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            LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Greetings Dear Reader,

      Allow me to welcome you to the July 2024 edition of Cosmic Horror Monthly, our tribute to Thomas Ligotti. We have a truly outstanding lineup for you this month, filled with puppets and pigs, malicious toys and carnivorous pianos, delicious nightmares, and all the nihilism you are expecting.

      Our Ligotti tribute issue fittingly begins with Jon Padgett’s lyrical and haunting “The Indoor Swamp, Revisited.” We then bring you into the world of a devilish prankster with Matthew M. Bartlett’s “Good Evening, Mr. Darkgarden.” We then have a pair of stories that revel in the impersonal disconnection of work, Susan R. Morritt’s slaughterhouse horror “I’ve Got the Sauce, If You’ve Got the Pasta” and “The Server Room” from CHM Alum Patrick Barb.

      We follow those chilling tales with LC von Hessen’s “The Carnival Is Dead and Gone,” where a lonely young man buys a blank expanse of flesh he hopes to grow into a companion, and Lucy Zhang’s “Skipped Practice,” which brings us two young piano virtuosos struggling to navigate a carnivorous environment. We cap the issue with a trio of unsettling tales, TJ Price’s “The Nightmare-Eater” and Erik McHatton’s “The Man Who Collected Ligotti,” as well as Dave Urban’s “I Vecchi,” where a man searches for layers of meaning in an inappropriately titled painting. We wrap up the issue with a reach back into the crypt for Margaret St. Clair’s “Continued Story.”

      We hope that you enjoy our Ligotti tribute issue!
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            MEET THE CHM STAFF
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      Jolie Toomajan: Co-Editor

      Jolie Toomajan is a writer, editor, and all-around ghoul, and she has a PhD in English with a focus on speculative fictions. Despite all this, she would read out loud from a book written in backwards Latin.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Charles Tyra: Co-Editor

      Oenophile, logophile, aspiring writer. Completely captivated by Cosmic Horror and Weird Fiction from an early age after first reading the story: Dagon by HPL. Resides in the flatland  that is Oklahoma City.
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      Carson Winter: Co-Editor | Social Media

      Horror fan and author with works featured in Vastarien and the No Sleep podcast. He lives in the Pacific Northwest.

      

      Featured artists this month
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      Cover art: Luke Spooner is a freelance illustrator from the South East of England. Since graduating from Portsmouth University with a First-Class degree in illustration Luke has gone on to work on a wide variety of projects and commissions, including; illustrations and covers for horror, science fiction and fantasy books, magazines, graphic novels, conceptual design, CD packaging and business branding. Luke has also illustrated children’s’ books for authors who aim to promote diversity and mindfulness in younger audiences.
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      Trevin Wyant is an illustrator, educator, and nightmare maker from the foothills of Appalachia. His work offers a portal into the illusive landscape of dreams where shadows come to life and the unimaginable takes form.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE INDOOR SWAMP, REVISITED

          

          JON PADGETT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The sense of hearing cannot be closed off at will. There are no earlids. When we go to sleep our perception of sound is the last door to be closed and it is also the first to open when we awaken.”

        — R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the World

      

      

      

      There is no smell to indicate where you are. There is no astringent, slightly mildewed scent that suggests either the antiseptic or decayed hollowness of the runny pathways of a multilevel parking garage. Nothing that would suggest moisture of any kind, artificial or natural. Nor can you feel any temperature on your skin to speak of—not the clammy, humid sweat of a subterranean flea market, not the musty, oppressive stillness of a hallway in a trailer attached to a flea market. Not even a hint of the cool sunlight shining through great panes of glass somewhere far above.

      Sense of taste, zero. Neither sharp and metallic flakes of peeling boat paint nor a hint of bug spray nor the ancient, suffocating flea market warehouse, settling on your open lips, inside your mouth, upon your tongue.

      And, of course, you cannot see. Your eyes are not even haunted by after-images of the dirty, jagged, leafless papier- mâché cypress trees swathed in burlap-Spanish moss that line the artificial river, the off-green liquid passing for swamp water surrounding you, the sluicing sight of those false trees becoming smaller as the flat-bottomed boat shifts into a higher gear on its underwater track towards the underground flea market and the trailer beyond it. Nor can you see through the omnipresent terrarium-style glass of the bridges and overpasses and buildings beyond. No off-white sign in front of the dock that reads… something you cannot recall. You are shut off from every sensation, visited only by half-memories of a place you once knew.

      But no, not all sensation is gone. You hear a voice. This voice. Not an informational tour monologue voice. No. This voice tells you what you do not see, what you cannot smell or taste, and what you never feel. “My” voice. Describing. Occasionally indulging in rhetorical devices. Figures of speech. Dictating, yes. A dictator of the mind.

      My voice is inescapable. It intrudes. There are no earlids. One might stop up one’s ears, but, even so, my voice can be heard. Whether you have functional hearing or not. You hear these words in “your mind’s eye” as you read them.

      And every reader is blind when they fully engage with words. A passive blindness. For the blind, there is no center of consciousness. A hand grabs you. A voice addresses you. The voice comes from somewhere. The voice comes from nowhere. It is within you but is not of you. This strange, disembodied voice and the voice in your head become one. Like the divine, the voice is both invisible and word made real. Within and without.

      There is no point in trying to escape the voice. You could run if you could see, if you could feel your way through dank, slanted pavement or up and down suffocating, echoing stairs, even crawling eventually, staggering against shadowy vehicles, bumping your head against the solid glass door of this place you once knew so intimately, the tang of blood in your mouth, the smell of urine and worse in your nose. But even if you could sense the world around you, even if you had the ability to run from it, the voice would simply run with you. You cannot hide from the voice. It is heard even if you cover your ears or scream.

      You are helpless. In a lightless, soundless, altogether senseless place.

      So give in to the voice.

      Listen.

      This is heaven here in the doll body.

      Now.

      There is a great shattering, echoing, an explosion, a roar of static. Human cries and moans on either side of you.

      You feel the impact, a rain of moisture and shards of sharpness tearing at flesh. Stinging. Water, tears, sweat, blood?

      Blood. You can taste it on your lip. You can smell blood, too, and piss and worse. You feel for your face with shaking fingers, probing jagged, scratched skin in the darkness.

      There is a fluttering. The darkness lifts, and finally, impossibly a blinding rectangle of light appears along with broken glass and off-green liquid and the detritus of knickknacks upon the dark cement floor. A shattered dummy head has rolled in front of where you crouch. The dummy’s one good eye rolls as if by its own volition and locks onto your own now widening eyes, and then…

      you look inside.

      

      End.
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        * * *
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      Jon Padgett is a professional–though lapsed–ventriloquist who lives in New Orleans. He is the Editor-In-Chief of Grimscribe Press. Padgett’s first short story collection, The Secret of Ventriloquism, was named the Best Fiction Book of the Year by Rue Morgue Magazine.

      Padgett’s voice has also become synonymous with the works of Thomas Ligotti. Padgett has lent his voice to numerous Thomas Ligotti works, including the recently released Penguin Random House audio version of Songs of a Dead Dreamer and Grimscribe. Ligotti’s Noctuary & The Spectral Link audiobook, narrated by Padgett, will drop in the summer of 2024. With his ability to channel Ligotti’s prose and poetry via the spoken word, Padgett is a singular figure in the world of weird storytelling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GOOD EVENING, MR. DARKGARDEN

          

          MATTHEW M. BARTLETT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “What is this, some kind of gag?”

        —Apocryphal

      

      

      

      Hello. Welcome to Darkgarden Novelties! We have the world’s finest selection of geegaws, gimcracks, tricks, traps, and put-ons. Painstakingly curated by Mr. Emil Darkgarden, whose surname graces not only our storefront but also his own novelty manufacturing concern, our selection of classic and unique baubles, of pranks and snares, is unmatched on this or any other continent. We’re not open quite yet, but do feel free to step in out of the cold. Just give me just a moment to get the rest of these lights.

      

      Having resigned abruptly from the more brutish pursuits that were my livelihood throughout my youth and well into my early middle age, I now work as a cashier and stock man at Darkgarden Novelties, the premier destination for the discerning prankmeister. For a retirement job, the position pays well enough. It allows me to rent a habitable apartment I can travel to and from conveniently by city bus. It buys me microwaveable meals and wax-wrapped fast-food hamburgers. The work is not demanding. I haul in the deliveries, put away the stock, fulfill and prepare for shipping orders placed over the phone through the internet, and process cash and credit transactions for the few who find their way to the shop.

      Darkgarden Novelties plies its tricksy trade in a small shop located in a complex of dark-complected high-rises that seemed to have sprung up all at once from the ground where so recently factories, abandoned and crumbling, dreamed their gravel and graffiti dreams, the demolition and construction taking place in the elusive periods of non-time between seconds.

      

      Oh, yes, I know. They usually drop our shipments there during the afternoon or evening. I’m sorry if any of it was blocking your way. I do very much appreciate the offer, but that would be a liability issue. I’ll be taking care of it over the course of my shift. I won’t be but a few more moments, sir. Feel free to remove the scarf from your face.

      

      Near the center of the unnamed complex stretches a dimly lit, narrow alley ending in a cul-de-sac. There in that gloomy, tucked-away, flagstone and fire-escape alley, some of the more outré outlets reside—most without any sign to indicate the goods or services they purvey, just the ubiquitous red and blue OPEN sign. These shops are nocturnal. The studio apartments above them sit vacant. The shadows, the creeping darkness, the weak lighting—all coalesce to make this section of the complex seem as though it exists separate from the modern day, in some time-suspended real or unreal ancient age. One expects to hear the clip-clop of horse hooves or see a tall-hatted man emerge from the exhaust breathing from one of the upscale laundromats, twirling his cane and whistling a curious tune.

      At the eastern corner of the entrance to the cul-de-sac sits the storefront for Darkgarden Novelties. The side window faces the studios of Cachexia Boudoir Photography on the opposite corner; the front looks out upon a sunken, bench bracketed, brick pavilion spangled with umbrella-topped tables. On the other side of the pavilion is one of the tertiary thoroughfares.

      

      Let me know if you have any questions! I’m well-versed in the history and origin of every item in the shop, and if there’s anything I don’t know, I can find it out for you utilizing one of our information cards or our exhaustive library of books and catalogs.

      

      I’ve never met Mr. Darkgarden. My interview for the job took place over the phone. Mr. Darkgarden’s voice was electronically altered…or perhaps electronically generated. Its cadence was halting and unsteady, and syllables seemed accented almost at random.

      My training, as well, took place over the phone, in the shop, alone—Mr. Darkgarden had left the key under the mat. It shone and glimmered, newly cut. I turned it over in my hand during the orientation session, finally sliding it onto my modest keyring next to my rusted apartment key. I stayed long after the training was complete, looking through the catalog and the file of information cards.

      

      I’m afraid I have no direct contact information for our proprietor. He spends most of his time traveling, attending industry conferences and trade shows, going on buying trips, overseeing the work of his own manufacturing facility and touring those of our vendors. I’m afraid I cannot convey to him any questions or messages you may have. You may visit our website—the URL is on the card—I’m afraid you’ll find the site somewhat threadbare, but there is a contact form you could fill out.

      

      Often when the shop is quiet and my work for the night is complete, merchandise unpacked, logged in, and put away; boxes broken down; orders from the phone or internet packaged for shipping, I step out to one of the tables in the sunken brick pavilion and chain-smoke. I do not lock up the shop. I sit in a location that allows me a view of the entrance. On these occasions I try not to reflect upon the past to the degree that it might inflict itself upon the present. I concentrate on the cold feel of the metal seat. On the cloud of smoke in my lungs. I smell meat grilling: beef, pork, goat. I smell the festering garbage from the section of the alley where the receptacles are placed by the staff of the obscure and unnamed shops.
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        * * *

      

      I think Mr. Darkgarden watches me. Through the security camera, possibly, but I’m not talking about that. Every so often, when I sit outside in one of the umbrella-topped tables in the sunken pavilion, chain-smoking, I see the silhouette of a man on a rooftop across the way. The silhouette changes size, never remaining the same—it starts very small, then swells and stretches to horribly large, towering into the sky, its head up too far to see, then human-size. The first time I saw it, I thought it to be some kind of cloaked mantis. But I blinked and it was just a man. I could not see his face. I was certain at that moment, and I am certain each subsequent moment I see him, at first thinking he’s some kind of cloaked mantis, but then blinking the sight away to reveal the man, of several things.

      The first is that this is quite possibly Mr. Darkgarden.

      The second is that Mr. Darkgarden’s fluctuations in size are some kind of gag.

      The third is that, if it is indeed Mr. Darkgarden, I must not ever see his face, because I fear it will resemble the hideous visage that graces the packaging for the Screaming Jars—a cartoon face of unparalleled grotesquerie—mouth wide, nose bulbous, terrified eyes, curving tongue jutting under gapped teeth.

      The last is that he has caught me in some impropriety or even a crime, though I have not knowingly committed one, not toward the shop, not toward Mr, Darkgarden, and would not, not ever, not ever.

      

      Watch your step, sir—there’s a riser there. Though it’s not one of our pranks, it does on occasion trip up the distracted customer!

      

      And so now, on the infrequent occasions when I see him there—always in the same spot, always fluctuating in size—I say quietly to myself, Good evening, Mr. Darkgarden. When I say this, he folds himself into the shadows and is gone. I feel, in those moments, a great sadness fall on me like some terrible, suffocating blanket, weighing me down, affixing me to the chair in which I sit. The despair is complete—I see no good in anything, no hope, a bleak present, a rapidly fading past, a black future. Why does anyone tolerate all of this, I say, looking up at the smoke trying in vain to reach the faraway glut of stars up there in space, and I imagine that space smells of charred flesh and the stars reek of maggots.

      

      If you want to see anything in the wall case, let me know. I’d be glad to open it up for you. In there we have our rarities and special gags we sell for premium prices: prototypes, test items, duds, one-offs, pieces owned and utilized by the famous and infamous, malfunctioning pranks that resulted in injury or death—a real treasure trove!

      

      I cheer myself by returning to the shop and surveying our racks on which we display the old standards: the Joy-Buzzer, the Bliss-Zapper, the False Shoulder, the Screaming Jars (“they don’t scream, you scream into ‘em”). Then I look at our New Arrivals—those manufactured by Mr. Darkgarden’s factory, of course, as well as those from the likes of Aunt Taunt & Sons, The Ta-Da Trick & Novelty Co., Shenanigans N’ Sue Novelties, and even up-and-comer Laff Wyatt. They provide us with products such as la Piñata Arañas, Cadaver Aerosol, the Mystery Gag-Bag, the Yogurt Arm, Drum Busters (exploding hearing aids), and Pop-Out Percy, a spring-loaded fetus in a hyper-realistic coconut shell.

      

      No, no one lives up there. Probably animals. Or possibly they’re painting. Putting in appliances—that might account for the sounds you’re hearing.

      

      Once a month—and I look forward to this with almost as happy anticipation as I do my paycheck—I find on the doorstep the newest issue of the voluminous Homunculus Imports Catalog—page after page of colorful pictures and tantalizing descriptive paragraphs enumerating the newest delightful and innovative pranks that represent the future of the industry.

      The bulk cost of the products is too dear when you factor in freight costs, but every so often when things are in the black, Mr. Darkgarden selects an item and communicates to me via email or handwritten note the exciting opportunity for me to pick one as well. My last pick was the Sparkler-Surprise Eyelashes. When the wearer cries, a clandestinely concealed contrivance triggers a mini-fireworks display literally right before his or her eyes. I always hope that my selections speak well of my taste and of my enthusiasm for the industry.

      

      Sir? I’m sorry—customers aren’t allowed back there. There’s nothing behind that door but the back stockroom and restroom—that’s strictly for employees—yes, again, an issue of liability. If you need to relieve yourself, there’s a gas station…

      

      The back room also contains a closet that houses merchandise recalled for safety reasons and pranks that were discontinued, as well as pranks adapted by the government for military use. This is according to Mr. Darkgarden; I have not seen these items, and I do not know specifically what they are—not even I am allowed in that particular room.
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        * * *

      

      Now, tonight, my work is done, and hours remain until I get on the early bus for home, so once again I sit in the brick courtyard and chain-smoke and I look up at the smoke trying in vain to reach the faraway glut of stars up there in space, and I imagine that space smells of charred flesh and the stars of maggots and I see the man far away on a rooftop shrinking and swelling, and maybe, for the first time, lifting a giant leg to step off of the building’s top down to the road, and I say Good Evening, Mr. Darkgarden and despair falls again onto my shoulders and back with all its killing weight. But then I return to the well-lit shop and let my gaze sweep over the Ha-Ha Hat and the Scat Glasses, the Rat Bible and the Hiccough Hymnal, and these things…their brightly lit…cheerful packages…wait…where did he go…I think about…I think about…

      

      …I think about you, sir, and I think about your trespass into the secret closet with some skeleton key or passe-partout or folded paperclip, you, who may well be Mr. Darkgarden, checking up on me, testing my knowledge of store policy and security protocols and confidentiality, and if so may have used your own official key, but back to the first hand might be an agent from my brutish youth or my brutish middle age, an assassin, maybe, somehow finding me here presumably vulnerable and alone, no hope, a bleak present, a rapidly fading past, a black future, at this shop at the corner of a suspended-in-time real or unreal ancient alley, and if that is who you are, you don’t realize that within reach are all the weapons of my trade; you underestimate the dark power of the gag, the jest, the trick—how if wielded righteously it might unseat a king, send awry the shot of a sniper, thwart a garrotter, lay bare a folly. And yet, conversely these are disposable throwaways, chintzy and crummy, the business nothing but a cheapjack, a large-scale version of those supermarket lobby vending machines of old, slide in a quarter and turn the notched metal knob, pop in two quarters and push in the metal tray, out comes an opaque plastic cup with a red lid, and inside? Slime, shockers, stickers: junk, garbage, hundreds of thousands of quarters rolling in to Taunt, Tricks & Shenanigans, but maybe you already know this, maybe you are Emil Darkgarden himself, the God of the Gimcrack, the King of the Kickshaw, the Baron of the Bauble, and if so, if so, if so, then Good Evening, I say to you tonight, in the brightly lit confines of Darkgarden Novelties, at the corner of the strange alley and the sunken pavilion in this sprung-up, dark-complected complex of high rises, Good Evening, I say to you, Good Evening, Mr. Darkgarden.

