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“Either write something worth reading or do something worth writing.”
~ Benjamin Franklin

“There is nothing to writing. All you do is sit down at a typewriter and bleed.”
~ Ernest Hemingway











As I am dragged kicking and screaming to the gibbet of my declining years, I have to admit I can’t remember when I first met Kelli Owen.
But that’s not to say she is a not a memorable person—because she is all of that, as they say. No, it’s much more a sad commentary on the blur of alcohol-leavened conventions I attend on a regular basis—and the years and miles and faces kind of blending together into a pleasant, but somewhat undifferentiated stew of experiences. Which is my way of saying I most likely met Kelli at an East Coast convention of the stripe of a Horrorfind or a Necon1
and that whenever it happened, I was immediately impressed by her sharp wit and irrepressible personality. When I found out she was working hard to become a professional writer, I knew she’d be successful someday because she possessed the energy and the confidence that would get her through the rough spots. I’d been to a couple of her readings and her talent and determination were unmistakable ear-marks of a writer who’s going to make it.
And so here you are—holding a book of her short stories in your sweaty, clumsy hands….
(See, I was right)
When she asked me to write this introduction, I had no idea she’d already published enough stories to fill a collection. Regardless, I was flattered, honored, and secretly pleased. I’ve always enjoyed writing about writers and their writing because it’s a great opportunity to inject a few anecdotes and objects lessons about my
favorite
writer—me.
In this instance, I am reminded of that point in my own career when I began to think it would be cool to collect together a bunch of my stories into a real, hardcover book. I had been selling and publishing Sci-Fi stories in a variety of genre magazines and anthologies for almost ten years and had also been selling my novels in hardcover, but I’d never been able to sell a collection. I finally cajoled my editor at Doubleday to let me do it if I could get Nebula and Hugo award-winning superstar Roger Zelazny to write an introduction.2
I was overwhelmed when Roger delivered for me, and to this day I remain ever grateful for his kindness. I called the book
Dark Stars and Other Illuminations
and in a boundless demonstration of ego unrestrained, thought it was one of the more clever titles the SF genre had ever seen.
Which is finally getting us to the point of my shameless injection of myself into what should be an essay devoted to the wondrous fictive abilities of Kelli Owen: when I was reading her stories prior to writing this piece, I was reminded of myself those many years ago. I loved writing short stories, and I sensed a familiar joy in Kelli’s efforts. I’ve come to believe that writing a good short story is one of the toughest things to write well—because the compression and the economy of the form creates a series of challenges for the writer that must be solved or there simply
is no story.
Kelli understands this. And in each piece which follows, you will sense her unconscious acceptance of the challenge. Her brief afterwords are tight, revealing insights into what moved her to the moment of creation. In between the lines you can feel her reverence for, and her honest sense of wonder for, that place from which stories come—that deep well in the magic grove of our imaginations.
Okay, I hear you getting impatient even from this inestimable distance.
Yeah, yeah, so what about these stories?
you’re saying. I was getting to them, trust me, and I guess this is a good place to start.
The first thing you will notice about Kelli’s work is the pure clean prose which drives her narratives. She writes in the uncluttered “plain style” of Stephen King, never to be confused with the more ornate structures of Straub or Koontz. Her models appear to be Ketchum and Keene and maybe Laymon. Reading Kelli Owen is effortless because her language carries you along with never a hitch or jarring word, never getting in the way of the story itself.
And that’s a good thing, believe me.
Having run a decades’ worth of writers’ boot camps and having read thousands of stories submitted to our
Borderlands
anthologies, I have become intensely familiar with the stylistic trademarks of young writers. Most newer writers tend to over-write—either by using too many adjectives and adverbs or flowery vocabulary, or by over-explaining what they are trying to say. The former stems from an infatuation with language, while the latter from a lack of confidence in one’s unique voice.
Which is to say Kelli Owen is already a seasoned craftsman who understands the mechanics of writing. As I read these stories, I could see her maturation as a storyteller as well. She writes in a genre that is filled with icons or “tropes,” as some academes would say. Many of her stories are peopled by familiar characters—zombies, serial killers, psychopaths, and even a few ghosts. Some of the tales are raw and full of shock and viscera, while others build with more subtle, thrumming energy to hard edge conclusions.
There is range in her stories both in length and in tone. It’s always a good sign to see a writer challenge his or herself by attempting to write humor because it’s one of the most difficult things to pull off well in a genre like horror. Again, this is a sign of the confidence in Kelli’s work—she never doubts her ability to deliver the goods.
It would be easy to say that her work embodies the comforting and familiar settings and characters of horror fiction, but that would be selling her short. While she is obviously concerned with the hows and whys of the inner workings of the things that scare us, her work reveals a deeper, more personal interest—the mechanics of relationships between people who do, or should, care for one another.
You will notice that many of her stories take place on the small, intimate stages of homes, powered by the families who populate them. “Tin Box,” “Family Reunion,” “Divorcing the Dead,” and many others illustrate this more deftly than I can. There is a closeness and a familiarity among her characters that elevates the stories beyond the creepy or the weird. Kelli is also writing about what makes us love and hate and scheme and fear. She writes about the things and people who move us in one direction or the other.
And sometimes, as it is with all writers who continually grow and change and expand, Kelli Owen takes us to a narrative place that is rarely travelled. “The Rabbit” is one such example—powerful and evocative in its terrifying simplicity. “Spring Thaw” is another. But I think the story that reveals the most about this young writer is the final entry, “Black Bubbles.” Not only is it the most imaginative in the entire book, but it represents an honest attempt by the writer to wrap our willing psyches around something new and unknown and thereby truly terrifying. The concept which underpins the story is unique as far as I can tell, and I hope this leap into original territory is a harbinger of where Kelli Owen will be taking us with stories yet to come.
And now, I shall reveal to you—oh, wait! The clock on the wall says it’s time to stop my ego-driven ramblings and allow you to read and enjoy these tales on your own terms. All I wanted to do in this limited space was to set you up for the true enjoyments within these pages—the stories themselves.
Now get to work.
Thomas F. Monteleone
Baltimore MD
December, 2011
1
Two horror conventions I attend with frightening regularity—marked by an abundance of friends and cocktails.
2
Naturally, I talked Roger into the gig, and he provided a short, but honest preamble that subtly downplayed my shortcomings while pointing out the flashes of early exuberance that might one day blossom into legitimate talent.











Hello, Grandma.” Lucy knelt down in front of the fresh grave, unafraid the loosely packed dirt might stain her khaki slacks. Her shoulders drew closer to her body as she fought off the chill that ignored her bulky knit sweater.
Alone in the graveyard, Lucy took a deep breath, blinked away tears and sat back on folded legs. She clutched a crumpled lunch bag in her left hand. With her right, she leaned forward and brushed invisible dust from the front of the monument, allowing her fingertips to trace the engraved letters.
“Has it really been a month already?” Her hand hovered over the final date on the marble. She wondered what condition her grandma’s body would be in now, but the remnants of an irrational childhood fear—that the dead can hear your thoughts—shook the notion from her head. Instead she turned her attention to the brown sack still clutched in her fist, her knuckles white with sadness and anxiety. She released her grip and felt the blood flow back into her fingers. Lucy placed the bag on the ground and fiddled with the top of it, rolling and straightening the paper, pinching creases into the folds.
“I’ve brought you something, Grandma.” She opened the bag and looked inside.
In the waning light of day, shadows invaded the cemetery. A large pine, several rows over, cast its mark along the ground and reached for her. The shapes of nearby statues bled across the grass, distorting as they stretched. Taller markers grew longer still as their inky mirror images oozed past the plot lines. And inside the bag, the shadows swallowed all but the tiniest bit of light. That light glinted from its contents, rejecting the darkness around it.
Lucy sighed a held breath, reached into the bag, and pulled her hand back out with memories. And secrets.
“We found this while cleaning out your house.” She addressed the headstone in front of her and paused, as if expecting a response. None came. She shoved the bag under her knee to keep it from floating off on a breeze and held the contents with both hands. Unsure if she should look at her hands or her grandparents’ marker, she chose the ground between. “I thought you’d want it back”
Lucy’s hands held a small tin box. About the size of a cigar box, age and use had battered the undecorated silver rectangle along the edges and corners. Its hinges still worked, though they were marked by corrosion and discolor. Well worn but still legible, the front was stamped 1909 on the lower right corner. The contents far outweighed the slender tin itself. Lucy’s hands trembled and she placed the box on the ground where she’d been staring.
“We didn’t mean to pry.” She chewed at her lip, looking for the words that wouldn’t be heard, but needed to be said. “We looked inside.” Her voice faded, cracking with uncertainty as her mind raced back to Thursday afternoon with her brothers and sister.

After the funeral, the gathered family scattered, returning to their lives to deal with their grief in familiar settings. Lucy’s aunts and uncles had all moved out of state over the years, and neither they nor their grown children could take the time necessary to go through Lucy’s grandma’s effects. They’d helped bury the dead but left before dealing with the material life left behind.
Lucy’s parents weren’t up to the task either, her mother drinking to ease the pain, and father sitting silently in front of the television—unsure what to say, or how to act. He’d never been very good at emotional situations, but he failed miserably in his attempts to soothe anyone during this crisis, especially his wife. The task went ignored while everyone waited for someone to volunteer to shove the reality of her grandma’s death into a closet and lock it away. Eventually, Lucy’s brother Ted suggested they do it. They could pack up Grandma’s belongings and reminisce, reconnecting with each other—after all, they’d spent their childhoods in and out of that house every chance they got. So the task fell to Lucy and her siblings, but they didn’t mind, and in a sense looked forward to one last time in their grandparents’ house.
Ted was expecting nine and had initially gotten upset when none of them had brought spouses. After some debate, they all agreed it would have been nice to share some of the memories, but prolonging the goodbyes to explain every emotion would make it harder. Ted’s wife left to run errands and leave them to their task, promising to come back that evening to pick him up.
Just before noon they found the tin box hidden under the neatly folded pajamas in the bottom drawer of the ancient oak dresser. It was a treasure none of them had ever seen or heard Grandma talk about, and she loved to talk about everything. Every item in her house had a legacy, a story to tell, and Grandma’s storytelling skills amazed even total stranglers. The tin box was different. It didn’t have a history. Until they’d discovered it hiding there among the white cotton, it hadn’t existed to them.
A few of them wished it still didn’t.
A hush fell over them as they stared at it, no one quite sure what it was. Ted finally snatched it from Gina’s grasp and opened it. Several small cards from flower deliveries sprang out of the overstuffed box. They all had the same handwriting—Grandpa’s.
“Awwww…” Gina proclaimed.
Ted rolled his eyes in jest and grinned at her, as he shut the box and stood. “Time for a break.” He strutted from the room toward the kitchen.
The tiny house took only twenty paces from one end to the other, and every inch of that space was crammed with wall-to-wall pictures, dates immortalized in needlepoint, and the various presents children and grandchildren had bestowed upon the couple. Lucy watched herself grow up along the living room wall as she walked, from kindergarten to girl scouts to graduation. She entered the kitchen last. Her siblings had forgotten about the box, giggling over reminders of their childhoods in the cupboards, as they rummaged for food.
“Oh, look at cute little Robbie!” Gina waved the special order Christmas cup in front of her brother before offering it to him in mock reverence. “How old were you in this pic?”
“I don’t know. Maybe eight.” He tried to ignore her, but his eyes couldn’t hide the grin. “Grab me a different cup. Ceramic. I can’t use that for coffee.”
“Should we clean out the kitchen while we’re in here?” Jeff stood in front of the fridge, the door hanging open, and stared at the contents. “Cuz if possible, I’d like to not be the one that goes through Nana’s leftovers.” Laughter rolled around the room for a moment before Gina volunteered to take care of the perishables.
“Nana?” Lucy poured water into the back of the coffee pot.
“Yeah. When Tyler was born, Mary had five generations on both sides of her family and there were a lot of grandparents and great-grandparents to try and keep straight.” He held his hands up and started ticking off relatives as he continued, “So Grandma became Nana, Mary’s grandma on her mom’s side got to keep ‘great-grandma,’ and on her father’s German side we went with Oma and Opa for the great-grandparents. The grandparents just became Grandma Betty, Grandpa Don, etc.” He grabbed a diet Coke from the fridge and shut the door.
“Damn, Jeff. A simple ‘Tyler calls her that’ would have been enough.” Rob fumbled with his cigarettes.
Jeff curled his lip sarcastically at his younger brother as he pulled his lighter out and offered it to Rob, tossing his own cigarettes on the table. After lighting the tobacco in an over-exaggerated inhale that burned a quarter inch of the cigarette, Rob dropped the lighter next to his brother’s Marlboros and the two of them sat down. Ted returned from the pantry with crackers and cheddar cheese spread. Gina had microwaved a frozen casserole from the funeral and put it and a pile of paper plates on the table.
“Any milk?” She nudged Jeff.
“Sure, expired about three weeks ago.” They both winced and she opted for tap water in the plastic mug that featured young Rob.
Lucy retrieved the coffee pot and three cups, knowing Gina and Jeff wouldn’t want any. Jeff had his cola and if asked would claim he had one bad habit and that was enough. Gina prided herself on being pure since college—no caffeine, tobacco, or alcohol. Lucy sat down and pushed the heavy crystalline ashtray across the gingham cloth toward the boys. She spotted the tin box in front of Ted and reached for it.
Ted opened his mouth to talk, but stopped himself. Lucy figured he thought he should get to do the honor, but ever since last Thanksgiving’s family football game, he let his baby sister do what she wanted—so long as she didn’t bring up that tackle and make him feel like an old man. He raised his hands in surrender and she grabbed the box, enthusiasm seeping through her giggle.
“Alright already.” Rob crushed his cigarette and immediately lit another. “Let’s see what’s in there. And someone pass me the crackers.”
The lid opened easily, though the contents looked like they hadn’t been touched in a while. The first item, under the flower delivery cards they’d shoved back in earlier, was a thin, yellowed envelope. There were no markings on the outside, no indication of what was in it or whom it was meant for. She turned it over, fingernail at the ready. It wasn’t sealed. With fingers shaking in excitement, she looked into her grandma’s personal affairs. Inside was a heartfelt letter on plain lined paper, addressed to her and the other grandchildren, along with several hundred dollars in cash. Handwritten in her grandma’s swooping, classic scrawl was a list of favorite memories—one for each of her grandchildren—and instructions to divide the money evenly among them. The group’s giddiness at the discovery of hidden treasure was replaced with sadness, and an eager desire to see what else would be in the box—what other tales would be told from the grave.
Anxious for something to clear the tears, they all reached over to grab at what else might be inside. The reality of their grandmother’s death sank in unilaterally, and they were hungry for more memories.
Immediately under the envelope were three love letters from their grandfather, dated during his time in the service, torn at the folded creases from what they guessed was their grandma’s repeated viewing. Sifting through the contents layer by layer, they traveled back through their grandparents’ lives as the five of them uncovered school reports, several dried flowers, tickets to the theater, and election pins—always the losing candidate, which just gave validity to their grandpa’s constant political rants. Further down they came across two small beaded bracelets for a set of twins, David and William—uncles the five of them never knew they had, and lost. Lucy called for silence as she read two pages worth of their grandma’s memories of her childhood. They thrilled in hearing about the barn dances and swimming lessons at the little man-made lake. Ted’s mouth fell agape just trying to imagine their grandma as a seventeen-year-old going to her first dance. Gina seemed stuck on the weekly ride to town for groceries. Rob said nothing and continued to smoke, while Jeff sat staring at the picture of their grandparents in their first house in Wilmington—a tiny one-bedroom structure that wouldn’t pass as a hunting shack by today’s standards.
The last item changed the smiles and tears into furrowed brows and stunned silence. Tied with a faded red ribbon, several newspaper clippings had yellowed and become fragile over the years spent in the bottom of the box. Lucy carefully untied the ribbon and opened the folded paper at the top of the stack. The journalistic account of a local homicide greeted her.
The atmosphere around the table changed.
Their expressions were full of confusion. Without words, they all asked the same question. Why would their grandma have kept newspaper clippings of a brutal murder? They read it several times over, looking for a clue. It had happened in the late 1920’s, when their grandma was barely nineteen. Lucy suggested grandma might have known the girl in the article. Jeff reminded them of the cards and letters from neighbors and friends, and wondered aloud if it could have been one of them. When they failed to solidify a plausible explanation, Lucy flipped the paper over, hoping the article on the other side made more sense. It was an ad for Camel cigarettes. Confused by the sudden change in memories they put the gruesome piece of history aside and Lucy opened the next item.
And was greeted with more of the same.
Victim number two was found only a block away from where the first body had been dumped the previous month. Again, none of the names were familiar and they presumed it had been the talk of the town, something that had affected their grandma profoundly and she’d kept these reminders. Lucy preferred to believe she’d simply forgotten they were down in the bottom of the tin box, rather than saved as some morbid keepsake. But the next four yellowed slips of paper showed more of the story, as it continued, and the five of them became quiet. Coffee went ignored and the heady liquid cooled, the aroma replaced by the smell of a forgotten cigarette burning down to the filter.
This was more than just a passing fascination. What appeared to be the entire case, as it was printed in the papers, was kept for some unknown reason—secured and sequestered within the box, washing their grandma’s memory in a thin coat of questions. She loved Halloween, but not horror movies. She wasn’t morbid and generally changed the subject when talk of brutality in the news entered the con versati on. Lucy wondered if maybe this was why—and saw the same logic pass across the faces around her.
The last clipping mentioned that they’d finally come up with a witness, but the murders seemed to have stopped. The case remained open. The article included an artist’s sketch under the fold. They barely glanced at it—wanting to move on. Beneath the article was the last item in the box. A picture of their grandfather as a young man.
The spitting image of the artist’s sketch.
Hands froze. Items were dropped. No one looked at anyone else.
Lucy could hear the breathing of those around her, but could not imagine what was going through their heads. Her own mind reeled so quickly through the tin box’s contents—trying to find rhyme or reason—that it finally ground to a full stop. Unable to answer the unspoken questions, her mind went blank. The beating in her chest seemed to grow louder than the humming of the old fridge, even as the motor kicked in. The staccato of Grandpa’s old craft-project wall clock vanished beneath the pounding of her heart. Time stopped in the little kitchen. Seconds and minutes swirled in an eternal moment until someone sighed loudly and broke the unnatural silence.
Jeff pulled out one of his own cigarettes and reclaimed his lighter from the table in front of Rob. Gina went to the cupboard under the coffee pot, to the stash of alcohol grandma reserved for company, and returned with a full bottle of Absolut and a partially empty bottle of Wild Turkey. She placed them in the center of the table and left the room. Lucy heard the bathroom door close but it didn’t muffle the sobs. Rob and Ted exchanged glances and then pretended they hadn’t. Lucy clutched the image of her grandfather to her chest, protecting him from the truth that lay all around her on the table. They remained frozen like that until Gina finally returned, face washed clean but eyes puffed and bloodshot.
“Now what?” Ted stared at the box and asked the table to make a decision for him.
Rob and Jeff wouldn’t look anyone in the eyes, Gina most likely couldn’t see well even if she had made eye contact. Lucy finally answered, as she started to collect the items from the table.
“Nothing.” She sniffled and started putting the news clippings back into the box. Her chest tightened and her breathing became shallow, as she fought the urge to scream denial. “We’ll distribute the money like she asked. We’ll show the letter and other memories to family.” Silent nods of agreement were punctuated with shaking hands that pushed various items back across the table toward Lucy and the box.
“We won’t tell mom. We won’t tell anyone.” She closed the lid on the tin box and folded her hands on top of it. The happier memories were piled haphazardly on the table, away from the box. Away from the poison it contained. “We’ll put all this in an envelope and say it was found that way.”
Perhaps it was because Lucy was the youngest. Perhaps it was because she’d been the only one home during her parents’ fall from grace—when father started cheating and mother started drinking. Lucy had hardened somewhere inside during that time, realizing perfect families didn’t live outside of fiction and television. Whatever the case, she felt strength that day to do the right thing—to protect her grandma, her family—and took care of the box none of the others wanted to acknowledge.

And she wished for a bit of that strength now.
“We handed out the money. Thank you for that, Grandma.” She looked up again, blinked away the shame that threatened to pour from her eyes and focused on the other name etched into the tombstone. “Thank you, too, Grandpa.” She reached for the grave but pulled her hand back. “For everything.” Lucy stared straight ahead, reading the articles again in her mind as her fingers dug without direction into the dirt in front of her.
In total, six young women had lost their lives during the two years Lucy’s grandparents had lived in that town. The first two were discovered separately, in alleys. They were college girls in the wrong part of town. The last four were accidentally unearthed when the woods behind the drug store were cleared for a parking lot. They were presumed to be prostitutes who had wandered into the small community from one of the larger towns nearby. They were never reported missing, and never claimed by family. They were originally buried together, the authorities believed they’d been stored somewhere else and dumped at one time. They eventually ended up in another mass plot for the indigent. An unmarked grave for the unremarkable.
Lucy’s fingers hit a rock in the dirt and she stopped. Looking down at her hands, she saw she’d dug almost a foot down. Far enough. She placed the tin box in the hole and pushed the loose dirt back into the opening.
“Grandma never told anyone she knew it was you.” She stared at her grandfather’s name and felt the heat of tears build in her eyes. She patted the dirt down and swallowed hard. “We won’t either.”
Lucy pushed herself up from the ground and took a step back. Her hand went to her back pocket and she felt the stiff photo of her much younger grandfather sticking out, the corner curling just right and poking her flesh through the fabric of her pants.
“I kept this.” Her chest tightened as she bent forward and touched the top of the stone, like patting a child’s head. “I hope you don’t mind.”

Story Notes:
Sometimes story ideas come from thin air, the muse, etc. Sometimes they’re born of truth. This is full of truths. My great-grandma-in-law had a tin box—hers was actually red—but she showed it to us before she died. I used to make her tell us stories of her childhood, so they’d be passed on. She would talk of dances and the goat on the straw roof of their tiny house and other things, while poring over pictures and old letters from her tin box. Many of the tiny details here are from those adventures through her memory and is set in the house of her daughter (my grandma-in-law), where we usually were when I prodded her for history. The story was actually born during her funeral, when I pondered what secrets really do go to the grave. And what secrets are found after the grave is cold.

It should be noted—great-grandpa never killed anyone.










It waited. Slipping into the shadows without a sound, it watched. It had been there for a millennium—it had learned patience long ago.
The late model Oldsmobile pulled to a stop, dirt and dust spitting as the tires skidded on the gravel road, its true color hidden under layers of neglect. The engine died with a shudder and nature resumed its chatter. The trunk popped open a few inches.
The driver’s side door swung wide and Katie’s leg appeared. The scalloped edge of her skirt looked mismatched coupled with her white sneakers, as well as, out of place in the desolate location. Katie stood and slammed the door—bits of flaking rust and dirt fell from the wheel wells. A creaking from the passenger side of the vehicle announced Chad before his head, topped with short cropped dirty blond hair, appeared across the roof from her.
“Well?” She questioned, staring in front of her rather than looking at her passenger.
“I kinda like it.” He leaned against the car door, ignoring the road grime that transferred to his green polo shirt.
“You would.” She retrieved two small suitcases and a leather bag from the back seat. “Chad?”
“Yeah?” He shut the door as he turned to her, his chin well above the roof as he stretched his six foot four frame to full height.
“Remind me again why anyone would even care if this place was haunted.” She used her hip to shut the car door.
He chuckled, “Remind me why they bother sending you in to investigate, Miss There’s-No-Such-Thing.”
“Silly boy, a skeptic’s opinion is always more valuable than a believer’s.” The lilt in her voice teased as she winked. She headed toward the cabin in front of them, leaving him with nothing but the view of her tightly wound brunette hair, held in place by two chopsticks near the nape of her neck.
“Wait for me.” Chad went to the trunk and swung it the rest of the way open. He grabbed two thin metal cases by their handles and pulled them free, knocking over the small box of The Skeptic—Katie’s favorite magazine—in the process. The top issue flipped open and he smiled at the circled text and margin notes in Katie’s handwriting. Abandoning the rest of the equipment he hurried to catch up with her.
It shifted. The alluring scent of flesh rousting it.
Surrounded on three sides by hardwood trees, the cabin was more than a hunting shack but less than a lodge. Forty feet in length, the building showed its age through white weather stains and sun faded streaks decorated with bits of clinging Creeping Charlie and protruding moss. The roof, in desperate need of repair, appeared to be sitting unattached on top of the structure, the left side sagging slightly. The crooked eves hung over the front, shading two dirty windows on either side of the door.
A deck, little more than planks of wood lifted two feet off the ground by railroad ties, ran the length of the cabin. In the shadows beneath it the remains of an original foundation crumbled. The single step between ground and porch looked hazardous at best and Chad chose to skip it altogether as he hopped up to meet Katie in the doorway.
“Home, sweet home.” He pushed past her and set the cases down. Spinning around to go back and retrieve the rest of the equipment he stopped. Katie stood perfectly still, eyes darting around the interior.
“What?” Chad waited for the normal wit Katie usually tossed at any new location.
“You don’t smell that?” Katie remained serious.
He sniffed the air and jumpstarted the sarcasm that was bound to bounce back and forth for the forty-eight hours they planned to spend in the cabin. “The dust, the mildew, or the great outdoors?”
“Never mind.” She spoke under her breath as she walked toward the small kitchen area.
Chad shrugged his shoulders and headed out the door, “City girl.”
Katie wiped her hand across the counter top and curled her lip at the streak she left behind. The bare wood cupboards were stained on the lower corners from years of handling. The metal sink and single faucet modernized the abandoned structure enough to include indoor plumbing but almost looked inappropriate in the simple interior.
She leaned against the counter and scanned the rest of the cabin. An open space with a fireplace, beat up sofa and crooked wooden chair marked the living room to her left. To her right, two doorways stood open. The first was the entrance to the humble bathroom and she could see the ancient claw foot bathtub. The second room appeared bare from this angle except for a large standing mirror.
“Cozy.” She lifted the leather case up to the counter and unzipped it as Chad huffed through the doorway behind her with a trunk.
“I thought technology is supposed to get lighter as it advances.” He bent and released his grip, dropping the chest to the ground and stirring up dust. He coughed and waved a hand in front of him. “So what do you think?”
“Well, no disembodied voices have told me to get out yet.” She smiled at her joke while retrieving a small tape recorder from her bag. She turned toward Chad and grinned at the smirk spreading across his face. “Setting up now, or later?”
“Later.” He looked at the walls near the doorway. “No lights?”
“Haven’t seen any, but haven’t checked yet either.” They both looked to the ceiling for an overhead light source and back to each other. “Quaint.” She smiled.
Chad walked to the fireplace and inspected the box of matchsticks and pair of hurricane lanterns sitting on the mantel. He pulled off the blackened glass on the nearest one and inspected the wick and oil levels. “Looks like we’re camping out.”
“Great.” Katie began opening cupboards. “There’s nothing in here. Not even abandoned dishes.”
“Not much for furniture or decorations either.” Chad looked around.
“Gotta love looters and horny teenagers.”
“So what’s first, Captain?”
“Don’t call me that.” Katie turned away from him, so he wouldn’t see her irritation. Yes, he believed and she didn’t, but she was still the senior staff on the site and hated that she knew he called her that out of jealousy and spite. “Let’s go outside and check the perimeter while we’ve got some daylight left.”

They explored in silence, scanning the cabin and woods around it. A quick walk around the building showed nothing more than the same signs of neglect and age they’d seen in front. The old foundation appeared to be only half the size of the current building. Katie stopped twice and snapped her attention from woods to cabin, cocking her head slightly as if listening or questioning something. A raised eyebrow from Chad received the same brush off from her both times, as she waved a hand toward him without looking directly at him and continued forward.
It watched from the cracks—assessing, planning.
A subtle but noticeable difference in light greeted them on the backside of the glorified shack. The trees were thicker, taller, and swallowed the daylight in their heavy boughs. Chad scrutinized the dark woods, various shapes appeared in the downed oak branches and scattered tag alders. His eyes were repeatedly drawn back to a particular growth of sumac. He opened his mouth to speak while staring at it, but left the question unspoken. He shook his head several times, logic overpowering imagination, and continued.
Rounding the final corner, the waning daylight returned as the woods thinned slightly to the side of them and opened artificially where several hundred yards of trees had been cleared to make way for the gravel road that curled into the horizon.
Katie stopped short of the porch and huffed. She kicked a clump of dirt toward the grass dotted gravel where they’d parked. “Wonderful.”
“What?” Chad followed her glare to their car. “Oh.”
“I miss pavement.” She shot a disgusted look over her shoulder at him. “Take care of that will you?”
“Yeah, I got it.” Chad headed toward the Olds and its flat front tire as Katie stormed up the steps and slammed the screen door. Chad popped the trunk and pushed the overturned box of magazines back into the dark recess, rummaging for the tire iron and small screw jack. “Stupid gravel roads, probably some backwoods shrapnel stuck in there somewhere.”
Katie stopped just inside the door and sniffed. Movement from the empty room next to the bathroom caught her attention and she stuck her chin out, squinting into the heavily shadowed doorway. She stood up straight and rolled her eyes. She crossed the short living room to the fireplace and removed the glass from the lantern on the left. Placing it on the mantel in favor of the matches, she spun suddenly and looked around the room. Her hazel eyes flitted across the interior, becoming less visible as it darkened in the setting sun.
Chad carried the spare tire under his arm, gripping the center of the rim in his hooked fingertips. Bending down halfway, he released the tire and let it fall to the ground with a dull thud, punctuated by a small cloud of powdery dirt. He coughed and worked the iron into the end of the jack before sliding it under the frame and pumping until the flat tire cleared the ground.
Chad popped off the hub cap and quickly removed the first four lug nuts. The last one refused to budge. He jumped on the iron to loosen it and smiled at the squeal of rust giving way to pressure. He crouched down and quickly spun it free, placing it on the ground. Wiggling it slowly, he pulled the rim off the hub and replaced it with the donut spare. He hoped the emergency tire could handle the gravel roads.
Katie sniffed, her nose wriggled up and her eyes narrowed. The smell dissipated as quickly as it had arrived. Still scanning the room, she slid open the box of matches and pulled one free. Closing the box, she turned back to the lantern, struck the match and lit the wick. Her head jerked toward the empty room. What looked like a fuzzy snake retreated into the shadows beyond the door.
Chad tightened the last lug nut and put the iron back into the jack to release it and lower the car.
Katie screamed.
Chad jumped, lost his balance, and fell backwards onto his tailbone. He glanced at the cabin, concerned.
Glass shattered somewhere inside the cabin and Katie screamed again.
Chad pushed himself off the ground and sprinted toward the building. Skipping the single step again, he reached the screen as the inner door slammed shut. He pulled the screen door open and twisted the inner knob. It turned freely, but would not budge inward.
The sound of heavy furniture moving across bare floors escaped the window to the left of him and he darted to it. The double-hung window shuddered as he approached it, the thick layer of grime holding firm. He rubbed a circle on the glass with the side of a closed fist. “Damn.” The dirt was only partially cleared, as the neglect was uniform—inside and out. “Katie!”
The heavy scraping noises stopped. The woods seemed to swallow all sound.
Chad ran back to the door and tried the knob again. Nothing.
“Katie!” He let go of the handle and stepped back, twisted his body and pulling a leg back in preparation to kick the door in. He stopped.
Chad sniffed the air and furrowed his brows. The inner door swung open. The soft light inside the cabin escaped onto the porch, crawling across his feet and creating a shadow behind him.
“Katie?” He edged over the threshold tentatively.
One of the lanterns on the mantel was lit, though it wasn’t covered, its protective glass shield now lay in pieces on the floor. The furniture was exactly where he remembered. The doors on the other side of the living room were both closed and Katie was nowhere to be seen.
Chad strode to the kitchen and leaned over the trunk in the middle of the floor. He scanned the room quickly and turned back to the living room. He glanced from side to side as he walked through it.
“And behind door number one…” The words were playful, but his fear was evident in the shaky tone and broken syllables. He grasped the handle, turned it, and flicked his wrist forward as he let go. The uneven hinges and power of gravity pulled the door open slowly.
The light from the living room crept into the dark recesses of the bathroom and illuminated the edge of the bathtub. Chad felt around the doorway for a light. Finding nothing, he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a small flashlight. The click of the power button was loud in the still cabin, and he caught his breath.
Slowly, Chad moved the cone of light from the edge of the doorway through the room. The toilet appeared heavily yellowed in the amber glow of the flashlight. The iron-laden water stains surrounding the faucet and drain in the pedestal sink were darkened to the hue of dried blood. The claw foot bathtub loomed larger than life in the small room, glowing menacingly in the flashlight’s beam.
He took a step forward, the floorboards under him groaning in protest, and shined the light into the deep tub. A rubber plug on a rusty chain was the only thing there for him to see. He blew out a half laugh of relief and blinked several times.
He backed out of the bathroom and pulled the door shut. Turning to the room on his right he paused. Chad took another quick glance at the open area of the cabin. Through the filthy living room window he noted the sun had set and darkness had settled into the woods around them. He tilted his neck sharply, trying to crack the tense muscles, and swallowed hard against the lump in his throat.
He side stepped to the other closed door and pushed on it gently. It was latched. Chad’s breath shuddered out as he reached for the knob with a shaking hand. Noticing the metal was warm to the touch, he paused briefly. He turned the handle and pushed it forward, holding the flashlight in front of him like a weapon.
The small room was bare except for the spider webs that hung from the corners and the tall freestanding mirror against the left wall. And Katie, sprawled face down in front of it.
“Katie.” Caution abandoned, Chad ran forward and dropped to the floor by her side. “Katie?” He gripped her shoulder and rolled her over toward him.
Her eyes were closed, her breathing slow and steady, and Chad exhaled with relief. He swept a hand across her forehead, moving the long strands of hair away from her face. Her rich brunette locks had come loose and were coated in dust, appearing gray and giving him a moment’s pause.
He shook her shoulder slightly and smiled as her eyes fluttered open. She mumbled and leaned into him, closing her eyes again and smiling as if an interrupted dream could be recaptured.
He gathered her to him and stood, wobbling briefly before recovering and avoided spilling Katie onto the floor.

“It doesn’t matter.” Katie called from the bathroom, her words punctuated by the squeal of the faucet handle being turned. “I’ve told you a hundred times, seeing is not proof. So what’s the point of even discussing it? Just set up the stuff and we’ll see what data we can gather. Documentation is everything.” She splashed water on her face and used a wad of toilet paper to dab it dry. The paper smelled old and left little bits of lint behind.
“Oh, come on.” The exasperation in his voice mimicked his angry movements as he slammed the trunk closed in the kitchen. Chad began plugging wires into various monitors and recorders he had set up on the counter. A rainbow of cords trailed back to the generator on the floor. “Scully finally sees something and won’t share with the rest of the class. How fair is that?”
“No one said life was fair, Chad.” She rounded the end of the couch and squatted in front of her leather satchel. Retrieving a pen and notebook, she stood and walked to the kitchen. “Would you feel better if I at least wrote down some notes about it?” She waved the small spiral notebook in the air.
“I guess.” He mumbled as he plugged the final cord into the generator and was greeted with an electronic pop and hissing from one of the speakers on the counter. “We’re set here. Would be nice if I knew what I was looking for.”
“Well, that’s not all my fault. We didn’t have much to go on before I got spooked.”
Chad checked off the facts on his fingers, “A retired sociology professor doing research. All hell breaks loose. He disappears.” He looked up at her. “That about cover it?”
“Yep. They found his belongings and vehicle here, complete with notes regarding your ‘all hell breaking loose,’ but no professor.”
“And he was the last person to stay here—”
“Other than the owner coming up to clean the mess that was supposedly left by the professor,” Katie glanced around the rooms again. “Which, I’m guessing, was some time ago.”
“Well actually, I was going to say the last person to stay overnight. There were two other parties that attempted to rent the cabin, but they both took off before nightfall because they claimed it was too creepy.”
“And we’re here because she can’t rent it out? You suppose it has anything to do with the fact that the only recreational lake nearby is a nasty brown, with a lovely green layer on it?” Sarcasm dripped from her words. “Or is she just superstitious?”
“I suspect the board didn’t believe there was anything here at all, just the written ramblings of some man that had obviously lost his mind, followed by the rapidly spreading urban legend it created. Which is why you’re here, Ms. Skeptic.”
“Which is why I’m here.” She curled her lip and squinted at him.
“The urban legend is fun at least.”
“Fun? Some ancient deity of unknown power is fun?” She tilted her head. “You really need to get out more.”
“No, no. I mean “fun” in the not-just-another-ghost-but-something-new way.”
“The professor and legend say deity, the owner says ghost.”
“Ghost. Deity. Same game, different players. We still need to prove it.” He watched the doubt spread across her face, “or disprove it.”
She thought for a moment and then spoke slowly, Chad could hear the distain of admittance in her voice. “Well, there was definitely something here before. Let’s see if we can figure out what.”

