wrongs and asking for forgiveness.

			Raz asked what he was supposed to do if the person he’d wronged refused to hear his pleas for forgiveness, but he stopped short of telling him why.

			Rabbi Robens reminded a distraught Raz of Micah 7:19 and spoke in a firm but gentle voice as he recited, “He will take us back in love; He will cover up our iniquities. You will hurl all our sins into the depths of the sea.”

			Raz had come to Lake Ezra as a child with his parents and then as an adult during the Jewish New Year of Rosh Hashanah to perform the ceremony of Tashlich. Before the following week of Yom Kippur, he and others would recite biblical verses of repentance and forgiveness and cast their bread—which symbolized a person’s sins—into the deep murky water below.

			Lake Ezra had always been the one place he could tell his secrets without any judgment, and this particular secret was the biggest he’d ever had. But he was ready to rid himself of the bread in his pockets, which felt more like stones. Standing by the water, he did not feel the presence of God as he’d hoped; instead, the presence of something sinister.

			He and Sera and had already performed Tashlich earlier that afternoon. They’d met with other friends and shared a lunch of Sera’s fresh baked raisin challah and apples dipped in honey before they began the ceremony. After their prayers, they threw leftover bits of challah to the fish below in hopes of starting anew.

			But Raz hadn’t actually thrown any of his bread; he knew he needed to be alone to truly complete his. So later that evening, he told Sera he was going to the office to sketch out ideas for an ad campaign he was working on. When he returned to the lake, he stared at the rippling reflection of the moon on the water and found he was struggling to begin. Each time he went to open his mouth to speak, something seemed to reach up into his throat and cut off his voice.
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			Since Beth, Raz hadn’t been sleeping well, and he lashed out over any little thing. Then he began to refuse all of Sera’s sexual advances, blaming it on everything from work to her most recent push for a baby. But really it was because each time he lay atop his green-eyed wife he saw Beth’s face. Though she had to have been wounded by his lack of interest, Sera still ran her hands through his thick dark hair each night and whispered that she wanted to try for a baby before it was too late.

			“You’re only thirty-two,” Raz replied. “We still have some time.”

			But Sera insisted she was ready and that they now had the money for the fertility doctor they’d been saving for. Raz finally gave in and agreed they’d start in October, which meant he was more eager than ever to cleanse himself of the evil fungus that was continuing to spread.
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			Raz tried to ignore the moaning of the cold wind and focused on the water instead. He cleared his throat again and again and attempted to speak. Eventually he was able to produce a whisper, which would have to be good enough. He pulled the bread from his pockets and made fists over the water, then closed his eyes and concentrated.

			First, he saw Beth. She was still in the purple dress she’d worn the night he’d taken her life. Her long blonde hair bobbed in the water, and she beckoned for him to jump in and join her. A milky film had settled over her honeyed eyes, and her full lips were cracked and set in a grim smirk.

			Raz cried out and almost took a step forward, but he shook his head clear and pictured Sera. Sweet Sera, with her bright green eyes and the waves in her soft brown hair. She was what mattered now. Only her and the baby they’d make together. Not himself and not Beth. The smoke of his breath was like living tendrils as he recited Micah 7:19.

			Then he whispered, “L’shana tovah,” as he unfurled his fists and let the bread tumble into the water below.
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			It was a walleye that ate it. It gobbled up every crumb of Raz’s horrific sins then swam away. Over a span of weeks, the three-pound fish grew larger, and its belly swelled—so much so that it began to have trouble swimming. It was sluggish and lethargic, and its keen vision was off, which was probably why it went for the wriggling crankbait.
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			The day was crisp but humid and overcast, and the lake’s surface had the right amount of ripple that was perfect for fishing, in Asher’s opinion. He’d set out on his own for an afternoon to himself. He preferred to fish alone—less distractions and more chances for a catch.

			His boat had been drifting on Lake Ezra for a while without any luck, and he began to wonder if he should’ve brought along some nightcrawlers instead of the crankbait his wife, Naomi, had bought him for his birthday. He’d have felt guilty, though, if he didn’t use them at least once. Plus, he knew she’d ask him, and he didn’t feel like lying to her—he’d done enough of that in the past. He took a sip of the lemonade iced tea she’d filled his thermos with and sighed. Life was pretty damn good.

			Asher had been daydreaming when he felt a tug on his line. He fumbled only for a second, then stood up and began to reel in his prize. Whatever it was had to be big because its weight was bending the rod to the point of snapping, and it was a sturdy pole. Luckily, he had a good leader on.

			Beads of sweat formed on Asher’s forehead, and his hands became slick. But he steadied his legs and kept reeling as the thing used the water’s current and its own strength to try to win its freedom. The boat was being towed towards the center of the lake, and Asher wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep his grip on the reel. He was afraid the line would snap if the battle continued much longer.

			Just as Asher was about to cut the line, the violent tugging came to a halt, and he was finally able to reel in his catch. Asher whistled when he caught sight of the walleye. It was enormous! The biggest he’d ever seen. It had to be over thirty pounds or more, and it was easily over three-and-a-half feet long!

			Asher had to use both hands to pull the mammoth into the boat. He cut the line and left the bait hooked into its mouth, which hung open revealing rows of its pointy, canine-like teeth. It gasped for air every few seconds then flapped its fins and tail half-heartedly, almost like it knew it had been defeated.

			Asher couldn’t be sure, but he thought maybe he’d done the thing a service by catching it. Maybe it wanted to be put out of its misery. It had to be ancient in walleye years, as huge as it was. The cooler he brought was not going to contain the behemoth, so he used it as a sort of table, hauling the fish across it and letting it hang over the edges. He could’ve cut it to fit, but he didn’t want to mutilate it since he wasn’t sure of his plans for it.

			Asher felt a little bad about keeping the fish. He imagined it must’ve had one hell of a life. It sure ate like a king, he thought. Still, releasing it wasn’t an option. The fish was just too awesome to let go. He thought about who he was going to get ahold of to have the thing looked at. He was positive it’d be a record breaker. Having his picture and name in the paper would be sweet. Then he’d have it stuffed and mounted on the wall in his office so he could gaze at it whenever he pleased.

			But then Asher’s stomach growled loud enough to nearly rock his boat, and another thought came to mind. He knew smaller walleye were best for eating, but his mouth watered at the image of a thick fillet of the big fish, pan fried and swimming in lemon. The thought of consuming its delicate white flesh overtook him, and he decided right then and there that the fish would be dinner.

			Asher made his way back to land and was glad he’d forgotten his cell phone, which was probably still plugged in next to his computer. The urge to call someone would’ve been too great, and he wanted to wait. He lifted the cooler with both hands—fish still slung over it—and hauled it to the bed of his pickup. He bubbled with excitement. He’d have to snap some photos before he cleaned and filleted it so that he could share them on social media. Otherwise, no one would believe him. With the cooler and fish loaded into the back of the truck, he hitched his boat back up and set off for home. He couldn’t wait to show Naomi.
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			“What the hell is that thing, Ash?! It’s freaking huge!” Naomi stood at the top of the steps that led to their front door and stared at the monster her husband was holding. She brushed her unruly red hair away from her eyes and padded down the steps to get a better look.

			“It’s supper, baby! And I caught him using the bait you bought me! It’s a walleye, biggest I’ve ever seen, maybe the biggest caught in Lake Ezra. Hell, maybe the biggest caught, ever! I fought him hard and eventually he just gave up. “Whaddaya think?”

			“I…I don’t know what I think. What do you plan on doing with that thing?” As Naomi walked toward her husband and the fish, a series of tingles traveled up her back to her scalp. She’d seen plenty of walleye before—her father used to catch them all the time—but none were as big as the one Asher was holding. As petite as she was, she was sure she never would’ve been able to reel that mutant in.

			The thing’s color was weird, too. Instead of the usual mix of gold and olive, this one’s coloring was more like that of a rotting banana. And its large glassy eyes were completely black, not the opaque and cloudy color she remembered. No walleye she’d ever seen had eyes like that. She winced then gagged when she caught a whiff of it, vile and putrid, like rotten eggs times ten. “Ugh! Ash, it freaking reeks! I think it might be bad or something.”

			“What? It’s not spoiled, it hasn’t even been dead that long. Smells like lake water and fish. No fish smells pleasant, honey.”

			It was then Naomi looked into the fish’s ink black eyes again. She felt overwhelmed with deep despair and didn’t know why. “No, but they don’t smell like that thing does. I’m not eating it. No way.”

			Asher frowned. “That’s all you got to say? I was all excited to bring this home and you can’t even pretend to be happy about it?”

			“I’m sorry, Ash, you’re right. It really is an awesome catch. I’m proud of you. Only a true fisherman could’ve bagged that sucker.” She knew blowing smoke up his ass was the only way to keep things from getting too heated.

			“So if I clean and fillet it, you’ll maybe cook it for us, then? I’d try to, but you know I can’t even make shit on toast.”

			“I don’t know, Ash. It doesn’t look right. I mean, look at its eyes. Maybe you should have it stuffed instead, show it off, ya know? Who knows what kinda pollution is in that lake nowadays?”

			Asher sighed and spat a loogie in the grass. Then he tutted and said, “I can’t think of a single body of water on Earth right now that isn’t polluted in some way, and we still eat all the shit that comes from most of them. Look, the thing’s probably old. Humans look like shit, too, when they live past their shelf life. Age spots, bald spots—you name it, we’ve got it. Hell, we even smell kinda funky when we get old. I thought you’d be thrilled, I really did. Guess that’s what I get for thinking, huh?”

			She knew by the rise of color in his cheeks that things were headed back south. “Alright, Ash. Alright, then. Go on and clean it up and bring me some of the fillets when you’re done.”

			Naomi and Asher had been having problems, and she didn’t want to disappoint him. Twenty years of marriage was too much to throw away. If cooking her high school sweetheart some fish would make him happy, then it would make her happy, too. She shivered and hugged herself when a gust of chilly wind blew across the lawn and passed over her as she turned to go inside.
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			The fillets looked disgusting and the smell of them was worse. It permeated the air in the small, bright kitchen like a sulphury smog, and she was sure the odor would stick around long after it was cooked. The gifted I JUST BAKED YOU SOME SHUT THE FUCUPCAKES sign on the wall that normally made her chuckle suddenly wasn’t funny. Naomi couldn’t believe Ash still wanted to eat the fish. She pointed at the dark blemishes and spots woven throughout its white flesh and pressed her finger into one of them, causing a black slime to ooze out.

			Even that didn’t deter Asher. He set a sweating bottle of beer atop their new speckled granite counter, took a closer look, then shrugged. “It’s probably just from what it’s eaten. Or they might be varicose veins. Nothing to worry about.”

			But Naomi wasn’t so sure. She was afraid roundworms had burrowed into the meat. “Ash, are you really sure you wanna eat this? I have a bad feeling about it. I could heat up some leftovers…”

			He put his hands on his hips. “Just go on and make it. If I take a bite and it tastes funny, I’ll throw it and all the fillets in the garbage.”
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			Naomi was still trying to shake off the gut-deep despair she felt as she set the table. She placed the platter of golden fried fish down, then surrounded it with wedges of lemon. She poured herself a third glass of wine and sat down in front of her dish of leftover lasagna.

			Asher had gotten out of the shower and hollered from the bedroom that he’d be out as soon as he put on some clothes. She had to admit the fish didn’t smell that bad now that it had been seasoned and fried. Still, she wasn’t going to eat one bite of it. Not for all the fucking tea in China.

			Asher beamed as he sat down at the table. “It looks delicious,” he said, loading his plate with a few fillets. After squeezing lemon over them, he shoveled a forkful into his mouth and made annoying sounds of satisfaction.

			Naomi glared at him but said nothing. She couldn’t tell if he was being dramatic or really enjoying his meal that much. Neither one spoke a single word as they ate. The only sounds were Asher’s intermittent moans and Naomi’s fork grazing her dish.
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			Two pieces of fish remained, but Asher couldn’t eat them. He started to feel queasy. Why had he felt compelled to gorge himself? After the first bite, the insatiable urge to eat as much as he could had overwhelmed him. What had he been trying to prove?

			As bubbles of indigestion loomed, he looked over at Naomi. She stared back at him; her mouth slightly twisted. He stared so long and hard, his eyes glazed over and his mind went blank.

			Asher squeezed his eyes shut and then shook his head clear. He looked back over at Naomi. She looked completely different. Her hair was smooth and blonde, instead of curly and red. He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head feverishly. He looked at her again and panic set in. Her blue eyes were now the color of golden honey, and her thin lips were full and pouty. She was speaking to him, but he couldn’t hear a word she was saying. His hands balled into fists, and he pounded the table hard enough to cause everything on it to jump.
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			Naomi yelped when Asher banged the table, and when she saw his eyes, she became frightened. They were huge and black, and he stared at her in a way that made her heart freeze and her bowels ache.

			When she could swallow the lump in her throat she managed to ask, “What is it, Ash? What’s wrong? Are you alright?”

			Asher continued to stare at her. Then he began to breathe fast and hard through his nose and mouth. “Be-e-e-e-e-e-e-e-e-th,” he snarled.

			“Asher, you’re really scaring me,” Naomi whined. “Please tell me what’s wrong?”

			Asher stood and threw his chair across the room. “Beth,” he growled, “I thought you were dead and rotting at the bottom of the lake. The flesh on your carcass picked apart! I thought I was done with you!”

			Naomi ignored the frantic beating of her heart and forced herself to get up from the table. She backed into the living room to get her phone.

			Asher grinned the grin of a madman and trudged after her. He threw his head back and laughed a terrible laugh that made Naomi’s blood run cold.

			His lips curled back from his teeth, and he shouted, “Where’re you going, Beth? You gonna call Sera? Tell her all about us? I don’t think so!”

			He ran full speed toward a panicked Naomi, who raced to get away, but it was no use—the former college running back was too quick and too strong.

			Naomi looked up into her husband’s eyes, which were now completely black. Thin black veins ran along his temples, across his face, and down his neck. His sweat and breath stank of rotten eggs. She wiggled in his grip. “Please, Ash, let me go and let me get you some help. Please…you’re hurting me!”

			He laughed maniacally and placed his hands around her throat.

			Asher spat a gob of blackened goo to the floor then sprayed Naomi’s face with foul spittle as he screamed, “I couldn’t ask you for forgiveness, could I? Because you were dead! But here you are, right where I want you. Do you forgive me, Beth? Huh? Tell me you fucking forgive me!”

			Naomi had no idea what was happening. She choked back cries as Asher’s hands tightened around her neck. With her air running out, she rasped, “I love you.”
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			Asher’s grip loosened and he fell backwards. He looked at his hands, then back at Naomi shaking and sobbing on the floor. His chin trembled. He didn’t understand what was going on. What had he just been doing to his wife? Asher whimpered, “Naomi?”

			But as soon as she looked up, a force, powerful and dark, began to consume him again.

			Asher shrieked as his joints popped and his nerves twitched. As his body contorted, he pulled at his hair to try and get whatever it was inside of him to stop. But it fought harder, reaching through his tissue, muscle, and bone until it found its way to what felt like the depths of his soul.

			When Asher realized he was losing the fight, he leapt from the floor and fled the house. Naomi had run after him but didn’t follow him to his truck. She stood just outside of the front door with the phone to her ear and shouted to him over and over, but her words sounded distorted and distant.

			Cramps flayed Asher’s insides, and his head throbbed. Hot coals rode up behind his sternum then climbed his esophagus until an eruption of what felt like hot lava crowded his mouth. He had to keep spitting out gobs of thick, mud-colored rank stuff to breathe, but it kept coming up. Asher let out a cry that was guttural and inhuman, and it pierced the night as he got into his truck.

			Naomi had finally run down the steps and was still shouting to him. He looked at her and ground his teeth, then put his foot to the gas and peeled out of the driveway.
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			Asher parked his truck in an area of overgrown grass hidden from the road. There was a warped and rotting wooden picnic table surrounded by a smattering of Jack pines. He swung open his door and tried to make it to the table but fell to the ground. He curled into in a fetal position then writhed in agony as the darkness swirled around in his mind like a hurricane. It was feeding on his warmest memories, using them to try and gain strength and take control.

			When the dizziness subsided, and he could muster the strength, he got up and began to run.

			He stopped only when he hit the water. A thick, eerie fog surrounded Lake Ezra. Asher’s blood hummed in his ears. Every bit of his flesh felt like it was burning, and all he wanted was to put out the fire. The water was cold, and it lapped at his feet, summoning him to come in.

			He was in past his chin, and his teeth chattered as he treaded the freezing water. His legs hurt, and he was getting tired. But he still felt the urge to continue, so he kicked away and struggled to stay afloat.

			A woman’s voice, soft and gurgly, filled Asher’s ears, startling him to full attention. “These sins aren’t yours,” she said. “They belong to Raziel. And only him. He’s the one who put me here.”

			Before he could process the woman’s words, he felt hands like bony weeds wrap tightly around his ankles and pull him down. He kicked out and cried for Naomi and his mother. But it was too late, and the lake swallowed him whole.

			Asher couldn’t see much of anything under the water, but bony fingers pried open his mouth as wide as they could. He tried to clamp down but couldn’t. A few of the fingers jammed into his mouth then tunneled past his uvula, causing him to violently gag until he threw up the entire contents of his fish supper. He wanted to breathe in but knew he couldn’t.

			Just when he thought he was going to die, something propelled him to the surface. He wasn’t far from land, and with the little strength he had left, paddled back to it.

			Back on dry land, Asher fell to his knees and began coughing up a lung. Once he could breathe without hacking, he stood up and looked back out at the lake. A woman—her badly decomposed face and skeletal shoulders somewhat visible in the moonlight—stared back at him. She waded closer until he could see the purple garment that clung to her bones. He didn’t need to see any more of her, it was obvious that she was not among the living.

			Asher began to shiver uncontrollably then turned away and refused to turn back around. He stumbled to his truck and leaned against it. Tears streamed down his face. Who was that woman in the water, and what had happened to her? And who the fuck was Raziel? Just the thought of the name gave him awful indigestion.

			He didn’t understand any of it, but as soon as he got back to his wife and called the police, he sure as hell was going to find out.

		

	
		
			PHINEHAS THE ZEALOT

			– Ethan K. Lee

			Detective Ramirez squeezed the bridge of his nose. Had the boy seen? Ramirez wasn’t sure. His head ached, and his mouth tasted like stale precinct coffee. He checked his watch, then laughed at himself for even bothering.

			Dr. Newman leaned against the opposite wall, her pale skin and thick brown hair making her appear ghoulish under the fluorescent bulbs. She looked down at her shoes, her left eye twitching, likely from too much coffee. “They found him upstairs under the blankets,” she said.

			“Reciting his ABCs?”

			Newman’s lips turned in a slight smile, and then she gestured Ramirez into the interrogation room. They’d built it for children, decorating the room with low, comfortable chairs, colored paper on which to draw, and pictures of cartoon characters hung along the walls. That didn’t change the nature of the room. It was a place for interrogation; Ramirez’s job was to sit down and ask the boy how twenty adults ended up headless in his mother’s living room. He had to ask about the missing sister as well.

			Ramirez sighed, took a seat, and adjusted his suit jacket. The boy cradled a Styrofoam cup of hot chocolate between his hands. He was a small child, pale and covered with freckles, with a summer crewcut exposing his scalp. It looked like he had made an attempt to draw but then stopped. He had covered the page in mismatched lines, geometric shapes of some sort.

			Ramirez lifted the paper. The boy did not seem to mind Ramirez’s intrusion. That was good. “Couldn’t decide what to draw?”

			“I can’t remember without my workbook,” the boy said.

			Ramirez looked at the paper, unable to decipher the scribbles. “What are you trying to draw?” he asked.

			“My Aleph-Bet.”

			Dr. Newman smiled. 

			Ramirez closed one eye and stared at the paper. “Aleph-Bet?” he asked.

			The boy gave an eager nod and looked up at Ramirez. He seemed to be asking for approval. Ramirez glanced at Dr. Newman, and he knew he wore his ignorance on his face.

			Dr. Newman took pity on the detective. “The Hebrew alphabet.”

			Ramirez studied the boy. A Jew? That seemed reasonable enough. The boy was pale with curly black hair and deep-set brown eyes. He didn’t know Jews had names like Aboulafia, but Ramirez had learned plenty since leaving Arizona.

			“So, Ben,” Ramirez said, “can we talk about tonight?”

			Ben Aboulafia shrugged his small, blanket-covered shoulders. He didn’t look terrified enough, as far as Ramirez was concerned. Perhaps that was the shock.

			“Your parents had a bunch of friends over, right?” Ramirez asked.

			Ben gave another eager nod. He seemed so desperate to be helpful. “It was a dinner party.”

			Ramirez forced a wide smile, then closed his lips, self-conscious about how insincere the smile must look. The old nagging fear bit at the back of his mind; that he was not a hero, nor did he really care much about the people involved. That he was nothing more than a technician, searching out the clues so he could end his shift and go home.

			“Can you tell me about the party?”
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			It was Friday evening, and although the sun had not yet set, Ben noticed the absent candles. His parents were fussing around in the kitchen, glasses of wine in hand as guests arrived. His father, Stephen, stood taller than the rest of the men and so seemed to stare down his bent nose from two dark eyes. Ben’s mother was almost the complete opposite: curly blonde hair, green eyes, and a soft smile that she used to greet each and every person. His sister Zoe was upstairs with a YouTube video, probably applying too much makeup to her face.

			Mr. Lefkowitz, Ben’s Hebrew school teacher, had explained that candles were the most crucial part of Shabbat. Ben couldn’t remember why, but if Mr. Lefkowitz had said so, then it had to be true.

			Ben lay on his stomach by the basement door and opened his workbook. The lack of candles had made him nervous, and the recitation of Hebrew seemed to assuage his anxiety. It was a vocabulary book with ten words at the beginning of each chapter followed by activities to help with memorization. Ben favored the fill-in-the-blanks. He loathed the matching game.

			The basement door stood at the end of a long entrance hallway that no one ever used. People came in through the back door into the kitchen and spent most of their time on the main floor. Even the Aboulafias rarely descended the five steps to the ground floor, where his mother had furnished a small library. Ben hated the library, which was stale and full of false comforts. The shag carpet should have been enjoyable, and yet Ben found it always tickled his nostrils and scratched his arms. The couches were wide and soft, but that only meant Ben could never find a position in which to sit. He much preferred sitting on the cold stone floor of the hallway.

			“There aren’t any candles,” a voice said from the basement at the bottom of the stairs, just beyond where the hallway light reached. Ben’s skin broke into bumps. The voice sounded cracked and disconnected, like it had been shouted into a well and then dragged across miles of glass.

			Ben didn’t take his eyes from the workbook. The voice made his throat taste sour and his stomach ache. He continued to read his vocabulary words. Mr. Lefkowitz said it was essential to read Hebrew aloud or to at least mouth the words. Hashem needed to hear Hebrew.

			“No candles,” the voice said, “on a Friday night.”

			Ben glanced down the stairs into the basement’s gloom; something shifted in the darkness at the foot of the stairs, a tremor in the shadows. He buried his eyes in the workbook and began to read a new set of words.

			The creature in the basement usually went away if Ben ignored it for long enough. It was a voice in his head, nothing more. At least, that’s what Dr. Goldstein said, and Mom had told Ben always to follow the doctor’s advice. Ben picked up his pencil and traced the lines of the new words he was learning.

			Nails tapped on the basement’s stone floor. He wanted to remind Mom about the candles again, but as frantic as she was around guests, he knew she’d just yell at him and send him to his room. Ben gulped and prayed silently.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Detective Ramirez tried a genuine smile. With his own son ten years in a desert grave somewhere between Iraq and Syria, smiles did not come easily.

			He had tried to smile at his wife, Lynn, after their son died, but it had felt like nothing more than a cheap mask, an actor’s prop that he slid across his skull to hide the unending despair. It had taken Lynn two months to notice that Ramirez’s smile would never again return, and then she’d made the only sensible choice: She walked out one night, took a left on Oak Street, a right on Broadway, strolled three miles north, and jumped from the Tappan Bridge into the river three hundred feet below.

			But he was surprised to find this one took, and he looked over at Dr. Newman. He was never sure what was okay to ask a child or when he had pushed the issue too far. Dr. Newman told him he was fine with a soft nod that sent her curls bobbing across her forehead.

			“What’s in the basement?” Ramirez asked.

			Ben blinked rapidly. He had put down the hot chocolate and resumed his attempts at drawing Hebrew letters.

			“Does someone live down there?” Ramirez asked.

			“Yes.”

			“A family member?” Ramirez asked. A wayward uncle living in the basement would provide some clarity to this whole situation. Some clarity—there was still the issue of where all the heads had gone.

			Ben shook his head.

			Ramirez sighed, the smile gone. “Well, then, maybe you can tell me why you’re so concerned about the candles?”

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Ben couldn’t follow the adults’ conversations. They mentioned people and places he understood, but the things they said didn’t make sense. His mother already had red stains on her lips from the wine. She told Robbie Katz that her daughter (a witch Ben hated named Ariel) should buy a house in a town called Cranford. Robbie nodded along, but Ben knew they both hated Cranford; his mother wouldn’t even go to the grocery store there because it was too loud.

			“I do worry about the schools,” Robbie said.

			Ben’s mother nodded sagely. “Yes, but it’s diverse.”

			“Truly.”

			Ben tapped his mom’s elbow. “Will I go to school in Cranford?”

			Both Ben’s mother and Robbie laughed. It was not a friendly laugh, the way one might giggle when playing a game. This one felt more like an insult. “No, sweetheart,” his mother said, “you’ll go to the Decatur Academy with Zoe.”

			Robbie and his mother went on laughing, but Ben didn’t get the joke, so he went to find his father.

			Stephen Aboulafia held court in the dining room, thick forearms crossed over his flabby chest. The dishes hadn’t been cleared, so bits of roast chicken and potatoes littered the tablecloth. Wine glasses sat half full as the fifth bottle lingered dangerously close to the corner of the table, the red drips threatening to soil Mrs. Aboulafia’s cherry wood floors. Behind Stephen, the bay window held nothing but impenetrable dark, while inside shaded bulbs cast a soft glow off the wood paneled walls. Barry Weiss gripped his kippah in one hand as laughter shook his shoulders.

