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wounded star
 

wait for me tonight
 

we’ll heal together
 

-David Pointer
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TRUE HORROR
 

essay by Lori Michelle
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Right After the Diagnosis
 

In January of 2011, when my son was barely three, he was diagnosed with Acute Lymphoblastic Leukemia, otherwise known as ALL. Since then, our lives have been a series of chemotherapy rounds, hospital visits, hospital stays, medications, treatments, MRIs, CT scans, x-rays, echocardiograms, echoencephalograms, sneezes, fevers, trips to the emergency rooms, lumbar punctures, seizures, and just plain old wondering when and if it will ever end. If I think about everything all at once, it is too overwhelming to comprehend. I have found the best mode of survival is to take just one day at a time.

ALL type leukemia is where the malignant white cells continue to overproduce in the bone marrow, causing the red cells to be squished out. Red blood cells, of course, are responsible for the transportation of oxygen in the body. Lack of red blood cells, lack of oxygen . . . you get the point. It’s just bad. No one knows the exact cause of ALL, or why certain children get it and others don’t. In my son’s case, it was due to an extra chromosome.

His blood is on file in a research facility somewhere where it is being studied to determine if the extra chromosome can be eradicated before it develops into a cancer. The research team collected a sample of my blood to keep next to his, to see if maybe I carried something in my own blood that would account for his illness. At this point in the game, I hope they find anything useful to prevent a future child from having to go through this ordeal.

My boy’s journey started with him falling off a bed in October 2010. No one thought much of it at the time. He wasn’t three yet, a rambunctious child who didn’t have a mild mode. We took him to the emergency room, since he was still complaining about the pain after the standard crying one expects when any baby falls off a bed. Several x-rays later and nothing could be found wrong with his hip. The doctor told us to just watch for signs of infection and it would get better soon.

So it did, but yet it didn’t. A couple days later, he was the same rowdy kid he had always been. But every once in a while, he would walk a little funny. Not enough to really notice, but he just wasn’t quite right. Then there were the unexplained fevers. Just random spikes in fever that would go away when given Tylenol. Being the minimalist mom that I am (I learned from my own mom if you aren’t dying, then you go to school), I didn’t think much of it. I mentioned it to the GP at his three year check up who didn’t find anything wrong with the boy, so nothing was done about it.

In December of that year, his limping seemed to have not improved at all. I finally broke down and took him to a pediatric orthopedic surgeon; not a commonly found practice, surprisingly. The doctor took x-rays, saw nothing significant, but seemed more worried when I spoke of the fevers. He ordered an immediate MRI to be done. Being the time of year it was, we took whatever MRI appointment we could get.

He was not to be sedated during his MRI. Do you have any idea how hard it is to keep a three year old still for a frighteningly loud MRI? I do. I gave him Benadryl in hopes it would calm him some, and then I had to lay across the back of the MRI table to hold his hands through the tube. He actually did relatively well and they were able to get clear enough pictures.

So then came the wait. The orthopedic doctor was, of course, on vacation. The imaging people couldn’t tell me what they saw. We weren’t going to get any answers until after the new year had begun. Wrong.

Again, my boy fell.

This time he decided to wear his new Christmas socks while running through the tile floored house. He slipped and fell, and then grew this raging fever. He became listless and stayed on the couch for the better part of days. This wasn’t my son at all. So off to the ER we went again. Funny enough, we got the same doctor. X-rays showed nothing, ultrasounds showed mass, but of what, they didn’t know. She managed to get the MRI films which showed he had a tiny hairline fracture that had healed itself. She wanted an orthopedic specialist to look at it, but since it was two days before New Year’s, the staff was limited. So, the boy and I were transported to the children’s hospital downtown. It was the first time I had ever been in an ambulance. Unfortunately, it hasn’t been the last.

A flurry of activity then commenced: blood taken, IV started, more x-rays, meds given, and another MRI scheduled, this one sedated and with contrast. So at three in the morning, we were taken downstairs, where they gave the boy something to knock him out, then proceeded to bundle him up like a mummy to do an MRI. There wasn’t much sleep that night.

We saw so many doctors that next day, I don’t even remember who said what. I know the orthopedic doctors could find nothing wrong, but there was definitely a mass of something around his lower back. Finally an oncologist doctor came in. He told us that the boy’s blood count was normal, which was a good sign, but he thought he had Langerhans Cell Histiocytosis; a rare disease, but not deadly. The only way to determine the ultimate diagnosis was to do a bone marrow aspiration and a biopsy. Luckily enough, the doctor was smart enough to realize that it was New Year’s Eve and the staff present at the hospital was next to none. He let me bring the boy home for the rest of the weekend.

Monday came, and back downtown we went. He came out of surgery at around five. I went into the recovery room with him. The doctor came in to see me at six.

It wasn’t good news.

My son had cancer.

The realization hit me like a ton of bricks. Cancer is the horror story you hear about other kids, other families, other places. Not your child. Never.

The doctor had just given my son a death sentence.

Twenty years ago, that would have been true. Thankfully, today it is not.

From there, we basically moved into the hospital for a few weeks. You get used to the routine, the food, the same Mickey Mouse video playing on repeat.

A couple of days after his diagnosis, he was fitted with a port-a-cath. It’s a big plastic looking disc that gets placed right under the skin, attached to a tube that gets sewn into the vein. It makes IVs obsolete. Anything that gets stuck into the port or drawn from the port is directly into or from the vein. It’s a little surreal to see at the beginning, but you get used to it. My son’s is on the left side of his chest, and sits right on his ribcage. Now that he has gotten bigger, it is almost completely hidden from the naked eye.

The hospital placed him on a set schedule for chemo, with all three years of treatment planned out to the day; assuming, of course, there are no setbacks. We were finally released from the hospital after a couple of weeks with about $200 worth of medication in hand. It’s a flurry of “take this pill this many times, take these many pills this many times, here’s a liquid, here’s another liquid, we have to inject this, he needs an injection of that”.

The first month was the roughest. Boy couldn’t be around other people. Yes, you need to kill off those white cells to get rid of the leukemia, but in the process, you also kill off any way of fighting infection. Something as simple as a sneeze can kill a chemo patient. My dad flew in from California to help. Now, for the first month of chemo, they give the patient steroids for thirty days, which makes the patient incredibly hungry and cranky. My son gained about fifteen pounds, and on a three year-old body, that is a lot. He started eating green beans dipped in ranch dressing, packages of macaroni and cheese, and American cheese slices by the pound. I had to buy all these things in bulk on a weekly basis. I know we went through about eight pounds of cheese.
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On Steroids
 

Over the course of the next few months, he lost the weight and was able to go back to his in-home day care. My dad flew home and life became frequent clinic visits for blood counts and chemo. My counter looked like a pharmacy and Lysol was a regular cleaner. It just became normal. I had to make it normal. If I thought about why it was happening, I know I would have lost my ability to remain a rock for the kids. One day at a time. It was the only way I could handle the situation.

Nine months is the length of active chemotherapy. From there, chemo kids go on to what is called maintenance. Our chemo is very organized now. Once a month, we go into the clinic. Once every three months we go in for a lumbar puncture. Luckily, he has never shown any signs of leukemia in his spinal fluid, but they have to chemo there anyway to ascertain there isn’t any.

Unfortunately, the chemo has been eating away at his brain cells. He shows what is called white brain matter in his MRIs. It has led to erratic behavior, slowness in learning, and severe ADHD.

This hasn’t been an easy road. Anytime he gets a fever, I have to take him into the emergency room to check his blood levels. He has been hospitalized a handful of times for infection. I know now to pack anything for a potential hospital stay before I take him in. I now cringe anytime I hear him cough or sneeze. I pray that it is just allergies and not something that I will need to have him hospitalized for. I have to constantly watch him for any signs of fever. I feel his head at least three times a day, just to make sure. And don’t even get me started on seizure panics.

Technically, my son is in remission now. That doesn’t mean he is cancer free, contrary to popular belief. It simply means that the cancer is no longer growing. He has to undergo chemo until March 2014 before they can check his bone marrow and make sure that the cancer is gone. His chances of survival are good. His chances for relapse are slim. His chances of living a normal life in the future are decent.

Children are so resilient. They survive the cancer ordeal because they don’t know any better. They don’t understand grave seriousness of cancer. They take their meds because they just do. They don’t know that they are supposed to be sick. They don’t really know why they are at the hospital. My son thinks we go there so he can play with toys. To him, going to the hospital is normal. Sad as that is, it has just naturally become part of his life.
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Fun at the hospital
 

He knows that at night he has to take medicine, sometimes more than one. He knows that he has a port and can’t get hurt on that side. I don’t know if he is aware that other children don’t have a port. He knows that he is a little boy who likes to play with his friends and likes cookies and pizza and to play football. He doesn’t know how his existence sometimes hangs in the balance. He doesn’t know how close to death he has been so many times in his young life.

I have been entrusted with a gift, a child. A special child. One who has shown me that the world isn’t always rainbows. He has shown me true horror, one that he has fought very bravely. And he is a reminder to not take our lives for granted.

I love you my big boy. Mommy is very proud of you.
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Right after shaving his head because of the hair loss
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Blisters on his lips and in his mouth from the chemotherapy
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Post Surgery. One of his chemotherapy drugs is being infused. You can’t tell from this picture, but the liquid was bright red
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Halfway through Induction (Phase I of chemo) and the start of his swollen body
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In the recovery room after one of the lumbar punctures where they insert the methotrexate into his spinal fluid so that the leukemia won’t attack his Central Nervous System. During the maintenance phase, he gets one of these every three months. Unfortunately, the methotrexate has severe side effects on the white matter of the brain
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At the Halloween Hop put on by the local cancer society in October 2011
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Thinning hair and the beginning of his hair loss
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During re-intensification, about 6 months after his initial diagnosis. He had to be quarantined again during this phase
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WITH PAPER ARMOUR AND WOODEN SWORD
 

Tracie McBride
 

Tracie McBride is a New Zealander who lives in Melbourne, Australia. Her work has appeared in over 80 publications. Her debut collection Ghosts Can Bleed contains much of the work that earned her a Sir Julius Vogel Award. In recent years she has lost an aunt, an uncle and her father to The Foe. Come visit her at http://traciemcbridewriter.wordpress.com/.

 

Life in the city has been peaceful and prosperous since time immemorial, so when the stranger comes to the gates and makes his outrageous demand, you laugh in his face. And you are not alone in your reaction.

“I am the Foe,” he says, “and I declare war on your fair city. You must send me your children to do battle.” His black, wide-brimmed hat is pulled low over his eyes and his shapeless coat flaps in the breeze.

Some of the more gullible in the crowd lean past him to see who stands at his back. Although the gateway is busy with the coming and going of merchants and citizens, the stranger is alone; the throng parts and eddies about him, leaving him unjostled, untouched. He has no army behind him with which to battle, and even if he had (especially if he had), your children will not be pawns in some madman’s game.

“Begone, fool!” says one of the guards, although he is genial enough about it; he has no need for aggression, for nobody ever makes more than the most minor of trouble in this city, and his position is merely token.

The stranger does not move. Someone throws a stone, and you could swear that it struck him squarely on the chest, but the stranger does not flinch, and the stone sails past to thud in the dirt.

I’ll take that as a refusal,” says the stranger. His voice is low and soft, yet you, at the back of the crowd, hear him as clearly as if he stood at your side. “Very well—if you will not send your children forth, then I will have to take the battle to them.” It is surely an impotent threat, and yet your skin crawls, and the urge to rush home and sweep your son into your arms is almost overwhelming.

The stranger tips his hat in a gesture at once courteous and menacing. Then he turns and melts away into the press of foot traffic, leaving you to blink and shake yourself, as if waking from a dream that is already fading from memory.

Early next morning, the wailing begins. In households scattered across the city, mothers and fathers arise from their beds to find their doors still firmly bolted, their windows still shut fast, the embers in their hearth fires still glowing, and their beloved children cold and still. A baker’s daughter, not yet ten years old, her skin mysteriously covered in a mass of pustules where none existed the day before. A wealthy merchant’s son, who had celebrated his fifth birthday the week before, his limbs twisted into impossible and agonising shapes. A farmer’s daughter on the cusp of adulthood, come to visit her city cousin, her corpse oddly deflated, as if she had been drained of her blood. A pauper’s son, still in swaddling, seemingly asleep in his mother’s arms, until the swaddling is unwrapped to reveal his belly sliced open and his innards rearranged. Your own child is unscathed, and for this you feel both profoundly grateful and obscurely guilty.

Some of the bereaved parents take to the streets, weeping and wailing in their sackcloth and ashes. You view these mourners out of the corner of your eye with a kind of superstitious dread, as if confronting them fully with your gaze were to invite the same fate upon you.

When the Foe returns to the gate, none dare cast another stone.

“Send me your children,” he repeats. “The war has begun, and will be waged whether you choose to or not.”

“We will not, sir,” pronounces the mayor. Her voice shakes, yet she stands resolute, her hands clenched in fists at her side. Her own child, a pretty little thing with coppery skin and hair like midnight, clings to her skirts and gazes up at the Foe with wide, innocent eyes. “If you want war, then you shall have it, but it will be with us,”—she gestures at the adults gathered behind her—“not with our children.”

The Foe laughs. It is a sound redolent of agony and death, of festering battleground wounds and vicious back-alley diseases.

“Perhaps I will have you, one day,” he says with a nod, “after I have consumed your children.”

“Why?”

The crowd stirs and parts to reveal a small child in its midst. He steps forward fearlessly and looks up at the Foe, his little brow creased with confusion. “Why must we fight you?”

The Foe crouches down to bring himself eye to eye with the child. He traces a forefinger down the boy’s cheek in a parody of affection, leaving a livid scar in its wake.

“Just because, little one,” he says, “just because.”

***
 

Again the people refuse, and again a terrible blight ravages the children of the city. Again, your child survives. But your sister is not so fortunate; her youngest child lies lifeless. Where there had been a tiny graze on her chin the day before, ropy flesh has grown to cover her mouth, nose and eyes. It falls upon you to prepare the body for burial, as your sister is catatonic with grief. You brush your niece’s hair as gently as you can manage, yet still it pulls away from her scalp in clumps.

You remember the lively girl she used to be. Always singing, always dancing, her auburn curls bouncing and aglow in the sunlight. This grotesque corpse is not the last memory you want your sister to have. You bind it up in its shroud, wrapping layer upon layer tightly around the body until it gives only a suggestion of a human form beneath the white cloth.

When you return home, your son is dressing himself in a suit of paper, painted to look like a knight’s armour. He picks up a wooden sword and hefts it, turning it this way and that as if examining the keenness of its blade.

“What are you doing?” you ask, although you already know the answer; it sits unspoken deep in your belly.

“I’m preparing for battle,” he says. He takes up one of your old pots and puts it on his head, then looks up at you earnestly. The pot handles stick out past his ears. Another time it would be comical. “Do you think I am ready?”

No, no, no, you want to scream, you will never be ready, nobody could ever be ready for this. But instead you bend and kiss the tip of his nose.

“Yes,” you say. “You are ready.”

***
 

The children gather at dawn. They file through the city gates, woefully underprepared in their makeshift armour and toy weapons. They do not go forth into battle as adults do, marching with dour faces and heavy hearts in regimented lines. They skip and stumble, sing and chatter, in a joyous, ragtag mob. Along the walls, the parents stand in mute sentinel. This is not their battle, although every one of them wishes it were.

“So many?” You cannot say from this distance, but the Foe seems to smirk. “That would be an unfair fight. No, I shall choose your champions. You, you, you . . . ” He makes his choices with no discernible rhyme or reason; boy or girl, big or small, rich or poor, strong or weak, no one factor confers safety. His opponents selected, he sends the remainder back through the gates into the arms of their deliriously relieved parents.

Your son is one of the chosen. You hold yourself rigid and still, almost not daring to breathe, as if the slightest movement might tip the balance in the Foe’s favour.

It is still impossible to discern the Foe’s true form. He seems to multiply tenfold, one hundredfold, each of his avatars looming over an opponent in the child army. He is made of fangs, made of knives, made of poison, made of smoke, and your eyes water as you try to behold him.

As the sun rises over the horizon, the children’s costumes transform. No longer clad in paper and cloth, they stand resplendent in gleaming metal armour. Richly coloured plumes fly from their helmets, and their toy weapons are turned into lethal-looking daggers and swords.

With a roar, the Foe descends upon them, and the battle begins. It is like no other war you have ever seen; the children fight as if it is a game, their faces incongruously serene or oddly joyous. There are as many cries of laughter ringing out across the battlefield as there are of pain. And just like in a game, they commit themselves fully, body and soul, to the moment.

It is difficult to make out the details of the battle; every time a child’s weapon connects with the nebulous form of the Foe, the scene reverts, and for a blink of an eye the child stands once more in paper armour, waving a wooden sword at nothing. You lose sight of your son in the melee, then find him again; there, in the thick of the battle. He thrusts his sword into the Foe, who shudders and momentarily disappears. But the Foe soon recovers and strikes back with a vicious blow that sends your child sprawling in the dust.

You dare not scream, dare not show your fear when below you, the children fight with such strength and courage. All you can do is clamp your fist at your mouth to stifle your cries, and watch.

The battle wages on until sunset. Only then may the adults venture forth and gather up the bodies of the fallen. Your son still stands, but barely; his skin is pale and clammy and his breathing is laboured. In the days that follow, he eats little, sleeps a lot, and is often found gazing off into the distance, lost in the memories of the war that is not yet over.

Day after day the Foe returns, with no respite. And day after day, the children go to war.

One day, your son does not return.

You lift the battered old pot from his head and caress his sweat-dampened curls before carrying him home. Unlike so many other casualties, he looks unmarred, as if he is merely sleeping. You sing his favourite lullaby as you bathe him and wrap him in his shroud, but as the moment comes to cover his face, it suddenly hits you, as if the Foe’s sword has pierced your heart and twisted—

Your son is dead.

You are suddenly blinded by tears. Where once you were fearful of them, now you take your place alongside the other bereft mothers and fathers in a perverse fellowship. You sob, you wail, you mourn, and you wish that your tears were your lifeblood, for then surely this agony would come to an end.

And the war wages on.
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THE ADDITION
 

Bentley Little
 

Bentley Little is an inmate of San Quentin serving a double life sentence. His only contact with the outside world is through his stories.

 

The sound of the Today show was suddenly drowned out by machinery.

Cindy looked up from the kitchen table, startled. The noise was loud. And close. The Hendersons down the street were supposed to have their house fumigated sometime this week, but the raucous din outside did not sound like it had anything to do with fumigation, and it was nearer than the Hendersons’. In fact, it seemed to be coming from the backyard.

She stood, instinctively pulling her bathrobe tighter. Jim had left over an hour ago for Chicago and, as she usually did when he was off on one of his business trips, Cindy had decided to give herself a vacation. Instead of instantly clearing the breakfast dishes and cleaning the house, she’d let everything go and remained here in the kitchen, leisurely reading the newspaper, sipping her coffee and watching TV.

She looked toward the closed drapes covering the sliding glass door in the living room.

Now she heard voices, men’s voices, and the sound of something heavy being dropped onto the patio.

She hesitated for a moment. If she’d been dressed and working about the house, she would have had no qualms about going outside to see what was happening. But right now she did not feel ready for confrontation. The fact that she was in her nightie and bathrobe made her vulnerable, and she found herself intimidated by the noise outside, afraid to look and see what was going on. Her privacy had been invaded, and the intrusion had bullied her into inaction.

From the other side of the drapes, the other side of the glass, came a low mechanical grinding.

She tiptoed quietly across the living room, pulled open the side of the curtain, peeked out.

There was a cement mixer in her backyard.

She blinked.

It was on and it was mixing, and there was a pile of sand and rock piled on a piece of plyboard next to it, with several large wooden beams lying on the lawn, one of them squashing her rose bush. Three young, heavily muscled construction workers were pushing wheelbarrows filled with cinderblocks around the side of the house.

She quickly closed the curtain, her heart pounding.

What was going on here?

She rushed back to the bedroom, put on a shirt, pulled on a sweater, slipped into some jeans and a pair of sandals. She didn’t want to open the sliding doors, didn’t want the construction workers to see into her home, so she went out the front door instead, hurrying around the side of the around to the back.

There were five workers now. Three muscled young white guys, one older Mexican man and a tan, smug-looking yuppie in a business suit, talking on a cell phone. The yuppie was holding a clipboard and appeared to be in charge, so she walked directly up to him. He saw her, smiled, nodded, and quickly finished up his phone call. “Hello,” he said. “What can I do for you?”

“I’d like to know what you’re doing in my backyard.”

He looked at his watch. “Oh, is it too early? We were told that anytime after eight was acceptable.”

“There’s been a big mistake here. You obviously have the wrong house. My husband and I are not having any work done—” She looked at the bricks and boards. “—or anything built. So I’m afraid you’re going to have to stop and clear out.”

The man frowned, looked down at his clipboard. “This is one-two-one Allen Street, right?”

Cindy nodded, taken aback. “Yes.”

“And you’re Mrs. Whiting? Mrs. Cindy Whiting?”

She felt suddenly ill at ease, though she did not know why. “Yes.”

He smiled, looked up at her. “Then everything’s in order.”

“Nothing’s in order! I don’t know what you’re talking about! We never hired you. We—”

“Maybe your husband hired us. I don’t know. All I know is that we got this work order, prepaid, and we’re to construct a one-room addition. Blueprints have been approved, city licenses have been issued, the project’s a go.”

Was it possible? Could Jim have hired these men without telling her? She went over it in her mind and decided that no, it was not possible. There was no way he would have decided on his own to have an extra room added on to their house without letting her know. It was simply not something he would do.

The thought occurred to her that maybe he was having some sort of mental breakdown or was in the first stages of Alzheimer’s. That would explain such an action.

But he would have had to make arrangements, phone calls. In other words, it would have taken a concerted organized effort. That pretty much ruled out an isolated act of lunacy.

She didn’t want to say anything more in front of this man, in front of these workers, and she held up a hand. “Just stop what you’re doing and let me call my husband. Take a break or something. I need to get this all straightened out.”

The young man smiled insincerely. “I’m afraid we can’t do that, Mrs. Whiting. The men get a bonus if this project is finished early.”

“Who’s offering the bonus?”

“Wilton Construction. Our firm. It’s company policy.”

She took a deep breath. “Someone paid for this. That means you have a check or a Visa bill or a signature or . . . something. I need to see that, to find out who authorized this work, because I assure you, it wasn’t my husband or myself.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not at liberty to divulge financial information. That’s confidential.”

“Confidential! This is my house! Don’t you think I have a right to know what the hell’s going on here?”

“By law, ma’am, all we are required to do is inform you that we are beginning construction. I have done so. Now I’m afraid we’re going to need you to stay clear of this site. We have a lot of work to do.”

He turned away, dismissing her, and Cindy had the sudden urge to pick up one of the long beams from the lawn and smack his head.

She didn’t, though. Instead, she went inside, got out the phonebook, found the number for Wilton Construction and called. She talked to a secretary. Then a supervisor. Then another secretary. Then the owner, John P. Wilton, himself.

She might as well have been talking to the yuppie in the yard. None of the people to whom she spoke offered any help or assistance, and Wilton was downright hostile, apparently angry over being disturbed, informing her in a cold disdainful voice that her name was on the work order only as a contact but that she had no authority to stop or delay the project since she was not the person paying for it.

“Who is?” she demanded. “That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

“I’m sorry. I cannot help you.”

The line went dead.

She stayed there for a moment, unmoving, the receiver still in her hand, a dial tone buzzing in her ear, shocked by the rudeness and discourtesy she’d encountered.

Not knowing what to do next, she called the police, explaining patiently that there was an unwanted construction crew at her home preparing to tear apart the house without her permission. The men were bullying and threatening, and she wanted someone to come out and make them stop. They were trespassing, and she wanted them off her property.

Twenty minutes later, a patrol car pulled up in front of the curb, and she watched as a uniformed officer emerged from the vehicle. She met him on the front lawn and quickly explained the sequence of events: how she’d heard the noise, talked to the foreman or whoever he was, then called the owner of the construction company.

“They’re still here,” she said, pointing down the side of the house to the backyard.

The policeman looked at the two trucks parked in the driveway, then nodded and hitched up his belt. “Would you like to come back with me so we can all discuss this and get to the bottom of it?”

She shook her head, feeling inexplicably afraid, not wanting to confront the yuppie again. “No, no. Couldn’t you just handle it? I mean, I’ve already talked to . . .” She suddenly realized that she didn’t even know the man’s name. “I just want them gone,” she said.

“I’ll see what I can do, ma’am.”

Cindy watched him walk down the cement path that led to the backyard and stop before the business-suited foreman. The policeman spoke for several moments, then gestured toward the front yard where she stood. The man from the construction company looked over at her, and she hurried into the house, heart pounding. She did not want to be seen, but she realized even as she shut the front door behind her that it was an irrational impulse. Obviously, she was the one who had called the police, and even if the cop didn’t tell the foreman who had made the complaint—which of course he had to do—the man would still know because the policeman would be repeating the exact same things she had said only fifteen minutes before.

So why was she so afraid? Why didn’t she march out there and get in on the action, make her case while the cop was there to back her up?

She didn’t know, but she couldn’t do that. Apprehensively, she peeked out the back curtains.

The two men were laughing together, the amused camaraderie of compatible guys sharing a joke, and she was suddenly sure that they were laughing at her, that they were both having a hearty chuckle at her expense, the frightened jittery woman who had called the police to solve a nonexistent problem. The work was continuing unabated, no one was making any effort to pack up and leave, there was no acknowledgment that Wilton Construction was doing anything wrong.

Anger flared within her and she yanked aside the curtains, pulling open the sliding glass door and storming outside. “I want you out of here!” she screamed at the foreman. She gestured around to all of the workers, many of whom were now looking at her. “Get off our property! Now!”

The policeman stepped forward. “Calm down, ma’am—”

“Calm down? Calm down?”

“These men are only doing the job they were hired to do.” He spoke clearly, as though to a particularly thick seven-year-old. “There’s nothing I can do about that. Everything they’re doing is perfectly legal. No laws were broken here.”

“We did not authorize this!” she shouted. “That company is trespassing on our property, destroying our landscaping, wrecking our house, and you’re telling me there’s nothing you can do about it?”

“All of the permits and authorizations seem to be in order. You could file a civil suit against the company, but there’s no criminal—”

“I want to talk to another policeman,” she demanded, folding her arms over her chest. “Send someone else out here.”

“Ma’am . . .”

“Don’t ‘ma’am’ me, you sorry excuse for a human. Just call your station and get someone out here who knows how to do his job.”

The policeman’s expression hardened. “We’re done here. I’m sorry, but there’s nothing the police can do to help you.” The implication was that a mental health professional could help her.

The yuppie smiled. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Whiting. We’ll be out of your hair by the end of the week. My men really want that bonus.”

***
 

Jim called that night.

“Hi, hon. How’s it going?”

Cindy felt like crying. “It’s been a nightmare! There were construction workers in our backyard all day, building an addition to the house, and I couldn’t get them to stop.”

“Calm down, calm down. Tell me what happened.”

“I just did! After you left this morning, I heard noises outside, and I looked out and saw construction workers in our backyard. They were bringing in lumber and tools and materials and they had a cement mixer going, and there were beams crushing my roses, and . . . and they wouldn’t leave! I told them to leave and they wouldn’t! They just kept building!”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you!”

“Are you sure they’re—”

“Am I sure they’re what?” she shouted. “Am I sure they’re adding a room to our house? Our yard is filled with building materials! They’ve started tearing out the back wall of the living room!”

There was silence on the other end of the line.

“Have you heard a fucking word I’ve said?”

“Yes.”

“Well?”

“Look, I’ll take care of this when I get home,” Jim said.

“They’ll be done by the time you get home!”

“Calm down. You know how you get.”

She took a deep breath, willing herself not to scream in his ear. He obviously didn’t understand what was going on here. He seemed to think this was some minor inconvenience like a leaky faucet rather than a major construction project that was eating up their yard and permanently altering their home. “Someone prepaid a construction company thousands of dollars to add an extra room to our house,” she said, speaking slowly. “I told the foreman that there had been some mistake, that they had the wrong address, but our address was on his work order and he knew my name. He refused to leave, and I called the police, but the policeman who came out said there was nothing they could do, the construction company wasn’t doing anything illegal.”

“I see,” he said.

“Do you? Do you understand what’s been going on here today, what I’ve gone through?”

“Yes. And, like I said, I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry. I’ll call the construction company and get this all straightened out.”

Thank God.

“I was scared,” Cindy admitted, and tears welled in her eyes. “No one would listen to me. There was nothing I could do.”

“I’ll take care of it,” he said reassuringly. “Don’t worry.”

They talked for another ten minutes, staying away from her nightmarish experience, sticking to the normal subjects of their long-distance conversations—his day and how his trip was going—and then they said goodbye. But the second she hung up the phone, Cindy was overcome with doubt. I’ll take care of it, he’d said. But how was he going to take care of it? He hadn’t even asked for the construction company’s name. Or the name of the project foreman.

Maybe he already knew.

Maybe he had hired them.

A host of scenarios flashed through her mind: he had a mistress and that’s who he was really visiting when he went on his so-called “business trips.” He was going to bring her back and set her up in the new room. Or the mistress had been knocked up, and he was going to use the new room for the baby. He’d divorce Cindy and marry the new woman. Or—

The phone rang.

She jumped, startled out of her reverie.

It was Jim.

“I forgot to ask you the name of the construction company.”

He hadn’t hired them! The relief she felt was nearly overwhelming, and she gratefully gave him the name and phone number of the company. Although she didn’t know the foreman’s name, she did not the name of John P. Wilton, the company’s president, and she told him that, too.

“I’ll call first thing in the morning,” he promised.

Once again, they said their I-love-yous and goodbyes, and once again Cindy felt trepidation after she hung up the phone. She was glad Jim was going to call the construction company, but he still didn’t seem as concerned as he should be. He was doing the right thing but out of obligation not outrage. He should be as upset as she was. After all, someone was knocking out an entire wall of their house in order to add on a new room that they did not want.

Maybe she hadn’t explained it well enough. Or maybe he just thought it was an overreaction on her part, like the time she had made him come home from a trip to New York because she thought someone had broken into their house, only to find out that an improperly balanced book had fallen from a shelf and knocked over a flower vase. But how could she misconstrue a team of construction workers adding an extra room to their house? And how could Jim think that this situation could be anything other than what it was? She’d described what had happened very clearly.

She wanted to call him back, but she realized that he had forgotten to give her the name of the hotel at which he was staying—and she had forgotten to ask.

She waited by the phone for the next two hours, hoping that he would call again, but the phone did not ring and finally, exhausted, she went to bed, not even bothering to take a shower or undress, merely kicking off the slippers and flopping down on the mattress.

She was awakened by the sound of pounding hammers.

By the time she was out of bed, the entire house was shaking as heavy equipment attacked the last vestiges of the living room’s back wall. She had taken all of the framed prints and photographs off the walls yesterday, had moved the couch and coffee table to the center of the room, had even accepted the clear plastic tarp Wilton Construction provided her—although she refused to let any of the workers enter her house and had insisted on covering the floor and furniture herself. But she was still shocked by the massive hole in the house that greeted her after she’d put on clothes and emerged from the bedroom.

“Hello!” the foreman called out to her from the backyard. “Nice day!”

Two other construction workers nodded to her, waved.

Cindy looked frantically around. Now there was nowhere for her to hide. Her home was open to the outdoors, her life exposed, and there was no place she could go inside the house that they could not see. The workers had a full view of the living room and kitchen, with only a partially obstructed view of the family room, and they could see straight down the hallway, which meant that while they couldn’t see what precisely she was doing, they would know which room she was in: bedroom, guest room, bathroom.

She felt horribly vulnerable, and she knew that she could not live like this for the next week or however long it took them to finish the addition.

However long it took them?

She realized that she had already accepted the idea that the addition would be built, had already bought into Wilton Construction’s assumptions, that though she still intended to fight tooth and nail, to not give up without a struggle, in her mind she had already acquiesced.

She ignored the open space where her wall had been, went into the kitchen and walked outside through the side door. She met the foreman by the patio. His jacket was off, but he was still wearing a white dress shirt and tie, and when she approached he was going over blueprints with a muscle-shirted blond man at the picnic table.

Cindy stood at the head of the table, arms folded angrily across her chest. When neither man looked up, she pretended to clear her throat—loudly—in order to get their attention.

“Yes?” the foreman said.

“What are you doing here? Didn’t my husband call your office?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

“Could you check?”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Whiting. But we’re a little busy right now. We have a deadline to meet—”

“Check!” she yelled. “Because he was going to call your boss and tell him to get his men and equipment off our property, and he was going to rip that jackass a new asshole! Check!”

Sighing, the young man took out his cell phone and pressed a preset number. He spoke briefly to John Wilton, but Cindy didn’t even have to wait for the end of the conversation to know that Jim had not called the construction company, that he had not ripped anyone a new asshole.

She stormed back into the house, but that gaping hole was there and all of the construction workers were watching her, and she hurried down the hallway, ducking into the bedroom for some privacy. She could not live like this. She picked up the phone, intending to call one of her friends, but the line was dead.

She wanted to attribute it to accidental causes, but she could not help thinking that it was intentional, that they’d cut the line to keep her from communicating with the outside world.

Was it legal, though?

Excited by the prospect of having caught Wilton Construction doing something they shouldn’t, she grabbed her purse and phonebook, drove down to a pay phone at the strip mall over on Lincoln, called city hall and asked to talk to a building inspector. She gave her name and address and spoke to the inspector assigned to the construction project at her house. But when she described the situation with the phone, the inspector said such a cutoff was legal as long as it was temporary and phone service was resumed each evening at the completion of the day’s work.

Disappointed, she thanked him for his help, then drove to her friend Julia’s apartment. Julia was at work, but Cindy had an extra key and she let herself in. She locked the door behind her, sat down on the couch and closed her eyes, breathing deeply. She leaned back against the soft pillowy cushions, luxuriating in the privacy of a living room that was closed to the outside world, free from the prying eyes of manual laborers and not under construction.

***
 

Julia let her stay the week, as Cindy knew she would.

She went back to the house only once, to get her clothes, toothbrush and toiletries, but though she was tempted to return each day to check on the progress of the addition, she did not. She was curious, and more than once she started driving down her street for a quick peek, only to turn a few blocks away and speed in the opposite direction.

The truth was that she was afraid.

Of what she was not quite sure. Not the smug yuppie foreman exactly. Not John P. Wilton or those four workers tearing apart her yard and house. Not the mysterious person or persons who had paid for the project. No, it was . . . everything put together.

And the addition itself.

Yes, the addition scared her, though she did not know why. She had no idea what the room was going to look like, had no preconceived notions about it, but its very existence frightened her, the idea that it was growing each day like some sort of cancer, the fact that it was an intrusion on her house and property that would permanently alter her home in a way she did not want and had not requested.

She had no idea at what hotel Jim was staying, and she kept hoping that he would call Julia to find out where she was, that after he discovered the phone line was dead he would start contacting their friends just to make sure she was all right and nothing had happened to her. But the days passed, and no call came, and she began to get angry at him, resenting the fact that he didn’t care enough to make even such a simple attempt to reach her.

“Doesn’t he care?” Julia asked more than once, and for that Cindy had no answer.

Even worse, to her mind, was the fact that he didn’t care about what was happening to their house. Was he in on it? She didn’t think so, but there seemed to be no other explanation for his behavior and his unforgiveable silence.

The addition was being built, yes, construction was continuing, but at least she had made an effort to stop it, at least she had tried. Jim? Jim had been absent. Not just absent but willfully, purposefully not involved, as thought he expected her to shoulder all of the responsibility and eventually all of the blame.

The phone finally rang on Friday night.

“It’s for you,” Julia said.

Cindy practically leapt off the couch. “Is it Jim?”

“I don’t know.”

She took the phone from her friend. “Hello?”

“It’s done, Mrs. Whiting. You can go home.”

Chills ran down her arms. She didn’t recognize the voice, but she knew it was someone from Wilton Construction. How had they known she was staying here, though? She hadn’t told them. Had the company had her followed?

There was a click as the man hung up, and then the monotonous sonority of a dial tone.

Numbly, Cindy replaced the handset in its cradle. She tried to imagine what the new addition looked like, the dimensions of the room and how it would fit into the overall design of the house. She wanted to see it, but there was no way in hell she was going out there at night, not even with Julia along for support—although she could not have said why. She didn’t think it was haunted or anything, didn’t think any of the construction workers would be lurking around waiting to mug her. It was just . . .

She didn’t know.

She just didn’t want to see it at night.

In the morning, she packed her suitcase, thanked Julia for the hospitality and went home. Her friend offered to accompany her, but Cindy said she wanted to do this alone, she’d call later. Jim was supposed to be coming home today, but she had no idea when and at this point she didn’t really care. He had become an abstraction to her, and she realized that if she never saw him again, she would eventually forget his face.

A week ago, she would not have thought that possible.

She did not procrastinate or prolong the suspense but parked in the driveway, got out of the car, unlocked the front door of the house and walked inside. There was an entryway to the new addition in the center of the rebuilt living room wall at the approximate spot where the sliding glass doors had opened onto the patio, and she headed straight for it.

The new room was huge, easily as big as the living room, almost twice the size of the guest room, and the lack of carpeting or furniture made it appear that much larger. There were no windows, only twin sets of fluorescent bars recessed into the ceiling.

Cindy walked around the perimeter of the empty room, feeling agitated. What were they going to do with all this space? What use could they possibly have for an addition like this? A spare bedroom? They already had one—plus the sofa bed in the living room. It could be a sewing room, except she didn’t sew. Jim didn’t have any hobbies either, and his job was not one that required him to bring work home from the office.

What then? A library? A storage room? An art gallery? A weight room? A bar? There were too many possibilities, and she sat down in the middle of the floor, on the hard cement and stared at the white walls, feeling small and scared. She waited for Jim to come home.

He arrived early that evening, and the look on his face told her all she needed to know: he was stunned. Dropping his briefcase, Jim walked dazedly around the empty room, touching the fresh plaster, looking up at the fluorescent lights.

“I thought it was another one of your . . . I thought it was . . .” He shook his head.

“You thought it was what?”

“Never mind.”

She stood. “Don’t tell me ‘never mind.’ What did you think? What exactly did you think? That I was lying, that I was making it up, that I was crazy? What?”

“No,” he said, backing off. “Not that . . . exactly . . . ”

“What then?” She suddenly realized how vague he was despite his insistence on specificity in others, how he never really took a stand on anything or held concrete beliefs on any subject of importance. Like a dutiful wife, she’d always acceded to his wishes, always complied with whatever he suggested, but now, for the life of her, she could not figure out why.

He ignored her, not responding, pretending she had not spoken. He walked slowly about the room, staring at the windowless walls as though searching for something that was not there. He seemed frightened, a feeling she recognized and shared. “What is it?” he asked. “Why is it here?”

“I don’t know,” she told him, and for the first time she felt that she was on the stronger of the two, that she was better equipped to handle what would come next. She glanced around at the blank walls, the bare floor. It was a heavy responsibility, finding a purpose for all of this empty space, a daunting prospect that filled her with dread. It would change their lives forever, and the decisions they made now would have repercussions far into the future, a ripple effect that would influence everything that was to come.

He reached for her hand, thoughtlessly, carelessly, letting his own hand trail behind him so she could grab it, but she refused, remaining where she was.

He stopped, looked back at her in surprise, and she saw the confusion on his face. “What are we going to do?” he asked. “What are we going to put in here?”

She shook her head.

“Cindy?” His voice was quavering.

“I don’t know,” she said. “It’s up to you.”
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A face patterned in swirling white dots, faded and inchoate, watched me from the monitor, gazing at me from collective motes of blood circulating in my body. The broad plate scanner read the transmission of neutrons flying off the radioactive gallium the tech had injected into my blood before the test. Doctor Helsinki searched for more tumors, more lymph nodes gone to pot and mutated, trying to live eternal and ever. I watched the face watching me—the clouds composed its jaw and two black caverns for eyes. The face perched in my chest, centered below my sternum. Its jaw moved in slow motions, like in a silent movie. Was it speaking to me? It dissipated, swirled into my body then reconstituted and through my two eye caverns watched.

“I heard it whispering to me in my sleep,” I told the technician. The young girl, fresh with a wedding band on her finger with which she fidgeted, paid half attention as she adjusted the resolution. My body shivered from the cold scanner pressed to my bare chest.

“Turn to your left just a little. That’s fine. Perfect.” I moved to her command, squeezing the tan skin on my chest.

“It whispers sugary things to me. Calls me boy-o or sometimes calls me sweetheart. I like the song. I have an old tin music box that plays it.”

“‘Let me call you sweetheart.

I’m in love with you.’”

“You’ve got a bug up your butt or something?” she asked.

“It’s grinning at me!”

The tech studied the screen, and furrowed her forehead. “Normal disruption of the dye. Don’t freak yourself out. It’s like looking at a cloud. The human mind plays tricks.”

“And the dreams?”

“You should talk to your doctor.”

It made sense. I plucked at my long dark locks, playing with my tail. I yanked it, ripping several strands. I focused on losing my hair, not on the high odds of my expiration. I brushed my hair with fifty strokes every morning and bought the finest shampoos and waxes to build body. Next week after my first treatment, it would fall away like autumn leaves. I’d weep for every hair.

“Put your hands down and stay still,” she admonished me.

The tech played the keyboard bones, typing notation to the images. She marked several white spots decorating my green organs. I witnessed my attacker, made visible through radioactive dye. The lymphoma appeared harmless, a couple of dandelion weeds gone to seed. I could reach in my chest and just pluck them out and return to my life, picking courses for my senior year of school at Drexel.

“You’re Jai Chopra?” she asked, finishing her notes.

“I was.” She ignored me.

“You’re all done.”

I put on my shirt and buttoned it to my neck then fetched my pack and phone. I let the battery charge run out on my phone, tired of listening to the consolations of friends and family—their pity and fears all manifested in cold and safe text. Oh so distant. I planned to throw it into the river.

“So young,” she said. I nearly slapped her. My anger twisted in my chest, stung like a wasp’s nest stirred in rage. The stingers pinched down my arm, and I folded my fingers into a fist.

Hit the flabby bitch.

I held my arm down and ran out of the dark lab, leaving the hospital and jumping on a Septa bus idling outside at the stop in the parking lot.

***
 

I sat down in the last seat on the bus. An old and decayed man sat a few seats ahead. He reeked of urine, burning my eyes. He turned his head and watched me, and I felt bugs crawling down my skin. The gallium dye circulated through my system, burning my organs with light radiation, dissipating. I put on my iPod and drove the buds into my ears, but I never started the playlist. I nodded my head, pretending to listen, letting myself fall into the songs.

I closed my eyes, and it spoke.

Let me out, sweetheart! It’s time to run about and play. I could eat a horse.

“You’re anxiety. Bad clams. I don’t get drunk. I should. Let me be.” I whispered to it. I don’t think the old man or driver heard me, but I couldn’t be certain. The old man never averted his eyes, just gazed through me. Maybe he could see it, being so close to the other side, to his expiration.

Yet you speak to me, boy-o. You feel me. Know me. Finally I have voice. I cry out. Seeding myself in thousands, never finding my way. My mouth is made now. I am whole. Release me and know my beauty. Let’s have some fun before the sun burns out.

“I shouldn’t have to fight with my disease.”

I am the disease. Purge me. Let your blood like doctors of old, and you will be free of it. You’ll live forever. I’ve made it so. I’ll drain your sickness. I’ll take your clock and smash it. Set me free on the world to feed.

I pressed the ear buds deep into the canal. Pain pierced through my head, pulsing into my neck. “You’ll hurt them,” I whispered. “You’ll kill.”

All things die. So long have I hungered.

The bus pulled up to the curb just outside my parents’ house in Yardley. I grabbed my bag and shot up from the seat. As I passed by, the old man grabbed one of the belt loops on my black jeans.

“Give Mister Smiles what it wants,” he grumbled, then he coughed up bloody phlegm and spat it on the aisle, missing my sandal. I pulled back, but he held tight to my pants.

“Freak!”

“I’ve always been alone in this world. Samson Reeves is my name. I will die alone and no one will come to my funeral. I wish the world to suffer. Be kind. Release it.”

I yanked free, ripping my jeans down the side. He still gripped the torn piece. I fled the bus, running home and got winded. I felt sicker, weaker. My decay started, the slow decline. Soon pain would rip through my body. I jogged faster up the sidewalk then finally collapsed under a mulberry tree. Death seemed a fantasy. I didn’t understand it, so I didn’t fear it. My eyes did tear up at the thought of the pain, the nausea from the chemo. I’d been born a weak man. I couldn’t help that. God made me weak.

I apologized for the pain I’d cause.

***
 

I gazed at myself in the mirror and studied my brown flesh in the sallow bathroom light. I could still see its visage—hollow eyes and white fuzzy morphology—staring at me from my chest. It materialized and watched, dissipated to circulate, then formed again. I sensed it sucking my life force, drinking my vitality, suckling on my soul like an infant. I could ignore it. I knew I’d die, but I’d take it with me.

“I don’t deserve this,” I whispered.

My poor lad. Listening closer, really listening as I sought sympathy, I recognized his tone and demeanor. It wore my thoughts and spoke with my voice. Did it have its own? A parasite. It felt ancient, and my chest weighed, full of lead and regret. I tasted metal on my tongue. Of course not. Not your fault. This isn’t blood on your soul. You’re just the carrier and never had any intention of this. Poor boy-o.

Pressure squeezed my chest, and my ribs popped. It wouldn’t stop talking. It would be fast. I could do this. I picked out my dad’s shaving kit from the cabinet and plucked out a straight razor. I pressed the blade to my naked chest, slicing through a few stray chest hairs.

A little lower. There it is. So close. Warmer. Warmer. Red hot! Lake of fire! Now slice true.

I closed my eyes and held the razor’s edge to my soft peach flesh. My hand petrified.

“It’ll hurt.”

Only briefly. Then it’ll be all over. Poor baby.

I closed my eyes and drove the razor into my body. My chest burned down into my stomach, and I felt the tissue rip beneath the pressure. I cried out deep in my throat and vomited a little in the sink. Mister Smiles pushed from under my skin, and I dropped the razor. With the hole cut, it took over, reveling in its freedom.

Weak little shit. Let me out!

It pushed its fluidic body against the wound, and I yelled into the empty house. It pressed its fluctuating weight, and my chest ripped to my stomach, tearing as the mass evacuated. A crimson mass, slithering and bearing the consistency of chewing gum, squeezed through the hole. It paused, gaining strength, and it pushed again, forcing its mass through crack. My chest burned, and the fire spilled down through my guts and up into my chest. One of my floating ribs snapped. My vision spun, and I nearly blacked out. I drove the razor down into the edge of the cut, and my flesh parted like zipper. With the extra room, the mass contracted like a spring than leaped out of my chest. The weight left me, and I collapsed onto the floor tiles and rolled on my side. Blood trickled from my chest, but not enough to worry about. I’d severed no artery, or I would have expired in moments.

My eyes wavered, and the light fluttered. I saw it briefly, a pulsing crimson and black mass. It slithered along the floor, staining the rug and ejected polyps up the wall. It climbed towards the sink then slid into the bowl then stretched into taffy strands and fed down the drain.

In those last moments before I blacked out, I held my chest, but not the wound. I cradled myself and lamented at the hollowness that filled my body. I missed Mister Smiles the way a mother misses the fetus growing inside of her. I had a responsibility to it, and I had unleashed it onto the world.

***
 

I stirred to consciousness sometime later, waking up in a hospital bed, though I wasn’t sure how long since you can’t keep time in that darkness. I didn’t give a damn, and the release felt euphoric. Such peace. The reek of rubber glove plastic and stale coffee gagged me. I heard my mother tittering as she wept and the click of my father’s shoes on the hard floor. The light stung my eyes, and I reached my hand to rub them; however, a cuff tethered them to the bed. My chest ached and itched, and when my eyes adjusted, I saw a bandage along my ribs through an opening in a hospital gown.

“What were you thinking, Jai?” Mumsy asked. “Don’t we give you everything? So you are sick. You will be fine.” Dad said nothing, just paced around the hospital bed, his face frowning with obvious annoyance at being called from work. “Why?”

“It wasn’t that, Mumsy,” I said. “I just had to cut it out. I’d be fine if I cut it out.”

“Your doctor says you have to stay here for three days for observation, and you are to see a therapist and start antidepressants.”

“I said I’m fine.”

“You didn’t get this from me. How could you shame your family like this?”

And I let her talk on and on, speaking of shame, about how I could never mention this to my cousins or friends. It reflected on my parents, and I’d been thoughtless and ungrateful. Finally she tired and went down with my father to the cafeteria for fresh coffee.

I managed to reach the bed remote and flipped the mounted television in my private room on. I’d slept through the night. Were they right? Was all this is an illusion, a phantom delusion? Fragile minds could crack so fast. The human psyche existed weak in a world of stimuli and electrical transmissions. The cancer could have spread to my brain and pulled on the neurons like puppet strings, creating a voice, a dialogue, demanding escape. I minored in psychology. I understood repressed subconscious desires and needs, the way they can push through to the surface and manifest madness. I had to escape, and I’d carved a hole in my chest to emancipate. The news reported a fire in Center City, killing seven people. The images brushed over my sore eyes, and I felt no remorse for the victims or their families. Then the anchor spewed something about a shooting on South Street at a strip club, portraying a transvestite on the stoop in pink underwear. They didn’t feel real on the television, just a fantasy, a bad dream that the box suffered.

Mumsy and Dad returned, carrying coffee. They brought me a hot chocolate, but I refused to ask them for help sipping it. I tugged against the cuffs.

“Lost in self-pity,” Mumsy said, scoffing. She poked at her silvery hair. “You think you’re the only one?”

“I only feel real to me.”

She scoffed again. “The poor girl that lives next to us. Only six. She was fine a week ago, and now her blood is sick like yours. I think her name was Susan. I know her younger brother is Timmy. Poor girl. Very advanced case too. It came so sudden. You don’t see her hurting herself.”

“Lay off, Mumsy.”

She sat quietly for a time while she sipped her coffee. Dad went downstairs to a smoking lounge to smoke a pack or two.

It couldn’t have been that thing. I had dreamed it, a delusion, a subconscious manifestation. Death didn’t come to children: only old people and the guilty. I had unleashed nothing in my mutilation.

Over the next few days, my doctors did blood work in preparation for my first round of chemo. I kept plucking my dark hair and wishing it away. Doctor Helsinki came in baffled. After another scan, he informed me my cancer had vanished:

“As if it just got up and walked away.”

***
 

My doctors called it a medical miracle, the marvel of an accelerated immune system. I had been blessed by complete remission, if it had even been cancer. My mother called it gross incompetence, and she planned a lawsuit to compensate for her pain and suffering.

I returned to the ignorant life of the delusional immortal, registering for my classes, working out. I hung out upstairs on my computer, playing Warcraft and lying to women in chat rooms about my appearance. I even cybered a few times, especially after I told them my story, how I’d beaten off cancer with the strength of my immune system. Chicks really dug that crap.

On Thursday night, twenty days after my miracle remission, my parents yelled at me to come downstairs and help make pasta and potato salad to take next door. This was their contribution for the reception after Susan’s funeral. I’d been chosen to live. Fate selected her to die. I boiled the pasta, stirred in half a bottle of dressing and threw it into the fridge, then I raced back up to my room and logged in to my character. Animated bosses and dungeons distracted me. I played until after midnight when finally nausea from motion sickness after watching the monitor all day forced me to bed. The room rocked like a ship at sea, and I buried my head under my pillows. I drifted into the hypnagogic state between consciousness and sleep and just rode the casting waves.

And in the darkness, it mocked me, and everything I’d forced from my mind whipped back in strands of barbed wire:

Hey shit-for-brains. Bob. Or Chuck. Or Nancy. Yeah. Nancy. Cause you’re such a pussy.

“You’re a nightmare. A bad dream. I woke up from you.”

Oh no waking up from little old me, Nancy. No sir. We are married, joined at the soul. Bonded through eternity. Isn’t it romantic? All flowers and candy.

“You’re not coming back, are you?”

Nah. I just want someone to talk to. I’m ever so lonely. Don’t you want a friend? I’ve got so much to tell you. Been so busy since you unleashed me onto the world.

I rolled onto my stomach and pushed my palms into my ears, as if they would mute Mister Smiles. It wore my voice, but the sound changed, the way a violin changes higher in pitch as you play closer to the bridge. At times, Mister Smiles spoke with the dandelion innocence and pitch of a young girl.

I wake and dance then to bed for rest,

I like eating girls and boys the best!

“You got into that little girl. Susan. You went down the drain and slithered from my house. Then you got inside her and killed her.”

I couldn’t have done it without you, boy-o! We’re a team, you and me. Family. Brothers. Father and son. But which is which?

I clawed at my pillows until I tore the fabric and ripped out a foam chunk. The nausea pulsed my stomach, and I swallowed back the vomit. Cold sweat soaked my body. Its voice pierced my head and burned like sparklers, the way the brilliant sparks pinch your skin if you catch some.

“I just want to get laid and drunk.”

Oh don’t fret. I’ll do you a real solid. That’s what mates do, isn’t it? Here’s the deal, and it’s a sweet ride, a pony for your birthday. I love to play with my dollies. Jeanine is my favorite.

“You really killed her.”

Forget her! She was nothing. So many children born each day to replace her. I do love the young ones. So full of dreams and life. They nourish me. I drink it all up, and it’s so tasty. I’m ever so hungry. Ravenous. I’ll have my ice cream first please.

“I don’t give a shit,” I yelled into my pillow. I lost control of my gag reflex, and I spit up a puddle of green bile into my sheets. I covered it up with my pillow and tried to ignore the sour reek of the vomit.

Oh but you should. And here’s my contribution to team Smiley: As long as I’m alive, you get to live too. And as long as I have the young to slurp, I’ll be supping until the stars go out. You’ll forever be young and have as many ripe women as you can lay, boy-o. And I’ll feast on the little ones. I can’t help it. I’m never slaked.

“Where are you?”

How sad it all was. Even I nearly wept, and I don’t have eyes. Quite a feat. The little brother, not more than two human years old was at his sister’s side in the hospital.

And it showed me the vision, played my mind like a zoetrope showing monochromatic flashes. It compressed my head, and I groaned from the agony. Mister Smiles shoved the images through my eyes in sharp shards:

The little girl turned her head then went still, her eyes still open. Her mother cried hysterically in the corner. Her father prayed at the bedside on his knees. For a moment, the power went out, and I felt myself melt into a blob, a mass of protoplasm. I ejected like snot from a nose during a sneeze, aiming for the little boy. In a few seconds, the long mass now stretched into a taffy string, slithered into the baby boy’s mouth. The child never woke from his nap.

“They’ll blame me,” I said.

Only nature, boy-o. Why shouldn’t you live forever? People die every day. You are a selfish species. Survival of the fittest. So long have I hungered without forming, feeding disease into your bodies, hijacking your cells until finally I took form.

“Just go away. Please go away. Leave me alone.”

I’ll go on away for now, but I can’t leave you alone. We’re best mates forever. Isn’t that nice? BFFs!

And the voice silenced in my head, and I closed my eyes and rolled my head in the leaking vomit under my pillow. Why should I die? I didn’t choose this. It was a gift. Living things fed on other livings to extend their life all the time. Wasn’t I just as much a victim?

So I survived and they’d die. I wouldn’t feel guilty. Not at all.

I lied to myself.

***
 

Young Brian Wilcox. Age 2. Died Suddenly after a short battle with Lymphoma at Saint Mary’s Hospital in Langhorne.

Susie’s brother tasted so delightful. I want to run free like a rabbit. And I love the color green.

Robert Snowden. Age 6. Died of complications after a short illness at Saint Mary’s Hospital in Langhorne.

Such a sweet lil’ boy. So full of life. He loved licorice. I do love licorice now.

Marko Prince. Age 5. Died after receiving chemotherapy for leukemia at Langhorne Hospital.

Over the moon about this one. Are you listening to me, boy-o? YOU BETTER BE LISTENING TO ME! I’M AS OLD AS THE SUN!

Choo Hee Park. Age 4. Died of an illness.

Pigtails. Never cared for pigtails. But oh so sweet. She had a smile that parted the clouds on a rainy day. Oh so yummy. Yum. Yum. Yum.

The list continued, and I stopped reading the local news on the internet. I’d seen enough evidence to convince me to create a fantasy, to deny the whole mess. I stopped watching television too. I couldn’t stand the news reports:

Pennsylvania state health officials have ordered an investigation in Yardley Borough in Lower Bucks County after several families have suffered a string of sudden child deaths due to late stage cancer. Environmental experts have begun a survey for potential causes, taking samples of water, earth and air, and local companies are cooperating in the hopes of finding the source of this epidemic.

Doctors are baffled by the fast acting disease in what were recently healthy children and are imploring families to bring their children in for screenings. The community has come together to offer comfort to those families who have lost members in what is becoming one of the worst cancer clusters since Tom’s River, New Jersey. Authorities are still unsure of the source, theorizing that perhaps a virus is circulating that affects only certain age groups.

A senior citizen was arrested today in front of the Yardley Borough Municipal building for wearing no pants. He claimed to know the source of the cluster, a monster called Mister Smiles.

Newspaper article continues . . .

***
 

I laid my throbbing head on the surface of the particleboard desk my mother had bought at Ikea for my dorm room and rubbed my nose in the books and papers. Deadline crept closer, and my instructor rode my ass like a wild bronco. It always got me a little hard when she yelled at me, something I’d explore later via the rich and diverse universe of internet porn. I grabbed the bottle of Jack Daniels poking out from the drawer. I’d partaken for medicinal purposes, to assuage the nightmares that visited me each night, waking me after only an hour or two of sleep. I pulled it out by the neck, popped it open and swallowed a mouthful, then I hid it back in the drawer next to the bottle of caffeine pills that keep me alert. Mister Smiles beat me with clock gears, always punctual and enthusiastic, the way a hound jumps and yawps with a fresh kill in its jowls to show its master. It demanded all my attention, and I wasn’t ready to suffer parenting; so I’d come to just ignore the creature. It had to end eventually. All things ended.

The hell with it. I shut my books, switched off the light and pulled off my t-shirt, ready to crash. The screensaver flared with flying stars, illuminating the dark, and lighting up the two beds, dressers and desk. My roommate stayed the night at his boyfriend’s house, and I relished the time alone, stripping down to my boxers, normally too shy to expose my thin and wiry body in front of the idiot jock.

I maneuvered through a pile of dirty laundry to reach my bed and tripped over a soft mass. Yarn curled in between my toes, and once I regained my balance, I picked up the obstacle: a child’s doll of soft fabric and yarn hair dressed in a blue smock. Maybe my roommate hid a perversion. The doll convulsed in my hand, and tar bled down my hand, dripping along my arm then splattering on the bed. I threw the doll across the room and heard it splat against the wall, then I searched for the light switch and smeared the ichor as I padded wildly in the dark. I found the switch. The light fired on, flashed briefly, then shorted out. In the brief revelation, I spotted movement—a shadow mob curling and oozing around the corners and furniture. I ran for the door and smacked my chest into the desk. Several textbooks fell.

“Have you seen my dolly?” a frail child’s voice inquired. “Sweet Georgie Brown Eyes I call her.”

“You’re home early, Leon,” I said. It had to be a prank. Someone had placed a webcam in my dorm room.

“I can’t sleep without Sweet Georgie Brown Eyes,” she pleaded, her words fast and desperate.

“I don’t have your doll!”

The disembodied girl wept from behind the bed.

A tiny hand gripped my knee, and I flinched and fell on my ass. This time a boy’s spoke, mostly in gibberish: “Mommy-bunny?”

“I’m not your damn mother.” Tiny fingers gripped my knee. Exhalations breezed along the back of my neck, made from small lungs not yet fully grown—a body unfinished, denied maturation. Their spirits roamed limbo, not new enough to reset their life cycle, but not old enough to mature. They lingered in the in-between places, the dark space between rooms inside the walls. Need consumed their spirits. Children exist in desperate need. I wept often as a child and held my arms to the air for my mother to pick me up, then I’d collapse in despair when my mother ignored me.

More voices, all tiny, inchoate, hollow and sweet with need, cried out to me. Their shadow hands reached from the darkness, defined by the dim light from the computer monitor. I knew their purpose, but I refused to accept responsibility. The voices merged into a chaotic choir, and I lost track of the count.

“It’s not my fault.” I pushed back against the rug, burning my bare legs. The huddled shadows merged into a gestalt and slithered towards me, reaching for me. Viscous oil slithered and slurped as their flesh, and the mass dripped black tar onto my hands. I shivered from their icy touch and yelped, pushing back harder and hitting the dresser.

“Mommy-Bunny?”

“My dolly.”

“We were going to the beach.”

“My stomach hurt so bad.”

“I don’t like the dark.”

They poured over me, covering my body in a cloak of despair. Contact with the shadow mass froze my flesh. Voids composed their bodies, black holes in the living world that sucked out warmth and light. Their little hands reached for comfort, for safety, for a parent’s hand to guide them, burning my flesh like the touch of arctic wind. I flailed, and the mass tightened around me, cutting off my air. My lungs burned and nearly burst. I kicked off the wall and tumbled to the door then grabbed the knob. The choir clawed at the rug, catching my bare foot. My boxers yanked down in the struggle as I pulled myself to the light.

“Daddy that you?” one of the voices said. Then they all joined in the plea: “Why did you let us die?”

“God let you die!” I yelled and crawled out the door.

The resident assistant found me huddled and naked in the smoking lounge. She called my parents, who came and picked me up. My mother would not look at me or speak to me, sighing through the car ride home and wringing her hands.

***
 

For a month, I barricaded myself in my bedroom. I didn’t go back to Drexel. I didn’t leave the house. I shut out the sun with blackout drapes and played Warcraft, leveling character after character to max.

Each night I suffered the same ceremony. First, Mister Smiles came to haunt me, to brag about its appetite and fine meals, to tell me how we’d live forever. It talked to me every night for at least a week, then he’d go silent. The next night, it bragged about a new child. Then the children came. The mass swelled with new souls, and they screamed and moaned until I’d crash into a stupor.

I sat in the window seat, opened up a pack of cigarettes stolen from my father’s cartoon, and tried to light it with my father’s Zippo. It didn’t ignite, out of fuel so I snuck out to the garage and found a bottle of lighter fluid. My parents ignored me, watching television, and I returned to my room, filled it and ignited the cig’. I took a puff then sipped from another bottle of Jack Daniels, also stolen from my parent’s liquor cabinet. They didn’t miss it. They had a service come every week to replenish their supply.

“They won’t stop coming,” I said, eyes dry when they should have dripped.

Ignore the brats, Sunshine. Turn cold. Go old. Dry your soul. You have no more need of that torn piece of cloth. We’ll live forever in the dark. Your kind deludes yourself with an afterlife. Void beyond. Jumping off the cliff. No good waiting. Death is the doctor that cures life. Death has no eyes, and the good doctor keeps your eyes in his pocket. It is kind.

“Immortality isn’t worth this,” I whispered. My mouth dried out, and I choked on parched sand in my throat.

Don’t be such a wuss.

“They won’t let me sleep.” I chugged from the Jack Daniels then sucked down the cigarette. I lit another. If I could make myself sick, bring back the cancer maybe in my lungs, I could justify the murders I’d caused.

I rubbed the burns down my body, scars made from their icy flesh, the ethereal shadow of their bodies. As lost souls in the living world, they existed as voids, leeching body warmth. Their touch burned me cold every night, and my skin hardened, turning into a carapace. I sunk beneath it, buried and lost. I felt myself slipping away, drying up and dying inside like my parents.

But I’m having so much fun. Relax and enjoy it. They’re all so tasty, well not this one. Too old for me, but nothing was close at hand. I looked around the hospital for hours. I’m close by too, just down the street. Come and say hi, boy-o.

“In a thousand years, a world of shadow children will scream in my ears, never stopping. Glaciers will grow in my flesh. I long to be warm, but you’re never going to let me go to hell.” I reached for the nearly full bottle of lighter fluid, popped the lid and aimed at the wall, the furniture and curtains. “I’d rather be ash.”

What ya doing there, boy-o? Having a little fire to warm your hands by? We going to toast marshmallows?

“Their hands rake cold. I’m ice. I’m freezing in the wind.” I flicked open the Zippo, igniting a pure fluid flame.

You’re not going to do it. You’re a child throwing a tantrum.

I closed my eyes, tossed the Zippo, then stretched my arms out and fell onto my bed. The heat wave rushed over me, and the curtains crackled as they burned. The flames spread, and warmth soothed my wounded body, heating and melting the ice patches growing under my flesh.

You can’t do this! So long have I waited. I am not life. I am unlife. I swam in the darkness before light came to burn me. Long have I waited, growing my body in man, what you call cancer. So many times. This will not be. We’re going to live forever and ever together.

The flames spread around my body, burning hearty now, a really good fire. It tickled my feet and raked up my flesh. I sighed, finally feeling warm again, immune to the chill of children’s fingers.

I choked on the smoke, and my lungs swelled. The smoke alarm keened in the hall, piercing through the house, mimicking the shrill voices of the void children. Mister Smiles screamed in my head, ordering me to flee, to save myself.

There is no heroic sacrifice. This is a fool’s crucifix. Your body will live, burned and in agony, seared flesh and charred muscle. I’ve pulled you from death. And I’ll have to listen to your moans and cries for eternity. No sir!

I ignored it, hoping the fire burned the sum of my flesh and bone to ash, to resign my nervous system, my mind and feel no more. The heat cracked the glass of my window, and the shards sprayed into the yard below. The crimson mass, bubbling and stirring, climbed through the glass shards. It compressed like a spring then fired at the bed. I crawled back, hitting the wall.

You can’t be rid of me so easy. We’re bonded. Joined at the cell. Now say AHH!

I screamed, and it leapt into my mouth, choking me. I yanked at its body, my fingers slipping off its gelatinous flesh. It pulsed in my mouth and fed down my throat.

Idiot! This must be quick. Time will start again. The debt must be paid. The malignancies will grow fast. Now go. I will not die!

My body weakened. It merged into me, starting the clock again, thawing my metabolism. Eternity vanished. Mortality reigned again. Lumps popped up in my throat. Fatigue overwhelmed me as the blood cancer flourished. It reached into my legs, forcing its will against mine. The cancer weakened me, and my lungs burned from the smoke. I nearly blacked out. Mister Smiles possessed my limbs, forced me off the bed and launched me through the wall of flame and into the hall. Then, it tossed me down the stairs and out the front door, where my parents waited for the fire department, showing little concern for their only son.

Before I passed out, I vomited Mister Smiles back into the world—to run and play and eat the children.

***
 

For a week I paced the psych ward of Saint Mary’s Hospital. I scratched at my head until my hair fell out in clumps, leaving swollen angry gouges in my scalp that got infected and oozed pus. My new master, Doctor Sullivan—a blind psychologist who wore two glass eyes of captured rain clouds—warned me that if I continued to hurt myself, he’d have to restrain me to my bed, so I fought my hands and arms, always picking and ripping, sometimes sitting on them in the day room.

At night, they shot me up with drugs so I could sleep, but I heard the children whispering through the darkness. Their silvery outlines swam in the apoptotic swamp beyond waking, a league just before death. I woke with burns down my body in the pattern of tiny hands. The doctors treated me with a cream that smelled like old people.

“You hear voices?” Doctor Sullivan asked.

“I’m hearing one now.”

“Voices of children not there?”

“Just because you can’t hear them doesn’t mean they’re not there.”

What a moron! This is hysterical. Don’t fret, boy-o. You’ll be riding the hog high when the Good Doctor Sullivan here is feeding the begonias. So get some rest. We’ve got so much to do! This one is so tasty, like cold Pizza in the morning. Got to jump off soon. She’s fading. Tonight’s the night! Then onto new pastures! We might have to move on soon, maybe get a place in Philly.

It screamed in my head, its voice amplified, and I knew it had to be close, right on top of me. Warm. Warmer. Red freaking hot! In our struggle, it had possessed my body, having grown strong and powerful on the life it had sucked down.

The doctors did a C.T. scan and M.R.I. after my parents committed me, searching for brain tumors to explain my anti-social behavior. They found no trace of the offending cells. The tumors deflated after Mister Smiles fled my body. The masses grew in minutes, nearly bringing me to my natural end—nearly ending both of us. I sensed its terror as my life force had drained, the cancer growing fast, catching up, killing me.

Providence, and the American medical system, delivered me to its hunting grounds. It had to find a new host tonight, and I’d exploit its vulnerability. I’d watched the system here, studied the burned-out and careless staff. They snuck out to a maintenance staircase in the back of the ward for a smoke and often didn’t lock the door, since they couldn’t very well sign out the keys breaking hospital policy.

Joe the Orderly did a bed check, and I waited for the flashlight to pass in the ward. I could feel Mister Smiles close, sensing its hunger. It suffered a void that could never be filled. Its mouth always watered. I’d end our agony. I told myself I’d do it for the children. I desired a noble end, going down in a self-sacrificing orgasmic blaze of glory. I could give myself that deception. It’s not that fate picked me by giving me cancer—just a mathematical anomaly, the cost of being alive—but it comforted me to think that I had a special mission, to put Mister Smiles back into the darkness. My life had brought so much death to the world, though I hadn’t meant it to do that. This was the truth of all human life, and I could forgive myself that too.

I slipped out of my room, not disturbing my psychotic bunkmate who muttered about wet hookers as he drifted to sleep. The lock on the door had snapped, and the hospital never bothered to fix it. I slipped down the hall, hiding in the shadows. I passed by the nurses’ station, down the back ward and into the stairwell. Broken hospital equipment—wheelchairs, I.V. poles, gurneys—littered the landing and piled on the steps. Joe the Orderly dropped his cig’, surprised to see me.

“Back in your room, chickenshit!”

I grabbed a snapped I.V. pole and smacked the back of his head. He dropped to his knees, rolled down the stairs and collapsed semiconscious on the basement landing. I kept the pole in case I had more trouble and climbed the stairs to the next floor.

The oncology ward shared the floor with orthopedics. I passed through a locker room and put on some dirty scrubs, hiding the fact that I was a patient. I could feel Mister Smiles now, pulsating and oozing, freezing in the open air and already suffering from the absence of its sustenance. Nurses passed me in the hall as I turned the corner to orthopedics. I needed a few things, and I hoped I could dig them up. The ward housed mostly examine rooms, places to set broken bones. It had shut for the night, and I found a cart left out in the hall. I dug around in canisters of plaster, bandages and found a bottle of an industrial resin. It would serve my purpose. I hid myself in an empty exam room and undressed. The resin’s caustic fumes made me dizzy, and when my head cleared, I dabbed the thick fluid on some cotton balls then lifted up and stuck them in my anus. The glue dried fast. I did the same for my ears and pinched my nose shut, sealing any avenues of escape. I dressed, dropped the bottle of resin in my pocket and searched the oncology ward, trying not to walk oddly, getting used to my ass being glued shut.

I searched the ward, passing the odd nurse and grabbed a clipboard off the nurses’ desk to look less conspicuous. In the time I’d prepared, it had gotten further away, and I felt the creature through the ether, following its trail to the pediatrics ward on the next floor.

In the dim halls I searched, looking behind parked carts and empty gurneys. My self-inflicted deafness threw my senses, and I flinched whenever my eye caught movement. The children not in pain slept in their beds and the night nurses and few doctors tended to them, not noticing me. I sensed Mister Smiles near, and I stepped into a private room. A little girl slept with a plush bunny she called Max. How did I know that? I could feel things about her, perhaps remotely through Mister Smiles.

It slithered on the floor, pulsing and flexing fluid inside its body to move. I nearly slipped in the slime trail it oozed on the tiled floor. Mister Smiles sensed me and tried to move faster. Its protoplasm jigged and jumped, gliding for the little girl and her bunny. I snatched it by an appendage and forced it to my lips to give it a goodnight kiss. It struggled, nearly breaking my fingers. Its body mass tensed, and I pushed a portion into my mouth then gagged on the taste of sour meat and lemony floor cleanser. The moment it touched my lips, it spoke to me:

You’re a coward, boy-o. You don’t have the guts for this. Just stop it. You’re making me laugh. Oh gods. You’re a funny funny boy. We’ll have good times together. Oh yes.

I forced it into my mouth and swallowed hard, driving the creature into my throat. I choked down a tendril, and it pulsed and flailed in my throat, gagging me. Vomit convulsed, but the mass blocked it. I shut my eyes and focused, thinking of Warcraft, of the cute girls at school and getting laid for the first time. Its mass widened my esophagus, and my body responded kindly, no longer fighting to force it out. It belonged in me, a part of me, and in one last push, I forced the mass down, swelling my throat like a balloon. It twisted and whipped, throwing me to the floor, and I opened the glue, tilted my head and poured the thick fluid into my mouth, drizzling it on my lips then shutting my mouth into a fat pucker. The glue dried, and my mouth locked into place.

I’ll swallow them all whole. I’ll suck and slurp and chew. You’ll live forever!

I spoke in my throat: “I just wanted to get laid.”