      

      End.
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        * * *
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      Matthew M. Bartlett is the author of Gateways to Abomination, Where Night Cowers, The Obsecration, and other books of supernatural horror. His short stories have appeared in a variety of anthologies and journals, including Forbidden Futures, Vastarien, Year’s Best Weird Fiction Vol. 3, and Looming Low Vol. II. He has recorded two full length records and several 45s for Cadabra Records. His current ongoing project is a chapbook subscription service entitled the WXXT Program Guide. He lives in Western Massachusetts with his wife Katie Saulnier and their cats Peachpie and Larry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I’VE GOT THE SAUCE, IF YOU’VE GOT THE PASTA

          

          SUSAN R. MORRITT

        

      

    

    
      “You won’t last a week.” This prediction from the cynical folks of nearby Ebenezer Mills only serves to steel my resolve to stick it out past my first day of work at this vile job on the Van Geerts swine breeding farm.

      One of my co-workers, Sonny Penalagan, has been assigned the task of instructing me on the fine art of dispatching placentas and stillborn piglets through a meat grinder.

      Biofeedback.

      As it’s explained to me, the resulting soup will then be fed back to sows waiting to be bred. Sonny, with his pimply face, wiry pumpkin-orange hair, and bobbing Adam’s apple, regards me with sympathy while I shudder as the head of the lifeless piglet whirls past in a jerking circle. Its eyes are closed, and I’m left with the disquieting impression that it will suddenly somehow be shaken back to life, before being snared by the steel blade, and sucked down.

      I soon learn, however, there is an optional method for this chore, achieved by the head-first insertion of the piglet cadaver (assisted by a stick behind its neck) which I’m informed is quicker. I watch with queasy fascination as the blades begin their work and jump at the sight of two tiny pale legs appearing to frantically kick before the bloody contents of the grinder empty with a flourish into the white bucket below.

      Sonny smiles, wryly. “Looks alive, eh?” He turns away to reach into the overflowing pail beside the grinder for another soul-less porcine corpse to liquidate.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve got the sauce, if you’ve got the pasta,” I joke, as I push the buckets of ground-up gruel on a wheeled dolly cart towards my waiting associate.

      Delmar Webb is the older of my two co-workers, fortyish, with a round moon face, receding hairline of thinning mousy brown hair, and a heavy-set, barrel-chested physique. He is a self-proclaimed born-again Christian, a Pentecostal who is rumoured to speak in tongues, when the spirit so moves him. Every morning as I sit at the lunchroom table after I’ve showered in, I hear Delmar belting out a hymn within the cubicle of the shower, his voice soaring in a heady rush of praise proclaiming what a friend we have in Jesus.

      Sonny usually showers last, and always emerges from his steamy disinfection with his customary packed lunch of a huge bottle of Coca-Cola and a super-sized chocolate bar clutched in his hands.

      “OCD,” he’s confessed to me. Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder. As if that explains everything.
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        * * *

      

      Three months, three weeks, three days. Sonny informs me of the exact length of a sow’s gestation period, his odd sing-song voice rolling the syllables off his tongue with seeming satisfaction.

      The memory of his words returns to me with a flash of insight as I gape with disbelief at the sight of what is writhing next to my manure-encrusted rubber boots. What the hell is this?

      As I look out my farrowing room door, I find Delmar in the main alleyway approaching with the supper feed cart, and I beckon him with a wave to leave off and come quick.

      His reaction to this new aberration is much like my own, as he instinctively recoils with disbelief from the pulsing mass of liver-like placenta which has already slithered halfway down the aisle between farrowing crates. He snatches up a metal rod that is leaning against the wall, and repeatedly jabs at the mass, which emits a series of high-pitched squeals, not unlike that of a newborn piglet in distress. “Open the grate,” he snaps at me, as he grabs a shovel.

      I reach down with a gloved hand and pull the heavy metal lid up from the concrete floor to reveal the recesses of the cesspool below, before Delmar knocks the mewling afterbirth down into the pit. As it splashes gently, there is silence again. Eerie silence, as the farrowing room of normally vocal sows is hushed, square snouts pointed downwards, heads cocked as if listening.

      “I think it’s best if we don’t mention this to anybody,” Delmar advises, before he turns abruptly, his heavy black rubber boots sticky on the blood-splattered floor.

      As my gaze follows his retreating back, I hear Sonny’s words in my head once more. Three months, three weeks, three days. B-I-O-F-E-E-D-B-A-C-K.

      A bobbing head as it spins in a circle; the sudden kick of two tiny, pale and clammy piglet legs disappearing down to oblivious mush to be consumed by the mothers-to-be.

      Biofeedback. God help us all.
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        * * *

      

      The pregnant sows in Farrowing Room * * *3 have all given birth to their litters, and the results are grim, to say the least. Older sows who previously had shown no tendency to savage their young have now inexplicably killed a significant number of newborn piglets.

      My boss, the foul-tempered Gerrit Van Geerts, is furious, but since the majority of the litters are born during the night, I, thankfully, cannot be blamed for negligence.

      I discover two more slimy globs of “living” afterbirth which now appear to be exhibiting signs of fission, splitting apart before my very eyes. I decide to follow Delmar’s example, and deposit the bloody, squirming, amoeba-like placentas down into the bowels of the pit below the slatted floor. Out of sight, out of mind.
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        * * *

      

      “Mornin’, Nancy,” Sonny exclaims as he appears from the mandatory pre-work sterilization procedure of soapy hot water.

      I notice the coveralls which clothe his scrawny frame are woefully over-sized, with the crotch meeting somewhere just above his knees. Glancing up from my farrowing report paperwork on the table before me, I grit my teeth as Gerrit arrives, noticeably un-showered, through the doorway from which Sonny has just emerged.

      I find it blatantly hypocritical that this man has the temerity to regularly berate his hired help, accusing us of failing to shower should there be an outbreak of disease in his herd, while he seems to consider himself to be immaculate.

      As I remark to Sonny over lunch, “I guess we have cooties, but he doesn’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Gerrit Van Geerts has pale grey eyes with oddly elongated pupils which I find gives him a distinctly reptilian appearance. His bushy yellow hair, cut into a mullet style, reminds me of a scruffy corn broom.

      I am in the midst of processing the litters of newborn piglets for the day, injecting iron, and cutting teeth, and my hand is already aching from clutching the side-cutters, hour after hour.

      “Have you scraped the pit yet?” Gerrit’s voice, with his typically belligerent tone, resonates from the hallway.

      Turning my head, I catch a glimpse through the open door of Delmar in the corridor outside.

      “I’d rather not do it today… I slipped on afterbirth last time, and my back’s still sore,” Delmar explains.

      “Afterbirth? Why is there afterbirth in the pit? Has Nancy been throwing afterbirth down in the pit?”

      I pause at my labour of snipping the points of the sharp little teeth from a hapless piglet’s mouth, and listen intently for Delmar’s reply, which is not long in coming.

      “No, of course not. It just falls through the slats sometimes.”

      I hear the cumbersome sound of oversized rubber boots scrape the concrete floor as Gerrit turns away.

      “Well, somebody’s gotta do it today⁠—”

      Somebody… meaning myself, or Sonny?

      Half an hour later, on my way to the supply room for another bottle of injectable iron, I pass by Sonny, who is already lugging the heavy shovel reserved for the task which Delmar has refused.

      Refused for a good reason, as I well know.
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        * * *

      

      “Nancy!” Delmar is standing in the doorway of the farrowing room, waving a clipboard at me. “Have you seen Sonny? I need his breeding paperwork.”

      “I saw him a couple hours ago.” Leaning on the push broom, I glance at my wristwatch. “I think he was on his way to scrape the pit.”

      Delmar’s expression is transformed instantly from impatience to… consternation? Or is that open fear I see reflected in his muddy brown eyes?

      “Is his car still here?” I ask, picking up my utensil tray from the litter cart.

      “I dunno.” Delmar shrugs, then turns away from the farrowing room door. “I’ll check,” he shouts back at me over his shoulder.

      Good idea. I’m afraid to speculate on anything until I am forced to do so.
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        * * *

      

      “He has to be down there. Where else can he be?”

      We’ve shouted till our voices are hoarse, peering into the dark cesspool below our feet. I crouch down for one final time beside the open pit manhole, my hand on the round metal cover that is lying on the cold cement floor. Thrown aside apparently by someone.

      “It’s past six o’clock. I’ve got Bible Study tonight. I have to go.” Delmar is twisting into a knot beside me, shuffling his feet like a child denied a washroom visit.

      “For God’s sake, he could have passed out down there, Delmar!” My voice explodes with incredulous indignation. Rising to my feet stiffly, I meet Delmar’s frightened yet defensive eyes. “We’ll call Gerrit. Now.”

      As I lead the way towards the lunchroom, I wonder just how it came to be that myself, the newbie, is forced to make the decisions.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Slithering, rubbery, bloody-red placentas, with mouths like adhesive, sucking lampreys… Squealing, mewling… could they be sated now?

      Gerrit Van Geerts is outraged when we tell him we haven’t set foot in the bowels of the pit to search for our missing co-worker. Delmar’s back is sore, and I’m just plain “too short” to pull myself back out. I fabricate this untruth in a rush, breathlessly. In actuality, I’d ventured down into the loathsome hole once before when I’d inadvertently dropped the covering. Standing on tip-toe, I’d just managed to grasp the steel handles designed specifically for an exit.

      Garret is livid, but he himself makes no attempt to enter the vile recesses either.

      Waiting, waiting for the police and volunteer firefighting unit to arrive. If the fumes overcame Sonny, we certainly do not need any more casualties… do we?

      The sun is low in the sky when Delmar and I are finally allowed to head home. As I drive down the dusty gravel road, I hear the sirens turning off the main county road. It’s about time.
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        * * *

      

      There is no rendition of “Take It to The Lord in Prayer,” or “When the Roll Is Called Up Yonder,” being sung this morning in the Van Geerts Farm shower. When Delmar steps out of the steamy enclosure, and into the lunchroom, his face is somber.

      There is yellow police tape surrounding Sonny’s car parked in front of the barn. Delmar has already spoken with the two police officers who’d arrived again early this morning, preparing to do a ground search through the surrounding cornfields. The search in the pit the previous night (complete with protective masks and breathing apparatus) has failed to turn up our missing co-worker.

      The mystery continues…

      Garret has already summoned his eldest son, Hendrick, to assist us in weaning this morning.

      Oh, goody, I think to myself. Hendrick Van Geerts, a chip off the old block. This just keeps getting better and better.
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        * * *

      

      The meat grinder has been silenced now for over two months… actually, since just after Sonny’s disappearance. As I pass by the darkened room where I’d formerly prepared the slop, I recall the sound of the vicious whine of the motor, and the “whoosh” as the machine retched its liquidized scarlet contents into an awaiting pail.

      “Biofeedback,” Sonny had explained.

      I realize with a little pang, that I miss Sonny. His nervous twitching hands he’d stuff into his coverall pockets. He-haw, donkey bray of a laugh. I’ve got the sauce, if you’ve got the pasta.

      Another procedure has now replaced the old one—the practice of scooping up the dark “meconium” stool of the newborn piglets, and feeding these first bowel movements, mixed with water, back to the unbred, “dry” sows.

      Yummy. At least this chore isn’t quite as revolting as the previous one.

      I continue down the hall to deposit the heavy garbage bags of afterbirth, stillborn piglets, and various sized baby corpses into the freezer by the exit door where Dead Stock Removal will eventually pick them up.

      “Dad’s orders,” Garret’s snot-nosed prodigy, Hendrick, has haughtily announced. Barking orders like his old man. “Have you scraped the pit yet? Well, somebody’s gotta do it.”

      I will not miss this farm when I am gone from here—and my days are numbered, now that I’ve given my notice. After spying the help wanted sign in the town’s grocery store, I knew immediately that I’d apply for the job. Stocking shelves might be boring, but at least nine to five means nine to five, not seven to seven, or eight, or even nine.
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        * * *

      

      The sows were late to begin farrowing today and even later yet to finish. Delmar, having “Bible Study” for the second time this week, asked me to do a quick walk-through of the dry-sow barn. He left twenty minutes earlier and wants me to check that the automatic feeding system shuts off for the evening. There’s been problems of late, and Garret has been complaining, as usual.

      I glance around the bright, sun-lit interior of the new, naturally ventilated hog barn, awaiting the final feed bin to fill. It is a beautiful evening for the last week of October. With the blinds open, I can see the dry stumps of dead corn stalks in the field surrounding the barn. In the distance, the sky, all day an azure sea of blue, now has transformed to deep orange, streaked with red.

      The combine crew has missed a dozen or so corn stalks surrounding the nearby liquid manure lagoon. They stand like bedraggled scarecrows in the breeze which has picked up outside.

      I see it now, grown apart from the others, with an odd root formation protruding from the hard clay soil, like two legs encased in cement. Long, skinny stalk swaying in the wind. Dry, withered leaves flapping like demented arms… and from the unharvested golden cob, a wild sprout of pumpkin-orange corn silk, standing erect like a stubborn cowlick.

      OCD. Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder. As if that explains everything.

      I turn away in silent shock, as the blinds unexpectedly snap shut, obliterating the spectre from my sight.

      Biofeedback. God help us all.

      

      End.
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        * * *
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            THE SERVER ROOM

          

          PATRICK BARB

        

      

    

    
      The I.T. department is located on Sub-Basement 4. Button B4 on the elevator panel. The Temp rides the elevator down, all alone. He shields his eyes from the glare of the elevator lights reflected and refracted by the mirrored glass lining the three walls and ceiling of the cart. Being surrounded by two other versions of himself, plus a third hanging upside down by his feet is an unpleasant experience for the Temp. His head throbs, his eyes itch, and his throat is parched. He went out drinking the night before, never thinking he’d be called in for temp work on a Friday morning.

      “But a gig’s a gig, right?”

      That’s what his temp agency contact said. He doesn’t think she knows his given name. He figures that’s the best explanation for why the company doesn’t have his name in their computer system. Maybe the agency didn’t even give them his name. Or maybe they gave the wrong name.

      Either way, logging into his temporary workstation, he found himself renamed TEMP. So far, no one’s asked him what his real name is or asked if he wants his name updated in their computer system. Nobody’s asked much of anything. Not Reception, not H.R., not the manager he’s assigned to—the one with a whiteboard on his office wall and uncapped markers that stink of rotting limes.

      The elevator groans, and the Temp and all his reflected and reflective contemporaries shudder as the rattling machine bypasses the other basement and sub-basement floors.

      B

      B-1

      B-2

      B-3…

      The Temp’s tongue moves across his gums. He tastes last night’s cigarettes—about half a pack of Parliaments. “I only smoke when I drink,” doesn’t mean much when you live in the City and go out every night.

      He wishes he’d stopped to pick up an orange or a banana from one of the fruit stands lining the sidewalk between the train and his new temporary workplace.

      Of course, he’s underground now, moving far from the light. Far from fruit trees, fruit stands overflowing with their slightly bruised offerings, the scent of citrus working overtime to battle the stench waves from overflowing garbage cans, spilled motor oil, and curdling vomit in storm drains.

      The elevator shakes and rattles again, harder than last time. Back and forth, side to side, intense enough to make the Temp reach out and clutch the safety rail.

      Ding.

      And like that, it’s over. The silvered doors roll back and the Temp stares through the open doorway to the antiseptic light of the elevator lobby on this lowest of the floors. The flickering fluorescent pulses overhead, crackling with energy, reminding the Temp of the bug zappers hanging outside his family’s home. That first house they lived in, the one his dad built way out in the country. Every morning, the Temp and his brother would run barefoot and pick up the charred corpses of houseflies, mosquitoes, and moths, before engaging in a macabre summertime bug-ball fight.

      He’s lost in memories evoked by the light, so he nearly misses when the soft ding repeats once, then twice more. Inch by inch, his field of vision narrows helped along by the elevator door sliding shut again. Then, there’s a savior, a hand, pale and white, soft but not clammy, wrapping around the poor Temp’s wrist, yanking him forward, separating him from his mirror-bound brethren, leaving them in a shared limbo of never-existence.

      The Temp stumbles over the bronzed OTIS letters at the cusp of the elevator. Then, his slip-on docksiders scuff across flooring that appears to have last been carpeted around the 1970s. Finally, he pulls his hand free and brings it to his face. He’s unsure of what he expects to find, both on the wrist that was just touched and, more broadly, down, down, down on B-4.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ve done some good work today,” his manager told him near the end of the business day. “You strike me as a real team player, pal. Is that right?”

      The friendly nicknames were out in abundance all day long. Reception calling him “honey” and “dear,” and HR told him he was a “rockstar.”

      Or was it “superstar?”

      “But have you been down to the server room yet? You should go to the server room before the day’s over. I.T. will get you taken care of.”

      The Temp assumed this suggestion was about his log-ins, about how he was anonymized in the flurry of emails and intra-office messages he’d received in just the six or seven hours he was actually at his workstation, one bobbing head in a sea of many other twenty-, thirty-, forty-something-year-old heads. All their blotchy-skinned faces illumined by the glow of their laptop screens. Each keyboard marked by a black vinyl label with the name of the company in white, slightly raised letters.

      Whatever role the Temp’s manager performed for the company, it hadn’t earned him an office of his own. Instead, all he could claim was a slightly larger workstation compared to the one the Temp was assigned. A square foot—at most—of extra real estate. The Temp couldn’t help but think of the man, with his ruddy cheeks and frosted tips placed atop his head two decades or more too late, as a “poor sucker.”

      As in, “Get a load of this poor sucker…”

      Mr. Manager had a small shelf drilled into the wall on the far side of his station—half lined with pill bottles and half covered with framed photographs, the price tags still attached and covering some loved ones’ faces. A throwback to a time when you couldn’t just swipe through memories on the phone, time-traveling backward and forward in seconds.

      “You haven’t visited the server room?” his boss-for-the-moment asked again.

      The Temp shook his head slowly in reply. Part of him wondered if he was being sent on a wild goose chase, some first-day ha-ha hazing, a ribbing for the new kid.

      But then, he figured, What the hell? Better to get my name in the system.
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        * * *

      

      The short, cherubic man, clad in a too-long black t-shirt, untucked and spilling past too-tight, over-washed blue jeans, with the black combat boots to finish his meticulously sloppy ensemble, gives the Temp a thorough study under the flickering illumination of the lobby lights on B-4.