			Ben thought of approaching the men but just stood in the doorway. Stephen Aboulafia often got annoyed when his son made a sudden appearance.

			“Still no candles,” the voice said.

			Ben whirled around, the taste of acid and copper thick on his tongue. Across the living room, he could see the basement door inching open. He looked around for help, but none of the adults seemed aware of the danger. They all went on cackling as if the world was a joyous place and they were its righteous inheritors.

			Should he race across the living room? His mother would be aghast. Ben put his head down and walked through the empty kitchen. He turned right, made a sharp left to descend the stairs, and placed his bare feet on the cold stone of the ground floor. The basement door opened slowly on its own, inch by painful inch.

			Ben shut the door with his foot. There was a scream from the other side, a piercing cry that made Ben’s fingernails itch. He stood there for a moment, his skin cold, as he listened to the creature curse and stomp around the basement. The screeches reverberated from the walls and shook the floor. But upstairs, the party noises went on.

			The Hebrew school workbook lay against the wall. Ben grabbed it with trembling fingers and opened to the most recent page. He slid to a seated position on the wall. His mouth opened, but he choked on the first words. Ben gulped, wiped his eyes, then started to read the next set of vocabulary in a low whisper.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Ramirez took off his jacket and hung it on the back of the chair in the cramped interrogation room. Daylight approached, and Ramirez was still clueless. Sure, there were checkpoints on every road, helicopters swarming across the sky, and police roving through the parks, but none of that was providing clarity.

			“You okay for a moment?” Ramirez asked Ben, who nodded.

			Ramirez and Dr. Newman stepped outside, leaving Ben alone with an officer.

			In the hallway, Ramirez twisted the toe of his left shoe against the floor. It was a habit from high school, something he did to avoid when catastrophe pressed in all around.

			“There isn’t a magic way to make him talk.” Dr. Newman crossed her arms, right hand gripping her left bicep, the pointed white nails pressing so hard that Ramirez worried the sleeve might rip.

			“Do you know what they found upstairs?” Ramirez frowned, his eyes on the floor. “Twenty headless adults placed throughout the house, right? Well, there were supposed to be twenty-one adults.” Ramirez shrugged. “They found his mother upstairs. She was headless as well. But she was bound with barbed wire to an armchair in the living room, like on a throne, surrounded by candles.” Ramirez looked up. “Ain’t that weird?”

			Dr. Newman wore her best professional smile, clearly unwilling to follow Ramirez down the dark paths of his subconscious.
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			“What are you doing?” Zoe stood over Ben as he read, his back up against the wall.

			He looked up at his sister. For a moment, he struggled to recognize her; she wore so much makeup that the basic structure of her face had changed. She’d painted her lips to twice their normal size, her cheekbones appeared thinner, and her eyes were enormous and dark.

			“Praying,” Ben said.

			Zoe squinted. She was not an abusive older sister, not rude or demeaning (for the most part), but she definitely seemed to take it as a sacred duty to wipe away any trace of oddness from her younger brother.

			“That’s not praying.” She looked down at the workbook. “You’re just saying random words in Hebrew.”

			Ben stared at the paper then back at his sister.

			Mr. Lefkowitz had told the class about the tzaddik who lost his place in heaven. One day, the tzaddik had been driving down the road in his cart when the time for afternoon prayer arrived. The tzaddik jumped down and began to pray, but nearby along the edge of the field was a farmer. The farmer, not much of a scholar, was reciting the Aleph-Bet. He didn’t know the prayers. The tzaddik, in a rage, proceeded to explain all the proper prayers to the farmer. That night, as the tzaddik slept, Hashem came to say that the tzaddik had sacrificed his place in heaven. Hashem had liked the poor farmer’s prayers; they came from the heart.

			Annoyed, Ben glared at his sister. “It can be a prayer.”

			Zoe laughed.

			He bit his lip, angry at himself for his inability to be articulate.

			“You’re being silly. Come up to the party,” she said.

			“There aren’t candles.”

			Zoe stared for a moment as if confused, then smiled at her younger brother. “You want to light Shabbat candles?”

			Ben nodded his head and felt tears of frustration burn at the edges of his eyes.

			“There aren’t any, buddy,” she said. “We can buy some and do it next week.”

			The basement door creaked open. A single yellowed fingernail emerged into the light as Zoe walked up the stairs. Ben thought of saying something about her outfit, about how too much of her stomach was showing and Mom would be upset, but he kept his mouth closed. The door hinges groaned, and rank air seeped into Ben’s nostrils. He smelled decay and rotten leaves and the damp that sits at the bottom of a forgotten well.

			“Go away,” Ben said.

			The creature giggled then blinked at Ben with lifeless eyes. It cocked its head in imitation of Zoe, but the movement was unnatural; bones and flesh snapped, but the creature kept its smile.

			Ben tasted vomit in his throat as he stared at the grey skin pulled tight across the creature’s narrow skull. The mouth hung too wide, reminding Ben of a video where a snake consumed a rat twice its size. Brown mucus dripped from the jagged teeth.

			Ben bit his tongue until the metallic taste of blood trickled into his mouth. The thing in the basement licked the door frame.
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			Detective Ramirez folded his hands on the table. The chair felt rough against his backside, but he was too tired to stand. He didn’t want to show his frustration, but daybreak was approaching, and Ben had said nothing useful. The police station would soon be swarming with cops, each one desperate to hear if Ramirez had solved the case. The sergeant would greet him with a raised eyebrow and, if Ramirez was unable to share good news, a shake of the head that would further hamper Ramirez’s already poor career prospects.

			“Maybe,” Ramirez said, “you can tell me who lives in the basement?”

			“I don’t know its name,” Ben said.

			Ramirez chewed his lower lip, tearing the dry skin off between his two front teeth as he tried to hide his annoyance. It was probably some sick sexual kink that got way out of hand. Rich people always had these odd secrets; a sex slave living in the basement wouldn’t be beyond the pale. Hell, it wouldn’t even be that shocking. The murders—yes, horrendous—but Ramirez wouldn’t be surprised.

			He gripped the bridge of his nose. Was he grasping at nothing, reaching his hand out into the abyss to invent a story? Probably, yes, that’s what happens when nothing makes sense.

			“It used to be smaller,” Ben said.

			“So, it lived there a long time?” Ramirez asked.

			“It was small. It got bigger and meaner lately.”

			Ramirez leaned back in his chair. Maybe his theories weren’t so far-fetched, after all?
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			Stephen Aboulafia reached down and lifted Ben from the floor. “Time for bed, buddy.”

			Ben put up little resistance. He leaned his head against his father’s shoulder and watched the basement door open. The shadows crept forward, engulfing the floor in darkness.

			“Dad?”

			“Yes, bud?”

			Ben weighed his question as his father carried him up the stairs. “Why doesn’t Elijah ever come to drink his cup?”

			His father laughed the way adults always did at his serious questions. Mr. Lefkowitz had said that we need Elijah to appear so that the messiah would come save the world. Wasn’t that important? Why would his father laugh?

			“Maybe next year,” Stephen Aboulafia said.

			“Next year in Jerusalem,” Ben recited.

			Stephen laughed again and shifted Ben’s weight as he opened the bedroom door. “I hope not,” he said. “Do you know what an apartment in Tel Aviv costs?”

			Ben didn’t understand the question. His father placed Ben down on the bed and kissed him on the forehead. The lights flickered.

			Ben saw bloodstains creep across the walls. Stephen smiled, but his eyes were empty sockets, his mouth a black abyss.

			Ben tugged the sheets over his head, his groin tightening and stomach contracting. He felt like his body was about to evacuate from every orifice—vomit, urine, feces—perhaps in a vain attempt to fend off whatever horrific predator stalked his bedroom.

			When the door closed, Ben found his courage, snuck from his bed, and searched the room for any Hebrew books—he had left his workbook by the basement door. But his room was empty of religious texts.

			Instead, wrapping himself in his blanket, Ben started with Aleph and made his way to Lamed before the bloodshed began.
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			Ramirez was no longer smiling. “Bloodshed?” he asked the boy.

			Dr. Newman stood in the corner with her eyes fixed on Ben.

			Ben frowned, as if he thought the the policeman might be teasing him. “All the headless bodies.”

			“You saw that?” Ramirez asked.

			“Isn’t that why I’m here?”

			Ramirez leaned forward. It was nearly six in the morning, the older sister was still missing, and patrols had not yet identified a single person of interest. “You saw what happened?” Ramirez asked again.
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			Ben sat in darkness. No, that wasn’t quite right, but he didn’t have the words to explain. He could see the path from his bed to the door. The void around him shifted and pulsed while shapes moved just beyond sight.

			“No candles,” the voice said.

			That was right, there were no candles. Ben had failed at the simplest commandment—to honor one’s father and mother. He had seen his parents ignoring the Sabbath and yet, out of fear or perhaps childish embarrassment, had never bothered to make a fuss. He left his bedroom and balanced his feet on the edge of the stairs. He knew he could return to bed, wrap himself up in blankets, and never face the horror happening below. Somehow, though, despite his young age, Ben understood there was no option to turn back, that in fact his balancing act was nothing more than a moment of hesitation.

			Ben descended the staircase but found no living room. Where was he? He stood on concrete. Barbed wire stretched away into the distance surrounding endless columns of dilapidated bunkers. Ben shivered against the cold.

			“No candles,” the voice said. Nails scraped against the concrete floor. He didn’t dare turn around, though he smelled the rank odor of the basement creature.

			One long finger stroked Ben’s cheek, the yellow and fungus-ridden nail drew blood. He squeezed his thighs to keep from wetting his pants. He tried to recite the Aleph-Bet, but his mouth wouldn’t open. His lips were dry and cracked, and his tongue was too heavy to make words. Ben felt the creature’s lipless mouth press against his ear. Long, thin fingers wrapped around his throat, and the shadows grew more intense. The fingers did not squeeze but rested against his flesh, menacingly communicating mastery over his life.

			Before the grip grew too tight, Ben ducked away and sprinted off. There was nowhere to go; the alleys were all the same, the bunkers lacked any discernible features, and although he could see the barbed wire fence, it remained out of reach.

			The creature did not seem to mind Ben’s escape. It followed along slowly, dragging its massive, impossible form across the landscape—a thousand insectile legs scurrying across concrete, the red exoskeleton absorbing all light—bringing with it the smell of decay and the constant grind of metal against stone.

			Ben ran until his lungs burned then kept running, desperation blurring with eyes with tears. There might not be an escape. There was probably no way to free himself from the nightmare, but perhaps he could prevent something worse if he just kept running. A dull light, the light of long-dead stars, illuminated the empty space before him.

			Ben rounded a corner and found the living room. The guests sat in a circle on hard wooden chairs, his naked mother bound to an armchair in the center, her wrists and ankles tied together with barbed wire, blood dripping down her hips, a ring of candles encircling her.

			All twenty-one silent heads turned towards Ben and stared at him from eyeless sockets. The mouths opened, but only the bottom jaws, like puppets, and let out screeches that unleashed Ben’s bowels. One by one, the skin of their necks tore, blood seeped from open wounds, and the lifeless decapitated heads went on screaming.

			Ben’s legs gave out. He tripped over his feet and collapsed. Blood streaked across the wood as his knees scraped the floor. He screamed and hugged his legs to his chest, the first hot pain of tears growing in his throat.

			Ben was overcome with fear. Death might have been a fate easier to process. Without the full understanding of death, Ben’s mind reeled with possibilities. His consciousness teetered on the edge of sanity, and then, as the creature crawled up the steps into the living room, mucus dripping from its nostrils, Ben’s mind could not adequately grasp the situation. It chose darkness. His senses shut down, and Ben’s psyche plunged itself into the void.

			He fell through the abyss into nothing but the all-encompassing dread of non-existence. Ben screamed, but his voice made no sound. He reached out to stop the fall and watched his limbs dissipate into the dark.
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			The morning sun shone through a high window at the end of the station hallway. Ramirez leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes. He was past theorizing; he just wanted to hear the doctor’s thoughts.

			“He’s suppressed whatever happened,” Dr. Newman said. “Maybe after years of therapy he’d be able to tell you, but even then, the work of uncovering memories is too controversial.”

			What was one more traumatized child when you looked at the whole world? Ramirez thought. It was nothing. Did anyone really care about a brutal mass murder? There’d be podcasts, books, and eventually competing Netflix and Hulu documentaries, but no one cared about the victims. Certainly no one would care about Ben Aboulafia.

			Dr. Newman walked off to file her paperwork, leaving Ramirez to stare through the one-way mirror. Ben sat at a low desk with his eyes fixed on a coloring book, the pencil gripped so tight in his hand it might crack at any moment. As he colored, his face moved closer and closer to the paper so that his nose was flecked with residue from the pencil.

			Ramirez could not be bothered to move. He felt pointless and disconnected, like watching the world through a camera. His shift ended, but Ramirez could not bring himself to leave the hallway. Where would he go? There was nothing for him at home.

			Soon, the social workers came to escort Ben to some relative’s house. On the way out, Ben smiled at Ramirez and handed him the piece of paper on which he’d drawn Hebrew letters all night.
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			Ramirez decided to return home, despite the emptiness of the house. He unlocked the back door, navigated through the basement, and crept to the guest room tucked next to the garage.

			Ramirez felt deeply depressed, but that was okay because the guest room was so clean and untouched it made him feel safe. It was far better than sleeping on the couch (his normal routine) and of course an upgrade from entering the untouchable space, his marital bed, where he’d not been for almost a decade.

			As he undressed, he found the paper from Ben and lay in bed staring at the uneven multicolored lines. Ben had drawn the letters with such care that it was impossible not to be proud of this young child who was so determined to do right. Would anybody tell Ben they were proud of him? Ramirez hoped there was a loving grandparent or an accepting uncle who would appreciate the little boy. Otherwise, an unloved child grew up trying to find ways to make the world pay attention; perhaps they committed crimes, or degraded themselves for others’ entertainment, or went off to die in the desert. Yes, sometimes young boys ignored by their fathers grew up into daringly brave, foolish soldiers.

			Ramirez paused. At the bottom of the page, the handwriting changed. The words were tight and precise, written in black ink: “Numbers 25.” Ramirez swallowed hard. He grabbed his phone and searched for the verse, stomach acid creeping up his throat.

			Numbers 25

			And Israel abode in Shittim, and the people began to commit whoredom with the daughters of Moab.

			And they called the people unto the sacrifices of their gods: and the people did eat, and bowed down to their gods.

			And Israel joined himself unto Baalpeor: and the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel.

			And the Lord said unto Moses, “Take all the heads of the people, and hang them up before the Lord against the sun, that the fierce anger of the Lord may be turned away from Israel.”

			And Moses said unto the judges of Israel, “Slay ye every one his men that were joined unto Baalpeor.”

			And, behold, one of the children of Israel came and brought unto his brethren a Midianitish woman in the sight of Moses, and in the sight of all the congregation of the children of Israel, who were weeping before the door of the tabernacle of the congregation.

			And when Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest, saw it, he rose up from among the congregation, and took a javelin in his hand;

			And he went after the man of Israel into the tent, and thrust both of them through, the man of Israel, and the woman through her belly. So the plague was stayed from the children of Israel.

			And the Lord spake unto Moses, saying, “Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest, hath turned my wrath away from the children of Israel, while he was zealous for my sake among them, that I consumed not the children of Israel in my jealousy.”

		

	
		
			THE WISDOM OF SOLOMON

			– Ken Goldman

			“If I am not for myself, who will be for me? If I am only for myself, what am I?”

			– Rabbi Hillel, The Elder

			“Change what you cannot accept. Accept what you cannot change.”

			– Jewish Proverb

			Summer/Autumn 2013

			From her birth, Aviva Solomon proved she embodied the Yiddish word for the spring season from which her name derived. Bathed in perpetual sunlight, Havi (to all who knew her) possessed a smile that could melt the heart of a Palestinian terrorist. She sang with a voice only God could have given her, although the cantor who was her father knew his own contribution counted as well. Isaac Solomon insisted that the first words his daughter spoke were sung. Others soon followed.

			“Hineh ma tov uma na’im

			Shevet achim gam yachad…”

			(Yea, how good and how pleasant it is for brothers and sisters to dwell together in unity…)

			Isaac decided his young daughter would find her place in Temple Beth-Sinai’s adult choir before she reached her thirteenth birthday. If allowing an adolescent to perform among such skilled company were nepotism, then the cantor would gladly take the blame. Havi’s charms would easily convert any who protested.

			“Sing, Havi,” Isaac requested nightly, and the child happily obliged. Always, Isaac clapped his hands in delight. The girl could turn any song into a hymn, any simple moment into a memory.
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			In late summer of her twelfth year, Aviva drew the attention of a handsome red-haired schoolmate who noticed her the first day of Hebrew Studies. Kenneth Silverman didn’t adhere to the same Judaic structure as did Cantor Solomon’s daughter. Not much older than Havi, Kenneth belonged to a world about which the girl knew little. He had seen movies Havi had never known existed. More questionable, he had discovered sites on the Internet that would have shocked his parents. Miley Cyrus swinging on a wrecking ball became an obsession, and if the God of Abraham were enraged by the freckled boy’s fixation on such things, Kenneth could not have cared less.

			“I came in like a wrecking ball

			I never hit so hard in love

			All I wanted was to break your walls…”

			Not fully understanding the double entendre of Cyrus’ lyrics, Kenneth liked that squishy feeling girls made him experience. One look at Aviva Solomon in her flowing summer dress was all he needed.

			In class, Kenneth eyed Aviva for several days during the learning of Hebrew songs whose words made little sense to him. He especially hated “Bim Bam/Shabbat Shalom” because it sounded stupid and was meant for kids. But watching her, Kenneth figured Havi fully understood the joyful lyrics and loved singing all Hebrew songs. Probably her father, the cantor, had spent hours at home teaching her.

			Although Havi and Kenneth shared little in common, the boy liked the fire she set below his belt buckle. Miley Cyrus’ suggestive gyrations existed only on his computer screen, but Aviva Solomon was real.

			Kenneth attempted his first clumsy move at the bus stop as the two young students stole curious peeks at each other.

			“You’re in Rabbi Wohl’s Hebrew Language class,” he said. “You’re Aviva Solomon.”

			The girl smiled as if she had rehearsed her response. “Yes, I know who I am, because it’s what Rabbi Wohl calls me.”

			Kenneth’s face burned. He disliked feeling stupid, but he kept smiling too. “I’m Kenneth. That’s what Rabbi Wohl calls me in class. I prefer Kenny.”

			Aviva flashed a broader smile. “Well, hello, Kenny. My friends call me Havi.”

			“Hello, Havi.”

			A smirk this time. “We’re not friends yet, Kenny.”

			“We will be,” he answered, all awkwardness gone.

			The bus pulled into the stop, and the two sat together. By the end of their fifteen-minute ride, Kenneth’s words proved true.
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			“I met a boy today,” Aviva announced at the dinner table.

			Isaac half smiled, but his eyes drifted towards his wife.

			Sheva’s expression didn’t change as she handed her husband a bowl of mashed potatoes, but an unspoken communication passed between them. Finally, the woman spoke. “A nice boy, is he, Havi?”

			“I don’t know yet. But he’s very handsome. He has such red hair.”

			“Red hair?” the cantor asked, as if his daughter had mentioned the boy had green skin.

			Both parents stared at their daughter. Maybe this moment was important, maybe not. This was new territory.

			The cantor did not phrase his next comment as a question. “He’s Jewish, of course.”

			“He’s in my Hebrew class. His name is Kenneth—Kenny.”

			“Good,” the cantor said. To Aviva, her father’s response made no sense, unusual for the man whose every word she hung onto. She suspected her beloved father might be picturing a red-headed golem in pursuit of her. The boy was no golem; at least, she didn’t think so.

			“A good student, then, is he?” Sheva asked. For some reason she put down her fork.

			Aviva munched on a piece of challah. “I don’t know. He never speaks in class, never raises his hand. But on the bus he had so much to say to me.”

			The cantor’s eyebrow raised. Whether this was disapproval or curiosity, Aviva couldn’t tell. Her father’s tone could have been his asking about the weather. “And you spoke about what?”

			Aviva forced herself to look into her father’s dark eyes. This proved more difficult than she had expected.

			“Oh, you know. Junk—who we like in class, teachers, what we think is funny, that sort of thing.” Her eyes shifted to the plate of challah because she had not told the entire truth about her conversation, and that meant she had lied. Kenneth had asked her if she would like to go to a movie with him on Saturday afternoon. She had said yes, and Aviva knew this was wrong, very wrong. Saturday was the Sabbath.

			But there was something else, something she felt certain her father wouldn’t like at all.

			Kenneth Silverman had asked her if she liked to kiss.
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			In class, Rabbi Wohl asked Aviva to sing. She gladly obliged with a sweetly sung “Baruch Hagever,” and when she finished Kenneth clapped more loudly than anyone. Aviva thought she noticed a tear in the boy’s eye.

			On Saturday afternoon he took her to a Hunger Games revival at the Wynne Theater, where they sat in the back row with a huge tub of popcorn between them. With a hand still sticky with melted butter, Kenneth reached for hers.

			“Oh…”  she managed under her breath.

			Aviva almost protested, but she remained silent. It seemed bad enough she sat inside this theater on the Sabbath, but she said nothing about this to her companion. During one of the film’s darker battle scenes, Kenneth leaned towards Aviva and whispered that she was prettier than Katniss Everdeen. Then he kissed her cheek. Again, no protest—but she did smile.
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			Susan Tomkins had seen the two walk into the theater together. She noticed Kenneth’s gesture as she turned to steal a peek. Susan was not among those who clapped following Aviva’s song in class, and because Cantor Solomon was soon to be singing at her bat mitzvah, the girl felt her duty was to inform the cantor of what she saw.
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			Rage had never been among Isaac Solomon’s inclinations, especially not towards his daughter. But in this instance the man’s rage seemed not only appropriate but necessary.

			“Havi, you broke the Sabbath with this boy? You lied to me and your mother?”

			“I’m sorry, Father. I’m so sorry. I never wanted to—to hurt you. Never…”

			“This is not a question of hurting your parents, Havi. This is something much worse. You have a duty to your God.”

			“I would never—”

			“This Kenneth, he selects the back row in a darkened movie theater? A classmate who saw you, she mentioned a kiss.”

			And then, tears. Many tears.

			The cantor didn’t strike her, never had done so, never could have. But his rage was real, and much too real were his fevered dreams that resulted. It seemed some demon had entered his body and stolen his soul.

			“I’m sorry, Father. I’m so very sorry I failed you and Mother.”

			A slap, hard enough to redden the face of his sulking daughter.

			“You’re dead to me, Aviva! I have no daughter!”

			He shook the girl hard, slapped her again, an overreaction he never would attempt in his waking world, not in a hundred years.

			“No, Father, please, no…”

			Only in nightmares would Isaac say such terrible things, but the nightmares regularly came.

			In bed, while he lay sweating, Sheva turned to him.

			“Isaac, Havi knows she did wrong,” his wife said. “A mistake is not disobedience. If you intend to sleep peacefully again, you must let the anger go.”

			“I will, Sheva. It’s the disappointment that’s so difficult to dismiss. That Kenneth—”

			“Know your own demons, Isaac. Know their names. Know when they visit. Know how to keep them out.” The woman touched her husband’s cheek. “You can’t forbid her to see that boy, Isaac. You know you must not ask that of her. Havi is a strong child. She will find her own answers.”

			Isaac agreed, understanding it was not only from himself his Aviva had inherited her wisdom. “Strong, yes, and smart. But even a smart person does foolish things, Sheva. And Aviva is so young, too young to know what this Kenneth has in mind.”

			Sheva nodded but said nothing more, wise enough to allow her husband time to accept what, for now, seemed intolerable.

			Isaac had no further sleep that night. Nor did the cantor sleep well whenever his daughter spoke the name of Kenneth Silverman.

			Aviva spoke the boy’s name often.
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			Spring 2014

			Quietly, Aviva entered her father’s study.

			“Kenny tells me you’re coaching him to read the scroll, that you will sing at his bar mitzvah. His family will love that. Thank you, Father!”

			The cantor looked up from his books. Aviva’s remark, meant to please him, stung like a knife in his chest. “It’s my job, Havi. There is no more to it than that. Kenneth’s heart seems not to be in the Torah’s words nor its music, and certainly his voice is not in it either. To be truthful, the boy sings like a wounded frog.”

			Aviva smiled and kissed her father’s cheek.

			He smiled, too, as she rubbed her lips that had brushed up against his beard.

			“And, yet,” she said, “I have no doubt that you will sing your heart out during Kenny’s bar mitzvah.”

			“For you, both my heart and my soul, Havi.”

			“And because it’s your job?”

			They exchanged warm smiles.

			“Yes, and that, too. But were it up to me, I would share my every song with no one but you. And I would share you with no one but myself!”

			“I love you, Cantor Solomon,” Aviva said.
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			Summer 2016

			“I love you Kenneth Silverman,” Havi Solomon announced while the two paddled a canoe on the placid mountain lake.

			“I know,” Kenneth answered. He did know for a long time.

			“Well?” Aviva asked.

			“Well, okay. Me, too.”

			“Then say it!”

			The boy cupped his hand around his mouth pretending to whisper a secret. “Havi Solomon, I love…you…”.

			Each laughed so hard they almost capsized the narrow boat. Kenneth set aside the long oar, leaning forward. Aviva did the same.

			The boy prepared a question that had become familiar. “So, do you like to kiss?”

			As it turned out, Havi did.
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			In the thick forest not far from the lake, inside a small and dark cabin, the dybbuk waited. Similar to all demons, he coveted souls, but only those who desired a closeness to the God of Israel. None fit this portrait better than the cantor’s beautiful daughter, now fifteen.

			In disguise, and purposely seated where Aviva might see him, often the demon had attended services and listened to the girl sing before the shul’s choir, a rousing “Adon Olam” which closed the morning Shabbat service. The dybbuk knew of Aviva’s love for her young red-haired companion, knew also of the cantor’s great sadness because of this. Demons knew these things because they are meant to know them. And the dybbuk grinned, because he saw what trouble lay ahead, profound trouble in which he happily planned to play a significant role.

			Soon, Aviva Solomon would come to him, not entirely of her own accord. She would need him, or so she would believe.

