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*Bone Bits, Boogers and Walking Bastard Haunts *
 

The bullet chewed into the meat of Jonah Walker’s dust gray horse long before he heard the shot.   Jonah kicked free of the stirrups as the horse dropped.  He tried his hardest to land on his feet, but didn’t quite manage the trick.   He hit the ground like a sack full of busted bricks, smack dab in front of parched out buffalo skull.   His ankle twisted and his knee sang out like a freshly skinned Siamese cat.  

He stared down at the buffalo skull.  

Big ugly thing.  

He could have sworn the dead hump bones were laughing at him.

“Shut up skull.  You’re dead and I ain’t.”

If they were laughing, he was outnumbered.  There was nothing out here but dead humps, as far as he could see.  

Dead buffalo, blown down to nothing but shiny white bones.  

Skulls and rib cages.  

Whole damn skeletons.  

Yes sir, the buffalo hunters had picked this range clean a long time ago.  They had ridden through this country like a herd of gun toting locusts.  They took the skins, and some of the bones that were close enough to the railroad tracks to sell for fertilizer.  But way out here, this far from nowhere, in the shadow of the distant mountain that men call the Devil’s Anvil, they just shot the big humps dead and left them right where they fell.  Which was probably what the booger that had just shot Jonah’s horse had in mind for him.

At least he was still alive.

The way he figured it, that put him way ahead of the hump skull.

At least for now.

He touched his knee, ginger-like.  It felt spongy and warm.  It was already swelling up, soft under his fingers, like the bone was wet and rotting.  He didn’t think anything was broken.  At least he sure hoped not.  That horse wasn’t going anywhere too fast, and civilization was one hell of a long hobble-hop-walk away from where he was to.

The horse kicked at the air and snorted red foamy snot.  

It wasn’t pretty.

Jonah touched it with a fingertip - a thick pink gumbo of tissue and blood and half breathed air.  

Damn.

It was a lung shot.  That meant slow death and no coming back.  He ought to finish the dang thing off, but he didn’t have that many bullets left.

“I may need these last couple of bullets,” Jonah told the horse.

The horse snorted.  

Kicked again.  

More horse snot.

Maybe he could use his knife to open its throat.  I could save on bullets.  I wonder how long it’d take a horse to bleed out dry?  Damn thing would probably kick him to death, halfway through dying.

The horse stared up at him with eyes as black and flat as Apache tears.  

The damn thing was begging to die.   

Shit fire and save on matches.  

The beast had been a damn good horse.  He’d stolen it three towns back.  Horse stealing was pretty bad trouble, but need makes want when the devil rides for home, and at that time he’d needed a horse real bad.

This was all that fat old sheriff’s fault, damn it.  

If that old badge holder hadn’t caught that bullet in his gullet in the middle of that bank hold up, Jonah wouldn’t have needed that horse so bad.  Then that fool kid got himself shot, too bad to ride and fell off in the street with the money bags in hand, hanging head down from his horse, his ankle hooked like grim death into the stirrup socket.  The kid’s damn horse had panicked.   It took off, riding hard for hell’s far gate, bouncing the kid behind him, scattering nuggets of skull bone and brain gunk and all that Jesus dying money from one end of the street to the other, until Jonah had turned and plugged three quick shots into the thick of the horse’s screams.   The townsfolk rose up like cat bit mad dogs, rooting in the street for the brain stained chunks of dirty gold and folding cash.

Jonah tried hard not to think about any of those bullets pissing through horsemeat and into the boy.  He tried not to think about what he might have been aiming for.  Some things just weren’t worth the ponder.

To hell with that raggedy rat shit.

A man does what he has to.  He takes what he needs, and eats what he can get, and tries not to ask too many damn questions in the doing of it.  

It was truth in spades.

It was better to be the jaws than the meat, every time.

“Feed and need,” Jonah said aloud, damn near scaring himself to death with the sound of his own voice.  “Need and feed.”

The horse snorted again.

Damn it.

This was no time for poetry.

A decision needed to be made.

He looked at the dying beast.

It had been a damn good horse.  It had only threw him the once.  It didn’t eat much and the owner never came looking for it.  Jonah guessed that whoever the owner was - he was too busy sifting through the brain bits and pocketing messy gold.

What was the dead boy’s name anyway? 

Billy?  

Jesse?

Jonah couldn’t remember.  He was too busy trying to remember how many bullets he had left in his pistol.  He never was much good at counting.  He lost track at somewhere about four.  And wasn’t that the sorry truth.  It was the reason why he’d robbed the bank in the first place.  He’d needed money.   If he’d had some cash in his pockets before, he might have been able to afford the little luxuries that made life feel easy.

Things like a fresh horse.

Or extra ammo.

Maybe arithmetic lessons.

The horse whinnied, soft and wet, like its lungs were blowing through a thick red mud.

It was in pain.  Real bad pain.

Hell.

Jonah sympathized.  His own knee was burning like fresh caught sin.

The horse kept staring.  The buffalo skull stared.  Even the dirt stared.

To hell with it.

He drew the pistol and put it up against the horse’s skull.  Just about three inches left of the ear.  One shot ought to do it.  He held the pistol there for a long silent minute.  He tried to think of something holy to say, before putting the horse down.  Then he let his breath slide out in a whistling sigh.  He wondered who the hell had fired the shot that had crippled his horse.

He wondered just when he would catch up with the drygulching bastard.

And he would catch up with that dirty damn hard shooting bastard - come hell or gully high water.  

And then, because he was thinking of something else beside what he needed to say, the words rose up.

“Good bye you brainless sack of windy oats.  If I get half a chance, you know I’m going to avenge you.”

That seemed holy enough.

He squeezed the trigger.  The shot rang out, damn near deafening him.  The horse didn’t hear a thing.

Another bullet whizzed home, tumbled and popped through the big horse’s gullet, splashing Jonah’s face with a slurry of dead raw meat.

“Damn.”

The raw meat didn’t feel nor even taste good.  He spit and sputtered and rubbed his face into the chewy Texas dirt.

Damn.

He could have saved his bullet.

That was an insult salted down on to injury – an insult that hurt worse than his busted up knee.  Another shot whipcracked down from above.  The shot slammed into the horse’s gut.  

Whoever was up there was making damn sure the horse stayed dead.

Jonah flattened out like a fresh laid shadow.  He belly crawled for the nearest bit of shelter.  He spotted a couple of tombstone shaped boulders and middling sized saquaro, cacti, standing in the shade of a snarling old pizon tree.

It wasn’t much as shelter went, but he made for it, cursing all the way.

“Juniper britches hurlberry running trots!”

Half way there the fourth bullet hit.  It damn near took his nose off.  He got a squintful of sand back-sprayed into his eyes.  He didn’t stop crawling, just cursed a little louder.

“Hell’s ringing bells, louder than dirty assed angel farts!”

But he was grinning.  Sand in his eyes, and Jonah was still grinning.

He was hurting worse than heart broke pain, but at least he had something to look forward to.

Revenge.

He’d seen where those shots were coming from.

A cloud of gun smoke drifted up from out of a patch of shadow halfway up the mountain, like the shade was stretching itself out.  It looked to Jonah like the mouth of a cave, a long way off.  Whatever that pigheaded booger was firing had a strong streak of cannon in its bloodline.  A Sharps, maybe, or could be a trapdoor Springfield rifle – which would account for the slow rate of fire.

“You pigfucking, dogassed, boogerhead.  I’m going to get you,” Jonah promised himself.  “And I won’t be polite about it.”

Of course he knew that he didn’t have a sinner’s hope of knowing how he was going to get the booger.  The booger had all the advantages:  height, cover, and a bigger gun.  Everything a man needed in this life.

But Jonah was going to get that booger, just as sure as shit grew maggots.

Still, he didn’t have anything that could match that range.  Everything he was packing was built for close up work.  The only iron come close was his Winchester rifle and that was piss poor at best.  Not enough throw power, by half.  At this range he might as well be chucking dried beans.

But he had to do something.

He unlimbered his Winchester.  He checked it quick for dirt or dust.  It wouldn’t do to have the darned thing blowing up in his face while he was getting set to take the distance shot of the century.

He tipped the sight up.  He thumbed a little spit on to it, making sure a chunk of road dirt didn’t frig up his aim.  Then he settled his aim in on the cave hole.  

High and far above him.  

Maybe too far to hit.  

Or maybe not.

If he took a straight shot he’d just plunk it somewhere halfway down the mountain.

He tilted the barrel up, like he was aiming for ducks on the wing.  If he could loft the bullet high enough in the right direction, it might make up for his lack of shooting power.  It was an old buffalo hunter’s trick.  He could walk his shots up the side of the mountain and with a little horseshoe luck, put it squat in the cave hole.

He waited, hoping for the sign of another shot.

Nothing.

There was something moving out there.  In fact, there were a whole lot of somethings by the look of it.  He saw them out there, crawling out of the foot of the mountain like a line of drunk-drawn ants.  It looked like bodies, like they were walking down towards him.

It looked like maybe a half a dozen, maybe more.

Hell.

Jonah saw the plan, clear as the wart on the nose on his face.  The cave booger’s long rifle killed his horse and would keep him pinned down long enough for the foot soldiers to come get him.

He spat in the dirt.

“Nothing I hate worse than organization,” he griped.

The army of walking bodies was getting closer.  They looked like Indians, maybe, only he’d never known any of the desert tribes to go afoot like that.  It didn’t even look like they were walking right.  

Actually, they were sort of hobbling, like an army of lepers.  

Sick lepers.

To hell with it.

He stood up straight, snugged his rifle to his shoulder bone, and popped one off.  If he was dying, he was going down trying.  

These at least were targets he could hit.

Except he must have missed, because the figures just kept on coming.  The one in front had flinched a bit, as if he’d been shot but it didn’t seem to slow him down any.

Jonah dropped his sights a tad more careful, sizing up the one in front.

“You’ll fall this time,” he promised.

Jonah tacked the barrel up a half a bull hair to allow for the range.  

He let his breath ease out from between his lips, calm and slow.

“Piss in a fish barrel,” he softly swore.

He let fire.

He knew he’d hit this time.  When you hit you can feel it, if you’re firing right.

Only the one in front kept on moving.  His arm being blown to the ground didn’t seem to trouble him at all.  

He was a God awful tough bastard, or too stupid to just lie down.

“Damn.”

Jonah stared at his rifle.  Whatever was in these bullets of his was firing shotgun hard and cannon wide.   There was no way a rifle bullet could do that to ordinary human flesh.  Knocking limbs off was shotgun territory, for certain sure, and bastard luck at that.

By why didn’t the bastard fall?

“To hell with it.”

There was no way Jonah was going to let himself worry about them not falling, either.  He’d shoot them to pieces without a hindsighting compunctional regret in the world.  He leaned his squint a little to the right.  He felt the rifle barrel shifting inside itself, like it was centering home.

He let one more fire.

He felt the hammer dry click on a dudded-out shell.

“Shit knickers on a squawling, halfbreed pissant.”

He fumbled the rifle, trying to clear the jam.

While he was fumbling with his rifle the cave booger fired again.

Only not at Jonah.

The bullet took the walking bastard’s head clean off at the throat.  The head bounced, like a tumbleweed full of ugly.  It bounced and rolled into a patch of jumping chollo and stopped moving hard.

Damn!

“Whose side is that booger on?”  Jonah wondered aloud.  “And what’s he firing?”

The walking bastard was dead for sure.  Losing a head will do that, every time.  Only the walking bastard kept on coming.  Stumping along like a riderless horse.  Head or no head, the walking bastard just wouldn’t die.

Shit.

That went beyond tough.  Whatever these bastards were made out of, it sure wasn’t dying fast.

To hell with it.

Jonah shifted back into his aim.  He leaned his Winchester right back, aiming for the booger hunkered down in the cave hole.  That’s the booger that wronged him.  That was the booger who’d shot a hard-stole horse half way in the middle of an emptied out nowhere and dumped him in this mess.

To hell with those walking bastards.  You could only shoot one bullet at a time.  The first thing he figured he had to do was to find out if the booger died any easier than them that were walking at him.

He’d deal with the walking bastard leper army when they marched on up to him.

He squeezed the trigger.  It felt good to do something, even if it was next to nothing.

Mind you, it was a hell of a good shot.  It nearly made it half way there, which wasn’t saying much.  The booger was hiding somewhere close to the mountain’s kneecaps, and all Jonah was hitting was the mountain’s big toe.

He leaned back, tilted the rifle further and took another shot.  He had time to spit while waiting for the bullet to hit home.  

He watched carefully for the back splash.

It socked in, maybe a couple hundred yards closer to the booger in the cave hole.  Figure halfway up the mountain’s foot, and nowhere near the kneecaps.

Then the booger shot back.

It was probably the same gun, but it sounded twice as loud.  Or it might be Jonah’s ear holes were still ringing from his own shooting back.

Well, hell.

Jonah was caught between the devil and the whoremonger’s privy.  What could he do? Things were too tangled to tell.  It was worse than trying to unfigure a greenhorn’s friggered knot – trying to tell where one end started and the other one let go.

That leper army got closer.  They weren’t moving too fast, but that didn’t matter much.  Jonah wasn’t moving at all, so every shambling step they took brought them a little bit closer.

He could see them clearer now.  They looked worse the closer they got to him.  They looked like they were wearing baggy, yellowed out, pissed in long johns--except as far as Jonah could tell that was their skin.  Mind you, it might have been paint.  He’d seen some Indians daub wet clay on themselves when they danced, and it’d dry sort of gray yellow chunky, just like this.

Only this wasn’t clay.  This looked more like that vinegary pale color corpses grow, after they’d sat too long in the Texas sun.  Some of them were going black too.  Not black like Negroes, but black like flyblown meat.  A deep greasy black, the color of a gassed up leg wound.

Jonah touched his knee again.  

He tried not to think too hard about that last mental image.

He studied on the walking bastards.

There were bits of white, like broken china, sharding out of some of them.

Jonah swore it was bone – only there was no way in hell that any bastard standing could keep on standing with that much bone poking out.

He shook his head.

Bone bits, boogers and walking bastard haunts.  What the hell had he tumbled into?

He paused a moment.   

Should he go down shooting at an army of things that looked already long past killing, or try an impossible shoot out with a holed up booger firing back at him with a rifle barrel as long as a Spanish bull’s pizzle stick?

That’s when the rock lifted up.  

The rock in the dirt, right beside Jonah’s left foot.

An old man poked his head up from under the rock.  For a moment it looked like he was buried neck deep in the Texas grittle.

“Hey, younker,” the old man said.  “Don’t waste your bullets popping at them things.  Shinny on down here if you want to keep breathing, this side of Tartarus.”

Jonah couldn’t believe his eyes.  He opened his mouth, like he was trying to eat dry air.

That was when the eighth bullet hit - dead bang on.

It opened Jonah’s skull like a can of peaches.  A fistful of his brains splattered across the buffalo skull.

Jonah saw a flash of red light lifting off the Heavens, singing in his brain like a burning double lasso.  Flights of screaming angels, soaring like coal oil buzzards through a hot orange sky in long looping figure eights.  He saw the last ebbs of coal in a tamped down campfire whispering good night.

Then nothing.  Nothing at all.  

He was dead long before he hit the ground.

And he hadn’t heard that shot, either.





* Not All The Tooth Powder In The World  *
 

Milton Leadbetter lowered his Springfield rifle with a modicum of satisfaction.  He had nailed the cowboy, deader than dirtied up worm shit.  He grinned.  There wasn’t anything he liked better than shooting from high and far away.  Come hell or hard-shell Baptists, it was a damn good shot - nearly as good as blasting that crawler’s head.  

He grinned at that too.

He had taken that crawler’s head clear off, and the dead fucker had kept on walking.

Some folks were just too stupid to know better.

“Ha.”

But that cowboy wasn’t walking.   Not anywhere.

At least not yet.

“Ha!”

Leadbetter grinned so hard his tooth fell out.

Crap.

That stole his grin, for certain sure.

It was the third tooth of the day.  His mouth was rotting like a rained out root cellar.  The Moon Man had sworn he’d magic Leadbetter up a whole new set of teeth, just as soon as he got the time.

Bullshit.

Leadbetter poked his tongue into the brand new empty socket.  He tasted a little blood, but that was just the virgin teasing the deballocked priest.  Right now Leadbetter needed to soak up some real honest-to-gut-shot blood and some real living human meat before he powdered down to moth dust.

“Hell.”

He didn’t like losing his looks like this.  He’d never been a vain man.  He hadn’t ever owned a mirror brighter than a fresh scrubbed tin pot.  Still, the ladies liked him.  They liked his high standing ways, his dark swallow of cowlick and his big bushied-up moustache.

They wouldn’t like him now.  Not the way he was looking.  No sir, he couldn’t find a blind enough whore, nor a big enough sack of gold to pay for even a half-assed poke in the hay.

“Devil’s rancid pee-hole,” he cursed to himself.  “Dripping ringworm rectum skunk.”

Leadbetter dry swallowed the tooth, gulping over the hard part.  It wasn’t meat, but it was better than nothing.  That was something else the Moon Man had promised him.  He had said there’d be fresh meat, but the crawlers were bound to get all of that, long before Leadbetter got to it.

Promises.  

Shit.  

They weren’t worth a buffalo’s midnight shadow.

“Piss in the wrong hand, shit in the other, and see which puckerhole empties out first,” he philosophized.

He spat to seal the curse.  It was dirty spit - black and rancid as runny rat shit, only worse.  

It tasted of rotten teeth.

“Bullshit.”

He looked up from his spit and down to the cowboy below.

Only the cowboy was gone.

“Bull-double-shit.”

He could see the crawlers, already all over the dead horse carcass.

“Shit on a Chinaman’s skillet.”

It was supposed to be that way, but it might have been nicer some way else.   It might have been nice to keep the horse and get the Moon Man to raise it on up.  Leadbetter’s old horse was wearing out where his heels dug in.  He’d given up on spurs a long time ago.

Spurs were too hard on the ride.

So he swung his leg up over the old horse.  He tried to ignore the feel of the poked out rib bones rattling against the sides of his legs.  He tried to ignore the tantalizing smell of rotting meat.  He eyed the horse’s slow black shoulder, the decayed meat running into color like a soft rainbow of rotted trout.

His mouth watered like it was getting set to rain teeth.

“Never mind that rooster shit,” he told himself.  “Keep your eye on the target, Leadbetter.”

It wouldn’t do to be eating your own horse.

Leadbetter tapped his heel lightly against the horse's ribs.  The carrion stallion obediently stumbled forward and down, following his nose towards the scent of fresh killed meat.  Leadbetter looked forward to getting his share of that meat before the buzzards and crawlers picked the pan dry.  

If he was lucky, he’d turn up that dead crawler’s head.  There was nothing worse than crawler meat, of course.  It tasted worse than pickled pig shit, but some brains were better than no brains at all.





* A Six Legged Crunchy Noodle *
 

The blasted-off crawler head, laying in the tangle of jumping chollo cactus, wasn’t thinking too much about Leadbetter’s hunger.  

It wasn’t thinking about the cactus thorns spitted through the right side of its face.  The head wasn’t thinking about the dangly bits hanging from out of its neck.  It wasn’t thinking about the shattered ruin of its left eye, pulped into a jelly of blood and viscous goo.   It wasn’t even thinking about its cheekbone, sunk beneath the eye like a forgotten prairie grave.  Nor was it worried about its nose, a grotesque splash of flesh spread across the center of its face, with tiny white shards of bone glinting from the raspberryish mess.

It wasn’t thinking about much at all, but hunger.  

A deep empty throatless hunger - the kind of hunger that all the fry pans in the world couldn’t fix nor fill.

A hunger for identity.

The blasted-off crawler head was thinking about what it really was.

Or maybe what it used to be.

I am not an it, the severed head thought.  I am a he.

There was blood on the chollo.  His blood, but it didn’t matter to the head.  He took a biteful, chewing on the chollo as the thorns tore hell out of his tongue and mouth.  The bitter juices of the chollo burned and mingled with the head’s black watery blood and the runnels of torn up tongue meat.  He was mostly eating himself, but he told himself it didn’t matter.  

Sometimes that was all there was left to do.

It was strength, of sorts.  Strength enough to drag himself deeper down into the chollo, using his mouth and chin to lever himself further into the tangled mess.  A scorpion tagged the head on the thorn blooded lips.  The head caught the scorpion by the stinger.  

He sucked the scorpion in like a six-legged, pincer-swinging, crunchy noodle.

That was better.

That was meat, fresh and walking.

That was strength enough to wait and watch.

And wonder.





* Pickled Or Jerked *
 

Zacheus stared up at the dead cowboy’s boots, wondering if the boots would fit him.

It wasn’t much of a view from the tunnel hole where he looked from.  Just a pair of skillet flat boot soles, turned up at the toes and scuffed on the sides from too many years standing in the saddle.  A pair of denim jeans, rolled up at the cuffs.  Zacheus guessed that the cowboy didn’t have a woman to hem them, or enough time to bother searching for one.  

Most cowboys didn’t bother.  

It was too easy to rent a woman.  

Still, why hadn’t he stitched those cuffs up? That bit of casual neglect worried at Zacheus, like a worm worrying at a root.

Maybe the cowboy had just figured that he’d grow into the jeans, faster than they wore away.

There was just no telling.

“You sure ain’t growing now, are you?” Zacheus said to the dead cowboy.

The dead cowboy sure wasn’t.  

That last rifle shot had aired out his brainworms real good.

“Leadbetter nailed you deader than coffin thoughts.  You’re sucking bitter grass from the root end down now, boy.”

It was a damn shame.  Gunpowder sure did spoil the taste of fresh killed meat.  Still, he ought to be able to jerk some considerable provisions out of the carcass.  Long as he got it moved before the crawlers got to it.

He kept looking at that dead cowboy’s leg - studying on it.  

“It is a wise man that thinks long and moves slow,” Zacheus spoke aloud.

Further up the leg was the holster, tied off at the cowboy’s knee with a thong of dirty rawhide.  It looked to be about the biggest pistol Zacheus had ever seen – one of those old navy pieces.  Heavy and sensible and well tended too.  Cleaner than anything else the cowboy carried.

Zacheus appreciated the cowboy’s sense of priorities.  A man’s gun was next to gold out this far in the deadlands.  You just couldn’t help but respect a man that kept good care of his shooting piece, dead or otherwise.

“Careful Zacheus,” he warned himself.  The last thing you needed is to get to liking a dead man.”

There was no telling what that could lead to.

Zacheus looked up towards the mountain.  The crawlers were getting closer, but nowhere close enough to worry about.  Slow as they moved, close enough to worry needed to be somewhere around the spitting distance of a gnat.

Leadbetter was out there too.

Zacheus spit.  There was none of that tooth-rotting foulness that could be found in Leadbetter’s spit.  

Zacheus had sprung from a different kind of root.

He watched the crawlers, moving closer.  There was still time but he ought to get moving.  Mind you, he was having too much fun, staring at something so close to living as that dead cowboy was.  

You just didn’t see much of that, out here in the deadlands.

He looked up further to the cowboy’s hands.  They were sun darkened and strong.    Rough at the knuckles, like he’d broke more than his share of jaws in his time.  Yet there was a cup to them that spoke of proficient deadliness.  Like the head of a rattlesnake, lean and all business.

Then the hands squeezed.  Like the cowboy was hanging on to life, long after he’d bit the dirt.  Damn.  It was funny how that was, how some folks let go so easy, while others just hung on long after hanging on long stopped making sense.  Zacheus touched his own neck thoughtfully.  The double ring of rope chafe burned on in his memory, reminding him just how long a man could hang on.

The cowboy’s right finger dug reflexively into the dirt, squeezing on an invisible trigger.

Hell.

Deader than coffin meat, and he was still kicking.  Dang it.  That alone made the cowboy worth saving, never mind how bad it’d twist old Leadbetter’s pizzler nuggets into one tangled up cow knot.

There was nothing Zacheus admired more than honest persistence.

Hell.