“This is ridiculous.” Katie paced the kitchen. “We’ve been staring at blank screens and listening to nothing more than fuzz on headphones for hours. There’s nothing here.”
“Not according to eye witnesses.” He grinned at her. “Patience is a virtue.”
“So is a good night’s sleep—” Katie snapped her head up, her eyes jerked about as the rest of her body froze. “Did you hear that?”
“What?”
“A voice? The wind? I don’t know. Did the sensors pick anything up?”
Chad looked over the equipment, glancing at monitors as he tore off the continually printing spectrum tape for inspection. “Nothing here. What did it sound like—if you had an open mind?”
“Cute.” She cocked her head again and listened. “Almost like someone whispering, I guess. Probably just the wind. I’m going to turn in.” She walked to the couch and flopped down.
“Yeah, nothing ever happens at night anyway, right?” He flipped open a small cooler and grabbed a Mountain Dew. “You never take the night shift.”
Katie had pulled a blanket across her lap and was searching for a comfortable position, “Why should I when you’re so willing?”
“Ha, ha.” Chad walked to the mantle, “Tell me a bedtime story.” He blew out the uncovered lantern and lowered the wick on the other, leaving little more than a dim glow in the room.
“Shut up.” Katie half laughed at his ritualistic request.
“No, really. Tell me what happened earlier. Give me a reason to think we’ll get anything on tape out here.”
“Fine.” Katie closed her eyes and spoke in a low voice. “I lit the lantern and smelled that smell again, you know, the one I asked you about when we got here. I thought I saw something out of the corner of my eye, in that empty room. There was a shadow in the doorway, like someone standing there—but there wasn’t. Then—well, I swear it looked like a giant black snake with no edges. It was about three feet into the living room and then just pulled into there.” She nodded toward the room behind her. “It didn’t wriggle or crawl—just slid. I dropped the lantern cover—sorry about that—and ran to check it out. Then blackness and you woke me up. Happy?”
“No.” His barked answer echoed lightly in the darkness. “Why’d you scream? And how’d you end up in that room?”
“I don’t know, which is why I didn’t want to talk about it. I told you. The first scream was just shock. Then I went toward the room. Nothing happened after that… That I remember. Nothing I could describe to anyone that would listen.”
“What about the smell?”
“It was electric, or maybe burnt popcorn. Something like that.” She paused and licked her lips. “It reminded me of my kitchen and I tend to burn popcorn a lot.”
“What kind of electrical smell? Like lightning or like a light bulb blew up?”
“A light bulb I guess, but stronger, more like the smell of a burned outlet. You ever smell that?”
“Yeah. All the time as a kid, when my mom would plug in too many Christmas lights.” He chuckled.
“So we have burnt popcorn in an outlet and a shadow. What can you do with that, Mulder?”
“Nothing. Go to sleep, I’ll wake you if anything happens.”
“All right. See you in the morning.” She grinned as she closed her eyes.

Help us, echoed lightly through the cabin. The soft voice interrupted the quiet.
Katie wiggled fitfully on the couch, brows furrowed in troubled sleep. Chad slouched, unconscious in the chair, batting the air next to him, aimlessly warding off nightmares.
Take us with you, floated from the doorway of the empty room.
Chad’s eyes blinked open. He looked around the darkened room and waited for his vision to adjust. “Hello?” He whispered hesitantly.
Katie sniffed the air in her sleep and turned away from him to face the back of the couch.
“Hello?” Chad whispered again, squinting. When no one answered he blew it off as a remnant of his dream. He stood, arms stretched out in front of him, to make his way toward the bathroom.
The dim light from the lantern barely crept into the bathroom doorway. Chad felt around the seat of the toilet, one eye closed, and lifted the seat to relieve himself. As he zipped his jeans back up, he heard a whisper behind him and spun. The darkness greeted him like a dare and he took a step toward the bathtub.
“Hell—” his query was cut short as he looked into the tub and sucked in air.
A dense shadow swirled in the deep porcelain. Flowing and ebbing, it traveled around in a lazy pattern. Thick snake-like ropes whipped at the edges of it. Various shades of charcoal rose and fell, giving the mass dimension and rhythm.
Us, hissed from the drain and hung in the room like a dying snake’s last syllable.
Chad stepped back and looked out into the living room. Katie was still asleep, and the machines in the kitchen hummed unremarkably. He could see the screens from his vantage point and saw nothing more than the steady flat lines and basic static of inactivity.
He turned back to the shadow. His hands clenched and released in rapid, repeated movements of nervousness. The shadow rose from the bathtub, blacker than the darkness around it, into a tall roughly human shaped column. Chad’s legs tensed. His knees locked.
The form collapsed over the edge of the tub, as if strings holding it up had been cut, and spilled onto the floor. It spread out before Chad, rolling toward him like fog as it expanded across the floor. The hardwood boards groaned as if the weight of a man walked across them, the blackness swallowing the planks below it as it advanced.
Take us, echoed lightly in the room. Spoken from no one and requested of anyone, the words were frantic and harsh, yet tentative, almost pleadingly innocent.
Chad backed up a step and bumped into the sink. He looked to the doorway. The shadow had spread that direction and blocked his escape from the bathroom. He leaned against the sink, standing up on his tiptoes.
“Who—? What—?”
None and all. The shadow had no features, no mouth to form the ominous syllables. We need no lips, require no form.
“But I didn’t say—”
We need no ears to hear your thoughts.
Chad started mumbling Hail Mary and the form laughed. The jovial response was an eerie combination of a child’s high-pitched giggle and an old man’s vibrato chuckle.
We were old already when your God was born.
Chad’s mind swam. This was no ghost. This was—
No. Many.
“Many?” Chad was still trying to back away and felt the sink shift against the weight of his thigh.
Time. Melding. Many are one now. The voice changed as it spoke, every word a distinguishably different personality. Tendrils whipped at the edges of the form and moved toward Chad, gaining opacity as they traveled.
“What do—” he pulled further back, shrinking into himself, afraid to ask. Afraid of the answers. Suddenly wishing the unknown had kept its anonymity.
We want out. Must attach—
Chad’s eyes widened as the tentacles lashed at him. He didn’t fully understand what the darkness meant by its partial statement, but feared it had something to do with him.
Katie tossed and turned on the couch, twisting the blankets in the process. A mumble escaped her lips. An arm flailed upwards and flopped down again. She kicked at nothing and connected with the opposite end of the couch.
Her eyes shot wide open a second before Chad screamed.
“Chad?” She fell off the couch in her clumsy attempt to untangle herself from the blanket. She looked to the empty chair in the kitchen, her acute night vision adjusting almost instantly. “Chad!”
Katie struggled free of the blanket and jumped to her feet. She scanned the dimly lit cabin once, right to left, and doubled back over it again, panning slower. She paused at the doorways opposite the kitchen. The entry to the empty room was closed. A white sock protruded from the open bathroom door like a beacon. She headed for it.
“Chad?” Her voice shook and she swallowed. The fixtures of the bathroom, dingy and dirty as they were, seemed to glow in the darkness around them.
Chad lay facedown on the wood floor in front of the sink. His body was relaxed and bent at natural angles, as if he was sleeping. Around his head the shadows thickened, circling him like a halo. She carefully stepped over his legs and bent down, touching the floor near his head.
Her hand came away warm and wet, recognition rang in her voice, “Chad!” She grabbed his shoulders and shook him briefly before turning him over.
Even in the dim light she could see the gash on his forehead. The contrast against his pale skin made it seem sunken. Again she shook his shoulders.
“Kate—” he mumbled, trying to lift his head and falling back against the floor as consciousness escaped him once again.
“Wake up, damn it!” She slapped his face, the blood on her hand from the floor smearing across his cheek.
His eyes fluttered and his breathing skipped. “Now!” Katie barked the order.
Chad’s eyes opened and his mouth worked silently.
“What?” She leaned down.
“Get.” He breathed roughly, pushing the words out in staccato. “Out.”
“Let’s.” She slipped an arm under his shoulder and hoisted him into a sitting position. “Come on, stay with me.”
Groggily he nodded at her and lifted a hand to his forehead. Katie reached across him and grabbed the roll of paper from the back of the toilet, pushing it into his hand. “Here, hold this on there. Now stand up.”
“Get out.” He repeated as he stood, his eyes pleading with her.
“We are. Come on.” Katie led him from the bathroom. “What happened?”
Chad opened his mouth to speak and stopped. They both inhaled deeply, looked at each other and then turned to look into the bathroom behind them in unison. The door to the empty room next to them swung open.
“Time to go.” Katie pulled him forward. She leaned down and grabbed her leather bag from the end of the couch and swung it over her shoulder. Before Chad could protest, she yanked the door of the cabin open and pulled him through it. She didn’t bother shutting the door. Neither looked back.
Katie pushed him into the passenger seat and flipped his feet into the car. She dropped the bag into his lap, rummaged for the keys, and slammed the door. Keeping one hand on the car, she walked around the front to the driver’s side. She almost tripped on the tire jack that had been abandoned earlier and kicked it out of the way.
She jerked the door open and climbed in, turning the key in the ignition even before she got the door closed again. “What was that about?” Katie put the car in reverse and sharply turned the wheel, spinning backwards in a semicircle.
“Go.”
“Ghosts? Poltergeists?” She shifted to drive and peeled out, the woods surrounding the winding dirt road on both sides like curtains.
“Not ghosts.” Chad looked out the window, still holding the roll of toilet paper to his head, “It’s—they’re pissed off.”
“Yeah, I got that much.” She switched the headlights to high beam and pressed down on the accelerator. “We don’t do pissed off. We do mundane. Research and documentation. Someone else can come check this place out.”
“Not ghosts… Older.”
“Well, then we’ll send whoever deals with that.”
“Yeah,” his voice faded and his eyes closed.
She put a hand in front of his mouth to check his breathing. “Yeah,” she turned back to the road and didn’t see the black smoke he exhaled.
She skidded through the left turn onto the pavement of State Highway 8, sending dirt and dust up behind her in the breaking light of dawn. Her brows furrowed and she chewed on her lower lip. “There goes years of nice, safe skepticism.”
Chad’s breathing skipped and he gasped lightly before relaxing completely, his chin falling limp to his chest.
“Hang on,” she put a hand on his shoulder as she glanced in the rear view mirror.
A shadow filled the backseat, churning within itself as it grew in height. Katie’s eyes widened as she watched, breathing in a now familiar odor.
Thanks, a formless mouth hissed in a multitude of voices, as rolling charcoal fog and layers of gray dust shaped itself inside the car.
Outside, the birds began their morning song as a muffled female scream sped past them in a beat up Oldsmobile.

Story Notes:
This was a fun story to write. Done in a cinematic-style of omniscience via cameraman only, it’s an homage to horror films originally written for an anthology long ago in a land far away. It didn’t make the final cut, but I’ve always thought it was a fun story.
On occasion I also toy with the idea of expanding it. Perhaps one day I’ll tell you the rest of the story…










Patti0891: LOL!
DebbieTK: I was serious…
Patti0891: oh
DebbieTK: Think about it… we could do it.
DebbieTK: Patti?
Patti0891: i’m here.
Patti0891: thinking…
DebbieTK: Well?
DebbieTK: Pat?
Patti0891: yeah… we could…

It sounded like a great plan on paper—or rather the screen—but as I sit here, bound to the chair, I realize we may have miscalculated our chances.
I’m scared. I don’t remember ever being quite this scared. It would be easier if Debbie were awake to talk to. She’s been unconscious since early this morning. Since they peeled the flesh from her thigh with those red-hot barbeque tongs.
There’s not much blood beneath her. Some, but not much—considering how much there could be. I’m sure the glowing heat of the metal cauterized the wounds as they created them. The edge of the blackened crust of meat oozes a yellow liquid that continues to draw my attention. Of course, that’s just the latest and not necessarily the worst of the injuries to come.
Just above her elbow I can see the gleaming white of broken bone poking through the skin, the flesh around it an angry purple. From this angle, the bruising on her face doesn’t seem as bad as it could be, considering the density of the bat they used on her. Her jaw hangs unnaturally in slumber, though, and I think they may have broken it. I can’t see her left side, but clearly remember her screams as they sliced through her flesh with the pruning shears. I think they purposely left one of her fingers on the floor so we could see it. There is a bit of blood around that, where the remains of her mutilated hand is dripping gore and energy in a steady trickle.
I can’t remember how much is in the human body—how much a person can lose.
There’s more blood beneath me, but I try not to look at it. To see it, I have to look past my stomach and the pain is bad enough without seeing the truth of my intestines hanging there. Below the open flesh and smeared blood around my exposed bowels, I can see the gnarled stump that used to be my left leg. They cut it off with a hacksaw just above my knee and then stuffed the end full of hot coals from the fireplace. The pain was unbearable, knocking me out, only to be woken by them again and again.
Unfortunately, I was awake for a while when they decided to fully maim me and took the sledgehammer to my right leg. From thigh to ankle they pounded away as I went from pain to the forced slumber of shock. Awake now, my leg looks like there are no bones left in it as the flesh hangs there unresponsive, and I fight my mind’s urge to shut down, to stay asleep. Debbie said my back looked pretty bad after they finished with the wire hangers but they must have gone too far and severed some nerves because it doesn’t feel as bad as she described.
I can hear them laughing out on the porch. They sit out there like there’s nothing wrong.
If they stick to the schedule they’ve been keeping for the last twenty-four hours, they should be coming back in soon. A chill runs through me, which has nothing to do with my nakedness.
Debbie stirs next to me and turns her head my direction. Her left eye is swollen and she looks at me weakly through the slit of the other. I don’t dare turn my head against the barbwire around my neck, but I can see her out of the corner of my eye.
“We were wrong.” Blood and spittle spray as she struggles to speak. “I… I was wrong.”
“It’s not your fault,” my voice is faint, broken.
“We’re dead.”
I say nothing. I know this already. Have known it for hours.
There’s no way they can save us without repercussions. It’s not the dying I’m afraid of but the pain that will carry me there. The abuse yet to come. Discovering the true nature of the beasts we married, before our bodies give in.
She closes her eye and her breathing returns to the scratchy gasps of shock induced, dreamless slumber. I hear a belch and the sound of a beer can being crushed out on the porch. Our husbands enter the wood paneled living room, hers still sporting the shiner that started all this. She had caught him just above the eye with the baseball bat as he walked through the door. It was supposed to knock him down. It didn’t. It only made him mad, and prevented me from hitting my mark.
Another bout of torture is imminent and I don’t think Debbie is strong enough to survive it. I hope she’s unconscious when they finally kill her.

Debbie and I had joked about it over the years, but that last time was different. Something in her tone changed. She was serious, and her somber attitude made me consider it. Really think about it. Looking back to that conversation, removing myself from the fact that she’s gone and I’m next, I remember how it started.
DebbieTK: I can’t do it anymore.


Patti0891: i know, hun.


DebbieTK: He’s emotionally abusive.


Patti0891: aren’t they all? they’re men…


DebbieTK: He hates when I say that… says it’s a catch-phrase my shrink uses to make it all his fault. But it’s true.


Patti0891: i know… you know, you can always borrow my shovel. hehe :)


DebbieTK: I won’t ever be able to forget some of the things he’s called me. They’re cruel. And you know when they’re drinking it’s more than just saying what they really mean. The alcohol is an excuse to be openly violent. A crutch to blame later. I’m just so sick & tired of “I’m sorry” the next morning.


Patti0891: yeah, it doesn’t mean anything anymore. hasn’t for a while…


DebbieTK: Nothing does. Let’s do it.


Patti0891: but…


DebbieTK: Serious. Invite them to your cabin, change plans at the last minute to go to ours and just be done with him. We’ll go back to yours after and claim we were waiting there the whole time.


Unfortunately, Debbie was right about one thing—terrible things are happening. And no one will be the wiser…

Story notes:
Funny enough, this story started out because my girlfriend and I were both mad at our (now ex-) husbands. She told me to write a story and kill them both off, because after all, if a writer couldn’t take out some anger on paper, what fun were they? It didn’t quite end the way we’d planned.
Damn muse.












Duncan sat in his car at the wayside, nursing his headache with yet another handful of aspirin and the remainder of his cold coffee. The moon was bright. Even without the benefit of his headlights, he could clearly see the slickness of the black roads and the high wall of woods surrounding the highway. His vigil was now an automated routine and he allowed his mind to wander as he watched for the police.
The police had been searching for him for some time, though they didn’t know it was Duncan specifically nabbing homeless and hookers during the day and disposing of them at night. They were looking for a madman, a serial killer, not an animal lover. They were looking for a rhyme and reason. He had none.
Tonight’s victim was beginning to smell, the stench had permeated through the trunk into the backseat. He didn’t notice.
He missed his family and thought of them often as he sat in the wayside waiting to feed his latest victims to the animals. He lost Ginny and the kids almost two years ago to a disease that still baffled the doctors and was written of often in journals. His loss was the medical community’s newest hot topic.
His loss was somehow society’s gain.
His eight-year-old daughter got sick first. Coming in from the woods with a strange rash on her leg, Tara was feverish by the next morning. Within a week she was emaciated and no food seemed to satiate her. What little nourishment they managed to get down her gullet came screaming back up with a velocity that shocked them.
She only lasted long enough to infect her brother.
Brian had just celebrated his tenth birthday and quickly went from a healthy, if slightly overweight, jovial child to something you would see in a World Hunger commercial. His eyes became mirrors of darkness, a flat almost feral look emanating from them when they were open. In a fit of rage he bit Diane, just as Tara had bitten him, and Duncan knew more than the medical community within six hours.
They took his family at that point and isolated them.
Running test after test, they punctured vein upon vein. Before his eyes they sucked the remaining fight and life from his loved ones. The disease spread quickly and Duncan buried the lot of them within a week of each other.
His life changed after that. Significantly.
He never thought of himself as someone that could take another person’s life. Never imagined his heart could turn so cold toward humanity. But all he had left now were the animals and they needed to be fed. He needed to feed them, for his own peace of mind, as well as theirs.
The pre-dawn traffic dwindled and he took the opportunity to make his move. He pushed the trunk release and stepped from the car. In the moonlight he could see the young prostitute lying twisted and broken at a strange angle in the back of the sedan. His nose wriggled at the smell of her waste, expelled upon death and still clinging to her clothes. He pulled the sled out and put it on the ground, then heaved the carcass onto it. He remained stoic and thoughtful as he pulled the dead weight into the woods.
This would be his twentieth victim in as many months. He had lost everything he cared about when he buried his family and had no remorse for his current actions. Something inside had died long ago, and was brought back only momentarily on nights like this.
He stopped when the sounds of the road were faint and the noises from the woods were hushed. A shiver ran the length of his spine, the hairs on his arm stood up, and he smiled. They were here. He could always sense the animals when they were watching him and knew haste was important now, as they would begin salivating in the dark recesses of the trees.
He flipped the body off the sled with a thud. The smeared makeup appeared florescent on the hooker’s dead flesh. Her open mouth seemed a black hole in the glow of the waning moon. Torn stockings shined against pale legs, and short cropped red hair poked out along the edges of the platinum wig. Society’s phlegm looked up at him with empty eyes. He shrugged and rolled the sled up.
Leaves crunched behind him and he started to make his way back to the road. Thirty yards away from the prostitute, Duncan stepped behind a large pine tree and peered back at the corpse. He could hear the animals gathering closer, cautiously, but couldn’t see them yet. Even with the full moon, his eyes burned from the strain of trying to catch a glimpse of the creatures.
It really was the perfect set up for murder, or rather, disposal. The collective animals of the forest left no trace of his victims when they were done. From scavengers to predators, they each enjoyed part of the meal and disposed of the evidence for him, but nothing touched the dead until his favorites got their fill.
The woods waited in silence for them to feast, quiet anticipation tinged with respect and fear for the bigger animals.
Wet leaves being pressed into the ground announced their arrival and he stared at a tree on the other side of the body, relying on his peripheral vision to pick up the movement. To his left he saw the first of them and smiled.
Dressed in the tattered remains of his funeral clothes, Brian made his way slowly to the offering. He hadn’t aged a day in appearance, but the boy’s movements were nothing remotely close to a ten-year-old boy. Hunched and almost loping, he approached the body. Graveyard dirt had long ago been washed away by rain and early morning dew, replaced with the grime of daily life in the wild. His sneer showed yellowed broken teeth, wire and brackets still hanging from a few of them as a ghostly reminder of his braces. His humanity.
Tara made her way to Brian with a bit more agility, appearing almost catlike in her stalking of both brother and prey. Her once ruffled dress now appeared little more than a muddy toga. She cocked her head and scratched at her arm, bits of flesh peeled free from her mottled bicep and she shoved them into her eager mouth. She turned to her brother and their meal, tore a portion of the prostitute’s thigh out, and noisily chewed on the muscle.
Duncan couldn’t even remember when Tara and Diane had returned home to him, clawing free of their graves and finding him before their minds seemed to completely blank. He only vaguely recalled gathering them up and finding them a safe spot to continue to exist—away from science and the threat of outbreak. He didn’t care to remember. He only looked forward to seeing them once a month.
Watching them now, he saw their flesh did not glow like the pallor of the dead prostitute. Instead, it was flat and textured in a mix of rich browns and rotten greens. Camouflage for zombies, or whatever they were.
Finally Diane made her presence known. She moved toward the children but stopped short of the family dinner. Pecking order would let her push them aside if she cared to, but she appeared more interested in alternately watching them gorge and scanning the trees. Her face peeled away from bone in several places and her hair no longer held the luster that had once captivated him. Their eyes met in the darkness.
Duncan’s breath caught in his throat. His pulse quickened as he stared at her, trying to decipher the meaning behind the blank look. Did she recognize him? Was she thankful for the meal or did she just spot dessert? They stared at each other for another moment and then he smiled at her.
She furrowed her eyebrows and lowered her gaze to the food on the forest floor. Diane stepped forward and dropped to her knees. Bending down she clamped onto the shoulder of the hooker and tore away a portion of tender flesh with a growl. Blood flowed down her chin and she grabbed the meat in her hand, ripping a bite-sized piece free. She looked up to him again—her eyes a muted, placid blackness in the surrounding night.
He bowed his head and turned away, defeated. Perhaps next month she would not glare at him, protecting her meal like an animal. Maybe next time—maybe, hopefully—she would smile back.

Story notes:
My first foray into the world of zombies was not about the ripping and shredding, or the screaming and skull crushing. I never think about that when reading or watching the subgenre. Instead, I always wonder about the complete and utter finality of love. When do you kill your loved ones and be okay with it? How long would you let them go if you knew they were infected? Those are the questions and ideas that I watch for, wait for, and hope to see others try and answer. These were my first words on the subject, my latest are on my blog (www.kelliowen.com, search for “walking dead,” I pose an interesting question).
Originally published on Nocturnal Ooze, March 2005.










The boy was obviously shy. He tried to hide it, but couldn’t quite conceal it completely. He smiled coyly and laughed when he should, but Carolyn could see the anxiety and nausea hiding just beneath the sparkle in his jade-flecked eyes. The slight tremor in his voice and shuffling of feet were caught before they became noticeable to random glances. But she wasn’t a casual observer.
From afar he looked confident. His neatly trimmed, product laced hair and smooth shaven face appeared pampered and egotistical. His stylish clothing was obviously chosen for color and texture, as much as for price and purpose. He stood straight and proud—shoulders back and chin up. It would be easy for those on the outside to assume he was arrogant, self-destructive, and high maintenance. Yet she noticed that he pulled back whenever possible, withdrawing behind his insecurities.
His gaze kept returning to the small television on the far corner of the folding table. Was he casually trying to escape the attention of those around him? Didn’t he know it was rude, or did he just not care? Carolyn was intrigued—a confident introvert was an odd combination.
The sounds of the gymnasium blended into a muffled orchestra. Shoes squeaked on the hard floor, adults droned in hushed tones, and children zigzagged between the tables with the bored energy of caged animals. She smiled as she tuned it all out and listened to his various conversations. Depending on the audience he smiled broadly or politely grinned, commented briefly or spoke at length. Carolyn’s eyes narrowed, as she tried to decipher the relationships and their importance to him. Some were friends, others were obvious strangers. They called him by different names and gave his personality layers, keeping her curiosity piqued—her hunger primed. Mike and Mikey were the most common names used. She wanted an explanation for the moniker Trigger, but it wasn’t time to ask.
Not yet.
Alone at last, he sat and leaned forward, producing a metallic groan from the aluminum chair and visibly cringing at the noise. Resting his forearms on his thighs, he watched the television and looked pensive, almost sad. Occasionally, he glanced around sheepishly at the various outbursts of commotion.
She drew closer.
The community fundraiser spread out around her. Various businesses, local chapters of national organizations, and church groups had created displays in an attempt to boost neighborhood moral and save the local playgrounds. The Lutheran children ran back and forth between their parents’ bake sale and the school dunk tank at the opposite end of the gym. They neither slowed for her nor seemed to care she stood there. She waited for them to cross her path and continued toward the man she’d been watching all day.
The raffle tickets were stacked neatly on the table in front of him. The charity information flyers were perfectly spaced at the far end. The promotional freebies were fanned at the front edge. The display was laid out for interested parties to quickly grab a pen and some information and keep walking, subtly suggesting there was no need for conversation.
He wasn’t much of a salesman in the overbearing, pushy talkative department, but his funds bucket held more donations than most others did in the gymnasium. The sign on the front of the table read Local Fire House #12 and she thought they should be proud of him and his accomplishments, despite his lack of boldness. He was doing well, she could only imagine what he’d be able to achieve once he overcame his insecurities.
She drifted through the edge of the table adjacent to his, momentarily forgetting the rule about fitting into the physical laws of mortals. Carolyn glanced around. Satisfied no one noticed, she returned her attention to him. She stared intently and felt the ebbing pangs of loneliness. He would be the perfect companion. He could ease her pain.
If he saw her.
Not everyone noticed Carolyn—some because they didn’t believe, others just refused to see—but those that did usually mistook her for mortal. Dead for over sixty years, Carolyn overcame the pain associated with being invisible long ago, but being alone hurt more each day.
Quite frankly, she was tired of watching the world around her carry on, moving forward, while she stood still on the sidelines. She had watched technology grow in leaps and bounds, sat silently while the lines of the world map shifted location and possession, and had nearly given up on society as proper etiquette was replaced with social ineptitude. She finally accepted the changes and wanted to be part of it again, had for some time, but since that was impossible, she would bring the best parts of it to her. Number one on her list of treasures was a companion.
Almost two decades ago, an old man in a hospital waiting room had told her the secret of obtaining a companion. He was waiting for his wife’s body to succumb to her failing health so he could snag her on her way out and they could truly spend eternity together. It was so simple on the surface, so innocent sounding. She was surprised at how mundane the whole process was.
“Of course, you can take the living if you wish. It would appear they’ve had a heart attack, I imagine. If they don’t pay attention to anything, if you hold them rapt, then you become physical for that moment and in that state can take the living by drawing their soul into you.”
The old man’s flat dull eyes shined with luminescence. The silvery sheen in the eyes of the dead caught too much light occasionally and betrayed them to others. It was the only real way to tell the dead from the living when they remembered to follow the rules.
“It’s like inhaling deeply—you remember what it was like to breathe? It’s a cold winter’s gasp that catches your breath and shudders in your chest. And it works better the closer you are. If you exhale they become dead souls. If you don’t, you hold their soul and they’re tied to you. Compelled to stay, they remain content and don’t know why.” He rubbed his hands together nervously. “I just chose to wait for nature to run its course here. Same principal, they just don’t need to make you tangible.”
Carolyn thanked him for his knowledge and hurried away. His manner left her presuming his marriage was not the greatest in life and a knot formed in her stomach knowing it would be forced in death. She would never do that.
For a time, Carolyn hung out in a variety of emergency rooms, from small towns to big cities, waiting for the right accident victim to succumb. The wait bored her. The challenge of being in the right place, to find the right one, frustrated her. She became proactive and started actively searching for a companion among the living.
She had found several potential companions over the years, but she didn’t want a slave and she didn’t want to change someone’s feelings. So she waited, for the potential that would notice her, take an interest, and at least seem like they might enjoy spending eternity with her. She couldn’t very well be happy if she forced someone to love her—although, she had thought about it.
In the early nineties, she’d found other spirits to pass the time with. Serious conversation and frivolous candor was wonderful with David and Julie, but she was a third wheel. As happy as she was with them, the pair made her lonely and she toyed with the idea of a forced mate. Some days the irony of it got to her and she compared herself to some of the single girls she saw desperately seeking love. In the end, she couldn’t follow through with it. Even at her worst, she couldn’t kill someone just for company—not if they didn’t truly want her. No, she would wait. Love had to come first, or at least infatuation, then death.
She stood quietly behind the boy and waited for him to notice her. She hoped this would be the one. She prayed she’d be able to take him. She crossed her fingers behind her back. His cologne wafted up at her and a silent sigh escaped her lips. Not really a boy, not yet a man, he reminded her of herself—taken unexpectedly at what she believed was the prime of her life, her early twenties. He was the perfect age and complexity of character to make eternity interesting.
Carolyn noted the television was set to the news instead of some sports channel, and she was further captivated by this potential. Mike—she had to refer to him by his name, it was rude to call him anything else—he stuck his neck out and squinted at the television then turned her way.
Had he seen her reflection? Could he see her? Her mind raced with emotion and excitement. Her eyes widened and she stumbled backwards a step.
“May I help you?” His voice was soft, resonating tenderness, with just a hint of husky danger. Had she not overheard his friend earlier, Carolyn wouldn’t have believed he was single.
She smiled, slowly, pleased he saw her. Careful to shield her eyes from the overhead lights that would reflect and betray her, she feigned coy and looked to her feet.
He stood to speak to her, his full height being only a few inches taller than her five-foot-six frame. His shoulders were not as broad as they appeared from a distance, but they were still sturdy enough for her liking. As he turned toward her and she looked up at him, Carolyn saw something she hadn’t noticed in his eyes before. Fear?
“Did you want a raffle ticket?” He raised his eyebrows and voice trying to make the sale. “It’s for a good cause.”
“No. Thank you.” She murmured, her voice trembling in mock hesitation. Play the game, she thought. Draw him to you.
He looked her up and down, his demeanor changing as he absorbed small details. Her simple dress barely hid her supple legs. Her vibrant chestnut hair was casually, or lazily, tousled. Her skin radiated a healthy glow under the artificial lights.
She interrupted his appraisal, “I was just curious what you were watching.”
He glanced around cautiously and stepped closer to her, blocking the television. His eyes seemed darker and he stood a bit taller. “Nothing important. Do you want to go somewhere and talk? I could stand to take a break.”
His boldness shocked her and all she could do was nod. Could he be the one? Was her wait over? In her excitement her eyes widened and she quickly looked down again, avoiding direct light.
He looked across the aisle and whistled. Catching the attention of one of his colleagues, Mike gestured for him to take over the booth. His friend arrived and Mike removed a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. Tapping on the end of the package he coerced one loose and pulled it free with his teeth.
She hadn’t realized he was smoking on his breaks but, unlike so many people today, she didn’t mind. The men of her time all smoked and it was a comforting reminder of happier times.
“This way,” he said, suddenly appearing very extroverted.
Rather than complimenting her image of him, this new development twisted it into something new. She hesitated, not quite sure about this transformation. Perhaps she’d been wrong. Was he a ladies’ man? Would he respect her as a female at all?
He leaned over to retrieve his jacket from the back of the chair. Over his shoulder she saw the television again and noticed the Breaking News banner rolling across the bottom of the screen. A grisly image came onto the screen just left of the announcer. Police tape, forensic teams, and news crews crowded a dark alley. She caught a glimpse of a bruised and bloodied leg before someone covered it, aware of the camera’s focus.
A woman’s body had been found in a dumpster. Mangled and abused, the girl was identified, with a small black and white image in the corner of the screen, as a twenty-four year old student at the local college. The police were looking for any leads in the arrest of the man they believed responsible. The image on the screen changed and now showed a police sketch of Mike, Mikey—Trigger.
She didn’t hear anything else the announcer said. The sounds around her were suddenly engulfed by thought. Carolyn’s mind raced back over his demeanor and body language throughout the day, and she became immediately convinced of his guilt. Swallowing hard, she abruptly turned away, forcing him to follow her immediately rather than notice his own image on the television.
She couldn’t believe how wrong she’d been. He wasn’t interested, even if he was a ladies man. He’d only invited her outside to get her away from the television. He wasn’t worthy of her. He wasn’t worthy of living as he was. He was like so many others had been and she questioned her taste, or rather, her knack for finding society’s trash.
Frustration made her lip quiver and anger flushed her dead cheeks. Perhaps he’d mistake it as nervous flirtation and lean in to seal the deal himself. She needed to be close enough to suck in his breath, his life.
He fiddled with his Zippo lighter on the way out the back door, his actions somewhere between nervous and cocky. That’s okay, she thought. She only needed one kiss.
Eternity with a killer would be worse than being alone, and there were plenty of other potentials. She had time to search for the perfect one. She wouldn’t let the failure of the last fifteen years and fifty or so doomed potentials drag her down. Carolyn grinned strangely and turned to face him into the shadows of the alley—ironically similar to the one she’d just seen on the news.
Some day she would find one worth keeping.
Eventually she would find someone to kill for herself, rather than society.

Story Notes:
I knew a boy that fit the beginning of this very well. And that’s all it takes sometimes to write a story. What started as a description of him twisted to make him a killer and then twisted again to make a ghost be his judge and jury. It’s funny how the muse works some times. And it’s bizarre how a twist or two can take you down a dark path.










Pound the keys. Tap the letters. Repeat.
It doesn’t matter what comes out, so long as I follow that thought. I have to. I can no longer sit dormant, hoping the words will come to me. It’s up to me to write. Even on difficult days. Just get it out. Put the idea to paper, using whatever words work at the moment, and unfuck it later.
So that was the plan.
But it wasn’t working.
Everything I wrote was sophomoric, or worse, ridiculously incomprehensible.
Until Brian.
I used to have various pet names for my Muse. And for some reason, I had always imagined it was female, like the famed Calliope. But after I trapped it, I decided it looked more like a boy. Not really a Mike or Bob. More like a Brian.
At first it filled me with wonderful ideas and a sense of direction. I pounded keys and tapped letters and created at whim.
Then it went silent.
For days it said nothing.
I tried to feed it, but couldn’t figure out what it would eat. I offered beverages, but it didn’t seem interested. I even suggested alcohol, tobacco and porn—a writer’s tools. Nothing worked. It was ignoring me, and the voices in my head went quiet.
My fingertips stopped tapping.
Then one morning, halfway through my second cup of coffee, Brian screamed. Like a banshee let loose, his voice boomed in my ears. My skin tingled, shocked to life by the break in silence.
“Write for me.” He stared at me from the corner where I’d been keeping him. “Write about me.”
“About you?” I wondered where this was going, already convinced it couldn’t be good. “I know nothing about you. You haven’t spoken to me in days.”
“You know all you need to. Now write.”
“But…” I knew I had an excuse to not write—I had developed plenty in my months of struggling—but I didn’t know which would be the proper argument for Brian.
“Write for me, and then you’ll be free to write again.”
“Free?”
“Free.” He paced in his cage. “You won’t need me. But until you write for me, you won’t be able to write anything else.”
Nonsense, I could write if I wanted to. Couldn’t I? All I had to do was pound the keys, tap the letters, and repeat. But I found I couldn’t. I couldn’t even scribble a grocery list without losing my train of thought. A week of that and I caved. I came in here to write Brian’s story. It’s come out okay, I suppose. It’s no great American novel. It’s not even much longer than a grocery list. But it meets the requirements. And now I’ll be free to write my own stories, my own thoughts.
Or at least I hope so, since I killed him before I turned on the laptop.
And now I look at his ruined body and think that maybe he wasn’t a muse at all. Hell, he no longer even looks like a Brian. He just looks like the rest of the fireflies that lay dying in the jar on the corner shelf.

Story notes:
This one is included purely for fun. One summer day, several years ago, I couldn’t get the muse to work for me. I couldn’t even finagle a whisper from the jerk. I called my friend Brian and whined. He threatened me, yelled at me, called me names and told me I was better than that. I hated him a little bit at that moment. Then he told me not to talk to him again until I wrote 500 words. I went outside, climbed into the kids’ tree house with the laptop, and wrote this. And now you understand the title.
It should be noted, for more fun, that I did the same thing to a certain Hippie. I once requested, nay
required, he give me “500 words about toilet paper” before the end of the day.