			And he would be waiting.
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			October 2018

			It appeared a simple chance event on the day Aviva Solomon met Leon Wohl, the handsome nineteen-year-old son of Rabbi Samuel Wohl, the girl’s former teacher and close friend of her father. It was no accident.

			The two fathers had well plotted this meeting beneath the sukkah during the joyous Festival of Tabernacles. Who could be miserable on the holiday of Sukkos, especially while standing beneath the shul’s ornately decorated sukkah? The rabbi and cantor agreed this seemed a perfect time for a meeting of the men’s children.

			During the celebration, with much encouragement from his father, young Leon Wohl approached the cantor’s daughter, his introduction finely tuned. “I’ve heard you sing, Aviva. Your father’s voice I would swear no one could match. But then I heard yours.”

			Taken by surprise with the young man’s flattery, the girl felt equally surprised by her warm response to it. “Thank you. I’m Havi to my friends.”

			“I’m Leon to everybody. But right now, I’m delighted.”

			Leon Wohl’s praise seemed thick, but Aviva loved it. “You’re Rabbi Wohl’s son. He speaks often about you, says you plan to become a rabbi yourself.”

			Leon smiled. “I don’t know if I’ll do the full payot thing. I’m Reform, but I do look good in sideburns and in black.” He poured the girl a glass of punch.

			She accepted it and sipped. “Perhaps some time we can sing together.”

			“I would do so right now if it didn’t make me appear foolish. I may do it anyway, Havi.”

			That was all it took.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Whether the dybbuk had his hand in this seeming chance encounter must remain a mystery. Certainly, the rabbi and the cantor believed no one but themselves had been involved, and perhaps this was true.

			In any case, the meeting of Aviva Solomon and Leon Wohl proved fortuitous for the two fathers, at least initially. But Kenneth Silverman also entered into this equation, and this proved no small problem for the daughter, caught between the two boys nearing manhood who came to love her with equal intensity.

			And about the dybbuk, well—who doesn’t understand the nature of demons?
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			April 2019

			On a warm spring morning, Aviva and Leon sang together inside the shul. Nearing the ceremony’s end, taking their place of honor before the choir, the two barely hid their smiles.

			“Shema Yisrael Adonai Elohienu Adonai Echad…” Their voices blended in song so perfectly that some of the congregation had to restrain from applause.

			Cantor Solomon, seated behind the pair, beamed with pride.

			Although Kenneth Silverman was not a regular visitor to the Shabbat service, on this morning he attended. Hearing the Wohl boy sing while standing close to Aviva, Kenneth felt uncertain his presence had been such a good idea. Noticing the cantor’s grin made him decide it wasn’t. He would have to discuss with Aviva just what her relationship with the rabbinical student was.

			Later in the day he sat with her in the garden outside the shul.

			“You sang beautifully in today’s service, Havi,” he said. “But must you sing with accompaniment?”

			“It was my father’s idea, Kenny. Leon and I had sung together in the cantor’s study, and—”

			Kenneth hated hearing the boy’s name spoken through Havi’s lips, hated more that Leon Wohl had won the cantor’s favor. “Does he love you?”

			“Of course, my father loves me!” Aviva’s attempt at humor fell flat.

			“That’s not what I meant, Havi.”

			“I know what you meant—but Leon has said nothing about love to me.” The girl never could convincingly manage a lie.

			“It doesn’t matter. What I want to know is, do you love him?”

			Aviva’s eyes drifted. “Of course not!”

			In that moment, Kenneth knew the truth.

			(…as did the dybbuk...)
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			Sheva had warned Isaac to know his demons. Her advice was good. She could’ve had no idea it would prove literal.

			The cantor called his daughter to his study. Sitting Aviva down, he took her hand. “You know I could bring both young men here to ask my favor for this hand,” he said.

			“You could, Father, if this were Nineteen-Eighteen and we had just arrived off the boat.”

			The cantor nodded, a part of him wishing this were true. “And many years earlier I may have chosen a sharpened saber to slice my precious daughter in two so that both suitors would have her. Perhaps I would then be content with just a memory of my Havi’s magnificent voice.” This was, of course, intended as a joke, but the cantor’s expression remained solemn.

			“You’re Cantor Solomon, not Solomon the King,” Aviva answered. “That’s a terrible allusion, but I see what you’re saying, Father. I know God is there for a reason. Perhaps if I ask Him—”

			Isaac kissed his daughter’s hand. “I’m happy you’ve concluded that on your own, Havi.”
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			The shul’s small chapel remained empty except one very old man seated in the rear. Aviva had seen the thin elder attend many Shabbat services. An hour remained before the minyan service would begin at sundown during which no females were permitted. The elder probably belonged to the nine others who would arrive soon. Having not much time, she selected a pew near the altar, silently asking God to share His wisdom.

			The old man came forward and took a seat alongside her. Wrapping his tallit closer to his narrow shoulders, he apologized for his interruption. “You have questions for God, I see. Perhaps I can help.”

			Did God send this person? Perhaps he thought so. “You belong to this shul? I’ve seen you.”

			“I visit many shuls, see many young people’s souls in turmoil. In that sense, I belong, yes. So, talk to me…”

			Odd as the stranger’s request seemed, Aviva needed to talk. Sharing with an unbiased stranger with the wisdom of years didn’t seem a terrible idea. “I’ll be nineteen soon—practically a woman. For years I’ve had two suitors, and now I have a decision to make.”

			The old man’s smile showed teeth. “Only two? For one so beautiful I would expect many more.”

			Aviva smiled politely. “You see, one young man my father prefers, as he plans to be a rabbinical scholar. But the other—”

			“The other, less to your father’s liking, stirs your heart…and more!”

			“Yes!”

			“Like all fathers, the cantor has no liking when it comes to giving up his daughter. You love your father, want to obey him. Every note you sing, you sing for him.”

			“Yes!”

			It seemed the elderly man had read her mind. Her eyes filled with tears, her sadness not difficult to infer. The man remained silent with his brow knit, rubbing his white beard. Removing his tallit, he wrapped it snugly around Aviva’s shoulder like a winter shawl.

			She stared at him. “I don’t under—”

			“Shhh! I have your answer. But first there’s something I must tell you. I know you are Aviva Solomon, the cantor’s daughter. But do you know who I am? You may wish to sing what I tell you. Allow me to whisper my name so that only you may hear.”

			“There’s no one else present—”

			“In a house of worship there is always someone present.” He leaned forward, close to the girl’s ear, whispered.

			Her face grew pale, her mouth opened…

			Aviva felt the tallit tighten around her throat.
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			Cantor Solomon’s voice carried into the foyer as Aviva returned home. Her father, from his study, practiced what he intended for the upcoming Passover services. The girl entered the study carrying a small dark scroll and a package wrapped in black crepe. She placed the package on his desk, waited for Isaac to finish his verse.

			“You missed dinner tonight, Havi,” he said. “Your mother and I were worried—”

			The look on his daughter’s face confirmed that his worrying may have been justified. She handed him the dark scroll. He looked at it, saw his name emblazoned in gold lettering. He undid the gold chain.

			“Who gave this to you?” he asked. “And that tallit you wear…?”

			Except for the hint of a smile, Aviva’s expression remained indecipherable. The scroll was written on parchment and in Hebrew, resembling a madman’s version of the Torah.

			…הקנטור סלומון היקר ביותר, בעוד כמה רגעים

			(Dearest Cantor Solomon, In a few moments you will know who I am...)

			Isaac searched his daughter’s eyes, but they revealed nothing. She pointed to the scroll with a finger unusually twisted. The cantor returned his attention to the scroll.

			…although doubtless you have heard my name whispered during the darkest moments of your nightmares. You see, your beautiful Aviva came to me with a dilemma I believe I have solved for all concerned—in my own way, of course. Selecting the correct suitor will no longer concern this proud young daughter, who I believe will select neither young man. Not now, not ever.

			Aviva’s eyes flashed as if an electric current had passed though her, and a misty form escaped through her open mouth. Before Isaac stood a hunched creature whose ugliness no living man could describe. It spoke to the cantor in a voice that reverberated in Isaac’s brain.

			“Yes, Cantor Solomon, indeed you do know who I am—and, more importantly what I am. Ask your Havi to sing my praises!” Laughing hysterically, the image faded into mist, leaving Aviva standing unsteadily as if some evil force had suddenly escaped from her body.

			Isaac suspected that was exactly the case. He looked at the blank expression on his daughter’s face, shaking her as if to rouse her from a deep sleep. “Havi! Please, Havi…! The dybbuk no longer is inside you!”

			Sheva pushed open the door to the study. “So much noise, Isaac! What—?” She turned toward the tallit pulled tightly around her daughter’s neck. “Aviva, this is wrapped much too—”  Removing the tallit, she backed off.

			Isaac knew she had seen the twin scars that ran vertically and parallel as if chiseled into her daughter’s flesh.

			“My God, Isaac!” Sheva shrieked. “Look at her neck!

			Isaac already knew, but he read the last sentence of the dark scroll anyway.

			אז, החזן סולומון, התייתרתי להסיר את אקורדי הקול של בתך היפהפייה

			(So, Cantor Solomon, I have taken the liberty of removing the vocal cords of your beautiful daughter.)

			Isaac picked up the dark package wrapped in crepe that Aviva had brought with her. He tore at the wrapping and fell to his knees.

			Tears flooding her eyes, Aviva placed her hand on her father’s shoulder, but it didn’t stop Isaac’s moans.

			Sheva took the small box into her shaking hands. She examined the bloody contents and dropped the package to the floor.

			The cantor’s wife could not stop screaming.

		

	
		
			WELCOME, DEATH

			– J.D. Blackrose

			How far down was thirty feet underground? Ivan’s sister measured five feet tall, so thirty feet was six of her stacked on top of one another. That was a lot of Annikas.

			A lot of dirt and rock. All around him was dank dirt, worms, beetles, and salamanders glaring at him for invading their space.

			Ivan inhaled, and while he got oxygen, he also got soil and loam, so he choked and coughed. His best friend, Mikhail, clapped him on the back and slapped a hand over his mouth. The other men, ten total, shot him aggravated looks. He could see them, even this far underground, because one of them had lit a tiny gas lamp. Ivan had held his breath when that happened, but nothing exploded.

			They’d done what they were told to do. The October Revolution was over, the Russian Civil War had begun, and Symon Petliura’s troops were following orders. This was just another Jewish seaside village to be cleared out. His unit had burst in at night and killed everyone they saw. They burned the houses and destroyed the livestock. Some villagers fled north into the steppes.

			He whispered it again, a mantra. He couldn’t help it. “She drowned her child in the sea.”

			Mikhail hawked phlegm on the ground, and it seeped in, accepted by the earth like an offering. “I would have left her alive, Ivan. Stupid to think I’m worse than death.”

			Ivan closed his eyes and pictured the wreckage. Mud had reddened the streets. “How many villages, Mikhail?” His tone was still angry.

			“Why count? We do as we’re ordered. For Ukraine. For the people.”

			“I count three. Klevan was last. Do you remember Klevan?”

			Mikhail whispered, “Stop talking. The men in the black robes are still here.”

			The men rode giant horses and had arrived in a cacophony of hoofbeats and gale force winds. Ivan, Mikhail, and the ten others of his unit separated from the rest took refuge in this underground hideaway. One man, a miner by trade and the one with the lamp, had found it and estimated they were thirty feet down. An escape tunnel the villagers dug but hadn’t time to use.

			Ivan belly-crawled up the tunnel slant to get a better look at the four men in the dark robes. He watched as one dismounted, kneeled on the ground, wiped a finger through the bloody earth, and licked it.

			“They’re still here.” A woman’s voice, scratchy and deep. A cherry-red curl escaped the robe’s hood.

			The unnatural hair color made him gasp. He knew what it meant. He’d listened to the stories at his grandmother’s knee.

			Sorceress.

			Ivan had never seen one in real life. He’d heard the stories of what they could do with their black arts and dark sacrifices. He’d only seen her one hand and it had the normal five digits, but he knew she’d be missing fingers from the other one.

			He slid back down the tunnel to the underground room where the men waited.

			“A sorceress? No such thing,” one man with a red blotchy nose scoffed. “I thought we were hiding from an army.”

			“I saw her,” Ivan replied. “She’s real.”

			“Stupid boy playing soldier,” another spat, a big burly blacksmith who could drink more vodka than the rest of them put together. “You’re saying there are only three men out there and one woman? Then what are we doing in here? Our horses may have run off, but we’ll find them. They can’t have gone far.” He hoisted himself up into the tunnel and looked back. “Let’s go out there, shoot the bastards, capture the woman, and find our comrades. You can keep the woman for yourself, Ivan. Maybe she’s a sorceress between her legs.”

			Heat rose in Ivan’s cheeks as the other men laughed.

			The blacksmith continued his rant. “We’ve got time to think up a good story about why we’re hiding. Don’t want to embarrass ourselves in front of the others.”

			Six Annikas was a long climb for ten men, and someone had to reach the top first. The vodka drinker led the party, the blotchy-nosed soldier next, and then the remaining eight followed by seniority, the least experienced, seventeen-year-old Pavel, last. Mikhail and Ivan stayed where they were. They’d known each other since, well, always, and had heard the same stories about sorceresses with flaming red hair. As angry as Ivan was with Mikhail, he was glad his friend had stayed with him.

			They waited for gunshots.

			Nothing.

			They waited for one of their troop to yell down the all clear.

			Nothing.

			They waited for any sign at all.

			It came in the form of a head rolling down the tunnel into the mine.

			Ivan jumped back. “Pavel,” he breathed, turning to look at Mikhail, who stood frozen in a puddle of urine.

			A haunting song, terrible in its beauty, reached their ears, promising rest, food, warmth, and forgiveness. Mikhail leaned into the lullaby, scrambling up the tunnel, his hands and feet finding purchase easily.

			Ivan fought harder, something telling him this was a trap, but the song whispered about his mother and sister and how much they wanted to see him. Didn’t he want to see them, too? Oh, yes. He yearned for them. He’d only enlisted so his family could get food rations and help with farm work. He’d never wanted to kill anyone. His was the army of the hammer and plough, not the hammer and rifle.

			He reached the entrance of the tunnel and blinked at the open air, the stars twinkling above. He barely registered Mikhail’s severed head at his feet.

			“Kill him like the others and let’s depart,” one of the men said. “Their army travels to another village as we speak.”

			The sorceress took her focus off Ivan for a moment, and that was all he needed to snap back into himself. He’d always been a fast runner, and now he took off for the woods, avoiding the sea on the other side. He didn’t know how to swim. The image of the mother drowning her own child flitted across his brain, and he stumbled.

			“Get him,” the sorceress ordered.

			He ran the fastest he’d ever run, faster than when the fat pig had escaped and he’d known his father would beat him if he didn’t get that sow back. Even faster than when he’d stolen apples from their landlord’s orchard.

			A hand grasped his neck and yanked him upward onto one of the giant horses.

			“Nooooo!” he screamed.

			“Silence.”

			Ivan got a good look at his captor’s face and wished he hadn’t. His head was only a skull covered by a thin wrapping of skin pocked with liver spots, accentuated by lidless, bloodshot eyes, and two small holes for a nose. Ivan smelled vomit and rot.

			Ivan tugged at his clothes. He yanked on the buttons until they popped. As soon as the last one let loose, he slipped his arms out of the coat and fell off the horse to the ground, rolling over hard rocks and branches, sticks and stones, until he came to a stop. The coat was the only thing keeping him warm, and he regretted losing it, but he was glad to be free of that thing on the horse.

			Something sticky slid down his side, and he realized he was bleeding from a deep cut around his ribs. He hobbled deeper into the tree line; the hoofbeats pounding closer as the hooded men pursued him. He got a few yards and collapsed as breathing became impossible. His heart beat fast, and it felt like a bear sat on his chest. He knew he was dying. So this is how she felt, he thought.

			He could go no further. He lay there, hoping it would be over before the monsters came.

			The sorceress reached him first, her red curls framing a perfect, angelic face. She smelled like sunshine and pine. The men surrounded her, their hoods down. The first rode a white horse, carried a bow, and wore a silver crown on his head. The second, a muscled man with fierce, glowing gold eyes, rode a red horse and carried a sword. The third was the man on the black horse who smelled of vomit. He carried a balanced scale.

			Ivan struggled to back away and avoid the sorceress’ sunshine, knowing it was a mirage, a charade to suck him in deeper.

			She caressed his face. “I sense regret in this one.”

			“He’s nothing,” the liver-spotted man said, who didn’t sound ill and, in fact, appeared hale.

			“We need the fourth,” the sorceress said. “We’re down a rider.”

			“Test him,” the enormous man on the red horse said.

			“And if he fails,” the man on the white horse said, “we’ll keep balance, as always.”

			The sorceress lifted her hands to Ivan’s face, her right whole and perfect, her left disfigured as he’d suspected.

			“I’m sorry,” Ivan gibbered. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

			“We know,” the sorceress said. “But death is inevitable. It can be terrible or a sweet relief. Let’s consider what you’ve seen.”

			“And what you’ve done,” the three said in unison.

			Ivan’s already broken body jerked and strained like he’d been struck by lightning as the magic coursed through him, and she dove into his mind.
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			The mother looked like his. If he looked at her sideways, she could have been his, soft and warm. He wanted to kneel, have her hold him to her breast and rock him like when he was a small child. He’d meant to spare her, but Mikhail followed him and noticed the young girl. She’d been about the same age as Annika, ripe but not grown. Mikhail had a taste for them young, and as soon he saw them, Ivan knew it was over.

			The mother knew, too. “Drink this,” she said to her daughter, who dutifully drank the wine. The mother had to have seen them coming and fetched it, had it at the ready. She gave Ivan a quick nod. “I, for one, welcome death, but I’ll save her from worse.”

			Quickly, as Mikhail neared, the mother clutched her daughter’s hand and fled for the sea, dragging the sobbing girl behind her. Mikhail dismounted, ready to race after them, laughing into the wind, but Ivan held his friend back. They fought on the rocky coast, wrestling as of old; Ivan, smaller, leaner, knowing he couldn’t win but buying the mother time.

			The daughter stumbled, overcome by the drink. There must have been something else in the bottle other than wine for it to have worked so fast…but maybe not. Annika never drank wine, so a little would hit her hard, too. She’d hated the taste.

			“Why, Momma? Why? You’re hurting me. Let go of my wrist.” The girl’s pleas echoed in Ivan’s ears.

			The mother dragged her child into the ocean, pushing her down under the waves, holding her there for a long time. Ivan tried to hold his breath as long as the mother kept her down, and he couldn’t manage it. Annika didn’t know how to swim either. She’d never seen the ocean.

			By the time Mikhail punched Ivan in the mouth hard enough to make Ivan let go of him, the mother had swum to the deeps herself.

			“Why did you stop me, Ivan?” Mikhail demanded.

			“She reminded me of my sister.”

			“Next time don’t stop me. Eh, fuck. Not worth my time.”

			Ivan had never wanted to kill someone in his whole life, and now he wanted to kill his best friend, his only friend, his playmate from childhood.
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			The sorceress released her hands, and Ivan lay there weeping, panting, his heart beating like a butterfly’s wings, wondering when death would come.

			“Ah,” the sorceress said. “What do you think?”

			“I think Death is here,” War said.

			“I agree,” Pestilence said.

			“Let the pale horse ride,” Conquest said. “Let him bear judgment now.”

			“So, let it be,” the sorceress who led them said.

			A pale green horse emerged from the forest’s mists and trotted to Ivan’s side. The pain subsided as its soft nose nuzzled his neck.

			A cool breeze lifted Ivan to a standing position, his feet inches from the ground. His head dropped to his chest as he twirled in a circle, and the breeze intensified, becoming a mini-cyclone. He swirled and rolled, shedding his guilt, anger, and suffering, until he was light, unencumbered. He cast off his skin, blood, and organs, and became weightless, unfettered by human bodily needs.

			As he came to a stop, the sorceress handed his skeleton a black robe and a sickle. “Welcome, Death,” she said. “We have much to do here.”

		

	
		
			FORTY DAYS BEFORE BIRTH

			– Colleen Halupa

			Day 40

			The blare of a taxi horn woke me up, dim light coming through the windows. I turned over on my side to look at Reva, expecting her to roll her eyes at being roused so early on a Saturday. Instead of the shock of long curly hair corkscrewed all over the pillow, the coverlet was neatly folded.

			Reva, who I would have been marrying in two months, was no longer there. She hadn’t been there for forty long days. The endless day alone unfolded in front a me, a dark chasm of emptiness. I grabbed my pillow and punched it, hoping to sink back into the darkness of sleep.
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			Day 1

			I was working away on a proposal for my boss when my cell phone rang. It was Reva’s number and I picked up.

			“I can’t talk now,” I said. “I have to get this thing done if you want your future husband employed.”

			There was a delay on the other end, loudspeaker announcements in the background. She must be in the subway, I thought.

			“Mr. Ahrens?” a gruff male voice asked.

			“Yes,” I said, wondering how this person had gotten my number. Then I remembered it was coming from Reva’s phone.

			“Mr. Ahrens, do you know a Reva Littman?” the anonymous man asked.

			My heart dropped. “Yes, I do. She’s my fiancé.”

			“Mr. Ahrens, this is Sergeant O’Neill of the Metropolitan Police department. Ms. Littman has had an accident. Can you please meet me at Beth Israel Hospital?”
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			There are certain moments people don’t forget as long as they live. The time I met Reva in a political science class at NYU was one of them.

			We were both late on the first day because we were commuters and the train had been delayed. We got stuck sitting in the very back of the auditorium, and that semester a great friendship—and then love affair—sprung up. The look in Reva’s eyes when I asked her to move in with me. The amazed shock on her face when I surprised her with a diamond in her spaghetti, the only meal I knew how to make.
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			I shouted to my boss’ secretary that I had an emergency as I flew out of the office and ran for the subway. I called Reva’s mother, Judith, told her I’d meet her at the hospital. She could barely speak. I could hear her husband Shem’s breath hitching in the background. The police hadn’t told them much either.

			As I approached the station nearest to where I live—the one right before Beth Israel—the train stopped. An announcement indicated there would be a significant delay. I peered out the window where police were milling around on the platform. It looked like it would take a while, and I didn’t have a minute to waste.

			I hit the emergency handle on the door and jumped from the train, planning to head up to the street and run the remaining few blocks to the hospital. I jogged next to the stopped train causing the delay. Further down by the front, police were holding people back.

			A leather briefcase was set down along the yellow floor strip near the edge of the track. Heart in my throat, I walked closer. It looked like Reva’s, down to the large tomato sauce stain on its side. The night we got engaged, Reva had knocked the spaghetti off the table, and it landed on her work briefcase, staining the tan leather. She used it anyway.

			I pushed my way through the crowd. By the briefcase, hanging off the platform, was a black leather purse with a stuffed zebra keychain. I’d always made fun of a grown woman with a manager’s job who kept a stuffed zebra attached to her purse.

			I burst through the crowd, screaming. The police tried to hold me back, but I kept crying her name and broke through to go to Reva. But she was unrecognizable, bloody corkscrew curls strewn all over the tracks.

			I fainted.
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			Day 2

			I stood in the waiting room of the funeral home. Blood-red curtains covered the windows, deadening the sound in the room, brochures for caskets and vaults neatly stacked on the polished coffee table.

			Reva’s family were Orthodox Jews. A few older women—the Chevra Kadisha, I soon learned—were preparing her body for burial. Chanting softly in the corner, they had been with her since she was transported from Beth Israel. Her parents’ synagogue—the one Reva had attended regularly until she’d taken up with a goy like me—had made all of the arrangements.

			The police had gotten the story from some of the bystanders. Someone at the back of the crowd had started a scuffle. It ended with Reva being pushed onto the track in front of the oncoming train.

			Judith, Reva’s mother, told me through tears that the women would normally wash the body, but because of Reva’s injuries they were just wrapping what was left of her in a white tachrichim, since her blood was holy and couldn’t be lost. I didn’t know how to respond to that. I didn’t want to think about the blood or the massive injuries she had sustained.

			The service at the synagogue was for immediate family only. It was a large building, rather elaborate with stained glass and a hand-carved wooden cabinet for the Torah. Shem, Reva’s father, leaned over and whispered to me that it was made by a member decades ago from Israeli olive wood.

			I expected crying. I was crying. But the keening wails of the Chevra Kadisha women and Reva’s family were overwhelming. As the diminutive, elderly rabbi began to speak in Hebrew, all the family members tore their garments. The wails felt as if they would shatter my soul.
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			Day 4

			Most modern Jewish families only sit Shiva for one to three days, but Reva’s opted for the traditional seven. I was staying at their large, ramshackle Brooklyn house for the week at their request—but really their demand. Even though I’m not Jewish, I didn’t want to offend them, so I honored their ways.

			I went to shave that morning, but all the mirrors were covered. At about nine a.m., the crowds started to arrive, crowding the counters with endless mounds of food. The house was overflowing with bagels, hard boiled eggs, and lentils—traditional Jewish mourning fare, I had been told—as well as memories of Reva as a young girl. When Reva attended temple, when she followed the laws, when she took up with a heathen like me. But they were all kind to me, particularly Rabbi Biderman. He seemed to sense my confusion with the unfamiliar customs and the pain of my loss.

			Late that morning, he came to find me in the kitchen where I was hiding. The tiny man in his black suit and white starched shirt had sad, dark, deep-set eyes in a thin face. He pushed back the wisps of unruly grey hair that stuck out from under his yarmulke. The cap looked like it was surrounded by short grey feathers.

			“David, I brought something for you.” The rabbi handed me wrinkled sheets of paper that looked as if they had been torn from a magazine. It was an article on Jewish funerals and mourning customs from Moment magazine written decades ago

			“Thank you, Rabbi,” I said politely, though I had no intention to read any of it. “That was very considerate of you.”

			He smiled ruefully at me and returned to Judith and Shem and everyone else in the living room. Good as it was to have someone to talk to, it felt better to be alone.
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			Day 7

			At about five in the afternoon on the last day sitting Shiva, an old woman with a very loud voice showed up at the house. Sarah—Reva’s tall, dark-haired older sister—greeted her at the door. The ancient woman, her face wrinkled like a raisin, wore old-fashioned traditional garb, a black shawl covering her hair, the worn black skirt frayed at the bottom. One of the other guests, a doughy middle-aged woman, immediately got up and offered the woman her spot on the sofa across from Reva’s parents.