The tumors popped up like mushrooms, swelling in my body even faster now. The clock started to tick. The frozen sun broke free its chains and spun around my world. I weakened, and so did Mister Smiles, our life draining. Its spirit dimmed, and it no longer struggled. My left hip snapped when the cancer grew into the bone, and the pain brought me to weep. It would be over soon. I shut my eyes to slumber. I longed for peaceful sleep.
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LEUKEMIA IS FOOKIN’ STOOPID
 

‘Anna DeVine
 

‘Anna DeVine is an acquisition editor for Perpetual Motion Machine Publishing and even writes the occasional poem or story. She has much love for the literary arts, but has only animosity for cancer.

 

Cancer vs. Poetry 

Hmm . . . spinal tap at ten 

On one hand I can count to five 

The other (!) five again 
 

Look! My creativity 

Has only naught to say 

This finds me more uninteresting 

Than I was yesterday 
 

Since chemo’s lost a lot of pounds 

I’d never hoped to lose 

My Poetry’s now sick insight 

Through random thoughts I choose 
 

Please note I am emotional 

Thus focused well on me 

As why my own psychosis 

Mocks the who I used to be 
 

See; lacking life’s reality 

Means I just can’t decide 

If tears are falling painfully 

So crying’s justified 
 

Look! I’m ‘bout to say some stuff 

No, here’s where will reveal 

These thoughts about leukemia 

Are how I truly feel 
 

Fookin’ dumb ass cancer 

I hate yer stoopid name! 

No sooner do I mention

Fookin’ dumb ass cancer 

I hate yer stoopid name! 

No sooner do I mention you 

Reactions are the same 
 

First the look of horror 

And then the ‘sorry’ face 

Pity’s really empathy 

That’s faltered far from grace 
 

Apart from my anxiety 

With certainty I know 

That lonely nights and cancer cells 

Make way for me to grow 
 

A hostile, pissed off, candy-ass 

Aye, might be me today 

But ask me in a few or two 

Who knows what I will say 
 

Well that was sort of ugly 

But I ate my ‘sugar-coat’ 

Oh! I forgot to mention 

In this rant I think I wrote 
 

Doc said: ‘Pollyanna, 

I’ve got just what you need 

No, not the cure for cancer 

Instead I offer weed’ 
 

1:54 AMTHC, cannabis 

Ganja in a pill 

Pot prescribed to remedy 

What cancer’s yet to kill 
 

Meh, seasoning adds flavoring 

To any tired treat 

But being stoned helps me to see 

Food’s not so bad to eat 
 

Ding, fries are done 

See yer

~Pollyester
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He hopes this anthology punches cancer right in the balls.

 

It was Thursday, a payday. 6:30 came and went. Betty and the kids ate dinner alone. Neither of the boys asked her where their father was. Even though it was never discussed, they knew well enough. After dinner Betty allowed the boys to watch an hour of television, then gave them a bath and tucked them in to their beds. She gave each one of them a soft kiss on the cheek.

She waited on the couch twenty minutes to make sure neither of them were going to get out of bed, then she calmly walked into the bedroom and shut the door. It was raining outside. She could hear it from her bed. Lightning flashed through the window like a dying light bulb flickering for dear life.

Laying in bed, Betty imagined John driving home from the bar and sliding off the road. Maybe smashing into a tree. She wanted the thought to excite her, to make her happy, but it just made her cry. The fact that she wanted to want him to be dead and couldn’t was more depressing than anything, really.

She wondered when he would be home. Probably not until way past midnight. She would be alone for a few hours still. Plenty of time to make love to her knife.

The knife in question was a small little razorblade she kept concealed underneath their mattress. She started keeping it there after the night John had come home and thrown a DVD player at her. She knew then there might come a time where he would go too far and she would have to defend herself. So she got the razorblade, and she kept it close to her at night. Only she never used it on him; the thought never even seriously crossed her mind. It was just an excuse to have something sharp in her hands when she was alone; like nights like these, where she could pull it out from the mattress and feel its cold steel caress her flesh.

In the beginning, it was just the dull side, but like most things bad for you, it had quickly progressed to the other side; the side that wasn’t afraid to act. She still didn’t know why she did this. Maybe it was a way to numb the inevitable pain and trauma her husband would issue later on. She didn’t know. It really wasn’t something she gave a lot of thought to.

The pain helped avoid thinking.

It always amazed her how calming the cutting actually made her. Some people smoked; Betty bled.

She liked to watch the blood drip down her leg. It was always her legs that she cut; her inner thighs, to be exact. She’d cover her bed with towels first, so she didn’t stain the mattress or anything, and then just sit there and destroy her flesh like she was slicing a stick of butter.

There was a deep sadness in her, and the razorblade helped wash it away.

As if she were a cancer patient, and this was her chemotherapy.

The rain became progressively louder and Betty didn’t hear her husband pull into the garage. She had no idea he was home at all until the bedroom door swung open and he came stumbling in.

He took one look at her naked body sitting on the bed, one hand holding a razorblade, the other hand rubbing streaks of blood against her skin, and grimaced.

“What in the fuck are you doing?” he demanded.

She threw a pile of bloody towels over her legs and tried to hide the razorblade in her hands. “Nothing,” she said, eyes wide and pleading. “Nothing, I’m not doing anything.”

He came toward her and pushed the towels off her lap, exposing her wounds. “Why the fuck are you bleeding? Were you . . . were you cutting yourself?”

She began crying. She couldn’t help it. “Please,” she said.

“Please what?” John shouted. “I come home from a long day and I find you doing this kind of stupid shit? Please what?” He reeked of whiskey. She could practically taste it. It made her feel sick.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

He introduced his fist to her face and the back of her head slammed against the headboard. She was already expecting it; the pain was dull and repetitious. Unless the sensual thrill that the razorblade gave her.

“I didn’t ask you if you wanted to talk about it. I asked you what the fuck you were doing and why. I’m not taking your dumb ass to the hospital again, if that’s what you think. They are already suspicious as it is.”

Betty tried to stop herself, but it was useless; she started laughing. “Oh, and what do you think they suspect, John? That you’re a piece of shit husband who beats his wife? Nah, I don’t see that at all.”

She knew the next few minutes would be brutal and unforgiving, and she was not wrong. Afterward, she started down at her left wrist. The bone was shattered. Destroyed. She was on the floor and he was standing above her, panting like a dog after the kill.

“You bitch,” he said. “I love you.”

Bleeding and crying, Betty stared up at him and thought about everything she wanted to say to him. About how, when she married him, he was a decent man. A lovable man. A man who she was proud to call hers; who she wanted to grow old and raise children with. How he ruined it all with the drink. Thrown everything away, every single chance of happiness, in exchange for some booze.

She wanted to tell him how pathetic he was and how much he was ruining their family’s lives.

Instead, all she said was, “I . . . I love you too.”

Because it was the truth: she did love him, despite all his flaws. Despite the sickness he rotted from every payday.

John sighed. He lifted her up and placed her on the bed, then laid down next to her.

She told herself he couldn’t help it. It was beyond his control. The addiction was too strong to expect him to stop by himself. It would only get worse if she were to leave him. How could she even think about abandoning him? How selfish could she be? Her husband was ill; the man she had married and vow to live the rest of her life with was suffering from a disease and she wanted to solve it by leaving him in the dust? How pathetic. How truly awful.

She kissed him on the lips, and he kissed her back.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Don’t cut yourself anymore,” he said. “It’s not good for you.”

Neither is the drink, she wanted to say, but bit her lip. She bit it hard enough to draw blood. It felt warm and comforting.

Her wrist was on fire.

So was her skull.

He fell asleep next to her, snoring loudly. His whiskey smell kept her wide awake. She stared at the bedroom window, counting the raindrops splatter against the glass. Her good hand felt around the sheets until it found the razorblade, and very discreetly she squeezed. The inside of her palm became hot and wet and erotic.

Even when she finally fell asleep, her fist did not loosen.

She knew in the morning she would regret it, but right now it did not matter. It was simply beyond her control. Like her husband, she suffered from a disease that could not be cured alone. There was no answer. No magic medicine that would make it all go away. Life just wasn’t that simple.

For now, this was a good enough solution as any.
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“Sonny!”

Malcolm Brown glanced through the window over the kitchen sink as he waited for his two slices of Wonder Bread to pop up warm and crispy from the 12-year-old toaster. He knew exactly how old the toaster was as he had bought it for his grandmother for Christmas, the year after his grandfather had died.

Emma Brown stood in the backyard near her mutt’s doghouse.

Half-beagle and half who knows what, he thought. He couldn’t remember the dog’s name. It was Malcolm’s first visit to Kansas in over a year. He felt some guilt about not being able to visit her more often, but life got funny that way sometimes.

“Sonny,” his grandmother called again, her voice muffled by the bay window.

“My name’s not Sonny,” he said beneath his breath. His tone was not bitter, just resigned. Malcolm’s toast popped up, perfectly brown, proving he had made an excellent choice in toasters those many years ago. With knife and butter close at hand, he had to act fast. What good was toast when the butter wouldn’t melt into the bread?

“Sonny, Mr. Bojangles is gone!”

He sighed, buttering his toast. No wonder I can’t remember the stupid dog’s name. Why couldn’t she have named him Spot or Rover?

“Sonny, please. Something’s not right. He’s never been gone like this.”

Malcolm glanced at the remaining slice of toast (which he had still not buttered) and made a difficult decision. He left the second slice on the counter and walked toward the back door of the kitchen.

Maybe Mr. Bojangles will eat it after we find him off chasing cars or mailmen. He munched on the buttered toast as he crossed the covered porch, stepping out onto the lush green yard. The lawn was manicured to perfection. Guess it helps to have a handsome next door neighbor, Malcolm mused. Even if the old geezer in the house next door was approaching seventy, the man still managed to take care of his own yard as well as that of Malcolm’s grandmother.

“What is it, Grandma?”

“I told you already, Sonny; Mr. Bojangles is missing.”

Malcolm followed her pointing finger to the Snoopy-style dog house, which currently housed no dog. There was, however, a large pool of what appeared to be oil.

“Yep,” he said and found nothing more to say about it.

“Don’t you find it odd?” his grandmother asked.

Malcolm studied the scene. “Well, I wouldn’t hang around either, with all that gunk covering the floor of my dog house. What the hell is it?”

“Watch your language, young man,” she admonished. “You’re not too old to have your mouth washed out with soap.”

The image made him chuckle.

“You find this funny?” she asked, placing hands on broad hips.

“No, Grandma,” he replied. “But what is all that black stuff? It looks like oil. Hey, maybe Mr. Bojangles was digging for a bone and struck black gold. Maybe you’re rich. You can pack up and move to California.”

“Sure,” she replied. “And maybe I’m the Queen of England, too.”

He shrugged, bending down to examine the gunky liquid closer. He paused when he noticed the dog chain, collar still attached, laying in the center of the puddle. The bright red collar was still clasped shut. And partially submerged in the sludge were what looked like a set of doggie I. D. tags.

“Did you have Mr. Bojangles tied up?”

“Of course,” his grandmother snipped. “Do I look like a doddering old fool? I make sure he’s chained up every night. Otherwise he’d be chasing every female dog in town.”

“But his collar is still clasped,” Malcolm said. “Maybe he slipped out of it somehow. But it’s funny that with all of this gunk you don’t see any paw prints in the grass.”

“What are you talking about, Malcolm? You don’t . . . you don’t think someone stole him, do you?”

Malcolm bit his lip. It was a logical conclusion, but he didn’t dare say it out loud. At least not yet. And someone wanting a dog as old and feeble as Mr. Bojangles didn’t make any sense either. He reached out to pick up the dog collar, but jerked his hand back rather quickly.

There were teeth laying in the muck.

A moment later he slowly he reached out again, but this time something different caused him rear back. The lushness of the lawn did nothing to protect his tailbone as he sat down hard.

“What is it, Sonny?”

Malcolm didn’t answer as he slowly picked himself up off the ground. He chewed on the inside of his cheek for a moment, then leaned forward again. He reached out, quickly retracting his hand when a tendril of the oily substance seemed to rise a couple of inches out of the ooze.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered. His grandmother didn’t reprimand him this time; she’d seen the whole thing.

The oily substance filled the interior of the dog house, oozing out in a small pool around the perimeter.

Malcolm stood, extending the tip of his shoe toward the pool.

When his foot came within about an inch of the substance, a blob bulged out toward him, as if reaching for him. It receded when he pulled back, disappearing back into the body of the pool

“Good morning, Emma.”

The booming voice nearly caused Malcolm to fall forward into the gunky mess. He turned, willing his heart back into normal rhythm. It was Harold Haversham, his grandmother’s next door neighbor.

“Oh, hello, Harold,” Emma said sweetly.

Harold stepped forward, one hand resting on his cane. Malcolm knew the man really didn’t need it. Probably just gets him more attention from the ladies.

The old man nodded at Malcolm, opening his mouth to respond, then followed Emma’s gaze down toward the dog house.

“What in heaven’s name happened here? Looks like someone parked my old Packard V-8 in your yard. That son-of-a-gun leaked oil like Pabst Blue Ribbon beer through a sieve. Or, maybe more appropriately these days, my bladder. Please forgive my forward language, Emma.”

“Pshaw,” she said. “Not like I don’t know a thing or two about growing old, Harold.”

“I don’t think this stuff is oil,” Malcolm replied absently, his voice nearly a whisper. “It almost seems . . . ”

He didn’t finish the sentence. It sounded crazy enough in his head; he wasn’t sure what it would sound like if he spoke the words aloud.

Harold continued as if Malcolm had not even spoken. “And just look at your lawn, Emma. We’re going to have to patch that up with sod at some point.” His voice grew irritated, as if he were upset that this could happen to a lawn he’d so carefully tended. “I’m not sure we will ever be able to get a precise match in grin and color.”

“It’s not oil,” Malcolm repeated. “I’m not sure what it is, but it’s definitely not oil.”

“Sure it is, boy,” the old man insisted. “What else could it be?”

His grandmother spoke up and said the words that Malcolm had been afraid to utter: “It moved, Harold. Almost as if it were . . . alive. I think it ate Mr. Bojangles . . . ”

Harold laughed. “Very funny, Emma. Is this your idea of a joke, or did your grandson put you up to it?” The old man stepped forward and, before Malcolm could stop him, poked at the substance with the rubber tip of his cane.

Malcolm jumped back, reaching for his grandmother, but nothing happened.

Haversham poked at the substance a couple more times, then lifted his cane, the slimy substance dripping back into the pool. Malcolm found it interesting that not a single drop clung to the rubber. No one else seemed to notice.

“It even smells like oil,” the old man said, leaning forward for a closer look.

Malcolm shook his head. “No, it’s different. It reminds me of decaying foliage in some old swamp . . . ”

“Nonsense,” the old man said, wincing as he knelt down toward the oily pool, which now seemed to glow as it reflected the morning sun. Malcolm reached down, grabbing Haversham’s shoulder. The old man looked up with irritation, pulling away. He then reached down to pinch a drop of the substance between his fingers.

“Feels like oil,” he said, then his whole body tensed.

He didn’t scream at first.

Tendrils from the pool snaked out, wrapping around his hand, pulling him forward. He landed face first in the pool, somehow managing to roll over onto his back as he tried to stand. That’s when the screaming began. It was so high-pitched and intense that it seemed there was no possible way it could have come from a 70-year-old man.

Malcolm’s grandmother stepped forward, only stopping when her grandson grabbed her arms, pulling her back. Emma’s hands rose to her face as Harold Haversham’s screaming intensified.

The glistening tendrils curled around the old man’s body as though tenderly caressing a lover. The substance then simply seemed to penetrate and soak into the man’s skin. Flesh blackened, then melted. Malcolm could think of no other way to describe it. He couldn’t take his eyes off the old man’s face.

Haversham’s features melted like a plastic doll thrown into a fire. His nose lost its form, dripping down around already misshapen lips. A moment later, his eye balls fell from their sockets, hanging like strange, diseased fruit.

Malcolm felt a twinge of relief (and perhaps a little guilt) when the screaming stopped.

A moment later, there was nothing left of his grandmother’s neighbor except his clothes, wallet and cane. His flesh had been absorbed by the sludge, the pool expanding on all sides by several inches.

Malcolm’s grandmother fainted, sinking to the grass. He moved quickly to her side and carried her into the house, far away from the terrifying pool of what was definitely not oil. Or anything else Malcolm had ever seen.

***
 

The town of Rockbridge, Kansas, was a small town; Main Street just three blocks long, many of the storefronts having remained vacant for years. The police department consisted of a full-time sheriff and one part-time deputy.

There was no newspaper in Rockbridge, but the town didn’t need one. News traveled so fast that any news published in a local paper would have been stale by the time it was printed.

Within thirty minutes, Emma Brown’s backyard was crowded with folk, including Sheriff Burt Hawson and his deputy (and nephew), 19-year-old Lennie Flemm.

Malcolm stood examining the brackish pool of muck along with Burt, Lennie and Mayor Jonas P. Gunderson. The mayor was wobbly on his feet even at 10:15 in the morning, but that was nothing new. His drinking was the only thing that kept the lone bar in Rockbridge open for business. The man had been mayor for nearly a quarter-of-a-century. Of course, there hadn’t been an election in Rockbridge in nearly that long.

“It’s growing,” Malcolm said to no one in particular.

“What?” the mayor asked.

“He said that it’s growing,” Lennie said, his police uniform wrinkled and stained beneath the armpits.

“Growing?” the mayor sputtered. “It’s just a puddle of oil. How can oil grow?”

“It already ate a dog . . . and Harold Haversham,” Malcolm replied.

“Ate?” the mayor asked, caressing the flask in his pocket.

“Yes, it ate the dog and Harold Haversham.”

“Poppycock,” the mayor replied, pulling the flask from his pocket and unscrewing the top. “Burt, go get Harold from next door and bring him over.”

The sheriff cleared his throat. “He’s not home, Jonas. I already sent Lennie over to check.”

“Hogwash. Lennie couldn’t find Kansas even he was staring at a map of Kansas,” the mayor grumbled.

Lennie didn’t feel insulted in the slightest.

“It’s growing,” Malcolm insisted. “It grew in size when it . . . er . . . absorbed Mr. Haversham, but I think it’s still growing, though much more slowly. I think maybe it’s nibbling away at the grass.”

“Like boll weevils?” Lennie asked. He was a little more efficient when it came to things like farm life and country living than he was with map reading.

“I don’t think boll weevils eat grass,” the sheriff replied. “I think they prefer cotton. Perhaps crickets or grasshoppers eat grass.”

“We’re getting off the subject,” Malcolm said, the irritation beginning to sound in his voice. “It’s the gunk. I think it’s eating the lawn because grass is a living organism and it’s the only thing it can feed on at the moment. Until some doddering old fool like Mr. Haversham comes along.”

“Poppycock,” the mayor said as if that settled it.

You have to admit, it does look like oil,” Lennie said after a moment of silence. He felt ignored. “What does it feel like?”

Malcolm rolled his eyes. “Why don’t you go ask Harold Haversham, Lennie?”

“I thought you said he was dead?”

Malcolm bit his lip.

“Don’t worry, Lennie,” the sheriff said. “Malcolm here only thinks he’s dead. Ain’t that a hoot? He’s probably shopping over in McKinney or Lansdale.”

“He ain’t . . . er . . . isn’t shopping anywhere,” Malcolm insisted, the frustration growing in his voice. “He’s dead. Dead as a doornail. Dead as a dodo bird. As dead as the brain cells in Lennie’s head. Don’t you see his clothes and stuff?”

The sheriff shrugged. “Could be part of a yarn that just might get you thrown in jail tonight, boy. Well, that’s if we had a real jail.”

“Poppycock,” the mayor said, his words slurring as he took another swig from his flask.

“Does it burn?” the sheriff asked.

The other three men looked at each other with blank faces. He repeated himself. “The stuff that you don’t think is oil—does it burn?”

“How should I know?” Malcolm replied. “We only noticed the thing an hour ago, and I’m not about to go experimenting with it. That’s why we called you.”

“We should find out,” the sheriff said. “Anyone have a match?”

“I have a lighter,” a woman standing behind them offered. Malcolm recognized Lottie Scruggs from the town diner; a chain-smoker, three packs a day. Of course the woman would have a lighter. Likely three or four, Malcolm mused. It was also the reason he never ate at Lottie’s place. She had a cigarette hanging from her mouth even when she cooked.

Lottie reached into her battered handbag, pulled out a well-used Zippo lighter and handed it to the sheriff.

“Is this a good idea?” Malcolm asked. He didn’t believe the stuff was oil, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t react like oil.

“What’s the worst that could happen?” the sheriff asked.

“How about an out-of-control blaze in a town with a 40-year-old fire truck? Not to mention a mayor whose breath would likely catch fire if he was near an open flame. He’d be spraying fire like a dragon.”

“Dragons aren’t real,” Mayor Gunderson said with a pronounced hiccup.

The sheriff looked at Gunderson and shook his head. “Could happen,” he muttered, referring to the possibility of flame spouting from the man’s mouth. “Maybe it’s time we went back to having elections in this town anyway.” He flicked the lighter, watching the flame jump to life before throwing it into the sludge.

When the lighter hit, the gunk momentarily seemed to recoil, then the flame sputtered and died as Lottie’s lighter sank into the black muck.

“Well, that answers that,” the sheriff said. “I guess it ain’t oil after all.”

“Hey,” Lottie screeched. “That lighter used to belong to my husband before he passed away from lung cancer. It was an antique. I oughta sue.”

Everyone ignored her. The U-Gas-Em at the edge of town had half a dozen identical lighters displayed on their front counter. Before anyone could stop her, she reached forward to retrieve her lighter. The sheriff succeeded in grabbing her, but then lost his own balance and fell forward toward the gunky pool. He managed to extend his arms, his hands hitting the murky liquid first. Somehow he managed to keep his body from tumbling in.

Malcolm and Lennie both reached out to help him stand. He was able to do so, cursing as he stepped away from the pool. Then he screamed as his hands began to blacken and melt.

He fell forward again, unable to stop himself this time. Malcolm had seen this grisly display before, but the rest of the crowd stood horrified as the body melted into the sludge. The pool spread again, the crowd quickly stepping back.

“I’ll be a mummy’s uncle,” Lennie whispered, as he touched the brim of his battered police hat.

“A monkey’s uncle,” Malcolm said without thinking.

Before Lennie could comment, Malcolm began motioning the crowd to step away from the mire.

“If you got any of that yellow crime tape in your car, Lennie, now would be the time to use it. This town’s population is small enough as is . . . ”

The oily pool (which was definitely not oil) was now the size of the gazebo in the town park. In the middle of the miniature lake was Mr. Bojangles’ dog house, sitting there in the late morning sun as though floating.

***
 

Less than two weeks later, the gunk covered almost every square inch of Emma Brown’s yard, though it curiously had yet to spread into any of the neighboring properties.

Malcolm, his grandmother and a dozen other “officials” stood in Mr. Haversham’s backyard surveying the situation from a distance.

Mayor Gunderson, his flask hidden in his wrinkled suit jacket, listened as a one-star general from Fort Riley and his aide, a young captain, discussed the situation. The aide was jittery, insisting that action needed to be taken immediately. The general lit his pipe, listening patiently until the captain ran out of breath. The captain reminded Malcolm a little of Sheriff Hawson. It was almost as if a clone had appeared to take the sheriff’s place.

The image of a scene from Invasion of the Body Snatchers flashed through Malcolm’s head. He attempted to push it to the back of his mind, but without much success.

The general graciously accepted a fresh apple turnover from Emma, tucking his extinguished pipe into his jacket. “You folks still occupying the residence?”

“Yes,” Malcolm said. “As you can see, the . . . the stuff hasn’t spread beyond the boundaries of the garden. I think that’s partially because there’s nothing to feed on . . . ”

“Partially?”

“Yes, sir. Only chain link fence separates most of the adjoining yards, but my grandmother’s lawn is the only one that has been infected.”

The general nodded. “I’ve heard your opinion on this thing’s feeding habits, son. Live organisms, eh?”

Malcolm nodded. “Yes, sir; I’ve seen it, and so have several of the other town folk.”

“Well, I appreciate your insight, son, but you now need to let us do our job and not complicate things. And no more gossip about what this stuff is or isn’t. I must also insist that you and your grandmother leave the house and find somewhere else to stay until this thing is resolved.”

“Leave my house?” Emma sputtered.

“Yes, ma’am. The sooner the better.”

“I’ll have you know I’ve lived here since I got married some forty years ago, young man,” she said to the general who wasn’t much younger than she was. “I’m not leaving this house until they carry my cold, dead body out the front door!”

The general scowled. “We’ll see about that, Mrs. Brown. In the meantime, our lab at Fort Riley will run some tests to see if we can determine what we’re up against. But I don’t want to hear any more rumors about flesh-eating aliens.”

Malcolm’s eyes narrowed. “Who said anything about aliens, general?” The vision of pod people zipped back to the active part of his brain.

“Just an expression, son. I just don’t want any rumors running rampant.”

A second later, a bushy-tailed squirrel skittered along the top rail of the fence. Startled to find people so close to his usual trail, he leaped into Emma Brown’s backyard. The small body was absorbed by the greedy gunk in a matter of seconds.

“Well, I’ll be danged,” the captain whispered. “It really did eat the thing.”

“Pish-posh,” the general said with a wave of his hand. “The critter simply sank into the substance.”

“But, sir,” the captain insisted. “That liquid can’t be more than an inch deep at any point in the yard.”

The general ignored him and turned to the mayor. “Mayor Grundy?”

“Gunderson,” the mayor slurred.

“Right . . . I think we need to evacuate the town. Think you can get things started? I’ll call for some troops and buses from Fort Riley to help. We can probably accommodate them on base. We should run some tests on everyone anyhow. Just to make sure there’s no . . . contamination.”

Malcolm spoke before the mayor could utter a word. “That’s going to be tough to do, general. The folks here in Rockbridge are a lot like my grandmother. They won’t leave their homes peacefully. Besides, the substance hasn’t moved beyond the yard.”

The general scowled. “First of all, the town folk don’t have much say in this. I plan on calling the governor and having him declare martial law. Second, just because this goop seems contained for the moment doesn’t mean it won’t start spreading like wildfire without warning. We can’t take that chance. You could put the whole state, hell, the whole country in danger.”

“We can always go to Plan B, sir,” the captain said softly.

“We are not going to Plan B, captain.”

“I mean, well, we should be prepared. Just in case . . . ”

“What is it with you and Plan B?” the general asked. “We had a simple influenza outbreak in Manhattan, and Plan B was your very first suggestion.”

“I’m just saying . . . ”

“Captain! We are not going to drop a nuke in the middle of Kansas!” His voice was much louder than he’d intended and the small crowd went very quiet. The general wiped sweat from his forehead and cleared his voice. “No need for alarm, folks. Everyone here is perfectly safe. You just need to follow orders and do what you’re told.”

Malcolm’s grandmother, who’d remained quiet for most of the conversation, tugged at her grandson’s sleeve. “That stuff . . . it hasn’t gone near the tool-shed, Sonny. Why do you suppose that is?”

Malcolm couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed before. The general and captain were still arguing about Plan B, not even listening.

“What’s in the shed, grandma?”

“The usual stuff,” she replied. “Shovels, rakes, fertilizer; the birdhouses that your grandfather use to make that scared all the birds away. Not much else, I guess. It’s been awhile since I’ve been in there.”

“I need to get into that shed,” he whispered with a quick glance at the two military men. “And I need to do it before the government puts us into quarantine or lines us up in front of a firing squad.”

He stepped away from the crowd and wasn’t even noticed as he sneaked along the side of Mr. Haversham’s house toward the back corner of the yard. Luckily, his grandmother’s tool shed was in the rear corner, close to the fence separating the two properties.

Climbing the fence, he glanced around. Sure enough, the slime had advanced to about a foot from the shed on all sides, then stopped.

Can I make that? He didn’t think so. But if he could jump onto the roof of the shed, then he could probably lower himself down safely.

Unfortunately, the gung-ho captain chose that moment to glance around from the exchange with his superior, spluttering commands as he spotted Malcolm. Malcolm lost his balance, falling toward his grandmother’s yard. The thought of being devoured by the stuff was enough to send an unconscious spasm to his legs, which kicked off from the fence seemingly of their own volition.

He hit the roof, clawing for something to hang on to as he began to slide down.

The roof gave way beneath him, collapsing into the shed interior. A pile of sheep fertilizer helped break his fall.

He took a deep breath and glanced around. The contents of the shed were pretty much as his grandmother had described: lawn implements of assorted shapes and sizes hung neatly from hooks on the wall, dusty jars of nuts, bolts and screws, several bags of unopened fertilizer.

Still unsteady, he slid off the pile of sheep poop and stood up. He slowly opened the door to the shed, sighing in relief that the gunk had remained where it was.

“What the hell are you doing, son?” the general shouted. “I’ll have you court-martialed for this!”

“I ain’t in the military, general!”

“Are you okay, Sonny?” his grandmother shouted.

“My name’s not Sonny,” he mumbled, but then smiled. “I’m fine, Grandma,” he called back as the general continued to bellow orders. The military man even mixed in a few four-letter words until Emma Brown kicked him in the shin.

Malcolm turned back to the shed’s interior. “It has to be the fertilizer,” he mumbled.

Finding a small garden spade, he punched a hole in one of the bags, pellets spilling out across the floor.

He grabbed a handful of the fertilizer, walked back to the door and tossed the manure onto the oily slime.

Nothing happened.

Some of the fertilizer simply sunk into the ooze, while a few other particles simply floated on top of the liquid.

He’d been so sure . . .

He looked around the tool shed once again. There had to be something in here that the sludge didn’t like. He began hurling items through the door in sheer frustration, hoping that something would have more effect than to simply sink into the gunk.

Malcolm finally stopped and stood in the doorway, panting as the small crowd stared at him as if he were a lunatic. Half of the shed’s contents was heaped outside, sitting in the midst of the slime like a work of abstract art.

He leaned against the door, then spotted a single box at the back of one of the wooden shelves. An old box of rat poison, complete with skull and crossbones. He picked it up.

Hadn’t someone discovered stuff like mold had an antibacterial action? Wasn’t cancer treated with chemotherapy which was basically poisonous to the human body?

He had nothing to lose.

A moment later the tossed half of the contents out into the sludge. The result was instantaneous. The slime tried to withdraw from the granules of rat poison, but was only partially successful. Several inches of the ooze simply disintegrated, rising like dust into the air.

Malcolm grinned, carefully stepping from the shed as he scattered the remaining rat poison with similar success.

He glanced up at the crowd.

“Get me every drop of rat poison you can find,” he yelled and held up the empty box in triumph.

***
 

General Maxwell Taylor sat in a small sealed-off lab located at Fort Riley, Kansas. He turned to the tech specialist, who was dressed in a neatly-pressed white lab coat.

“Be careful with that stuff, son,” he said as the tech placed the sealed vial into a Styrofoam container. “That stuff is going to give me another star . . . hell, maybe two.”

“Goddamn,” the general whispered. “We can knock out half the Middle East with this stuff and they’ll never know what hit ‘em.”

***
 

Malcolm Brown sat at his grandmother’s Formica kitchen table and nibbled on freshly-baked chocolate chip cookies, sipping from a tall glass of cold milk.

He glanced out the huge bay window and smiled at his grandmother’s backyard, greener than it had ever been.

He took another sip of milk, debating whether he wanted to return to Florida or not. He missed the warm weather and the beach. Winter was quickly approaching. On the other hand, Rockbridge had decided it was time to reinstate town elections . . .

“Mayor Malcolm Brown,” he whispered to himself. “Sort of has a nice ring to it.”

He finished off the still-warm cookie and gazed out into the yard.

“Looks like it’s time to get out the old lawn mower,” he said. He pulled on an old Phillips 66 baseball cap he’d found in the hall closet and walked outside.

The grass was lush and soft beneath his feet.

As he neared the tool shed (with recently repaired roof) he hardly noticed the lawn was much softer in one small area.

Beneath the surface pooled a small pocket of oily sludge.

Waiting . . .

Waiting . . .
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It’s dripping from my lips, like wine. It crunches between my teeth, at once smooth and rocky, like chunky peanut butter. Sometimes it’s old, rotten, or diseased, and smells like cheese. Today it’s got a warmer, more metallic, raw smell. This is the only time I am happy. Happy, damn it, happy . . . happy eating human brains.

I actually don’t remember what happy means—or damn, for that matter. Words play through my head without order, memories, or sentences. My lips, peeled so far back from my gums, cannot form the sounds to speak those words, but I hear much better now; my head pounds, throbs with the tiniest click or hiss. My throat aches unless I fill it; otherwise I just groan, my emotions waxing and waning with the hormones from my infected endocrine system. Sometimes I’m trying to talk—to say those basic things upon which all human economy is founded, like “this is mine,” “I want,” “I am hungry,” and “I want yours—how do I get it with minimal cost to myself?” Sometimes I’m just expressing my pain.

Everything is falling apart. I don’t know why. My muscles burn, my bones stiffen—a few have snapped, either from “interactions” with my still-living dinner, or from simple wear-and-tear. I don’t care. I have a hunger, an unbearable power, an endurance that surpasses every injury or obstacle. I fly like a tiger across vast spaces; I cover the wall, or a chain link fence, like a spider. But always in pain. I could use a massage.

This particular meal—fingers still twitching, fresh and rich—didn’t require much perseverance. But I am not grateful. I am hungry. In pain. Irritable. My broken finger won’t dig into this—stupid—stupid—skull—stupid finger—stupid technical difficulties—

Why does my computer always freeze up just when I need it? Why won’t my car start? Stupid inconveniences, stupid wife, stupid dangling finger! Bend, finger, bend! Work, you worthless piece of junk—why won’t the IT department respond to my help ticket?

I’ve had it.

My teeth rip off my broken finger. It shrieks, crashing, radiating pain up my entire arm.

Why did I do that?

Your temper, your stupid temper. I am not grateful. I can’t help it. This is me, this is how I am—I’m an addict, it’s who I am, born this way, not a choice—

Brains. It’s okay—there are brains. I sigh, relaxing as the taste comforts me and the texture soothes my throat. That finger doesn’t get in the way anymore as I dig—

Dammit. Dammit, my finger’s bleeding into my dinner. That’s disgusting. It reeks. Now I can’t eat it.

The arm’s still good though. Tendons string apart like spaghetti, salty and iron-rich, sweet—a little sweet.

I hate this so much. But it feels so good for just this tiny bit of time. I need it—need it—need, beg, yes, eat, rage, yes, chew, tear, yes, groan, yes, yes, YES!

Finished. I’m off my climax, sighing, out of breath and full. Just for a bit. I close my eyes . . .

Oh I hate myself. Something in me aches for something, as if once upon a time I was made for more—for food that brings health, for friends who don’t moan and reinforce my bad habits all the time, for desires that don’t leave me feeling sick and selfish. For purity, beauty, philosophy, art, science, God . . .

Heh. Funny words in my head. Words describing things I don’t believe I’ve ever known. God is dead, like me. It’s funny. It’s funny how I don’t care.

It’s normal, this every day mealtime cycle: hunger, hunting, feasting, climax, empty peace, longing glimmers, and apathy. The inside ache passes, as it always does; I feed my flesh, and my spirit squeals—

Ha. I feed on flesh. Lol. Spirit. Ssssspiiiirit . . .

Doesn’t really sound like a word anymore.

Whatever.

Hungry again, dammit.

The sides of my head pound—a footstep!

The center of my head pounds—a smell! Salty, sweet brains. Alive.

My head snaps back and forth like a hammerhead shark’s as I open my mouth, smelling the air with my tongue like a snake. I can’t see him yet, but he’s infuriating me already. I begin to bounce up and down like a parakeet, rasping. He’s destroying my head with his blasting footprints, his sharp breaths like fingernails across a chalkboard. I clench my teeth in agony—I want to rip his throat out. My entire body tingles. What a tease, smelling that way—he knows what I want, the little skank! He’s reeking just to tease me with his delicious body, his hot, steamy brains—

I see my tormentor. Shotgun down in one hand, chainsaw looped over his back, creeping in a low, slow crouch as he looks around him—does he really think he’s being quiet? No, he’s just torturing me. Each slow step boxes me in the head; the slower he moves, the more faint and wispy the tantalizing, gut-wrenching, spasm-inducing smell. Just a few more feet—

“Ah, there you are.” He turns. His eyes meet mine. He steadies his stance, lowering the shotgun and raising a pistol. His eyebrows knit. The side of his mouth rises. I see sweat beading on his forehead. He waits.

I wait. My belly presses to the ground, limbs coiled like springs.

His finger slips to the trigger. Stupid.

I charge—not at him, but to the side, so he misses! I leap off the alley wall towards him. Angles—angles catch brains.

He rolls to the side as I hit the concrete. He slips in the broken glass as he scrambles to his feet, fumbling with that pistol. Too stupid to just use his shotgun. I snatch at him, screaming.

He makes it to his feet and runs.

I’m slower, but he’ll tire out.

He makes it about thirty meters ahead of me. He whirls, plants himself, does something to his gun. I’ll be there soon. Dragging my broken leg, lunging forward, my hands swimming through the air—almost—

“If there’s anything in you—any longing to be more—this will work,” he mutters. “You made for somethin’ more? Just need a little cerebral cortex, just a little.”

His lips curve up as his brows raise. A happy face. Why? What kind of face—why doesn’t he struggle—dance for me, dance, you piece of meat—

He fires.

Ha! His shot hits my arm. I don’t feel it at all—I scream and lunge, and my fingers snatch his wrist. Hungry, hunt, feast, climax! Hungry and—

Longing. My muscles give out before my teeth can touch his skin. I want to be. My fingers close around his sneaker as my body bounces like a sack of potatoes on the cement. I want to be like him. Made for something more. My closing eyes recognize that lip-curve—

It’s a smile.

***
 

It took a few days for the cure to work. Of course, I didn’t know that until I woke up chained to the hospital bed with my zombie-hunter grinning ear to ear besides me, fingering the pistol that fired the darts full of medicine.

“I want to read something,” I croaked. “I want to read.”

And I read. I wrote. I explored. I learned, drew, gardened, and cooked. We’ve rigged up an old gaming console. We’re building a library. Many of the halls of the old hospital still ring with undead moans, but our wing expands like an ivy vine every day, conquering the fetid death and rubble. I’m still butt-ugly, and I can’t eat chunky peanut butter without barfing, but my lips at least cover my gums.

I long for more, every day, and every day fill that longing. Sometimes it’s almost worse, now that I do understand beauty and purity, philosophy and love, science and art, and God, because every now and then that old hunger grips me. Sometimes it just makes me irritable, but other times I’m standing next to my hunter’s child, drooling and gripping the balcony, table, or the wall until my fingernails bleed, fighting back the brain-eater inside.

Once, just once, I bit my friend.

But he still goes almost everywhere with me, chatting, dreaming, laying a hand on my shoulder. We save zombies together; I’m becoming a fighter like him. He’s a good teacher, but he’s a better friend, with open arms for a solid, warm, brotherly hug when my healing hurts.

I’m not the only one who wants this. There are others of you, out there, living out your mundane routines, your cycles of climax, apathy and addiction. When you hear my shot in the night, or see my flare go up, I know you come running, drooling for flesh, but I think somewhere within you there’s a longing like mine.

Come at me, my brothers.

[image: ]
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For Robert Garza, it started on a cool, breezy night in early May. He was driving home on Texas Farm Route 181 when he saw the first one moving across the road from left to right with a slow, loping gait. At first he didn’t recognize it as a coyote. It didn’t look right. It didn’t move right. Coyotes were supposed to move like dogs. But there was something different about this one. It almost seemed to hop. More like a rat than a dog. Garza watched it move across the road and thought it was odd, but not particularly alarming.

Two more went by, disappearing into the cedar thicket off to his right.

A fourth went by a moment later.

He waited to see if there were any more, but none came. The night was perfectly still and quiet, save for the burbling exhaust of his idling truck. He could smell the faint tinge of wood smoke on the night breeze.

He shook his head and chuckled, dismissing the encounter as just another strange thing you sometimes see on empty country roads in the middle of the night.

He drove on.

At the time, it didn’t occur to him to worry.

***
 

Garza’s best friend was a man named Frank Resendez. They’d known each other for almost ten years, going back to when Garza was a rookie detective assigned to the San Antonio Police Department’s Homicide Unit and Resendez was his sergeant. It was Resendez, in fact, who’d talked Garza into moving his family out to Espada Ridge.

Garza would be the first to admit that Resendez was a genius. And he wasn’t alone in that belief, either. He’d watched, like the kid brother of somebody famous, as Resendez’s skill as an investigator and police administrator made him a law enforcement legend all across South Texas. Those same skills also earned Resendez the coveted lieutenant’s position overseeing San Antonio’s Homicide Unit, a job he still held, and did exceedingly well, despite everything else he had on his plate. For as successful as he was in police circles, he was even more successful writing about it. His textbook, Criminal Investigations for the Texas Peace Officer, was now in its fourth edition, and the money he made from that allowed him to reinvent himself yet again—this time as a major player in South Texas real estate.

Now, looking out over the 3400 acres that Resendez planned to turn into the Espada Ridge Estates, Garza felt a renewed awe for the scope of the man’s vision. It was a beautiful, but hard country. Espada Ridge formed a fat crescent around the north corner of Worther Lake. Its gently rolling hills were densely covered with cedar and hardy Spanish oaks, and close to the water, there were occasional meadows that, in April, burst forth with wildflowers. In a few places, Resendez had added old-fashioned split rail fences to demarcate available lots. And, of course, there was the lake itself. Right now, it was dappled with late afternoon sunshine, a rich tapestry of yellows and reds, a pool of molten bronze.

Resendez was showing him an old country church and the ruins of six small cottages he’d found while clearing the bottom ten acres of his land. “Impossible to say how old they are,” Resendez said. “Too overgrown. I bet the place is probably crawling with rattlesnakes.”

Garza nodded, suddenly mindful of where he stepped. The cottages themselves were nothing special, just small moldering derelicts waist deep in yellow alkali grass. None of them had roofs, and only one still had all four walls. The weather and the years had not been kind to them.

But the church was in better shape. It no longer had a front door, and few of the gravestones on its north lawn were still standing, but it retained enough of its former self that you could tell at a glance it was a church.

“This is what I wanted to show you,” Resendez said, watching with pleasure at the fascination on Garza’s face. “Go on, look inside.”

Garza got as far as the front steps and stopped. “Oh Jesus,” he said. He put a hand over his mouth and gagged. “Something’s dead in there.”

“It’s a deer,” Resendez said.

Garza glanced at Resendez, his face wrinkled in disgust. Even after twenty years of handling homicides, the smell of rotting flesh still rattled him.

“Go on, you big baby,” Resendez said. “Go inside.”

Gagging, Garza went. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the sudden darkness, but once they did, he saw that the church was as simple inside as out, no frills, no ornamentation. It was just a large, high-ceilinged, rectangular room with a couple pews. The dead deer lay across what had once been the altar, and swarming around its carcass was a vast gathering of flies. Their murmuring buzz filled the deepening shadows.

Resendez led him around the carcass to a small wooden box tucked back into a corner. The ancient black iron lock had been forced open. “One of my workers found this yesterday while he was clearing brush for me,” Resendez said. “Go ahead. Open it.”

Inside lay a small brown leather book. The back flap was water-damaged, but the spine was still somewhat supple, and the pages felt stiff as he thumbed through them. The handwriting was a thin, scrunched-together scrawl that didn’t yield to easy translation. It looked like a series of journal entries, with an occasional list of names and dates. Some of the earliest were from the 1720s.

“It’s in German,” Garza said.

“Yeah, I was hoping you could translate it. That’s what you did in the Army, right? A language officer.”

Flies buzzed around them. Garza waved a hand to shoo them away. “That was twenty-five years ago,” he said. “Rusty” didn’t even come close to describing his comfort level with the German language. “I can try, I guess.”

Resendez nodded and together they walked outside. The dusty haze of late afternoon wrapped around the trees. Resendez said something about wanting to know the history of the place.

But Garza was only half listening. He was watching a coyote about forty yards off, and it was watching him. Garza opened his mouth to say something about it, but the animal melted back into the cedar before he could get the words out.

He turned to Resendez. “Did you see that?”

***
 

Garza and his wife, Linda, both lay awake in bed, their eyes open in the dark, as their dog howled in the kitchen downstairs.

“Will you please go check on him?” Linda asked.

Garza grumbled something about strangling the damn dog with his bare hands and got dressed. On his way downstairs, he passed his daughter Sam’s room. A white glow bordered the door. She was awake, of course, probably on her cell phone, or listening to music. For a moment he thought of getting her to do it. Guthrie was her dog, after all, and she was probably in there doing nothing, as usual.

“Screw it,” he grumbled, and went down to shut the dog up himself.

Guthrie, a full grown chocolate lab ordinarily gentle as a kitten, stood in the kitchen by the back door, barking himself hoarse. His coat bristled down his spine and his lips pulled back over his teeth in a fairly convincing imitation of a tough-as-nails junkyard dog.

“Guthrie, shut up!”

The dog looked at him, whined once, then started barking even louder at the door. Garza watched him for a second, morbidly fascinated. He’d never acted like this. Not when they lived in the city.

Of course there Guthrie hadn’t had ten acres of land to lord over.

A part of Garza wanted to slap the dog and be done with it. But another part of him recognized something hideous in his bark. At times it became a keening wail, almost feral, wolf-like. City dogs didn’t make noises like that. And Guthrie, despite his new home, was decidedly a city dog.

Garza flipped on the kitchen light and Guthrie backed away from the door, his barks trailing off to a low, stuttering growl.

He turned on the floodlights for the backyard and looked through the window.

There was nothing there.

“Stupid dog,” Garza said, and patted him on the head.

He looked outside again, his hand poised over the switch to turn out the lights, when he heard a low murmuring hum. He glanced at Guthrie, who was still growling, and then back at the yard.

There was nothing but grass and darkness beyond the trees. He hesitated for a moment, then opened the door and stepped outside—only to jump right back in and slam the door behind him.

A huge swarm of flies covered the outside of the door. He put his knuckles in his mouth to stifle the nausea threatening to overtake him.

“Jesus,” he said. “Oh Jesus.”

***
 

Though he was unbelievably tired, Garza stayed awake most of that night thinking about the church on Resendez’s land, and the book he’d been given to translate.

It was curious how a building like that could have been spared the ravages of the South Texas weather for as long as it had. According to the book, the church had been there since at least 1728, for there had been a baptism in March of that year. Later entries showed the church was in constant use until 1848, when the last entry was made.

But the most curious thing about the book was that it only mentioned one name—Kretschmer. Garza guessed that it was a family prayer book, which might explain why only that name was written there. The other alternative, that the little community had been so isolated that they only married each other, was too repugnant for him to dwell on.

He assumed it was a prayer book because the various authors whose handwriting he could decipher all made mention of religious rites and ceremonies. He’d skimmed over them at first, only because he figured they described conventional ceremonies, like baptism and marriage. But when he began to read them in more detail, he realized they described activities so hideously strange they could only be Satanic in design. There were so many references to demons that Garza wondered if the community’s isolation was voluntary, or perhaps forced on them by horrified neighbors.

He was enough of a modern man to dismiss most of what he read in the prayer book as hogwash. But there were constant references to flies that stirred something inside him. He was almost surprised to discover this superstitious side of his personality was there, but there it was. He read the numerous entries about the flies, and how the book said they were the eyes and ears of a demon called De Vermis, which Garza guessed meant “the worm,” and he found himself thoroughly creeped out. It wasn’t a feeling he enjoyed.

But he hadn’t known any of that when he went to Resendez’s house earlier that evening. At that time, shortly after touring the church and cottages on Resendez’s land and before making it back to his place for dinner, he hadn’t even opened the book yet. It wouldn’t be until he was alone in his own study, while Sam was upstairs doing her homework and Linda was in the kitchen doing the dishes, that he learned about the demon the Kretschmers called De Vermis.

“I suppose the first thing we ought to do is figure out how old those structures are,” Resendez had said. “Once we know that, we can make more informed decisions.”

They were sitting in Resendez’s study, looking over some maps of the land around the lake.

“Decisions about what, exactly?”

“Well, think about it, Robert. If it’s just some cowboy church, we might as well bulldoze it and move on. But if it’s something else, something older—maybe Spanish—we could use that.”

“Why would it be Spanish? That book was in German.”

“You know what I mean. I just want to know if we can use it somehow.”

“Use how?”

Resendez smiled at him patiently. “We could market it. Maybe change the name of the development from Espada Ridge to something having to do with the church.”

Garza started to speak, but suddenly stopped himself. It dawned on him that he and Resendez had very different ideas about their obligations.

“Do you think we have the right to do that?” Garza asked.

“What do you mean? Why wouldn’t we?”

“Well, if it is a church, Spanish or otherwise, wouldn’t it fall under some kind of historical preservation act? The federal government’s got that law protecting archeological artifacts.”

Resendez waved the idea away with a dismissive flick of his hand. “This isn’t like finding the Dead Sea Scrolls, Robert. It’s just a little out of the way church the world forgot about. My point is we could use it to really give the development an identity. Make it something unique, you know?”

“Frank, I really think—”

Resendez said, “I’m not going to turn this thing over to a bunch of academics and let them put the development on hold indefinitely, Robert. You know that’s what they’d do. Remember when they were building the Wal-Mart over off General Kirby Parkway and they found that old Indian village? The academics got a court order to put a twenty-million-dollar building project on hold so they could dig around for a bunch of fucking arrowheads and cornhusk dolls. You think I want that?”

“No.”

“Well, you’re right. I don’t. What I do want is for you to translate that book. Try to get me some answers.”

And just like that, Garza realized he’d been given an order. There’d be no further discussion. The matter was closed.

***
 

“Hey, honey.”

“Yes, dear?” Linda said. She was dropping spaghetti into a large pot of boiling water.

“We probably shouldn’t put our garbage out on the back porch anymore. It attracts flies.”

“Flies?”

“Yeah. Probably other things too. I think that’s what Guthrie was barking at last night.”

Linda looked puzzled. “I didn’t put any garbage out back,” she said. “We always put it out on the side, remember?”

Garza nodded. “Must have been Sam. I’ll talk to her about it.”

***
 

The little town of Bonheim stood about three miles South of Worther Lake. It was a quiet crossroads for the surrounding ranches, with a little eight-man police department under the command of Chief Pablo Delgado.

Delgado was a heavyset man in his early sixties with a sunburnt face and bald head. He’d been an assistant chief in Horizon City, and the chief’s job at Bonheim was his retirement gig. Bonheim was a peaceful little town that didn’t demand a lot from its police force, and that suited Delgado just fine. He preferred to be easy going anyway, more like a benevolent grandpa than a serious lawman.

Garza knew that Delgado also happened to be the local expert on regional history, so he called Delgado, and the two agreed to meet in a little cafe in town.

“What kind of history do you want to know about?” Delgado asked as he managed to wrap his mouth around an enormous pulled pork sandwich that dripped red ropes of barbecue sauce onto his plate.

That was a good question, Garza thought. He didn’t really know. Or he did, he just didn’t know how to bring it up. How does one break the ice when talking about demon worshipping in-breeders?

In the end he decided to come as close to the truth as he could.

“I’ve heard rumors about a family named Kretschmer that was supposed to live around these parts,” he said. “Folks I’ve talked to said they lived up by the lake. Near my house.”

The smile on Delgado’s face slipped away like a greasy egg yolk running off a piece of toast, and Garza guessed he’d hit a nerve. The man put his sandwich down and wiped the barbecue sauce from the corner of his mouth. “How’d you find out about the Kretschmer family?”

“Just people talking,” Garza said. “You know the way people talk. I figured if they used to live on my land, I wanted to know about it.”

Delgado looked annoyed, or maybe skeptical. He said, “Well, that’s the kind of thing I wish people wouldn’t talk about. This area’s got a lot of good, honest history. It doesn’t need a scandal to make it interesting.”

But Delgado seemed willing enough to talk about the scandal. After all the horrible things he’d read in that book, and the flies at his door, and the coyotes that seemed to leer out of every dark pocket of cedar, Garza found himself keenly interested in the tale.

Most of it revolved around a man named Oswald Kretschmer, who fled Germany in the 1680s with his family to avoid religious persecution and ended up in Mexico. He relocated his family again to the area around Worther Lake sometime in the 1690s or early 1700s.

“They pretty much kept to themselves out there,” Delgado explained. “Of course, at the time there really wasn’t anybody else around for them to associate with. Most of the area was a giant Spanish land grant to one of their local governors. Empty except for a few half-starved Indian tribes.

“After Texas got its independence from Mexico, settlers started moving into the area and founded this town. People avoided the Kretschmers, mostly. Though, I did read a diary once that mentioned them. It said you could always tell the Kretschmer family on account of their eyes.”

“Their eyes?” Garza asked. He was leaning forward despite himself, like he was hearing dirty gossip about what the pretty secretary in the office looked like naked.

“Said to be the iciest blue you ever saw. Every single member of that family had those eyes, apparently.”

“And so what happened to them?”

“Nobody knows,” Delgado said. “The Texas government took a census of the area when they tried to enlist local boys into the Confederate militias, and there’s no record of them in it. My guess is they packed up and went somewhere where they could still be by themselves.”

Garza sat back and scratched his head. “I’m afraid I don’t see the scandal in all that.”

“Well,” Delgado said, and he obviously found this detail distasteful, “there’s the part about them all marrying each other. It was just the one family, you know. Over the space of a hundred years or so, you’re bound to end up with what the law calls marriages of consanguinity.”

“In-breeding,” Garza said.

Delgado nodded. “You know how that kind of thing gets people talking. There’s more than a few references to them doing devil worship—and witchcraft too—but I think that’s just people embellishing an already sordid story. The records I’ve seen mention birth defects and deformities and all the other things you’d expect from generations of in-breeding. Given the nature of the time it’s only natural stories of witchcraft and such would start up.”

Garza said he agreed, but his mind kept turning back to that book.

And the flies.

***
 

“You did what?” Resendez said. “Robert, what in the hell’s wrong with you? I told you I didn’t want a bunch of historians crawling all over this place.”

“He’s not a real historian, Frank. He’s just an amateur—”

“I know who he is, Robert. What I want to know is why you’d do something like that. Don’t you realize how much is at stake here? We both stand to make a lot of money if we do this right.”

“I was just trying to find out about the history of this place. Like you asked me to do. And I didn’t say a word about the buildings you found. As far as he knows, I was just following up on idle gossip I’d heard around town.”

“You mean about that devil worshipping crap you found in that book?”

Garza nodded.

“That’s great,” Resendez said, and then he turned and looked out the window of his study, his gaze wandering over the acres of cedar to the lake beyond. At last he said, “You know, this isn’t what I wanted when I asked you to help me give this place an identity.”

“You got the truth, Frank.”

“Bullshit,” Resendez said. “There’s no truth in that book. And none in Delgado’s amateur history either. The truth is what we make it.”

Garza was appalled. In all the years he’d known Resendez, he’d never once heard the man say something to suggest slippery ethics. He felt like one of his boyhood heroes had let him down. But that wasn’t all. For the first time, he realized that some small part of his orderly, rational mind actually believed the stories he’d read about devil worship. Maybe there was a kernel of truth in it, at least. People who isolated themselves for religious reasons usually did it because they had some off-the-wall beliefs, didn’t they?

“So what are you going to do, Frank?” Garza’s voice strained, his lips thin as razorblades.

“I don’t know yet,” Resendez said, and turned back to the window. “Go home, Robert. We’ll talk later.”

***
 

The next day was Monday, and work was uncomfortable. Resendez, never one to hold a grudge or let a problem bog him down, was unusually cold, and he and Garza went most of the day without speaking more than a few grunts to each other.

Garza left work about six and drove home, taking Farm Route 181 like always. As he passed the new Methodist Church just south of Bonheim, still a half mile or so from his usual turn off, he saw one of the coyotes with the ratlike gait go bounding across the road in front of him, then disappear into the cedar off to his left.

He put on the brakes. A feeling had festered in his mind ever since he saw that coyote watching him near Resendez’s church that the coyotes and the flies and the church were somehow connected. His police training had prepared him to look for links between seemingly unrelated people and events, but this felt like a different kind of problem, like it wouldn’t yield to conventional logic. He wasn’t sure what the connection was, only that he believed one existed.

It was a cool night, and he’d been driving with the windows down. But watching the coyote shook him in a way he couldn’t quite define, and he moved to roll up the windows.

He got the driver’s side window secured, but when he reached over to roll up the passenger side, he stopped and jerked his hand back in horror. A huge humming mass of black, angry flies covered the whole door frame.

He backed against the driver’s side door, fumbled blindly for the handle, and spilled out into the street, where he stood gaping at a living black carpet beating against his vehicle. They were actually rocking the truck with their attack.

After the shock wore off, he pulled out his fire extinguisher and turned it on the flies.

The chalky spray coated the insects, and they dropped to the road in powdery, white chunks. Their swollen bodies and still twitching wings disgusted him, but he mastered his nausea long enough to sweep the remaining flies onto the road with an old, greasy towel.

Something moved in the grass behind him. He turned, his right hand poised over the thumb snap on his holster, and saw a single coyote running with that familiar ratlike hop across the church lawn. It stopped about fifty feet away and watched him. Off in the distance, he could hear howling, a disconcerting chorus of yaps and long, mournful bays.

More coyotes came around the side of the building, moving fast. There was no point in pulling his gun. At the speed they moved, he’d probably empty the whole magazine without landing a single shot.

Instead of firing, he got back in his truck, dropped it into gear, and peeled out down the road as fast as the old Chevy would go.

When he looked in the rearview mirror, there was nothing but dust behind him.

***
 

When he arrived home, Linda was standing in the driveway. The look on her face said something was wrong. “She hasn’t come home yet,” Linda said.

“Sam?”

Linda nodded, near tears. “She was supposed to be home at four.”

“Where’d she go?” But he had a sinking feeling that he already knew.

“She’s out with Jenny and Margaret. They went horseback riding down by the lake.”

“How long ago?”

“They left after lunch. I don’t know.”

Garza jumped back in his truck.

“Where are you going?”

“Call Chief Delgado,” he told her. “Have him bring shotguns and a couple of his men. Tell him to meet me on Resendez’s property down by the lake.”

“Robert—”

“Go!” he said. “Hurry.”

He dropped the truck in gear and sped away.

***
 

Garza raced down to the lake on a narrow dirt road he and Resendez had cut with a tractor the summer before. He took it as far as he could, then cut through the brush toward the church, his truck ripping through overhanging cedar branches the whole way.

He reached a large limestone outcropping and had to slow so he could work the truck around it. When he did he heard Sam and Resendez’s daughters screaming for help.

Their voices came from the trails above the church, and it sounded like they were getting closer.

Not thinking about anything except his daughter, he punched the gas and took the truck straight through the cedar and down the slope of the limestone outcropping. The old Chevy yawed in midair, making him feel weightless for a painful, prolonged moment, and then hit the ground with a tremendous impact.

The truck bottomed out and stalled. It wouldn’t start again. He jumped out, gun in hand, and scanned the trails on the hillside above the church.

“Daddy, Daddy,” Sam screamed at him. He saw his little girl holding on to the horse for dear life. Resendez’s daughters came up behind her.

He ran a few steps that way and stopped. Coyotes bounded down the hill on either side of the girls, moving through the brush so easily they seemed more like shadows than animals. In the gaps between the cedar trees he could see them snapping at the bellies of the horses.

“Samantha,” he yelled. “This way. Come on. This way!”

The poor girl was barely holding on. She wasn’t half the rider Resendez’s daughters were, and as the horses jumped from the slope to the grassy ledge of limestone on the far side of the church, she nearly popped out of the saddle.

The coyotes snapped at her feet and at the horse’s belly, but Garza couldn’t risk a shot. Hitting a running dog-sized target at sixty yards with a pistol would be next to impossible, and he stood a better chance of hitting one of the girls by mistake.

“Make for that cottage,” he yelled at her, and ran that way himself. It only had three walls, but it would have to do. At least that way the coyotes could only come at them from one side.

The girls raced for him and they met at the busted cottage wall. Garza shot at the coyote snapping at the horse’s hooves. He missed the first shot and fired three more times. The last two shots sent the animal tumbling backwards over itself.

More coyotes raced across the grass, coming for them. He yanked Sam down and folded her into his arms while the other two girls jumped off their horses.

“Inside here,” he said, packing them into the cottage. “Hurry.”

He glanced inside the cottage as he pushed them inside and did a double take. Most of the floor was grown over with meadow grasses and wildflowers, but toward the back wall, someone had dug up fresh earth. There was a large mound of gray dirt and rock there, and a sizeable hole in the ground beyond it.

“There,” he said.

“Daddy—”

“Go,” he told her, and turned back just in time to see at least thirty coyotes going after the horses. The horses neighed and kicked. They punched the air with their hooves, their eyes rolling wildly, their lips pulled back, slinging long ropes of spit.

The coyotes tore the belly out of one of the horses and Garza couldn’t look anymore. Its dying screams were enough. He backed into the cottage, moving toward the girls, who were already getting into the hole.

“Mr. Garza,” Jenny said, “there’s a tunnel down here.”

“Get in,” he said. “All of you.”

“Daddy—”

“Go, Sam. I’m right behind you, baby.”

They got down on their bellies and crawled into the darkness. He went after them, backing himself in just as one of the coyotes appeared at the rim.

In the fading evening light, all he saw was the jagged rows of its fangs. He fired with one-hand, killing it. He backed further into the hole. Behind him he could hear the girls whimpering, saying his name. Sam tried to hold on to him. A coyote silhouette appeared at the entrance to the tunnel and more gathered behind it. He fired, putting it down, the bark of the Glock sounding like a cannon inside the tunnel.

“Get out of here!” he screamed at the snarling animals. “Get the hell away!”

He fired two more times. The coyotes outside the hole snapped and grabbed at their dead brethren blocking the entrance, and rather than drag the carcasses out of the way, they seemed more intent on ripping their way through.

But suddenly the cannibalistic tearing of flesh and the snarling growls stopped, and everything was silent save for the panicked shallow breathing of the girls behind him.

“Daddy,” Sam said.

“Shhh, baby. Keep quiet.”

He listened. From somewhere above him he heard voices shouting and men running. Then, like thunder, shotgun blasts. Several of them. A battle raged above them. And then, after a long time, that noise too went silent.

They huddled together in the dark, the girls crowding as close as they could to him. The moment seemed to go on forever.

Then, from the entrance, a thick Texas drawl: “Sergeant Garza, it’s Officer Boller with the Bonheim Police Department. Ya’ll all right down there, sir?”

***
 

It was getting dark when they came out of the tunnel. Resendez stood there, a smoking shotgun in his hands. Chief Delgado was there, too. He had three of his officers with him. Resendez threw the shotgun on the ground and hugged his daughters. He steered them away from what was left of their horses, and then made arrangements for one of Delgado’ officers to take them home.

When they were gone, Garza retrieved a flashlight from one of the other officers and pointed it down the tunnel where he and the girls had taken refuge. The light didn’t reach the end of the tunnel. When he’d fired his pistol down there, the sound had carried a long ways, and now he knew the actual distance was farther than he thought.

Probably much farther.

The hole was fresh, the ground just recently overturned, but the tunnel was obviously much older. The earth was packed tight and dry. He crumbled it in his fist. It occurred to him the tunnel was probably the same age as the cottages and church.

He went back to the clearing between the buildings. Resendez stood there with Delgado and the other two officers. Delgado clearly had no idea what the hell was going on, but Resendez’s face was set and unreadable.

“This tunnel connects all these buildings, doesn’t it?” Garza asked.

Resendez nodded.

“How long have you know about this?”

Resendez looked away for a second, then said, “Since yesterday afternoon.”

“And you didn’t say anything about it?”

Resendez looked away again.

Delgado said, “Them coyotes. I’ve never seen so many in one place before. They’re not supposed to act that way. Matter of fact, I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a coyote going after anything bigger than a rabbit.”

Garza glanced at him, but didn’t respond. To Resendez he said, “What did you do?”

Resendez was silent.

“Answer me,” Garza hissed. “What did you do?”

Delgado cocked his head in surprise. He glanced back and forth between the two of them.

“Watch your tone of voice with me, Sergeant,” Resendez said, his face a mystery in the settling dark.

“Bullshit!” Garza shot back. “Don’t you dare try to pull your rank on me. Not after what I just went through. Now you tell me what you fucking did.”

Resendez glanced around. He drew a heavy breath and seemed to weigh the cost of telling what he knew. “There’s a network of tunnels underneath here,” he finally said. “They connect under the church. That seems to be the hub.”

“What are they for?” Garza asked. “Do they go anywhere?”

Resendez nodded. “There’s an entrance beneath the church.”

“An entrance to what?”

Resendez just shook his head.

“It’s that book, isn’t it? It’s all true.”

Resendez hung his head in resigned acquiescence. The genie was out of the bottle, and they both knew it.

“What are ya’ll talkin’ about?” Delgado said.

Garza turned to him. “Do your men have enough flashlights and shotguns for all of us?”

Delgado still seemed uncertain. He looked to Resendez for guidance, but Resendez wouldn’t look back.

Finally, Delgado said. “Yes, sir. We got plenty of fire power.” He turned to one of the officers and said, “Bert, go and get the shotguns. Plenty of shells, too.”

“What are you going to do?” Resendez asked.

“We’re going down there. All of us.”

“What good will that do?”

“I don’t know,” Garza said. “I really don’t. But I think the book and those coyotes and these buildings are all connected, and I think whatever it is we’re dealing with here is waiting for us down there beneath that church.”

***
 

Resendez had done a lot of work in a short time. He’d peeled away the plank boards that made the floor of the altar and exposed a gaping pit leading down into darkness. Delgado and a young redheaded officer named Sturgis tried to light it up with flashlights, but only succeeded in casting an eerie, buttery glow on the ancient limestone steps.

“What are you fellas hoping to find down there?” Delgado asked.

Garza racked the shotgun, chambering a shell. “Let’s go,” he said. “Everybody stay sharp.”

He climbed down the steps and made his way into the darkness, not even bothering to see if the others followed. The steps went down maybe thirty feet before leveling off into a tunnel. The flashlight beam hinted at other tunnels a short distance off, opening off the main passageway. Dried timbers were embedded into the walls like ribs, and he traced them with the light. Supports, Garza guessed, like the box frames miners use to prevent cave-ins. There was a faint, foul odor, like something lingering in the still air.

“Where do these tunnels lead?” he asked over his shoulder.

“The side tunnels on the right have collapsed,” Resendez said. “I don’t know how far back the main tunnel leads.”

They went on silently, Garza in the lead, the others following. The tunnel opened up to a large, rectangular chamber, and there they stopped. Wooden platforms, the supports black with mold, ran along both side walls. In the middle of the chamber was a round stone wall, about knee-high, and inside boiled a dark, oily liquid. Toward the back of the chamber stood an altar, and as Garza looked around, Resendez made his way to it.

Once Resendez mounted the altar he turned and looked out over the chamber. As he did, a shudder spread through the air. They all sensed it. Garza staggered to one side. Flies buzzed in his ears. He swatted at them, but nothing was there. He felt dizzy, suddenly nauseous, and he thought he could see the ghostlike shapes of men and women and even children standing on the platforms, their eyes pointed at Resendez. He shook his head and blinked, trying to clear his mind, but couldn’t. What at first he had taken for flies buzzing in his ears now sounded like voices. Slowly, those voices became a chorus that filled the air, and when Garza strained to listen, he found their cadence familiar. He knew the words they were chanting from the book Resendez had found.

The shotgun fell from Resendez’s fingertips and clattered to the ground. His hands spread wide, as though in benediction. The ghostlike visions around him became more solid. The room seemed to brighten. The voices grew louder. Resendez muttered along with them, and Garza too felt a familiar rush pounding in his veins. The words were ancient, powerful. Garza yelled at Resendez from across the chamber, his voice unable to punch through the hazy veil that had enveloped them.

Resendez went on chanting. The words moved through him, so powerful they shook the walls.

The oil in the pit began to boil, and flies crawled out of the muck, taking to the air and attacking Delgado and Sturgis. Garza felt himself lensing in and out between two worlds, the world of Delgado and Sturgis screaming in pain on the one side, and the ghost world of the voices and Resendez on the other. The part of him that watched from the ghost world filled with the awe and love of the zealot. Yet that other part, the part still attached to the corporeal world, sensed an overpowering stench rising from the depths of the pit, and was nearly overcome by it.

He could sense the ghost world gaining strength, and as he looked out over the strangely similar faces of the men, women, and children of the Kretschmer family, he could see their fiercely penetrating blue eyes staring back at him.

Their cadence grew stronger. The room shook, and clods of earth and stone crashed down around them. Something vast rose from the depths of the pit, something old and powerful. Garza could sense it pushing its way up through the earth.

On the altar, Resendez was shaking. The man he had been now gone, something different stared back from his mad eyes.

Garza grabbed the man’s shoulders, but Resendez shook him off. Any moment now and the thing rising up through the earth would be free. De Vermis, Garza thought. He had to break whatever had a hold on his friend, but there didn’t seem to be any way to reach him. Flies yawned out of the pit by the thousands. Their buzzing made Garza’s skin vibrate. He yelled at Resendez, and though their faces were almost touching, they were miles away.

Garza grabbed the shotgun his friend had dropped and punched Resendez with it. Resendez seemed to hardly feel the blow at first, but then, as he looked up at Garza, pain entered his expression.

Garza pulled him up to his feet and wrapped Resendez’s arm around his shoulders.

“Come on, man, we have to get out of here!”

As Garza led him down from the altar, he saw blurry shapes he knew were Delgado and his men standing by the pit.

He yelled a warning they didn’t hear.

The stone wall collapsed and the boiling, oily liquid in the pit spilled over the ground. Garza yelled again, but not in time. Sturgis was snatched off his feet and pulled into the pit by a huge, blackened tentacle.

Delgado fell backwards, a scream dying on his lips.

“Move!” Garza shouted, and ran down from the altar with Resendez on his arm. “Move man! Move!”

He stopped long enough to grab Delgado’s shirt and pull him to his feet. Then he pushed him to the door.

The three men ran for the surface.

From behind them, like thunder under the earth, something ancient struggled to break free.

***
 

They worked most of the night, packing the entrance beneath the church’s altar with dynamite that Delgado and one of his men got from a nearby quarry. By morning they were ready to light the fuse.

The blast shook the lake and sent birds sprinting to the air. When it was done, and the land where the church had stood was just a smoking, crumbling crater in the ground, Garza went walking through the tall grass near the rim.

He walked until he saw a dead coyote, its legs bent under its body, the head twisted against the ground. Its eyes were open, bulging, and though no life lit them, they were still powerfully blue.

He stared into those eyes and thought of the thing he’d just faced. A great power had lurked beneath that church, something dark and ancient and evil beyond the narrow limits through which most men understood those words. Maybe it was still down there, waiting for another man like Resendez to open its way through the depths of rock and earth.

One thing eluded him though. The eyes of the coyote seemed hauntingly familiar. Other eyes that same color blue had stared at him from the ghost world Resendez had opened up, but he wouldn’t believe—indeed, couldn’t believe, if he had any prayer of holding on to the tattered remnants of his sanity—that they were the eyes of the Kretschmer family.

Still, there was no way to be sure.
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It all concluded in amazing slow motion, but that was yet to come:

For now, he was sitting at his desk, hunched over the computer, fingers dancing at the keys; he had to complete the Tuesday report before the weekly ten o’clock staff meeting.

He was fifty-six and balding, taking prescription drugs for an enlarged prostate. He’d been working for Statler & Sons for two full decades and knew everyone by their first names. As a youngster, he’d earned straight A’s in Calculus and Physics. He had been no good at sports—self-conscious about his gawky, overweight frame and bad eyes—but had always been a real demon with numbers, calculations and theorems. The algebra of human interactions, however, had always been harder for him to grasp.

He was a widower, and had been for just over five years. His wife, Sally, had contracted breast cancer at fifty years of age, which eventually metastasized. Though she had both breasts removed, it wasn’t enough to stop the disease. She died a year after the operation. Luckily, his health insurance had covered all costs. They had no children. In retrospect, he estimated that that was a blessing, though sometimes he wondered. While he was not a religious man in any conventional sense, he did believe in God—he just wasn’t sure Who (or What) God was (or wasn’t). For that matter, he wasn’t exactly sure where Heaven was (or wasn’t) located.

He was a zealous worker, very loyal to the firm. No one had kept the books of Statler & Sons the way he kept them; everything was neat, every penny duly noted and accounted for; in all this time, he’d never made an error. In his dedication, he’d neglected his own enrichment: he’d never been much of anywhere, having grown up in the City. After Sally’s death, he had leased a small one-bedroom apartment, usually walking to work. He’d never been to Europe, nor had he seen any of the other States. They had planned to, of course, but plans sometimes are derailed; out of the clear blue, some other forces can totally change your own destiny, it seems.

Someday, he promised himself, I’ll take that long vacation and “see the world”, just like we always planned. That was the phrase he used around his co-workers: “see the world.” Secretly, he couldn’t imagine just how he would be able to pay for such a vacation. There was no chance of familial assistance: his in-laws had never liked him, blaming him for Sally’s decision not to pursue her legal career, and his parents—blue collar factory folk—had never had any money to spare.