Jason hit the brakes hard and sent dirt flying behind the wheel of his beat up ten-speed bike. His balance wobbled momentarily but he kept upright, saving himself a skinned knee. The road went off to either side of him, a faded sign marking the t-intersection for those that were unfamiliar with the county road, or just not paying attention as they drove.
He stared ahead of him toward Thompson’s field.
An old fence marked the west end of Carl Thompson’s property. Three strings of rusted wire, held with equally rotted bent nails, wavered against the old post moorings. Stretched with age and teenage trespasses, the wires sagged in places. The posts were alternately sunk deeper into the ground by the weight of time, or pushed higher by each year’s frost. Patches of dead grass and dirt blended at the borderline like natural camouflage. Beyond that the overgrown field was a rich medley of green grass and wildflowers.
It was all very picturesque, save for the dead rabbit hanging off the top wire.
Jason studied the unassuming carcass.
Hooked by the skin of its neck, the rabbit hung lifeless. Bits of fur broke loose and floated on an invisible wave. Lifeless, it swayed gently with the elements, out of place and yet somehow at home in the landscape.
Its eyes were gone, the sockets blackened and flat. Jason assumed they were the first part picked clean by carrion connoisseurs. Jagged tears in the withered flesh showed a distinct difference between what decomposition let loose and that which was torn free by scavengers. Its sinew was exposed, darkened by the drying heat of the sun.
Jason cocked his head to one side and licked his chapped lips.
The rabbit dried out much faster than he would have thought possible in the summer’s unnaturally humid weather.
Hung from the barbs almost a week before, the rabbit had been dripping thick blood from the fatal wound of Jason’s knife. The live trap allowed him to decide how fast the rabbits died once in his hands, but lately he was more fascinated by decomposition than endurance.
He pulled his camera from his knapsack and took two pictures. The first shot was to catch the morbid scenery as it appealed to him from the road. The second image was up close, to document the state of the carcass for his scrapbook. He tucked the undeveloped memories back amidst the candy bar wrappers and empty soda bottles, and jumped back on his bike. He’d check it again next week.
The dead rabbit lying in the watery ditch at the end of the road was the next stop on his list, but he was going to forego it. At the moment, he was truly interested in checking on the three-week-old hare tied across the railroad tracks.

Story notes:
Driving back from my mother’s house, I actually saw a rabbit stuck on a barbed-wire fence like the one in the story. I almost stopped and took a picture. I didn’t. I still wish I had. What I did instead was wonder how it got there. Why my muse decided a child put it there, I have no idea. But after that thought struck, I decided to see if I could pull off telling a creepy story of pre-serial killer dispositions in 500 words or less. I did.
And if you’re not sure, just wonder for a moment what Jason’s curiosity will unnaturally develop into…
Originally published in Wicked Karnival #6, December 2005










A scream punches through the hallway of State Lab-30 and echoes lightly in the penitentiary basement. A jealous pang slithers through my guts and I look up from my desk.
Great. What new discovery have they found this time?
Through the large Plexiglas window my silent question is answered. I see my coworkers, like teenagers trying to get to a concert stage—they scamper, claw, and crawl over one another fighting their way toward the exit. The sounds in the hall are muffled, except an occasional yelp from the back of the pack. Their tidy white lab coats are ripped and stained. Their faces are an orchestra of fear and insanity.
The jealousy dissipates into curiosity and I stand up too fast, knocking my mug over.
“Damn.” Muddy and cold, the French vanilla cappuccino spills out, destroying paperwork and soaking into the mouse pad.
Then I see them. The reanimated corpses that sector 245 had been working on for the past month.
Oh don’t sound shocked. Everyone knows the government has been experimenting. The private sector is no better, simply funded differently. Ethics and morality forgotten across the board in the name of progress, science, and society.
Prisoners are the perfect guinea pigs for both legit and covert research. They appreciate the cash and promise of privileges, and of course, sign all the appropriate papers in order to participate, per the Nuremberg Code of 1947. Some donate fluids—saliva, blood, semen and spinal. Others received monitored injections of disease ‘A’ followed by experimental serum ‘B’, ‘C’, and ‘D’.
I was working on less destructive cancer treatments; down the hall they were working to restore cells damaged by cancer itself. An accidental overdose of the latest anti-carcinogen serum, complicated by a previous immune boosting inoculation, not only revitalized old cells, but also successfully created new ones. And woke the dead ones.
Prisoners began reporting better vision, faded scars, and even regrowth of lost hair, missing teeth, and damaged digits. The team leaders and administrators cheered at the strange side effect and immediately envisioned other ungodly opportunities.
Within weeks, several dozen of the country’s most abject remains lay in the sub-basement under the cafeteria. Strapped to gurneys in neat rows and surrounded by the hum of machines and buzz of scientists, some waited patiently in stasis while others were already beginning the process.
The skin showed the first signs, as it transformed from a flat sallow to a moist medley of watercolor smears. Blackened fingernails fell to the floor exposing fresh pink beds. Hair sprouted from shining scalps and flaccid jaw lines. The undead sporting new stubble was either amazing or terrifying, depending on whom you asked.
As their cells began to heal and regenerate inside, they appeared to remain husks of humanity on the outside. Dead guinea pigs that needed no papers to sign. Then the first few began moaning and showing signs of consciousness.
I shake my head in retrospective disenchantment. The dead lumber along the hallway toward the would-be deities. Newly opened eyes are jaundice and bloodshot, but appear focused. Clothed in green hospital gowns that hang open, their exposed skin shimmers. Black autopsy stitches and fresh biopsy scars jut out angrily from several of the pale chests. Tubes and broken needles dangle unnoticed from their tattooed arms. Embalming fluid leaks to the floor, forced out of the reanimated bodies by the pumping of new blood. Brown mucus seeps through their lips and hangs in thick strings from pantomime mouths. Their expressions contort and jawbones crack in an attempt to speak.
Or perhaps eat.
My sudden perception and terror escapes in a gasp. Oh, God. I’ve seen the movies. I know what these are. I have no desire to find out if Hollywood is right.
The neon exit sign glows above the door outside my office and I know I can beat them to it. I grab my leather jacket and bolt, leaving research and charity behind. A co-worker goes sprawling to the floor from the pushing and I leap over her.
Dr. Nancy Klar’s eyes, wide in terror, look up and plead with me. She looks vulnerable on the tile with her manicured hands a broken, bleeding mess and normally stylish auburn hair disheveled. Perhaps her expression of shock and pain is a mirror of my own face the day she dumped me in front of everyone. There is irony here and I feel the warmth of it spread across my lips in a grin only halfheartedly concealed. I shrug my shoulders at her and step through to the outside stairwell, purposefully slamming the steel door shut behind me.
Screw them and their petty bullshit, tight lips, and superior attitude. They made their bed, they could lay in it. I could probably sell the whole sordid story to Dateline and get rich while they would all be rotting in their graves next to their new pets.
I make it to my car without seeing another person, alive or dead. Trembling nervously at the lack of personnel and prisoners above ground, I drop my keys. I curse under my breath at my clichéd clumsiness and scoop up the keys as I jump into my car. Tossing the jacket in the back seat, I glance quickly in the review mirror. My blond locks are just as they should be, but they hood eyes full of fear and reflect a stranger back to me. Frown lines mock me and I look away.
Skipping first gear completely, I slam the Civic into second and speed off through the maze of roadways. I turn the last bend before the gate a little too fast. I don’t see the walking dead until it is too late. How could I forget about the maintenance access tunnels? I swerve and hit a cement post marking the curve. As the compact flips onto its side, my head slams into the driver side window. I hear glass shatter. The world darkens as I slide toward the undead ex-prisoners.

Disoriented, I wake to waves of pain pounding against my teeth as twisting metal echoes behind my temples. Groggy and sore, my mouth tastes of copper and I feel my tongue swelling where I bit it. Thin red rivulets run freely down my forehead and blur my vision as I open my eyes to a world askew.
My hand shoots up to my face, fingers exploring in haste. I find everything damp with sweat and blood, but intact. Anger overrides pain as I notice the crack in my Rolex. The hands under the crystal continue moving and show I was unconscious for mere moments.
I push past the headache and survey the situation.
Lying on my left side, my right arm is bent behind me in an awkward position. Twisting in the seat, I adjust my shoulder against the shattered window and rough cement below me. With a restrained grunt, I pull my trapped arm loose. Small seeping abrasions and cuts cover my arms and hands. The thick sticky feeling on my face and neck suggest head injuries.
A migraine builds behind my brow as the smell of gasoline burns my nostrils and dries my throat. I narrow my eyes, fighting the reflexive urge to close them against the fumes.
Through the cracked glass of the back window, I can’t see any fluid on the road but make out a single black skid mark and small parts of discarded, torn metal. The pieces litter the road and look like candy confetti at a parade.
I look around the car and find the source of the fumes. Fuel is leaking from somewhere in the engine and the angle of the Honda is causing it to run toward the interior, toward me. Unconsciously, I pull my Doc Martens away from the spreading stain under the dash. The smell is overwhelming and my tongue begins to tingle, going numb from the noxious breath. My eyes and nose are already raw. I need to get out.
The gravity of the situation begins to sink in.
The dead are loose among the convicts, and I don’t know which group I fear more. My breathing flutters and my hands shake—a physical manifestation of the adrenaline coursing through my veins. My calculating mind shouts to my body, forcing me to think clearly.
What do I know?
What are the facts?
Water cooler braggarts have informed me that the undead cannot spread the condition, it’s neither airborne nor passed by contact. Only the proper dosage of the serum and catalyst, injected deep into the muscle, can start the process.
I do not need to fear infection from them.
I know that the reanimated are not highly intelligent, but they are not stupid either. They retain the knowledge they had in life, but in a feeble, almost Alzheimer’s state with random moments of lucidity.
I should be able to outwit them.
But where are they?
Careful not to make too much noise, I crank my neck around and check all directions. Wiggling my legs out from under the steering wheel, I lean back against the roof, knees pulled up protectively.
The road behind me is still empty. In front, the windshield’s safety glass has broken in spider web fashion and fallen free at the corner. Through the bent frame stands the locked gate and empty guardhouse—a beacon of hope.
The brick walls to either side of the opening are crisscrossed with high voltage electric fencing and topped with spiral lengths of razor wire. A tower directly above the gate holds one armed guard at night, but during the day he takes the double duty of approving entry and exit from the checkpoint, as well as, the standing order of shoot to kill. At the moment, there is no one in the window and I wonder if the prison personnel have been told. I realize I never heard the alarms.
Are we on lock down?
To the left are sparsely landscaped woods, planted and paid for by some left wing group for the “pleasure and visual therapy” of the inmates. What I can see of the tree line is empty. I cannot see to the right side without crawling out, exposing myself.
I could just kick out the windshield and make a run for the gate. I can see the highway beyond. I have the codes to override the system, and I can almost smell freedom above the gasoline-tinted air in the car. I shake my head and rattle the thought loose, better safe than sorry. I swerved to avoid them and don’t see them now.
I need to check.
I need to know who, or what, is on that side of the vehicle. The commotion of the accident may have frightened them into running off, but they could still be standing there as a group, trying to remember what this hunk of metal is and how to get into it, like cats staring at a tuna can.
A cold shiver passes through me, and goose bumps travel down my neck at the thought. I don’t know the fate of those below and am eager to avoid firsthand knowledge above.
Slowly I rise up, a few inches at a time, until the far edge of the seat is eye level. My six-foot frame is taller than the vehicle is wide and I stop in a hunched pose. The glass on that side is intact and I must roll the window down to see anything beyond the mid-afternoon sky. Cautiously I begin turning the handle, stopping suddenly when a grey withered hand slaps against the glass.
“Shit.”
I squat back down next to the steering wheel too quickly and my elbow hits the horn. Movement catches my eye and I look toward the gatehouse.
“Damn it.”
A group of undead hovers near the gate. At the blaring sound, several of them turn and look at the wreckage. They must have been on the far side of the guardhouse or in the woods—regardless they now block my escape. I pull back into the seat trying to become invisible when I notice feet in the foreground. One of them is right outside the broken windshield. Where are they all coming from? I close my eyes tight, blocking out the visual in an attempt to think clearly.
My eyes fly wide as I feel the car move and hear the yawn of tired metal. The passenger door is lifted and several of the dead hands explore the opening. The probing fingers above me are broken. The skin is pink and revitalized, but freshly broken bones poke through.
Did I hit this one? How many did I swerve away from?
The one to my left wanders closer and all the little details of my world collide in my consciousness. My hands are smeared in my own blood. Perfect round drops and partially soaked-in smears stain my Dockers. Ashes, cigarette butts, and an empty matchbox from Starbucks litter the tilted floor of the Civic. CD’s are scattered and my travel size cologne and nicotine gum complete the art that is my upside down life.
The Spongebob air freshener that Nancy gave me hangs at an odd angle and does no good. The antiseptic smell of sterile laboratory conditions mixes with the stench of death and emanates from the undead. The odor grows stronger as they draw closer and mixes with the gas in a pungent bouquet.
What do they want?
Is there reason to their actions?
My shoulders shudder as another chill climbs my spine and takes hold of the nape of my neck, icy fingers strangling my reality.
What’s worse, empty purpose or logical thought?
Thought means intelligence. Intellect signifies actualization of self.
My God, do they know they’re dead?
Those by the gate don’t appear to be communicating with one another. A crowd of solitary agendas. That may be a good sign.
I notice the sudden lack of traffic noise from the highway and the dead calm of the woods. The outside world has gone silent, holding its breath. The overwhelming smell of gas assaults my senses again and I consider my options.
With the edge of my sleeve, I rub the blood and confusion from my eyes. Pushing my fingers through my gel stiffened hair I rest my forehead in my palm for a moment.
I know what I must do.
I’m not going to make it, I know that now. I swallow hard and decide my own fate. I inhale deeply, the fumes of undead and leaking fuel burn deep in my lungs.
I scream.
Loud and long, I pull the noise from my core and push all my air out in a guttural cry. I hear it echoing in the car, the woods, the world, before I stop. The sudden racket is answered by curious dead, disheartening moans announce their proximity. I cough sharply, bitter phlegm rises in protest. I swallow hard and push in the Civic’s lighter, watching as they gather closer, I pay careful attention to the dead feet in front of me as they stretch up on tip toe looking over the car.
The vehicle begins rocking again as the dead grow in numbers and the disoriented become frustrated. The lighter pops out and I grab it. The end is glowing and I sigh, resigned to this action of grim finality. I lower it to the soaked carpet and hope that it will be quick. Maybe I’ll even take some of them with me.
“Bite me.” I mutter under my breath as the car fills with bright heat.

I wake, dazed and confused. The smell of gasoline is re-placed with the acrid scent of burnt flesh. I look around and see the dead shambling away—clothing covered in soot, or burned completely off, exposing angry red flesh, seared but already healing.
Disheveled red hair tops a white lab coat near the tree line.
Nancy?
How could she make it out? For that matter, how did I? Perhaps the lighter didn’t have the heat required. Maybe there wasn’t enough fuel in the carpet to lead the flames back to the source.
I look down and see my own arms already showing signs of regeneration, pink flesh appearing underneath flakes of charred brittle skin. I realize I am not breathing.
Growing more confused by the moment, I strain to maintain lucidity. My face crumbles into a pinched frown.
It hits me as I involuntarily grab my bicep in memory. My last coherent thought hurls itself out of my mouth and into the smoldering skeleton of the car around me.
“Fuck.” That was no employee flu shot.

Story notes:
Oddly enough, I don’t actually like zombies or zombie stories. I’ve enjoyed some and like some of the movies, but tried to stay away from actually writing any because of the overflowing flux of zombies in recent years. That said, I’ve written four now. This was the second.
This story was born from a day of research for something else. I ran across an article about scientists growing a human ear on a mouse (it’s kind of freaky and you should Google it) and another article about prisoners being used as guinea pigs for new drugs and test studies. My muse worked overtime as I slept that night and asked me in the morning, “what if we purposely made zombies out of prisoners?” The answer to the question was Crash and Burn.
Originally published in Insidious Reflections #5, 2006.











Chuck watched the sidewalk below him as he made his way to the local library, moss and freshly chopped stubs of grass marking his memorized path. There was no need to look up, to even glance around him and see people milling about their lives and normal activities. No need to interact.
Eighty-nine. Ninety.
He stopped and looked above him at the historical building, his destination. No finely detailed scrollwork, grand columns, or inviting archways beautified the oppressive structure. Thick mason work and bulky blocks of architecture marked the entrance steps. Chipped and broken, two massive stone lions welcomed him with their cold sneers from either side of the stairs, continuing their hundred and fifty year vigil. He smiled at them.
Styrofoam cup of tepid coffee from the nearby gas station in hand, Chuck took the narrow steps two at a time and entered the building.
He paused just inside the heavy doors and closed his eyes. The smell of paper, old and new, mixed with a medley of wood polish and dust, causing the corners of his mouth to turn up slightly. The heady aroma of old buildings blended so well with the eclectic scent of books, magazines, and newspapers.
He opened his eyes and started off to his left—passing the checkout desk and the demur woman perched there. A quietly restrained “Good Morning” floated on the air behind Chuck. He continued, pretending not to notice, like he had every day for the last two weeks.
He didn’t want to talk. He wanted to read. Relax. And so far he had—in the library every single day since he had abruptly walked away from his job fifteen days earlier. Chuck had been sick of being a title, tired of the political undertones his co-workers had skirted in conversation, and fed up with the unmitigated fear his position had often caused in people. He wanted to be left alone. He wanted quiet. He wanted to enjoy his unexpected retirement and however many days he had left.
All the books he’d wanted to read, but never had time for, lay waiting for him. A voracious reader, he’d caught up on centuries of great literature, consuming as many as five books a day. From the Iliad to Shakespeare, from Mary Shelley to some schmuck that was keen on zombies, he had skipped and skimmed but tended to stick with horror, action, adventure, and drama. If Butch were still around, he would have pointed out the irony of Chuck’s reading habits.
Butch.
The name skittered through Chuck’s mind and stuck like the aftertaste of a sour belch under his tongue. The job he’d hated, the job he’d run away from, was Chuck’s fault. The bastard had made the position sound fun, interesting, and above all else, easy. Chuck thought he was doing a good thing, that he would be respected and appreciated. And had swallowed the softsale whole, taking the position and moving up from his boring clerical work. It seemed eons ago that Butch had been looking for a change and gleefully handed Chuck the reigns before heading off somewhere to be a tour guide. But Butch had left out the important parts—long hours and emotional baggage.
“Bastard,” Chuck growled under his breath and exhaled deeply, pushing all thought of Butch out of his mind.
He glanced at the shelf in front of him and randomly pulled three books from the section. Two paperbacks and a cloth bound hardcover—one vampire, one viral plight, and one montage of mystical mayhem. Retreating to the folding chair he favored near the window, Chuck sat his coffee on the windowsill and hunkered down. It looked like a good day ahead of him.
“My God, Doris!” The shy girl from the checkout corner gasped. Her words carried across the marble floor and bounced off the shelves and walls, echoing lightly in Chuck’s ear.
“Shhh,” the stern reply from Doris was hushed yet barked, and produced a similar resonance.
Chuck blocked them out and turned to the vampire novel in front of him. Their whispers of concern bobbled unheeded at the edges of his consciousness, as he delved into 18th Century Paris.
Forty minutes later and one hundred pages in, he stopped and looked out the window. His brows knitted as he seriously thought of returning the book to its shelf and looking for a replacement, something a bit less melodramatic.
“What is the government saying about it?” The voice of the withdrawn librarian sounded close.
“Tammy, what can they say?” Doris’s rhetorical tone scolded the younger woman for being naïve.
“How long has this been going on?” Tammy’s voice was further away, footsteps moved toward the front of the building, and the women gossiped out of ear shot once again.
Chuck, decision made, closed the vampire book and set it on the windowsill. He reached for the ghost story and froze. His ears pricked up and his head tilted. The low rumble of someone cascading down the stairs ended with a crash that caused him to grimace with empathy. Curious, he stood and walked to the end of the row.
There at the bottom of the curved staircase lay a young man. Twisted and unmoving, the broken body held the rapt attention and swallowed breaths of the five people that currently roamed the library. From various corners of the old building, shocked eyes jetted between the blood pooling around the body and the mute pair of librarians behind the desk.
“Goddamn, that hurt!” The boy on the floor blinked and struggled to sit up. He rubbed his head and furrowed his brow at the pain.
Doris fell to the floor with a thud, her arm raking across the desk on the way and pulling a large pile of books down with her. Tammy lurched toward Doris a moment too late and missed catching her. In a half squat position, her eyes just peering over the countertop, she returned her gaze to the bleeding boy and froze.
Gasps and crashes similar to Doris’ echoed through the building. Chuck took a step forward in disbelief.
The boy stood and waved a hand toward Tammy, “Don’t worry. I’m not going to sue you or anything. It was my own fault.”
He placed his hand against his throat and stretched his neck. His palm came away coated in blood and the boy curled his lip up in quizzical contemplation.
“You have a bathroom here?”
Tammy nodded and pointed to the door behind him. She stood and looked at the others around the building, confirming she wasn’t the only one to have seen his body twist and bleed in a fall that should have been his death.
The boy headed toward the dimly lit room, apologizing under his breath for the mess he’d caused, and promising to clean it up in a minute.
Cautiously coming from their darkened corners, the other patrons stepped forward, looking to Tammy for answers. She, in turn, looked to Chuck.
A scream from the bathroom caused everyone to jump. For the first time, Chuck looked directly at Tammy, blinked, and walked toward the bathroom to help the boy.
Inside the small, pine scented closet that served as a latrine, the boy had crumbled to the floor. Holding his knees, he rocked slightly. With his hand clamped to his neck, he sobbed.
“Are you ok?” Chuck looked out at the group gathering at the desk and released the door, letting it close behind him.
“My neck. Look at my neck!” The boy’s eyes were wide with hysteria.
Chuck bent down and pulled the boy’s hand from his neck forcefully, taking in the damage he’d been covering.
Rapidly spreading across the boy’s collarbone, the purple and black bruise was marred by the white flesh pulled tight against jutting bones. What looked to be several vertebrae and the tip of his clavicle stretched the skin at odd angles. Broken, jarred out of place, and not something that would usually be considered survivable, the injuries were undeniable.
Chuck stood up quickly and took a step back. “I think maybe you need a doctor.” He murmured and rushed out the door toward the front desk.
The others stared at him, moving closer as he arrived and reached for the phone.
“Well?” Tammy questioned through a clenched jaw.
“I think his neck is broke.” Chuck dialed 911 and a young woman snatched the phone from him.
“My God! You go stay with him, I’ll get help.” She shooed him away like a child asking too many questions and spoke into the mouthpiece. “Yes, this is the public library on fourth and main. There’s been an accident.”
Tammy hurried around the side of the desk, “His neck? Is that possible?”
“Either it’s not a broken neck, or it is possible.” Chuck answered sarcastically.
She followed him into the bathroom and clamped her hand over her mouth at the sight of the boy. Standing in front of the mirror, craning his neck to the side and looking out of the corner of his eye, the boy examined himself.
“It doesn’t hurt.” He looked at their reflections as he spoke.
“How?” Tammy breathed through her fingers in disbelief.
“Same as everyone else, I suppose.” The boy turned toward them and winced. “It is starting to throb a bit now.”
“Shock wearing off, I’m sure.” Chuck turned to Tammy. “What does he mean ‘everyone else’?”
“Well, not everyone.” She corrected. “What? You haven’t been watching the news?”
“No. I retired. I’ve been avoiding everything. Why?”
“It’s been happening all over the place for over a week now. People with impossible injuries. People surviving what should be their deaths.” She nodded, indicating the boy. “This is just the first time I’ve actually seen it.”
“What do you mean?” Chuck’s eyes darted between the boy and the librarian.
The boy continued to rub his neck, fruitlessly massaging the bones in hopes of straightening everything out.
“This. Him. He shouldn’t be walking, but he is. He shouldn’t be alive.” She bit her lip. “No offense or anything.”
“None taken.” The boy’s eyes lit up at the sound of an approaching ambulance siren.
“What kind of injuries? How are they explaining it?” The truth sitting in the pit of Chuck’s stomach began to rumble and pull at his conscience.
“Well, Doris just told me this morning that a woman in her neighborhood was run over by a delivery van yesterday. Smashed flat, she said. But she didn’t die.” Again Tammy nodded at the boy, silently suggesting the phenomena in front of them. “She’s quite alive and in a great deal of pain in the hospital. Her bones are broken, her skin bruised from one end to the other, and most of her internal organs were ruptured, but she’s sitting there, in a hospital bed, alive as you and I and complaining that the medication isn’t relieving the pain.”
“And what’s causing this? Is it some sort of…”
“Oh they have no idea.” Tammy rolled her eyes. “You know the media, they’ll only tell us what we ‘should’ hear and the government is only telling them what they ‘must’ hear. It’s everywhere from what they’re saying, worldwide. They’re looking into the atmosphere, sunspots, drinking water, everything they can think of, but they haven’t given any answers yet.”
“And everyone survives?”
“It’s like we can suddenly live forever, even if it hurts. People that flatline during surgery are waking up just fine. Accident victims walk away. Even people who have lost their heads are still moving around—though they’re strapped to hospital beds and it’s only happened twice, but still it’s happening.” She chewed on her lip for a moment. “You suppose it’s a science experiment gone horribly awry?”
“Wait, you mean they can’t fix this?” The sudden terror in the boy’s voice brought Chuck and the librarian around to face him.
“Oh, I’m sure they can do something.” Tammy cooed as if soothing a toddler.
“Lady…” His defiant tone tapered off leaving an empty threat hanging in the air.
“Come. Let’s get you to the ambulance.” She ushered the boy out the door.
Looking over her shoulder at Chuck, she murmured something unintelligible. Chuck’s eyes darted frantically around the bathroom as acid crawled up his throat. He swallowed it down and sighed.
“I see.” The truth had worked its way to Chuck’s brain.
As he walked stoically from the bathroom he saw the EMT’s roll the boy away on a stretcher. Following them was the women who had taken the phone from him, loudly proclaiming that she’d seen the whole thing. The young librarian mopped up the blood at the base of the stairs, still muttering under breath. Doris, the elder librarian, gossiped in hushed tones with the other patrons. He walked past them all without a word, back to his perch near the window.
The reality of his actions had set in. Something akin to heartburn crawled along his esophagus as he tried to ignore the guilt spreading under his skin.
He didn’t want to return to being a title. He didn’t want to go back to listening to the plotting of co-workers and whining of subordinates. He wasn’t looking forward to forever explaining that he needn’t be feared. He’d rather become a tour guide, and wondered if there were any positions open. Anyone below him on the totem pole he could convince to take over his job.
Chuck sat in the chair and grabbed the vampire novel from the windowsill. He would at least finish this. Horrible or not, it was a change. He would give himself one last guilty pleasure before he returned to his duties.
When he was done, he would give up his freedom. He would, once again, stop referring to himself by his given name. He’d return to work and hope there’d be no backlash for walking out unannounced. And he knew from what Doris had said, that he’d be working an awful lot of overtime to catch up.
But for now, here in the library, he would finish just one more book and one more cup of cold coffee. Then he would commence gathering the dead, not as Chuck, but as the Grim Reaper. For horrible pay and crappy benefits, he’d return to the position and clean this up.
Later.
He promised.

Story notes:
Long before HBO gave us Dead Like Me and the Family Guy personified the Grim Reaper, other people did. But this wasn’t about personifying the Reaper so much as it was normalizing his duties as “just a job.” See, there was this fun little thing called Jobs in Hell once, and it made me wonder if devils and angels, death himself and even St. Peter clocked in and out. And what their water cooler bitch sessions sound like. Here I explored the reaper hating his job and walking out…and what would happen in the aftermath.










Lily was a mess, even by mountain standards. She pulled the broken scabious root free, hoping for its protection magic without additional casting. As she brushed it off, she noted fresh blood in the everpresent filth on her hands. The blood didn’t bother her. The dirt, however, was a reminder of the river she’d been avoiding for months. Grime had become a layer of clothing to her, even with the rainwater basin she’d been using. The grit had settled into the roots of her hair and dulled her normally shiny honey-blond wisps. A full dip in the river would clean her thoroughly, she could even scrub some of life’s stains from her smock, but she couldn’t bring herself to return there. Not since—
Rustling in the trees startled Lily and she held her stomach protectively as she waddled back to the shack, gripping the root in her hand hopefully. Desperately.
This is all Mama’s fault! She pushed through the uneven door. If Mama hadn’t left me, I wouldn’t be in this pickle. I woulda knowed how to stop it.
Lily’s mother had died when she was nine. Before she’d had time to grieve, her father disappeared. Given the cold shoulder by the town, she’d been on her own ever since. For the first few years, Lily contemplated the connection of events between her parents and the shunning she’d received from town. By twelve she’d become too busy with day-to-day survival to bother with questions that would never be answered. Some days, she felt like was still nine-years-old—alone and lost.
She tossed the root into the tin sink tub and rested against the counter, looking around the one-room shack, hoping to see something she’d missed that would solve her problems.
Daylight squeezed between the odd spaces in the plank walls, reflecting off the dust drifting in a breeze too slight to move the tattered strands of ancient curtains. A straw-stuffed chair, the wicker couch she used as a bed, and a freshly finished willow cradle were the only pieces of furniture. A wood stove filled one corner of the room, the box next to it full of kindling and spider webs. Overgrown flowerbox herbs under the windows and crocks overflowing with trinkets gathered over the years, completed the bare furnishings. Lily didn’t have much. Lily didn’t need much. But she did need help. She needed her Mama, Meemaw, or anyone willing to get her out of this trouble.
If Mama hadn’t died, I’da been stronger in my Granny Magic. I wouldn’t ’a opened that door.
Lily had survived the years themselves by continuing the gardens she’d helped her mother tend, trading with the few neighbors who still spoke to her, and occasional thievery from nearby Hassackville. She thought she’d done fairly well. Until the night she’d tried to steal from the wrong house. A Hollerer home protected by a double-barreled shotgun.
Instead of being shot, however, Lily awoke battered and bruised at the edge of the river she loved. Her crotch had been tender and bleeding. Her guts twisted in nausea associated with severe trauma or starvation—and she’d been eating just fine thanks to Hank’s apple orchard on the edge of her property. When her tummy began to swell with an insatiable appetite and she didn’t bleed through all of yuletide, she knew womanhood had arrived—delivered by the angry Hollerer who had caught her in his storage shed and left her for dead at the river she now hated.
She’d wanted to die. Instead, she found the strength to live. To make her Mama and Meemaw proud. Lily missed Meemaw. She needed her Meemaw now more than ever.
When false labor had begun, Lily tried to reach her Meemaw by opening a door to the other realms. Using broken songs she remembered, along with bits of spells she’d found scribbled into various books, she attempted to bring back her mother and grandmother. She needed Mama’s guidance and Meemaw’s wisdom. They’d both spoken of ancestral spirit guides, and when she was just a sprout, Lily had seen them ask great-grand-Meemaw for advice regarding something Papa had done. She thought she remembered the order. The words. The weeds needed for burning.
She couldn’t have been more wrong.
It was the wrong door.
Instead of Meemaw, a Haint came through. It was an angry spirit whose actions ranged from annoyance to aggression—and it would not leave. She’d dodged its attacks and continued to offer it food, drink and totems as Granny Magic dictated. Unfortunately, she needed the name to banish it, and even though she’d traced and retraced the family tree, she hadn’t figured out exactly who had returned as the Haint. Lily had heavily considered packing her burlap sack with essentials and abandoning her family’s shanty, hoping the Haint would stay with the location rather than the person. But she knew better. Now, almost two months since the door was opened, she was desperate to find a way to close it.
She had learned quickly she’d get no help from neighbors. Certain Granny Magic was shared. Other spells and songs were kept secret within each family. She was turned away, stones thrown at the orphan of the mountaintop, and spurned for brazenly believing she could control the door enough to open it. The Hollerers feared mountain magic and would be of no assistance. She was on her own.
On her own with an angry Haint and the unborn soul it wanted to evacuate.
Lily pushed away from the counter. Her back and hips told her she needed to study Meemaw’s tomes one last time. While she still had time. She would find the means to be rid of the Haint, or at least figure out how to bring Mama and Meemaw back as well. As she searched, she sang a verse she remembered Mama chanting while Meemaw laid on her deathbed.
A land of deepest shade
Unpierced by human thoughts
The de’ary region of the dead
Where all things are forgot
Dust billowed from the handbound books, as Lily rifled though them looking for hidden notes she may have missed. The recipe books never intended for evening meals landed with a thud one at a time, as she dismissed magic for crops and fertility, burial rites and water dowsing. She didn’t need to find a new well or bury a body. She needed to bury a spirit. And resurrect another in its place.
I’re in mountain mist
The famil’ I kissed
Little spirits of ere d’or
Take me into nevermore
“Mama!” Lily screamed and threw the last book across the room. Her stomach clenched in what she had known upon waking that morning was real labor. Her eyes widened and she sucked her breath in and held it, waiting out the pain. Her hips had hurt for days and her breasts had started leaking over a week ago. She knew she was on borrowed time. She had to fix what she’d done before the baby came, or the Haint would take its body. The angry soul would have a shell. She couldn’t have that. She wouldn’t.
Through gritted teeth, Lily questioned the heavy air of the only home she’d ever known, hoping those birthed and buried before her would miraculously answer.
“How could you? You lef’ me. Papa walked away. And I need to save yer gran’baby.”
The knock at the door startled her and Lily turned her head to stare at the uneven plank hanging precariously from broken hinges and a weak latch. No one ever came to the top of the mountain anymore. But while she was in no mood for visitors, Lily had been too young to witness or assist her mother midwife and knew nothing about the coming event, other than the apparent pain, and would welcome anyone with the knowledge. She waddled to the doorway.
An empty threshold greeted her.
Instead of a visitor, a cold breeze blew past her, an evil whisper of a chuckle following it.
“No!”
Lily knew what she’d done. After weeks of being overly cautious, she’d inadvertently invited the angry spirit into her hovel. She didn’t have time to consider her options as she doubled over, another contraction biting into her guts and twisting them around like a small child twirling their hair. She held her breath and counted to ten. Concern rather than pain twisted her features. They were coming much closer now.
When the pain faded, she glanced around the dimly lit shack, trying to snatch a glimpse of the evil she’d brought into her world. Seeing nothing, her own frustration turned to anger and she held the bulge of her unborn while reaching for the jar of grave dirt on the counter.
“Mama! Meemaw! O’er high an’ low an’ evermore, come now upon my door.” She threw the jar at the open doorway, shattering it on the threshold, and followed it with poorly aimed spittle.
Lily did not wait for a response. Instead, her hand immediately reached for the jar of salt. The best of the late afternoon light filtered through the windows, but shadows still spotted the interior. She methodically visited each corner, window, doorway, and crack in the floorboards that could offer a hiding spot for the evil now sharing her space.
As she finished and returned to the kitchen, another contraction hit. The pain caused her to miss the counter and the salt fell with a crash to the floor. Her other arm shot out, seeking purchase to stabilize her balance, and knocked the next two jars onto the ground with the salt. When the pain subsided again, she looked at the mess and shook her head. Water hemlock was difficult to find this time of year…
“Why’d I have that?” Confused, Lily took a quick mental inventory of her herbal knowledge. Water hemlock was a poison. She neither needed nor kept dangerous herbs, on her property or in her supplies. She remembered her Meemaw and Mama fighting about it, and Meemaw throwing it away. Did Mama harvest more afta’ Meemaw’s death? Why? An’ how’d I not notice it all this time?
Pain doubled Lily over again, blood trickling down her leg. She wasn’t prepared for the pain to return so quickly and crumbled, landing in a heap on the floor. Lily clutched the tiny satchel around her neck and tried to find her center. Her strength. She tried to ignore the Haint she knew was in the room somewhere. But her reserves released in a scream that escaped through the window and scattered the birds from a nearby tree.
As the echo of agony faded, blackness swirled free from the shadows in the corner and slithered across the floor toward Lily. She watched it, fearful, but had no energy left to stop it. She knew what it was. She knew she’d invited it and it would win. She knew she wasn’t strong enough and instead turned her attentions to her swollen abdomen.
“It’s coming. It wants home an’ host. But I won’t raise it as ma’ own.” She swept up the ancient dust of spilled water hemlock as she spoke and hiked her dirty skirt upwards. She smeared the dried remains into the cloudy fluids on the inside of her thighs, hoping the poison would have some kind of effect on the Haint poised to come for her womb.
Lily waited for the next contraction, trying to ignore the shadow at her ankles, and realized she’d have to revisit the river. She would end it where it began. “G’bye ma’ dear. I’d have taught you what I know, and what I don’t, but now I’ll see you drowned by the end of night.”
But the shadow had stopped. It was not climbing her legs. It was not taking the shell of her unborn. It had frozen, weaving like a snake without a basket a few inches above the ground. It held its position and she squinted in the fading daylight, wondering what was next.
Pain once again gripped her and she splayed her hands on the floor to brace against it. The grit below her hands distracted her from the pain, as she realized she sat in the scattered remains of the salt jar.
The salt stopped it from gettin’ inside.
But Lily couldn’t live in a pile of salt. And the Haint wouldn’t go away just because the baby was born. It would take it the first chance it got. She still needed to be rid of it. She needed to find a way.
She looked longingly at the books strewn across the floor on the opposite side of the room, assuming her salvation was outside the scattered salt. Her hope was lost in the dust motes that drifted down to cover the words she needed but could not find. Hope. That had been the name she’d chosen if it was a girl. She sighed at the irony that she had none of her own now.
Without cause, the memory of her Mama’s favorite saying echoed in her mind, “Emotion is the strongest spell of all.” Desperate, she hoped the words held true, as she reached up to the counter above her. Pulling mason jars down one by one—not looking at their labels or caring of their contents—she began throwing them at the shadow lying dormant at her ankle.
Her aim had never been good, and Lily threw haphazardly. Jars shattered against the floor, bounced from her legs, and overshot the mark to hit the doorjamb beyond. The last reservoirs of her snakeflower smashed against the doorway, speckling the dried dust against the previously thrown river water. The water rejuvenated the flower and caused its blue color to awaken, vibrant and alive against the growing shadows of dusk.
The blackness at Lily’s feet moaned as the blue dripped onto it, falling through it. She was reminded of the noise her father used to make when drink made him ugly. The Haint retracted past the threshold, hovering above the worn grass path before snaking into the woods.
Beyond the doorway, a breeze kicked up and several dandelions shed their seeds. The parade of floating dots drifted past the doorway in the last embers of daylight and settled into the shattered herbs and weeds at Lily’s feet. The scent of her mother’s hair washed across Lily as pain took hold again. She squeezed her eyes shut and allowed the twisted muscles to take hold of her mind. Pushing, she held tight to the memory of her mother the breeze had blown in to give her comfort.
She relaxed as the pain subsided and opened her eyes, imagining her mother in front of her. There to help with the childbirth. A midwife from beyond.
She thought she heard her mother’s voice whisper in the wind and a lifetime of Granny Magic and superstition let her accept it as reality, “I kill’t his body with poison… You kill’t his soul with Haint blue… Blood and love…”
Lily watched the last of the dandelion seeds drift toward her open legs and mix with the pool of blood that had begun to form below her, she smiled at the words she heard as the final pains of birth took hold, “I’m here… An’ I ain’t goin’ anywhere.”
Warmth flushed her womb as she pushed. A tingling crawled up her leg as the juices of birth poured down it. Her infant’s cry, Hope’s cry, greeted the evening and Lily exhaled. She’d beat the Haint. Beat the clock—whether by luck or help from beyond, it did not matter.
She lifted the baby from the fluid and mucus mess on the floor. Smearing the blood and salt from her daughter’s precious face, she nuzzled the gooey honey-blond fuzz that topped the infants head.
Hope smelled just like Lily’s mama.