The crawlers were getting closer.  He could hear them now, gibbering and hooting like a pack of tricked up monkey owls.  It wouldn’t pay to stick around much longer.  They sure as hell couldn’t kill him, but there was a hell of a lot worse things they could do – like maybe spend all morning chewing on what wouldn’t die.

Zacheus shook his head in disgust.

“Some days the fishing is good, some days it’s bad, and some days it just don’t make any sense at all,” he said.

Then he grabbed the cowboy by the heels and dragged him down into the hole.  The rifle came with him, still hooked in the man’s arms.  Zacheus reached up and plucked a thorn from the pizon tree.  He didn’t like touching the damned things, not even now.  It was way too close, way too personal.

Still, this was the way it ought to be done.  

The old natural way of raising up dead men.  Never mind that Moon Man and his scientific lightning tricks.

To hell with all of that unnatural blue shit.

He poked the thorn into the cowboy’s neck.  Unbidden, the words flew from his mouth.  The words the pizon had taught him while he’d hung there on Leadbetter’s rope.  He spoke words that didn’t sound like words at all.  Words that sounded like the echoes of dead coyotes howling beneath a long forgotten harvest moon.  He felt the pizon juice working into the cowboy’s veins.  

Buzzing and burning like a hive full of crazy bees.

Turning him.  

Changing him.

Zacheus had second thoughts.  

It wasn’t too late yet.  

He could pull the thorn out.

To hell with it.  If he didn’t like the bugger, he could always eat him later.  Pickled was damn near tasty as jerked.

He dragged him down under the rock, just before Leadbetter looked up from his last spit.





* So Who Needs Hands? *
 

The shot-off head got tired of hiding.  Hiding is hard work, even if you’re a severed head.  He got tired of chewing on blood stained chollo, occasional scorpions and random dung beetles.

He decided to make a break for it.

Being nothing more than a head, he wasn’t really built for speed.  He sort of had to use what was left of his teeth and jawbones to hump-crawl his way out of the chollo.  The crawling didn’t do much for his looks.  His flesh was softer than when he’d been alive.  The rocks wore against his waxy black cheek meat.  The chollo further aggravated things, tearing at what was left of his eyes and digging niblets of rotted flesh from his lips.

He tried to swallow as much of the rotted run-off as he could catch.

It was all meat, and all strength.

He kept moving and eating.  He’d learned to eat on the run as a young man, more years back than his rotted-out memory cells could recollect.  He’d been a Coahuiltecan Indian by birth.  He had to learn to wander and roam.  His tribe had many enemies and few friends.  He’d watched his family wiped out by the Spanish bastards.  What the Spaniards left, their diseases took.  What their diseases left, the Northern Apache raiders grabbed up.  What was left of that was left to the dust.

His name had been No Ears.  His father had named him that, because he’d never learned how to listen – which was funny because now he was nothing but ears.  Even his mouth was nearly gone.

He kept on crawling.

There was nothing left but the Coahuiltecan memory.  It’s hard to kill a memory.  

Much harder than a man.  

Harder even than a head.

He remembered dying.  A fever had took him.  He’d always sworn he’d die in battle with the white man, who’d raped so much of his life away, but a stinking little fever had worn him down into nothing and he’d died and they’d buried him up in the mountains.

Until the Man Who Looks Like A Moon had found him.  The big rotting head God.  He’d taken him up into the mountains, bathed him in the bright blue light that crackled like fire and sang like a rattlesnake.

No Ears kept on crawling.

It wasn’t bad, this crawling.  It wasn’t much different than how he’d used to be.   He’d seen the world through his eyes.  He’d tasted it with his mouth and he’d heard it with his ears.  He could do all those things still, just harder was all.  About the only thing he couldn’t do was to grab things.  You needed hands to grab things.  Hands would have been nice.

An ant crawled by.  The Coahuiltecan pushed what was left of his tongue out and slather-licked the ant into the rancid cave of his mouth.

Hey, he thought.  I don’t even need hands.

He kept crawling, lip and jaw and teeth, stubbornly dragging himself across the desert landscape, tasting the ants and the scorpions and the dirt.  

It was better than the alternative.





*  A Bucketful Of Babble And Bellsong  *
 

Jonah lay in a cradle of bouncing darkness.  The voice of God and the burning sun kept on shouting down in his ears like a howling boom of long caverned thunder.

Death was loud, he guessed.

Still, if this was dead it wasn’t too bad.  It was no worse than running bare-naked through a Mexican bordello, running from a three hundred pound horny big assed pink-skirted muleskinner he-she, who went by the name of Panchita.

He’d tried that once.

Bump, bump, bump.

Jonah smelled darkness, and then he felt light upon his cheekbones.

In his mind’s eye he saw a burning barbed wire staircase surrounded by a pack of screaming angels.  He couldn’t tell for certain if it was his imagination, or if it was real.

He’d never been dead before.

He rode the staircase high and higher, feeling that peculiar forward rolling bounce motion.  It didn’t feel like a horse.  It felt more like a rocking chair mixed with a slow rolling earthquake, and him tucked between the huge bony unwiped ass petals of a two hundred year-old sporting woman.

It must be the chariot of God, he decided, taking him home to Heaven, only God’s chariot sorely needed a wash.

And then Jonah saw a Heaven.

Heaven had a great pearly gate, all gleaming bone white.  And beyond it a city of light and singing and dancehall girls with legs that never quite met.  There were acres of sunshine and uncorked bottles, glinting in a tangy sex-smelling breeze.   He saw pigs, skewered over open pits of roasting honey.  Buckets of twenty-dollar gold pieces falling from the crotches of high-kicking whoretrees.

In the distance he saw a great spinning wheel, turning round and round turning, with all the souls in Heaven strapped to it.  Rolling them down and raising them up.  Raising all them sinners into the sweet perfumed clouds of Heaven, rolling them back down into the flaming pits of hellfire and wanted posters, and then up again into the sweet perfume.  Giving them a taste of both worlds.  Trying to be fair and teasing, all in one shot.

And there was Saint Peter, standing at the gate and carrying a big old flaming sword for all those trespassers who needed forgiving.  

Saint Peter was wearing a tarnished barbwire shirt of eyes and mouths woven together.  All those eyes, always upon you.  Judging you, while those mouths kept on talking in a thousand different tongues.  All that tonguemeat clanging away like a bucket full of babble and bellsong.

“Take.  Eat,” St.  Peter said, handing Jonah a chunk of something too dark and burning to see for sure.

He shoved it closer.

“Take, eat...”

Jonah opened wide and took it.

Swallowed it down.

Man, oh manna, it tasted just like dirt.





*  The World’s Ugliest Mule  *
 

There was nothing in the world that tasted like Texas dirt.  It has got a certain flavor to it, like all the Texans in the world had pissed on it and sweated on it and cursed it out bitterly before they bled their last drop of living down onto and into its fine, thirsty substance.

Jonah sat up, spitting out the taste of bitter sand.  He tried to hack it out, but coughing seemed hard, like he hadn’t packed any wind behind it.

“Tastes good don’t it?” the old man said.  “That’s the pizon thorn, eating through what’s left of your blood.”

Jonah looked up, as best as he could.  It looked like he was in some kind of a tunnel.  Dark, only he could see just fine.  Stooped over him was the old man he’d last seen talking out of the desert floor.

And above that was a great misshapen shape.  It looked like a horse crossed with a hillock and a hole.  First that big ugly head, swinging down like a leper’s cock.  Then those lips puffed out and flapping like the ugliest whore in San Francisco - chewing on something that might have been meat.

“Damn,” Jonah swore.

The beast’s neck was as long as a tree limb, hung with mossy fur dangling down like an old man’s beard.  The back was the worst of all.  Two big tumorous humps poked up high and obscene, like the Goddamn thing’s backbone was infested with hill termites.

“That’s Two Bump,” the old man said.  “You can thank him nice for the ride he gave you, if you got an ounce of politetitude in your soul.”

Jonah shook his head in disbelief.

“That’s got to be the ugliest looking mule I’ve ever seen,” Jonah said.  “What the hell is wrong with its back?”

The old man spat his undisguised contempt into the dirt.

“It ain’t a mule.  It’s a camel.  A bactrian camel, two-humped, from the rolling thunder steppes of Central Asia.  Home of the Tartars.  Genghis Khan and all his pillaging steerboys.  I stole him from the army, some time back.  They’d tried their hand at camel herding, but the damn beasts are too smart to serve in any army.  Old Two Bump, he don’t even like the desert.  His feet are too darned soft.”

Jonah looked up at the old man.

He could see all of him now.  A gnarly bowlegged old cuss, with more creases and wrinkles than a crumpled up lizard hide.  A tilt to his head, like his neck had been broke and never set back right.  He was packing a whole lot of iron.  A pair of twin singleshot caliber .50’s in his belt.  A big old knife that might have called itself a sword without telling much of a lie.  Tucked and tied under his arm was a funny looking seven-barreled contraption that looked like something you’d shoot a mountain with.

Jonah opened his eyes wide with respect.  If that trumped up blunderbuss could shoot anywhere near straight, the thing must have been hellishly dangerous.  He could have used it when he was trying to pick that cave booger off.

Wait a minute…

Thoughts started churning.

“Dangerous looking thing isn’t it?” the old cuss said, pointing at the blunderbuss.  “This here is what you call a Nock Volley Gun.”

He’d been hit hadn’t he?

“I used to have a Springfield besides this, until that bastard Leadbetter took it off my dead body.”

Dead?

“I took this one back from one of his steerboys, but I haven’t managed to catch up with Leadbetter, yet.”

He’d been hit.  

Jonah was certain of it.

The old man kept on talking.

“Seven barrels, .52 caliber loaded buck and ball.”

Hit in the back? No, the head.

“Takes forever to load and it kicks like a wasp stung mule; but I never knowed a man to die from too much gun, unless he was standing on the wrong end of things.”

He paused, looking thoughtful and ugly at the same time.

“Excepting one, maybe.”

Jonah wasn’t listening.  He was too busy remembering.

He remembered the bright lights flashing.  He remembered that loud kick in the back of his skull.  The pasty red white rain scattering before his eyeballs before everything all went black.

“About the only way I can safely fire it is off the back of Two Bump,” the old man went on.  “Are you listening?”

Jonah opened his mouth.

He let the words fall out.

“I’m dead, ain’t I?”

“Of course you are.  And I brought you back.”

Shit.

It hit Jonah like a brick thrown by God.

He was dead.

Damn.

It was too much to swallow.

Damn.

The world swung around like a drunken hangman’s noose.

Everything got fogged in and dizzy.

Jonah shook his head to clear it of the fog.  The sky started spinning and shooting past faster than corn fed, castor oiled shit.

“Easy boy,” the old man warned.  “You’ve had half your skull blown off.  Don’t be shaking the half that’s left too darned fervently, or you’re apt to forget what little bit of manners you got left.”

Jonah reached back and touched the top of his skull.  It felt sticky and wet, like a bowl of sogged-out oatmeal.

“Sweet Jes...” he began to say, and then as his fingers touched deeper down into the wet muck of what was left of his brains.  And then he couldn’t say much at all.  His mouth just forgot to keep moving.  It just hung there, like a chunk of fresh dropped gallow meat.

“Stop digging at that,” the old man warned.  “You ain’t got that much sense left in you.  You didn’t have that much to start with, I’ll warrant.”

He grabbed Jonah’s hand and held it hard.

The carousel slowly spun down to a halt.

“Wha-?” Jonah started to say, only the word got stuck trying to come out.  

Stuck so hard he had to try again.

“Warned you,” the old man said.  “You keep rooting, you’ll forget how to make words.  Then you’ll be good for nothing but eating, or being et’.  Might as well be a crawler, then.”

The feeling was worse than a whiskey hangover.  Like his brain was yelling at his mouth to speak, only his mouth had been struck stone deaf.  Jonah concentrated.  He opened his mouth carefully, making the tongue move and the wind talk for him.  Only he didn’t seem to be breathing all that much.  He had to force it out, like his lungs had forgotten how.

“It happened?” he asked slowly.

“What happened? You were shot, deader than tumbled down tombstones,” the old man cheerfully assured him.  “Old Leadbetter seen to that, you bet.  But I brought you back, slick as a tin bugler’s snot whistle.”

Back? Dead? What was all this horseshit?

He still couldn’t believe it.

“And you ain’t even thanked me, once.  Don’t even know my name, do you? You even think of asking? What kind of manners did they hand out to you back when you was alive, younker?”

Jonah kept trying to pull it all together.

“Who, what, are you?” The words were sticking, like an unclean gun.

“Zacheus Boonehorn Tides, at your service and command with just a half dozen provisos, reservations, and misguided doubts.  You got a name, or will you mind answering to ‘Hey, you, bub?’”

Jonah thought about it for a moment.  He decided the old man was talking sense, even if it sounded crazy.  At least his knee didn't hurt any longer.

“Jonah, I think," He still wasn't sure what was real and what wasn't, but he'd ride along as best he could until he fell the hell on off.  "Jonah Walker.”

“Walker, eh? Suits.  Well Walker, get walking, and duck your head when lean comes to stoop.  It gets tight down here in the tunnels.  One good scrape of that skull will take out half of your remaining memorabilia, and I’ll have to diaper you up and leave you for the crawlers.”

“Crawlers?”

Zacheus pointed upwards.

“Them upstairs.  Can’t you hear them?”

Jonah did his best to listen – which wasn’t easy, given the sandstorm of bone dust and confusion that was blowing between his ears.  Then he heard it.  

A low scuttling, like rats in the walls.  A thirsty sound.  Thirsty and hungry.  And moans.  Low and long and sorrowful.  Aching with the hunger of pure regret.  All the raining tears in Heaven couldn’t weep down hard enough.

He shivered.

“How’s he make it down here?”  Jonah asked, pointing at Two Bump, trying to change the topic.

“I taught him to kneel.”

“He listens to you?”

“Why not? I talked to him.”

“You speak camel?”

Zacheus snorted.

“You speak anything, if you live with it long enough.  Even them,” he nodded up towards the sound of the crawlers.  “Come on then.  No time to be lingering here.  I got to get us down to the camphole and get us something to eat.  You must be getting hungry by now, I sure as hell am.”

Jonah was surprised to hear his belly growling in agreement.  Surprised, because he didn’t think the dead would need to eat.

“What do we eat?” he asked.  “Beans?”

Zacheus snorted.

He turned and fixed Jonah with one tilted slice of a stare.

He said one word.  

Four little letters, freighted heavy as a wagonload of sin.

He said--“Meat.”

And suddenly, Jonah was hungry.





*  You Might As Well Whistle For The Wind  *
 

The crawlers were always hungry.

They had torn the horse’s corpse down like a Christmas turkey.  They didn’t mind the taste of the gunpowder one bit.  They were way past that kind of sissified hunger.  The crawlers were empty.  Like maggots on legs, nothing but a gullet and a want as long as a century of forever.

They scrambled over the carcass, tearing great chunks of horsemeat from the bones.  When the meat was gone they cracked the bones and swizzled out the marrow.  When the marrow was gone they scraped and niggled upon the bones like a legion of religious termites.  When the bone was gone they sucked at the sand, drawing at the memory of blood.  They even found morsels of unholy nourishment in the fly ridden manure of the horse’s last crap.  Finally they settled upon the tantalizing aftertaste in the hollow memory of the horse’s cast shadow.

The crawlers were men, once, but that wasn’t the worst of it.  The worst of it was that the crawlers remembered what they used to be.  They remembered how they’d walked and drank and breathed and whored and fought and died.  They remembered the taste of sunshine, the smell of an unmade bed and the woman tossed within.  The reek of tobacco, and the feel of their legs moving beneath road stiff deer hide.  They remembered it all, and longed for it, and that only added a painful savor to their cravings.

It was a lesson as old as time.  The thorn sticks it out, long after the rose has faded to dust.  The memory of the knife is a hell of a lot worse than the actual cut.  Scars never really heal.  

Leadbetter joined the crawlers, half way through the horse.  He rode up on his bone ragged carrion stallion, and clambered carefully down.  It wouldn’t do to jump.  If he broke something off, the crawlers would eat him up just as quick as anything else.

He ate his fill.  A bit of leg muscle.  An ear.  He even got a chunk of the liver.  It tasted ripe and purple.  Only none of the horse brains.  They were long gone.  Too bad.  They were the best parts.

His horse grazed at a hoof he’d tossed it, pushing its bony snout deep down into the hollow of the socket, crunching and sucking at what good it could get from the horny bit of overgrown toenail.

Leadbetter kept one careful eye peeled, in case the crawlers got ideas about his horse.  It was worn down to nothing, and he’d probably eat it before the month was out, but right now it was a whole lot better than riding nothing but his feet.

He rooted face deep in meat.  When he was done, he tipped his hat back and swiped at his cheeks.  He licked his fingers fastidiously.  He shoved them into his mouth and whistled.

“Come on, you dead bastards.  Time for home.  The Moon Man’s waiting to tuck you into bed.”

They lined up obediently.

He counted them off.

Shit.

He was missing three, unless he’d forgot how to count.

“Come on, you bastards! All of you.”

His words hung in the still desert air like the sucked out carcasses of flies dangling in a hungry spider’s web.

He yelled again – trying to call the lost ones home.

He whistled until another tooth fell out.

He might well have been whistling for the wind.  Nothing was listening.  Nothing heard.

And one of what he was whistling for hadn’t any ears to hear him with.





*  No Ears  *
 

The headless crawler, the one that Leadbetter had shot, rooted blindly about, using the stump of his decapitation like a plow.  It made kind of a weird looking picture.  Like a man who thought he was an ostrich, leaned over like an upside down U, pushing his head along underneath the dirt.

Only there wasn’t any head.  Just the blasted off stump of a neck, sucking and puckering at the dirt like a sandified mud leech.  The two others, well they’d been followers in life, and far as their risen up brains could muster - this one’s bent over behind was as good enough compass as any.  The decapitated crawler sucked and sniffed and scoured the sand clean, and they poked along behind him, a couple of stragglers hoping for leftovers.

Then No Ears body found the oatmealed remnants of Jonah’s blasted brain, the bits of skull bone scattered like candy freckles on a double frosted cake.  He found the tiny washed out track of dusty blood that Jonah had trailed snail-like behind him as Zacheus dragged him into the hidden burrow.

Then he found the rock, covering the trapdoor into the tunnels below.  He might have snout crawled over it a thousand times, save for the straggle of brain that had come unglued when Zacheus had dragged Jonah down under.

He tasted that bit of brain and just for a half a half instant he remembered how to think.

Something good went down that hole.

No Ears body dug, like a famished grizzly bear rooting for grubs, dragging out bits of rotted skin and nails and sucking them up whole as he worked what was left of his fingers deep beneath the hidden door.  The others gave what help they could.  When they finally got the trapdoor open, they clambered inside.  They were used to tunnels, used to being down in the dirt.

They followed No Ears body, as he ostrich sucked his way down the tunnel, pausing only to chew up a tangy souvenir that Two Bump had left on the tunnel floor.

And behind this procession, sucking and chewing its way along the tunnel like an overgrown pillbug, came No Ears head.

Crawling on its lips, sucking and chewing like an ugly worm from a pile of ugly dirt.

It was all he could do, so he did it.

He headed after the only home he ever knew.  

The shoulders that had carried him for so many years.

Inch by stubborn inch, No Ears followed himself down deeper into the tunnel.





*  Deader Than A Beaver Hat  *
 

Jonah followed Zacheus and Two Bump down a long winding tunnel that didn’t seem to have an end.

And sure enough, just like Zacheus promised, the camel crawled.  It was the damnedest thing Jonah ever saw.   This big two bumped beast, kneeling and shuffling along like the world’s ugliest altar boy.   

It was strange.   The strangest thing he'd ever seen.

Maybe he ought to be careful thinking that sort of thought.  Here he was, shot dead and raised up, following the carcass of a mountain man deep into a set of unknown tunnels somewhere down beneath the Texas deadlands.

Strange didn’t begin to describe it.

The tunnel twisted like a vein in an old man’s arm.  There were marks of careful scraping tiny cuts and scratches that looked like they’d been nibbled clean.  It looked like a thousand years of steady beating had polished them out smooth, yet Jonah could still see the facets, like a thousand careful cuts.

Tentacles, he thought.  Some kind of giant multi-millipede, crawling through here, each one of its beating string feet, rooting another skid of sandstone off the face of the rock, polishing it smooth from thousands of journeys to God knew where.

Shit.

He couldn’t escape the feeling that something was wrong, but he couldn’t see what it might be.

Then it hit him, damn near hard as that last bullet.

He could see.  That was what was wrong.  He could still see.  Deep as they were, without torch or lantern, Jonah could see, clear as day.

Maybe not day.  It was more sort of crackly - like looking through a soft fire.   Things had a funny sort of sheen to them, like he was dreaming them out loud.

“How come I can see in the dark?”

“How come you can walk after you been shot?” Zacheus fired back.  “How come your lungs have stopped pumping, yet your legs are still moving? It’s the pizon juice.  It comes from deep in the heart of the tree.  I stuck a thorn in you, and it’s keeping you moving.”

“How’s it work?”

“How’s the damned sun shine? How’s the rain fall? How the hell should I know?”

“How the hell did you find out?”

“The hard way.”

Jonah considered that.

He let it lie.

“How long was I dead?” he asked.

“Long enough to kill the taste, but not long enough to cool nor stiffen nor stink.  What’s it matter, anyway? You’re alive, or close enough.  Watch your feet.”

Jonah looked down just in time to step over a twisted gray root that looked like it was moving like a snake.

That started worrying him.

“There’s no snakes down here, are there?”

He hated snakes.  He’d been bitten once by a massasauga rattler.  Hadn’t even heard it.  He’d stepped onto its nest, caught it by surprise, and the damn thing had seized on to his anklebone like it had wanted to swallow him whole.  He’d damn near died.

Hell.

Given what had happened so far, it might have been better for him if he’d died back then.  At least he would’ve stayed down.

“What’s it matter to you? You’re deader than a beaver hat.  Ain’t no snakes down here.  Besides, no ordinary snakebite can hurt you now.  You been pizon-ated.  Ain’t you been listening? Watch your head.”

Jonah ducked.  They moved deeper into the tunnel, following the assbone of a knee crawling bactrian camel.

“Where are we going?” Jonah asked.

“You sure do a hell of a lot of talking for somebody who just came back from the dead,” Zachaeus said.

“That’s because I’m from Arkansas.  You’re just from Texas,” Jonah explained.  “You probably heard about the famous talking fight, between that Arkansas politician and the Texas cowhand.  Those two decided on fighting a duel with words.  Only problem was, they talked so long they starved themselves under.  The town had to bury them both together, on account of they couldn’t pull that Arkansas corpse away from out of the Texan’s ear hole.  Was still hanging, grimmer than a deathgrip, burrowed deeper than a chigger tick, whispering into the hollow of that dead Texan’s ear.”

Zachaeus snorted, like he'd heard the story before.

“So where are we going?” Jonah repeated.

“You got more questions than a barrel full of wonder.  We’re heading for home.  I already told you and that’s all you have to know.  You’ll know it when we get there.  Or would you rather go back and face them crawlers?”

“You win,” Jonah said.

The tunnel started to open up.  We’re too deep down to be hitting surface, Jonah thought.  I wonder just how far these tunnels go?

And that’s just when those two and three quarter crawlers come straggling up behind them.





*  Talking To The Moon  *
 

Leadbetter felt the give and take of his leg muscles, moving beneath his worn out denim trousers.  He couldn’t tell which was worn thinner--his skin or the faded blue fabric.  The denim was rotting off his skin, worn away by sweat and sand.

For an idle instant he wondered if the Moon Man could raise dungarees from the dead.

He kept on climbing, the crawlers obediently scuttling behind him.  The whole thing had him feel a little like a big old daddy ant.  Only ants climbed down, not up.  Maybe he was Moses, leading his people upwards into the mountains.

Yeah, that was it.  Moses.  

He was Moses, going up to talk to the King anthill God.

Going up to talk to the Moon Man.

“Shit.”

The truth was, he wasn’t looking forward to seeing the Moon Man, much less talking to him.