      A lip-wrinkling smile breaks out, dimpling the man’s cheeks. When he speaks, he sounds winded, as if he’d been out running laps moments before the Temp’s arrival. However, there’s no trace of sweat on his dark clothing or exposed skin—which is an off-white color reminding the Temp of cookie dough. However, instead of chocolate chips, the man from B-4’s skin substitutes long, stray, black body hairs. They stick straight out from his cheeks, his neck, and his arms. Porcupine quills, the Temp thinks, when he notices how stiff and pointy they appear.

      For a moment, he’s tempted to reach out and yank one of the hairs. But before he surrenders to such an intrusive thought, he discovers the other man is already speaking to him. Has been for a few moments.

      “…so I said, I’d never seen you here B-4. Get it?”

      The Temp blinks, once, twice. It takes him that long to understand that the other man is speaking to him, engaging in banter even. Of course, the Temp despises banter, gossip, small talk, or water-cooler conversations of any kind. He told his roommate as much one evening. “I like being a temp because I put my head down, do the work, get paid, and go home.”

      “Cool man. Whatever,” Roommate #3 (or maybe it was #4) had said. “So, are you gonna pay me back for last month’s rent or…”

      The Temp isn’t interested in thinking further about Roommate 3 or 4. “I.T.?” he asks, checking to make sure he’s reached the right place and the correct person.

      “You got it,” I.T. replies, still grinning.

      Got it. I…T.

      The Temp manages a slight smile and nod, acknowledging the joke. I.T.’s dimples sink deeper, cherry pits compared to the snow-slush hue of his cheeks.

      “So, what brings you down here?” I.T. asks. Now, the persistence of his leering smile begins to itch at something in the back of the Temp’s brain. Some part of his gray matter that isn’t quite fight-or-flight, but close enough to it. An early warning, an alert.

      “My log-in,” he says. “My name. It’s not showing in the system.”

      I.T. shuffles around the Temp, sliding the worn bottoms of his boots across the carpeted floor. He heads for a closed door on one side of the lobby. But based on where he was standing and where he is now heading, the Temp is almost certain the new door is a different one from where the rotund man originally emerged.

      I.T. holds a pudgy hand to a sensor panel beside the door. His skin is smooth and pasty, but otherwise unblemished. Following a loud whining beep and a blinking red dot of light flashing one, two, three times, the locking mechanism hisses and I.T. pushes the door open.

      “What’s your name?” I.T. asks and the Temp almost gets to answer.

      But I.T. holds up a hand, cutting the younger man’s would-be answer short. “What name does your computer, your email, say?”

      Strange question.

      Still, the Temp answers. “Temp, it just says Temp.”

      “Are you a temp?” I.T. asks. The pair walk side-by-side down a long hallway. Cold air blows on them through vents in the walls. The walls are white, appearing freshly painted. Fresh enough that the Temp is certain he could reach out and have fingertips come back sticky, white.

      He nods. Then, vocalizes his affirmation. “Yes.”

      I.T. stops short and places both hands on his knees, emitting an echoing belly laugh that bounces off the white walls. The Temp remains a step behind the other man, unsure exactly of what it was he’s said that’s so funny.
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        * * *

      

      The last time someone laughed so hard at something the Temp said was back home, back before his move to the City. His father laughed until tears rolled down his cheeks, just the same as the condensation beading down the low-ball glass containing the old man’s third scotch and soda. Less and less soda was included with every subsequent drink, of course.

      “My son,” he’d said, gasping for air between his guffaws, “what is it you’re going to become in the City?”

      The Temp hadn’t wanted to answer. Had very much wanted to sleep, to catch a ride with a friend to the airport, and to never think about home again. But there was an angry insistence read between the lines of his father’s chuckling interrogation.

      “A writer,” he’d finally answered.

      “A writer? Is that so? Gonna make a name for yourself then? What’s so disappointing about the one we gave you?”
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        * * *

      

      “Everyone calls me I.T.,” I.T. says.

      The Temp understands. After all, He’s already called the other man I.T. (and I.T. alone) in his head for the whole length of this moment—their first encounter. Hasn’t even considered that the man might have—must have—another name. If he were to think about it long enough and hard enough, the Temp would realize he’s received no names, no proper names for Reception, H.R., Security, Mr. Manager, and now I.T.

      But he doesn’t think about it at all.

      Instead, he continues following I.T.’s boot-scuffingly slow march through the bare-walled, narrowing passage. Narrowing because somehow the space seems thinner with each turn they make. Plus there are so many turns taken that the Temp becomes convinced they’ll end up right back where they started.

      A gag. A joke. Any second they’ll jump out from the walls with cameras and lights and microphones. This will all be for a show.

      If it was going to happen to the Temp, it wasn’t going to occur at the exact moment when they reached the painting.

      Not the server room. But a painting. The Temp’s confusion must make for a good fit on his features, seeing how I.T. immediately recognizes that the younger man is wearing it.

      He presses a stubby corpse-pale finger to the placard attached to the bottom of the maple wood frame.

      “Our C.E.O.” Black letters on bronze.

      The Temp moves closer to get a better look at the man he first sees depicted in swirled oils, with a body seemingly made from snow-peaked mountaintops and crashing waves on seashores, golden sands of beaches, and jagged emerald green triangles representing bordering pine trees. When he steps back, however, the pieces coalesce and a man’s smiling face is so clear it almost projects from the wall, each paint smear and stroke on the finished canvas enhancing his tone and texture.

      But man doesn’t strike the Temp as the right term for the painted C.E.O. The subject has more of a child-like aura about him. A vitality that invokes a sharp pang of nostalgia in the young would-be worker. It confuses him, unsettles him, the longer he stands gazing at the oil painting of the C.E.O. wearing tight clothing, his lean, fit body visible through sheer fabric and his hair styled like it belongs to a runway model. Black hair atop his head, too. Not a speck of gray in sight.

      No wrinkles either. Not even around his eyes.

      “Cool,” the Temp says.

      Questions feel inadequate at the moment.
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        * * *

      

      All the other workers he’d met during his first day on the job, all just seemed so…oh what’s the word?

      Old.

      Yeah, that’s it.

      Everyone sat hunched over keyboards, pecking away with their long, thin, crooked fingers. Confronted again and again by darkened reflections in their screens, showing them all squinting to read the words in documents, emails, and spreadsheets. And, to a man and woman, each one breathed heavily out the sides of their mouths. Deep breaths in, deep breaths out. Fogging up their screens with breath stinking of coffee and despair.

      No, not despair. Despair implies some sense of hope still present, even if it’s inverted…perverted. Everyone working upstairs seemed to have let go of hope long before I checked in.

      The Temp thought he was lucky. By virtue of his name—no, his title—he was temporary. Passing through. The end of his contract would mean the end of his time on the job. Then, there’d be another office. Another Reception, another H.R., another Mr. Manager, and maybe—but hopefully not—another I.T. to help him get his name back in the system.
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        * * *

      

      The Temp manages to step to the side, averting his gaze from the oil-painted C.E.O. He doesn’t have the desire to ask why such a painting would be below ground level with only the sloppily dressed I.T. for companionship. Or maybe it’s the other way around. Maybe it’s the painting that keeps I.T. company down here.

      It’s all foolish, idle speculation as far as the Temp is concerned. When he steps away from the painting, leaving I.T. still pointing his chubby finger at the plaque, he finally notices the other door. A small door. An unremarkable door. Not even the full size of the other doors they’ve already passed through. More broom closet-sized by way of height and width.

      The only thing remarkable about the door is the sheet of lined college-rule writing paper torn free from a spiral-bound notebook and scotch taped to the center.

      “SERVR ROOM”

      Except someone came along and noted the spelling error, using a black ink pen to add a carrot and the missing “E” between V and R. The Temp tilts his head, regarding the sheet as if it were some butterfly pinned to a museum collection, on display for posterity and the admiration of future generations. Squinting, he can almost pick out other markings on the sheet. He wonders if those show earlier attempts to correct the spelling. Or perhaps they’re the bleed-through from whatever pages were written on before this one particular sheet was loosed from its moorings.

      Whatever it is, there’s something compelling about the paper and its misspelled label. The Temp can’t put into words what happens inside him, when this sudden feeling, this temptation, grabs hold of him. All of a sudden, without thought, without planning, without prep time, he becomes action, reaching, running his fingertips down the sides of the torn-out piece of paper.

      “Hey! Don’t touch that!”

      I.T.’s exclamation slams against the Temp like the sonic boom of a passing fighter jet.
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        * * *

      

      His family would take him to air shows when he was younger. A grandfather, great-grandfather maybe, maybe both, flew in the Air Force. The old man/men, sagging-jowled, eyes forever crying but never spilling tears, wore his/their uniform(s) to the shows. He/They snapped off salutes as flying machines roared overhead.

      He’d/They’d reach down and take the boy in his/their arms. Those arms shook but didn’t drop the boy. And he/they pointed to the sky and said, “Look, Temp, look at the way they fly. Isn’t it beautiful how they’re all lined up just so just for us?”

      That’s not my name though.
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        * * *

      

      I.T.’s shouted warning comes suddenly, without preamble. Surprised, the Temp draws his hand back from the paper at the exact wrong angle. Its thin edge catches his skin, peeling back a thin layer of fleshing, carving out a miniature pocket in the space between his thumb and forefinger.

      Just enough to draw a tiny pin-prick’s worth of blood—a crimson dot soon smearing across the paper.

      As before, with I.T. and his hand on the electronic sensor, there’s the gasping yawn of hydraulics before the door to the server room swings open.

      The Temp starts to turn around, looking to I.T. for answers. He has several questions for the man from B-4. Some are more urgent than others. His questions are:

      
        	what the hell, man?

        	do you have a first-aid kit down here?

        	why are we here?

        	what’s in this server room anyway?

      

      But he can’t say for certain if those questions are in ascending or descending order. He just knows he wants, no, he needs answers to all of them.

      Instead of getting to ask them, however, he feels I.T.’s hand on the small of his back, a gentle nudge but electric all the same, charged-up energy flowing from the dough-handed homunculus and through the Temp’s shirt before rocketing up his spine. The effect’s the same as if he were jabbed with a cattle prod, driven forward to the slaughter pens.

      No pens wait ahead though. No blood or cow shit coats the floor. No slabs of dressed red meat hang from hooks. At least, none that the Temp can see.

      Instead, he finds rows on rows of black-boxed machines, all humming in near unison, a droning chorus of information processed and re-processed. These machines are the hub through which all the work done on the floors above is transformed and made productive. The server room is where the company’s real work takes place, of course. Not above, where so many people spend countless hours—day in, day out—working on…something. Whatever it is they make. Whatever product. Whatever services they provide. Everything runs through the towering structures arranged in rows and columns along the unfolding confines of the server room.

      The Temp walks slow and steady, as if he were in a church, navigating the pews. Or better yet, on a beach, walking along the edge where the receding tide kisses the first half-inch of hot, dry sand.

      He halts his forward progress, sensing I.T.’s hand is no longer at his backside. Free for a moment, the Temp turns around, trying to get a sense of how close the door might be. After all, it’d appeared so small and the Temp can’t imagine the room’s very big.

      Yet there’s no door to be seen. At least none within immediate view of the Temp and the now giggling I.T.

      “You don’t remember coming here before?” the small, ugly man asks between his hiccupping guffaws.

      His question makes no sense. It confuses the Temp as if I.T. just shared some lewd joke about his mother. The hot sticky breath against the back of his neck only makes things worse for the Temp. Clouds of fog-white steam roll out from between massive black towers. Each red and green light contains a tiny pouch of data, a pin-prick star in an information constellation. The Temp takes quick gasping breaths, trying to right himself, trying to remember why he’s there in the first place.

      Running a hand down the back of his head and stopping at his neck, he lets the sour sweat splash from his hair down to the collar of his shirt. He counts the digits resting against his bare skin. One, two, three, four, five…six.

      One of the flashing lights displayed like Christmas decorations on the monoliths might contain his name. His real name. The one he had outside the building in the time before. I.T. grabs for his hand, urgent, insistent.

      The Temp ducks down so the other can put lips to ears and share a secret. “Server,” he says.

      Six fingers. But that’s impossible.

      Not only does that realization come but also its slower dawning cousin: that I.T. is simply too short to have been the one to touch the Temp. And not just that. The touch of the extra finger seems imbued with a near-erotic power. Something imitating love and lust.

      “Server,” I.T. repeats.

      The Temp mutters protestations. “Yes, yes, server,” he says, “I know, I know.”

      Finally, he turns around to find out who’s touched him. Then, he stares up past the ebony towers of information, information, and so much more information, and he finds her.

      She hangs from the ceiling, strung up with wires where her flesh isn’t already molded into the cracks between tiles. Red cables, blue cables, green cables, all sparking and crackling with energy. As though she is tapped into the server towers and all the data within.

      Hair is scant atop her head. There are more deep crimson scabbed-over wounds than follicles. Her eyes glow orange. Like the light of a surge protector, or, at least that’s the first thing that comes to the Temp’s mind when her eyes lock onto his.

      Actually, the first thing that reaches his head is I.T.’s word repeated over and over. “Server. Server. Server.”

      Her teeth hang past her lips, all canines. Yellow fangs with brown rot marks. Shiny thanks to the drool and spittle leaking over her cracked white lips.

      “Server,” I.T. repeats, more droning alarm than man. An eager, teasing reminder to the Temp, showing the younger man—a boy practically—that he’s now stuck, bound to this fate.

      Her long arms wrap around the Temp. She pulls him close and sinks her too-many teeth into his neck, his chest, his shoulders, wherever they can penetrate and tear. And once he’s opened, she drinks his offering. Feeding herself, gorging.

      Crow’s feet wrinkles appear to match the new dark circles under the Temp’s eyes. His breathing comes in ragged bursts, his heart beats too fast to overcompensate, and his hearing grows much worse—though he’s sure she’s said something, talking with her mouth full and telling him his name. Gray hairs emerge, turning white in spots—mostly around his temples.

      And then, she lets him go. Slack-jawed, drooling, broken inside and out, he looks down at I.T. still dimpled and giggling. The little man speaks even slower, enunciating every syllable so that even the liver-spotted, wrinkled, elderly Temp can understand.

      “Serve her,” he says.

      All the Temp has the strength to do is nod. Chin goes up, chin comes down. Bleary eyes are slow to clear, but finally reveal the others, stepping forward from behind the machinery. The Temp’s brain aches from thinking too hard, but even he recognizes the C.E.O., how the man almost looks like a mirror image of his oil-painted stand-in. He takes his place at the front of the line. Not standing, like the Temp assumed a leader would do, but down on his knees. A penitent.

      He crawls to her. Her breasts are now full, swollen, black veins popping out around engorged and wrinkled nipples. The C.E.O. takes one oversized teat between his lips and drinks. Ruby-red blood droplets squirt from her dugs and splash against his tongue, between his teeth, and trickle down his throat.

      He drinks his share. Then, the others follow.

      Somehow the Temp knows one thing: That’s mine. My blood. My life. My years.

      As the upper management feeds, time strips away from their features. It turns back for them and them alone. These are the conquerors, the heroes of history, the Alexanders, and the Caesars. Vital, essential leaders for the future.

      The Temp watches it all, but he’s so, so tired.

      He wonders how they brought her down to B-4. Or perhaps they built B-4 and all the floors above around her. He wonders how many years she’s stolen and gifted back to those in charge. Mostly, one question remains for the Temp, an inquiry scratching to be let out.

      In the end, he whispers it, unsure whether he wants it heard or not.

      “Will I get overtime for today?”

      I.T. laughs. She laughs as well.

      Even the Temp has to laugh. It’s such a funny question after all.

      

      End.
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        * * *
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            THE CARNIVAL IS DEAD AND GONE

          

          LC VON HESSEN

        

      

    

    
      Sidney Tench worries the brim of his hat with both hands as the clown-man unfurls a bolt of tender flesh.

      “Yesss, chumley, you may touch. Eeheehee,” says the clown-man, his fixed grin rigid over mottled gums. His name is Pindleybotz and he is a salesman, of a fashion.

      Like a monarch’s tailor presenting a swatch of imported brocade, Pindleybotz proudly hoists a pulsing rectangle with the approximate dimensions of a washroom mirror. Tench’s trembling fingers reach out to stroke the sample. Perfectly smooth, slightly convex, pale pink, just above lukewarm. He finds he must curb his excitement.

      Tench detests the sordidness of the transaction’s environs. Would that it were in an intimate waiting room with walls painted neutral tones and a glass-walled cubby hosting a well-groomed receptionist who would announce in a soothing voice: Here, Mr. Tench, we shall gladly meet your needs. Instead his nostrils are assailed by years of stale greasepaint and the cheap dyes of unwashed theatrical costumes crammed among termite-ridden rafters. Dust motes waft unevenly in the yellow-gold light of makeup-smeared bulbs like a murmuration of demented starlings diving beak-first to their doom. About the tidiest things in this decrepit former dressing room are the garish printed banners hanging behind Pindleybotz.

      The clown-man stands before Tench in a soiled and tattered Pierrot costume. Once a creamy white satin, its owner attempting to dye it a musty saffron from his bodily effluvia alone. His lips are painted violet-black atop his maggot pallor, the same hue artificially deepening his eye sockets and shearing off the tip of his nose, as though the latter had wasted away from syphilis or several decades of death. One would think he’d take better care of his appearance in his particular grey-market business, but there was no telling with carnival people.

      Tench pokes an index finger into the swath of flesh and presses down until he can feel resistance. Its inner workings are the consistency of firm gelatin, not spongy as he had feared. Pindleybotz smacks his hand like a schoolmaster.

      “Psssh! You’ll bruise it!” His grin improbably widens. “You can bruise it all you like within the confines of your dwellings! Eeeheehee! Ohoho!”

      He must be a sexual pervert, thinks Tench. Only a pervert laughs like that. And such yellow teeth. Repulsive.

      “Must it feed?” he asks. “Must it, er…” He meant to say excrete, but Pindleybotz intrudes.

      “—Piss and shit? Nay, fellow!” A jocular elbow-jostle to his ribs connects like the jab of a dull bayonet. “It nourishes itself, as well. And never you mind how!”

      Tench glances skeptically at the banners depicting the finished product. He lowers his voice, as if the flesh itself could hear.

      “And what if I don’t like the face?”