Author Notes:
I know about all kinds of magic from years of reading and researching. Mountain magic was a whole new ball of wax, like so many things I’m learning that are local to the East and all but unknown and unheard of in the Midwest of my upbringing. Oddly enough, there are a lot of things about mountain magic that rings of familiarity due to the shared history of Native Americans and their practices being absorbed by those around them. A different story for me, this was written in a blur of a day when the Hippie and I both sat down and raced to “The End.” I won.











Vegetable soup.
She prepared his favorite,
a special treat.
Luke warm.
Tiny specks of grease swim on the surface of the brown liquid.
Hidden at the bottom, settled with time,
barley and potatoes lurk.
An orange ring around the bowl marks the beginning level,
like a high tide cluster of branches and feathers on a beach.
The spoon hangs half out of the bowl
dropped in midswallow.
The room expands and her heart beats faster.
Tunnel vision evaporates.
Edges regain their color.
The plastic green table cloth is wrinkled and stained.
Crumbs of yellow and tan gather at the borders of the place mats.
Blackened burn marks accent the center.
An ashtray, freshly emptied but still dirty,
sits patiently waiting for him in its permanent shade of slate and umber.
There is no smell, no sound,
save for the occasional muffled passing of a car
from somewhere outside the kitchen window.
Blond hair cascades over the side of the table,
swaying gently in the breezeless room.
The young girl’s eyes are open, yet empty.
Her mouth is agape, but silent.
Droplets of her father’s soup cling to her lips.
Her tiny hand grips the edge of the table cloth, the knuckles white
the surrounding flesh has begun to blue, camouflaging the veins within.
Her mother’s mouth goes dry.
Her eyes begin to water.
Her fist tightens in shock, and breaks the tiny vial in her hand.
The shadows crawl in and the world is shut out.
She clutches her chest.
Shards of glass fall to the floor and she follows them.
Poison smears across her bosom.
A family falls in error.

Poetry Note:
Poetry?! Really? Yes. But while I’ve been writing poetry since I was nine, I don’t write your normal poetry. I see poetry as a scene being described in short, abrupt, lines—almost twitteresque. I’ve never used it as a place for dialogue or exposition, and believe it can tell a story in a single scene. This was always one of my favorites, and I’ve often been told it is closer to flash fiction than free verse poetry.
Originally printed in Aoife’s Kiss #23, December 2007











Frank refused to leave when I asked him to. He actually appeared hurt that I would even suggest such a thing and tried to remind me I was his wife—and his place was in our home. But I was in the car accident with him. I saw him die in the hospital afterwards. I watched as they closed the casket and lowered him into the ground. Yet, there he was, making coffee like nothing had ever happened.
At first I thought the whole thing had been a bad dream—the shattering glass and grinding metal, the sirens and screaming, the tears and mourning—then the stench hit me. His horrendous body odor wasn’t sweat. His gray pallor wasn’t from a lack of sunshine. And his short-cropped hair had a different kind of grime to it than what normally followed him home from the warehouse.
His words were full of pain, “I belong here.”
I laughed. I’m not sure if it was nerves or fear or a momentary crack in my hold on reality, but I snickered, rather loudly—right in his face. It doesn’t matter whether it was the absurdity of the statement or the situation on a whole. Falling back on humor helped me deal with the atrocity standing in my kitchen. This was not Frank. Frank was dead. I just had to convince him of that.
Of course, that sounded easier than it turned out to be. Every day for the next week, I’d wake up to my dead husband and a freshly brewed pot of coffee. And every day, after selfishly helping myself to that first cup, I’d remind him he was dead, and ask him to leave.
His voice grew deeper, more broken each day. His sentences more truncated and to the point as he pleaded, “My place is here.” Yet, the more succinct his conversations became, the greater the stink of his rotting corpse, and I found myself staying on the opposite side of the kitchen to avoid the smell.
The sheer idea of my dead husband walking around made me uneasy, but I tried to be strong when talking directly to him—tried not to let him know how much it upset me. He was not only a reminder of what I no longer had, he was asking to get back something that was impossible. I tried to use logic and hide my panic, “Honey, I love you, but you died.”
He stared into my eyes as he replied, “So?”
I was more than a little freaked out and had the locks changed.
In retaliation, he sat in the Buick and waited for me to leave for work the next morning. At least in the kitchen I could walk away. I had the freedom to leave and go to work—it wasn’t like I couldn’t trust him in the house alone. But I couldn’t very well drive through town with my dead husband in the car.
The cramped space of the LeSabre allowed for the aromatic proof of Frank’s decay to gather and swirl and stick in my nostrils. It reminded me of that camping trip we took, where we had forgotten to clean the cooler—a week later, opening it and finding a rotten, maggot-ridden fish had almost made me throw up. That had been sight and smell, Frank was just the smell, but it was strong. Worse than the fish had been. And it clung to the seats of the car…seeped into the vents. I left the door open and rolled down the other windows. I was convinced everyone would be able to smell him in the car, or worse, on me. I tried to hurry that morning’s argument. It didn’t work.
For a man reduced to simple sentences, Frank could argue for a hell of a long time. Then again, I’d spent eight years watching Frank talk about nothing, for hours on end, with the neighbor, the mailman, whoever… By the time he died, he was well practiced in the art of long-winded rhetoric. I should have known better than to think he would have changed just because he stopped breathing.
I started to lock my car. In a town of only four hundred residents, I was locking my car, my house, my life, and shutting out the dangers—not of society, but of my own husband.
He started sitting on the porch in the mornings. I started sprinting from the house to the car.
Death’s visual side quickly caught up to Frank’s aroma. I guess the rot had been internal before, now it was more and more evident in his outward appearance. Thick syrupy goo seeped from tears in his flesh, leaked from his nostrils, and turned my husband—buried in the suit he’d worn to marry me—into a disgusting parody of our wedding day. I tried not to care when I noticed his skin peeling back from his cracked, blackened lips and an ear hanging from his head in a half-mangled fashion. A part of me wanted to reach out to the man I loved, the rest of me just wanted him to die, again—and stay buried.
I found I couldn’t help but wonder where he went when he wasn’t harassing me. Surely he wasn’t hanging out around town. And none of his friends had called with outrageous tales of ghostly visions. Could he be digging out every morning and reburying himself every night? The layers of dirt didn’t seem to change, only the decay. I wanted to know but couldn’t bring myself to go to the grave and check. I was afraid he’d see it as me looking for him or—god forbid—accepting him this way.
After three weeks I started just ignoring him. A week later the stench was gone and it became easier for him to sneak up on me, to startle me. His skin hung loosely from his face, his nose became something akin to a Lon Chaney make-up effect, and his eyes—his eyes were the worst. The bright blue eyes that used to sparkle at me, or shimmer with a hint of seduction, had become matted orbs of discoloration. He’d lost the ability to express emotions with those dead, milky eyes. And I lost any residual affection the morning I noticed one of the sockets was empty.
I knew there were stages to grieving, but no one had ever explained the catalysts from one to the next. I figured it out sometime during week six. Frank needed to see me moving on, so HE could move on.
When the doctors told me Frank had died, I never thought I would date again. I cried until I couldn’t breathe and declared my undying loyalty for my one true love. I swore to the sky that I would never betray the relationship by replacing it. I prayed for God to bring it back. Now I really wish I hadn’t done that—even though the remnants of my sanity know damn well God had nothing to do with this.
After almost two months of Frank’s incessant arguments and uncomfortable expectations, I finally cracked. My once passionate love for Frank had become disgust and bordered on hate. So, I approached Pete at work.
Pete wasn’t a bad guy, just misguided. I knew it wasn’t something I would have normally done, but I was desperate, and didn’t have time for the formality of the dating world. Pete was the perfect candidate. He had been flirting with me in an unabashed fashion for over two years, point blank telling me he didn’t care if I was married.
Technically, I wasn’t anymore.
Pete jumped at the opportunity to go out. And while he wanted to go to a hotel room—I think Pete may be one of those guys that prefer to dirty a relationship just to give it an edge—I convinced him to come to my house for dinner. If Frank saw another man there, maybe he would get the hint. I knew he’d be upset—he obviously retained strong feelings for me. Of course, his spouse wasn’t a rotting shell of what he’d married, complete with small insects and increasingly disgusting physical reminders that it was over.
Throughout the evening, I caught glimpses of Frank in the windows. His expression was impossible to read through the flaccid skin and nonexistent facial muscles, but I could see his lips moving. I knew he was reacting. I hoped it was working.
A barely audible comment came from the shadows beside the back porch as Pete pulled out of the driveway, “Slut.”
“No, Frank. Widow.” I shut the door and locked it.
The evening had definitely had an effect on Frank, but not the one I had expected. I’d have to do it again. I’d have to invite Pete back over for normal activities. Frank would accept it eventually—he’d have to.
Pete came over several times that week. We watched TV, sat on the couch and talked by candlelight, and even played one of Frank’s favorite video games. I knew the final straw would be seeing me kiss another man, but I couldn’t bring myself to that stage. Not yet. Surprisingly, Pete understood and didn’t push the subject. Frank did, though.
“Whore.” Anger actually made his broken speech easier to understand and I clearly heard the next sentence. “I married a whore.”
“Frank, you’re dead. I’m allowed to date.”
He shook his head and I thought I saw a chunk of flesh fall free from his face, “No,” he said. “You’re not. You’re mine. You’ll always be mine.”
I tried reasoning with him, “Frank…”
He cut me off, “Whore,” and said nothing else as he wandered off into the dark.
This was not working.
When Pete chanced a goodnight kiss the next evening and I responded, I heard Frank from the shadows—a dry intake of air, a human reaction from the undead flesh of my husband. It was a strange feeling and my emotions were once again torn. I loved Frank. I didn’t want to hurt him. But I needed to get rid of him.
The sound of Pete’s car had muffled whatever derogatory term Frank had called me that night and I questioned the darkness of the backyard. “What?”
He stayed in the shadows but responded, “I want a divorce.”
“You… You’re… You’re dead.”
I heard something like a snort, a corpse’s attempt at a chuckle perhaps, and he replied—sarcasm dripping from his ruined voice, “Obviously, I’m not.”
“Well, undead. Or something.” My confusion at his state mingled with the shock of his request and I walked into the house without registering what he said after that.
The next time Pete came and went, Frank’s comment scared me. For the first time since we’d met, and more importantly, since he had clawed his way out of the grave, I feared him.
His eyes were cold, his voice serious, “Divorce me or I’ll kill him.”
Pete wasn’t exactly a catch, but that didn’t mean he needed to die.
That night I closed all the blinds and propped chairs under the knobs of the doors. I stared at the moonlit ceiling of my bedroom, unable to sleep. The faintest hint of Frank’s cologne still lingered from something in the room. It made me miss him. Yet, I had his baseball bat propped up against the nightstand to protect me from him.
Divorce? I never thought I’d get a divorce. Then again, I never thought I’d be a widow before thirty. And I had certainly never contemplated the idea of my husband’s corpse stalking me. The rules had changed in my life, so why not throw divorce into the mix.
I’m sure the lawyer thought I was crazy. The judge looked at me with bewildered pity when I spilled my story of religious beliefs and an obsessive necessity for paperwork that would never be signed by the second party. But after some forced tears and pleas for my own sanity they both gave in. The lawyer shook his head as I initialed here and signed there, agreeing to keep all of the possessions and forgoing any form of alimony. The wording was definitely unique, and I’m sure they both told the tale of the crazy widow to their colleagues, but I didn’t care. The deed was done.
I was no longer a widow. I was a divorcee.
I think in a twisted sense of self-righteousness, I was more upset about the divorce than I was with Frank’s death. I cried for two days, saying my good-byes privately, before I presented him with his copy of the paperwork. Even with his inability to express emotions properly, I saw the chagrin and anguish sweep across his face. The slight movement of the bones showing through the rotted recesses of his cheeks and the way his remaining hair slid back and forth on his bleaching skull told me what his eyes no longer could. In that instant I realized his request had been a joke. A hollow threat expelled in a moment of anger.
I felt bad, as if I had betrayed him after all, and set the papers on the steps next to me as I sat down. “I’m sorry, Frank.”
He grabbed the papers with clumsy, rotting fingers, and shuffled away—his gait an odd mixture of resignation and decaying muscle structure.
I heard him whisper, “I love you.”
Those words burned into my brain. I no longer remember what he said to me in the wreckage of the car or in the hospital before he died. I can only hear his slurred final words from that night on the back steps. When his heart finally died and joined the rest of his body.
I broke up with Pete the next morning. Pete presumed I just wasn’t ready. I wasn’t, on more levels than he knew or could understand. I hadn’t been ready to lose my husband and I certainly hadn’t been prepared to divorce his corpse.
I’ve been out to the cemetery every day since the divorce. The ground never appeared disturbed, and I wonder if any of it really happened. But I know better. I have the paperwork at home, and someone, or some thing, has scratched the words “Beloved Husband” from Frank’s tombstone.

Story notes:
Yet again, she who hates zombies writes about one. But it isn’t truly a zombie, not in the sense of eating brains and chasing people, so it doesn’t really count. Does it? This story was actually my very first reading. It was supposed to be at a local library but it got cancelled at the last minute, so we just did it in the living room for all the people that had come to see the library reading. Even a Canadian watched, via Skype. The story origins aren’t really concealed. Obviously some blood on the page after my divorce, exaggerated in the name of fiction.
Originally published on Choate Road, as March 2010’s “Spotlight Scribe”, and again in the special chapbook Brian Keene and I contributed to as a special addition to the Maelstrom Set (#1).











The fresh mound of dirt housed her husband’s body. A garden shovel, jabbed into the loosely packed soil in the center of the grave, punctuated her efforts. Tina sat against the tree, absently rubbing the back of her hands against her jaw in an unconscious effort to remove unseen dirt.
Oddly, she didn’t feel guilt. Relief, sadness maybe, but not remorse. She hated Ken. Even more, she hated herself for loving him. That uncontrollable, unexplainable emotion she clung to had kept their marriage together for over a decade, when it had no business surviving the first two years. After fourteen years and digging countless holes, she’d finally snapped.
A tear of liberation ran down her dirt-smudged face and left a clean path of skin in its wake. Her unfocused eyes glanced back over the years of pain—the arguments, the separations, the counseling—and scampered past the occasional happy memory. She’d married a self-absorbed drunkard, mistakenly believing he’d grow out of his wild ways. After three years she had quit trying to win over his ego. After seven she had stopped fighting his compulsory behavior. After twelve, she gave up hope.
She’d started digging the holes sometime during their second year together. Ken was prone to drink more heavily on the weekends, but when he started coming home in the early morning hours and waking her up just to pick a fight, she could no longer contain her anger and started complaining to friends. They answered with their own problems, rather than offering her a solution. While they did sympathize, they didn’t help. And though she had no plans to ever tell her mother she was unhappy, Tina slipped one day.
Her relationship with her mother had changed as she aged, blossoming into a kinship beyond blood. When her mother found enough comfort in that relationship to complain to Tina about her father, Tina returned the trust and proclaimed, “I could just kill Ken.”
“Dig the hole.”
The response shocked Tina into silence. Sure, her mother had a streak of black humor wider than the Mississippi, but to suggest she actually follow through with the anger-borne thought was ridiculous.
“Tina?”
“Yeah. I’m here.”
“I didn’t mean do it,” her mother’s voice lilted in amusement.
“Oh.”
“Just dig the hole. Release the anger and use the energy. You can get as pissed off as you want with the dirt, the shovel, a tree—whatever. And by the time you’re done, you’ll feel better.”
“Oh.” Tina sighed. Her mother hadn’t become an accomplice to murder after all. It was just her sick, dark humor showing through and a whimsical thought to deal with the anger. Tina responded in kind, as they were prone to play off each other’s humor to lighten situations. “But that would make it premeditated.”
They both laughed and Tina felt some of her anger begin to melt away. Then her mother clarified her suggestion, “Why do you think I garden?”
“Mom!” Amused inflection in her voice hid Tina’s shock. Her mother had quite an extensive garden. Dad’s pissed mom off a lot over the years, she thought.
The following weekend Tina found herself scouting out sparse patches in the woods. Ken had come home at five o’clock in the morning and woke her to argue over something she had said in jest earlier in the week. When asked where he’d been since the bars closed at two, his response didn’t help.
“I was already in trouble. So why not stay out?”
The twisted logic, the rudeness of being jolted awake as he lifted the bed frame and dropped it to the floor, announcing “Get up—we gotta’ talk!” and the ensuing fight was just too much and Tina took her mother’s advice.
Their tiny apartment didn’t offer any type of yard to garden in, so she headed to the woods with their snow shovel. It had been hard work, as the shovel’s wide end was not meant for breaking hard ground, and by the time she was done she had three blisters and had talked herself out of getting a divorce.
It had worked.
She purchased a garden shovel with a narrower head and curved blade a month later.
Three children, several jobs and a couple of moves later, she still found herself in the woods when she was angry. Their current house had plenty of room for a garden, but all she ever bothered with was potted tomatoes and peppers on the porch. The peace of the woods helped calm her, and Tina kept her holes out of the neighborhood.
She still tried to make things work though. She read every relationship book available, but he refused to discuss them. She ignored his behavior, but that just made him think it was acceptable. She went to counseling on her own, but realized it was pointless if he didn’t go along.
When she took the kids and moved out, he was scared into a change of heart. He became the old Ken again, the one she had married. He was sweet again, attentive. They began to date again, and she remembered why she fell in love with him. Soon they were happily surprised by an unplanned pregnancy. She moved back in, but within a few months he reverted to his old ways. She gave up then, and found herself in the woods more and more often—each hole more therapeutic than any session of marriage counseling, with or without Ken.
At first, her self-prescribed therapy included filling the holes back in. She toyed with the idea of planting something each time, but the look of the dirt was far too cemetery, and somewhere deep inside her, she liked it that way. Occasionally, she would put sticks across each other when she was finished—a flat marker to her anger. Eventually, she stopped filling them in.
Today, she started again.
Over the years, she grew stronger in their arguments, more confident in herself, and dug many holes. As the time passed, Ken’s habits solidified in his personality and his own anger boiled over the surface. The fights grew less frequent, but more heated when they did erupt. He’d never hit her, but he’d threatened to plenty of times. He’d threatened to do more than that on occasion. She would never forget the pure rage in his eyes when he told her he had “plenty of places to hide her body.” Of course, her smartass comment hadn’t helped that night, but it was true. “So do I.” He thought his threat would put her in her place and be the end of her strength that night. Tina’s laughter at the irony of his statement had earned her several broken knickknacks and a smashed coffee table.
When it started affecting the kids she left again, but her love for him—painful as it was—brought her back. He pretended to be a changed man just long enough for her to return and get comfortable. Long enough for her to be the fool for ever returning if she left again.
When he started taking it out on the kids, she again demanded counseling. He refused until his four-year-old asked him why he hated mommy. Katie’s big brown eyes and silent tears melted a layer of him and he genuinely tried. For a while.
When he woke her this morning by lifting and dropping the bed again, coming full circle after so many years, she’d finally had it. He had returned to the immature drunkard she’d met. He’d forfeited all Tina’s patience, their struggle to make things work, and the years of acceptance. Forgiveness.
Zach and Emily had been witness to enough fights and aftermath mornings that they would easily believe their father finally walked out—they could help Tina explain it to Katie. Police reports had never been filed, but enough neighbors had heard them argue and seen him storm out in the wee morning hours to sleep it off in his truck somewhere—they would naturally assume she told the truth when she claimed he left of his own free will. He’d alternately shamed and angered his own family enough that they wouldn’t bother looking for him and think his lack of communication was guilt. And Tina herself? She could muster the emotion to miss him and sob uncontrollably if needed—or turn cold and pretend not to care. Their history wasn’t a secret, any reaction would be acceptable.
Her mind settled, Tina’s eyes finally focused on her surroundings. The mound of black dirt in front of her had been decorated with a thin layer of pine needles already and would be camouflaged within days, if not hours. Her labor of love would be known only to her.
She rolled her neck, cracking it loudly in the early morning quiet, and used the tree to brace herself as she stood. Winter was coming, and soon the ground would be hard with frost. She hated digging in the winter and smiled, knowing she wouldn’t have to. Tina drudged toward the fresh plot to retrieve the shovel, her muscles screaming with every step. Years of anger had improved the speed at which she could create a hole, but the frequency wasn’t enough to build up the muscles against strain. Dragging his body hadn’t been easy either and she presumed the combined effort had taken its toll on her. Nothing a hot bubble bath won’t fix.
She gripped the shovel and then quickly withdrew her hand. Glancing at her palms, Tina wished her urgency to get his body out of the trunk and into the ground had slowed long enough for her to grab her gloves. She’d have to come up with a reason for the blisters.
Perhaps it was time to start that backyard garden after all.

Story notes:
This entire story stems from my mother. Yes, it’s her fault, much like most of my love of all things dark and creepy. And much of Tina’s mother is actually mine, though she’s never killed anyone. She does garden—matter of fact, she’s a Master Gardener that has taught classes. On gardening, not murder. People say things when they’re angry. I once said “Arghh I just want to kill them” about someone. She responded with, “Dig the hole first!” We laughed…
And then I told her I couldn’t do that. That would make it premeditated.
We laughed some more.
No, I never took a class on how to kill someone either. And no, I have no stash of empty holes in the woods anywhere.










Doug gazed across the snow-caked hedgerows and listened to the voices swirling through his mind. He’d been hearing them for some time—had been ignoring them for almost as long. Resigned, he headed down the path from his backyard to the moors beyond, and let the disembodied cacophony have its say, regardless of the imagery provided. A falling star darted across the sky as the first voice wiggled in the dew around him, whispering truths.
Charlie.

The six-year-old tow headed boy had been vibrant, energetic, before the sickness. His preschool and kindergarten teachers had expressed adoration to the point of sounding facetious, from his handwriting skills to his overly generous and polite behavior, but Doug knew it was genuine—because it was Charlie. He’d always been the boy to brighten anyone’s sour mood, make even the grumpiest of old men smile, and melt the hearts of complete strangers within minutes. Whenever they were in public, elderly women made a point of stopping them and mentioning Charlie’s crooked smile. His habit of using his fingertip to pull the other cheek up further, in an effort to even out his smile, was even more endearing than the smile itself.
Charlie’s voice, however, made his grin pale. It had always had the ability to break through other sounds and demand attention, though not with an annoying childish pitch. Even when upset or whining, it was lyrical, like an early morning songbird. Cotton candy on a summer day—light and sweet, bringing joy to those that experienced it. The sudden weight loss changed his smile, and the unexplained vomiting had affected Charlie’s voice. Doug hated that his memory held onto that version of his son’s sweet timbre.
“Daddy, help.” The rasping and sadness clung to the remembered words and broke Doug’s heart anew. He swallowed past the lump in his throat as he listened to the ghostly words, “I don’t want any more medicine.”
His son had gone through a battery of tests and treatments, as he was pumped full of liquid hope. Doug and his wife, Amy, talked to doctors and specialists and counselors. They spoke in calm tones, fearful gasps, and angry desperation. From life threatening to common childhood illnesses, the hospital staff ran the gamut of possibilities as they tried to save the boy. In the process, Charlie suffered collapsed veins, tubes and tests destroyed his esophageal lining, and a family was traumatized. Eventually, he had been treated for viral meningitis—even after several spinal taps and numerous fluid smears were stained and tested and retested, with no conclusive results. But he’d been treated too late, misdiagnosed or not.
Doug remembered the pallor of Charlie’s skin as it became loose, lost the elasticity of youth, dried, and cracked under the pressure of poking and prodding. He remembered the bruising that looked like a used up prostitute’s track marks had been misplaced and laid across his scrawny, freckled arms. Outside of Charlie’s appearance, demeanor and condition, Doug remembered the quiet of the medical staff. The way they regarded Amy and him with concern, and offered to medicate them as well, to help them sleep—or even just relax and keep their own food down.
“No more, daddy.” Charlie’s voice broke the memory like headlights through a fog, and Doug looked around the dark path expecting to see the ghost of his son. “I don’t want to go to sleep…”

His son’s final words faded into the night around him. Doug found himself reaching out at nothing, trying to grasp at the memory as if it were physical, as if Charlie’s ghost were standing in front of him. A break in the heavy canopy of pines allowed the moonlight to fall across him and he saw the dark shadows smeared across his hand rather than the unnatural nocturnal glow, which his pale skin should have reflected. He had no time to ponder the darkness on him as another voice filled the night around him.
“Da—Dee…” His daughter’s broken word seeped into his mind, blocked out the moonlight, and overpowered her older brother’s memory.
“Hannah.” A single tear fell down his cheek. Its salty warmth stung his chilled skin. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m here now.”

Doug had been out of town when Hannah began to vomit. Amy didn’t call him right away, claiming later that she thought it was only the flu and blaming him for not calling home while he was off having too much fun with his work buddies. Because of the insecurities that Amy developed after Charlie’s death, he wasn’t there as they strapped his three-year-old down and began taking spinal fluid for testing. He wasn’t available when the hallucinations started and she wailed at the things she was seeing in the room. Things that she couldn’t explain, that terrified her, and worried the adults around her. Doug wasn’t on hand when she begged for him to the point of hysterics and had to be restrained and sedated. By the time Doug returned from the corporate retreat, she’d been in the hospital for three days and four nights, but Doug’s anger at Amy was immediately forgotten at the sight of his daughter. The hollows around her eyes were black echoes of Charlie’s hospital stay—living reminders of the tiny coffin that haunted Doug’s nightmares. Her barely understandable baby talk had reverted due to tubes and masks and fear. She had run out of tears by the time Doug’s began.
Faint recollections of Charlie’s voice bounced in the hospital hallways, as Doug ran to Hannah’s room. He pushed them away, ignored them, and pleaded with his mind and forsaken God to leave him in peace. He concentrated his efforts on his daughter and tried to forget his son long enough to save her.
He failed on both counts.
Hannah lasted a little longer than Charlie had. The doctors, however, were not convinced enough of their diagnosis to claim that their treatments were responsible for her strength. Amy said it was God, but Doug believed it was Hannah’s age and innocence that helped her hang on—because quitting wasn’t an option yet in her world. He had arrived in time to see them pump her full of morphine, and watched as the last vestiges of his sweet three-year-old vanished under the heavy medication.
She lasted two days after he had returned and set up camp in her semi-private hospital room in the children’s ward. One day after he had finally hushed Charlie’s ghost.
Amy was a wreck as they lowered the casket into the ground. She wailed and refused to watch. She screamed at God for taking her babies. Swore she’d never go to church again and was barely able to stand when it was time to leave. To Doug it seemed her muscles and mind had simply gone numb, shut down from the stress. She stared at him from behind lost eyes. She didn’t answer the call when Elizabeth cried for her. Doug’s sister finally took the baby, suggesting she keep the infant for a few days and give the two of them some time alone.
Doug didn’t hear his sister’s words, muffled among the whispers and wind of the graveyard. He didn’t comprehend the meaning above the din of his children’s voices. All he could do was stare at the dirt above Charlie, in the next plot, and feel his heart sink at the sight. The ground had settled since the previous summer and grass had begun to sprout. Life goes on. Doug’s sister hushed Elizabeth’s cries, while Doug tried to reconcile what was happening to his family.

“Elizabeth.” As Doug exited the narrow trail past the moors and came into the moonlit edge of the graveyard, he remembered his daughter’s giggle as if her joy were being echoed across the melting sky. He could make out the stones of his children from the path and his breath caught. He swallowed past the lump in his throat and held tight to the sound of her laughter, the smell of her tender skin, as he made his way through the markers. “Dumplin…”

Elizabeth had been only six-months-old when Hannah joined Charlie in the cold ground. Robby hadn’t even been conceived yet. Doug remembered the tests and scans, panic and worry, they had endured with their youngest daughter. Convinced that whatever was killing their children was genetic, they had signed papers and allowed the doctors to dig up the soiled white coffins of Charlie and Hannah for tissue samples and bone marrow cores. They were determined to figure out exactly what it was and whether or not Elizabeth had it.
He wasn’t required to be there for the exhumation, but he couldn’t let his children be unearthed alone. Amy stayed in bed that day, neither talking nor crying. She was barely a lump under the covers, refusing to acknowledge what was happening to her children. Wanting nothing to do with the memories being dug up. Unwilling to accept the ends justifying the means. By noon, Doug wished he had stayed with her.
He’d never be able to erase the visual of his daughter’s casket tipping in the chains that lifted it, or how his imagination forgot it was sealed and pictured her tiny form tumbling free. He could see her pristine white dress in tatters, her hair a dull vestige of its flaxen reality. His mind didn’t imagine her face, or the condition it would be in, and for that he was thankful. But a shiver ran through him and he turned away from the possibility of her pale hand against the dark ground, like an overused movie direction.
Doug would sleep fitfully for weeks due to the image of Charlie’s coffin—scratched from chains and careless backhoe teeth, smeared with wet dirt and the tiny spots he knew without inspection to be slugs and other underground life forms trying to gain access to the bounty of food his son had become. He cursed himself for caving to the pressure of a “green” burial that included neither chemicals nor a cement vault for the coffin. Doug hadn’t known a noise could break his heart until they unscrewed the lid and pried it off with a crowbar, producing a loud crack that reverberated in his chest.
He reminded himself that it was for the good of Elizabeth and closed his eyes—blocking out the sights, but being mentally battered by the sounds of heavy equipment and men whose morbid job came with dark humor and a sense of normalcy. He tried to pretend he didn’t know the meaning of the foremen’s announcement, but he couldn’t forget the eager look of the lab techs waiting on the sidelines for their turn at the bodies of his children.
In the end, they found nothing significant.
Trace amounts of arsenic were attributed to the town’s new water filtration center and ignored, as several pediatricians had reported it and declared the levels safe. Low iron counts were supposedly due to anemia developed from the vomiting and subsequent malabsorption. At home, the couple changed everything, from dish soap to laundry detergent, from diaper brands to grocery stores shopped at for fresh produce. After more than a year of poking and prodding, praying to stop whatever was happening to their children, Elizabeth was physically drained from the battery of tests, and confused by the walls Amy had thrown up to protect her from the heartache of another death. The child was hurt by her mother’s behavior, but Elizabeth was still healthy.
Doug began to relax. Amy seemed to only grow more anxious. The doctors were beyond themselves. They threw their hands up and declared it a medical mystery, or for lack of something better, a new strain of meningitis. Doug tried not to punch the specialist that spoke about the paper he planned to write about the discovery. Doug told himself it would do no good, but the man planned to become famous and gain credibility in the field. The doctor spoke of the anomaly in clinical tones, but he never asked how Doug and Amy were doing since losing two children. It didn’t stop the man or bring his children back, yet Doug felt better after bloodying the man’s nose. The subsequent fine and five days of county jail time, however, only added to the invisible stress breaking Doug’s marriage apart.
Amy became distant, quiet. The light-hearted joy and childish whimsy that Doug had fallen in love with had been systematically destroyed by antiseptic smells and stained hospital linens, supportive friends and mourning relatives. Expressions he neither recognized nor understood punctuated the random conversations they managed to fumble through. And as the steady flow of flowers and cards eventually came to a stop, as the small reminders around the house were slowly put away, as the constant phone calls of sympathy and concern went quiet, Amy’s mood only deepened.
Doug had expected her to come back from the depths of her broken heart, at least on some level, when the doctor’s had cleared Elizabeth of any medical danger. He had hoped his wife would laugh again, even if only for a moment. He wished to see her smile and enjoy Elizabeth’s youthful zeal, for Amy’s eyes to light up at their remaining child’s discoveries or healthy growth. He had waited, patiently, treading lightly and trying to be supportive of the depression the doctors called normal and natural. He waited for his wife to return—to at least become a shadow of the woman he had fallen in love with. Instead she became a shell, a hollow reminder of what was. Her tears fell silent, but he could see her dying inside. When she finally spoke about the heartache of losing Charlie and Hannah, and the emptiness of the aftermath, it wasn’t what Doug was expecting.
“I miss the visitors.”
“What?” He raised an eyebrow as her sudden words broke the silence of their nightly routine.
“The visitors. The wellwishers.” She continued to look at the glass of chilled Merlot in her hand, untouched and rapidly warming to room temperature. “They did more than console, they reminded me of Hannah…of Charlie.”
“Hon—”
“I know. I know I’m supposed to be trying to heal, to forget, but how can I? How can I just forget my children?” Her voice grew louder and Doug glanced at the baby monitor, waiting for Elizabeth’s sleep to be disturbed by the sound of her mother’s voice gradually rising to a frenzied pitch. “Have you forgotten them? Have you forgotten the sweet way Charlie’s mouth curled up when he tried something new? Or the way Hannah would roll her Rs like she’d been born across the border?”
No, Doug thought. I remember. But I also remember the way his lips looked at the end when they were dried and cracked and bleeding. When he was crying because they burned and no ointment seemed to give him any relief. I remember the way Hannah’s tongue swelled in reaction to the morphine, filling her mouth and preventing her from pronouncing the Rs, properly or not. I remember plenty. I forgot nothing.
“Amy, we need to figure out how to go on. We have to… For Elizabeth.” As if on cue, their two-year-old squawked through the monitor and he stood to retrieve her. “Maybe counseling? Would that—”
The sound of their daughter vomiting through the speaker stopped his movement and spoken words, as his mind screamed with parental fear and agony. Oh God, not again!
“Elizabeth!” Amy pushed past him and ran up the stairs, skipping every other one in her frantic rush to save their daughter.
Elizabeth was hospitalized within the hour. Amy started calling their friends and family immediately upon registration. Shortly after Elizabeth was assigned a room and the doctors were called in to begin the process again, the support circle started to filter into the waiting room. Several nodded at Doug but he didn’t notice. He alternately stared at posters—reading their messages of fetal alcohol poisoning or prenatal care, and absorbing none of their meanings—and hearing the voices of his dead children haunt the hallways.
He’d seen enough of this ward. Smelled enough death. And felt his mind begin to crack. His sadness twisted in his gut and became the bitter twang of anger. His frustration festered as it swirled around the memory of his children and became poisonous. There was no consolation for him, only raw emotion that churned through his system hoping for a feeble notion, a random spark of an idea that would lead to the proper diagnosis, an effective treatment. Somewhere there had to be a doctor that could figure this out. Somewhere there had to be a specialist that could stop this. Somewhere there had to be hope.
Somewhere.
He swore he heard Charlie’s voice as a little boy with stark blond hair and a crooked smile was wheeled past, a fresh cast pale against his thin leg. The haircut was wrong and Doug didn’t recognize the nurse pushing the boy, but the lilt, the innocence of finding adventure in an injury rather than lasting trauma, was his son resurrected. He turned to follow them and almost called out to his son before a familiar nurse exited a room in front of him—Charlie’s nurse—and reminded Doug his son was dead. He saw the recognition on her face, mingled with concern, as she offered him a weak smile.
He turned away, unwilling to answer the unasked questions behind her eyes and was immediately convinced that Hannah herself had giggled, as curly piggytails went bobbing past him in some other man’s arms. The tiny hands gripping the man’s shoulder were tipped in pink polish and he realized his mistake immediately—Amy would never have allowed her daughter’s nails to be colored like a trollop’s. The giggle resounded along the hallways as the young girl and her father walked away from Doug, and he felt his chest tighten. Immediately visions of his children invaded the air in front of him. They weren’t laughing, weren’t walking out of the ward. Instead, the images were wasting away on white sheets and surrounded by worthless machines and frustrated doctors. The hospital brought his children to life, but not the way he wished. Not healthy and laughing. Instead, they were sickly. Weak.
Yet, they were present. They surrounded him, imagined or mistaken, and he didn’t know if he was soothed by the thought or disturbed. Were they there for Elizabeth? Were they there to take her with them, or to help Doug and Amy figure out what was wrong and save their baby sister instead.
Doug had never been a religious man, but found himself in the hospital chapel more and more often. He wasn’t praying to God or Mother Mary or any of the saints of his childhood beliefs. No, there was no spiritual hope in this chapel. He was talking to his children.
He whispered to Charlie and Hannah, clinging to the pre-sickness memories but finding himself bombarded with images of their last days. He swallowed past the visual and begged them for help. He replayed their illnesses in the quiet shadows of candlelight. The smell of lemon oil hugged the mahogany and overpowered the imagined scent of baby shampoo. The cold silence of the chapel did nothing to help his state of mind or youngest daughter, as he whispered the names of his dead children like a mantra and pleaded for understanding. He went so far as to welcome the tiny innocent timbres that had been haunting him, eager for some insight, some relief. But when he was most willing to listen they fell silent, and Doug began using the solitude to read and reread the medical records, looking for anything, hoping to see something the doctors may have missed.
Doug hadn’t figured it out by the time Elizabeth succumbed to the mysterious illness and went silent at 3 o’clock in the morning the following Tuesday.
Her tiny fingers seemed to turn cold almost immediately in his grip, as her breath shuddered and stopped, and Doug fought the urge to not let go. As he set her hand down and brought his own to cover his mouth, he noticed the gentle pink of her fingers had darkened and the smooth nails had developed strange ridges, like speed bumps running each length. His brow furrowed at the sight but his mind was already swirling downward into an abyss of pain and he quickly filed it away. He’d lost Elizabeth. He was now childless. He had once been filled with love and wonder at the sight of his children. Had once been under the spell of their innocence. Now he was filled with nothing but sorrow and blackness.