Actually, the idea of travel frightened him: strange places, foods, smells, a different language to comprehend. He had long ago established his own restricted comfort zone, and was loath to step beyond its boundaries. Foreign travel was merely a self-indulged fantasy. He believed in following a familiar routine; there was security in known ritual. No risks. He had never been a risk taker.

Recently, during his coffee breaks (although he never drank coffee), he found himself chatting more and more often with Betty, the newly hired secretary. She’d been with Statler & Sons for just three months, a cute, pale-cheeked, mousey girl with a flat chest and watery gray eyes. When she smiled her eyes turned into slits, which he had to admit he found rather fascinating; she was mysterious.

“How do you like working for the firm?” he asked.

“Oh, I like it just fine. Mr. Statler is such a nice man!”

“He’s very fair to his employees,” he replied, nodding his head. “A nice man.”

“Yes, he is,” she agreed.” He’s very nice.” Their conversation drifted into silence. She shifted in her chair, toying with her necklace. She smiled that smile. He blushed.

“Well, time for work,” he said.

Back at his desk, he adjusted his bifocals and leaned forward, fingers poised over the computer keys as he tried to suppress his thoughts. He glanced at the clock on his desk. Damn, I have to remember to vote today on my lunch hour . . .

That was when he felt the concussion. The building shuddered and very soon streamers of dark smoke began to seep into the office.

“What was that?” the girl asked, rushing into his workspace.

“Some sort of explosion, sounded like; they were supposed to do some HVAC work on the other side of the building, maybe something happened . . . ”

“Oh, dear; I hope no one’s hurt . . . ” she said, brow knit in concern.

“No way of telling,” he said, “but I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. This is a very safe building. I doubt if anyone’s been injured.”

“But the smoke . . . it’s getting thicker!”

Other workers in the room outside his office were muttering amongst themselves.

Betty glanced toward the exit door. “Maybe we should leave . . . ”

“No, no . . . ” he said, shaking his head. “Whatever the problem is, Maintenance will deal with it.”

“But the smoke . . . it just keeps coming.” Her concern was justified. The smoke was now billowing up from below in oily clouds, like a dark wash of ocean fog. She began to cough.

“Here, I’ll get you some water; just have a seat and calm down, everything will be fine,” he said, heading for the office cooler.

Upon his return, he noticed that it was getting hot inside the room. She gulped down the water as he removed his coat and loosened his tie. “Becoming quite warm in here,” he observed.

“It’s a fire!” she exclaimed, eyes panicked. “Things are burning: I can smell it!”

“Nothing serious,” he assured her again. “They’ll have it out in no time. You’ll see.”

The heat was increasing by the minute. Smoke was rapidly filling the office.

A kerchief to her mouth, the young woman was coughing violently. Her face was flushed, her eyes watering.

“Lie down,” he advised, helping her. “Smoke rises. You’ll be able to breathe better.”

“Why doesn’t it stop?” she gasped. “Why aren’t they stopping it?”

He had no answer as he joined her on the floor. The acrid smoke fumes had turned his throat raw. It was difficult to swallow. The other employees were equally distressed. People were crying and screaming; a group of men huddled together in the middle of the office outside his door, gesticulating as they deliberated over what to do next.

He pulled the phone down from the desk above him. Holding the phone to his ear, he detected no dial tone; the line was dead. Instinctively, he drew the girl’s shivering frame next to his: she was crying now.

“I’m going for the elevator!” She screamed, jumping up and running for the exit before he could reason with her. A few remaining employees quickly followed her: he never saw them again.

He recalled the red-lettered warning posted above the elevator: USE STAIRS IN CASE OF FIRE. DO NOT USE ELEVATORS.

Surely they would heed this warning and take the stairs down? Perhaps I’d better join them . . . A shame, though, to leave the office deserted . . . Important papers here. Yet, given the circumstances, Mr. Statler would understand . . . Mr. Statler was a very nice man . . .

His hesitation proved to be a grave mistake: the only exit suddenly bloomed into a wall of roaring flame.

Dear God, the fire’s right here!

The cooler was behind him, so he used the water to soak his coat which he then wrapped around his head: it didn’t help much.

Christ, I’m going to be burned alive!

He was forced to retreat to his office window as the furnace-hot flames rapidly advanced, eating their way across the office floor, devouring wood, plastic and paper. The flames had nearly reached him, the heat searing his skin. In desperation, he grabbed an office chair to smash out the glass pane, but it just bounced off the reinforced glass laminate. He tried again, and again, and a third time, to no avail. Summoning one last burst of adrenaline, he hammered the window a final time and the glass relented in a cyclone of air swooshing from the shattered portal.

He leaned out of the jagged window opening, squinting through the sooty fumes and waving his coat.

Someone will see me . . . Someone will come to save me . . .

But no one came for him; he was alone.

The fire was licking at his shoes now; his feet were blistering inside the leather.

He looked down for the first time, cringing at the sudden vertigo he experienced.

The flames were all around him. Black smoke choked his lungs. Tongues of fire began to devour his clothing. The left sleeve of his shirt was ablaze. The heat was unbearable, and he screamed in agony.

Then, he was aloft . . . How can I survive a fall from this height? This was a question that he refused to consider further.

He’d seen films of skydivers on television, how they seemed to float, effortlessly gliding on currents of air. That was how it seemed now, to him—that he was floating, feather-light, that it would take forever to reach the street so far below . . .

He had all the time in the world to think about his life, about all the magic places he’d never visited, never seen: Rome, with it’s great Colosseum; London and Big Ben; Paris and the Eiffel Tower . . . the many states he’d read about—the Big Sky country of Montana; the flat wheat fields of Kansas; the Loop in Chicago; the high hills of San Francisco . . .

He was a virgin when he’d married Sally . . . God he missed her! He was ashamed of some things: she would gently chide him about his lack of sexual experience . . . Sex with his wife had been something less than successful . . . The Church had ruined him. He was tentative and afraid to let himself go, to lose himself in the sexual act . . . He had been a poor lover, but a good husband.

He wondered, now, falling past floor after floor, what sex would have been like with other women. Perhaps he could have functioned better with other women. Perhaps.

Down and down . . . the windows of the other floors were blurred together, the screams of others barely audible over the incredible wind generated by his own clumsy flight . . . the street scene below was becoming clearer: he could see the crowds clustered like a colony of ants around the building. Lots of activity.

Fire trucks. Ambulances. Police cars. All for me . . .

Down and down . . . He could taste the fire wind, with the sweltering scent of flames burning his nostrils.

He discovered that he was suddenly not afraid to die. Everyone dies. I might have lived to be a stoop-backed old man with gout and rheumatism and failing eyesight. Full of pain, unable to walk. This is better. Quick, decisive, painless . . .

He thought about his father, who had suffered a stroke at seventy-nine: Whole left side of his body useless. Blind in one eye. Unable to speak.

And his mother: Dead at sixty after suffering for ten years with rheumatoid arthritis. Life was a daily torture. She’d been forced to quit her factory job at fifty because of health problems. But she never showed her pain; she was one tough lady . . .

No brothers or sisters. An only child. Spoiled and fussed over like a baby well into adulthood . . .

Down and down . . . Just like the poor stewardess in Dickey’s ‘Falling’ . . .

Now the street below was coming up at him fast. That was how it seemed. He was floating, free and easy, but the street was coming up fast to meet him as he approached terminal velocity.

Fast . . .

The street coming up . . .

Me, waiting for it: suspended in Time and Space . . . Still, permanent, unchanging, unmoving . . . the only known exception to Newton’s Second Law of Motion . . . He smiled, tears evaporating instantly as he plummeted.

He was unexpectedly sorry to have failed Mr. Statler. I’m in charge of keeping the books, of making sure that they are in perfect order . . . Then he smiled; there were no books. Not now. The fire gobbled them up like a Polar Bear gulps down fish.

No books. All gone . . . He laughed, but the incredible wind stole the breath from his lungs.

He thought about God: Is God watching me fall? If God wanted to, then (He or She) could just reach down from Heaven and catch me, like catching a baseball . . . But maybe God was too busy to notice my descent. Too busy with all the other billions of people that needed special care . . . Perhaps it slipped his notice, just this once . . . Does God sleep? Maybe he was napping now, or during the Great War, or the Holocaust . . . Perhaps an instant’s shuteye for God is an eon for us . . . Bound to miss things, especially if you’re tired . . . Maybe God was tired; of me; of the Creation; of everything . . . Well, that was okay. He was not angry at God. Frustrated, but not angry: he understood God’s position.

Falling . . . like a giant leaf on this beautiful, late summer morning . . .

Faces took on resemblances now. Some old lady was screaming, pointing up at him. All the people around her were watching him fall, but she was the only one screaming.

He didn’t have all the time in the world after all: He’d been mistaken about that.

The comforting pavement met Roger Ames . . . and all was as it should be.
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Cancer isn’t easy. It isn’t fun. And the whole process certainly isn’t fair. I’m pausing momentarily so we take a second to kick and scream about this bad hand that we have been dealt.

There, I feel better.

Now, with those inalienable and unalterable truths stated, I’m lending you my five little tips to get through this tough process. They are listed from least to most important, so if you are in a hurry, just skip to number five.

1. Pick your least favorite restaurant:

Note—this is an important tip because I love food dearly and chemo has had the audacity to disrupt this epic relationship.

There is one restaurant within walkable distance of my infusion floor where my mom gets lunch for us as I’m getting my four-hour rounds of chemo. I’ve never been partial to this restaurant, and at first I was a little bummed that I would have to eat from this place each time chemo rolled around. But now I’m glad. After my six rounds of chemo are done, I never, ever, have to walk into this place again. I can concentrate all of my drug-induced-everything-makes-me-nauseated-food intolerance onto this one restaurant.

Chemo will most likely make you feel terrible and make food much less fun. If you have to eat when you feel awful, or are having awful things done to you, do it from a place you aren’t going to miss when it is all over.

Bonus tip: NEVER eat anything you love while there’s a possibility you may feel nauseated. My relationship with grilled panini sandwiches has been forever ruined and I am truly sad about that.

2. Stock up on cow socks:

Aside from the incessant beeping of the pumps, the infusion floor is a pretty quiet, serious place. What I WANT to do: Each round I get closer to finishing chemotherapy, I WANT to wear increasingly irreverent t-shirts and ten-gallon cowboy hats, both advertising how many rounds of chemo I’ve conquered like David defeating Goliath. But I’ve reined myself in and tried to keep the professional tone of the floor—muted colors, tasteful non-gallon hats covering my bald head, the usual. During one of my rounds, my mom noticed something that started her giggling. She pointed to the older man in the chair next to mine. He was dressed normally enough, except for the fact that he was wearing calf-high white socks with large Holstein cow spots all over them. It was so unexpected, it was so fun, it was so “hey, I can’t take everything seriously all the time and even if I have to be here, I’m wearing these awesome socks”. I just fell in love with his irreverence . . . and his fashion sense.

You have to have fun. You have to be you. And you have to celebrate life every single chance you get. Cancer is a life-changing situation. Take this opportunity to love the heck out of everyone and everything around you. And sometimes, that means wearing cow socks and neon green cowboy hats, whatever makes you happy.

3. Making lemons into hot fudge sundaes:

Turning lemons into lemonade is not hard. Squeeze lemons, add sugar and water. Boom! Lemonade. The real trick is turning a crappy sour lemon into something truly amazing—like a hot fudge sundae . . . with brownies, nuts and lots of whipped cream.

With that in mind, there are a few great things about going through cancer and chemo and we’d be (lemon) suckers not to take advantage of them:

The 2 ½ minute shower: I’m about to blow the roof off something big here, ladies and gentlemen. There’s not much to do in the shower when you have no body hair. Lathering, rinsing and repeating? Not necessary. Deep conditioning with expensive product? For the birds! And you’ll never hear me complaining about not having to buy a $17 razor to shave my legs. This is found time, people! I’ve gotten at least an hour of my life back each day because hair is a thing of the past.

The unbridled, unmitigated, nearly-unholy superhero status: I’ve never been more popular than when I was going through chemo. Just showing up to a social function got me adoration akin to a nomination for a reoccurring role on a soap opera at the daytime Emmy’s. If I showed up looking half-way decent to said function wearing a smile (and maybe a little makeup), it was like being automatically handed the best-actress Oscar when no one else was nominated simply because I was so clearly the only one who deserved it. Right before chemo started, an oncology nurse told me it was time to take off my Super Woman cape. What she meant was, as a mother of two, wife, teacher, and author, there would be no way to get everything done that I was used to doing. And that was true. But, in a totally different way, battling cancer and braving chemo gave me superhero powers. Everything I did was considered awesome. Every effort I made was beyond expectations. I have been labeled brave, which is an honor that I take very seriously. So wear the cape your adoring fans will give you. We survivors are living, breathing superheroes and we deserve it.

The card: If I ever get pulled over by a police officer, the first thing I’m going to do is pull off my cap and fish the pink ribbon pin out of my car’s cup holder and fasten it on my shirt. Ain’t no shame in it. It’s the cancer card and it’s a beautiful thing. Don’t want to go to a social function? Cancer card. Don’t feel like changing out of your pajamas for a few days? Cancer card. Want preferred parking at Dodger Stadium without having to pay $35 for it? Hey, if you can finagle it, pull that cancer card! The battle we fight is serious and real, and the human population on the whole respects that fight, so let them give as you need.

4. This too shall pass, no matter what this is:

“This dang pimple won’t go away!”

Yes it will, because this too shall pass.

“The cute guy from Algebra doesn’t even know I exist.”

Maybe not, but he’s an idiot. This too shall pass.

“I have to survive invasive surgery, multiple rounds of chemotherapy, months of radiation and every single day in between.”

These were my obstacles. Could something of this magnitude actually pass?

Time marches forward. And though it sure seems like it, time doesn’t move slower when you are suffering. The quicker that I realized that even the hardest thing passes with the beat of the clock, the easier it was to get through it. No matter what you are going through, no matter how scary it seems at the time, please remember that this too shall pass, no matter what this is.

5. You gotta have faith:

“O remember . . . that there is no other way nor means whereby man can be saved, only through the atoning blood of Jesus Christ, who shall come; yea, remember that he cometh to redeem the world.” Helaman 5:9

My five-year-old came bouncing out of Sunday School with a simple white piece of paper in his hand. I didn’t think much of it since he is an avid doodler and bringing home pictures from church happens every week. On our way home, he handed the paper to me. On one side was a drawing of me laying in bed with him on his knees at my side, arms folded. The word “prayer” was carefully handwritten across the top of the picture. On the other side of the paper was his best rendition of the famous picture of Jesus praying in Gethsemane as He takes upon him the sins of the World.

My five-year-old gets it.

There ain’t no other way through it folks. You have to have faith. The kind of faith I’m talking about isn’t the same as hope. I hope my new jeans make me look skinnier. But faith is different. Faith is powerful. Faith changes things. Your faith will give you an emotional rock to build on and carry you through. And no manner of support groups, self-help books or even cow socks will replace it.

Cancer is tough. You are tougher. Let this experience make positive changes in every facet of your life. And most importantly, always remember that if God leads you to it, He’ll get you through it.
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On an overcast afternoon in late July, hundreds of us stood shoulder to shoulder in the big plaza outside Middlesex Vocational College, waiting for our futures to be decided. The air was thick with humidity and tension, all eyes facing Speaker’s Plinth.

“Brown, Camelia; Lunar 4 Geomechanics. Bullen, Carter; Lunar 4 Processing.”

Dean Porter stood atop the plinth wearing a ceremonial gown and a stern expression that made it look like he was delivering a eulogy. As each name and job was read out, there was a ripple somewhere in the crowd. Mostly back-patting and congratulations; sometimes commiserations.

“Dyer, Felix; Lunar 1 Planning. Frobisher, Jules; Lunar 4 Processing.”

I stood with Fred, Don and the Olivers (there were two of them), the guys I’d grown closest to while we’d been studying here. We were all hoping to get placed together, on the same mine at least, but it wasn’t going to happen. Lunar Corps and the other mining agencies placed grads like us according to academic performance only. No mere social considerations held water.

“Hitt, Semia; Lunar 2 Processing. Ibsen, Thomas; Lunar 4 Ventilation.”

Don had all but flunked out. He’d be bound for maintenance or construction—one of the jobs where you routinely have to shove your head into giant machinery. Fred and one of the Ollies were hoping for the fast track to command. I’d aced my mining modules but embarrassed myself in the space disciplines.

“Idleworth, Frederick; Earthside Launch Mechanic.”

Fred jumped up and punched the air, whooping like an American. We put hands on his shoulder, smiled our fakest smiles. Being placed Earthside was even better than command; you could go home each day. I wonder who Freddie’s dad had greased up to get him that gig.

The Olivers were up next. Both got placed on Lunar 4. Ollie J got the fast track that he wanted. The logical part of my mind said I should feel happy for him, but I couldn’t feel till I heard my name.

“Jackson, Paul; Lunar 2 Engineering. Jackson, Phillip; Lunar 4 Processing.”

I’d wanted to go into space ever since I was little. My grandfather used to take me outside past bedtime to point out Venus or Jupiter through the methane mire that tainted the city sky. He told me to lie in the grass at night next time I went camping and look up; that I wouldn’t believe how many stars there were. It was only after he died that I first saw the Milky Way, and then there were so many questions I wanted to ask him. A question for every star in the sky. But it was too late.

“Judd, Donald; Lunar 4 Construction.”

Don’s whole body relaxed like a parted vice. He wore a beatific smile. Not because he’d got a crummy job, that was no surprise, but because he was going to Lunar 4 with the two Olivers. I felt sweat pricking my skin as if every pore in my body had dilated. My breathing was fast and choppy, but I couldn’t slow it down. Lunar 4. Please, Lunar 4.

The next few names seemed to take a million years. A bubble of blood appeared on my thumb where I was nipping at a hangnail, and then it wouldn’t stop bleeding. I sucked the side of my thumb, my consciousness converging until I was aware of nothing but Dean Porter’s smug baritone. Then I heard my name.

“Lemont, Archer; Io 1 Generalist.”

There was a whooshing sound and time slowed. The sound, I realised, had been a collective intake of breath. Dean Porter was still talking, but everyone seemed to be looking at me. Not just my friends; everyone.

“Well,” I said, “talk about your space adventures. Io! I’ll have some stories to tell!”

Either they didn’t hear me or the words hadn’t actually come out. Don put his hand on my shoulder and left it there. The faces of the others were frozen.

“Sorry, Archie,” said Don.

“What are you sorry for? I’ll be ok.”

“I mean . . . the Pit.”

“I’ll . . . Don’t worry. I’ll—” My voice cracked. I smiled. Must have looked like something out of Madame Tussauds. Both Ollies squirmed. Fred crossed his arms and sneered—I couldn’t tell if it was discomfort or disapprobation. Don said what needed to be said; something we could all buy into:

“Let’s go for a drink.”

***
 

Lucy. Sweet Lucy Pinner. My childhood sweetheart, technically, although we’d both strayed plenty. But we kept ending up back together like a bad habit. Truth is, I’d never slept with another woman without picturing Lucy’s limpid blues, although I’d never admit that to her.

So when I stumbled in drunk that night I was glad to see her sitting on my sofa, eating my popcorn and watching old Britcom reruns.

“How’d you get in?” I slurred.

“Gave your landlord sexual favours. He might seem like a meek little Sikh, but he’s hung like a hoss.”

“I hope he tipped,” I said, shucking off my jacket.

“You’re pretty drunk. Celebrating, I hope.”

“And you’re pretty ugly, but I’ll be—”

“Sober in the morning? That’ll be a first.”

I landed next to her, kissed her deeply, then put my arm around her and started firing popcorn into my mouth. “Don’t toy with me,” I said. “I’m half-cut and emotionally vulnerable.”

“I’m just sore I didn’t get invited. I don’t like being soberer than you, your sway makes me seasick.”

“Well, catch up then,” I said and reached over to the wine rack. “Red or white?”

“Are we celebrating?”

“No, we’re drinking.”

“Hm. Make mine a large then. White.” She produced a glass from somewhere.

I filled it almost to the brim, kept pouring, then told her, “Say when.”

“When!”

“When you want me stop, of course.”

“Stop, stop!” A little wine splashed on to her leg.

“Let me get that,” I said. I slinked off the sofa and scooched between her legs, licking the wine from her thigh.

“Huh, you’re about as sexy as a pinscher.”

“What can I say, I can’t resist you.”

“You mean I can’t be resisted. It’s not a weakness of yours, dear, it’s my innate charisma. Don’t try to fight it.”

“Oh I won’t.”

“But first,” she said, grabbing a clump of my hair and gently lifting my head from between her legs. “Tell me. Is this a consolation prize? What job did you get?”

“Let’s not talk work, let’s—”

“Come on Archie, it can’t be that bad. Did they make you a cleaner or something?”

“Not now, I’ll tell you tomorrow.”

Lucy clamped her legs together. “You’ll tell me now.”

I gazed up into her eyes and felt the weight of the infinite future. My bones ached with it.

“I’m a Generalist,” I said.

“That’s . . . good, isn’t it? On which base?”

“Io.”

Nothing moved for a moment. A clutch had been pressed, my life changed gear. Then, gradually, the wheels engaged again and I continued, headlong.

I settled back on my haunches, kowtowing before Lucy. Her eyes grew wide, and I couldn’t look at her anymore. I stared at her ruby painted toes instead.

Her voice was steady. “How far is Io?”

“Six years. Give or take.”

“And how many shuttles are there?”

“Two.”

“So six years out, six years there, six years back? Eighteen years?”

“Minimum.”

“When do you launch?”

“Ten weeks.”

She said nothing for a while. I brushed a fingertip against the almost invisible hairs on her left big toe. She stood and walked out of my line of sight. I re-focussed onto an old grey carpet stain.

Then I felt her arms reach around me from behind, and her head rest on my shoulder. My heart swelled and my eyes stung. I turned and kissed her; we sank to the floor and lay like that, caressing each other’s hair and saying nothing.

I woke the next morning, still on the floor, with aches in muscles I didn’t know I had. Lucy wasn’t there. I stumbled around tidying up last night’s debris with a hand over one eye to stop my brain falling out.

Later I went to the bedroom and she was there, sitting on the bed, staring into the middle space. I sat next to her.

“Sit up straight,” I ordered.

She obeyed, correcting her posture.

“Smile,” I said.

“I don’t want to.”

I put my arm around her. She was stiff. “Lucy?”

“Yes?”

“Will you wait for me?”

Her face collapsed as if she’d been punched in the stomach. She shook her head and fat tears rolled down her cheek. “I wish you hadn’t asked me that.”

“I don’t mean wear black and cross your legs for eighteen years. I’m not asking you to be Penelope. I mean . . . I want to marry you and have a family with you and . . . ”

I stopped because she’d thrown her arms around me and started sobbing. It was the first time I’d seen her cry; it was explosive, as if she’d stored up a lifetime of sorrow. I felt no sorrow. Only weight.

***
 

I’d heard about the Pit, but knew nothing about it. Don filled me in; he always seemed to know more about the obscure space stuff than he did about the basics. Great for trivia, useless for exams.

“PIT stands for Preservation for Interplanetary Travel,” Don explained, over a pint at the student bar. “Most economical way to send crew to the outer reaches.”

“Most economical,” I said, “but not the most comfortable, I take it.”

“Most practical, anyway. Take the titanium mine on Io. It’s mostly automated, just needs a skeleton crew to keep it running, probably less than a dozen people. But it takes six years to get there. So you’d need to bring six years of air, food and water; plus another six years’ worth to top up the supply at the Io base; and a further six years’ worth for the people you’re taking back.”

“Six years, six years, six years, I get it,” I moaned, leaning my head into my hand and taking a swig of my drink.

“Sorry. Anyway, carrying all those supplies, you’d need a much bigger ship than for an unmanned mission. To keep the miners comfy you need to control atmospheric pressure, carbon dioxide and humidity. You need sleeping areas, exercise facilities, showers . . . And you need more crew—technicians, plumbers . . . ”

“Whores . . . ”

Don leant over the bar and picked up a little salt shaker. He put it on the table between us. “Sputnik 1, the first ever space probe back in the twentieth century, had a payload of 84 kilos. Unmanned. But Sputnik 2 carried a dog. For the sake of keeping that one little puppy alive, you know how much bigger the payload was?”

“How do you know this stuff?”

Don slammed his pint glass next to the salt shaker, splashing some beer onto the table. “509 kilos,” he said. “Six times bigger.”

I told you Don was crazy on trivia. “I get it. Manned journeys need more room than unmanned, which means less space for titanium, or at least less money for the Space Corps.”

“Right. Solution? Don’t transport living people.”

I stared at him. Downed my drink. “I do not like where this is going.”

“Instantly you’re two thirds lighter on supplies, you don’t need to worry about life support conditions, you don’t need any extra crew, and you don’t need to worry about your miners going stir crazy on the trip.”

“Back up. They’re going to kill me?”

“The Pit is the future of interplanetary travel. We can send people to stars hundreds of years away. We can—”

“Shut up Don, and tell me. I’m going to die?”

“Think of it like suspended animation. You get mechanically revived at the other end. Good as new, once you wake up.”

“I’ll have no pulse, no brain activity, no consciousness . . . ”

“Right.”

“So I’ll be dead.”

Don shifted in his seat. “Well, no. At least not legally.”

“Ha!”

“The Pit is actually pretty old technology, but it’s only a few years ago that the law got sorted out so the Space Corps could start using it. Routinely, I mean.”

“You mean the Pit technicians didn’t want to be tried for murder.”

“I guess.”

“I need another drink.”

Don nodded and got up to queue at the bar. I stared at a beer puddle on the table, trying to keep my eyes still, but they were floating on the alcohol in my skull.

Eighteen years. I focussed on the thought and tried to feel sad—it seemed appropriate. But I couldn’t muster up a tear. I tried laughing instead, and that worked pretty well, so that by the time Don came back he found me, gaping cross-eyed at the beer puddle, guffawing quietly to myself.

“You ok?” he asked.

“Cheers, buddy.” We clinked glasses.

“Look at the bright side.”

“There’s a bright side?”

“Well, you know, clouds, linings. When you get back, you’ll get two decades’ worth of pay at once. And you’ll get bumped up to at least Commander.”

“Eighteen years to get to Commander? That’s not exactly fast.”

“But it’ll only be six years for you really. In the Pit, you don’t even age. Closest you’ll ever get to time travel.”

“Don’t I get some kind of extra compensation for having to do such a long tour? Danger money? Anything?

Don shrugged his shoulders. Sipped his drink. He seemed lost in thought for a moment, then he looked at me sideways. “How’s Lucy?” he said.

***
 

By mid-August I’d taken to avoiding the student bar altogether. I couldn’t stand the constant hangdog looks from everyone as if they felt so sorry for me. They barely knew me.

Besides, it was sunny out. We’d all finished our studies and had jobs starting in a few weeks; meanwhile we had nothing to do. So Fred and I played tennis. Don taught me how to juggle. I joined Don and the Olivers in epic war games with painted miniatures in Ollie J’s garden.

And Lucy came round often. We would go out to the patch of grass round the back of my digs, she’d lay with her head in my lap, and we’d talk for hours. We talked about travelling, visiting Thailand or Patagonia, challenging ourselves to get from one city to another on foot, or getting ourselves invited to dinner by the locals. We talked about how many children we wanted—two or three—and how we would bring them up. We talked about what would be the first thing we’d do once I got back.

And twice we dared to make love right there in the sunshine, reckless, heedless of the risk that someone would happen by, spreading ourselves out on the tickling grass and inhaling the primal scent of the soil as if we were making love with the earth itself.

Don and the Olivers shipped out to Lunar 4 in early September; things were pretty quiet after that. I was starting to feel the side effects of the medication I was being given to prepare my body for the Pit. Waking up tired, as if I was already half dead, and barely able to coax myself off the sofa all day.

My mum visited a lot during that time, fussing over me relentlessly. She was full of smiles and platitudes. “It’ll be fine, Archer. The time will pass before you know it.” She made me huge meals that I barely touched for lack of appetite; I told her I felt guilty for not eating what she’d made, but she hugged me and kissed me and said it didn’t matter. She told me she was proud of me. It seemed like an odd thing to be proud of.

My sister visited me once, while I was having a check up in the Corps Medical Centre. I was in bed, wired up to an IV and various monitoring devices. She turned up clutching her handbag with her shoulders hunched, eyes puffy.

“Zel!” I said, grinning. “Great to see you!”

She approached my bedside tentatively, and sat. “You look awful,” she said.

“Thank you very much. You don’t look so hot yourself.”

She reached a finger out and touched the tube protruding from just below my right clavicle, feeling where it entered my skin. “Does it hurt?” she asked.

“They call it a ‘port.’ All the drugs go in through there. Just before launch they’ll give me another port so they can pump all my blood out and replace it with the enriched methanal for the Pit.”

“What?”

“Basically embalming fluid. My blood goes into cold storage, and when I land at the other end it gets pumped back into me. Then I get a few electric shocks and boom, I’m back in action. It’s a bit more complicated than that, but that’s the gist.”

Zelda’s face stretched—either she’d sat on a pin or she was about to burst into tears. I pretended not to notice and kept talking.

“Here, listen to this,” I said, picking up the packet from one of the drugs I’d been taking. “Side effects may include nausea, diarrhoea, fatigue, blah blah blah, oedema and death. Pretty harsh, huh? Mind you, in a sense death is the desired effect. Ah, the glamorous life of an astronaut. I—”

She put her hand on mine, held it. I got the message and shut up. Tears were running down her cheeks, but she closed her eyes and composed herself. I offered her a tissue. Then she gave me a fierce look, like she’d taken a huge breath and her whole body was tensed for the release—I dared not move until she spoke.

“I’m pregnant,” she said, and suddenly her eyes glittered, her face was soft, she smiled the saddest smile I’ve ever seen.

My heart swelled. I opened my mouth to congratulate her, and surprised myself by overflowing into tears. Without fully understanding why, I was laughing and sobbing. We were sobbing-laughing together. Without speaking we said a thousand things to each other. With a tilt of her head she told me she’d only just found out, that I was the first to know. With a nod I told her how sorry I was that I wouldn’t see her child grow up. With a lopsided smile she told me that she would tell her baby all about me.

My sister and I hadn’t always got on. We were always too absorbed in our own lives to look out for each other. But in that moment I saw that she was the best friend I had. I saw how well she knew me, and how much I valued her.

***
 

The week before launch was a blur. I was on so many different drugs I couldn’t trust my senses. I remember seeing my mum, Zelda with her husband, Lucy . . . but I also remember seeing Don, and I can’t have seen Don because he was at Lunar 4.

The bed in the Medical Centre became my universe. Nothing existed beyond its boundaries. My left foot hurt and my entire identity became that foot. I had no name, no context, no purpose—my being was reduced to the boiling pain in the fifth metatarsus. Then the pain would subside and I would have a moment of clarity. The hovering face of a nurse would ask me if I was ok and I would wanly smile and nod my head. I would start to say something, but lose the thought.

This cycle of agony and clarity repeated and intensified, woven together with fitful dreams and fevered hallucinations. Images of my mum shouting at my dad for coming home late mixed together with Lucy reading me a spiralling Dylan Thomas poem, and I wasn’t sure what was real.

Then gradually, after a million years or half an hour, the moments of clarity became clearer, and the pain duller. I saw beyond my hospital bed and realised I wasn’t in the Medical Centre anymore. The room was bigger, plainer. Metal walls. A smell of oil and rotten eggs. A television buzz. Io 1.

A man came by and asked me how I felt. “I’m never drinking again,” I said. He asked me again—but then I realised he was asking someone else this time, off to my right. A strange gruff voice responded, “Dead good.”

I felt a jarring sense of disorientation. It seemed impossible that I was on some godforsaken rock four million miles from home. Impossible. The room dipped and swayed as I fought a terrible vertigo. I closed my eyes and tried to breathe deeply.

When I opened them again I tried to focus on little things. My throat was dry. I was lying down in a large padded cylinder. The port in my right shoulder was connected to tubes that protruded from the white wall of the cylinder. The port in my left thigh was hooked up too. I was as naked and hairless and grey as a newborn mole.

I wiggled my toes, lifted my arm, tried to picture Lucy’s face; but I felt an odd sense of detachment, as if I was merely channelling someone else’s thoughts. Little aches and pains chased around my body every time I moved as if my veins had grown scales.

The man came back and leant over me, fiddling with my ports. He was hairless too—his expression was rendered oddly neutral for lack of eyebrows. He moved with a slow grace, as if dancing. My ports were sealed, the tubes disconnected, and he signalled for me to get up.

I sprang up and nearly fell out of the cylinder. My head spun; my fingers clawed for purchase. I hovered in mid-air for a second like a cartoon before falling awkwardly back into the padded Pit. The man—a doctor, I decided—laughed at me.

“One-sixth gravity,” he said. “You’ll get used to it.”

That reeling vertigo again. I clutched the edge of the Pit, white-knuckled, feeling seasick. The doctor moved onto his next patient, leaving me gasping for breath.

“Looking peaky,” said the gruff voice. Through blurred vision I saw that it belonged to a well-built shiny-skinned man sitting up in the Pit next to mine. And beyond him, five more Pits, five more naked Rip van Winkles being awoken from their long slumber.

I nodded, trying not to vomit.

“I’m Masher,” he said.

“Masher?” I managed. “That’s your name?”

“Naw, but I figure I can be Masher out here. You?”

“I’m . . . ” I retched. A glob of stomach acid burned its way up my throat. I swallowed it back down. “I’m not feeling very well.”

“Nice to meet you, Puke-risk.”

***
 

There were seven of us on Io 1. Five mining generalists, a commander and a doctor. The only life for millions of miles in any direction. The seven crew who had preceded us left the day after we all got out of the Pit—seems they were keen to get home. They’d shown us where everything was and how to run things, but they’d only shown us once, so it took us a couple of weeks to get our heads around everything. Particularly because we all felt like death warmed up. Which, of course, we were.

The seven of us had nicknames for each other. Those who didn’t have a nickname ready were given one. Masher, Doc, Two Fish, Lippy, Ghost, Manc . . . I tried to be Shorty, but too late—Puke-risk had already stuck.

The base was small. There was the loading station, where we’d woken up, two labs, a habitation module with kitchen facilities and beds, a tiny exercise/shower room and an even tinier toilet. There weren’t enough rooms for us to be in one each, unless one of us put on a suit and went outside. Anyway, there was a kind of unspoken taboo on being alone for more than a few minutes.

The routine was unbearably monotonous. We worked three shifts, in pairs—the days were about forty-two and a half hours long, which made the shifts just over fourteen hours each. My buddy was usually Masher. The drill buggies and recon drones did the actual work of mining without any human intervention, but we were kept busy with vehicle maintenance, materials processing, geothermal monitoring, tectonic analysis, land surveys, site excursions, shift reports, power plant duty, and dozens of other things.

In our off-duty time we had to do at least six hours of calisthenics per Io-day, four hours of further study, and usually at least two hours of base safety checks or inventory counts or whatever other mundane make-work Two Fish could come up with. Plus sleeping, twice a day. But even with all that to occupy us, we still ended up with interminable hours of spare time.

We each had a portable tablet that we could sync up to central comms, so we could effectively send and receive emails. But with the vagaries of electromagnetic radiation and random celestial obstructions, it often took several days for a message to get to or from Earth, and sometimes the messages seemed to get lost completely.

When I first synced up my tablet, I had six years’ worth of messages from my family and friends. I felt a lump the size of a lemon in my throat when I saw that I had four hundred and thirty-two messages from my mother, and over a hundred and fifty from my sister. I felt a deeper, darker set of emotions when I saw that I had only ten messages from Lucy Pinner.

There were messages too from Don, Fred, both Olivers, a bunch of family friends, and even a few notes from Zelda’s son, talking about how in school today he made a castle out of a cardboard box, or how much he didn’t like broccoli.

What hurt the most was not that I’d missed six years, but that everybody had got on fine without me. Their lives barrelled on, they didn’t miss me or think of me, except as part of an occasional letter-writing exercise, an obligation, a chore. They were getting promoted, married, having children; for me, those milestones were nothing more than half-baked possibilities hovering at the distant edge of a soul-grinding limbo. My life was on pause.

I wrote back to them all. I noticed, though it wasn’t my intention, that in all my letters I asked only about them and their lives. I didn’t reveal a single thing about myself and my life on Io. Neither did they press me for such details. They asked, but didn’t seem to mind when they got no answer.

The messages seemed to reinforce the distance between us rather than shrink it. So, as time went on, I wrote less. Except to Lucy. To her, I wrote every day. Personal things. Deep meandering desperate thoughts that I’d never have admitted to her directly. Her scarce replies were blandly encouraging, as if she were hedging her bets. She spoke of the various false starts in her acting career; of drudge bar work to pay the bills; of the people in her life; of men she met and discarded. She said she loved me. I read every word she wrote a thousand times.

***
 

“Race you back,” said Masher over the helmet radio.

“No way, I’m not giving Two Fish an excuse to put me on cleaning duty again,” I responded.

“Two Fish is a prick,” said Masher. “Screw him.”

“He can hear us, you know.”

“Yah, like he’d bother to listen. Switch to fifteen.”

I rolled my eyes. Masher and I were riding a couple of recon drones on manual override, having done a sampling run on the beta seam. The Jupiter rise was in full flood ahead of us, its marbled surface of dusty orange dominating the horizon. The sun looked like a dull penny at our backs. I switched frequency.

“ . . . read me? Can you read me?” Masher’s voice crackled.

“I’m not going to race.”

“Listen, Puke-risk, Two Fish has got too big for his boots. You know it, I know it. So we’re gonna stage a mutiny.”

I sighed. “How would you run the base any different?”

“Manc is well up for it. Lippy’ll bend. Doc doesn’t count, and Ghost is a pussy. No more base safety checks two hours after we finished the last one. No more yes sir no sir. And we could all stop taking those bloody pills and grow back some hair.”

“You’ve been talking about this for days.”

“But now’s the time. By my reckoning, tomorrow it’s an Earth year since we got here. It’d be symbolic. A changing of the guard.”

We parked the drones and switched them back to auto, then bounce-walked to the pressure lock. We talked procedure while the air and psi normalised, but the temperature always took longer. It had to heat up from minus 150 C.

“We’ve really only been here one year?” I said.

“Time crawls when you’re having none,” said Masher, looking at me through his helmet glass. The pressure lock was too cramped for personal space; I could see the red veins in his eyes.

“Mash, do you get the fear sometimes that this’ll never end?”

“What d’you mean?”

“I mean like we’re in some kind of infinite loop on this rock. Like we can get to the end of a day, but as soon as we wake up we’re back at the start again? Maybe we really died, and this is some kind of Sisyphean punishment.”

“Sissy what?”

I squinted to read the analogue temperature gauge. “Two zero four Kelvin and climbing.”

Masher verified my reading with his digital gauge. “Check. I’m counting the days, buddy. Every sleep is one closer to going home.”

My eyes focussed on the ghostly reflection of my face in Masher’s helmet glass. “But what’s home? It’s a memory. Doesn’t exist anymore,” I mused. Not that Masher was paying attention. “D’you ever think, ‘Why me?’”

“Naw; why not me? I can take it better than most, I reckon.”

“Two niner zero Kelvin and stable. Safe temperature achieved.”

“Check.”

We went through all the checks once more – that’s how we survived in space, double and triple checking everything—and let ourselves into the base. We took off our heavy suits and skipped to the habitation module. Two Fish was at the mess table playing cards with Doc.

“Sampling excursion complete, sir,” I said.

“Heya Puke-risk,” he responded. “Masher.”

Masher pointedly ignored the greeting and sidled to the kitchenette to make a hot drink (actually a tepid drink, the boiling point of water was lukewarm). Two Fish shook his head wearily. “Masher, you’re on cooking detail today. Puke-risk, you’re auditing the titanium in the shipping bay; make sure the ore is packed in as tightly as possible.”

“Yes sir.”

“Soon as the two of you have done your shift report we’ll take over.”

“Who’s on shift with you?” I asked.

Two Fish responded by looking in the direction of the lav. He looked concerned. Doc picked up on his expression and said, “Ghost has been a while in there, eh?”

Two Fish put down his cards, got up and walked over to the toilet. Masher and I exchanged glances, then watched him as he yanked the door open. We couldn’t see what he saw, his bulky back blocked the view.

“Need some help here!” he shouted, and dropped to his knees. He took his vest off, revealing his giant tattoo of two fish swirling together into a yin-yang.

The three of us—Masher, Doc and I—rushed over. At first I didn’t realise what I was seeing. Everything was slick-wet, Ghost was on the floor and Two Fish was wrapping his vest around Ghost’s shoulder. A metallic tang in the air. Tackiness underfoot. The vest blushed crimson where it touched Ghost’s pale skin.

Blood. Everywhere, blood.

Two Fish bent over to start CPR, but Doc stopped him. “He’s pulled out his port,” said Doc. “He’s dead.”

Doc and Two Fish exchanged a glance. Two Fish nodded, then barked orders. “We need to get him to the Pit as soon as possible. Our only chance.”

Two Fish, Masher and I picked up Ghost’s body. Doc ran out of the habitation module and we followed him. I tried not to think of how painful it must have been to pull out his port. Had he been so unhappy? I’d known the man for a year, yet we’d only ever spoken in small circles. I knew so little of him.

I felt unnaturally aware of the port in my own chest, just below my right shoulder, like a splinter. I felt light-headed.

“Puke-risk!” shouted Masher. “Pull yourself together!”

But it was too late. I dropped to the floor and vomited my guts out.

***
 

Ghost lay in one of the Pits, grey as winter clouds. He was conscious now, but something behind his eyes had stayed dead.

Once Doc had replaced Ghost’s port, the Pit had done its job; drained the rest of his blood away and preserved his body for a while, then slowly fed his blood back in. Brought him back from beyond the veil. He spoke occasionally, to request water or pain relief. He moved when instructed to for his physiotherapy. But he didn’t seem whole anymore.

I sat next to him, reading him one of the classic novels that had been preloaded onto my tablet. Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. I knew the others thought I was weird for spending time with him, but they left me alone. The whole base had been pretty subdued since Ghost tried to kill himself. Masher’s energy for mutiny had certainly vanished.

I found that I’d stopped reading. I’d been staring at the page, but couldn’t focus. Ghost was staring at the ceiling, oblivious. My mind kept plummeting back to Lucy Pinner’s last letter.

I’d received it three days before. In it she spoke of the play she’d been writing, her insomnia, a pending audition for a TV ad, the unsanitary toilet habits of her flatmate’s cat; and, right at the end, a passing mention that she and Don had been seeing each other for the last few months.

She’d written before of having been on dates, of relationships that had fizzled out before they’d really started—that hadn’t bothered me. But sleeping with my best friend? Whenever I thought about it my stomach hurt so much I couldn’t speak.

Doc walked in, hesitating at the doorway when he saw me. “Mind if I . . . ?” he said, pointing at Ghost.

I nodded.

He adjusted a dial on the Pit that controlled Ghost’s sedation level. Ghost closed his eyes and became even less responsive than usual. Doc sat next to the Pit and set about replacing the bandages on Ghost’s port.

“You’ve been a bit preoccupied lately,” said Doc.

I didn’t respond.

“Ghost’ll be all right,” Doc said, consoling. “If that’s what’s bugging you.”

Again, a silence stretched between us. I tried to find words. “I . . . he . . . I mean . . . why don’t you let him die?”

Doc’s face fell into a humourless frown. “It’s not his decision to make.”

“Up here, we’ve got nothing,” I stammered. “It’s the only thing we can choose anymore.”

“The safety and function of the base relies on a full complement of crew. You signed up to this deal when you came aboard. You are not permitted to die.”

“Haven’t you got any sense of mercy?” I said, blinking back a tear. “Damn your Hippocratic oath. The only way to help this man is to let him make his own choice.”

Doc’s face softened. Pity? Woe? I couldn’t tell. “Think of his future,” he said. “Think of his family and friends.”

“They would tell you to let him die too.”

“They would at least want to say goodbye. They have the right.”

“We’re basically dead already. This is no life. We put so much effort into clinging on, and for what? So we can go through the same tiny hell for another day. For another thousand days.”

Doc looked down. Said nothing.

I sighed deeply, feeling suddenly angry that my eyes had watered up. I wanted to smash my tablet on the floor and stomp into the pressure lock without my suit on. But the feeling dissipated, leaving my heart heavy, as if a piece of my soul had evaporated. “Sorry,” I said, my voice cracking. “It’s not your fault.”

Doc gave me an infinitely gentle look, like he wanted to enfold me in his arms and let me sob my problems away. But something held him back. A veneer of professionalism? Misplaced machismo? His own fear of falling apart?

He’d always seemed so confident, as if this terribly claustrophobic existence held no discomfort for him, as if he was in his element. But for a split second I saw past the mask. I saw a frightened child. I saw myself.

***
 

It felt unreal when we got news that the shuttle was arriving. Six Earth years had passed, and it was finally time to go home. There was a frenzy of activity to unload the supplies, load up the titanium, prepare for the Pit, revive the new crew. I’ve never been happier to see a corpse!

By then the seven of us were old hands, bound together by shared scars. Older than before. Masters of our tiny realm. We cultivated a carnival atmosphere, collectively suppressing the nerves that niggled at the back of our minds. Going home was to be celebrated, purely; voicing any doubt was taboo. Even Ghost managed a tiny smile.

We showed around the befuddled new crew. I felt bad for them; I wanted to warn them how hard it would be, but there were no words, so I settled for upbeat platitudes. And then it was time for us to enter the Pit. We had done all the material preparation, but suddenly I panicked that I was mentally far from ready.

But the sickness took over, and it was done.

I woke up bleary-eyed, saw that I was in the Corps Medical Centre back on Earth. I felt the same jarring vertigo, as my brain denied with all its might that six more years and four million miles had passed.

An old woman kissed me on the cheek. I looked at her, confused. She stood back—my mother was standing next to her, with a strange man wearing an even stranger fashion of jeans and U-neck shirt. But she couldn’t be my mother, she was too young.

No; she was my sister. Zelda. And the man standing next to her—her son. My nephew. So the old lady was . . .

“Mum!” I cried, and tears filled my eyes, falling in rivulets to my temples.

The four of us wept or fidgeted or tried to smile, but none of us found a word to say. Finally, my mum broke the silence. She leant over, navigating around the tubes that protruded from my body, and gave me an awkward hug. “Welcome home, Archer.”

Archer. My name was Archer. And I was home. I smiled more widely than I had done for years.

I got out of there as soon as I could, and I was on a high for days. I stayed with my mother, spending each day just walking around the city. I revelled in feeling healthy, safe. The sun felt like a caress. I felt drunk on the smells of grass, and exhaust fumes, and hot bread, and summer air—the noise of life was like music. For twenty minutes I stood in the park, enthralled by the innocent energy of a pet puppy. I sat in a cafe and took two hours to finish one cup of coffee.

A week passed, my hair started growing back a little, and my mum suggested I get in touch with my old friends. I realised I had been trying not to think of them, as if meeting them again would spoil the memory of how we were before. But once I decided it was time, my nerves sublimated into excitement. I told myself it wouldn’t be like old times, but it would be all right.

“I want to see Lucy,” I said.

My mum’s lips tightened and she asked me to sit down. “I didn’t tell you before, because . . . ” she hesitated. Cleared her throat. “Four years ago, while you were travelling, Lucy and Don got married.”

I nodded. Looked at the floor.

“I’m sorry, sweetie.”

“No, it’s—ok,” I said. My mind was a swirl of emotions, but a sharp beam of light cut through the fog and convinced me that it really was ok.

***
 

I rang the bell, took a long, deep breath. The door opened, and there stood Lucy Pinner, looking about twelve months pregnant. When she saw me, her jaw hit the floor. “Archie.”

“Lucy,” I said. “You look . . . old.”

She stared at me a moment like she’d been slapped in the face. Then she laughed, and the years fell away. She waddled down onto the porch, put her arms around me and gave me a deeply inappropriate kiss. I felt stirred in ways I’d forgotten I could.

“You always knew how to charm the ladies,” she said, smiling broadly.

“Hey, you had it coming.”

“I have been a very bad girl.”

“I forgive you. Let’s kiss again before your husband gets here.”

“Oh, you cad.”

“What can I say, I can’t resist you.”

“You mean, I can’t be resisted.” She half-smiled, her head tilted, her chestnut eyes looking deep into mine. She kept her arms locked around me, the bump of her tummy pressing against my stomach. Her brow creased. “I know you’re the one who had to go away, but you don’t know how difficult it’s been.”

I nodded, held my palm to her cheek.

“I waited,” she said. “Tried to wait. But I convinced myself . . . I thought you’d never come back. Don was an absolute gentleman. I was a wreck, he looked after me for years.”

“Are you happy?” I said.

Her expression was impossible to read. She held up a finger, pressed it gently against my lips. “You’d better come inside.”

I followed her in. She led me through the hall into the lounge. I sat at the edge of a pleasantly worn sofa; she gave me a compact smile, then walked out of the room. As I waited for her to return my eyes scanned the bookshelves. Biographies of famous actresses were mixed in with mining textbooks. There was a row of framed pictures of Lucy and Don together. He’d gained a few pounds and wrinkles, his hair was silvering, but he looked happy. They looked happy together. My stomach churned.

At the end of the row was a picture of me.

I heard Lucy padding back into the room behind me. I turned to her, smiling, and my smile froze solid. She stood before me, glowing with soft energy, wearing not a stitch. I knew as soon as I saw her that this image would burn itself into my mind for the rest of my life.

“Don . . . ?” I said

“He’s away.” Her smile was like a cat’s. I let my eyes explore her, savouring the moment. She glided to the sofa and lay across it, resting her head on my lap. I was tense, at first, but eventually I relaxed, letting myself melt into the sofa cushions.

“I can’t believe you’re back,” she said.

“I can’t believe you’re pregnant.”

She laughed. I stroked her hair and we sat there together, saying nothing for a while.

“How long before they call you up for another tour?” she asked.

“Dunno. Could be weeks, could be years. My experience’ll probably qualify me for another ridiculously distant assignment.”

“Don’t go.”

“At least life up there is pretty simple.”

“Don’t go.”

“I wish I had the choice.”

She didn’t say anything after that, and neither did I, until the sun went down. At some point she’d fallen asleep. I stood up as slowly as I could, covered her with a blanket, and left.

As I sat on the train I thought about my future. I had money, and freedom, for now; I was healthy. Maybe I’d go away somewhere. Maybe the best gift I could give to Lucy and Don would be to leave them alone. Or maybe it was for my sake. The longer I thought, the less I knew.

When I got home to my mother’s house, I saw a letter from the Space Corps waiting for me on the dining table. I went to bed, leaving it unopened.
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The main beam of the Volvo illuminated the country road like a black and white tunnel shifting in a dry electric storm. Shady hedgerows and bare-leafed trees flashed by too quickly and Fergus eased off the accelerator. If he hadn’t slowed down, his black and white journey would have twisted into red. Pressing down hard on the brakes, the Volvo screeched to a dead stop. Fergus’ breathing quickened as the adrenaline rush took hold. He stared at the road ahead. A family of badgers stood immobile in the middle of the road. They waited in line, the boar at the head, two cubs in the middle and a sow at the rear. The boar stared back at him, as if it was slightly concerned, but no more than that. Its black and white fur bristled in the car headlights, while its eyes gleamed intelligence. It raised its head, as if saluting Fergus, acknowledging his braking skills.

Fergus relaxed his grip on the steering wheel.

The two young cubs began to fidget. The sow nipped the nearest cub and it settled them down. As the boar started to move, the rest of the family followed his lead before slipping away into the darkness beyond the bushes at the side of the road.

When they were gone, Fergus thought back to that day at the beach. The sun; low in the sky but still warm, turned everything into silhouette. They walked in line, across the flat, sandy beach with Fergus at the head, their two children in the middle and Katherine at the rear. Watching their shadows trace ridiculous steps at their side, laughter tripped the breeze. He always went back to that day whenever he felt down. Thinking about the boar at the head of his family, Fergus wondered if it ever felt down. If it had a place inside its mind where it could escape from responsibility.

Twenty minutes later, Fergus pulled the Volvo into the unobtrusive car park that gave no indication of the importance to the building it supported. He was reluctant to get out of the car. Although he had worked at Glinka for over three months, today was the first day he would be introduced to the man. He had been instructed not to call him by any name until the man told him what he wanted to be called. Everyone received a different name when they were first introduced. When Fergus eventually got out of the car, he slowly made his way to the glass entranceway, swiped his security pass across the reader and waited for the door to open.

‘Morning,’ Fergus said to the guard as he entered the reception area.

As usual, the sullen guard barely nodded his head in response.

At the changing room, Fergus met his mentor, Patrick Wainwright. They small talked while Fergus removed his clothing and replaced it with the sterile area clothing which consisted of latex gloves, a non-shedding boiler suit, a hood that covered all of his face apart from his eyes and knee length boots that he fastened around his legs with ties. At each stage of the changing procedure, he sprayed his gloved hands with antiseptic solution to reduce the bio burden his body naturally produced. Staring at himself in the stainless steel mirror, he completed the changing procedure by placing the irradiated goggles over his eyes and once more sprayed his gloved hands.

‘You’re a natural at this,’ Wainwright said when he had finished. ‘You’ve passed all of the micro tests without a single bacterial growth count. They don’t come any more sterile than Fergus Peterson.’

‘It’s all of your training.’ Fergus smiled behind the hooded mask he wore.

‘Speaking of training, I know I’ve said this over and again, but it’s worth repeating.’

‘Don’t mention the crucifixion, right?’

Wainwright smiled, ‘Right. And if he does, don’t respond. He will only get agitated.’

‘I guess it’s time to go meet him now.’

‘Yes it is. Good luck Fergus.’

Wainwright typed the code into the keypad and the door into the man’s chamber opened. Fergus stepped inside and the door immediately closed behind him.

Through the glass partition Fergus saw the man sitting on a seat in the middle of the room with his head bowed and his hands clamped on each side of his head. He couldn’t see or feel the air flow, but he knew there was a positive pressure cascading from the centre of the room outwards to reduce micro-organism contamination inside the man’s quarters. The whole facility had been designed and standard operating procedures introduced to ensure the man remained protected from contamination.

‘I can’t hear Him speak anymore.’ The man said.

‘Can’t hear who speak?’

‘God, of course, who else did you think?’

‘Why can’t you hear Him speak?’

The man raised his head and lowered his hands. ‘Because I cut off my ears,’ he said.

Fergus stared at where the man’s ears should have been. In place of his ears, he saw two bloody patches of skin and two bloodied holes.

‘Get my ears back,’ the man said as he stood and walked towards the glass. ‘Get them to me now and sew them back on!’

‘Where are they?’ Fergus asked.

The man’s eyes blinked rapidly before he answered. ‘I flushed them down the toilet,’ he said, pressing his hands against the side of his head once more.

***
 

‘He is calm now,’ Wainwright said. ‘He is asking for you.’

It was the day after the man had cut off his ears. Fergus was in the changing room. He was dressed in sterile garments but didn’t want to go back into the sterile suite. He didn’t want to see the man ever again.

‘I don’t . . . ’

‘You signed a contract. Your family will suffer if you do not fulfil your obligations.’

Fergus knew what he was getting into, but hearing the threat spoken so bluntly for the first time made him flinch internally.

‘Fuck you, Wainwright.’ Fergus said.

‘As long as you fulfil your obligations, you can fuck me any which way you like.’

Fergus turned his back on Wainwright and sprayed his hands with the sterilising solution. ‘When I am finished in there with him, I want to fuck you with a barbed broom shank. Can you arrange that for later?’ Without waiting for a reply, Fergus walked over to the doorway as Wainwright typed in the key code. When the door opened, he took a deep breath and stepped through. The man was sitting in the centre of his space behind the glass partition. He must have asked for a straightjacket, because he was strapped into one. The top half of his head had been bandaged. Two small spots of blood were visible either side of his head. He stared at the floor as Fergus walked up to the glass.

‘They couldn’t find my ears,’ the man said.

‘No,’ Fergus said, not wanting to repeat what Wainwright had joked about the man’s ears being rat meat in the sewers.

‘I’m getting used to not hearing God speak. That’s a bad sign.’

‘Your ears, I mean . . . you don’t actually hear through those. You hear through your eardrums.’

‘Fuck you. What do you think I am, senile or something? My ears were symbolic. How else do you expect to hear the voice of The Lord other than through vague associations?’

‘I don’t know, I’ve never heard God speak before.’

‘Yes you have, you’ve just forgotten. Everyone forgets until the end.’

‘The end?’

‘Jesus, are you senile? I mean death of course. The end.’

‘Of course.’

The man looked up at Fergus. ‘You are mocking me. I like that Fergus. I like someone who has the ability to mock.’

The man stood up, walked over to the partition and stared at Fergus.

‘You can call me Snake. No one has ever called me that before. Not to my face.’ He pulled against the straps of the straightjacket. ‘Do you want to fuck me, Fergus?’

Fergus wanted to move away from the window. He wanted to leave the sterile suite. He did neither. ‘No, I don’t want to do that.’

‘What do you want to fuck? Everyone wants to fuck something. What are your particular tastes?’

Despite the glass between them, it felt like there was no barrier. ‘Do you want me to fuck you?’ Fergus asked.

The man started to laugh, then bent his head back and laughed even more. Fergus hated the way the man laughed.

When he stopped laughing, he stared deep into Fergus’s eyes. ‘I am not who you think I am.’

‘Who do you think I think you are?’

The man turned away from Fergus, ‘Fuck, I so wanna start a zombie holocaust.’

‘Why would you want to do that, Snake?’

The man looked back at Fergus, over his shoulder. ‘I don’t like the way you say Snake. Are you God in disguise?’

‘Yes.’

‘Fuck you.’

Fergus could feel himself sweat beneath the sterile area clothing. ‘Why are you here? Why am I here?’

‘I’m here because I wanted to feel what it was like to be a man. Yet once I became man, my spirit weakened this body over time, like a debilitating interior. Now that I am man, I can no longer experience what it is like to be man. You and all other men, god damn you, are now like a cancer to me. It’s just like it was before, I have to keep my distance from you.’

‘What about me? You never answered why I am here.’

‘You need the money, Fergus.’ The man sat down on the seat. He started to squirm, like he was attempting to worm his way out of the straightjacket. ‘I want to leave this place. I have been here too long. Remove your sterile clothing and open the door.’

‘If I do that you will die.’

The man bent down and wiped his mouth on his shoulder. ‘The body I am trapped inside will die.’

Fergus hesitated; he didn’t want to open the door. Not because he didn’t want the man’s body to die, he didn’t want to open the door because he didn’t want to get any closer to the man. He took off the sterile boots anyway, then the gown, the mask and lastly, the hood.

He opened the door. ‘How did they keep you isolated two thousand years ago?’ Fergus asked.

‘They didn’t need to then. It has only been in the last fifty years or so that man has started to contaminate me. Maybe it’s a way of showing me I’m too old to carry on living in this form.’ The man stood up and walked through the doorway towards the exit. He looked at the camera above the door. ‘Open up,’ he said.

Fergus heard a click and the door swung open.

‘Do you want me to remove the straightjacket?’ Fergus asked.

‘No,’ the man said, as he stepped into the changing room.

Fergus followed and once inside, the door behind him closed. Wainwright stood opposite, staring at the man. Fergus had never seen anyone look so anxious.

‘Take me to the lab, Mr. Wainwright,’ the man said. ‘I want my ears back.’

‘Your ears are somewhere in the drainage system.’ Fergus said.

‘My ears are in the lab,’ the man said. ‘Everything I ever flushed down that mingy toilet goes to the lab for analysis.’

‘Of course, Seraph,’ Wainwright said. ‘Please, follow me.’

Fergus was not surprised Wainwright had lied to him, just disappointed.

They followed Wainwright out of the changing rooms, along a seemingly endless white corridor, past a number of doorways until he stopped at a stainless steel door with a small glass window that he peered through. Wainwright opened the door and they entered a lab. The four lab technicians inside stared at the man, then turned away from him and went about their business with their heads down.

The man’s ears were beneath a bell jar on one of the lab benches. They were held in place by a number of pins, as if someone had stretched them to make them appear larger.

‘Pick up my ears Mr. Wainwright.’ The man said.

Wainwright lifted the bell jar, removed the pins and picked up the ears. Holding them in his outstretched hand, he offered the ears to the man.

The man stared at them for a short while. ‘Put them in your pocket,’ he said, ‘then take us to the restaurant.’

‘Why the restaurant?’ Fergus asked.

‘I want to see Mr Wainwright eat my ears and I don’t expect him to do that without a clean plate and cutlery. Also there are condiments; a man cannot be expected to eat another man’s ears without a touch of seasoning.’

***
 

It wasn’t until they reached the restaurant that the man began to cough. Staring at him, Fergus noticed his pale skin was becoming red and blotchy.

‘What, you have never seen anyone die before?’ the man said after he stopped coughing. ‘Don’t you realise everyone is dying. From the very first moment you are conceived, Fergus, you are dying. Don’t fret, though, it feels enlivening at the end. Being close to death is like nothing else you will experience. Not even reincarnation is as memorable as death.’

They were sitting at a table by the window. Despite there being over twenty staff in the restaurant, it was silent other than for the sound of people eating. As soon as the diners saw the man, everyone stopped talking. Wainwright left them while he went to get a clean plate, a knife, a fork, and salt and pepper. When he returned, he sat opposite the man and placed the ears on the white plate. He sprinkled salt and pepper on each ear and then tentatively sliced into one with the knife, before mechanically lifting it to his mouth and pulling it from the fork with his teeth. He chewed on the ear without revealing any emotion in his face.

‘Why are you making him do this?’ Fergus asked as Wainwright ate.

‘I am not making him do anything. He has free will.’

‘He wouldn’t eat your ears if he didn’t feel threatened. Everyone in this restaurant feels the same way. It has something to do with you.’

The man stared at Fergus, taking his eyes away from Wainwright for the first time since he started to eat the ears. ‘Do you feel threatened, Fergus?’

Fergus thought for a moment before answering. ‘Not threatened, more like not in control.’

‘You can leave any time you want.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, really.’

Fergus stood up.

The man turned back around facing Wainwright. ‘Of course, for every action, there is a consequence.’

Fergus sat back down.

When Wainwright finished eating they left the restaurant and headed for the main exit. In the reception area, the man walked over to the unwelcoming security guard. ‘I know you are carrying a handgun,’ the man said to him. ‘It’s a revolver, right?’

The security guard remained glum and silent.

‘Revolvers are amazingly robust, more so than automatic pistols. There are too many working parts to an automatic pistol. Too many things to go wrong. A revolver is beautifully simple. You can stick a revolver in a steel box, put it in a hole and leave it there until you feel threatened. Dig it up fifty years later, clean it and load it with fresh bullets and hey, presto, it is ready to shoot. You feel threatened right?’

The security guard nodded his head.

‘You are right to feel threatened. Everything is about to change. Do yourself a favour, take that revolver out of your ankle holster, put it in your mouth and press the trigger. Make sure you aim the barrel into the roof of your mouth and not the back of your throat. How many times have suicides blown a hole through their mouths and not killed themselves? I’ll tell you, too many times.’

‘Don’t do this,’ Fergus said.

The man ignored Fergus and continued to talk to the security guard. ‘It would be an awful shame if you wasted your father’s thoughtful gesture. He knew you’d need the gun one day. Well, that day has finally arrived.’

The security guard bent down and raised his trousers. Fergus saw the gun. The guard pulled it from the holster. He aimed it at the man.

‘Fuck,’ the man said. ‘That’s what I hate about my influence. It’s so fucking unpredictable.’

The security guard pressed the trigger and Fergus heard a click.

The man shook his head. ‘You numb fuck,’ he said. ‘You forgot to load the gun, didn’t you?’

Heading for the exit, Wainwright opened the door for the man and Fergus followed them outside into the still, dark night. As they crossed the road to the car park, Fergus heard a loud bang behind. He turned around and saw the security guard slumped back against his chair. Red speckles of blood and brain were splattered against the glass partition all around him.

‘Looks like he took my advice,’ the man said, ‘he aimed for the roof of his mouth.’

***
 

‘I want a drink,’ the man said. ‘Take me to a bar.’

They were in Fergus’s car, driving back to Darlington. The man was in the passenger seat, while Wainwright sat silently in the rear.

‘It’s three in the morning, all the bars are closed.’ Fergus said.

‘I know the owner of a nice little town centre bar. He will open it up for me. Ring this number,’ he said to Wainwright, reciting the telephone number from memory.

Wainwright did as he said and when he got an answer, he held the phone against the side of the man’s face.

‘Yes, I know how late it is,’ the man said. ‘No, you don’t know me. I know about Saul, though. I know all about Saul and the others. What do I want? I want a drink. I want you to open your bar.’

The man pushed aside the phone with his head when he finished speaking and Wainwright put his phone back in his pocket.

‘It’s done,’ the man said. ‘Now take me to Number 22 and make it quick, we don’t have much time.’

Fergus barely heard his words as he stared at the road up ahead and saw the two young badgers and the sow. They were in a line, the two cubs close the road verge and the sow directly behind them. All three were flattened red against the tarmac.

‘Oh,’ the man said as they drove past the dead family. ‘That would be my influence.’

Fergus thought about the boar, wondering how its mind would process the loss of its family. What was it thinking now? What was it doing now?

‘What would you do?’ The man asked.

‘What?’ Fergus said.

‘In the same circumstances as the boar, what would you do?’

‘I would kill for my family.’

‘But who would you kill, the driver or the influence behind his deed?’

‘I would kill everyone.’

‘Good answer.’

They reached Number 22 a while later and Fergus parked the car across the road from the bar. He got out and saw that Wainwright was unable to move on his own. Walking over to the rear passenger door, he opened it and helped Wainwright out of the car. With Fergus supporting Wainwright, they crossed the road to the bar and saw the bar owner already waiting for them in the entrance lobby. He stared at them for a short while without speaking, then unlocked the door and entered the bar with Fergus and the others following close behind. The man sat at a table near the window while the bar owner busied himself switching on the lights near where they sat.

‘Bring us enough vodka to keep us going all night,’ the man said to the bar owner. ‘Not that cheap stuff on the back shelf either; I want the French vodka you keep under the counter. Bring ice and limes too.’

Fergus and Wainwright sat with the man and a moment later the bar owner placed a tray on the table with two bottles of premium vodka, three glasses, a bucket of ice, a bowl of limes and a knife.

‘Leave us,’ the man said.

The bar owner walked across to the exit and gently closed the door behind him as he left.

‘Can you see him changing?’ the man said to Fergus when the barman was gone.

Fergus stared at Wainwright. ‘Yes. What have you done to him?’

‘Fix our drinks and I will tell you.’

Fergus took the knife and sliced three thin strips of lime. He put one piece of lime and one ice cube into each of the glasses. Opening the bottle, he poured vodka into each glass until it covered all of the ice and half of the lime.

‘I like the way you fix drinks,’ the man said.

Fergus held one of the glasses up to the man’s lips and he took a sip of the drink.

‘Excellent,’ the man said.

Fergus gulped back his own vodka in one go, and then poured himself another.

Wainwright closed his eyes. His head slumped forwards.

‘What have you done to him?’ Fergus repeated.

‘You don’t think he could eat my flesh—eat my ears—without there being consequences do you? Even though I am currently in the form of a man, my influence remains sublime.’

‘Your flesh has poisoned him?’

‘In a way, yes, he is infected.’

‘To what end?’

The man began to click his tongue on the roof of his mouth, ‘We need a new kind of cancer.’ He suddenly said. ‘It might not seem so to you right now, but you guys are winning the battle against cancer. In a few more decades you will discover an awesome new medicine and cancer as you know it will pretty much seem like a common flu infection.’

Fergus fixed them both a fresh drink, thinking on the man’s words. ‘When did you become so fucked up?’ he said, as he offered the drink to the man.

The man smiled, ‘I guess that would be when God started to lose faith in me. Yeah, I’m pretty sure it was around that time.’

‘Why did you lose faith in God?’

‘I said He lost faith in me.’ the man paused, ‘Fuck, Fergus, you are a sharp one. I see what you are doing. It doesn’t matter. I also see you don’t want to know the truth. You are just like the rest after all.’

The man started to cough and then vomited on the bar floor.

The air was filled with the odour of his puke mixed with vodka and something else just as rancid. Despite not wanting to, Fergus found himself breathing in the stench. ‘I want to know where I fit in with your plans?’

The man ignored Fergus’s question. ‘I feel lousy,’ he said. ‘Being human is not all it’s made out to be. I can’t wait to die and get out of this feeble body.’

‘How long have you been a man?’

‘You already know the answer to that question. I’ve been in this weak state for over two thousand years.’

The man lowered his head a little and Fergus thought he detected something like sadness cross his face.

‘I could not believe it when I saw him on the cross. I have never experienced so much pain as I did that day. I wanted to run. I wanted to hide. I needed to get away from everything. In the end, I absorbed this man you see before you.’

‘You possessed a man in the crowd?’

‘You could say that, but in truth, it is more than a possession. More a rebirth. A resurrection.’

Wainwright toppled forward and his head banged against the table. Fergus lifted him up, pushing him back into his seat. He checked for a pulse but couldn’t find one.

‘He’s dead,’ Fergus said.

‘In a way,’ the man said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘The dead have a way of coming back to life. Haven’t you been watching the TV or movies recently? Everywhere you look the dead are walking. Don’t you know that almost everything man can imagine, man can create?’

‘What kind of cancer have you created?’

‘Don’t act dumb, Fergus, you know what kind it is.’

‘Fuck,’ Fergus said, standing up and backing away from the table.

‘Isn’t this a blast, a zombie holocaust started after a man eats my ears? Who the fuck could have come up with a masterpiece like that other than me?

‘How does the infection spread?’

‘Not by ear wax, that’s for sure. Maybe blood, maybe saliva, maybe both. It could be an air born thing. I honestly don’t know. I never was any good at the scientific side of things. I am more your creative type.’

Wainwright raised his head and slowly opened his eyes.

The man had another coughing fit. ‘Can you imagine it, a father or mother going through the anguish of losing a child, only for that child to be resurrected moments after their death? How elated they will feel? It won’t last. Look at Wainwright. See how rapidly his flesh deteriorates. He looks like he has been dead for over a week. He is almost brain dead. His awareness has left him, but his soul remains in his body, ignorant of everything. Imagine that, can you Fergus?’

Fergus stared at Wainwright. The man was right; Wainwright’s flesh was grey and already sagging from his face. As Fergus continued to watch, patches of skin started to flake away.

‘Do not worry,’ the man said, ‘he will not bite you. He is not a flesh eater, yet. I’m not even sure if he will ever become a flesh eater. That’s just something the movies make up, right? Oops, I almost forgot my own hypothesis, whatever man imagines, man creates.’

‘What about you, when you die, Snake?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Won’t you be trapped in a zombie’s body when you die? I mean, you have been in close contact with Wainwright, what makes you think he hasn’t infected you already?’

The man got up from his chair and made a move to the exit.

‘Where are you going?’ Fergus said.

‘To die in peace,’ the man said.

‘We aren’t infected. Wainwright isn’t contagious yet, is he? If we remain a little longer, then we will become infected.’

At the door, the man attempted to open it. Unable to turn the knob, he gave up. ‘Open this for me,’ he told Fergus.

‘No.’

The man turned around and stared at Fergus. ‘What do you mean, no?’

‘I don’t want to open the door. I want you to remain here. I want you to experience what it feels like for a man to turn into a zombie.’

‘You are brave, Fergus. Now open the door for me.’

‘How long will it take for Wainwright to become contagious?’

‘Not long at all.’

Wainwright started to rock backwards and forwards. He moaned softly as if he was trying to speak, but was unable to find the words.

‘If we don’t leave here soon, we will both be infected,’ the man said.

‘Even if we leave, I will be infected eventually. But you will die before the contagion spreads quickly enough to reach you. Isn’t that right?’

‘What if it is?’

‘You are in a straightjacket. You are weak. I think I will keep you here, with Wainwright, until you die. Or should I say, until your body dies and you become zombified? Imagine that, Snake, you being unaware and ignorant of everything around you.’

‘Who are you Fergus? Are you one of his new angels? One I have never met?’

‘I am just a man. A man with a family I will do anything to protect.’

The man frowned. ‘You need to burn Wainwright right now,’ he said.

‘Why do I need to do that?’

‘Because there is still time to stop the plague from spreading. But you need to be quick. Cover him in vodka and set him alight. Do it now.’

Fergus stared at Wainwright. He grabbed the bottle of vodka they had drank from earlier and poured it over Wainwright. ‘I don’t have a match.’

The man sighed. ‘Wainwright has a lighter in his trouser pocket. He doesn’t smoke; he just likes to flick the lighter on and off. He will smoke soon enough though. And bring the other bottle, we can drink it together while I wait to die.’

Fergus checked Wainwright and found the lighter. ‘Shouldn’t I take him outside,’ he said to the man.

‘Not enough time,’ the man said.

Fergus pressed the lighter button. He placed the flame against Wainwright. The flame took hold of the vodka and whooshed it into life.