      “Caveat emptor, sirrah! You know how to tie a knot, mister grown-up adult man? Tie a sack about its head! Eeeheehee!” Tench does not care for the image of a hanged cadaver in his room. He would frankly prefer the thing not grow a face at all, but perhaps he’ll get lucky.

      Feeling his ears redden, Tench consents to the sale. He presses a stack of bills into the clown-man’s bony hand and hurries out of the abandoned theatre, flinching from the fallen string of bunting that grazes his cheek and shoulder.

      “Must hie back before currrfew! Eeeeeheeheehee!” the clown-man cackles in his wake.

      Tench dearly hopes he hasn’t been scammed. He isn’t terribly comfortable with Pindleybotz cohort knowing his address, either, but he daren’t risk any further delving into the old amusement district. His business colleagues cannot see him here, like this, even should their hypothetical presence in this district also implicate themselves. He still wears the sequined and feathered mask of a Circusian, a pro-carnival partisan, to conceal his nondescript features, having told the man at the pawn shop that he intended to burn it. He wishes this hadn’t been a lie.

      The trolley still hasn’t been repaired and Tench has to walk home in the filth and chill. It has rained lately, painting all surfaces a dark cast, bringing forth a wet stench of human and building detritus and the constant squelch of mud and grit beneath his heels. Inside his suit, a clammy sweat coats his skin. He dodges a dog carcass on the pavement, jagged spikes of wet matted fur on a desiccated frame, its eyes bulging as if strangled. Under eaves and folded in alleys, his ears catch ratlike whispers and shufflings from dealers of opiates and arcane curios, disguising their trade with Circusian facepaint. Even the ragged gangs of semi-feral children do not come through here.

      One wall of a nearby tenement has collapsed entirely, from chimney to cellar, and the storeys stand open like a giant’s dollhouse. Its sole tenant is a squinting, toothless old man whose bald skull is wreathed in a lint-like frizz. He sits on the edge of the second-highest floor, stick-thin grey-white legs dangling back and forth in filmy slippers.

      “Deedle-de-dee, deedle-de-dee,” the old man sings. “Mrs. Beetle is restless, she.” He squints down at Tench, pointing a yellow-nailed finger at him with a harpy’s laugh. Tench lowers his head, turtles his neck into his lapels, thrusts his hands into his coat pockets, and strides onward.

      The old man’s ramblings bring to mind a playground rhyme from Tench’s boyhood, delivered in the grating off-key half-shouting that constitutes little children’s singing voices:

      The carrr-ni-val is dead and gone

      Dead and gone

      Dead and gone

      Ell-lephant and mastodon

      Are dead and dead and gooone

      He thinks on this as he passes the burnt circus. The weed-ridden vacant lot on which it once stood spans the better part of a block. All these years later, scraps of shredded tarpaulin from a big-top tent can still be found staked into the dirt and gravel: purple-black and dirty white, as if Pindleybotz had grown to enormous size and been flayed for the purpose. On the corner sits a rough stone circle hosting the ashes of a bonfire where a pile of clown dolls were burnt in effigy. He was not present for the occasion but can only imagine the unbearable stench of artificial wig hair.

      Once the streets are empty and he borders a district that is not explicitly disreputable but simply impoverished, Tench ducks into an alley to dispose of his mask. He tries to rip it apart by hand first, because that’ll show them, but the material is too tough or his strength is ineffectual, so he ends up trampling on it twice before kicking it under a clump of used prophylactics. Even then, a single garishly dyed feather clings to his rain-dampened wingtip.

      “Dash it all!” he mutters, shaking the damned thing free.

      He arrives at his residence shortly after dusk, up three flights to his cramped, narrow attic flat. Its ceiling converges in a sharp steepled point above a single long, gothic-arched window, like a chapel for dolls. He has considered blocking the window with his wardrobe.

      Sitting on his bachelor mattress while eating a late supper of bread and beans, Tench hears the tolling dirge-drone of the municipal curfew bell. He automatically reaches out to pull the government-issued blackout curtain over his window and turns down the light in his bedside lantern. Alas, his radio is broken; he cannot drown out the sounds tonight. After what he spent in the amusement district today, he cannot afford to have it fixed for several paychecks.

      He doesn’t dare, would never dare, to peek at what untold creatures roam the streets at night. It was nauseating enough to hear the scampering of bare feet on concrete and tar, the pads of hands or paws gripping the bricks of buildings to scramble up for some unknown, terrible purpose. The soft fumblings and bumpings and gropings of whatever is out there whisper nightmares to his fitfully sleeping brain.

      He dreams of bones, fangs, antlers in the streets below. Claws rend and jawbones clack. A cavalry of skeletal beasts, mounted by bony soldiers in cuirasses and pikestaffs hoisting banners purple-black and dirty white, rearing and galloping through scorched bricks and heaps of asbestos under the bruise-blue sky.
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        * * *

      

      Tench’s former position at the rotary fan factory had two notable advantages.

      One was the presence of his handsome, epicurean, and proudly promiscuous former co-worker, Niles Davenport. He was a bit offended Niles had never tried it on with him—was he ugly? Was he insufficiently slim or muscular? Did he wear too much pomatum, too little?—but then, the end result would have entailed the very acts of overt flesh that discomfited him so. The smells, the heat, the moisture, the mess: those beastly mammalian matters he wished to circumvent.

      And the other advantage was the fact that his former office space had at least been partitioned off into a rat-maze of particle board, whereas his current company is a business warehouse with a vast open grid of identical desks. Thus, Tench is frequently distracted from his job duties by the staccato clacking of typewriter keys, the sighs and grumblings of Miss Grieves, the coughs and sneezes of Mr. Bolch, the jangling of the company’s half-dozen telephones, the vacuum suck of the pneumatic tubes, the clanking and shuddering of the exhaust ducts overhead clamped onto the bare high ceiling like massive leeches of commerce. “A company is a family,” opined his executive supervisor, Mr. Rusk. “And in a family, one should not keep secrets.”

      Mr. Rusk, of course, has his own private office. Tench sits there now in an uncomfortable ergonomic chair as his executive supervisor lectures him on why he cannot, as requested, be moved to a small, enclosed space to aid his concentration: not his own separate office necessarily, but even an unused supply closet of adequate light and space would suffice. Mr. Rusk, with his prominent Adam’s apple and unflattering trendy haircut and piebald brush-bristle attempt at a moustache. He stares down at Tench from behind a broad wooden desk with a brass nameplate designating Mister Gimble Rusk and Tench wonders why Mr. has been redundantly spelled out.

      “Now, Tench. Sidney,” Mr. Rusk says, crouching forward with a condescending smile. Tench rankles at the paternalism. The man was only a decade his senior. “Progress requires bustle! Only the backwards hermit demands silence and isolation in his profession! If we all wanted that, we would never have emerged from the caves and would remain uncivilized heathens! Surely you don’t wish to regress into some babbling ape, Sidney.” He chuckles and doesn’t wait for a response.

      “Progress means people, Sidney. The higher one stands in society, the more people surround one at all times. Remember the kings who held court in their crowded bedrooms? How pleased a duke would be for the privilege of handing him a stocking? The delight at being deemed Master of the Chamber Pot?

      “Now, if you are bothered by the noise, you must only imagine a scenic vista. Retreat inwardly to a seaside beach, at the height of summer, perhaps.”

      Tench has only seen beaches in grey-and-white films at the picture house and they look like places where people go to die in anonymity. Swallowed up by sand and tide forever.

      Mr. Rusk spreads his hands dramatically. “Picture within your mind a field of sunflowers.”

      Tench dislikes sunflowers. They’re ugly and too tall, and they hold a disproportionate level of seeds.

      And is this field of flowers, he thinks, also trampled-upon by the brogues and heels of businesspersons?

      Later, as his fingers, still sooty with graphite, twist the knob into his building’s topmost hallway, he finds what can only be his purchase from the clown-man resting unlabeled before the door of his flat. This is far too small, he thinks, dismayed: the sealed bag on his doorstep seems the approximate size of a bowling ball or a human skull. Still Tench picks up the bag, its fabric a sticky, tacky texture, unpleasant to touch. He unzips it once inside to see just how badly he has been cheated.

      Immediately a rubbery sliver of pale pink pushes through the gap. The bag’s contents unfold and unfurl themselves as if inflating, and Tench curls up on the bed to watch in fascination.

      He draws the blackout curtain early tonight.

      Soon a doll lies flat on his floorboards, naked. Uniform pink flesh coats an approximation of a head, a torso, and four limbs. Yet it is sexless, hairless, featureless. Warm and soft, without the glands and bumps and follicles of a human body. Enclosed, neither entrances nor exits. No troubling mucous membranes or invasive protuberances. No hard bones. No gurgling viscera. No teeth or fingernails to abrade. As it rises on its haunches it appears a comforting head shorter than himself, yet neither short nor slight enough to be mistaken for a child. Its mittenlike cupped hand reaches out to gently pat his shoulder, his tie, his cheek, and he wonders how much it can sense, can think. And its skin is delightfully pliant, as he learns after squeezing its wrist: when he withdraws his hand, he has left a palm-sized reddish mark. It does not flinch or otherwise protest. Can it be hurt, can it bruise? Was the effect purely cosmetic, or does it experience pain?

      This is his fleshdoll, his alone. It is fully, delightfully blank.

      He would have to be quiet with his new roommate. His landlady, a former brothel madam who lived on the ground floor, forbade any visitors who were neither family nor strictly and verifiably platonic, as she looked askance at “the client type” and did not want them in her house.

      As Tench tries to sleep, the fleshdoll silently, carefully clambers into the narrow bed next to him. It snuggles close to him, face-to-hypothetical-face, its skin clinging and affixing to his own, even through the thin material of his pajamas; yet it feels comforting and comfortable, not like those humid months when his scrotum glues itself to his inner thigh.

      He is untroubled by dreams. In the morning, he finds he was also untroubled by nocturnal emissions, his sheets and pajama bottoms delightfully free of dampness or crust.
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        * * *

      

      The carnival is dead and gone

      Dead and gone

      Dead and gone

      Keep your bloody trousers on

      The carnival is gone
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        * * *

      

      Sidney Tench faced his life’s greatest shame as a lad of 14, when he was packed off to school in a distant town after being caught in a compromising position with a dressmaker’s dummy and a bag of ground meat. For all the ensuing furor, he might as well have been caught with the seamstress-maid herself. The bag of meat was unopened, for heaven’s sake; it could still have been eaten, by someone else of course, and he had meant to replace it discreetly in the family kitchen afterwards.

      An alienist might consider this event the cause of his aversions, yet Tench knows it was merely a symptom for which his doll has been the cure. He thinks of the doll, yearning for the cling of its immaculate flesh, while sitting at his desk already distracted. He is attempting to ignore the susurration of whispers two desks down between a temp and a secretary, the former planning to visit someone called Hobbledehoy, the latter hissing Oh, you fiend!

      Mr. Rusk walks the floor, feigning comradeship with his peons. “Clackity-clackity!” he notes to Miss Grieves with approval, like a small boy watching a locomotive.

      Tench has recently sent him a petition in writing curled up in a pneumatic tube canister, a shipwrecked sailor’s desperate message in a bottle, with the request to keep a modest glass of water on his desk during office hours, since he has often felt dehydrated lately and fears developing kidney stones. Coming upon Tench now, Mr. Rusk’s false smile drops. Leaning down, eyes black and beady as a shark’s, Mr. Rusk speaks, low and stern, into his ear:

      “Sun. Flowers.”

      Tench does picture a field of sunflowers, but headed by Mr. Rusk as an ineffectual scarecrow with pecked-out eyes full of sunflower seeds. He pictures a seaside vista, but with a beachfront carnival game booth wherein the winner receives Mr. Rusk’s deflated body folded into a filmy bag, disgusting them with the unexpected hair and gristle and bone. He thinks about his purchase from the clown-man.

      They, the fleshdolls, used to be carnival prizes for the elite, so the legend goes; restricted to unrigged games in secret, private tents, the sort of places where one might pay to scrape powder from the horn of a rhinoceros boy, or slowly thrust a dull-edged sword into a passive young lady. Some used to cut custom holes in the dolls, or seat them in front of photographs of a cinema starlet or comely co-worker to imprint specific features or press them into molds to develop proper appendages. Tench would never be so gauche.

      He has given it no name, since this might influence a future face: it is simply “his doll.” He has assigned it no sex, though he thought of it as nominally feminine, for he favored softness and curves. He dreams of a breast to cup and squeeze without the puckered glower of the nipple to stay his hand, let alone the threat of milk.

      Among the scant instructions included with his doll were to clap his hands three times for it to dance. He prefers not to do this. The dance is unpleasant. It moves like a balloon, slow and airy, with its knees and neck bending and limp hands rising such that it seems to be waiting for marionette strings to loop down and lift it offstage.

      Methodically grasping, prodding, pinching its flesh—but not enough to split the skin; never that!—he delights in the many-colored bruises that shift and ripple through its body in ensuing days, like concentric rings of water broken by a stone.

      One thing does trouble him, though: the increasingly distinct contours of its head indicate a face is developing, and this after merely a month. Its hands have already split into fingers and palms. Really? So soon? He often touches the nascent face: the firm, slight protrusion of a nose and curves of ears, through what inner substance of the doll imitated cartilage. The twin bumps of closed eyes, a darkening shade, like plague buboes.

      He dreams, ever more frequently, of faceless fleshdolls wandering naked through the town, an army prowling the city streets at night on hands and knees and the pads of their rudimentary feet. There is menace, somehow, to their featureless heads and softly groping hands. They scuttle forward and bend their heads to absorb sewer water: they draw back on an empty gutter, bone-dry. They absorb a cockroach: they leave a paper-thin carapace. They absorb a stray rat: they leave a mummy.
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        * * *

      

      The carnival is dead and gone

      Dead and gone

      Dead and gone

      Great qliphothic eidolon

      Shall knell the new aeon
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        * * *

      

      Tonight he returns home with a spring in his step, striding past his landlady’s suspicious glare, for Tench is not the sort of man who smiles.

      He squeezes the doll’s shoulder in greeting, and it turns to face him.

      To face him.

      During his routine grind at the office, his fleshdoll has sprouted a face. A full face, and a thoroughly unwelcome face. With dots for nostrils, a broad painted-on grin, and unnaturally large, round, staring eyes, emphasized by bruise-markings that have migrated and coagulated, the doll’s new face is disturbingly reminiscent of a clown.

      Oh no. No, this won’t do at all. He doesn’t want to be reminded of teeth. He doesn’t want to be scrutinized by vitreous orbs, even if they’re merely sightless imitation markings. And he is not going to tie a vulgar sack over its head. This one is tainted, perhaps even secondhand. The truth is quite literally staring at him.

      Staring at him.

      And how long, now, have they been staring at each other?

      Tench barely hears the mesmeric tolling of the curfew bell. He barely hears the metallic shick of the heavy curtain’s rungs as the doll draws it fully back from the window. And quiet as they are, he barely hears the Circusian legions, naked and blank, smooth and pink, as they point their faces at his window and mass together against the arched glass until it breaks forth to crawl inside and surround him and strip off his suit and press their skin against his orifices his mouth his pores his nostrils to suck out his fluids and even now their own faces are forming among skin skin everywhere skin.

      

      End.
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            SKIPPED PRACTICE

          

          LUCY ZHANG

        

      

    

    
      After we fed Will’s hands to the piano, it started sounding more musical. Whatever that meant. It seemed to correlate with how much your body and head swayed while hitting the keys, how much dancing you could do while seated. Several weeks ago, the piano had stopped creating pleasant music, and eventually, we chose Will’s hands as the first sacrifice since Will played piano the worst of us and since no one really liked him although they wouldn’t admit it. You sound like an asshole if you dislike someone because they laugh too hard at jokes that aren’t funny, or if they constantly put themselves down in search of compliments from others, or if they chew with their mouth open even when the food is the consistency of mush. We made the decision seem fair because we put it to a vote, and Will seemed happy enough to respect the majority consensus.

      Without his hands, Will sat on the bench instead of joining us in our practice sessions. He could still tap his feet and sing so we believed he’d be fine. The piano sounded lovely, more musical than ever. I honestly couldn’t tell the difference, but the others claimed it sounded even better than when we first upgraded to this Concert Grand piano, the at-the-time brand new instrument that ate up the entire shared living room, its body standing like a mountain from which its wood descended—the Swiss and French alps scouted for the most consistent rings. We figured this was the price for killing trees for a piano: a hand or two every few years to keep the wood happy.

      I took care of Will after the piano ate his hands: changing the bandages on the stumps rounding his wrists and spoon-feeding him whenever our meals couldn’t be slurped. I supposed I felt a kinship since both of our fathers liked to call us “stupid” in public, and even though my father didn’t send me to bed without dinner if I failed to meet his “standard of excellence”—whether that meant ranking first in piano competitions or looking uglier than normal (as though I had control over the water retention from too much sodium or my monthlies)—he would partition the table and tell me I could only touch the dishes to the left of this imaginary line: water, rice, and some many-years-pickled radish. Sometimes Will would arrive with red imprints on the backs of his hands, wide enough that the surface area could pass off as an after-effect of washing your hands too long under hot water. At least my father avoided damaging my hands since he still dreamed I’d ascend to pianist mastery. I doubted it. I would probably be next after Will to feed my hands to the piano.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Will told me when I stated I was next. “It’s actually pretty great. I don’t need to practice anymore. I’ll probably leave the school soon since I can’t do much with any instrument now.”

      “And do what?” I asked.

      “Help people with insomnia, maybe? People say my voice helps them fall asleep.”

      “Medicine can do that too.”

      “And death is essentially eternal sleep, but you don’t see people killing themselves to get some shut-eye.”

      “Your dad is ok with this?”

      “Oh, he doesn’t know I’ve lost my hands yet. I’ll just tell him I’m leaving for a very long music residency in Europe. He doesn’t remember things well these days, so if I wait it out, he’ll probably forget I exist.”

      “Lucky,” I said. My father still remembered that I spilled a bottle of Yakult on his camera and to this day, won’t let me drink from a prepackaged bottle anywhere but over the kitchen sink.

      “He’s probably going to die soon, honestly. It doesn’t take long for your neural pathways to degrade once the process starts.”

      I handed Will a straw so he could sip from his cup of soy milk, the liquid level too low for him to reach with just his mouth. We fell into a silence, both seated at one of the picnic tables outdoors, me looking over one of my compositions and Will staring forward at a turkey antagonizing a group of geese trying to encroach on its territory where someone had left a box of stale egg custards on the grass.