He looked up as he approached the graves of his children, half expecting to see them sitting there anticipating playtime—waiting for daddy to throw them in the air and catch them as they fell back to earth. They were not there. Their voices, however, were still strong enough in his mind to seem real and he answered them, one after another, as he touched their tombstones in turn.
“Charlie.” His hand trailed across the top of the simple white marble leaving a dark shadow in its path.
“Hannah.” He rested his hand on the cold stone a moment, before pulling it away and leaving a heavy print behind for the moonlight to swallow.
“Elizabeth.” He knelt down before the tiny stone with the lamb on top and traced his daughter’s name with a sticky finger.
Doug looked to the freshly dug hole to his right and crumbled to his knees, “Robby.”
He and Amy had been mourning the death of one child after another for years and their marriage had crumbled to nothing more than a strangled friendship. They had become roommates who barely spoke. In a fit of depression they’d gotten drunk. In a moment of stupor she’d gotten pregnant. And less than six months after he could call himself father again, Doug was preparing to bury another child.

The doctors had called Robby’s death an accident. There had been no precursory vomiting, no weight loss, and the abruptness of it was chalked up to Sudden Infant Death Syndrome. But Doug had smelled the vomit in the room when he found Robby dead that morning. He had seen the stains on the brand new Winnie the Pooh sheets that couldn’t have come from Robby’s siblings, but from a sloppy attempt to clean up the mess with a rag rather than a washing machine. And in the waiting room of the hospital, while flipping aimlessly through a magazine, he’d run across the answer that had eluded doctors over the years.
Munchausen by Proxy Syndrome.
He learned that it was named after a German dignitary that told outlandish tales and Doug’s mind tried to equate it to “crying wolf”. The article claimed the condition was relatively uncommon, but could be deadly. Most of the time, according to the magazine, it was simply a parent or caregiver exaggerating symptoms or making up conditions for medical attention. On occasion, the need for attention went beyond that and the adult intentionally made the child physically sick. Several of the more famous cases led to the deaths of children and years of investigation. Seeking the sympathy of those around them, the caregiver often also enjoyed the power they held over those with more authority, as they continued to baffle medical specialists and thrive off the attention of their communities.
He read the article with sadness and disgust, wondering how a parent could possibly hurt their own child for attention. He opened his mouth to comment to Amy but the words died on his breath. She was smiling as the familiar faces of pediatric nurses and friends entered the room. Not a weak, weary smile meant to appease or acknowledge, but a wide beaming grin of comfort.
Attention.
Doug saw the expression he hadn’t understood at home. He heard the lilt of her voice as she swallowed alligator tears to tell each new visitor what had happened to bring them there. He watched her as he replayed history in his mind.
Amy had always cried harder when others were around. If the phone went silent for too long, she would call friends in a fit of tears and rage that hadn’t been there before she had dialed. The hollow, empty eyes Doug had grown accustomed to sparked to life whenever the doorbell rang. She’d seemed more surprised than upset when Charlie took a turn for the worse. She hadn’t called Doug when Hannah got sick. Elizabeth had been fine while under the watchful eyes of doctors and microscopes. His children… His wife.
Doug’s stomach flipped. The acids rose to the back of his throat. He dropped the magazine and ran down the hall toward the public bathrooms.
Splashing the spittle and vomit from his face with cold water, he felt his empathy run down the drain. His sadness and pain turned sour, became bitter. He wanted to scream at the top of his lungs. He wanted to shake the doctors until they were unconscious for not seeing it, not catching it. Instead he sunk to the tile and sobbed—saying goodbye to his children, his marriage, his life as he knew it—until his tears dried up and his heart hardened.
When he stood again he was no longer a man being strong and holding in his pain, he was the parent of several victims, holding in his anger. He punched the mirror above the sink and looked at the cracked reflection. The mosaic held some deeper meaning, but he was only vaguely aware of it as he turned away and headed to the morgue, to visit Robby one last time.

He pulled his hand back from Elizabeth’s etched name, not noticing the smeared outline he had left behind and pulled his knees to his chest. His anger had boiled right over into numbness and Doug had been fully functioning on autopilot by that first evening. He couldn’t remember the rest of that day in the hospital. He barely remembered the two days he had survived since.
And he didn’t remember hurting Amy.
But he could still see her on the kitchen floor where he’d left her. See the bits of red and white and purplish-blue against the wall near the trashcan. He could see the paleness of what remained of her sweet smile and the way it contrasted to the deep red that flowed around her head. He didn’t remember the trigger that had snapped in his mind and caused him to shoot his wife in the face, but he could still smell the gunpowder. He could smell the blood that had filled the room, and followed him to the graveyard. He could taste the anger that stung his blood splattered lips and cracked his voice when he tried to speak to his children along the path.
“More.” That was it.
She had suggested they have more children—while her baby lay in a mortuary waiting to join his siblings. Robby wasn’t even cold and she was already thinking of the next one. Did she forget them so easily? Had she always? Was it all a game, all part of a greater plan for attention and she nothing more than a neverending baby factory? Was Charlie no more than a trial run for her? Had Robby died too quickly? What had happened to the woman he’d married, loved? He didn’t know. He only knew the man he’d once been was also gone. Replaced by a shell of a father, an angry husband, a bitter human with nothing to cling to. Nothing to stop him.
Doug pleaded with the cold stones in front of him for forgiveness. He should have seen, should have known, but had now taken care of the problem and craved their support. He needed to hear their voices, smell their hair, and smile at their discoveries. But he would find no solace in the silent graveyard. The voices that had been haunting him since Charlie’s death almost four year’s beforehand had finally quieted. Their message understood. Their revenge dealt.
“Charlie…” He whispered his son’s name as he lay down across the brown grass and dappled snow that covered the graves of his lost children. There were no words that would console him. Only fading memories of happiness and death, clinging to him like dew.
He lay there for hours, holding cold steel with warm bloody hands—until the metal warmed in his grip and the flesh cooled to meet the temperature around it—hoping to hear them one last time. The smells of morning and sounds of night switched places, but the silence that hung in the graveyard matched the solitude in his mind. The pre-dawn light pulled the purple of the heathers from the shadows as he begged with the voices, “Don’t go.”
He forced himself to remember the curl of Charlie’s lips, the lilt of Hannah’s laugh, the brightness of Elizabeth’s eyes, and the softness of Robby’s breath. Doug pushed the sickness and death, the loneliness and heartache, away. He delved into his memory for happier times. He recalled how each of them had said Daddy in their own unique way. And he felt his anger subside, as the cool steam of his breath dissipated in front of him.
He pulled their voices from his mind and let them free on the morning air. Full of wonder and love, Doug stared upward at the last abandoned star of the night sky and pulled the trigger with a whisper, “I’m coming.”

Story Notes:
Written for an anthology based on Nick Cave songs that fell through at the eleventh hour, this was a harsh story to tell. I listened to the song on an endless loop and destroyed a friend’s entire family, and another friend’s daughter because I needed more kids than Buddha had. I hate naming characters and for this I stole directly from those friends, but that’s all I stole. None of the characters are anything like these, and Amy wouldn’t hurt a fly. Thanks to Doug and Amy for approval to use their family names. And to Hannah, whose father said, “Ask her, not me.”












The door locked automatically with a loud, metallic clank and reminded Leah of the childhood visits with her father. Unlike the memories of her father’s asylum, here a poorly maintained buzzer wailed through the hallways like a gigantic dying bug. The broken echo announced the security status of the building and the beginning of her first lunatic fringe session.
“If you’re done pushing each other’s buttons, we can begin.” Dr. Leah Hadley tried to cover her nervousness with authority.
Arranged in a half circle, the chairs in the small room housed an eclectic collection of misfits. The men wore thin cotton pants patterned with Looney Tunes characters, pullover v-neck shirts, and loafer-style slippers. Their social handicaps were punctuated by an odd mix of physical ailments and projection, from the pigment challenged to the vivid ink of a bodysuit tattoo. The degree of insanity and mayhem in their demeanor and expressions united society’s unwanted, as much as divided them.
A few snickers and incoherent cusses rolled around the circle, like the wave in a football stadium. Dr. Hadley pushed her glasses up on her curved, beak-like nose and said nothing as she absently tapped the clipboard in her lap with the nibbled eraser of her pencil. One foot crossed over the other and kept beat. The hospital issued slip-on footwear clashed with her business casual, but matched those around her.
She studied the floor, waiting for the men to settle down. The bland tiles beneath her were scrubbed clean on a daily basis and coated in a smoke-stain-yellow layer of wax. Yet, hidden among the small pieces of crayon wrapper and pencil shavings that currently speckled the floor, she could still see the deep gouges from the recent scissor fight that led to her predecessor’s exit.
What am I doing? Leah thought, looking around the room. Individually they were difficult, together they could be dangerous. One time. I’ll just get through today—baby steps—and then decide whether it works or should be explored further.
The white, oversized-brick walls around her were covered with pencil sketches, crayon art, and poetry in an array of handwriting styles. Done with an unsteady hand that could belong to anyone, from a child to an arthritic geriatric, the drawings were nonetheless explicit. On one roughly torn sheet of Manila paper, a crude stick figure died. The body was complete—a circular face with a frozen smile and Xs for eyes, and lines representing the torso and limbs were all present—but not intact. The stick person had been dismembered, scattered about the paper and adorned with heavy red dots and slashes. She turned her attention to another piece of art and had just begun to analyze the dripping, black watercolor wash that almost obscured the image of a boy and puppy beneath it, when one of the men spoke up.
“Fine, Doc.” The thin inmate to her left offered. “What’s on the agenda today?”
The other men shifted in their chairs. Eyes rolled and yawns were exaggerated. Fingers were interlaced behind heads and arms crossed in defiant resignation, as the group finally stopped fidgeting.
“Thank you, Simon.” She tucked the strand of loose hair behind her ear. “Today we’ll be discussing your feelings—”
“Jesus Christ on a stick! You’re kidding, right?” Kane slouched in his chair, his head flopping backward in disgust.
“No, I’m not.” All external attempts at poise were betrayed as her eyes flashed with knowledge and fear, but she reminded herself that he was the reason for this experiment. “And you’ve lost your crayons for that outburst.” She jotted his name and crayons on her legal pad. “Kane,” she had been warned not to use his first name. “We need to discuss—”
“We don’t need to discuss anything. We’re men of action.” He paused for a few snickers, acknowledging them with a grin. “You’re the one that needs. You need us. Otherwise you’d what? Work at Walmart?”
She winced but said nothing. He couldn’t possibly know that she’d worked there during college. “We need to monitor your feelings in order to adjust your treatment.” She noticed that all the Tweety Bird images on his pants had been blacked out. “And your markers need to be turned in as well.”
“Well, I feel fine. Can I go home now?” Kane ignored her punishment and spat the words without looking away from the ceiling. “Mom probably misses me.”
“Your mother died the day you were born, loser,” James Patrick Weiss offered, his pasty albino skin reflecting the artificial florescence of the overhead bulbs.
“If she hadn’t, she would’ve offed herself the first time you lapped her tit.” Charles interjected to no one in particular and snorted, laughing at his own joke. He scratched at an angry red mark on his arm that looked suspiciously like teeth marks.
“Don’t joke about my mother, assholes.” Fists clenched and unclenched at the end of Kane’s sinewy arms. Charles’ eyes briefly matched his wild, Einstein hairdo as they bulged, silently daring Kane to do something. James pushed his emaciated frame back into the chair, pink eyes downcast, in an attempt to back away from the confrontation that his quick mouth had started.
“Enough.” Dr. Hadley’s gentle voice cracked slightly as she barked the order. “It’s no wonder you’ve gone through six therapists in as many months.” Frustration brought emotion to her voice and she pursed her lips. “Now focus or you’ll all lose the rest of your art supplies—again.”
“We don’t want art supplies. Well, except the crayons. I want those back.” Kane grinned wickedly, addressing her nametag rather than her face. “What we want is models—preferably naked ones.” A cheer rolled around the room.
“We don’t deserve to be free, ma’am.” Simon Allen Fischer interrupted the outburst and met her glare. His elongated expression appeared sadder than usual, exaggerating the natural Mr. Ed mockery that was his face.
“Really?” She ignored Kane and turned to Simon, noting that even in here he carried himself like a gentleman. “Well, let’s start with you then, Simon.” She flipped the page over and wrote his name at the top of a clean sheet. “You stalked and killed nine female mimes. You revisited those crimes both physically and emotionally, to remember your feelings…”
“Ten.”
“Pardon?”
“I killed ten. You said nine.”
“Oh, sorry. Ten.” She jotted the number down and underlined it. “Simon, tell us how you feel differently now. What emotions make you say that, when just eighteen months ago you would have gladly gone after number eleven?” She gave a cursory glance around the room to see if the others were paying attention or fiddling and blocking out what was said, as usual.
“It was wrong to cut them up like that. It was wrong to tape their hands.”
“Why?” She began taking notes. Dr. Hadley had decided to start over with this group. Previous doctors had all taken different angles on treatment and she couldn’t use the montage of their notes to continue in any one direction. She had taken their observations and chosen her own direction shortly after her session with Kane. He reminded her of her father in many ways. There was something in his eyes that created a unity, a kinship of sorts, beyond the spree killing that locked them both away for life. She couldn’t pinpoint the similarity, but it festered, eventually developing into a need to cure him—or at least understand him, in hopes of understanding her late father.
“Because I wouldn’t want to be cut up.” Simon’s voice, reduced to a hoarse whisper, interrupted her thoughts.
“Yeah, like they even felt it. They were dead already, numbnuts.” Kane pulled his head up and stared at Simon in disbelief.
“Kane,” She shot him a glare over the top of her glasses. “Do you want to go next?”
“Bitch.” Kane rolled his eyes and flopped his head back again.
“Simon?” Dr. Hadley ignored Kane.
“Yeah?”
“Continue.”
“Oh. They should have been allowed to talk.”
“Talk?” She cocked her head like an inquisitive dog and circled his last name on her notepad. Leah herself hadn’t spoken for three months after the Sheriff showed up to take her father away during Sunday dinner.
“Yeah, they were all mute. You know? They could hear just fine, but without their hands they couldn’t talk. What passed for screams was garbled and unclear. And well, a whimpering mute mime just isn’t fun…um, fair. I lost interest and killed them. Maybe I wouldn’t have… Maybe I should treat people the way I want to be treated.” He looked at Anthony Michael Pelacani, “Like when Tony’s watching me. I don’t like that.”
“Anthony?” Her eyebrows arched in perfectly symmetrical, expertly plunked, unison. “Did you hear that?”
“Yeah.” He shifted in his chair. His short but muscular tattooed form spoke volumes, his tone never changed. “So I can’t look at people now?”
She flipped a few pages, scanned the information and spoke matter-of-factly. “Perhaps it’s because of your M.O. You killed young men.”
“I look pretty young.” Simon’s face screwed up into a worried expression.
“You ain’t young enough.” Anthony’s crooked smirk became a look of disappointment.
“But you don’t look at me, you study me.”
Anthony’s voice faded into a concentrated whisper. “You don’t have a puppy, either.”
“Puppy?” Dr. Hadley questioned, as she openly searched the pages for previous notes.
She had always read his diagnosis as pedophilic cannibal, but his comments made her second guess the intended victims of his crimes. Charged with the murder of several boys under the age of twelve, the dogs were never brought into the picture because it was widely believed that he killed them only because they were in the way. The day he was interrupted, the blood on his clothing was from the young boy, but the smears around his mouth, the pieces of flesh wedged between his teeth, were from the puppies. She quickly realized it was the boys who were in the way. She shuddered and knew she’d be in reference journals the rest of the day on him alone.
“Sure,” Anthony’s lips remained parted and he ran the tip of his tongue along his teeth. “Man’s best friend.”
“How do you feel differently now, Anthony?” Dr. Hadley tried to force him back into the conversation as she watched his eyes begin to glaze over in remembrance.
“Who said I did?” He blinked slowly.
“Who said any of us did?” Kane popped his head up again, triumphantly nodding at Anthony, as if he’d found a new ally.
“Well, that’s what we’re here to ascertain.” She met Anthony’s stare for as long as she could.
“Should we back up your progress a few therapists and discuss the feelings you had while committing your crimes?”
The men grumbled. Several wiped their hands on their pants nervously and hid their faces from her. Inspired by the power of her suggestion, she relaxed a bit, a wicked thought formulating.
“Or are you really just useless warts on the ass of society—with no plans to repent, change, or in any other way admit that maybe, just maybe, you were wrong?” She hoped they would be controllable after their meds, and that pushing them in their subdued state would give her some insight to their non-medicated minds, methods and madness.
“Did you just call us ass warts?” Charles barely held his snort until the end of the question, one hand covering his mouth, eyes wide in disbelief.
“Yes, I did.” Dr. Hadley noticed they’d all sat up, actually engaged for a change.
The collective was responsible for over fifty deaths, ranging from accidentally pathetic to calculated cruelty. Charles Martin Mills was the least of her problems, falling into the first category. His crimes, up until that fateful night, were minor—breaking and entering, with destruction of property. The ambiguity of his messages was lost on the victims, as they were only frightened that someone had broken into their lives and hacked Barbies and baby dolls to pieces. According to Charles, they misconstrued the meaning to be threats against their children. Therapy had yet to reveal the true motive.
The night he mistook a bassinette for a child’s toy, and the baby inside for a doll, was the final straw for his thin hold on sanity. The police found him crying on the floor, holding parts of the dismembered infant. By the time the cops took him away, he’d already lost whatever purpose had propelled him. He was no longer a madman on a mission. Now, he was simply cracked.
“What? If I treat you like you treat each other, then you’ll listen?” Dr. Hadley pushed rhetorically.
“Ass warts…” James chuckled.
“Or did you just find that absurd coming out of my mouth?” She ignored Weiss and smirked right back at Charles. “How’d it make you feel when I called you that?”
“Christ, lady. And they say we’re the crazy ones?” Kane reached over and poked at James’ translucent arm. “Tell me, ya open sore of a human, did it make you feel superior to kill all those minorities?” He punctuated the jab with a deep belly-rumbling laugh.
“Ok…” Dr. Hadley chewed her bottom lip for a moment before voicing her idea. “Go with that, Kane. Why don’t you guys be the therapists? Why not talk to each other instead of me? Free reign.”
Kane raised an eyebrow. “So, Charles,” he leaned forward, elbows on his knees and propped his folded hands under his chin. “How did you feel getting caught because you’re stupid and thought that baby was a doll? How did you feel when you were covered in blood and not even two showers would remove the stench from your nose? Did your doll butchering days blur as you realized your true calling?”
“Shut up, Tracy.” Simon twisted in his chair to face away from Kane. “Don’t do that to him.”
“Don’t fucking call me that! I’ve warned you before, that ain’t my name.” Kane’s eyeteeth showed in a furious snarl.
“It appears it is,” Dr. Hadley consulted her notes and poured salt into the open wound she’d been cautioned to avoid. Happy to see any kind of reaction at this point, she continued, “Tracy Kane…hmm.” She tapped her pencil on the paper, uncrossed her legs, and leaned forward to mimic his pose, a curious expression on her face. “No middle name?”
“Nope, never had one.” His sneer dissipated with the question.
“What proper killer has only two names?” Simon turned back and snickered. “Did you have a nickname from the press? Was it ‘The No Middle Name Killer’?” Simon was standing up to Kane.
“Dahmer didn’t have three names.” Charles piped in.
“Sure he did, they just didn’t use them all.” Simon held a hand up to Charles, without taking his eyes off Kane.
“Shut the fuck up, Simon. You’re nothing but a two bit hack that lucked out, ya dickless wonder.” Kane’s cheeks flushed with anger and the other inmates leaned forward like a group of schoolchildren watching a playground fight.
What would it take, she wondered—her thoughts straying from professional decorum—to push a normal person to snap and kill someone? What had pushed her father? And hadn’t these men all been technically normal at some point? What made them go over the edge? Where was that edge, and how close was she getting to it right now? She worried briefly, but held tight to her belief that they were caged and medicated. They were nothing more than pacing lions that couldn’t eat the zoo’s patrons.
“You’re what? Six foot, a hundred and twenty pounds? I bet you wore black and white and cried like a six-year-old bitch with a skinned knee while you killed them.” Kane continued, his hands randomly gesturing with certain words. “You’re like the meek librarian; all this knowledge but afraid to speak. Is that what you saw in the mirror—a female mute trying to crawl out of your questionably male persona?” Kane sat back.
“You don’t know anything. You didn’t even have a pattern—no distinguishable disease or reasoning that anyone could find.” A tear ran down Simon’s face. His eyes squinted tighter as his mouth widened in anger. “We know…we’ve all paid attention during your lunchtime outbursts and what we’ve overheard the doctors saying to each other. Hell, at least the rest of us were competent enough to stand trial and lose. You were just a loser to begin with—you and your insanity plea bullshit.”
“Charles was insane, too.” James added to the fray and placed himself in harm’s way.
“Oh damn, look at him.” Kane swung an arm in the direction of the wild-eyed man, “Look at Chuckie, here. He’s beyond insane. He looks, walks, and talks like Charles fucking Manson. Christ, he’s even got the goofy swastika on his forehead that he paints on every week with a goddamned magic marker. Not man enough to kill humans—” he glanced at Anthony Pelacani, “or even animals—Chuckie attacked dolls for God’s sake.”
“There’s nothing wrong with looking like Manson.” Spittle flew from between his clenched teeth as Charles spoke. “And it was an accident. That baby. Before that I was making a peaceful statement.”
“Christ, Charles. It was a baby!” Kane’s eyes rounded to match his gaping mouth. “Even the most brutal killers don’t go after babies—”
“Well, it was an ugly baby. I thought it had to be a doll!” Charles swallowed audibly.
James leaned over and half-pushed, half-punched Charles. “How hard is to take down a baby? No harder than a doll, ugly or not. They can’t run. They can’t protect themselves. Easy pickin’ for a simplistic, accidental killer who doesn’t deserve to be in this room with the rest of us.”
“Fuckwad,” Charles turned to Dr. Hadley for help but she simply shrugged and gestured that he deal with it. He locked in on James. “You’re one to talk. A fucking minority killer. Oooh, big deal. Just a goddamned glorified skinhead that hates everyone that isn’t like you. Newsflash Whitey, no one is like you—you albino freak.” As Charles’ voice rose in defiance, he sounded sane and the others gawked at him. “You just hate. Pure, simple, white hot hate.”
“Hate is a powerful tool.” James smirked and Charles backed down, slumping in his chair and causing it to groan with a squeaking cry of resistance.
Something about the look was different. Void of all emotion except hatred, James’ pink eyes seemed sinister to Dr. Hadley—she understood Charles’ retreat.
“What’s wrong, Charles?” James continued to goad the shaken man, his voice carried the power that comes with the recognition of fear or weakness.
“Jesus, Weiss—lay off him. He’s a fucking nut and we all know it. You get your kicks out of picking on the lesser minds? You miss your old roomie and his simpleton ways so much that you have to find a new bitch to harass?” Anthony finally rejoined the fray.
“Ah yes, Dear Sweet Nikolai. I do miss him.” James rubbed his cleanshaven head as he spoke. “He was a Grade A psychopath with a touch of paranoia and some undiagnosed maternal issues—a veritable bouquet of torture just waiting to happen.”
Anthony laughed, “Did you threaten to bleach him nice and white like yourself, like you did to your victims? Or just his ass, to dig at his homophobia?”
“Fuck, I leave the homo shit to you, fag.”
“You son of a—” Anthony’s nostrils flared.
“We’re picking on Charles for being a doll slayer and you’re no better. ‘You are what you eat’ is really true, isn’t it, Pelacani?”
“Pathetic.” Kane spat beneath his breath.
“What?” Dr. Hadley asked, shocked by the intrusion, as she genuinely believed something good was finally unfolding.
“You give us free reign and the best these guys can do is poke fun, harass and belittle each other.” His eyes glinted at Simon. “Free reign, fucker.”
Kane smiled as he stood, one hand behind him on the backrest of the aluminum, folding chair. With a jerk of his arm, the chair flew around the front of him and smacked Simon’s face, bloodying his lip.
“Mother fucker.” Simon stood, grabbing the chair from his lap where it had landed and raising it over his head. Anger rimmed his eyes in a red that matched the trickle of blood on his mouth.
Anthony jumped up, his inked arms coming to life as he reached across the front of Charles’ sobbing face and grabbed James’ collar. “You’re mine.” He grinned, and a broken front tooth glistened ominously.
Charles slid to the floor and attempted to hide underneath the seat of his chair. A squeal escaped, as he watched Anthony lift James’ lithe body off the floor, turn him upside down, and drop with him to the ground in what mimicked something they would have seen on WWF if they were allowed to watch violent television shows.
Dr. Hadley pushed her chair backwards, getting out of range of the inmates. She jumped up and turned toward the door, the emergency aid button next to the small wire-encased window calling her like a beacon. Less than ten feet away, it seemed like ten miles.
“Oh hey,” Kane said right behind her and she stopped, afraid to turn. “Lookie here.” She spun but continued toward the door by walking backwards, staring at the bloodlust in Kane’s eyes.
She had dropped the clipboard and pencil in her haste, and he now held both in his hands. He studied her briefly then swung his arm straight out, the clipboard connecting with Simon’s throat. A broken gargling noise escaped the tall man’s mouth as he dropped the chair and collapsed to the floor.
“Who’s next?”
The glint in Kane’s eye was meant for the other inmates but it burrowed to the core of Dr. Hadley’s being. He was the one she truly feared. More like her father than she was comfortable admitting, Kane’s expression was an exact reflection of her last memory of her father—the day he’d snapped during visitation. She often wondered if they’d still been that way when the doctors had taken away his right to visitors, or when he’d been overpowered by the inmate that killed him less than two years after that. The next time she saw his eyes they were closed in the silk folds of a casket. But while the two men were similar in their sudden breaks from acceptable norm, they differed in method. Her father had been predictable, or at least unoriginal. Kane suffered no lack of imagination.
From the brutality of setting up fake abortion shops and killing young women with various household instruments, to torturing the elderly and peeling the flesh of businessmen, Kane was a wild card. His file listed more victims, crimes, and doctors than the rest of them put together and none of it gave a clear image of his inner workings. He had no preferred victim profile and no pattern to his instabilities. He was unexplainable—like her father, but on a darker level. And while the diagnoses varied, every medical suggestion in his file concluded with the same thought. Tracy Kane should be heavily sedated and locked in solitary confinement, for life. At the moment, she agreed wholeheartedly.
She sprinted for the alarm.
“Now then, what do we have here?” Kane tucked the pencil behind his ear and slapped the clipboard against his hand like a nun with a ruler. He stepped over Simon’s crumbled form and looked directly at Charles, cowering under the chair. “A nut hiding in plain sight.”
“But the battle royale for today? The king of playground bullies versus the white knight of the KKK. This could be interesting, folks.” His voice lilted like an announcer and he held his fist to his mouth, a makeshift microphone.
Dr. Hadley slapped the wall by the door as she skidded to a stop and pushed the oversized panic button.
“Whoa, honey.” Kane took several quick strides and grabbed the doctor by the hair. He dragged her back to the chairs. “We can’t have you interrupting my playtime.”
Anthony sat atop James, alternating quick punches to the bald man’s face and chest. Air was expelled with every blow to James’ lungs like a great muffled cough. Blood smeared across his face with every left from Anthony, leaving the Italian’s hairy knuckles coated in a thin mixture of blood and saliva.
“Oh folks, it’s not looking good at all for our KKK member, ‘The Minority Killer,’ as he takes a helluva beating from local favorite, ‘Playground Butcher.’ The crowd is silent,” he looked directly at Charles under the chair and waited for him to notice before continuing. “Up next, ‘Son of Manson’ will take on the winner.”
“Now this is therapy, baby.” He pulled Dr. Hadley back toward his mouth by her hair. His hot breath sent a chill across the nape of her neck and the proximity of his body caused a surge of panic that flipped her stomach. He pushed her forward forcefully, releasing her hair and sending her tumbling to the floor near Charles.
Anthony continued to pummel James, “Shut up Kane.”
The Italian stopped and surveyed the damaged albino, smiled and grabbed both of the bloodied ears below him. He raised James’ head off the ground as far as the man’s lanky neck would allow and then slammed it down into the tile. James Weiss’ eyes rolled up under his already swollen lids and he went limp.
“Well damn.” Anthony slapped the unconscious man. “That was too quick.”
“It looks to be our closet homo and all around good guy—” Kane said, reaching down and grabbing Anthony’s arm. Kane raised the bloodied fist far above the victor’s head. “The winner and standing champion—Anthony Michael Pelacani.”
“Stow it, Kane. I ain’t kidding.” Anthony snatched his hand away and looked from Kane to the doctor to Charles and back again. “Free reign,” he grinned as he reached out and grabbed Charles by the ankle, pulling him from the safety of the chair.
Charles and Dr. Hadley reached for each other. Their fingertips missed and they gasped in unison, matching expressions of furrowed panic. As Anthony let go, Dr. Hadley lunged forward, reaching for Charles. Kane stepped between them.
“Now, now love. You have to let us vent our feelings. And I have a feeling this is going to be a quick battle.”
“Oh yeah.” Anthony wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, smearing James’ blood across his face. “Then what?”
Kane grinned back at him and shrugged his shoulders.
“Please.” Charles pleaded softly, fear cracking his voice.
“Please what?” Anthony reached down, grabbed a handful of wild, unkempt hair atop Charles’ head and yanked it backwards—forcing the man to look up at him. “Make it quick? Don’t worry. I don’t eat humans.” Anthony’s fist came forward with lightning speed and connected with the weaker man’s jaw. Charles crumbled without a peep.
“Wow, a two-time champion.” Kane put the clipboard under his arm and applauded.
“Yeah, whatever. Now what?” Anthony asked again.
“What do you mean?” Kane shrugged again, palms turned up in front of him in faux innocence. “You think I actually had a plan?”
“Jesus, I should have known better.” He jutted his chin in Dr. Hadley’s direction. “She have keys?”
“Don’t know. Haven’t checked. I’ve been too busy watching you take care of my light work.”
“You got keys, bitch?” He squinted a single eye and looked her over for pockets, bulges, or chains that might tell him the answer.
“Nno.” She stammered, dreading her lack of leverage and believing that it could cost her life. “There is no key, you know that. The locks are timed and only accessible from the outside.”
Anthony snapped his attention back to Kane and all but forgot about the doctor’s presence. “Did you let her get to the button?”
“Well yeah. I said I was busy watching Your Grace in the bout of the century.”
“Christ, Kane, what the fuck were you thinking?” His eyes flitted about as he stopped to think. “We don’t get out of here, we’re going to get drugged up and be nothing more than vegetables for the next twenty years.”
“Not we, sunshine. You.” Kane raised an eyebrow.
“Me?” Anthony stopped, his brows knit as he looked around the room. “You fuck. You instigating son of a fuck.”
“But it was fun, wasn’t it?” Kane winked at him.
“Fun this, bitch.” Anthony leapt at Kane. “If I’m going down, I’m going down for all of you.”
Kane sidestepped the clumsy swing, “You’re not going down. You’re going out. And I’m getting out.”
Anthony toppled where Kane had been standing, losing his footing as he reached for empty air. Kane turned and reached over the back of Anthony’s head with one hand, hooking two fingers in the tattooed killer’s nostrils, while pulling the pencil from behind his own ear. Gripping the No. 2 in his fist, Kane yanked Anthony’s head back, exposing his throat. Instead of taking the obvious neck shot, he plunged the pencil into the man’s eye and let go, leaving it sticking out absurdly as Anthony’s good eye widened in solitary horror.
The large man clutched his face. His remaining eye darted from the doctor to Kane and back again. His expression briefly conveyed confusion and he fell over, dead before he hit the floor. His cheek hit the tile. The slap of relaxed skin and crack from his skull landing were amazingly loud in the suddenly quiet room.
Blood pooled under him and Dr. Hadley scooted backwards away from it, pulling her knees up tight to her chest. Her mind reeled and her body quivered as she surveyed the patients and watched Kane.
Kane put a foot on Anthony’s head to brace it, reached down, and pulled the pencil free. He watched her as he brought it to his mouth. Slowly, he ran his tongue along the length of thin wood.
She’d been wrong. So wrong. Kane was nothing like her father. Her father had had a soul—granted, it snapped and he randomly killed seven people in the mall that day, but he’d had one to snap. Before and after that day he’d been a loving, attentive father. Dr. Hadley couldn’t believe that Kane had ever loved anything outside of chaos. She had seen the eyes of the monster and grown up to purposely stare back into them, but she wasn’t going to understand the monster. She wasn’t going to understand her father. She was simply going to become the victim of another monster. One she had misjudged.
Her eyes went white. The room faded to black.
“No, no Doc.” He reached down and grabbed her by the hair. “That won’t do.” He pulled her to her feet and back to consciousness with a sharp tug. “You were right. I need you.” His grin was tinted with Anthony’s blood. “You don’t have keys, you are the key.”
“You’ll never get out alive.” Dr. Hadley licked her lips with a dry sandpaper tongue.
“Alive. Dead. Doesn’t matter.” He pushed her toward the door. “Out is out.”
Dr. Hadley heard the pounding steps in the hall outside, responding to her SOS call. She watched as Kane pressed a cheek against the small wire-laced window and looked both ways. They were coming. He turned and inspected the room.
“The whack jobs are down for the count—two, maybe three of them, dead. Not bad for an afternoon’s work, eh?” He tugged her hair, forcing her to nod and then turned her back toward the door.
“Kane—” She couldn’t force enough saliva to swallow the lump in her tightening throat, but her eyes welled freely as she thought back over his expansive patient file.
He smiled as the first shadow filled the window and pulled the doctor’s head to the side, putting the pencil against her throbbing jugular.
She knew that her sharp intake of breath let him know she felt the blood coated graphite, and imagined her eyes would portray the seriousness he wanted those outside to see.
Leaning in closer, Kane grinned. “Can I have my crayons back now?”
She could feel hot flecks of spittle on her face.
“I feel better, now.”

Story Notes:
I’ve always been fascinated by serial killers—not in that creepy penpals in prison sort of way, but rather in a clinical what makes them tick sort of way. I’ve had many a discussion regarding nature vs. nurture on the topic, and decided to get down and dirty while playing with the boys in this collection by throwing a whole bunch in together.
On a fun note, you should know, I always sign this particular story in Crayon…
Originally published in New Dawn, the special Christmas chapbook for Brian Keene (www.briankeene.com) message board members, 2008.