			I escaped to the kitchen to drink my fifth coffee of the day and was looking forward to tomorrow when I could leave the Littman’s house—while also dreading my empty apartment. I closed the door between the kitchen and living room, hoping everyone would forget about me. The old woman’s voice was shrill as she started talking about Reva, and I tried to ignore what she was saying. I had heard the endless stories about Reva multiple times by now. But Judith and Shem started shushing her, and I walked closer to the door to listen.

			“Judith, please tell me Reva was not really going to marry that goy I saw here earlier,” the old woman said.

			What a sweet woman, I thought.

			“Rachel, please,” Shem’s voice was a loud whisper. “Not now.”

			“The person she was to marry was preordained forty days before Reva was born,” Rachel went on. “It was my grandson, Abrahim.”

			“Rachel…” the middle-aged guest who had given up her seat on the sofa cautioned.

			“God proclaimed it, and the angels heard it,” Rachel said. “She went against God, and that is why she is dead.”

			Judith started sobbing.

			Sarah spoke up quietly, almost reverently. “I’m so sorry, Rachel. We all respect you and your position as an elder, but my parents are exhausted, so I’m going to take them up to rest.”

			It seemed as if everyone was careful to not offend this Rachel. I had never heard Sarah, who was always direct, act so contrite. I moved away from the door in case someone came into the kitchen. Things were bad enough, I couldn’t take the stares of sympathy I would get if anyone knew I had heard Rachel insulting me.

			Everyone else went home after sundown. I was the only one still up, sitting in the living room, thumbing through childhood pictures of Reva and her family. It hurt to see her like that, so full of life, knowing she’d never be that way again. But I couldn’t stop looking.

			At about eight o’clock, a knock on the door. It was Rabbi Biderman. He had bags under his eyes, and his black suit was rumpled.

			“Judith and Shem are asleep,” I told him, my not-so-polite way of trying to get rid of him.

			“It’s you, David, I really wanted to see,” he said.

			Surprised, I opened the door the rest of the way and directed him into the living room. He sat on the sofa, and I sat on one of the uncomfortable wooden chairs that had been shoved in every available space to seat the many visitors that week. We sat in silence for a few moments, both staring at the floor.

			Then he looked up, those sad eyes peering into mine. “How are you, really, David?”

			“Not good,” I answered truthfully. And it was a relief to say so. “This whole week has been like a horrible nightmare I can’t wake up from. I’m dreading it, but I’m more than ready to go back to my apartment.”

			“How are Judith and Shem?”

			I told him about Rachel, the strange things she’d said that upset them, and how she’d been ushered out by Sarah.

			“David, she’s a very old woman.” The rabbi smoothed the wrinkles on his jacket. “It’s just folklore. According to legend, whenever we are born in God’s kingdom, shamayim, an exact image of us is also born in hell. Forty days before we’re born, God is supposed to tell the angels who we are to marry. When His voice is heard, Satan sends demons to eavesdrop. Demons then wreak havoc to try to ensure the person marries the demonic double. Basically, the kingdom of Satan is a reflection of the kingdom of man.”

			“So, I’m the demon?” I had no idea what this man was trying to tell me.

			“No, David,” he said. “No one believes that anymore. These days people marry who they love.”

			I had certainly loved Reva, and I knew she loved me. “What do you believe has happened to Reva now?” It was a conversation Reva and I had never had. Barely in our thirties, we were too young; death seemed a long way off.

			The rabbi tented his fingers under his chin and nodded solemnly. “We believe our neshamah—what you would call soul—rises up and goes to shamayim. That’s why we say Kaddish, to assist our loved ones on that journey. After heaven, Jews believe we go to the world to come, this world in its ultimate state, or how it should be. Hell is Sheol, the pit where those who are cut off from God go. It’s the same, more or less, as the Christian one.”

			It sounded a lot like the Methodist teachings I had grown up with, except for the demonic double part. That sounded like something out of a horror novel.

			“Rachel is just an old woman who believes in the old ways,” the rabbi said. “Try not to let her bother you. Instead, remember the good times Reva and you had and how much you loved one another.”

			I decided I would just have to put the superstitious woman’s ramblings out of my mind, get on with life as best I could. What else could I do?
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			Day 365

			I got off the train and walked down 23rd Street, milling with the other corporate drones rushing to work. About a half a block ahead of me, I saw a man rudely jostle a woman with curly black hair. She half turned towards me as he blasted past. For a moment, my heart cried out that it was Reva, although my head told me that was impossible.

			I hurried to try to catch up to her for a better look. She looked exactly like Reva from behind, the same height, the same build, and the same corkscrew black curls swinging back and forth as she walked. I closed my eyes and opened them again.

			I knew this was going to be a tough day, but seeing that woman really shook me. I tried to navigate my way through the crowd to keep an eye on her. As I walked, I couldn’t believe it had been a year since I’d lost Reva. I thought I’d never recover. I missed her every day, but I’d started to heal. In fact, I’d thrown myself into work so much, two months before I’d gotten a big promotion.

			Judith, Shem, and I rarely spoke anymore. It was too painful for all of us, and we found out quickly all we had in common was Reva. Rabbi Biderman, however, still checked on me every few weeks.

			A month after she died, I’d moved from the apartment Reva and I shared. I was able to find a small studio in Manhattan, so I didn’t have to go anywhere near that subway station where she was killed. Before I moved, I used to get off one stop ahead to walk the additional blocks home rather than be reminded of that day.

			Since this was the one-year anniversary of Reva’s death, I figured I was seeing things.  The woman ahead of me had disappeared, perhaps ducking into one of the older stone office buildings lining the block. I quickened my pace, but I couldn’t tell which of them she had entered. She was gone.
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			Day 375

			As I hopped off the train in the morning on my way to work, there she was again, about a hundred yards ahead of me dressed in a floral summer dress and heels. From behind she looked like Reva’s doppelganger, but Reva preferred solid colors and wouldn’t have been caught dead in an outfit like that.

			The woman was closer this time, so I was able to follow her. She made her way confidently through the crowds. About three blocks down from my office, she turned into a tan stone building, which housed several different businesses.

			Somehow, I knew I’d see her again. Though, to be honest, I wasn’t exactly sure how I felt about that.
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			Day 390

			It was 7 p.m., and I was waiting for the subway at the station. I usually left a lot later since I had no one to come home to anymore, but the software was being updated. Rush hour was over, and only a few people were milling around as I stood back near the pillars.

			Bored, I was looking around and saw her again. She was down at the newsstand in a ruffled red abstract print dress and high, strappy sandals. Holding a Cosmopolitan magazine in her hand, she gestured to the clerk who was laughing. Reva had thought Cosmo wasn’t worth the paper it was printed on; Proust was more to her liking.

			The woman turned around and started walking towards me. From where I stood, she looked like Reva’s twin. As she came closer, I saw she couldn’t have been an identical one. Her build was similar, but this woman had sinewy muscles while Reva had been softer. Her hair and height and weight weren’t that different, about five-five and maybe 120 lbs. She had the same heart-shaped facial structure, but while Reva’s light brown eyes always sparkled with glee, hers were deeper and darker. Reva had a wide, generous mouth with full lips, and this woman’s was smaller, more severe. But the likeness was amazing, and for a moment I felt as if I had been plunged back into the pool of grief I had wallowed in for so long after Reva’s death.

			The woman stood by me at the next pillar thumbing through the magazine. As the train pulled into the station, the wind whipped it out of her hands, and it landed at my feet. I picked it up and returned it to her.

			She smiled at me. “Thank you.”

			“Welcome,” I said, grateful for the chance to finally talk to her.

			We got into the train, and she sat in the seat across from me. “My name is Mave. I think I’ve seen you before in the morning.”

			“David,” I said. “An Irish name, Maeve?

			“Nope. Not Irish. It’s M-A-V-E. Unusual, I know, but so were my parents.” She tucked the Cosmo into a large red leather tote she carried. “I’m new to the city, just moved here from Phoenix. I wanted to get out of that hell. I work as a paralegal for Turner, Turner, and Turner.”

			“Nice to meet you. I’m at Citigroup.”

			We chatted politely about things like the weather and sightseeing in the city until we reached my stop. I got to my feet and told her goodbye, though I didn’t really want to go.

			I walked home confused but intrigued by this woman who looked almost exactly like my dead fiancé.
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			Day 450

			I started running into Mave more in the morning waiting for the subway. We started out just talking on the train. Then we made arrangements to ride home together at night. If I was tied up at the office, as I often was, Mave would go out with some of the women she worked with for drinks until I was done.

			This went on for almost a month. Then she asked me out. I guess she finally realized I wasn’t going to do it, although she couldn’t have known why. I never told her about Reva and how much she looked like her. I just couldn’t. It seemed wrong, somehow, for me to date her. I could never tell her. I didn’t want her to think I was trying to recreate my past relationship. Though they were different in so many ways. Not the least of which was the fact that Reva was the daughter of traditional Jews, while Mave was a confessed atheist who adamantly did not believe in God.

			I called up my best friend, Jack—in his early thirties like me but married—and he told me I needed to move on and get back in the saddle again, like I was a horse. Instead, I felt like a jackass. There was a perfectly wonderful, beautiful woman pursuing me, and I wasn’t telling her the whole truth of what had attracted me to her in the first place.

			Finally, one evening I called Jack to ask if he could stay late and meet Mave. I thought maybe she and I were ready to go public. Jack lived in the opposite direction and didn’t take the same train as me. He also went home on time—which I rarely did—so he had never met her. I wanted his unvarnished opinion; he had known Reva well.

			We went for drinks together at a nearby cocktail lounge. Jack looked handsome as always, every one of his sandy brown hairs perfectly in place. But halfway into his first beer, he got a call from his wife, who needed him home. He left with apologies and promises to meet again soon.

			I called him later that night to ask what he thought about Mave.

			“She looks a lot like Reva, but she isn’t Reva,” Jack said. “You know that, David. There’ll never be another Reva. Is Mave anything like her?”

			“No,” I said. “She’s almost completely opposite in so many ways. She hates to read, watches football, loves hot weather while Reva preferred the snow.”

			“Then what are you waiting for?” he said. “You don’t have to marry her. Just have some fun.”

			Unfortunately, I was not a person who did that. The few relationships I’d had before Reva were always serious, never frivolous. I wanted to take it slow with Mave.
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			Day 540

			Mave and I had been seeing each other almost every day. So much for taking it slow; things moved quickly once they started. While my relationship with Reva was soft, calm, and loving, my courtship with Mave was fiery and passionate. If Reva had been wife material, Mave was like a mistress. After my initial reticence, I couldn’t get enough of her; she was like a drug. I couldn’t explain it. She wasn’t the type of woman I was usually attracted to. She was highly opinionated, street-smart, and funny, not book-smart and gentle like Reva. She was what I needed at this point in my life, though—and she made me laugh.

			That night I decided to ask. “Move in with me, Mave.” I smiled at her. “You’re here every night anyway.”

			“David, I can’t.” She frowned. “The girls are depending on me and my part of the rent.”

			Mave shared a one-bedroom apartment in an old rundown building in Hell’s Kitchen with two other girls, Lily and Naama. The roommates’ twin beds were in the only bedroom, and Mave had the sofa bed. I had met them a few times briefly; a bit distant but otherwise nice enough.

			I told her I understood, but I really didn’t. Maybe she knew I was holding something back.
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			Day 600

			I planned the night for weeks. I didn’t get her a ring because Mave was so independent she would want to pick her own, if she wanted one at all; she might consider it too conventional. I had tried bringing up marriage several weeks before, but she said she wasn’t ready.

			I took her out to dinner at Gramercy Tavern on 20th Street, and we sat in a plush booth in the back, a violinist playing in the corner. I told her we needed to start splurging once in a while.

			After the wine arrived, I took Mave’s hand. “Marry me.”

			“That’s so outdated, David.”

			“I know,” I said, expecting her to say something like that. “Let’s do it anyway.”

			Mave smiled wide at me. “Let’s do it, then.” For just a moment I thought I saw a flicker of triumph in her eyes, but then it was gone. They were shining with what looked like unshed tears. “I have a request, though.”

			“Name it.”

			“I don’t want a ring—too traditional,” she said, as I had predicted. “And I want a double wedding with Lily and Bal.”

			I was a bit taken aback by that. I barely knew Lily, and I had only met her fiancé, Bal, once very briefly. All I knew about him is he had emigrated from India to work in the city, like Mave’s other roommate, Naama.

			“It’ll be unique,” Mave said. “Lily and I are like sisters.”

			I didn’t like the idea, but I couldn’t deny her only request. “Double wedding, it is.”
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			Day 604

			Jack agreed to be my best man, and my parents were coming in from Idaho. My mother had never met Mave, just talked to her on the phone once and seen a photo I’d sent. At the time, she’d asked if I was attracted to her because she looked so much like Reva. I assured her over and over that wasn’t the case, and she’d never brought it up again.

			Mave scheduled us to tie the knot in two months on Halloween in Central Park at Gapstow Bridge over the pond. I was excited and, to be honest, more than a little bit scared.
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			Day 666

			Mave had been tied up with the wedding plans. Even though she was a non-traditionalist in most everything else, getting this wedding right seemed very important to her; so much so that I hadn’t seen her the last few nights after work. Everything was finally ready by Monday, the morning of the wedding, and I insisted we take a break to go out to breakfast before the madness began.

			I decided to take her to a place I’d heard about in Prospect Heights. After we ate our omelets, we strolled hand in hand down Underhill Avenue giggling like two teenagers.

			I heard a gasp and looked up, and there were Judith and Shem. The old woman, Rachel, with the same black shawl, was with them.

			“David,” Judith said, looking bent and years older.

			“Hello, Judith. Shem.” I was shocked to see them and couldn’t think of much to say. “How are you?”

			Judith and the old woman stared at Mave, and although the silence was only a few seconds, it seemed like hours.

			Finally, Mave piped up. “David, aren’t you going to introduce me?”

			I cleared my throat and looked from Shem to Judith and back again, who frowned as if I had betrayed them. I felt as if I had.

			“This is Mave,” I said. “Mave, this is Judith and Shem, some old friends of mine.”

			Rachel started muttering in Yiddish.

			“What are you doing in this neighborhood?” I asked, wanting nothing but the conversation to be over.

			Judith continued to stare at Mave, but Shem finally answered. “We brought Rachel to see one of her old friends, who is ill.”

			The silence was deafening, and we all stood there awkwardly. God, it was painful.

			“Nice to meet you.” Mave had an odd glint in her eyes. “We’re in a hurry. We’re getting married today!”

			Rachel started muttering even louder.

			Shem looked stricken, his face pale. “David—”

			“Great to see you all,” I cut him off. “We really are in a hurry.” I had to get out of there.  I grabbed Mave by the hand, and we scurried away.

			I could feel their eyes on me as we half-walked, half-ran down the street.
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			A knock on Rabbi Biderman’s office door at the back of the synagogue. He opened it and wasn’t surprised to see Judith, Shem, and Rachel, looking upset.

			After a minute of all of them speaking at once, he shouted, “Sit down, and one at a time, please.”

			The three sat in the chairs opposite his desk while the rabbi remained standing.

			“She’s evil! She has the evil eye!” Rachel yelled. She then started mumbling in Yiddish and spitting.

			“Who’s evil, now?” Rabbi Biderman asked, already guessing where this was going.

			Judith told the rabbi the story of how they had run into David and Mave. “She looked like my Reva but different,” Judith sobbed. “How could he?”

			“She’s a doppelganger.” Rachel spat once again. “The demon double,” she cried, her voice getting higher and louder.

			“That’s folklore, Rachel,” the rabbi said gently, as much to himself as to her. “You’re upsetting Judith and Shem.”

			Rachel continued on like she hadn’t even heard. “She and Reva were created at the same time, Reva designated by heaven and her designated by hell. She is going to take David to the place where no man’s feet should enter. She will kill him, and he’ll experience eternal suffering.”

			“Rachel, please,” the rabbi put up his hands, begging for calm. Always more than happy for his congregation to confide in him, this time he feared he might be out of his depth.

			“No, Rabbi,” Judith spoke softly. “She was Reva, but she wasn’t. I could tell. She wasn’t good like Reva. She had Reva’s body but sharper. Reva’s face but like a hard mask. I just can’t explain it. I don’t believe those legends either, but the resemblance is uncanny.”

			“They are getting married today, on a Monday!” Rachel spat again. “Unlucky, unlucky! Her name is Mave. That is, Mavet, which means death!”

			The rabbi plopped down in his battered leather chair to ponder a minute. “Do you think that perhaps he took Reva’s death so hard he’s trying to replace her?”

			Shem spoke up. “I would normally think that, too. But I agree with Rachel and Judith. It was the way she looked at us. Gloating almost. Not in the way a bride would be. It was something else.”

			“You can’t take the chance,” Rachel started up again. “David’s soul is at stake.”

			At the end of his patience, Rabbi Biderman glared at Rachel. “You didn’t care about David’s soul when Reva died.” Judith and Shem looked horrified, sinking down in their chairs as he chastised the old woman, but it had to be said. “He told me the last day of sitting Shiva what you had said—that she died because she had chosen him.”

			“I wanted her for my Abrahim. She shouldn’t marry a goy when there is a good Jewish boy for her.” Rachel looked down, and the rabbi immediately felt bad for getting cross with the elderly woman. “But he was kind to Judith and Shem, before and after Reva died. I don’t want to see him go to the place where no man’s feet should enter. If that demon is here, then I was wrong. Reva was predestined by God to marry David.”

			“Please,” Judith said. “The wedding is today. I’ll find out where and when from one of David’s friends. Rabbi, come with us and see her. Then you’ll know what we mean.”

			Biderman leaned back in his chair and sighed. As if he even had a choice.
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			I stood on Gapstow Bridge in Central Park with a clean cut Bal, waiting for our brides. There were dark clouds overhead and the pond beneath us looked grey and impenetrable. I wore a navy suit with white shirt and red tie—the second of Mave’s odd requests, besides the double wedding—but Bal had chosen to wear all black, like he was going to a funeral. Naama—Mave and Lily’s other roommate—was serving as witness for both weddings, while Jack was my best man and the other witness.

			My parents stood at the end of the stone bridge. Dad had on his only good suit that he had been wearing to every formal event over the last twenty years. My mother was dressed in one of her church suits, dark blue with a modest hemline, and she wore sensible, one-inch black pumps.

			I thought back to their meeting with Mave. They had come to town a few days before, and we had briefly met for lunch. I could tell by their drawn faces that they had been shocked by how much she looked like Reva in person, who they had loved and spent a great deal of time with. But they didn’t say anything about it and stuck to pleasant small talk with my bride-to-be.

			I waved at them, and my mother smiled tentatively while my father was stoic as usual. A dapper Jack stood to my left, Bal on my right, and Naama in a black slinky thing beside him. The officiant, a tall, pale, lean man in tux—a friend of Bal’s who was licensed to perform weddings—stood behind us. That’s it. Mave had wanted a small wedding since her parents were dead, and she had no close extended family to invite, anyway. Apparently, Lily and Bal didn’t even talk to their families.

			Finally, Mave and Lily were walking down the path to the bridge. Lily wore a tight black strapless fitted gown, while Mave was in a red dress that looked like a ballgown, with hoop skirt and long train. The fabric flashed like fire when she moved even though it was cloudy. Her corkscrew curls had been mostly tamed, and a short fingertip veil covered them. Smiling, she looked happy. Then her expression changed. It got malevolent and sharp, almost as if she had a different face underneath her pale skin.

			For a brief moment I felt as if I were making a huge mistake. My thoughts swirled. I really didn’t know this person that well. Maybe I was just on the rebound after Reva’s death.  Then Mave smiled at me, and I saw the woman I’d fallen in love with.

			The officiant started the ceremony. Mave hadn’t wanted any religious aspects in the ceremony since she was an atheist, and she certainly didn’t want to recite that she was going to love, honor, and obey me. She and Lily had gone through the civil ceremony and specified exactly what they wanted. I didn’t care as long as Mave was happy, although I knew my parents were disappointed we weren’t having the traditional church service.

			From out of nowhere, a small group of people ran towards the bridge. The first was Rachel. I never thought someone that old could run that fast. Following behind her were Judith, Shem, and Rabbi Biderman.

			Lily and Bal turned and, their faces stone, strode along with Naama towards the group who had now brushed by my parents and were approaching the bridge where we stood.

			“Leave here!” Lily hissed at them.

			At this, Rachel spat at the ground. A strong wind ripped across the bridge, and Rabbi Biderman grabbed his yarmulke to keep it from flying off his head.

			Judith grasped Shem’s hand as they followed behind Rachel. The rabbi stood back, but Rachel rushed towards the bridge, chanting, “Out Lilith. Lilith, in the name God, and in the names of the three angels sent after you!”

			With a set of his jaw and nod of the head, the rabbi stepped forward and joined in with Rachel, “Senoy, Sansenoy, and Semangelof—to remember the vow you made, that when you find their names you will cause no harm!”

			“Out Baal, in the name God....” They repeated the prayer.

			Just like that, Lily and Bal disappeared. The clothing they had been wearing dropped to the stone. Naama looked down at the clothes then at the rabbi and Rachel. She hissed at them and vanished as well.

			I rubbed my eyes, but all of them were still gone. I felt like I had stepped into some alternate reality.

			Mave turned and faced me, sneering now. “We don’t need Lilith, Naamah, or Baal. Finish the ceremony now, Belial.”

			Lilith, Naamah, Baal, and Belial, they were all names of demons. But that was just horror movie lore, storybook stuff.

			Mave grabbed my arm, her pupils huge and teeth pointed. “Don’t you want to marry me, David?” Her breath was hot and smelled like rotten eggs.

			I tried to pull away. The rabbi grabbed my shoulders—and Jack my waist—while Mave and Belial tightly grasped my forearms, caught in a tug of war.

			“We know what you are!” Judith shouted.

			“Be gone, you double from Sheol!” Rachel screamed.

			“Be gone, Belial, demon of hell!” the rabbi cried.

			After the disappearance of Lilith and Baal, Belial didn’t seem too anxious to stick around, and he, too, vanished, along with the officiant.

			The rabbi chanted in a deep, powerful voice, “Be gone, Mavet, purveyor of death. David was chosen by God to be the husband of Reva, not you!”

			“I took care of that when I pushed her off the subway platform,” Mave spat, wrinkling her nose. “My Lord, Satan, wants his soul.”

			I could barely process what I was hearing. Reva’s accident…wasn’t an accident after all?

			“I release you from Satan’s bond so you can continue your journey into the afterlife!” the rabbi yelled.

			Rabbi Biderman, the Littmans, and Rachel formed a line and chanted in what I guessed was Hebrew.

			Mave screamed and lost her grip on my arm. Jack, along with my parents, held me tight as she grabbed for me again and missed. Then she clapped both hands over her bleeding ears and shrieked.

			The chanting seemed to continue for an eternity until finally Mave’s screams died down.  She glared at us hatefully, stomping her feet, the Reva mask totally gone.

			What I thought I had imagined earlier, the face under her face, was back. And this time it stayed in place. She bared pointed teeth at us. Her eyes, even the whites, were fully black, and shadows danced across her features. But she looked around now as if uncertain, taking a few steps back.

			Then Mave jumped into the pond, her red dress flowing around her like a spray of blood. And she was gone.

			I fell to the stone, keening unintelligibly. My parents leaned down and tried to comfort me, but all I could do was sob.

			Soon, the police arrived. Gapstow Bridge was in a more isolated part of Central Park, but other park goers must have heard the shouting. By this time, I had started to get myself somewhat under control and had managed to stand up.

			I still had no idea what had just happened.

			Rabbi Biderman took charge and walked up to officer, whose clean-shaven and boyish face made him look like a high-school student rather than a cop.

			“What’s going on here,” the officer demanded.

			“I’m sorry, officer,” the rabbi said. “I was supposed to officiate at this wedding, but the bride started screaming, and then she jumped into the pond and swam away.”

			“What about these?” the officer asked, pointing to the heaps of clothes lying on the bridge.

			“They were the bride’s friends’,” Judith chimed in. “They were telling her she was making a mistake, and when she jumped in the pond, they took theirs off, too, and went in after her.”

			“My poor boy,” my mother added, patting my head. “Jilted at the altar. Just look at him, he’s shell-shocked.”

			“Is that correct, sir?” the officer asked me.

			I nodded, and my knees buckled again as I realized how close I’d been to a horrible mistake. Shem held onto my arm to steady me.

			“Where’d they go?” the officer peered out at the pond.

			“They swam across and got out on the other side,” Shem said.

			“So, no one was hurt?” the officer asked.

			Everyone shook their heads.

			“Okay, then,” the officer said. And then to me, “I’m sorry, sir.”

			The rabbi grabbed my other arm. I walked shakily with the rest of them out of Central Park, physically and emotionally drained, wanting nothing more than to take the longest nap of my life.
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			Day 777

			It’s been almost four months since the day I was supposed to marry Mave—no, Mavet. I’ve never believed in the supernatural, but the events couldn’t be explained any other way.

			I’d recently gone back to the office where Mave had worked. No one could remember her working there, and they said there was nothing in the personnel records.

			Then I went to Hell’s Kitchen. Mave, Lily, and Naama’s top floor apartment had been boarded up, and according to the neighbor had been that way for about two years.

			It’s almost impossible to believe I’d spent the last year or so sharing a bed with a demon. But I have no other answers.

			Rabbi Biderman and I have become great friends. He’s almost convinced me to convert to Judaism. I know the process takes a long time, but thanks to him, time is one thing Mavet hasn’t taken from me.

			Rachel insists I come over for dinner every Sunday, so I have a standing date. I eat at the Littmans’ every Monday, and we usually reminisce about Reva, the girl we all loved. It isn’t as painful anymore, but I don’t plan to ever marry; Reva was truly my soulmate. It was preordained by God—I believe that now.

			Where Mave was darkness, Reva was light, and she’ll always remain in my heart. When I die, I know my neshamah will rise up to shamayim to be with her again as she escorts me to the world to come.