The Moon Man lived high up on the Devil’s Anvil.  High up near the mountain top.   Up where the lightning struck.  High enough up that it got hard to breathe.  That made talking hard enough.

So it was a good thing Leadbetter had stopped needing to breath some years back.

Thank the Moon Man for that.

No.  Give credit where it was due.  It was the mountain man’s fault that Leadbetter had stopped breathing.

Zachaeus.

Or maybe it’d been his own damn fault.

Shit.  All of this puzzling was wearing him out.

He leaned against a rock, catching his strength.  He felt the cold thin soup of the mountain air - like breathing lung full's of nothing - only the way he was now he didn’t really need to breathe.  Of course he still moved his chest in and out, now and again, but that wasn’t breathing.  Not really.  That was just habit talking.  Habit and old tissue dreams.  He didn’t remember anything else but sucking it in and pushing it back out.

Life was sure funny after you died.  So many things a man stopped needing.  Air.    Water.  Hell, even fire.  The cold didn’t really bother him, much as he pissed on about it.   In fact, when it came right down to it, dead was like living, only quieter.  You just stood there like an old grave tree, leaning on death and aloneness, roots aching for a feast of stink and rot.

And not needing.

That was the trouble.  Not needing.  A man without needs gets to wanting strange things.

Dark things.

He kept on walking.

It was a hard enough to get there.  He had to clamber up a tunnel that looked to have been dug by an ambitious mountain goat crossed with agopher.  It was enough to give Leadbetter a nosebleed, if he’d any blood left to leak.  The crawlers didn’t seem to mind the altitude.  They’d fed and were happy as maggots in moldering meat.  They’d follow him anywhere.  Hell, or worse.

This was worse.

He kept climbing.

He climbed past the packs of crawlers, rooting in the mountainside; digging like a bunch of crazy ants, looking for whatever was buried, whatever the Moon Man wanted.  Looking for whatever could be raised back up.

Leadbetter climbed higher.  

High up into the Devil’s Anvil, up to where the Moon Man lived.

If you could call it a life.

Leadbetter didn’t like it up here.  He didn’t like the mountain at all.  It felt too big.  Like it was alive, and watching every move he made.

Like the Moon Man.

The Moon Man’s cave was lit, like always.  Blue and shiny, the color of oil poured over swamp slime.  Lights dancing all about, tubes of glass and wire yanked thinner than any smith could hope to pull.  Balls of tiny fire burning in glass bubbles, like the Moon Man had caged the bones of the sun.  It gave Leadbetter a case of the creeping chills every time he came up here.  

Hell.  

It chilled him out, even just thinking about having to make the trip up.

And when that Moon Man spoke, Leadbetter jumped same as every time.

“They fed yet?” the Moon Man asked.

There he was.  Or rather, there he wasn’t.  Just a ball of big blue light, looked sort of like a face.  Sort of what you might think God would look like, on a sea sick kind of day.  Floating in midair, like the ghost of a dying mirage.  

“They got fed.”  Leadbetter answered.

He knew the face wasn’t real.  It was just a picture the lightning machine shone in the air.

The real face was worse than this.  

Leadbetter knew.  

He’d seen it.

He didn’t care to ever see it again.

“All of them?”   

The voice was nearly the worst of it.  As bad as everything Leadbetter had ever seen, as bad as the crawlers and all the death piled high on Devil’s Anvil, this was nearly worse.  Hearing the Moon Man talk was kind of like listening to a rattlesnake sing.  A voice, soft and phlegmy wet, with the dragging of rusted iron and decaying flesh.  A damp voice, that kind of made Leadbetter feel like his ears needed cleaning and burning, every time he had to listen to it.

“They ate,” Leadbetter answered.

The crawlers knew what to do.  They weren’t scared of the face or the voice.  They weren’t scared of anything.  They just hooked themselves to the lightning machine, and waited for the buzzing blue light to bring them sleep.

“Good,” the Moon Man said.

Why don’t you ask me if I ate, Leadbetter wondered.  Why don’t you ask me how I feel?  I’m the one you ought to be counting on.  I’m your foreman.  Your straw boss.

The crawlers stood in their tubes as docile as lambs waiting for the knife’s slick caress.  They were painted up like a pack of circus clowns with horse blood cracked and smeared across their twisted, sluglike lips.  Quivering in tight eager spasms, like a pack of shaking snake-oil drummers.  The blue light wrapped and licked about their quivering bones, their mouths moved like red painted slugs, across the melting wax of their faces.

It made Leadbetter sick to the bottom of his belly gut to think he was damn near one of them.

“You bring them all back?” The Moon Man asked.

Damn it.  How’d he know to ask that? How’d he know to ask the one question Leadbetter didn’t want to answer?

“I can count, you know,” Leadbetter retorted.

“So can I,” The Moon Man answered.

“Well if you can count, why ask me?”

“Did you bring them all back?” The Moon Man repeated.

He couldn’t deny it.  There was no use in hiding it.

The Moon Man had just wanted to hear it from Leadbetter’s lips.

“Most of them,” Leadbetter answered.

“What did you mean most of them?”

“Three of them didn’t make it.  They got shot.”

“Shot? How can you shoot a crawler, so that it stays shot? Was it that mountain man? Was he carrying that antique seven-barreled cannon of his?”

“They got shot,” Leadbetter repeated.

There was no way was he going to let on to the Moon Man that he’d blown the head off of one of his prized disciples.  Leadbetter might have been dead, but he wasn’t suicidal.

“Go get them,” the Moon Man commanded.  “The crawlers, the mountain man, anybody that’s with him.  Bring that camel, if you can.  I want it all.”

I know what you want, Leadbetter thought.  You want what Zachaeus has got buried underneath his cave.  I don’t know what it is, but I’ve heard you dream about it.  You dream loud, when you’re dreaming MoonMan.  You dream out loud and paint pictures on the midnight sky.  I don’t know how you do it, but I’ve seen it.  And I know what you want.  There’s something big down there.  There’s something down there that’s been buried a whole long time.

The Moon Man kept talking.

“Go get them.  Take the crawlers and bring them back.  We’ll take turns.”

Now how the hell was he going to do that? Root Zachaeus out of his hidey-hole? He’d only tried a half a hundred times before.

He nodded, because dead or not, he wanted to live to see a few more moons.

“We’ll take turns,” the Moon Man repeated.  “You bring them back, and then I’ll bring them back.  I’ll bring them all back.”

The Moon Man thought that was pretty funny.  He started to laugh, and that was the worst of all.  His laugh was like listening to a bunch of tiny bones rattling around the bottom of a wet coffin.

Leadbetter started his long trudge back down, wondering just why he felt like he was climbing his way back up out of a deep dark mouth.

Or maybe down into one.

He felt the soft blue glow of the Moon Man’s gaze, bathing against his backbone like the warm lone eye of a patient gun sight.

He kept on moving.  Not wanting, not daring, to turn around and look back.





*  The Knee, The Knuckles, Or The Teeth  *
 

There were three crawlers, standing in the far gullet of the tunnel, or two and three quarters if you counted the one without a head.

Jonah dragged his Navy Colt out and emptied it.  Since he had only two bullets left that didn’t take too long.  The first hit was a bullet with ambition.  It poked a thumb-sized hole in the forehead of the crawler to the left, and a fist sized hollow coming out back

They were softer than real meat.  He’d figured that out now.  Bullets tore into them easier than they did into live folk.  Only they didn’t seem to have much effect.  The crawler with half a head rocked back like it might fall over and then kept on moving.

Jonah caught the other in the knee.  Took its leg clean off.

Then his gun hit empty.

The crawler with half a head took one more step.  Then it hit the ground and shook like it was dreaming of terrified earthquakes.  Jonah figured the bullet must have broken some sort of telegraph line in the crawler’s skull.  But then it started moving again.  Swinging its arms up over its head and dragging it self forward.  Like it was trying to learn how to swim on dry land, and maybe drowning in the attempt.

The kneeless crawler stumped itself closer towards him.  The headless one that the cave booger had shot just kept coming straight ahead, aiming itself towards whatever smelled best.  Worst of all was the leg Jonah had shot off, jig-jag-jerking itself along like a stick that had learned how to jump.

It was the kind of nightmare nightmares dream about.  

Jonah kept squeezing the trigger.

Click, click, click.

Which was a stupid damn fool virgin of a thing to do.

Shit.  

He’d sworn he’d had four shots left.  Now all that was left was the five-dollar bill he kept rolled in the empty chamber.  Money for a decent burial, in case he came out second in a gunfight.  And what the hell did he need that for, being dead and all? He’d be better off with five dollars worth of extra ammo.

“Shoot ‘em, damn it!” Zachaeus swore.

“I’m out of ammo.”

“Then duck!” Zachaeus shouted, bracing himself against the side of the tunnel and hoisting that half a cannon up to his shoulder.

Jonah dropped like a flattened-out flapjack.

Zachaeus opened up with the volley gun.  It shook the tunnel like a small earthquake, all seven barrels going off at once.  The blast brought down all three of the crawlers in a big wet heap.

Jonah couldn’t really tell where they’d been hit.  There were just too damn many pieces.

“Keep moving,” Zachaeus shouted.  “They ain’t done yet.”

And they weren’t.  The damned things kept coming.  A foot, arching and humping along like an oversized dirty pink slug.  What looked like an elbow, wobbling and rocking and slowly moving closer.  Three teeth tied together with a stringlet of gum tissue inched over the dirty tunnel floor.  A long rambling tuber of intestine oozed towards Jonah and Leadbetter like a stretched out pinkish gray leech.

Two Bump made a sound like he was calling on the God of panicked jackass camels.  Jonah knew just what the big beast felt like.  He was screaming too, at the top of his empty lungs, loud and long like a scalded baby.

A pair of legs led the charge.  A powder charred torso humped beside the legs.  There were other things, smaller, that swarmed behind the torso and legs.  Jonah didn’t know just exactly what they could do to him.  They were just parts, is all.  

What the hell could they do?  

He was already dead.

He sure as hell didn’t want to stick around and find out.

“Come on,” Zachaeus bellowed.  “Bullets ain’t gonna kill them.  Just piss them off, is all.  We got to get moving.”

“Can we outrun them?”

“Don’t have to.  Just a little further is all we got to get.  Come on Two Bump.”

The old mountain man yanked at the camel’s neck fur, and the camel rose up, banged its head on the top of the tunnel, and crapped in stark terror.  Dropped back to its knees, plunk in the freshly laid dung, and commenced to hump bump its way along the tunnel, following Zachaeus.

“Try and keep up,” the old man yelled.

Jonah wasn’t certain if Zachaeus was hollering at him or the camel.

It didn’t really matter.  Scared as Jonah was, he could have out run the wind.

They headed down deeper into the tunnels.  So tight and narrow, Jonah was certain the camel was going to get stuck for good.  He had a sudden terrified vision of himself, trapped between the anatomic menagerie of dead crawling meat, and that great hairy humpbacked bastard’s butt hole.

“Throw the two humped bastard to them,” Jonah shouted.

“To hell with that,” Zachaeus shouted back.  “We just got to get a little further.”

The tunnel widened into a cave, and then a cavern.

It felt to Jonah like he was running head long into a freshly opened mouth.

And then, in front of them, a great green fire rose up in thin air, screaming like the grandmother of banshees.

Now what?

“Come on.  This is where we’re supposed to be.”

Zachaeus dragged the squawling camel straight into the burning gullet of the great green fire.

Jonah hesitated for just an instant.

He looked back once.

“Christ.”

The pair of legs was nearly on him.  He saw mouths, puckering and yawning like a dream of hungry cats, all teeth and lip and squeal.  One in each kneecap, and a third dangling from the end of the walking leg’s man-stick.

“Holy crapping horseshit!”

He ran as fast as he could towards the screaming green flames.  When he got close enough he closed his eyes and willed his legs to jump.  He hit the green wall in midleap, his hair standing up like porcupine quills.  He felt a double thousand shivering screams running through every inch of his raised up bones.   He felt a cool chill washing over him, like he was dying all over again.

And then he was through.

Looking back he saw what was standing in the heart of the green flame.  A tall Indian, hair awash with fire, eyes like burning emeralds.  He didn’t know how he could see the Indian’s eyes.  The brave was standing with his back to Jonah, and yet it was like he could see through him, and see all of him, all at once.

The green ghostly warrior shouted something at that ground beef regiment that sounded something like a wildcat being skinned in reverse.

Then the crawlers answered back, in a voice that sounded even worse.

Then the green ghostly warrior let them have it.

What was left of the crawlers went up in bright green flame.

None of them made it past the burning green guardian.

Jonah tried to speak.  He moved his mouth a couple of times before he managed to croak out, “What the hell was that?”

“That’s the Great Green Ghost,” Zachaeus said, calmly reloading the seven-barreled cannon.

“The Green Ghost?”

“The Great Green Ghost.  Least I call him that.  He guards these places.  He takes care of any trespassers.  He don’t like the crawlers.”

“He owe you some kind of special favor?”

Zachaeus snorted.   “As far as I can tell he don’t know me from a hole in the ground.  He just hates the crawlers is all.   He puts them down every time they come close.  I ain’t sure, but I think he’s guarding some kind of Indian graveyard down here.”

“Why doesn’t he kill us?”

“No reason to.  We’re different than the crawlers.  We were thorn raised, not Moon Man made like those crawlers.  We’re different, is all.”

Jonah had the feeling Zachaeus was trying to convince the both of them.

“You know that for sure?” Jonah asked.

Zachaeus shrugged.   “Same as anything else I know.”

Jonah stared up at the great green warrior.  He thought he saw the old chief smile, for just an instant, like Zachaeus had said something funny.

“I thought plains Indians liked to bury their dead up high,” Jonah said.  “I thought they liked to leave the wind and the sun eat them.”

“These ain’t Plains Indians.  These are Pueblo Indians.”

The old chief wasn’t smiling anymore.  Jonah was certain of it.

If Zachaeus noticed, he wasn’t saying anything.

“They liked to bury their dead down deep in the womb-belly of the earth.”

Then, from out of the shadows came the legs.

“How come he didn’t catch those?”

“Beats me, but I ain’t looking no gift camels in the mouth,” Zachaeus said.  “Come on.  Let’s get to it.”

“Get to what? We’re done here, aren’t we? They’re dead, aren’t they?”

Zachaeus snorted.

“So were you.  Let’s get to it.”

Zachaeus fell to his knees.  He grabbed hold of the right side crawler leg.  It tried to bite him with its kneecap mouth.  Zacheus punched the kneecap hard with his free hand.

Jonah wasn’t certain which hurt the most - the knee, the knuckles, or the teeth.

Zachaeus just grinned.  “There’s more than one way to put down a crawler.”

He grabbed a mouthful of the crawler’s leg.  He tugged at it with his teeth.  The meat made a wet sticky sound as he peeled it off.  It kind of sounded like cold fried chicken, coming off the bone.

“Come on,” he said.

Bits of half chewed crawler meat spilled from his open mouth.

“It’s a little more fragrant than I’m used to, but it’s still damn good meat.”

“Meat?”

Zachaeus swallowed what he had in his mouth.  Jonah tried not to watch.

.“This is what we do.  This is what we eat.”

“I ain’t eating that.”

“You will, ‘cuz you’re hungry.”

Fact is, he was.

“Come on,” Zachaeus said.  “It’s meat.  Let’s eat.”

He turned back to his grisly feast.

Jonah waited three imaginary beats of his beat out heart.  Watching the old man gnaw on those rotten bones was worse than watching flies on puke.  Only it wasn’t that bad.  It got to making Jonah ache in the back of his teeth.  

Ache like hunger, only worse.

Goddamn.

He couldn’t be wanting this.

Could he?

To hell with it.

It was meat.

It was time to eat.

He knelt down, feeling like he was kneeling in something putrid.  Like diarrheaed-out shit, only worse.

“Hey.  This is a white man’s legs.”

“So what? Are you prejudiced? My belly’s color blind.  Let’s eat.”

Jonah picked up the leg’s foot.

He tore it off, clean at the ankle.

It was funny just how light the foot was.  Not much heavier than a rabbit.

He’d hunted plenty of those in his time.  Hunted and eaten them.

This couldn’t be much worse.

He put his mouth against the foot’s instep.  He tried to chew.

It tasted rubbery.

“Get into it,” Zachaeus ordered.

He bit down with his teeth.  He chewed harder.  It wasn’t nearly as bad as he imagined.  Sort of like head cheese, only slitherier.

He gnawed it up and chewed it down.

Every gristly little morsel.





*  A Dead Man’s Trail  *
 

Leadbetter rode out to where he’d last seen the missing cowboy.  He’d come alone, not wanting to be slowed by the crawlers the Moon Man had ordered him to bring.  Besides, it felt good to defy the Moon Man’s commands.

He felt a shiver of fear spider-crawl up his spine bone.  

Shit.  

Halfway down the Devil’s Anvil, and he could barely manage to keep from looking back over his shoulder.

Then he saw it.  

The hole, torn open.  

The rock, rolled away.  

The crawlers had rooted about with all the care and caution of a stampeding herd of buffalo.  He headed into the tunnel, ducking his head slightly, stepping as quiet as a whispering ghost.

The carrion stallion wanted to follow him.  Leadbetter had to respect that.  It was a tight fit for the beast, bones or not.  It kept scuffing bits of itself off on the rock.  But it kept on coming, just as loyal as a hungry hound dog.

Maybe it just smelled the waiting meat, but he had to respect it all the same.

“It’s no good horse.  You can’t fit.”

It still wanted to come.

Damn.  Dead or not, it was a damn good horse.  It didn’t think much, but that was a good thing.  When it came to getting out of tight spots, Leadbetter preferred to do his own thinking, thank you kindly.

He tethered the carrion stallion to the pizon tree.  It’d probably be gone when he got back, eaten by crawlers.  That’s the way life works.  Life had a funny sort of way of happening to you when you weren’t looking for it.

To hell with it.  He’d find a new horse.  

Maybe that mountain man’s camel.

Leadbetter crawled into the tunnel hole.  

He took a look around.

Where to go?

The tunnel branched out ahead of him in three or four places.

To his left he spotted a broken cobweb.  It trailed forward and stuck to the side of the tunnel wall.  He could see a pair of heel ruts, where some one had dragged a body.

And then the body got up.

Shit.

There ain’t no way that cowboy could have walked on his own.  Not after the way Leadbetter opened up his attic space.

No sir.

Somebody was raising up the dead.

The Moon Man? 

As far as Leadbetter knew, he was the only one around here that knew the secret of raising up dead folk.

“Baldheaded prick with ears,” he softly swore.

There was one other.

Zachaeus.

He moved ahead slowly, watching the tunnel walls and floor for sign of track.

He’d tracked more than his share of men this way.  Tracked and was good at it too.   Good enough to earn a living at it.  Least ways until that damned Zachaeus had turned the tables on him.

From a rope, no less.

Damn.  He felt that old familiar burning.  That hollowed tunnel feeling a half a cold handspan below the nape of his neck where the bullet had punched into him.  Hitting him at the bottom of his left shoulder blade.  Chipping a fragment off the lower edge of the bone, angling downward and smashing a rib, bursting through the thick layers of his heart muscle, churning through the front of his stomach, just above his navel in a frothy spray of bloodpipe red.

The bullet had hit from behind and above.  The damn mountain man, swinging high and pretty above his fresh dug grave, still finding the gumption to shoot Leadbetter in the back.

As far as Leadbetter was concerned, from behind and above was just about the only way that cantankerous old bastard Zacheus could’ve taken him.  He remembered looking down for a shred of a torn up second.  He remembered seeing the ruptured chunks of his heart meat, lying there in his outstretched hand.

For a split shred he swore he saw the damn thing beat.

Then he’d died.  He’d died on his feet, too tough to fall over while his breath still pumped.  He’d died, staring at the pieces of his shot-out heart, like he was getting set to eat it down.

Damn.

From behind and above.

He still didn’t like being below tall places.  Feeling those things looking down on him.

And then there was nothing.  Nothing until that Goddamn bastard Moon Man dug him up and raised him.  Pumped him full of the blue lightning juice and set him to work.

But who had brought back Zachaeus?

Hell.

Things weren’t much different than they used to be.  Walking alone and heartless.  Not needing nothing and knowing even less.  Same as he always had, most of his life.

Then he saw the track.  A scuff of moccasin leather riffed off onto a jagged scrape of flint.

He leaned down.  

He smelled the meat.

Zachaeus.

Leadbetter gripped the Springfield like a sinner hanging on to a deathbed crucifix.

The tunnel got a little wider.

Leadbetter quickened his step, in a hurry to get to a second funeral.

He’d kill that bastard for good this time.  Kill him and eat him.  Let the Moon Man try and resurrect the old bastard back from the dead after what was dead had been chewed on and shit out.

No sir.  There was no way in hell that Leadbetter wanted Zachaeus coming back again.  

He did not care for the idea of having to work with old partner.

Or worse, for him.

Leadbetter sped up so quickly that he stepped right over what was left of No Ears, just a blown-out head, crawled along behind him on its lips, with the steady, dogged patience of an overweight snail.

Leadbetter stepped right over him and didn’t even see him crawling through the shadows.

The long dead can be so damned short sighted.

Deeper down he smelled the stink of burnt crawler.  Something was up, something for sure.

He leaned down, searching for sign.  Felt his knee creaking.  Damn thing was going to pop off, one of these moments, quicker than a choirboy in whorehouse.

He smelled it, more than saw it.  That pillar of tall green fire.

Waugh.

It was some sort of Indian devilment.  There was no sense messing with that.

He found himself a comfortable spot, just shy of the burning Indian’s range.  He hunkered down as best he could.

This would be as good a spot for a second execution as any.

He waited, his rifle cocked and loaded.

Sooner or later that mountain man was coming back up this way.  This far down there was no way out but up.

He sat there and waited, gun at the ready.

Not more than a good half a head bounce and a roll away, No Ears sat in the shadow of a mossed-over rock, waiting and watching for what was to come.





* What The Moon Man Dreamed *
 

The Moon Man sat and dreamed, eyes rolled back into his skull, like he was trying to track the trail of his memories.

He was sitting in what used to be a graveyard.  His cushion of choice was an ancient Indian woman’s torso.  He’d given her just enough of the rejuvenating blue ray to make her breasts soft for him.  Occasionally, she moaned slightly.  She wasn’t alive enough to be hungry, but she felt his weight upon her.

Not that he weighed that much.  The radiation had eaten him down to nothing more than a scarecrow of skin and bones.  Not all the rejuvenation in the universe would help him.  He was dying on his feet.  It was only his force of will that held his face together.   Charred and running red with puss oozing from the fissures of cracked scar tissue.  

No wonder they called him MoonMan.

He looked comfortable amidst the heaps of bodies strewn about him.  Bones worn black with age, fetid meat, the cloying reek of decay.  There was nothing as fine as the stink of the long dead to make a man feel truly alive.

Some of them were still moving, where he had touched and played with them; where he had coaxed them with the rejuvenating blue ray.  He could bring them all back, if he wanted to, but this was better.

It comforted him.

This Goddamn age was so empty.  There were so few people and so few bodies.  It was worse than an emptied out tomb.

Yes, this was better - these bodies, ancient with stink and wisdom and dreams.  They whispered their dark secrets to him.  Secrets nobody else could ever dream of knowing.

Nobody knew anything any more.

Maybe they never did.  How could they? The country was so big.  The sky was so damn big.  It was everything he wanted, but it terrified him.  The emptiness.  The vastness.  It would be better when he owned it.

When he ruled it.

When he buried it and raised it back up.

He lay there on his heap of rotting meat and bone, listening to the sounds of his crawlers digging through the mountain.  They’d level it, given time.  They’d eat it right down.   They’d unearth all the treasures buried here, given time.

Time.

He had lots of that.  So did they.

Still, it would be nice to raise up some more diggers to hurry things along.

He’d tried that before.  He had tried to raise as many crawlers as he could find.  But it hadn’t worked.   They’d dug until they got hungry, and then they’d started in on eating each other.  It had been fun to watch.  First there was a chain reaction.  One bit the other and passed it on, and soon the tunnels had been clogged with thousands of crawlers, frantically eating each other.