I heard a crack, but I didn’t know if it was ice or bone. Since I can’t move my right leg, I’m guessing it might have been the latter. I went head over heels on the icy lake this afternoon, landing on my knee briefly before that too slid out from under me.
If I could manage to move the leg enough, maybe just bend my knee, I could unzip the bottom of my coveralls and have a look at the damage. The knee just won’t function. It’s as if the cold outside and the pain inside have teamed up on my motor controls and shut down all functions.
If I lay flat I might be able to unzip my Carhartt overalls and pull them down, but I’m not flexible enough to touch my toes without all these layers, so I doubt I’d be able to push them down far enough with them on.
I remember laughing, the crack noise acknowledged but ignored, as I imagined how the fall must have looked. I glanced around, grateful no one had witnessed my clumsiness and happy that I wouldn’t be teased about it. Now, I wish someone had seen it. I wish someone, anyone, was here to tease me.
I was there when my brother fell. I had laughed back then—at first. As I lay here, I have to wonder why I ever bothered pushing myself to get over my fear of the ice.
It was the winter I turned twelve, Ronny was nine and a half, and that half was still very important to him. We’d found an abandoned fishing hole on the ice and were delighted that we wouldn’t have to drag the auger out to drill our own. We fished all morning and past lunchtime before we realized how low the sun was in the sky and worried that mom would ground us for missing lunch. In our rush to get home we weren’t paying attention. We didn’t see the older holes, slush covered openings camouflaged by last night’s snowfall. Ronny’s foot found one and he went down with a crash and crunch.
He shouted the latest curse word being passed around third grade and then looked around to make sure no one heard him. I remember that now, but at the time I was too busy laughing. I dropped my hand-me-down rod and plastic container of baits, bent over at the knees, and laughed until tears ran down my face and froze to my jaw line.
Then he squealed.
I looked up and realized that the crack noise hadn’t been his kneecap or elbow, it had been the ice. A large piece had broken upon impact and as it let loose, Ronny went through. His hands clung to the side, his neck stretched to keep his chin out of the water.
I ran to the hole and grabbed the back of his thick jacket. The water had already begun soaking in and the cold numbed my fingertips quickly. I pulled but he kept slipping from the combination of water weight and my cold grip.
He screamed like a little girl, and if I hadn’t been so scared I would have laughed at that too. Instead, I ran. I told him to hang on—that I’d be right back.
When we returned he was gone. At first I thought I had the wrong spot, but my fishing gear laying there tore away my hope. More of the ice was broken away from the hole. There was no sign of him.
The police arrived. The rescue squad made the hole bigger and jumped into the cold blackness. The minutes ticked like hours and the hours like days. They never found him. They never blamed me. I didn’t go back on the ice for almost three decades.
I’ve been watching the lake all day. No one has come out to fish since I fell, and none of the shacks show any signs of hidden help inside. I yelled a few times, just to be sure—ok, several times—but the cold made my voice hoarse rather quickly so I quit. I’ve never seen it this quiet on a Saturday.
I noticed blood soaking through my bibs and I’m fairly certain now that something is broken. I tried to feel through the thick layers but all I know for sure is that pressure hurts. Squeezing the material, I try to gauge how much blood there might be. Now there’s a coagulated pool on the ice next to me, a stark contrast to the white of the frozen lake. I find myself staring at it for long periods of time, watching the ice crystals form and the color brighten rather than darken as it ages.
I can see the haze of town in the distance as dusk approaches and the street lamps turn on. Surely someone saw the speck that is me on the lake and wondered. Will they wonder enough to investigate, or at least call the sheriff?
Bobby Tomblin was missing for almost four days last year before they went looking for him. They found the town drunk’s abandoned snowmobile near some open water and assumed he went down. In retrospect, they didn’t look very hard for him. A shudder passes through me. Was it that thought or the cold settling into my bones? I’m not sure.
I try yelling again, but my voice is all but gone and the cold hurts my throat. Closing my mouth and pulling my neck warmer over it, I concentrate on breathing through my nose.
Someone will come.
Someone has to come.
I’m not Bobby. I have a wife and kids. They’ll worry. Won’t they? God, I hope she worries. I think back over the years and realize that I’ve done enough all-nighters hunting or fishing that she probably won’t even think about it. By ten-thirty she’ll lock the doors, leaving the porch light on, and go to bed.
Maria ignored my ice phobia for the first several years of our marriage. She had a look that she’d give me, almost a sad understanding of my unspoken fear. I never told her what caused it, but I think my mother may have. Always happy to see me spend time with my friends hunting and fishing, she finally pushed me to join the guys on the ice. Her gentle prodding was consistent, her sympathy genuine. In the end, her logic won over my childhood fears and I joined the guys year round.
I’ve spent every winter since then showing my kids that there’s nothing to fear from the ice-covered lake. I’ve taken them fishing, skating and snowmobiling across it and assured them that outdoor winter sports were a great way to pass the cold months. I’ve convinced myself of my own advice. I spent their early years making sure they wouldn’t suffer my own fears.
That was several years ago, and over that time I’d forgotten the fear, forgotten the guilt—forgotten Ronny. Today, I hear his ragged breathing in the cold breeze.
And think about Josh and Bailey. Their laughter. Maria’s smile.
In the waning light I look over my shoulder and see the spot where I landed. All afternoon I dragged myself toward town, hoping exhaustion would be overruled by adrenaline. I only made it about eighty yards. I need to lose weight.
No, that’s an excuse. Even if I was thinner all the layers I have on would weigh me down, and if I was smaller I wouldn’t have the strength in my arms that I have now. Then why can’t I get any further? Aren’t I desperate enough? My God, do I not want to live badly enough to survive this?
That thought and my heartbeat echoes behind my ears, silencing the far away sounds of town. Do I really want to die out here? Do I deserve to?
No.
I flip over to my stomach again and resume the pulling-crawling combination that moved me this far. I will make it. I have to. Maria and the kids need me to. I need me to.
After about five feet, I notice the sky darkening to the west, a storm moving in. Maybe that’s why no one was out. I never checked the weather this morning. If they’d predicted a bad storm for this afternoon no one would have gone on the ice. And true to the fickle nature of the lake’s effect on weather, the storm was delayed and isn’t going to come until tonight.
It’s cold, but not that cold. Damn, it could be warm enough to rain rather than snow. Great. I can add wet to the misery I already have. But rain would melt the ice further. Rain would push us closer to the spring thaw. Rain could be a problem in more ways than just wet.
I have to make it. I continue dragging, pulling, and half-crawling toward the faint skyline of town. For Maria. For the kids. I have to make it.
Looking down as I go, I am startled by the distant sound of a snowmobile. I look up and scan the horizon. A light flashes on and off. The headlight was pointed at me and then turned, but which direction. I try my voice again. Nothing at all comes out this time.
The noise is getting louder, closer, but I cannot see the headlight. I kneel on my good leg, make myself taller, and wave my arms over my head. I see the headlight again. I continue waving until I’m sure that I’m in the shadow of the beacon and have been seen, and then sit back down on my bent leg.
Still waving my arms I hear cracking. The sun has gone down and there is no moon. I cannot see the lake around me as anything other than a bright blanket in all directions. I hear another crack.
The ice is thin where I’ve stopped. It’s giving under my concentrated weight. I realize I have to either move forward to thicker ice, or lay flat and disperse my bulk more evenly. I quickly decide to move away, I’ve heard enough cracking for one day.
Moving toward the beacon I see a dark spot in front of me. I know what it is before my hand splashes through the thin layer of slush. Open water. The cracking behind me resumes. It’s louder this time, as if it’s found its purpose and needs to cry out for everyone to hear.
In slow motion, I feel the ice below me split, pulling my knees apart. I balance precariously on the edge before physics dumps me into the water. I gasp a second too late and take in an icy breath of slush. Reaching up for the edge of the shelf, I repeatedly pull chunks of loose ice down with me. My heavy clothing is soaking up the water, my useless leg won’t help kick me back to the surface, and I can sense I’m sinking. I must calm down.
I take a deep breath and go under, not pulling up on the loose purchase I have, but keeping my hand there so that the snowmobile rider sees it. He should be here. He should have been here already.
The water doesn’t seem that much colder than I already was, just wet. Am I completely numb? Hypothermic? No. I feel warmth on my busted leg. The blood is still running free at a trickle and feels piss warm against my cold clothing.
Something brushes my ankle. The fisherman in my mind instantly sizes it and decides it must be a walleye. The little boy inside latches to his fears and wonders if that was a fin—or fingertips. The superfluous guilt of Ronny’s death washes over me.
The cold soaks into my face as I see the headlight drive over the top of the ice to my left. It circles around as my arm goes numb and my fingers lose their grip. The light looks like it’s moving away, but dimly—somewhere in the back of my mind—I understand that I’m the one drifting further, deeper.
I’m not afraid of dying. I realize I haven’t been for a while. My fears have transformed, reverted. Exhaustion has given way to something darker, more demanding.
I blink several times in the icy depths. My eyes water from the cold, the tears blending seamlessly with the water around me. My lungs feel pinched and a slow burning sensation travels through my chest, the heat of it deceiving. Strangely, I wonder what time it is. Is it late enough for Maria to worry?
She probably should.

Story notes:
Funny enough, this story started with “help, I’ve fallen and can’t get up.” But the opening line was changed when the mood turned dark.
In Northern Wisconsin, we see a lot of ice accidents. We lose people, vehicles and shacks to the spring thaw every year—the learning curve never seems to change. In some places they put an old junker on the ice and start a betting board for the date it will fall through. The man in the story wasn’t on any betting board…
And no, I still don’t miss Wisconsin winters.










Chris dragged the last body part from the garage. It dropped unceremoniously onto the worn living room carpet.
“Antisocial, my ass. I’m very social.” Chris kicked the dismembered limb with hate and rage. “Outgoing, boisterous, happy-go-lucky…” The corner of a chapped lip curled toward a snarl, “I was at Rudy’s last Friday, for Christ’s sake. Where do they think I find the girls? Idiots.”
Chris looked toward the television and recalled how the eleven o’clock news had offered more than just the discovery of the latest body and surgical alterations. According to the police chief, the FBI and their special profiling unit were involved—either invited or by force, it wasn’t clarified and didn’t matter—and they had presumed to understand a killer’s mind, to explain it to the townsfolk. Chris had almost laughed at the standardizations based on studies from the ’60s and outdated understanding of psychology, as egotistical authority had claimed, “most serial killers are 25-35 year old white males and tend to be heterosexual, but are often sexually dysfunctional and have low self-esteem.” Instead of black humor, fury surfaced behind tired eyeballs and took over.
Already frustrated that the edges of the small flesh trophies had curled as they dried, Chris was further angered by the burns the iron left along the fingers of the inexperienced. Band-Aids, old and new, mingled with open blisters and freshly singed skin to make a mosaic of destroyed digits. The faint aroma of burning hair filled the room as the roughly cut squares were flattened, in preparation for the scrapbook. Chris had planned to glue the news clipping that corresponded to each chunk of flesh into the center, using the skin as a frame—but the FBI, mayor and local police department had sidetracked those plans, as they presumed to know Chris, to understand the motives. They understood nothing, and Chris had launched the iron across the room to shut them up, effectively moving focus from the flesh squares to the true trophies. The body parts that would comprise the “perfect” Frankenstein.
Perfect, however, became subjective when the news revealed plastic surgery as a link among the victims. Chris had unknowingly chosen those parts from each victim and they smugly thought it relevant.
“At first we believed the motive was linked to the operations or staff involved, but the procedures have all varied and been performed in as many different locations as victims, with no medical employees sharing a common thread. However, the killer is keeping the body parts involved in the surgeries.”
“Shit.” Chris had known the breasts taken were fake before cutting them off, and had noticed the thin scar on the back of the left leg, but had neither planned nor realized each and every part was unnatural perfection.
“The perfectly manmade Frankenstein.” A low growl, hissed through pursed lips, and a moment’s pause were all Chris allowed before continuing as planned. Manmade or not, natural perfection or not, the point would be made. The present complete.
Chris scanned the bare walls of the apartment while absently arranging the body parts on the floor into the proper layout for reassembly. Water stains that hadn’t been properly covered over the years, or had leaked through the vain attempts to hide rather than repair the damage, punctuated cracks in plaster. The tear in the sofa that had been found on a curb and snagged for free, was barely noticeable under the pile of unopened mail and haphazardly tossed clothing. A folding chair with a full ashtray on it took the place of an end table, its twin used as the table keeping the ancient television set off the floor. A plate of dried food, well past the time for insects and no longer recognizable, sat on the floor in front of the television.
The smoke from the broken television only added to the aromas in the room, the iron sticking out of the screen like a music video statement. The rabbit ears marked the age of the unit—a wad of tinfoil molded to each tip in hopes of improving the signal. Chris wouldn’t miss the television. It was only turned on once a week to watch Terry’s favorite show.
Chris studied the emptiness of the apartment and the iron hanging out of the front of the broken television set. It looked less like a video and more like a bum’s hideout or abandoned frat house. In either instance, it did not resemble the standard idea of a rational, well-adjusted adult’s home. Chris noted that while there were no reminders of the last failed relationship around the room, the apartment itself was a reminder. Chris had chosen to move out of the shared apartment when the affair went sour and took almost nothing along—starting fresh at garage sales, thrift shops and late night curb shopping. Just as the itch for a stress cigarette started to creep, tingling through the empty spaces between the fingers that held the nicotine and tickling the underside of the tongue that longed to taste the burn, the newscast replayed in Chris’ mind, the words of the FBI agent echoed.
“The brutality and warped romanticism of the mutilation leads us to believe the killer hasn’t had a successful relationship in quite some time, if ever—or has an unnatural attachment to a female role model from their childhood and are attempting to nurture the twisted bond they felt there. An antisocial, if not dissociative, disorder is generally seen in these cases, and our killer is not someone you’ll run into at a club or coffee shop, but rather at a Laundromat or other such mundane location—as they will not be interested or skilled in socializing.”
Ironically, Chris thought, I actually met Terry in a coffee shop.
Terry coming back to mind rejuvenated the anger that flowed through Chris and she continued to spew at the now dysfunctional television set and the newscast that had been there.
“For starters, gentlemen, I am not a male.” She plopped down onto the stained, torn carpet next to the harvested body parts. They had been gleaned, one at a time, from various bodies in the past few months and stored in the freezer until it was time to finish the project and put them all back together. Reaching inside the baggie she used as a sewing kit catchall, she retrieved the six-inch hide needle she’d gotten from the taxidermist and jabbed it into the threadbare carpet next to her. “Retards forget their own studies. Eight percent of serial killers are women, yet they always always always begin by assuming it’s a twenty-five to thirty-five year old man.” She withdrew the thick black thread the taxidermists had claimed would never stretch, never rot and had the strength to hold together a Cape buffalo mount.
“Not a man, not twenty-five—hell, I’m barely twenty-two—and far from antisocial. How can they be so wrong? Because I’m not the standard black widow killing off ex-boyfriends and spouses? Because I’m not using poison or some other less dirty method meant for the gentler sex, to lessen the guilt and truth of what they’re doing? Fuck that. I’ve never been a girl, why start now? I hope they’re confused as hell when they finally figure this out…maybe they’ll learn something from it and realize their studies are pathetically outdated. Idiots.”
She’d had home economics in seventh grade, but had failed the sewing course miserably—her button holes becoming something of the teacher’s standard “how not to do it” lecture. Yet she’d used thread, super glue, hot glue and no sew iron-on seam holding material over the years to get by. This didn’t need to be perfect, it just needed to make the point, and she punched the thick needle through the chilled yet still pliable flesh of the leg and pulled the thick black thread through to the knot. Feeding the needle into the meat under the skin of the hip on the torso she’d found, she pushed it upward until it came out with a popping sound and pulled the thread tight, seeing the parts pull together with nothing more than the string to guide them, like a gory marionette show.
The breakup had been severe. The emotions were high and the pain of words that can’t be unheard had chewed into Chris’ soul, ripped a part of her asunder and created something even she couldn’t explain. The words were the worst, and they took a vibrant girl and made her into something dark. She mourned the relationship as if it had been a death. She went through shock, guilt, pain, denial and anger—and never got past the hatred that festered in her mind, as Terry’s words echoed whenever Chris least expected it. She couldn’t take a shower or get dressed, get undressed or brush her teeth without thinking of those words. Without hearing the callousness someone she loved had thrown about with abandon to the repercussions.
And now the words of the newscast twisted the knife already placed in her back by Terry. Her lip twitched and one corner of her mouth rose up, “Leave it to men to get it wrong.”
She pushed the needle and pulled the thread over and over, until the first leg was finally attached. She tied a crude knot in the slick black thread and cut the needle free. Leaning back and slouching, she studied her work.
“It’s a perfect leg. It’s long and sleek, nicely tanned and looked amazing in nylons,” she whispered with rage, her words almost hissing out of her in a rasp. Her mind finished the sentence her mouth had started, before I shredded the hipbone to take the treasure for Terry.
On to the second leg, she found herself not paying attention to the work in front of her, but stared blankly at the television.
“How could they be so wrong? I’m not trying to get away with anything, necessarily. I mean, in the end it won’t matter so I haven’t been overly careful. Of course, if they have my prints it won’t do them any good, I’ve never been printed for anything so I’m not on their records, not part of their radar…” Her mind wandered as her voice drifted off. She continued to work on autopilot while her memories played with her emotions.
She and Terry had been so happy. Everything had seemed perfect. They understood each other. They meshed emotionally, mentally and physically. Their sex life was nothing short of amazing and their quiet time was filled with an unspoken tenderness she’d never known could exist.
And then Terry’s job was downsized and something in Chris’ lover’s eyes changed. Something in Terry’s soul cracked. And suddenly… Suddenly nothing was good enough.
“It’s really too bad you don’t have longer legs. I think the athletic tone of your legs would look great across a few more inches…and then in heels.”
Chris had laughed at the comment, believing Terry to be joking. Hoping enough time had passed since the job loss that Terry was coming back around to normal. They hadn’t had sex for weeks and the idea of long legs wrapped around Terry, in nylons, seemed like just the high-passion sexual thing that would have driven them both crazy six months beforehand.
But Terry had been serious. Unfortunately, Chris didn’t realize it until the next jab.
“If you grew your nails out your fingers would appear longer, more graceful.”
What? Chris thought. Her nails had been well manicured but short when they’d met and the comment—the passive-aggressive request—confused Chris. What had she done that Terry was suddenly unhappy with her?
The numb feeling that took over as the comments became more frequent and their message more evident was the only thing that protected Chris from a complete breakdown when the relationship fell apart. She was already damaged, already broken, and Terry’s final words couldn’t cut any deeper—Chris was already bleeding out emotionally.
“You shouldn’t wear those kinds of shirts, it makes your arms look fat.”
“If you did some exercises, you could tighten that little ass of yours right up.”
The comments were all physical. They were all said without anger or sarcasm, but with a weird truth veiled in a thinly concealed desire or kindness.
“I love your eyes, but if you got colored contacts you could have whatever you wanted. I’ve always been partial to blue.”
They didn’t ruin the relationship, but they sure as hell weren’t fixing whatever was broken. And they continued. They were added to and were revisited in slightly different alternatives, they increased in frequency, and they started to wear down Chris’ self-esteem and outlook.
Chris realized her hands were wet and she glanced downward as the thick black thread pulled the second arm tight to the torso. The parts had begun to thaw while she worked—the blood and other fluids remaining in them had started leaking out. She knew the smell would come soon and hoped to be finished with the Frankenstein, with all of this, before then.
“Two perfect legs, two thin muscular arms, long graceful fingers, a skinny midriff with just a touch of definition, and breasts big enough to cup but firm enough to be perky long after they should be… Frankenstein is almost done. All we need is the straight blond hair and perfect teeth and long lean neck.” She reached for the head and had to stop herself from pushing her fingers into the once blue eyes, ruining the visage but releasing her jealousy at all of the women that were what she would never be—hating them a little even as they lay in pieces in front of her. Instead, she shoved the needle into the neck and began attaching the last piece of the puzzle.
Chris had given up on men long ago. They were brutal and cruel, selfish and hard. They’d always taken what they wanted from her and given nothing back. Matt had cleaned her bank account. Scott had cheated on her. Jim had outdone that by cheating on her with her best friend. Darrel had sold her collectibles. And Rob, he’d been the worst. He’d played the game, played Chris, and fooled her right up to the proposal—when he presented her with the engagement ring he’d purchased for an ex-girlfriend.
Sure, she knew she’d had a habit of dating quintessential stereotypes of bad boys and losers, but still, it was hard to believe they weren’t all like what she’d witnessed, been subjected to, even if it was self-inflicted. Terry was supposed to be different. Terry was supposed to be gentler, kinder. Terry was supposed to succeed where all the men had failed.
But she had failed Chris as well.
Or Chris had. Chris realized she was the common denominator in all the relationships and wondered for several days if that was where the problem lay. But Terry had been different. For a long time. Until she became just like one of them. Until she became just as bad as a man.
Well, if Terry was proof women could be just as cold and cruel as men, Chris would be proof women can be just as evil and selfish. She’d give Terry a present, the perfect woman. Chris’ very own Frankenstein. And then she’d leave Terry alone forever.
She bit through the black thread with venom, after tying the last knot, and spat the corpses wetness that had soaked the thread and consequently touched her lips. She had given some thought to dressing the Frankenstein but Terry needed to see the perfection, not just assume it was there under a dress and nylons.
Chris stood and stretched, looking down at the leaking gray body below her. The legs were longer than hers, the fingers more graceful. “I hope it’ll be good enough.” The breasts perfect little apples of perky silicone. “Those should be good enough.” The flat tummy and straight blond hair were starkly different than Chris’ and she felt a pang of hurt jab her anger and then back away again. The black thread holding the pieces together in a haphazard way was the only unattractive thing about the body, but there was nothing Chris could do about those. They were necessary to make the perfect woman. “Good enough!”
She hoisted the body into the backseat of the car and went back into the house to clean up her mess. Chris looked at the fluids and thread scraps on the floor and shook her head. She had stopped cleaning the house weeks ago, there was no point starting now. She moved the squares of flesh to the counter and paused. She had hoped to finish that before leaving the house to deliver the body, but there just didn’t seem to be time now. Now that the body was done, Chris wanted to deliver it. She wanted to give Terry the one thing she had wanted in the relationship. Perfection.
The drive across town was a blur. Chris couldn’t remember the stop signs, turns, anything and questioned how she’d gotten to Terry’s without getting into an accident. She pulled up to the curb and stared at the rental that had been hers to share for over two years. The windows were dark and the driveway empty, Terry was still at work. According to what she’d witnessed, following Terry around for the last two weeks, she’d be home in roughly half an hour, so Chris would have to move quickly to get everything ready.
Fishing in her pocket for the key she had conveniently forgotten to give back, she let herself in and propped the door open with the stool from the living room while she fetched the perfect girl from her car and brought it into the house. Chris walked through the dark house without thinking, knowing the layout like the back of her hand and nudged open the bedroom door she had once shared.
She pulled the top cover back and lay the body on what used to be her side of the bed, propped up slightly with a pillow to appear at attention rather than dead and cold. She looked at the mound of hair in Frankenstein’s crotch and wondered if she’d have time to shave the pubes into a landing strip like Terry preferred. She made a mental note of the idea and went about the rest of the house preparing.
A single rose in the thin crystal bud vase she’d purchased when they were visiting friends one summer was surrounded by lit candles on the dining room table. The remaining bouquet she’d purchased had been shredded and the petals were now a trail that led to the bedroom and the present waiting there. Candles scattered here and there between the dining room and bedroom lit the path and completed the ambiance.
Chris pulled the envelope from her back pocket and read the note that had taken her over a month to write, one last time. In flowing red handwriting she had professed her love, apologized for her failures and imperfections, and offered up both herself and the ultimate perfection in exchange for Terry’s neverending love. She knew she wouldn’t gain it. But knew Terry would never forget her, and that was almost as good as never wanting to lose someone.
She laid the note—open, wrinkled and barely holding off folding automatically into the position it had been for the last week—across the perfect torso. She sprayed the bed with her jasmine body spray to make the room smell of her, rather than death.
Chris turned away from her offering and walked into the adjacent bathroom. She bent over and turned on the water, adjusting it to a temperature slightly hotter than she would have liked, and added the bubble bath she knew would be sitting on the edge of the tub as if she’d never left. She and Terry may have broken up, gone their separate ways over angry words and hurtful accusations, but there were little things that Chris knew Terry still clung to, and she had seen her purchase more of Chris’ bubble bath at the store last week.
She stripped down and thought again of the newscast. The poor town was up in arms, afraid of some lunatic that was unpredictable and dangerous, she thought. They were looking for a man. They were wrong. So wrong. No man would do something like this for love, and that was what they truly needed to fear—love. It didn’t matter if you loved a girl or a boy, it only mattered that you willingly gave your heart and soul over to another person and then waited for them to do the inevitable—crush it.
The tub filled, the bubbles expanded and filled the steamy air above the water. Chris scattered the last few rose petals around the floor in front of the tub and lit the two small sandalwood candles on the back of the toilet before stepping into the inviting water. She gasped at the heat of the water but forced herself to sit. She pulled her legs up to her chest for a moment and breathed in the smells of her old apartment. Her old life.
Chris could tell the bathroom had been cleaned recently by the faint scent of pine cleaner. She remembered the way they had once shared the chore of housework, laughing to the loud music and bad singing and taking a shower together to clean up when finished. Continuing to giggle their way through soap and finally landing in a heap on their bed to explore freshly cleaned bodies until the combination of sex and housework took its toll on them and they collapsed into a well-deserved nap, wrapped in each other’s arms. Chris remembered what love could be. She missed what she knew existed but was no longer hers. And she hated the universe a little for letting her know it existed just to rip it away from her.
Chris looked down and noticed the skin on her knees was red from the heat of the water and the bubbles were starting to fade. She needed the white foam to both catch the horror for others and hide it from herself, and pushed her legs back below the bubbles and let her hands float on top of the water. Closing her eyes again briefly, she thought about what she’d done, what she was doing. She wished the body parts were fresher. She wondered again if there had been a flesh-colored option for the thread. Then she picked up the razor, “Good enough.”

Story notes:
I read, somewhere, a hundred years ago, that 8% of serial killers are women. And for whatever reason, that little tidbit had stuck with me. They’re usually revenge killers and usually use poison or some other less aggressive method. I wanted to make one that had different motives. Of course, I played the androgynous card for a bit to mess with the gender portion as well. I crawled inside Chris’ head and twisted reality and came out with this story.
And I kicked the hell out of a tree when I was done to get the character out of my psyche.
Originally published in Dark Faith, 2010. This piece was written specifically for the anthology based on the themes of Mo*Con—race, religion and gender. Maurice told me they didn’t have any gender issues in the stories gathered, so I gave him one. The non-faith story still confuses those that don’t realize it was race, religion and/or gender.










James had never actually seen the Angel of Death, but after his encounter with the Angel of Life, he knew it existed. He’d spent years watching the Angel of Life do her work. And he’d spent the last week hunting the Angel of Death.
His wife had been diagnosed a little over three months ago. Sharon had gone in for what they thought was simple dehydration. Instead of being something routine, it turned out to be an aggressive form of lymphoma. The first day they were both in shock and didn’t speak much. The second they spent alternately crying and looking up the disease on the Internet. By the end of the first week, James was convinced that Sharon was ready and willing to fight this with everything she had. But only two weeks after receiving the prognosis, her body decided it wasn’t playing on the same team and began to eat itself from within, quickly emaciating her to the point of hospitalization.
Sharon had been drifting in and out of consciousness ever since, looking like a damn Borg with all the tubes and wires sticking out of her. Her face was pale, almost gray, and her skin was spongy to the touch. The love of his life was on death’s door, and James was having none of that.
At first, he visited every day—a quick hello before work and a few hours a night. Since she’d taken the final downhill slide the previous week, he hadn’t left the hospital grounds. He did, however, leave her room on a daily basis to wander the halls. He was searching for the Angels—one to introduce to Sharon.
The other to keep away.

James died when he was six years old.
That was the first time he’d seen Mercy.
He and Tommy had gone to the rapids after his mother warned him to stay away from them. She had said he wasn’t a strong enough swimmer and would drown.
She was right.
James was legally dead for three and a half minutes. Not too long, but long enough. He didn’t remember any tunnel or bright light or any dead loved ones coming to greet him.
He did, however, remember her.
The most beautiful woman he’d ever seen bent over him on the riverbank, her golden locks moving gently, as if she too were under the water. Without moving her lips she spoke his name, her voice like the music that drifted from church on Sunday mornings. Her clothes swayed, as if gravity meant nothing to her ethereal form. James thought she was going to kiss him and was shocked that he didn’t mind the idea of a girl showing him affection. Instead, she simply blew in his face.
Her breath was sweet and cooling, not hot and pungent like his many affectionate aunts. He inhaled it and tasted a spring breeze as it passed his lips. James wanted to stay there and treasure it always. Instead he gasped back into consciousness—coming back to life before he knew he was dead. Before Tommy had a chance to return.
They were both grounded for scaring James’ mother into believing he was dead. And no matter how much he protested, her disbelief was firm. He was alive and well, and he wouldn’t be if he’d actually drowned. The entire lecture, however, happened in the car on the way to the hospital. She said she didn’t believe him, but she also wanted someone with a medical degree to assure her he was all right.
He survived the experience unscathed, except for the slash across his ribcage that doctors attributed to the sharp rocks in the rapids. That scar, faint as it originally was, remained today and reminded him of his brush with death. Reminded him of the angelic woman.
Later, he wasn’t sure if he should tell people about the beautiful woman that had breathed life back into him. He knew he probably shouldn’t include her wings and porcelain skin if he was going to convince them. But in a moment of confidence, or weakness, he’d spilled every detail to his grandmother. She’d smiled sweetly and told him the lady was the Angel of Life, Mercy. She told him not to tell anyone else, they wouldn’t believe anyway, but that Mercy was mentioned in many old tales—stories that society had forgotten or labeled superstition. She also told him about Chronos.
From that time forward, any time someone came back from near death, he noticed the air shimmer around them. As an EMT, he saw what he believed to be Mercy breathing life back into one form after another as they gasped back into their bodies. He’d looked for the Angel of Death, but never saw anything when the victim failed to breathe, failed to return. Grandma had claimed the Angel of Death, Chronos, did nothing to the person—simply held Mercy at bay. Prevented her from blowing the soul back into the body.
Before his grandmother died, he asked her why God would let Chronos interfere with Mercy’s work.
“I don’t believe angels require a god. In many beliefs there are spiritual beings of good and evil at constant battle without any type of grand father figure. But if I’m wrong, I’ll ask Him when I get there.”
James still remembered the smirk that played across her face.