			I can’t wait to see her again but know now that God has a plan for my life. It’s not my plan—where Reva and I would raise a family and grow old together—but I know it’s a good one.

			Besides, Reva and I will have eternity together.

		

	
		
			THE HANUKKULT OF TACO WISDOM

			– Margret Treiber

			“Damn!” My knee brushed against something squishy and unidentifiable. The clammy wetness seeped through the fabric of my roommate Natalie’s Escada pants. I knew she’d never forgive me, especially since I didn’t tell her I’d borrowed them. “I should be eating potato pancakes, not stumbling around in this CRAP!”

			As expected, nobody answered. Besides a buttload of pine trees, I was, fortunately, alone.

			I had been running through these Godforsaken woods for what felt like hours but was more likely minutes, the chaos of crashing glass, screaming, and swinging baseball bats still fogging my thoughts.

			This was probably my fault. I should have listened to Natalie. She always told me no good ever happened hanging out with those speed freaks. But they were a blast, and it was Taco Tuesday, and they were already heading to Mimi’s Tex-Mex Taqueria. With my car dead, it was my only reasonable option. And I was never one to pass on the opportunity for a grilled chicken taco, as was well evidenced by my waistline.

			I leaned against a tree and drew in a deep breath. The stench of whatever was on Natalie’s pants hit my nose. I gagged. I couldn’t identify if it was poop, puke, or something more putrid, but I didn’t want to know.

			As I calmed myself and my heart stopped pounding in my ears, I felt my mind clearing. I needed to get out of these woods and away from these psychos. How many of us had gotten away? I could practically hear my father’s voice in my head, “What kind of meshugana smokes a bag of meth and then packs five people into a hopped-up minivan?”

			What was I thinking?

			I reached in my pocket for my phone. Baby Yoda appeared on the screen clutching a lightsaber menorah. As soothing as his image was, there was still no signal. I was, after all, in the middle of the woods. I carefully returned it to my pocket.

			A scream pierced the night. It sounded like one of Cronk’s bimbos. Was it Lala? No, Aimee—with two Es. She was shrieking like a thirteen-year-old at a BTS concert. Even her cries for mercy sounded perky and vacuous.

			The sun had been down for about an hour. Had I listened to my dad and flown home for the holidays, I’d be in civilization eating latkes and opening gifts. Yeah, it would probably be a crappy, last-day-of-Hanukkah dollar store trinket, but I’d be on the sofa in comfort. Instead, I was stuck in this hillbilly hell running for my life.

			However, I couldn’t help but smirk when I considered my mother would have probably approved. Unlike my dad, she believed in risk. She would have encouraged my submersion into goyish culture. Somewhere in heaven, she was probably bragging to her friends about her tuner daughter who now lived in God’s country. She’d be pleased, despite me being unable to properly memorialize her.

			The recollection of my failed attempt to get a simple memorial candle invaded my thoughts.

			“Not yardside candle,” I explained to the cashier. “Yahrzeit. It’s a memorial candle.”

			She looked at me like I was speaking a foreign language, which I guess technically I was.

			“Okay,” I continued. “It’s a small white candle in a glass which you light for dead people. I tried to check your kosher aisle, but this place doesn’t have one.”

			Her face lit up. “Oh! Over here.”

			I had a feeling I knew where this was going, but I followed. She led me to the international aisle and stopped in front of a shelf lined with tall, colored candles in glass with saints painted on them.

			I shook my head. “Wrong religion.”

			She shrugged.

			“Guess that means you don’t have any Hanukkah candles either.”

			This was typical for this homogenous square state. I had gotten used to being gawked at like some kind of alien half the time I opened my mouth.

			A light glinted in the distance, shining through the curtain of trees that had been, up to now, my only view. It snapped me out of my reverie. Maybe it came from the highway. If I could get to the road, I might get a cell signal.

			Another scream. This time it sounded male. Was that Cronk? Nitro? I winced at the thought. Nitro was pretty cool.

			“Hell,” I sighed.

			My best option was to sprint it. I was already spent from my initial exodus away from the crash and attack, but I couldn’t stand around waiting to be grabbed. Sure, I may have been a little chubby, but I had run cross country my junior year of high school. I stood a better chance than Lala or Aimee with their waifish frames and lack of muscle. At least that’s what I convinced myself.

			I took off, my pulse racing. More cries rang out in the distance.

			Gasping for air, I increased my stride. I pushed myself, trying to pull every ounce of power from my fatigued muscles. My skin was on fire from grazing trees in the dark. I must have had dozens of scrapes and scratches. After another few minutes, I collapsed to my knees, panting and winded. Glancing around, I lost sight of the lights. Again, I was assaulted by the persistent plant life, pines as far as the eye could barely see with the occasional underbrush begging to be tripped over. I felt like I might weep openly.

			Thud! I was kicked in the shoulder by something boot-like. Clutching my sore arm, I looked around for my assailant.

			“Ugghhh,” someone moaned from a few feet off. “My shin.” It was Nitro.

			“What the hell, dude?” I whined. “You kicked me in the shoulder.”

			“Vape, that you?”

			“Yeah.” I hated that nickname. Screw up one upgrade and you never hear the end of it. At least it was better than Cronk, though. “Whose idea was it to let numbnuts drive wasted?”

			I heard Nitro shuffle closer. “He’s the one with the van.”

			“This is the worst Taco Tuesday ever,” I frowned, questioning my life choices. I remembered the cartoon I saw as a kid where the animated taxi’s child wanted to be a hotrod and ended up getting into major shit. I was feeling very much like that child. “I’m missing the foods of my people’s ethnic heritage for this, thanks a lot.”

			“Your what?”

			“The food, it’s Hanu…” I shook my head. “Never mind. Why didn’t you just drive the van?”

			“I didn’t know he was wasted until he started babbling and driving into the woods.”

			“Well, now we’re here.” I sighed, grounding the heel of my shoe into the dead pine-needles until I hit dirt. The smell of the musky forest floor was surprisingly comforting, providing a brief moment of focus on something other than the current situation. At least the moon had risen and was casting its light through the canopy; now I could make out a little more than just shadows. “Any idea who the morons with the baseball bats were? They seemed overdressed for the woods.”

			“Uh-uh,” Nitro responded. His eyes stared forward as if he was peering into his own thoughts and trying to make sense of them. He cocked his head and brushed a strand of hair from his face. In the moonlight, he looked almost ethereal; a bluish-white glow washed over his pale skin. “They grabbed Cronk, though.”

			“Yeah, I heard them get Aimee, too, I think. The scream sounded like her.”

			“Probably her,” Nitro answered. “She’s a screamer.”

			“What?” I shook my head, and noted that my breathing had slowed substantially. Maybe it was Nitro’s presence that calmed me or maybe it was just being still for a moment. “I don’t want to know. Did anyone else get away?”

			Nitro gazed off to his left. “Nope. They got grabbed back at the van. Followed them for a minute, but it was weird. Didn’t sound...right.”

			“What do you mean, ‘right?’” I grabbed his arm. “Where are they?”

			“Toward the van. Think some psycho cult or something got them. All chanting in some weird language and freaky shit. Ran before I could see.”

			“Wait! You know where the van is?” My heart rate increased again as I found myself questioning Nitro’s morals and critical thinking skills. “We just need to get there and backtrack to the road.”

			“Can’t leave them.”

			I was relieved at his concern for the others, although still a little put off by his lack of logic. “We get to the road and call for help.” Before Nitro could object, I continued, “Cops won’t ask about the crash if there’s a psycho cult out here.”

			“Yeah, okay.”

			“Lead on.” I clutched his forearm.

			He yanked his arm out of my grasp. “Not so tight.”

			I lightly put my hand on Nitro’s shoulder and followed his lead. The scenery was uncomfortably static, like a Hanna-Barbera cartoon, a repeated animation cell in every direction. The evergreens and bushes seemed to mock me.

			We moved slowly. I fought my racing pulse and fatigued lungs, attempting to calm my breathing again and remain quiet, but I failed. I panted with every step, crack of a branch, or crunch of a pinecone.

			Nitro shushed me and nodded to the right. What appeared to be flashlights danced around and flickered through the dense trees. We crouched down and hid behind some bushes. I held my breath, not even daring to exhale. Twigs and needles snapped beneath their feet. They were close. I held my hand over my mouth.

			Nitro peeked out. The footsteps stopped. He ducked back down. Had they seen him? This time he was the one breathing hard. He panted, fumbling around as if looking for a weapon.

			I grabbed a fallen branch from the ground near me and handed it to him.

			He swallowed and nodded, clutching it in both hands and looking like a formidable warrior. I nearly swooned. Not....well, maybe a little.

			The rustling resumed, growing louder with each second.

			Nitro jumped to his feet. I remained huddled behind the bush as he swung at several individuals still hidden in the darkness. Shadows jerked and darted around in a chaotic dance. I held my breath. Then the sounds of impact and grunting, giving me hope that my hero would soon deliver me from these monsters.

			My hope was short-lived, however. A moment later, several bodies overwhelmed Nitro and dragged him to the ground.

			A sea of arms reached for me. I pushed back, sliding on my butt. Rolling to my hands and knees, I scrambled out of the undergrowth and started to run. But one of the arms caught me, and a hand grabbed my shirt, then another clutched my wrist and hooked my other arm. I screamed and fell face down in the pine duff.

			“Let me go!” I screeched as they rifled through my pockets. My complaining and struggling did nothing, however, and a moment later I found myself being bound with rough rope and then dragged across the forest floor.

			I continued squirming, trying to break free, when Nitro and I were dropped on the edge of a rectangular dirt clearing. It was lined with large tiki-like torches. Along the inner length of one of the long sides, Lala, Aimee, Cronk, and five miserable-looking strangers were gagged, stripped to their underwear, and bound to wooden pillars sunk into the ground. Cronk was on the middle one, which was significantly taller than the others.

			I sat up and gasped at the familiarity of it all. Eight candles and a Shamash. I shook my head. This couldn’t be right.

			Nitro rolled onto his butt next to me. His hands and feet were also tied. “What the hell is this?”

			“Shh.” I nodded toward the others, who were now whimpering.

			“What are they doing to them?” he asked.

			“Shh,” I repeated.

			I was too late, someone heard us. A tall man in a grey wool suit, tallit, and kippah pointed at us. Behind him were a man and a woman. Both had long sleeves, the man in dress khakis and the woman in a long floral skirt.

			These two approached us, the man stepping forward. His kippah had an ankh on it which seemed weirdly sacrilegious. “Our rabbi, the horrible and wonderful Naarai, wishes you Hanukkah sameach!”

			“And so do we.” The woman appeared to be in her mid-forties. Her face was freckled and fair, her eyes and hair dark brown. Around her neck was a Star of David and an upside-down ankh. She held up my phone displaying holiday Baby Yoda. “Welcome. I’m Leah and this is Noah.” Noah had wild, light-brown hair and an unkempt beard. We’re from the Synagogue of Starry Wisdom, a close-knit Conservative congregation that follows the teachings of Nyarlathotep. You’re welcome to worship with us tonight.”

			I was oddly pleased when she didn’t say Jesus but had no idea who this Nar guy was.

			“So, wait,” I asked, trying to wrap my head around the concept, “you’re like Messianic Jews?” I took a breath and swallowed. “Is Narlotep another name for Christ?”

			“Oh, no!” Both Leah and Noah replied in unison.

			Noah continued, “Nyarlathotep enacts the will of God and is his messenger, heart, and soul.”

			“I never heard of him in Hebrew School,” I replied.

			Leah giggled. “You need advanced Talmudic study to learn the greater secrets of the universe.”

			I nodded, although I was pretty sure she was full of crap. “I’m Hannah, and this is David.” I nodded toward Nitro. “We were just taking our friends to our school’s Hanukkah dinner when the steering went out and we crashed.”

			“Oh, Hannah.” Leah shook her head. “We checked the boys and they’re not Jewish. We can assume that their girlfriends aren’t either.”

			“It’s okay. We invite everyone.” I hoped my story was believable. The fact that she checked the guys for circumcision was disturbing. It meant not only were they crazy, they were the type to verify my statements. I feared what she had planned for us. Poor Nitro had gone pale. If she decided to make him drop trou, well…I had to talk my way out of this quick. “We’re Reformed.”

			Leah’s smile melted into a sneer. I shouldn’t have been surprised—I’d gotten that reaction before from more devout Jews.

			“I think they need a rigorous religious education,” Noah scoffed.

			“Yes! Let’s pray.”

			“Maybe you should cut them down.” I motioned to my friends. “So there are ten of us, for a minyan.”

			“We’re not reading from the Chumash this evening,” Noah replied. “Besides, we have a large enough membership.”

			Just under a dozen men and women in suits or dresses like they were going to shul shuffled into the clearing. Some were holding torches. Others were chanting while reading from what looked like a large prayer book.

			Rabbi Naarai stepped out of the shadows where he’d been waiting silently to stand between the assembly and my shackled friends. He raised his hands, palms up. The members quieted.

			“Sh’ma Yisrael Adonai Eloheinu Adonai ehad!” he chanted.

			This was normal enough.

			The congregants responded, “Sh’ma Yisrael Nyarlathotep Eloheinu Nyarlathotep ehad!”

			“Wait, what?” I turned to Nitro and whispered, “Okay, so I get the trick. We just substitute Nyarlathotep for Adonai and blend in with these jerks.”

			Nitro looked at me like I’d grown another head.

			Naarai continued, “Baruch shem k’vod Malchuto le’olam va’ed.”

			“Baruch shem k’vod Malchuto le’olam va’ed,” I replied along with the others.

			Nitro gawked at me suspiciously.

			“It’s Hebrew,” I muttered. “Well, most of it.”

			Leah sidled up next to us giving Nitro the stink-eye. “Why doesn’t David know the Sh’ma?”

			I shrugged. “His dad found Jesus. So he didn’t get bar mitzvahed or anything. Why is this service so late? Shouldn’t we have lit the candles hours ago?”

			“We do things differently here,” she replied.

			“And you have a problem with David’s Jewishness?”

			Leah squinted like she wasn’t buying it but didn’t say anything else.

			The service continued on without any additional inquiries.

			About twenty minutes later, a man broke out an accordion and belted out a familiar tune. Rabbi Naarai led the participants in song. I started to join in until I noticed the change of lyrics.

			Ein kelohenu, ein kadonenu,

			ein kemalkenu, ein kenyarla’enu.

			Mi chelohenu, mi chadonenu,

			mi chemalkenu, mi chenyarla’enu.

			Node lelohenu, node ladonenu,

			node lemalkenu, node lenyarla’enu,

			Baruch Elohenu, baruch Adonenu,

			baruch Malkenu, baruch Nyarla’enu.

			Atah hu Elohenu, atah hu Adonenu,

			atah hu Malkenu, atah hu Nyarla’enu.

			“Now, on this final day of Hanukkah,” the rabbi said, “I’d like to invite our newest members to step up and light the Shamash as we say the blessing over the candles.”

			Leah untied us and led me and Nitro over to the rabbi. One of the congregants handed him a torch, which he held out to us.

			“Light the Shamash, and join us in adoration of the mad, faceless god, Nyarlathotep,” he instructed.

			One of the others poured a can of what smelled like gasoline on the base of the stakes.

			“What the fu…” Nitro let out a low moan and covered his eyes.

			“These are our friends,” I growled.

			“They’re just goyim, not your people. We’re the chosen ones. Yet they steal our privileged status from us and make us feel like the outsiders. Nyarlathotep promises to restore our people to our previous favored position with God. Tell me, how many times have these gentiles made you feel uncomfortable for just being yourself?”

			I glanced at Nitro and then over at the rest of my suffering friends. Yeah, there had been awkward moments with strangers, but my crew had never judged me based on my religion or cultural heritage. They only mocked me for the stupid crap I did, like installing my fuel injector wrong and creating a vapor lock.

			I took the torch and grinned.

			The congregation began reciting the prayer for the candles. “Baruch atah Nyarlathotep, Eloheinu melech ha’olam, asher kid’shanu b’mitzvotav, v’tzivanu l’hadlik ner shel Hanukkah.”

			“Vape?” Nitro implored me.

			“Nitro, we have to do what’s right.” I handed him the torch as the wind picked up.

			He nodded, and before anybody else could react, he thrust the flame straight into the rabbi’s midsection, catching the tzitzit of his tallit. The rabbi tried to pat the fire out but instead spread the oil from the torch onto the rest of his clothing. He burst into flames and let out an unholy scream.

			I scrambled over to the stakes and untied Cronk. He jumped down and helped me free the others. Several of the zealots ran over and tried to stop us. I grabbed one of the tiki torches from the perimeter and waved it at them, buying Cronk time to get everyone down.

			Once they were all free, Aimee, Lala, and Cronk ran for it. Nitro and I held the cultists back, fighting our way into the trees. Three of the strangers stayed and engaged Leah and Noah. Noah took a blow to the head from a log and stumbled backward. Leah took off running, only to be tackled by one of the strangers.

			Nitro and I continued to swing our torches as the rest of our group bolted toward what we hoped was the road.

			After maybe twenty minutes of frantic zigzagging, backtracking, and hiding from our yelling pursuers, somehow we made it to the blacktop, the potholed county bypass we rode every Taco Tuesday. The minivan sat there like a savior, broken glass glittering on the asphalt in the moonlight.

			Aimee broke ahead, got in the van, and struggled to start it. It was trying to turn over but sounded like it wasn’t getting any fuel. “The van won’t go!” she yelled out the broken window.

			A sudden wind whipped my shirt and warmed my back with hot air. “It’s fuel,” I panted, as I reached the road along with Nitro and the rest of the group. “Need to. Reset. The cutoff switch.”

			Sprinting out from the trees, a slight, balding man wearing a plaid sports jacket came right for them, gripping a wooden baseball bat in both hands.

			“Go!” Nitro punted the man in the midsection with a perfectly executed mall-Karate kick, knocking him on his ass. Nitro followed the man back into the trees, swinging the bat the man had dropped.

			I jogged over to the van, found the cutoff switch, and disabled it. “Try it now!” I yelled to Aimee’s pale and frightened face.

			The engine sputtered.

			I checked the switch again and pushed it once more, but the engine didn’t turn over. Finally, I grabbed the tire iron and smacked the crap out of it. The engine roared to life.

			As everyone else piled into the van, Nitro bounded out from the woods, flames engulfing the trees behind him. Yelling and shouting of the congregation joined the whooshing of the inferno in a cacophony of madness.

			“You got it started!” Nitro grinned like a crazy person.

			“You drive!” I yelled.

			Aimee got in the back along with the others, and Nitro jumped into the driver’s seat. I started to head to the back to let Cronk take the passenger seat.

			“No.” Nitro grabbed Cronk’s shoulder. “Vape gets shotgun.”

			I smiled as I jumped into the front seat. “Let’s get some tacos.”

			Nitro nodded and shifted the car into reverse. As we took off, I watched the blaze in the rearview mirror, wondering if it would burn for eight days.

		

	
		
			THE DIVORCE FROM GOD

			– Rami Ungar

			The phone rang and Rabbi Itiel Horowitz picked it up. “Yes?”

			“Abba, your four o’clock is here,” his daughter Malkah replied.

			“Send her in,” Horowitz instructed. A moment later, Mrs. Helen Shumacher, a tall and thin woman with the haggard face of someone whom life has suddenly turned on, stepped in and took a seat across from Horowitz.

			“Thank you for agreeing to change my appointment at the last minute, Rabbi Horowitz.” Mrs. Shumacher wrung her hands. Even bringing up the time change seemed to make her anxious. “My son came down sick unexpectedly, and the soonest I could find a babysitter—”

			“It is no problem,” Horowitz assured her. “But tell me, Mrs. Shumacher, have you thought about my offer regarding your husband?”

			Mrs. Shumacher closed her mouth.

			Horowitz simply waited. He knew it was difficult for a woman from a religious community, where wives were still expected to be obedient to their husbands, to admit that her marriage was in trouble. It was even harder for a wife in those circumstances to say she needed a divorce. Most difficult was when her husband refused to grant a divorce, and she had to resort to other means to gain her freedom.

			Mrs. Shumacher was the wife of Avram Shumacher, an investment banker who had invested in some bad deals and startups. He had not told his wife that the family finances were in dire shambles and reacted with his fists when she found out. He had since fled to Detroit, leaving Mrs. Shumacher in a precarious situation. Not just financially, but also religiously and socially.

			And that was where Horowitz came into the story. Horowitz was a to’ein, an advocate in the Orthodox community’s religious court, or beit din. For Orthodox Jews—especially the most zealous and religious of Jews, the Haredi—there was no institution better suited to marital counseling than that of a beit din. This was why Mrs. Shumacher, who wasn’t Haredi but was Orthodox, had sought him out.

			Mrs. Shumacher needed the help of a to’ein and the beit din to solve her marital issues, which he had discussed with her in previous meetings. In other words, she wanted a divorce. Not a secular one, but a get, a traditional Jewish divorce. However, her husband had to be the one to initiate the process. Without the get, even if a husband and wife were living entirely separate lives and the entire community knew it, she would still be bound to her husband. And a man with a wife in such a situation could torture her for as long as he chose.

			In this situation, a wife was known as an agunah, or a chained woman. And there was little recourse for her to free herself. Except, of course, if she were to seek help from a beit din, who had the means necessary to persuade husbands to free their wives. Sometimes those means were of a nature frowned upon by the laws of secular governments. And these days, only a few rabbis like Horowitz were willing to go to those lengths, let alone advertise by word of mouth.

			“Please, Rabbi Horowitz,” Mrs. Shumacher pleaded. “I want to be free from him and to seek someone I’m more compatible with. Someone who won’t betray my trust. My own synagogue and beit din, as well as the synagogue and beit din in Detroit, couldn’t get Avram to consent to a get. Can…can you help?”

			Horowitz was silent for a moment. To Mrs. Shumacher, it must’ve felt like an eternity. “I can be of service,” he said. “I have helped dozens of agunahs over the years. When counseling and shaming and other forms of interference prove ineffective, I can persuade a man to grant his wife a get. The means are extreme, but in the end, they are effective.”

			“Really?” Mrs. Shumacher asked, her voice brimming with hope.

			“Oh, most certainly. I have experience.” Horowitz began recounting some of his most memorable cases, all of which involved kidnapping and excessive violence. He smiled as he remembered those cases. No guilt assaulted his soul. After all, the marriage between a man and a woman was supposed to mirror the marriage between Hakadosh Baruch’hu and the Children of Israel. The husband imitated God by protecting and providing for his wife, and his wife imitated the Children of Israel by serving and obeying her husband. They remained faithful to each other and trusted each other to do what was best for their relationship, and thus the Jewish people had been able to survive through the ages.

			So when a husband perverted the holy state of marriage by abusing his position and making things unbearable for his wife, it was not a shame when she sought a divorce. And when a husband refused to grant a woman a get out of spite or cruelty, any method short of murder to force him to grant it was also mitzvah.

			He felt no fear admitting all his past exploits to Mrs. Shumacher, whom he’d only met a few times. Not only was she desperate to free herself, he was a well-respected rabbi in the Haredi community. And the Haredi community was a world unto itself, a utopia where all tried to live by the rules of the Torah and of The Holy One, Blessed Be He. Leaders of this utopia were the rabbis, who could do no wrong, no matter if the secular authorities said otherwise. Thus, the community would do its utmost to protect a rabbi doing God’s work. Even if that meant teaching a lesson to a more lenient but still pious Orthodox woman who may be considering going to the police.

			Of course, such threats wouldn’t be necessary with Mrs. Shumacher. She was wearing a smile that lit up her whole face, clearly grateful that someone would go this far for her. And it was good she was grateful. What he needed to bring up next usually gave pause to some agunahs.

			He cleared his throat. “Of course, this sort of intervention is rather delicate and can be quite costly. So, how much are you willing to pay to see these services are performed?” Another thing he felt no guilt over was charging for his services. After all, engaging a beit din to intervene was like engaging a lawyer or any other professional service. At the end of the day, you had to pay for services performed.

			The smile fell from Mrs. Shumacher’s face. “Um, do you have a payment plan? I don’t have much after what Avram did to our bank account, and my job at the fast food place doesn’t pay me very much. But if it’s not all at once, I think I could pay you.”

			They fell to discussing the specifics. By the time Horowitz and Mrs. Shumacher had finished working out the details, the poor woman’s smile had returned, and she left the office in what seemed like pure joy. Well, not pure joy; there was something else, an emotion that Horowitz could not identify, in her smile.

			But that did not matter. There was work to do. The work of Hakadosh Baruch’hu. Alone again, Horowitz pulled out his cell phone and dialed his eldest son. Dominic, who was named after the kind Gentile OB/GYN who had delivered Horowitz’s eldest son on the side of the road on a trip back from Kiryas Joel in upstate New York, picked up on the third ring.

			“Shalom, Abba. How are you today?” Dominic said.

			“I am good, baruch Hashem,” Horowitz replied. “We have work to do, my son. Can you come over after you get off work?”
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			The first thing Horowitz noticed about Avram Shumacher, as the man stepped into his home office, was that he was shorter and stockier than his LinkedIn profile portrayed him to be. The second thing was that his face had a heavy sort of quality to it. Not that the man was overweight or needed to change his eating habits, though there was that. It was more like a spiritual weight was upon him, and it was showing in the way his skin hung from his skull.

			Well, the price of aveirah, or transgression against God, could manifest itself in many ways. It was kind of like karma, a gentile concept Horowitz found merit in. Eventually, all your aveirot caught up with you.

			Call it whatever you want, Horowitz thought as Shumacher glanced around his office. It’s come to this man now. He will learn teshuvah from us.

			Dominic followed Shumacher in and closed the door behind them. Shumacher, focused entirely on Horowitz, did not seem to realize he wasn’t alone with the rabbi who had called him here with a job offer. Indeed, he was acting like he was meeting with Moses himself, respectful and a little terrified.

			“Rabbi Horowitz, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” Shumacher extended a hand. “I’m well aware of your work in the Haredi and wider Jewish community.”

			“Thank you,” Horowitz replied, smiling and taking the proffered hand. He was quite sure this man only knew of his public work and was unaware of his more secretive work for agunahs. After all, what man walked willingly into the lion’s den? “I’m quite aware of your work, as well.”