And then some of them had grown back together.  Their pieces, chunks, stitching together.

That had been fun for awhile.

Then he started again.  He had Learned from his mistakes.  He had learned to keep his army small and manageable.  He kept them in small isolated packs, digging in the dirt, with just enough found meat to let them survive.

He dreamed of bigger things.  When he was awake and asleep, he dreamed of things hidden in the mountain that he might raise up.  Old things.  Large things.  Things without names.

Things that would make him strong.

He dreamed of long slow rivers, winding across the countryside like a long and never ending snake.  He dreamed of deep currents, clear water, cool air.  His mind moved like a great pale shark, through the ruins of sunken cities and civilizations.  Dreams built by younger men, now lying swallowed beneath a great wet hunger.

Static scratched like nails over fly speckled glass.  It reminded him of the reality he had left behind.  The forever he had come to discover.

The future was an eternity away.  A nuclear waste, scorched by the sun’s blind rape.  Charred bones that scuttled through heat scarred sand.   People talked of trees in the same hushed whispers they used to speak of Gods.  The air was thin and parched and tasted of scalded glass shards.

Into this madness he had been born.  He had dreamed large dreams.  He had dreamed of bringing the dead back to life.

Why not?

There were so many secrets they could whisper to him.

His seniors had not approved of his dreams of mass resurrection, so they had sent him away.  They’d laid him down on a lab table, and he’d fallen asleep, bathed in a hot blue lamp.  

And he’d awoken here.  

Here and now.  

The Devil’s Anvil.  

The nineteenth century.

Centuries of wisdom lost in the blink of a bureaucratic eye.

He would show them.

Sometimes he wondered if it were all just some kind of crazy heat dream.  If he was still there, lying beneath that hot blue lamp, dreaming of the mountain and the crawlers and the things buried within.

He opened his eyes.  He tasted the cool thin mountain air.  He looked about himself in the comforting darkness, to the cellular rejuvenation tubes and his obedient servants.   He looked down to the distant valley.

This was no dream, he told himself.

Such a parched place, and yet compared to where he came from this was paradise.  How little these children realized.

The place where the Moon Man came from was a lot closer in scope.  His homeland, so many centuries in the future had been tightly packed.  You screamed for room.  The place and the time where the Moon Man had come from was a long walk away from here.  He’d come from a time and a place where the raising of the dead was a bad thing.  

There were just far too many living folk to put up with anyone raising up the dead.

So they’d sent him here.  They’d banished him, with the cheery rationalization, that one less person on that crowded 23rd Century earth couldn’t possibly be missed.

He would show them.

Somewhere, in all the secrets of the dead he was certain that he would find a trail home.

And once he had found his way back home he would show them all.

The Moon Man turned his thoughts outward and down towards Leadbetter, his best and poorest servant.

Where are you, Leadbetter?

He reached down into the guts of the mountain.  He stirred it about, like an old style auger searching for wisdom in freshly strewn bull bowels.  His mind touched the thoughts of the mountain man.  The one called Zachaeus, and the big thing buried beneath his camp.  The slow green dreams it dreamed, even still.  

He tasted dreams of forests and jungles and plains.

The thing he wanted.

The long horn.

I will eat you, he thought.

I will eat you and make you whole.





* There Ain’t No Place Like A Hole In The Ground *
 

Zachaeus’s cave camp wasn’t much more than that.   A cave, with an underground creek that stank of rotted eggs.  The ruins of a campfire.  Wood too wet to burn.  No air to burn it in.

“The water’s handy for Two Bump,” Zachaeus explained.  “There’s fish in that water.  The fish are whiter than a nun’s belly and blinder than old Saul of Tarsus.  They taste worse than crawler meat, but it’s good in a belly pinch.” 

Jonah looked about in the darkness.  A mole would have felt claustrophobic.

“All the amenities of home.”

“You were expecting Delmonicos? Yonder’s the coolest part of the cave camp.  Good place to sleep.  If you got to make dirty lemonade go do it over in the corner.”

Jonah thought about that.

“Is that something we still have to do?”

“Every now and then,” Zachaeus allowed.

“When’s the last time you did it?  Peed, I mean?”

The old man dragged his hand across the fustiness of his beard, scratching for an answer.

“Twenty-three, no maybe twenty-four years back.”

“What about sex? Can we do that?”

Zachaeus grinned.  “You ain’t that cute.”

Jonah nodded wryly.  “Funny.  But twenty-four years? How long you been down here?”

“A little longer than Leadbetter.  I ain’t so sure about that Moon Man.”

“Who’s he?”

Zachaeus tilted his head upwards with a cynical grin.

“He’s the one looking down on us mole’s assholes.  From way up high.”

“You talking about God?”

“Naw.  He just thinks he is, is all.  The Moon Man, he’s something different than God.”

“The Devil?”

“Not even close.  The Moon Man’s way worse than old Nicky Scratch.  Way, way worse.  He’s got them crawlers digging, night and day.  He wants to find something.  Something only I’ve got.  And he sure as shit ain’t getting it from me.”

“What’s he want?”

“I’ll show you later, yonker.”

“I wish to hell you’d stop calling me that.  I ain’t that young.”

“Compared to who?”

That stopped Jonah’s train of thought cold.

How old was the old man, anyway?

“How long you been down here?” He warily asked.  He wasn’t sure he wanted to know the truth.

“A lot more years than a spider’s got eggs,” Zachaeus said.  “Now let’s get some sleep.”

“Do we need to? Sleep, I mean.”

Zachaeus shrugged.

“No more than peeing, but it sure does pass the time.”

And with that he closed his eyes.





* The Great Green Ghost *
 

The Great Green Ghostly Indian spirit looked down upon the walking dead man.  Leadbetter, who was waiting in the cavern for the other two walking dead men to come back out so he could try and kill them both for good.

Of course the Man Who Looks Like A Moon would want to raise them back up, but that wasn’t what Leadbetter wanted.  The Great Green Ghost had looked into Leadbetter’s heart, and the thoughts he saw there were dark indeed.  Leadbetter wanted both of the white men dead and gone.  They represented some sort of memory curse to him.  He wanted to erase the curse, by erasing them.

The Great Green Ghost smiled at the little man’s foolishness.

He could tell that this Leadbetter knew he was there.  Maybe the dead man didn’t know he was watching, but he sure as thunder knew that the Great Great Green Ghost was there, and he was afraid of what the Great Green Ghost might do.

He’d seen what the Great Green Ghost had done to the crawlers.  The other walking dead men.  He’d seen what was left of them and was afraid.

He shouldn’t be afraid.  The Great Green Ghost was only interested in burying Indian crawlers - the real people.  The others were just walking white men.  The white men meant nothing more to the Great Green Ghost than a patch of dried up piss, sprinkled in the hot desert dust.  He was just here to watch over the dead.  To burn them in his pure green fire and put them back into the earth where they belonged.

He had sadly failed so far.  He had failed when he had allowed the Moon Man to stay unhindered in the upper chambers.  It had seemed so harmless.  It had seemed so safe.  Why had he done it? 

Loneliness?

Boredom?

He should have known better.  It had been laziness and complacency that had prompted him to ignore He-Who-Looks-Like-The-Moon.  Now he had to pay the price for his sorry procrastination.

It was a bad business, this bringing back of the dead.  The raising of what should be left to rot in peace.  It was white man’s magic, same as all the old bad magic.  No one but white men tampered in the dark.

So the Great Green Ghost waited in the tunnels for those of his people who might come along.  Those he could help.  The white men could raise themselves up and kill themselves over and over until the Great Spirit brought the singing waters home, as far as the Great Green Ghost was concerned.  As far as the Great Green Ghost was concerned, white men were worth less than a handful of lifeless dirt.

He passed his thoughts through the tunnels.  Saw a spark of life, lingering in the shadows, like an ember lingering in a pit of ashed-out coals.

The Great Green Ghost looked closer.

Saw a single head, laying in the darkness.

He picked it up.

“Hello, little skull.  What brings you to this darkness? There is little meat to eat down here.”

“I have come to pay a debt,” No Ears said.  “I know you.  You are the GreenMountain spirit.  My grandfathers once worshipped you as the bringer of rain and life.”

This made the Great Green Ghost smile.  It had been a long time since he had been addressed in such reverence.  He had never truly needed it.  He had never demanded it, but still, a little respect was always a good thing.

“Tell me your father’s name, little skull.”

No Ears told him.

“And his father?”

No Ears told him that too.

“I knew his father.  A good man, even if he liked to eat snake.  I did not think he would ever make a son.”

“He made three.  And they made twelve.  And one of the twelve, my father, he made me.”

The Great Green Ghost nodded.

“I guess people can change.”

No Ears laughed at that - which was kind of interesting thing to watch given the state of his current condition.  It looked something like a decaying jumping bean trying to learn the polka, and it sounded like a deathwatch spider on its last legs.

“Green spirit, you have spoken a lot of truth.  Some people can change more than can be believed.”

The Great Green Ghost looked at the little skull.  He saw the humor in what the skull was telling him and he laughed.

“It is true.  You have changed a lot, no doubt.  When did you die?”

“It was a fire in the blood that took me.  It was a fever devil that would not grow cool.   It burned me down to my bones, and it ate of my brains.  It was a bad way for a man to die.”

“Little skull, there is no good way to die.”

No Ears tried to shrug.

“Green spirit, what would you know about dying?”

“Even a spirit can die, little skull.”

No Ears thought about that.  The Great Green Ghost was right, but No Ears was stubborn.

“There are better ways,” he maintained.

The Great Green Ghost grinned at the little head’s single-minded stubbornness.

“What brought you back, little head?”

No Ears thought about that.  He remembered the face, looking down at him.  He remembered the head, as big as a mountain.  He remembered the face of the Moon Man, so soft and burnt, like one who has roasted long at the stake, with great puss filled craters upon his face.  Like one who has died in fire.  Like one who has died of fever.

“It was the Man Who Looks Like A Moon, grandfather ghost.”

The Great Green Ghost nodded.  He had just been thinking of this Man Who Looks Like A Moon.  Perhaps the little skull was a sign.  Perhaps he should go and pay a visit upon this Moon Man.

“I will put you back into the earth, little head.  Back to the cool and shadows.”

No Ears bounced with agitation.

“Oh Grandfather Ghost, do not do that, please.  I have much to see yet,” He winked his one good eye in grotesque fashion.  “I am the last of my people, and I am not ready to lay down in the shadows and the rock.”

The Great Green Ghost nodded in dignity.

“It shall be as you say, little head.  I shall see you again, when the white buffalo runs.”

He placed No Ears back on to the ground.

No Ears headed off into the darkness and shadows, hump crawling his way down the long tunnels.

He had unfinished business with the man who lay ahead.  

With Leadbetter.





* Kicking High And Futile In A Thin Midair Jig *
 

When you live in the bottom of a mountain it is hard to find a tunnel any deeper than the windings of memory.

Zachaeus wasn’t sleeping, but he was dreaming.  Or maybe he was just remembering.  Or maybe he was just remembering a dream.

He dreamed of the big herds – of the big shaggies, rolling wild and free like a great stinking furry-assed tidal wave, sweeping the land good and clean.  No people around.  Just the wild buffalo, the outstretched plain, and a big empty sky.

Once there had been thousands of the beasts.  The big shaggies.  Buffalo.  Enough to trample trains and towns like rotted out kindlewood.

Fuck the locomotive.  Fuck the telegraph.  Fuck all of this modern science.  The next thing you know they’ll be throwing men into the air on kite strings.  Sending them to the moon and further.

Maybe that’s where the Moon Man came from.

The moon.

Or further.

He hadn’t figured him out yet.  He was bit of a puzzle box, that old, bald, rotting bastard.  Might be he was just a crawler that somehow got smart.  Might be he was an evil spirit.  Might be he was the devil himself.

Zacheus would find that out, one of these days.  He had vowed to chew on the Moon Man’s liver, and piss him an epitaph in bile green ink.  He sure as shit knew where Leadbetter came from.  A man remembers the last pair of eyes he watches before going under.

He drifted back, awash on a rolling flashflood tide of memory far beyond his control.

To the past where memory and regret was kept.

There stood Milton Leadbetter.  He was a handsome bastard, for a peckerhead.  Tall in the saddle and lead hand of a gang of so called buffalo hunters.

Ha.

Hunters they called themselves.  Laying on their bellies on the backs of the hills, letting fire on a herd of poor dumb buffalo.  Blasting them down by the heapload and wagon full.

Leaving them to rot in the dirt.

That’s what addled Zachaeus’s eggs more than anything.  All of that wasted meat was worse than a crime to his way of thinking.

Worse than a sin.

He’d grown up in these hills.  He’d raised himself by his own moccasins strings and learned to hunt from the best of them.  Old Jim Bridger, Jebediah Smith, Kit Carson and Big Breckenridge Elkins.  They’d showed him how.   Some of it, anyway.  Most of it he learned by his lonesome.

He’d never hunted for anything but meat.  Even the fur trade hadn’t attracted him.  In the end that was what cut him apart from the other mountain men.  He got what he needed from the land.  Salt and gunpowder and essentials, those he’d trade for with work.   He had never seen much sense in killing something you didn’t need to eat.

That’s what riled him about the buffalo hunters.  They’d come out here with the plan to wipe out the buffalo.  Just so they could wipe out the Indians.  Damn shame.  Zachaeus never had no particular liking for the red man, but they never got much in his way, either.

No sir.  It was always white men got up to no good.  Killing the buffalo and hunting way beyond all needs.

So that day when he saw that pack of pissants on ponyback, hunting up the largest herd of buffalo he’d seen in six long years, he just had to deal himself a hand.

He’d sat up high.  With his Springfield, cocked and ready, his volley gun close at hand.

Down in the valley he could see them standing over their latest kills.  A baker’s dozen bastard sons.  Looked like a pack of halfbreed degenerate asshole pups.  

He found himself a tidy little hummock, where he could rest his Springfield to steady his aim.  He took the smallest buffalo hunter first.  Small men were usually dangerous.  You never saw them coming.  Poor targets, with mountain-sized grudges; usually moving too fast to kill.

He blew the little man’s throat out.  He caught him in midtalk, words halfway out of his mouth, and the next he knew he was wearing his throat pipe for a necktie.

Zacheus reloaded calmly and caught the second one running for his horse.  The bullet split him in the brisket and blasted a tidy little pot roast chunk out of him.  The man fell to the dirt and flopped like a fresh caught trout.

The third one was shooting back.  Ambitious little shit weasel.  Zachaeus nailed him in the shoulder bone, and then while he was standing there trying to pick his gun back up with an arm that had suddenly grown as useful as a permanently limp dick, he finished him off.

They’d calmed down by then.  Some of them mounted horses, and others hunkered down.  It took them a half-day of shooting and crawling to catch up to him.  He finished off three more while they were still trying.

Then they got close enough to rush him.

He’d lain there, waiting for them with his volley gun.

He caught almost the last of them before Leadbetter knocked him cold with the butt of his pistol.

Then Leadbetter had hung Zachaeus, in the nastiest way he could think of.

He still didn’t like to think about it much.  Feeling the ground vanishing beneath his feet.  Listening to the chunk-chunk-chunking of the shovel blade.  Knowing that there was nothing but a thong of corded horsehair to hold him up.  The last thing Zachaeus remembered was his heels kicking high and futile in a thin midair jig, like he was trying to learn to walk on air.

When the mountain moved, he thought it was just a part of his dream.





* One Small Step For The Great Great Green Ghost *
 

The Great Green Ghost hovered high above the mountain that white men called the Devil’s Anvil, adrift and afloat like a burning green cloud.  There was a long, eerie green glintering thread, dangling like a birth cord from his belly, leading all the way down into the heart of the mountain.

The mountain was part of the Great Green Ghost.  He’d always been rooted to it.  He wasn’t really a ghost.  Not in the way that white men thought of ghosts.  He was more of a spirit - kind of walking memory dream.  He had been here when the world first learned how to turn.  Back then this whole territory had lay beneath a great hot ocean.  Later, the waters had receded and a forest grew up.  The green in the trees had nurtured his strength.   

First he’d fed in the dirt and darkness.  Roots were his friends.  Shadows were his house and home; his sun and sky.  Then came the first bit of life.   A tiny one celled chiggerlet, burrowing in the darkness.  

He’d touched it and felt whole.

This is how it always begins.  The first taste of life, and then a hunger for more.  The Great Green Ghost had prowled through the darkness, pushing his way through the dirt, sucking up bug and worm and lizardling.  Each bit of nourishment enriching his spirit and making him large and strong and powerful.

Then he had found the men, camped upon a hillside.  They were hunting the herds of antelope and trying to hide from the hungry packs of dire wolves and the great two tusked tiger.

The Great Green Ghost had reached up into the camp, and tugged down a woman.

Now that had been an experience.

He had never felt such life before.  He plunged into her secret wetness.  He swam through the tidal pains of menstruation and childbirth.  He learned to relish the dark wet secrets she kept hidden from the men.

He’d swallowed her whole.  He had pulled her down into the darkness, and regurgitated her into the mysteries of the earth.  There he had kept her, knowing her as best he could.

A spirit does not love the way that men do, but he came to care for her in his own slow green way.

And when he was done with her he went back for more.

He became a green and dirty plague, drawing down the people one by one, until finally in terror, they promised to worship him, and he found their fear and adoration far more nourishing than any meager blood feast.  He let them worship him, and let them live, for as long as they might.  Now they were gone.  Now there were only the bones of the mountains, in the arid graveyard of the desert.

There were bones in these mountains older than can be imagined.  There were bones older than the old man the white men called history.  There were bones older than memory, older than thought; bones as old as the moon and older still.  There were other bones here as well.  The bones of the people who had chosen to worship him.  He made it his duty to see that they lay in peace.

But the Moon Man had changed all that.  Since he had come, the bones of the upper chambers had learned to walk.  The Moon Man had raised these bones, building flesh of a sort upon them.  He had used these bones to dig and root in the lower chambers.

The Moon Man was looking for something to make himself larger.  

To make himself powerful.

The Great Green Ghost moved a little closer to the mountain.  He foraged deep into the burial chamber where the Great Green Ghost called his home.  He touched the bodies there, one by one, with his great green fire.  It was a wonderful feeling as he cindered them down into pieces too small for the Moon Man’s scientific magic to touch.  One by one, they gave themselves back to the darkness of the deep earth.

“Sleep, little fears.  Sleep in the darkness of the stone and silence.  Your digging is no longer necessary.  Sleep.  Sleep.”

And so it continued, working his way through the depths of the mountain, until a great blue light blossomed within the cavern and a voice hissed forth like a snake that has learned to talk.

A snake or something worse.

“So you’re the one who’s been stealing all my crawlers.”

It was the Moon Man.

“I am doing nothing but returning what was stolen back into the earth,” The Great Green Ghost said.  “These bodies were meant to rest.  To return themselves slowly back to the earth.  It takes a long time to live.  It should take a longer time to die.”

“I do it all at once,” said the Moon Man.

“You do it badly,” said the Great Green Ghost.  “You are a thief.”

He was talking in Indian sometimes, and something older than that, but in either tongue the Moon Man seemed to understand what he was saying.

“A thief? I took what I found.  They were salvage.  I found them and they were mine to do with what I wanted.”

He gestured and the walls lit in shiny laughing blue flames.  The light glintered from the burning blue spectral tubes.  The energy fissured and swarmed, raging into the higher ranges of power.

The Great Green Ghost stared about at all the glass and shiny blue lightning and smiled.

“All those glass tubes.  Do they make your man root any bigger? Do they give you more women? Do they fill your stomach or quench your thirst? What good are they?”

For the most part he was trying to enrage the Moon Man, for there is weakness to be found in another man’s anger but a part of him was honestly curious.  He had grown so long in the darkness and the rock.  Science was a mystery to him.  A fool’s game, to be sure, yet a mystery that he foolishly felt the need to explore.

“They give me what I want,” answered the Moon Man.  “They give me power.”

At this the Great Green Ghost laughed.  It was a gentle laugh, like soft Summer thunder, rolling before the lightning’s crash.

“You call this bed of lights power?”

He shook his great green head softly.

“I will show you power, little crater.”

The Great Green Ghost waved one great green hand, and the mountain moved.  The walls shook like a blanket in the wind.  The glass tubes rattled in an eerie high-pitched trill, like icicles falling from a frozen cliff.

“This is power.”

The wind boomed up like drums in the heart of the darkness below.  The dust whirled and the air grew dank and thick and hard to breath.

“This is power, Man Who Looks Like A Moon.”

But there was something wrong.  The Moon Man wasn’t frightened.  The Moon Man was laughing.  He was laughing like he’d seen the funniest thing since man crawled out of the rock.

“Do you think I am funny?” The Great Green Ghost boomed.

“I’m sorry,” The Moon Man apologized.  “I’m being rude.”

He gestured, and an electric blue cage slid down from out of the ceiling.

“There are rules in nature,” The Moon Man proclaimed.

The Great Green Ghost hadn’t noticed the cage.  In truth it hadn’t been there, until that moment in time.

He looked up at the cage.  He told himself he wasn’t afraid.

“First rule of nature,” The Moon Man said.  “Everything is made of something.  Nothing can be truly destroyed.  Even ghosts have atoms.”

He waved and the blue cage slowly descended.  The Great Green Ghost tried to flee, but his body seemed to betray him.  It was pulled towards the cage like a moth hovering too close to a campfire.

“Even ectoplasm has its own form of energy, and as such can be trapped.”

The cage closed about the Great Green Ghost.  He tried to shake the bars, but when he touched them he felt himself grow smaller, as if the bars were living leeches.

The Moon Man laughed all the harder.

“You cannot destroy me,” The Great Green Ghost said.

“I don’t plan to.  I’ll use you as power.  I will use you as a giant green battery.” The Moon Man answered.  “Why not? After all, nothing can be destroyed, so nothing ought to go to waste.”

The blue glass tubes began to glow.

The Great Green Ghost felt himself receding.  He felt himself dwindling down into the guts of the Moon Man’s unholy machine.

The night fell.

The winds blew lonesome and low from the shadows that haunted between the stars, and the mountain that men called the Devil’s Anvil trembled itself in fear of what might come.





* The Straight And Curving Song Of The Bullet *
 

Leadbetter spent the night wide awake.

He didn’t need to sleep, any more than he needed to breathe.

Still, sometimes it was nice to close your eyes and pretend.

He stroked the cool soothing linearity of his rifle barrel.

Straight lines were so easy to understand.

Yet there was nothing straight in nature.  Even the long plains curved slowly around the face of the earth.

He stroked the gun.

It was funny, the uses that men made of their guns.  Some made them a crutch, fuck tools, pry bars.  Still others hung their rifles over fireplaces and draped them heavily with tall tales and imaginary kills.

Leadbetter’s gun was more a part of him.

And yet even here and there were curves.  He felt the roundness of the bore and the rifle cartridge.  He even felt the fine long parabola a bullet carved as it chewed through the air.

There were so many lines and so many curves.

He remembered where he’d got the gun from.

The mountain man:  Zachaeus.

In his memory’s eye Leadbetter saw Zachaeus kicking there, hung by his neck and a winding of horsehair rope.  Kicking and dancing and shitting himself and looking so God damned funny that Leadbetter just had to turn his back and tell a joke.

It hadn’t even been particularly funny, the way he remembered it.

While his back was turned, Zachaeus had pulled out a pocket pistol, one of those little things that gamblers use.

He put a bullet in Leadbetter’s back.  

From high and above.

Leadbetter still remembered the feel of his beating heart.

He remembered the taste of his own blood.

He walked this memory road all night long, stroking his rifle like he was getting set to fuck with it.  He only emerged from the personal labyrinth of private recollection, when the sound of footsteps through the darkness woke him up.

When he saw Zachaeus and the cowboy he didn’t stop to think.

He’d been aiming the damn thing all night long.

He grinned, and made double sure of his aim.

And then he let the gun come in one thunderous gunpowder burst.





* Snake Bitten Apples *
 

“Are you up yet?”