Fergus backed away from Wainwright.

‘We should get out of here, Fergus.’ The man said.

Fergus walked towards the door and twisted the knob. He exited the bar with the man close behind. Standing in the middle of the road, he watched Wainwright burn inside the bar. ‘I should call the fire brigade,’ he said.

The man stood beside him, watching the spectacle unfurl inside the bar. ‘You’ve already ruined my zombie holocaust. At least let me enjoy a good burning.’

Fergus called the fire brigade on his mobile and reported the fire.

The man shook his head. ‘Take me to Blackwell,’ he said. ‘I want to die near a river.’

They got into Fergus’ car and he drove them to the path leading to the River Tees at Blackwell. The man remained silent during the drive and when they arrived, Fergus helped him out of the car and support his weight as they walked from the road, along the path, until they came to the riverbank where the man slumped down exhausted. Fergus sat down beside him.

It was a while later before he spoke. ‘Dying like a man is beautiful,’ he said in a sedate voice.

‘What makes it beautiful?’ Fergus asked.

Daybreak was forming in the sky and Fergus thought about being home, in bed with his wife. Her body heat when he first got into bed and lay beside her each morning after finishing night shift was one of his favourite moments.

‘The way it makes you feel differently about everything that’s ever happened in your life.’ The man suddenly murmured. ‘All of those experiences take on new meaning.’

‘What are you thinking about now?’

‘Flying through the Xibalba Nebula circling a death star with a seraph I used to call friend at my side. Afterwards, our wings glistened with morning dew as we rested in the treetops of a nameless rainforest waiting for two suns to rise. I could taste the wind in those days like I can taste vodka these days. Trust me Fergus, you need to die soon. You need to feel things differently, like I feel things right now.’

‘How do you feel things differently?’

The man breathed in deeply. ‘Right now, it feels like I am becoming all of the moments whenever I ever felt…’ He fell backwards and lay on the ground staring at the sky. He closed his eyes.

A short while later, Fergus saw the man had stopped breathing. He pulled the bottle from his pocket and opened it. He took a long swig on the vodka. He waited until the sun started to rise. When it was low but full in the sky, he stood up. He poured the remainder of the vodka over the man. He lit the lighter and set the man ablaze. Turning away from the man before he burned out, Fergus walked back to the car. Driving home he wondered how it was possible for death to be beautiful. He thought about his wife’s body heat in the morning. How he would feel about her warmth when it was time for him to die and he remembered back to cold winter mornings.
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Bruno DeAngelo was both surprised and irritated to see so many faces at his retirement party.

He let his eyes scan across the dinner tables set up in the Gleason Theater, taking in the sight of nearly two hundred friends and colleagues from his working days. Some were dressed to the nines in their fancy tuxedos and evening gowns, as if this was some kind of award ceremony. Others wore fancy suits and expensive shoes and designer cocktail dresses (there was always an air of competition among these people, always a need to steal the spotlight). Bruno glanced down at his own apparel; a charcoal-grey number at least a decade old. He’d bought it on the occasion of his wife Lydia’s funeral, after a bout with breast cancer drained the life right out of her. He’d thought about purchasing a new suit for tonight, but eventually decided it just didn’t matter all that much.

After forty-five years of appearing on the small screen, he could at least say he worked with some of the best in the business . . . and even if most Americans didn’t know his name, they could at least recognize his face. He was the character-actor T.V. Guide once dubbed, “The Man Who Died One Thousand Deaths,” and had appeared and died on virtually every televised drama, mystery, or crime show since 1968.

His first job had been a big one, and as his mind drifted back through time to that first gig (just after he dropped out of his senior year of high school and caught the Greyhound bus for Hollywood), a man pushed through the crowd to his table and held out his hand.

“Bruno . . . great to see you. Congratulations on an amazing career!”

Bruno extended his own hand and shook with the guest.

“Good to see you too, Bill. I’m absolutely amazed that you made it out here to join me tonight.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it,” the man answered. “You know what they say . . . Nobody gives ‘good death’ like Bruno!”

This was true. Bruno DeAngelo absolutely had star-quality. He had the rough, chiseled face of Rock Hudson and the body of Rocky Marciano. He could remember the way the young woman at the portrait studio all but drooled on his toes as she snapped the face shots for his portfolio, and how she’d whispered to him, “You’re gonna be a star someday,” as he forked over the last of his money from washing cars in the daytime and washing dishes in some greasy Hollywood dive at night. There were times in his career when he’d work with an actress and she would be wearing the very same perfume as that gal in the portrait studio, and his heart would ache to be seventeen again. He never got that photographer’s name, but he’d thought about her a lot through his career. He spent many nights (as Lydia lay sleeping beside him) wondering where she was and if she would still remember him if he suddenly got the courage to go back to that portrait studio and find her.

Now, shaking hands with William Shatner, Bruno’s mind raced back to the dressing room, back to when he got his first acting gig on Star Trek. He remembered the wardrobe lady handing him the “red suit.” He remembered the way she chuckled as she explained that the “red suit” was the kiss of death and that he should be expecting to get vaporized by a phaser blast before the episode was even half over. Bruno snatched the script off his table and began thumbing through it, severely dismayed and disappointed at the news. From the next room over, he could hear the voices of famed show creator Gene Rodenberry and writer Harlan Ellison bickering over plot points (and quite frankly, the little writer fellow frightened him). Shatner and Nimoy were already on the set working through their dress rehearsal. Bruno scanned through the script and found his one and only line,

“Captain, they’re coming this way!”

. . . and then, just as the wardrobe lady told him, he gets blasted to smithereens. He scarcely had time to set the script back down when the production assistant leaned in the door and said, “They’re ready for you.”

Bruno was coached all the way to the set; some intergalactic planet scene where other extras dressed in rubber suits were milling about, waiting for their inclusion in the final dress rehearsal.

“You don’t talk while you are on the set,” the production assistant began. “You don’t approach the cast members. You don’t interfere with props, equipment, or set design. You may move about freely behind the yellow line while we’re not recording, but once the director calls ‘action’ you are to remain on your mark and wait for your cue. Got it?”

“Yeah, I got it,” the eighteen-year-old version of Bruno replied, still in awe at appearing on television’s biggest science-fiction program.

The cast did two dry-runs of the scene, and then the director yelled “Action!” and Bruno died his first on-air death. His screen time lasted only five seconds, but what a five seconds it was! When the scene was over, both Shatner and Nimoy extended their hands and picked him up off the ground. Nimoy dusted him off with a smooth Vulcan hand and commented, “I hope that looked as good on film as it did in real life.” Shatner smiled and nodded. “Yeah, this kid’s got a hell of a future ahead of him.”

It was only five seconds, but that gig led to another gig. And that gig led to another. And another. And another.

At some point Shatner had moved on, and Bruno found his eyes scanning around the room. He saw a lot of fellow character actors mingling about and hoisting drinks and making small talk. Working stiffs just like him, that had gotten a break in show biz but not that fabled Big Break that led to fame and fortune. A few of them had landed bit parts on the big screen, but those big moments were always peppered with the harsh reality that most of the footage shot of them ended up on the cutting room floor, and the brief nanoseconds they saw of themselves on-screen were instantly forgettable moments, where they were either eclipsed by the celebrity actors or the roles they were cast in just weren’t all that important to the script. At least for Bruno, on those few occasions he did make it onto the screen, his role as the “guy who got shot/stabbed/poisoned/strangled” had some import to the movie or to the program. He was relevant even if his screen time lasted only about ten seconds.

Bruno had to laugh as he picked up the pamphlet and glanced over its contents. The pamphlet read: BRUNO DeANGELO; CELEBRATING THE CAREER OF MR. EXPENDABLE. This whole retirement party had been his agent, Walter Merrill’s idea. Bruno had fought and protested it, but Wally was insistent that both Hollywood and Television owed it to America’s favorite victim to pay their homage and respect to a man who elevated the standards of the dramatic demise. Wally had gone so far as to have his research assistant track down all the shows and films Bruno died in, and listed his credits right in the pamphlet. Bruno ran down the list of character names and sighed.

“Soldier 3”—M*A*S*H*

“Victim 5”—Kolchack, The Night Stalker

“Deceased Husband”—Murder, She Wrote

“Desert Victim”—CSI

This list went on and on. Over two hundred television programs and a dozen movies (and a far cry from the 1000 deaths he was credited with). Sometimes his credit had a character’s name listed, but mostly just a non-descript term to denote that Bruno DeAngelo had played somebody, and that somebody died before they could utter a single phrase and become crucial to the story.

And that was their trick . . . speaking roles pay better than non-speaking rolls. How much had the business cheated him out of by relegating him to non-speaking parts?

But I DID have some speaking parts. Not a lot, but enough to have been discovered. Enough to be recognized by people . . .

This was true as well, but the speaking parts came mostly after he joined the union. The Screen Actors Guild was just one more hand in his pocket, and based on those bit parts he kept getting, he could scarcely afford it. But at least the roles he was getting improved. He’d had speaking parts on S.W.A.T., Miami Vice, NYPD BLUE, and ER just to name a few off the top of his head. Bruno also had a very good role in a made-for-television movie about Leon Ray Hickey, the serial killer from Albany, New York. That one was called, Cold Blooded Beast, and had Bruno credited as “Deputy Crane.” In the movie, Deputy Crane had been one of the cops that had chased Hickey back to his apartment on Ontario Street, but was stabbed to death with a butcher knife after kicking down the door and rushing in.

“You forget to check your blind-spot,” the assistant producer explained (he’d been a cop, himself, and had been hired onto the project as a technical advisor). “Hickey will come up behind you with the fake knife and slit your throat. You just drop on the floor and convulse as your blood leaves your body. But don’t drag it out too long . . . we want to keep it real.”

The paycheck from that gig barely covered the rent, but he gladly took it. Just like every other check he’d received. And that was back in 1981.

More guests made their way to his table and shook his hand. He recognized and shook hands with a lot more celebrity actors than he’d first calculated. Some were from shows back in the early seventies, shows that most of the current programming demographic of viewers had never even heard of. Others were folks that he’d worked with just this past season; kids, practically, that he knew in his heart had a lot less talent than he had.

So Why hadn’t it been him? Where did he go wrong in his career?

Because at some point you became a running joke. For every leading man and starlet in Hollywood, a thousand lives are broken. You were a casualty, just like a lot of other folks like you, who tried to follow their dream and failed.

It wasn’t fair! It just wasn’t fucking fair!

Kind of like tonight.

Bruno wasn’t sure at what point he’d decided to go through with it, but now here it was, far too late for anything to be done about it.

At some point in his career, he’d just given up. He wasn’t sure at what point it was, but there eventually came that final realization that he was never going to be a leading man, never going to catch that big break that he kept thinking was just around the corner. Fame was so elusive, and even if people did recognize his face on those off occasions where he was out shopping at the grocery store and that woman in line behind him gasped and asked him if he was that guy, it meant nothing. It meant that he faked another death in front of the camera, and someone recognized his face. The Facebook community was still abuzz with the episode of Criminal Minds that aired two weeks ago (his very last paying gig), where the victim’s head was severed clean off, and how real it looked as the head rolled across the linoleum floor. Gruesome. And memorable enough for that lady at the Social Security office to have her jaw drop as he passed her his retirement paperwork.

“I know you!” she blubbered as she stamped and signed his papers. “It looked so real when the killer chopped off your head. How do they do that?”

Bruno DeAngelo was never going to be a star. But just this once, this one time, he was going to be the last person standing.

At some point, Wally (who’d agreed to be the emcee for the evening) stood up at the lectern and began to speak. Bruno didn’t pay much attention to his lifelong agent (who’d failed him time and again at landing him the prime roles . . . this was Wally’s fault as much as it was his own) as the man began to rattle off some rosy speech about the great Bruno DeAngelo, Hollywood’s beloved MR. EXPENDABLE, who’d died more deaths than the victims of The Alamo. The speech went on, arousing some tittering laughter and occasional applause. And then Wally was lifting his glass in a toast to the Man of the Hour, nodding and smiling politely right at Bruno as he finished his little spiel, held his glass to his lips and began to drink.

The rest of the audience followed suit, each lifting their glass of champagne to their lips and drinking.

Everyone except Bruno DeAngelo.

There was a standing ovation as Bruno rose to his feet and made his way to the lectern. He thanked everyone politely, gently trying to urge them all to their seats. It wasn’t going to take long now.

It had been a laborious task, but one that he didn’t seem to mind. Ten cases of champagne had been delivered to the Gleason Theater (named after the great Jackie Gleason, another hero of television that today’s audience demographic had probably never even heard of), with each case containing twelve bottles of champagne. A quick trip back to the CBS studio’s wardrobe facility and Bruno had the appropriate costume to blend right in with the catering staff. Some would have said it was his finest acting yet, mixing in with both the theater’s Latino crew and the caterer’s banquet team. All he needed was time alone with the champagne and with the poison he used to spike it.

He’d gotten the idea from Monk, the very episode where his character kicked the bucket at a wedding where a jilted lover poisoned the punch at the reception. Bruno remembered Tony Shalhoub as being one of the nicest guys he’d ever met, and was secretly thankful that Tony wasn’t among the guests that were about to take their last breath. One hundred and twenty bottles of champagne (not Dom Perignon but the cheaper stuff), each tampered with just enough to inject a quick syringe of toxins, waiting to be uncorked and consumed by the unsuspecting crowd.

To hell with them! To hell with them all,with this condescending rouse to somehow make me feel better for being the laughing stock of Hollywood.

The first victim began to gasp. It was an extra he’d worked with on Tales from the Crypt. The man, a portly fellow that had gotten acting gigs as the stereotypical “fat guy” (and if that didn’t seem like something to be ashamed of in Hollywood . . . and yet he took those gigs with a smile and carried it all the way to the bank) stood to his feet and began to jerk at his tie and collar. There was a murmur of whispers in the crowd as guests watched the man’s face turn white, then purple. The man panted and gasped and wheezed until his throat finally seized on him, and then his chunky frame fell hard to the ground.

The crowd gasped, watching in helpless terror as the waitstaff rushed over to help. And then the theater’s security team was rushing in to offer further assistance. From outside the theater, the wail of an ambulance siren further distressed the evening’s activities.

Walter “Wally” Merrill pushed past Bruno to the lectern and began to speak.

“Calm down, everybody . . . please, if you just take your seats and calm down . . . just let the paramedics do their . . . ”

Wally’s face also began to turn ash-white. He coughed for a few moments, turned, and threw up his meal all over the podium. He was still hurling and choking as his knees buckled below him and he collapsed, dropping into his own vomit. He writhed for a few more seconds before his life passed from his body.

In the audience, a young starlet also began coughing and hacking. Bruno recognized her immediately, recalling the sordid tales of her falling onto a casting couch to land her first big break. She had signed contract to appear as the heroine in a new Marvel Comics superhero movie, but that plan now winked out of existence like a falling star.

She looks like Lydia, he thought. She looks just like how Lydia did just before she passed away on me. All skin and bones and . . .

Bruno thought of his late wife, and how it was just before she died. The cancer had robbed her of everything that made her the stunningly attractive redhead he first fell in love with. Lydia had discovered the lumps while he was off filming that Stephen King miniseries in ’98. He took some time to be with her during the radical mastectomy, hoping and praying they’d saved enough money away to cover the medical bills, along with their day-to-day expenses while he was out of work. He could still hear himself whispering to her, “We’re going to beat this,” as he stroked her sweating forehead. The chemo and radiation treatments had put an end to that long, beautiful red hair of hers. Bruno had purchased a few wigs for her, but Lydia had always refused them, instead taking to wearing silk scarves or colored bandanas. He remembered toward the end how he broke down and cried, wailing, “This isn’t fair! I’m supposed to die first,” at the top of his lungs. Lydia simply looked up at him from her bed and smiled. “Sweetheart, I’ve spent years watching you die first. This time, it’s my turn.”

Another audience member clutched his chest and began coughing. Then another. Then another. People were getting out of their seats in a wave of panic, all screaming and crying and running for the doors, but falling down stone dead after only a few steps. Bruno scanned about the room to see if Shatner was still around, but that slippery shit had beat feet just after offering his congratulations. He hadn’t even stayed long enough for the toast. No matter. The rest of the room was awash in vomit and piss and shit as body after body collapsed and died. It was simply amazing. After forty-five years in the business, it appeared that Bruno still had a lot to learn about the way people died in real life.

Chaos reigned. The living guests were now crawling over dead bodies, bumbling and stumbling and trying to find their escape. It was, in a word, pitiful.

Just like Bruno’s career. Just like Lydia’s death.

The ordeal lasted almost five whole minutes (way longer than that first death scene he shot back on Star Trek), but for him, it was the best five minutes of his career. After five minutes, he was the only living person left in the room. Even the rescue team had fled, fearing that perhaps a toxic gas had been released, which they weren’t prepared to deal with. It was thrilling, captivating to watch.

Bruno smiled as he gazed at the corpses on the floor. He had one last scene to perform, but now there were no cameras, no audience to watch.

It was Bruno DeAngelo’s finest performance.

“Here’s to you, Lydia,” he said, and felt the tears begin to well up in the corners of his eyes. “I’ve missed you so much since you’ve been gone.”

He picked up his champagne flute and took a sip.
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I’ve been working on this journal for almost thirty years. Ever since I was twelve years old. You’d think I would have finished it by now and gone on to write something else, but I have to keep writing and re-writing it if only to make sure the memories and the fear stay fresh and alive in my mind.

I want to remember.

I have to remember because I don’t want to have what happened to my father happen to me. So at least four or five times a year—sometime a lot more often—I take down the old journal and read it straight through, and then I write . . . and I revise . . . and I remember.

I have no idea when it started for my father. It had to have been long before I was born, back when he was a kid, growing up in Hilton, Maine. I do remember that, at some point, the dreams got so bad for him he told me one morning at breakfast that there were times when he actually couldn’t distinguish between waking and sleeping.

That idea really bothered me.

I was just a kid at the time, remember. Couldn’t have been more than five or six years old, but I’ll never forget that particular morning. My dad and I were sitting across from each other in the breakfast nook, in our usual places, eating what we always had for breakfast—cereal, usually Cheerios, and orange juice for me; scrambled eggs, wheat toast, juice and coffee for my dad.

My mom died when I was three years old, so I don’t have any memories of her that aren’t colored by the old photographs I’ve seen of her and how my father’s described her. But memories of my dad—and that morning and what happened afterwards—are still sharp and clear.

I work at keeping them that way.

My father was a good man . . . a good father. I don’t remember him as anything other than patient and understanding, even when I screwed up royally. Now that I’m older, and married, and have a son of my own—he’s named Matt, after my father—I think I understand a little better why my father was the way he was. At the time, though, especially that morning, all I knew was that I was worried sick that he was going to die, that I was going to lose him like I’d lost my mom.

That morning . . .

It was spring, maybe March or early April. I remember how the sun was shining warmly in through the kitchen window, but the view of our back yard out the kitchen bay window was of a brown, dead world. The only snow left on the ground was in the shadows under the pine trees that bordered our property, and I remember a swarm of brown sparrows fluttering around the feeder my dad and I had built together the summer before. I could hear them chirping even through the closed window.

I also remember being confused and frightened by what my father had said, and then he told me a story that confused and frightened me even more. He said it was something called a Zen koan. I don’t remember exactly how it went, but it was something about a man who was upset because the night before he’d dreamed he was a butterfly. His friend or teacher or something asked him if he could be sure that, right then, he wasn’t a butterfly, dreaming he was a man.

I still not sure I get it.

But then my dad proceeded to tell me how for the last several nights, when he was dreaming—when he was in his dreams, they were so vivid that he felt as though he had been awake all night. When he awoke up in the morning, he said he felt so tired he might just as well not have slept at all.

He didn’t look so good, either.

I remember thinking that. His eyes had puffy, dark bags under them, and his face was pale and drawn, really pasty-white. To my little kid’s eyes, he sure looked like someone who might be living two complete lives instead of one with no time left over for any real sleep.

My dad worked at Martindale’s Rope and Twine Factory, in Biddeford, Maine. It wasn’t a glamorous job, by any stretch of the imagination, but he worked hard, and we got by. I don’t remember ever going without food or clothes, although—like any kid, I suppose—there were toys and stuff I wanted that I didn’t get, even for Christmas.

It wasn’t until a little later, once I was in junior high school, that my father died, and that’s what this is an account of, as best as I can write it. Of course, there are lots of things—especially what my father was thinking and feeling at the time—that I can only guess at.

But I was there when it happened, and I saw what I saw, no matter how unbelievable it might seem even to me.

Even now, thinking about it, I get a chill deep in my gut. No matter how much over the years it seems more and more as though it had to have been a dream or a nightmare, I know it really happened. I know because it killed my father.

But even if it didn’t happen the way I remember it . . . even if it was just a dream, I know dreams and nightmares, no matter how intense, fade over time . . . like memories, and I have to remember this one. I have to keep it fresh in my mind so I don’t end up convincing myself that it didn’t really happen, and then fall into the same trap my father fell into.

The whole time I was growing up, I remember thinking how my father didn’t look very healthy. He was always on the thin side, even in his wedding photos, but by the time I was in seventh grade, I remember lying awake many nights worried sick that my dad had cancer like what had killed my mother, and that he was going to die, too, and leave me all alone in the world.

And that’s exactly what happened.

He died, and from the seventh grade on, my aunt and uncle, Pauline and Mike, raised me, but my father didn’t die of cancer . . . not unless it was cancer of the universe.

Now there’s a concept!

Cancer of the Universe.

Every now and then, especially in the months before he died, my dad talked to me about his dreams. I remember many mornings when he looked haggard and tired, and he would ask me over breakfast what I had dreamed the night before. He taught me early on to pay attention to my dreams, but I’m sure now that it wasn’t just out of interest or curiosity. He was checking on me . . . making sure I was okay . . . not being threatened. No matter how casual he tried to be about it, I always felt like there was an undercurrent of danger when he asked me about my dreams, as if he didn’t quite trust his own dreams and was afraid that mine would get to be as bad as his.

He never told me any of the details of his dreams, at least not that I recall, but he seemed to move through life with a dark cloud hanging over his head, shading his face even on the sunniest days. That’s the only way I can describe it.

Anyway, it was a bright, sunny morning in spring when I was in seventh grade that my father looked particularly worn when we sat down at the table for our usual breakfasts. By then I was convinced he was wasting away from some dread disease he didn’t know about or he did know about and didn’t yet have the heart to discuss with me. So I got really nervous when he told me he wasn’t going to work that day, and that he was going to call school and tell them I wasn’t coming today and we were going for a drive.

I protested.

Not that I wanted to go to school or anything, but there was something about the way he said it that I could tell something was really wrong. All I could think was, he’s going to take me to the doctor’s office or he’s going to check into the hospital where the doctor would break the news to me that he had only a few weeks—or days—to live.

“Hey. What’s the matter, Sport?” he asked, scruffing my hair.

He called me “Sport” a lot.

“You got something against missing school and spending the day with your old man?”

“It’s not that,” I said, and I remember that I was burning inside, dying to ask him if he was okay, or if he was going to die. Instead, all I could manage was a feeble, “So what are we gonna do?”

“I was thinking about taking a little drive up north,” he said with a thin smile. The circles under his eyes looked like smears of black shoe polish.

“You mean up to Hilton?” I asked, and he nodded.

I remember thinking how his smile looked forced . . . not at all natural or normal. And I remember that all I did was nod in agreement and focus as hard as I could on the cereal floating in the milk in my bowl, all the while thinking, He’s going to die! . . . He’s sick, and he’s going back home to die!

Crazy thought for a little kid, don’t you think?

Anyway, we finished breakfast, cleaned up the dishes, and got into the car. As we backed out of the driveway, I wanted desperately to ask him why he wanted to drive to Hilton, especially today, but I couldn’t because I was still tingling with the dreadful anticipation that he was going to admit something horrible once we were on the road . . . something I didn’t want to hear.

The drive north went okay. I’ve never been much for long car trips, even now. After two or three hours in a car, I start getting a little twitchy. But this particular day, I remember, was mild and sunny. The grass was green, and leaves were bursting out all over the place. As we drove, my dad told me he wanted to take the long way and see some of the scenery while we were at it.

My father was born and raised in Hilton. It’s not much of a town, but I always had fun whenever we’d visit. I remember thinking how it must have been kind of a cool place to be a kid. Although I haven’t been back in ages, probably only once or twice since he died, I can imagine that, even now, in spite of the Internet and MTV, it’s probably retained some of that quaint “small town” charm it had back them. There are places where the Twenty-first Century still hasn’t happened.

We stopped along the way and ate lunch at Moody’s Diner on Route One before heading west along Route 201. My father didn’t seem to be in any particular hurry, and as far as I could tell, he wasn’t in a bad mood or depressed or anything. I do remember thinking how he seemed . . . distant, maybe, is the word. It was like he was preoccupied, thinking about something other than the drive. I’m sure now that it was his dreams he was mulling over. He was living half of his life, and right up to his dying day, I’ll bet he was trying to figure out how those two lives he led—the one awake, the other dreaming—might coincide.

We got to Hilton a little past three o’clock in the afternoon. We drove through downtown but didn’t stop even though my father recognized a couple of people and waved to them as we passed. At the edge of town, I could see Watcher’s Mountain through the trees, off to the west. We turned onto a narrow dirt road that wound through a dense stand of pine trees. I didn’t recognize the road, and I was suddenly afraid.

“Where we going?” I asked.

This wasn’t the road to the old family homestead—I knew that much. My father’s parents were both dead, and my dad had only one brother, my Uncle Mike, who lived with his family in Saco. I’d been thinking all along that we had come out here so he could drive past the old house, and my dad could reminisce.

“I just wanna check something out,” my father said.

At least now, I remember hearing a certain tension in his voice, but at the time, I think I just shrugged and settled back in the seat, waiting to see where we ended up.

The road was a typical dirt road, the kind you find all over Maine. It wound through a long corridor of dense pine forest that shut out the sun except at high noon. I had my window open, and I remember the strong smell of pine resin wafting around me. I’ve always loved that smell, but for some reason, on this particular day, the smell made me sick to my stomach. I could hear birds singing, deep in the forest, but their songs didn’t seem very cheerful.

“So—uh, where are we going?” I asked again.

I wasn’t afraid of my father. I’d never been afraid of him even the few times I’d made him angry by doing some bonehead kid thing. I trusted him like I’ve never trusted another person, before or since. But I realize now it was fear I was feeling.

It was fear for my father as much as fear for myself.

The tall pine trees blocked out the sunlight, and my father’s face was all but lost in shadow. I kept trying to think of this excursion as fun, but I remember thinking this was how it must feel when you’re driving to a funeral.

“There’s a small lake out here that I want you to see before I—”

He stopped himself before he finished the sentence, but I mentally finished it for him—before I die!

He was going to die . . . at least he thought he was going to die, and he wanted to share something with me . . . a family secret or something.

“Look over to the south there. See?” My father leaned forward and squinted as he pointed off to the right.

Through the trees, I caught a glimpse of sunlight, sparkling on water. It looked like quicksilver flashing between the dense stand of trees.

“That’s Watcher’s Lake,” my dad said. “And you see all these woods around here? We own it all.”

“Who does?”

“Us . . . Me and Uncle Mike . . . ” He paused and took a deep breath. “And you.”

“All of it?” I asked, amazed as I scanned the area.

I think now that I should have been more excited than I was. I certainly was impressed, but the deep, cold gloom of the forest had seeped into the car and into my mind. Whatever else you could say about the land, it certainly didn’t seem cheerful, even on a warm May afternoon. I could just imagine what it was like out here on a dreary winter day.

“The old homestead is on the other side of the mountain.”

I knew Watcher’s Mountain well enough. It was a bit of a hike from my grandparent’s house, but there were a couple of times back when we visited in the summer, when my grandparents were still alive, that my dad and I climbed it. I almost remember seeing a lake or pond from the mountaintop, but no one ever said anything about it to me . . . not until right then.

“So how come we never come swimming out here?” I asked, and my father gave me a funny look. It makes sense to me now, but at the time, I remember being confused.

“We just don’t,” he said, and there was a certain finality in his tone of voice that made me know that was the end of it, so I let it drop.

My father took a turn onto an even narrower dirt road, not much more than a path, really. I could see we were getting closer to the lake. Something—probably the suspension—was making a real loud bumping sound underneath the car. I was jostled up and down in my seat so much that, when I spoke to my father, my voice sounded all chattery.

“Why we coming down here today, then?”

My voice trembled with fear, but if I had known then what I know now—especially after what happened an hour or so later—I would have been a lot more frightened.

“I want to check on something,” was all my dad said.

He frowned as he hunched over the steering wheel and looked up at what little patch of sky he could see above the pine trees.

“We probably should have waited, though,” he said, talking more to himself than to me.

I knew he was he worried about it getting dark soon. Plus, the forest had this . . . this feeling to it. Maybe it still does. It was like night came here a lot sooner than it does any place else on Earth. I suspect memory and imagination have played tricks on me, and I’ve exaggerated this feeling more than I should. But I swear I have a clear memory of feeling like the trees were closing in around us, and the sky was pressing down like it was made of something heavier than air. All around the car, the shadows under the trees were dense, so dense it looked to me like they were opening up in front of us and then closing back behind us once we were past, keeping us in this kind of bubble that separated us from the real world.

“Maybe we could come back tomorrow,” I offered.

“It may be too late tomorrow,” my father said, and I could tell—and I’m positive this isn’t something I made up later—that he said the words before he thought it through. He caught himself, and the expression on his face made it clear he wished he hadn’t said anything.

“Too late for what?” I asked, unable to choke back my question even though I was afraid of the answer.

My dad forced a laugh and scruffed my hair.

“Hey, Sport. Don’t you worry about it, all right?”

I could tell he was forcing it. The look in his eyes made me feel plenty worried.

The car crested a long, slow hill that curved around to the right. At the top, it dropped off, much steeper. The lake was close by on the right as we started down the hill slowly, the car bouncing all over the place like the shocks were gone. The shadows deepened around us like black water, swallowing us even though I could see sunlight reflecting off the water. The narrow dirt road ended at the bottom of the hill, and through a stand of pine trees, I saw a small wooden shack.

“Is that—” I started to say but then cut myself off, knowing that my father would eventually tell me what was going on . . . if he wanted to.

As we pulled to a stop, I could see that the building wasn’t big enough to be a summer camp or anything. It was just a tiny shed that looked like it was used either as an outhouse or for storage. Its shingles were rotted, and some of them had fallen off, giving the shed a funny, gap-toothed look. Dark, black moss was growing up its sides like a fringe of uneven beard.

“Want to take a look around?” my dad asked.

The car was as close as he could get it to the small shed. I remember thinking I should be excited about being at the lake. It was an adventure. Even though it was too early in the year to go swimming, I could have waded along the edge of the lake and explored.

I looked at my dad, wanting really bad to ask him again what we were doing out here, but I couldn’t get any words out. I could hardly breathe.

“I don’t really like this place,” I managed to say, and I know my dad heard the tremor in my voice.

The sun was tipping the edge of the western horizon, making the forest on the opposite shore look like it was on fire. After a moment or two, though, I noticed something curious about the lake. The sky was streaked with bright red and orange clouds, but the water was dull and gray. It looked like how I imagined it would on a winter day, just before a blizzard. It was like the lake absorbed rather than reflected the sunset. I wanted to say something to my dad, but I wasn’t sure how to phrase it.

“I just want to have a look around, is all,” my dad said as he snapped open the car door and stepped outside.

I sat where I was for only a second before deciding that I would rather be with him in the woods than left alone in the car, no matter how weird and creepy this place was.

The pine needles made a funny crunching sound under our feet as we walked slowly down toward the water. A soft, hissing sound of wind whistled high in the trees overhead, but I couldn’t feel even the faintest stirring of a breeze against my face. Even with the sun going down the air was heavy and warm. Even so, a shiver ran up my back, and a cold tightening twisted deep in my gut.

“Dad . . . Why’d we come out here?” I asked.

I was trying hard to keep my voice steady, but it was shaking and weak.

“I have to see something,” he replied, and I could tell by the dreamy edge in his voice that, once again, he was talking as much to himself as to me.

“It’s about the . . . dreams.”

I wanted to ask him What dreams? but I already knew. He meant the dreams where he feels like he’s not asleep, where he feels like what’s happening while he’s asleep is really happening.

“It was a long time ago,” he said, his voice distant and so low I could barely hear him above the sighing of the wind overhead and the crunching of the pine needles beneath our feet. “And it happened out here.”

I wanted to ask: What happened? but couldn’t.

We were close to the lake, now, and I felt a faint stirring of wind coming in off the water. It carried a damp, fishy smell that made me gag. Even with the wind rushing across the water, though, the surface of the lake was as flat and smooth as a polished mirror . . . just like a mirror except for one thing: a mirror reflects objects. I couldn’t see even the faintest trace of reflections in the water. My eyes were having difficulty adjusting to the odd lighting, like I was looking at something that had a different dimension to it or something. I know how weird this sounds, but something made me really afraid of the water.

“There used to be a camp here. Long ago. We came out here . . . my friend, Glenn Chadbourne and I.” My dad’s voice got distant and dreamy. “We weren’t supposed to be out here. We knew that, but—you know how kids are. We did it, anyway.”

I couldn’t shake the feeling that he wasn’t talking to me, that he had forgotten that I was there with him. He stared out over the water, and I remember thinking that the lake must have been looking weird to him, too, because his eyes didn’t seem to be focused right. They had a milky, glazed cast that scared me. They reminded me of the eyes of this blind kid in school, Billy Randall.

The wind picked up, and as it did, I heard a low, hollow whistling sound. At first I thought the sound was coming from behind me, maybe from the old shed, but when I turned to look in that direction, the sound shifted and seemed to come from behind me again. I turned quickly, trying to get a fix on it, but no matter where I looked, the sound thrummed softly, like someone was standing behind me, blowing gently into my ears. At times, I imagined it was the faint sound of distant music. And with the sound, the smell I’d gotten a whiff of earlier got much stronger, like something was rotting.

“It was in the summertime,” my dad continued, still acting like he was unaware I was there with him. “Just around sunset . . . like this . . . only in the summer. We’d been playing baseball, down at Pingree Field. We’d ridden our bikes to the game and were heading home, but for some reason . . . for some goddamned reason—I don’t even know whose idea it was—we decided to come out here instead.”

“Were you gonna go swimming?” I asked.

The sound of my voice seemed barely to intrude on his awareness. He shook his head slowly as through he was in a dream and was struggling hard to wake up. I was gagging from the decayed smell that was getting much stronger. It reminded me of rotting fish or sour vomit and . . . something else . . . something so horrible and noxious that it’s still indescribable, no matter how hard I’ve tried over the years to find words for it.

“Yeah, but then . . . Glenn disappeared,” my father said, “and . . . Oh, Jesus! It’s happening again!”

I looked up at my dad, wondering what he was talking about. In the gathering gloom, his eyes widened, and he pointed with a trembling hand out over the water. The flat, dimension-less surface of the lake was still, perfectly smooth and unruffled, but now that the sun had dropped behind the trees on the far shore and stars were twinkling in the sky, the color of the water rapidly deepened as well.

Too rapidly, I thought, and then my father whispered hoarsely, “See . . . Out there . . . There it is again.”

As much as I didn’t want to look, I tracked my eyes out over the water. After a moment or two, I saw what he meant. The center of the lake was . . . thickening is the only word that comes to mind. The water was turning a deep black—as black . . . no, blacker than the oncoming night. And in the very center of the lake, a round patch of darkness was spreading out slowly like an ink stain seeping into cloth. But this stain didn’t fade on the edges as it spread out. It deepened, if that’s possible, as thick, winding strands of pitch black radiated from its center.

I stared at what was happening to the lake, almost overcome by a feeling of intense vertigo. I couldn’t resist the nauseating feeling of falling forward, spiraling headfirst into that thickening darkness. No matter how desperately I wanted to look away, I couldn’t. Twisting, waving, black arms reached out to me, and I watched in stunned, silent horror as a hideous shape gathered and took on a three-dimensional quality as it rose up out of the water. Coiling strands of darkness clawed at the night, spraying fetid water in all directions. I knew, if that darkness reached me and touched me, I would be destroyed by a cold vacuum as deep and lifeless as space.

“ . . . run . . . ”

I heard the word distantly; it barely registered in my brain. I couldn’t move . . . I couldn’t breathe or swallow or blink my eyes. Frozen with fear, I didn’t move as the darkness deeper than the night quivered and reared up above the water’s surface. Black tendrils twisted and writhed, taking on hideous shapes that I was and still am powerless to describe. The horrible stench of rot and death filled my throat and chest, gagging me.

“Bobby! . . . Run! . . . Get the hell out of here! . . . Now!”

My father’s voice came to me as if from an impossible distance, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make sense of what he was saying. Vaguely, I knew I had to save myself, but I was frozen with fear, riveted where I stood.

The black, amorphous shape shifted and grew into impossible dimensions as it covered the night sky, blocking out the stars and casting a thick shadow across the land. Thick, rounded shadows streamed across the ground, swallowing, embracing everything in their path as they moved closer and closer to where my father and I stood.

Still was unable to move, I suddenly felt something grab me roughly by the shoulders and spin me around. As soon as I wasn’t looking at the monstrosity on the lake, its hypnotic grip was broken. My body was rigid as I lurched forward and then, just to keep my balance, I started to run.

Even after all these years, I find it impossible to describe the fear that gripped me as I ran. It wasn’t just my imagination. The cold and horrible emptiness of that darkness gathering behind me filled me with terror. I realize now, all these years later, that I wasn’t just imagining it. There was a cruel, unfathomable intelligence inside that darkness that didn’t so much want to destroy me as it had no awareness or regard for pitifully small human fears and emotions. It was the cold, uncaring destructive power of the eternal void that swept away whole worlds as easily and unthinkingly as it destroyed human life.

I have no idea how, but somehow I made it back to the car. I have a single, clear mental image of my hands fumbling to open the car door open, and then, more vaguely, I remember hurling myself onto the front seat and slamming the door shut behind me before rolling onto the car floor.

Even then I knew that I wasn’t safe as I cowered on the floor, whimpering and curled up in a fetal position with my head ducked down and my hands covering my head. The darkness outside was still rising, still swelling and gathering power, sucking it from the night. I heard a soft, strangled cry, but it took a while before I realized I was making the sound. By the time I did, I knew . . . I could feel that the darkness had retreated. My face was streaked with tears and snot as I cautiously raised my head and looked down toward the lake.

The night was too dark to see clearly, but stars were shining through the trees. Behind me, a half-moon had risen. It cast a silvery glow over the shore. Long dark bars of the shadows of trees scored the shoreline like pinstripes. I remember being surprised that the lake now seemed to be “normal,” whatever that meant. Its water reflected shimmering starlight, and far out in the center, I could see that a gentle breeze was ruffling its surface, giving it a beaten metal look.

“Dad?” I called out in a strangled voice. I raised my head and slowly unfolded my body, looking all around.

I already knew the terrible truth of what had happened.

My father was dead . . . gone . . . destroyed by that indescribable darkness that had risen up out of the lake.

He was gone, and I—somehow—had been left alive. “I alone am escaped to tell thee.”

I haven’t got any clear memories of what happened next. I know from what my Uncle Mike told me afterwards that I managed to drive the car out of the woods. Just after I got onto the main road, I ran off the shoulder of the road, smack into a tree. A passing patrol car found me unconscious behind the wheel some time later. I told the policeman that my father was missing, and he went back to look for him, but—of course—never found him. The authorities concluded that he’d gone for a late night swim and had drowned, but his body was never recovered.

I never told anyone—not even the police—what I had seen. I knew no one would ever believe me. I was positive they’d think I was crazy, maybe even take me away from my aunt and uncle, and lock me up in a nut house. For years, I was consumed with grief over losing my father, but more than that—infinitely more—I was filled with the deep, indescribable terror that has consumed me ever since that night.

There’s still so much to tell . . . about how my aunt and uncle raised me, and how I tried to deal with what had happened that night. I’ve never stopped feeling as though my entire life is a dream, that I am a walking, talking phantom that has absolutely no business being here on the earth. I’ve kept this journal and, over the years, have worked and re-worked my description of that night because I think it will help.

But it hasn’t.

Not really.

Ever since that night, I’ve been lost in a surreal feeling that absolutely nothing is real in this life . . . nothing except the nameless horror that I saw and felt that night when I watched a dimensionless darkness rise up from the waters of Watcher’s Lake and consume my father. Even now, one small, rational corner of my mind insists it had to have been a dream, that it couldn’t really have happened the way I remember it, but I know what I saw.

And I wonder sometimes . . . all the time, in fact, if it’s still out there . . . if that nameless darkness still lurks in the depths of Watcher’s Lake . . . or if Watcher’s Lake is, somehow, a lens that focuses it from whatever dimension it originates.

For the last several months, I’ve been having some disturbing dreams about what happened back then, and I’ve been toying with the idea of driving up to Hilton just to take a look around. I still own the property and the lake, so I know no houses have been built along the shore. Everything should be exactly as it was that night more than thirty years ago when my father disappeared.

If I do go out there, I probably won’t go down to the lake. Or if I do, I’m going to make damned sure I don’t get too close to the water’s edge . . . especially if it’s late in the afternoon. I know how fast it gets dark out there in those woods.

Still, I wonder what might be out there in Watcher’s Lake, and I wonder what I might find if I were to drive down that narrow dirt road and take a look around. It’s a beautiful autumn afternoon. Maybe when Matt gets home from school, he and I will hop into the car and take a little drive up north. I’ll bet we can get to Hilton long before dark.
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WHERE THE WILD WELO WAITS
 

John Hawkhead
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Under a sail jinx, by Long Sandy Nest, 

where benthos hurdles strand at rest, 

the Welo oozes flotsam song; 

cockled, gurgled, burbled along. 
 

It floods a bilge view; main faraway, 

viscous murmuring of shudder days; 

fluxed on mildew bludgeon rings, 

mizzen pots, straw-spat wings. 
 

Now jeopardy, now skiff baleen, 

teeming sanguinous, rheumy unseen, 

in mull-malty troughs, brackish lights, 

the Welo eye-starts . . . mines hollow nights.
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A BILLION MONSTROSITIES
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It was so late that it was early when Rafael Martinez returned to his home, but when one visits the city, as Martinez did more nights than not, a Mexican turista city built to cater to the needs and desires and whims of wealthy gringos, there is much to do, much pleasure to be found and taken in places that are devoted exclusively to pleasure finding and taking. Martinez felt greatly welcome in the city, and why not? He was wealthy, BMW, Mercedes, Jaguar wealthy, Rolex watch, IBM computers, and Pierre Cardin suits wealthy.

When he turned on the light in his bedroom, Rafael Martinez felt a flash of surprise—but half a moment’s appraisal convinced him that he had nothing to fear from the stranger who somehow had invaded his home and now sat in the arm chair by the balcony window. Rather than fright, Martinez felt anger that his privacy could be impinged upon—but no less did he feel a reassuring familiarity.

Had he not seen many who looked like this—and had they not brought him a fortune? The stranger looked old, but it was not the natural aging that mankind is heir and prey to; rather it seemed the result of grievous wasting sickness that had stripped away layers of flesh to leave only a parchment skinned skeleton, with a bald head the color of old ivory and too bright, fever-glittering eyes.

“Who are you?” Rafael Martinez asked sharply. “What are you doing here?”

“You don’t know me?” The stranger’s voice sounded the way his eyes looked, a fever-glitter sound. “You should. I know you, Rafael Martinez.”

“Dr. Martinez . . . ”

“Rafael Martinez, you are no doctor.”

Rafael Martinez sighed. Whatever this was, he was tiring of it. It was time to summon the police, he decided, and because he saw no threat from the stranger, Rafael Martinez, as he reached for the bed-stand telephone, announced such intention.

But the stranger was out of the chair, and he gripped Martinez’s wrist, and his fingers were remarkably strong and no less remarkably hot, and Martinez could not pick up the telephone.

“I’ve come because of the clinic,” the stranger said.

“I see,” Rafael Martinez said. “But this is quite irregular. We can make the proper arrangements if you will come tomorrow directly to the clinic . . . ”

“To Rafael Martinez’s famed clinic,” the stranger interrupted.

“Where I treat the afflicted . . . ”

“With purges that twist their guts and foul-tasting elixirs that make their heads spin, with hot baths that draw their tiniest bits of remaining strength streaming from their pores in rivers of sweat, and cold baths that freeze their pain within them, with brutal massage and spinal re-alignment that bends their already bent bodies into bizarre postures of screaming misery . . . I know the work of your clinic, Rafael Martinez, and I know you do all this—and you do that which is far worse: You sell false hope to the hopeless.”

With the stranger’s strong hot grip on his wrist, and the stranger’s eyes unblinking and piercing, Rafael Martinez began to feel fear.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

“You know me,” the stranger said, and he let go of Martinez’s wrist.

And it was now that Rafael Martinez felt within his blood, within his bowels, within his lungs, within his bones and the marrow of his bones, the peculiar movement of a billion and a billion times a billion multiplying monstrosities.

The pain swelled inside him, waves of pain without diminution, as his body inexorably began to consume itself.

Rafael Martinez fell to his knees.

“You know me,” the stranger said once more.

Rafael Martinez looked up through curtains of thick red and screamed the stranger’s name.

“Cancer!”
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DANCE OF THE BLUE LADY
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Timothy Shaw winced when his mother said, “Goodbye, Timmy, I’ll see you at lunch.” Timmy was really a little boy’s nickname, but Tim was thirty years old now. Today, he didn’t complain though as he slipped out the front door. His mom had been sick lately, and Uncle Liam was here to drive her over to see the doctor in Jackson.

Tim paused outside the door and listened for a moment as they talked. Earlier they’d been whispering loudly back and forth, as Tim had dressed for work in his room. Uncle Liam was always pretty bossy. He liked to give everyone advice, including Tim’s mother. That’s what he seemed to be doing this morning.

“Kathleen, the boy is a man now. It’s past time to discuss his future—”

“Can’t it wait?”

“No, we need to make some decisions, just in case things don’t go well in the next few days at Sutter Memorial Hospital, and well . . . ” His uncle’s voice tapered off.

There was a long pause, then his mom said in a barely audible voice, “We’ll talk tonight, after dinner, Liam. After I have a chance this afternoon to explain the situation to him.”

“That’s fine.”

Tim wasn’t too good with numbers or reading, but he usually picked up well on what people meant when they talked, especially how they felt. Even though he wasn’t sure what they were talking about, he knew his mom was definitely upset.

It was nippy outside. He blew on his hands, pulled up his collar, hurried over to Main Street, along the two blocks of wood-planked sidewalk of Marshall Creek in the Sierra Nevada foothills, past the boarded-up storefronts called downtown, seeing no one out on the street. As he came to the end of Main Street, before it climbed away from the town and headed over the hill toward Jackson, he crossed the road to the town park. A neat, green area of grass, bushes, and oaks, much smaller than the city park over at Jackson. With no play equipment, no statues, no birdbaths, no fountains, no picnic tables or grills. Only two buildings in sight. The old gazebo back on the mound of grass that rose up then sloped down and dropped out of view before reaching Marshall Creek. And far to the right under a large spreading oak, the restrooms.

Tim headed toward the cinderblock building.

Waiting for him near the public toilets was Chatterbox, and the gray squirrel was indeed chattering away this chilly morning: Click, click, click, click.

Tim approached the men’s side of the building, slipped his hand out of his jacket pocket and kneeled near the squirrel. In his palm were five Cheerios. “Hi there, boy,” he said, as the little animal set up on its back legs, carefully plucking each individual piece of cereal out of Tim’s hand, and then popping them into its mouth. “Hungry this morning, eh?”

Quiet now, with puffed up cheeks, Chatterbox turned and scampered up the nearby large oak. Tim watched the squirrel disappear up the tree, and then smiled to himself. Chatterbox was his only friend left in Marshall Creek.

After checking around the cinderblock building for non-existent trash, he peeked into the open door of the men’s restroom. Everything look fine, just as he’d left it yesterday. The women’s side was in the same condition. No one had used either restroom. In fact, the toilets were rarely used now that almost everyone had moved away from Marshall Creek. Still, Tim had his job to do.

He checked the wastebasket, then the paper towel and toilet paper dispensers. Nothing needed servicing today. Now for the cleaning. He went to the supply closet at the far end of the women’s restroom and took out his equipment. With his green duster, he brushed imaginary spider webs and dust from the spotless cinderblock walls; next, he swept the polished concrete floor with the big mop-broom after spraying it lightly with a coat of pine scented oil; then, he thoroughly scrubbed both sinks and the two toilet bowls with Comet, wiping the fixtures down with a thin coat of 409; and finally he sprayed and cleaned the big mirror with Windex. Mr. Spinoza, the Mayor, had shown Tim the routine years ago. Back when he was first hired. His mom said the money to hire him came from an old bank account his grandfather had left to keep up the park. But the money had run out last year around Easter time, and the town could afford nothing more. Tim had continued working five days a week in the small park, taking money for his supplies and gas for the power mower from his savings. Actually, he only needed to come for half a day now that no one regularly used the facilities. It wasn’t necessary to do anything in the afternoons—except Fridays when he mowed the lawn and trimmed bushes.

He repeated his cleaning routine next door on the men’s side. By the time Tim finished polishing the mirror in the men’s restroom it was almost 11:00. He took all his supplies and equipment back to the cleaning supply closet on the women’s side, carefully storing them away.

Then, Tim walked around behind the men’s restroom to the storage shed, the padlocked door marked, Staff Only. He took out his key and unlocked the old shed, his pulse speeding up slightly. He opened the squeaky door, ducked his head in, clapped his hands, and smiled broadly. Inside the storage shed, next to his neatly arranged small tools, shovels, rakes, hoes, and big power mower, was a piece of casted sculpture, a statue roughly shaped into a feminine figurine, five feet high, her face lacking distinct features. She wore a coat of greenish-blue rust. On her base were two words faintly stamped into the metal: Prima Ballerina. Tim couldn’t read the inscription, but he’d carefully written down the letters and asked his mom what they meant. He’d seen the ballet on TV a number of times and loved the dancers in their funny costumes. So he understood the elegance suggested by the unknown artist.

He’d found the statue with three other sculptures, a birdbath, a number of metal picnic tables and benches, and a bunch of other stuff, all packed tightly into an old Quonset hut down by the creek. He’d gone exploring down there after his mother told him that his grandfather had odd ideas about a park. She said that before Tim was born, when his grandfather agreed to set up a trust fund for maintenance of the existing park, the old man required it be cleared of all the donated clutter from the gold rush days. Tim’s mother said her father insisted a park should be kept as pristine as possible—a word Tim liked the sound of, but didn’t fully understand. He knew it meant something like: just green grass, bushes, and trees. The old man had reluctantly agreed to keeping the gazebo donated by the owners of the Fort Ann Mine Company for concerts, and allowing the construction of the restrooms as a modern necessity. But the rest of the stuff had been given away or stored down out of sight in the Quonset hut. When Tim first uncovered the figurine, its natural beauty had taken his breath away. He called her simply, the Blue Lady.

Eventually Tim had drug the Blue Lady up here to the restroom storage shed, nearer to where he worked. Each day after he finished his janitorial chores, he opened the shed and rewarded himself with a long look at the beautiful sculpture. Sometimes, like today, Tim lifted the Lady out of the shed, closed his eyes, and after a second or so, he’d imagine classical music playing down at the gazebo—violins and all the other instrumental sounds. Then, for a few minutes the Lady would dance for him. Graceful and elegant—two words his mother often used describing the ballet on TV. Oh, how wonderful. He never touched the Lady when she was dancing. No, he didn’t dare. Neither did Tim clean off the rusty stuff. It was like a special blue-green costume she wore. No, the Blue Lady was marvelous just the way she was. And her special dancing and the classical music were Tim’s secret.

After the dance today, Tim carefully put the Lady back in her hiding place. He locked the shed, circled once around the park to insure that everything was in good shape, and waved goodbye to Chatterbox in the oak tree, before heading back home.

It was still early so he walked slowly along Main Street, glancing at the signs above the boarded up window fronts, finally pausing at SHAW’S HARDWARE/DRY GOODS—the second part of the sign almost completely faded out now. He wasn’t sure what DRY GOODSmeant anyhow. His grandfather had started the store back when the mines and mills were still running at full strength, maybe fifty or even a hundred years ago, he wasn’t sure. Then, his mom took over when Grandpa died. Tim had been just a young boy then, a real Timmy. She said the town had 3,000 people back then after the Mother Lode was discovered. But people had moved away as the mines closed and the lumber mills shut down. She said the unlucky town was off the beaten track and didn’t get the tourists, like Jackson and Sutter Creek over on well-traveled Highway 49. Tim didn’t understand the numbers or much of what she called economics, but he’d watched his mother shrivel up and grow old unsuccessfully trying to make ends meet at the hardware store. Until last year after the 4th of July parade in Jackson, when she finally closed it. Then just before Christmas she found something wrong in her chest, a bump or something. Tim shook his head. Thinking about stuff like that made him feel funny, kind of sad, nervous, and helpless all at the same time. He sighed and continued along the boardwalk.

As he passed by the boarded-up windows of the GROCERY STORE/U.S. POST OFFICE, he heard a voice behind him, “Hey, Timmy.” It was Mr. Spinoza, who lived behind the grocery store he once ran. Mr. Spinoza had been the Postmaster and Mayor, too, back when the town had been full of people.

Tim nodded and smiled.

“How’s your mother doing, Timmy?” Mr. Spinoza asked, the use of the nickname making Tim clench his teeth. The ex-Mayor was like the rest of the old people left in town: they all called him, Timmy. “Haven’t seen her out and about for a while.”

“Fine, Mr. Spinoza,” Tim said politely. He knew his mother wasn’t fine, and he didn’t feel like mentioning the doctor visit today. He also hoped if he were quiet that Mr. Spinoza would mention something about his daughter, Ava. When the store closed, maybe two years ago, Ava went away to Sacramento to college. Before that she used to occasionally come over to the park and bring Tim a tuna fish sandwich and a cream soda or root beer at lunchtime. “Least I can do for all your hard work, Timothy,” she’d said. Ava was only seventeen then, but she seemed older to Tim. Sometimes he’d pretend that she was his girlfriend. But he knew that was silly. He was too old for her, and, besides, she already had a boyfriend—a football player from Sutter Creek. She was sure pretty though, and had been a really good friend. He missed her. He’d never actually had a real girl friend to take over to the movies in Jackson or anything like that.

Mr. Spinoza didn’t say much about Ava, just that she was doing okay at Sacramento State, maybe going to be a nurse pretty soon. He said to give Tim’s mom his best, then the ex-Mayor disappeared around the side of his grocery store. Tim watched the stooped old man go, the smells of something cooking reminding him it was lunch time.

At lunch that afternoon, Tim’s mom had fixed his favorite, meatloaf and mashed potatoes with gravy. But he hadn’t really enjoyed it all that much, because he felt something was wrong. For one thing, his uncle was not eating with them, out walking, checking out the Fort Ann up on the hill. And his mom’s eyebrows were drawn together in that funny kind of way. She wasn’t eating, just sort of moving her food around on her plate. At last she set her fork down.

“Timmy, we need to have a little talk.”

He knew this wasn’t going to be like that sex thing, because she didn’t have that silly-nervous smile on her face, her voice strained and high pitched. No, she was really serious . . . and almost looked scared.

Tim nodded, “Okay, Mom.” He set his fork down beside his plate and paid close attention.

“Ah, well, you know, I went over to see Dr. Mikkelsen in Jackson today,” she said, not looking him straight in his eyes.

“I know.”

“And you remember that Dr. Mikkelsen had sent me to the hospital in Sacramento for a bunch of tests and to see a specialist last week?”

“Sure, I remember, Mom.”

He’d gone with her last Monday, missed work at the park. Aunt Martha had come and picked them up real early, then driven them to Sacramento. After dropping off his mom, Aunt Martha had taken him to the zoo near William Land Park. And they’d had a hot dog, coke, and pink popcorn. Like a long time ago, when he’d been younger. But his mom had stayed at that Sutter Memorial Hospital all day. She’d looked really tired and worried when they picked her up late Monday afternoon. No one said much on the ride back to Marshall Creek. Which was funny because Aunt Martha was like Chatterbox. Tim also noticed that his mother was doing that thing with her eyebrows.

“Well, son, those tests came back, and I had to go over to Dr. Mikkelsen’s this morning to talk about the results. What needs to be done for me to get well. You understand?”

He nodded and waited, because he could tell there was more.

His mother took a deep breath and managed to look him square in the eyes now. “The news isn’t real good, Timmy. I have to go back to Sacramento, have an operation, and be in the hospital for a little while. You are going to have to stay over there with Aunt Martha and Uncle Liam, until I can come home. That’s why your uncle took off work, came over this morning, and brought his Lexus SUV to haul us and some stuff back to Sacramento.”

Tim liked Aunt Martha okay, but Uncle Liam made him real nervous. Always interrupting everybody, never listening. Whenever they’d visited them in Sacramento, Uncle Liam never let his two girls, Fiona and Kara, be alone with Tim. Funny. He wouldn’t have been rough with them. He knew they were just little girls. In fact, he wasn’t really interested when they tried to drag him outside to play in their tree house in their backyard. He didn’t have to worry, because Uncle Liam was right there, sending the girls to their room or some place else. His uncle acted like he was . . . sort of scared of Tim. Like Chatterbox when Tim first tried to feed the squirrel from his hand. But Uncle Liam was as big as a bear. So he didn’t understand, or even much like, his mother’s younger brother.

After dinner that night, Tim went in to his room. Uncle Liam had helped him pack a suitcase full that afternoon. Seemed like an awful lot of stuff for a few days.

He turned the TV onto Friends, while he looked over his CDs. He didn’t always understand all the jokes, but the familiar voices of Rachel, Chandler, Joey, and the others always made him feel good. Sometimes he wished he could go visit them in New York City. But it was too far, perhaps even farther than San Francisco. On his wall was a poster of Barry Bonds, who played for the San Francisco Giants. Ava had given it to him. He’d never seen the Giants play, but he listened to their games sometimes on the radio. Looking over his collection, Tim had to pick out ten CDs—that was all he could take. At least that was all Uncle Liam said he could take. Hmm. The Eagles . . . the Righteous Brothers, his mom’s favorite . . . Janis Joplin . . . Joe Cocker . . . and Arlo Guthrie, his best favorite.

In the kitchen, Tim could hear his mother and Uncle Liam arguing over the sound of the TV.

“No, I won’t agree to that,” his mother was saying in a loud, forceful tone. She rarely used her loud voice to him or anyone, but when she raised it to this level, Tim always listened carefully.

He edged closer to the door.

“Kathleen, be reasonable,” Uncle Liam said, his voice calm, lower than usual. “He’s a boy in a man’s body and . . . well, you know. Sonoma State has a terrific program, like I’ve been saying since you found out about him way back when he was a baby—”

“Timmy is very high functioning, especially his social and verbal skills, he doesn’t need to be institutionalized. I’ve discussed it thoroughly with Dr. Mikkelsen. The people at Sonoma State are all lower functioning.”

“That’s not true,” Uncle Liam said, his volume increasing. “Besides there are many his age. How many young people left in Marshall Creek? Any at all? And who does he have here to look out for him? Tell me that.”

“Me.”

“Maybe. But what about if this operation and the treatments don’t work out? Who knows? Maybe you’ve put this off too long. What then, Kathleen? Marth and I can’t provide a permanent home for him. Not with the girls growing up and—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Liam.” His mother sounded really disappointed and hurt. But her voice wasn’t so loud now.

Tim listened on for a while, finally realizing that Uncle Liam wanted to send him away. Away to someplace called Sonoma State Hospital. And he was starting to convince Tim’s mother. He could tell she was weakening.

“Okay, okay, but let’s see how the treatment goes.”

“Well, I think it is past time now, Kathleen. Time to face up to reality. The boy needs to be with his own kind. Sonoma State Hospital is a great spot for him.”

My own kind? Tim thought. And go away to a, a . . . hospital? He didn’t feel sick. Leave his mother? Marshall Creek? His job? The Blue Lady? The flood of questions made his head hurt, his chest tight, his throat dry, and his eyes teary. He didn’t want to go away anywhere. Tim sucked in a long breath, turning up the sound on the TV.

Late that night, after his mother and uncle were asleep, Tim dressed and slipped out of the house.

A full moon lit up Marshall Creek, almost as if it were daytime. The stars were out and twinkling. A beautiful night. But cold. He’d forgotten to slip on his coat, and rubbed his arms through his sweatshirt, shivering in the early spring air.

Tim crossed Main Street, then walked across the park to the restrooms. He stopped for a moment and looked up into the darkness of the oak. Despite not seeing Chatterbox, he whispered, “Goodbye, old friend.” Then he took out a plastic bag from his pants pocket, and shook out a small pile of Cheerios onto the ground. Maybe Mr. Spinoza would come over and feed his friend.

With a sad heart, Tim slipped around behind the building. He unlocked the storage shed and gazed inside. “Hello, Blue Lady,” he said, dragging the sculpture out and around the building. She was heavy. He sucked in a deep breath, and with an effort, he hauled the statue across half the park to the gazebo. Then, he rested a moment at the steps, catching his breath before pulling the Lady up onto the stage. Placing her in the center of the platform, he stepped back and nodded to himself. Grandpa had been wrong about her. She belonged out where people could see her. With moist eyes, he whispered, “Goodbye, Blue Lady, I will miss you very much. But I have to go away with Mom and Uncle Liam, maybe go live at a hospital far away in a place called Glen Ellen—”

Timothy, don’t feel bad, a soft voice said in his head.

Shocked, frozen in place, Tim just stared at the Blue Lady. She’d never spoken before. Her features seemed finer now, too, and she was smiling, staring directly at him.

Come here, Timothy, to me. She held out her hands, beckoning with her fingers.

Clumsily, he shuffled forward.

Good, now take my hands. Tim reached out and clasped the Lady’s hands. They were not cold and metallic like usual. No indeed. The Blue Lady’s hands were warm and alive. He could feel an electric tingling moving up his arms, into his chest, and spreading through his body.

Feel the magic?

Yes, I do, he thought, puzzled by the sensation.

Good. Close your eyes. Listen. Can you hear the music, now? Guitars were beginning to play, but not the usual classical music.

Yes, I can hear it. And he recognized the song! “City of New Orleans.” His best favorite.

That’s right, she said, a smile in her voice. Let’s dance, Timothy.

But I don’t know how, he thought, blinking, trying to pull away. I never went to any of the high school dances over at Jackson. I just don’t know how.

The Blue Lady laughed, gripping his hands tightly. Oh, but you do now, Timothy. Yes you do. At that moment she pulled him closer, Tim slipping into her arms. She was soft, but strong, too. And her head leaned against his shoulder. She smelled nice. Keep your eyes closed for now. Listen to the music. It will talk to your feet. Listen and feel.

He listened . . . He felt. Then, they began to dance, slowly at first, Tim a little stiff and tentative. But after a few minutes he began to catch on, the appeal of the music seeming to grip and lead him.

Relax, give yourself up.

He could indeed do it.

Around and around, they danced on the stage, as one. Gracefully. And the music played on—“Hotel California,” and “You’ve Lost That Lovin Feelin,” and, “Me And Bobby McGee,” and “Desperado,”—playing all of his favorites. It was too wonderful.

She whispered in his ear, You can open your eyes now, Timothy.

He blinked, staring into a perfectly lovely face, her sparkling eyes matching the color of her emerald gown. The moon overhead was shining down on them like a spotlight, as they laughed and twirled about like TV dancers on the stage, Tim and the Blue Lady, the magic invading them in the cool evening air under the twinkling stars. The magic, the magic, the magic . . .

Despite the customary 72-hour waiting period, the Amador County Sheriff ignored the missing person statute after Liam Shaw’s concerned late night phone call; and early the next morning, he sent over three of his deputies to Marshall Creek. All day the lawmen led search parties of volunteers through the dilapidated buildings, abandoned mining junk, and open shafts surrounding the dying town, searching for the missing young man.

But Mr. Spinoza was too crippled up to scramble around with any of the search parties. Instead, he checked out the park at 9:00 a.m., hoping to find Timmy there. He was positive the conscientious boy would show up for work, that he’d find him cleaning the restrooms or mowing the lawn. But Timmy wasn’t anywhere around the park.

In fact, the grounds were empty.

Completely empty, except for a gray squirrel chattering over at the gazebo.

Mr. Spinoza shuffled closer to the bandstand. Hmmm—needs paint, he thought, stopping at the foot of the stairs up to the platform, looking over the structure, then noticing the new addition in the middle of the stage.

Looked like Timmy had recently drug up one of the old rough sculptures to the gazebo from the Quonset hut down near the creek. Mr. Spinoza shook his head, thinking, Old Man Shaw had been right locking this stuff up years ago—most of it nothing but lumpy blobs of poorly casted metal. He shook his head, snorting dismissively, and saying to himself: Modern art, who needs it? But he peered more closely at the piece, not really remembering this one, which didn’t look too bad actually. Nope, not really so abstract as the others . . . Looked like a pair of dancers, twirling around with smiles on their faces.
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You’re staring at your laptop screen, trying to think of the next word to write, when a tiny movement catches your eye. At first you think it’s some kind of computer glitch, that some small image is randomly flickering in the upper left corner of the screen. But when you shift your gaze to check it out, you see that a spider has crawled onto your computer. You’re startled—you hate spiders, so much so that you experience a nauseating twist in your gut, and your skin starts itching all over, as if a million of the spider’s relatives are scuttling all over your body.

Without thinking, you grip the top of the screen and slam it shut onto the keyboard, then you yank your hand away from the computer, as if you’d been burned. You sit there for several long seconds, unable to rise from the dining table chair, heart pounding in your ears, breath coming in rapid-nervous dog-pants. Your eyes dart anxiously back and forth, examining the seam where the two halves of the laptop meet, waiting to see where the spider will emerge. But after some time has passed—minutes, hours, it’s impossible to say—there’s been no sign of the spider and your pulse slows, your breathing eases. You smile with satisfaction.

Gotcha, you little bastard!

Leaving your laptop closed, you stand up and walk out of the dining room—past rows of recessed shelves filled with hardback books, one of the reasons you love to write in here—and head into the kitchen. Your nausea’s subdued a bit, and you’re starting to feel embarrassed for overreacting. It’s a good thing neither the kids nor your husband is home. Sarah would be grossed out and her younger brother Eric would be sad that an innocent spider died. And Mark . . . Well, Mark is Mark. Being overwhelmed by emotion isn’t something he understands, let alone sympathizes with.

You realize that Eric would be especially upset over the spider’s death. Just yesterday you read a book to him that he’d brought home from the kindergarten library—a book about spiders. Really about one spider, a figure from African folklore called Anansi. You’d never heard of him before, and because he was a spider, you were reluctant to read the book to Eric at first. But you thumbed through the pages—suppressing a shudder—and saw that Anansi was drawn standing upright like a human, and he had a face that resembled that of an African-American male. A human face. Kind, if somewhat mischievous, a face that reassured you, and you were able to read the story to Eric without much trouble.

Despite how you feel about spiders, the tale was an interesting one, especially to you, since you’re a writer. It told of a time when there were no stories in the world because Sky God hoarded them all for himself. Anansi didn’t think this situation was fair, so, through a combination of guile and cleverness, Anansi tricked Sky God into giving him the stories, and when the spider returned to Earth, he shared those stories with the entire world. That’s why (the book ended) all stories are called Anansi tales.

Eric loved the story—mostly because of the cute illustrations—but you thought it was a good metaphor for how writers find inspiration, and you had to admit that a spider, with its ability to weave separate strands of silk into a web, made an effective patron spirit for storytellers.

Eric, in his child’s way, had recognized the metaphor as well.

“Maybe that’s where you get your stories, Mommy! Ansani brings them!”

All in all, a cute little book. Not that it could ever change you mind about spiders . . . damned creepy pests . . .

In the kitchen, you tear off a few paper towels from the roll hanging beneath the cupboard next to the sink and head back into the dining room. Now that your fear has dwindled away to almost nothing, you’re beginning to think practically again. You have no idea if smooshed spider guts can leak between the keys and get into the electronics underneath, but you figure you’d better clear away the messy remains of Mr. Spider before he takes his final revenge and ruins your brand-new thousand-dollar laptop.

You sit down in front of the closed computer, gripping the paper towels so hard they’ve become a wadded ball. You take a deep breath, count to three, and with your free hand open the laptop.

You stare for a moment, not quite able to understand what you’re seeing—or rather not seeing.

There is no squooshed spider—no guts, no blood, no crushed black body with legs curled inward in death. The screen and keyboard are both completely clean.

There’s something else weird: the screen is blank. The personal essay you’d been working on—a reminiscence about walking alone outside during a snowy night when you were a child in Oregon—is gone. You were almost finished with it, and it had been turning out great. You enjoy writing fiction, but you’ve always found nonfiction more satisfying, both artistically and emotionally. As you once told Mark: “All of our lives are stories, aren’t they? It’s what we’re made of, really, one story after another.” Of course, he’d had no idea what you were talking about.

Frantically, you put the paper-towel wad aside and open the word processing program’s memory files to search for your essay—but it’s not there. None of your stories, articles, or essays are there, either. The program’s memory has somehow been erased.

Your flashdrive is sitting on the dining table to the right of your laptop. You plug it into the computer’s front port to check your back-up files.

Please, please, please . . .

They’re gone, too. The flashdrive is empty.

A thought crosses your mind, then. A crazy, awful thought.

That spider . . . what if it had been Anansi, coming to you help you with your essay. Maybe the spider was even bringing it to you, like an eight-legged muse. After all, all stories are Anasi tales, right?

It’s a ludicrous thought, and you try to force a laugh to acknowledge the absurdity, but the only sound that comes out of your throat is a choking gasp.

You’ve killed Anansi. You’ve killed all the stories in the world.

You glance over your shoulder at the built-in shelves behind the dining table, and you wish you were surprised to see that, like your laptop and flashdrive, they’re empty. The books—the stories—are gone.

A detached numbness begins creeping over you as you look at the cursor blinking on the computer screen. You poise trembling fingers over the keyboard and begin to type, but though your fingers depress key after key, no letters appear on the screen. No words.

The numbness grows stronger, and you can’t feel your fingers touch the keys, can’t feel your body at all anymore. It’s almost like what you imagine freezing to death must feel like, expect it’s not really cold, it’s just a sensation of profound nothingness.

Your last thought before you fade into non-existence is to recall one more time what you told Mark.

All of our lives are stories, aren’t they?

Several quiet seconds pass in the now-empty house, and then from somewhere within the laptop’s casing comes the high-pitched skittery-scratchy sound of laughter.
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Herbert Archer woke one morning with the knowledge that he could see money. Or not so much money, like dollar bills or coins, but, rather, that he could see debts. “Unequal transactions,” the phrase popped into his mind. It was hard to explain.

When he came down for breakfast his wife had the news on TV, something about third world nations, or terrorist nations—or maybe both. It was something about some leader or someone, someone who looked like he needed a shave, bragging about what he called “Wormwood”—the “great star falling from heaven” of Revelation—then followed by something about the UN. A man in a suit now, making a speech about canceling foreign debts. Herb wasn’t sure he quite caught the context.

“Did you know I had a dream last night about something about debts?” he told his wife when he kissed her good morning.

“That’s nice,” Karen answered, kissing him back. “By the way, I have to go shopping and I’m a bit short. Do you think maybe you could spare a twenty?”

“Sure,” Herb said. He reached for his wallet. He pulled the bill out and handed it over, noticing as he did a sort of an afterimage, a trail, as it were, of a faint gold color, a green-tinged gold that led from his wallet to his wife’s hand. The trail was fading now, yet he could still see it if he looked just right.

Karen looked up. “Are you all right, Herb?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah,” he nodded. “I was just thinking about my dream, that’s all.”

***
 

Herb worked in pest control, one of a crew that were currently cleaning out old warehouses down by the waterfront. Rat control, mostly.

“Bad as a sewer,” Bob Jenkins said once—Bob owed Herb ten dollars until next payday and, even in the basement’s gloom as they set their bait and traps, Herb could see what seemed like a faint, glowing cord that joined the two of them together, from wallet pocket to wallet pocket. On an impulse he reached out to touch it and felt a slight tingle, a tenuous, almost substanceless feeling of something material. In Bob’s case, moreover, he could see a second cord, branching off from the first—something he’d bought, maybe, perhaps on credit, with Herb’s ten dollars as part of a down payment. It could get complicated, Herb realized, even with working stiffs like him and Bob—men with straightforward, simple lives, or at least he would have thought. He noticed now in the deepening darkness as they found a tunnel that angled down to a new sub-basement, an even fainter glow from his own pocket spiraling upward, leading in this case, he realized somehow, to the savings and loan . . .

The shift boss was speaking: “You see that trail there? Rat feces.” The boss swung his flashlight. “Then that one there that’s converging on it? These old cellars are like a labyrinth, rooms leading into rooms, so that’s what we got to do, just follow the rats’ signs. Find where the nests are.”

“Got a trail here, too, Boss,” Jenkins shouted back. “Clear on the other side of this concrete arch. Like maybe it’s a big nest.”