			“If I remember right, your daughter said you were looking for someone to advise families on investing their savings and growing a portfolio,” Shumacher said, pulling a notebook out of his coat pocket and consulting it. “It’s part of a charity to alleviate poverty in the Haredi community, correct? I must say, that is a most noble effort. Poverty, sadly, is a common problem for those who devote themselves to all of Hashem’s commandments. And I can certainly be of help with that. I’ve over ten years of experience in financial advising and investment. In fact, I recently—”

			“Mr. Shumacher,” Horowitz interrupted. “I’m sure you’ve plenty of experience in the field of investment. However, it is your career as a husband and as a man that has forced me to call you here today.”

			And before Shumacher could reply, Horowitz pulled a Taser out of his coat, turned it on, and pushed the electrified prongs into the other man’s gut.

			Shumacher groaned, his eyes widening and his mouth dropping open in shock. He fell to the ground, where he began to shake and dance like a marionette whose handler has a hand tremor. From the office closet, a large man with a brown beard—Micah Salutsky, the son of the local shochet—and a thin, beardless man wearing a brightly-colored uniform—Avi Ribowsky, who worked for the community’s unofficial, all-Jewish police force—stepped out with cords and packing tape. They carefully taped over Shumacher’s mouth and bound his hands behind him. Then, with Dominic’s help, they lifted him up and carried him out of the office.

			Horowitz followed them out, glancing at his second son Yitzchak, who was on duty as secretary today. The boy, just barely fifteen, slight and with cheeks covered in peach fuzz, had his eyes averted so he could say he hadn’t seen anything his family had been involved in. Horowitz patted him lovingly on the head before catching up with the men.

			Carefully, they took Shumacher down a flight of stairs, along a hallway, through a side door, and down another flight to the basement. There, they dropped him on the floor. The short, stout man groaned and screamed through the tape on his mouth.

			“I see you’ve already recovered,” Horowitz told the man. “Good. That will make things easier. Avram Shumacher, you are to sign a get and release your wife from the bondage you have trapped her in. If you do not, we will put you through punishment commensurate to that of the suffering you have put your wife through. Strip him.”

			Over Shumacher’s muffled protests and screams, Dominic, Micah, and Avi took fabric shears and began to cut away their hapless victim’s coat, tie, shirt, undershirt, and pants. In a matter of a few minutes, they had him lying prone on the ground in nothing but his boxers, socks, and shoes. The sight would have been funny if not for the seriousness of the matter.

			“Light the torches,” Horowitz commanded.

			Against a new round of screams, the young men put welding masks over their faces and picked up what looked like tiny fire extinguishers. Instead of white powder, however, what came out of the metal nozzles were bright blue flames. On the ground, Shumacher hollered in terror.

			Over the man’s screams, Horowitz announced, “As you burned through your finances, so you shall be burned. If you do not agree to sign the get, then this will happen to you.”

			At the word “this,” all three men dropped to their knees and held the tiny jets of fire to Shumacher’s abdomen. He shrieked through the tape as the flames caught on his body hair and skin, and the smell of cooking rotten meat filled the air.

			Horowitz pulled a handkerchief from his coat pocket and held it over his nose. He had forgotten human flesh could smell so bad. He would have to air out the basement later or his wife would be unable to do the laundry comfortably.

			After about a minute of sizzling skin and muted shrieks, Horowitz raised a hand, and the three men lifted the flames away from Shumacher’s body. His entire torso was red and cracked, and much of his body hair had been burned away. Tears were streaming down his face and onto the floor, creating tiny spots on the concrete.

			“You have no one to blame but yourself for this, Mr. Shumacher,” Horowitz informed him. “Your actions have consequences, and your actions in regard to your marriage have especially dire consequences. Now, I need you to nod your head to my next question. If you do anything else, we will continue your punishment until you do. Now, will you grant Helen Shumacher, your wife, a get?”

			Shumacher shouted through the tape. It was the wrong answer.

			To the men, Horowitz said, “Punish him some more.”

			Shumacher started to yell and nod his head vigorously. Horowitz ignored him as his son, Micah, and Avi bent before the recalcitrant man again. This time, however, they focused on his hair and beard. Shumacher screamed as his beard, often a symbol of pride among religious Jewish men, smoldered away like lit newspaper.

			His hair, however, caught much quicker, becoming a miniature bonfire in a matter of seconds. With fast feet, Avi poured a bottle of water on the man’s head, putting the fire out. Even so, the scalp was exposed and a nasty red. It reminded Horowitz of a character he’d seen on a poster for a horror movie when he was a boy, a Freddy something-or-other. He knew very little of the character, but he was certain that the character looked the way he did because he did not walk the path God had set for humanity.

			“I think that’s enough for now,” Horowitz said. “Remove the tape. I think we’ll find him in a much more agreeable mood.”

			Dominic, Micah, and Avi took their hands off the handles of their blowtorches. Then Avi reached over and ripped the tape off Shumacher’s mouth.

			The man sucked in a breath of fresh air before shouting something completely unexpected. “You idiots! I gave Helen a get over six months ago!”

			Horowitz dipped his finger into his ear, digging around. He was sure he’d misheard the man. “What did you say?”

			“I said,” Shumacher replied, enunciating each word as if his captors were indeed idiots, “I gave Helen a get over six months ago! I was the one who approached her about the divorce!”

			Horowitz felt the faint stirrings of panic well up in him. In all his years working for women trapped in the position of an agunah, he had never heard this uttered from a cruel husband before. Usually there were fruitless cries for help, protests that they shouldn’t be torturing him, denials of being a bad husband, or promises to begin the process of the get right then and there. But to claim they were already divorced? That they had already gone through the process? That couldn’t be. No, Shumacher must be—

			“You must be lying!” Dominic shouted. “We have it from your wife that you burned through your finances on bad investments, hid them from your family, and then left her and your son in financial ruin!”

			Shumacher stared at Horowitz’s son in seeming disbelief. “Bad investments?” he repeated. “My son? Joshua is with my parents in Detroit! Helen practically gave custody to me! I have a photo of him in my wallet from last month at Purim. Look at it for yourself! And for your information, Helen was the one investing money and losing it all without telling anyone! I found out when the rent check bounced. Only took a few minutes of poring over our finances to see what she’d done.”

			Shumacher scowled. “When I confronted her, she denied it, then acted like I was a horrible husband for suspecting her. Even when I confronted her with all the proof, she said it was all lies and that I was still an awful husband. That’s when I went to my rabbi to start the get process and free myself from her stupidity! I could not be married to a woman who would endanger our family and lie about it when confronted!”

			The silence in the wake of this confession was crushing to the to’ein and his enforcers. Slowly, looking like a man in a trance, Avi bent down and went through the remains of Shumacher’s pants. He pulled out a leather wallet and sifted through its contents. Finally, he found and showed the others a photograph of Shumacher with a young boy with Helen Shumacher’s cheeks and eyes dressed as a clown. A banner above them proclaimed the name of the synagogue and PURIM BASH. Underneath was a date from last month.

			The men were looking to Horowitz for guidance. He had to quell their fear if they were to navigate this strange situation. Taking a deep breath, he said, “What was the name of the rabbi who arranged the get?”

			Shumacher gave him a name that Horowitz recognized. Not a Haredi rabbi, but one well-respected in Orthodox circles. Ordering the young men not to go anywhere, he ascended back to his office on the second floor and told Yitzchak to look up the contact information for Shumacher’s rabbi.

			As Yitzchak searched on the family desktop, Horowitz considered his options. If Shumacher’s rabbi confirmed that Helen Shumacher was a divorcée, then he would have to be very careful how he proceeded. First, there was the matter of dealing with her husband—who would really be her ex-husband. They obviously couldn’t keep him on the premises if he was an innocent man, but they couldn’t just let him go, either. Perhaps he could be paid not to speak of what he’d endured, but then there would be no way to stop him once he had the money. In that case—

			From downstairs came a great crash. Suspecting trouble, Horowitz ran from his office and flew down the stairs in a panic. He found the front door open, a coat missing from the rack, and Micah and Avi rushing down the stoop while Dominic stood by the door, his nose bleeding.

			“What happened?” Horowitz asked, though he was sure he already knew the answer.

			“I know you told us not to move,” his son explained. “But Shumacher started acting like he was having a heart attack. We went to check on him, and somehow he got free of his bonds, punched me, and managed to get away.”

			Horowitz’s blood went cold. Even as his son was assuring him that Avi and Micah would catch the fleeing man, he knew it would not be that simple. Whether or not their captive got away, people on the street would see. They would know. And the secret work he’d done for decades spread only from client to client in hushed undertones, the holy work that the secular authorities could never understand in a hundred lifetimes, would become public knowledge.

			Yitzchak was calling from upstairs, and Dominic was asking if he was alright. Horowitz ignored them both. He was too busy listening to the crashing of his life around him.
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			When Horowitz slammed through the door to Helen Shumacher’s apartment, he was unsurprised to find her sitting at the tiny, round kitchen table, seemingly unsurprised by the sudden noise and intrusion. Horowitz immediately wanted to strangle her but instead closed the door and sat down across from her.

			“I wondered if I would be getting a visit from you,” she said.

			There was a certain sharp hostility about Helen Shumacher now that Horowitz had not seen before. It reminded him of a knife, one sharpened so well it could cut muscle and bone. Which, he supposed, would have suited this lying bitch fine.

			“After I got that expletive-filled phone call from Avram,” she said, “I knew I would either be visited by you or by the police. I had a bet over who would get here first.”

			“I hope you lost your bet,” Horowitz growled. “But I’m glad I got here first. I had a bet with myself that the address you gave my daughter was fake. Turns out, it was the most truthful thing you’ve told me. You know I’ve spoken with your former rabbi? You haven’t been married to Avram Shumacher in nearly seven months! Furthermore, the only reason you haven’t lost everything was because your ex-husband was kind enough to pay off your debts and give you a lump sum when you divorced.”

			“It was a generous gift,” she said, shrugging emotionlessly. “Cleared up a lot of my problems.”

			“Then, why?” Horowitz roared. “Why would you send an innocent man to me? Why would you pervert God’s mission for me?”

			At that, Mrs. Shumacher laughed mirthlessly. “Rabbi Horowitz, you have not been on God’s mission for a long time. Not if half of what I’ve heard about you is true. You’re farther from Him than I am. And to answer your question, I did it for the same reason you came here.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“Because he ruined my life! He let everyone know why he was divorcing me and taking our son away. He told the whole community I was a cheat and that I was delusional.”

			“But you went behind his back,” Horowitz pointed out, grinding his teeth and clenching his fists. “You invested in those projects even after your husband said they were bad investments and said you shouldn’t. And then you denied that you had done the very thing he’d warned you against. You even lied in the face of your rabbi. You’re everything Avram said you were.” This last part Horowitz said in a cruel hiss.

			“He didn’t have to let the world know!” she shouted, slapping her hand against the table. “He didn’t have to tell the entire community! Now I have no friends! People refuse to speak to me at synagogue or in the kosher grocer’s or even on the city bus! I can’t even get remarried! I work a crummy job at a gentile fast-food place for a pittance, and I can’t get anything better because employers don’t trust my financial history! I’m a leper! And it’s all his fault!”

			She was seething as she finished.

			Horowitz only glared at her. “So you let me get even with him for you. And now we’ll both go to jail once Avram finishes telling the police what happened.”

			At this, she smiled. “It’ll be worth it. After all, I finally got even. That’s all that matters.”

			Horowitz spotted the strange element that had been mixed in Mrs. Shumacher’s joyous smile when he had last seen her the other day: deceit and malicious intent. He had never seen it on a woman’s face before because women never dared show it or lie in his presence. Not until now, anyway.

			Horowitz sighed. “I see. Then I guess there’s only one thing left to do.”

			He swung his fist into Mrs. Shumacher’s cheek. She fell out of her chair and to the ground. Despite his age, Horowitz was quick to jump on her and pin her down with one hand while punching her head and face with the other. The whole time, she continued to smile, and this infuriated Horowitz more, so he continued to punch her, over and over, until her smile was gone from her face.

			When it was finally over, he stood and sat back in the chair, breathing hard. His hands were covered in blood and throbbed painfully. Glancing at Mrs. Shumacher’s prone body, he turned his eyes towards the heavens for guidance.

			But, unlike before he arrived, he felt nothing. No guidance from God. No divine presence. Not even the warmth and comfort of being one of God’s Chosen People. All he felt was a cold, overwhelming loneliness. Why, though? He could not understand it. Wasn’t he one of the Holy One’s most devoted, most esteemed disciples? Had he not always sought to walk the path of Torah and help others walk the path as well?

			And then Mrs. Shumacher’s words rang hollowly inside his head. Rabbi Horowitz, you have not been on God’s mission for a long time. Not if what I’ve heard about you is true. You’re farther from Him than I am.

			But that could not be true. He could not have separated himself from God. He had been doing God’s work! He had saved dozens of women from the chains of the agunah. When all other methods had failed, he had found ones that didn’t! What he had done was mitzvah!

			Or maybe I thought it was mitzvah, when, really, I made God turn His gaze away from me.

			The thought filled Horowitz with anxiety. If he had separated himself from Hakadosh Baruch’hu, then what was left for him in this world? What could he do now? What path could he possibly walk to bring him back onto the path of righteousness?

			He sat down in the chair and tried to figure out what he should do. By the time he had come to an answer, night had fallen outside and the apartment was dark. He couldn’t even see Mrs. Shumacher’s body anymore. He could turn on a light but didn’t. What good would it do? He had separated himself from God, truly and completely.

			He knew the police would find him here, eventually. They would arrest him and send him to prison. He didn’t care. Nothing the secular authorities would do could faze him in the least. He had removed himself from God’s Light without even knowing it. All that was left for him now, all he deserved, was the dark.

		

	
		
			THE HAND OF FIRE

			– Daniel Braum

			Tel-Aviv, 1984

			The ancient stones of the subterranean chamber were cold and damp despite the dry heat of the afternoon. Grainy sunlight reached in from the narrow entrance Jeffrey Stein had slipped into moments before when his parents weren’t looking. He thought the archaeological sites were much more fun than the city of Tel Aviv, as shiny and cool as it was. The people from the tour said this place, King Herod’s Tomb, was empty, cleared of all artifacts centuries ago, but Jeffrey was drawn to it as if something remained inside waiting to be discovered. He ventured into the near dark and thought he saw something move in the corner. He wished there was more light than just the slim patch of sun.

			Jeffrey’s elbows tingled and his forearms trembled, much like when all four ghosts were closing in on his Pac-Man and the twists and turns felt out of control. The shape he thought he saw in the corner moved. A tattered figure wrapped in robes and rags ambled toward him.

			Jeffrey froze. He eyed the path to the stairs but couldn’t run away. Mummies were supposed to be in Egypt, and they weren’t even real.

			“Take my hand,” the figure said.

			As it spoke a blue light, sharper than any video game screen, glowed under its dusty wrappings.

			Sweat dripped from the strands of Jeffrey’s dark black hair poking out from under his sun hat. His brown eyes were wide open.

			“Ephraim Ben-Moshe. Please listen to me.”

			It spoke slowly and deliberately, not at all how Jeffrey imagined a mummy would sound.

			But it didn’t sound anything like a bum or a street thug or some other kind of person Mom and Dad had warned him about. Which it had to be; even though it knew his name, his Hebrew name, like one of the old rabbis or stinky-breathed people Dad said were his uncles at his bar mitzvah.

			He tensed to fight and pictured himself locking its arm, kneeing its groin, and kicking its knee like his dad had taught him. He trained with Dad every day, even on vacation. But this was no playground bully.

			Jeffrey bolted for the light. A quick turn, and he was back in the main room bounding up the steps to the entrance gap in the stone blocks. He jumped over the rope with the hanging sign that read KEEP OUT in Hebrew, Arabic, and English.

			He breathed in the smell of arid ground and roasting falafel. The members of the tour group were taking pictures of the dusty, white-robed man near their tour bus who was selling food and pictures of his camel. He saw his father’s familiar loafers storming towards him.

			“Jeffrey, this isn’t back home! When your mother tells you to stay close…”

			“I’m gonna kill him, Moishe,” his mother’s voice sounded from not far away.

			But he wasn’t worried about being scolded, or grounded, or not being allowed to float in the salty Dead Sea like they had threatened. An image of the thing inside the tomb lingered in his mind’s eye. The echo of its deliberate, steady voice made the back of his arms and legs tingle and filled him with the uneasy sensation that he had been here and done all of this before.
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			Jeffrey followed his mom and dad through the crowded seaside plaza. All the bright lights and sounds and smells of the pizza places, falafel joints, and ice cream parlors surrounding the open-air square converged on him; everything so clean and new and beyond state of the art that it felt like the future, not what he had imagined Tel Aviv to be. The newest music videos from back home, and even movies still in the theatres, blared on shiny TV sets hung high for the viewing pleasure of the carefree families, groups of teens, and tourists gathered around the rows of pristine plastic tables eating and laughing and enjoying the warm evening. Jeffrey looked across the boardwalk to the long, wide beach and the Mediterranean beyond.

			He doubled over from a sharp pain in his chest. An image of haggard soldiers standing waist deep in the waves beneath a burning red sky eclipsed all else. A single arresting thought came to him, “This is the sea you swear to push us into.”

			“You okay?” his mother asked.

			The image disappeared as swiftly as it had come.

			“It’s nothing,” Jeffrey muttered.

			I won’t let that happen, he thought. And it surprised him how the thought had come from nowhere.

			He remembered the crunch Jimmy Boden’s jaw made when he had punched him in the face. He remembered when the kids at school caught him and how he fought and fought, even though they all piled on him.

			“Stop daydreaming and stay close,” his dad said. “This isn’t New York.”

			High above a fighter jet streaked through the blue, followed by a rumble and a whine. Jeffrey barely discerned the split-tail and retractable wings of an F-4 Phantom. The staple of the revered Israeli Air Force. Before the Russian Migs came to Syria the Phantoms were the fastest planes in the region. Back home Rabbi Berger had taught him the names and armaments and speeds of all the planes during his private preparations for his bar mitzvah. He wasn’t sure why the rabbi would tell him these things along with the tunes and language he needed to learn to lead the Saturday morning service. Other kids he had asked had received no such instruction. He didn’t care, studying planes had been loads more fun than the lessons.

			His mom and dad stopped in front of a pizza place and scrutinized the menu displayed in the window.

			“Pineapple?” his mom said.

			A round of laughter rose from the throng of kids gathered round the television of the adjoining ice cream parlor. They wore striped Bennetton shirts and Sasson jeans, their hair combed neat and stylish in ways Jeffrey never could achieve. He thought of his corduroys and Rob Roy shirts and shrugged off the memories of his classmates teasing him. Here, he was merely funny looking and different. Any laughter his way wouldn’t be for being a Jew. Or for not looking Jewish because of his brown skin.

			These Israeli kids ignored him as they ignored everything else but each other and the ice cream parlor’s TV. On the screen wind blew trash around a dark, dirty street to the sounds of ominous synthesizer chords. Trashcan lids rattled. Blue sparks flashed and gave birth to brilliant white lightning and then the naked form of a man. Jeffrey recognized him as the big guy from the Conan movie.

			The girls giggled, and another round of laughter and comments in Hebrew arose.

			“Dad, what’s going on with that man?” Jeffrey asked, just as he would if they were at home watching movies on a rare Saturday afternoon respite.

			His dad had been watching, too. He kept his attention on the screen as he answered. “He’s from the future.”

			“Why? How?”

			“He was sent to fight his enemy before he grows up.”

			“Moishe, don’t let him watch that garbage.”

			“It’s just a movie, Rachel.”

			“Well, just stop watching and help us pick toppings.”

			While eating his pizza Jeffrey thought about what he would do if he could travel through time. Would he go forward to after school so he could get out of the schoolyard and halfway home before he could be ganged up on? Maybe he’d go back to when the jackasses were in first grade and then beat them up. Maybe he’d give them a scare instead and a message not to bully him; a message they’d remember and understand when they grew up.

			His mind drifted to the images of the Old City of Jerusalem he knew from postcards and history books. The ancient Wailing Wall of the Great Temple, the glistening copper top of the Dome of the Rock, and the Temple Mount. Tomorrow they would drive there. Along the way they were going to stop at some archeological sites. Abraham’s Well. King Herod’s Tomb.

			Jeffrey rubbed the back of his hand. He thought he saw something white there, like an afterimage of the sun.

			A kid playing the Zaxxon video game near the parlor door yelled and slammed the side of the bulky console. The screen went blank.

			“I never beat that robot before. Now I have to do it all over again,” the kid yelled.

			Jeffrey watched the screen turn blue then restart several game levels earlier.

			“Dad?” Jeffrey asked. “In the movie, if the bad guys are going back in time, why don’t they do it again and again until they get it right?”

			His dad sipped soda through a straw and swallowed. “In this movie, the good guys broke the machine. But in real life, you can’t send matter back in time, physics doesn’t allow it.”

			“I know,” Jeffrey said.

			As part of his training Jeffrey’s parents had taught him about math, philosophy, great military battles in history, along with physics and Einstein’s theories. Jeffrey knew because of relativity that it was possible to at least go forward in time. Just travel at the speed of light for one year in a direct line away from the earth and come back. You’d be two years older, but everyone on earth would be long into the future. It didn’t work backwards, though.

			“What about energy?” Jeffrey asked.

			“Impossible. It’s all impossible,” his mom answered, chomping a pizza crust.

			“Don’t tell him it’s impossible,” Jeffrey’s dad said. “You’re going to stifle his mind. What about that professor, the one in the wheelchair who says particles can jump out of black holes? That’s supposed to be impossible.”

			“Okay, there are theories, but it’s all nuts to me. The numbers don’t add up, and even if they did, technology is nowhere near able to do it. It will never be.”

			“The world is not all about technology,” Jeffrey’s father said, as if consoling him.

			“Then how did we land a man on the moon? Prayer?” Jeffrey’s mom said.

			“Maybe. That’s how it started, when President Kennedy declared…”

			“Well, we’re not going to send a man traveling through time on the power of prayer.”

			“Not unless God wanted to,” he said.

			“What if enough people wanted to?” Jeffrey asked. “Rabbi Berger talked about what is possible with enough force of will.”

			Gunshots and an explosion filled the screen to the delight of the circle of teens.

			“It’s just a movie, Jeffrey. And we’re talking a lot about it for one you won’t let him see,” Jeffrey’s father said to his wife.

			“It’s rated R,” she said.

			“And the world is rated?”

			“We didn’t come to the Holy Land to watch this kind of stuff. Just think, this time tomorrow we will be in Jerusalem.”

			The kid smacked the Zaxxon game again.

			Jeffrey’s hand moved to his chest. An image of the pizza place as a gaping, smoking, bombed-out ruin filled his mind. A slick of blood, so much blood, covered the tiled floor. Since being on the trip the visions were coming more frequently. Back home he’d been burdened with visions of burnt-out buses. Smoke rising from the ancient buildings of the Old City. A fiery red sky over a stark desert. And crying people. So many crying people. He hoped there was something wrong with him and what he was seeing weren’t glimpses of real things. The notion that what he was seeing could actually be real made his stomach queasy. He’d fight any schoolyard bully. They came one at a time and didn’t want to get hurt themselves. But how could he fight an enemy that surrounded you, attacked all at once, and would just keep coming and coming?

			The alien thought made his stomach feel worse. With his finger he traced something on the back of his hand and stared at it blankly with the uncomfortable feeling of having something to say stuck on his tongue just out of reach of memory.

			In the Pac-Man maze the computer never tired, Jeffrey thought. The ghosts would chase you until you lost or walked away. Jeffrey pictured himself slamming the machine like the kid playing Zaxxon. If you could reset the machine, you could wipe the slate clean. To fight again. To live again. To try again. It wasn’t winning, but it wasn’t losing.

			“What’s my little warrior thinking now?” his father asked.

			Jeffrey heard the question simultaneously spoken by the creepy man from the tomb.

			Jeffrey turned, expecting to see him, but there was only the white sunlight sparkling in the Mediterranean waves and children bounding along the beach followed by jubilant, barking dogs.
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			Hot, mid-day sun baked the tour bus. While his parents and the tour group milled around a table of trinkets, Jeffrey carefully inched towards the unimpressive pile of ancient stones that was the entrance to King Herod’s Tomb. The narrow entranceway, a gap between the grey blocks, was irresistible. A rope hung across it with a hand-written sign that read KEEP OUT in Hebrew, Arabic, and English. As he ducked under the rope, he felt an electric tingle on his back pushing him forward, pushing him to explore.

			He waited until his parents were preoccupied by the guy selling falafel and his photogenic camel then slipped into the cool damp darkness and hurried down the stairs.

			He stepped out of the square of sunlight from the entrance, ventured a few steps into the tomb and halted. Dirty robes, bloody bandages, tin cans, and cigarette butts were strewn along the floor. A whiff of ozone lingered in the musty air.

			He held his nose and turned a corner, but he didn’t want to go too far into the darkness of a room that once had dead people in it.

			Something rustled in the darkness. Was someone else down here? A stray dog, or another excited explorer maybe?

			“Hello,” Jeffrey called.

			No one answered.

			A faint blue glow emanated from the corner of the chamber across from him. Jeffrey rubbed his eyes. As his vision began to adjust, he made out that the room was large and square and empty except for the rubbish.

			Something moved. In the corner a pile of rags and robes were moving. They rose from the floor and assembled into a tattered, human shape.

			“Take my hand.” The voice came from the shape.

			Jeffrey thought he should be afraid but found that he just wanted to watch.

			It ambled toward him. He couldn’t make out a face but saw that the source of the blue glow was light leaking from the dusty wrappings.

			“You will be safe with me,” it said.

			Jeffrey eyed the path to the stairs but instead of bolting stood transfixed.

			“Ephraim Ben-Moshe. Please. Listen to me.”

			He felt the surge of adrenaline but still did not run. The thing reached out its hand and grabbed him. He knew he should struggle but only focused on how his wrist felt so cold.

			“Yes, yes,” it said. “You remember I told you not to run. We’ve been down this path before. So many times. I fear this may be the last. Come with me to the desert.”

			“The desert? What? Who are you? Why are you doing this?”