      I tried to avoid using the piano when I composed, claiming it was because I could hear my chords in my head and had no use for the physical instrument. But really, I disliked wearing down the piano knowing Will had to sacrifice his hands. I supposed I also wanted to avoid hastening the moment when I would lose my hands. My father thought it was too early for me to develop melodies. He called my songs trash after asking me to play one for him, so I told him I’d stop writing them. I continued to write them. I figured after I fed my hands to the piano, I’d still be able to compose music through dictation as long as my brain retained its capability to masquerade as a piano translator.

      My father knew that the piano ate hands and didn’t seem surprised after I told him Will’s hands went first.

      “Good thing you’re not the worst of the worst,” he’d said. He thought I ranked close to first just because I sent him a ranking five years ago when I performed best out of a random selection of kids. At the time, all the skilled students had left town for an international tour. I never sent him another rank chart again and replied to his inquisitions about my standing with, “Same ranking as before.”

      “I might still lose my hands eventually, you never know,” I told my father, trying to mentally prepare him.

      “That would never happen!” He insisted. For several months before Will lost his hands, I basked in the rare faith he expressed in me. My father praised my performances, vowing that I would sound magnificent on the Concert Grand piano the school had recently acquired. I suspected this was due to his worsening Alzheimer’s.
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        * * *

      

      I stayed away from the piano and spent most of my time with Will.

      “Sometimes you just need a break, too much practice erodes your musicality,” I told the others when they asked about my lack of appearances. They were polite enough not to laugh. We all knew we were nothing without practice, and we also knew I was next in line to lose my hands. Will never brought it up unless I raised the topic. Instead, he’d tell me about his carefully plotted future where he’d serenade insomniacs to sleep and travel the world with his inheritance.

      “How are you so sure your dad will leave you with that much money?” I asked.

      “Oh, he won’t. He hardly has any money to begin with, and it’s all getting sucked away by his medical care costs.”

      I wasn’t sure where this mythical inheritance was coming from, or how he’d manage to travel alone without fingers. “I guess it’s not too expensive,” I shrugged. “Is there anything you’ll miss?”

      “Absolutely nothing.” Will always replied with this answer. I couldn’t tell if he was lying. I would miss the sound of the piano—not the current grand piano, but the old one: a small digital thing that never needed tuning and sounded “insipid” to the others, but to me, I liked the sharp overtones, the diluted bass tone, the unweighted keys that felt like my hands floated.

      “You just like fake things,” Will told me whenever I defended our digital piano.

      “I like things that don’t cost hands,” I lied. The new piano’s keys felt increasingly heavy, their pivot point positioned so far back that I’d sway my entire body weight playing between the black keys, dancing to my music. I wasn’t at the skill level to dance to my music without looking silly though. I looked less stupid on the digital instrument.

      “I might even learn to sing,” Will mused. “But not any time soon. I don’t want to look at another note for at least a decade.”

      “When are you leaving?” I asked.

      “Soon, things are almost ready,” he mumbled. I doubted he was ready. The most Will ever planned was for when lunch was Mongolian beef and he wanted to beat the line. “I’m not like those other try-hards,” he’d tell me even though I thought being a try-hard was better than waiting for your father’s knuckles to come rocketing down on your face.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I adjusted my schedule to practice once a week on the grand piano and spent the rest of my time with the keyboard in my room. The keyboard that never got out of tune and whose sound stayed confined to my ears, head, and headphones. I practiced on the concert piano on Monday mornings when no one was around, and the sound would reverb around the room, the tall ceilings, the empty halls of our common area. It sounded more like someone’s moans echoing off each string and soundboard. I often stopped before my allotted two hours elapsed, preferring to sit on the bench and stare out the side window that led to the open streets and several trees planted every couple blocks as a small semblance of nature. Will continued to sit through sporadic practices and I joined him for meals, although I wasn’t sure what he did with the rest of his time.

      One month later, during lunch which was slippery vermicelli noodles in duck blood soup—something you couldn’t grip with chopsticks but also couldn’t slurp with just your head and teeth, I attempted to feed Will with a spoon. The noodles slipped off like eels wriggling.

      He shook his head. “Stop, why do you keep doing this? I don’t even like spicy food.”

      “How else will you eat?” I ask.

      “That’s not your problem. I’m leaving tomorrow, anyway, so even though you’re making it your problem, it soon won’t be.”

      “Hold on, do you even have enough money? Does your dad know? He’s ok with you traveling in this state?” I gestured to his stumps for hands.

      “Does it matter? It’s better than staying here and waiting for the piano to eat my arms.”

      “They wouldn’t do that,” I argued. The trees from which the piano was built shouldn’t demand entire bodies. The piano only consumed what you had most to offer, which naturally was our hands. Even when we tripped and fell (and we often did when climbing the stairs to our rooms while memorizing sheet music), we’d cradle our hands with our bodies and let our backs and skulls knock against the step edges first. “The piano shouldn’t hunger for anything other than hands.”

      “That’s what you think. But it’s the wood and the tree that was stripped that’s looking for life force, not the piano. And trees don’t discriminate between hands and other limbs.”

      “Is it going to kill you?” I asked. We didn’t have much existing experience with high-end concert grand pianos, so we only knew it needed top-tier maintenance and nourishment.

      “No, because I’m leaving this place. But you should watch out. You’re not exactly the best pianist.”

      I hid my wince by looking away at the clock. Although it didn’t hurt as much as when my father lectured me, especially coming from a subpar musician himself, Will had never told me outright that he thought of me as a mediocre musician. He’d only say that we had better things to do than let our short lives fizzle out from daily practice.

      “What if I leave too?” I hoped it didn’t sound like a plead.

      “You can come if you want,” Will said. “I don’t know if you can tie up loose ends by tomorrow though.”

      “I’ll text my father that I’m going abroad on a fellowship. He’ll be happy knowing he doesn’t need to pay my tuition for a few months.”

      “Sure, whatever works.”

      We agreed to meet the next morning at the concert hall. I started packing my bags and folding my compositions into small, thick squares and crammed them into any spare pocket sewn into my backpack. I dumped my album of sheet music at the bottom and filled the gaps with wadded socks and underwear and t-shirts. My father always said to bring extra socks because wet feet would lead to illness and death. I stole an unopened water bottle on the coffee table in our common area since even though I rarely got thirsty, I’d been taught that one day I’d die from over-concentrated internal toxins without water by my side.

      I wrote three drafts of texts to my father. They all said the same thing in varying lengths and truths. I ended up sending: “I’ll be going on a music career exploration trip tomorrow. Don’t be worried if I forget to text.”

      I woke up to his reply the next morning: “When will you be back? Where are you going? With whom? How are you getting there? Do you need money? Is everyone going or were you selected?”

      “Be back in a few months,” I nearly typed. I deleted the half-composed message and sent: “tomorrow.”

      I sat on my bed in my closet-sized room, watching the concert hall from the window. From here, the piano looked like a toy in a doll’s mansion. I began to unpack my underwear and sheet music, waiting for Will to show up and then turn back around.

      

      End.
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        * * *
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            THE NIGHTMARE-EATER

          

          TJ PRICE

        

      

    

    
      You may remember me, you may not.

      I find that most children do—at least, until they’re teenagers. Some still remember, even past that age, all the way up to adulthood.

      It isn’t until you’ve passed through that desert and start to see the first glimmers of death in the distance that you might catch your breath and remember who I am.

      You, as a child, insisted on all the familiar talismans—the night-light, the check on the firmly-closed closet door, the crack of light from the hallway outside your bedroom.

      You know it was all a ploy to get you to go to bed early, right? Parents get so exhausted of their annoying children. They just need a few hours respite from you.

      Besides, I didn’t want to hurt you. I had no intention of creeping up on you after dark and turning you inside-out, no matter what you thought. I certainly did not want to eat you.

      I had other delicacies in mind.

      I have lived here since before your kind struck rock to rock and made a spark. I am shadow, I am camouflage. I barely breathe. I move at night, or in a stormy afternoon, from place to place, eager for another meal.

      Kids like you, well—I kept you to myself. How I loved coming to visit you, despite your wariness and even through those years—oh, that terrible drought!—of your insomnia. You sprang my glands to salivating, my eyes flickering from side to side—barely able to suppress my noises of orgasm—at the merest thought of your nightmares.

      There are those of my kind who say the spun-sugar stuff of pleasant, romantic dreams are more to their taste. I, however, find them repulsive, like seltzer water left out to flatten in the sun.

      There is nothing like the deep, venison-red cut of bad dreams.

      I remember feeling agitated, waiting for you to finally let your guard down and your eyes surrender to sleep. Perhaps you heard my ragged breathing as I agonized in the dark under your bed or in that corner, disguised as a hat-rack and a pile of clothing, creaking with want and need.

      But enough of that. I tremble, remembering their taste.

      Now, as an adult, you have new nightmares—flatter ones, about work or money. I linger still, bound to you, as always—even in your studio apartment, waiting for the rare night when you dive deep, jaw working and eyebrows knit in fear. Like the rarest of wines—plump, juicy—but so difficult to have, and even more difficult to hold. They do not age well, nightmares—they are best plucked fresh.

      Of late, I grow thin, desperate. I am consumed by a twisting, vine-like horror of hunger that grips me, and I quiver in its grasp. The roar of denied appetite that sneaks out of me when you fall into satisfied dream, a smile still floating on your face—it is not so easy to camouflage it in the blast and shudder of trucks passing by outside, but still I do.

      You are successful. Battling so much anxiety in your early life led you to cultivate power and strategy; made you who you are today. A part of me thinks you owe me for that. I stoked the coals of your fears even as I supped upon them. When you awoke, sheathed in sweat and eyes wide in the darkness, I was hissing with pleasure not feet away from your hammering heart. Of course, you told yourself it was the radiator.

      You are in love. Your dreams have turned from meat and sinew to putty-colored vegetable—bland mash, at best. I narrow my eyes at the new cinema of your sleep, yawn at its prosody. Some nights, when you awaken at three in the morning, I do not bother to disguise my unsatisfied hiss and mutter. At your age, you’ll tell yourself it’s anything other than me, anyway. The house settling. Whatever.

      I float in your closet amongst the suits and the ties. The pressed slacks and the shined shoes. All the trappings of success. This is when it hits me, like a rogue wave—all the penned-up fury and unfairness of the situation. I am a storm of claws and slaver.

      Rags are what remain of all your clothing before I even know what I have done.

      I do not feel remorse. Only hunger.

      I sleep with a turgid, unsatisfied belly.

      When the next evening falls, I crack an eye to your arrival. You are on the phone with someone, and you’re angry—angrier than I’ve ever seen you. The remnants of your suits are laid out on the bed. I am lurking in a pool of shadow between the nightstand and the bedpost.

      Your fear is purpling the air, and I’m salivating so much that it leaves a small, dark spot on the carpet.

      That night, I feast. Your nightmares are just as I remembered them, full of violence and threat, heavy and rich. I gorge myself until I feel as though I will explode, and even then, I continue to eat.

      Perhaps I have discovered something. It is not like my kind to perpetuate fear—in fact, we are passive consumers of your psychical by-products. It’s never been known of us to interact with you or your daily world—certainly not to the extent that I have.

      But I am greedy. I want more.

      When she comes over, you quarrel with her. After all, who else could have done this? You shout at her until she cries, locks herself in the bathroom. I watch as shame colors your face. Eventually, your shoulders slump and you knock on the door. You apologize. You say you were out of line.

      She lets you in. She cries. You kiss her tear-stained cheeks.

      It's all like something out of a terrible movie. The discarded, shredded suits are all forgotten. You tumble into bed together. The hideous smacking sound of sex ensues, and then the worst kind of dreams, from both of you. I can't even bear to nibble on hers: they are like candy-floss, sickly sweet. Yours, at least, are tinged with darkness. You've always been afraid, haven't you?

      But this paltry tang is barely enough to satisfy my taste now. I need more.

      I crave more.

      I think that's what drew me to you in the first place. You and I, we're very close, even though you can't see me. I know you could sense me when you were a child, but I was far too quick for you, even then.

      In the morning, you wake first, and I make sure I am secreted in the dark. You shower, you get dressed, you leave her a note—you're going to get breakfast for the two of them. As soon as the door closes behind you, I get to work.

      It takes a long time for this kind of energy to manifest itself. Our kind is not used to needing bodies. My claws, my teeth, they can all be manifested quite simply, but to show myself in full, that takes some doing. Thankfully, I've stored away pieces of your nightmares over the years in my gullet, and it's these that I snack upon now. One of them is a fragment of a recurring nightmare you've had since you were six. The faceless man, lumbering after you through the twisted, tortuous hallways of your childhood home. His squashy, inescapable fingers.

      It tastes peppery, this dream. It has an acidic taste to it, too, almost metallic, as if it's gone slightly stale from where I've kept it all these years. But it's enough to sustain me as I begin the process of becoming corporeal. I discard the husk of it when I'm done, and then dig deep for another.

      Ah, yes. This one, from your troubled teens. The dance of the gleeful razorblade, tickling over the white plain of your exposed wrists. The image is faint, like a faded photograph, but the glints off the metal are still as bright as ever.

      She shifts in the bed. I can tell by the gossamer-thin quality of her dreaming that she is about to wake up, and I concentrate even harder. My many eyes. My long proboscis, its end dripping wetly with the enzymes necessary to break down the dreams into sustenance, floats towards her ear, and inserts with a squelch.

      I push your razorblade nightmare gently down the length of it, which isn't used to this kind of activity. There is burning pain, but still, I push, and the nightmare lodges itself into her brain. I can tell the moment it hits: her face tautens. Her skin turns ashen, waxy. She thrashes in bed, though her arms are pinned at her waist.

      I can see there the evidence of cicatrix: a lattice of scars on her wrists. They are old now, and just as faded as your nightmare. This surprises me. I had not known she was so afflicted.

      I fade. My work is done. I disengage from her skull and retreat into the corner. I watch my reflection disappear in the mirror.

      She jerks awake in the bed with a scream, just as I have become completely invisible again. Her hands clutch at her wrists. Her mouth opens and shuts, opens and shuts, like a fish strangling in the air.

      I watch her heaving, watch her dissolve into sobs, even follow her as she unsteadily staggers into your bathroom and stares at her haggard face in the mirror. Slowly, she opens the medicine cabinet. Shuffles through your bottles of medication, past the Advil, the creams, the hair gel, until she lands on the razorblades.

      This is unexpected. I had not meant for her to do this. The loss of a dreamer impacts our kind: the less of you there are, the less you dream, and the more hungry we become.

      She withdraws one of the blades. Holds it pinched in her hand. I can barely stand to watch as she lowers it, thoughtfully, to her wrist.

      I turn away, but I can still hear the spatter hiss where it hits the cool tiles.
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        * * *

      

      You come home with bagels and coffee. You're whistling tunelessly. You call out her name—once inquisitively, the second time playfully, with a bit of a sing-song in your voice. I can tell that you're feeling your erotic side again. It practically fills the bedroom when you enter, like a noxious gas.

      Though there's another smell in the air, too. A coppery tang. Even I can taste it, and my tastebuds are limited to the spectrum of your dreaming.

      You set down the bag, the coffee, when you see she's not in the bed. You call out her name again, then you walk towards the bathroom.

      Again. I never meant for this to happen, yet here I am watching you discover her, in extremis, all by yourself. This will sustain your nightmares for years. This will make them so juicy, so succulent, that I would be able to sell them if I didn't crave their tender underside so much myself.

      I try to comfort myself with this fact as your screaming begins. As the apartment is suddenly swollen with tired-looking officials. As camera flashes go off. As you tilt from side-to-side, wearily answering questions, fielding concerns.

      I need you to go to sleep. All of these others can leave. I need you to go to sleep so that I can feast. Those nightmares that I keep in my gullet are old jerky compared to the tenderloin of these dreams, I'm sure of it.

      One taste will make all this worthwhile.

      I'm sure of it.

      Finally, the apartment empties out until it is as hollow as your belly. A friend comes over, and you cry for what seems like hours on his shoulder. He offers to get you drunk, and I tense up. Those drunken sleeps so rarely include nightmares, just a dull, black void.

      No, I need you sober, and thankfully, you resist the offer of your well-meaning but irritating friend. Eventually, they leave, but it takes forever, and when they're gone I watch you lock the door—dead-bolt, too, which I find strange.

      "I know you're there," you say, into the air.

      Me? Are you talking to me? All of my senses are on the alert.

      "You're still here, aren't you?"

      I don't know who you're talking to. Your words fall flat, tonelessly, like you're dropping them from a great height.

      "I can't see you, but I can feel you."

      You're not looking at me. You're not really looking anywhere at all.

      Who are you talking to?

      You break down crying, again, and I wonder how it is that you can store so much wetness inside of yourself.

      "Why?" You repeat this word, again and again, mutilating it with the gnashing of your teeth, until it's only a shapeless, keening howl.

      You cower there, snuffling, on the floor. A pang of pity enters my heart, but I drive it away with all the force of my being as I watch you. Perhaps you will take one of those sleeping pills that you keep by your bedside, just in case. It's been a while since you've needed to use one, but maybe tonight...

      "I just want to sleep," you say, and this time your voice sounds different. It sounds like you've made up your mind. Your sadness hasn't left you. You still leak tears, even as you move into your bedroom and sit down on the edge of the bed. "I just want to sleep," you repeat.

      Yes, sleep. Sleep will do you well. Imagine all the dreams you'll have.

      Your eyes fall on the little orange bottle, and you unscrew the cap. You tip one pill out into your palm and study its little blue orb for a moment before popping it back into your mouth.

      I could not be more elated. Sleep will come to you soon, now. I'm fidgeting, agitated. If anyone were to look right at me, they might even see a wobble in the air, such as you might see if looking through a patch of steam. I try to calm myself.

      To my surprise, you don't set the bottle down—instead, you tip out another pill, and palm it into your mouth, as swiftly as the first. Well, whatever gets you to sleep faster.

      And yet another. Your arm is machine-like, pivoting only when it needs to. Pill after pill after pill.

      I know I've lost count when I feel a sinking feeling in the middle of me. You're not stopping. You continue, and I watch in mounting despair as the bottle's contents dwindle.

      I shriek, but it is silent to your ears. Finally, you set the empty bottle back down, and swing your legs into bed. You fold your hands over your stomach, and you let your eyes close.