For the last week, James had spent his days roaming the hospital looking for Mercy, whispering in the dark hallways during the night and actively hovering near the emergency ward. He’d seen her work, but not her — caught what he believed to be her shimmer, but never her form. He’d called after her when someone was revived, but received no acknowledgment other than the stares of strangers. He’d also seen people die, and assumed these were the times she’d been held by Chronos or busy elsewhere. Too many people at any given time are in need of her service, and he understood she couldn’t possibly save everyone. Somewhere inside, he even admitted there were some she shouldn’t save. But he wanted to make sure that Mercy was there for Sharon.
Sharon gave to charities, had high morals, and had even opted to open a Day Care business when they found out she couldn’t have children of her own. Sharon had lived a good life, despite her lack of religious belief—she did the right thing because she wanted to, not because God demanded it. James tried to fight his fear by remembering what his grandma had said about angels without a God, but it was hard. Grandma may not have believed in God as currently defined by society, but she had religion of her own. Sharon had nothing. James had always been a true believer. He’d tried to sway Sharon over the years, to no avail, and given up in order to save his marriage. Still, plenty of atheists, agnostics and people of other religions were saved from death on a regular basis, so why not Sharon?
James was returning from outside the room of a car accident victim that didn’t make it when someone pushed past him. He turned, agitated at his futile hunt and ready to snap at the rude passerby, when he realized he was alone in the hall. He stopped, cocked his head and narrowed his eyes.
There hadn’t been a cool breeze or fresh scent. There’d been nothing more than a harsh whisper against his skin. The Angel of Death? Had that been Chronos on the way to the next victim?
James turned the corner to the cancer ward and saw the blue light above Sharon’s door flashing. Something was wrong. He picked up his pace, running past gurneys and occupied wheelchairs, and skidded to a stop in front of her open door.
Inside, the doctors were shocking Sharon, her body jumping spasmodically off the bed with each jolt. In a daze, he heard them request higher numbers each time they tried again, and again. A nurse stabbed the I.V. that dangled above Sharon and forced a dark amber liquid into the tube. Another nurse was uncovering a tray of silver instruments. The doctor on call, far younger than Sharon’s normal doctor, barked orders for what sounded like medication through the fog that had become James’ vision and hearing.
He felt faint. Sharon was dying.
He placed his left hand against the door jamb to steady himself; his right rushed up to cover his mouth. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw movement near the small cupboard opposite the bed and turned that direction to see what frantic attempts were in motion there. No medical personnel stood in that part of the room. James furrowed his brows and returned his attention to those surrounding Sharon’s bed. A tear slid down his face and his chest clenched in fear.
Again, he saw motion to his left.
Staring straight ahead, he watched the blur of activity from the corner of his eye and saw the fluttering of loose clothing, blond hair, and feathered wings. Mercy. But opposing her was a shadow with indiscernible features, dirty looking rags and wings of dark blue. It had to be the Angel of Death. James had always looked for them outright and never thought of a sideways glance and its ability to show you what you were not focusing on, what you were ignoring. With the two of them locked in a showdown, it dawned on James that Sharon’s fate hadn’t been decided.
He’d always thought that death was predetermined. James believed grandma meant it was either your time and Death took you, or it wasn’t and Mercy saved you. The idea that they could disagree right up to the end was just starting to fully sink in when James realized Mercy’s pristine form was splotched in ugly red marks. This particular argument was drawing blood.
They took punches from each other and left gaping wounds with their bare hands. They alternately snarled and spit at each other in a violent pantomime. Fists were upgraded to swords and the metal flashed repeatedly, slashing at flesh and clothing, leaving blood spray in its soundless path. James blinked and the wounds were healed, only to be reopened with the next barrage of attacks. The battle waged through an eternity that slowed the seconds, stopped the other action in the room. Each time James felt one was winning, the other would gain the upper hand. The next blink would change the score.
Throughout it all, he scanned their forms for some sign of religious symbolism. He could find nothing and wondered briefly if they were affiliated with any belief system or if they embraced all—and none. The melee remained silent, but James imagined he could hear the strained grunts, clank of metal and emotional exchanges that were issued from their stubborn visages. The latest imagined hissing sound from Death was accompanied by a wide swing and the silence hummed into a high pitched buzz. James’ focus was forced forward as his mind registered the noise for what it really was.
The monitor above Sharon had flatlined.
James held his breath. Grandma had never clarified when Mercy had to react, and he knew he’d been dead when she saved him. He hoped it wasn’t too late for Sharon and tried to catch a glimpse of the two angels to his left.
The nurses looked at each other and the doctor looked at the clock. James had no idea how long he’d been standing there watching or how long they’d been working on her before he’d arrived. He was still hoping—he couldn’t believe Sharon wasn’t fighting—but the expressions on the staff said they were done. His vision closed in at the edges and he saw the battle still raging to the side of him.
A disembodied voice announced the time.
A pale, manicured hand reached up and turned off the monitor.
The angels stopped moving and turned toward the bed. They looked at each other, then turned their gaze to James.
Silence echoed in the room, stillness accompanied it and the statuesque scene was broken by a cry that came from somewhere inside James—a primal scream he hadn’t knowingly released. He rushed forward and fell over Sharon’s chest. His face flushed with emotion. His muscles tensed. His throat closed. His mind went blank.
He vaguely registered someone speaking to him and the hushed and hurried way the medical staff left the room. They left her for dead. They left him to grieve.
They hadn’t seen the Angels.
James thought back to that day in the rapids. He hadn’t remembered being afraid after his vision had gone black, and he hoped that Sharon wasn’t either. He hoped it had only been his age that had prevented the opening of doorways and lights and loved ones. He told her he loved her and bent to kiss her. The fear of defeat crushed his heart and his temples began to throb. James stopped, turned his head skyward and prepared to denounce everything he believed in if he couldn’t count on his faith being enough for the both of them.
Something feathery brushed his arm, something scratchy scraped along the other. The debate wasn’t over. He ignored both of them and looked back down. The doctor hadn’t bothered to close her eyes and he stared briefly into the emptiness they reflected. He closed his own and inhaled deeply, thinking of their first kiss, their last embrace and every happy moment she’d brought him in between. He didn’t need Mercy. His faith was enough. It had to be. He blew across her face.
He blew gently, nothing like the forceful gust used to extinguish candles. Softly—with emotion, hope, and a tight hold on the memory of a kiss that tasted like spring—he exhaled until he felt his lungs pinch, hungry for oxygen. He held back his next breath and squeezed his eyes, a tear escaped down his cheek.
The wisps on his right side drew closer. A fresh breeze blew across his cheek toward Sharon. He heard a sigh on his left. The prickling darkness pulled away, scraping against his skin and drawing blood near his childhood scar as it retreated.
Sharon gasped.
James called out for a nurse.
Mercy was already out the door and down the hall, her work here done.
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It started simple enough. I had been traumatized by back acne since I was a teenager, crying my way through the communal showers of high school, and again in college. Summertime and sports were two of my biggest fears, and I spent many a hot day roasting under t-shirts, rather than going topless. I took my fear to the extreme and kept a shirt on while swimming. Sure, I was told the sun on my skin would help clear it up, but that was kept to the privacy of my backyard. And for all the times I tried there, it did no good.
Last fall, with my newly acquired pharmaceutical degree, I decided to use that knowledge to create a cure for embarrassed men everywhere. Not a get rich scheme, but actual help. Without access to lab animals, I experimented on myself. The first three formulas did nothing—other than the second serum making me vomit through my nose for two days. But then the fourth, an amalgamation of the first and third mixed on a whim, started clearing up the pustules immediately. By the third application, my back was free of its array of oozing lumps and hard angry mounds just biding their time under the surface. Many of the old scars even looked diminished. I found confidence in myself I’d never had before—hell, I wanted to scream it from the rooftops and go shirtless in the dead of winter. The experiment and serum seemed to be a success and I began journaling the results for colleagues.
That changed last week.
I woke up Tuesday morning with Pike’s Peak growing out of my chin. The pus-filled mountain greeted me like it was opening day of tourist season. The size was sheer city council planning and the redness around it was some of the best advertising you couldn’t pay for.
My back had been acne free for over two months and now this?
I’d never had a problem on my face before—oh sure, the occasional zit here or there, but nothing of these proportions. Nothing of this magnitude, reminiscent of a small colony of albino skin mites having a family reunion.
I prodded it and winced. It was tender and pulsated against my jawbone. I stared at it in the mirror as I ran the hot water onto a washcloth. I wrung the rag and pressed it against the intruder. It hurt but didn’t budge. After a few moments of careful pinching, I decided, I could take care of this.
Gritting my teeth, I squeezed—and jumped. I wasn’t expecting it to shoot out and hit the mirror with such force it was audible. Mouth agape, I leaned in to inspect the creamy grease spot on the mirror. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve sworn something moved inside the dark center.
That was the last simple day I had.
The next morning, the monstrosity was not only back, but bigger and more painful. I decided I hadn’t gotten the core out and it had festered overnight. Logic told me it was possibly infected now and should probably be treated with a healthy dose of rubbing alcohol after another go at its destruction. I bit my tongue through the pain of popping it and was amazed the pus was once again expelled with incredible force.
But the real surprise of the day came when I disrobed and stepped into the shower.
Soaping up my chest I noticed what I thought was another zit. It was ridiculous looking and struck me as funny at first—Texas on my face and a third nipple on my pec. Closer inspection revealed it was not acne of any sort, but a wart. Great.
I thought about just putting a touch of Compound W on it and letting it go, but the fresh memory of my battle with the Alamo on my chin had me looking for something a bit more immediate. I could fix this.
I had procured some liquid nitrogen the previous winter for a completely different experiment regarding my crooked toes and their vicious hangnails, and had some left over. I froze off the wart with a Q-Tip dipped in what should be renamed “a touch of searing pain,” as I had completely forgotten how much it had hurt when I’d used it on my toes. I covered the numbed, shocked skin with a Band-Aid, wiped my eyes and headed off to work, trying to ignore the aching questions on my mind.
I called in sick the next day.
The zit was back and the wart had returned, but before I ever got to the bathroom to discover either of those, I rubbed two moldy rugs over my eyes as I lay in bed stretching. Turned out they were my hands.
Everything I’d ever heard about masturbating rushed back to me, my face flushing with fear. Hairy palms? Was it really possible? I’d always thought Sister Henriella was just trying to instill shame into us. I didn’t do it often. Not really. I hadn’t ever really had a steady girlfriend and spent a lot of time alone, but I didn’t—God, Sister Hank had been right! I rolled through a list of affirmations to the various saints of my childhood, not even amused I’d remembered the nun’s nickname so many years later, and promised never to touch myself again. Remedies flashed through my mind in a blur, like late night infomercials you watch but don’t actually comprehend. Finally, it came to me. I could take care of this.
For the record, razor burn on your palms is not a good time. I decided to get some Nair instead, and was glad I did.
The next morning the hair was back, the zit was jutting a full quarter inch off my face, and the wart appeared downright mammary. As I looked down in the shower, preparing to apply the depilatory cream to my hands, I noticed my casual outie was suddenly three inches long and veined with purple knots. I froze, horrified. I couldn’t handle much more of this.
I gingerly reached down with my still furry hand and nudged it. It moved freely, as if unattached, and I felt nothing. It didn’t hurt, but made an odd suction sound. I can fix this—I think. My mantra was becoming weaker as the mornings grew stranger.
Grabbing the end with the intention of pushing it back in, I wiggled it just a touch. It moved, or rather, shifted. The nasty varicose sausage protruding from my midsection pulled forward and I paused, wondering how much there could be.
I bit my lip, closed my eyes, and pulled it straight out. It came out almost a foot, without any effort or pain, but it was still firmly inside my abdomen. The feeling of movement under my flesh was unnerving but I knew I couldn’t leave it hanging out like that and was afraid to push it back in at this point. It was time to really give it a college try and get it free.
With trepidation I tugged, gingerly at first and then with a tenacity that shocked me. Using both hands, in a one-over-the-other rope climbing technique, I dragged it—my intestines?—from my body. It seemed to go on and on like a magician’s scarf, coiling on the shower floor below me. The end finally released with a loud
pop
sound and I exhaled, unaware I had been holding my breath.
I turned the water off and sat on the edge of the tub, staring at the length of me at my feet. Viscous and malleable, the ropey material washed clean in the draining water. Steam rose from the flesh cable and a small voice inside told me it wasn’t from the heat of the shower. Without the thin sheen of blood that had coated the majority of it on the way out, it looked like the leftovers of an unused placenta sac. It reminded me of my first year of medical school, before I had changed majors and decided things like this were better left to those with stronger stomachs—no pun intended. The pig intestines from my second lab rushed to the forefront of my memory and brought with it a smell that invaded the bathroom. Whether it was a remembered odor or the actual stench of the obscenely rejected portion of my own body that lay below me, I don’t know. I stared at it, almost expecting it to move like some twisted Lovecraftian monster made of nothing but tentacles and teeth.
I don’t know how long I sat there. I know it was long after the steam dissipated. I’m not sure what I really believed the pile to be. I didn’t feel different or even lighter. I subconsciously hugged myself, occasionally pushing inward on my belly or jabbing around the area with a hesitant finger. I scrutinized my form, but didn’t look perceptibly different. In the end, my stomach grumbling only made me panic—at some point during the day it would probably be handy to fully understand what I had just removed.
Tears welled up as I prepared to carry on my morning routine, unsure of whether I should flush the monstrosity or push it through the garbage disposal in the kitchen sink. The latter option offered more permanency without the threat of blocking pipes and causing a backup of blood, guts and well, me, to flood my bathroom. Rubber gloves would be necessary though. I’d touched the thing long enough to get it out, I wasn’t prepared to feel that rubbery yet grainy texture again any time soon.
What a morning it had been. I’d popped the zit, froze the wart, Naired my palms, and pulled Houdini’s umbilical out only to dispose of it like an unwanted meal. It started to feel like I was living a twisted children’s poem—Seuss’s worst nightmare. That was when I realized what had happened and started to truly worry about how far it would go.
Something with the elixir had gone horribly wrong. I know that now. The side effects began when I decided the back acne had been clear long enough and stopped taking the potion daily. Small, unimportant effects—like the handful of hair that fell out the first day of treatment—had occurred throughout the treatment, but they’d been minor, easily overcome and seemed to lessen. As my body rejected my new acne-free reality, random deformities cropped up in lieu of outrageous withdrawal symptoms. Instead of getting less important each day, they seemed to go to the extreme and become more and more horrifying.
I often thought of my cousin after that revelation. Cousin Henry may have died the black sheep of the family but I was quickly making a stand for the title. His branch of the family was smart, insane as all hell, but intelligent. My side generally lacked the brains, but we’re sane—or at least I was before everything started going south.
Waking up the next morning, I was fully prepared to repeat my new regime, but dreaded another aberration. I didn’t check myself over before jumping out of bed. I was only concerned with hitting the bathroom and wasn’t paying attention as I pissed in the toilet. My head back and eyes closed, I waited for relief. I farted twice and began the stream.
But didn’t hear anything.
I blew out a long exhaustive breath, puffing my cheeks like a chipmunk, fearful of what I would find upon opening my eyes. I reached for my penis but stopped. Would it be worse to see or feel whatever was waiting for me? Feeling is often misleading. I decided to rely on my eyes and opened them.
Releasing another exaggerated breath, I slowly looked toward my genitals. I don’t know what I was expecting, but I know it wasn’t what I found. The shaft did not end in a mushroom top, did not have veins running its unexcited length, and did not appear wrinkled with flaccid skin. Instead, it was smooth and bloodless. A pale, synthetic looking flesh covered everything to the tip, and then some. At the end of my penis was a translucent bulb filled with liquid.
I had pissed—it just hadn’t actually left my body.
I looked at the yellowed chewing gum bubble bobbing off the head of my dick and began crying. As my body shook with wracked sobs, my urine sloshed inside what appeared to be an abnormal growth of foreskin. I reached blindly behind me for the small scissors I kept in the cup on the sink, tears blurring my vision. I felt the cold metal and heard a monotone version of my voice. “I can take care of this.” Before I had time to ponder the pain or precision, I plunged the tiny silver tips into the bag hanging off me. Urine sprayed everywhere as the pressure was released.
The rest of that morning is a bit hazy. I know I used those scissors to give myself the most painful home circumcision ever performed. I think I passed out for some time, as I remember a view of the toilet from the floor but have no recollection of bending down or sitting. I know I crawled back into bed and stayed there. I think I may have taken care of the other issues, but don’t remember now. The little details have been blocked for the sake of my sanity.
Late that night, I gingerly limped my way to the front closet, the act of occasionally brushing against my cock sent rivulets of pain through my legs and I vaguely wondered if I was dressed. I dug around and found my father’s old pistol and the .38 caliber bullets it required. It’s been on my nightstand since.
I haven’t left my bed for two days.
The zit has now taken over my chin like an amateurish caricature. The wart is larger than the nipple it attempts to mimic and has started to leak some sort of umber mucus. I can’t make a fist through all the hair on my palms and curse Sister Henriella even though I know now it’s not really from my overactive hormones and under active sex life. My stomach hurts from what I’ve started referring to as umbilical backup—but I just can’t force myself to pull it free and leave it on the carpet next to the bed, even though it may alleviate the cramps.
I woke up early this morning and have been thinking often of Cousin Henry as I wrote this. I imagine he would have been proud of my initial ingenuity—and then disgusted by the outcome. Ironic, the black sheep would probably disown me.
I don’t know how they’ll react when they find me. I don’t know what new deformities have popped up while I lay here—I can’t bear to check. I hope other issues won’t continue to make themselves known afterwards, but don’t know. I don’t know much of anything anymore.
And I don’t really care.
All I know is I can’t ever take a piss again—I don’t dare. I’ve become one of those awful commercials. Side effects could include…
I should have stuck with the back acne.
I reach for the gun and a sarcastic chuckle escapes my lips as I scrawl the last line in my journal. I can take care of this.
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In the last three weeks, my world crumbled. The rest of the world died, and then stood up again.
I’m still waiting to wake up—sure this is all a dream. But my mother’s voice is in the back of my mind saying, “Buck up, kiddo.” I’m the man of the family now. Hell, I may be all that’s left of the family.
I remember the beginning as if it were yesterday, rather than almost a month ago. This all happened because I wanted milk. I know it was happening before I ignored Mom’s warning, but it wasn’t happening in the closed circuit of my existence.
The outbreak came out of nowhere. There was crazy talk and news reports, but I knew better. I played the video games and watched the movies. Zombies weren’t real. They were Hollywood and XBox. They were George Romero and Bruce Campbell. They were not supposed to be Mrs. Baker next door, or Sam’s big brother, or Adam Blomquist from down the street. They were not supposed to trash my town, my neighborhood. They were on the news, somewhere else. They were strangers.
They weren’t supposed to infect Dad.
I didn’t think it’d be a big deal if I ran to the corner store for milk. I had four boxes of cereal and no milk. I wanted the stupid milk, and with the panic and everyone staying inside, I figured I could just steal it and no one would notice. Mom and Dad had told me not to leave the house, but I didn’t think anything outside of the Labrador next door, Sadie, was a threat. I hadn’t seen anything through the gaps in the plywood that covered the windows. I only heard rumors and whispers.
They had though.
Mom started calling in sick to work. I heard her fake a cough and then be just fine when she hung up. I remember staring at her the first time she did it. I didn’t even know adults played hooky. Dad had been laid off for a while now. He drank all the time, which made him cranky as hell. When they weren’t fighting, my parents talked in hushed tones—as they barricaded the windows and front door, leaving the kitchen door available but guarded. They thought we could wait it out. Then something changed and they told me to pack. They had a new plan.
The day Dad died, Mom had run to the ATM. I heard her tell him she would “clean it out” as soon as she found one with money left in it. I pictured her robbing a bank for a second, and then giggled at the idea of my mom being a criminal. Dad snored on the couch. And I was sick of dry cereal.
The trip to the store wasn’t bad. I saw a few people that looked like they were drunk or something, but mostly, the streets were empty. Store too. But it looked like a tornado had wrecked it. Something shattered the front window, the cash register lay empty on its side, and folks had picked the shelves clean—contents either just missing or spilled all over the floor. The beverage cooler was worse than the shelves. The glass cracked or missing, the liquids sprayed everywhere. No cold milk in sight. I was out of luck. And I rode my bike home, pouting the whole way.
Sadie saw me at the end of the driveway and busted through her fence to chase me. She looked mangier than yesterday. Her eyes were yellow and oozed nasty, infected looking blood. I pedaled faster, then jumped from my bike and hopped up to the back porch. I threw open the door, slammed it behind me and shut my eyes, breathing a sigh of relief. God, I hated that dog.
I opened my eyes and saw my dad in the living room doorway. He looked pissed. I was gonna get it for leaving after being lectured to boredom about not going out of the house alone. I expected screaming, or being sent to my room.
He grunted, “Boy, you just don’t listen.”
He came at me fast. For an overweight factory worker, Dad could move when he wanted. I hadn’t seen him move like that since he hit the snake nest with the lawnmower a few summers ago. Except this time he moved in a different way. The look in his eyes wasn’t anger, it was hunger. The tone in his voice wasn’t fatherly, it was sarcastic. And cruel.
“Couldn’t listen, could you? Had to leave the house. Had to go on some adventure.” He snarled as he grabbed the front of my shirt. “It’ll be the last adventure you have in that body. I have brothers that need some adventure…”
He lifted me up off the floor and pushed me against the wall next to the sink. His breath reeked. Much worse than the stale beer smell I’d gotten used to since he’d been laid off. His eyes didn’t look right. They were rimmed in red and teary, like he’d been rubbing them. The pupils were huge and he didn’t blink. His head was at a funny angle, too. I should have realized something was wrong. I should have understood sooner than I did, the news reports were right.
I never heard the car pull up. I didn’t notice the door open. I knew she was there only when Mom screamed, “Dale! Put him down or I’ll blow your head off!”
I heard her but I never thought it was anything other than an empty threat. Hell, when they fought they threatened each other all the time. Or rather, Dad threatened Mom. I guess it was never the other way around until that moment. I looked at her. She held the loaded rifle they’d started keeping at the back door. Her cheek to the stock, she squinted at Dad and me with one eye, the other squeezed shut as she aimed from only ten feet away.
“You wouldn’t, you bi…” Dad started to speak.
Unlike Dad’s drunken threats, Mom’s wasn’t empty.
The rifle firing in the kitchen was deafening. Warm blood splattered across my face. It felt like when you pissed outside and it ricocheted off a log or something. It was gross and uncomfortable. Dad’s lifeless body released me. We both fell to the linoleum. I felt it, hard and unforgiving against my wrist and knee. Dad didn’t.
Without a word Mom slung the rifle over her shoulder, yanked me up by my arm, grabbed my duffle with her other hand, and walked out to the car. She buckled my stunned body in, not bothering to wipe the blood off my face or check to see if the fall had hurt me. I heard another shot from the gun the same time Sadie’s barking crossed into our yard. I never noticed her grabbing the other bags from the house. I realized we were leaving when she peeled out of the driveway. Adam stood on the sidewalk as we zoomed past. It looked like his face had slid off and been put back on. His mouth hung open and his dead eyes followed us. He wouldn’t be babysitting me any time soon and he sure wasn’t coming with us to ride the horses at Grandma’s like he had in the past.
Mom and I didn’t talk for over an hour.
When we did it came with hot tears rolling over dried blood. “You killed Dad!”
“That wasn’t your father.”
I repeated the stunned comment several times—unsure what else to say—and she repeated her response like a mantra. Close to Gettysburg she broke the litany.
“You understand what’s going on, don’t you?”
“No.” I lied. If I didn’t admit to the truth then she’d tell me it was something else.
“Spud…” She took her eyes off the road and gave me a long glance. I’d asked her not to call me that anymore, because the kids at school would hear it and pick on me. I guess those kids didn’t matter anymore. Or school. Or anything other than getting to Grandma’s and surviving whatever the world had become.
Sadness glimmered in her eyes. “You’ve heard us talking. You’ve seen the reports. You saw your dad and heard his voice. Did that sound like him, Joey?”
“Well…no. But maybe he was just really drunk and still kinda sleeping.”
“No. I’m sorry, but no.” She looked back to the road and sniffled. I wondered if it was her allergies or dead husband causing it.
“But zombies aren’t real, Mom!”
“They’re not zombies, hon. Not like you’re used to seeing in movies or reading about in your comics. They’re dead people…I think… But it’s like they’re possessed. I don’t know, I don’t know if anyone knows, whether they really even die first. All I know is when they snap to, they’re not who they were before.”
“Do they eat brains? Zombies eat brains, ya know? And they’re not supposed to be fast. Zombies are slow. Period. Dad wasn’t slow, Mom, he was crazy fast!” I tried to make sense of my dad not being my dad. I needed to villanize him, but inside I was just angry with Mom. She didn’t even try to talk to him. She didn’t give him a chance to explain or anything. She just blew his head off, right in my face. My dad’s brain and skull and blood were stuck to me, dried onto me, and she wanted me to say it was okay.
“I don’t know, Joey. I just don’t know.” She chewed her lip. “I’ve only ever seen them kill. I run. I leave. I don’t stick around to see what they do with the bodies, but I’ve heard all they do is kill and then that one gets up, too.”
“Monsters don’t just kill. That doesn’t make sense…”
She glanced at me again and her jaw made that funny noise like when she and Dad are fighting and she gets quiet. When she looked back at the road she stiffened—sitting up a little taller, a small gasp had to reroute because of her clamped lips and escaped from her nose. I looked at the road ahead of us.
Several hills in front of us, where we would intersect with Route 30 and turn right to go to Grandma’s, camouflage filled the road in an ironically blatant way. Army trucks of all shapes and sizes blocked the intersection, and more could be seen across the fields to the left. What appeared to be soldiers seemed to be searching the line of stopped cars.
Mom didn’t speak. She simply turned at the next dirt road and paralleled the state highway. We drove in silence again, both of us watching the activity through the gaps in trees for several miles.
“Mom?” I jumped when I thought I saw a soldier shoot a woman running toward the tree line.
“I saw it. I don’t know… Maybe the dead are driving now and they’re checking for that.” The car sped up as she chewed on her lip, eyes flitting between the road to the tree line. “Just look forward. Watch for Grandma’s road.”
“Are we going to be any safer at Grandma’s?”
“Yes. Grandpa has an old fallout shelter from the cold war under the barn. No one knows about it. He used to yell at me for messing with it when I was a kid. Grandma said she still kept it stocked because Grandpa had taught her to trust no one, and with the locking mechanism, we’ll be safe once inside.”
“A fallout what?”
She explained the cold war and talked about JFK—who I’d learned about in history—and why Grandpa and great uncle Harry talked the way they did during the evening news. I always thought Grandpa was just angry all the time. I guess he was, but only at certain people and only because he’d fought in a war that killed too many people he knew and he hated the idea of it happening again. It was a lot of information, but I got enough to understand we’d be safe in the hidey hole Grandpa had built so his family would survive when the world wouldn’t. I didn’t think the world was going to this time.
We pulled into Grandma and Grandpa’s driveway at the outskirts of Chambersburg and everything looked like it should. The long gravel path to the house was lined with ripe apple trees. The flowers Grandma labored over bloomed around the shed and barn. The birdfeeders were full and the smell that reminded me of summers past lingered in the air instead of the stink of the city, which had become home two years beforehand.
Then I noticed the horses weren’t in the pasture next to the house. The barn doors hung wide open. The coops were abandoned. And the chains where Dusty and Ginger, Grandpa’s hunting hounds, were usually tethered lay empty on the ground.
I looked at Mom and saw her looking at the same things. “Let’s go find Grandma.” She turned off the car and opened the door.
Without waiting for me, she strode to the house and pulled the cross beam of the screen door open. “Mom!” I heard her call repeatedly, at different volumes as she went through the house. I froze by the car. What Mom would later explain as my “hackles” had been raised and I stood, unable to move, as I took in my surroundings and tried to figure out why I was suddenly afraid.
“She must already be in the shelter.”
I jumped. I hadn’t even noticed she had stopped yelling and returned to the car.
“Let’s get our stuff and join her.” She pulled her duffle and the rifle from the backseat. She slung the bag over her shoulder but kept the gun in her grip, knuckles white as she looked around the property and waited for me.
At the barn she looked around again, as if being sneaky, before putting a finger to her lips and walking into the second stall, the one that had once housed Bug, the orphaned horse Grandma had adopted and brought back to health after Grandpa’s heart attack. Grandma had called Bug her pet project. Mom called him Therapy. Dad said he’d never be broken in and should be called Glue.
Dad.
God I still can’t believe that happened. Even now. Remembering his nickname for Bug as I stood in the stall and watched Mom open a secret hatch brought the whole scene in the kitchen back and I wiped at phantom wet blood on my face. A part of me hoped there were no mirrors in the shelter. I didn’t want to see my dad’s brains in my reflection, they were bloody enough in my memory.
We walked down a short wooden stairway in the dark and came to a large steel door. Mom pushed it open, the light barely illuminating the plank steps we stood on but enough for me to see her face right before I heard her words.
“Get back, Joey!” She pulled the rifle up in front of her and fired.
In slow motion I watched my grandmother’s face dissolve into a spray of bits and blood. I barely had time to register the gray pallor of her once rosy face and the milky stare of her normally golden-flecked hazel eyes. I clearly saw the leer. I remember the leer. I remember the chill it sent through me, stopping in gooseflesh and ringing ears.
“Mom!”
“Don’t, Joey.” She pushed the door open wide and looked around. “Not now. You saw. I know you saw.”
I followed her silently into the large room under the barn. I mimicked her as she put her bag down on a cot. I stared at her while her breathing skipped with fear and exertion, wondering what the hell was next. In a million years, I would have never thought I would hear the words that came from her mouth.
“Help me drag the body out of here.”
She didn’t look at me as she spoke. She simply bent down, grabbed her mother’s arms, and began to drag the woman who had raised her—the woman who had taught me to ride a horse and make birds land on your hand with sugared seed. I followed her lead and grabbed the brown orthopedic shoes at the other end of my grandma’s lifeless body. It was surreal. I wasn’t really there. She hadn’t really said that, requested my help, and I wasn’t really watching as we left a blood trail up the stairs we had just descended in hopes of hugging a family member we were supposed to be happy to see.
Discarded near the shed, Grandma lay. We didn’t bury her. No words of love or sorrow were spoken like in the movies when they hurriedly bury someone. We stood there for several minutes as the sun turned the sky a brilliant orange and disappeared behind the hills across the field. I wondered how long it would be before I saw the sun again. My mother’s silent, tearstreaked face finally looked up at me and then guided me back toward the barn, the hand on my shoulder felt heavy and unfamiliar.
She pushed the metal door shut with a dull thud and I heard something in the wall clicking as she pushed a series of buttons on the door. She quietly cleaned up the blood on the floor with a rag from a cupboard I hadn’t noticed and a jug of water from the large supply lining the wall. She walked around the room, looking in cabinets and closets. Tiny noises escaped her on occasion but she didn’t otherwise have anything to say. When she finally met my eyes and spoke, it was methodical and I knew she was still trying to figure out what had just happened.
“The food is in the little room on the left, the bathroom is on the right. Behind that shelf in the back is the generator that gives us light. We should reserve it. It looks like we have enough gas for a few weeks but we can make it last much longer if we’re careful with it.”
“Mom…” She didn’t hear me and kept going.
“We have lanterns and candles as well, so we can alternate. Worse case scenario, we can stay down here six months without any problem.”
“Mom!”
She stopped and blinked, looking at me for the first time, instead of through me. “Joey…” She crumpled to the floor in front of me and held me, crying into my shoulder as I crumpled with the weight of her. “I’m so sorry. I’m just so sorry…”
She’d killed Dad. She’d killed Grandma. I didn’t even know how to say that out loud. I didn’t know how to ask any of the thousand questions running through my mind, or express my fear, so I cried along with her.
We fell asleep like that the first night.
The weeks that followed were filled with alternating moods. Some days were nothing but silence, while we both read quietly from the shelves of books Grandma had loaded from the house, or blatantly ignored each other for some other activity. Some were full of play and laughter and as close to normal as I could remember, except we never went outside. We never saw the sun. We talked to no one else and didn’t even know if anyone else was still out there.
Just as we were adjusting to our temporary situation with a sense of acceptance, everything changed again.
Rummaging through the shelves and boxes, I found a box of milk flakes. Milk! We’d had water and mixed lemonade and such, but I hadn’t had milk in weeks. I hadn’t had cereal the way it should be in what felt like forever. I begged her to mix it while she laughed and tried to tell me I really didn’t want to do that.
“It’s gross. It doesn’t really taste like milk.”
“But it’s milk, Mom! Milk! Just think…cereal and chocolate glassfuls and…milk!”
“It’s thin and gross, really. You should trust me.”
But I didn’t and she finally caved. I grinned as she mixed it. I cheered as the water became a bluish white facsimile of milk-flavored liquid. I giggled as she poured it on my cereal. And I almost gagged when I put the first spoonful of Toasty O’s into my mouth.
She was right.
I tried to hide my disgust. I tried not to wince as I swallowed that first bite. But I was never good at lying to her. She’d seen my reaction. And I knew she’d seen when her shoulders bounced up and down like they do when she tried not to laugh. I broke the silence and busted into a gut-holding fit of laughter. Together, we continued until we cried and I pushed the bowl away.
“Lemonade and a new bowl of dry cereal?”
“Yes please.” I stuck my tongue out at her. It was a good moment. A good memory.
She spread out some snacks and we had a picnic on an old blanket. We were trying to forget Mom was forced to kill what was no longer Dad. Forget about the zombies we had seen along the way to Grandma’s house. Forget Grandma turned out to be a zombie too. It was a bad first week. The worst. But we had patched up our issues with it and were trying to forget. We laughed in a weird, uncomfortable way about the end of the world while I looked at the big circle of yellow construction paper she’d taped to the wall so we could pretend the sun was visible.
“Doesn’t garlic do something?” Mom smirked when she said it, but I played along.
“No, Mom. That’s vampires. Sheesh…” I grinned back at her. “Dad would understand. You never watched the movies. You don’t know the rules for the different creatures.” My anger about Dad forgiven, we could discuss him again, sometimes with humor that was cruel but covered the hurt.
“Well of course your dad would understand…he was one!” We both covered our mouths, shocked she had said it but then we laughed again. The weird uncomfortable way we did when Dad and Grandma were included in the zombie discussions.
“So was Adam…” My mood changed and the conversation became darker. “How long do you suppose we have to stay in here? How long before Adam is dead again?”
“I don’t know hon…”
I stared at her. I didn’t want to hear uncertainty. She must have seen it on my face and changed her approach.
“Well, actually, I guess it depends.” She looked at the bookshelf behind her. “If they’re really zombies like you call them, then the bodies are dead. The cells have to break down eventually and decay should make them immobile. I wonder if Grey’s says how long a body takes to decompose?”
She stood up to get the big medical volume off the shelf. When she turned she hit my cereal bowl. She almost tripped but caught herself, spilling the contents on the floor. However, her footing betrayed her on the liquid when she took the next wobbly step and she went down. Her feet flew up in front of her and her head and shoulders hit the floor hard in front of me.
That was three days ago.
She hasn’t woken up since.
I laughed at her fall initially. But when she didn’t answer, when she didn’t open her eyes, the laughter stopped. I shook her and yelled at her, but she didn’t respond. I didn’t know what to do so I put a pillow under her head and covered her with a blanket and cleaned up the milk spilled on the floor next to her. I talked to her for hours. I listened to her chest and watched her breathe. I know she’s alive, but she won’t wake up.
I curled up against her and slept there the first day. The second day I read a book without absorbing any of the words as I lay across her lap like I used to on the big ugly couch we’d once found at a garage sale. I talked to her occasionally and made bad jokes and shook her and slapped her. Nothing worked. Her eyes stay closed. Her lips slightly open.
I don’t know if she’s in a coma or what. I don’t have anyone to ask for help. I don’t have Internet to look anything up. I’m alone and scared and don’t know what to do. The day she shot Dad, I was mad—I wouldn’t have cared if Mom lived or died. Now all I want is for her to wake up. To keep me company. To save me.
This morning I remembered something she said on the trip to Grandma’s. I remember her saying she didn’t know if the zombie people died before they were possessed or if they were just close to death when it happened. And I started to be afraid of my unconscious mother.
She killed Dad because he was going to kill me. She killed Grandma because she would have tried to kill us both. It hurt to think she would have killed me if I’d have become a zombie, but I know it’s true. She would have had to. Just like in the movies.
But would I be able to do that?
If she opens her eyes and she’s not my mom anymore, can I kill her?
Should I kill her now, before she becomes a zombie like everyone else?
I scooted away from her while my mind spun. I remembered the movies and the video games, the comic books and the novels I’d read. Someone was always put in that position. Someone always had to make that decision. They didn’t always make it. And they didn’t always make it in time. Sometimes, they made the wrong decision.
“Oh my god…” I didn’t want to make that decision—before or after she became a zombie. I just wanted my mom back. I knew I couldn’t have Dad or Grandma, but Mom wasn’t gone yet. She was right there, in front of me. Quietly breathing on the floor, she looked like she was sleeping.
I got the rifle from the corner. I’d been in the woods enough with Dad, I knew how to use it. I checked the chamber and clip. There were four shells. Four was enough, even with bad aim. But I tried to tell myself I wouldn’t need it. I wouldn’t have to make that decision, because Mom was going to wake up. Any minute. And if I believed strongly enough, it would happen. It had to.
I sat next to her this afternoon talking, willing her to wake up. But the rifle was right there on the floor next to me.
“Mom, you need to wake up. I don’t know what to do. I need you. You can’t die…” I shook her shoulders again. “I love you. I love you more than Dad and Grandma and all the zombie movies in the world. I love you more than the stupid video games and puppy you wouldn’t let me have. Wake up, Mom. I love you more than…more than infinity…”
I thought I saw her eyes flutter and froze. They didn’t do it again. She didn’t open them or sit up. She just stayed there. I wiped tears I didn’t realize I’d been crying and got up. I went over to the chair in the corner and curled up, holding the rifle like I used to hold my teddy bear.
Her breathing sounded the same. I didn’t think she was getting worse. I didn’t think she was closer to a zombie than when she first fell, but what if she did while I was sleeping? What if I went to bed and never woke up? What if she was in a coma and that was enough and she was actually a zombie already but trapped in a coma? What if she woke up a zombie before she even died to come back? What if… What…
I pulled my knees tighter and let the tears fall. I couldn’t kill my mom. Not if she wasn’t a zombie. But I couldn’t just wait for her to become a monster either. If she did and I wasn’t watching, wasn’t ready, she’d kill me. She was stronger than me, bigger than me. There’s no way I could beat Mom, zombie or not.
Maybe if I left and found someone.
I looked at the door as the new thought struck me. Town was only a little bit away. I could easily walk it. Maybe I could find someone else hiding. Another adult or a doctor or something. Someone who could wake Mom up before she wasn’t Mom. Someone who could make the decision I didn’t want to make.
Could I leave her here? I stared at the door for another minute before I got up and walked to it in a daze. I turned the wheel and pulled but nothing happened. I didn’t realize I’d made the decision to leave until I couldn’t. I kicked the door and looked at the panel of numbers on it. The lock.
I knew the combination. Mom had told me. But I couldn’t remember it. I couldn’t fathom what numbers would make the door open and bring me back to sunshine and away from my mom, the might-be zombie. I pushed random numbers and watched the little light. The red remained a steady tiny dot of hopelessness.
I was trapped in a steel room with a zombie, the thought screamed through my head and my mouth watered as the tears welled again. No, I was safe with my mother in Grandpa’s shelter, I told myself. She wasn’t dead yet. She wasn’t back from the dead yet. And she wouldn’t be, if only I could get help.
It had been an important number. I remembered that much. I tried my birthday and my mom’s birthday. Neither worked. I tried to remember Dad’s birthday and did it wrong three times before I remembered, but the little red light stared at me unwavering.
I went back to the chair, watching my mom the whole time. I spent the next few hours flitting in and out of a nap that wasn’t real. It was like my mind would just shut down occasionally and I would snap awake, afraid I’d been asleep for a long time and zombie-mom was grinning in front of me. I looked at the door. I watched Mom. And I pulled myself from nightmares. It was a vicious cycle that surrounded my thoughts as I tried to figure out what to do.
My eyes snapped open and I jumped a little, afraid zombie-mom was real. But she lay where she’d been. And then I remembered what woke me. I knew the combination!
I sprinted to the door and started to punch in Halloween and Christmas. 1-0-3-1-1-2-2… I stopped before the last number and looked at Mom again. Would she be okay while I was gone? Would I be okay out there or should I just stay here? I was afraid. Afraid to stay. Afraid to go. I pushed “clear” on the keypad and stared at the laces of my shoes.
“I have to…”
I don’t know if I was telling my mom or myself. I don’t know what I was even thinking before the sound of my own voice startled me out of my immobile state.
“I’ll be back, Mom. Promise.”
1-0-3-1-1-2-2-5
Green light.
I spun the wheel that looked like it belonged on a submarine and pulled the door. It was heavier than I thought and I grunted while my knuckles went white and my arms burned with effort. The first few inches produced no light and I figured it was nighttime. I hadn’t looked at a clock in hours. I’d been too busy having nightmares.
When the door swung wide enough for me to get through, I realized the nightmares were real. Adam stood on the bottom step, leering at me the way Grandma had when we’d arrived. Behind him were several other people I could only presume were zombies.
I never thought about zombies finding us down here. I certainly never considered Adam knowing where we were going and following us. There were so many things I didn’t think of…
It felt like I’d been staring at his sliding face for hours but I’m sure it had only been seconds. I looked at the gap between him and the others, the others and the wall. I was little. I might be able to get past them. I started to duck under his arms but he grabbed me. Behind him, the others were speaking, but I didn’t hear what they said.
I only heard the sound of my mother’s broken voice behind me, “You should have killed me, Spud.”
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Harvey looked through the sliver of space in the boarded up windows and held his breath—not for fear of being heard, but as a locked and loaded weapon, ready to blow away danger should it float too near. He’d been on guard, hiding inside the duplex for almost six weeks. If the officials were correct, he’d only need to make it six more days, possibly less.
He’d been glued to the news since the first day. All the stations had long since switched to autopilot, but Harvey kept the muted set on anyway, hoping the news ticker across the bottom of white and black bug wars on the screen would flash or change or tell him everything was okay. A single ear bud allowed him to listen to his iPod as it looped through a set of dead stations, crackling hopelessness and loneliness—the other earpiece dangled free, allowing him to hear the silence surrounding him.
He missed the hustle and bustle—the cars and horns and playing children. He wished the world was filled with ambient noise again. The sounds of anything other than static and white noise and silence interrupted by the occasional scream as people ran past—trying to outrun them. Trying to survive.
They never survived. Their screams were useless.
He’d seen it. He knew the truth. It didn’t matter what the television managed to type onto the screen or when the ear bud broke radio silence. What mattered was outside.
And through the tiny crack in his fortified apartment, Harvey watched the world outside as it held its breath.
With fascination built of equal parts envy and fear, Harvey noticed the front door across the street open. Morgan sprinted toward the car in his driveway—already running and waiting for him, thanks to a remote starter he’d bragged about the previous winter. Harvey looked at the car but wasn’t actually studying it. Instead, paying attention to his peripheral vision, he waited for the Shadows to come and attack Morgan.
A blur of black to his left caused Harvey to jump back from the crack in the wood and the view through it. But he knew what followed.
He heard the tearing of flesh, as limbs were pulled from their sockets, ripped free from Morgan’s torso and discarded without reason. He heard the screams as Morgan’s cool, collected, almost arrogant persona was reduced to that of a scared child. He heard the cries fade as the torn flesh made audible contact with the ground. Harvey didn’t need to see it. He only needed to acknowledge four in the afternoon was no better a time to try escaping than ten in the morning and noon itself had been—as he’d learned from other neighbors’ mistakes.
The opportunity for escape was long past, and even then there had been nowhere to run. The Shadows seemed impervious to both stealth and weapons. They couldn’t be avoided.
The Shadows.
He didn’t know what else to call them.
The first one he’d seen had been at work almost two months ago. It felt like a lifetime since he’d donned a shirt and tie and pretended his menial position in Shuman Heritage’s corporate office had been of any use to humanity, or his own future.
Harvey Becker, nicknamed None by his college friends due to his lack of a middle name, had been in his cubicle staring at his computer screen, concentrating on a cost analysis report for the last several print jobs. His coffee had grown cold as he’d labored over numbers not crunching properly. He sighed, dreading the owner’s reaction when None told him they’d somehow gone over their bid by several thousand dollars.
From the corner of his eye, None saw a blur and sneered. “Must be nice to have free time,” he had muttered, assuming it was co-workers playing around. The scream that followed made him knock his coffee over.
The blood curdling cries—sounding vaguely like Cissy’s excited voice when she ranted about their boss—chilled him to the bone and he jumped up to gaze over the short cubicle walls toward the commotion. He couldn’t see Cissy and stood up a little taller, immediately wishing he hadn’t. He wanted to duck back down, but couldn’t. Frozen, watching in stunned horror, None was chagrined to find he was suddenly no better than those he chastised for staring at car accidents.
What he could see made no sense to him.
A smear of two-dimensional black stood above Cissy, its torso seemed scrawled and uneven. From the blocky center of the bi-pedal body, three scrawny tentacle-like arms shot out at her cowering body on the floor. It clawed at her face and chest, its strange talons nothing more than crooked lines of fading smoke. They didn’t give the impression of being able to cause physical injuries. They didn’t appear tangible. The overall soft, almost feathered, appearance of the thing—the Shadow—seemed like a smudge drawn into existence.
From the sound of Cissy’s screams, the smoke claws hurt far more than None presumed. And while there was no apparent blood on the Shadow, Cissy was being lacerated with long streaks of both cuts and burns. She thrashed, tossing her head back and forth, as her screams changed from panic to whimpering pain.
When she finally stopped screaming, stopped moving, she didn’t appear to be breathing. Her eyes, open in obvious shock of both lost blood and circumstance, stared, unblinking, in his direction. He gasped, then immediately covered his mouth and ducked down so the Shadow wouldn’t see him.
When he chanced peeking up over the edge of the cubicle again, it was gone, and screams further down the hall had taken the place of the awkward silence enveloping Cissy’s death. Somewhere in the stunned atrophy of his mind, he wondered who was being attacked down the hall, but couldn’t even vocalize the question. He stood, frozen, and watched as others slowly made their way to her body. The new girl from payroll cried as she stumbled off toward the bathroom, and the manager’s assistant, Ray something, crouched low and dialed 911.
None sat back down in his chair and tried to process what had just happened. He never could stand Cissy—with her whiney voice and habit of making things up when there was no gossip available—but for her to be dead? Just…gone. Right in front of him. His stomach flipped and he leaned toward his garbage can. Nothing happened.
The rest of the day included no other attacks. No other Shadows. Except for two dead girls in the office from attacks no one could completely explain, it would have been business as usual the way no one talked about it. There was no gossip, no heated theories, nothing. The entire staff was questioned and re-questioned, the police refusing to believe it had happened as the witnesses described. The building was closed for the rest of the day, even the factory floor was shut down for the evening shift.
The evening news mentioned an attack at a local office building killing two women, but didn’t mention the company or victims’ names. None’s stomach continued to threaten him while his mind replayed the scene over and over.
He called in sick the next morning.
Two more people died.
At almost the same time as the day before, right after lunch hour, another attack happened. After the police left this time, Kevin called and told him the Shadow-thing was different. Rather than the blocky smoke monster of the previous day, this one had been a rotund creature with many small notches coming from the bottom of it, like awkward peg legs trying to be a graceful caterpillar—unsuccessfully. None hadn’t known either of the newest victims, and not being there to witness it, he felt little to no grief for them. They were no more than the strangers mentioned every day on the news.
Except they were another attack, by another creature, in his office building. That worried him. And just like the first attacks, the creatures hadn’t eaten the victims or done anything to them beyond killing them. It seemed senseless. Unreal.
The evening news mentioned the names from the previous attacks, but along with his co-workers there were others from different companies around town. They then looped to a recap of the lead story, which None had missed while making dinner, and he stared at the television. The Shadows has claimed a total of forty-three victims over the past two days.
Forty-three?
None picked up his cell phone and stared at it. He had no one to call. No siblings, no parents since cancer and heartbreak had taken them six months apart, and no close friends since the breakup with Kathryn. He put the phone down.
None spent the next two days in the house, boarding up windows and taping off cracks. Rule number one according to his apocalypse survival plan. The survival plan he’d developed with Kathryn.
He wondered where Kathryn was, but couldn’t afford the distraction the sudden aching caused. He didn’t miss her. He hadn’t for months—though it had taken him almost as many months to get over the fact she’d woken up one day and decided he wasn’t enough. After almost four years together—planning a wedding and family and retirement—she told him he was “not enough.” That was all. No real excuse. No precursory argument or gaping distance in the relationship. Just “not enough” and packed her bags.
None ignored the twinges of heartache as he put their plan into motion. However, he did allow himself to smile, remembering how they’d planned fake apocalypses and read the studies about society’s breakdown. He faced a real apocalypse now, alone, and had no idea if she’d even survived the first seventy-two hours by staying inside like the articles had said—letting the crazy, irrational and unstable take each other out in the panic outside. He didn’t know if she remembered the plans, the rules, or if she was already a victim. But he needed to survive rather than worry about her, so he tried to put her out of his mind.
Early on the morning of the fourth day, after two days of screams—both natural and not—gunshots, and general chaos outside his windows, None snuck to the grocery store. He hadn’t been sleeping well—panicking when his conscious mind wasn’t there to force his calm—so he was awake before the sun and figured it was as good a time as any.
He felt like a thief, slinking down alleys and backstreets by foot rather than in a car. He took the cart with him when he left the store, fines be damned, and brought home his haul of emergency items just as he and Kathryn had once dictated: bottled water, powdered milk, canned goods, batteries, vitamins, first-aid and toilet paper. Although Hake’s Grocery had been stripped fairly clean, he was surprised to find the back storage area, and the small Rexall drug store down the block, still had enough for his needs. After all, he wasn’t supplying a whole family, or even a couple, just himself.
He hadn’t seen anyone on his way to or from the store and wondered if everyone brave enough to be outside was dead, or if it was just the early hour causing the deadly quiet of the streets. As he carried the last bag into the house, leaving the cart on the grass without worry, he heard the scream behind him. He spun and dropped the bag, losing a week’s worth of canned vegetables in the process.
He knew better than to stop and pick them up. He knew better than to stare at the commotion, instead of moving his ass out of sight. He’d spent three days listening to the screams. Watching when he dared, and only briefly even then.
The black blur that tackled the older man from the corner was almost square, with bat wings and bird legs. A stark black widow’s peak flowed into the darkness of its head, sharp fangs glowed from the slit of a haphazardly designed mouth, and one eye had no pupil. The man was lost in a blur of smudged black and grays as the creature tore him apart.
None immediately ran up the porch steps and into his apartment. As much as he wanted to, he didn’t slam his door on the sight outside. Instead, he very carefully closed it and locked the two locks originally installed, as well as the three additional makeshift locks he’d pulled from other doors in the house and added the second day of the Shadows.
He leaned against the door and rubbed his eyes. The Shadow killing his neighbor, swallowing the screams and not much else, had been slightly more three-dimensional than previous monsters he’d seen, but still seemed intangible. When his breathing returned to normal, None blocked out the fading screams and world outside. He put away his supplies as if he had returned from a normal trip to the grocery store.
He watched television, listened to the radio, and rationed his supplies according to plan for the next few days. None tried his best to continue ignoring the reality outside his door, in lieu of the hope he kept waiting for from the newscasters.
Hope came on day six, after much speculation and many more deaths.
“The CDC, working in tandem with various private laboratories around the globe, has developed a theory that could very well stop the Nightmares.” The news had been calling them Nightmares ever since a shrink somewhere said the monsters appeared crudely drawn, as if by a child’s hand. He had said we were being attacked by an alien race, which resembled the characters you would find in the nightmares of children, and was scoffed relentlessly. Now, according to the news, the CDC concurred with him. Sort of.
“Strattuniv, a second generation non-stimulant prescription medication for ADHD, which combines the successful active ingredients of the previously popular Strattera with the recently released Intuniv, has had excellent results with children ages five through eleven. However, according to the CDC, the drug—which lowers blood pressure, heart rate and anxiety—also reduces the imaginative powers of these children as a side effect. It is this side effect the CDC is stating…” The anchorman, a balding man with horribly applied black eyeliner, turned to the side and addressed someone off camera, “Is this for real?”
He held his hand to his head, cuffing the earpiece and nodding to secrets meant for only him. None wondered what the men behind the curtain were whispering. The anchor looked back to the camera and swallowed.
“I can’t say that. This is…this is ridiculous.”
The anchorman continued to listen to his earpiece while his face twisted through the emotions of disbelief and fear, finally settling on horrified resignation. He swallowed again, his Adam’s apple visibly shifting, and sighed.
“According to the CDC, the removal of imagination inhibits these children from having nightmares, daydreams, or normal playtime activity in a creative sense. As over a quarter of our children are currently being treated for ADHD, as well as other behavioral issues, the CDC and private laboratories have concluded the nightmares of these children have somehow come to life. Because they cannot get into the minds of the children being treated, they are running free looking for other imaginations to take hold of.” He stared at the teleprompter for several seconds. None imagined the anchor was trying to absorb what he’d just reported, much as he himself was trying to wrap his mind around the idea of children’s nightmares coming to life.
“The CDC has issued an epidemic alert and requests the following. If your child is currently being treated for any type of behavioral disorder, especially if they are currently taking Strattuniv, please discontinue use of all their medications immediately.”
None watched the anchor reread the CDC instructions several times before he turned the channel. The same message was on every network, whether it was a news based channel or Nickelodeon. None muted the television and put in his ear buds. A quick scan of the local radio stations resulted in the same message, over and over.
Stop all medications for ADHD immediately.
None leaned into the chair and thought about the news. This wasn’t some local shrink or pediatrician. This was the Center for Disease Control releasing an official statement with warnings and instructions.
Children’s nightmares? None thought, as he absently rubbed his temple and the beginning of a headache.
The rest of the night and following day, the television was filled with skeptics and pseudoscientists. None listened to their theories and jotted down notes on the inside cover of the book on the coffee table. It didn’t matter if it was a library book, and he had no problem defacing a best-selling author’s work. It had several blank pages in the front and back and was handy.
A stodgy old man with less facial hair than a pre-teen boy proclaimed, “The Nightmares, as a race, have existed as long as mankind, if not longer. Much like ghosts and other things that go bump in the night, adults have evolved to not be able to see what they do not believe in. Because children still believe, they are more susceptible.” None found on another station that the man had been an evolutionary scientist for two decades before becoming a professor at some state college somewhere. “Because they can no longer feed on the easily accessible imaginations of children, they are attacking anyone. Though they still seem to be only killing, not eating or taking their prey elsewhere for later consumption.” His voice changed, as if fact and opinion had different tones, “Perhaps because children don’t dream of actually being eaten, just attacked.”
A social worker, much more attractive than the professor had been, appeared on David Letterman. None was less surprised the show was still airing, and more befuddled they’d plucked a random caseworker and called her a professional in the situation.
Though her words did seem to make sense.
“The first attacks happened just after lunchtime. The second wave was just after eight o’clock at night. The next day repeated the pattern. After accepting what we’re facing, it has become evident these hours are the normal time for children to be either sleeping or napping, and due to the inhibitions of the behavioral medications, they are not having bad dreams, thus leaving the Nightmares…well…homeless, for lack of a better word.”
Another station, another expert. He scrolled through the channels constantly when awake, pausing when he trusted the source of the moment. He nodded off to the hum of repeated information and woke to a woman whose appearance declared she hadn’t slept for days. She spoke in a broken voice and None wondered what she’d seen. He was immediately drawn and put down the remote he’d continued to hold while he had slept.
“They’ve always been there. Always. That blur you see from the corner of your eye that’s never there when you turn to look at it? When you think there’s something on your glasses or eyelash but find nothing when you inspect it? Those are the black bubbles.” Her breath skipped across her lips with a hitching sound. “That’s how they travel, or are born, or something. The ward was full of them suddenly. Like the kids were blowing colored bubbles, they just floated lazily along the hallways.” She took a breath and tried to compose herself, her red eyes threatening to flood with tears. “Black. So black. With only a swirl of an idea visible in the shining portion of the bubble. A swirl giving you a clue to what’s inside. And no two seem to be the same.”
She stopped and dropped her eyes to her lap. The anchor patted her arm and a note popped up on the bottom of the screen: Ann Burgraff, Head Nurse—St. John’s Children’s Hospital, sole survivor of attack on Children’s Ward.
She looked up at the anchor and then focused on the camera, “If you see a black bubble, run. Just run. When it pops the shadow will form into something from a nightmare. Something you can’t hide from, something you can’t protect…” She broke down crying and the anchor introduced a commercial break. None changed the channel.
Somehow a new development had happened while he’d been sleeping. Though he only slept during those times when children normally didn’t, though his sleep was broken and restless at best, it did take him from the television. He was distraught as he surfed the channels and plugged in the ear bud for additional coverage. Several channels were now talking about the black bubbles, and he watched as the world scrambled to discover a solution.
Some believed they were black so you couldn’t see them at night, but that didn’t explain naptime to None and he discarded the theory.
A few experts said we needed to kill the bubbles before the Shadows escaped, but they were shot down by others asking, “How exactly do you kill a bubble if popping it doesn’t work?”
A group of religious extremists suggested blowing bubbles of their own, made with holy water, to collide with the black bubbles before they popped. They disregarded the scientists and claimed it was nothing more than demons, stating “the power of the Trinity was all one needed to survive.” They began preparations for their own war and welcomed any and all recruits. Instead of waiting for the bubbles to find them, the group actively hunted, choosing an orphanage filled with previously medicated children as their first battle. Their gruesome deaths were recorded by camera crews and amateurs alike.
At some point, in the middle of a scrawny scientist’s explanation of how long it would take for the drugs to wear off completely—returning the monsters to the harmless world of children’s dreams—None got an idea.
Kathryn’s mild complaints echoed in his memory and he wondered how she was faring with her new boyfriend, the artist. Artists are creative. Artists have imaginations. None wondered if this particular artist had any end-of-world plans mapped out, then he reminded himself, he didn’t care. He couldn’t afford the energy it took worrying and wondering about someone that didn’t care about him. Kathryn was not his problem, but he thanked her silently for pointing out his lack of imagination. He thought it might help him survive and actually penciled it onto the bottom of the apocalypse survival list in a moment of whimsy.
He snuck back out of the house, again early in the morning and again down alleys. This time when he hit the drug store, he went behind the counter and dug through the heavily ransacked area until he found exactly what he needed. ADHD medication. None located Ritalin rather than Strattuniv or either of its predecessors, but was satisfied it would work. He reasoned with himself, as he studied the bottle of small white pills marked with the number three and CIBA, unsure what CIBA even meant. He believed if he chemically removed his imagination, in conjunction with his natural lack of creativity, it would reduce the chance of him being attacked. Other than the hospital ward, the attacks all seemed to be on adults, so None theorized he needed to become an unimaginative child by taking the medication at the root of the problem. It sounded like a solid plan. And the first real defense he’d come up with against the Shadows.
He managed to find a bottle with several still in it and used those to identify the loose ones on the floor. In total, he’d located seventy pills. The directions said one every ten hours. If he planned the four hours off for when he was sleeping, he would have roughly five weeks worth of pills. What had the skinny dude said? Four to six weeks for the effects to wear off the children? So either he had enough pills to survive, or he’d have to figure out the last week on his own somehow. He glanced at the pharmacy floor. A Tic Tac explosion—pills everywhere. None debated rummaging for fourteen more, another week’s worth.
The vaguely human Shadow moving down the aisle stopped him.
Roughly the size and shape of a man, the hairless creature’s skin was covered in a sloppy pattern of dots and dashes. Gills at the bottom of its jaw line flapped fruitlessly in and out. Jagged teeth pushed straight out from the mouth, one pointing upward. One eye was huge and round, a large pupil in its center. The other was almost completely black, save for a crescent of gray at the edge—a sliver moon in a starless night.
None froze. He didn’t think it had seen him and ran through several scenarios in his mind. Not a single one of them ended well. He popped three pills into his mouth and chewed them quickly before swallowing.
“Oh my god. Oh my god. Oh my god.” He chanted quietly, almost mouthing it rather than whispering it.
Movement to his side caught his attention. A black bubble floated from behind him toward the store proper. None took a deep breath and blew at the bubble, trying to convince it to go further, faster. It did. Right into the corner of the end-cap on the aisle the gillman was coming down. The bubble popped and as the bits of wet fell to the ground, they gained shape.
A small bean-shaped creature—with lopsided wings, a single horn coming from its forehead, and a mouthful of jagged teeth—materialized where the bubble bits should have landed. The gill-man, towering over the new Shadow by at least two feet, looked down and cocked its head. The bird-thing squawked back at it and attacked. The two became a blur of shadows, emanating sounds only describable as dying creatures and metal grating on metal.
The creatures seemed intent on killing each other, and None took the opportunity to get out of the store. The pills in his pocket clinked against each other as he jogged down the alley toward home—like loose change, but far more valuable to None than money.
The whole way home he wondered why. What had he just seen? He hadn’t seen them attack each other before, just humans. He decided to call the number on the bottom of the screen when he got home and tell them. Perhaps the experts could use the information. He turned the last corner, his apartment in view, and sprinted.
A little girl sat on the sidewalk crying in front of his duplex.
He’d almost tripped over her, as he focused on sprinting to his front door. He stopped and caught his breath next to her. None didn’t recognize the child and scanned the yards for the missing parents. She seemed too young to be wandering the streets, and None assumed she’d escaped some horrific end the rest of her family had not been lucky enough to avoid. His heart swelled as he approached her.
“Honey?” He bent down and spoke softly, keeping an eye on the street and yards for activity. “Where are your parents?”
She sniffled, “The bad man got them.”
“The bad man?” None looked around and saw nothing. No bubbles. No Shadows. “There’s no bad man here now, honey. Come on. Come inside. It’s not safe out here.” He lifted her to her feet and ushered her inside, locking the door behind them.
When None turned back, the girl was missing.
“Little girl?” He called softly and heard a whimper from the couch. He walked around it and found she’d crawled onto the cushion at the end, curling into a tight ball. She rocked slightly, tears continuing to fall down her face. He went to the kitchen and got a cup of bottled water. Returning to the living room, he sat next to her and offered the drink.
“What’s your name sweetie?” He brushed her hair from her face and wished he’d had a bristle brush for her hair rather than just the comb he used on his own. He could tell she was an adorable child under the dirt and distress of whatever had happened to her.
“Olivia…” Her brown eyes glistened with tears and seemed unnaturally large, like something out of a Disney cartoon. Doe eyes, Kathryn would have said.
“Drink this, Olivia. You’re safe now.” She took the cup as None sat on the couch next to her.
He grabbed the remote and debated whether or not to turn on the television, wondering if the topic sure to be on every channel would scare the child further. A glance at her told None she wasn’t paying attention anyway and he hit the power button, eager to grab the phone number from the bottom of the screen and tell them he saw Shadows fighting each other.
But the television had no phone number. It had no reporters or talk show hosts or cartoons. Every station was filled with black and white dots, static, and only the actual news channels had even bothered to keep a ticker at the bottom before cutting signal.
PLEASE STAY IN YOUR HOMES. DO NOT ATTEMPT TO FIGHT THE NIGHTMARES. REMAIN CALM. MORE INFORMATION COMING AS IT DEVELOPS.
“Really?” None’s exacerbated voice hissed through his teeth. If the stations went unmanned, he reasoned the electric company would follow and wondered how long before they had no power. At least it was a warm Spring, he thought. Happy he wouldn’t need to worry about air conditioning or another trip outside to stockpile wood for the fireplace.
He hit the mute button to quiet the static on the screen and turned back to Olivia, the fear on her face still evident. He wanted to know what happened, but didn’t want to upset her with questions. He sat quietly.
She drained the cup and held it out for him. He set it on the coffee table and pulled the blanket from the back of the couch, covering her in an act of comfort. She leaned against him, her breathing rapidly calming into a pre-sleep pattern, and None felt bad for her again. He wondered what had happened to exhaust her so completely.
He stroked her hair while thinking of the pills he’d managed to procure and how to effectively ration them. He had enough for five weeks, not six, and had already taken three in a moment of panic. He didn’t have enough to share with Olivia and wondered if they needed to be full strength or if they could each take one a day and be fine. After all, it was going to take weeks for the drugs to leave the systems of those taking them, so wouldn’t they begin to stockpile in his and Olivia’s bodies after a few days or weeks? It seemed logical.
Satisfied, he nodded to no one and felt better about the situation. Then his stomach flipped, as he realized he had another mouth to feed as well. He laid his head back, going over his supplies mentally and trying to figure out how much Olivia would eat or use. He dozed off to the sound of her breath, the gentle rhythm of childhood exhaustion.
He woke to Olivia’s screams before she did, jumping from the couch and checking the room for the source of the noise. None glanced at the child and realized she had cried out in her sleep. He jostled her shoulder to wake her. As her eyes fluttered open, a Shadow materialized behind the couch and startled None.
Two large eyes on clicking stalks were positioned high above a mouth full of tiny sharp teeth offset by four very large teeth on the bottom and two on the sides. The bottom of the Shadow was a continuation of the stalks, crossing over themselves and ending in large oblong hoops of smoke, clicking as the creature moved closer to the couch. It reminded None of a huge pair of scissors—come to life with a monster’s face.
Olivia informed him otherwise.
“The bad man!” She scrambled off the couch and grabbed onto None’s pant leg. He tried to pull her free but fear held her grip like glue, so he backed up with the extra weight of the child on him, looking around him for a weapon of sorts. If he wasn’t so damn terrified of the thing in his living room, he would have likened Olivia’s action to the way he used to sit on his dad’s foot and cling to his calf for a ride.
“Is this the thing that… This is the bad man?” He didn’t look at Olivia as he spoke.
She nodded viciously against his leg and mumbled acknowledgement. Her tiny hands dug into his calf. “He’s always in my dreams. Always.”
Wait a minute. Always? None thought. This was not an escaped Shadow. This was not a Nightmare searching for a new home. This was Olivia’s personal nightmare come to life. Her creation. And no amount of pills would help. It knew where it lived, where it belonged—inside Olivia’s dreams. With Olivia herself.
He knew what he had to do.
None grabbed the mini fire extinguisher next to the closet and fumbled with the ringed pull-tab while he worked his way around the couch to the front door, keeping the furniture between him and The Bad Man.
He leaned over and handed the sprayer of the extinguisher to Olivia, “If it gets too close, shoot it like you’re using a water pistol. Ok, honey?” He tried to sound protective and sure, like this plan would work, but None had no hope of the extinguisher doing anything against the Shadow. It was a decoy. He knew it. He was pretty sure The Bad Man knew it. He just didn’t want Olivia to realize it.
He quickly undid all the locks on the door and flung it open, exposing the empty street and late morning sun outside. A part of him hated what he was about to do. A part of him thought he was a better man. But he couldn’t hear the reason and logic. That side of his personality was being drowned out by the screams coming from both child and monster. He couldn’t save Olivia.
But he could save himself.
He backed out of the house, drawing the Shadow with them. “Come here, honey.” He cooed at Olivia, holding his arms out to her so she’d let go of his leg and be carried to safety.
As soon as she loosened the grip on his leg, he bucked and sent her skittering to the other side of the porch. And the Shadow crossed the threshold.
Fetching the fire extinguisher from the porch where Olivia dropped it, he pointed it at the Shadow. But the Shadow paid no attention to him, its head immediately turning toward Olivia when she and None separated.
The child screamed as The Bad Man approached her.
None slipped back into the house and locked the door. He slid down the painted wood, landed in a heap, and covered his ears. But he couldn’t block out Olivia’s screams. Couldn’t block out the clicking sound of The Bad Man.
The Bad Man’s clicking boomed on the porch and None worried it would draw other Shadows, just as he wondered if it were the Shadow’s teeth or legs making the noise—or both. Tiny hands beat at the door.
“Mister! Let me in! Help me, mister!” Olivia screamed over and over as None pretended nothing happening was real. Her tiny hands pounded, her feet thrashed, what sounded like her nails dragged down the exterior of the house and door. The sound of flesh tearing removed None from reality for a moment, his mind fogging over what he’d done, destroying the truth of what was happening on his own porch.
When silence finally came, he held his breath, wondering if The Bad Man had left, died when Olivia had, or stood there waiting for None. After an hour of intently listening, None thought he heard a scream down the block. When there was no shuffling on his porch he decided it was safe to look, but couldn’t bring himself to open the door. Instead, he pulled a shard of wood away from the board on the living room window, creating a space big enough to see through and hopefully too small for them to enter.
Olivia’s tiny white sneakers with pink stripes were visible below the window, but the rest of her was obscured by the angle of the porch and small slit he’d created in his barricade. He was thankful he couldn’t see the rest of her. He didn’t want to. He couldn’t. Not if he ever wanted to sleep again. Not if he were to convince himself he had no other choice.
That was five weeks ago. Animals came and took parts of Olivia under the cover of night. During the day, the birds picked at her—scavengers happy for a free meal. He could always hear it but never looked. He checked every morning for the sneakers. They were gone—along with the rest of her—one morning, and he successfully convinced himself it had all been a nightmare, and returned to his own survival.
He thought he’d get bored or lonely, trapped in the house by himself. He kept the television on mute and a single ear bud in his ear, his iPod auto-scanning channels for anything other than static. He ate two small meals a day, taking a pill with each meal, and slept during the daylight hours to be alert and prepared during the night when the Shadows seemed to roam more openly.
Last Monday a bubble had drifted up to his porch and startled him while he scanned the yards through the slit in the boarded up window. He’d cranked the window open and blown at it gently through the screen, watching it float through the neighbor’s yard while he closed the window again. Yesterday he’d witnessed a bubble pop against the tree at the curb and stood frozen as a bizarre creature appeared in its place. Two dense blocks for feet, winding tendrils like vines stretched upward and branched off several times, ending in three hungry Pac-Man style heads and two undeveloped nodes that could be claws. It stood under the tree, swaying in the breeze for what seemed like forever. Its heads stretching out and reeling back in as if on bungee cord necks.
Just as None thought the creature was going to stay there under his tree forever, a commotion down the street drew his attention. It could have been a scream, or a garbage can being knocked over, or an explosion—None didn’t know—but it was noise and as much as it had startled him, it excited the Shadow under his tree more. The thing lurched from its position, crazy rubber band legs carrying it down the sidewalk toward the sound.
“They hunt by sound?” It wasn’t something None had considered, or the news had mentioned—when there’d been news. He realized he hadn’t given any thought to how they hunted, or what senses they may use to detect victims. “Hmmm…”
The day before yesterday he’d watched a neighbor he’d never been introduced to try to escape in her vehicle. It had ended horribly. The Shadow toyed with her before finishing the job. Chasing her down the street, the four-legged triangle with as many arms as legs finally caught her and took her down in a barrage of screams None thought he’d never forget.
Now today, he’d watched, or rather heard, as Morgan lost the same exact battle, though to a different variation of monster.
None walked back to the couch, unwilling to acknowledge the carnage he knew lay next to Morgan’s car, retrieving his book from the table, and crawled under the throw blanket. He’d read the novel five times and really wished he’d been a buyer rather than a library lover, as he was bored with the story but had no other books and nothing else to waste the time as he watched the calendar and the pill bottle and the bug wars on television, waiting for the all clear from the CDC, or some social worker, or a scientist, or the guy next door. Anybody.
None opened his eyes, unaware he’d fallen asleep, and stared. He didn’t need to go to the bathroom. He hadn’t had a nightmare—hell, he hadn’t dreamed at all since he started taking the pills. And he wasn’t sure what woke him. He sat up and reached for the glass of water on the coffee table, knocking the book from his lap. It hit the floor with a thud that echoed oddly on the porch.
Then another thud came from the porch.
No. He thought, cursing the sound the book had made. He was not going to survive all this time just to lose to a stupid book slipping off his lap. He gently slid to the back of the couch and pulled the covers up over him, peering through a hole in the blanket at the crack in the wood on the front window.
Something peeked back at him.
A large eyeball filled the gap in the wood covering the window. The pupil moved back and forth as it scanned the room from its vantage point. None hoped he’d hidden well enough and held his breath, afraid to make the blanket move or wheeze uncontrollably at a crucial moment. The unblinking eyeball moved away from the crack and None breathed a sigh of relief, an uncomfortable laugh escaping his lips as a muted grunt.
He looked at his watch. It was a quarter after ten at night. He nodded to no one in particular as he realized he had woken up because his system was used to being awake during the night and had treated his exhaustive slumber as nothing more than a nap. And to think, a nap is what started all this, he thought, as he stared at the bug wars on the television.
The crackling in his ear startled him and None gasped loudly. The single ear bud popped, like someone cracking their back under water, and came to life. The transmission was broken and None didn’t know if it was the sender or the signal itself but listened intently.
“…development with the Nightmares…dying in…seem to go back…with…effective against…”
The static took over again and None reacted without thinking, “No, damn it!” He scanned the channels, only getting through ten clicks before the grinding sound to his left made him realize two mistakes.
He’d made noise.
And he’d forgotten about the fireplace.
It hadn’t been cold enough to warrant his use of it and he’d never considered it an entrance or exit. He held his breath as the eyeball from the window crack lazily floated into the dim light at the base of the fireplace and stared at him. Its body snaked down beside it, a thin line of black smoke stemmed from a lump scribbled on the floor. The top of the tendril held nothing but a large two-dimensional triangular mouth full of oversized teeth and a single unblinking eye atop the upper jaw. It didn’t look like it could even have insides. There were no arms or feet. Just a line that swayed and zigzagged its way to a set of teeth determined to bite something. Anything. None.
The unreal mouth opened wider than possible as it drifted toward None’s face, the body straightening as it extended. None didn’t have time to react, his eyes widening in sync with the gaping maw closing the short distance between him and the fireplace.
There was nothing but darkness inside the mouth. No smoke, no shades of gray, no swirls of nightmarish design. Only blackness.
The idea of what was happening was far worse than the reality.
None didn’t feel so much as imagine the pain, as the teeth closed around his head and sunk into the flesh on the front and back of his neck simultaneously. Flesh popped and spilled blood into the void of an empty mouth made of smoke and shadow. His mind reeled inside the unimaginable. His heart raced itself into an unnatural rhythm, then skipped and stopped.
The crackling in his ear bud broke into words, as his mind followed his pulse and faded into the entombed blackness of the haphazardly drawn teeth of a child’s nightmare.
“…they attack imagination but they feed on fear…cannot live without belief…if you simply don’t believe…if we hadn’t made them real by discussing them…the monsters simply… die.”