			“No, no, no. You have to remember. We’re running out of time. You’re going to die, again. You need to listen—”

			Jeffrey twisted his arm to break the man’s grip. He gathered his breath to yell for help as blue light spilled from beneath the man’s displaced wrappings.

			“Jeffrey? Are you down there?” his father called.

			Something about the blue light was so familiar.

			“Yes, yes. Please remember,” it said. “There isn’t time.”

			Jeffrey stopped struggling. He allowed the man to turn his palm down.

			“Next time you will remember everything. You must. You must come with me.”

			He traced on the back of Jeffrey’s right hand with one bandaged finger. A glowing letter, a Hebrew letter, appeared there.

			Jeffrey’s father called for him again. People were descending through the entrance.

			The robes and rags collapsed to the floor. The letter on Jeffrey’s hand faded then disappeared.

			Jeffrey’s father stormed through the dark.

			“Here. I’m over here, Dad.”

			“When we tell you to stay close…”

			“Dad, there was this…”

			He wanted to say, There was a man dressed in rags who told me I was going to die, but he held his words.

			His father gently lifted him and touched his forehead with the back of his hand. “You feel warm. Water. Get my son some water,” he called.

			His dad slung Jeffrey’s arm around his shoulder and helped him up the stairs. Looking back, Jeffrey saw what looked like a man hovering above the pile of rags. He was naked and appeared made of light like one of those afterimages you see when you look at the sun. Glowing blue Hebrew letters danced over his body. Then the man disappeared, the light winked out with him, and the chamber returned to black.
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			Jeffrey drank the Capri-Sun juice pouch even though he didn’t want to. The silver bag was like an astronaut’s drink; another fascinating thing they didn’t have back home. He knew he should hydrate. He told himself that once the body feels thirst it is already dehydrated but didn’t know where the thought came from, which disturbed him. His dad insisted he skip the rest of the day’s activities. Thus, the tour bus had to go directly to their Jerusalem hotel, their next destination, to drop him off. Everyone else wasn’t very happy about the turn of events. He didn’t blame them. He still wanted to see more old sites.

			“We should have never come, Moishe,” Jeffrey’s mom whispered.

			“You knew this time would come when we took him in,” Jeffrey’s dad whispered back.

			“The years passed so fast.”

			“He’s not safe anymore, Rachel.”

			Jeffrey wondered what they meant.

			The bus pulled into the lot in front of the hotel. It looked just like one in New York, only a lot less crowded and there were palm trees. The lobby was populated by impeccably dressed staff of many ethnicities attending to a group of priests in heavy robes and another group of somber old Jews in dark suits with long curly strands of hair. A bellman approached and took their bags to the elevator on a shiny gilded cart.

			The elevator was made of glass, and Jeffrey could see the mysterious buildings of the Old City as he rose. He even glimpsed the big soccer stadium on the outskirts of the New City.

			The bellman wheeled the cart out of the elevator and led them to their room. He put the key, a strange plastic card, in the slot in their door.

			“Do you think we can see everything from our room?” Jeffrey asked.

			“One way to find out,” his dad said.

			Jeffrey pushed through the door. The world exploded into booms. Firecrackers, Jeffrey thought, then his chest erupted into a ball of heat. He looked down and saw he was soaked in blood. A swarm of faces buzzed over him. Strong arms held him. Knives arced past his face. It hurt more than any schoolyard fight. He struggled and screamed and screamed, though all he could hear was the voice of the ghostly man from the tomb saying, “You’re going to die.”

			His name is Avi Ben-Avram, Jeffrey thought. The realization he knew the man’s name, that he was certain of it, filled him with a blooming sense of wrong along with the blinding pain.  With the last of his strength he screamed, not in pain but from the sense someone was cheating, like someone had jacked up an arcade game instead of letting it play out, only a million times worse. He tried to struggle but found he could not lift his arms. There was so much more of the world to see, and a sense of something dreadfully important he was supposed to do pushing him to fight, but instead he knew he was about to die, and then the last of his life left him, again.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The entire bunker shook from the explosions above ground. Red wine sloshed from an ornate silver cup onto the white table linen. All that remained of the leadership of the State of Israel remained in this bunker carved deep into the Negev’s ancient caves. Avi Ben-Avram pictured the ruined buildings of venerable Old Jerusalem. The modern architecture of Tel Aviv had also been reduced to rubble. The last remnants of the army were scattered and hunkered down in positions that would soon be overrun.

			So this is it, Avi thought.

			Time after time he had been sent for the child. To save him from their enemies. To bring him to his purpose. When he failed, as he did again and again and again, he was sent again and again and again. He would go as many times as they would send him. Israel had to remain. But now that sense of infinite time, of infinite tries was gone.

			Between his full dress uniform and the mask and gloves all of him was covered. He yearned to feel the metal of an Uzi and the sand and the hot desert sun again. But he knew his purpose was here now. The old instinct to touch his wife’s hand overcame him. Rachel glanced at him, her face a stoic mask he knew too well. She had agreed when he told her what he wanted to volunteer for. She, too, knew the future was more important than any one family, as much as the idea pained them.

			Grand Rabbi Yavin Baram sat across the table from her, his long face and grizzled smoke-grey beard betraying no sign of the direness of the moment. He poured wine into silver cups, passed the first cup to Rabbi Lubof, who in turn passed it to General Bela, then to retired Admiral Charles Francis Wesson, the American. It went around the table to Rachel. She passed it to him. It was empty. Empty like the space beneath his uniform and gloves. Nothing of him left to take the wine. All that remained was the energy that once powered his body, now held together by force of will, the prayers of the Grand Rabbis, leaders, and remnants of the nation. He was a point of focus keeping that energy in the shape of a man. And he was what Israel needed to save and steer the child.

			Avi accepted the cup. He pictured the words of the prayers dancing beneath his glove. Light spilled from beneath his sleeve causing the cup to cast a double shadow.

			Another explosion rocked the table. Stones fell from the tunnel’s mouth leading out of the bunker. The hewn rock passages beyond were crowded with carefully stacked Torah scrolls salvaged from the ruined temples of Tel Aviv and Haifa, from Yaffa, Rehasim, and Oranim. How could it be that these places are gone? he thought.

			Muttered prayers carried from the darkness of the passageways. Avi pictured the rabbis, their long hair and beards and robes rustling in the shadows as they prayed in the near dark. They kept the prayer, the chain of intention unbroken and his energy tethered. When the last of them ceased he would be gone.

			“The next time we sit at this table, may the Hand of Fire be among us,” Rabbi Baram said, his voice filling the cold, rocky chamber. Its strength helped Avi believe.

			Amens rang around the table.

			After the blessing they would send him back again before they were overrun. This would be the last time.

			He tried to conjure a memory of his extended family. Like all the lives he’d known that were lost to wars, they were distant fires, burning still but somewhere far away, their faces too hazy to discern. His only clear thoughts were of the future. Faith and duty. This was all that was left for him. They knew. It was why they chose him.

			“It’s not too late,” Lubof yelled at the American. “You can do something to make this stop.”

			“The president is praying for you,” Wesson said calmly. “He is confident God’s will shall be done.”

			Prophecy. Revelations. All we are to the Americans are sacred cows, Avi thought.

			He recognized the detached look on Wesson’s face. Everyone believes their beliefs are the right ones, the only ones, he thought. But our truth must be true, look what has become of me. How else could this be?

			“You are going to die here with us,” Lubof said to Wesson.

			“It is written that the Lord said the Children of Israel will end in flames and then His son will return again,” the Admiral replied, more to himself than to anyone.

			Avi knew the prophecies. The world ending in ice and fire. Their enemies had tried and tried, but no nuclear fire had come to Israel. They had smuggled warheads on barges into Haifa’s harbor. They had lobbed missiles into their cities. One was even built in a Jerusalem basement. Every device did not ignite. Each had been carefully inspected and dismantled with no reason found for the failures. It was as if the Hand of God reserved the right to light holy fire. Israel’s own nuclear arsenal remained hidden. But it was useless. All their tests failed. They bluffed the world that any attack on Israel would be met with nuclear destruction with their policy of neither admitting nor denying their “arsenal.” A program began deep beneath the quiet desert sands to find the one the scholars called the Hand of Fire. The child. Ephraim Ben-Moshe.

			Christian, Arab, and Jewish mystics gathered in secret, studied separately and together. In the Old City. At the Vatican. In New York and Chicago. The Dead Sea Scrolls, Lost Gospels, and ancient Arabian writings foretold his coming.

			All were in agreement that a “Hand of Fire” someday would come to determine their fate. Only he could end the long conflict of the region. Only he could bring the “cleansing fire.” The dissent was over whether this meant utter destruction and who or what this hand was. Kings and presidents and holy men and government leaders wanted to destroy such a game-changing figure. Others wanted to protect him. The rabbis identified him as the child Ephraim Ben-Moshe.

			The boy had been taken to America to grow up in safety. Avi pictured the glowing letter he had traced on the boy’s hand. He was just a boy, yet he had been hunted and killed, rescued and saved, time and time again.

			Rabbi Baram chanted the final passage of the prayer. The notes of the ancient melody were arranged in mystical intervals, each sound, each space between holding cosmic significance.

			Avi noticed the glisten of held-back tears in Rachel’s eyes even though they’d had so many goodbyes. These were tears for lives that would never be.

			The table shifted out of focus. The cavern and everyone in it blurred together into an indiscernible swirl. Avi felt the cadences and descending progressions of the hymns circle, pulling on his phantom limbs and chest, drawing what was left of him out of the chamber and into the tunnel. Then time parted like the sea for Moses. He fell into a swell of prayer and the current took him.
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			Something moved in the darkness. Jeffrey’s elbows tingled and his forearms trembled. A man wrapped in tattered robes and rags ambled from the shadows toward him.

			“Take my hand,” it said.

			A blue light, sharper than any video game screen, glowed from under its wrappings.

			Jeffrey eyed the path to the stairs and readied to run. The figure shrugged off its robe. Spirals of unwinding wrappings and linens fell to the ground revealing a man of glowing blue light.

			Trains of Hebrew letters slithered around the man’s arms and legs and all over, trembling and white and ablaze like starlight.

			“Come with me,” the glowing man said.

			An image of the letter on his hand rushed back to Jeffrey.

			Footsteps scuffled on the chamber stairs.

			“Are you down there?” Jeffrey’s dad called.

			A heartbeat passed. In a wink the blue man appeared in front of Jeffrey, so close he could read the white letters crisscrossing over him like living bands of tefillin.

			“There isn’t time,” the man said. “We’ve been down this road before.”

			Jeffrey knew him.

			The man gripped his hand and traced a letter on his palm.

			His name is Avi Ben-Avram, Jeffrey thought. How do I know that?

			Letters lifted from the man’s arms and snaked themselves onto Jeffrey’s arm. He wanted to scream, but he only watched the letters flow over his body and deliberately wind around him.

			Trails of words raced over him, moving faster and faster then too fast to be seen, all the letters, all the words becoming one shining armor of light.

			“Hope at last,” Avi said.

			“I heard something. Maybe he’s down here,” Jeffrey’s father yelled. “Is there a flashlight on the bus?”

			Jeffrey felt inspired and excited and scared all at once, a feeling akin to the resolve that filled him when he realized there was no escape from a schoolyard fight as everyone closed in.

			Images flooded in. Stacks of Torahs in caves. Rabbis praying in the near dark. Missiles rising in plumes of smoke from silos in the desert sand.

			Jeffrey’s father tramped down the steps. A flashlight beam crossed the dusty rays of sunlight.

			Jeffrey followed Avi into the darkness then paused just long enough to catch his father’s eye, Avi’s light from behind spilling around him in a blue corona.

			Jeffrey’s dad watched them recede but did not follow.

			“He’s gone,” he said to himself.

			Jeffrey heard the chamber fill with voices but did not look back. With each step more memories returned. The chamber led into vast, spiraling labyrinths beneath the desert. He found he knew the way. He kept running. A sense of calm washed over him along with the feeling he could run the maze forever and the ghosts would never catch him.
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			Avi took Jeffrey into the isolation of the Negev with its caves, mountain hideaways, desert tunnels, and archeological sites forgotten in the sand. He answered the boy’s questions with training. He taught him prayers, the secret meanings of words, and histories of things that had not yet come to pass.

			Jeffrey found that the video games and music he once thought he missed no longer mattered.

			“Take me to the future,” Jeffrey asked during one of his geography lessons.

			“There is only one way,” Avi said.

			Jeffrey had a hard time understanding nuclear fusion and fission, at first. And an even harder time believing that nuclear fire would not ignite in the land so many held onto as holy. The end points of all the complex lessons were simple and always the same. He was prophesized to be the one, the only match that could ignite Armageddon.

			One desert night after a marathon session of geography during the quiet passing into dawn, Jeffrey watched a kangaroo rat hurry to and from its hiding place in the base of the wall of a ruin of a Roman outpost. He thought of his parents’ sacrifice. How they gave up the comforts and blissful ignorance of American life to take him in. He watched Avi standing on a rocky ridge nearby, motionless but for the prayers spiraling over him. The hopes of people like them and their sacrifices. That is what matters, Jeffrey thought as he fell asleep under the lightening sky. A nation. A future. A chance.

			He awoke to find a bundle of newspapers tied with string near him in the desert sand. The sun was up; heat hovered above the night-cooled ground, but there was no trace of who had made the delivery. The articles detailed the regional conflicts. Murders. Bombings. Military atrocities. The ebb and flow of escalations and retaliations between Israel and its neighbors. Five years passed this way. Training. Studying. No outside contact but for occasional supply drops and pickups in the night.

			Day after day they trained in seclusion. Moving from place to place in secret. Jeffrey’s young man’s body transformed into an adult and was sculpted into that of a soldier. His mind sharpened and filled with the ways of sages and military tacticians.

			One dawn, when the shadows from the newly arrived sun were just beginning to grow, a lone Israeli soldier arrived at the mouth of the mountain cave that was his most recent of ever- changing homes. The young man had a message and was visibly shaken by its brevity.

			“It has begun,” the soldier had been instructed to say.

			Jeffrey had seen the planes overhead. From his visions he knew what came next. He hoped he could find another way. A way out of the certainty of ruin and blood. He rose and went to prepare himself. The day had come. It was time to go to the rabbis in the caves.
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			War raged. Israel’s enemies learned from their past mistakes. They learned to put aside their differences. They learned to fight together. They learned they could deal with each other once their common goal was achieved, their shared vow to drive Israel into the sea.
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			Battered Israeli soldiers retreated into the Mediterranean, their weapons at chest level in an attempt to keep the last of their rounds dry. Missiles arced from the red sky into the waves throwing up showers of hot metal and steaming water. Approaching tanks grumbled behind the bombed-out seaside condos and crumbling promenade that had once been the gem of Tel Aviv.

			Waves red with blood flowed through Avi-Ben Avram, his form making the stained water glow sickly pink. He could do nothing but watch the commanders attempt to rally their men to reach the shore. They knew this was their end, but they did not want to go down in the sea.

			Bullets passed through him. They did nothing. He felt nothing. He would continue to exist until the last shred of belief of the last person praying him into existence ceased. Until then there was hope, however slim. The Hand of Fire would determine what would come to be. It might be that the land could still be saved. That some might survive. Soon he would know.

			Artillery fell from the sky to the beach. When the smoke cleared, red foam frothed atop the waves, washing blood out to sea.
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			Dark purple wine sloshed in Rabbi Baram’s goblet. His hand shook, but not from the explosions above.

			Avi led Jeffrey Stein, Ephraim Ben-Moishe, the Hand of Fire, into the cave. Together they crossed the chamber and stood at the table across from him and the leaders and other rabbis, priests, and imams. Tall and lean with stringy hair and dark, weathered skin, he looked like just another desert nomad.

			“You are he?” Rabbi Baram asked. “You look nothing like I expected of the boy whose life we predicted and charted.”

			Jeffrey did not reply. He held out his hand.

			Rabbi Baram held out the case that contained the ignitions for their nuclear arsenal.

			“Did you do as I said?” Jeffrey asked.

			“Yes,” the rabbi said.

			Avi nodded in confirmation.

			Jeffrey took the case and without fanfare or another word returned into the tunnel from which he came.
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			Avi and Jeffrey emerged from the networks of tunnels into the bright desert sun, the glare making Avi’s glowing form difficult to see.

			All the lines of the past had come to this, Jeffrey thought. Hundreds of paths. Thousands of lives. No matter how they twist, they all come to the same point, to this moment.

			“If I do this,” Jeffrey asked. “How will I be remembered? A hero? A savior? A madman? A villain?”

			“Does it matter, anymore?” Avi said.

			Jeffrey opened the case revealing the electronics inside. The codes had already been entered. The protocols followed. The warheads ready and armed. All he had to do was turn the key and press the center button to send the arsenal airborne.

			He pressed the center button.

			Across the desert hundreds of missiles shot into the sky in clouds of sand and smoke.  Jeffrey didn’t know where they would land. They had not been aimed.

			The divine hand would do as it chose; be it with duds that would not ignite or nuclear fire.

			“If they are right, tell me they will all restart someday,” Jeffrey said. “Tell me they will rebuild. That they will begin a new history.”

			“May God’s will be done,” said Avi.

			Jeffrey felt no sense of accomplishment or relief. Only the emptiness that came from knowing he had completed his purpose and that this moment was all there was, that this was how it would end for him. He had outrun the unstoppable enemy and done the impossible. Now, at the end of the maze, it didn’t feel like winning. It didn’t feel like anything at all.

			Glowing letters of prayer danced around Avi’s form. Missiles sailed in the heavens above. Jeffrey watched their exhaust trails spread out across the sky, like fingers from an outstretched hand.

		

	
		
			BAR MITZVAH LESSONS

			– Stewart Gisser

			There are those teachers one never forgets. Some are remembered for their influence, some, sadly, for their incompetence, and others—even worse—for their cruelty. I had one instructor who combined all these traits. It was a teacher whose guidance I hadn’t sought, who I prayed to forget, but whose lessons would stay with me, always.
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			My reading from the Torah on this particular Saturday morning was the rabbi’s idea. Rather than celebrate the occasion afterward with a lavish party, as suggested by several of my friends, my wife and I agreed instead to sponsor a kiddush, a light meal for the congregants following the Shabbos morning service. We decided to go a bit upscale and provide bagels, lox, herring, blintzes, and even some adult beverages in honor of the forty-fifth anniversary of my bar mitzvah.

			I had been away from my Summit, New Jersey shul ever since my parents moved me to Boston soon after my thirteenth birthday. We moved for my dad’s new research position at Massachusetts General Hospital. He was an internist in New Jersey but was always interested in academics, teaching, and learning, and this was a great opportunity for him.

			I had mixed feelings. Although thrilled to leave the place where I had endured the worst experience of my life, I would miss my friends and even more so, my grandmother, my bubbe, with whom I shared that terrifying day.

			My purpose for coming back to town was not for a bar mitzvah do-over. I had come back to Summit to celebrate the birthday of my Great Aunt Sally, who was turning a hundred-and-one years old. Relatives converged from around the country to visit her for the occasion and thus would be in town for my small celebration as well. Aunt Sally was my bubbe’s younger sister, and she was still going strong, quilting afghans on a daily basis and presenting them to every member of the family. As the family grew and children kept coming, so did the afghans. She insisted on attending synagogue, and her son, a hearty seventy-year-old, dutifully pushed her in her wheelchair to the front of the sanctuary.

			Rabbi Hersh, who had been a newly minted rabbi at our congregation when I became a bar mitzvah, had remained the religious leader of the shul all this time. Although his beard was now grey, and he moved slowly and with a limp due to the injury he sustained during our encounter with “the other” years ago, his mind remained sharp. He remembered the date and realized the anniversary would be the same time I’d be in town. Of course, he’d remember. How could either of us forget the terror that occurred in the temple a few days before my bar mitzvah?

			As for my celebratory kiddush, I wished my bubbe had lived long enough to be there as well.

			She and I had always been close. I had no siblings, and my parents worked, so when my friends were busy I’d often walk around the corner for a visit. She was funny, enjoyed laughing, and was always willing to share stories about my dad when he was growing up. The stories were not only informative but useful, since I could refer to them to politely remind my dad of some of his youthful mischief to reduce the discipline for my similar indiscretions.

			Her easy smile lit up her face, and her youthful attitude and appearance (makeup in her purse always at the ready and newest-style clothes), belied her seventy-four years and befuddled the ticket takers and bus drivers who commonly questioned her senior discount requests. To stay active, she’d take daily walks around the local reservoir, and on those occasions I accompanied her I could barely keep up. I was also fortunate she lived across the street from my middle school. So when it was time for lunch, I’d run across the street to enjoy a tuna fish sandwich and her homemade potato salad and cole slaw, while she’d watch her lunchtime “stories,” like Search for Tomorrow and The Guiding Light.

			She and I shared a connection my friends found unlikely but also envied. We could talk about everything, and did, from my teacher crushes to her tales of being raised in New York. I would tell her some rude jokes my parents would not have approved of, and she’d laugh and tell me some herself. She even explained the ones I didn’t understand. It was quite an education. We bonded during our time together, and after the incident at the temple, we became even closer.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			So there I stood on the bimah at Temple Ohr Shalom, decades later. The ark that held the Torah was also located on the bimah, along with two lecterns on either side, one for the rabbi and one for the cantor.

			Other than some new coats of paint and a few nursery school classrooms added next to the sanctuary, very little had changed since my weekly attendance at services as a boy. For example, the original ornate chandeliers, shaped in the overlapping triangles of the Stars of David, still illuminated the synagogue. I recall staring up at the multi-layered lights during services as a youngster, to not only relieve my boredom but because they were so beautiful.

			I was called to the bimah and began chanting the same parsha, the weekly portion of the Torah, as I did for my bar mitzvah. It was October, and in accordance with the yearly cycle, the story of the binding of Isaac by Abraham was scheduled. It was a troubling tale of a loving father who was ordered by his God to sacrifice his son. I had associated the disastrous events I experienced the week of my bar mitzvah with this parsha and had avoided its recitation ever since. But forty-five years later, the rabbi had asked, and I decided it was time.

			As I moved the silver yad, the words began to dance, and the phenomenon experienced in this same shul two days before my religious initiation into Jewish adulthood invaded my thoughts.
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			In those days, it was standard practice at my synagogue for those of us preparing for our bar and bat mitzvahs to go to the temple on the Thursday before the Saturday event and run through a final rehearsal with the rabbi. It was 10:00 a.m., and one benefit of the practice session was that I was permitted to miss school that morning, so Miss Farrell’s math class and Mr. Simon’s science lab would have to forge ahead without me.

			Parents were allowed at the rehearsal, but because mine were working, Bubbe accompanied me instead. Along with chanting from the holy book, it was customary for those reaching this milestone to give a brief speech to the congregation on their interpretation of the morals and teachings, the takeaways, as it were, from the biblical readings. Only a few days away, and the speech remained a challenge.

			Rabbi Hersh stood with me on the bimah, and after blessings were said and the Torah scroll was placed on his lectern, the rabbi showed me the place to start.

			I wasn’t nervous but soon became strangely dizzy and had trouble breathing. Stepping back to catch my breath, I looked toward Rabbi Hersh, and the air around him started to shimmer. Next to the rabbi, I saw the outline of a phantom-like figure vibrating yet somewhat hidden, like the fuzzy picture you’d see on TV in those days when the antenna needed adjusting. As I stared, the figure took on a more solid shape, and a duplicate of the rabbi materialized, prayer shawl and all. The actual rabbi, who had fallen back on his thronelike chair on the bimah after his legs had failed him, slowly stood up, realigned the bobby pin he used to keep his yarmulke affixed to his thinning hair, and approached the figure.

			“Who—” is all he was able to utter before his double, with a mere flick of its finger to the rabbi’s chest, sent him sprawling. Rabbi Hersh fell backward, struck his head on the lectern and lay still.

			“Oh, he’ll be all right,” the creature said in the rabbi’s voice, waving us away, as my bubbe hurried from the back of the shul and made her way to assist our prostrate spiritual leader.

			“So he hit his head. Worse things have happened. This will give me some time to talk to you, David, uninterrupted by his nonsense.”

			I sucked in a sharp breath and shifted my eyes between my rabbi and his clone, not sure whether to go to check on Rabbi Hersh or confront this thing that was speaking to me. Since Bubbe was ministering to the rabbi, I made my choice.

			Trying to overcome my fear, I crossed my arms and demanded, “What are you? Who are you? Wh—where did you come from, what do you want?” I felt particularly brave speaking to this being at all and especially in a rather accusatory manner.

			Before the form that looked like my rabbi could speak, my grandmother, who seemed to be satisfied the rabbi was not permanently injured, answered in a steely tone I’d never heard her use before.

			“I know what you are,” she said to the intruder. “And you need to leave.”

			The rabbi was tall and skinny, and although Bubbe’s five-foot-two-inch frame rose only to the lookalike’s chest, her intensity signaled a greater threat to the intruder than her stature suggested.

			It backed up a step before looking down at her with a smile. “Why would I do that, old lady? There’s work to do here. I just need to speak to him. Shouldn’t be long. Please, both of you, take a seat.”

			“Don’t listen, David,” Bubbe said.

			“Enough!” the lookalike shouted. Its howl echoed through the empty sanctuary, and I held my hands to my ears. In that moment, its eyes—no longer those of Rabbi Hersh—became glowing and feral. As I backed away, its blazing stare slowly dissolved into the calm, rapid-blinking eyes of the rabbi. The evil rabbi twin reached for the reading glasses Rabbi Hersh had left on the lectern. It fitted them to its face. “There. That’s better.”

			The rabbi was dazed, and my grandmother helped him to his chair. When he was settled, she gave me a quick nod of reassurance. She then turned to face the being, and the few creases bordering her eyes deepened with her stare. She was a lion, coiled and ready to pounce if I were threatened. I felt both afraid and protected.

			“David, you’re reading about the binding of Isaac, the Akedah, for your bar mitzvah,” the creature said. It raised both arms toward me as if in supplication. “You’re troubled; all Jews should be by the story. All people of good faith should be distressed that a supposedly good and merciful creator of the world should be asking the father of a beloved son to kill him. To sacrifice Sarah’s longed-for child, the child she prayed for. How could you possibly justify such a terrible thing? What kind of God does that? How can you in good conscience sing praises to an entity that would for fun—to test—do this to one of His most faithful servants?”