Jonah opened his eyes.  He wasn’t certain he’d ever been sleeping.  Just lying there with closed eyes, like a window blind at rest.  The truth was, he wasn’t certain he needed to, yet it had felt good to stop thinking for just a short while.

“Up as I’ll ever be.”

“Good, but don’t stop there.  Get up all the way.  We got somewhere I want to show you, before we head on out.”

Jonah yawned out of habit.

“Where we going to?” he asked.

“To see the Moon Man, where else? He’s the one got you shot.”

Jonah smiled like a drawn knife, thinking about the taste of revenge.

“Yeah.  Let’s go see the Moon Man.”

“And Leadbetter.  He’ll be there too.”

“Who’s he?”

“He’s the bastard what put you under.  Sitting up high with a rifle he ain’t got no right to use.  A rifle he stole from me, after he hung me.”

He touched the double rope burns.

“He hung me twice, the dirty bastard.”

“Twice?”

“He hung me standing up.  He slung a rope into the pizon tree and tied me off.  Then they set to digging.  Just under my feet, until there was nothing between me and the dirt but my shadow.”

“That’s what killed you?”

“That’s what give me the first burn, anyway.  Then old Leadbetter got feeling good.  Taunting me.  Telling jokes.  He turned his back once, and that was all I needed.    I pulled my little belly gun out and popped him square in the back.  Don’t usually cotton to back shooters much, but he’d called it down on himself, hanging me the way he did.”

“So he hung you and you shot him.”

“I shot him dead.  That’s when he hung me the second time around.”

“I still don’t get that.”

“After I shot him, he fell on me, and his weight was all that was needed to take me down under.  Last thing I remember was the sound of a snap...”

He remembered a lot more than that.

A snap, bright and sharp, like a corner being turned.

He remembered the feeling of his life yanking from out of his throat.    Hanging there, dangled and twisting between Heaven and Earth.  He saw a great vision of a thousand white buffalo stampeding over a frozen stone waterfall.

He remembered dreaming a dream of being tied to an anthill by his neck.  He remembered the feel of all of those hot sharp bites, digging into him, like a rain of a thousand teeth.  All those thorns on the tree he was hanging against.  The prickly hot venom, needling him.  He dreamed God was talking to him.  Telling him what he needed to do.  

Where he needed to go.

He’d always hated lectures.  He leaned back upon the anthill and fired his Nock Volley gun.  He shouldn’t have been able to.  Leadbetter’s last steerboy had stolen it from him by this time.  But in the dream it didn’t matter.  The gun was his and he could hold it and fire it.

He liked the big gun.  It was the reason he never had to listen to too many lectures in his life.  There was nobody who argued too long or successfully with a man holding a seven-barreled cannon.

He let it fire, free and clear.  It blew holes in the sky, and the sky rained hot blood down upon him, and in his dream he awoke as he had awoken back then, so long ago, hanging on that pizon tree, all the thorns digging into him, pumping him full of that unholy juice.

He could never die.  He had soaked too much of the pizon into his system.  He would outlive the rocks.  He would outlive the sky.

He would very likely outlive God.

How’d you like them snake-bitten apples, Methuselah?

Zacheus opened his eyes.  

He looked grimly into Jonah’s wondering features.

“I don’t know he if he even knew it,” Zacheus said.  “Being shot dead at the time, and all.  I aim to stand straight before him and tell him that last little joke, the funniest of all, how he killed me after he died, and then I aim to put him under once and for all time.”

Jonah swallowed hard.  After eating that crawler’s walking legs he thought he could handle anything, but the story was rougher than any he’d heard.

Zachaeus smiled.

“Come on with me then.  I’ll show you something stranger yet.”





* The Vision Walk Of No Ears *
 

No Ears lurked in the shadow of the walking dead man, thinking of the white buffalo.

It was an old legend his people told about a hungry Summer when a woman came to the people’s camp.  One man wanted this woman, but when he tried to touch her secret place, he sizzled like burning buffalo fat.  She walked four times around the camp, and the grass grew tall and green where she walked.  Then she turned into a white buffalo, and ran away.  For years his people believed that someday the white buffalo would rise again and the red nations would rise like tall grass and rule the whites.

Now they were all dead.  All of his people.  He could hear the ghosts of his people talking down here.  They were talking to him from out of the dead stone walls.  They were frightened of something.  Frightened of something that had happened to the great Green Mountain Spirit.

That didn’t matter to No Ears.  The Great Green spirit had wanted to put him down and under, once and for all.

No Ears didn’t want that.  

Not yet.

His people’s ghosts did.

They called to him.  They wanted him to join them in death and the darkness of their long stone slumber.

He might.  Some day he might.

But not yet.  

He wasn’t ready to go yet.

There was something else he had to see.

A debt he had to pay.

He closed his one ruined eye.

In the back of what was left of his mind he saw a vision.

A vision of rolling white thunder.

Soon, the white buffalo would run.





* What the Blind Men Saw *
 

How deep does a mountain grow?

Jonah followed Zachaeus through the winding tunnel.  They left Two Bump behind in the cavern.  The tunnel had grown too low and narrow to accommodate the beast.  It was getting snug even for Jonah.

“Tight fit, isn’t it?” Zachaeus asked.

“Get used to it,” he went on, without waiting for Jonah to answer.  “It’s the way of the West.  Or rather the way the east is eating the wWst.  Pretty soon there won’t be room enough for a man to turn around and spit.”

“I don’t follow,” Jonah said.

“That’s all you can do is to follow the rolling thunder of the white man,” Zacheus said.  “Follow it as it rolls across the prairie like a great white stampede.”

It grew too dark even for a dead man’s eyes.   

All Jonah could do was follow Zachaeus’s voice.

Maybe that’s why the old man was doing so much damn talking.

“They’re eating it all, from the east right straight across to the West.  Chewing it up and shitting it out.  And when they get as far West as they can get, when they run smack dab into the distant coast, well then they’ll swallow what’s left.  The whole damned Pacific and whatever is floating out there:  whales, islands, people.  The whole damned shivaree.  It’s the way we’re built.  People.  Man.  All of us.  No better than the crawlers.  All gullet, no guilt.  Just eat, eat, eat.”

He shook his head.

“Land of opportunity, they call it.  Ha.  A land of opportunists is more like it.  What do they know about the roots of this country? Where we come from? What we did to build it? What do they know about the roots of a mountain?”

A part of Jonah wished the old man would shut up.  Too damn much talking.  A load of claptrap and windy gas.  Yet a darker part of him was glad for the cranky creaky voice.  There were lights in the darkness.  There were eyes glinting and watching from the shadows.

And Zachaeus kept on talking.

“These rocks are older than eons.  Do you know how fucking old an eon is? Older than God.  Older than all the Gods that God ever dreamed of.”

For just an instant Jonah saw a face staring out of the wall.  A strong face, with cheeks and forehead like carven rock.  An open puzzled hungry mouth.   Eyes like two round question marks floating in the darkness.

We are the people of the night, the face seemed to say.  We are the shadows of history, long forgotten.  We are the mysteries that coil like snakes in the darkness.  We are everything that you ought to fear, everything you should do your double damnedest to remember.

We are ghosts, and stories told around the campfires of the Gods.

And Zachaeus kept on talking.

“Let me tell you a story,” the old man said.

“I thought that’s what you were doing.”

Zachaeus ignored Jonah’s sarcasm.

“See, there were these three fellows got their eyes poked out for looking where they shouldn’t.  And they were walking along together and they bumped into something that none of them could move.”

Now the faces were laughing at him.  Their laughter like silent tom toms, drumming in a dead man’s pulse beat.  The wings of invisible moths, hovering about the silent howling hunger of the moon’s endless wink.

And Zachaeus kept on talking.

“What the hell’s in front of us one of them asked.  So the three of them felt about the shape of the thing, trying to find out just exactly what it is.  You see, being blind and all they couldn’t really see it.”

Jonah stared at the faces, mocking and friendly.  There were people living down here in the dark places.  

Old people, forgotten by time.

These are the ones the Moon Man’s looking for, Jonah thought.  Only he’s not likely to find them.  He’d have to dig away the earth itself, and then they’d only hide in the shadows between the stars.

And Zachaeus kept on talking.

“So the first one grabs hold and he says it’s a snake.”

We are hunger, said the first face.

“The second grabs hold and he says it’s a tree.”

We are want.

“Then the third grabs hold and says you are both full of elephant shit, it is a Goddamn rope.”

We’re the boogey man and the shadow in the bottom of the privy hole.  We’re the whispering creak beneath your bed.  We're the reason you fear to put your foot one step forward on a long moonless night.  We're the long forgotten and we can never truly go away.

Jonah followed Zachaeus around a sudden winding corner.

The darkness burned away in a sudden splash of light.

The faces vanished, if they’d ever been there.

And Jonah saw what was buried there.

Or rather half buried, half standing, like some ancient forgotten behemoth of old.

“And there were giants in the earth,” Zachaeus finished.

If Jonah could still breathe he would have let what was left of his breath out in one long slow disbelieving whistle.

“Well, I have seen the elephant,” Jonah said.

And he had.





* The Moon Man and The Great Green Ghost *
 

The Moon Man’s blue lights were burning brighter than a Texas whorehouse on Saturday night.  

The colors whirled like a rainbow on peyote and the mountain bumped and shivered like a nine hundred year old hootchy-kootch dancer, stumbling on her last shaky leg.

“You said you’d show me power,” The Moon Man said.  “And you’ve kept your word.”

He adjusted the controls.  He fed a little more into the meat grinder circuits and drew that extra power deep into himself and he smiled, because it was so very good.

“Oh this is more like it.  This is so much more like it.”

He inhaled and could taste the crackle of lightning sparking within his lungs.  He could feel the power roaring through every fiber in his being.

This was what he wanted.  

To fill himself with stolen power.

And dig for what was hidden beneath the dirt.

Once he had found it he would return to the century that had banished him.  He would rain hell down upon them and he would teach them how to respect a scientist such as himself.

The Great Green Ghost sat behind the bars of his bright glowing cage, calmly watching what was left of his life flow away like a long forgotten river running slowly out to sea, and wondering if there was anything he could hope to do about it.





* Death’s Noon O’Clock Shadow *
 

There in the rock was something Jonah had never seen.  

He saw a huge mountain of a beast, all dark with age and as hard as hammered stone.  He had seen an elephant once before, and this looked something like an elephant that needed a haircut.  

It was huge and heavy, the God of all elephants.

What was it?

There was bone and meat froze black on the bone.  Long tusk horns, long as lances and curved like a pair of cavalry sabres.  Legs as thick as tree trunks - so wide around that he couldn’t put his arms about them, even if he’d wanted to.  The mountain shook and the shadows danced and just for a moment Jonah thought the damned elephant God was alive.

He thought of that elephant that he’d seen in that traveling circus.  With a fellow who tumbled knives in the air, a painted clown, an acrobat, and a woman with a beard as long as a 900-year-old Billy goat.

That had been big, but this was bigger.

Way bigger.

And shaggier.  

A man could get lost in the fur about its neck.

“There were giants in the earth.”  Zachaeus howled again.

Still are, Jonah thought.  Giants and monsters and Gods.

He remembered the faces in the tunnel walls and he shivered.

“There were thunder lizards before this one, all legs and teeth and scale,” Zachaeus went on.  “And long before them thunder lizard critters there even bigger ones.  Old ones, ones with names that ought not to be spoken.”

There were buffalo skeletons posed about the mammoth beast.  Ticker tacked together with sinew and makeshift adobe.  Size wise they looked like newborn pups playing beneath a Brahma bull.

“What are those for?” Jonah asked.

“Call them a homage.  Idol worship from idle hands.  Two bit time killers,” Zachaeus smiled.  “You didn’t know I was an artist, did you?”

There were several standard buffalo, but some of them were mounted in decidedly unbuffalo-like poses.  Reared on their hind legs, like bucking stallions.  Kneeling down, like overweight hairy altar boys.  One of them was mounted on what looked to a mixture of horse legs and bear paws.

“I had to improvise with some of them.  I couldn’t find all the proper parts.  Still, a body learns to make do when he got to.”

Jonah stared.  

Make do.  

That was about the kindest phrase he could think of.

“How do you like it? My own private freak show.  It’s what God would do, isn’t it?”  Zachaeus went on.  “What he did? You ever take a look at a two-headed snake? Or how about Two Bump? Pretty funny, isn’t he? What about a turkey? Head like a pickled pizzle stick.”

He laughed aloud.

“What about us? Holes in both ends, tunnels on legs, in and out.  Food goes in, food goes out.  Air goes in, air goes out.  Fuck a woman, and a baby comes out.  The holes are what rules us.  It’s all so damned pointless.  Nothing but holes.  One big circle, round and round.  God’s joke.  God’s great big joke.  Pretty Goddamn funny, hey?”

He was off and running again.

“We’re just play things, is all.  God’s play things.  He’ll throw us down and he’ll break us and he’ll put us back together whatever way enters his cavernous haunted imagination.”

Jonah just stood there and stared in wonder and a little fear.

And as he stood there in the darkness, Jonah heard the grunts of large animals in the distance.  He smelled dankness and heavy foliage.  The rot of a century’s worth of trampled vegetation.  

Heat and moisture, clamming up his senses.

A voice inside his head whispered--“Run.”

Which was about the most sensible word he’d heard all year.

He felt the muscles in his legs squeezing like he was getting set to jump across a canyon.

Fight.

His fists clenched and unclenched.  His nostrils flared like he was trying to catch a scent on the breeze.

He growled.

He didn’t know what to do.

“Come on,” Zachaeus said.  “We best get to it.”

Jonah followed back through the winding tunnels, in stony silence.

He didn’t see the faces.  Didn’t see much of anything, until the two of them came around the final corner, and he saw the man standing there.

Leadbetter.

Lying there in the dirt, all long and lean as death’s noon o’clock shadow.  Aiming one of the biggest and longest long rifles that Jonah had ever seen.  The rifle looked to have so wide a bore you could drive a yoke of oxen straight up the middle without muddying up the sides.

And it was pointed straight at Zacheaus and Jonah.

The rifle barrel looked like a tunnel straight into hell.

Jonah had just enough of a chance to see Leadbetter’s wide corpse-grin spreading beneath the shadow of his flat black hat, and then all at once the barrel blossomed hot, blinding and white.

Then the rifle spoke like thunder and Zachaeus dropped to the ground, quicker than the trapdoor of a fresh sprung gallows, just as the bullet hit home.





* The Eyes Of A Mountain, The Eyes Of A God *
 

The Moon Man watched it all.

He could see it all as clear as death.

He was watching through the Great Green Ghost’s eyes.  He was watching through the mountain’s eyes.  Like a God, he thought.

This is how God looks down on all of us.

There was so much that man couldn’t see.  So much that they didn’t want to see.

The stars were hung with cool glittering cobwebs, dark things hanging down, the sky was a wide gaping razorblade cutting a border between what was real and what could never be understood.  The mountains stood like huge trolls, their roots digging deep into the dirt, playing toe games with each other deep in the planet’s core.

The earth was a bubble of light.  Men danced upon its surface like pond skimmers, their lives crackling to the surface in a long continuous chain of soft ephemeral immortality.  They danced, imagining their food chain superiority, not dreaming of things that were larger than themselves.

And there they were.  

The three of them.  

Zachaeus, the mountain man.  

The hanged man.  

A life spent trying to live out of touch with everyone.   A hermit in the making, desperate for conversation.

And there was Leadbetter, leaning against the barrel of his rifle like it was his only friend – a friend who spoke in a deep thundering tongue of gunpowder and lead.

Call him Death, then.

And of course, there was the cowboy.  Jonah Walker.  The fool, frozen eternally in midleap.

The Moon Man looked down through his God given God-goggles at the three of them.  

At the three of them and beyond.

He saw who Leadbetter was looking at.  The dead cowboy and the mountain man.  The one called Zachaeus.

He didn’t care about either of them.

He had what he wanted now - the eyes of a God and the power of a mountain.

He looked down at Leadbetter.  He watched him send that triumphant blast of powder and shot, straight at Zachaeus.

The cowboy, grabbing for his empty pistol.

Leadbetter, calmly shifting his aim.

Now you’re going to die, thought the Moon Man.   Now you’ve finally run out of luck.

He looked past Leadbetter.

Past Zachaeus, and past the cowboy.

Down into the roots of the mountain.

Down to where the big horn stood.

He saw it, in the same way Jonah saw it before him.

Yes, he thought.  I don’t need this.  Not anymore.

His original plan had been to raise the mammoth and use it to lead his army of crawlers across the prairie.  He would rule the country from East to West.  From there he would harness the industrial power of this brave new world to reach back to the twenty-third century.

But for this he would need a body to house his spirit when his ancient decaying irradiated husk finally let go.

He would need the long horn - the mammoth that had slept so long beneath the mountain.  The Moon Man had dreamed of inhabiting the perfect combination of brain and brute strength.  His twenty-third century intelligence coupled with the power of the wooly mammoth.

But now that the Moon Man had stolen the Great Green Ghost’s power he no longer needed such a meat puppet.

No.  Not needed it.

But he wanted it.

He felt the atrophied muscles in his legs squeezing and flexing like a baby reaching for a titty.  He made a soft wet sound, way back in his throat, like a growl.

Somewhere in the back of his soul he felt Zachaeus going down.  Somewhere further back he felt Leadbetter, making his last stand, outnumbered four to one.

He looked at what was buried in the rock, standing there like a hirsute elephant.

I want that, he thought.

And thinking that thought, the Moon Man leaped.

Leapt and landed, right where he wanted to.

Sitting square behind what was left of the soul and spirit of the big wooly mammoth.  

It was cozy in here.

Almost comfortable.

He breathed in the funk of aeons and rot.  Smelled the deaths of the millions of souls that had died on to the afterworld after this ancient mammal had laid down into the dirt.

He reached out his fingers.

Thought about fingernails and thought about stretch and then with a will and a craftsmanship that only a time-travelling mad scientist arch-sorcerer such as himself could muster – he crafted a set of ectoplasmic reins.

Long blue shimmering lashes of control.

He hooked them hard into the spirit meat of the mammoth.

One more breath.

In, out, in, out.

Then he said one word.

Said “Giddyup”.

Go.





* You Never See The Little Guys Coming *
 

Leadbetter knew it was a good shot.

You can feel it, if you’re shooting right.

He caught the old man right square in the left leg.  Struck bone, judging by the way he went down.

The cowboy reached for his pistol.

It was empty.  Leadbetter knew it.  He wasn’t quite sure how he knew it, but he did.

The cowboy pointed it and fired nothing.

“You’re all out of bang, boy,” Leadbetter said, swinging his aim around to allow for the cowboy, but somebody beat him to the charge.

From out of the darkness came Two Bump, braying like he was trying to call a sea serpent from the depths, charging forward like a herd of ugly cavalry.  He’d seen his master go down, and like some beast from an ancient battlefield he came charging ahead, determined to have his revenge.

Leadbetter shifted aim again.  He caught the big ugly bastard square in the gullet and blew half its hairy throat out.  The humpy brute fell like a puppet with its strings cut off, landing squarely across the fallen form of Zachaeus.  Leadbetter re-cocked, just in time to catch the drop on the cowboy, who’d found a knife somewhere on his person and was coming up fast for him.

“Watch it, puppy,” Leadbetter warned.  “I’ll blow your prick off and nail it to your nose.”

He had time to grin.

Then another tooth fell out of his mouth.   He choked on it.  He couldn’t help himself.  And then, as he strained for his breath, still trying to squeeze the Springfield’s trigger, something caught hold of Leadbetter’s hand, and Leadbetter-toughest undead hunter and gunslinger in the deadlands--screamed like a little girl.

And meant it.





* A Nameless Gunslinger’s Last Cheap Cigar *
 

Jonah stared as Leadbetter took aim.

He was running at him with his knife out.  The Goddamn pistol was still empty.  What had he thought? That the fucking thing was going to grow bullets? He ran as fast as he could, but it felt like he was running uphill, through a thick river of chewing tobacco, molasses and melting tar.

He heard Leadbetter saying something about pricks and puppy noses.

He watched the man cock his piece and lay a bead square against Jonah’s brain bucket.

“Not again,” he moaned.

And then all at once things changed.

A severed head bounced out of the shadows like a tiny bony comet.  It caught hold of Leadbetter, teeth clenching shut like a crazy bear trap, and tore his trigger finger clean off at the root.

Leadbetter squawled like a she-panther in heat.

The head hit the dirt rolling.

It came to rest in a heap of tumbled rocks.

Jonah swore the damn thing was grinning.

What was left of Leadbetter’s trigger finger jutted out from the mangle of the head’s lower jaw like the stump of a last cheap cigar.

The severed head chewed and grinned, clearly enjoying himself.

Leadbetter swore.

And then the mountain shook and rumbled and roared and a half a dozen varieties of hell broke loose.





* The Biggest Goddamn Buffalo *
 

Leadbetter stood there, staring at what was left of his hand.

“Jesus,” he swore.

Only it wasn’t Jesus.  It wasn’t even close.  It was the head of that fucked up crawler that he had blasted back when he’d first shot the cowboy.  Grinning at him with one more tooth than Leadbetter could ever hope to own.

How did it get to be here, he wondered. 

Who could have brought it down here?

The Moon Man? 

Fate?

Then he heard something rumbling deep down below the ground.

The mountain shook so hard even a man as single-minded as Leadbetter couldn’t help but notice.

He heard a sound like pissed off thunder, come kettle drumming up from the depths of the tunnels.

Then out of the darkness it came.

The big horn, crashing through the ruins of the tunnel.  

Nearly twelve feet tall and over eight tons of time-travelling-mad-scientist-back-from-the-dead-wooly-mammoth meat, moving hard.

Right towards him.

Damn, Leadbetter thought.  

That’s the biggest Goddamn buffalo he’d ever seen.





* Jonah Seizes The Elephant *
 

Jonah stood there, wishing for a single bullet.  Or maybe even an entire wagonload of bullets.  Or maybe a whole cocked up steamboat full of bullets and a smokestack sized cannon to fire them out of.

And that still wouldn’t have been enough.

The big horn kept coming.

All Jonah had was a knife.

He wanted to run, but there was Zachaeus, crippled from where Leadbetter had shot him.

He just couldn’t leave him lying there like that.

What the fuck.  He’d been dead once before.  How badly could it hurt the second time around?

“Come on, you shaggy-headed, hose-nosed son of the apocalyptic horse turds.  Come on and get me, I’m an Arkansas bellyache...”

He was going to say more, but by then the big horn was all over him.

Jonah stabbed at its trunk with his knife, figuring to cut the big bastard’s nose off.  Only what he hadn’t reckoned on, was the forty thousand muscles that Goddamn nose was made out of.  

The density of that trunk made a bull rattlesnake body look like a sissy’s lariat.

That and the Moon Man’s souped-up blue lightning magic.

A curl of blue snot snaked out from the wound in the big horn’s nose.  The snot-snake grabbed Jonah’s knife just as easily as Jonah might have yanked a bean shooter from a four-year-old.

The snot-snake flipped the knife from his hand, end over end and into the dark.

The big horn reared up on its hind legs.

This is it, thought Jonah, as the shadow swallowed him whole.

He wondered briefly about the odds of Zachaeus successfully raising up a Jonah-sized flapjack from the dead.






















* The History of Thorns *
 

Suddenly, things began to happen fast.

Zachaeus knew that he had to do something about it, just as fast.

He knew what he wanted to do, but for what he wanted he would need the pizon tree.

Which wasn’t anywhere handy.

He could hear that old tree calling to him.

He could even feel the pizon tree’s roots, just an hour’s walk above his head, assuming a back-from-the-dead mountain man could learn how to walk straight up through dirt.

Zachaeus could feel the thorns that had raised so many men before him.  That had raised even Him from his wooden cross, Him who so many civilized men now worshipped and feared.

He heard the tree calling, but it was too far away on this shot up leg.

He’d never make it.

Leadbetter had won.

That and the barn size behemoth that was threatening to shake the Goddamn mountain down on their heads.

What could he do, but die?

Then he saw it.  