The shift boss shrugged—Herb could see his flashlight bob in the darkness. “Maybe we’ll bring torches in here tomorrow.”

. . . a faint, glowing trail to the savings and loan that held his mortgage, Herb thought, seeing, now, a glow from the boss getting tangled with his glow. The boss, he knew, had bought a new car—it had nothing to do with him as such, except that the boss had needed a car loan, and he did his banking the same place Herb did.

It wasn’t until after quitting time, though, that Herb realized how financially complex some people’s lives got. On the way home from work, during moments of darkness on the subway, Herb was able, without even trying, to pick out the bankers and mortgage brokers—with briefcases practically glaring like searchlights, sending beams every which way down the tunnels and over the platforms, twisting and pulsing. But there were others, too, that he could recognize just from the “auras” that spun from their pockets, that he might not have considered before, or at least not as much. Salesmen, sure, like the one who’d sold the shift boss his new car, made direct loans sometimes. Everything these days was bought on time somehow. But, also, these same sales people had arrangements with the banks as well, steering business from one to the other, which added their own thin, string-like paths to the maze of entanglements spreading before Herb’s eyes. Stockbrokers also—stocks were payments on trust in a way, held against profits if businesses did well, while bonds were direct loans. And then there were treasury notes, and savings bonds, and even money itself was a sort of loan backed by the government . . .

***
 

It was sort of pretty, Herb thought that night, looking across the river from his bedroom window. It was as if a glowing spiderweb had drifted down over the city. If he looked just right, he could trace out parts of it, as if all the glows were slightly different shades—regular loans like mortgages, car loans, versus illegal loans like a loan shark might make. Private loans, public debt, government, foreign loans—like the UN guy on TV had talked about. All of these were discernible to him, not exactly in shades or colors, perhaps, as in textures. Debts that were late and were accruing interest.

Debts people couldn’t pay.

On the TV there had been more news that evening, a follow-up report on the new weapon the terrorists on the TV before had been threatening they might use. The so-called “Wormwood”: A nuclear missile launched from a high-speed rubber boat, with a dozen or more of these launched in turn from a briefly surfaced submarine. Not so much a single “great star,” the announcer suggested, as a bunch of little ones.

At work the next morning the boss talked about it.

“The thing is,” he was saying, “it comes in low, almost like an airplane, below the Air Force’s missile defense system. Ain’t a really big bomb, of course, but it’s big enough if it’s your city they blow it up over. I got a cousin in Passaic knows someone who works on the things—the version our government’s trying to make, that is—who says it can’t even be seen by radar till it’s too late ‘cause it comes off that Zodiac boat just over the wave tops, just a few feet above . . .”

“Hey, Boss,” Jenkins yelled, interrupting. “What do you make of this?”

Both the boss and Herb shone their lights over to catch the back end of a line of rats scurrying through a narrow, brick doorway. In their mouths they were carrying scraps of something.

“Any of you see any others carrying stuff like that?” the shift boss asked.

Herb shook his head. “Not me.”

“Okay,” the boss said. “Anyway we’re still following trails, trying to find out where they’ll lead us, but let me know if you do see more like that. Could be we’re coming up onto a King Rat.”

“Huh?” Herb said.

“It’s something some people say is just folklore—like something made up—but I’ve seen one myself once before. Old cellars like these, linked one to another, going on for who knows how far and deep—it’s what I was thinking about yesterday when I said maybe I’d see about getting some torches. Nobody down here for years and years, probably. You see the filth here.”

“You’re damn right there, Boss,” Jenkins piped in. “But that’s what rats live in, right?”

“Thing is,” the boss said, “they get the filth on themselves. Now normally rats will groom themselves too, but sometimes it’s too much. They get maybe some kind of sticky stuff on their tails, maybe some cold night when, just like other animals will, they huddle together. But then, the next morning, a couple of them got their tails stuck together, like in a big tangle. Then other ones too, it’ll be their main nest and the next night they’ll all be huddled again, their tails all twisted and knotted together, and sure enough even more find the next morning they can’t get loose either.

“The thing is, though, rats are social animals. The females and young’ll get trapped in there with the rest, so the ones that are still free will bring food back to them. Sometimes they’ll even push into the mass themselves to deliver it to some particular rat companion of theirs, which means, of course, sometimes they’ll get stuck in there too. And every night, still, they huddle together like that in a big ball—they gotta keep warm—tails to the inside, heads to the outside, so each morning even more tails are caught in the knot. And on and on it goes: More of the free rats bring food to the trapped ones, like they were maybe a king or something. Like some kind of super-rat.”

“That’s what you think we’ll find here then?” Jenkins asked.

“Don’t know for sure,” the boss said. “But do you smell that sort of sourish odor, like it was still some distance away? I’ve been smelling that since just after break. It’s the smell a King Rat makes.”

“How do you mean?” Herb asked.

“Concentrated, like, once you get close enough. Remember that it’s filth that causes the King to create itself in the first place, the sticking of dirt that causes the rats’ tails to get knotted up like that. Then—since the King can’t even move, much less do anything like cleaning itself now—it just grows and festers. Maybe some rats in the middle are dead by now . . . “

Herb felt himself getting sick, perhaps from the smell he had noticed too, or maybe just from the talk. Either way, he took it as an excuse to go off to explore another room, this one a featureless concrete vault, until he shone his light down to see trails and trails of feces and urine stains, other stuff, too, like chewed up paper, bits of food possibly dropped in passage, all converging on yet another stairway.

He moved to the stairway and shone his light down it, seeing only more darkness at first. Then, slowly, he made out more twisted markings of converging rat trails, leading downward and back toward the harbor if he had his bearings right. A prime place for rats to be.

“Hey, Boss,” he called.

The trail again led into another room, intersecting with other trails as well. It was nearly quitting time by now, but, as they pursued them at least a short way in, there was one thing that was clear to them all: The smell was stronger.

***
 

The following morning, Herb was almost late. Even coming home from work the evening before, it was as if the cords—the whatevers—the glows of debts and dependencies, spendings and borrowings, money held here until other money could be let go there, promises here left unfulfilled until other vows somewhere else were taken—impeded his progress. It felt to him almost as if he had to force his way through them, as if these entanglements that only he could see were a thick spider web, not so strong that he couldn’t break through its strands, but still solid enough to be annoying.

And with a smell, also, he thought. One of money, not sour like the rats’ smell, but sweet and cloying. He pushed his way up through the subway’s exit, needing fresh air. And then the same thing the next morning coming in, as if the subway train itself were slowed by it. It seemed as if it just oozed through the tunnel, while Herb remembered the TV at breakfast.

It was the news again. The announcer stood on a pier with a Coast Guard cutter docked in the background. A crane on the dock was lifting a black rubber boat from the cutter’s deck, lowering it down with its motor dangling.

“ . . . these Zodiac craft look clumsy at first, but with that high powered outboard motor, its crew was able to keep away until they dumped whatever it was they were carrying overboard. Then, in the firefight that followed, rather than be captured they took their own lives.

“Intelligence sources say this can’t be linked to the ‘Wormwood’ threat with any certainty, but we understand that both the Coast Guard and Navy have increased patrols . . . ”

Karen had switched the TV off then. “It’s depressing,” she said. “Why can’t those people just live like we do, if they’re so unhappy with what they’ve got. You know, instead of acting like we were the ones at fault, corrupting their way of life or something. I mean, aren’t we already giving them jobs and things, investing money there? Maybe not as high pay as we get, but then they don’t have our cost of living . . . ”

Herb nodded, only half listening. For some reason his mind had drifted back to ten or more years ago, to news about Sarajevo, the shelling and fighting that came with the breakup of Yugoslavia. Finally the U.S. and NATO had intervened, when the fighting had threatened to spread—the U.S. and Europe entwined as allies, and also Russia in some way entangled too.

Hadn’t it been in Sarajevo that the First World War had started? Someone assassinated or something, just a little spark? Almost as if an actual reason didn’t matter.

Then, with everyone allied to everyone, in debt to everyone . . .

Once he was at work, the boss handed Herb a fire extinguisher. “For safety,” the boss said. “Just in case, you know. Ain’t this a beauty?”

He showed Herb and Joe the torch he’d gotten authorization to use that morning, a black thing of tubes and tanks and nozzles that reminded Herb of another war that his grandfather had been in. World War I had finally ended, but that only led to more entanglements, treaties and arms limits mainly designed to keep the nations that won on top, and that, in turn, had led to World War II where Grampa Henry had gotten a medal for neutralizing a Nazi pillbox with a flamethrower.

Herb had seen the family pictures, including one of the burned-out concrete interior, eerily reminiscent of the series of concrete spaces they were descending through, even as the boss continued.

“Don’t hardly use torches like this any more, partly for safety considerations—that’s why we’ve got those extinguishers too, though in most of these rooms there’s not that much to catch fire. But also even with rats, when you kill them you’re supposed to be humane. That’s why I had to get authorization, to convince the big boss upstairs that it really was a King Rat we planned to use this baby on. He’s seen one too, back when he was younger, back when he was on the line like us, so he knows that poison won’t do the job—at the most you just get the ones on the outside. You’ve got to burn a hole clear to the center, then spray the fire around inside it as fast as you can, that that’s the most merciful way you can do it.”

“Look,” Jenkins broke in. “Another rat trail—and this one’s wider than what we saw yesterday.”

“Yeah, and over here too,” Herb said.

They had already gone down as far as the day before, down the new set of stairs Herb had discovered, and then through a low tunnel angling northward. The odor was thick now. The one saving grace, it occurred to Herb, was that at least down here in the cellars, away from the surface and, for the most part, the city’s commerce, the money-lines that had glowed so brightly he’d had to keep his eyes half closed outside were distant and dim as well.

But here the smell was almost stifling and, as they turned another corner and entered another room, they heard the squealing. Like the smell, this sound was at first faint, almost imperceptible, yet penetrating once it was noticed.

It helped guide them further, growing louder with each turn they took, a plaintive sound, almost as if a cry for help. But then more raucous, with overtones of a snarl of defiance—rats in the center of a King might be dying, but not all rats in it.

“Sometimes rats are born in a King too,” the shift boss said, his torch at the ready. He nearly had to shout to be heard now. “Some of the females that get caught in it might be pregnant, so that’s the only world that their offspring know. Just a huge ball of rats, filthy inside so they get caught up too, but not without enough freedom at first, even within the center of the King, until some of them get pregnant as well. And so it continues, getting larger . . .”

That’s when they saw it. Another turn led into a huge room, an underground amphitheater almost—perhaps it had once been some kind of meeting room—but filled from corner to corner with writhing rats. Snarling. Squealing. Struggling to break out, but every one held fast, their tails tangled and twisted.

“You see how long they are?” the boss shouted. “The tails, that is. In some rats they’re almost twice as long as the body proper. Sometimes even longer—people don’t realize that. That’s why they get tangled up so easy—”

Then with a WHOOOSH! the boss sparked his flamethrower, drowning his own voice out. The rats’ squeals grew more frenzied as black, greasy smoke began to pour from the mass of the King Rat, penetrating even the masks that Herb and Jenkins had quickly pulled on. A sickening, greasy stench.

The boss turned his torch to low. “You guys okay?” he said through his own mask.

Jenkins nodded, but Herb shook his head. He looked behind him, seeing the rope-like smoke twisting and turning, filling the cellar rooms they had come down through.

He tried not to be sick.

“Look,” the boss said. “From what I’ve done already, I don’t think there’s going to be any fire danger. Nothing that Jenkins and I can’t handle. You leave your extinguisher here just in case, go on back up to the street and get us some coffee, okay? By the time you bring it down to us, we should be all done here.”

The boss reached for his wallet to give Herb some money—a spark of gold cord sprang out of his pocket, a debt-trail, a money-trail twisting toward Herb’s hand as, by instinct, he reached out.

Money-trails, rats’-tails—the thought came, unasked, to him.

He shouted. “No. Thanks, Boss, but let this one be on me.” He forced his own voice to rise over the rats’ shrieks, struggling not to gag. Thankfully, the boss just nodded and turned back.

He ran through the corridors, hearing once more the torch’s Whoosh, then the rats’ high-pitched, almost human-like screams as the boss and Jenkins went back to work.

He screamed himself, dashing up stairs and through darkened rooms, nearly crashing headfirst into brick pillars in his haste to get up to the surface, to sunlight and fresh air.

Yet with each new flight of stairs upward he felt his steps slowed, even as brightness seeped down from the surface, much like his trip on the subway that morning. The cords, the spider-lines moved to entangle him, like golden rats’-tails but thinner, more beautiful. As he came out onto the sidewalk, finally, the cords, the threads, the almost imperceptible tendrils had become so thick that even to move was like forcing himself through a lake of molasses.

He thought of a dream he used to have as a child, a nightmare of monsters in hot pursuit, yet his own feet hobbled. As if caught in quicksand.

How he’d wake up screaming.

He saw, now, the Nedick’s where he was supposed to go to buy the coffee. A golden mist streamed from its doors and its plate-glass window, like smoke in a basement—yet frozen as he was. He saw that the other people around him were frozen also, entangled even more firmly than he. He saw that the heads of a few were raised upward. As if looking toward the sky.

Struggling, he looked up too, thinking of Wormwood. Of fires and entanglements. Money and debts and bonds. Rat-webs and spiders’ tails, and some who could not pay, caught in gold fetters as bejeweled as stars. With boats as black pearls strung from surfaced submarines.

Then in the distance as if through some liquid, as faint as a rat’s squeal, he heard warning sirens.
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When they built you, brother, they broke the mold.”

—Bruce Springsteen
 

“Here they come to snuff the rooster,” my brother half-sung, half-said.

He was rocking in his chair next to me with one ear bud in, the other–bleeding out the Alice In Chains classic–dangled next to his port. The doctors had told him he had six months left, if he was lucky. Not sure where they got the luck in any of that, but hey, what do I know. Regardless of the magical pot of gold half a year was worth, he was wearing the impending death upon his face. I felt sick just trying to put myself in his shoes.

“Can’t sleep?” I said, feeling like an idiot, but needing to say something. Of course he couldn’t sleep. Could you if you didn’t know how many nights you had left?

“Huh?” he said.

I tried to think of something else to say, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to find a topic that seemed worthy of discussion. I mean, these conversations between us were numbered, and I didn’t want to waste a single one. Problem was—I had been. I was scared. Afraid of losing him, frightened I might say the wrong thing and upset him further. Truth was, I didn’t know what was okay to talk about and what wasn’t.

“I was just thinking about Dad,” he said.

Our father passed away eight years ago from a stroke.

“What about him?” I asked.

“He told me he thought he was going to die every single day in Vietnam,” he said, still rocking; moving back and forth in the chair.

I had never spoken with my dad about his time in the war. I didn’t know what was okay to ask and what wasn’t.

“He said he thought about me and mom every day. That he prayed that he would get to see us again,” he said. I saw a single tear streaking down his bloated cheek. The puffiness in his face was due to his meds.

He was staring off at something I couldn’t see. Something I probably didn’t ever want to see. Not everyone gets to think about how many days they may or may not have left on this earth. I felt the tears building in my eyes. I looked back toward the hospital window and let them slide.

I was always the weak one. My brother was the mountain; strong and stubborn, but with the heart of a lion. When I was sixteen, my parents got divorced and moved to separate parts of the state. I was angry with them and didn’t want to leave the friends I’d had my whole life. I cried. My brother, who I thought disliked me due to all of the beat downs he’d thrown me over the years, not to mention all the time he seemed nothing but annoyed by my mere presence, told me I could come stay with him so I didn’t have to leave all that was familiar to me. He was nineteen at the time, and had only moved out that previous summer. He’d never said he loved me before, and after that, he didn’t have to. I ended up being the best man at his wedding, he even asked me to help write his vows. I wrote the part about him letting me move in with him in my own speech. When I gave mine, I cried.

And now, here I was, staying with him again.

He had called me that morning to come be with him. He didn’t want to be alone so far from home. Boston was only a three hour drive for me, so I grabbed a coat and zoomed down.

“I’m scared,” he said.

“Me too,” I said, sniffling the snot running from my nose, and wiping the tears from my face with the sleeve of my sweatshirt.

Silence stole the rest of our words. A few minutes later, I looked over at him. He had fallen asleep in the chair. I got up and placed the blanket from his bed over him.

As I got back into my rented hospital bed, I thought about the Alice in Chains song he had been listening to. It was a song about a guy in Vietnam staring down his last days. Funny, I never felt the weight of the song before. I had always just thought it sounded cool.

Cancer was my brother’s enemy, and it was coming to snuff him out, lucky or not.
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Randall Bell stared up at the ceiling fan rotating slowly above his head, afraid to move. He allowed his eyes to roam around the unfamiliar area. Bright sunlight streamed through a window to his left, making little particles of dust visible as they floated in the air. The curtains on the window featured an apple pattern trimmed in a sickly green. A variety of herbs sat drying out on the window ledge. A horde of flies were buzzing around.

Randall slowly moved his head, his nose wrinkling from the strange, yet familiar, odor assaulting his nostrils, while he eyed the rest of the small, but tidy, kitchen. Oh, God, he thought, please not again.

What the stench was he could only guess at; he didn’t plan on sticking around to find out. He sat up, checking to make sure he wasn’t hurt before grabbing onto the edge of the kitchen counter and pulling himself to his feet. Silently, he padded over to the door further down on his left, resisting the urge to look at what undoubtedly would be a gruesome scene. He squinted against the brilliant sunshine as he quietly stepped out, holding one hand over his eyes. In the driveway Randall’s vanilla-white SUV awaited, and he sighed in relief at the sight. At least he had his car. Reaching in the pocket of his suit, he discovered his car keys. Also inside his suit jacket was his cell phone. He took it out and turned away from the sun to check the screen. A surge of panic shot through him when he saw the date.

Randall Bell had just lost three days.

He couldn’t remember a damn thing, except feeling that familiar tightening in his throat while drinking Irish whiskey at a local bar. A particularly tough case was finally over, and he’d been celebrating with his colleagues when he felt it rise up into his chest, squeezing the air out of his lungs. He coughed up blood into a napkin, and then excused himself.

Randall didn’t attempt to recall what might’ve happened during the missing seventy some hours. His instincts assured him that the less he knew the better. Especially after what happened last time.

So instead he drove around until he came across a sign pointing towards the Pennsylvania Turnpike. To his dismay, he saw that he was about one hundred miles from his home near Harrisburg.

He pushed his SUV up to seventy miles per hour. He just wanted to get home and put this reoccurring nightmare behind him. Of course, he couldn’t . . . not really, when vivid flashes of doing things, horrible things, permeated his thoughts.

Then there was the receipt for odd items he didn’t remember buying, like Italian leather shoes and a hunting knife. What scared Randall the most were the things he’d read about in the papers. That was why he’d avoided hospitals; evidence. He was terrified of being connected to the crime scenes.

The sun continued to beat down so Randall cranked up the air conditioner. He felt the now familiar squirming sensation deep in his gut. He was about half way to his destination when . . .

“Ugh!” he groaned from the sudden pain in his intestines. He pulled into the Blue Mountain Service station and ran to the men’s room. As Randall sat on the toilet, he bit his lip until it bled; due to the pain he was experiencing as whatever food he didn’t recall eating was violently purged. Tears squeezed out from behind his eyelids, and he wondered if this was similar to the pain during childbirth.

If so, Randall now had a new respect for women.

He knew he would not make it home before another blackout hit. Randall grabbed some Tums and a pack of gum, asking at the checkout if anyone knew where the nearest hospital was.

***
 

It had been a dull afternoon at Blue Ridge Hospital when a handsome stranger in a rumpled, but expensive-looking, business suit walked up to the window of the nurse’s office of the Emergency Room, breaking the monotony. Up to that point in her double shift, Michelle Dawson, R.N., had dealt with nothing out of the ordinary. A girl who drank too much at a fraternity party, a guy having some seriously nasty withdrawal from his crack pipe, and a little girl with a broken finger.

“Name?” She inquired pleasantly.

“Randall Bell.” As she looked up and the man moved closer, Michelle noticed his features appeared strained, and beads of sweat had formed on his brow.

“What can we help you with today, Mr. Bell? Are you running a fever?” She motioned for him to come inside her triage station. He sank down in a chair immediately, letting out a small grunt. Michelle pulled on a pair of purple nitrile gloves and took a thermometer out of a drawer, as a woman from the reception area joined them to ask the usual litany of questions. After slipping it inside the plastic sleeve, Michelle popped the thermometer in his mouth.

Upon hearing the beep, she saw that, indeed, Randall Bell was running a slight fever, 99.5.

She waited a little impatiently for the young girl to check his I.D. and insurance card. She hated when they asked for patient’s co-pays up front; a sick person shouldn’t have to go through that. Randall pulled a gold card out of his leather wallet and handed it to the receptionist, who bustled away to get approval.

“Sorry about that.” Michelle preferred not to follow generally accepted protocol, because she felt a sick person should be seen by the triage nurse first. The ‘higher-ups’ didn’t like it, and she didn’t care. She was a good nurse, had been here in the E.R. for ten years now. “You’re running a bit of a temperature, Mr. Bell.” Michelle smiled at him. Even in his present state, he was a very nice looking man. “Would you please take off your suit jacket so I can get your blood pressure?”

He nodded and struggled out of the Copenhagen blue jacket that must’ve cost a pretty penny. She wondered what he did for a living. She’d felt the taunt muscles of his arm underneath his pale blue shirt when she strapped on the cuff.

Time to put a halt to the direction her thoughts were taking. She was supposed to be a professional, after all.

His blood pressure was definitely too high for a man of his age and physical condition and his pulse was rapid, as well. Her brows creased together.

“What is bothering you this evening, Mr. Bell?”

Randall Bell sat tight-lipped, unsure of how to tell this nice nurse exactly what his problem was. He cleared his throat. “I . . . I don’t know how to explain this.” She would never believe him. Hell, he certainly didn’t want to believe it.

Except, he did. In one of those fragmented memories, he was looking in a mirror, but staring back at him was an evil, monstrous face.

“Try your best.” She encouraged. How unusual that such a successful looking gentleman could not articulate what, exactly, was wrong. Then again, most men did hate admitting anything was wrong. Hated doctors, period.

The nurse tending to him had a beautiful smile; Randall thought she was a few steps shy of looking like Halle Berry. A light citrus scent lingered on her honey skin. A fleeting thought ran through his mind; he wondered what had made her want to become a nurse.

“I’ve been in a lot of pain. I have trouble falling asleep. I . . .” Randall wondered how to explain the blackouts.

“I see. Tell me, where does it hurt?” Michelle asked.

He stared into eyes the color of amber, thick lashes curling around them. “All over.”

“Hmm, like a flu bug?”

He shook his head no, trying to convey his ailment without sounding totally off his rocker. “I have these blackouts. I wake up in strange places. It’s getting really bad, affecting my work.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m an attorney.” Randall Bell replied, hesitant to tell her he was the state’s prosecutor. This could be really bad for him. His career would be over.

Michelle’s eyes widened. A bit of chemistry lingered in the air between them. He could feel it. But he could also feel . . .

“Ugh, ow!” Randall hollered out in pain, doubling over and clutching his stomach.

The nurse was hovering over him, and when the pain subsided, she wanted to check his abdomen. She helped him onto the examination table, asking him to lift his shirt.

Damn, Michelle thought, as she pressed gently on his rock-hard abs. Even her slight touch made him squirm and wince. “I’m sorry,” she murmured, right before coming across an odd lump. When she pressed on it, it moved. Shocked, she backed away just as Randall cried out.

“What . . . I mean, how long . . . ” Unexpectedly, she found herself at a loss for words.

Randall turned to look at her. Unwelcome tears were streaming down his cheeks from the agony. He had to tell her . . . had to tell somebody.

“I . . . I just lost three days. I need a surgeon to . . . to get out this monster that’s inside of me!”

Michelle stood shell-shocked for a moment. He had to be using the word monster as a metaphor. Great, she thought, a super-hot guy comes in and he might be a nut case. She took out a chart and began writing, trying to mask her disappointment, but at the same time wondering what the hell was in there, moving around.

“Um . . . okay, Mr. Bell. Can you elaborate? Tell me when this started. Please.”

“Several weeks ago.”

Michelle wasn’t sure she wanted to know more. He might be really ill, or really sick in the head. Either way, she decided to let the doctors sort it out.

“Okay, Mr. Bell. I’m going to send you right back to room 4B, and we’ll order some blood work and x-rays.” She attempted to keep her voice steady.

He lay back on the bed. “I’m not nuts. There really is a monster in, ugh, me.” It was apparent that Randall’s pain was getting worse. Michelle would talk to the E.R. doctor about giving him something to ease his discomfort.

She put her hand gently on his arm and tried to sound reassuring. “We’ll get this all figured out. Just try to take it easy.”

He winced again, briefly placing his hand over hers. “You’re very pretty, you know. Thank you.”

She patted his hand for a moment before pulling away uncertainly, and then she called for a wheelchair to take him back.

***
 

Randall hated emergency rooms. Who didn’t? The noise, the God-awful gowns, and the smells especially disgusted him. Of course, they weren’t as bad as what he’d smelled earlier at that strange house. He could hear doctors and nurses whispering outside his room. He knew they thought he was a nut case, but there was also concern that something was definitely amiss. The nurse had felt the damn thing move. Every time it shifted, the pain was excruciating. A young man had come in to take blood about a half hour before. Randall had been left alone since.

“Mr. Bell?” An older nurse dressed in a traditional starched white dress, complete with the hat on her head, came bustling in. “We’re going to take you back for an MRI.”

Randall nodded. He could just imagine the look on the doctor’s face when the doctor saw what was inside of him.

He was asked the usual questions, including if he was allergic to iodine. They felt the contrast dye would help reveal what was going on.

“Where is the pain located?”

At the moment, it was still in his gut, but felt as though it was trying to make its way up into his chest. He circled the whole area with a finger. He was given a Dixie cup with 4 ounces of something comparable to cough syrup, but more disgusting, to drink.

A male technician named Tyler was waiting for him in a small, sterile room. The tech helped him onto a table, speaking to him in a calming tone of voice.

Randall wasn’t very comfortable; it was not made for a six foot tall man.

“We also need to add some contrast through your I.V.”

The dye seared through his veins and made him feel slightly nauseous.

“This won’t take long, Mr. Bell. Close your eyes and try to relax.” The machine began whirring and the table lifted slightly as it entered the giant donut hole. Tyler stood beside him, pressing a few buttons on the side of the donut, reassuring Randall that even though he would be in the small room off to the side, he would be able to hear and see him, in case there were any problems.

His arms dangled off the table above his head. The machine clicked as Randall was moved to and fro through the opening. The sound echoed around him infuriatingly.

He tried to remain still, but he couldn’t help crying out from the pain.

“Are you okay, Mr. Bell?” The irritatingly calm voice asked.

“Spectacular.” Sarcasm laced his tone.

The bed returned to its resting position, and Randall was helped into a wheelchair. God, how he hated all of this; being treated like some invalid.

“Augh!” He hollered, doubling over. Damn this thing!

As he was led back to 4B, Randall Bell could feel the nasty creature crawling around in him, scraping its claws against every fiber of his being, as if it was trying to figure out just what made him tick.

He was emotionally and physically drained. What did that damned thing do when it forced Randall to black-out?

The pulsating entity was pushing its way up his esophagus again, and when he felt his throat tighten and the breath being knocked out of him, he tried to let out a terrified scream.

There was a flurry of activity as the doctor rushed in. Randall’s throat looked swollen. He heard someone say through his haze of confusion, that they thought he was having an allergic reaction to the iodine. He tried gesturing with his hands, but they were busy shooting medication into him to counteract the reaction he wasn’t even having.

Blood spewed from his mouth, splattering the doctor. Randall was howling in agony.

“Dilaudid. Stat!” The older nurse that had been there earlier handed the doctor a clean towel. A younger girl beside her hurried after the doctor, and came back within minutes, handing the older nurse a syringe.

“Mr. Bell, this is Dilaudid. It’s for the pain.”

Some relief would be nice. There was sincere concern etched on her wrinkled face. He wasn’t aware that his eyes were bulging.

The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end as a prickling sensation briefly overwhelmed him Then a wave of warmth washed through him, and his body began to relax.

“There, there,” the older nurse cooed at him as if he were a baby. At thirty-five, to her maybe he was. He was feeling fuzzy. That dil . . . dila . . . whatever the hell it was, it was some good shit, he thought. Even the monster seemed to settle. Randall wondered if the thing was just biding its time.

“Thank you,” he murmured drowsily.

The nurse left the room, and the menace inside Randall Bell began to slither up his brain stem.

***
 

When he stood, Randall Bell was a little woozy at first. It took an extra minute or two to gather himself enough to get dressed. By the time he straightened his cuffs and tied the laces on his Italian shoes, he was perfectly fine.

Or, rather, IT was. Bell was sound asleep.

Hmmm, now where was that delicious nurse that had greeted him earlier? What was her name? Michelle something . . . ?

***
 

Two doctors stared at the films from Randall Bell’s MRI. Their logical minds not fully comprehending the images of the horrific face staring back at them.
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Flat, discordant chirps fill the air. Harsh against the ear, grating. Growing louder. I cringe at the sound and sit up, searching for the birds, finding none.

A forest of trees surrounds me. Muted, sickly, unnatural greens and browns before my eyes. Leafy, spiny fingers stretch toward a washed-out blue sky, almost real, nearly alive, but not quite.

The sun, a weak, jaundiced image of its familiar brilliance, rises higher, moving even as I watch. Changing from one pale hue to the next. Bilious yellow to dull vitelline to tarnished old gold.

Time passes quickly here.

Pushing against the ground, I stand and brush pine needles, along with other forest debris, from my jeans and shirt.

Odd.

No feeling.

No physical sensations.

I pick up a handful of earth—evergreen needles, moldering leaves, dirt, a few small pebbles. I can see them, can smell the dampness, the mustiness of decay. Gingerly, I touch my tongue to the humus in my hand. Faint, on the back of my tongue, more an aftertaste than a real flavor.

Curious.

All my senses seem to be working, off just enough to make me wonder.

Except touch.

Strange.

I toss the dirt in my hand. Up and down, pine needles shift as soil rises and falls with faint raspings, but I can’t feel anything against my skin. I spread my fingers, letting the debris trickle through.

Nothing.

No tickle. No scratch. Clean. Sterile. Nonexistent.

A shadow moves in front of me. My shadow. Wandering without me. Animated by the traveling sun.

Time passes quickly here.

I walk, listening to my own footfalls. They sound far away. A distant echo, but not quite. Empty. Where did the birds go? I can’t hear them anymore. Only the hollow repetition of my own footsteps.

I stop again. Silence, then dissonant screeches, subdued caws, artificial birdsong. Each following the other, never overlapping. Only one sound at a time. Strange. Alien. Have I gone to some sort of parallel universe? Another Earth? One that’s almost perfect, but not quite? Could this be what the sphere felt like in Flatland? Out of place? Out of reality?

I resume walking, brushing my hands against trees, flowers, rocks. Still nothing. Not even cool shade against my arms or sunlit warmth against my skin. My knuckles scrape against a boulder.

Skin sloughs off. Blood wells and oozes.

No pain.

I lick at the blood. Stale. Brackish. Old.

“ . . . unlikely.” The sound is whispered, barely audible.

Ghost voices again. I’ve heard them before.

“Hello?” I call. “Hello? Where are you?” Turning in slow circles, I stare at the darkening sky, study the graying forest. My own voice comes back to me. Distant. Hollow. Alone.

“How much . . . ?”

A pause. Strident bird calls. Wind trembling leaves, swaying pine, ruffling my hair. Unnatural quiet.

“Probably . . . ”

“Probably what?” I call. No answer.

“Answer me!” I demand. Nothing. The ghosts are gone.

Orange creeps quickly through the sky, pushing back the washed-out blue. No fire. No spark. No beauty. Just orange. Sunset already.

Time passes quickly here.

Night. Stars glint in strange, unfamiliar constellations. No moon, yet there is moonlight. From where? From nowhere, yet somehow, from everywhere.

Eyeshine flashes in the forest. Silver. Metallic. Reflective. Alive. Out of place in this vacuous, muted world.

Footfalls. Growing louder, crunching against the earth. Mine, running now.

A howl then. Behind me, and in front of me. Surrounding me. Long. Low. Mournful. Beautiful and eerie, strange and scary in this discordant world. More follow, echoing.

Something knocks me to the ground. Hot breath in my face. Rank. Putrid. Septic.

Luminous eyes stare at me, through me. I’m not real here. Am I?

Blunt claws rip at my legs and belly. At my arms and face. Flesh and muscle tears, a rough, ripping sound.

Pain!

I can feel! Hot, raw agony. Oh God, the pain!

Teeth snap. Miss. Snap again and bite. Growls and snarls fill the air. Blood droplets land in my mouth. Different now. Fresh. Coppery. Strong.

Thrashing against the things, the beasts, I scream. Over and over. And my voice comes back to me.

Real.

Anguished.

Lingering.

***
 

Slow, steady beeps emanated from the monitor next to the bed, counting the heartbeats.

“Is she . . . ?” asked Angela.

“She’s all right,” interrupted the doctor. “Resting comfortably.” His voice sounded soothing, yet false, devoid of emotion.

Angela walked toward the door then glanced back. The doctor straightened the sheet around her sister’s cancer-thinned body.

Angela sighed, dejected. “Are you sure she’s not in any pain?”

“I assure you, there is no discomfort. There is nothing.”

Hinges hissed as the hospital door opened, then swung shut with a quiet thump.
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Timmy opened his eyes, replacing the pitch blackness of sleep with the blurry twilight of that other place. It was happening again. He stood surrounded by thousands of tall thin trees crowded together in a lush dark forest flooded with soft white fog. It was cold. The kind of cold that sends moist chills up the length of your back when it hits you. One step forward and the snap of a twig beneath his foot sent him spinning around in search of them. But only the faint distant sound of an owl acknowledged his presence. He took a deep breath and began moving forward, gently setting each foot down in front of the other as quietly as he could. Maybe, just maybe, this time they were gone or wouldn’t hear him.

Up above, the reaching dead branches shattered the moonlight into shards of glowing crystal in hues of gray and blue within the thickening fog. Timmy continued along the uneven ground, dodging tree stumps and holes and bushes of poison ivy. Between the layers of mist, all that was visible onward in every direction were more and more trees. A gust of icy wind blew from the opposite direction of the moon and the rustling of many leaves enveloped Timmy with a shifting white noise. It should have been a peaceful wind. But long ago Timmy had come to associate it with something so frightening and terrible that no such wind would ever bring peace.

And with the consistency of a faithful sunrise, the whistling faded in from behind the wind. It was a gloomy sort of tune, if you could call it a tune at all. A series of gradual notes that called out to the boy whenever he was in this place, just before they would come for him. The whistling rose with the fury of the wind until it ascended into a kind of screaming and Timmy bolted forward away from the piercing sound of it. The screeching grew in volume and pitch and Timmy tried to turn around and run the way he’d come from, but still their call rose higher and before long he remembered that there was no way you could go to get away from them. Silver light seemed to spill out from the moon and pool down into the fog. Shadows stretched up over the light and Timmy turned to run again.

The glowing fog lit the ground ahead of him and he could see a clear path leading between clusters of trees and bushes. He ran with all he had, jumping over the stumps and the holes, and twisting around the bushes. But still the shadows followed. Dead leaves crumpled beneath his shoes and trees floated past him in a brown blur of texture until he came to a small clearing. A solitary circle of dirt bordered by rocks of all different shapes and sizes sat in the center. At first it looked like the remains of an old bonfire, but there was no charred wood in the center, just clean soil. Looking behind him, Timmy could see the shadows stretching and gaining on him. He circled around the strange pit looking for somewhere he could run to get away. But the shadows seemed to be swirling all around him from every corner of the clearing. There was nowhere left to run, so Timmy stepped into the pit.

The whistling rose to a deafening pitch and the wind gusted in a circle causing the trees to bend like dominoes falling all around him. Shadows grew from every corner, rising up with the wind and swirling into the vortex until they became one giant shade of darkness looming over him. A dark hand reached out from the blackness and Timmy ducked down into himself like a ball. The dirt beneath him started to sink. Timmy screamed and in an instant of courage, he dove from the pit and took off for the forest again. The force of the wind nearly knocked him off his feet when he broke from the circle. The screaming pitch of the shadows echoed behind him so loud that it too threw him off balance.

Refusing to look back, he ran harder.

The ground started to shake as the screaming pitch of those things hit a new note and then behind him, something exploded. The shock wave sent him tumbling forward and as he rolled over he saw the darkness approaching. When his body lost its momentum, he rose to his feet and broke into another run but his sense of direction was confused and before he could stop himself, he stumbled right into the darkness. His body shook as his abdomen absorbed the shadow creature. Timmy screamed. They had only ever managed to touch him before. A brief brush against his skin that left a burning here, a dark willowy hand grabbing a hold of his leg there, but nothing like this. He didn’t want to imagine what this would mean.

When the shadow was fully inside him, he could feel it in there writhing and spreading. Slowly, but there was no relief in knowing this. It was in him now. And no one would understand. No one would believe him. And with that thought, he collapsed face down into the leaves and closed his eyes, replacing that bitter place with darkness again.

***
 

When Timmy woke, he was covered in tubes and shivering in a bright white sterile room. His mother stood over him caressing his forehead and mumbling words of consolation as tears streamed down both sides of her face. He tried to talk but only a loud rasp came up from the back of his throat, making him sound like a frog trying to speak its first word of English.

“It’s okay, honey. Don’t talk. Just try and go back to sleep.”

But Timmy couldn’t sleep. He could only think about the shadow inside him. He knew it would do something bad and now he was in the hospital with tubes sticking out of his throat and chest. The only thing he could think to do was try to talk to her, with every ounce of energy he still had. He opened his mouth and another thick rasp of gravel came out. His mother sobbed and shook and picked up a small plastic device attached to his bed by a long thick cord and pressed the big red button. Timmy tried again to call out to his mother but only managed that same gargled noise.

A nurse came in and talked to him like he was a rock in a garden as she pushed some buttons on the machine next to the bed and everything started to fade again.

Darkness.

***
 

When reality came back, Timmy was lying in a different bed in a different room, all alone. Most of the tubes were gone, but one still poked into his hand and two were still suctioned to his chest. His fingers made their way to the little box sitting by his leg. It was like the one his mother had used to call the nurse before. He used it, instead, to raise the bed. When he was upright, he sat a while just trying to get his bearings. Would he die now that the darkness had finally gotten him?

He lifted up the neck of his hospital gown and looked down at his chest. There were places where the tubes had been suctioned to him and a couple of marks where someone had stuck a needle in him, but otherwise, his body looked normal; his skin pale, his ribs poking out from a skinny chest, and a little potbelly poking up from below. But he was experienced enough to know that something bad inside you didn’t always show up on the outside.

Before long, being left with his thoughts led to boredom and Timmy turned on the TV and watched cartoons. Several episodes of Adventure Time later, the door opened and Timmy’s mother came in with a smile at the sight of him. She set her purse and Styrofoam coffee cup down and gave him a long hug, like she always did when she was worried about him.

“Mom, what happened,” Timmy’s voice croaked.

“I don’t know exactly, hon. When I came up to check on you last night, you had a blazing fever over a hundred ‘n four so I took you to the hospital. They gave you somethin’ to cool you down, but they found . . . ” She started to sob again. “Honey, they found another cancer. This time it’s bad—”

“It was the shadows again, Mom. One of ‘em got inside me last ni—”

“Honey, this is serious,” his mother snapped. They stared at each other for a long moment, Timmy’s mouth agape, and his mother’s face trembling and wet with tears. There had been tumors before. They were always small; they’d always caught them early enough to operate. Each time Timmy had dreamed of the shadows just before. Each time he’d told his mother, and each time she’d refused to listen. “They’re just bad dreams, sugar. Bad dreams never caused no one to get sick,” she’d told him. But now the shadow was inside him. And he knew that meant there would be no hope of cutting out the tissue as the doctor had put it. Timmy let his eyes find the floor and stared at it in shame.

He wanted nothing more than for his mother to believe him. Even more than he wished the darkness would leave him, would go away and never come back to haunt his dreams and eat away his body. His mother let out a moan, then came by his side, soothing and mumbling as she ran her fingers through his hair.

“The doctor’s talking about chemo. I know we’ve talked about the possibility of that before. But we were lucky then.” She let out a long sigh and the cool sting of a teardrop touched Timmy’s shoulder. He took his mother’s hand and squeezed. Regardless of whether she knew it or not, he’d grown up a lot during all those surgeries. Though he occupied the body of a twelve year old, Timmy knew he was much older on the inside. He’d long ago stared death in the face and learned to expect its ominous shadow waiting at the door.

A few days later they released him from the hospital. The first appointment for chemo was set. He would get to go home in the meantime and pretend he was still like everybody else. Most nights he fought sleep until the sound of birds chirping and the blue tint of morning seeped into his bedroom. And always the next day he would find himself falling asleep in class or on the bus ride home. He didn’t tell any of his friends. What would he tell them? Shadows came into his dreams and gave him cancer? They wouldn’t believe him any more than his mother had. But he knew he would eventually have to tell Rudy about the cancer. And of course once the chemo started, he’d have to have a good explanation for where his hair went. He’d get made fun of for sure. Even if they knew, some of the kids would delight in his pain. Use it to make themselves look cool. Timmy couldn’t imagine there was anything cool about that.

A few days went by without any dreams. Probably because he was barely sleeping enough to dream in the first place. But whenever he found himself dozing at school, he felt a kind of relief. He had never once dreamt of the shadows during the day. And then the lack of sleep caught up with him and the shadows found him again.

He’d been more exhausted than ever that Friday night. He tried to keep his eyes open as he watched his favorite recorded shows on the DVR, but nothing could keep him from slipping this time and before long he found himself in the world of dreams. Good dreams at first. The kind of dreams that bring an unconscious smile to your face as you dream them.

Just as quickly as the good dreams came, they disappeared, and Timmy found himself in the dark forest again, running. Running away from the whistling and the fog. His breath came out raggedly as he lunged himself forward, footfall after footfall. But the shadows were faster and this time one of them took his legs out from under him. He hit the ground face first and rolled a couple of times until he landed on his back just in time to see the shadow in his belly rise up from his body and float toward the heavens. Then the other one, the one that had tripped him, blasted into his torso exactly where the first had come out from. But this time was different. He could feel it wriggling its way upward to his chest. Timmy opened his mouth to scream but before anything could come out, everything flooded with darkness.

***
 

Timmy woke up screaming. He could still feel the darkness inside his chest, pressing and stretching and gnawing. It was the worst pain he’d ever felt. The light came on, revealing his mother still half asleep and groggy.

“What’s the matter, Timmy?”

“It went in my chest this time! I can feel it in there hurting me, Mom. Make it go away. Make it go away.” Timmy burst into sobs of his own this time. His mother got him ready and took him to the hospital in their silver SUV. Timmy sat in the passenger seat, wrapped in his flannel blanket the whole way there. After a long uneventful wait in some secluded waiting room, they sat and waited awhile longer in a small room and Timmy watched TV. By then the pain had subsided some, but that gross knowing-that-something’s-there feeling wouldn’t go away. It was as if the shadow was hiding for the time being. Timmy could just see it not showing up in the scans and his mother thinking his dreams had nothing to do with it.

They admitted him to a room and kept him overnight in order to have an MRI in the morning. By the next afternoon, the doctor came in with the results. The cancer had spread to his lungs and grown—the chemo would need to be done immediately. Timmy had never seen his mother so shaken in all of his life. She was a mess as she drove him over to the special clinic. And an even bigger mess as she tried to fill out his paperwork.

The treatment was horrible. Painful in a way Timmy had never expected. Even worse than the pain the shadow had made inside him. But he knew it had to be done. He came back once every two weeks for more treatments. Each time got a little less horrible and he found he could sleep peacefully at night without the darkness or the forest or the shadows. His hair fell out as to be expected, but most of the kids at school didn’t treat him badly, didn’t treat him differently at all. He was thankful for this. All things considered, life seemed to be getting better for once.

Several months later the doctor announced that Timmy was in remission and with many tears of joy he and his mother went out to celebrate. And for several more weeks, he slept soundly at night.

Until they came back.

He was dreaming of the beach and Chastity Summers when a dark cloud covered up the sun. Chastity screamed and ran up the dunes of the beach until she was gone. The dark cloud grew until the entire sky was dark and Timmy was all alone and unable to see anything at all. It took a long time, but eventually Timmy’s eyes became adjusted to the lack of light and he could see the sand stretching all around him. In the distance just beyond a large dune, the shadows waited, watching.

Not that he could see them watching, but he could feel it. Like a snake slithering up his spine. Cold, slow, and very definitely other. He turned and ran, his feet blasting up sand as he went. It had to end. He couldn’t take it anymore. Would the shadows haunt him for the rest of his life or would they make what he had left shorter with each passing nightmare? He’d felt so happy when they started the chemo. He felt like he was fighting them, like everything was going to be okay. But now here they were again, ready to fill him with more of the cancer. They were closer now, he could feel them. It made him angry almost as much as it scared him. He wanted to make them go away somehow. He thought again of the chemo and how it destroyed the bad tissue and wondered if there was some way to destroy them. Because no matter how much bad tissue the chemo destroyed, the shadows would still be there to find him and start the whole thing all over again.

As he was thinking about the treatments, he felt something warm from deep inside himself. He could see a glowing coming from his chest. A white powerful glow that shined on the sand and lit the way ahead. Maybe . . . He thought more of the chemo, of how it felt going through his body and the night the doctor had announced his remission. The glowing grew to an immense light that nearly blinded Timmy.

The shadow reached out for him, but he turned to his thoughts once more and focused on the treatments that had burned away the cancer. The light burst out from his chest into a huge bright ball of light and he caught it in his hands just before it could fall into the sand. In that moment, he suddenly knew what he had to do.

Timmy turned and flung the glowing ball at the shadows. For an instant, as it hurled toward them, he could see them for what they really were and he was glad that he had only seen shadows before. The ball of light blasted into several of the closest ones and they exploded into an ugly purple and blue mess and disintegrated. The others bent around the explosion and kept on coming. But the ball of light wasn’t finished. It circled around in the air like a boomerang and came back to Timmy. He had to jump to catch it, but catch it he did.

The next throw destroyed even more of them. And before long, he had them running. Running from him. He laughed as he went after them, so happy to finally have a way to fight back the monsters who had so ravaged his life these past few years. The monsters that no one believed existed and no one would protect him from. But it didn’t matter anymore. Now he could protect himself.

***
 

As months went by and life went on, that wasn’t the last that Timmy saw of the shadows. They came back from time to time in his dreams and each time he used his courage in a ball of light to hunt them down as they had hunted him. Eventually they stopped trying and Timmy found that he rarely had nightmares anymore. Best of all, the remission continued and there were no more cancers.

***
 

Late one night, when Timmy’s mother had long been asleep while he was getting ready to go to bed himself, he heard an old familiar sound rising up from the wind outside. As the sound rose in pitch, he felt the snake crawling up his back again and he knew he was being watched. He’d just turned off his light and gotten under the blankets and the dim moonlight casting from another room into the hallway spread to every corner except for one—where the shadow was creeping its way into the real world. Timmy watched, horrified as it slid into his room like smoke, rising up into its full size and shape and coming closer and closer to his bed. Its willowy appendages stretched out and reached down for Timmy’s blanket, but before they could meet their target, Timmy threw the blanket aside, lighting the room with the huge ball of light blasting from his chest.

This time, he was ready for them.
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“Mama, where are we going?” asked Abner, holding his mother’s finger in his small hand. His new wool jacket and short pants were stiff with starch, and the borrowed shoes he was wearing were too small and pinched his feet.

“We’re going to have our picture taken, sweetheart,” she said, dabbing at her nose with a handkerchief and then shutting the door with her raw, scrubbed hands.

Abner never forgot the way his mother’s dark skirt swept the steps down to the front walk, or the way she looked like a china doll, dressed all frilly and her hair done up in tight curls that jingled over her cheeks like silky springs. His father had gone on ahead of them, but nobody would tell him where Mary was—Mary, who had been the center of attention ever since she was born, carrying on as babies do. She had been quiet, though, since yesterday, and Abner ventured to ask again: “Mama, where is Mary? Is she coming too?”

“Yes, Mary and Daddy will be waiting for us at the photographer’s,” said his mother.

Abner had never been to a photographer’s before. That was something people who lived near the lake did, but not the Harringtons. Abner’s father was a house painter, and his father had been a dirt farmer in the South somewhere after the North won the war and freed all the colored people. Abner’s daddy didn’t like colored people, and Abner guessed that meant he didn’t like them, too, but he never really saw them in the Mont Clare neighborhood. The Harringtons might be poor, but they weren’t colored. Abner knew that much.

He looked again at his mother.

Her skin was so cool and white, not like yesterday. Yesterday it had been hot and splotchy, like baby Mary’s had been. He wondered if his mother had been sick. Baby Mary had been sick, and no one needed to tell him. Doctor Schaefer had come to their home in his big overcoat that smelled like cigars, with his heavy black bag filled with doctor’s tools. Abner knew it was heavy because he tried to slide it close him to look inside of it, and it barely moved. He had a lot of stuff in there, but had said that none of it would help Mary, which is why is was so odd that he left a bottle on the kitchen table. His mother had taken a few sips from it, and that was when her skin cooled off and her tears stopped falling off her cheeks like fat raindrops.

The afternoon had a strange cast to it. Almost like a dream. Early spring brought a faint sniff of new life to the air, which Abner, at age four, didn’t recognize but appreciated after a long winter in a stuffy house with a crying baby. He stuck his finger in his collar and pulled. Why do grownups wear clothes that make them feel so uncomfortable, he thought, and he looked again at his mother. Her clothes looked even more uncomfortable, and he knew the corset she had on under her dress was squeezing her so tight she could only take clipped-off little half breaths, but the medicine Doctor Schaefer left might have been to make her clothes more comfortable. Abner would rather have uncomfortable clothes. Her medicine smelled terrible.

Abner started to feel cold after a couple of blocks of walking, during which his mother didn’t say a word. He saw a spring robin hopping on the lawn near the street corner, a face in the clouds, and a friendly-looking dog wagging its tail, and Abner wanted to talk to his mother about each of them, but she didn’t want to talk. Like she was in a dream, too. His hand started to sweat and he tried to wriggle it out of hers, but she wouldn’t let go.

“Not by the street corner,” she said patiently, without anger. “The streetcar will be here any moment. And what if a milk truck comes by and doesn’t see you, Abbie? What would your mommy do, then?” The tip of her nose reddened and her voice sounded like running water, but she didn’t cry. She was close, though. Abner thought maybe her medicine was wearing off.

Abner loved riding the streetcar. He had only been on one once or twice, and he loved the way it zipped along, past all the storefronts and people walking as slow as snails. It was warm in the streetcar, too. But he thought it was funny the way everybody was all packed into a little box, right next to each other, and they never said a word, never even looked at each other unless they thought nobody was looking. It was like they were pretending they were all alone. All alone on a streetcar filled with all kinds of people—women shopping, men on business, even a few kids who had enough money scraped together to hop the line to head across town. It was all very heady to Abner, who’s hand was still sweating inside his mother’s.

The door to the photographer’s studio banged a little bell that tinkled invitingly. Abner’s grandma told him that every time a bell rang, an angel got its wings. He wondered what the name of the angel was who could fly now.

When the bell stopped ringing, it was quiet—quiet like church when the singing stopped, like the echoes fell down and couldn’t get back up again. Like the quiet choked the noise. Abner once caught his head between two slats in the fence in their front yard. He couldn’t even call for help, it was so tight. His father just happened to see him from the window and broke the fence to get him out, and he got hollered at that day. He didn’t like that feeling.

A man stood behind the counter, dressed as fancy as Abner himself, but he didn’t look uncomfortable. In fact, he looked like Douglas Fairbanks in Headin’ South, that his parents took him to see at the picture show when Mary was still growing inside Mommy. The photographer gave Abner’s mother a polite smile and then he leaned over the counter and patted Abner on the head. The two adults exchanged words, but Abner wasn’t listening, though he did pick up that the photographer’s name was Mr. Loeb. His father had cast aside the black velvet curtain behind the counter and appeared in the room, as if by magic. His eyes looked swollen but dry. Maybe Daddy’s sick, thought Abner.

“There’s my boy,” said Abner’s father, smiling so wide it squeezed the corners of his eyes shut. He ruffled his son’s hair, and then slipped his hand around his wife’s back, as if to steady her. “Louise.”

“Daddy, where’s Mary?” asked Abner. He hadn’t been allowed to see his sister in about a week, and he thought a week was about as many days as anyone should have to count.

Mr. Harrington’s smile never faded on his lips, but the light, such as it was, flickered out of his eyes. “Mary’s inside, son. She’s waiting for us.”

“Is she still sick, Daddy?”

Mr. Harrington smoothed his son’s blonde hair down again and looked into his wife’s eyes, as if to ask her what his answer should be. After a moment’s pause, he said: “No, Abbie. She’s not sick anymore.” He breathed deeply, and the air hitched in his chest. “Are we ready? Louise?”

Abner’s mother nodded and dabbed at her eyes again with her handkerchief. Her nose still had a red cast to it, like a clown’s nose. But it didn’t look funny to Abner. He wanted to know what was on the other side of that curtain, but the thought of going inside terrified him. He squeezed his mother’s hand and the sweat squished between their palms. Their grip was so slippery, it felt like almost anything could sweep him away. The harder he squeezed, the more slippery it felt.

Mary was waiting for them. She looked like she was sleeping in a lacy bassinet that was just a little too small for her. She had outgrown her own simple bassinet at home a few weeks before she had gotten sick. Abner worried that she might roll out and hurt herself. Her head looked so fragile with her fine, downy hair encircled with a headband as lacy as the bassinet. Her eyes were closed and her face looked so peaceful, like summer evenings on the porch in the rocking chair with mommy.

Abner held his breath. His mother and father had always told him not to wake the baby, and here she was sleeping again. Babies aren’t much fun, he thought again for the thousandth time. He imagined having a ready-made playmate when his parents said a baby was coming. Instead, she was always crying or sleeping or making a mess, but he loved her, anyway. She was so pretty, even when she wasn’t dressed up in a stranger’s bassinet. Like an angel.

“Abner, can you go over by your sister?” asked the photographer. “Just stand behind her. Here, like this—” He walked behind Abner and guided his left hand to the back of the bassinet. The photographer took Abner’s other hand and put it on Mary’s, which was crossed over her soft infant’s belly.

But it didn’t feel soft to Abner. It didn’t feel like Mary at all. Her hand felt like a piece of furniture, cold and hard. He couldn’t feel her breathing, and it was starting to feel like an awfully long time for a baby to hold her breath.

“Let me comb your hair, sweet pea,” said Louise, sweeping Abner’s hair across his brow. She licked her fingers and smoothed down his cowlick. “I think I want him to hold her. He needs to hold her, don’t you think?”

“Louise—” said Mr. Harrington, his eyes darting from his wife, to his son, to the photographer. He looked like someone who was watching something teeter on its edge, any moment now about to lose its balance, all the while wondering if there was anything he could do to stop it. “Do you think we . . . all right.”

Mr. Loeb produced a wooden chair, set it down in front of the camera, and rolled the bassinet into the corner as if it were empty. Abner watched it all unfold with a kind of detached curiosity and then detached from it himself, wandering over to one of the squares shrouded in black that was hanging from a wire on the wall. He peeked under a corner and expected to see a painting of a ship, or a print of a fox hunt, but instead he found a mirror.

“Don’t touch that!” said Mr. Loeb, hurrying over to Abner.

“I wasn’t gonna pull it down,” Abner protested. Louise came to his side, but looked at her husband like she didn’t know whose side to choose.

“Your reflection is your soul,” said Mr. Loeb. “Mirrors, when you look into them, reflect your soul. When someone dies, we cover up all the mirrors so they don’t trap them inside. It’s an old custom, probably silly, I know, but our customs give us structure. Keep us safe.”

Just then, the look on his mother’s and father’s faces told Abner that Mr. Loeb broke a custom just then with something he said, but if it were true, they didn’t say what it was. Another moment or two passed with them bouncing glances off each face in the room, like trying to read thoughts. They looked at Mr. Loeb, they looked at Abner, and they looked at each other, but they didn’t look at Mary. She sure is sleeping soundly, thought Abner while his parents watched him from across the room, suffering some kind of paralysis.

Mr. Loeb guided Abner to the chair. “Would you like to put Mary in his arms?”

More uneasy glances. Uneasy paralysis.

Finally, Abner’s mother reached into the bassinet. She used to reach for the baby easily, willingly, even eagerly. But she didn’t do that now. She reached for Mary like she was made out of ash, and would blow away if she touched her. She reached for her like the baby would break into a million pieces and cut her. She reached for Abner’s sister like she would burn, and lifted her out, her tiny dress drooping off her straight legs like funeral bunting. Abner had seen plenty of funeral bunting since the Spanish flu.

Mr. Loeb guided Abner back to the seat and Abner’s mother set Mary in his little arms. She was so light and fragile. He knew now why his mother didn’t want to touch her, or did want to touch her and didn’t all at once. Touching death was a fairly intolerable thing. And somehow, he had known it all along that Mary wasn’t sleeping. Mary was dead. And before they put her in a box and scooped dirt over her, his parents wanted a photograph to remember her by.

Holding Mary felt like holding a doll, cold and rigid. And despite the fact that he knew she was dead and wouldn’t be coming back, a part of him didn’t believe it. He could still see her breathing. He could still see the fidgets and flings of her arms and legs. He wasn’t remembering them. He could see them. And seeing his dead sister move all on her own made him go almost as rigid as she was in his arms, but he couldn’t look away. He tried to close his eyes, but it was like closing his eyes in a dream, and he could see right through them. Mary’s skin was so white, not like the chubby, pink flesh he had so loved drawing his fingers over before she got sick.

“Look over here, Abner,” said Mr. Loeb from behind the camera, his head covered in a black drape.

Why is everything draped today? thought Abner. He looked into the camera lens. It was like a mechanical cyclops with a square, wooden head, and that eye was vacuous. Abner didn’t know the word but he knew the meaning. The lens wasn’t just empty, it was a sucking hole into emptiness. Black but not blind. An inhuman, insect eye, or worse. At just four years old, Abner didn’t have the words for it, but he knew terror. It was closing in on him from all sides. He was holding it in his arms.

“Okay now, Mom and Dad?” said the photographer, waving them over with his hand. “Stand behind your children.” Here he drew in a breath, as if he was running past an awful smell. “Right there. Good.”

When Mr. Loeb paused, the hole was enough to make Abner nervous about the mention of Mary, like saying her name would keep her out of Heaven, or maybe bring her back from the dead, and not in a good way. Mary didn’t seem to mind, and Abner was watching her. He still couldn’t take his eyes off of her perfect, china-doll face.

“Ready?” asked Mr. Loeb.

His voice was far away to Abner. Very far away. Even Abner’s parents were distant, like pictures themselves now. Only Mary was real. Cold and real. Abner stroked her face, and it really did feel like china now. Bone china. White. Perfect. And still. But somehow Mary was breathing. And kicking. Literally. Abner held her tight, so she wouldn’t roll out of his arms.

“I’m going to count down from three,” explained Mr. Loeb, his tinny, distant voice coming from the bottom of a tomato can. “And when I do, be very, very still, or you’ll blur the image, and the plates are very expensive, so we want to get this right.”

He breathed in deeply, and the cloth over his back swelled, making him and the camera look even more like a hunchback cyclops than ever to Abner. He was glad Mary couldn’t see it, because she might be scared. Abner was pretty sure Mary was safe from being scared now, but he couldn’t be sure. Like he couldn’t be sure she wasn’t really moving. He tried to look away, even at the cyclops, but the movement was more certain than ever on the edge of his vision, so he gave it up. It would be over pretty quickly now. He just had to hold Mary and wait.

“Three . . . two . . . one . . . ”

And that’s when the cyclops took on a much greater dimension of terrifying than Abner had ever known in his short life. More terrifying than the basement, with it’s funny smell and shadows hanging like cobwebs. More terrifying than the bugs he found under the tire at the spare lot on the corner. More terrifying than holding his sister’s corpse in a strange, black draped room. It made him shiver. But that was nothing to what it did to Mary.

It happened during a long moment, during which he was able to move at normal speed while everyone else was frozen. That moment reminded him of the bits of taffy his father brought him from the dime store sometimes, cut into inch-long strips wrapped in wax paper. When it was cold, the taffy was hard and brittle, but if the conditions were just right—just moist enough, or warm enough—that taffy would pull into a long, thin filament and then snap, a fine umbilical cord like a spider web between the two halves. But the taffy had to get awfully long first. Like the moment the Harringtons’ picture was taken at Mr. Loeb’s studio.

Abner was rigid while the shutter snapped at the turtle pace of early photography, and all the while, a weird, wet ripping sound vibrated in his chest that started as a low growl, and then turned into a high-pitched whistle.

He didn’t exactly look around, but he knew somehow that the adults in the room didn’t hear it. He didn’t even hear it himself, so much as he felt it, every inch of his body a single nerve, or antenna, receptive to the disturbance. Mary’s lips parted, and a white vapor, like Bumpa’s pipe smoke, slithered out of her mouth. It drifted at first, but then the cyclops caught a hold of it, at first a gentle beckon, and then a hard, nerve-wrenching yank, so hard that the mist almost came out of its skin, if it had such a thing. The force of it alone terrified Abner, but by itself, that would have been forgotten after several nights of diminishing nightmares.

What stayed with Abner, long after the picture was framed and hung in the Harringtons’ parlor in Mont Clare like the head of a rhino in a big-game hunter’s home, was how Mary looked behind the glass. Like she was trapped there. Under ice. It was a constant reminder of the face he saw in the vapor just before it disappeared in the cyclops eye of the camera lens. When he got a little older, he noticed how faces appeared in the strangest places—the side of a tree, for instance. But it wasn’t like that at Loeb’s. He saw Mary’s face in that smoke, and he heard her scream, the thin goat-like scream of a terrified infant, and that moment, echoing years later, was captured in the funeral portrait in the Harrington’s parlor along with his baby sister.
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He struggled with the moment

In time and space he stood

Dreaming of a miracle

Somehow he knew he would
 

A dollar in his pocket

With wings on which to fly

A sign of his depression

The final tear he’s cried
 

Now standing at the crossroads

Searching left and right

Shouting to the heavens

“I think I see the light”
 

He started on this journey

A brand new walking stick

Monsters in the shadows

Sent to make him sick
 

“Impossible is nothing”

He was heard to say

With dust upon his tennis shoes

He headed on his way
 

To follow the directions

Collected in his mind

He left the word “impossible”

Wallowing behind
 

He put his best foot forward

This monster he’d defeat

Along this winding walkway

As fate did bring to meet
 

With firm determination

He spit into the wind

And realized it was possible

To start his life again
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“Who did you buy this for?” Tears shimmered on Ty’s chocolate brown eyes as she held the tiny gift box with the gold and silver bow. Trevor studied her face as he cleaned his harpoon. This was the first time he had seen her cry. Six weeks they’d been dragging dead bodies from the building by day, hiding in his apartment by night. Six weeks and Ty hadn’t shed a tear. Until now.

She looked at her feet, eyelids heavy with makeup, and Trevor had to stifle a chuckle. Even in times of crisis, Ty found the time to apply eyeliner and mascara. Fresh gloss shined beneath the sterling silver hoop in her lip.

When she spoke, her voice was shaky and demure, nothing like her usual tone. “If there was someone else, I need to know.” She wiped at the moisture on her face with the sleeve of her black cotton jacket and turned to gaze at the dark sky full of pinprick stars. The lights of the city used to drown out those stars, but now she could see them all, thousands of them.

“Who was the present for? Who did you love before the world turned to shit?”

Trevor’s heart broke at the sight of her quivering lips and the wetness that formed on her cheeks. Then a thought occurred to him and he blinked, shaking away the stupor. “Wait a minute. Why were you going through my stuff?”

Ty looked at him, a guilty wrinkle forming in her brow. Worry lines creased her forehead. The truth was written all over her face: She had been snooping, found the box, and jealousy got the best of her. She hadn’t taken the time to formulate an excuse before storming up the staircase to confront him. She stood, doe-eyed in the headlights of Trevor’s questioning glare as the moon glowed bright overhead.

After a moment of silence, Trevor smirked and shook his head. He wiped the last smear of blood from the pointed tip of his harpoon and gestured behind him. “C’mon. I need your help.”

A breeze blew through her short black hair and rustled the once-purple streaks, which had faded to a violet-gray. She fiddled with the silver jewelry in her upper ear, a nervous habit that Trevor both loved and hated. He enjoyed watching her slender fingers move, but he hated that she felt nervous.

He turned and led the way across the rooftop. Ty followed, her boots thudding in time with his sneakers. She stuffed the gift box into her jacket pocket and zipped it shut. Trevor was right. This was an argument for another time. Not on the roof, not now. It wasn’t safe up here.

A disturbing chatter filled Ty’s ears, and she stopped. She scanned the sky with wide, leery eyes. A loud clicking sound, out of rhythm with their footsteps, had echoed off a neighboring skyscraper. It sounded like the “clacker” toy she had as a kid—a plastic noise maker she received as a party favor. Her mother hated it, and the noisy toy quickly found a place in the garbage. She reached out and squeezed Trevor’s arm. He stopped, and they listened to the city together.

The clicking sound didn’t repeat itself, but they heard the flapping of gigantic wings. A silhouette swooped over the moon. They froze, watching, waiting . . .

The creature glided through the air, heading towards the beach, its leathery wings carrying it further into the distance. They sighed in unison and exchanged a look that expressed an unspoken agreement: They needed to hurry up, finish their task, and get their asses back inside.

They neared the metal railing of the fire escape. Ty was hesitant to approach. A mammoth creature lay motionless on the cement. Its black wings were pulled close to its furry body. A portion of its head was missing. Pieces of brain matter and skull littered the ground. Ty put a hand over her mouth. It smelled like rotting meat, but Ty guessed that was because the creature had been feeding on corpses. It was too freshly dead to be decaying.

The hair that covered the creature’s snout was stained a dark red, and its mouth hung open, revealing pointed teeth the size of Trevor’s fingers. Ty fought off a shiver. She had witnessed identical teeth ripping her family and friends to shreds, an all-you-can-eat buffet of humans.

“This has got to be the dumbest idea ever,” Ty noted.

“Agreed. But I don’t want to starve.” Trevor knelt down and opened a backpack that lay near a congealing pool of crimson bat blood. The shotgun lay just within reach, but he was hoping he wouldn’t need it any more tonight.

He reached into the canvas pack and pulled several plastic bags and two knives from inside. “You’ve got to help me. We need to get back inside before long. This guy here was an early bird,” he said, pointing to the corpse and forcing a fake smile.

Ty knew he was right. Most bats didn’t wake up the very moment night fell. Just as humans used to sleep past sunrise, the bats liked to snooze for a while before breakfast. The moon had just started to shine in the dark sky. But soon . . . soon there would be too many to fight.

Trevor tossed her the knife, and she removed its leather sheath. “Take these, too.” He threw a pair of rubber gloves at her feet. The were yellow, the kind used for scrubbing dishes. “I found them at Mrs. Jenson’s place.”

Ty donned the gloves and set to work, slicing a thin layer of furry flesh from the bat’s body and discarding it onto the blood-soaked ground. She carved deeper into the meat, trying to find a piece that resembled something she could eat. Her mind raced. “What if it makes us sick?” She pushed the finely honed blade through the animal’s flesh, coming away with strips of meat that she dropped into a plastic bag.

“It won’t.”

She shook her head. “You don’t know that.”

Trevor drove the blade into the creature’s muscle tissue, pushing until the handle stuck straight out. The knife stayed in place as he bent over to tie the two sides of a plastic bag together. His blood-soaked hands smeared the bag with crimson droplets.

“We can’t get sick. Everyone else . . . they got sick so easy. A sneeze. A kiss. It spread like wildfire. Hell, maybe it was airborne in the end, who knows. But we didn’t get it. We still haven’t. We’re immune, Ty. It can’t hurt us.”

She shook her head and stopped cutting the meat. She squeezed her eyes shut, biting her lip until it turned white around the tooth. Memories of the disease went flashing through her mind—the illness that turned her loved ones into drooling madmen. It caused hallucinations, hysteria, and it racked their bodies with pain. Like rabies, it spread through the bat bites, but this new strain was much more severe and a hundred times more contagious. The disease was like nothing the world had ever seen. It all started with the bat bites, and it went to hell from there.

Ty released a deep breath and opened her eyes, frowning. “I’m scared. I don’t want to eat one of these . . . things.”

“Well, I’m sorry, but you’re out of luck. The nearest grocery store is three miles away through an area thick with nests. I showed you through the binoculars; you know this already. The people in our building were poor, Ty. They didn’t have well stocked kitchens, and well . . . we’re out of food. Nada. Zip. Zero.”

“Okay, I get it.” Frustrated, she gripped the knife handle—knuckles white—and scowled as she carved the meat. Her stomach grumbled. Even with the world in ruins and no use for money, Ty still had it worse than the rich folk. If two yuppies were stranded in that upscale apartment complex that ran along the beach to the west, they surely had a much better stockpile of groceries than the slim pickings Trevor and Ty had found around their building. The entire world had changed, but one thing remained the same: Things were rougher on this side of town.

The sound of thumping wings pulled Ty from her thoughts. Followed by another sound. The clicking noise again? No. It was closer, much louder this time. A series of abrupt screeches assailed her eardrums, like the incessant squeaking of a rubber bath toy, but baritone and feverishly fast.

There was a loud shriek. A large shadow moved over the moon. She felt a gust of wind as the creature descended, closing in.

“Look out!” she screamed as it dove for Trevor. He dropped and rolled across the ground, narrowly escaping the attack. It shrieked again, and its massive wings flapped as it took flight, ruffling their clothes and hair in the wake of its powerful ascent into the star-filled sky. Moonlight shone on its translucent black wings, making them appear gray as it glided through the air. Ty could see the long, skinny arms and spindly fingers that powered the leathery flesh.

The carnivorous mammal swooped around, a dark, furry boomerang headed straight back to where Trevor lay on the roof. It did a nose dive, its eyes shining light onyx marbles in the moonlight, fangs glistening in the pointed slope of its hairy snout.

Trevor focused on the shotgun that lay just ahead. His gloves left bloody hand prints on the ground as he scrambled forward on all fours. The bat’s shadow grew large around him. He reached out, gripped the handle of the gun.

Pain exploded through Trevor’s back and side as the creature sank needle-point teeth into his body. He cried out. It felt like a bear trap had closed around his torso. The bat’s strong jaws and dagger-like fangs made it impossible for Trevor to scramble free without ripping himself to shreds.

He held the gun in both shaky hands and was preparing to aim it when he saw the ground pulling away from his face. The bat was lifting him, trying to take flight. His heart pounded in his temples. Trevor dropped his right hand away from the gun and stretched his arm out as far as he could. His injuries tore open, and he winced but managed to wrap a hand around the railing of the fire escape. He thought the bloody glove might be too slippery to hold on, but was relieved to find it had some traction.

Trevor craned his neck to look at the winged beast. It shook its head, attempting to yank its meal from where it clung to the fire escape. Drool leaked from the bat’s mouth, a viscous fluid that oozed down its angular snout, dripping into the holes of Trevor’s ripped T-shirt. It felt warm and thick against his skin and mixed with the blood that ran from his aching wounds.

He still held the gun in his left hand, but he screamed, “Ty! I need your help. Shoot it! Shoot—”

A spear plunged through the top of the bat’s head. Blood rained over Trevor as the creature released him, shrieking with such fury that he smelled the rotted meat on its breath. Ty ran around the side of the creature, reaching for Trevor’s hand. “I got your back.”

The rabid predator spread its wings and pumped them feebly. It gained a few yards of height, but its movement was slow and disoriented. The harpoon dangled from its head, whipping around with the jerky motion of its clumsy ascent into the air.

Ty helped Trevor to his feet. A searing pain burned in his puncture wounds, but he ignored it. He raised the gun. Tried to steady his trembling arms.

A shotgun blast hit the creature in its wing, tearing a jagged hole. A flap of loose material, like a ripped movie theater screen, hung limply from its leathery flesh. Through the hole, Trevor saw a dozen stars shining.

It screeched again. This time it curdled Trevor’s blood. It was a war cry. The bat was getting pissed.

It narrowed its onyx eyes, lips drawn back to expose two rows of sharp yellow fangs. It was Ty’s turn to scream, “Shoot it! Shoot it!” Trevor grimaced at the pain caused by the shotgun’s weight. Every movement he made filled his torso with agony.

He steadied the barrel and aimed. Boom. The bat’s cranium shattered. One side of its face went missing. Chunks of bone and furry flesh exploded outward from its head like a Fourth Of July firework. Its wings stopped pumping, and it fell, convulsing on its way down.

Crunching metal and shattering glass echoed from below, like the sound of cars crashing together. Ty gulped. She and Trevor connected eyes, and they stepped toward the railing. Trevor lagged behind.

Ty looked down at the fallen creature. Its neck was twisted at an unnatural angle. It twitched for a moment before finally going limp. Even from up here, it looked massive. It had struck a car, the roof completely flattened, the metal frame so smashed that the windshield was nothing but a haphazard slit surrounded by splintered glass.