      I cannot manifest. I have used up all of my energy on her. I cannot even rush at you, cannot even force you to vomit the means of your death.

      All I can do is hover and watch as your breathing starts to slow. Even when it finally hisses to a halt and your muscles start to go slack, you still wear a contented, peaceful smile on your face.

      I scream so loudly that my jaw unhinges, and pain riots up and through me. I feel myself begin to disintegrate, and root through my gullet for one last shred of old nightmare, even a contented dream might do, but there is nothing, not even crumbs.

      Frantically, I seek to attach my proboscis to your ear, allowing myself purchase on your last dreaming, but there is nothing there. No images. No taste. No sustenance. Only a black, howling void that erases everything.

      I try to disconnect, but it is too late.

      It is your final dream, but it's my first nightmare.

      And oh, what teeth it has⁠—!

      

      End.
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        * * *
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      TJ Price’s corporeal being is currently located in Raleigh, NC, but his ghost is in the corner of your eye. He is the author of The Disappearance of Tom Nero, a mixed-media novelette, and currently serves as assistant editor at Haven Spec Magazine. Other words of varying lengths and permutations have appeared in venues such as Nightmare Magazine, PseudoPod, and The NoSleep Podcast, as well as in various anthologies. Further curiosity can be slaked at tjpricewrites.com; failing that, he can be invoked @eerieyore.
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      The Performer

      During the throes of my most recent bout of melancholia, I took to walking around the city, several miles per day after work. Truthfully, I can tell you that I took no pleasure in these daily jaunts, as my persistent malady will not allow such things, I merely sought to shorten the length of time between my return home each afternoon from my job at the office, to that time in the evening when I could finally permit myself the luxury of that little death called sleep.

      It was on one of these pleasureless strolls that I happened upon a small cafe tucked away at the end of one of the many refuse-filled alleys that have multiplied in number throughout the city in recent years. The signage was plain, and bore only the name “Cafe,” and hung over a door so paint stripped as to be almost bare. I remember thinking to myself that this edifice must assuredly have been for an establishment that would perfectly mirror my pervasive mood.

      Upon entering the establishment called simply, “Cafe,” I found myself to be completely correct. The scarce tables, with their mismatched chairs, the threadbare and faded couches, the sparse and beleaguered lights and waitstaff, the ramshackle stage at the far end covered over with uneven curtains, the blacked-out windows—all of these things gave the impression that I had entered some secret place in my own mind.

      I was welcomed by not being welcomed. I found a seat, was ignored by the staff, and left after a suitable amount of time, having not spoken to another person at all. But even though I took part in no traditional conversation, there was another kind of conversation happening, one I was definitely a part of, along with the rest of the small congregation gathered that day in “Cafe.”

      It happened in the spaces between deep sighs, and muffled sobs, in the nervous shuffle of feet, and in the rustle of collars during quick nervous glances. It was a conversation only the loneliest can have, and it was about the same thing lonely people always talk about, whether they mean to or not.

      This establishment called “Cafe” became a favorite destination of mine, for in no other place could there be found a larger contingent of people who seemed to share the same malady which afflicts me so tenaciously. The face of every person that haunts the cafe called “Cafe” is an almost perfect match to the one that awaits me every time I make the mistake of looking into a mirror. I suppose it is possible I kept going back because I felt the need for company in my misery, but I suspect I just wanted to be assured that I wasn’t the only person in the world who so pervasively didn’t care.

      So regular became my visits to the cafe that I discovered that every Friday there was held, on the ramshackle stage, a series of performances from the regular patrons of “Cafe.” Invariably, on Fridays, at some nebulous time in the evening, one of the patrons would get up from their seat and shuffle their way up to the stage, demarking the beginning of the performances, at which time they would listlessly execute some artistic act of varying quality, before handing the stage off to the next person. And so on, and so forth.

      One soul, a man with small, ovoid glasses, has an ancient dummy held over from a long-forgotten age of that much maligned pursuit known as ventriloquism, and he uses this nameless wooden compatriot, with its faded, chipped face, to tell dark limericks that make little to no sense to the ear. One woman warbles funereal songs while shuffling back and forth across the stage with dirty bare feet, and still another merely sits on a stool, vacillating between raucous laughter and uncontrollable sobs.

      Each performer who took the ramshackle stage on Fridays, upon finishing their act, looked to me as if the activity gave them some measure of peace, a break in the listless gray storm in which we all reside. Something inside me was stirred by this prospect, and so it was that I came to join these strange performers, reading each Friday the stories of an author I had only recently discovered, and who I have come to understand shares deeply our collective pain.

      I found a few of this author’s books in boxes in my attic, left behind by a former tenant of my home. So taken was I by the writing therein that I found I had something to look forward to each time my hand passed into a box and found yet another cover bearing his name. Only someone with a profound understanding of the affliction shared by me and the patrons of “Cafe” could possibly write such bleak and truthful tales. I knew that if I attended the Friday performances carrying one of these books from which to read, that the crowd would appreciate them just as I have, inasmuch as any of us have the capacity to still do such a thing.

      So it was that I set about sharing the tales of this forlorn teller, and soon my weeks became nothing but blurs between Fridays at the cafe called “Cafe,” which were the only days that now contained any semblance of living to me. When I read, I rarely looked into the crowd, as it was always filled with the same faces, and those faces never betrayed anything more than apathy, so it was easy for me to overlook the presence of the watching man for a considerable amount of time. When I did finally notice him—sitting at my table, his lamp-like eyes reflecting back at me—so unnerved was I that I cut off the story about a man obsessed with a cassette tape, thus depriving my audience of the crucial twist from which the story derives its power.

      By the time I’d made my way off the stage and back to my seat, the man was gone. Upon inquiry I was informed by one of the waitstaff that the watching man had been attending my readings for weeks, somehow managing to arrive just in time for my turn on the stage, sitting down at my table, and leaving once I’d finished.

      I had no idea what to make of this, so I put it out of my mind lest it aggravate my already worsening condition and would subsequently forget about the watching man during the blurry week that followed my discovery of him.

      But there he was, as if only to remind me, waiting at my table upon the completion of my reading the following Friday.

      He rose as I neared the table and doffed the round hat he wore. I mumbled a greeting, asked him what I could do for him. In response, he simply reached into his coat and produced a book bearing the author’s name, one I was unfamiliar with. He smiled as I stared at it, agog.

      Returning the book to his inside coat pocket, he turned abruptly and made for the cafe door. Upon reaching it, he beckoned me with a swoop of his right hand without looking back, pushed the door open with the cane he held in his left, and walked through.

      I could do nothing but follow.
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        * * *

      

      The Paranoiac

      There is a man—one of tall and spindly stature, wearing a round hat and brown overcoat, carrying a thin, black cane with a silver cap—who has followed me nearly all my life.

      At the start, designs and patterns were his province. I first noticed him as a toddler, lurking in the gauzy, imprisoning mesh of my playpen. His form was unmistakable, and as I traced it with my pudgy, pink fingers over and over, burning his outline into my mind, I learned, inch by inch, to fear him; his meshy eyes staring, his uncaned hand reaching.

      So disturbed was I by him that my parents were forced to throw the playpen out, as I could no longer bear to be inside it after. I would scream if they brought me near it, if it was mentioned, if they dared to walk me by the room in which it resided, regardless of a closed door, and when my father took it to the curb to be collected, I stood on the sofa and watched through the front window, just to be sure. When I found it removed the next day, I believed it meant I had escaped him, that I had won.

      Unfortunately, this was not so.

      The man continued to linger across the years of my childhood. He lurked in scattered shadows, in the patterns of furniture, skulked in the weave of our carpets. He reached down from our water-stained ceiling, out from between the ever present wrinkles of my clothes, wavered in the pungent, sticky smoke of my father’s hand rolled cigarettes, and hid in the persistent rash beneath my arms. He even roamed the greenish, blackish mold that propagated along the walls of our basement, where my mother would banish me whenever she grew tired of listening to me go on and on.

      Outside of our home, he lived in whorls of tree bark, checkered flannel, plumes of spark and ash, in avian murmurations splashed across the sky; reeds of grass, mud puddles, brickwork, piles of garbage, the medium didn’t seem to matter, only the message. He was coming, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      His ever presence resulted in a purveying anxiety, a clinging cloud, whose causal nature produced countless calamities; accidents of distraction, frustrations injurious, and inevitable. Once, I was severely punished for cutting him from the chestnut locks of a classmate, and there he was afterward, purpled in the bruising left behind by my beating, defiant, as if nothing else should have been expected.

      But the worst, by far, were those times when I found him cloaked between starbursts tattooed upon the backs of my eyelids, tightly closed in futile attempts to banish him.

      There was nowhere where he wasn’t.

      Over time, as my mind gradually took on a less literal bent, I found my opinion of the man relaxed. After all, he was only an outline in form, not tangible beyond the varying lines that approximated him, and by my teenage years I came to believe that he was at worst a trick of the mind, a leftover trauma, carried over from that first encounter into every one that followed. It became amusing to me that I should have allowed myself to be bedeviled by such a small trick for so great a time. Eventually, I would laugh out loud at the man whenever I saw him, forcing him from my mind’s darkest, most fearful places, and into the light of absurd frivolities. In doing so I reduced him, bit by bit, into a joke.

      This, he could not abide, and shortly after my fourteenth birthday made this fact abundantly clear by modifying the way he appeared to me, taking shape in full color, with full features, and doing so upon a billboard situated along a stretch of highway navigated by my morning bus to school.

      Time slowed the first time I saw him in this new manifestation. His dirt-brown coat whipped behind him. The silver top of his cane gleamed. The urine yellow nails of his reaching hand were cracked, and his eyes were pinpricks glinting from the shadow cast by his hat’s wide brim. A wry smile sneered up one side of his face mocking me, as if to say: “How funny am I now, you wrongheaded child?”

      The apoplectic fit I had in response to this unvoiced question was an answer in and of itself, for while it contained howls and screams, there was absolutely no laughter in it.

      After that, I became a distraction to my fellow students, as the man took to appearing only while I was among them. In class, he would stand in the margins of textbooks, in the background of school flyers, on posters in the hallways, in murals covering their walls. Sometimes, I would walk down a corridor and see him in some fashion only to round a corner and see him again, waiting for me, as if he were walking me to class, which of course he was. And when I would arrive, I would find that, naturally, he had beaten me there, creeping somewhere within my eyeline.

      I threw the books he squatted in, tore down the posters, defaced his murals, and soon became a “problem student,” expelled for my aberrant behavior. This was his plan, to return me to the isolation of my home, where he could have me all to himself.

      My parents, who had little patience for me as it was, were furious, and relegated me, permanently, to the basement of our home, forcing me to finish my education by schooling myself from books they sometimes left at the bottom of the basement stairs, along with my meals.

      And of course, in every book, there was the man, sneering in supposed victory.

      I came to believe that I was simply insane, paranoid to the point of delusion, the man merely a manifestation of this rampant derangement. He had to be, for the alternative was too much to bear. So I ignored him, refusing to so much as glance at him when he popped around the edges of paragraphs, or profaned an illustration. I treated him much as the eyes do the nose, and by the arrival of my eighteenth birthday, at which time I found myself unceremoniously ejected from my childhood home, I’d tricked myself into believing he did not exist.

      I became a derelict, thrown atop the tangled pile of other browned and ragged leavings that increasingly choked the streets of our town. I became another of the specters ignored by those still blessed to travel between their daily distractions. And in one of the hunched and faded edifices that grow like fungus across our formerly fair city, those places abandoned and no longer populated by the distracted, one in which I and many others of my new ken had come to find shelter, he found me.

      And I found him, changed again.

      As I had graduated to adulthood, transformed from homed to unhomed, he had graduated as well, from the second dimension to the third, transformed himself into a tangible, touchable being, leaned up against the far interior wall of the moldy building inside of which I’d come to lay my head by night.

      He looked at me across a sea of other derelicts, propped on his cane, reaching, and over a din of moans and sobs I heard with my ears, for the first time, his voice; soft and colored with rasp. And what he said was the very thing I’d always imagined him saying, the whisper that infected me so long ago with his presence.

      He said, “I am coming.”

      And then, he pushed off that interior wall of that inferior home, stepped carefully across the rotten floor, between the rotten things that populated it, and came for me.

      And for the first time in my life, he was welcomed.
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        * * *

      

      The Dreamer

      Silent liquidity, formless smoke and ephemera; a coalescence each night as I lay my head upon my pillow, the result of which is a locality that can only exist in the darkest of dreamscapes.

      It smells of must and rot, has rows and corridors filled with shelves bursting with faded impressions, is populated by broken machines and gadgets, puppets, dummies, dolls, and mannikins, all of them crammed between books teeming with lost antiquity.

      I have walked it up and down, climbed ladders interminable into heights of darkness unyielding, and I have never found an end. Such is the way of dream places, and if this dream place were like other dream places I would not deign to speak of it, but this dream place is more real than those others, lit not just by sputtering, unseen candles, but with a definite sureness of being. This place exists. It is out there, somewhere, and I believe that I am close to being swallowed up, digested by it, my fate to be filed onto one of its endless shelves, collected amongst its trappings.

      I know it to be a place for the lost, the weak and the wounded. For you see, I myself am lost, I am weak, I have been wounded. I remain so. This place knows this. It sought me out, as it seeks out all things irreparable, feeds upon them, sucks them dry of their cracks and sharp edges, until they are nothing more than twisted, soft curves fading into entropy.

      Its shelves are covered in strange dust, which yields not to the touch. Its floors are layered with dirt and grime that sticks to the sole. Its ladders are filled with cracks, and crawl with woodlice, making each step up an exercise in fateful temptation. Though they never break, the fear that they will persists, and this fear nourishes it. It hungers for this fear just as much as it does despair, as it does loneliness. It drains and drains, bloats itself upon those most hateful of emotions, reducing the collected into ultimate stillness.

      It has a strong, deterministic will, which it wields with careful discrimination, and along with this will it also bears a face, a face with eyes that watched you, a nose that sniffed you out, ears that heard your cries. This face rests upon a head, one that decided upon you, wished to bring you to it, and this head rests upon shoulders that carried you, arms that deposited you. It has legs and feet as well, ones that walked away immediately after.

      In aggregate, a man.

      You see, there is a proprietor of this place, felt, but unseen. Seen or not, however, he lingers there, his ubiety leaving an impression upon every inch of the space. He can be felt upon the pages of the books I try to peruse but can never read. He can be smelt in the red fungal bloom bursting from their pages. He can be heard in echoed footsteps that seem to be, but cannot be, my own. When I climb the ladders, he is there behind me, but should I look to catch him climbing, only wisps of smoke-like darkness waft between the rungs. He rests in the dull glinting of the broken machines, in the whine of the dead gadgets as they fruitlessly struggle to come to life. He is in the dead, lifeless eyes of the dolls and the dummies, in the featureless facades of the broken mannikins.

      He is there, but not there. He permeates.

      I wish I could know this proprietor. I have called out so many times to him, rushed up and down the corridors professing this very wish, shaken the bookcases and ladders in sorrowful fury. But as I said, he does not answer. He merely brings me time and again to his dreamplace, taking slowly from me my darkness.

      He does not wish to know me, I think, for I suppose I am to him as unimportant as any other thing he has collected for depletion. He only wishes to know the things inside of me that nourish him.

      He probably believes that I am angry. He no doubt thinks that I wish to attack him in some way, even though to do so would be the height of futility, I’m sure. Maybe he thinks that I would beg for freedom from the fate he has visited upon me. Perhaps he believes that I will ask to join him, to assist him in his efforts in some way, as if I could ever do the things he does. I’m positive that of the multitudes that have come before me, all of them, in some fashion, have desired to interact with this man, but I doubt few if any of them sought the thing that I seek.

      I wish for only one thing. I wish to offer him my sincere and profound gratitude.

      I spent my last evening in his dream place screaming this intention into the infinite. I told of all the hurtful things from which he is delivering me. I wept in appreciation of his efforts, held my hands above me in supplication, before tearing at my skin to offer that pain to him as well. I even made a space upon the shelves and climbed inside, curling myself into a ball, to show him just how natural I would find my eventual placement within his menagerie.

      While he did not answer me directly, there was something, a slight touch upon my shoulder, no more than a whisper; there but for a moment, and then gone as quickly as it came. Afterward, I believe I heard soft footsteps moving away from me, and a click upon the wood floor accompanying them, like that of a cane. I am sure that he was with me, that I reached out to him and he briefly grabbed hold.

      I believe my time is nigh.

      Tonight, I return there, to show him again how much I desire his gift of consummation.

      I lay my head upon my pillow. I close my eyes.

      He is here.
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        * * *

      

      The Collector

      You spoke to me, sir, and I have listened. The lessons you imparted have not been in vain, for I have taken your wisdom and transformed it into action. You uncovered the truth of it—that gnawing, brooding, laughing, terrible thing behind every other thing—and you brought that knowledge to the world, tried to educate these fools. And how did they reward your good will? They all but ignored you.

      But I did not.

      I could find but one flaw in your design, and that flaw is that you delivered your wisdom to them, hoping that they would use it. I wouldn’t have thought you to be such an optimist. No, these troglodytes would never, could never, do what needs to be done. They are caught up in the ruse, the trick, the “conspiracy.” They are lost in the dream.

      But I am awake, and when I am done with my work, my own “special plan,” I will bring the Void to us.

      I was first and foremost a seller and keeper of books; a collector, purveyor of things mysterious, and esoteric, and it was during the course of this purveyance that I stumbled upon your work.

      Outside of this vocation, I was also a hobbyist, a fellow writer in fact, and it was this hobby that allowed me to understand the true nature of a writer. We—if you’ll forgive the vulgar comparison of you and I—are conduits, prisms through which other, more strange truths and realities are projected. Only through us, and those like us, can certain things take shape in the world of humanity. Religions and the sciences, those idiocies that can only hope to do what we do, could never comprehend the truth or value of that which is our providence. We purposefully do what they do only by accident. We make the unreal, real. Not that I have to tell you that, of course, but it is important to me that you know that I know it, so that you’ll see that I am in full possession of the facts, that I am not doing what I’m doing out of anything other than complete knowledge and understanding.