He saw Jonah’s knife, glintering through the air, end over end like a racer’s baton.

He crawled for it.  

He grabbed it.

He knew just exactly what he had to do.

He leaned the blade against his wrist and grimly started to hack.

“Good bye hand,” he said.  “I only need the one of you.”





* Great Green Ghost Fading *
 

The Great Green Ghost, staring through the eyes of the Moon Man, staring through the eyes of the resurrected mammoth, grimly fought for the control of the ancient beast.  

The mammoth is a natural being, the Great Green Ghost thought – a natural being possessed by the unnatural scientific urgings of the Moon Man.

Surely, a mountain spirit such as myself ought to be able to seize hold of this great wooly long nose.

I cannot lose, the Great Green Ghost thought to himself.

All I need is to keep on believing.

All I need to beat this science is a little pure and honest faith.

I am water and I am air and I am everything that is green and growing.  I have slept with men and women and buried them in the dirt.  I have returned entire tribes back into the soil from which they sprung from.

I am the Great Green spirit, and I have eaten worlds.

That’s what he kept on thinking.

That’s what he kept on trying to tell himself.

Faith will move a mountain.

Only the Moon Man was winning.





*  Best Western Etiquette  *
 

Jonah stood there, staring at the big horn.

Fuck it.  

This was no fucking way to die.

“Come on, you big, wooly, bastardized cockleburr.  I’m hungry, and you look like the biggest steak in town.”

Jonah reached up.

He grabbed hold of the big horn’s left ear and swung up.

As he was doing so he felt the finger-strings of the Moon Man’s ectoplasmic mammoth reins banjo-tickling his finger bones.

He tore them free.

The Moon Man kicked back through the ectoplasm, sending a jolt of hard blue electricity that curled old Jonah’s zombified pubic hairs.

“God damn,” Jonah swore.

Another shock.

“God and golly damn.”

Another shock.

Jonah stopped swearing and started in to cursing.

“You rotten eyed prick with ears,” Jonah cursed.  “I fucked your mother with a cactus cock! I will chew on your hairy nit-ridden carcass and crap your fuzzy bones.”

There is a great power inherent in every well-delivered curse and Jonah was inadvertently tapping into that universal flow of power.

“You shit-diddling, momma-rassling, truck-fungus-wonder!” Jonah went on.  “I am going to cloud up and rain all over your muddy bones.”

With each mad random curse word Jonah was fomenting a deep-down inside kind of power that allowed him to accomplish something heretofore thought of as strictly unthinkable.

“You knock-kneed virgin-assed dry-cunted nun-jumper,” Jonah ranted.  “If you think you are going to fuck with me than you had better recrank that cock-blocked-rectum of a cow-hole that you call a thinker.”

The words, ranted and run and strung together, fulminating into a single burning fuse of power as Jonah eased and elbowed and tore his way into the great mammoth’s open ear hole..

“By the last flying fuck of a ten-peckered Himalayan hoot owl,” Jonah howled.  “I am going to fuck you in the ear you fucked-up, fucked-out, fuckety-fucking-fuck of a furry-fucked fuck-in-the-dust!”

Jonah could see the Moon Man deep inside the mammoth and he swore that if it was the very last dying death-after-life act he performed beneath this God-blasted earth that he was going to give that blue-assed back-from-the-dead mad scientist and earful of irritation.

He crawled in deeper, cursing and chewing as he went.

And then he stopped cursing, because his momma taught him never to talk when his mouth was full of mammoth earwax.





* Waste Not, Want Not *
 

After he had finished completely severing his left hand, Zachaeus squeezed the stump of his wrist, force spraying the last of his pizon-steeped blood on to Two Bump’s shot up carcass.

The camel kicked out blindly and started to shake.

The pizon did its work.

Zachaeus spattered the buffalo bones with the rest of the blood and then sucked at what was left of his stump.

He sucked and chewed, eating on himself.

Meat, he thought.  

Yeah, meat.  

That’s what I need to get me the strength to raise myself back on up.

It was pretty poor eating, but sometimes that’s all a man could do.

He gnawed and chewed on himself, stealing a little more life from under death’s big nose.

The buffalo bones, baptized in a back-from-the-dead mountain man’s dying eternal blood, were already starting to flex and knit together.





* As Futile As A Toothless Gopher *
 

The Moon Man didn’t know which way to turn.

Here he was, driving the zombified carcass of the wooly mammoth.  Inside, in the spirit world, he had the Great Green Ghost at his throat.  The Moon Man was barely holding the Great Green Ghost off.  It was taking his entire strength of focus to hold the Indian mountain spirit at bay.

And then rooting and chewing and blaspheming inside him like a skullbound gopher with a really bad attitude, the cowboy was grimly burrowing into the Moon Man’s reanimated meat puppet’s ear.

He shouldn’t have even been able to squeeze into the mammoth’s ear canal but the softness of the revitalized meat made both penetration and consumption a fairly easy feet.  The back-from-the-dead cowboy was worming into the ear canal – teeth first.

And what the hell was this coming ahead of him?

It looked like a rolling white avalanche.

And it was coming this way.





* The Running Of The Buffalo *
 

The white buffalo were running.

Bones and the memory of meat sewed together into an extinction engine of pure trampling destruction.  There were anywhere from six to a baker’s dozen back from the dead, big shaggy buffalo.  Zachaeus’s creations, sewn up and mortared together to pass the time, now raised by his dying blood to throw themselves against the big horn.

And in the middle of them rode Zachaeus, bound in the saddle by the rope of Two Bump’s  blown-out intestines.  Lodged between the humps of his back from the dead Bactrian and howling like a madman.

“Brazos!” Zachaeus shouted.  “Ride Texas.  Texicana Brazos!”

Some of the buffalo were whole, but most were in pieces.  Some of them had grown themselves together, joined in the ultimate amalgamation of death’s inevitable decay.

“Brazos!”

`They rolled like a great white wave, crashing into the feet of the big hairy big horn.  Barely rocking it, but it was enough to get the big bastard’s attention.  It was enough to let the Moon Man Mammoth know that a mountain man was riding hellward bent for big horned leather.

He jammed his big Nock Volley gun square against the side of the beast and let fly.  The seven-balled blast tore a hole and an armload of flesh from the big beast’s ribs.  Just as quick he dropped the volley gun, yanked his big .50 pistols and cracked off two roaring shots, chunk into the undead meat.

But that still wasn’t enough.

The big horn reared and scooped him up and slammed him down and stomped him flat.  The soft black meat of revivified mountain man and mammoth feet splattered into the cold and stony Texas dirt.

Then the mammoth reared up and stomped again.

And again.





* Giving Death An Earful *
 

Jonah didn’t see any of this.  He was far too busy, chewing and eating his way into the big horn’s ear.

The hay-eating peanut-reeking fucker-with-ears had a hold of Jonah’s legs with its trunk.  

It felt as if an anaconda was trying to deleg the cowboy, boots and all.

And Jonah hated snakes.

“Little hissing bucktoothed tongue-bitten bastards,” he swore.

Only he wasn’t going to let fear stop him now.

Jonah fought on digging and chewing, thinking chigger thoughts.

You can’t shake me.  Death couldn’t shake me.  Leadbetter couldn’t shake me.  You sure as fuck ain’t going to shake me.

The big horn yanked his legs off.

They kicked blindly in the big bastard’s grip.

Jonah kept rooting.  

Digging.  

Crawling.

The brain was a mass of gray stringy gelatin.  All moving and swinging and twisting and churning like a fat witch’s broth.

He dug into the gray grue.  Ate it and sucked it and grabbed it up with both steaming hands.

“Gimme, gimme, gimme.”

Like a mad baby fetus, all teeth and hunger, he churned and chewed deeper into the wooly big horn’s skull cave.   The brain stuff oozed like gray smelly mud, coating his body like permanent snot.

“Gimme, gimme, gimme.”

Deeper into the skull Jonah saw the second brain, riding high above the big horn’s cold gray zombified brain.  A fist sized lump of shiny blue jelly.

The Moon Man.

Jonah took hold of the bright blue brain.  He chewed and swallowed, feeling his teeth rioting in his own mouth, like they were trying to eat himself as the Moon Man tried to take control of his body.

And still he kept chanting, as much in his head as in his mouth--“Gimme, gimme, gimme.”

The eternal human war cry.

We need.

We feed.

When his teeth touched the green boogerly nugget of Great Green Ghost brain, tucked like a soggy green pearl in the root cellar of the Moon Man’s brain, things blasted out in all directions.  Jonah felt himself falling, flying, floating, deep into a deep green sea of endless sleeping goodbyes.





* Great Green Ghost Goodbye *
 

Jonah looked up from the cavern floor.

For a moment all he saw was green.

Then vision cleared.   He saw the sea of buffalo bones, still twitching and rattling like dice in a blind gambler’s cup.

And in the middle of it, Two Bump.

He dragged himself over.

There, beside the great two-humped beast, was Zachaeus.

He could barely recognize the face.  The whole of the man had been stomped into the cavern dirt.  Only the softness of the soil had prevented him from being pulverized.

Zachaeus tried to speak.

"I thought," His voice sounded like a mile of sand dragged across an acre of broken bottle glass.

“Quiet,” Jonah croaked in a voice not much better.

Zachaeus ignored him.

"I thought I'd last longer," he said.

"You're fine," Jonah lied.   "Stay quiet.   Let the pizon do its work."

“I won’t,” Zachaeus said.  “Damn it.  I won’t go quiet.  I don't have any more pizon left.   I gave it to the buffalo and Two Bump."

"You're fine."

"Would you be quiet?  This is the second or third time I’ve died in my life, and it don’t seem any easier than the first.”

He laid his head back.

His lips parted slightly, almost as if he were letting one last breath slip free.

And then, he was gone.

Jonah looked down at all that was left of the old man.  He’d never known his own father.  The bastard had run before Jonah could crawl.

But wherever the old bastard was, he hoped he died a lot easier than Zachaeus.

He closed his eyes.

I’ll just lie here, he thought.  

Maybe someday I’ll die.

Then he heard a soft hum.

He opened his eyes and the cavern was glowing a bright Summer green.

“I will send them all home,” said a voice from far above his head.

It was the Great Green Ghost.  He had won out in his battle with the Moon Man Mammoth.

Then the soft green fire burned the crawlers and the big horn and the buffalo bones, and even Zachaeus, down to dust that blew in the sudden tunnel wind.

“Save me a ride,” Jonah said, before sinking into a deeper unconsciousness.

The Great Green Ghost smiled, as another voice spoke up.





* The Biggest Dead Indian The World Never Saw *
 

You could get used to anything.

Even this rolling rocking-chair gait that this camel seemed to be permanently born with.

Jonah rode across the deadlands perched uncomfortably atop a makeshift saddle on a resurrected Two Bump, the undead carrion stallion in tow.

We’re a trio, he thought.  Back from the dead cowboy and camel and a cayuse caboose.

Slung to the saddle by a braided mammoth hair rope was the volley gun and Leadbetter’s Springfield.  Jonah didn’t know that it used to belong to Zachaeus.  He just didn’t want to leave it back there in Devil’s Anvil.

It just seemed like too good a gun to leave lying in the belly of a haunted mountain.

And haunted it was.   By the ghosts of the Indians, the buffalo hunters, Leadbetter, the Moon Man.

Even Zachaeus.

Still, the Great Green Ghost saved two rides for the two lone survivors of the Devil’s Anvil undead massacre.

One of the survivors, Jonah, now rode atop of Two Bump the reanimated Bactrian camel.

The other survivor, No Ears, his head now mounted on the end of the long horn’s trunk, rode atop the resurrected carcass of the great green wooly mammoth, the chewed off stump of Leadbetter’s trigger finger still clenched defiantly in the undead Indian’s three good teeth.

They rode hard across the desert, their shadows stretching like long tall ghosts across the hard pan of the unending deathlands, bound for Texas and whatever waited beyond.





Afterword
 

Seven is a good number.

It’s got a fine slashing movement to it when you write it down, like the “Z” in Zorro.  It’s a good number to roll on the dice and will get you to Boardwalk if you roll it just right.  It’s just enough to count to if you need to get from your right hand to your left.

It’s lucky, or so some folks say.

It has been seven years since I wrote the original draft of Long Horn, Big Shaggy.

The book did well for me as a paperback from Black Death Books, but after a few years I decided to pull it off of the market.  My writing had improved a bit and I felt that there was an innate clumsiness about some of the writing.  

I have always wanted to revisit this yarn.  It has proven to be one of my most popular of small press releases.  Readers just seemed to take to its back-to-the-wilderness vernacular and the raw storytelling energy that I managed to touch on with the telling of this tale.

It is a rough wild yarn and I guarantee a wild rough ride for those who see their way through.  I wanted to push the boundaries of mixed genre fiction, specifically the weird western that I have always loved.  I wanted to go over the top of whatever was over the top of whatever was up there in the first place.

You say that fast and it will almost make sense.

The thing to remember is that I grew up on westerns and horror.  So I gravitated to the weird western field a long time ago.  There is something that is primordial about one man standing at the end of a long dusty street, facing down another man with a pistol in his hand.

Draw on that, would you?

I cannot tell you just how deeply excited I am to get this opportunity to clean up this old beast and roll him out for one more rodeo.  I have had several publishers contact me over the years, asking me if I would consider re-releasing this old tale but I had to wait for the right company to come along.

When I first spoke with David Niall Wilson about re-releasing some of my earlier out-of-print novellas and stories and novels as e-books, this is one of the very first tales that came to my mind.  So I have cleaned it up considerably.  Smoothed out the rough edges.  Polished it just a little bit.

And now I bring it to you.

I hope that you enjoy this yarn.

I had an awful lot of fun writing it.

Perhaps if it sells well enough I will come back around one more time and finally get to work on figuring out just what I am supposed to do with that last image on the last page of the book.
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The best stories often stretch and ramble at a comfortable contemplative pace – like an easy stroll down a long country road. This first story was originally published in Cemetery Dance issue #36 – way back in 2001 - and it has always been one of my favorite yarns. Folks who know me will recognize an awful lot of my growing-up years in this particular story. I've laid all of the pieces out in the following pages, like a jigsaw puzzle that's been dumped on the floor. You read through it, why don't you, and see how many pieces you can put together along the way. 





Catcall
 

Nobody really knows just how long the old Funnel mansion had stood empty, waiting up there high on Carpenter's Hill like a child's forgotten lunch box, any more than anybody knew how long that old gray cat had squatted in behind the screen of the front porch window.

Just waiting.

All that we knew was that somebody must be feeding that cat, because every now and then we would look in from the shelter of the hedge on the far side of the yard and see the cat nibbling daintily on something that looked to be a whole lot like a steaming heap of raw hamburger.

"Guts," proclaimed Jeremy Hooter, making a thick juicy swizzling noise with his lips and tongue pressed against his stainless steel braces. "It's guts, is what it is."

"Great big gobs of owl guts," amplified Charlie Roundbert.

Charlie Roundbert was only half of Jeremy's size and age, but he might as well have been Jeremy's shadow. The two boys stuck together just that closely and yet as far as I knew the two of them never had anything nice to say to each other.

"Owl guts," Charlie repeated.

We all took up the chant except Jeremy, who didn't think it was funny at all.

"Owl guts, owl guts, owl guts."

Owl was what we always called Jeremy, because of his last name. It didn't help much that Jeremy wore a pair of glasses that made coke bottle bottoms look like the thinnest of microscope slides. The glasses always reminded me of Dr. Cyclops. You know the guy from the movies? It always looked to me like Jeremy was staring at us through a microscope, like we were some kind of alien bacteria from Planet X.

I had a microscope given to me on my tenth birthday, not one of those little bitty plastic toys they sell with the chemistry sets you order from the Christmas catalogue, but a big old-fashioned kind that my Dad found in a basement he'd been paid to empty. The basement had belonged to old Doc Hawcomber, and when the doctor saw the microscope he told my Dad to go ahead and take it, he had a new one he used anyways. My Dad always said that the microscope was probably contaminated with all kinds of plagues and diseases and he was likely being ten kinds of an idiot giving the darned thing to a kid like me – but he never took it back.

I told my Dad not to worry. Germs didn't stick to dead things like microscopes and houses. Germs stuck to people. Germs needed meat to feed on, and he probably shouldn't worry so much.

I knew he wasn't being all that serious anyways. He was my Dad, and the only person I had in this world, next to my imaginary figment dog Riley. The only difference was that Dad was real. Riley had been real, but he was what you called an imaginary figment now, ever since the timber truck ran over him.

But worrying was something my Dad did, just like most people breathe – without even thinking about it. I knew my Dad liked to worry about me, like it was his hobby or something, and I loved him for this worry, imaginary or not.

I got Riley from my Mom when I was two. Riley was a big black Labrador retriever, with feet as big as snow shoes in the pictures we have of him. We don't have too many pictures of Mom, because it was my Mom's camera, and Dad never felt that all that comfortable using it. He's got his own camera now, and he uses it whenever he can, like he was making up for something he'd lost.

Riley was my dog, and when he was alive he would play fetch with me with a worn out baseball from the time the sun got up in the morning until the time it crawled back into bed. He was killed when I was eight, because of a ball I had misthrown. The ball had bounced out into the roadway and Riley followed the lure of the ball like a trout following the wriggle of a fresh-hooked worm. The truck rolled over Riley before I even had a chance to scream.

Let me do the math for you.

I got Riley when I was two, and my Mom died when I was three, and Riley died when I was eight, and I can still remember how I used to stare into his big black jujube eyes and see my mother smiling out from inside those eyes. I loved Riley better than I loved spaghetti, and I loved spaghetti a lot.

Dad said I got my spaghetti eating habit from my Mom. Back before the accident, back when Mom was alive she loved eating spaghetti more than anything. I can still remember seeing her with two long strands of spaghetti hanging from out of her mouth like a Fu Manchu moustache, until she sucked them right back up, giggling all the way, with a big loud shlooooping sound.

It was the only memory I had of her. She died when I was awfully young. A car wreck, Dad told me. It was a rainy October night, and the wheels couldn't hold to the road, and there was a sudden blast of lightning like somebody jumped out and said boo, and then Dad lost control of the wheel and they slid up against that big old beech tree down at the foot of Carpenter's Hill. 

Dad had remembered to buckle up so he only twisted his back and broke his face against the dash board, but Mom forgot to buckle up so she went spilling right through the window glass and into the tree and Dad told me once one late night that he still saw the color of her blood in the leaves of that tree every autumn.

It might have been his imagination, I suppose.

My Dad walks with a limp because of that crash, and his left eye has a strange tilt to it from where his face was broken. It looks as if he's always getting ready to cry and every October he carries a bouquet of quiet red roses up the side of Carpenter's Hill to the town cemetery where my Mom is sleeping.

Jeremy, who is older than I am, told me once that he had watched from the bushes as the police ambulance medics scraped my Mom off of the trunk of the tree like she was so much hamburger meat. I told him he was a liar. I told him that you couldn't make a person into hamburger meat. We got into a fight over that, and he probably would have beaten me up, but I think he felt bad for what he'd said to me.

He'd said to me that some of the pieces of my Mom had been so small that the police had needed a microscope to find them.
 

I liked my microscope a lot. In the summer I liked to mix swamp water and hay in a big mason jar and let it sit and steep out back behind the old garage where the sun always shines, until my Dad would say something to me about "that unholy stink", and I would take the water and make as many slides as I could and would dump the rest of it out back in the ditch. The ditch always smelled like swamp water, although I blamed the smell on Jeremy because he liked to pee in the ditch whenever he came over to visit.

The slides were always different. I liked to see paramecium and amoeba and all kinds of other things that I didn't know the names of. I asked my Dad once where they'd all come from and how they got into the water. He said some of them were probably in the swamp water to begin with, and some of them were in the hay. Only the ones in the hay were sleeping, like seeds waiting to be rained on and hatched. Dormant, he called it, like they were waiting behind some kind of door.

I also liked to look at the hydra plants that I found under the lily pads of the swamp behind the school. I would wade out in to the swamp in my big rubber boots that used to be Dad's until they started to leak. One day I got caught in the mud and nearly sucked under and my friends had to run for my Dad. Dad waded out to get me, and then for a while I thought he was going to get stuck too, and then I had this crazy picture in my mind of the whole town being out here stuck in the muck, waiting for the frogs and the leeches and the mosquitoes to suck us all dry, only Mr. Thornton came along with a big old rope and pulled the two of us out of there before the leeches, frogs and mosquitoes had a decent chance to get at us.

After that my Dad told me to stay away from that swamp. He told me that three winters before I was born two ice skaters went down through the ice and didn't come back up. My Dad believed that because of that the swamp had developed a taste for people and it was just waiting for its next meal to come along, like some kind of giant Venus flytrap.

Jeremy had a Venus flytrap plant that his mother had bought at a county fair. In the summer, when it was too hot to do much of anything else we used to watch it take flies, luring them in slowly and then snapping them up like good old Godzilla. I wanted a plant just like it for the longest time, but my Dad wouldn't buy one because he said we didn't need it. My Dad was the town's champion fly swatter, and he took pride in the fact that he could snag a housefly with his bare hands.

"You've got to watch for that hand washing motion they make," he told me one too many times. "When they make it you know they're too busy thinking about washing their hands to think about jumping into flight, so you can grab them because they aren't really looking for it."

"Right Dad," I said. "If Chizmar's Groceteria ever closes down we'll be able to live off of the flies you catch for us."

I liked going down to Chizmar's Groceteria because it always smelled of the fresh pies that Mrs. Chizmar baked every day. Sometimes apple, sometimes peach, but best of all was her blackberry pie. Dad always said that Mrs. Chizmar's blackberry pie made your belly want to climb out of your stomach and dance itself a jig for sheer joy.

I always told my Dad that your belly was your stomach, and that it couldn't really jump out of itself but that never stopped my Dad from slapping his stomach every time he walked into Chizmar's Groceteria and smelled those pies and told Mrs. Chizmar that her apple pie made his belly want to climb out of his stomach and dance.

The neatest part of Chizmar's Groceteria was the big meat shop out back where Mr. Chizmar worked. I didn't really like the sound of the butchering that you heard every Monday morning, and the thick chewy whizz of the meat saw always made my belly want to climb out of my stomach and puke, but the sight of the dancing fly paper, covered in all those flies was really neat. It was like a kind of hanging jewelry, only it was alive and while Dad ordered the meat I liked to try and count the flies that were stuck on each strip.

Mr. Thornton used flypaper in the school washroom once, because the old plumbing didn't work so well. The pipes didn't suck the water down quickly enough. The water that didn't go down left a smell the flies liked to follow, so he hung flypaper up to catch them.

Mr. Thornton was the school caretaker. He made sure everything stayed clean. My Dad always called him a janitor, and when I asked Dad once what the difference was between a caretaker and a janitor he said - "Listen, you can call cow-pie daffodils, if you want to, but that doesn't do a thing about the stink." 

It was the same thing about the Funnel house. It wasn't really a house, as far as we kids could tell. It was more like a piece of leftover Halloween decoration, like the old school float that Vice Principal Bindles parked in his garage all year waiting for the Fourth of July parade – which really wasn't a float. It was just an old fishing dory that Vice Principal Bindles covered with tissue paper flowers and nailed to a nearly broken trailer. 

The dory still stank of fish, even though it hadn't touched an ocean for more years than I was old, but it was our school float, and every Fourth of July Vice Principal Bindles and whoever was crazy enough to help him, made new flowers and repainted the parts that showed and wheeled it out and hooked it up behind Vice Principal Bindles's old Oldsmobile for the whole town to see.

It really wasn't much of a parade when you think of it. Just the school float, and a band of marching musicians that sounded worse than cats screaming at midnight, a wagon full of puppies that old lady Cray would drag along behind her with bows around each of the puppies that she was trying to find a home for before she had to take them out and drown them in the swamp, and a big old Model T that sounded noisier and smelled worse every year, and then there was the town mayor sitting in the back of a dirty red pickup truck on a throne made out of moose and deer antlers that was supposed to represent our frontier heritage. It was not much of a parade at all, as far as I was concerned. It was more just a habit that folks had never learned to unstick themselves from.
 