Ty considered, yet again, where these creatures might have come from. She wondered if she’d ever know the answer. There were theories, of course—speculation among various groups of scientists, government officials, and conspiracy theorists. But the human race dwindled so quickly, and in such devastating numbers, that even the nation’s leading scientists had not discovered a reason before most of the humans died out.

The disease that spread after the bats arrived . . . it was too deadly for the world to fight. Everyone was gone. And all she had left was Trevor.

She looked over at him as he slumped against the railing, resting his face in the crook of his arms. “Are you okay?” Her voice shook as she studied the tattered cloth of his shirt. She saw bloody lacerations through the holes.

Trevor raised his head and smiled, though his face was tense with fighting back tears. “I’ll live.”

“But—”

“I said I’ll live. It hurts like hell, but I don’t think—” He winced, holding his side. “I don’t think it punctured anything vital. I’m standing, aren’t I?” Ty nodded, but her eyes lingered on his blood-soaked abdomen.

“The gift was for you,” he added.

She raised her eyes to meet his. “What?”

His words were strained as he pulled away from the railing and stumbled back toward the butchered bat. “I said . . . the gift . . . was for you.”

She thought about this as she removed her gloves and threw them into the backpack. She found the knife she had dropped and returned it to the sheath, then said, “But we weren’t even dating before—” she circled her hand in the air, “all this.”

“I wanted to date you.” He found his knife and tucked it into the pack “I just didn’t have the guts to ask.”

Ty rolled her eyes. “Yeah right. So you bought me a present without even asking me out?”

“When I saw it, I thought of you. I thought maybe some day, when the time was right, I would give it to you.” He moved closer, peeling the gloves from his fingers and stuffing them into his pockets. He grabbed both of her hands in his. “I know you, Ty. I know you shortened your name because your hippie parents named you Tiger Lilly and you hate it.” She closed her eyes and cringed, a half smirk on her lips. He smiled. “I know you’re a sweet, beautiful person who deserves better than the last jerk you dated.” Now it was Trevor’s turn to cringe as he realized that the “last jerk” was probably a dead man by now. Ty didn’t seem to notice or care.

“Okay . . . ” She pursed her lips. “Then why haven’t you given it to me?”

A grin spread across Trevor’s face. He chuckled, slow and deep, like he knew something hilarious that Ty didn’t understand. “Open it,” he said and laughed again.

Ty gave him a puzzled look and slid the box from her jacket pocket. She opened the lid. A silver necklace glimmered in the moonlight. Hanging from the chain was an onyx pendant outlined in thin, polished silver. The black stone was in the shape of . . . a bat.

Ty snorted, and the corners of her lips curled upward. She giggled breathily, shaking her head. “Oh,” she said. “I see your point.”

They both exploded into laughter. “Under different circumstances,” she managed to say with some effort, “This would be a very gorgeous necklace.” They both smiled.

The sound of wings flapping in the distance and bats chattering in a colony killed the moment for the two young lovers. “C’mon,” he said and kissed her forehead. “Let’s get inside before we get a guano shower.” Ty laughed. Even bleeding from a bite wound and with an empty stomach, Trevor always found a way to make her smile.

They gathered their things and headed for the stairs. Ty carried the plastic bags as Trevor shuffled along, clutching his side. She loved him, she knew that now as she watched him stumbling towards safety, in pain. Ty hoped he’d be okay, and she wondered if she would have loved him this way before the world came to an end.

Or maybe the world hadn’t ended. Not yet.
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The night he left it rained hard, the drops hitting the roof like machine gun fire. His grandmother was dying in what had once served as a playroom for him and his sister.

They were all saying their last words. His mother knelt before grandma and whispered. “I love you, Mom. It’s over. The pain is over, so you can go now.”

His father was next, standing up from the bedside chair and bending down. Henry had never seen his father seem so short. He was well over six feet and even though he wasn’t standing tall, he was still intimidating. “Shh, just let go. You’ve fought hard, and that’s all that matters.” His voice was low and rough, almost lost in the sound of the storm.

His sister, eyes drenched with tears, stepped toward their father and nodded. “He’s right, Grandma. We all love you and that will never change. Please don’t hang on just for us. Just go to sleep.”

Henry’s heart beat steadily in his chest. He’d been practicing what he would say to his grandmother all day, had rehearsed it in front of the mirror because he knew this was it, knew that there was no second chance. Last words were as final as you could get.

His father called him over. “It’s time,” he said. His eyes were grave and earlier he’d promised Henry that he would be grounded for at least two weeks if he didn’t be a man and say his final words to his grandmother without stuttering over every goddamn word.

Henry’s heart beat faster as his father motioned him. He took in long breaths, feeling his shoulders roll back and concentrating on calming himself, just like his speech coach had told him. He walked slowly over to the bed and bowed down so that his face would be level with his grandmother. An oxygen mask rested across her face and she looked more robot than human. The sunken back cheeks, the short, labored breathing: she was dying, and Henry could feel his family’s eyes on his back.

This was it.

He cleared his throat, opened his mouth.

And froze. No sounds came out and it was as if his rehearsals, all the words he had spoken, every last syllable, had flown away in the wind.

He tried again to calm down but his pulse was working against him.

When his father put a firm hand on his shoulder, he knew that failure was not an option, yet he could not foresee a way to say goodbye without stumbling over his words.

“Make me proud, Henry,” he said from behind. It sounded like a threat.

He opened his mouth once more and spoke the words, “Grandma, I love you.”

The hand released his shoulder.

He paused to breathe. “Grandma, I don’t w-w-w,” His heart raced and the room began to seem distant. He tried again. “W-w-w.”

But it was no use. His stuttering was a waterfall and it only got worse once it began.

“Goddamn it,” his father said. “You can’t even get past a sentence. One tiny simple sentence. Why the hell am I paying for speech classes if you’re going to sound like a fucking dying motor for the rest of your life?”

His mother began to cry, lifting a hand to her mouth and looking at the floor.

His sister shook her head like he was a living, breathing disappointment, which, right about now, he thought was apt.

“Go to your room,” his father said, pointing a finger that was almost as red as his face had become. “Go to your room and stay there until your grandmother has passed because, if she can hear you, she sure as hell doesn’t want to hear whatever incoherent nonsense that’s going to spill out of your mouth.

Henry ran upstairs, but instead of going to his room, he went in the bathroom and closed the door behind him. He ran the faucet until the water was cold and splashed his face.

He looked at the tub, and pictured his grandmother lying there, dead and shriveled. She shook her head at him and then looked down, unable to give him even a second glance.

Henry rubbed his eyes, now wet with tears, and saw that the tub was empty.

He ran downstairs, didn’t bother to look in the playroom, and went outside into the storm.

The house was set back in the woods, and the ocean was not far. He could hear crashing waves, steady rain, and thunder. He started to run, not quite knowing where he would go, but knowing that anywhere was better than home.

His father’s words echoed somewhere inside of him: She sure as hell doesn’t want to hear whatever incoherent nonsense that’s going to spill out of your mouth.

It had always been this way. Words had always seemed too far away to grasp onto. By the third grade, school had been too difficult for Henry and he’d been home schooled ever since, his father complaining about how much more expensive it was.

At some point along the way, he realized he was out of breath, and was deep in the woods, deeper than he’d ever ventured in daylight. In the shadows, it was almost impossible to see. That was fine, though, because he didn’t want to see anything. He just wanted everything to go away.

The rain trickled down to a sprinkle and the warm night returned. The trees eventually thinned out and he saw that he was on a small beach that looked onto the ocean. The moon broke out of the clouds and was mirrored in the water. He sat down against a rock and watched the sea until his eyes closed.

At some point during the night, his father and mother called his name, but he didn’t stir.

What woke him were the girl’s screams.

His eyes opened and he almost screamed, not remembering where he was or anything from the night before. His first thought was that he’d been kidnapped, taken away to some foreign place that was far from home.

But his memory drifted back and soon he realized he was at the beach, not too far from home after all.

There were more screams and he jumped up, running toward the sounds. It wasn’t long before he found the source.

A woman was tied to a tree, naked and bleeding from her head. He ran over to untie her but ducked down behind a rock when he saw the man with the paper bag over his head. There were two holes in the center that served as eyes. Those eyes were not nice. That was the only way his mind could describe them.

“Please,” the girl said through tears and sobs. “I can get you money. My father is rich. He works for the city.”

The man cocked his head, and in any other circumstance the sight would’ve been funny: a man with a paper bag over his head looking puzzled like a curious puppy. But there was nothing funny about it now. Out here in the woods, that one motion, the tilting of his head, made Henry want to be back home, safe in his room, no matter how much his parents disciplined him.

The man held up the knife and brought it to her cheek.

She screamed and pleaded, but the man didn’t move until she quieted down some. When he did move, it was to drag the point of the blade across her face slowly, just hard enough for blood to drip down from a small incision.

She opened her mouth, head bobbing because she wasn’t fully conscious, and said nothing, speechless.

Henry opened his mouth to scream, to tell the man to stop. The plan played out quickly in his head: scream, get his attention, and run like hell.

Except nothing came out, as usual, just a choked sound in the back of his throat. When he tried again, it was too late.

The man began to carve her in ways that made Henry sick to his stomach. He closed his eyes and covered his ears as he slid back down to the ground to hide.

The woman did not die speechless.

When the man was done, he untied her, dragged her down to the beach, and threw her into the ocean.

He turned around and for an awful moment, Henry was sure he’d been spotted. Henry ducked back down behind the rock and waited until the footsteps passed him. When he dared to peek, he saw the man walking slowly away from him, knife still in hand, bag still on head.

The thought of a killer came to him, walking around his town with a paper bag hanging neatly over his face, looking in windows while people slept, and waiting patiently to find doors that were unlocked.

It was a long time before he could move.

***
 

He knocked on his front door a half hour later and his mother answered. Her eyes were blood red and she looked tired enough to faint. “Henry?”

His father appeared from behind and there was a moment where he looked relieved—actually relieved—but then it was gone and was replaced by anger. His mouth and eyebrows curled and he began to shake. “You little bastard. Your mother hasn’t slept, and after all we’ve been through this week, you go ahead and run away? Get the hell in here.”

He grabbed Henry by his collar and dragged him upstairs. In the silence of his room he wondered if they would’ve cared if he’d never come back.

Then he started to think about the girl.

***
 

At some point, he fell asleep and dreamed something was wrong. Someone was near that shouldn’t be and it was this feeling that made his bones cold. He was outside his home, looking at the front door, waiting—for what?

There was a noise up ahead and someone began to creep out of shadows, moving toward the door.

He opened his mouth to say something, but even in his dreams, no words found their way out.

When he woke, he saw his ceiling. His clothes were drenched and he changed into dry ones: shorts and a polo shirt his grandmother had bought him. It made him think of her sickly face.

He opened his door, hoping it wouldn’t creak.

When he felt certain no one stirred, he walked downstairs and into the playroom. His grandmother lay in the hospital bed, letting out erratic breaths from beneath her mask. His sister had fallen asleep in the chair next to the bed. He walked over and ducked down to his grandmother’s ears to try his last words again.

“Gramma, I love you. I’m sorry I messed up the last time.” His eyes widened when he realized that he was speaking, actually speaking, and not just letting syllables trip over each other. He tried again: “Grandma, I saw something bad this morning. Something really bad. I saw a man hurt a girl and then kill her. He had a bag on his head and I know he’ll do it to more people because he’s bad. I don’t know what to do.” Her eyes remained closed and he realized that she probably couldn’t hear him, no matter what his parents had said.

He went back upstairs to bed and didn’t sleep until the sun was shining through his blinds.

***
 

His grandmother died that morning and his house seemed to erupt with family members: cousins, aunts, uncles—people he’d only met once or twice, and some for the first time as they hugged him a little too tight and told him things would be fine.

His parents didn’t say anything more about his running away. They only talked to him when they needed to: about making sure his suit wasn’t wrinkled for the funeral, about trying to nod and only use small words when people spoke to him.

After the funeral, more family members came to the house. They ate and drank coffee and talked about his grandmother like she was just on vacation.

Henry sat on the couch and turned on the television.

The dead girl’s face stared at him.

She had not come home, the reporter said, and although no foul play was suspected yet, people were advised to keep their eyes open and offer any information they could to the local police department.

The picture they used on the screen looked much different. She was smiling, not crying. Her hair was dyed blonde and there were hints of brown roots peaking out from her scalp. She wore it back in a ponytail and had a small locket around her neck in the shape of a heart. He wondered if there was a picture inside, and if so, what it looked like.

***
 

The next day he went outside and pretended to play. His mother brought out a sandwich at around noon, saying nothing, just set the plate on the ground, and then went back inside. He wandered away just enough so that he knew his parents would be able to see him from the windows, wondering if they even remembered grounding him.

When he was sure they weren’t watching, he walked back into the woods, trying to probe his memory and find the right way to the beach. It took almost an hour, but he found it.

It was low tide and in the distance was a lighthouse, just barely visible.

He walked up to the water, took off his shoes and shirt, and dove in.

She wasn’t easy to find. The waves had forced her between a few rocks farther down on the shore, but he was happy she hadn’t floated away.

Henry grabbed her arms and pulled her back to land, almost collapsing from exhaustion when he set foot on the sand.

She didn’t look well at all. The water had gotten to her, bloating her skin, which was now pale and almost grey. When he caught his breath, he dragged her up into the woods, setting her back against a tree.

He stared at her face for a long time and tried hard to compare it with the picture on the news. The locket was not around her neck, and he backtracked to the beach and water until he was sure it was nowhere. It bothered him somehow, not knowing what picture had been inside.

When he returned she was still lying against the tree, eyes open but not seeing. He kneeled down and watched her. “I’m sorry.” He breathed deeply and went on. “I’m sorry I didn’t help you. I tried. I promise I did, but it didn’t work. I stutter, see, and my words never work. Usually they sound like nothing or a dying motor, except now.” He realized he was talking again, not fumbling over sounds, and wondered why that was.

He continued. “I tried to yell for him to stop, but nothing came out. Did you know him? Where is he? Because I don’t want him hurting anyone else. I need to find him.”

He asked her a few more times, but it was useless.

The dead girl did not answer him.

***
 

He visited her every day, sneaking off after breakfast, and sometimes after lunch, too.

On Friday, he found the locket, peeking out from beneath a leaf.

Before he latched it around her neck, he opened it. There was a picture of a boy with blue eyes and black hair. A quick wave of jealousy struck.

She seemed complete with the locket. “I told you I’d find it,” he said.

He sat next to her, listening to a woodpecker and the ocean.

“Everyone’s looking for you, you know.” He turned and looked at her dead face staring at nothing. “Your family misses you. They’re on the news all the time, saying they’re hopeful you’ll come home. And the Bag Man—that’s what I call him—he’s not on the news at all. They say they don’t have any suspects yet. We might be the only people who know it was him. That’s why I need to find him. So he doesn’t hurt anyone else. He could be anywhere.”

There was movement somewhere, leaves crunching and a twig snapping. It could’ve been an animal, but in Henry’s mind it was him.

When it was silent again, he told her he was sorry and went home.

***
 

That night, he heard her calling to him.

He’d just fallen asleep when the words hit him. He was skeptical only for a moment, blaming it on the wind, but then it was undeniable.

Come here.

He changed out of his pajamas and into clothes, grabbed a flashlight from downstairs and left.

He walked quickly toward her, knowing the path by heart now.

She was starting to smell. In the flashlight’s beam, her skin looked even darker than before, as if she was blending into the night.

Come closer.

He was sure her lips hadn’t moved, yet he’d heard her. He walked over to her and kneeled.

He’s near.

Tiny bumps erected from his skin, the night seeming to cool down quickly. “What?” he asked, almost stuttering this time, more out of fear than anything else.

He’s near and you have to stop him.

“How do you know?”

I know.

“Where is he?”

He’s outside of your house. He’s watching through the windows.

Henry’s heart stopped for a few beats and in that moment he was dead. He was dead like the girl and they were together at last. He was dead and he didn’t have to worry about the Bag Man or his parents or anything. Everything was gone. But his heart began to beat again and he remembered his dream.

“How can I stop him?”

She didn’t answer.

“Please,” he said.

Her face stared at him, quiet.

He ran back to his house, shutting the flashlight off when he could see the front door. The man with the bag over his head was walking up the porch steps and gripping the doorknob, which Henry hadn’t locked when he left.

The Bag Man walked in.

Fear gripped Henry and held him where he was until he said “no,” actually spoke the word aloud. He crept toward the door and went inside.

It was dark, but he knew his way around. The Bag Man was looking through things in the living room, lifting up magazines and photos. Henry hid behind the recliner and watched him.

At one point the Bag Man turned around, looking at something on the chair and Henry was sure he’d been spotted. The Bag Man walked toward him, and Henry imagined what it would be like to feel the blade dig into him.

Henry closed his eyes, ready for it.

When he didn’t feel pain he looked again, seeing the Bag Man lifting up another magazine, flipping through its pages like there was no rush.

He dropped the magazine and walked toward the stairs. When he was all the way to the top, Henry worked fast.

He ran into the kitchen, opened up the silverware drawer and grabbed the biggest knife he could find. When he looked back up, he saw the Bag Man opening his parents’ door.

There was a sound, echoing in the silence, suddenly not so silent at all.

His sister opened her door and screamed. The Bag Man grabbed her by the hair and brought her head toward the wall. It made a sickening crunch sound and she fell back.

His parents’ door opened next, and Henry ran up the stairs, knife in hand. He stopped and saw the Bag Man’s own knife. Henry wondered if it was the same one used to kill the girl.

His parents shouted. Not just his mother, but his father too, sounding almost childish. They tried to shut their door, but the Bag Man held a hand up and blocked it.

Henry stood behind him, wound back, and shoved the knife into the middle of the man’s back. He pulled it out quickly, ignored the plopping sound it made.

The Bag Man turned around and Henry was closer than he’d ever wanted to be, close enough to stare into those two holes. There was only blackness. He thought of the girl and stabbed the man’s chest. Blood spilled down the front of his shirt. Henry stabbed him again. And again. Until there were holes everywhere.

The Bag Man fell to the ground.

Henry looked into his parents’ room. His mother was on the phone and his father was frozen, looking at the knife in Henry’s hand.

He dropped it and ran back downstairs and into the woods.

His mother was calling the police. They’d be here soon. They’d see the Bag Man and within minutes they’d be searching. By tomorrow they’d find her, and he couldn’t let that happen.

He’d found her first.

She was up ahead. “You were right,” he said when he reached her. “He was there and I killed him.”

She said nothing.

“Hello?” He touched her head. It was cold and dry. “Can you hear me?”

Only silence.

“Please answer me. I need to hide you. They’ll take you away, don’t you see?”

Her face only stared blankly.

He fell to his knees. He wanted to hear the dead girl’s voice because she was the only one who’d ever bothered to speak to him without making him hate himself even more than he already did. But in the silence, he knew she would never speak again.

From far away there was the sound of sirens.

He grabbed her feet and dragged her toward the beach. She seemed heavier now. He had to stop a few times to catch his breath and he was sure he heard footsteps and voices.

The wind picked up and at the shoreline the waves were choppy, moving in and out.

The voices were closer.

He bent down and looked into her dead eyes. “Thank you,” he said.

He pushed her to the water and the ocean took her.

He sat down cross-legged on the wet sand and watched her float away, hearing the police and his parents call for him from behind.

She went under and he thought he saw her head come up once, but he wasn’t sure.
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Katsuro was an only child of a loving mother and proud father. The happy family lived in the small farming village of Otari. Katsuro had spent a normal spring day performing chores; the goats had to be tended, and the snow peas, edamame, and Pac Choi patch assigned to his care weeded. When he was finished he still had time to play KagomeKagome with several of his friends. For some reason, the activity of the day had tired his eight year old body more than usual. It wasn’t long after a supper of fish, rice, and vegetables that he excused himself and readied for bed.

Sleep pulled him under like an anchor falling to the bottom of a deep lake. The world of dreams opened, and Katsuro found himself with others on the main road that led to the next village. All his friends were there, his parents, and his other relatives too. In fact, the whole village had turned out. He could not remember any special holiday to call for such a gathering.

Something, though, was amiss. Everyone kept their gaze to the ground, and no one paid any mind to one another as they moved toward a line drawn across the road. He called out to his mother and father as they passed by but they acted as if he were not there. Katsuro couldn’t catch anyone’s attention, and soon gave up and followed the crowd.

The Sensei stood on a platform dressed in a long yellow robe and waited as the villagers positioned themselves side by side behind the line across the road. Katsuro found an opening and joined the rest.

The Sensei raised a wooden striker near a brass gong marked with two gold rings linked together. “Run the race as if to win,” he said, and then bashed the striker across the gong. The villagers began to run at a slow pace.

Katsuro felt quite confused. What was this race? What was there to win? The runners moved down the road kicking up whips of dust until finally out of sight.

He gazed about and found himself alone. Even the Sensei had gone when he turned and faced the platform. The village looked different with all the people removed. Its warmth, its humble beauty, gone. Hollow. Dull. Vacant. Katsuro realized without people, the village might as well not even exists, for no one would be there to give it life.

The eerie hush brought wings to his feet. Katsuro ran headlong to find his people, following larger footprints in the dust each step of the way. Surely there was a reason, some grand purpose for this race. The Sensei had sanctioned it. His friends—even his parents and relatives had abandoned him to participate.

Katsuro ran and ran and ran. Up hills and around curves, praying to catch up to a familiar face. The people of the village acted as a part of a living organism. Even those responsible for lesser duties were important for the village to prosper. He so badly wanted to resume his place again. He missed the comfort of daily life, and he even missed the mundane tasks that took away from playtime.

From out of nowhere, a sharp piecing jab, as if fangs from a Tshushima wildcat, struck his left heel. He toppled face down in the dirt. A dark, slithering form snaked off the road and disappear into foliage. Katsuro cringed as white-hot fire shot up his leg and engulfed his body. The pain only lasted for a moment, dissipating in precious relief.

He found himself in a weakened state, his arms and legs almost too heavy to lift. Somehow he managed to right himself and stand. His body ached and his joints creaked as he made his first step. Never could he remember making such effort for so little gain. In the time lost recovering, his people had pulled farther away. There was no hope he would ever catch them now.

Still, he was determined to try. He owed that much to himself. It’s what his parents and his Sensei had taught him. Fall seven times, stand up eight! as the proverb said. Katsuro moved his body as if in an ocean of mud to continue the journey.

Light reflected off a shiny object and pulled his attention toward it. A small path veered off the main road leading to a mountain. Two large golden rings linked together were imprinted on the face of the mountain. The rings matched the ones on the Sensei’s gong.

Then it dawned on him. The mountain face was the finish line, and the path a shortcut. Katsuro had no idea how long the villagers would take to reach the finish line from the road, but knew he at least had a chance to meet them there by taking this short cut.

He took a lethargic step toward the path. More words from his Sensei came to mind: If you are facing in the right direction, all you have to do is keep on walking. Katsuro was determined to make it to the finish line, even if had to crawl.

***
 

The morning sun roused Katsuro from a fitful sleep. He didn’t feel as bad as he did in the dream but his body did carry some of the weakness. It took a conscious effort to dress and take care of the morning toilet.

His mother and father drank tea at the table and ate rice cakes as they did every morning. Katsuro entered the room. His mother stopped short of sipping a mouthful of tea when she saw him.

“My Son! What has happened to you?”

“I did not rest well. My dream has exhausted me. My body no longer feels like my own.”

His mother went to his side and put a palm on his forehead. She then had Katsuro stand by a window and examined his eyes. “Your inner light is weak.” She turned to Katsuro’s father, and said, “I must take our son to the Sensei. He will know what to do to remove this curse.”

Katsuro’s father kneeled in front of him and rested his hands on his son’s shoulders. “What evil have you done to deserve this? Confess your sins now so this curse will lose its grip on you.”

“I have done nothing, Father. I give you my word. I am honest and I work hard to maintain the honor of our family.”

“Katsuro is a good boy. It is an evil spirit come to dine on our young son’s life force. The Sensei will know what to do.” Katsuro’s mother snatched him into her arms and hugged him tightly.

***
 

The Sensei had Katsuro remove his shirt before beginning the examination. Wind chimes made of bamboo played songs stroked by the wind. Red banners hung forming a makeshift room as a ceremonial fire burned incense in the center. The Sensei gently explored Katsuro’s chest and underarms with the tips of his fingers. He then felt around the boy’s throat and the back of his neck.

“Tell me, Sensei. What manner of demon is this that afflicts my son?” Katsuro’s mother held clenched fists in front of her mouth.

The Sensei closed his eyes and dropped his head toward the ground. “I am sorry. Darkness has made its dwelling inside Katsuro. It seeks to consume his light.”

“It is what I feared most.” Tears rolled down Katsuro’s mother’s cheeks. “What can be done to save him?”

“The poizun waters from Mount Rausu are his only hope.”

“The poizun waters? We are forbidden to even travel to Mount Rausu. The air reeks of hell and death. Drinking the waters will certainly kill Katsuro.”

“The universe has presented your young son a challenge. He may petition the universe to remove the Darkness. Every day for a month he is to travel to the Mount and drink two sips of water. The poizun waters may kill the Darkness, but the possibility exists the waters may take his life before Darkness has the chance.”

“That is the hope you offer? Are you mad?”

The Sensei dropped his head. “Hope is our strongest weapon against Darkness. Man can only attack Darkness from the outside. Hope gives endurance. Hope builds character. Hope does not put us to shame. The hope must come from inside Katsuro to defeat Darkness.”

Katsuro’s mother let out a whimper and closed her eyes. The breeze played the wind chimes, the birds sang mating songs, and the hum of daily activities in the village warmed in the background. She shook her head, and said defiantly, “Why is this happening to Katsuro? He is but a child and has done no evil to deserve this untimely fate. His father and I are hardworking people of the village. Our ancestors left no sin for our son to pay by suffering.”

“Some say the universe trades good and evil to maintain balance. Some say the universe casts misfortune like rice in the wind. Misfortune is random. No fault of the individual is to blame.”

“The universe is not fair either way. By what logic should one so young and innocent be victim of such circumstances?”

“Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation. Taking any other path will be a waste of ki. Channel all positive energy in hope.”

Katsuro had remained silent, turning his gaze from the Sensei to his mother as they spoke. He had been able to follow the meaning of the Sensei’s words. His very life was in jeopardy. From as far back as he remembered he had been warned of the poizun waters of Mount Rousu. Drinking it was to tempt death. He suddenly realized he would be battling Darkness using death as a weapon. It was all he could do to find one single thread of hope inside.

***
 

The next day, Katsuro ate a quick meal and set out for the two hour journey. The Sensei commanded he travel alone. His parents and his friends would distract. In some instances even become a detriment by sharing foreboding fears of Darkness winning.

Time passed quickly and hope had brought him to the Mount without much delay from the growing weight of the chains of Darkness. Hot pools of poizun waters surrounded the base of the Mount. Some pools bubbled hot gases that made it hard for him to breathe.

Katsuro gingerly stepped along the rocks heated by ancient molten lava underground. Sweat poured down his face as he stooped and scooped poizun water with a wooden cup. He traced his steps back until on cool ground again and enjoyed the relief of a swift breeze.

The poizun water had cooled enough for him to drink. He raised the cup to his mouth and sniffed. The strange odor did seem medicinal in a way. It certainly opened his nostrils allowing him to breathe deeply. With the greatest of hope he could muster, he put the cup to his lips and took two sips before his stomach could protest.

His mouth felt like it had been slightly burned, not from the heat of the water, but by harshness of the poizun. A taste of fermenting egg lingered on his tongue. All in all drinking the water hadn’t been as terrible as he imagined. His hope increased by a small portion, and he turned to make the trip back home.

He looked up and saw the shortcut to the finish line, just like in his dream. At first he thought that none of his journey to Mount Rousu had been real. That again he was suffering a nightmare. But then his stomach wretched from the poizun water.

Katsuro doubled over in pain like he had never felt before. He dry heaved several times until everything from breakfast and perhaps anything left from the previous two days spilled onto the green grasses of the woods.

Blessed relief eventually came, and Katsuro was able to return to his feet. The shortcut to the finish line was still there. Two gold rings joined together resembling a figure 8 shown on the face of the mountain. An old man was there, waving with both hands high in the air. The old man looked familiar. Katsuro strained his eyes for a better look, and was shocked to recognize his grandfather.

His grandfather had been dead for more than two years. Oh, how Katsuro loved the time he and his grandfather had spent together. His grandfather would tell stories and teach him skills like how to tie knots in rope. The two had been nearly inseparable. Life had been so good until the day his grandfather went to sleep and never woke again.

There was his grandfather, calling Katsuro. They could be together once again. The universe whispered, and Katsuro realized the path led to the end of the race. A race his parents and everyone else ran. To take the shortcut and be with his grandfather meant he would no longer be able to run in the race. As badly as he wanted to be with his grandfather, the hope inside pushed him to remain with the others. Time would bring him and his grandfather together at some point, hope would not allow that to happen today.

Katsuro gave his grandfather a wave and began his travel back home. The Darkness inside or the effects of the poizun waters made him feel as if his feet were weighed down with stones. All the way home he kept the positive energy of hope utmost in mind, even when Darkness delivered blows to make him falter.

Nearing the edge of the village, Katsuro felt an ominous presence staring at him. He looked around and saw nothing, and then continued as fast as his weakened legs could carry him.

A tree branch snapped. He spun around and saw Darkness as a wide flat ribbon slink its way through the brush and over a fallen tree. A serpent-like head rose from the nearest end and threatened to strike.

Katsuro easily outran the Darkness and soon found himself at home. His mother had been waiting, and her face shown as bright as the noonday sun when she saw him. She pulled him close and held him like she would never let go.

“I was so worried for you, my son.”

“I did just like the Sensei told me. I kept hope in me. The poizun waters sought to steal it, but I fought back. Darkness tried to trick me and even overtake me, but my hope made me victorious.”

“I am so proud of you. Your father will be too.”

Katsuro swelled with pride, but the Darkness inside jabbed his neck with a sharp pain, reminding him the battle had just begun.

***
 

The pools of water bubbled by Mount Rousu. Today completed the month long regiment set by his Sensei for the cure. It had taken him over twice as long to make the journey than the day before, and he did not know by what miracle he had made it. It was the power of hope alone, as he questioned if he even had the strength to dip his cup for a last sip of the poizun water. His poor emaciated arms and legs shook greatly, so much so he found himself crawling along the rocks to the closest pool. The heat from the rocks felt as if they cooked his skin as he dipped his cup in the bubbling water. He only waited for a minute before drinking the burning liquid, not caring how much it hurt. Hope would have him complete his mission, even if it failed to save his life.

Katsuro left the cup behind as he crawled to the wood’s edge. His grandfather waved to him from the finish line—as he had done every day of his mission over the last month. Each time it had been harder for Katsuro to resist the solace of his grandfather’s loving embrace. Each time on the trip back to the village it had been harder for him to make the journey through the woods. And each time Darkness came closer and closer to claiming him as its victim giving chase.

Darkness appeared in front of Katsuro blocking his way as he bypassed the shortcut for his last trip home. He had managed to avoid Darkness from catching him all this time. How unfair it seemed to be so close and have victory snatched away at the last second.

Darkness pointed toward the shortcut.

Katsuro was still on his hands and knees, and defiantly rose to his feet to face his opponent.

Darkness held its position, refusing to give way to the young boy.

Katsuro’s grandfather called his name. The sad voice pulled at his heart like a fish caught in a hook.

Katsuro reached inside his remaining light and pulled out two handfuls of hope. He grabbed the Darkness and folded it into a small rice cake. He then bit off a piece and chewed triumphantly. He ate until all Darkness was gone.

Katsuro’s grandfather faded in the distance. The shortcut to the finish line disappeared. Katsuro then collapsed to the ground. He became one with Darkness.

***
 

When Katsuro opened his eyes he found himself in his bed. His mother and the Sensei hovered over him with their eyes wide. Two of his best friends were in the room, one of them gasped.

“My son, you are back. It is so good to have you with us,” the Sensei said.

“I . . . ” Katsuro said, his mouth dry. “How did I get home?”

“You did not return from your final trip. Your father braved the woods at night and found you near Mount Rousu. When I saw you draped across his arms, I feared you dead,” his mother said.

“I think I was dead—or near it. I . . . I dreamed I was swimming in black water, using my hope to light the way home. My light grew dim, and I lost my way. From a long distance a bright dot of light appeared, showing me the way home. I swam and swam what seemed like hours—maybe days. When I reached the shore, I woke up.”

Katsuro’s father stepped into the room. He burst into tears and collapsed to his knees, bowing in thanks.

“You were saved by your hope. The hope of others offered a lifeline for you to grasp. Misfortune has been thwarted by the combined hope of all,” the Sensei said, smiling broadly.

Katsuro heard the Sensei’s words but understood things on a deeper level. Hope had saved him, true, but he knew hope was never enough to save all those stricken by Darkness. He was one of the fortunate ones. Had he been forced down the shortcut to meet his grandfather, he would have moved on to the next great purpose.

Hope had put him back in the race. He would cherish each step from this day forward, no matter what obstacle the universe put in his way.

[image: ]
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Once upon Time ~ a rich, ripe time ago, things did not grow as good growing things should grow ~
 

Deep green menacing hands stretched from wedges of hedges in The Enchanted Gardens of the World. They gripped and grabbed and grappled, hard and mean, barely seen, at wayward arms and legs that ambled by. My oh my, how they were rooted in vile evil, which is essentially the same word once its letters go shifty. They stemmed discontent. They rabbled and roused the most innocent with malevolent intent. Amazing the maze of their labyrinth . . . hellbent. They tendriled their way to get their way. They sprouted and spread invasive dread and tried with their might in the growth of the night to take over whole lush, fertile patches of The Enchanted Gardens, The Enchanted Gardens of the Worlds we loved.

Strategic patches. Spreading patches. With corruption at core, dastardly the Damnation Critters conjured and connived. Foul and forceful their quest did thrive, conquering the hardiest contingents of Spirit Sprites from Budapest. The heartiest too, in Kalamazoo. ‘Twas dreadful, I tell you. Dreadful in the dark of night, the trail of terror branching fright—threatening all breathing true, endangering those exhaling right. All who entered the world’s Enchanted Gardens . . . not expecting, nor prepared—met mad-mazed assault—attacking venomously ‘neath leaf and limb.

Attacking her, attacking him.

Caught unawares, what were the playful to do? What of valiant sons who came for sun and darling daughters for damp of dew? For that matter—What of Me? What of You? Did you hear? Do you fear? I did. I do.

I heard the screams—all ‘cross town, up and down central avenues, caught in corners, breaking bends. Terror screams, I tell you. Mean nasty means to no good ends. Not the stuff of streetcorners named Desire.

***
 

Madcap Mischief Morphed Machismo

First the Damnation Critters of the world’s Enchanted Gardens poisoned the ivy. Then they forced the forsythia. They made ugly the bella donna. The crab’s eye did bleed, despite how the rosary pea weed tried divinely to intercede. Glossy red was its potent seed, a trick of temptatious nature filling what beckoned delight with the wicked poison abrin. It convulsed fatally those who came down yesterday’s paved path, to stop today—and smell the posies. They danced dizzy, traipsed rings ‘round the rosies . . . then vomiting horrendously, they all fell down.

No glory for the morning glories, no merry for the marigolds when invasive monkshood and wolfbane shadowed their hues of yellows and blues. Numbing, tingling and disabled nerves lowered blood pressure, stopped good hearts flat. Yesterday was then. Today was a horrified that. No warning, no cause. How could this be?

On an island in the sea, the sea of AhAdha, a little girl knelt in the sand, crouched intently before an iridescent box of lapis lazuli. The little girl clutched a key, a silver key, a pretty key. The key hung low, from a long, shimmery chain, a bead of turquoise here, opal and topaz there—and there. The girl was a curious girl. Pandy Orah was her name. Getting in trouble, like the Sanskrit name of her sea, unfortunately was her fame.

When forbidden to wander into harm’s way, she scampered so, anyway. When scolded not to taunt, she stuck out her tongue, stomped her little pair of huaraches and mercilessly pestered those smaller she deemed more helpless than she. Kittens ran, puppies whimpered, mice made for holes not even there. Yes, Pandy Orah was all about stirring about—to the innocent and defenseless—an unnecessary scare.

The tiny silver key swung like a pondering pendulum from the bejeweled chain on which it hung. It shimmered in the dusk’s light breeze. It captured quick last rays of the setting sun. Seemed to hold them there. As if light could hold off the coming dark. Nice illusion, but illusions never spark what they seem. Pandy Orah intended to complete her scheme while her wise Uncle Matt slept fast upon his reed-woven rush mat. As Uncle Matt slept fast, Pandy Orah lifted slow the glimmery chain. Once purloined from his neck, the little girl with big plans showed no shame. She’d stolen before and gotten her way. Figured it an easy deal again, this way. Unlock the box, pocket the treasure, replace the chain, cavort to the sea in leisure.

Wasn’t fate that date. Upon the shores of the sea of AdAdha, Pandy Orah used the tiny silver key to turn the lock and open the lid and peer within to where she thought the cool stuff hid. Trouble was, the box was hot. Like the Sanskrit name of the sea, it had been wrongly taken from its rightful owner, one Carma Delmonico, at a little pita pie stall at Lundi’s market. Carma made more than pita pies. Carma cast spells with evil eyes. She had on Monday at Lundi’s . . . at the back of the head which wobbled on scrawny shoulders of the man just fled. It wasn’t good Uncle Matt. It had been evil Uncle Ed.

I heard the turn-around of this tale later. My cohort Lily worked Lundi’s at the rough-hewn stall across the way. Lil sells elegant bags made from gators. She witnessed the whole shebang. Fast as a gazelle, she leaped through jostling crowds at Lundi’s Market to ID Carma’s nemesis.

“Hah!” Carma guffawed. “The joke’s on that filthy theif Ed. If he opens the bartered box I got to even the odds on my cheating lover Fred, he’ll discover his share of Dread! What goes around, comes around,” Carma smirked and said. She did offer Lily her choice of sourdough, foccacio, pumpernickel, naan, ciabatta, kuchen or rye. “A good woman friend rises like yeast,” she said with a wink on the wry. “It takes time to create what’s nourishing, but a second to let damage fly.”

Damage did fly. In a vortex of a swirl, brown-tinged charcoal whorls escaped from the lapis lazuli box. How wretchedly wild—the spirit of evil gone ‘whoooosh’. Damnation Critters of burnt umber and gritty grey ravaged high, a furious flurry of malcontent, lost in the cooling winds of evening sky. Damage continued to fly. A particle of rusty iron, flaked off from the inner corner of the lapis lazuli box—and flew smack dab into overly curious Pandy Orah’s left eye. I remembered later, after hearing the tale from my pal Matt, what Lily had predicted, concerning that. ‘The Left indicates one’s past. The Right, one’s future.’

I re-recalled Lil’s prophecy to Matt and he countered with a soft, slow, appealing laugh. I’d tell you more about my wise historian pal Matt, but that’s another story, another time. Not this time. There’s still danger in the Enchanted Gardens of the World. You know, where the Damnation Critters came to settle.

“Now there’s a pun to punish a nasty-natured past,” moralized island scholar Matt. “Curiousity didn’t kill the cat, nor the kittens. Lifting a lid was that tormenting girl’s comeuppance!” He paused, ever kind to balance a thought or even one of his good moralizings. “Perhaps now, she’ll stand a rightful chance.”

Wise Uncle Matt still watches over little Pandy Orah, more so as she’s blind in one eye. The kittens, puppies and even the mice now play nice, untroubled along the sea of AdAdha. Evil Ed? Bit into a currant of mold from Carma’s day-old bread. Heat’s real tough out near the equatorial sea of AdAdha. Ed’s dead.

Perennial Peril Plagued

The Enchanted Gardens—all around the world—Ontario to Tokyo, Brazil to Nottingham Hill, Nairobi to New Delhi, Moscow to Krakow, New York to County Cork were not so enchanted anymore. Parks and playgrounds, terraces and terrazos where gardens beckoned joy, were now nefarious . . . killing fields. Pokeweed parched breathing, surging spasms to death. The Damnation Critters of Pandy Orah’s botched box mulched over groundcover, phased out photosynthesis and crushed biological composition. The juxtaposition of danger to ‘a walk in the park’ became a human hazard to health and happiness when even the blue passion flowers on Lovers Lane broke down to cyanide. Sure, KEEP OUT signs were posted, but mysteriously disappeared. Evil ravaged the terrain. The deep green, menacing hands stretching from wedges of hedges in the Enchanted Gardens of the World knew no bounds. They angled like phantoms with thorny grappling hooks, right into the streets and walkways. They tripped or poked, even choked to pull their prey within.

Past tremulous sighs, the good folk cried, “Give us back our Life again! Let us run and walk and ride. Back inside, safe inside, all the wonders of our Enchanted Gardens of the World. It was true, from Budapest to Kalamazoo, they yelped and sobbed their plaintive ‘BallyHoo’.

***
 

The gossamer Goddess of the Moxie Moon kept still her nocturne watch. She saw toxic tendrils entwine. She viewed brambles on their poisonous climb. She waxed and she waned at evil’s takeover refrain. But it was not yet her time. And moons must do what moons must do.

Hated Horrors Haunted

Stranger things happened everyday, in all the Enchanted Gardens of the World. There were staggerings in the jaggers, blisterings beat out of the bushes. Mouths frothed, pupils dilated and no discussion necessary regarding diarrhea behind delphiniums. Burning sensations, uncontrolled defecations, heart palpitations—even the Christmas Rose gifted back gripping ulcerations. Vision distortions, delirium, immobility of the tongue, mouth and throat competed with comas for painful pitfalls pointing to the end of life. Neurotoxins, hepatotoxins, endotoxins and blue-greened the algae in the fish pond where fins just floated, bloated.

***
 

The Goddess of the Moxie Moon thought Love was the saddest thing when it went away. Up til this day, that was the plentitude of her power, passion’s pull at sensual hours. A worthy job, making worlds go round. When two lovers asked, “Did the earth move for you?,” it was really her. Electric Erotics she dubbed it . . . whenever she sparked it on through.

However, when Life itself, as the Celestial Supers knew it, faltered, failed and faded upon her lunar watch, excuses were eclipsed. Ol’ Sol had tried to burn away the beasts. West winds and Nor’easters had blown themselves silly. Still the Damnation Critters spread out, willy nilly.

The Ancients knew what she deemed true—the Wisdom of the Earth connected primal to the soul of every Woman. Gods with little g’s come and go, go, go. The Goddesses mentally and mindfully, distinctly rule the show. Style and grace all over the place. Gentle Strength = the magnet of the ironies.

Now a test of time, her time and talents was called for . . . to step up protective powers, pervade the Universe. But battle evil with moonbeams like kleigs scanning Earth? Not enough—justholy light turning darkness bright wouldn’t pull the plug on devastation. To eradicate the destructive elements, tender forth rebirth and renewal, a divine plan must be defined.

Moxie is what moxie does—It’s pluck and courage, vision past where inner-seeing parlays speak. It’s hearing quiet dreams on quiet nights—within and without—past the speed of lunar light, then spiraling a benevolent vixen’s victory lap, so whisper’s sonar rouses right. Moxie recalls rhythms, changes pace. The sixth sense attunes. Intuition reaps Fruition. Basic Goddess training, especially the Moon’s.

Moxie’s a rugged belief that we own within us the ability to call forth Best Outcomes coming true. A Moxie Moon can manifest destiny as a mandela bypasses the intrinsic spirals of spiritual DNA, right out of the deep dark blue.

And that is what the Goddess of the Moxie Moon set out to do. She tilted the tides, brought near the afar. She bright-blessed day and made sacred dark, nights.

And I thought to myself, what a wonderful world.
 

She realigned the stars. She danced in the buff until she had enough. She came ‘round full-cycle, a full Moxie Moon. She knew what music to subconsciously play. Psyche? Indeed that was her way. She aimed and squirted perfume of Higher Ethers at disgusting base reactions. It scattershot like shrapnel at deleterious Damnation Critters. But she wouldn’t look their way. To acknowledge their lower demonic existence was to give them power over her broader view. Hah! Something she would never do.

And I thought to myself, what a wonderful world.
 

The Goddess of the Moxie Moon knew all, sensed all. She knew Pandy Orah’s exploitation of the locked lapis lazuli box for her own reward was not child’s play but the beguine of hubris, which heeds only its self-serving way. That was why wicked weeds usurped what was growing as it should be growing. Disease and sickness, envy and hate, death over life, the extinction of fate—Deduction of that destruction was plain easy.

But the legendary little bug inside, off to one side of all the big Bad Guys? No, not the rust that blinded Pandy’s eyes, but a cute, small bug who also flew alongside the slew of Damnation Critters hellbent to cause havoc in the Enchanted Gardens of the World. Fancified folks told their versions of the story, naming that little bug, “Hope”. They wrung their hands and looked skyward with their eyes. Wished it to whisk off yuck and muck, flotsam and jetsam, detritis and destruction. Hope was their tenuous lifeline.

The Goddess of the Moxie Moon laughed hearty at the knucklehead notion of that. Hope over weakness is a mere, mild cope. Only to TRUST is to EMPOWER. That was always the Universe’s real silver key. Well, that’s how she explained it simply, thus strongly, to me.

“Universal Truths are akin to energies of vibrations,” the Goddess of the Moxie Moon patiently explained. “Tripping up the tides floods what cannot take hold. Replanting will gut away what evils, demons, negative energies have been able to seep in. To deny destruction is where we begin. When we rebuild—anything is possible, but we must hold multiple solutions simultaneously in our mind’s eye. Adjust at will, fine-tune . . . tweak!”

And I thought to myself, what a wonderful world.
 

She continued, a vivacious version of a spiritual guru, this bella luna, Goddess of the Moxie Moon. She held high the standards of Good vs evil, giving free will a higher standing still. “We, the World, and all the Enchanted Gardens within, must come to understand that black energies carried and passed on are deadlier than any poisonous gas. What we open for or what overtakes us has genesis of our own Resolve.”

At that exact moment, she drew in the four tides around the planet, colluding with the Sun to exert gravitational pull. This action had an opposite reaction, creating a thick atmospheric tide on the Sun’s side, from which the Earth could easily rotate. By a knowing nod of agreement, they communicated without words for the better nature of the world.

The Sun evaporated moisture to a huge and splendiferous cloud. It billowed post-cumulous blocking Earth with the Sun holding light. Though Earth saw not the light, the Sun still had the capacity to warm it. The massive cloud soaked up much of the waters from Earth’s surface, spreading evenly a shallow sea, over all the landmass. With lunar tides withheld for these time-out-of-time moments, tectonic activity could not build mountains or gouge deep crevasses under such a land-under-sea.

All went back to even. Days were clouded, nights were freezing. Strong winds had their way, both from the wild West’s and the Nor’easters o’er the sea. The hell on Earth froze over . . . in all the Gardens of Enchantment of the World. With the Sun’s light blocked, plant-life could not exist and run wild. There was little air. And odds died off to even.

There, at what looked like a rotation of no return, the Goddess of the Moxie Moon turned the 5th lunar tide, with sure finesse of a woman’s deft touch. The 5th lunar tide acclaimed Biology and Reproduction, and the Goddess of the Moxie Moon replanted the Earth and all the Enchanted Gardens right.

And I thought to myself, what a wonderful world.
 

Only the moon could give Rise to Life.
 

Only the Goddess of the Moxie Moon could conquer inner strife.
 

Me? I’m Satchmo, the jazzed up Man in the Moon.
 

I believe I’ll charm her, court her—perhaps ask her to be my wife.
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FINDING PEACE BY WRITING ABOUT CANCER
 

an essay by T. Fox Dunham
 

When I write about cancer, especially my horror work, I employ metaphors. These metaphors explore the various forces a cancer patient must endure through treatment and life after remission. I have used my writing to heal, writing such work as my novella New World for May December Books or my new novel, Mercy—a horror novel about the life of a cancer patient in hospital. The many stories and novellas I’ve written about cancer have served as a catharsis, a way to process my experience and understand it. I work to explore the emotions I’ve felt and to share those emotions with other patients and their family members. In my story, “Welcome to the World, Mister Smiles”, I cover these component themes of living with cancer. “Welcome to the World, Mr. Smiles” is a means for me to heal and to help myself and others find expression through symbol, theme and metaphor.

First, we start with the story conflict. Jai Chropra is a young man facing a death sentence. For all of his life, he believed that cancer happened to other people; and he’d be immune. Now it’s happened to him, as it did with me. It shifts his perspective to a state of spurious reality. The world no longer feels. The laws of physics don’t make sense, yet he’s under constant threat of death. To endure this mind state, he detaches from reality and numbs himself.

He begins undergoing preliminary treatment testing, including a Gallium scan. The technician injects you with a radioactive isotope dye that is absorbed into cancer cells, then scans the body with a receptor plate. This is a way to determine if you have tumors in your body, and they show up as white blobs on the monitor. When I had to go through this test, I thought the white blobs looked like clouds, nebulous and formless; and the mind sees patterns. I saw faces swirling in the hoary masses, and I realized that the cancer was alive, and possessed a dark spirit. I had assigned it vindictiveness; darkness, evil, yet these were human qualities I personified the cancer with. It felt easier being a menace, something with an evil plot, because then I could fight it. Really, it’s just a disease, and there’s nothing I could personally do to fight it. But I needed to feel some kind of control, some way I could influence. In the story, the cancer begins to talk to Jai, and he responds. The cancer has a face. It has a name. And it can be killed. He no longer feels out of control. Cancer patients need to feel they have some kind of control of their disease, and they often trick themselves into believing it. Really, it’s entirely out of our hands.

And it is alive. We personify things, contribute spirit and animation and personality to forces like disease. This too is about control. What can be controlled can’t hurt us. The reality is that almost everything in this universe is out of human control, so we live in this fantasy that somehow we can affect reality, change the course of events, even stop our death. This story is not so much a horror as it is a fantasy. I would love to give my disease a face and hands and a heart in which I could stab it. I want to be able to fight it on my terms, to argue with it. In my story, the cancer has will and a soul—and an appetite. Its nature is to feed. Even though it is horror, this element gives me some peace. Jai finds a way to evict the offending appendage from his body. It wants to be free. It speaks to him and demands to be free, to feed on life, to hunt. They make a deal, and Jai cuts his body wide and releases it. Their deal made, he goes off to try to live a normal life, but it haunts him. This is another reality for the cancer patient. Even if the cancer is defeated, it sleeps, it waits, never too far from the mind of the patient. We don’t stop thinking about it. It never gets easier. We just find a new way to live with it, but always it’s never far. In Jai’s situation, he learns that the tumor he shed from his body is now killing and eating children. It is his responsibility. He birthed the monster. He gave it away, even though he knew what it would do. It wasn’t wrong of him. He wanted to live. He wanted his life, his chance. It may not have been noble, but we can forgive him that.

And then he’s haunted. Oh yes. I had my radiation at Penn. They had many of the severe cases down there, especially children suffering this disease. I saw many of them. I played with them. And so many didn’t survive. And it haunts me. I feel guilty for living. Survivor’s guilt, as if I shed my cancer, and it killed them. Survivor’s guilt compels so much of my life, and whatever I do is never enough. The ghosts haunt him. They ask him why? And they intrude on the spurious security he’s created as he goes on with his life. No matter what he does, the children return night after night, and he’s going insane.

Finally, he decides to take action. This is another fantasy for me, something for which I wish I had remedy. The cancer is alive. It has a soul. He determines to trap it, using a mechanism he learned of in their encounter. They’re both living on borrowed time. This too is a metaphor. I was never supposed to survive my rare cell types of lymphoma, and I can’t help feeling like this is extra time—time that’s running out. If he can bring the monster back into his body, time will catch up, and they’ll both sicken and die. He can’t endure the guilt anymore, and the burden of the fantasy of his long life is too much to live with. He decides to give himself peace and take the monster with him.

This too is my desire. I long for the peace of ignorance. I’m tired of carrying this monster, and I wish I could do something to resolve the guilt. I have poured these emotions into a metaphysical script. That’s the heart of modern magick, and it doesn’t give me peace; however, at least it helps the pain for a little while.

And I keep writing and running from it.
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THE LUCKY MOUTH
 

Gerry Huntman
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My name is Ping. It means ‘water plant’ but it also means ‘fair’, and that is because I have light skin, much like a Westerner. Papa said that when I was born Ping was the obvious name for me. Granma also has pale skin and she says that my mother had it too. She says it makes us special.

I am eleven years old, but smarter than most kids. I know this, and they do too. They usually leave me alone. There are only four Chinese families here, and most people don’t take too kindly to foreigners. This was regardless of the fact that my family has lived in Arkham as well as Innsmouth for four generations. Granma says that we came from China when the sea trading and fishing was good and because we would be able to find the Lucky Mouth.

We all live in Fisheries Lane. That’s the one that runs off River Street near Garrison, which crosses the Miskatonic. The river is dark and murky like the town, but that is all right with me. My family is my life, and serving them is my duty. This also honors our ancestors. I sometimes think that my family is like the Miskatonic, slow moving, mysterious, and eternal. They both soothe me.

When I lie in bed next to Second Youngest Daughter and Oldest Daughter, and count my heartbeats with the breathing of my sisters, I sometimes notice the faint acrid smells of the town and river. I imagine creatures creeping up from the muddy waters, with heaving breaths, and scampering on River Street. I see them sniffing for food—fresh meat and blood, snarling with their bright white fangs. They bound around with their scaled legs into the town, looking for prey. I know that our ancestors protect us, along with the magical symbols inscribed on our doors. More importantly, we are defended by the Lucky Mouth.

Papa is a clever man and works hard to feed his family. He and Old Uncle and Middle Uncle run a laundry business, which still has the steam machine that was used over fifty years ago. Now they have a car, though, and it makes it easier to deliver the laundered clothes than with the horse and cart. Papa also works with Oldest Son and Second Youngest Son repairing shoes, and he is the landlord of two rooms above our laundry and home.

I am normally called Youngest Daughter.

When I sit quietly and listen to the chug-chugging of the steam engine that drives the hot water into our laundry as well as our heaters in winter, I have visions. This large machine made by my great grandfather seems otherworldly to me. Like a huge animal, too fat to walk. Is it a coincidence that in the cellar immediately below there is the Lucky Mouth? I have decided that it is not the case. I think the steam engine is its belly.

The Lucky Mouth isn’t just our protector; it is the source of our prosperity. That is why it is called ‘lucky’.

When I can, I like to talk to the lodgers. They don’t usually stay long, and are mostly students at Miskatonic University in need of cheap room and board. The University is only a few blocks away from our home, between Church and College Streets. Some tenants don’t say much, not wanting to talk to the ‘yellers’, but others are real nice. Only a few months ago, I got to talk to Winston Baker, from Connecticut, who was on what he called a ‘sabbata’-something. He was old, maybe in his late twenties, but nothing like my Granma, who is over a hundred. I liked him because he took the time to explain things to me. I always have a lot of questions, so this was enjoyable.

Mr. Baker told me he was at Miskatonic U because there was a library there that had books that no other library in the world had. He studied stuff he called ‘dark’ and didn’t say much more, except that it had to do with witches ‘and suchlike’. I really liked him because he always listened to me. I love my Mama and Papa but they don’t sit down and look into my eyes, they don’t hear every word I say.

I remember a few days ago, I was at the window to my bedroom, listening as best as I could to my neighbor’s radio through the adjoining wall. Only a few people in Arkham have radios. I also heard Papa speaking with Mr. Baker down our corridor. They were having supper together.

Mr. Baker called Papa ‘Mr. Liu’, which sort of sounded funny to me, and asked if we had any family in Innsmouth. Papa replied that we did, and that his Granma had come from there. Papa was too polite to ask why Mr. Baker had asked that question, and so they started talking about everyday things like the weather and the new Model A Ford. Papa is always respectful to strangers, but I think he was worried by that question about Innsmouth. I could tell by the tone of his voice.

I started to think about why Mr. Baker may have asked this question and it seemed to me that it might be this place. This county. Even though most folk in Arkham don’t think we belong here, they would be surprised how much like them we are. The same goes for Innsmouth, and nearby Dunwich. Even when I was small and barely able to walk, I could sense something about the crumbling, creaking buildings, gabled roofs, and staring eyes through the dark and stained curtains. Innsmouth has it the most, even though I have only visited the port town a few times. I remember, though, that it felt at once frightening and welcoming—scary because the people were so strange-looking, pale and misshapen, and yet welcoming because it felt like home. Especially the smell and feel of the sea.

I think Mr. Baker was a smart man and he knew there were secrets in this county. It’s a shame he didn’t realize that you have to have been born here to understand them. There are many mysteries in Innsmouth to be found, but he didn’t realize that he lived two stories above the greatest secret of all, the Lucky Mouth.

***
 

Yesterday was the most important day of my life. Maybe I’m a young girl, but I feel that I have grown up. I now know why most of my brothers and sisters have that look in their eyes, and are so much a part of Arkham. I have joined them.

Granma always said that I knew the time would be right when I can see the Lucky Mouth. On special nights, when the planets and stars in the heavens were right, and when the tides and seasons were aligned in a special way, our family would open the cellar door and enter the shrine. That is, except for me, Youngest Son and Second Youngest Son. We were not ready yet.

I don’t know exactly why, except that my ancestors had augured it was time for me, but I decided last night to visit the Lucky Mouth, which was one of the ceremonial nights. The smell of the river was stronger than usual, and I could make out the scent of the sea in the air even though we were miles from Innsmouth. It was I who had changed, not the scents. I had grown. I looked out my window, and could see through a narrow frame at the end of the alley, the jagged teeth-like silhouette of the town’s nightscape. I could feel the discomforted heartbeats of its citizens, the generations-old disquieting fear that only partially abated during the day. I could also sense the dark, murderous thoughts of some who let their humanity completely go; their insanity.

I wandered into the laundry room and saw the well-worn trap door that led to the shrine. I walked by it for all eleven years of my life and not once had descended its steps. I was nervous and excited at the same time.

It took a lot of effort to lift the door, as it was as big as me and twice my weight. It was just as hard to stop it from slamming backwards onto the floor when I managed to get it open. I didn’t want to disturb my family, who were already downstairs.

I carefully walked down the stone steps, well worn by decades of regular use by my kin. I heard some muttering below and I smelled a strange mix of incense and the pungent tones of the ancient river sediment. As I descended, the muttering increased, as did the aroma of the burning amber-frankincense joss sticks. I neared the end of the stairs and found a narrow doorway, leading to a dimly lit chamber. The muttering transformed into old Mandarin chants, much of which I could barely understand. They were prayers, this was clear enough, and I assumed they were directed to the Lucky Mouth.

I gasped at the size of the chamber that I slipped into. It was circular, at least thirty yards in diameter, and at the far end of the room was a giant frieze of a large sea creature, with many tentacles curling from its head, and malevolent, ruby-encrusted eyes. Its mouth was strangely human in shape, and it was closed—spanning four feet. It was a horrifying looking creature and yet I was fascinated by it. I could only assume that it was the Lucky Mouth, because my family were all kneeling before it.

To my surprise, Oldest Son and Second Oldest Son climbed to their feet and pulled Mr. Baker up from the floor. I had not seen him before as he had been lying on the cold stone in front of my family. His hands were tied behind his back and he was a wretched sight. He had bruises and blood on his face; one eye was puffed. His clothes were wet and mucky. He was trembling but said nothing. They dragged him to within a few paces of the frieze and it was then I realized that he was going to be made a sacrifice to our family god.

Because I liked Mr. Baker, I ran into the chamber, to the shock and surprise of most of my family. I intended to reveal myself, but this hasty action was not planned. Granma looked at me and smiled, while Papa showed concern. I bowed before my elders and humbly asked if Mr. Baker could be spared. Again, there were some shocked faces among those who were there.

Granma raised her weary body and hugged me, explaining that Mr. Baker was not a student, as he said, but an official of the government who intended to attack our friends and family in Innsmouth. He was an investigator. Papa showed some documents that proved it. I turned to Mr. Baker but he didn’t notice me, he was just kneeling with bowed head before the Lucky Mouth.

I didn’t know what to say. I still liked Mr. Baker, but I had already been disrespectful by speaking to my elders out of turn. Granma showed me a place where I should kneel and gave me an understanding look that also clearly told me to be quiet and to only follow instructions. I smiled back but I was worried for Mr. Baker.

While my brothers kept a tight hold on Mr. Baker, Granma started to chant in the old tongue, and Papa responded in the same language. I had an awful feeling in the pit of my stomach, uncertain as to what was going to happen to my friend. I was stunned by the occasion, and what I was seeing, and I was subdued by the powerful family compulsion to obey.

The smoke from the incense thickened and my head got a bit light. My eyes widened when I saw the frieze move slightly and the mouth begin to open. I gasped, but my Granma held me around my shoulders, indicating for me to keep quiet. Mr. Baker started to sob. I really felt sorry for him.

The majority of the frieze remained a lifeless stone carving, but its mouth stretched open until it was big enough for a man to walk through. It was dark inside the mouth, and yet I thought I saw a faint orange glow, like the fire inside our steam engine when it isn’t in operation. I felt a warmth from its breath, and I also smelled the sea air.

Granma lowered her face near mine and whispered that I should stay put. She said that the Lucky Mouth would punish me if I was disrespectful. I was scared and nodded that I understood.

I saw Mr. Baker tremble and try to break free, but my brothers were strong and held him fast. Granma stood and cried out in a tongue that I never heard before—in a way that couldn’t have come from a human voice—and yet it was familiar to me. The orange light burst into a flame, and as quickly it turned a dark blue and the mouth changed into a window to an underwater world. It reminded me of Papa’s aquarium where he keeps his fish and crayfish for cooking.

Mr. Baker shouted and screamed in English, begging to be released. He swore on his mother’s grave he would never say anything about what he saw, but my family ignored him. I looked to Granma, and she shook her head solemnly. Again, her eyes told me to be quiet and still.

Mr. Baker was dragged a few feet closer to the Lucky Mouth and his screaming abruptly stopped. His body jerked violently for a few seconds, and he knelt still, gazing at something in the murky depths of the water world through the maw. I couldn’t see his face, but I sensed, by his relaxed muscles, and the slight inclination of his head, that he was paralyzed, or so shocked he lost his sanity.

Two pearl-white tentacles burst through the mouth, splashing water into the chamber, drenching poor Mr. Baker. One tentacle whipped around his shoulders, pinning his arms to his torso, while the other wrapped around his waist. I wanted to stand up but Granma kept her frail hand on my shoulder—to my horror, the tentacles ripped Mr. Baker in half, dragging the two pieces into the water. Blood sprayed my face, contrasting with the marble-paleness of my skin. For a fleeting moment I thought I saw in the water a giant eye, the size of an automobile, glowing a sickly yellow; blinking.

I pulled out a handkerchief from my sleeve to wipe away the blood, but my Granma stopped me. She pointed to the mouth. It slowly closed and all that was left were puddles of sea water and blood on the chamber’s floor.

Granma hugged me again and everyone smiled and nodded with satisfaction. I looked in Granma’s face and saw, where there were splatters of blood, there were also light colored scales underneath them. I desperately felt my face, and where there was wetness, there was also the unmistakable outlines of scales.

I now knew. I suppose I always did, deep down inside, but this was my life’s lesson. The Lucky Mouth was no human god, but a god of some other race, whose blood in part coursed through my veins. Maybe the veins of others in Arkham, and especially Innsmouth. I realized that Mr. Baker had to go as he was an enemy of my kind. I no longer felt sympathy for him.

I noticed my fingers were covered in Mr. Baker’s blood.

I enjoyed licking them clean.
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It is like drowning—except where there should be water—there is my grief. I live in the shadows, always on a delay, a dull echo filling my head with murky tar. Everything is hollow around me—the apartment flickering shades of gray, boxes and spaces that make no sense to me. The harsh lighting of the diner is a magnifying glass bearing down on me, burning me to a crisp as the dishes and metal play a symphony for the dead. As a waitress I can wait for nothing, constantly itchy and unsettled. The word home has lost all of its meaning.

There are things a mother should never have to witness, and the loss of a child tops that list. In the darkness of the night my knees are back in the gravel, splinters of glass embedded in my flesh, as the boy lay broken in the street. My mouth fills with exhaust, two red eyes fading into the distance, a crowd gathering—their muttering a choir of bubbling tongues. I block it out the best I can but it seeps into my dreams and punishes me with his laughter. I collect sharp objects and wait for my strength to come back. I wait for him to come back, but that’s a cruel game that I play with myself to see if I can feel anything at all. I am in a death knell, muted screams filling my throbbing veins, a pale nausea washing over me, the world around me thin. I ask for nothing but the ability to endure, as much as I want to join my son. I cannot utter his name without breaking down into wracking sobs, my impotent hands seeking destruction.

I pray for everything imaginable—for forgiveness, understanding, and salvation. Lying on the mattress, the faded sheets in a tangled mess, I am a limp stain leaking salty misery, and there is no light to be found, no vengeance—no undoing.

And then there is something. Another lost bedraggled soul, a kindred spirit bent on the way to being broken. He is the physical manifestation of my pain, a long-limbed skeletal reminder of the real world that exists outside my vacuum. When he gives me the answers to my prayers, when he allows me to do something with these hands that betray me, to finish what has been started, it is an awakening. And I do not hesitate to lay my judgment upon him, and in the trembling of the aftermath I am reborn.
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She first saw him, the sallow man, sitting in a Parisian café. While she sipped tea from a cup two sizes too big, he watched furtively over his copy of L’Humanité, of which he had not read a single article. At first, she took his interest to be nothing extraordinary; she was a very beautiful lady and, as far as she knew, he was a Frenchman. They seemed to pay close attention to attractive women. There was nothing to worry about; if anything, she should have been flattered.

Yet there was something about the wetness of his eyes and the way in which he grit his teeth that was inherently unsettling. Eventually, she stood, deigning to embroil the gentleman in conversation. As she began to walk across the café, the man lowered his newspaper, as if, all along, he had known it would come to this.

As she neared, though, something altered within her, for she could see he was ill. His flesh was the colour of butter, his eyes ruby in their sunken sockets. She approached his table, no longer intending to berate him for his impertinence; her heart tightened inside her, as if somebody had gripped onto it and refused to let go.

The man, whose fingers now drummed nervously upon the table-edge, smiled up at her, and she walked right past him, deciding that the only way to avert embarrassment was with the pretence of a toilet-break. As the door closed behind her, shutting out the poorly man and the sound of his gnarled fingers a-tapping, she cast her mind back to the last time she had seen such sickness.

Her mother, afflicted by colorectal cancer, sitting at the kitchen table with her head in her hands, sobbing uncontrollably. That same yellow tinge painted on her like some foul guano; her eyes not sunken, but bulging from her face like poached eggs. Tara had been fifteen years old, and finding her mother doubled over like that, in such pain, her resignation as tangible as the disease eating through her, was enough to cause nightmares for years to follow. Her mother, who had always been so strong and brave, reduced to a crumbling tangle of a person; it had been almost impossible for Tara’s fifteen year-old brain to accept.

That man, seated in the café, was suffering—or so she believed at that moment—in much the same way as her mother had in her final days. He had the same air about him; the same scent of putrefaction seeping out from his pores.

Tara washed her hands, though there was no need as she had done nothing but stand and consider her options. The reflection in the mirror stared back at her, and for a second she didn’t recognise the face as her own. Only when she winked—for her own piece of mind—did she accept it as a true likeness, and yet there was still something different that she couldn’t quite put her finger . . .

The door burst open and a woman with a young child rushed through it. Tara, feeling caught in the act even though she was doing nothing untoward, feigned inspection of her own teeth, not realising how pathetic she must have looked, grinning and snapping at the mirror, until long after exiting the room. As she did, she walked past the sallow man’s table without so much as a cursory glance.

If she had looked, she would have found nobody sitting there, for the sallow man had made his point and left while Tara had been inspecting her fading beauty in the W.C.

The second time she saw him was the library. Tara had been browsing the romance section, hoping to discover something that would distract her suitably from the strange feeling within her, the bitter taste that had suddenly taken up residence on her tongue, the ear-splitting headaches that kept her up all night, clinging to her toes and rocking gently back and forth as the world slept around her.

As she removed a tattered hardback book from its shelf, she almost choked at the sight of him: the sallow man. It had been almost a month since the avoided confrontation at the café, but that was a wholly different country. How could it be that this man, who still possessed the countenance of a man on the verge of death, could be here, back in England, in the same library?

What was even more unnerving was that he adorned the same bistre suit as he had the last time she’d seen him, as if he was possessed of only the one set of clothes. It wasn’t dirty, nor frayed, but it hung loosely from his frame, possibly a whole three sizes too big for him.

He didn’t look directly at her, though she was concealed by an entire shelf of psychology books, but she had the strange feeling he knew she was there. It caused the hackles to rise on her arms. The atmosphere was suddenly thick; she felt that she would have to swim through it to make the hasty exit she so desired.

A cough, neither her own nor the sallow man’s, startled her, pulling her back from the terrifying reverie that she had unconsciously succumbed to. The librarian sidling up alongside her, replacing various volumes of erotica that she was loath to look at as she worked, said, “Sorry. Got a hell of a cold coming.”

Tara nodded, smiled, and made her way toward the exit without the book she had been so intent on borrowing. She reached the double-doors and turned, but the sallow man was nowhere.

Nowhere.

Over the course of a year, the man appeared to her on numerous occasions, never speaking, acknowledging her only with a bowed head or forced smile. Tara never once responded, for her fears were too great. A harmless and sickly fellow he might have seemed, but there was something powerful about him, a strange vigour that suggested he was nowhere near as weak and stricken as he appeared.

As many times as she saw him during the day, he appeared again at night, in dreams so vivid that Tara wakened in films of sweat, gasping for air, sometimes screaming, seldom wary of her surroundings. In the dreams he was far worse; his bistre suit was damp, decaying, spilling maggots from its buttonholes and sleeves. His face, more jaundiced and loose on his skull, wobbled from side-to-side as he chittered at her in a language that she neither understood nor cared to learn. More often than not, he would creep up behind her, placing a gnarly hand upon her shoulder. Then would come the hissing—and the sickly-sweet putrid breath like honey and death combined—that would send shivers through her. Sometimes she was lucky enough to wake at the sound of the ssssssssss; others, she suffered in much the same way that her mother had in her final hours. A tortuous night filled with incomprehensible garble on the lips of the sallow man was enough for Tara to seek medical assistance.

The drugs they prescribed helped her to sleep, but they also prevented her from waking, which left her at the hands of the sallow man for the entirety of whatever he had planned for her. After three nights—so bad that she had wished herself dead—she emptied the pills into the toilet and flushed.

Vanquishing the real sallow man, however, was not so easy, as once again she found herself faced with him, this time whilst visiting her mother’s grave. She had barely placed the fresh flowers into the urns either side of the headstone when she noticed him shambling ahead. His gait was somewhat disorientated, as if he had forgotten which foot went where, but Tara knew it was a façade, a cabaret intended to conceal the truth from her.

She ignored him long enough to set the grave back into some sort of organisation, but by then she was seething. She could feel his eyes upon her and, although he was some way off, she could smell the disgusting reek that accompanied him everywhere, a stench that was worsening with every passing encounter.

Mustering up what little courage she could find, she paced across the cemetery toward him. He stood, stock-still, awaiting her with—she felt—excitement. Time stood still all around. With the emergence of Tara’s valour came the cessation of birdsong, and anything else that had—up until a moment ago—been audible.

Hssssssss.

She heard that just fine, though. The sallow man was hissing, sucking her in through discoloured teeth. The rows and rows of headstones between them lessened; the sallow man grew, both in size and dominion. Tara found herself wondering what she might say when she reached him; whether she would speak calmly, or if the anger would spill forth, an irrepressible torrent of abuse.

A second; that was all it was, a second that she took her eyes off the man, and when she looked up, he was gone. She collapsed atop some Elvis Presley fan’s grave, sobbing until her chest hurt. The notion that her opportunity to palaver with the sallow man was forever lost was too much for her to accept, but she convinced herself that he would return.

He always did.

Though she hadn’t predicted the brevity of his absence, and a voice from somewhere to her left hissed, “Taaaaraaaaa . . . ”

She choked, spluttered, glanced past the scale bust of Elvis Aaron Presley, and watched as the sallow man took a seat on the rotting, wooden bench beyond the grave. The smile upon his face was somewhat incongruous; his yellow teeth reminded her of cinema popcorn.

“Who are you?” Tara said through staccato sobs. “What do you want from me?”

The man scratched his chin; as he raked his skeletal fingers down there was a sound like sandpaper on a disintegrating door. Tara wondered whether the man would simply blow away if a moderate gust of wind kicked up.

“You know who I am,” he said, now sneering. “You know, I remember you when you were but a child. Thirteen, I think, when I first laid eyes on you, though of course it wasn’t you that interested me back then. Not like now, of course. Only got eyes for you now, baby.” His face contorted, like liquid tar, and the red lines around his pupils began to dance.

Tara thought back, trying to place the man, but she couldn’t. “I don’t know you,” she told him, sounding more defensive than she had expected. “The café in Paris; that was the first time I ever saw you.”