      Esoterica, by its very nature, begats all manner of odd illuminations, so you can imagine that beyond the realms of academic and artistic literature lie whole continents of fantastic and even supernatural discourse, representing themselves not as fiction, but as actual fact, and in my efforts to aggregate the various knowledges I spent so many of my years meticulously gathering, I became frustrated, for there seemed no way for me to join it together into anything that could come close to sense. I could feel the truth in my bones, could see the puzzle depicting it laid out in pieces before me, but could not conceive of how to arrange them. I am not too proud to admit that, in the end, I reached the edge of complete madness trying to find that unifying thing that would make it all coagulate. And then, your work arrived on my doorstep, and pulled me back from the brink.

      I became obsessed with it from my very first foray. I could see your vision immediately, and with each new tale I would dash back and forth between the shelves of my shop, corroborating and validating that which you so clearly defined. It was as if you put a key into the locked door that had been keeping my enlightenment at bay, and when the inky truth came flooding out, I was overtaken by the mania that followed.

      I instructed every contact I’d accrued during my time as a bookkeeper to find and deliver to me anything you’d ever written. “If this man’s name is on it, I want it” was the directive, and within a month I had it all in my possession. I consumed it, ravenously, my head not touching a pillow for days, until every word was transferred from the pages into my head.

      Next, I made a great collage across the back wall in my back room, blasphemously tearing out pages and affixing them to it, pairing them with other pages from other books that validated their philosophies and assertions. My basic needs were ignored, nearly outright. That I was required to leave the room to relieve myself became the height of annoyance, and if my idiotic vanity had not prevented it, I may have done so right there, if only to not waste a single, precious moment in the pursuit of that which I could sense was just out of reach.

      Then, it was finished. Standing before it I trembled, and as it slowly imparted upon me its great revelation, I collapsed into a ball of exultation and exhaustion. With your help, I had completed that which I’d been pursuing unknowingly my entire life: A fully formulated, and perfect, plan.

      It was so simple. All I needed to do was what you had done so many times, what all writers do. I needed to conjure that which is unreal, bring it to life, and then do what I do best: collect it.

      You see, the very essence of that which you dubbed “The Tsalal,” and what I refer to simply as the Void, as you well know, stands behind and is incorporated into everything you’ve ever written. You saw past the illusion and stared into its eye. You beheld its shadow, and then cast that shadow upon each and every one of the little mirrors of yourself you “created” and called characters, imbuing them with a piece of that essence. Unfortunately, there was no way for me to collect that essence from those little yous, as they are too far removed from myself—and my own creative vision—to be of use.

      But there was another way.

      I realized that all I needed to do was create my own Tiny Toms, ones I felt most strongly represented you. Much as you did, I would cast upon them the shadow of truth, and then—through various alchemical and arcane practices gleaned from my collection—force them out of the world of the unreal and into the world of the real to suffer in the ways in which you have suffered, and once that suffering hardened them into diamond like prisms, I would find and collect these tulpas in turn—The Performer, The Paranoiac, and The Dreamer—drawing from them that essence, and distilling it into a singular form, made up of only it.

      Sadly, they were not enough. These homunculi were insufficient on their own. My talent and imagination proved inadequate. The thing I made from them was half-formed, embryonic, slithering in the pool in which I keep it, moaning and babbling incoherence, incapable of what I needed it to do. It required something more.

      I puzzled over this for some time. How could I extract that which I needed if I could not use your characters, or my own? Truly, a frustrating conundrum. Then, one night—while stroking my malformed avatar as it warbled—I found myself engaging in a book of interviews you’d given, hoping to glean some heretofore unrealized answer from your wisdom. And then, between the coos and the gurgles of my creation, it came to me.

      I realized that I needed to collect a different sort of distillation. It occurred to me that not only do your characters carry the required essence, but also the readers and acolytes of the work you created by showing their struggles to the world. I was but one prism through which your vision was refracted. Your influence, niche though it may be, has created so many more prisms, equal to or even greater than my own.

      So I went about collecting the most afflicted of your followers; the monk, the musician, the German, the academic, the journalist, and finally, the puppeteer. I drained them, one by one, of you; fed their distillate to my mewling abomination.

      It was nearly enough. As you can plainly see, it is now almost fully formed, glutted on their contributions. But yet, still incomplete.

      There is but one thing left to do.

      None of them could reach the required purity. The essences I gleaned from them were too cloudy, too infected with the lie. To bring about the end of all this nonsense, my phylactery requires a refinement that can only be found in a singular person.

      And now, here we are.

      It was the puppeteer who led me to you, but do not blame him, he did not do so willingly. I tore the information from him before taking the rest of what I needed. He begged me to spare you. I couldn’t make him understand.

      As I did with him, I’ve tried tonight to make you see what’s necessary, to accept it. This is the only way, you must believe me. Search your feelings, you know it to be true. For my work to be done, for my special plan to be enacted, I must fit this final piece. Look down there, into that pool at your feet, at that thing which has started to resemble you. Behold the labyrinthine blackness swarming behind its eyes, ready to burst out and consume us all. Be honest, don’t you find it beautiful?

      I suppose it doesn’t matter.

      I won’t lie, it will hurt. It must. For what it’s worth, I am genuinely sorry you will never get to see the thing our creation brings about when it finally howls its summoning and pulls your “Tsalal,” my Void, screaming into the world. Don’t you worry, though. I will greet it for the both of us.

      Are you ready?

      No?

      Let’s begin anyway.

      Welcome, dear Tom, to The End.
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        * * *
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      With a sinking heart, I scanned the walls of Bob’s apartment. Painting after painting flickered before my eyes like a parade of nightmares. Seized by one of those manias that afflict middle-aged failures, Bob had decided to set himself up with an art collection, and he’d summoned me, his most discerning friend, to inspect what he’d assembled. He wanted my honest verdict, but as I gazed at the dregs he’d scoured together, the courage of my convictions shriveled. During my youthful travels in Italy, I’d sworn on the Old Masters’ graves to uphold the highest standards of discernment, but good old Bob had poured his very soul into this junk heap. Telling the truth would destroy him.

      “Well?” Bob murmured over my shoulder. “What do you think?”

      I owed him an answer, yet there was nothing I could say. Tortured by indecision, I found my eyes drawn to the only appealing sight in the room: the view from the window. Bob’s apartment looked out over a city park, which on that gorgeous summer day was filled with families and pleasure-seekers. Youngsters whirled and cavorted across sparkling lawns; couples smooched in the shade of emerald oaks; old folks strolled along curling gravel paths. The spectacle of a bright, happy world soothed my anxiety, and in mindless gratitude I mumbled, “Beautiful day.”

      To my surprise, Bob clapped his hands like a delighted child. “That’s exactly what I thought you’d say!” Scurrying past me, he pointed at a small, square canvas I’d missed in my survey.

      The image showed a park in aerial panorama, not unlike the view I’d enjoyed a moment earlier. But where the park outside Bob’s window was sunlit and full of life, its counterpart lay in shadow. A gloomy waste of withered grass stretched between skeletal trees whose wind-strewn leaves littered a tangle of meandering paths. A spiky fence of gnarled iron surrounded the painted park, and the structures that loomed beyond the fence were not so much buildings as haphazard accumulations of brick, glass, marble, and less identifiable materials.

      The painting was the best in the room, but that didn’t make it good. Though the technique was decent, there was a vagueness in the brushstrokes, a flatness in the perspective, an overall effect of aimless vacancy. Why my friend had connected this unpleasant image with the words “beautiful day” seemed utterly mysterious.

      Never one for mystery, I asked Bob to explain. Without a word, he lifted the painting from its nail and flipped it over. On a yellowed label pasted to the back of the canvas, three lines of slanting letters:

      

      
        
        LA BELLA GIORNATA DEI VECCHI

        The Old People’s Beautiful Day

        by I. Fiore

      

      

      

      I frowned at Bob’s implication. “But how could you expect me to know the name of some old painting you dug out of...well, who knows where you got it?”

      “I found it in a shop on the other side of town. A quaint little place called Virag’s Valuables, if you must know. And as for the name, it’s just that kind of painting. It calls to you.”

      I rolled my eyes but didn’t press the issue. Bob’s mumbo-jumbo of paintings “calling” to their viewers seemed to me a side-effect of the art mania that had seized him in middle age, a psychic compensation, no doubt, for his life’s many failures.
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        * * *

      

      My way home from Bob’s apartment took me through the city park. The day was warm and gorgeous, yet my mind was troubled. I couldn’t quite name what was bothering me, but it had something to do with that painting. Something to do with that vague, flat space where vacant paths sprawled aimlessly among the shadows, hemmed in by iron spikes and dubious structures. La bella giornata dei vecchi…

      Pausing in the middle of the gravel path, I scanned my surroundings. Perhaps the sight of the real park, with its lush lawns and cool shade, would help me discern what shard of that other, unreal park had lodged itself in my mind. My gaze swept over cartwheeling children, promenading parents, nuzzling lovers. Across the lawn, an old man strode slowly between the trees, his head bowed in contemplation. Something about the fellow held my attention, and I watched as he raised his head. Despite the distance, I could read the fiendish excitement in his eyes, the look of a demon who’d untangled some hellish riddle.

      At that moment, I realized the answer to my own conundrum. Unlike this park of grass and trees, with its families and pleasure-seekers, the park of paint and canvas in Bob’s apartment was completely empty. Its title proclaimed the old people’s beautiful day, yet where were those old people? Where, amid the gloom of their bella giornata, were i vecchi?

      The question seized me with a strange, manic urgency. Where were the old people? I scrambled back the way I’d come, through the park and into Bob’s apartment building and up the four flights of stairs to his door. I ran faster than I’d run in years, not since the last day of my Italian travels, when I’d sprinted myself practically to death trying to reach one more gallery before closing time. My racing legs carried me back to that wild season of my youth, and the question blazing in my mind stirred up echoes of the beautiful language I’d tried so hard to learn, so that when my frantic knocking brought Bob to his door, the words I shouted into his astonished face were not “Where are the old people?” but “Dove sono i vecchi?”

      Good old Bob ushered me in, poured me a drink, calmed me down. Shaking the last wisps of frenzy from my brain, I saw that the walls of his apartment, so recently thronged with terrible art, were now almost totally bare. The only painting left was that small, square canvas, its leaf-littered paths still wandering among bony trees, aimless and empty. Though the room was warm, I shivered. A word rose unbidden to my lips. “Empty…”

      Bob gave me an indulgent smile. “That’s exactly what I thought you’d say. But look!” Lifting the painting from its nail, he brought it over for my inspection.

      After staring into that vague, flat scene for a few moments, I saw them—there, where a path straggled forlornly through wintry oaks, two old men were just coming into view, their heads bowed in contemplation. They were so bent and shriveled with age that they looked more like crooked tree limbs or wavering shadows than human beings.

      That was one enigma down, but another remained. Where had the rest of the paintings gone? Never one for mystery, I asked Bob about the absent artworks. “I tossed them,” he said. “I could tell from your reaction that there was only one piece in the lot worth having.” He ran his hand along the edge of the canvas, stroking it like an awkward lover, and I reflected how, in the matter of love as in so many others, my middle-aged friend’s life had been one long failure.

      By now it was late afternoon, and the city park had emptied. Only a few amorous couples still lingered in the shadows as I made my way homeward. I glanced around anxiously for the fiendish old man, but he’d gone to pursue his contemplations elsewhere.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I pass most nights in quiet oblivion, ensconced among my small collection of carefully chosen artworks. That night, though, my sleep was a torment. I wandered the halls of a labyrinthine gallery, searching for a room hung with famous masterpieces, but every chamber I entered held only vacancy, bare walls around a marble-paved void. Attendants lurked in shadowy doorways along the corridors, but when I approached to ask for directions, I saw the attendants were not human beings, only vague figures painted on the wall, and the name tag on each flat chest bore the same name: Nessuno—Nobody. Frantic and aimless, I raced through the emptiness, shrieking for help in the beautiful language of dreams.

      A rhythmic bleating roused me from this hell. Bleary-eyed in the blue-gray haze of dawn, I snatched my squalling phone from the nightstand and answered without checking the number. “Hrmph?”

      “My apologies for the early hour,” a throaty voice murmured. “You seek the old ones, I hear.”

      I sat up in my twisted, sweaty sheets. “I vecchi, you mean? Who is this?”

      “My name is Ambrus Virag. You might call me a resurrectionist of failed merchandise, a dealer in second chances. A friend of yours lately unearthed a curious find from my accumulations, an artifact which I hear has kindled your interest.”

      I sighed. Good old Bob had always been a blabbermouth. “What did you want to tell me about i…about the old ones, Mr. Virag?”

      “There’s nothing to tell about them. To know them, one must simply learn to see them. Of course, such learning runs smoothest under the tutelage of a master. I happen to be honored with the friendship of just such a maestro of vision, and I would be more than happy to make an introduction. Isidoro always welcomes fresh pupils…”

      Was it the lingering fog of nightmare that kept me listening to this prattle? An echo of the mania that had seized me the previous day, when I’d raged to find i vecchi? Or was there something in Virag’s offer that called to my soul, however absurd it sounded? The idea of a maestro of vision brought me back to my travels, when I’d scoured galleries and graveyards to trace out the finest shades of artistic effect. Those beautiful days before middle age fell like a leaden cloak around my shoulders…

      “Of course,” Virag was saying, “I would require only a small consideration, the merest trifle.”

      As I waited for him to name his price, a frantic knocking shook the door of my apartment. Startled, I leapt from bed, and the phone flew from my clumsy hand to crash into the wall. The screen cracked, flickered, died. A carefully chosen artwork fell from its nail.

      Cursing the farce my life had become, I flung open the door. Bob stood on the threshold, a small, square canvas beneath his arm and a foolish grin on his face. “Wait till you see what I just dug up at Virag’s!”

      I blinked. “Isn’t it a bit early for a pawn shop?”

      “Virag’s always open early. He says he’s on Old World time.”

      I started to tell Bob about the strange call I’d just received, but I thought better of it. My conversation with Virag seemed too ludicrous to mention, and besides, I didn’t want my friend to think he’d annoyed me by giving the shopkeeper my number. Like many lifelong failures, Bob was sensitive to others’ irritation, a trait that had only grown stronger in his middle age.

      Making himself at home, Bob hung his new find on the vacant nail from which my own artwork had fallen. “What do you think?”

      The painting was only a sprawl of dark pigments, a maniac’s frenzy rendered in swirls of black. I shook my head in puzzled chagrin. “Bob,” I said, “this is nothing.”

      His grin only widened. “That’s exactly what I thought you’d say. Take another look.”

      I turned back to the canvas with a groan, but my impatience turned to amazement as I began to discern objects among the clotted chaos. A swath of dense brushwork became a tree’s rugged trunk; thin, tapering strokes hardened into spikes of gnarled iron. The image that struggled into existence before my eyes was another panorama of that gloomy, fenced-in park, no longer bathed in daytime shadows but drowned in the fathomless depths of a night with no moon, no stars, no hint of light or hope of sunrise.

      The stygian scene appeared empty at first, but I soon realized that nothing could be further from the truth. Squiggles and splotches of paint resolved into doddering bodies, and the longer I looked, the more of them I saw. Hordes of decrepit old men trod the leaf-strewn paths; elderly women stood in wrinkled throngs around the bare oaks; the waste of dead grass writhed with the shriveled forms of what I could only call ancient children. The old people were everywhere, climbing the trees, scaling the fence, swarming over the heaps of ill-sorted materials that loomed outside the park. The darkling world was given over to a roiling, ecstatic festival, a universal orgy of the withered.

      A quivering hand gripped my shoulder. Bob’s voice shook with excitement as he murmured, “Now what do you think?”

      Without a word, I lifted the painting from its nail. Affixed to the back of the canvas, a yellowed label:

      

      
        
        LA NOTTE SELVAGGIA DEI VECCHI

        The Old People’s Wild Night

        by I. Fiore

      

      

      

      That the same artist had crafted both images seemed unimaginable. I thought again of my youthful travels, when I’d pored over the Old Masters’ earliest works, training myself to discern the seeds of genius in fumbling juvenilia. No known law of artistic development could lead from La Bella Giornata—a barely competent picture, the best of a bad lot—to La Notte Selvaggia, a work of such surpassing technique and vision that it made me ashamed to think of my own feeble attempts, the rare and poorly attended showings of my canvases, the reviews that alternated between patronizing encouragement and outright derision. A lifetime of effort, and nothing to show but failure. And as for the matter of love…

      I wrenched my thoughts back to the issue at hand. Artistic success had been denied me, but no one could doubt my discernment. As far as I was concerned, if La Giornata and La Notte had sprung from the same source, it would be an artistic mystery of cosmic proportions. Never one for mystery, I turned to my friend with a pitying smile. “Bob,” I said, “let’s go talk to Virag. I’m afraid we have a forgery on our hands.”
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        * * *

      

      Leafy parks and cozy apartments gave way to crowded pavements and crumbling storefronts as I drove us across town. Sullen as a scolded child, Bob glared down at the small, square canvases he held in his lap. His hands fumbled awkwardly along their edges, as if he were searching for a secret compartment.

      He heaved a sigh. “What does it matter if they’re by the same person, anyway? I like them. I just want to hang them on my wall. Can’t you let me have that?”

      I shook my head. “It’s the principle of the thing, Bob. You can’t let yourself be swindled like this. Virag’s nothing but a greedy fraud. He even called me this morning, trying to sell me information about i…” I stopped myself. It didn’t feel right to mention them under these circumstances, forgery or no forgery. I seemed to hear angry voices grumbling beautiful curses.

      “I’m sorry I told him about you,” Bob said. “I shouldn’t have given him your number. I’m such a blabbermouth! I just thought…”

      “It’s fine, Bob.” I tried to smile, but I was worried. His sudden interest in art, his lack of discretion with my personal information, the frenzy that brought him to my apartment at dawn—it all sprang from the mania that had seized him. I thought of the old man I’d seen in the park, the fiendish excitement that burned in his eyes. Was that where these middle-aged manias led? Had that old man been a failure, too? Would good old Bob end up wandering along some gravel path, his head bowed in hellish contemplation while demonic riddles cavorted across his brain?

      Bob pointed. “Here we are.”

      I parked at the curb in front of a small, gray shop with one cracked window in its facade. A sign above the rust-streaked door read VIRAG’S VALUABLES in flaking calligraphy. Virag had called himself a resurrectionist, and his premises seemed appropriate to that calling. It looked like the corpse of a building.