So one hot summer day, me and my imaginary figment dog Riley and little Jeremy Hooter and Charlie Roundbert and a half dozen other kids were up on Carpenter's Hill in the hedge outside the Funnel House, taking dares on who'd get close enough to spit on the porch.

The hill was a kind of a fun place to be, because you could look down from it and see the whole town laid out like a summer picnic. The Funnel House was the highest location in town, next to the old water tower, and that didn't really count because the house was on a hill, which made it even higher than the tower. Folks always expected the tower to be hit by lightning one night and there were also those who swore it had been struck two or three times since Old Man Funnel was hauled away to the county nuthouse.

"Old Man Funnel was crazier than a black bear with a bee hive bumped up his bung hole," Jeremy once said. "My Dad told me Old Man Funnel fed his wife and daughter into a meat grinder, because he thought they were getting ready to leave him. He fed them into a meat grinder, and fed the meat to his cat."

Now I knew that what Jeremy had said was nothing more than a story but I also knew that most stories have a little something or other of the truth buried down deep inside of them - so I guessed that maybe you could make a person into hamburger meat, if you tried hard enough.

Although I'd recommend adding a little ketchup to the mix.
 

Being up here on Carpenter's Hill was a whole lot better than being at home because if I were home Dad would only make me slap one more coat of red paint on our old garage, even though the wood was so dry it reminded me of the desert in those cool Clint Eastwood spaghetti western movies, especially because of the way it sucked up the paint, leaving the whole garage a sort of watered down pink, like cotton candy barf. Dad said it looked like a Mexican cathouse, only when I asked him what he meant by that he got real quiet and changed the subject fast.

Sometimes grownups don't make any sense at all.

The Funnel House was surrounded by one of those big country hedges, the pricklish kind that snagged you like it was trying to eat you, one tiny nibble at a time, like it was sprouting out a thousand branches full of tiny petrified vampire mosquitoes – but when it came to the Funnel House that prickly pinchy pointied-up hedge was where we kids always felt safest.

Which was where the whole thing started.

"I bet you can't get up there close enough to spit," Jeremy said to me.

Jeremy was right. I had learned a long time ago that words like "bet" or "dare" were just another way of asking if you were really stupid enough to try, and I wasn't that stupid – at least not most of the time.

"How about you, Charlie?" Jeremy asked. "Are you chicken, or what?"

Chicken was another word, bigger than dare or bet. Chicken was the line dragged in the dirt that just always had to be crossed. Although I felt a little sorry for Charlie, I was very glad that Jeremy had used the chicken-word on Charlie and not on me.

"I ain't chicken," Charlie said, and before you could say spit, the bargain was sealed.
 

Charlie approached the house cautiously; in the same manner one might approach an angry bulldog on a chain. Carefully, because you never knew just when that dog would jump, and you never knew just when that chain might decide to pop, leaving the dog free to rip out your throat and strew your lungs and liver like so many shreds of wrapping paper in the middle of a kidded-up birthday party.

And of course there was the cat, sitting as always high and watchful in that front porch screened window. A big old scruffy gray tom, with streaks of black and silver depending on how the sun shone upon its fur, and despite the cat's constant preening it always seemed a little mangy, like the time Jeremy's Dad had dressed up Jeremy's drunken uncle Stu in his best suit and had taken him to church. He'd snored through the service, only startling awake as each of the hymns began and then just as quickly settling back down to sleep by the time we reached the second verse - which went a long way towards proving what my Dad always said about cow-pie and daffodils.
 

I watched Charlie creep onto the porch. I could hear the boards creaking as he crept, and I carefully counted each board as it creaked, one, crrreeeeakkkk, two, crrrrreeeeeaaaakkkk, three, crreeeeaaaakkkk.

He tapped the outside of the window sill. I knew the paint would have that awful chalky feeling paint gets after standing too long in the sun; that chalky loose feeling like your skin gets after you've had yourself a really bad sunburn.

"Here kitty, kitty, kitty...," he began.

The cat patted the window with one ineffectual paw. It was just so cute and so stupid looking that we all had to giggle.

Charlie giggled too.

"Kitty, kitty," he spluttered through the giggles.

The cat reared its paw back.

"Oh my God it's popped its claw," Charlie comically yelled back to us, still giggling. "Now it's going to kill me."

Kids always say kill when they have no real idea of what death really is. I knew what death was, because of my Mom and Riley. I also knew there was no way a kid like Charlie or Jeremy would ever know what death really meant, until they had to live through it.

"Maybe he likes you," Jeremy shouted. "Do you smell like cat food?"

Charlie looked back and grinned.

As he looked back we really could see the cat popping its claws out further, because we could see the claws, even from where we crouched in the hedges so far away. We could see the cat's paw, suddenly as big as Mr. Thornton's coal shovel; we could even see the shadow of the paw falling across Charlie's cheekbone. I was reminded of my Dad's fly swatter hand hanging suspended over a mindlessly hand washing fly.

I was about to scream when, before the breath was even in my lungs, the cat slammed its paw against the screen. The screen made a sound like a big steel guitar being slammed by an open palm as the cat shot its claws out like the tentacles of a hydra plant, shooting out like that squirt of medicine old Doc Hawcomber used to shoot out of his hypodermic needle before giving it to you in the arm. 

Then the cat had hold of Charlie, catching hold of him and hauling him straight through the screen just as slick as April flood water sliding through the gullet of an iron sluice gate. Then there was blood all over, blood that slowly soaked into the shakes and shutters and screening of the house. We watched it soak in and I thought how it should have made some sort of noisy sucking sound, like the sound that bath water makes when it runs down the drain, but it didn't make any kind of sound at all. It was as silent as the sun drying paint, and maybe that made it all the more scarier, and then the cat began daintily lapping at what was left of Charlie.

Old Mr. Chizmar would have known what to call what was left of Charlie. He would have called it ground chuck, like a bad joke, only nobody was laughing. Then that cat looked up in mid-lap and stared right across the barren front yard, out to where I was crouching with my friends in the wicked thorn hedge. I heard a sound in my head and it was bigger than I bet you would believe. 

It was even bigger than chicken.

And then all at once I wanted to go up to that porch, to see just what had happened to Charlie, for no particular reason at all, just because I'd heard that sound somewhere back in my head. And as I headed towards the porch I wondered how many of the other kids had also heard that sound. How many of them were following me up to the porch.

I had a feeling it was all of them.

Only something got in my way, like an invisible knee high push, shoving me back towards the safety of the hedge, and all those kids who were following me turned back as well.

I shook my head, like I'd fallen off my bike, and then I realized what I'd been about to do. I'd been about to walk right up on to that porch, right up to that screen window and let that cat grab hold of me and yank me straight through the screening, just like Charlie.

Then I heard something else.

We all heard it.

We heard barking.

All of us swear we heard barking, like it was coming from a long way off, from out of a cave, or a well hole, or a sewer pipe.

And I kept feeling that herding motion at my knees, like I was being shepherded to safety. The cat just sat there in the window, glaring and hissing as the barking grew louder and I shuddered to think of what might have happened had I walked on up to that porch.

And then I realized who'd saved me.

It was my imaginary figment dog Riley.

"Get him Riley," I shouted. "Get that damned old cat."

Another time the other kids might have looked around nervously to see if any adults were listening to hear one of us swear, but this time when I swore it was like when Charlie talked about owl guts, and they all took up the chant like it was some kind of crazy skipping game.

"Get him Riley, get that damned old cat."

All of us stood in the hedges like soldiers in a trench, shouting like our words were hand grenades and bullets, but it was the barking that was doing all the real kind of damage. The barking got so loud it sounded like a big old timber truck barreling down on us, and then the cat's eyes abruptly widened, and it screeched as if somebody had thrown a bucket of cold scrub water on its back, and then it just plain disappeared.

Jeremy swears he saw that cat jump down from the window sill in to the house, but I know better than that. I think Jeremy is only kidding himself, so that someday he'll stop peeing the bed at night when he dreams about what happened to his best friend Charlie.

The cat just up and disappeared, like it was some kind of a ghost.

Or maybe something worse.

There was a bit more barking after that, and then from out of nowhere, directly in front of the front porch window, a high arc of yellow fluid sprinkled out from midair, landing with a satisfying sizzle-hiss on the front porch floor boards, like spit hitting a hot fry pan. And then I saw those porch floor boards trying to soak that yellow fluid up. Only they couldn't. I saw them hacking it back out, like a cat might hack up a fur ball, only it couldn't lose the tattletale stain. The territory had been firmly staked out.

"Piss on you," I hissed. "Piss on you in pussycat hell."
 

I told my Dad this story last week, just before he took his long walk up the side of Carpenter's Hill with his bouquet of quiet red roses.

It had taken me more than two months to finally work up the nerve to tell him.

By then the whole town had finished searching for little Charlie Roundbert, and had decided that he'd probably wandered off somewhere and was eaten by a wild creature, or waylaid by a wandering tramp.

I told my Dad, knowing full well that he likely wouldn't believe a word of it, but he only listened quietly and repeated his warning about the swamp behind the school.

I guess he didn't figure I needed any warning about the Funnel House.

Then he stepped outside and closed the door and walked up the hill to where my Mom slept, and after that I found out that he'd walked the rest of the way up Carpenter's Hill to where the old Funnel House stood.

He brought his camera, and while he was up there he emptied a whole roll of film.

Two weeks later, after the film came back to Lalonde's Drugstore, my Dad showed it to me.

The cat was in the window, like I'd expected it to be, but sitting on the porch, right where someone or something would be able to keep careful watch on the cat was a well chewed rubber ball.

And beside the ball lay a single sun dried blood red rose.







Did you like that last one? I guess I ought to warn you that I was raised by my grandparents, which means I grew up in the oldest of old schools. In dog years I am about two hundred and twenty-three years old, give or take a decade. And being raised in the oldest of old school fashion I put a whole lot of stock into what a Dad is supposed to be to his kids – which brings us to this next story. I wrote this story for a Canadian anthology of thirteen college and university-originated ghost stories entitled Campus Chills (2009) If any of you readers are alumni of Dalhousie University you might recognize the ghost story that this tale is based on. The editor was a gentleman by the name of Mark Leslie Lefebvre, and the book was printed on the Espresso Book Machine and it doesn't smell a thing like coffee.

Actually, it smells a little like aftershave.
 



Old Spice Love Knot
 

College is no big deal.

Don't let anyone tell you any different. College is nothing more than a safety net that you jump into from grade twelve. For some of us that safety net became a kind of spider web that you either wove into a cocoon or a burial shroud.

That's just how it goes with some folks. Some people like to tiptoe up on life. They sneak at it, with tiny little baby steps, creeping up on the future as if they were afraid that something was about to pounce and grab hold of them from out of the lurking shadows. You start with your basic bachelor degree and then you step up to your Masters degree – just to be safe. Follow that with a PhD because you want to be sure you'd done everything just right.

College was comfortable, like your bed in the morning. 

Sometimes you just didn't want to get out of it.

For those who were very careful or very lucky you never had to leave school at all. You could grow from being a student and get a job with the college administration or possibly even become a professor. That's what college was all about. There was always that hopeful chance of maybe getting a degree and getting a real job and maybe one day growing up.

The bait was everywhere.

You saw it in the eyes of professors and deans and guidance councillors.

Why don't you stay and learn? 

Why don't you stay and pay our wages? 

Why don't you stay and validate our existence? 

Why don't you stay and maybe one day we might even let you replace us?

My Dad would have called it chumming the waters. 

Of course there were other ways to do this thing. Some of us got bored and quit. Some of us got failed and then quit. Some of us found people with a future and got married and quit.

It happens.

You might find it hard to believe this sort of thing goes on in the 21st century. Well too bad. It happens whether you want to believe it or not. Basically, your average human student is no dumber or smarter than ever before. All of these degrees are nothing more than an expensive set of initials to hang behind your name while you were waiting to get done. It's like you were some kind of fish, deciding on which particular fish hook you were going to bite down on.

I don't really know what I was doing here but I did know that there were an awful lot of fish hooks to choose from.

Some of us get pregnant and married.

Some of us get married and pregnant.

And some of us just get pregnant because we're basically stupid.

Which is right where I came into the picture.
 

I met William on the first week of school. 

You know how it goes. All of the older students lead the new kids on a tour of the campus trying to decide if we were going to make it or not. There were stupid games and stupid tricks and they told us a lot of stupid old stories. They told us all of the history and the folklore, as if they were trying to make us think we were really capable of thinking. I mean, come on, who do you think you're fooling? I'm just here for the piece of paper my Dad worked so hard on a fishing boat to pay for.

Nothing more, nothing less.

"This is Shirreff Hall," the tour guide told us. He was a caretaker or something, I guess. He looked like he might have been actually hot at one time in his life, say maybe about a hundred years ago or so.

Come to think of it, he looked a little like my Dad. Not in a creepy way, you understand. More like he might have been able to sit down with my Dad in the old Digby Tavern, and the two of them would buy each other cold draught beer until the cows came home and sobered up.

"Was there a real sheriff?" somebody asked. "Like in the cowboy movies?"

"Those are westerns," the guide said. "This is the east."

Okay. 

So now he totally reminded me of my Dad.

 "The hall was named after Jennie Shirreff Eddy, a wealthy widow and a former nurse who funded the building of the original Dalhousie University female residence."

What a dummy. 

Even I knew that and all I had done was skim the college brochures on the bus ride down.

Some people never learn.
 

I remembered saying goodbye to Dad at Digby two days ago. It seemed as if a lifetime stretched between then and now. That's corny when you say it that way, but it’s true nonetheless. 

Dad hung onto my hand, squeezing his fist into a knot like he wasn't going to ever let me go. He reached out his other hand and touched the Nova Scotia tartan neck tie that I was wearing. It was his neck tie and he had tried to tie it that morning, but he had fudged up the knot. 

So I tied it for him around my own neck.

The tie smelled of the moth balls that he kept in the dresser drawer and replaced every year or so.

"You're not getting this necktie back," I said. "I'm taking it with me."

He just grinned that Dad grin of his, twisting his face up like he was squeezing a handful of fresh tide-flat mud between his hairline, ears and chin.

"You tie it better, anyways," he said.

"I would have made a hell of a fisherman," I told him. "I can tie every knot on this planet."

I wasn't bragging, not by much.

"Mind your language, girl," he said. "Who in the hell taught you how to speak?"

And then he let slip another wry grin and then he leaned in quick and kissed me hard on the cheek. He stank of fish, even two days off the boat. Fish and Old Spice aftershave, a smell that I'll remember until the day that I die.

Which might be sooner than you might think.

"You're too smart to be a fisherman," Dad told me. "You go to school and make something of yourself."

"I'll always be a fisherman's daughter," I said.

"Well there's hope for you yet," he said.

I smiled and kissed him back.

"Take care, girl."

Just three words, and then he was nothing but a funny old scarecrow of a figure standing on the side of the road, waving goodbye to a bus; receding into a dot in the distance; and then he was gone.
 

Our guide walked us up to fourth floor of Shirreff Hall.

"They call this the bell tower," he said. "Only it really is nothing more than an attic."

Didn't they have elevators in here? I might walk myself to death before second year.

"Nearly ninety years ago," the guide went on. "A young girl by the name of Penelope worked as an upstairs maid, right here in Shirreff Hall. She was a drab, lonely girl with straight black hair that was smoked with a hide-and-go-seek sort of grey."

Man, she sounded like a real winner.

I guess they hadn't invented beauty parlours and makeover shows back then. 

"She was almost a walking ghost," the tour guide said. "You hardly ever heard her say boo."

Oh my god, please spare me the pain and drop the refrigerator on my head before I have to die of interminable boredom. Just how lame can a story get without needing to wear a crutch and a leg cast? 

"Her fate wasn't all that unique," the old guy went on. "There are lots of lonely people in this old world. Given time, even the loneliest seem to find someone."

And then he threw us a look that was one part Freddy Krueger and one part dinosaur. He still reminded me a little of my Dad, but the creepiness was winning out over any sort of nostalgia.

"Too bad that Penelope happened to find the likes of Duncan," he went on.

One of the other girls giggled. I wanted to giggle too, but I didn't want to be rude. It was bad enough that this old guy was probably going to have a heart attack any minute now and fossilize to prehistoric memory long before he got to the end of his story.

"Who was Duncan?" one of the other girls asked.

That's right, I thought. 

Help old Granddad Moses Methuselah along, why don't you?

"Duncan was a professor who was working at the College at the time. He wooed Penelope."

"What's wooed?" another girl asked. "Is that like a woody?"

Oh my god!

How stupid can you get? Hadn't this girl ever heard of Jane Austen before?

A business major, for sure, I bet.

"He sweet talked her," the old guy explained. "And when his teaching term was up he packed his bags and boarded the train leaving Penelope alone and pregnant."

"Gross," one of the girls said.

Stupid, was more like it, but I kept my feelings to myself. That was something that Dad had taught me. You kept your mouth shut no matter what you were thinking. It was better to hold your thoughts to yourself and deal with your problems without anyone else's help.

"Did she tell anyone?" another girl asked.

"Who could she tell?" the old guide answered. "If anyone found out she'd be fired from her job, just that fast. No ladies, this poor girl had come to the end of her rope, right about there."

That's when he pointed up at the tattered end of rope that dangled from one of the roof beams.

"She tied that rope," he said. "Into what she felt was her only possible answer."

"She hung herself?" somebody asked.

"WHAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!!"

Just that quickly, a girl in a torn wedding dress with pale white skin and dark mascara circles under her eyes, painted blue lips and a rope around her neck jumped out of the shadows, shrieking like a cat who had swallowed a fire siren.

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!" I screamed, and jumped right into William's waiting hands.
 

I have always had a thing for hands.

Hands are important. Hands are how you grab on to life and hang on. I couldn't stand dating a man with pudgy little sausage fingers. I need to be touched by a man who looks like he can handle life.

William had long strong hands.

From the moment I felt him catch me as I jumped backwards from the terrifying sight of that senior co-ed in zombie make-up, rubber noose and a tattered wedding dress that she had probably bought at the Salvation Army rag store.

"Well don't that give your toque a spin," William said. "I got girls falling on me like summer ticks."

When I heard that flat drawn out Cape Breton accent I nearly laughed so hard I almost peed myself. 

"I wasn't scared," I said, turning to face him.

"Not much," he said, taking my hands and squeezing them gently.

From the moment that he took my two hands in his, he had me worked and willing - like a fist full of putty in his long strong fingers.

"You look scared," was all he said, but what I heard was we ought to go to bed and I will marry you and we will have babies and later on when I have a lawyer's salary I will buy you a fine, fat house and surround you with Cadillacs and credit cards.

You can hear an awful lot in three little words, even words as insignificant as "You look scared."
 

Four nights and two dates later William and I snuck back into the Shirreff Hall bell tower.

And then we did it.

Don't play dumb by asking me what "it" is. From high school up until the age of thirty-eight, "doing it" means just one thing only.

Let me tell you, no matter what anyone else says, doing it just wasn't any big deal. He fumbled and I fumbled and I bit his lip only not meaning to and then we bumped heads and swore but not in a nice way.

And then we did it.

It was no big deal.

I won't lie and tell you that the world turned. The truth was that the world was already turning when me and William went ahead and did it. It's part of the whole college experience, I guess. If you haven't managed to do it in high school then you better get yourself some hurry-up, come college time.

So we did it.

Four days after we did it I threw up before breakfast.

And after breakfast.

And in between.

The flu, I thought. I've got a case of the flu.

Only it wasn't the flu.
 

"You're pregnant?" William said - using the same intonation that might have better been used to ask me if I'd recently contracted the bubonic plague.

It was shock, I told myself. He was surprised, the same way I had been surprised by that girl jumping out at us up in the bell tower. Any minute now he'd calm down and he'd smile at me the way he did just before we started doing it.

Only he didn't smile.

He called me names. A lot of names and some I hadn't ever heard before. Speaking as a Digby girl, raised near working men I thought I had heard every name that there was.

Only I hadn't.

"How could you be so stupid?" he asked.

"I'm not stupid," I said.

I was stupid and I knew it but I would be damned before I told him the truth.

"Stupid, stupid, stupid," William said. "Were you born with a hole in your head as big as the one between your legs?"

That hurt.

That was mean and that really hurt.

"Well you were doing it too," I said.

"Weren't you on the pill?"

"You know I wasn't."

He looked at me and he blinked like I'd told him something he'd never heard before in a language that he didn't quite understand.

"Well then this whole thing is your fault," he said. 

I opened my mouth.

Closed it.

Nothing fell out in between.

William just shook his head, slow and hard.

"Not my fault," he said.

And then he walked away.

Two nights later I came back up to the bell tower, with a brand new rope.
 

It was quiet up here. I had heard that some girls liked to come up here and study because it was so quiet. But they never came up here at night.

At least that was what I was counting on.

I had come up here to end my life.

Does that sound extreme to you? Like something a drama queen might pull off?

Maybe so. But I had thought things over long and hard. I did not have it in my heart to kill this baby. Yet I did not have it in my heart to take the bus back to Digby and look at my Dad who had worked so very hard to pay my way into Dalhousie. We hadn't qualified for much in the way of help. Dad had paid the bulk of it. I had seen him go to the bank every week and hand the teller a crumpled bundle of bills, usually stinking of fish and Old Spice.

He'd worked too hard for me to go home and disappoint him. That thought scared me more than any ghost story. The look of quiet disappointment that my Dad would give to me as I first got off the Digby bus.

And then there would be the years I'd have to spend raising the baby. Dad would pay for that too. I could get a job, the fish plant hired sometimes, but we all knew that the days of the fish plant were coming to an end.

And now, I was too.

I threw the rope up over and tied a slip knot and drew it snug. Once I'd secured the rope I tied the noose.

I was always good at knots.

I carried a chair over to the noose.

This was it, I thought.

I was really going to do it.

I stepped onto the chair. It teetered a little. I found a scrap of cardboard and folded it tight to snug under one of the chair legs to keep it at an even keel. If I was going to hang myself I certainly didn't want to break my neck falling off of a wobbly chair.

I almost smiled at that. Then something softened inside and I had to choke back the tears. I wasn't about to let myself cry. If I started crying now I wouldn't see this whole thing through.

I took two deep breaths and climbed back onto the chair.

A bit of cobweb touched my cheek.

I brushed it away.

"This is it," I said.

I almost scared myself. There, in the silence of the bell tower, those three whispered words sounded as loud as a fog horn.

I nearly fell off of the chair the second time.

Then I calmed myself and pushed my head into the noose. I snugged the noose up tight to my neck. I knew that the knot had to be at one side of my neck or the other. I settled for keeping it close to my ear.

I wondered who would find me up here. I felt bad for whoever it would be. I hope I didn't give them nightmares.

That's when I saw her.

She formed from the shadows, like a whisper of smoke braiding together into a physical form. She was standing there in front of me, a drab and lonely looking girl with long straight black hair that was gently smoked with a hide-and-go-seek of gray.

Penelope.

Shaking her head as if to tell me that this was not the thing to do.

I stared at her. 

I could see through her, like she was made out of loose airborne slush that was slowly freezing over. I didn't see any sign of zombie make-up, cheap mascara, or a dollar store rubber noose. She just stood there, with her feet hanging about a half a foot up from off of the floor, shaking her head.

She's right, I thought. This wasn't the thing to do. This was a stupid way of dealing with my problems.

I decided, right then and there that I wasn't going to hang myself.

Then I stepped about a half an inch back and the chair overturned.

I had a half a second to think to myself – I take it back – and then the noose drew tight around my neck. I swung there, kicking in mid-air, trying to wedge my fingers into the hollow of the noose which was snugged so closely to my neck that it felt as if I had swallowed a turtle neck sweater before letting it shrink. 

I felt my fingernails breaking. I remember thinking to myself – damn, I've broken my fingernails, and then everything tightened and slowed and it felt as if a great silent vacuum was slowly swallowing what dim light remained.

And then all at once I felt a figure beneath me, leaning up and bearing my weight. A figure, holding me up and not letting the noose draw any tighter.