“You and I go farther back than that,” he said, a throaty chortle rattling through him like a misfiring motorbike. “Your mother knew me very well.”

There was something grotesque about the way he said it; she suspected he’d utilised that breathy tone purposely, as if to invoke her rage for some reason.

Perhaps it would make his big reveal all the more dramatic . . .

“I don’t . . . ”

“Look at me, Taaaaraaaa,” he hissed, gesturing down at the bistre suit hanging listlessly from his frame. “I’m death, I’m expiration, I’m everything that your mother feared, and I’m coming for you.”

Tara should have been terrified; that was what he’d intended by dropping the mask and revealing himself. Whether it was because she was already kneeling, or that she had known all along that she would succumb, in much the same manner that her mother did, to the cancer, she didn’t know, but all she felt was intent, a strength that may have escaped her mother but would not manage to do so with her.

The sallow man sneered. “You think you can beat me?” It wasn’t a question, and he spat upon the ground next to her as if to confirm so. “Your mother couldn’t, and she had more time to prepare.”

Tara leant back on her haunches and, using Presley’s stone head to steady herself, climbed to her feet. “I should’ve known what you were,” she said. “I recall your stench round my mother. You made me sick so many times.”

“Oh, not as many as I intend to, Deary,” he snorted.

Tara nodded, accepting the sallow man’s challenge. “You want me,” she said, determined and stolid. “Come and fucking get me.”

As she turned and walked away from the Elvis Presley-themed grave, the sallow man, and the foetid stench enveloping him, she didn’t glance back, not once, for she could feel his fear as he watched her leave. If she turned, it would only confirm what she already knew.

The sallow man was powerful, capable of the cruellest death, but unconquerable? He’d been beaten before, thousands of times, and Tara—leaving the cemetery with the knowledge of a battle yet to commence hanging heavy over her—would give him a fight he would never forget.

As the girl shrank into the distance, the sallow man shrivelled into himself, choking on thick, viscous phlegm caught in his throat. Things were changing; these people were no longer afraid the way they once were. Another one slipping through his rheumy fingers; so many souls surviving his assault. His desiccated bones threatened to give way inside him. He staggered across the cemetery, glancing down at the headstones of people he’d taken. The wind crumbled flakes off him as if he was made of parchment, the power stripping from him like ancient varnish. Eventually he would disappear completely.
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Had anyone looked a month ago, well, they wouldn’t have looked, because there was nothing to see. Say it started the day one of the Minutemen complained of a dinged side-mirror. Stu, I think it was. Gone around that bend in the road dozens, maybe hundreds of times, and never nicked anything before.

Upon closer inspection, he swore that tuft of grass halfway under the bulwark was a boot’s-length away when last he looked. And how long ago was that? Couldn’t say. Caked-on mud along the ground looked the way it had for years. No earthquakes in the area or anything else to account for things shifting around of their own accord.

Stu retired to the bar for the evening, picked up a round of drinks, and resolved to keep close watch on things. After all, that’s what brought him to the border.

Day 1

Two feet. Stu’s brother had surveying equipment and plenty of spare time. He couldn’t locate the original survey itself, dating back to the war, though he found a copy that he swore was correct. Had even less success locating an original USGS marker that hadn’t been shifted during the earthquake swarm, thus calling into question the results. All that came from the whole exercise was more than the usual amount of arguing played out over the third round of beers that night.

Day 2

Old Stu slept in his truck, backed against the bulwark. It was designed to keep us secure, but this was something entirely new. Come morning the truck was partly inside the cinderblock. Stu gunned the engine, spitting dust and gravel before something broke loose. He walked around to see a clean diagonal slice off the edge of his trailer hitch and left-rear taillight. The bulwark had this perfect shiny marking, a cross-section of the things left behind. Stu cussed something ungodly, and parked farther away that night.

Day 3

The dirt road the Minutemen used, at least the parts that ran against the wall, found its way to the wrong side of the bulwark. Stu dusted his passport and made the border crossing to look from the other side, and recounted what was left of the road there. He barely made it back—trouble at the border station. Nearly every car or bus that drove through stalled out and had to be pushed across. Word was they’d be closing the border, maybe for good this time. What’s it mean for our road to be on their side now? Does that make it their road?

Day 4

Stu broke out the four-wheel drive and spent the day patrolling the entire length, road or no. The bulwark continued clean to the ocean in one direction, but the other end had been breached—this caught the volunteers’ attention like nothing. The heavy, reinforced wall they’d built, all hundred miles of it, had crept uniformly forward, whereas farther inland the older, corrugated fence hadn’t moved an inch, except where the two met. There the metal got stretched like taffy, one side embedded into the brick like Stu’s hitch, the other jagged and torn, leaving a rent big enough to drive a truck through. Stu claimed he would’ve, except that the border was officially closed, and without rule of law, what’ve you got? He stood guard there for a good three hours before deciding to head back and tell his story. That night, he let someone else buy the rounds.

Day 5

The bulwark had moved about the span of a double-wide. Rex, another one of the fellas, made sure we knew how he set up his second home about as far from the bulwark as his house was wide, and he woke up this morning missing a wall. He just sat there and ate his Grape-Nuts and watched the bulwark swallow up another six inches of his place. A news crew from the area came out with their fancy cameras and took footage throughout the day.

Day 6

Rex’s double-wide was completely consumed, and the yellow paint from the walls had spread out maybe thirty paces breach-ward. Rex said it looked like a python digesting an antelope.

People were getting spooked. The religious stations ran just a bit longer before cutting to commercial. If you sat real still, you could see the bulwark moving, maybe about as fast as a shadow marching across the ground as the sun wheels through the sky. The Minutemen had never been real organized types, but now they were in utter disarray. Folks from all around began moving stuff away from the bulwark as fast as their U-Hauls could carry it. Stu was fit to be tied—with all the driving he’d been doing lately, he hadn’t got his hitch repaired yet, and he had just as much stuff sitting around as anyone else.

The sound of helicopters came and went throughout the day. One soared over the bulwark whereupon its rotors locked and it plummeted to a spectacular fiery landing, one that sadly there’s no videographic evidence of. No camera brought into the breech worked worth a lick.

Day 7

Downright thick with choppers overhead today, all of them carefully avoiding the dead space. Nightly News said they’re worked up because of the Naval Air Station a few miles from here. If this were to keep going, what’d they do? Some fancy math guy on the radio said the bulwark’s march was progressing geometrically, which in plain language means getting a little faster every day. The Last Exit shopping complex near what used to be the border crossing—the one the local newspaper once mockingly called the pinnacle of Western civilization—had to be flat evacuated. It’ll be barren ground soon, like the rest.

Day 8

The march plainly visible today—stare for a minute and watch the bulwark creep forward an inch. Stu’d been monitoring the destruction of the strip mall. Maybe a city-block-wide slice of the parking lot and some of the stores had been razed clean overnight. The markings on the bulwark showed the pattern of what got eaten—here a black SUV, there a smeared-out rendering of the Last Exit cell phone shop, even a distended freeway overpass.

Someone laid their hands upon the bulwark—flesh against brick. Said it felt like when you superglue your fingers together. If you pulled hard enough—and left some skin behind—it was possible to separate, but not something you’d want to make a habit out of doing.

On top of that, the bulwark’s getting longer. It ate a strip mall on one end and excreted out a mile of fresh brickwork on the other.

Day 9

Unannounced, they brought a tank. Quite a show. The first one had a plow-attachment on the front and tried to push the bulwark down, but the plow just stuck when the wall bit into it. No matter how much they reversed the engine, no matter how much dust they slung out from under the treads, the tank couldn’t break free. The poor operator had to bail out of the little hatch on the top. The second tank wasted no time opening fire on the bulwark, and those mortars were about the loudest thing you’ve ever heard. They pumped a round into the wall, and left a silverish smear, and little else. Then they opened a full barrage into the wall, and the shells just melted into the stone, until suddenly the whole bulwark lurched forward thirty yards, consuming the first tank and planing clean off the dangerous barrel of the second. From there it resumed a steady march. Within the hour, there was no sign left of either tank, other than a blurry metallic smudge fifty yards away.

Day 10

The whole Last Exit shopping complex was pretty much razed ground by this point, and all that concretion just made the bulwark stronger. What Stu complained about most was the Lonesome Dove Beer Bar. He swore he saw a ripple of brown glassy bottle splotches crawling downwall.

Not much news from the far side, but in the distance, right on top of the old Minuteman road, a horde of folks gathered. Looked like a protest of some sort, though hard to imagine what they’d have to protest about. The bulwark was moving away from them.

Day 11

Today the press took to using miles as their measurement of the march. The bulwark had advanced over a quarter of a mile from its original location, meanwhile the length of the wall had extruded out an good six miles. A large gathering of concerned citizens built a counter wall out of sand bags, broken pieces of concrete, some crushed automobiles, and anything else they could gather on short notice. Their embankment must have been a good thirty feet thick, and the bulwark chewed through it in half an hour like it wasn’t even there. All they did was feed the advance.

Day 12

To the north, a hundred helicopters or more took off this morning, heading for points farther north. Stu mused that the military gave up on stopping the thing, or at least didn’t think it’d be worth throwing away all that hardware on the hopes that they could.

Instead, they brought a crane, riding on huge tank treads to pace itself ahead of the march. Perched up on top, they stuck video equipment and telephoto lenses and the like. They had something worked out with the news organizations, because their video kept showing up on the feeds. What had them so interested was all the people gathered naked in the barren zone; some kind of ceremony playing out on the clean ground; people linking hands. Stu figured it was Mayan, but they blew their chance for doomsday back in 2012.

Day 13

In a display of dark humor, the press dubbed the strip of land, now more than a mile wide, the DMZ, the words scrolling underneath the continuous replay of yesterday’s events. An entire evacuated neighborhood got flattened during the night. The same fancy mathematician went on the TV to say that assuming the progression continued, in a matter of days the march would be so fast the highway patrol would have to ticket it.

Day 14

If there’s an upside to all this, it’s that the drive from Stu’s house to the bulwark had been shortened considerably from 30 miles it once was. The sense of inevitability hadn’t really sunk in with folks yet. In only a day or two more, his house would be gone, along with half of the greater metro area.

The dead zone stood as a gulf between peoples and nations. Only by satellite footage came news, and what showed up on the feed was difficult to believe. The people, arranged with interlocking limbs, formed a base for more people, layered higher and higher like a pyramid. By the end of the day, so immense was this human structure that Stu claimed he’d seen the top of it. Like the wall, this vast structure was on the march.

Day 15

The pyramid dominated the landscape and media coverage alike. A mountain of living bodies, locked in crystalline alignment, walking, crawling, making good time over the razed land and set to overtake the bulwark within the next day.

Stu never paid much mind to the religious nuts—they were frothed up enough as it was. But at this point, even he began to wonder if they were on to something.

When an unstoppable monument of flesh meets with an invincible bulwark of stone, what happens?

Today

The wall had probably marched five or six miles by midday. It wasn’t pretty—the bulwark caught up with gridlock on the northbound interstate, and entire families abandoned their SUVs, which were twenty seconds later swallowed entire. People on foot spilled into the shoulder but there’s only so much room on the interstate. Human sacrifice on a far grander scale.

But all that’s in the past. Some time near sunset, the pyramid will intersect with the bulwark. Nobody’s sure what will happen then—whether brick dust and mortar will explode into the air, or whether blood and gore will soak the earth. Perhaps both.

We watch, and we wait.
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I’m the bumper car bandit

fast around this track-tell

your monsters it’s me

when they feel the whack
 

I’m the bumper car bandit

speeding through the black

tell the werewolves it’s me

when they feel the smack
 

It’s true, this car, I

didn’t build it, rent it

or plan it, but I came

here first to man it
 

You see, I’m not 48

inches tall, so I snuck

in under the height sign

then climbed up a wall
 

I’m the bumper car bandit

quick on this track-tell

every demon spawn you know

I’m brave, I fight back
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Orson brought home a lot of strange winnings from his grifts: The life-sized papier-mâche Egyptian sarcophagus (which now served as a coffee table), the slightly used glass eye with a sizable chip in the iris, and how could Tara forget, the aborted fetus in the pickle jar. But Mr. Twinkles would prove the strangest of the lot.

Tara, having not yet met the aforementioned prize, perched on the edge of the orange Goodwill sofa, leaning toward the prosaic infomercial on the new fifty-inch TV (one of Orson’s more useful winnings). She puffed on a Marlboro and absently rubbed her temple, wondering when the hell he would come home. He routinely jaunted into the living room sometime between Family Guy reruns and Robot Chicken.

This lateness wasn’t normal.

The sky grew pink. Early birds chirped for worms. A hefty woman lectured Tara on the simplicity of making the “world’s best Paninis” with a “remarkable new invention” for only $49.95 . . . No, $39.95 . . . No, $29.95 . . .

What if something happened? Christ, why couldn’t he just take that job at Daddy’s office . . . ?

The deadbolt suddenly rattled, causing Tara to jerk with a gasp. She fumbled her cigarette, which burned her palm before falling to the carpet.

The door creaked open.

“Orson, where have you . . . ?” Tara’s mouth stopped working as soon as she saw the fat, furry bundle that hid her husband’s narrow chest and bearded chin. Her hand went to her throat, fluttering in an attempt to coax out some more words: “What . . . what is that?”

Orson kicked the door shut behind him and smiled at her. Then he looked down and took notice of the smoldering butt on the carpet next to several burn marks. “One of these days,” he chided, though not angrily, “you’re gonna torch this place to the ground.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, reaching down to clean up the offending blunder, “but you startled me. I just didn’t expect—”

“Now, sweetheart, I know what you’re going to say, but . . . ”

The ball of gray fur turned in Orson’s hands, its steely eyes scanning the room before settling on Tara’s pale face, pinning her to the floor.

“You know I’m allergic.” She looked away from the beast and crushed the Marlboro in her overflowing ashtray.

“Aw, there are pills for that.” Orson’s smile widened as he dropped a plastic shopping bag to the floor and raised the cat to his face for an affectionate nuzzle. “Isn’t he the cutest thing you’ve ever seen?”

Pills? Did he really expect her to take pills just so he could keep a damned evil-looking cat? Mr. I-Don’t-Even-Take-Aspirin-For-A-Migraine wanted to put her on allergy pills? Tara couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“Not really,” she said, “no.”

Orson stooped, placed the cat on the floor, then strode over to her. “Well, you still like this, don’t you?” He dropped a thick wad of cash on the Egyptian sarcophagus and wrapped his arms around her thin waist. “The cat—this gorgeous creature—was a bonus. I won so much dough tonight that our host ran out of cash. He had to put Mr. Twinkles here in the pot.”

He laughed. She didn’t.

“Mr. Twinkles?” she said.

“I thought about renaming him on the drive home, but—”

“Orson, you’re going to have to take that thing back. Look . . . ” She held out her forearm, showing him the uneven red splotches already forming.

A cloud passed over his sharp features before he trotted toward the bathroom, talking at her over his shoulder as he went. “Sweetie, this is no ordinary cat.”

Medicine cabinet creaked open. Shaken pills rattled from their bottle. Medicine cabinet creaked shut. Tara watched the cat sniff around the over-stuffed kitchen trashcan, swishing its wide, coon-like tail. Water ran in the bathroom.

“Yeah,” she said, watching the cat spring onto the crowded kitchen counter, narrowly missing the strainer filled with clean dishes. Repulsive. “What’s so special about it?”

Orson came tripping up to her with two pink tablets and a tiny paper cup. “Look . . . just look at that roll of cash.” He gestured to the wad on the casket-cum-coffee table. “I’ve never won so much in a single shot in my whole life.”

Tara only listened absently as he continued to brag about his exploits. He had cheated at card games since he was old enough to sit at the table, and she’d heard all she cared to. What she was ready for was something approaching stability. The life he’d promised. A normal existence. “Once there are enough steaks in the freezer,” he’d said. But when would enough really be enough? She wanted to know the answer and didn’t.

“So, what?” she said. “The cat’s like a good luck charm or something?”

Orson grabbed the purring lump before it could leap onto the aging Formica kitchen table. “Yeah, I think he is.” He settled on the sofa with the cat on his lap, scratching behind its ears. “I mean, I knew this was going to be a tough game—you know who was there?”

Tara shook her head and snatched the cash. She wanted to count it. Much as she hated to admit it, she liked the money. Against her better judgment and the constant echoes of her parents’ warnings, she also loved Orson.

“Okay, well, you know Dean, that guy I told you about?”

“Is he the one you lost all that money to at the Magic Castle?” Tara could hear the cat purring like a hell-born motorboat from across the cramped living room, pressing her nerves closer to the edge of reason.

“Yeah, damn near everything we had toward the house.” He scrubbed his hand over his face then returned to stroking the cat. “Well, he was there. This guy, Tom, was there with all this lucky voodoo shit. Some guy wearing a Rolex was there—and, yeah, it was real.”

Tara thumbed through the folded stack of bills. A lot of twenties, some fifties, a bunch of hundreds. It really was a good take.

“And it was at this Russian guy’s mansion, about half an hour from here. And I mean, this place was a real mansion. Like, you know, that place in Eyes Wide Shut where Tom Cruise has to have a password to get in? Like that.” The cat jumped from Orson’s lap and began kneading the arm of the sofa, pulling loops of thread out with a popping sound.

“Hey! Make him stop that,” Tara said. The cat turned, locked eyes with her, and yowled. Orson nudged it away from the sofa with his worn out Mizuno running shoe.

“Anyway, there were some other guys there—some came in limos, some in Jaguars and Porsches. Real nice crowd. Big money. And the owner of the place must’ve been some Russian mobster or some shit because he was loaded and he wouldn’t say what he did for a living. I mean, that’s not too unusual, but he was real secretive about his past, you know? I had enough sense not to push him, but some of the other guys . . . they seemed to get under his skin.”

The cat rubbed against Orson’s shin, leaving a swatch of gray fur on his neatly pressed khakis.

“So, okay, good crowd, yeah, what about the cat?”

“Well, I wasn’t doing so hot at the beginning of the game. I was down about two grand, even after pulling the extra aces out of my sleeve. Thought about bagging the whole game. Then this cat comes out of nowhere and jumps on my lap. And I’m thinking it looks just like the cat I had when I was a kid.”

“You had a cat when you were a kid? You never told me that.”

“Well, yeah, I did. Loved that thing. We used to let it outside to roam around, and one day it just didn’t come back.” Orson walked across the living room to the door and picked up the plastic shopping bag. “So anyway, I’m petting this cat and I win the next hand. Didn’t think much of it, but then I win the next hand and the one after that.”

“Well, maybe your luck just changed.”

“Exactly what I thought at first, but I know it was the cat because he left the room for a few minutes and I started losing again. Then he came back and I won, again and again. The Russian guy got really pissed off. He ran out of money, so he bet the cat. Said it used to belong to his wife. I guess she’s dead or something.” Orson laughed, then pulled a litter box from the plastic bag and set it on the floor outside the bathroom.

“Oh, God, a litter box? Orson, do we really have to keep this cat?”

He grabbed a bag of litter from the bag, ripped it open, and poured it into the box. “Oh, honey, come on. They’re real easy to take care of. And this guy’s going to help me get the rest of that down-payment for that real nice bungalow of yours. Gonna get us to the other side of the tracks.” He kissed her pocked cheek on his way to the garbage can where he stomped the over-flowing trash down with his foot to make room for more. “Besides, every magician should have a cat. It’s practically a rule.”

She knew arguing would get her nowhere. Orson never argued; he just did what he wanted to do. That’s how she wound up living in a shitty one-bedroom apartment with a professional con man. She just went along with the plan.

“Honey, I have to get some sleep. Big show tonight, remember? You coming?”

“You know I never come to your shows. I don’t like magic. I hate being lied to and tricked.” Tara thought Orson looked pale. “Do you want anything to eat before you go to bed? You must be starving. I can make you something. I know you don’t eat when you’re working.”

“That’s okay,” he said, kicking off his shoes. “I actually did eat at the Russian palace. We had caviar and some little pancakes called blinis. Not bad.” He grinned at her.

Tara walked over to him and threw her arms around his neck. “You know I worry about you. And not just about the eating. What if somebody catches you at one of your games? You said all those guys carry guns and stuff.” She ran her fingers through his thinning hair.

“You worry too much.” He kissed her without much passion. “Everything is super-cool. We’re almost there. This is almost over, I promise. But I’m really tired right now.” He kissed her again and removed her arms from his neck.

Tara sighed and looked at the cat, which was now sitting on the windowsill, batting at the stained curtain with a fat paw. “Can you take that thing into the bedroom with you?”

“Sure thing.” Orson crossed the room and scooped up the cat. “Come on, Mr. Twinkles. Good night, honey.” He kissed Tara again, went into the bedroom, and shut the door.

Tara thought she should probably get some sleep, too, but she didn’t want to waste her day off work. Not having to go into the store was a rare treat. But how would she spend her day? She walked to the kitchen, pulled a coffee filter down from a shelf, popped it into the coffee maker, and filled the pot with water.

Thump.

Tara turned around, sloshing water out of the coffee pot, and found the big gray cat on the counter behind her. But . . . how did he . . . ? The bedroom door was shut tight. Maybe Orson let him out?

“Well, Mr. Twinkles, looks like it’s you and me.” She turned on the coffee maker and gingerly waved at the cat, trying to get it off the counter. Mr. Twinkles did not move. He glared at Tara with his strange silver eyes. “Heh. Okay, then.” Tara turned to leave the kitchen. Maybe she’d watch some more television. She sat down on the threadbare couch and looked over her shoulder into the kitchen. The cat was making his way slowly down the countertop, sniffing and examining everything in his path. Tara turned back to the television, but seconds later she detected movement out of the corner of her eye. The cat was perched on the counter, ready to hop onto the kitchen table. She wanted to stop him but was afraid to touch him. Her hives had gone, thanks to the pills she’d swallowed, but she knew they’d be back as soon as she came into contact with a single hair from Mr. Twinkles.

The cat sailed onto the table, knocking an empty cup and Tara’s cell phone to the floor. He swaggered in a circle and seemed to be looking at yesterday’s mail. Tara stood. The cat pawed at the stack of torn envelopes and unfolded bills, pausing to study each one. Tara could have sworn the cat was reading the mail. She shook her head and walked over to the mess.

“Shoo!” She waved her arms at the beast. It crouched. “Get off the table.” It flattened its ears. “Go on.” Its paw flashed out at her, catching one of its claws on the pink fleshy rim of her lower eyelid. For a long second, the cat’s front leg was stretched, pulled straight as Tara’s head retreated. The flesh gave way and the cat’s paw fell to the table, leaving a small spattering of bright red blood. Tara’s hand flew to her eye and she cried out, stumbling away from the table. “Orson!” She stumbled to the bathroom, flicked on the light, and grabbed a hand towel. “Shit.” Blood ran down her cheek in a thin trickle. Just a scratch. She cleaned it with the towel and went to the bedroom. “Orson!”

He answered with a loud snort. Once he was asleep, he was gone. And if she woke him, she knew he’d never get back to sleep. It was only a scratch. They could talk about it later. Damned cat.

Tara shut the bedroom door and went back to her spot on the sofa. She looked around for the cat but didn’t see him. The apartment was small and there was nowhere for him to hide. Maybe he was in the bathroom. Good, maybe he’ll drown in the toilet.

Pots and pans crashed in the kitchen behind her.

Tara got up and peeked around the breakfast bar. Mr. Twinkles sat in a frying pan, pawing at a large roll of cash that had somehow fallen out of an old cookie tin. Their down payment. Tara grabbed a kitchen towel and waved it at the cat. She was rewarded with silence. She backed off, not wanting to get scratched again—she could feel her eye swelling from both injury and allergy. She stood and watched as the cat spread the money all over the dirty linoleum floor.

Orson would have to take Mr. Twinkles back to the Russian guy as soon as he got up.

Tara made her way back to the couch and stared blankly at the TV. The Panini woman had been replaced by a far-too-perky early morning talk-show host.

She tried to ease into the couch but was pulled a thousand miles from comfort by a loud yowl.

Damned cat.

The yowling turned into . . . yodeling?

Mr. Twinkles sat gazing at her, kind of (she didn’t want to admit this) singing to her.

Everything fell away except for Mr. Twinkles’ song.

Tara was mesmerized.

She finally shook her head and stood up. Not knowing what to do, she did what she always did when something alarmed her: she ran to the computer on the cluttered desk in the corner of the living room. She switched it on and typed “cat singing” into a search engine. A list of inane YouTube videos appeared, but something interesting followed: a link to a Russian legend concerning singing cats.

A Russian legend? Coincidence or . . . ?

According to the legend, an old Russian Blue cat called Siniy would visit those who were destined to face an untimely or tragic death, stealing into their homes by flattening out and squeezing through the cracks beneath their doors. If this mythical Blue walked in a circle around the would-be victim, their fate would be changed and they would live a long, charmed life. On the other hand, if the cat sat down and “sang” to them, their fate was sealed and they would indeed die an untimely or tragic death. Siniy would escort these unfortunate victims to the fabled ferryman at the River Styx, delivering them to an eternity of unrest in the underworld.

Mr. Twinkles was going back to the Russian.

“Orson!” Tara ran to the bedroom and threw the door open with a bang. “Damn it, Orson, wake up! There’s something wrong with that cat.”

Orson sat up and peered at his wife through the gloom. She turned on the light. He saw her wound and flew out of bed. “Christ, what happened to your eye?”

“It’s that fucking cat. It scratched my eye and . . . and now . . . it’s . . . singing.”

Orson stared at her, his mouth hanging open, his hair sticking up.

“Singing?”

Tara grabbed his hand. “Come here and look at what it says on the Internet about singing cats!”

Orson stumbled along behind her. “On the Internet. Singing. Honey, I know you don’t like cats, but you’re sounding a little crazy.”

She stood behind him as he leaned over the desk, reading the computer screen. The cat rubbed against his leg, purring. Orson straightened and faced her. “Honey, come on. That’s just a legend. A folktale or whatever.” He reached out to hold her, but she pushed his arms away. “Look, you just need a little time to get used to each other. You’re not a cat person, but he’s a great cat. It’ll work out. I promise.”

“I want that thing out of here, Orson.”

He sighed, thinking of the luck the cat had brought him at the card game, thinking of the money, and the house they could soon have. “Okay, I’ll tell you what. If you still hate him tomorrow morning, I’ll take him back. How’s that? I have to work tonight and I just don’t have time for this drama.” He kissed her on the forehead and brushed a fingertip over her injured eye. “Let’s get some ice on that eye.” She followed him to the kitchen.

Mr. Twinkles watched them go.

***
 

Applause filled the club.

“Thank you, thank you. You are too kind.” Orson held up his hands, palms facing the audience. “For my final trick of the evening, I shall . . . ” With a sweep of his arm, he uncovered a tall glass tank with a leather-and-chain harness hanging inside, “defy reason and cheat death!” Murmurs flowed through the crowd like blood seeping from a scrape. Orson squinted into the stage lights and searched for puzzled faces in the audience.

He fed off their doubt.

But doubt wasn’t what he found as his eyes were drawn to a figure at the end of the first row. A gaunt man with crazy black hair and an eyepatch wore a confident smirk as he politely applauded.

The Russian.

Shaken, Orson climbed into the glass tank and was secured, upside down, by two assistants. Chains were wrapped, locks snapped, and Orson’s heart raced. The audience was instructed to count backward from ten.

He had done this trick more than a thousand times before, but the water had never looked darker or felt colder . . .

Ten . . .

He fumbled with the harness, looking for the safety catch. Where was it?

Nine . . . Eight . . .

He could always find the catch quickly, like an experienced skydiver with the pull-cord, but . . .

Seven . . . Six . . . Five . . .

He floundered. Felt the tank pressing in. The water crushing him . . .

Four . . . Three . . . Two . . .

His thumb grazed the catch, right where it was supposed to be, yet he could have sworn it hadn’t been there moments before. He grasped the hidden chain, pulled hard, came free . . .

One . . .

. . . and emerged to a thunderous roar of applause.

Orson jumped out of the tank and stood at the edge of the stage.

The crowd continued their raucous display of admiration. A few in the audience even stood. It was always like this when a performer genuinely struggled, looking as if they might not pull off the illusion. People fed off the possibility of disaster—of failure—the same way he fed off their doubt. Of course, ten seconds under water wouldn’t drown him. Shame would have been his punishment, not death.

He scanned the crowd. The Russian man was gone.

Orson swallowed bile and forced a smile, then fled to the small dressing room backstage and started toweling off.

“Hey, man,” Stu Stone, another magician, said to him, “you really brought it tonight! Gotta hand it to you. Looked like you were gonna die up there!”

“Yeah,” Paul Shannon, the opening comedian, chimed in. He turned back to Stu. “But where’s my credit?”

“What do you mean?” Stu said.

“I die up there for real every night.” Paul laughed. Stu smirked. Orson felt the sudden desire to kill them both as he took a deep breath and snapped on a fresh T-shirt.

“Hey,” Stu said, “we’re going out for a few drinks. Wanna come?”

“Thanks,” Orson said, “but not tonight.”

“What’s wrong?” asked Paul.

“Nothing . . . ” Orson started.

“Lady troubles. I’d know that look anywhere,” said Stu.

Paul scratched his chin and squinted. “Come to think of it, when are we gonna meet that lady love of yours? Tara, right? You talk about her all the time, but—”

“Not now,” Orson snapped. He’d worked with these guys for a few months. Normally liked them. Sure, Paul’s observational humor was mostly lifted from Seinfeld, and Stu hardly knew his way around simple coin tricks, but they were good guys. Best to just walk away rather than unload. “Later,” he said, already rushing for the exit.

He pushed the door open and stepped outside, stopping just short of running nose-first into the Russian man and the gray furry bundle he held in front of his chest.

Mr. Twinkles.

***
 

The Russian slid into the passenger seat of Orson’s old Corolla and pulled the door shut. Mr. Twinkles purred on his lap. Orson gripped the steering wheel and wished he were somewhere else. A cell phone was thrust into his ribs.

“Someone wants talk to you,” the Russian said in his thick accent.

Orson looked at the man’s seamed face, then took the phone. Its video screen showed his worst nightmare.

Tara sat bound and gagged, staring wide-eyed into a camera somewhere, struggling and crying.

The Russian laughed in Orson’s ear. His breath smelled like death.

With a horrible ripping sound, a disembodied hand snatched the strip of duct tape from Tara’s mouth, leaving a red welt across her face. She inhaled sharply and screamed.

“Orson!” Tara pleaded. “Help me! I don’t know what’s happening. What’s going on, Orson? Help—”

The Russian hit the disconnect button.

“You son of a bitch!” Orson cocked a fist and threatened to hit the Russian. “How?”

The Russian smiled at the windshield. “You know, I was once like you. Young, married.” The Russian looked at Orson. “Cheater.” Orson let his fist fall into his lap.

“I’ll do anything to save her, give you everything I have. Just don’t—”

The Russian laughed. “It was at big card game, out in country, like one last night, da? Must have been, oh, twenty years ago. I was big deal. Winning every game, lots of money, moved to America. Even bought nice big house for my wife.” The Russian gave a snort and scratched the cat’s ears. “Then, one night, too careless. I win too much. Man saw me pull ace from my sock. They let me play whole night, let me think I was going to win biggest money ever. Then, after game, bam! They knock me down in alley, kicking, hitting. Man who saw me cheat had knife and he did this to me.” The Russian lifted his eye-patch and showed Orson his empty socket, dark red and puckered with scar tissue. “Beat me so bad, I nearly die. I wake up when something tickling my face, licking hole where eye was. You know what woke me? Do you?”

Orson couldn’t think about that. He wanted to know where his wife was, who was hurting her. It wounded him now, to think how much he had neglected her. How much he loved her. This was all for her. It was all—

“That tickling on my face,” the Russian continued, “that licking my wound, was cat. Mr. Twinkles, da?” The Russian laughed. “I lost one eye, but I gained two new eyes that night. Cat is always on lookout for me. Helps me spot cheaters who try to take my money so I can correct them, like I was corrected.”

“Sir,” Orson said, “you have to believe me. I didn’t cheat last night. The cat sat on my lap the whole time. He . . . he brought me luck.”

“Cat sat on your lap and watched you cheat me blind. And through his eyes, I saw . . . I saw everything.”

“You’re crazy . . . that doesn’t make any sense. That cat . . . he . . . he reminds me of a cat I had when I was a kid. That’s why he brought me luck.”

“Really?” said the Russian. “And what was old cat’s name?”

Orson couldn’t remember. He grasped for the memory. Felt it fall away.

“There was no cat,” the Russian said. “Think hard, Great Orson. There never was cat in your childhood. There is no cat in your adulthood. Cat will never bring you luck. Cat may bring you justice, may bring you balance, but never bring luck.”

“Tara,” Orson wheezed.

“Important name,” the Russian said, “but not pretty like Russian name.”

The cell phone rang. The Russian jabbed a button and handed it to Orson.

On the screen, Tara’s hair was yanked back by a man wearing all black. Her throat was exposed. She tried to scream, but the duct tape was back on her mouth. The cartilage in her neck worked as though she were gulping water on a hot day. A knife flashed across her tender flesh and opened a fount of blood.

Orson screamed, his throat and eyes burning, his heart running a race it couldn’t win.

The Russian opened the car door and started to get out.

“Tell me this is all a trick,” Orson cried. “Tell me—”

“No trick,” said the Russian, holding Mr. Twinkles closer as he stepped from the car.

On the cell phone screen, the man in black showed Orson the money he’d stashed away for the down payment. For Tara’s dream. A dream he could have fulfilled months earlier, though he hadn’t told her. He wanted to do better than the bungalow. Surprise her.

The Russian bent down and thrust his head back into the car.

Orson lowered the phone, expecting a bullet to enter his brain at any moment. When it didn’t come, he asked, “Aren’t you going to kill me, too?”

The Russian laughed. “I like how you Americans play your games. Your ‘No Limit.’”

Orson turned his head to face the man and his cat, and . . .

No, it can’t be!

. . . the cat was laughing, too.

“Kill me,” Orson pleaded. “Just kill me.”

“Mr. Twinkles and I,” said the man, “we adopt your ‘No Limit.’”

Mr. Twinkles’ eyes went wide. Streetlight starbursts glimmering in silver orbs. Hypnotic.

“Just kill me,” Orson repeated weakly.

“He already has,” said Mr. Twinkles in a soft, faraway purr. “He already has.”
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I remember the stars. Sirius, Arcturus, Aldebaran, Fomalhaut, hundreds of points of light in the sky, like gems inset in a black-velvet sea. Even as a child, my grand-pappy had told me of hundreds more from when he’d been just as young as I, myself, had been back then.

Presently, the only points of light in the night were the lonely planets, gracefully orbiting, retrograding, waxing and waning. And now I, as old as my grand-pappy had been, feared even those glimmering specks would blow away like their pinpricked neighbors.

A chill took me, standing in my daughter’s back garden this mid-summer’s eve. The Moon wouldn’t rise until three in the morning, and a solitary tree stood watch by my side. Beneath the nearly empty sky, her house shone the only substantial light inside the fence. Subsequently, a diminutive, ghostly silhouette eclipsed even that. Moments later, I was finally warmed by Lothar, who rushed over to hug my leg.

“What’cha doing, grandpa Tom?” Lothar looked up at me with eyes wide like only a child’s could be.

I ruffled my grandchild’s hair as he clung to me. “Lothar, my boy! Do you know why your mamma gave you that name?”

“The healer.” Lothar answered with such adorable pride as he hugged me tighter.

“That’s right. Lothar was the name of one of Wōden’s sons.”

“Like Thor?” Lothar’s grin was beaming.

“Yes, like Thor, but Lothar didn’t carry a hammer, he was a healer. His saga tells of a great plague falling upon the mortal world, giving boils and lesions to the people.” I deepened my voice as I continued. “So Wōden sent Lothar to cure the sick. Lothar traveled from town to town, where his touch was able to heal the sores and shrink the cancers. And everyone Lothar cured gained Lothar’s power to heal so that soon, so the story goes, everyone had the ability.”

“When I grow up, I wanna be a healer, like Lothar.” Lothar shook my leg with excitement.

“You can be anything you want Lothar, as long as there’s still a world for us to live in.” I cast my gaze skyward, lost in my memories. “When I was a child, there were uncountable pinpricks of light in the sky.”

Lothar loosened his grip, I glanced down to see a quizzical look in his eyes.

I sighed. They just didn’t understand.

“Mom! Grandpa’s telling us one of his fantasies again!” Lothar was halfway to the back door before I could comfort him. My poor grandson, my poor family. So strange they’d accept an old Norse legend but not the facts right in front of them.

I supposed it was for the best they didn’t know the danger. The lies from the government which kept society together were no doubt preferable to the total social collapse and chaos were the average person to know the truth. The only folks they didn’t control were the Anarchists, but then no one controlled the lawless.

I shook my head, freeing my few wisps of remaining hair to flutter in the breeze. So very few recalled the majesty of the heavens. Sure, my kids remember when even Alpha Centauri winked out about four years ago. But for the hundreds, perhaps thousands still living from my youth, the stars were fast becoming a memory of a dying generation.

My daughter’s cat, Alex, came out to rub against my leg. I picked him up to pet him. He seemed to be my only friend standing there in the yard; did he even know what was happening?

It was as if no one wanted to believe there was anything else beyond the Earth, the Sun and the various planets, asteroids and comets of the solar system. The historians even described whole galaxies, each containing one hundred billion stars of their own. And yet, today, no one even believed that a single star existed beyond our very own Sun.

The Annihilation had come slowly at first. We’d sent probes long ago to try and intercept it, yet nothing had survived. Still we’d tried to understand and arrest the onslaught.

‘Starve the beast,’ they’d said when I was merely a boy. A great project to prevent the Annihilation from absorbing anything more. To stop it from feeding. To cut off its supply of nutrients. It hadn’t been easy to shut down the stars immediately around the Annihilation; we’d done our best. Still it had come, infecting even the lifeless husks of once vibrant, stellar plasmas. The government, as duplicitous as ever, had hidden the entire mission from the public, Earth’s greatest heroes, forever unknown.

“Dad, come on! We’re going to take you home,” my daughter called from the house.

“Shauna, please don’t take me back to the home! It’s so depressing. I want, need, to be near family when the Annihilation finally takes us.” I released Alex.

“Dad, stop being so melodramatic. You know we’ve got work and school tomorrow. Get in the car.”

Head low, Lothar came out to comfort me once more. I followed as my grandson took me by the hand and led me to Shauna’s black, Suburban SUV. It was dusk and soon the Annihilation would be in full view. Blacker than the blackest black you’d ever seen. I knew they were in a rush to get me back to the nursing home and to return their house before the dark, empty night overtook them. No one stayed out after dark; the Anarchists made sure of that. But that’s not the true horror. What would happen when the Annihilation finally took all of us?

It was a short drive to the home. As we approached the city, the raucous partying without abandon was deafening even through the cars windows. The lights from the metropolis created a bright halo to the otherwise darkened western sky. The Anarchists were out in force.

Shauna looked agitated. “Don’t they have jobs? I swear, the constant partying as if the world was going to end tomorrow; it’s just ridiculous.”

Even in my youth there had always been folks with a carefree attitude. You could’ve found a guy with a “The Annihilation is Nigh” placard on every street corner. Yet recently these shenanigans seemed to be more the norm than an aberration and they had evolved into true Anarchists. At least they knew our time was almost up.

Shauna pulled into the nursing home a few minutes later. My kin hugged me tight then left me at the door, all except Shauna. She held me in her arms one last time and then looked deeply into my eyes.

“Dad, please stop telling these nonsense stories about the stars. The stars disappearing is a natural process. It’s all over the news. Nothing to worry about. We’ll be fine, you’ll see. Even the President says so. After all, it’s been years since we had any stars and life goes on. Please stop with your Anarchist tales.” Her eyes pleaded with me to relent.

“I’m sorry Shauna, my dear. You go home and rest up. I’ll be here tomorrow when you get home from work and I’m always just a phone call away.” I couldn’t hurt my only child; her ignorance would be her bliss. I released my daughter and retired to my room alone. I just hoped the Annihilation would allow me to keep my word to her just one more night.

“Saturn! It’s taken Saturn!” My neighbor, Barney, was shouting like crazy from outside my window.

The clock read half-past one and I groaned. “Pipe down Barney! Give an old man a chance to get his slippers on!”

When I reached the inner courtyard I found Barney much calmer, relaxing on one of the many sublime benches lining the quiescent fountain surrounded by apple and pear saplings. “Barney. Tell me it ain’t so.”

“See for yourself Tom. It’s gone. Vamoose. The Annihilation’s going after the planets now. It’s only a matter of time before Earth!” Barney may have looked tired but the fire in his eyes told me this was no dream.

I glanced up, fearing what I knew must be true. I almost hoped it could’ve been an illusion, that my aided gaze might’ve seen that yellow orb winking at me with its rings. But no, Barney was right, the Annihilation was taking its first victims in nearly four years.

Only later did I find out the astronomers had been marking the planets off: Sedna, Pluto, Neptune and Uranus. Saturn was just the next in the chain of the Annihilation’s midnight snack.

“The Annihilation, it’s getting closer, Tom.” Barney was anxious.

“Let’s watch Jupiter, off there, along the Eastern horizon.” We both stood on benches to get a better view. Jupiter was still there, its red spot still no doubt making its rounds one last time before, inevitably, the Annihilation would infect its next body.

We waited silently for a quarter-hour as Jupiter slowly rose in the empty sky. As we waited, Martha came over from the women’s ward, a refracting telescope cradled in her arms.

“You boys watching Jupiter? Mind if I join?” Martha’s long, gray hair cascaded over her nightclothes.

“Oh, Marty, you’re a sight for sore eyes, my dear!” I smiled broadly as Barney waved, not taking his eyes off the planet.

“You know, Tom, I don’t know if you mean me or the telescope.”

I took the device from Martha and laid it on the nearest bench, then embraced my slender yet soft friend. “You know it’s you I’m always after Marty.”

Martha kissed my cheek then whispered in my ear, “This could be our last night together Tommy; what’s say you come by my place around three and we can make our last night on Earth one to remember?”

Martha pinched my butt then kissed my cheek again. We’d been intimate before, but this was the first time I’d seen Martha so, how can I say? Assertive. An Annihilation side effect no doubt.

“So what brings you out here Martha?” Barney’s eyes remained locked on Jupiter.

“Couldn’t sleep. So I picked up my phone and decided to check my Twitter feed. My stream was abuzz with all kinds of chatter about Saturn disappearing. I figured that meant you two’d be out here, straining your eyes. And since I wasn’t using it,” Martha nodded at the telescope.

Barney was still engrossed in his observations. “What’s that Martha? You here to keep us company?”

“No thanks, Barney. I can see you already have enough on your mind for me to butt in. You boys have your fun and enjoy the telescope; I’ve got a special late night date I need to freshen up for.” Martha winked at me then returned to the far side of the courtyard before disappearing indoors.

“Telescope, eh? That Martha’s worth a million, Tom.” Barney still remained motionless.

“You don’t know the half of it!”

The telescope was engraved with a message, For Grandma. This had been so generous of her. I unfolded the built-in tripod and set the scope to focus on Jupiter. After a few minutes of struggling, with no landmarks to guide me, I finally locked on to an image of the planet no bigger than my pinkie. The red spot was just a pinprick on its surface but that wasn’t the only blemish.

“Barney, I think it’s happening!”

His only reply was a faint snoring. Apparently Barney wasn’t as dedicated to the vigil as I thought.

At first it was just a black spot on the edge of the planetary orb. But then it grew. Not, though, like an eclipse, taking a bite out of the object. No, the black spot expanded like a weed, it’s tendrils caressing, slowly at first, branching and dividing until only wisps of the gas giant were left. And then, Annihilation. Empty sky.

I shivered. I let my face drift from the eyepiece and sat on the nearest bench. I turned to Barney. “Dude, wake up! It got Jupiter!”

Barney started when I shook his arm. “What’d I miss?” He rattled his head then darkened, his aspect grave. “Jupiter?”

“Yeah.”

“How’d it happen?”

“It . . . ” I was at a loss for words. “ . . . it was like an infection. Like the Annihilation took hold of the solar system’s largest planet and just devoured it by a million, tiny filaments.” I swallowed hard.

“Creepy, mate.”

“You don’t know the half of it! I hope I never have to see that again.” It wasn’t per se all that scary but I think we were both in shock that today was the day. I don’t know how we remained so calm; I guess even then the danger still seemed abstract, five hundred million miles away.

“Tom, what do you think it’s gonna be like when it gets to us?”

“I don’t know.” I didn’t want to tell Barney what I really thought. The very idea of being ripped apart from the inside was too much for even me to contemplate. Whatever the Annihilation was, it seemed an unstoppable, ever-growing toxin on the face of the Universe.

“You think we’ll see Mars?” Fear danced in Barney’s eyes.

“Not tonight,” I reassured him. “And Venus and Mercury only appear near sunrise and sunset. There’s nothing left to see, unless you want to look for Ceres or another of the asteroids.” The black sky was oppressive. I only hoped the Moon would rise soon. Just something, anything would be better than the Annihilation plastered across the entire sky.

“Nah. I’m gonna try and get some sleep.” Barney carefully rose from his bench then he, like Martha, headed inside.

I decided to stay out a bit longer; I guess I’m just a masochist at heart. I took out my iPod and scrolled to Abbey Road. If this was to be the last album I’d ever hear, I figured it may as well be the last album the Beatles ever recorded.

As Paul McCartney intoned what he would do to the Queen of England had he the chance, I rose from my seat, packed up the telescope and headed for the woman’s ward to see Martha. When I hit stop on my iPod, I noticed the time was already seventeen past three.

The Moon should’ve risen by eight past; time was running out.

I made it to Martha’s room by half-past and gingerly tapped the door so as not to wake her neighbors. No reply. “Martha?” I whispered, hoping she could hear.

I checked the door and found it unlocked. Clearly Martha was playing coy with me, so I slunk into the room and laid the telescope quietly on her dresser. Closing the door, it became pitchblack so I struggled to disrobe and get in bed with her.

I entered on the left, but there was no Martha. I then moved to the right side of the bed but that too was empty.

I reached for the lantern and switched on the light. Martha was nowhere to be seen. Her room was pristine, apart from where I’d rumpled her bed covers, and Martha was gone.

Apparently, I’d kept her waiting too long and she’d found comfort in someone else. Disheartened, I gathered my clothes and crept back to my room, too ashamed to even dress properly. When I got to my bed, I fell into the covers and somehow slept despite a growing concern I may never awaken.

My eyes opened to a darkened room. The clock read eleven but outside it was still pitch black. First the Moon, now the Sun, our days were numbered. Without the warmth of the Sun, the Earth’s oceans and atmosphere would freeze and deposit a layer of ice on the surface so cold the Annihilation’s embrace might have been preferable. It would take a week for the heat of the planet to dissipate to a mere zero Fahrenheit though at this rate I feared the Earth might not even last hours.

I dressed and went to bang on Barney’s door.

“Hold on, mate! What time is it?” I could hear Barney dressing beyond the threshold. “Eleven? Cripes!” He thrust the door opened; he looked exhausted.

“You don’t look so good Barney.”

“I don’t feel so good.” There was a speck of dirt on Barney’s shirt he tried to brush off. As he did so, the tips of his fingers seemed to disappear.

“Holy!”

Barney screamed. It was the most blood-curdling scream I’d ever heard in even the most gruesome of horror films. And yet, no one came. The home was deathly quiet, save for our commotion.

The strands of Annihilation weaved their way around Barney’s fingers, like capillaries expanding from arteries and veins. Barney started to fall backwards and throwing caution to the wind I tried to catch him, comfort him. I knew the Annihilation had him and hell be damned if it would take me too! I couldn’t let my friend suffer alone. I gently lowered him to the ground.

Soon Barney’s arms where just faint threads of white and then his chest grew holes. When the holes reached his lungs, Barney could yell no longer. He was quiet but far from at peace. I held him as best I could, what remained of him, but soon saw my hands through what was once his flesh and shredded clothing. I cradled his head in my hand as a white, spinal column was all that connected his remaining form to his still solid feet. In a last gasp of resistance, he began thrashing his legs only to see the tendrils snake their way into his extremities.

Soon, there was more Annihilation than Barney. And then there were just his eyes, and then . . . Barney was gone. But I remained. My mind reeled. How could I still be alive? How could the Annihilation have spared me?

I looked around the empty hallway, pristine as if nothing had happened, as if the Annihilation hadn’t. But It hadn’t spread. It wasn’t contagious. I didn’t know how the stars, planets and people contracted It but at least it wasn’t by touch.

I had to get out. I rushed to the entrance only to find it completely unmanned. Clearly Barney wasn’t the only one missing, but I wondered if they were dispatched by the Annihilation or were just hunkering down with family, as I should be. As I jogged down the street, there were no cars on the road. The whole town, at least on the exterior, seemed deserted. I made my way to Shauna’s house on foot and with little to impede me, I made good time.

As I ran, my mind wandered. Did Martha really leave me hanging? There’s no way she’d have threw me aside intentionally. The Annihilation was no more just a menace to my planet, it was getting personal and I knew there was a score to settle, if only I could settle it.

I looked up. The street lights were still illuminated and the black Annihilation still prevailed across the sky. But then I saw it, where the Sun should be. No brighter than the brightest star, still churning and generating light and heat! If it took minutes for Jupiter, I guess the Sun being many times bigger still had some fight to show the Annihilation! Never more had I felt so proud of our life giving orb.

Alas, though, even the Sun’s gains were fleeting and I knew it too would succumb if nothing else could be done.

I reached the house and knocked on the door. There was no answer so I knocked louder. “Shauna! It’s your dad! Come and answer the door; let me know you’re safe!”

“Grandpa?” A teary voice came from behind the door.

“Lothar, where’s your mommy?”

“Gone Grandpa . . . ” I could hear Lothar sobbing in the entryway. After a couple of minutes, Lothar quieted enough to unlock the door and let me in.

I hugged my grandson in the tightest embrace I could, to show him I wasn’t going anywhere if I could help it. I then led him to the couch were we could sit and talk.

“Mommy . . . The black monster ate her. I saw it! The Black dripped all over mommy’s body. Mommy was erased . . . ” Lothar broke down again and I let him cry into my shirt for a good, long while.

“Lothar, my boy. There’s nothing you could’ve done. I lost my daughter today, and you your mother but we’re still here, together and we remember!” I rocked my grandson in my arms over and over, singing to try and calm him. I knew what I saw and how horrifying it was to me; for Lothar to see it happen to his mother was doubtlessly traumatizing.

After a while, Lothar was calm enough to lift his head from my shirt. “It tried to get me, Grandpa.”

“To get you?”

“The Annihilation, it was on my hand, but then it came off.”

“Came off? How?”

Lothar got up and lead me upstairs to his room where a partially dissolved glass was sitting on his nightstand. “See the glass? I stopped it.”

I couldn’t believe it! It was as if the Annihilation had been stopped in mid meal. Wisps of the glass were missing but as a whole the thing was still there. I touched it and pricked myself on the sharp, spindly edge.

“I couldn’t save Mommy. Mommy wouldn’t let me hug her.”

I went over and hugged Lothar again as tightly as I could. “Lothar, honey, it’s not your fault! It’s not your fault! The Annihilation’s what took your mother and the Annihilation is what you and I are going to stop!”

“But how, Grandpa?” Lothar had the biggest eyes when he looked up at me.

“Lothar, I believe you’re a Annihilation antigen. A body that recognizes the Annihilation for what it is, a malevolent invader, and neutralizes it. There were theories but until we came into contact with the Annihilation we could never be sure. But I think, Lothar, you’re the answer!”

I picked Lothar up in my arms and carried him down the stairs.

I thought I felt Alex brush up against my leg, but when I went down to look, much of his tail had already been consumed by the Annihilation. The cat looked terrified, but the deterioration seemed to have stopped, mid-infection . . . Just like the glass. I put Lothar down to look at the cat.

“Lothar, did you touch Alex just now?” I asked as I picked up the now docile feline. Barney’s eyes haunted my thoughts.

“No, Grandpa. Grandpa, I think you’re an auntie Gene now.”

I chuckled. “Antigen, Lothar.” Could it be true? Could I have caught Lothar’s cure? Was the cure contagious? I allowed hope to erase all doubt and ran into the street, where I called out. “We can stop the Annihilation! We can stop the Annihilation.”

Lothar followed me out and we walked toward the center of town, hoping to find anyone left, anyone to listen. As we wandered the empty streets, Lothar looked toward the heavens.

“Grandpa, is that a star?” In the pitch black of night, Lothar had found the Sun, now just a point no more luminous than any other stellar source, were any remaining. Was it my imagination, or was the Sun looking a little brighter.

“Yes and no, Lothar. That’s our Sun. But our Sun’s a star, just much, much closer. And once it was just as big as many of the other stars, but now I expect it’s much smaller than even the Earth. Perhaps no more than a few city blocks if its temperature miraculously remained constant.” I didn’t understand how the Sun could continue to produce light at the same rate it always had, having become so tiny, but I wasn’t going to argue with the nature of the Annihilation when we had the cure at hand. At least in the nine or so hours, at most, that it could have been shrinking, the Earth couldn’t have deviated more than a about fifteen hundred miles from its natural orbit.

Lothar stopped us walking and turned to face me. “Grandpa, I’m sorry I didn’t believe you. I’ll remember this day, when the Sun was just a dot. I’ll never forget mommy, and I’ll remember the stars.”
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I KNOW THIS WORLD
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"I Know This World" appeared in a special edition of Michael Louis Calvillo's I Will Rise, and is my interpretation of what happened right after that story, and addresses the Cancer of unknown origin that took my friend at such an early age. I've lost so many: my Godmother Christine Mouio several years back, and recently another young writer friend, Stephen Wilson. Cancer touches everybody. My wish is we stop spending billions on destroying one another, and instead apply it toward eradication. Come hang with me at: www.johnpalisano.us

 

MAGIC
 

Lights blind me as I fall into endless abyss. The Gods work their magic on me. Chugga chugga chugga chugga: the sound of someone playing damped chords on a wicked distorted guitar surrounds me. This fourth dimension caresses my skin, bathes me and moves me down toward some bright and liquid place. I can’t imagine what’s next.

There’s no pain anymore. All the discomfort and all the humiliations near the end of my life have vanished, the memories little drops of fluid archived inside my brain. You can’t remember pain. You know that, right? Once it’s gone, you can’t really close your eyes and experience it again. Uh-uh. You’ll be free and high and mighty and brand new. That’s where I’m going: to be remade.

I hear echoes from my recent past hitting me like falling rain.

Do the right thing. Come on. Get off those things—those pills. They’ll kill you. You’ve got God now and that’s all you’re going to need.

God? Is that what this is?

Big hands caressed my head and held me up. At first I shut my eyes so I could look inside. A fever stormed through and formed several painful pockets of hot fluid spread throughout my body. I felt the furthest from sexy. All systems, “no.” The dark cloud caught me and shook me like a cat that snared a big rat. My bones snapped and my veins stretched and cracked. It took its time with me, eating at me slowly until I was borderline insane. Borderline? Well: probably way over the line if it were anyone but me judging.

SPECIAL SAUCE
 

I taste the chemicals they pumped inside me, a lot like those blue popsicles I used to eat as a kid, but as if they were infused with liquid metal, too. Nothing can get rid of it. The one-of-a-kind medicine supposedly can get in there and crush the cells that aren’t cooperating. But I feel like a piece of paper someone just dropped in the ocean. Only a matter of time until I’m totally saturated with salt water . . . my form will last for a little while once that happens . . . I’ll be recognizable and someone could read what’s written on me, but only until a wave comes . . . a wave big enough to overtake me and push me under, my delicate form turning to pieces, turning to strands, turning to fibers, turning to nothingness, assimilating and dissolving into the ocean.

Am I nothing now?

I am something.

More.

Can you hear what I’m saying? Feel the reverberations of my words broadcasting straight into your brain? Feel their weight and believe what they say. It’s all I have left: this hope that somehow, some way, some one is catching these thought-casts.

Crinkling sounds and tingling feelings fill my body as my being remolds.

COSMOS
 

Before I fell I hovered in a starless heaven. Long, dark beings made from otherworld flesh lumbered, their giant eyes taking me in. They don’t speak but I hear them inside. They tell me I am the punisher, the bringer of light that brings darkness, the one to deliver the unchosen from their flawed physical husks into this ethosphere, where they will be remade, reshaped, and beta-tested before being uploaded into some new fashion.

Our world failed. Plain and simple. The Gods sent messengers: A box that revealed and took those who weren’t true; a boy who devoured brains, and another who ate the flesh, appeasing his lover. A young man whose left hand pulsed with pain and brought death to naïve masses. No one made the connection, but these were supposed to be a warning. Now it is much too late. The Dark Ones consumed our souls, their bellies pregnant.

Soon we will be born new.

OF UNKNOWN ORIGIN
 

No one knew how to treat my disease. Not really. They had their chemicals and their diets and their best intentions. It certainly looked like something they’d seen before, but they didn’t realize that what they were dealing with was not from here. Shapeless organic black consumed me. So cruel. It left my eyes, ears, and mouth, but attacked my insides. Food felt impossible. Breathing hurt. Was this payback for the destruction I’d brought? Was the power in the palm of my hand so great it spilled over and infected me, like I’d been poisoned by some galactic nuclear runoff? Was there no cure? Even as the world burned and broke around them, the teams kept to their oaths and tried to save me. If only they knew it was pointless. Maybe it kept them from facing what was happening outside the walls of their hospital. Maybe it kept them from madness.

“Charles?” They’d call my name, expecting me to return, expecting me to respond to yesterday’s title. I am nameless now, as I am shapeless.

The last thing I looked at was my hands. They’d created so much in such a short amount of time. For destruction and death is creating . . . allowing something new to be formed in its place from the broken down parts. Picture a cow in a slaughterhouse, its final moments as it’s brought to the automated knife. Its throat is cut, but the animal is too strong. Blood sprays forth in two jets, however, the wound is not fatal. It is led to a small black staging area, the floor layered in dry spongy gore. The beast cries and protests as a man slices its throat. This time the cow bleeds out, looking at the bottom of the man’s jeans and worn down work boots as it dies. It does not immediately understand why it has been killed, but learns as its consciousness transitions from flesh to spirit. Its beautiful body will be deconstructed with blades, made into countless pieces. The parts will be cooked and ingested, digested, melted inside a vat of stomach acid. It will give life and energy before being expelled, its once gorgeous parts quickly reduced to filth, and then turning into dirt and soil from which new things will grow.

This last step is where I find myself. I’ve been expelled and am being reduced. From the dirt I will become fresh things be born.

Unimaginable pain overcomes every part of me. Numerous sounds and memories race through me. My life rewound and played back at random.

I am nothing.

Then I am everything once more.

Fresh water envelops me. Water? Could it be? Have I returned? I rise. My steps are unsure. Hot sun feels unreal. I reach the shore. My clothes are simple. My hair is long and fair. My left hand hurts and my palm itches. My hands are bigger and longer, as is the rest of me. I am like I was. I am different than I was. Taller. Stronger.

Buildings spread over the dunes. They seem made from sand and driftwood.

My feet touch the ground, but not as heavily as they once had.

I look upward and see a second moon.

As I approach the dunes the tendrils inch from my palm and lick the air for the first time.

I am not home.

I am home.

I know this world.

It will be mine.
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Anna went outside without armor in direct defiance of two of her husband’s instructions. If he lived to be angry with her, she would be happy for his outrage and would tolerate his rambling lectures on survival and preparation.

She put her back to the side of the car and looked at the sky. The clouds could sometimes hide their shadows, but she did not see the darkness move and she did not hear the screeching screams for the moment. Anna rose on her watery legs and looked through the shattered windows and torn seats. She ignored the slash marks across the baby car seat that used to hold their first granddaughter. They had never seen the second.

Anna whispered. “I’m too young to have grandchildren.”

It feels like just yesterday that I was changing our daughters’ diapers.

A screech echoed through the trees from a distance. Anna gritted her teeth and ran toward the noise. The ordinary shadows of the forest swallowed her as she looked for the unnatural shadows to try to do the same.

Anna stopped next to the picnic stone. The names of her children and grandchildren stood out in dark, carved letters through the creeping lichens. They would assuredly remain marked there long after her family lay dead and gone.

Anna leaned up over the rock they had not picnicked on in years. “Jon . . . Jon, can you hear me?”

The piercing screech ripped through the trees ahead of her and drew closer before the unearthly sound subsided. Anna dropped down behind the rock and hugged it between her daughters’ names and her granddaughters’ names. She rested her cheek against the cold stone. Anna tried to calm her breathing as she listened to the wind rustle the leaves, like a living shadow brushing the trees above her.

They will snatch me off the ground and Jon will never have his chance to be angry with me.

She held onto the rock and whispered into the side of it. “This hunk of granite is no protection against them. Just get up. Get up, Anna. Gather or screw your courage to whatever you need to and move your damn legs. Move. Move!”

Anna slid along the stone and stepped out around it with her heart thudding in her chest. Her hands shook and her fingers felt slick as she rubbed them against each other while she ran.

One screech passed on the left with the Doppler of a rushing train. The screaming shadow tore up through the trees into the sky. Anna kept her head down, waiting for it to dive back into the forest to tear her away from the Earth, or to rip her apart for being in the open. Another hissed and cried as it weaved along on her right. It approached and paused, then wisped off into the distance.

“If they knew I was here, I would already be dead.”

Anna saw the light glint below her. She looked down and spotted the arm and head piece of a cross under her foot. She lifted her foot back quickly, as if it had been burned. The chain lay broken on both ends through the loop at the top. The cross itself was made of common pewter with leaves and thorns accented over its surface in black shadows.

She bit her lip and reached down for the cross. She pressed her palm over the mat of leaves and the metal. The leaves were wet under her fingers, but the cross still felt warm. Her eyes glistened as she blinked away the moisture.

Is it from his hand or from the friction of a battle?

Anna snatched it up and gripped her husband’s cross in her fist. She ran forward through the vines and undergrowth. The real thorns scraped at her exposed skin. She reached down and felt her own crucifix on her unbroken chain. The metal body of Christ hung bent and frozen between her breasts.

“This rescue won’t work. He isn’t alive to be angry with me for being out here.”

She heard it eating. The shadow sounded wet as it consumed its prize. Anna pushed through the bushes and saw Jon’s body propped between a tree and the collapsed frame of a shed discarded in the woods. His pale skin stood in contrast to the smoky monster that writhed over his chest and torn shirt. The Kevlar hung open revealing clawed ruptures through the vest down to his skin. His head lolled back on his shoulders at a painful angle.

She drove forward as she broke her own cross off its chain. The shadow vibrated and rumbled as the darkness reformed its head and slanted eyes to stare at her. The shadow reached for her with its wavering claws. The face showed as much surprise as it could without features.

Anna stabbed the crosses down into the beast with both fists. She felt the cold through its back as Christ’s feet sunk in up to the waist. The rumbling growl rose into a scream. The monster arched and twisted on itself. The creature clawed for the sky. Anna kept hold of the crosses as the shadow spiraled up through the leaves.

She covered her mouth with the hand holding Jon’s cross as she looked down at her husband. She expected his chest to be open and his organs to be eaten, but she saw his pale skin and his slowly rising chest. Steam rose from him.

Anna knelt and shook him. “Jon, wake up. We don’t have much time.”

Jon’s eyes fluttered open. He focused on her briefly before his eyes rolled up in his head.

“Anna, why are you here?”

She leaned down and kissed him. He groaned and she drew away.

“Get up. It will be back soon and it will bring more.”

Jon moaned and swallowed with a click. “I can’t. It stung me. You need to go. You won’t outrun them with me.”

“Then, I’ll stay here and die with you.”

“You can’t, Anna. Don’t do that to me. Don’t. Just do what I say for once.”

She pushed the destroyed armor off his shoulders along with the tatters of his shirt. “Yeah, your armor really did the trick, honey.”

Jon let his head fall back. “Contact Charlotte and her husband. See if they can help you get out to them so that you have someone.”

She slapped Jon across the face. He moaned, but did not sit up. She pulled him up by his shoulders. His eyes opened and his eyebrows narrowed at her. Anna shrugged. She put her hands on both sides of her husband’s face. He flinched and closed his eyes. She still held both crosses. They were warm between her hands and his cheeks from the creature’s icy back.

“Jon, I want you to fight. Promise me you will fight for me. Fight it for me.”

“Anna, I don’t know if I can. You’ve seen it. You know how . . . ”

“Please, Jon, fight for me. Fight for every second, please. Try to beat it. Fight it with me.”

Jon looked down at his chest as the last of the vapor wisped away. He breathed some of it in and sighed.

“I’ll try, but you will wish I hadn’t by the time this is done. We will both suffer.”

She kissed him gently on the mouth and dropped her hands from his face. “Jon, no second with you will be regretted.”

His cheeks showed purple marks from the crosses. The screeches roared down from the sky. The couple’s expressions dropped. Jon looked up and shook his head. Anna pulled him to his knees.

“Come on, Jon.”

“Fight?”

“No, run.”

He stumbled to his feet and fell into the tree. He rested his cheek against the rough bark and closed his eyes. He turned his face away and shook as he cried.

She pulled at his arm. “You have to come now, Jon.”

“It hurts so much, Anna. I can feel the poison. I won’t make it. I’ll get you killed.”

She hissed behind his ear. “You promised you would fight. Now, Jon, come on.”

He pushed away from the tree and leaned on her. She staggered.

Jon grunted. “Get on the other side. I can’t turn my left foot. That whole side is weak.”

A scream ripped through the trees to their right and trailed out into the forest ahead of them. Anna held onto Jon and pulled him along at an angle to the path the last shadow took through the trees.

I don’t remember which way I came. I’m going to get him killed.

They moved into the needles of the smaller pines.

Jon huffed. “Anna, why are you taking us this way?”

“Just be quiet, Jon. So it is harder for them to find us.”

They emerged on the street farther from their house than where she entered the woods trying to find him. Anna had to look both ways to orient herself. She saw one side of the overgrown field that expanded out behind their house. She could not see their home to know where or how far away they were.

She looked to the left and saw the matchstick black framework on the foundation caked with a sludge of aged ash. Anna recognized the remains of the Costa family’s house. They were over a hundred yards down the deserted street. She knew the bodies of most of that family were buried underneath the remains of the home.

Jon dropped to his knees at the edge of the small trees. He pulled Anna down beside him. He bowed his head and heaved for air.

“Just give me a minute. I can’t get enough air. Are we going around the street or across the field?”

Anna shook her head. “It’s too open. We have to circle back through the woods.”

“I won’t make that. I’m spent.”

Anna’s face screwed up as she looked to the sky at shadows looping just above the distant trees. Her body shuddered as she exhaled. She opened her mouth to breathe and regain her composure.

Jon lifted his face to the sky and closed his eyes.

Anna squeezed his shoulder. “Jon, run with me. We’ll just go for it and make it as far as we can.”

He opened his eyes and nodded. He mouthed “okay” without any sound.

She stood and pulled him upright.

He swallowed hard and whispered. “My left leg isn’t working for me. I’m afraid of turning my ankle and snapping it.”

“Lean harder on me,” Anna offered. “I’m stronger than I look. I’ll carry you for a little while. We’ll be home before we know it.”

Jon nodded. Anna held out her husband’s cross. He took it from her and nodded again. Anna looked up at the clear sky as she hauled her husband out into the street over the curb. She guided him away from the field and down the open road.

It won’t do any good if we both turn our ankles.

Jon groaned as sweat ran down from his temples and into her sleeve. “No matter what happens, Anna, we’ll make it home. This was always temporary. We are forever.”

“Shut up and run, Jon.”

He snorted and stumbled. She pulled him back up before they spilled on the muddy asphalt. The road seemed to curve into infinity as they struggled along toward their house.

If we die, that would be the last two people in the neighborhood. We were due.

She saw the overturned jogging stroller. It still had pretty good, bicycle wheels under the rusty frame. The material was slowly wasting away in the debris washed against it along the curb. Anna believed she remembered which neighbor went with the abandoned stroller. She tried not to think about the baby holding her sippy cup. Anna could still believe they escaped the neighborhood alive since she did not see them die.

Escaped to where? Another neighborhood across the country with the same monsters?

She whispered. “You weren’t fast enough.”

“I’m going as fast as I can. I can’t breathe, Anna.”

The trees rustled and waved as they approached. A scream dropped into a low rumble. The scarred roof of their house appeared at the edge of the field between a couple lone trees. Shadows rose out of the limbs and hovered.

They continued forward at a slow enough pace that rendered their effort to escape irrelevant. Anna looked away from the monsters.

Just keep going. One foot in front of the other. There is no other choice. Just keeping going until the end.

A shadow ripped out of the trees and crossed the road at chest level directly in front of them. It soared over the field parting the yellow grasses with its motion. The creature circled around the house out of sight.

Jon heaved. “They know. They are heading us off.”

“Just keep going until the end, Jon, please.”

The other shadows emerged from the darkness in the trees and carried that darkness toward the couple. They passed over the humans’ heads shading out the sun with each smoky trail.

Anna pulled Jon over the curb and through the patches of uncut grass in their side yard.

One of the shadows circled over their porch through the columns. The weathered rocking chairs creaked on the boards. The shadow monster’s form rippled and broke into sections. The darkness screeched and wafted out away from the overhang of the porch. Once the creature reformed away from the power of the house, its eye voids narrowed and it shot back up into the sky to regroup.

Anna and Jon fumbled up the steps. His ankle turned twice and he whimpered in pain. Anna hauled him forward as the creatures screamed behind them. She leaned into the door and knocked it open. They spilled across the tile of the foyer. Jon’s arms went limp and his eyes slid closed as he lay on the floor.

Anna turned around in the open doorway and stared out at three of the shadows glaring back at her over the edge of the porch stairs. They rumbled at her as their smoky tails twisted around one another. She held out her cross in front of her. Their clawed hands formed so they could flex their digits at their sides in response.

Why did you let us through? Why didn’t you finish us?

She growled back. “You still can’t come in.”

She reached up and swung the door. Jon’s feet blocked it, so she pushed them aside to finish slamming the door. Jon groaned. She didn’t look through glass to see if the shadows still waited.

Anna lay down on her side next to Jon looking into his sweaty face. She wiped his forehead with her sleeve.

“Do you want me to help you upstairs to bed, honey?”

Jon’s eyes fluttered and he sucked in air. “Just let me lay here for a little while, Anna.”

She folded her arms over her chest with one elbow against the hard tile. “We made it, baby. We’re safe.”

“We haven’t even started.”

Anna frowned. “We’re safe for now and we’re together.”

Jon nodded rocking his head and neck against the floor. “Lock the door, please.”

Anna rose up on her arms. “The shadows can’t come in the house unless invited, Jon.”

“I know that, Anna,” he muttered, “but the wraiths are not the only ones that threaten us. Lock the doors and shutter the glass. Use all the locks, please.”

Anna got up from the floor to fulfill his wishes. He was snoring before she returned to his side.

***
 

Anna opened the door and led Doctor Gawith inside the house. He pulled off the mesh hood as she closed the door.

He asked, “Does Jon know you are outside without armor, Mrs. Sasser?”

Anna looked up the stairs and back at the doctor. “Jon was wearing armor. It sure didn’t . . . He doesn’t know I was out. Can we keep that quiet, Doctor Gawith?”

Keith Gawith shed his vest and pack in the foyer. “Your husband would be my patient. I don’t think the privilege extends, Anna.”

“I’m not worried about courts, Doctor Gawith. I just don’t want Jon upset.”

“No, the courts burned down with the cities. Is he going to think I magically appeared or that you rang me on your cell phone?”

Anna sighed. “I don’t know, Doctor.”

Dr. Gawith looked up the stairs. “Anna, I really want you to still call me Keith. We have known each other since before the shadows destroyed the world. I don’t have that many old friends left.”

“How many of these cases have you handled recently, Doctor . . . Keith?”

Dr. Gawith shook his head. “Lately, not many. Most people don’t make it back to their house. The shadows have less distractions than they used to, so once they hunt one of us down, well, I’m not sure I want to know how you got him back alive, Anna.”

“Two crosses and little luck.”

Keith smiled. “Take me up to him, dear, and if you both made it back alive, I think it might have been something more divine than luck.”

Anna preceded him up the stairs. “Can you help him?”

“You want me to diagnosis him before I see him?”

Anna led him down the upstairs hall. “Are you teasing me, Keith? Maybe this is why you don’t keep any friends.”

“I wish that were the truth.”

Anna opened the bedroom door and Doctor Gawith walked in with his backpack. He opened the curtains, letting light into the room. Jon groaned on the bed and covered his face with his hand.

Keith called. “Light. Always lots of light with shadow sicknesses.”

Jon sat up and held his head at the sound of the voice. “What’s going on?”

Anna sat down at the foot of the bed. “Everything is fine. Doctor Gawith is here to see you, Jon.”

Jon dropped back to the pillow. “Keith? From church?”

“Yes, Jon. First stupid question: How are you feeling?”

Jon’s eyes slid closed. “Aren’t you a cardiologist?”