      The rusty door opened on a space crammed with junk. Racks and shelves sagged with obsolete appliances, shabby clothes long out of style, all manner of worthless trash. An ancient cash register sat on a counter disfigured with coffee stains. Rows of atrocious paintings lined the walls above the shelves; I recognized several from Bob’s apartment, and again my heart sank to see them. A truly miserable place, that shop, a crypt stuffed with failures.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” a throaty voice said.

      A thin, stooped man had appeared next to the cash register, a door creaking shut behind him. With his wire-rimmed glasses and neatly trimmed goatee, Virag looked more like a professor than a swindler, but I didn’t let that stop me. Snatching the two canvases from Bob, who hung back near the entrance as if ashamed, I tossed them down on the stained counter.

      “You sold my friend these paintings,” I said, “but I’m afraid there’s a problem. One of them is a fake. Possibly both. Anyway, they’re not by the same artist.”

      Virag’s dark eyes flashed. “What makes you so sure of that, if I may ask?”

      “It’s plain as day! No one who painted this”—I pointed at La Giornata—“could have painted that!”—I pointed at La Notte.

      “I see. And have you considered that, just possibly, your eyes may be at fault? That you haven’t yet learned to see properly?”

      His calm, suave tone infuriated me. I hadn’t felt so angry since the last day of my travels, when I’d reached the final gallery just at closing time and the doddering old guard wouldn’t admit me. I banged the counter with my fist. “I won’t stand here and let you insult me! My discernment in these matters is well-known. Just ask…” I turned to summon Bob to my defense, but he’d vanished—slipped out through the rusty door and left me on my own. Not only a failure, but a coward! I banged the counter again. “I didn’t run myself ragged visiting every gallery in Italy just to have my judgment questioned by a shopkeeper!”

      Virag’s smile showed a row of yellowed teeth. “Every gallery but one, I believe.”

      A sudden chill crept over me. I heard the echo of laughter on marble, beautiful words chiming beyond a threshold I'd never cross. “What do you mean?”

      “I know of a gallery that few succeed in entering. Had you arrived there in time, you would have drunk the art of vision from the heart’s blood of a true master, and you would not make such wild claims as you have made today.” He swept a hand across the junk-filled room. “Can you fail to see that all of these masterpieces flowed from the brush of a single genius? Are your eyes so dull that you miss the unmistakable signs of the maestro’s hand?”

      I almost admired the bold absurdity of Virag’s claim. The paintings that hung in his shop comprised every style of appalling art, every imaginable shade of failure. Singlehanded, neither the world’s best artist nor its worst could possibly create such a wretched menagerie. Yet as my eyes scanned the walls, I felt doubt’s cold fingers brush my spine. How could I be so sure? What if the images shared some spectral quality too subtle for my coarse perception? Again that echoing laughter, those words chiming from afar. I heard myself screaming at the withered guard in my awful Italian, heard his calmly bilingual reply: “Nessun giovane può entrare adesso. No youngsters may enter now. It is the time of the old ones, l’ora dei vecchi.”

      Virag took off his glasses, wiped them on his shirt. “Listen, my friend. There’s still a chance for you. The old ones haven’t rejected you; you’ve simply failed to see them, to arrive at where they are. In youth, you failed. In middle age, you go on failing. But after middle age, wisdom may come.” He replaced his glasses. “You’ve heard me mention my friend, the maestro Isidoro. As luck would have it, he’s here today, snug in my innermost sanctum, enjoying a cup of tea in the style of the old country. I’ll ask him to take you as his pupil, and I’m confident he’ll agree. Of course, there is the matter of my small consideration, but we can discuss that later.” With a yellow-toothed smile, he retreated through the creaking door behind the counter, and I was alone in the shop.

      All around me, accumulations of useless merchandise loomed like dubious towers of a crumbling city, racks and shelves jutting upward like iron spikes. My skin began to crawl, as if a million eyes stared from the hidden windows of that withered metropolis, regarding me with cold dispassion. I shuddered as those eyes mercilessly discerned my failures in art, in love, in friendship, in everything. If only I could confront my invisible critics, see them face to face, perhaps I could convince them there was still hope for me. Hadn’t circumstances conspired against me? Didn’t I deserve a second chance, another life? If only I could return the gaze of those unpitying observers! It was all a matter of learning to see.

      La Bella Giornata dei Vecchi lay on the stained counter where I’d tossed it. Fixing my eyes on the painting with manic urgency, I strained to discern the unmistakable signs Virag had mentioned. The effort made my eyes water, and as the shadowed scene blurred in my sight, I caught a glimpse of movement along the paths that meandered aimlessly through the park. I leaned closer, until my squinting eyes hovered an inch above the canvas. There! Where that path loops around a skeletal oak! What I’d taken for a wind-tossed leaf was the gnarled hand of an old man striding slowly along the gravel, his head bowed in contemplation.

      As soon as I noticed this detail, the rest fell into place. Everywhere I looked on the canvas, I saw shriveled forms, withered limbs, decrepit faces with eyes blazing in frenzy. What had seemed a gloomy park, iron-fenced among dubious structures, was nothing but a writhing accumulation of ancients, every blade of dead grass a straggling hair, every wintry twig a knobby finger. Even the spiked enclosure and the city beyond, I now saw, were composed of bodies, spires and heaps of age-worn flesh rising to the sky in orgiastic triumph. The world was all i vecchi.

      Stunned by this revelation, I surveyed Virag’s shop with new eyes. The junk-laden racks and shelves melted away, and in the newly uncluttered space I saw I’d been wrong about what became of Bob. He hadn’t abandoned me like a childish coward; in fact, he’d never been there at all. What I’d taken for my friend was only a vague figure on the wall, a foolish grin stretched across his painted face. Everything about him—his failures, his mania, our friendship—had been the distorted projection of my own muddled vision. He wasn’t even called Bob, as the name tag on his flat chest made clear.

      I felt a moment’s regret for my friend’s disappearance, then a moment’s relief that his failures had come to an end. A further moment of contemplation, and I felt nothing. Why mourn for an illusion, or smile at a mirage’s memory?

      In any case, I had more pressing concerns. While the canvas worlds of notte and giornata swarmed with archaic fervor, the real world around me seemed utterly vacant, as if life existed only in painted spectacle. A glance through Virag’s cracked window revealed that the crumbling yet bustling neighborhood outside the shop had faded, replaced by a marble-paved labyrinth of halls and chambers that stretched away into infinite desolation.

      I felt sure this emptiness was another mirage, a veil that would fall away when I’d learned to see through it. But where in that marble wasteland would I find a teacher to guide me to the ultimate revelation? Virag had offered a maestro; had his promise been yet another deception, the hollow prelude to yet another failure? I couldn’t let myself believe it. I vaulted over the counter, plunged through the creaking door into the warren of rooms behind the shop. My racing legs carried me along drafty corridors, down crumbling stairways, through dripping vaults and moldy storerooms. Was it only my imagination, or did a murmur of beautiful words lead me on, always whispering around the next corner, drawing me deeper and deeper into the bowels of that run-down domain?

      At last, my legs gave out, and I sprawled headlong. As I lay bleeding on a cold, dusty floor, phantoms of the past swarmed through my mind—the beautiful galleries I’d haunted in my youth, the beautiful graves where the Old Masters lay moldering—and I wept at the thought of how far I’d fallen, alone in a world of empty illusion. Where was Virag? Where was his friend, the maestro? Where was the fervid life I’d seen in art? “Dove,” I howled in the beautiful language of my dead hopes, “dove sono i vecchi?”

      “Closer than you think,” a throaty voice whispered.

      I raised my head, saw flashing dark eyes behind wire rims. Beside Virag, another pair of eyes burned with fiendish excitement in a mass of impossibly shriveled flesh. Cold fear gripped my heart, and through chattering teeth I stammered, “Who are you?”

      “Io sono il maestro,” the ancient man replied.

      Gnarled hands dragged me to my feet, pushed me along the meandering path that leads to the innermost sanctum. As I stumbled toward the secret studio where Isidoro Fiore creates his atrocious masterpieces, tears of regret, relief and terror mingled in my eyes. The world around me blurred into a sprawling, clotted chaos.

      Do withered faces leer from the swirling darkness, or is it the reflected writhing of my own frenzied thoughts? Does the veil of my tears hide a host of decrepit revelers, or the merciless phantoms of memory? Do my aimless, staggering steps lead me over leaf-strewn gravel between shivering trees, or through the marble-paved halls of a gallery as vast and void as the universe, or only along the maniac convolutions of a failure’s brain?

      Dove sono i vecchi? Dove sono io?

      

      End.
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        * * *
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      D. Matthew Urban hails from Texas and lives in Queens, NY, where he reads weird books, watches weird movies, and writes weird fiction. His stories have appeared or are forthcoming in It Was All a Dream 2 (Hungry Shadow Press), Split Scream Volume 4 (Tenebrous Press), and Tales from Between, among other venues. A collection of his stories is coming in early 2025 from Cursed Morsels Press. Find him on Twitter @breathinghead or on the web at https://dmatthewurban.com.
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            THE BASKET

          

          HERBERT J. MANGHAM

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Originally published in Weird Tales, March 1923

      

      

      MRS. BUHLER told him at first that she had no vacancies, but as he started away she thought of the little room in the basement.

      He turned back at her call.

      “I have got a room, too,” she said, “but it’s a very small one and in the basement. I can make you a reasonable price, though, if you’d care to look at it.”

      The room was a problem. She always hesitated to show it to people, because so often they seemed insulted at her suggestion that they would be satisfied with such humble surroundings. If she gave it to the first applicant, he would likely be a disreputable character who might detract from the respectability of her house, and she would have to face the embarrassment of getting rid of him. So she was content for weeks at a time to do without the pittance the room brought her.

      “How much is it?” asked the man.

      “Seven dollars a month.”

      “Let me see it.”

      She called her husband to take her place at the desk, picked up a bunch of keys and led the way to the rear of the basement. The room was a narrow cell, whose one window was slightly below the level of a tiny, bare back yard, closed in by a board fence.

      A tottering oak dresser was pushed up close to the window, and a small square table, holding a pitcher and washbowl, was standing beside it. An iron single-bed against the opposite wall left barely enough space for one straight-backed chair and a narrow path from the door to the window. A curtain, hanging across one corner, and a couple of hooks in the wall provided a substitute for a closet.

      “You can have the use of the bathroom on the first floor,” said Mrs. Buhler. “There is no steam heat in the basement, but I will give you an oil stove to use if you want it. The oil won’t cost you very much. Of course, it never gets real cold in San Francisco, but when the fogs come in off the bay you ought to have something to take the chill off the room.”

      “I’ll take it.”

      The man pulled out a small roll of money and counted off seven one-dollar bills.

      “You must be from the East,” remarked Mrs. Buhler, smiling at the paper money.

      “Yes.”

      Mrs. Buhler, looking at his pale hair and eyes and wan mustache, never thought of asking for references. He seemed as incapable of mischief as a retired fire horse, munching his grass and dreaming of past adventures.

      He told her that his name was Dave Scannon.

      And that was all the information he ever volunteered to anybody in the rooming-house.

      [107]

      

      AN HOUR later he moved in. By carrying in one suitcase and transferring its contents to the dresser drawers he was installed.

      The other roomers scarcely noticed his advent. He always walked straight across the little lobby without looking directly at anyone, never stopping except to pay his rent, which he did promptly on the fifth of every month.

      He did not leave his key at the desk when he went out, as was the custom of the house, but carried it in his pocket. The chambermaid never touched his room. At his request she gave him a broom, and every Sunday morning she left towels, sheets and a pillowcase hanging on his doorknob. When she returned, she would find his soiled towels and linen lying in a neat pile beside his door.

      Impelled by curiosity, Mrs. Buhler once entered the room with her master key. There was not so much as a hair to mar the bare tidiness. A comb and brush on the dresser and a pile of newspapers were the only visible evidences of occupancy. The oil stove was gathering dust in the corner: it had never been used. She carried it out with her: it would be just the thing for that old lady in the north room who always complained of the cold in the afternoons, when the rest of the hotel was not uncomfortable enough to justify turning on the steam.

      The old lady was sitting in the lobby one afternoon when he came home from work.

      “Is that your basement roomer?” she asked.

      She watched him until he disappeared at the end of the hall.

      “Oh. I couldn’t think where I’d seen him. But I remember now—he’s a sort of porter and general helper at that large bakery on lower Market Street.”

      “I really didn’t know where he worked,” admitted Mrs. Buhler. “I had thought of asking him several times, but he’s an awfully hard man to carry on a conversation with.”

      He had been at the rooming-house four months when he received his first letter. Its envelope proclaimed it a hay-fever cure advertisement.

      As he was not in the habit of leaving his key at the desk, the letter remained in his box for three days. Finally Mr. Buhler handed it to him as he was passing the desk on the way to his room.

      He paused to read the inscription.

      “You never receive any mail,” remarked Mr. Buhler. “Haven’t you any family?”

      “No.”

      “Where is your home?”

      “Catawissa, Pennsylvania.”

      “That’s a funny name. How do you spell it?”

      Scannon spelled it, and went on down the hall.

      “C-a-t-a-w-i-double-s-a,” repeated Mr. Buhler to his wife. “Ain’t that a funny name?”

      

      IN HIS room, Scannon removed the advertisement from its envelope and read it soberly from beginning to end.

      Finished, he folded it and placed it on his pile of newspapers. Then he brushed his hair and went out again.

      He ate supper at one of the little lunch counters near the Civic Center. The rest of the evening he spent in the newspaper room at the public library. He picked up eastern and western papers with impartial interest, reading the whole of each page, religiously and without a change of expression, until the closing bell sounded.

      He never ascended to the reference, circulation or magazine rooms. Sometimes he would take the local papers home with him and read stretched out on his bed, not seeming to notice that his hands were blue with the penetrating chill that nightly drifts in from the ocean.

      On Sundays he would put on a red-striped silk shirt and a blue serge suit and take a car to Golden Gate Park. There he would sit for hours in the sun, impassively watching the hundreds of picnic parties, the squirrels, or a piece of paper retreating before the breeze. Or perhaps he would walk west to the ocean, stopping for a few minutes at[108] each of the animal pens, and take a car home from the Cliff House.

      For two years the days came and passed on in monotonous reduplication, the casual hay-fever cure circulars supplying the only touches of novelty.

      Then one afternoon as he was brushing his hair, he gasped and put his hand to his throat. A sharp nausea pitched him to the floor.

      Inch by inch, he dragged himself to the little table and upset it, crashing the bowl and pitcher into a dozen pieces.

      His energy was spent in the effort, and he lay inert.

      

      MRS. BUHLER consented to accompany her friend to the spiritualist’s only after repeated urging, and she repented her decision as soon as she arrived there.

      The fusty parlor was a north room to which the sun never penetrated, and in consequence was cold and damp. The medium, a fat, untidy woman whose movements were murmurous with the rustle of silk and the tinkle of tawdry ornaments, sat facing her with one hand pressed to forehead, and delivered mysteriously-acquired information about relatives and friends.

      “Who is Dave?” she asked finally.

      Mrs. Buhler hastily recalled all of her husband’s and her own living relatives.

      “I don’t know any Dave,” she said.

      “Yes, yes, you know him,” insisted the medium. “He’s in the spirit land now. There’s death right at your very door!”

      She put her hand to her throat and coughed in gruesome simulation of internal strangulation.

      “But I don’t know any Dave,” reiterated Mrs. Buhler.

      She regained the street with a feeling of vast relief.

      “I’ll never go to one of those places again!” she asserted, as she said good-by to her friend. “It’s too creepy!”

      A great fog bank was rolling in majestically from the west, blotting out the sun and dripping a fine drizzle on the pavements. Drawing her coat collar closer about her neck, Mrs. Buhler plunged into the enveloping dampness and started to climb the long hill that led to her rooming-house.

      Her husband’s distended eyes and pale face warned her of bad news.

      “Dave Scannon’s dead!” he whispered hoarsely.

      Dave Scannon! So that was “Dave!”

      “He’s been dead two or three days,” continued Mr. Buhler. “I was beating a rug in the back yard a while ago when I noticed a swarm of big blue flies buzzing about his window. It flashed over me right away that I hadn’t seen him for several days. I couldn’t unlock his door, because his key was on the inside, so I called the coroner and a policeman, and we broke it in. He was lying between the bed and the dresser, and the bowl and pitcher lay broken on the floor, where he had knocked it over when he fell. They’re taking him out now.”

      Mrs. Buhler hurried to the back stairway and descended to the lower hall. Two men were carrying a long wicker basket up the little flight of steps between the back entrance and the yard. She remained straining over the banister until the basket had disappeared.

      The coroner had found nothing in his room but clothing, about five dollars in change, and a faded picture in a tarnished silver frame of an anemic looking woman who might have been a mother, wife or sister.

      Mrs. Buhler answered his questions nervously. Yes, the dead man had been with them about two years. They knew little of him, for he was very peculiar and never talked, and wouldn’t even allow the maid to come in and clean up his room. He had said though that he had no family and that his home was in Catawissa, Pennsylvania. She remembered the town because it had such an odd name.

      The coroner wrote to authorities in Catawissa, who replied that they could find no traces of anyone by the name of Scannon. No more mail ever came for the man except the occasional hay-fever cure circulars.

      The manager of the bakery telephoned to ask if the death notice in[109] the paper referred to the same Dave Scannon who had been working for him. He knew nothing of the man except that he had been very punctual in his duties until that final day when he did not appear.

      

      SEVERAL weeks later, little Mrs. Varnes, who occupied a room at the rear of the second floor, stopped at the desk to leave her key. She hovered there for a few minutes of indecision, then impulsively leaned forward.

      “Mrs. Buhler, I just want to ask you something,” she said, lowering her voice. “One afternoon several weeks ago I saw some men carrying a long basket out of the back door, and I’ve been wondering what it was.”

      “Probably laundry,” hazarded Mrs. Buhler.

      “No, it was one of those long baskets such as the undertakers use to carry the dead in. I’ve often thought about it, but I couldn’t figure out who could have died in this house, so I decided I would ask you. I told my husband about it, and he said I was dreaming.”

      “You must have been,” said Mrs. Buhler.

      

      End.
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        * * *

      

      Writing was “Herbert J. Mangham’s first love and he worked hardest at it.” In a newspaper item from 1929, he was described as a writer for “Life, Judge, Vanity Fair, The New Yorker and other magazines.” Mangham lived in New York at the time and as late as 1942, when he completed his draft card. Over the years, he sold news and feature articles to the Kansas City Star, the Kansas City Times, and other publications.
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