			It seemed to be waiting for an answer.

			I swallowed and nervously scratched my arm; the wool from my new blue sweater felt like bee stings against my skin. “Well, he didn’t, though,” I said. “I mean, Abraham didn’t kill him because the angel intervened.”

			“Irrelevant!” the thing bellowed. “This is a righteous test? This is an acceptable directive to give a father? And this man, Abraham—he merits your approval as a Jewish patriarch? This is someone you should look up to?”

			I was silently praying for the real rabbi to wake up and help me. What had Mr. Weinberg, my Hebrew teacher, taught our class on the subject? I had likely been distracted at the time, looking down at my newest comic book hidden on my lap beneath the desk.

			“It was a show of faith,” I managed to say. “Abraham proved to God he would do what was asked because he knew in the end God would…”

			“What?” The thing roared, waving its hands. “What would He do, this God of Israel? Would Abraham have performed other evil things God may have asked him to do? Would that be acceptable as well? I mean, Abraham was actually going to kill his son until he was stopped.”

			The rabbi twin paced the bimah. It walked toward the open Torah scroll, and then turned to me. “I was there, you know.”

			“You were where?” I was losing some of my fear, which I thought was likely not a good idea. I didn’t want to let my guard down but was intrigued.

			“There, with Abraham. I appeared next to him and tried to convince him this was a bad idea while he walked to Mount Moriah. Why would he agree to blindly follow a God that would ask him such a thing? I couldn’t sway him. He actually looked at me like I was some kind of pariah rather than someone there to get him to have some sense…to pick someone else to trust.”

			“But Abraham knew,” I said, scanning the shul for Bubbe. But she was no longer on the bimah. I had no idea where she was or where this next idea came from. Maybe from Mr. Weinberg. “Abraham must have known this wouldn’t happen. God wouldn’t let him go through with it because He promised a great nation would come from Abraham and Isaac. So unless he thought God was a liar—which he didn’t—he went along with it.”

			“Really. That’s what you think? This same Abraham who tried to convince your all-powerful deity to save Sodom and Gomorrah. Where’d that get him?” it asked, abruptly changing topics, then hissing, “I’m not here to argue, I’m here to teach.”

			As if to prove the point, the beast that was seconds earlier shouting at me from across the bimah suddenly appeared mere feet from where I stood at the side of the pulpit. It turned the cantor’s lectern to face me with barely a touch of its hand, swatted away the kiddush cup that had rested on the stand, leaned down, and continued the lesson.

			Its abrupt and violent actions numbed me, like the dream where you’re paralyzed with terror and can’t move. But this was no dream.

			The word “rabbi” comes from “rav” in Hebrew. You know the meaning?” it asked.

			I knew this one and tried to control my shaky breathing. “Teacher,” I whispered.

			“Right.” It nodded with approval. “And I have taken the shape of your rav to try to set you straight, son. To teach you about this God of yours before your bar mitzvah. You will be thirteen years old; you will need to make adult decisions.”

			I turned my head toward the sanctuary pews and gazed beyond them, longingly, at the lit emergency exit sign above a heavy side door. I wondered if an alarm would sound if it were opened. I wondered who would come if I ran to it now and flung it open. But fear of what might happen to my bubbe and the rabbi in my absence kept me riveted to the spot. The lecture continued.

			“You know I’ve had talks with this God of Israel before. I assume you know the Job story, right? I’m the one who told the almighty that He’s only worshipped by Job because Job had it so good. Wealth, family, happiness. So, God, I said, you really want to see if this guy buys into you? Take some stuff away. Then we’ll see. God took me up on it. And what happened to Job? You know this?”

			“His children were killed,” I answered. “He lost all he had. But in the end, he praised God.”

			“Which is crazy!” the thing yelled. “And you left out the important part. When he suffered, Job cursed the almighty. It was only after God reminded Job of His power, that He was in charge and then restored his wealth that Job became a believer again. You’re a smart boy. Think. Is this who you want to worship in the future? Some so-called holy entity that treats Job, Abraham, and His chosen people like playthings?

			The thing’s torso stretched impossibly across the lectern so its face was inches from mine. “You have a speech to give Saturday, on Shabbos, to the congregation. In good conscience, what can you tell them? Will you tell them they can continue to have faith in this God who entered a covenant with Abraham, where it was promised He’d protect the Jewish people from then on, as long as the Jews accepted His word? Hey, the Jews did pretty good on their side, how’d your God do on His? I’m looking at some tough stuff they’ve gone through, yes?”

			The facade of a patient and reasonable instructor began to wane, and the creature’s voice now wavered between the soft and rhythmic cadence of Rabbi Hersh and the guttural growl of an angry dog.

			Its arm grew longer as it pointed at my face, and its fingernail curved into a claw.

			“Is this suffering your people endured the reward for faith in your Torah, in your God? Is this how He keeps His promises? I have come to tell you there is another way. Why follow all these rules that lead nowhere? And the angel that held Abraham’s hand back at the last minute—do you really think he was instructed by God to do that? Me, I think the angel acted on his own. I’m not so sure the almighty was paying much attention once He set Abraham in motion.”

			I began to sweat and backed up to get away from his finger that was inches from my nose. “Why are you here? Why me? Why now?”

			Where was all this going? I wondered. This being, with all its blasphemous accusations, was attacking my faith. And I was scared that he seemed to be making some sense. He raised questions I had struggled with in trying to draft my speech. Trying to shake the doubts this thing was planting, I dug back in my memory and experience. How to deal with a—what—a demon from another dimension?

			I sought a solution from my boyish frame of reference. Of course, Superman had to deal with Mr. Mxyzptlk who was something of an imp, a demon. Superman could banish him by making him say his name backwards. Did this thing even have a name?

			It raked claws through its—or rather the rabbi’s—thinning hair and frowned, seemingly disappointed in the balding pate it had assumed. “I’m here because you have a big day coming up. You’ll need to make serious choices going forward. You’re not the only one visited, David. I have minions, agents who visit others on important occasions where they need to make life decisions. This is your turn. I chose you because you are wise enough to listen to a different point of view, to weigh the arguments, and come out the way that makes the most sense.” It leaned in close, and I could smell its sulfurous breath. “To be honest, young one, I need you on my team.”

			While I was pondering how else to possibly get rid of this thing, Bubbe reappeared. She had clearly heard enough, because she charged up the steps of the bimah, face red and fists clenched, a woman on a mission who would not be deterred.

			“Ha-Satan,” she hissed. “I know you. You have said your piece. Leave here at once.”

			The thing now had a name.
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			My bubbe was not the type of grandma my friends had. She was born in New York, so her accent wasn’t Eastern European, it was Brooklyn. Although she wasn’t raised in the old country, she was still brought up on Jewish folklore, superstitions, legends, and stories from her own parents. She kept a hamsa amulet on a chain around her neck, always wore a red thread on her wrist, placed salt in corners of her home, and made sure she said, “pu pu pu” and “keinahora” if something too good or bad happened in an effort to ward off the “evil eye.” I never much believed but was respectful. She hosted me for sleepovers when my parents vacationed, and I considerately withheld my inclination to roll my eyes whenever she’d remind me to stop tossing my baseball cap on the bed. A hat on the bed was an invitation for evil spirits to visit.

			As the family matriarch—and particularly after Zeyde, my grandpa, died—she made sure the family was together for Passover seders, for Rosh Hashanah dinners, and for happy events. We kept a kosher home and went to services on Saturday and holidays, but my parents were just not as observant and passionate in their beliefs as she was. We hadn’t realized the extent to which we relied and leaned on her until we thought we were going to lose her when she got stomach cancer the summer before my bar mitzvah. She had surgery, recovered, and soon after took to wearing a wig to cover her hair. I wasn’t sure if it was to cover balding due to treatments or whether she was becoming more religious after her recovery.

			“And I should listen to you, why?” Ha-Satan asked.

			“I’m the boy’s grandmother!” she yelled, as if that was all he needed to know about why he should be compelled to hear her.

			She continued, “I am proud of my faith. I believe in Torah and that what has been revealed by God, His teachings and morals, are for us to follow.” She took a breath, and then, as if explaining to a child, lowered her voice. “But not all is knowable, and we can’t and aren’t meant to understand all of God’s purposes.”

			The demon twisted its lip in a sneer of contempt and dismissed such notions with a wave of its hand. “Oh, so you know what you know, and go about your business, and don’t worry about anything else? Old lady, didn’t your God give you a brain to think with? To doubt? To understand?”

			Instead of responding directly, Bubbe looked at me. “David. You know there is a vast universe of galaxies that make Earth as small as a speck of dust?”

			I nodded. Of course, I knew. I went to school, was a comic book aficionado, read science fiction, and even occasionally watched public TV. I was quite aware of galaxies and their vastness.

			“You also know about technology, yes?” she asked. “You know about TV, transistor radios, satellites, all these things. You understand all this, how all this works?”

			I considered the question. “I know about the stuff but don’t really get how it all works.”

			“Exactly. We can’t all understand how pictures come through TV wires or the size of galaxies, but this—this creature thinks we should know why the creator of the universe does what He does. There are mysteries that will stay mysteries. But what has been revealed we should follow. Reason is reason. Faith is faith.”

			The patience of the monster had run its course. It sprang at her, when suddenly a high-pitched tone, urgent and powerful, trumpeted through the temple capturing its attention. At least for the moment, it stopped its advance.

			Rabbi Hersh had regained consciousness and grabbed the shofar, which had been stored in the ark for use during the High Holidays. He had blown a quite impressive tekiah gedolah, a long and loud shofar blast. I recalled learning that the shofar blast is supposed to confuse the devil. Either this was not the Satan I’d read about, or this particular superstition was lost in some translation of the Talmud, because this being remained where it was, unperturbed.

			Rabbi Hersh was not as calm. His kind and reassuring smile had vanished; his lips parted, and his teeth were bared. He rushed at Ha-Satan, and the soft rabbinical voice often used to soothe congregants became a frenzied roar, “The Sage Plimo said, ‘An arrow in the eye of Satan!’” With no arrows available, he seized the yad and rushed toward his twin, arm raised.

			Ha-Satan snatched the pointer from him with one hand, and with the other threw Rabbi Hersh off the bimah about fifteen feet into the folding chairs that had been added to supplement the seating for my big occasion.

			It then spun around toward my bubbe. The yad in its hand was designed with a sharp and solid extended index finger at its tip. It aimed it at her head, and I screamed.

			Moving more quickly than I thought possible, she swerved, and her wig lifted slightly from her forehead. Ha-Satan lunged and slashed at her with the yad, leaving a gash high over her right eye.

			The rabbi, who had crawled back to the bimah on hands and knees, blood seeping from the wound in his scalp, looked up at my grandmother, his lips parted, but no words escaped.

			Ha-Satan froze, and we all gazed at the Hebrew letters emblazoned on her forehead. Aleph, Mem, Tav, which spelled EMET, or truth. The first Hebrew letter, the Aleph, had been cut, but was still visible.

			“You!” Ha-Satan said. “It…it can’t be!” As we watched, a small remnant of what appeared to be greyish mud slid from Bubbe’s head and down her cheek like a tear. And for the first time, there was fear in the creature’s eyes.

			“It can be,” she said. “And it is. There are things in this universe even you will not understand and cannot challenge.” She leaped forward with incredible agility and wrapped her arms tightly around the creature. It struggled, and as it did, the physical similarities between it and the rabbi began to disappear.

			Its fingers grew and the muscles in its arms expanded, ripping through an exact duplicate of one of the Sears white dress shirts the rabbi normally wore. The thing reminded me of the Incredible Hulk from Marvel Comics—Bruce Banner, his alter ego, not yet fully transformed—for although his body grew, his face and his head, still adorned by a yarmulke, were unchanged. It was a strange sight that I knew wouldn’t last, and I prayed I wouldn’t have to see the unholy result of his completed transformation.

			My bubbe’s power amazed me as she strained to hold on to Ha-Satan as if our lives depended on her efforts, which perhaps they did. She would not release her grip, and the thing thundered in anger. It bucked and shook, and the sound and intensity of its struggles and howls rattled the chandeliers, and they began to sway. If we didn’t end this quickly, I wondered which would crush us first—the increasingly strong hands of our adversary or the brightly lit giant Stars of David plummeting from the ceiling.

			The rabbi limped forward and reached for the Torah scroll. He shouted for my help, and together we labored to wrap the parchment with the holy words around the figure whose skin was transforming to scales, and whose eyes—now reptilian yellow—blazed in anger as we all grunted and fought to restrain it.

			Bubbe held fast and, finally, we cloaked Ha-Satan in the scroll, and its writhing lessened. The beast trembled. It quaked for what seemed like an eternity, and it shuddered. Finally, its arms became slack, its will exhausted, and with a final venomous glare, faded away.

			Our sacred job was done.

			On the bimah I collapsed into the cantor’s chair, and the rabbi sank into his. My grandmother remained standing as she pulled her ever-present hankie from the inside of her sweater sleeve and wiped the grey wetness from her face.

			“Thank God!” she said.

			My mouth was dry, and I licked my lips. With some trepidation—but only some, because she was, after all, my bubbe who loved and saved me—I asked, “What just happened, Bubbe?”

			“Mrs. Edelstein,” the rabbi said. “Thank you for what you did. I need to try to get my wits about me. To understand. But you can’t be…I mean you aren’t…” he stammered.

			“I’m not what you think, Rabbi Hersh. The truth is the deceiver, the adversary—Ha-Satan—was tricked into believing I was indeed a golem. His fear of defeat from an attack by what he thought was the invulnerable protector of the Jews weakened his resolve. And your idea to wrap him in the Torah scroll—brilliant. In the grip of a golem, and physically bound by the word of God, he felt he needed to escape while he could.” She turned to me. “David, do you know what a golem is?”

			Here’s where my choice in literature, which my mom had often derided, allowed me to contribute. “Sure. The golem first appeared in Marvel Comics’ Strange Tales a few months ago. It was a human-shaped creation built from clay and earth and water and came alive to protect the Jewish people.” I stopped, but the rabbi nodded and motioned me to continue.

			“Well, to activate the golem you had to write the word emet—which is truth, in Hebrew—on its forehead. To kill it, you’d have to somehow erase the first letter of the word, which is Aleph, leaving the Hebrew word met, which means death.”

			Rabbi Hersh was impressed. “You know, David, the golem was a part of Jewish folklore for quite a while before your magazine. But maybe we should teach Hebrew school classes with comic books. Get some of your friends to pay more attention.” A smile played at the rabbi’s lips for the first time that day.

			“So, Bubbe,” I said. “We all saw the wet clay roll down from your head. And the rabbi and I saw Satan, or whatever thing that was, strike at the Aleph on your forehead.”

			“I drew the letters with eyeliner,” she explained with a glint in her eye. “I didn’t want to leave you but had no choice. So when you were engaged in your talk with the demon, I sneaked into the nursery school room, took some sculpting clay, and stuck it under my wig. It’s hot in here, I was sweating, and there you go. God was watching out for us.”

			The events of the day remained a secret among the three of us from that day forward.
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			Back in the present, I stopped chanting and stood on the bimah as if in a trance, reliving the event that had captured my memory. I had no idea how long I’d been standing there. The congregation murmured.

			Rabbi Hersh approached and spoke quietly, “David, I am so sorry for suggesting you read this parsha today. I hadn’t realized its effect…I’ll finish. We can tell them you’re ill.” His voice was fainter than it used to be, and his eyes had lost some of their past shimmer but were still kind. He put his arm on mine, and I felt the strength that had never left him.

			He whispered, “I wanted you to take this honor today, not only for the anniversary, but because it was the eighteenth day of the month of Cheshvan. Eighteen in Hebrew is chai and means life.” He sighed. “I thought it would be an appropriate time for you to come to the bimah and read once again. A celebration of life over death. A life of strength to strength, a good life well-lived to persevere over the evil inclination. To beat Ha-Satan.”

			I heard the rabbi’s words, looked in his eyes, and smiled. “I’m fine, Rabbi. I’ll finish.” And I did.

			The mazel tovs and congratulations followed, although unfortunately no candy was thrown as was the tradition when I was thirteen. Perhaps better for my waistline, anyway.

			I had overcome my fear of reciting the Torah portion in public. My wife and I urged our guests to join us for the kiddush in the social hall of the synagogue. My family, friends, and congregation mingled in a spirit of love, celebrating life together. We believed we could look forward to good things.

			As the toasts ended, my Aunt Sally wheeled herself over to me with skinny but strong arms. “You’re a good boy, David. Rebecca would be proud of you.” She took in a raspy breath and looked up at me with concern. “Please stay strong.” She then spun and seemed to purposefully run her chair into the legs of a man who was approaching.

			His brown suit jacket was unbuttoned, and the bottom half of his blue necktie extended straight out over the top of his pot belly, like it was resting on a shelf. The breast pocket of his wrinkled white shirt was stained dark red with what could have been blood, or more likely horseradish droppings from his gefilte fish appetizer. His thick grey hair was combed back, and like many older men in the temple, he sported a goatee.

			Aunt Sally didn’t apologize, and he stared at her with eyes momentarily red and piercing, which I immediately recognized.

			“David, a toast for all the best in the coming year, keinahora,” the stranger said, reaching down to rub his shin. He held up his glass. “It is good to see you, my friend.”

			I fingered Bubbe’s hamsa on the keychain in my pocket, which I’d kept since her death. This couldn’t be happening.

			“To life,” the man said. “And may you continue to keep the faith. You were always good at that. I only pray that you, and those dear to you, receive all you deserve in the future.” He began to walk away but quickly turned and addressed me with some urgency, as if he had forgotten to convey an important final message. “The Hebrew year, David, is fifty-seven-eighty, correct? And fifty-seven-eighty-one next year?”

			I nodded, although I assumed he knew the answer.

			His smile was wide, but his eyes were empty. “Well, you’re in America, so I’ll wish you the best for the coming year on the—what—Gregorian calendar? Again, peace and good health to you for this upcoming twenty-twenty.” He left.

			I felt alone and naïve, like the young boy I was that day long ago. What did he mean? What was in store? Without my bubbe this time, would I be able to help in even a small way to undo whatever evil he might unleash?

			As the rabbis say, we can only see what is revealed. But we can pray, do good deeds, and hope for the best. I am a physician, as my father was, and I would continue to work to save lives. I would keep the faith and hope that would be enough.
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			ETHAN K. LEE - Ethan K. Lee is a high school English teacher in New York City. Ethan has previously been published in the anthologies, THIS BOOK IS CURSED, E IS FOR EXORCISM from Red Cape Publishing, COLP: TREASURE and COLP: UNDERGROUND from Gypsum Sound Tales, and has a story in Cosmic Horror Monthly.

			MIKE MARCUS - Mike Marcus’ short story, “Doc Saturday’s Midnight Medicine Show,” is featured in the 2021 anthology, THE MODERN DEITY’S GUIDE TO SURVIVING HUMANITY, published by Zombies Need Brains, LLC. “Bait” appeared in the 2020 anthology, SANTA CLAWS IS COMING TO DEATHLEHEM, a fundraising horror anthology published by Grinning Skull Press and supporting the Elizabeth Glaser Pediatric AIDS Foundation. “Moll Dyer’s Revenge” was included in the 2020 anthology, FROM THE YONDER: A COLLECTION OF HORROR FROM AROUND THE WORLD, published by War Monkey Publications, LLC, and “Ale for Humanity” appeared in SECOND ROUND: A RETURN TO THE UR-BAR, published in 2019 by Zombies Need Brains, LLC.

			Mike is a US Army veteran and lives in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania with his wife, Amy, and elderly Rottweiler-mix, Millie. Follow Mike on Twitter at @MikeMarcus77 or on Facebook at Mike.Marcus.39.

			MARC MORGENSTERN - Marc Morgenstern is a former journalist and TV news producer and a graduate of the Warren Wilson College MFA Program for Writers. He was recently named a finalist in the University of Arizona’s Tucson Festival of Books Literary Awards.

			His short stories have been published in Still Points Arts Quarterly, Valiant Scribe, CORNERS OF THE WORLD: OF THE BOOK anthology, Soundings Review, JMWW, Blue Lyra Review, and Passager Journal, among others. His work has been featured multiple times at Los Angeles’ prestigious New Short Fiction Series.

			MICHAEL PICCO - Michael Picco’s a nice guy who writes about very bad things: things with sharp teeth and voracious appetites; things that lie in wait in dark shadows; things that chitter and howl and scream and slither. Michael received his B.A. in English from Western State University of Colorado. Since then, he has contributed to a number of well-reviewed anthologies and has produced an award-winning collection of short stories: SCENES FROM THE CARNIVAL LOUNGE. His latest collection, CORPSE HONEY, A BANQUET OF GRUESOME TALES, is now available on Amazon.

			Michael lives in the Colorado high country. He finds beauty in odd things, making people laugh, and writing things that disturb his mother. Find his work at michaelpicco.com

			ALTER S. REISS - Alter S. Reiss’ short fiction has appeared in the Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, Strange Horizons, Tor.com, and elsewhere.

			SIMON ROSENBERG - Simon Rosenberg was born and raised in Birmingham, UK and lives in North London with his very patient wife. He writes fiction, mainly horror, and also makes films but not much at the moment. He got married in 2020 between the lockdowns, much to the surprise of his friends and family.

			He plays guitar and screams in a pretentious avant garde noise collective (of two), Silverhead. He went to the same school as J.R.R. Tolkien (not at the same time). His first novel, YOU ARE NOT YOU, was published in 2018. He has nearly finished editing his second novel. It has been nearly finished for five years.

			JOSH SCHLOSSBERG – Josh Schlossberg’s biological horror fiction has been published in numerous magazines and anthologies. He’s the author of the cosmic folk horror novella, MALINAE (D&T Publishing, 2021), lead editor of TERROR AT 5280’ (Denver Horror Collective, 2019), co-founding member of Denver Horror Collective (DenverHorror.com), and creator of Josh’s Worst Nightmare (JoshsWorstNightmare.com), where he surveys the dark landscape of biological horror fiction.

			Follow him on social media at: facebook.com/joshsworstnightmare, twitter.com/JoshsNightmare, and 

			@joshsworstnightmare on Instagram.

			BRENDA TOLIAN - Brenda Tolian is a writer out of Alamosa, Colorado with an MFA from Regis University. She is published within the short story horror genre and academically. She lives in and is inspired by the San Luis Valley and the haunting stories, past and present, of the Southwest. The western gothic horror genre is her pleasure and passion. Check out some of her writing at brendatolian.com.

			MARGRET TREIBER - Margret Treiber is a writer and serves as editor-in-chief for the speculative fiction humor magazine, Sci-Fi Lampoon. When she is not writing or working at her day job with technology, she helps her birds break things for her spouse to fix. Her fiction has appeared in a number of publications. Links to her short stories, novels, and upcoming work can be found on her website at the-margret.com and on Amazon.

			RAMI UNGAR - Rami Ungar is a horror author from Columbus, Ohio who also happens to be the son of two Conservative rabbis. He has previously self-published two books, THE QUIET GAME and SNAKE, and published one novel, ROSE, with Castrum Press, as well as several short stories in various places. When he’s not writing, he enjoys reading, watching movies and anime, deep diving into whatever interests him at the moment, and giving his readers the impression that he’s not entirely human.

			EMILY RUTH VERONA - Emily Ruth Verona received her Bachelor of Arts in Creative Writing and Cinema Studies from the State University of New York at Purchase. Previous publication credits include work featured in Indigo Rising, The Pinch, LampLight Magazine, Mystery Tribune, and The Ghastling. She lives in New Jersey with a very small dog. For more visit emilyruthverona.com or follow her on twitter @emilyrverona.
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			The mission of Denver Horror Collective is to facilitate, celebrate, and inspire horror writers and artists throughout the greater Denver metroplex and Colorado’s Front Range Rocky Mountain communities.

			To be kept abreast of the Mile High City’s burgeoning literary horror scene go to denverhorror.com and subscribe to our monthly e-newsletter, The Epitaph. You can also follow Denver Horror Collective on Facebook (@denverhorror), Twitter 

			(@denver_horror), and Instagram (@denver_horror).

			And if you’re a horror writer based in Colorado (or beyond) and would like to get involved with the group, email us at submissions@denverhorror.com.

			Darkest Wishes,

			Denver Horror Collective

		

	
		
			   

			CONSUMED: 

			TALES INSPIRED BY THE WENDIGO
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			Hunger that changes you…consumes you…turning you into a nightmare version of what you once were. From desolate snowy mountains and apocalyptic wastelands to New York’s sex clubs and virtual encounters, Denver Horror Collective brings you, dear reader, visions of horror inspired by the Wendigo.

			Edited by Hollie & Henry Snider, and with an introduction from Owl Goingback, authors treating you to this plate of delicacies include: Wrath James White, Steve Rasnic Tem, Dana Fredsti, R. Michael Burns, Angela Sylvaine, Ian Neligh, P.L. McMillan, Michael Aloisi, Amanda Headlee, Joy Yehle, Ross Baxter, K.D. Webster, Ray Zacek, Elana Gomel, Marlin Bressi, Brenda S. Tolian, J.T. Evans, and Christophe Maso.

			So sit back and take a nibble to satisfy your cravings. Better yet, devour these pages and be CONSUMED by what’s inside.

		

	
		
			   

			TERROR AT 5280’
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			A neighborhood won’t let its residents forget the past. One taste draws two lovers into a nightmarish addiction. A harsh winter forces strange creatures down from the mountains.

			At sea level, where it’s safe, things like this can’t happen. But when you’re sky high in Denver, Colorado, anything goes…including your sanity.

			Beware of Terror at 5280’, Denver Horror Collective’s (Denver Post bestselling, winner of the Fiction Anthology category in The 2020 Best Book Awards from American Book Fest) local horror fiction anthology featuring 22 dark tales set in and around Denver and the Front Range of the Rocky Mountains penned exclusively by Colorado authors (including Stephen Graham Jones, Carter Wilson, and others).

			Find CONSUMED: TALES INSPIRED BY THE WENDIGO and TERROR AT 5280’ at DenverHorror.com, Amazon, Barnes and Noble, Powell’s, Indiebound.org, or a bookstore near you!
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