Story Notes:
I love bubbles. I will blow them in the house, in the dead of winter and even in the store if I can get away with it. One day, out of absolutely nowhere, I randomly thought, “What if something lived inside them?” And the rest of the story just happened.
Sometimes the muse is nice like that.
Talking to Bob Ford about the idea, his seven-year-old overheard us and started doodling without saying what or why. He then presented me with drawings for my story. I smiled and decided to use his original illustrations. Sure they look like the scribbles of a kid—harmless. Unless you have enough imagination to picture them chasing you and tearing you limb from limb… Thank you again, Carson.








 
Thank you for reading

I hope you enjoyed this book and would greatly appreciate if you shared your thoughts by leaving a review. It's quick and easy, and extremely helpful to authors and other readers.


For those who don't know how, simply scroll to the end, and then go one more page. Your kindle (or app) offers a built-in page to rate and review this book. If for some reason that doesn't work, please visit my author page and choose the book from there. 
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SIX DAYS

Jenny Schultz wakes trapped in a pitch-black basement with no recollection of how she got there. With no outside stimuli, Jenny naturally turns inward, revisiting her life through guilt-ridden memories, desperate to figure out which wronged person would be angry enough, evil enough, to do this to her.

She must survive her own demons and time itself when she finds remnants of previous captives—a plate, a tooth, a bone—followed by their scratched hashmarks in the stone walls that trap her, leaving her to wonder what happens next. What happens after six days?












WHITE PICKET PRISONS 
 Detective Mark Baker is an honest cop and an all-around good guy. After a chaotic night, Mark starts to reexamine his role in the system he no longer believes in.

That’s when an ominous letter arrives from his estranged sister.

She sounds distraught, suicidal. Her words send him on a mission to a small Midwestern town, uncertain if he’ll find her dead or alive.<

Valley Mill is a quiet little utopia. Everyone gets along. There’s zero crime. On the outside, it’s exactly what Mark thinks society should be.

But what Mark discovers behind the pristine fences and closed doors is far worse than anything he could have imagined. And he learns very quickly to be careful what you wish for… 











 
LIVE SPECIMENS 
The town of Mackinaw is all but abandoned at the end of tourist season. Now, with an approaching blizzard, a strange transport ship has crashed along the frozen shoreline—its escaped cargo genetically engineered for only one purpose... 
Death.

Howling winds hide the screams of townsfolk, as retired biology teacher Ken Jardine leads a small group to first understand and then destroy what they’re dealing with, before the storm gives the upper hand to the Live Specimens... 













 
BLACK BUBBLES 
Horror is pessimism at its bleakest. Worst-case scenario. The darker side of reality. The glass half-empty. The situation unfathomable. Black Bubbles presents classic genre tropes—ghosts, murderers, zombies, what you’d expect (sans sharks)—but it’s the characters, rather than the tropes, that experience the story, speak of the horrors, and sometimes survive the inevitable. 

Sometimes. 

A decades-old crime shocks a family as evidence points to one of their own... An ancient evil hitchhikes its way to freedom... A child has an unusual fascination with decay... A woman excuses premeditation... Death takes a holiday... Science and good intentions make horrific bedfellows... A man hides from nightmares that invade his waking world... 

Introduction by the legendary Thomas Monteleone 












WAITING OUT WINTER 
An apocalyptic horror story based on real events.

Nick and the boys return from the summer’s last hunting trip to find the streets empty, the beachfront and park abandoned, and the windows of their own homes boarded shut. 

The hunters have become the hunted, in an apocalyptic plague that pits man against beast—very tiny beasts. And Nick is determined to keep his strength, courage and family alive during what could very well be the last winter of their lives.















THE NEIGHBORHOOD 
A missing girl. A found fingertip. A puddle of blood without a body. 

A small town neighborhood full of rumors and imagination through the eyes of its youth. Their world is a combination of grass stains and dried mud—the badges of childhood, that often look like blood in the right light.













GRAVE WAX 
George Morey would do anything to save his wife from certain death and has tried every treatment known, from chemical to homeopathic to prayer—all to no avail. 

So when the local witch requests unique ingredients from the town’s  gravedigger, George complies without question—willing to sacrifice his own past to secure a future with the woman he loves... more than life itself.  













BURIED MEMORIES
 Hypnotized to quit smoking after his dad is diagnosed with lung cancer, Ben Danski begins to dream about a childhood he doesn’t remember. The dreams become more frequent. Vivid. Frightening. 

Further hypnosis reveals events he doesn’t want to believe, but as Ben decides to ignore them, his past finds him. Details trigger more than Ben bargains for, as both distant and recent memories are unblocked, and change his life forever...














SURVIVOR'S GUILT 
Presumed dead in the tragedy of 9-11, Ryan Kolstad saw his missed job interview that morning as something other than a failure—he saw opportunity. Believing his family would be better off, he walked away. 

Under the guise of a new identity, he’s spent a decade punishing those he deems unworthy of the loving families they take for granted. Ryan suddenly finds himself questioning the lies and rules he’s come to live by when he finds himself on the other side of judgment.












CROSSROADS 
Local legend says it was a church. Campfire whispers claim devil worship and unconsecrated land. Old timers explain the lone grave as remnants of evil. 

Having watched far too many horror movies, a group of teens wander into the woods with a Ouija board, planning to play with the dead and scaring each other in the process. But the group quickly learns ghosts of the past are not the only dangers, as the present can be much more haunting. 












DECEIVER 
Matt Newman's life is turned upside down when his wife is found murdered. The police have no leads and no suspects.

As Matt sinks further into a deep depression, he stumbles across a mysterious notebook among his wife's belongings. Within its pages are cryptic writings revealing that she led a secret life. The more he reads, the greater his love turns to hatred for the woman he thought he knew.

How had she managed to conceal this double life? Worse, are her tales of debauchery even more terrifying than the mystery surrounding her death?
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