Keith pulled up a locked trunk from the center of the room and sat on it beside the bed. “Yeah, was the monster chewing on your foot and you prefer a podiatrist?”

Jon coughed. “You have a point. I feel bad, Keith. Very bad.”

Dr. Gawith pulled down the blankets. Anna’s eyes watered and she pressed the back of her hand under her nose.

“Are you cold, Mr. Sasser?”

Jon’s teeth chattered. “Sometimes. Other times it’s the opposite. I feel like I’m cooking alive. Is that typical, Keith?”

“Nothing in the world is typical anymore, Jon.”

Dr. Gawith pulled up Jon’s shirt. A thin wisp of steam vaporized off his chest. It was brief, but they all saw it.

Jon coughed on a laugh. “And for my next trick . . . ”

“How much weight have you lost?”

Anna spoke truth over Jon’s denial.

Jon whispered. “Not so much.”

As Anna said, “A lot.”

Keith nodded as he felt around Jon’s sides. “I can’t tell much from my medieval methods. I’m ninety percent sure the beast stung you through the chest and I would say deep. You probably knew that. It is a miracle you made it back alive.”

Jon nodded looking up from the pillow. “Anna made me.”

Keith smiled and winked at Anna. “She kidnapped me from a day of fishing too.”

“Not golf?”

“The courses are too open for my tastes and you can’t eat the score card. How is your breathing?”

Jon looked at Anna “Bad.”

Anna rubbed at her neck. “Is there some way we can get x-rays or an MRI?”

Keith reached into his pack and handed Anna a bottle. “No, but they don’t help anyway. Back when this first started, we discovered the venom or the stinger or whatever is phased out of normal reality or normal time. We can’t see it on film. The MRI actually moves it and sometimes ripped open the patients’ chests. We can detect the cells in the bloodstream, but we can’t view them under a microscope.”

Jon whispered. “Vampires.”

Keith pointed at the bottle. “Anna, are you okay using needles?”

She nodded. He handed her a baggie full of syringes.

“You can read my handwriting?”

Anna nodded again.

Jon wheezed. “How bad are the side effects?”

Keith looked back at Jon. “Bad . . . The good news is that I have lots of doses to spare because the median survival time for this is about ten seconds. The bad news is that the extended survival time is unsure.”

Anna asked. “What about the nausea?”

Keith shook his head. “There is nothing left for it. I miss Big Pharma . . . and Big Oil too, I guess. The foods I’d normally recommend aren’t available either. You have to try to eat no matter what though, Jon. Push through it.”

Jon nodded, but made a face and pulled the covers back up. Keith stopped him and stuck Jon’s arm with a syringe. Jon winced, but waited for Dr. Gawith to finish. Keith withdrew the needle after the injection and Jon brought the covers up to his neck.

“No warning . . . Your bedside manner sucks, Keith.”

“Well, you’re not paying me, so you are getting your money’s worth.”

Jon sighed and began to breathe slowly as Keith and Anna watched. Dr. Gawith pointed at the door and they exited the bedroom. Anna glanced back in before she closed the door. The light in the bedroom split with a swatch of darkness as something passed by the second floor window with a whisper. As the darkness washed over Jon in the bed, Anna heard his teeth chatter. Anna thought she heard a word too. She shivered Dr. Gawith closed the door the rest of the way before she could step back into the bedroom.

“How are you on food, Anna?”

“We are canning and have grow boxes in every window. I holed up for almost a week waiting for the creatures to thin back out. We have a little, if we need to wait them out again.”

“I can bring more. Not a lot, but more to help out.”

“We’ll take anything, Keith.”

They walked back down the hall toward the stairs.

“Are Charlotte and Susan still . . . around, Anna?”

Anna followed behind as they walked down the stairs. “Charlotte and her family are still out west. Susan was on the move a few months back. We have not heard from her since.”

“Have you thought about going out west? Jon could stay with me and—”

“No, Keith, no, I’m not thinking like that.”

“You should send a courier.”

As they stood at the bottom of the steps, Anna stared at the tile of the foyer between her feet. “They will try to come back with the kids and everyone. I can’t risk them.”

Keith set down his pack to strap back on his vest. “They would want to know. You could tell them not to come. Tell them you will come to them once . . . if . . . ”

“I’m not thinking like that, Keith.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

She helped him tighten the strap on the back of his vest. She spoke at the back of his head.

“Do you think I should tell them anyway?”

Keith spoke without turning around. “I would want to know.”

“Would it make you cross the deadly countryside to see him one more time with our granddaughters in tow?”

Anna let go of the strap. Dr. Gawith knelt down to retrieve and pull the mesh hood back over his hair and face.

“I waited until the end of the world to start making house calls. What do you think?”

Anna smiled as tears stung at her eyes. She turned away from the doctor and blinked up at the stairs.

“Dr. Gawith, is there anything else we can do? Are there other treatments? Anything you’ve heard . . . anything at all? I’m willing to try anything if there’s the slightest chance.”

He sighed. She turned back around to face him. Keith picked up his pack and chewed on his lip as he shouldered the load.

“There is something. Tell me, Keith.”

He shook his head. “There is a . . . chemical swill that has started spreading around the country. It’s supposed to disrupt the evaporation, but I can’t imagine that would be any good for the other processes in the body. There is no FDA anymore, so it is probably a blend of poison and moonshine. I don’t have any and I don’t think I can get any from the people who are afraid I’ll test the snake oil, Anna.”

She stepped forward and grabbed the hard armor over his shoulder. He outweighed her, but he allowed her to turn his body to face her. She stared into his eyes through the opening in the hood.

“Who has it, Keith? I’ll try anything.”

Keith took a few silent breaths before answering. “The Garrets. Don’t go down this road, Anna. It’s not worth it. The problem with trying anything is that most things don’t work and some can be deadly.”

Anna dropped her hand from his shoulder and gritted her teeth. “If sure death is imminent, then I’m willing to risk something experimental.”

Keith adjusted his pack on his shoulder and scanned through the glass in the front door. “Experimental implies some scientific method leading to reliable data. This is a bunch of violent hillbillies, who used to cook meth, now pretending to make medicine for desperate people.”

“They still make meth,” Anna said, “They trade it for food and weapons.”

Keith pulled the rugged, metal cross out of his shirt and dropped the piece to hang on its chain over his vest. “They probably don’t wash the equipment between cooking methamphetamine and the medicine. It is called Shalobicortazine, but I think the Garrets call it House Juice or Silver Lightning.”

“Okay, thank you.”

Keith undid the locks along the door and turned back toward Anna. “I’ll be back in a few days to check on Jon. I’m sending Chris to take your letter to Charlotte. He owes me and I’ll call in my chits for the postage for you to send one page along couriers out west. Don’t trade your soul for the juice, Anna.”

Anna stared without nodding. Keith smiled and turned back to the door.

“Close this behind me, then. I guess you listen to requests about as well as your daughters do. Write my love to Cherry and her family, Anna.”

“I will.”

Keith opened the door and slunk out onto the porch. Anna pressed the door closed quietly behind him. She refastened the locks and turned away, so as not to see the doctor step off the bottom stair.

It’s bad luck to watch them go. The shadows will know.

Anna stepped back into the kitchen. She placed her palms on the handle of the hand pump where the sink faucet used to be. The light from the sun flashed out and then back from the window. Anna looked up slowly, but just saw their wrecked, abandoned car in the driveway. The darkness passed over the window to her left. When she looked, the light was blazing through the blinds onto the sprouts in the grow box.

She looked back to the sink and screamed. She backed into the pantry door across the kitchen and clutched her chest. She heard a thump in the floor above her upstairs.

Jon’s voice traveled weakly down the stairs behind her in the foyer. “Anna, are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Jon. Don’t try to come downstairs. I’m coming up in a minute once I water the plants.”

She looked back at the figure in the window. It darkened the grow box above the kitchen sink and rigged pump. The open hole eyes slanted out into sharp points at both sides of the shadow. A waft of smoky darkness billowed up to the glass. She heard it pop on the frame. A spark lit the darkness for a moment and the shadow melted back from the window. It hovered in the air a bit farther back from the house staring at Anna. A slanted mouth cut sharp lips across the shadow below the eyes. Something acidic burned in the back of her throat.

I’ve never seen that before.

A thick, wet whisper gurgled and hissed weakly from the other side of the glass. “Hungry.”

She ran forward and slammed the plastic blinds closed with the flat of her hand. “Stay away from my house and family. You are not invited inside.”

She turned to do the same at the other windows. She looked at the plants.

I have to let light in while it shines. I’ll water the plants later when the shadow goes away.

More thumps traveled down the hall above the stairs. “Anna, I’m coming down.”

She turned and walked into the foyer. Something crossed the windows and door by the porch. Anna did not look.

“Don’t, Jon. Everything is fine. I’m coming up.”

***
 

Anna didn’t like being touched. The man ran his hands up her legs and along her sides over her pockets. Anna closed her eyes. A second man stepped up beside her. The first man behind her touching her stepped back and nodded. They handed her bag back and allowed her through the gate.

“If the smokies come, you are on your own. We don’t provide shelter to people who have not paid for it. You are not a premium customer. You understand, ma’am?”

Anna cleared her throat. “I understand.”

The fence encompassed five houses on two different streets and their yards. Sunlight filtered through thick netting that billowed up and over tall poles above the roofs of the cluster of houses. The entire compound lay cluttered with furniture, tables loaded with machine parts, lines of tires, stacks of scrap metal, and a dozen Garret cousins toting semi-automatic rifles. Others gathered around fire-pits cooking, smoking, drinking, or all three. Full size crosses surrounded the fence line at intervals. An American flag as big as the houses hung roped and stretched out between one of the net poles and a gnarled tree.

Property runs from cheap to free these days.

A few of the other customers eyed Anna as she passed, but most negotiated quietly or left with their heads down.

She walked up to a group of men by an open garage. Their weapons sat propped dangerously against their chairs or knees. Flames licked up out of a rusted barrel between them. An older man with a beard looked at her, then went back to talking to the others about a boat he had gotten in a trade from a tweaker and how it had sunk the first time he tried it. Anna stood and waited.

“We’re going to find what hole he crawled into and we’re going to fill it with piss and gasoline before we . . . Can I help you darling? The men are talking here.”

“I need to get something I’m told only you might have.”

The other men looked from Anna back to the bearded storyteller. He smiled, but his lips folded into a sneer before he spoke again.

“Boys, we’ll need to finish this later. I guess my rep has preceded me and I’m back on the clock again. What exactly do you need, sweetheart?”

All the men stood and hoisted their weapons, except the bearded man and another younger fellow next to the burning barrel. The lawn chairs creaked as they were vacated. The rest of the group dispersed to the other fire pits.

Anna said, “I need Shalobicortazine.”

The bearded man sneered again. He looked at the younger man, then back at Anna and used his fingers to brush whiskers away from his open mouth.

“Speak English, girl.”

“I need Silver Lightning.”

“You mean White Lightning maybe? That’s cheaper and less likely to strike you blind. Did you get yourself stung between the boobs?”

Anna looked away toward the fire. “It was Jon, my husband.”

The younger man spoke up. “Jon Sasser? Are you Mrs. Sasser?”

Anna nodded. The older man snapped his fingers at the younger man.

The bearded man said, “That stuff isn’t an easy mix. We hadn’t made it much lately. You have a warehouse full of weapons or a running factory you can turn the deed over for it?”

The younger man snorted. “You look a little old to pay the way most of our lady customers do. Although, you are better kept.”

“Cool it, Dusty. I’m handling this.”

Dusty kept talking. “I went to school with your daughter, Cherry. I like the taste of cherries. She had a little sister, Suzie, too. I bet they are both full grown and filled out. What are the two of them willing to do to save their father?”

The older man said, “Dusty, take a walk. I’m handling this deal. I’ll let you know if I need you.”

He stood up and walked back into the garage. “Knock yourself out, old man. I suppose she is young and plump compared to you.”

The whiskered man looked back at Anna. “You need to go home. Silver Lightning is a poison that we used to drain the life out of desperate people who were going to die anyway. We’re dropping crystal on thieves and animals waiting to be eaten by the smokies.”

Anna said, “Tell me what you want for it. I need to try something, Mr. Garret.”

He tilted his head. “Listen, girl, it doesn’t work. Go home.”

“I need to try. Please.”

“I’m not in the custom of playing nice. Get the hell away from my yard before I change my mind and let Dusty trick you into whoring out your daughters for a bottle of rotgut.”

The wind picked up and the netting began to flap above their heads. The poles waved back and forth. The flag cracked and popped as the material strained. The old man jumped up, knocking over his lawn chair. A bell rang to Anna’s right. Men ran for the garages. Other customers scrambled for the gate. Mr. Garret left Anna as he ran into the garage with Dusty and the others.

A scream ripped out through the sky followed by a chorus of other cries.

Dusty stepped forward to the edge of the garage. He closed his hand slowly over the crotch of his camouflaged pants.

“We have a quick fee for safety, Mrs. Sasser. Once your mouth isn’t full, we can negotiate your meds inside the house.”

Anna stared as the shadows circled the property and flew in below the nets between the crosses. Dusty’s expression fell and he stepped back into the garage. Anna felt the creatures soar past her on both sides and then around the houses. A table turned over with a crash. She heard the flag rip behind her.

I don’t care anymore. Let me die too, if there is no hope.

Anna closed her eyes.

One of the men in the garage shouted. “Run, you dumb bimbo.”

She heard another voice rumble darkly in her ear. It whispered wet and shrill.

“Suffer.”

Anna opened her eyes. Two shadowy forms floated on both sides of her. In their profiles she could not see their void eye slants. As they flanked her, their smoky tails twisted around her inches from her skin. The cold began to build until it burned. She struggled to control her shivering so she wouldn’t touch them. Anna wanted to reach for the cross around her neck, but she lacked the room to lift her shaking arms from her sides.

She saw the men staring out from the open garage.

They all shouted some version of the same phrase over the top of one another. “You aren’t invited.”

More shadows soared in to hover with the first two that encased Anna. They turned to stare at her and then the sharp emptiness of their eyes rotated around their forms to face the trapped men.

Mr. Garret whispered. “Take your pets away, you witch.”

One of the shadows screamed and lurched forward. It knocked over the burning barrel and then sparked and sizzled itself at the edge of the garage opening. It broke into cloudy pieces and screeched. The pieces fell back before spiraling up. It bounced off the netting twice before wafting up through the small openings. Anna watched it soar up into the sky. She looked back at the monsters around her and outside the garage.

The two beside her slithered their shadowy tails away from her. The sudden change in temperature made her feel like she had been set on fire. She bent over in pain. One of the shadows lifted the burning barrel with two amebic limbs and hurled it into the garage. It lit the interior as roared through the air. The men squalled and scrambled. The barrel crashed against the far drywall and exploded flaming char into the space. The bent barrel crashed and wobbled on the concrete. The men beat blankets and shirts against the burning spots along the wall.

Anna looked behind her and saw the flag that was hanging ripped on the ground upside down. She faced the garage again. One of the shadows turned its empty slats toward Anna at eye level. It hovered closer and closer as she crouched frozen with fear and burning in pain.

The wet whisper hissed. “Run.”

Anna did.

***
 

Anna stepped inside and closed the door behind her. She rested her head against the frame, heaving for air. She opened her eyes and walked toward the stairs. She saw the movement at the table in the corner of her vision. She yelped and dropped her bag to the floor.

Jon sat wrapped in a blanket over one empty bowl and one full bowl of soup. “Where have you been?”

Anna bent down and held her knees. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

“Do you have an answer?”

“You need to trust me to take care of things, Jon. It is my turn to be the hunter.”

Jon coughed. “Are you saying you were hunting or are you avoiding the question? You should take weapons for hunting next time.”

Anna stood back up and crossed her arms. “I went to check on a medicine that Dr. Gawith mentioned. They don’t make it anymore.”

Jon shrugged. “Chris came by. He mentioned a letter. I told him I knew nothing about it.”

Anna sighed. “Is he coming back?”

“I suppose. Are we going to discuss whether telling the girls is a good idea? What if they try to come out?”

Anna looked at the ceiling. “They will hate us if we don’t tell them.”

Jon choked as he tried to swallow. “I’d be happy for them to live to hate me instead of dying to come show their love.”

Anna closed her eyes. “I came to get you for the same reason.”

“Well, I really wish you hadn’t.”

Anna covered her face and cried. “Don’t say that to me, Jon. I’m trying the best I can.”

Several moments passed in near silence as she cried.

Jon whispered. “I’m sorry, Anna. I’m just afraid. Come sit with me.”

Anna wiped her eyes and nose. She sat down across from the empty bowl. Jon slid the full one in front of her. Steam rose off of it. As Jon drew his hand away, the steam followed with his bony fingers back into the blanket.

She bit her lip. “Did you get your appetite back?”

Jon looked down. “Chris had a bowl. I can’t keep it down. The soup may have cooled, but I think it is still good. Go ahead and eat it so it’s not wasted.”

Anna lifted the spoon and sipped. “I need you to keep trying, Jon.”

He nodded. “I promise, Anna. I’ll eat something in a little while, but not right now.”

Anna nodded and ate her cold soup.

***
 

She adjusted the IV Dr. Gawith had set up on his last visit. Keith had said Jon’s blood count was too low for another dose, but Anna added it to the glucose mixture anyway. Jon remained unconscious. Anna pulled down the sheets causing him to shiver as she changed his diaper.

She tried to move quickly as she wiped him clean. His skin stretched tight over his bones, but steam still rose off of every inch of him. He groaned as she re-covered his body.

There are no painkillers.

She covered her mouth with her hand and squeezed her eyes shut.

She whispered into her hand. “I’m sorry I made you do this.”

Anna walked down the stairs and leaned against the door. She took two deep breaths and then pulled it open. She stepped outside and walked off the porch without closing the door.

Anna stood in front of her house and lifted up her arms. “We can’t do this anymore. If you are up there, take us home. I can’t live without him, so take us both. Come on.”

The screams filled the sky as darkness descended in black cuts across the blue.

I was still kind of hoping someone else was taking requests, but you are the ones that answer.

Their shadows rumbled as they circled the house. Their cold smoke brushed her clothes as they passed her. They hovered and then circled away. Anna looked in both directions and dropped her arms.

Sting me and then I’ll invite you in to finish the job I interrupted. Put us both out of our misery.

“What are you waiting for?”

Two of the shadows soared by in front of and behind her.

Two voices hissed out of time with one another. “Feed. Feed.”

Anna turned around and shouted. “Well, have at it. What’s wrong? Are you scared or lazy? Take me instead of him, you empty shells.”

She held up her hands and sighed. One of them struck her from behind. She stumbled forward toward the stairs. Anna regained her balance and looked around. She waited for the feel of the sting or the sound of their wet feeding, but there was nothing. Another swooped down and jostled her a few steps closer to the porch.

The wet whisper. “Feed him.”

Anna turned around. “What did you say?”

One of the shadows floated down and glared at her. “We’re not done feeding on him.”

Anna glared back. “You want me to drag him down here for you?”

Two smoky arms grew out of the shadow and formed triangular claws. She waited for the pain of its attack. The shadow closed its hard hand around Anna’s throat. It lifted her off the ground and squeezed. The world spotted and turned black around her as the creature cut off her air supply.

Anna opened her mouth to try to invite the shadow inside before she blacked out completely.

Jon will starve to death alone if I can’t end it.

She could not draw the air to speak. Its hand burned her neck in its frigid grasp.

The monster hurled her backward. She slammed down hard on the boards at the top of the porch stairs. Her head fell back on the welcome mat and she gagged. Anna gasped for air and choked on her own saliva.

Over her coughing and wheezing, she heard the monster growl. “We’re not done with him yet. Keep going.”

The shadows screamed as they soared straight up and out of sight.

Anna whispered. “Keep going where?”

Anna heard the footsteps on the porch, but couldn’t lift her head. The hands closed on her shoulders and pulled her up to sitting. Anna wretched and clutched her stomach. Blisters formed around her neck from the burns.

“Jesus, Mom, where is your armor? Why don’t you have a cross?”

Anna’s eyes dropped as she gurgled for air. “How did you know?”

“I was with Cherry’s family when the letter came. It took me two days to convince them to let me come alone. She’s as stubborn as you and her husband is almost as bad. Let’s get inside before the shadows come back. You could have died.”

She lifted Anna and took her inside to sit at the table between the foyer and the kitchen.

Anna coughed. “You shouldn’t have come, Susan.”

Susan closed the door and started working the locks. “Don’t be stupid, mom. You sent the letter. If it wasn’t me, it would have been Cherry and probably her kids too.”

Anna tried to rub her throat, but she felt a blister burst under her fingers. “I told her not to come.”

Susan unstrapped her helmet and dropped her pack on the floor. “Is Dad still alive?”

“Barely. He is unconscious. I don’t know how much time he has left.”

“I want to see him.”

Anna shook her head. “You may not want to remember him like this, Susan.”

Susan laughed. “You think I risked crossing the country because I wasn’t sure I could handle it. You don’t have to face this alone, Mom.”

Anna bowed her throbbing head and cried. Susan knelt down on the floor at her mother’s feet. She laid her matted head on her mother’s lap and waited.

***
 

Jon’s eyes fluttered open. He glanced up at Susan and sighed.

“You shouldn’t have come, Susan.”

His daughter smiled and sighed back. “Yeah, you told me that when you woke up the last time.”

He gritted his teeth and moaned. Tears rolled down both sides of his face, but evaporated before they reached his pillow. The vapor drifted slowly up over his skeletal face.

“Is there anything I can get you, Dad?”

He clinched his bony fists and shook. “Morphine.”

Susan nodded. “We’re all out. The whole Earth is out. Anything else?”

He whispered. “Take your mother to Charlotte’s house.”

His breath wafted white over his chapped lips.

“I will, Daddy, but not yet.”

His eyes rolled back in his head. He tried to cough, but failed.

“Send your mother in, Susan.”

“I’m here, Jon.”

Anna leaned forward from the end of the bed.

“It hurts so much, Anna. I’m holding on, but I know it will be over soon. You need to pack for Charlotte’s.”

Susan whispered. “I made her do it. We already have.”

Anna snapped her fingers at Susan. “Don’t worry about that, Jon. That is for later.”

Jon grimaced. “I can feel them still eating me through the stinger. They are feeding and the steam is a side effect. This is what the monsters want. I can feel it inside me. It hurts so bad.”

Anna smoothed down the sheet without touching him. He shivered.

“That’s what they told me.”

Susan looked at her mother. “Who? The wraiths?”

Jon shuddered. “That’s impossible. You’re going crazy, Anna.”

She rubbed at the burned scars around her neck as she stared down at her husband’s body. “Wait outside, Susan, so I can talk to your father.”

Susan touched the back of her father’s hand lightly. He winced.

“Goodbye, Daddy. I love you.”

“I love you too. Tell your sister that for me and the grandbabies, please.”

She walked out of the bedroom and closed the door. Anna heard her younger daughter take in a hitched breath on the other side of the door. Anna took Jon’s hands and held on even as he curled his lips and gritted his teeth.

“It hurts, Anna.”

“Thank you for fighting for me, Jon. Thank you for trying and for being brave. You kept your promise. You can let go now. You can rest from fighting now.”

She leaned forward and kissed his forehead. His lips quivered.

“Thank you, Anna, I love you.”

Anna let go of one of his hands to wipe her eyes. She opened her mouth to answer, but he spoke again.

“I invite you in.”

Anna froze. “What? Jon, what?”

The windows shattered and sprayed glass across the room. A shard sliced through her cheek. Another sliver speared her shoulder. Anna let go of Jon’s hand and shielded her eyes. The door exploded open behind her. The shadows filled the room. Their screams vibrated off the walls and light fixtures.

Anna was pulled off the bed backward.

She screamed. “No, Jon, no.”

The monsters descended on him tearing through the sheets with there smoky claws. The IV stand clattered over and the needle tore out of his arm. Anna tried to pull free, but Susan dragged her backward toward the door.

One of the shadows turned and glared at Anna. “More.”

Susan cursed as she pulled her mother back into the hall. The single shadow left the others feasting. It slithered off the bed and raced across the floor. Its dark body tore a line through the carpet as it flew across. Susan lifted her cross over and around her mother’s head.

Anna kicked the door closed. The creature slammed against the other side. The wood splintered in the center. The frame split. The women turned and ran down the stairs as the triangular claws ripped wood away from the inside of the door.

Susan grabbed up her pack and bundled armor. Anna left hers as they tore open the locks on the front door.

We’re going to die here.

The bedroom door exploded out upstairs. A scream raced down the hall toward the stairs. Susan pulled the door open and they ran out across the porch. The banister shattered on the stairs leading down to the foyer.

The women rounded the corner of the house. The scream closed in behind them. Anna turned around and stood.

“Mom, no.”

The creature raised its claws as it dove for Anna. She heaved the base of the crucifix at it. The shadow pulled up as Anna grazed its shadowy belly. It screamed, but did not dissipate. The monster soared up and through the opening in one of the shattered windows. Other shadows crowded through the windows after it.

I left him at their mercy.

Susan pulled her mother’s arm and they ran. They crossed the field behind the house. They ran past the jogging stroller. They ran past the burned foundation and into the trees.

A crash sounded behind them. They both turned to look and then stopped. The top floor crumbled down into the house. The roof lost its shape and disappeared inside. The shadows continued to dive down into the house. The bottom floor and walls folded into the wreckage.

The shadows crawled up out of the debris and screamed out into the woods shaking the branches and waving the treetops.

Susan pulled her mother’s arm. “We need to go, M-om. We have to find a house for the night heading west. Cherry and the girls are out there.”

Fire burst up from the pieces of the home fueled by the heat left by the shadow creatures’ absence. The flame quickly consumed what had been left behind.

“I love you too, Jon.”

Anna turned and followed Susan back into the shadows of the woods. She did not look back again.
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I glance around the sterile room that is going to be our home indefinitely. We are at the Barbara Bush Children’s Hospital in Portland, Maine. Sunlight washes in from a window the size of an area rug. Our room overlooks a helicopter pad on a lower roof and beyond that stretches Hadlock Field, home to the Portland Sea Dogs.

We are in a tank looking out at an unreachable world. Inside the tank, a carefully constructed, though completely artificial, semblance of our home life reminds me that we are not at home. This tank specimen is carefully monitored . . . temperature, food intake, food output and overall health. This impish, joyful, strawberry blond, blue-eyed specimen is three feet tall. This is my three-year-old son.

I have always harbored the secret desire to see my writing go viral on the internet. Right before the diagnosis meeting with the doctors, I chanted “Go viral! Come on, Spencer. Go viral!” hoping that his sickness was nothing more than an everyday virus. No such luck. What started as a simple fever had turned into a diagnosis of Acute Lymphoblastic Leukemia within days. This was a sucker punch to the spirit of our family. After my initial mental breakdown at hearing the news, I shut my emotions off.

I can’t punch the walls like I want to. I can’t scream like I need to. I can’t even cry like I should. If I give in, I will probably end up as a patient in the psych ward here, helping no one.

So I don’t give in. I hide behind smile masks and I talk to my therapist and I ask my psychiatrist to up my antidepressants and I try to deal with the shock, the fear, the self-pity (‘Why us? Seriously? Seriously?’) without feeling the bad feelings. I cling to the good feelings because they are my shield against the insanity I know I deserve.

And I smoke as often as I can. Stress will do that. And I cope with humor. I told one parent, who was now concerned for his own child simply from hearing my story in the smokers’ area, not to be worried. There are a certain amount of diagnoses a year and with Spencer’s diagnosis, his child’s odds just got better.

Back in the room that has become our home, I turn from the window and greet our visitor. Tall with sun spun hair and startlingly beautiful, blue eyes, Chris Schaffer is a nurse practitioner. Her being radiates warmth and puts me at ease, which is difficult to do at the moment.

“Hey, Spencer! How are you today?” Her melodic voice soothes me further as she steps through the doorway, squirts hand sanitizer into her palm and rubs it in without missing a step or wasting a movement.

Spencer glares at her from the bed as he continues to drink his chocolate milk and looks back to the TV. Apparently, she is not worth his majesty’s time today. Picking up on his oh-so-subtle hint, Chris turns her focus to me.

“How’s he feeling?”

“Hungry.” I laugh.

“I know.” She smiles at me. “The steroids will do that. He’s loving that chocolate milk, though, huh?”

I glance around the room and see the empty cartons littering all the rolling tables and counters. I grimace. In the tank, all elements of life are on display . . . including housekeeping skills . . . in my case, the lack thereof. I am constantly apologizing to the staff (especially housekeeping) about the mess. However, it is a little bit easier to clean here as opposed to at home where four other people live. Plus, here, the nurses change the bedding and housekeeping sweeps and mops.

I lower the head of the bed and busy myself changing Spencer’s diaper. Chris waits in silence for me to finish this task and then another few seconds as I place Spencer’s dirty diaper on the metal shelf in the bathroom . . . right next to the scale that will be used later to weigh it and the other two that are waiting. What goes in must come out. Spencer has a saline drip and they want to make sure that his body is processing the way it needs to. I joke with the nurses that they need to start weighing the sheets to get more accurate results. With all the IV fluids he is getting, Spencer wets the bed two or three times a day, soaking right through diapers.

As I leave the bathroom, I see myself in the mirror. I look tired, with large, dark circles under my hazel eyes. My mousey blondish brown hair should be red but I can’t color it right now. It is swept under a red bandanna because it desperately needs to be cut but I will not leave the hospital for a haircut. My freckles pop against my pale cheeks and nose. I need to pluck my eyebrows. I sigh, plaster a smile on my face and leave the bathroom.

When I return, Chris asks me if Spencer is having any pain.

“You know? I saw him rubbing his hand on his jaw earlier. Of course, when I asked him about it he, told me it was, ‘Nothing, Mumma. Nothing.’” As I speak, she nods in understanding.

“Okay.” She says. “We’ll get him some morphine. Did you have any questions for me?”

I think back over the past week. My mind is foggy from information overload and sheer exhaustion. I shake my head and look around our tank, resplendent in its sterility and I hesitate.

“Can I . . . borrow you . . . out in the hall?” I ask Chris as I look at my baby, still sipping his chocolate milk and watching Spiderman.

“Sure.” She smiles.

“Thanks.” I return her smile with relief.

We step into the hallway and stand in front of the painting of Buzz Lightyear that adorns our window.

“So . . . ” I begin and I hesitate, unsure of what I am asking and how to ask. “So . . . we were wondering about Spencer’s pets . . . ” I begin and I pause yet again.

“Why? What does he have? Dogs? Cats?” Chris asks.

“No. Spencer has worms.”

Her eyebrows shoot up. “Worms?”

“Worms.” I confirm.

“How did he get into worms?” She is interested. I smile and pull out the memory that defines our path toward worm farming.

“Well, he would come outside with me when I wanted to work in the garden. He would pull up the plants and dig holes. I would replant my plants. He found a worm and after that, all he wanted to do in the garden was dig for worms.

“One night we had to go inside because it was dark out. Spencer threw a fit because he wanted to look for more worms. As a last ditch effort, I suggested we go inside to check the computer for wormy videos.

“We looked at worm videos that night and many, many after. I learned about worm composting. I made a couple of bins. Now we have three bins. I was wondering if it is okay for him to still play with his worms.”

“I don’t see why not. You just need to remember good hand washing after he plays with them.”

Relief washes over me. “So . . . he doesn’t have to—I was worried he was going to be told to get rid of them. You know . . . germs . . . bad immune system . . . ”

“No! In fact—you said you had bins for them?”

“Yeah. We have three of them. Two are like fourteen gallons. Then, we have a shoebox sized one for Spencer to dig through. You know, less worms for him to traumatize.” All of a sudden, looking at the glint in her eyes, I realize where I think she is going with her question.

“Could he have them here?” Before the words are even out of my mouth, she is nodding her head in agreement.

“Sure! I think that would be a great idea! And I have to say, I’m really curious to see them. In terms of germs, it’s no worse than cat poop. Just—like I said—really good hand washing.”

“Oh, thank you so much! He’s gonna be super excited! Thank you!”

I burst into our false homey-home. There is room for the two of us and maybe one more. We can walk around, but only within the Children’s Hospital. We can see outside, but Spencer can’t touch grass or breathe fresh air. I can do laundry like at home, but the washer and dryer are shared. He can wander around, but he is tethered to an IV pole. He figured out that it is easier to ride his IV stand to our destination. We are in a comfortable space that is meant to be temporary. Every few hours, someone pokes, prods or measures something on my son.

“Hey, Spence! Guess what?”

He keeps sipping his chocolate milk through his straw, sparing me a glance just long enough to let me know that he’s interested in the fact that I’m talking to him. Kind of.

“The doctors say that you can have your wormy house here!”

He smiles. “My baby wormy house?” He sits up in the hospital bed.

“Yes. Your baby wormy house. You can have it here.” Spencer’s wide smile lights up his whole face and pours through his blue eyes. It is a euphoric moment to see him so full of joy instead of the indifference caused by pain and discomfort. And it is pure joy, not morphine induced.

The next day, we have the clear bin with the holes in the white lid. A friend of ours had gathered some of our belongings from the house for our hospital stay, including the wormy bin. I pick a cupboard for his wormy house, just like at home.

Each new person that visits our room is introduced to the wormy bin. The worms are looked at, exposed to light, handled repeatedly, fed, studied, discussed and analyzed. Through all this, the worms try to hide. They curl on themselves, dig in the dirt, and they cower. I envy their freedom to do that . . . to try anyway.

When they are in the cabinet, they live in their carefully constructed though completely artificial semblance of their home. I know how they feel.

I look up at the movement at the door. Spencer asks the nurse if she wants to see his wormy bin. She does. She examines all the specimens in the room.

Nothing about this experience is normal. Having the worm bin in our hospital room helps Spencer focus on caring for something outside of himself. It helps him think of life, joy, love. It is a piece of the outdoors we can’t otherwise touch. And this kindness granted us, ironically, sums up how I feel here. I can empathize with those squirmy little creatures in their tank. Now I know how it feels to have my life under observation, being examined . . . just trying to make it through the day.

The Wormy Bin at the Hospital
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“What do you see?”

“Well . . . she’s walking toward me . . . slightly out of focus, with these visual trails, like bad video . . . she’s—gliding, in slow motion; sort of drifting . . . back and forth—like she’s hovering off the ground . . . ”

“Is she?”

“I don’t know; I’m tied to the bed. I can hardly see anything—feels like I’m strapped down at the forehead, too; My eyes are straining in the dark—”

“What else is happening?”

“She—she moves very—erratically—I intuit more than see how she moves, if that makes any sense . . . it’s like a video tape on fast forward: darting left, then right, then behind my head, all crackly . . . it’s like she’s in more than one place at a time—The room we’re in is long and narrow . . . like an MRI tube almost, and there are—how would I describe it? Kind of—flashes: very intense red and green cutting through the gloom, like strobes or something . . . ”

“What’s she wearing?”

“Hmmm . . . She’s in like a—a long gauzy cloak thing with a hood, but her body underneath is naked; she’s voluptuous: curvy hips; tiny waist; big, bouncy breasts; flat stomach; her pubic hair is neatly trimmed . . . where her skin appears, though, it’s raw and . . . fluoresces like under a blacklight . . . And she’s—she’s torn up . . . bones pushing through the pulp.”

“Is there more?”

“Yeah: her body emits this sickly yellow aura; her face is fuzzy, indistinct, but her eyes—her eyes are quick and black, like a shark’s . . . ”

“What happens then?”

“Except for the weird jumpiness, her other movements are slow, ponderous . . . I can feel the blood rise in my face—my heart’s pounding so hard: I’m just hoping it won’t beat a hole through me . . . then, there’s this—this whooshing in my ears, right when the temperature drops—”

“Does the woman ever speak?”

“No, never. There’s no other sound; in fact it’s utterly quiet, like a vacuum, except for the wooshing . . . I try to scream, to cry out, but my mouth won’t open; it feels like I’m paralyzed . . . I can’t even blink, I just move my eyes around . . . ”

“Is she alone?”

“Yes: at first. After a while she’s at the foot of the bed, or whatever I’m strapped onto. Slowly she crawls up my body—still jerky, out of focus . . . Then the whole room starts rotating, and I start feeling sick . . . the strobes are synced to my heartbeat—after a while, in the distance, there’s a another sound—an intense pounding noise . . . ”

“What is it?”

“I—I don’t know . . . As I’m trying to figure it out, she’s suddenly kneeling on my chest, her breath dirty, like decay . . . That’s when . . . That’s when he appears at the far end of the tube we’re in . . . ”

“‘He’ who?”

“You know: the guy I sold the lighter to.”

“The one that you’re upset about?”

“Yeah . . . yeah . . . The guy I’m upset about.”

“Go on, tell me the rest.”

“But I’ve already—”

“Tell me again.”

“He just—just appears—I don’t know how; maybe he walked in or ‘materialized’ or whatever. She’s on my chest—it’s hard to breathe—and her face is like three inches from mine; she’s still out of focus looking . . . the room’s still spinning—and . . . and . . . ”

“Yes?”

“And I’m scared! I can’t move, remember? I’m tied down, and that—pounding is getting louder and louder. The guy keeps walking toward us, too . . . He has the weirdest look on his face, like he’s smiling and at peace; resolute . . . ”

“Keep going: that’s not all . . . ”

“Why are you doing this to me?”

“I’m not doing anything—you said you wanted to do this for the record—”

“I know . . . I know I did . . . it’s just—tough; very tough . . . So, anyway, he walks up to us, and he says: ‘I need a book of matches, please’. So . . . so I tell him that I only have lighters; he buys one. I can’t remember how I communicated this, as I still couldn’t speak . . . I was still strapped down, so I don’t know how I got this lighter to him; I can’t remember any kind of transaction or anything. It was just like a mental conversation . . . ”

“And then?”

“And then, he thanks me, and slowly walks away.”

“No . . . no, you left something out—”

“Please don’t make me say it . . . I’m feeling sick—”

“Say it! I have to hear you say it for the record. You started it anyway; you think I’m enjoying this?”

“Okay! Okay, so I sold him the lighter . . . I—I didn’t notice that he had a gas can he was carrying . . . as he’s walking out of the room, he pours the gasoline all over himself; just dumps it onto his head. It makes him gag; he yelps when it hits his eyes . . . he’s gasping and sputtering—then he lights the lighter . . . ”

“What happened then?”

“He—he still had that strange flat half-smile, just before he goes up. . . . The fumes ignite and he’s instantly engulfed in this intense fireball . . . All the while she’s still sitting on my chest. The gasoline smell is overwhelming. Disgusting. My heart is just flying, then I smell this—this other, sweet kind of smell . . . it’s—it’s him . . . ”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s—it’s his skin burning. If—if you’ve ever smelled burning human flesh, you never forget it . . . It’s like scorched sugar and tar mixed together. And the sound . . . it pops . . . like popcorn or water across a griddle. I-I see him just out of the corner of my eye: he’s melting—sort of in slow motion, like he’s in outer space or something. I see the flames wrap around him . . . little fiery tongues licking across his face and clothes. His hair is disintegrating, like he has a nimbus made of cinders; his fat is frying, bubbling. I can feel the burn of the heat on my skin . . . ”

“What is she doing during all of this?”

“She’s just staring at me, her face orange with the fire’s illumination. My eyes are drying out, and her breath is foul; the heat, the oily smoke, his stench, the sound of his skin searing is . . . breathtaking . . . You know, he never once screamed or lost that eerie expression: the grin, the million-mile stare . . . ”

“Then?”

“Finally, his skull just appeared under his blackened face—the ashes of his flesh drifted away on the breeze from his personal inferno . . . ”

“What else?”

“Well . . . As he is crumbling to a heap on the floor, she leans down to my ear and says something . . . I can’t quite figure it out—”

“You can’t hear her?”

“No—I hear her, just barely, but I hear her . . . No, it’s like she’s speaking some foreign language. The room is still spinning: it gets faster. My breath is shallow: I’m trying not to breathe—him—into my lungs . . . the smells, the noise . . . the strobes are making my head ache; all the time there’s the intense flicker still coming from his immolation . . . From his cremated remains . . . ”

“Go on: you’re almost finished . . . ”

“She—she whispers in my ear again, thrusting her tongue in there. My heart is still pounding, pounding; then it suddenly gets dark—pitch black. My heart slows . . . slower . . . slower . . . finally the universe disappears . . . I am in oblivione . . . ”
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GET THE CELL OUTTA HERE
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Recently retired, Marian Brooks has begun to write some short fiction. Her work has appeared in Curly Red Stories, One Million Stories, The Linnet's Wings, Barefoot Review and others. She is a cancer survivor, having been diagnosed with Inflammatory Breast Cancer in 2007. Right now NED (no evidence of disease).

 

We’re sort of a hexagon-shaped bunch, one of millions of cruel sleeper cells around the world just waiting for opportunity. We’re damaged and twisted, but very high-grade and aggressive as hell.

We pick her out at random at Penn Station. It’s 8:30 AM. She looks vulnerable wearing a plaid jacket, a red Phillies cap and Nike sneakers. “I think we can take this woman down. So, let’s do it,” I say and, within minutes . . . we’re in. She doesn’t feel a thing. We grow and prosper getting fat and lazy, gorging ourselves on banquets of estrogen.

We can no longer hide though. Her right breast is hot, red and swollen. She consults with her surgeon and oncologist and signs up, to her credit, for combat on the front lines. We laugh our way through the infusions, drunk on the Red Devil (Adriamycin) and the slow drips and drops of Taxol. The process takes hours and hours, months and months. We Grade 3’s survive the chemo leaving her with 19 of 19 lymph nodes still loaded with cancer. Ha! It’s been a rough ride nearly destroying us too, but we are resilient. What do the white coats think they’re doing except for killing her taste buds, libido and making her hair fall out?

She cries a lot especially in the shower, even though her husband assures her that she has a nicely shaped head and that he still loves her. He makes her blueberry pancakes for breakfast. She can’t eat them. They smell like mineral oil.

Some of us survive the surgery. We reload. Both breasts are gone now and we wait quietly to be radiated; “mopped up” they call it. Those of us who remain take bets. We underestimate the power of the rays. For the first two weeks, we put on our shades and just bask in the light, absorbing its energy. But then, things start to heat up. The woman’s chest begins to look like a battle field of bacon bits and blisters. We’re losing traction here and getting fried to a crisp ourselves; six weeks of this, every day except for weekends, our days off. “No thanks!” Finally, we calculate the odds (life expectancy multiplied by 5.23) and reach a consensus. “Let’s get the cell out of here!” We pack up our arsenal and leave her for now.

Six years later, she’s still here! Rest assured; although we’re gone, we have not been forgotten.

[image: ]
  


ALL THE SLUDGE
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Condition: Alcoholic Cirrhosis of the Liver
 

Eric Bendy tried to ignore the sludge rising from the floor. It was his mind trying to break him and he would not be broken. If that miserable nurse would just bring the fifth he’d asked for, ignoring the sludge would be a sight easier, at very least calm his nerves about what he faced. The nurse had that same dead-set expression Carol got. He could still hear her monotone voice. “Ask all you like, Eric, I’m not giving you money for booze.” Carol’s brown eyes almost looked dark maroon when she said shit like that. Yeah, the color of damp brick.

And she had the gall to call Eric stubborn?

Well, she’d let him drink for thirty years before turning all saintly. He was better off now, better off on his own, and it didn’t help to think about Carol anymore. Better to turn his thoughts to—

The sludge.

Some more gurgling came from the floor. The stench made his stomach flutter. He glanced over the side of the hospital bed. The sludge steadily climbed. His IV stand and tubes were half-submerged in the stuff. With loud smacking sounds, several human heads popped up from the surface to stare at him. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen the faces of his family and friends. The faces sank back down, one after the other. Glunk, glunk, glunk. A few others surfaced in their place but weren’t readily distinguishable. It didn’t matter who they were. The looks in their eyes were clear. Even with him on his death bed, these fucking people couldn’t help but judge him.

Like when Carol had first wanted to move out of their house in Sepia Basin. One afternoon, just after work, she was out watering her garden and she discovered her black cat staple-gunned to a fence. Loving that cat as much as she did, Eric had thought she’d be blubbering, but instead she looked livid, and her anger wasn’t directed at the miscreants who committed the crime. Oh no, why should it? Right? She was angry at him. At her soon to be ex-husband, Eric Bendy.

He promised he’d dismantle the pitiful crucifixion and bury the cat with a decent grave marker. It’d been a long day though and he lost track of what he was doing while looking for pliers, and he wasn’t normally a whiskey drinker, so admittedly, he overdid things a little that night. It happens. All in all, the long and the short of it was that he completely forgot about that asshole cat. Carol, being ever so thick-skulled, didn’t listen to his reasons. The woman had no bones for forgiveness. She’d made up her mind about Eric long ago anyway. This was just a splendid excuse to cut and run.

But whatever. This crap was in the past. Eric still wore his wedding ring, even though a younger man named Chris Lane slept beside Carol now. This Chris fellow would never be her real husband. Oh they had their dumb little ceremony, but Eric was and always would be Carol’s true husband. Time had branded it so.

Maybe that’s why his ex-wife thought she’d come to visit him last week. It wasn’t just to beg Eric to call their daughter Tabitha—Carol, no matter how much she hated it, knew their union was still real and unbreakable, despite all those jackass papers citing otherwise. That’s why she’d wanted to see him.

Well, tough shit. He wouldn’t see her. He had that right. And she could just get over him not seeing Tabitha either. His daughter didn’t need this kind of memory; she still had many years to accumulate her own sludge and hopefully filter it better than he had.

Eric let his memories drift and listened to the room bubbling like a cauldron. This was his squandering, his shit, his bad luck monster, and it had to vanish so he could prove things weren’t all as dire as these ninnies liked to believe.

Symptom: Fatigue
 

“But I don’t want to be tired anymore,” Eric explained.

“You’ve had enough coffee. Do we need to call in Doctor Philips and see if it’s all right?” asked the nurse. “Remember he said it wasn’t last time. Just one cup.”

“It’s too watered down.”

The nurse stared at Eric for a while. Her face was too close to his and he could tell she’d eaten something with sesame oil for lunch. Foundation makeup built around her eyes, just as surely as his sludge built around her legs, squeezing at the kneecaps. Her scrubs sagged with oily splatters that raced down in rich brown spinach droplets. The nurse didn’t notice it. Nobody saw the sludge except for Eric. But that was fine with him.

“It’s frustrating some of the other girls, your not wanting to see your daughter,” she told him, changing the subject. “We all think it’s sad.”

“Just tell all those women to get a life.”

The woman clasped her big tanned hands together and dropped them in her lap. “Let’s be real here for just a moment, Mr. Bendy. I’m not trying to upset you, but your levels haven’t improved—”

“Ok, ok, yeah.”

“You have to think of these things.”

“I’m too tired to think. Go get me that coffee, maybe I will. And make it strong!”

The nurse walked out then, but the distracted, almost clumsy way she moved signaled more coffee wasn’t in his future. Good God, they made things too complicated here. He’d have to sign a waiver to scratch his nuts pretty soon. Coffee should have been an easy matter, no red tape necessary. Tabitha used to make him a whole pot every morning before school. He remembered in her senior year in high school, one day when she handed him his mug. “Thanks baby girl,” he’d said.

Tabitha was in a moody stage then and she told him she was too old to be called that anymore. So Eric took a sip, ignored the coffee’s bitterness, and replied that he was fine with that, whatever she liked.

He didn’t forget though. Five years later, a senior for the second time, now at the university, Tabitha mentioned how she missed being called his baby girl.

“Yeah, it’s a shame,” he replied and left it at that.

He went on to miss her graduation that weekend, tying one on too heavy the morning before. Eric wasn’t in the practice of being hurt twice. Most people had to learn that lesson about him the hard way, but his damn family should have known better. Eric couldn’t believe how stone-dumb they all were.

The waste surrounded his bed, folded over the sheets and pressed down, filled up to his ears. He saw more faces bobbing out of its surface, some snarling, some singing or whistling, some moaning with orgasmic stupidity. The pressure of the sludge warmed him with its noxious filth. There was too much to get rid of; he was pinned, like that cat against the fence, something that refused to not be seen, blatant. The weight against his ears made him dizzy and after struggling a moment, he drifted away for some death practice.

Symptom: Easy Bleed, Easy Bruise
 

The sores were not to be scratched, per Doctor Philip’s instructions. The ointment they gave Eric stunk and only made the itch slippery.

“The cream works well, give it time,” said the nurse.

“It doesn’t work, goddamn it,” he shouted, “and it smells like an unwiped butthole. You try and put it on!”

She trudged out of the room, through all his muck, flinging putrescent beads on the walls and across his IV bag.

Eric scratched the head of a particularly large sore near his wrist. It felt good. He was a firm believer in if it feels good, it has to be good. There were no regrets about pleasure and release, as far as he saw fit. He had more of those small reddish purple sores, mostly on his hands, arms and legs. He scratched them until they bled and that seemed to make the itching go away sometimes. One itch cropped up suddenly under his shoulder blade and it caused him to jerk sideways and bump his head on the bed’s side rails. The impact was light, but blood ran freely between his eyes and slid over the bridge of his nose.

Now he’d done it.

“What’d you do to yourself?” the nurse later pressed.

“Not a thing. It just happened.”

“The bruise just happened out of the blue, huh? It appeared? Just like the sludge?”

“Like the sludge,” he replied.

“I can see the bruise and the dry blood, Mr. Bendy. You said the sludge was just a hallucination.”

“I was wrong.”

“You’re too stubborn, you know that?”

“One of us is,” he answered.

She hurried off, to check his ammonia level again, he presumed. Although she’d cleaned his forehead, Eric could feel the blood flowing still, gently, in drops that floated up to the ceiling like tiny burgundy balloons, and when the drops struck, they pooled into a shiny red theater screen. He could see his life projected behind that murky red lens across the ceiling. He could see all his prized memories, all of the happy moments spent with his father and brother and wife and daughter, projected and then gone, cooked by the toxicity below.

Complication: High Blood Ammonia Level
 

The syrup they gave him to treat the rising ammonia levels tasted like some kind of military grade moonshine. Eric loved just about anything with a little wang to it, but some of the cheaper wines, the Thunderbirds, the Night Trains, the Mad Dog 20-20s—there were limits to what a man could take, hard-up or not, and this syrup stuff, Lactulose, it wasn’t doing it for him.

Eric wisely didn’t tell the nurse that. He just waited for her to leave before he spit it into his bed pan. This sugary slime wouldn’t help anyway. He’d taken it for a week and still the room overflowed with the cesspool.

He wasn’t thriving, but he was alive. He was still very pale, and his body had taken on a particularly strange funk. Bathing didn’t seem to help much, although he enjoyed seeing the nurse clean his penis and make it hard. It was interesting to watch his erection sprout through the veil of sludge.

Yes, Eric was doing well. The facts were there. He didn’t have fluid build-up in the peritoneal cavity, and he didn’t have the jaundice like before.

His breathing did become shallower one day, and he saw the air coming out of his mouth. Because he wanted to see it, okay, not because he was ill . . . No, he would see his own breath, just like this: snowflakes roaring out his mouth, airborne a moment and then falling. The flakes weren’t brilliant white. They looked a raw yellow color, like turning egg yolk. The snowflakes coated his body, froze him down through his muscles and bones, to his heart. He was trapped again, cat-stapled, encased with his remaining dreams. He trembled and fiercely rubbed at his frostbitten arms. One of his fingernails tore away some skin and he started bleeding again.

Symptom: Nausea, Weight loss
 

The sludge followed him. It seeped down through the drains in the hospital floor, traveled through the sewers across the city and rose up again in Eric’s room at the hospice. The journey had surprisingly made the waste smell worse. The sludge was thicker, full of pebbles, grit, worms and dead plants, and he could hear more people and things swimming underneath, though he couldn’t see if they surfaced because the snowflakes still smothered him. He could only stare at the ceiling. The movie screen of blood had come to the hospice too, but now the screen was curdled and dried, a visceral monstrosity. No more images of his life played on the screen. Flies laid eggs in its dark brown expanse. Early forecast was a heavy maggot rain. He wouldn’t feel them though. The maggots would blister and rupture from the layer of sulfurous frost on his body.

Symptom: Confusion
 

Eric went back to the hospital for eight days before returning to hospice. Apparently his ammonia levels couldn’t be controlled anymore. All that could be done now, they said, was to keep him comfortable. Eric refused the Do-Not-Resuscitate order. There wasn’t a need. Things were becoming clearer.

The sludge had dried. Its crust resembled the cracked floor of a desert. When people walked into the room they carved dusty pathways through it. Well, it made perfect sense. The liver was like any filter. Wash it out, remove the solids, let them dry, dispose of them, and continue use. These white-coated cretins thought just because he had a couple of issues that Eric Bendy was going to croak. They should’ve known better.

Eric wasn’t dying.

He was forgetting a few things though, but that came with getting older.

Without warning one day, his caretaker turned into his wife. Carol was there, giving him a bath, washing his penis. It got so hard it hurt his balls and he grabbed the shaft to pleasure himself, because he knew she wouldn’t. The caretaker (or maybe it really was Carol) made a startled noise and grasped the crucifix at her throat with a soapy hand. He didn’t recall Carol being religious. She screamed at him, called him names.

But Eric wasn’t a pervert. He was a stud. Despite this, his frantic stroking sent her running from the room.

Eric stopped when his hand got bloody. It wasn’t sexy anymore.

“Jenny isn’t your ex-wife,” a bald man later told him, stroking his handlebar mustache in an attempt to appear thoughtful and important. He was just a walrus in a tweed coat. “Jenny’s your caregiver. Do you want to see your ex-wife?”

“Did I say I did?”

The Walrus opened his mouth, stunned for a second. “She helped get you into this facility you know. It wasn’t easy.”

“I don’t need to see her until bath time again.”

The man’s mustache made his frown look positively immense and ridiculous. “Your brother John showed up earlier. Nice fellow. He said he’d come back.”

A strange light in his mind blinded Eric a moment. “No, no—wait, just let me see Tabitha instead. I’ve got this figured out. She can bring me the damned coffee.”

“Coffee?”

“There’s no time for questions, just get Tabitha before that mustache strangles you.”

“Now, who’s Tabitha?”

“My daughter.”

“Oh of course. Right away, Mr. Bendy. I’ll make the call.” The Walrus smiled victoriously and burst through the dried sludge cake, atomizing it completely.

Resolution: Symptomatic Rejection
 

Eric heard things exchanged in the hall between his daughter and the Walrus, and then with the caregiver who’d forgotten she was Carol, or never was? Eric didn’t remember giving authorization to let Tabitha come to the hospice, but it was all very well. The room was dark. The sludge was gone now, the ceiling bare of rotting movie screens, the breath-snowflakes melted off his body.

He felt good.

His filter was clean.

His life was fresh.

He was ready to do some more living.

If he could talk her into it, Tabitha might drop him off at the brew-pub for the Friday dart tourney. Was it even Friday though? Maybe he’d just drink and talk shit.

“His body is shutting down,” said the caregiver.

Eric opened his eyes. Tabitha sat on a stool next to his bed. She was beautiful. Even soaked in tears, she was beautiful. She moved some mousy hair to her shoulder. In a moment she had her arms wrapped around his waist and head pressed against his ribs. “Thank you for letting me come,” she sobbed, body shaking. “Thank you.”

“I’m good to go.” Eric ripped away the stinking sheets. Just the movement bruised him from armpit to forearm. Tabitha startled as he jumped off the bed. On impact, his toenails cracked and one completely popped off. Eric’s body went rigid and he looked down. Those were a dying man’s toes, not his. That wasn’t his blood on the ground either. These were the most vicious hallucinations yet! Really there was no cause for alarm, although he couldn’t sell that to Tabitha.

Or the large male caregivers who got him back in bed and put up those damn side rails so high he couldn’t reach over them. Pinned down, again.

He needed to leave. Eric would leave. It was only a matter of time.

Tabitha was crying again, hysterically.

“Don’t let those people make you crazy,” he told her, glaring at the departing men. “They don’t know shit, you know? They don’t know a thing about me.”

“I’m calling mom.” Tabitha stood.

“Please don’t leave me yet.”

Tabitha looked hesitant but then dropped back down on the stool. “Uncle John wants to see you too.”

“He will. They all will.”

Eric looked to the window. Dark red muck pressed against it from outside, within it, faces smashed against the pane, bloodshot eyeballs rolling back into their heads. The sludge wasn’t gone after all. It just wasn’t invited today. All he had to do was banish it from his head though. Reject it all. Reject the waste and reject the idea that he’d ever need to give into something as stupid as dying.

His daughter stared off to the bulging window. Although she couldn’t see what wanted to get inside, terror visibly mounted in her eyes. When she turned back she beheld Eric like a blood stained apparition.

Eric sat up in bed and refused to feel exhausted, refused to hear the crackling glass and creaking window frame giving way, refused to feel the blood slowing and solidifying in his vessels and setting his heart to plaster. He refused it all and took a deep breath into his failing lungs.

“Baby girl, listen to me good, okay?”

Tabitha reached out then and put her hand on top of his.

“I’m going to get better,” said Eric.

[image: ]
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Tim Richardson sat on the edge of his 9-year-old daughter’s bed. The sun had set and the house was quiet. This was the nicest time of his day but, in some ways, the hardest. The past few months had been tough for him, but he kept a brave face, at least in front of her. She needed to see him strong and upbeat. As difficult as it had been for him, this was worse for her. The fear, the pain, the sickness—He didn’t know how someone so small could handle it, but she did. She was stronger than he could ever be.

“Good night, sweetie,” he said as he patted her hand and started to rise.

She yawned but waved for him to stop. “Tell me a bed time story.”

He looked at her reluctantly. “I don’t know. It’s getting pretty late.”

“Pleeeaaassseee???” She knew just how to draw the word out long enough to get to him.

He couldn’t resist her big, green eyes. He told everyone after she was born he didn’t have bones in his body anymore. There couldn’t be because they would’ve broken when she wrapped him around her little finger. “Okay,” he relented as he sat back down. “A short one.” She snuggled into bed as he began. The single, shaded lamp by her bed cast a perfect glow for an epic tale.

“Once upon a time, there was a princess named Zoe.”

“Daddy, that’s my name,” she laughed.

“What a coincidence!” he smiled back. “Well, Zoe wasn’t a normal princess. She was a warrior princess! She possessed a magic sword named Lightbringer. Whenever Princess Zoe would wield the sword, its blade would glow and its touch would burn!”

“What did she look like?”

“She was beautiful. Large, round eyes, the color of spring leaves, and long brown hair as wavy as the ocean at high tide.” His daughter looked down, her mouth drooping, as she ran her hand over her smooth scalp. “But,” he added, “a custom had taken the land and she, like most of the other people, had shaved off all of their hair because they knew that bald is beautiful.” A slow grin spread across her face.

“The Princess lived in a small, but friendly kingdom. She and her parents were beloved by all the people because they were generous and just, yet fair and wise. But the kingdom was plagued at night by the Shadow Cubs, small black imps that would invade in the dark and kidnap the citizens. The Cubs would then take them to their father, Erebus the Devourer. Do you know what he did? He ate the people whole!

“Being both royalty and a warrior, Princess Zoe understood the responsibility she had to her people. Armed with Lightbringer, she would roam the kingdom by night, hunting Shadow Cubs. Sometimes she would scare them off. Other times, she would be able to kill one or two. When they began attacking three houses at once, Zoe couldn’t stop all of them. People were taken and she knew she had to stop them forever. As long as she held her magic sword, the imps couldn’t get to her, but she couldn’t allow her people to be abducted and killed.

“During the day, when the Shadow Cubs couldn’t come out to hunt for fear of the daylight, the Princess would scour the country outside the kingdom walls, looking for their home. Though their land wasn’t large, they were surrounded by heavy woods and rough terrain. It was a difficult and treacherous search but she kept it up every day. Though, every day, she would return without even finding a trace of their lair.

“This continued for months. Every night, she would patrol the land containing the homes of her people and every morning she would look for the creatures’ domain. Before she would leave, her worried parents would always ask, ‘You saved lives last night. People continue to live because of you. Isn’t that enough?’

“And every time she would answer the same way, ‘No, until they are all gone, it’s never enough,’ and continued her search.

“One night, while patrolling, Princess Zoe heard a youthful cry for help. She ran to the nearest house to find a family with a young boy cornered by a Shadow Cub. The monster couldn’t have been more than four feet tall. As she drew Lightbringer from its sheath, she could see more details. Covered in short black fur, its thin limbs seemed to move in and out of the shadows on the wall and floor. It was difficult to tell where the creature ended and the house began. When it turned to face Zoe, she could clearly see its long, hooked nose, sunken, dark eyes, and a mouth full of jagged, rotten teeth. Though its face wasn’t covered in fur, its skin was still as black as onyx.

“She swung her sword but the monster quickly leaped aside, hissing and screaming at her. It bounced all around the dark room, finding shadows to hide in, though Lightbringer cast a wave of brightness wherever it was swung. Zoe knew this was a particularly nasty one so she readied for a long, difficult fight. But just as she was preparing for another attack, the Shadow Cub jumped through the window and ran off into the night.

“Princess Zoe realized an opportunity was before her and ran out of the house, hot on the heels of the little beast. She watched as it zigged and zagged through the forest, leaping over fallen trees and spinning this way and that to avoid obstacles. It was extraordinarily graceful for a disgusting little creature of the night. Slits of moonlight shone through the leaves and guided her path. The princess was determined to see the end of this struggle, no matter what it cost. The words of her parents rang in her ears: ‘Isn’t it enough?’ and she kept telling herself over and over, ‘Until they’re gone, it’s never enough.’

“The Shadow Cub ran through a familiar part of the forest and suddenly stopped. Zoe had seen this area a hundred times, but something was different. There was a hole in the side of a large hill that wasn’t there when she had searched here before. The sun began to rise behind her and the warrior princess approached the lair. But something unexpected happened. As the rays of the newly risen sun touched the entrance, it disappeared. Princess Zoe approached the hill and pressed into the dirt as hard as she could but to no avail. It was solid. The entrance was only accessible at night.

“She returned home and informed her parents of her discovery. They tried to say they would send a legion of soldiers with her to storm the lair, but Zoe wouldn’t hear of it. The only thing that protected her was Lightbringer. If the soldiers approached without an enchanted sword, they would be slaughtered. Terrified at the thought of losing their daughter, her parents again asked her their daily question, this time all the more fervently. ‘You’ve saved countless lives. You’ve guarded us day and night. Children still have their parents and parents still have their children because of you. Isn’t that enough?’

“Zoe laid her armor and her sword on her bed and turned to them. They had never seen her so stern, so angry, so determined. ‘There are still people abducted every night. Our people live in fear every day. Until the Cubs and Erebus are defeated forever, no, it’s never enough.’

“That afternoon, as dusk approached, Princess Zoe left and made her way to the spot where she saw the entrance the night before. As the last rays of the sun lifted from the hillside, the opening magically appeared as if it had been there the entire time. She set her eyes on the cavernous entrance, tightened the straps on her armor, drew her sword, and said to herself, ‘Never enough.’

“The inside of the lair would have been impossible to see had it not been for Lightbringer casting a bluish-white glow. It was cold, so cold she could see her breath, and things moved in the corners of her eyes. In places where the light couldn’t quite reach, noises sounded: scurrying, murmuring, scratching and hissing. So long as she stayed in the light of her sword, the imps could not reach her. The inky blackness at times seemed as though it might overpower her guiding light, but Princess Zoe marched on, searching for the heart of the cave.

“As the walls became tighter and the noises became louder, Zoe approached an opening. She couldn’t see into it, but a voice bellowed from within. ‘Come in, little girl. Come see the face of your destruction.’

“She cleared the opening and found herself in what appeared to be a large round chamber. It was difficult to tell the exact shape and size because of the constantly dancing shadows. In the middle, however, was a large crystalline throne made of black jagged rock that jutted in all directions. On the seat lounged a man, simple and plain, though his robes were as black as the darkest shadow and continually poured over his body like liquid. His skin was a stark white, as if he’d never set foot in the sun. Black hair laid combed back perfectly on his head. His eyes were nothing but marbles of complete shadow.

“When he spoke, the walls shook. ‘So the little warrior girl has come to meet her fate,’ he said. ‘I’ve eaten so many of your people, I’ve lost count. I must admit they are quite tasty. Once you’re dead, I will eat more than ever. I will engorge myself on the people under your protection. Tell me girl, can you die knowing that every person in your kingdom will meet a horrible, painful end? Will that knowledge haunt you? I think it may drive you mad. Tell me, young one, can the thought that your failure will kill so many push you over the brink of insanity? Is it enough?’

“Princess Zoe gripped her sword tighter and said, ‘It’s never enough.’

“The Devourer rose from his throne and began to change. His height increased three fold, his black hair melted down to encompass his body, and the shadow robes he wore flared out and up, wrapping his form in a cocoon of darkness. He reached up, his new figure easily touching the top of the cave, and pulled a crystal sword from the stalactites.

“Their battle raged for what seemed eternity. Princess Zoe could hear the Shadow Cubs scurrying in the wings, whispering of their certain victory. The Devourer was a mighty opponent, not subject to the same weaknesses as his children. He could remain in the light of her sword, even attempting to fight with his own sword. The walls rattled, rubble fell from the ceiling, the ground cracked with the might of their blows. On and on their battle raged with no clear winner. But the warrior princess finally saw a strategy, how Erebus would block only a few of her blows but try to completely avoid most. She knew he may not be as quick to succumb to the magical light but eventually, if she persevered, she would break him. She would win.

“Continuing her attack, she waited for the right opportunity. Wearing him down would take time and she was beginning to grow weary herself. But she kept thinking of her people, of her parents. They were counting on her. If she failed, they would all perish. She refused to let herself be beaten. She refused to see the end of the strength within herself. She would continue until it was won. The daily struggle was not enough to wear her down. It was and never would be enough.

“The black crystal of The Devourer’s sword finally cracked. The noise reverberated through the chamber, silencing the diminutive observers. Zoe pressed her advantage, continuing to strike again and again, always in the same place, pushing Erebus to his knees, until finally his sword shattered. With no defense left, she plunged Lightbringer into The Devourer’s chest. His face began to glow and crack. The lines etched their way down his body and into his arms and legs. With an ear-bursting scream, he shattered into a billion pieces, some so small they were only dust and danced in the light of her sword.

“The Shadow Cubs screeched and yelled, running in every direction. Zoe held her sword in the air and issued a warning, ‘I’ve killed your master, your father. Don’t ever let me see any of you ever again. Not in my kingdom, not in my forest. Or you will suffer his fate.’

“She left the cave, making her way home. And the kingdom was finally at peace.”

Tim’s daughter could barely keep her eyes open. She yawned as she nestled into her bed. “That was a good story, Daddy.”

He stood up, kissed her head, and walked to the light switch on her wall. “Zoe, you’ve finished with your initial round of chemo and the doctors say you’re getting a little better. The first battle is over. Are you ready to slow down, to relax? Is this enough?”

Zoe smiled wide as her eyes closed in sleep.

“No, Daddy, it’s never enough.”

[image: ]
  


“The Addition” by Bentley Little first appeared in Cemetery Dance Issue #50 (2004).
 

“Sky of Brass, Land of Iron” by Joe McKinney first appeared in The Harrow Vol 9 No 10 (2006) and then again in Horror for Good (2012).
 

“Descent” by William F. Nolan first appeared in Calliope Newsletter #121 (Fall 2008).
 

“The Call” by Rick Hautala first appeared in Occasional Demons (Cemetery Dance Publications, 2010).
 

“Where the Wild Welo Waits” by John Hawhead first appeared in Witness (Austin Hutcheon, 2010).
 

“A Billion Monstrosities” by Mort Castle first appeared as a part of the “Healers Trio” in 2 AM Magazine, (October 1988).
 

“Dance of the Blue Lady” by Gene O’Neill first appeared in Cemetery Dance, Issue 53 (2005).
 

“Unwoven” by Tim Waggoner appeared in Shroud no.1(2008)
 

“King Rat” by James Dorr first appeared on Gothic.net (March 2002) and again in Darker Loves: Tales of Mystery and Regret (Dark Regions, 2007).
 

“The Lucky Mouth” by Gerry Huntman first appeared in Anthology of Ichor III: Gears of Damnation (Unearthed Press, 2011).
 

“Death Knell” by Richard Thomas first appeared on Thunderdome (Aug 2011).
 

“I Know This World” by John Palisano first appeared in Michael Louis Calvillo’s I Will Rise: Special Edition (Dark Fuse Books, 2012)
 

“Red-Wat-Shod” by Jason V Brock first appeared on Paul Kane’s Shadow Writer website, (September 2011). (http://www.shadow-writer.co.uk/redwatshod.htm)
 

[image: ]
  


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
 

There are several people I need to thank. First, I need to thank everyone at the hospital where my son is being treated. The doctors and nurses down there make dealing with this illness so much easier. I can tell that they truly love the children they care for.

Second, I need to thank my daughter. It has to be very hard on her to see her younger brother go through this. I know there are times when she must feel neglected, but on a general whole, she loves him and helps take good care of him.

Third, I need to thank JM Jennings for his help in the initial reading of all of the submissions received. It was a huge relief to have another opinion besides my own and having him read was invaluable.

But this book would be nothing without the authors that have contributed to this great collection. Without them, you would be holding a bunch of blank pages. I appreciate how many went out of their way to help write and obtain the stories that are in this anthology, but to proof everything as well.

I must also give my warm fuzzies to Absolutely*Kate and Jack Ivey for their help in promotion of this work. We hope to spread this cause as far and wide as we can.

I must thank my other half, Max Booth III. He patiently listens to me moan and groan and offers his advice on what looks good and what looks bad. He keeps me in line and makes sure I always reach farther to fulfill my creative potential.

Lastly, I must send my love to my little man. His easy acceptance of this fight has made it easier to battle. With his struggle, we can hopefully shed light on other kids who are not so fortunate. Perhaps we can even, one day, slay the beast they call cancer.

Lori Michelle

 

August 15, 2013

 

[image: ]
  


[image: ]
  

images/cover.jpg
BLE

“eagh story in bleed is like o cold
breath whispered in the ear. ahlm%v,z
(ntinate, and deeply disturbing. highly.

i!. -

”
redommended! ”
-jonathan maberry'
new gork times bestselling aathor'of
flre & ash and exfinh "f

Q)
B £ ’ E ‘
LOR MK FEELE i

Proceeds to be donated to






nav.xhtml

    
  
    		True Horror


    		With Paper Armour and Wooden Sword


    		The Addition


    		Welcome to the World, Mister Smiles


    		Leukemia is Fookin’ Stoopid


    		The Nightly Disease


    		Sludge


    		I Am Disease


    		Sky of Brass, Land of Iron


    		Descent


    		Five Little Tips


    		Remission


    		Ears


    		Mr. Expendable


    		The Call


    		Where the Wild Welo Waits


    		A Billion Monstrosities


    		Dance of the Blue Lady


    		Unwoven


    		King Rat


    		The Rooster


    		The Monster in Me


    		Muted


    		Dreams of Shadows


    		The Funeral Portrait


    		Impossible is Nothing


    		The Gift


    		Lost and Found


    		That Which is Not Seen


    		Goddess of the Moxie Moon


    		Finding Peace by Writing About Cancer


    		The Lucky Mouth


    		Death Knell


    		The Sallow Man


    		March


    		Bumper Car Bandit


    		No Limit


    		The Unstoppable Annihilation


    		I Know This World


    		Fight


    		Slippery Love


    		Red-Wat-Shod


    		Get the Cell Outta Here


    		All the Sludge


    		Never Enough


  





images/00058.jpg





images/00060.jpg





images/00059.jpg





images/00062.jpg





images/00061.jpg





images/00064.jpg
) i Dok A
S A Kt 0l ¥
FA
f s :
¥ e
PR
ek S f : 2
: B : : % 5
; AR
i 1
a0
i Wi
3 R
W o

[T






images/00063.jpg





images/00009.jpg





images/00008.jpg





images/00011.jpg





images/00010.jpg
o





images/00013.jpg





images/00012.jpg





images/00002.jpg
ne . e
CS =

0 yisin odanerloig Nt i s aniditia





images/00001.jpg
BLEED

EBITED BY
LUR] MICHELLE

&





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg
TUAL

TION
ACHINE
UBLISHING





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg





images/00007.jpg





images/00029.jpg





images/00028.jpg





images/00031.jpg





images/00030.jpg





images/00033.jpg





images/00032.jpg





images/00035.jpg





images/00034.jpg





images/00026.jpg





images/00025.jpg





images/00027.jpg





images/00018.jpg





images/00020.jpg





images/00019.jpg





images/00022.jpg





images/00021.jpg





images/00024.jpg





images/00023.jpg





images/00015.jpg





images/00014.jpg





images/00017.jpg





images/00016.jpg





images/00049.jpg





images/00048.jpg





images/00051.jpg





images/00050.jpg





images/00053.jpg





images/00052.jpg





images/00055.jpg





images/00054.jpg





images/00057.jpg





images/00056.jpg





images/00047.jpg





images/00038.jpg





images/00040.jpg





images/00039.jpg





images/00042.jpg





images/00041.jpg





images/00044.jpg





images/00043.jpg





images/00046.jpg





images/00045.jpg





images/00037.jpg





images/00036.jpg