It was William, I thought crazily, as I clawed the noose free and tumbled to the ground.

Wrong.

I nearly brained myself on the over turned chair. I probably made enough of a racket to wake up half of the graveyards in the city.

Was it Penelope who had helped me?
 Wrong again.

I lay there in the attic dust I and looked up and saw the shape of a man standing over me. 

It was the tour guide, I decided.

Wrong, wrong, wrong.

I stared up and I could see him as if he were made out of smoke and water. Featureless and yet strangely familiar to me – staring down blankly with all the love that could ever be imagined.

"Take care, girl," the phantom said.

And then, like a candle being blown out, the phantom shape was gone.

And all I could smell was the scent of dead fish, Old Spice aftershave, and sea water.

I went back to my room and I showered for a very long time.

Three hours later, freshly towelled and snugged-up in a fuzzy flannel bathrobe, the security guards came to get me.

"Am I in trouble?" I asked, thinking that somehow my suicide attempt had been found out.

"It's a telephone call at the reception desk," the taller of the two guards said.

And then he ducked his head down, like he was embarrassed about something. I worried for a moment that my bathrobe had come undone.

"It's pretty important," he finished.

I pulled on a turtleneck while he waited outside of my room.

There was an elevator and we took it down and the girl at the desk handed me the telephone, looking away as if a comet had just flashed through the room.

It was my Aunt Rita on the phone. 

She told me about Dad.

About how he'd fallen from the fishing boat and was dragged under and had washed ashore around supper time.

I guess it was fast when it happened.

He was wearing his oilskins and his gum rubbers and he'd sunk pretty fast but nobody could quite explain the length of freshly noosed rope that he held in his left hand, squeezed tightly like he was never going to let go.
 

It took four whole years but I finally graduated.

William dropped out in the second year and went back to Cape Breton. The last I heard he was working at a saw mill.

I hope he cuts his fingers off.

I took the tour every year. The old caretaker who gave the tour died of a heart attack, at home with his wife. Photos of his six children and fourteen grandchildren were propped upon his casket.

I stepped up to the podium to accept my diploma, wearing the long black robes and the flat black hat of a graduate and my Dad's Nova Scotia tartan neck snugly tied around my neck.







I have written an awful lot of maritime ghost stories. Four collections full of them, actually. The books include Haunted Harbours: Ghost Stories from Old Nova Scotia, Wicked Woods: Ghost Stories from Old New Brunswick, Halifax Haunts: Exploring the City's Spookiest Spaces, and my upcoming spring 2011 collection Spooky Shores: More Ghost Stories from Old Nova Scotia. All of these books are published by Nimbus Publishing, a long-standing Nova Scotia regional publisher – and yes, this is a blatant commercial. However, I have also written quite a few Virginia ghost stories for Virginia-based publisher by the name of Woodland Press. In the interest of full and truthful disclosure I will freely admit that I have never been to Virginia – but so what. Stephen Crane never saw a battlefield before he wrote The Red Badge of Courage.
 

That's my story and I am sticking to it.
 

This next story was the first Virginia ghost story I wrote and it originally appeared in Michael Knost's anthology, Legends of the Mountain State 3. 
 

Take that, Stephen Crane!





Where You Gonna Run To?
 

(a John Henry story)
 

Fear tastes of old pennies, sweat and sawdust.

Waylon ran through the darkness, his heart hammering like a thunder of drums. He hadn't gone home because he knew full well that would be the very first place the state police would look for him.

Why had he done it?

He'd lost his temper. That was plain enough. Not that he'd ever loved that job in the hardwood flooring factory, but knowing he and five other men had lost their jobs because of that new computerized saw hit him harder than it ought to. Sure, they could blame it on the economy if they wanted to. They could blame it on safety and speed of production too. 

They could even blame it on Waylon's drinking.

But he hadn't been drunk when he was fired.

He could still see the foreman Roscoe Huntington standing there with his big fat moon-face all greasy with sweat. Roscoe had looked down at his big fat feet, like he was ashamed and he ought to have been. He'd tried to pretend he was apologizing to Waylon for handing him that pink slip. 

And then somehow like magic that ball peen hammer had been in Waylon's fist as he'd swung that high hard arc landing smack-dab solid against the wrinkled beach of Roscoe Huntington's sadly receding hairline.

Who'd have thought a skull would have been so easy to crack?

Waylon had headed for the fire exit, slamming the door open and the fire alarm had gone off and people had stood there staring in that deer-in-the-headlights way that most folks had in times of crisis and no one knew what to do – except Waylon.

Waylon had run.

Sinner man, where you gonna run to?

He could hear that old folk song his Daddy used to sing to him haunting him as he ran – that old song that went on and on about running to the rocks and running to the river and running to the moon without ever finding a hope of salvation.

That was really all Waylon's Daddy had been good for – singing old songs that no one cared to hear anymore.

The old man hadn't even sung on-key.

Waylon ran through the back lot of the factory, up over the pallets that teetered against the storm wire fence and then into the woods - with his work boots pounding up clouds of summer-dried dust behind him. 

He ran like he had a compass in his feet.

He knew this country.

He'd been born and raised and had played here when he was a kid.

From the woods he made his way into the hills and finally found himself kneeling at the mouth of the Big Bend Tunnel, just wishing for a cool drink of water. 

I run to the rock, cried rock won't you hide me.

They'll never think to look for me here, he thought. Nobody came here anymore except for the occasional tourist and damn few of them would be here this late in the day.

All he had to do was get through the tunnel and keep on walking.

Nobody would find him.

Only he couldn't remember this old tunnel being so dark as it was. He should have brought himself a light. He made a mental note to himself – the next time he murdered his foreman in a fit of rage he should be sure to bring along a flashlight.

Only he didn't have a flashlight. All that he had was the ball peen hammer. He couldn't figure out just why he hadn't dropped it, but there it was, hanging in his hand like it would stick there until judgement day.

I might as well hang on to this hammer, he thought to himself. There was no telling what might be lurking in this tunnel that burrowed deep beneath the mighty Allegheney Mountains.

He stepped forward.

His feet sank into a foot of cold standing water. The early spring rain had flooded the tunnel. He stepped a little further. Now that he was into the darkness he could see a layer of mist rising up from the standing water.

I run to the river, but the river was bleeding.

His work boots weren't made for wading any more than they were made for running, but he told himself he could handle the discomfort. Maybe he couldn't handle working at the factory. He definitely hadn't handled being fired very well.

But he could put up with a mile of soggy walking.

Who knows? If those West Virginia police bring along a pack of hunting hounds the water might throw them off the track. Of course, if the hounds lead the police to the tunnel mouth it wouldn't take too much shrewd deductive thinking to figure out just where Waylon went to. They'd hunt him down and drag him to the judge who would bang his gavel and before you could say hammer-time Waylon would be spending his days and his nights in Alderson Prison.

Never mind that. 

Don't think about that now.

Just keep on walking.

He waded in a little further and then he heard something in the darkness. Something ringing.

KLING!

"Oh my hammer," a voice sang out, strong and low.

KLING!

"Hammer, ring."

KLING!

Damn. He wasn't alone.

"Oh my hammer."

KLING!

"Hammer, ring."

Whoever it was they were further down the tunnel. That left Waylon only two choices. He could turn back and risk running into the town police or move further into the tunnel and confront whoever was singing.

KLING!

Well, whatever was making that ringing noise, it sure didn't sound much like a manhunt to Waylon.

"Oh my hammer."

It sounded like somebody was working down there – which didn't make much sense.

If this was a story Waylon would have followed the sound, but this wasn't a story - this was a dirty old tunnel through crumbling Virginia shale. Waylon had no way to go but straight ahead – towards the ringing and the singing. So he wasn't exactly following the sound so much as he was trying to walk straight past it.

KLING!

He tried to count his paces but lost his count somewhere in the darkness. Instead, he found himself counting the ringing sounds. He had been walking for about one hundred and twenty-eight rings when he saw the figure in the darkness.

"Hammer, ring."

KLING!

One hundred twenty-nine.

Big wasn't a big enough  word for this man. The figure standing in front of Waylon was a mountain of a man, swinging a sledge hammer that looked heavy enough to give Godzilla a goose egg without half-trying.

"Oh my hammer." 

The man's voice was low and soulful, as if he were singing from about six feet below the soles of his man-and-a-half-sized work boots.

 "Hammer, ring."

KLING!

When that hammer hit home a shower of sparks were raised and a glow seemed to pervade the tunnel darkness. The hammer-glow built like cinder raising the ashes of a long dead blacksmith's fire. 

Waylon could see the big man clearly now. The man's arms looked like they were made out of anaconda and anchor chains. The muscles in his back moved and rolled like mountains of smooth jet. His back was as wide as the sledge handle was long. His shoulder blades looked like he was wearing bowling balls for shoulder pads.

And then the big man turned around and smiled.

"Oh there you are," he said, in a voice that rolled out like black strap molasses. "I was wondering what was keeping you."

Waylon knew he ought to keep on running but there was something downright compelling about finding this man hammering deep down in the darkness.

"What are you digging for?" Waylon asked.

"I'm digging for my life and anything that comes after," the big man said. "This is what I do."

"You dig in an abandoned tunnel?"

"I dig because this is how I was born. With a hammer in my hand and a song in my throat."

Great, Waylon thought. I'm running from the law and I run into a tone-deaf coal miner.

"Say, look here," the big man said.

He spread the palm of his big right hand out before Waylon.

"I'm not a palm reader," Waylon protested. "Whatever you're trying to sell me, there's no deal."

But Waylon couldn't look away.

"I don't need a palm reader," the big man said, dropping each word like a wish on the back of a penny dropped into the mouth of a bottomless wishing well. "A witch woman in the Black River area looked in my hand and she told it to me straight and true."

Waylon kept staring at the big man's hand. He swore he could see a railroad track and a tunnel and a forever long snake twisting across the plain of the palm.

"That old witch woman, she told me that I would hammer my heart out in the belly of the Big Bend Tunnel. She told me that I would hammer me down a steam engine and that when that steam engine had quit and died that I would hammer six more feet down and then I would lay there in the dirt and let the years and darkness and song cover over me."

Waylon saw ridges and valleys and mountains and shadow breaking and looming across that big man's hands.

"She told me that men and women would sing of my work and that even after I was dead and gone that I would work in the darkness of this mountain until another man came along carrying a hammer marked with murdered blood."

Waylon felt the weight of that ball peen hammer still hanging like a piece of gallow-bait, dangling in his left hand.

"You put the murdering hammer down here in the dirt and pick up my hammer," the big man said. "You got a lifetime of sinning to hammer out."

Waylon looked at the big man's hammer. To his eyes it looked like a boxcar mounted on a telephone pole. 

"There's no way I can use that hammer," Waylon protested.

And yet the ball peen that he had buried in Roscoe Huntington's forehead slid from the grip of his left like a greased serpent sliding through a dead man's hand.

"You bear the mark the same as me," the big man said. "Right there on your palms."

Waylon looked at his hands. All he could see were the wide staring eyes of Roscoe Huntington staring back at him.

And behind those eyes the eyes of his Daddy.

"Pick that hammer up," the big man ordered.

Waylon bent and took up the big man's hammer. 

"Swing it," the big man said. "Swing it like you were born to."

Waylon leaned and twisted back and that big man's hammer seemed to leap up and swing down.

KLING!

"And sing," the big man said. "Sing like you mean to."

"Oh my hammer," Waylon sung as the hammer swung.

KLING!

"Hammer, ring."

He found he took to the rhythm of the hammer as if he were born to it. The weight seemed not to bother him. The big hammer swung and swooped over his shoulders like it was made out of crow-feather and midnight shadow.

"You are not the first," the big man said as Waylon worked away. "Neither was I. But you be the second last born. There'll be another come down this tunnel, by and by. You wait for him and see."

Waylon kept singing.

The hammer kept on swinging.

"The next one come down here will be the one you're waiting for," the big man said. "He'll take up your hammer and you'll go home."

"I can't go home," Waylon said, as he swung the hammer up.

"We all go home, sooner or later," the big man said. "Just look for the next man."

KLING!

"How will I know him?" Waylon asked.

"Same as I knew you," the big man said. "By the marks on his palms."

And then the big man turned and walked into the darkness of the tunnel, seeming to rise up like a fistful of smoke through the brickwork and the shale and the shadows beyond.

KLING!

And as the big man rose away Waylon could hear him sing a song – soft, sad and slow.

"John Henry said to his Daddy, I believe it's my time to go, just lay my hammer in the shadow of the hole and up to the mountain I will go, lordy, lordy, up to the mountain I will go."

Waylon kept on hammering for as long as it took.

And then some.







The next story is a Christmas ghost story that I wrote for submission to the Woodland Press collection Appalachian Winter Hauntings (2009) edited by Michael Knost and Mark Justice. The story just sort of wrote itself and contains a great deal of that whole fatherhood fetish I told you about earlier. As I said, I was raised by my grandparents. A lot of my stories seem to circle on back to that whole notion of hunting for your father. I spent very little time with my Dad as a child – barely a month in total. He died early, of a heart attack at 53. I don't know just what I hope to accomplish with all of this writing that I do about hunting for your father – but sometimes the things that we do that make the least amount of sense are more important than life itself.





A Sky Full of Stars and a Big Green Forever
 

I wish I was anywhere but Christmas. 

Winter hung over the Alleghenies like a promise waiting to be kept. Stars winked down, a hoot owl tolled the hour in low barrelled tones and I was sitting here and thinking about my Dad.

It had been a year since he'd let go, just last Christmas. He'd tried to walk past the Yule season but the paper thin walls of a heart that had been broken by my mother's death a year before that had torn open and just let go.

Are you doing the math? 

That's two Christmases and two deaths of people more nearer than hope to me.

So don't talk to me about celebration.

Things fall away in this life. Everything you try to hang on to is made of wind and smoke and a slippery grip. I've left so very much behind me on this road from womb to tomb – a marriage, kids who never call and the lingering bitter aftertaste of a world gone grey and full of unfulfilled dreams.

I'm not complaining, you understand. We get our share and keep some and give some back and some just walk away but a body is bound to wonder, sometimes. It's as natural as what we borrow with every hard-took breath.

It will be Christmas tomorrow and I have sent a few cards and filled an old grey work sock with a bone and a chew toy for my bulldog Moose who even now is wagging the memory of his tail at me and happily slobbering on the rug. 

That's something, I guess.

If you don't count Moose than I am completely alone, a condition I'm slowly growing used to. I'm sitting here by the hearth, listening to the flames talking smack with the pine kindling and chunks of oak I've fed it with.

Firewood always reminds me of a riddle Dad used to tell.

"If pine burns so fast and oak so long and strong, how has the evergreen ever learned to last?"

There wasn't any answer, of course. It was just a way that my Dad had of making every minute last a little longer than it was built for. He had a way of slowing time down and making it sit there and grin.

He made me grin, too.

Lord, how I miss the man.

I can see him now, sorting through the woodpile, the whorls and callous of his fingertips worn smooth, looking hard at every chunk he'd pick up. He had a way of hefting each stick of wood as if he was weighing its worth. He never lingered, it was a smooth and natural process, but each piece of timber had to pass that test.

I'm not saying he was a fussy man, but he could be awfully particular when he wanted to be. 

It paid off when he courted my mother.

"I caught her eye in high school," he'd told me. "But she went and married the quarterback on our football team. He showed her his bad side, shortly after the honeymoon. She stayed with him for six years, through black and blue, until he died choking on a fist full of salted nuts, over a warm beer and a bad joke."

I can still see Dad smiling over that last remark, not out of spite but just savouring the irony. He told the story the same way every time he was asked to, which was how I knew that it was a little more than just a story. After he'd given her a chance to mourn what she'd lost, my Dad courted my mother with the intensity of a flame that's been kindling for a lot of long years. Every day he'd bring her bunches of wild roses and sweet-smelling daisies and fistfuls of blue forget-me-not flowers.

You see, my Dad never did have much in the way of folding money, so he learned to make do with another kind of green.

The kind of green that lasted.

In the years that I shared with them I have never seen the man utter a cross word or raise a hand of anger towards my mother. He cherished her with every breath he took. He worked at the wood mill, pushing boards through a sharp whirling saw blade, singing a quiet hosanna of thankfulness to every speck of sawdust and sweat that flew by his ears.

He never missed her birthday. He never forgot to leave the coffee pot brewing before he left for work. I can see him even now, through the dusty looking glass of memory, that old fedora perched on his head, a bright green feather stabbed through the hat band. That long loping way he'd walk that always made me feel like he would never stop moving.

Christmas was his favourite time of year. I can remember when he'd put the window lights on and Momma would always say that he had hung the stars in the night sky – like that string of five and dime lights glinting through the icicles and frosted pane was anything more than a simple pleasure.

Yes sir, my Dad did Christmas up right. Every winter he'd pull on a pair of snowshoes and he'd haul that old sled of his out to the back field where he'd search for hours until he found the proper Christmas tree. Somehow it just wouldn't be Christmas for Dad without that long cold walk through the snow, pushing the ghost of his breath forward into the crisp morning air.

When I got older he'd let me tag along. Well, actually he'd tell me to tag along. In fact, now that I think of it he sort of dragged me everywhere I had to go to.

It was on my third tag-along-drag that he first told me the story.

I was complaining at the time. Back then I was good at complaining. Being as young as I was I did an awful lot of complaining about things that couldn't ever be changed.

"What do we need an old Christmas tree for anyway?" I asked. "Why don't we just buy one at the lot downtown?"

Dad just kept on walking, moving those snowshoes through the snow like he was fixing to hike to Alaska.

"Leaves and needles grow on trees," he told me. "Not money."

"If we bought ourselves an artificial tree we could stay inside and keep warm. They last forever."

He looked at me like I was seven kinds of stupid. Not in a mean way, just in a Dad kind of way.

Even then I knew the difference.

"If that's what you call lasting," he said. "I'll settle for what comes first."

I had to bite.

"So what comes first?" I asked.

"What's real, that's what comes first," Dad said. "Something that you can believe in is what you want to have and hold on to."

"Try holding on to a tree and all you'll catch is splinters," I pointed out.

I wasn't trying to be smart. I just sounded that way, because I was awfully young, but Dad knew the difference too.

"Trees are special," he said. "And pine and fir trees are even more special. They keep green all winter for a reason."

"That's because they're conifers," I said. "I learned that in school."

"You learn a lot of things in school," Dad said. "Some are more important than others."

"So why do they keep green?"

"They keep green because they've been blessed," Dad said. "See them moving on the sky-line? The way they lean and sway in the wind? The old folk called them heaven painters. I just call them masterpieces."

"Well maybe we could get them to paint the house next summer, instead of me and you," I said.

Dad just looked me like I had discovered an eighth kind of stupidity.

"The evergreen is blessed," he said. "Back in Bethlehem when the baby child was born the old king-trees all crowded around the stable to have a look and they pushed the little evergreen out of the way. The olive tree brought fat green olives and the palm tree brought dates but the little evergreen had nothing until the Christmas angel looked down and dropped a few stars from heaven on the evergreen's boughs. The baby Jesus looked up and saw those stars all bright and shiny on those thickety green-whiskered branches and he up and laughed. So every winter, when the nights are as dark and long as you think they could ever get you look at the green promise of the Christmas tree, with the stars hung on the branches and everything just feels better."

"So why do we have to feel better way the heck out here in the winter cold?" I asked.

"Because it's out here, in the snow and the cold where you can hear the sound of the wind blowing and rattling through the needles of the evergreen - well, that's just the sound of the Christ child laughing at the sight of all those Christmas stars."

The story had sounded like horse feathers and hogwash back then and it still did even now. All of those windy old stories aside, I missed my Dad and I missed my Mom. I know you aren't supposed to be so silly – a man at fifty and all – but I missed them and it left a kind of lonely hole in my heart that I didn't believe could ever get full again.

Yup, merry frozen Christmas, you bet.

What did I have to celebrate for?

I remembered two Christmases ago, when the cancer took Mom. I remember the beautiful woman with the soft girlish laugh, worn away to nothing more than a scarecrow. Dad kept watch by her bedside through the whole time, telling her jokes and stories to make her smile.

Then, after she passed away Dad stopped talking. He stopped even laughing. That was the year he stopped going to the saw mill. He wouldn't even bother getting dressed. He just wore that old plaid housecoat that Momma gave him the Christmas before.

Moped around the house, stared out the window, and waited.

Then, the week before Christmas I got up to the smell of smoke. I went down to the living room and found my father there, on his knees before the fireplace hearth, burning that smelly old housecoat. He was crying and laughing at the same time, like he was glad to let go of that load he'd been carrying in silence the whole year long.

I just sat there for a while on the couch, looking at the bent back of the man who had taught me how to grow and stand tall, crouched now in the sorrow of having to learn to let go.

"I'm going to walk past Christmas," he told me. "I don't want you to see the holiday as a time of mourning. We'll cut ourselves a tree and wrap a few presents and I'll hang the stars in the window. Then, come the new year, I'll walk a little further to where your Momma is waiting for me."

Only he didn't.

Couldn't, I guess.

First time I ever remember my Dad not keeping a promise to me.

He tiptoed up to Christmas's door and on the night before Christmas he gave up the ghost.

Scrooge had three of them.

Dad, only one.

So I'm sitting here, waiting for the holiday to pass so that I can get back to my work and lose myself in the tedium of toil. Days spent racing for that brief glimpse of payday sure beat sitting around and feeling sorry for myself.

"I hate Christmas," I said to Moose, who only let his tongue hang out a little closer to the floorboards.

Which was when it happened.

I heard a banging at the door, like boots coming up the porch stairs. 

I heard the sound of something heavy being dropped.

"Now what?"

Just then, the house lights went out.

Darn this old shack. 

Now I have to go and change the fuse.

The banging on the door got a little louder. It sounded like scratching, like a half a thousand cats were at the door trying to claw their way in.

Old Moose barked happily.

Stupid dog.

I fumbled in the darkness until I found the flashlight.

I walked to the door, shining the flashlight before me.

Old Moose, he just kept wagging that sawed-off stump of a tail like he was trying to give birth to the ghost of Chubby Checker.

I don't know why I felt frightened. Maybe it was the dark, maybe it was the lonely, maybe I was just scared that Old Moose was going to wag what was left of his tail away.

"Who is it?" I asked softly, clearing my throat.

No answer.

I opened the door slowly.

The hinges creaked like they had never heard of WD-40.

I looked outside and smelled pine.

There standing at the doorway was a freshly cut Christmas tree. The light of my flashlight reflected prettily off the icicles dangling from the branches. I walked out into the yard – tiptoeing softly past the Christmas tree leaned against the front door.

It began to snow.

In the distance I heard the sound of snowshoes chuffing and stepping somewhere beyond the darkness. I felt the snow upon my cheekbone, soft and wet and sweet as a mother's goodbye kiss.

"Nice tree, Dad."

And right then and right there I was glad to be standing in the darkness, deep within the silent heart of Christmas. I knew where Dad kept the string of Christmas lights and I figured I could have them shining like a kite string of stars in the window long before the sun rose up and remembered how to smile.







Some things slip away and some things sneak. Several years ago, I recollect a contest put on by Cemetery Dance. You had to write a short story. I can't really remember if there was a prize or anything, but I wrote this little yarn and I'm pretty happy with how it turned out. It was never published and I can't even remember the exact date I wrote it – but I hope that you think about this little story the next time you look up and see someone's old pair of sneakers hanging from a power line.





Lost Sole
 

I saw the sneaker again today. 

Cast off, with its eyelets glinting blindly in the sunshine. A dirty pink tongue poked out. One frayed lace snaked from the left upper eyelet like a pointless question mark. A single tattered oak leaf, dead since last autumn, fluttered against the decaying cotton walls of the shoe.

She's still following me. 

Three years of looking over my shoulder, listening for footsteps for so long that I've forgotten what forward even looks like. 

I just sit here, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

I can hear it all as if it had just happened yesterday. The scream of my old grey Plymouth's sadly worn brake shoes, the reeking squeal of friction scorched retreads, the impotent thud of my work boot stomping against the brake pedal and finally the thump. Hard and soft all at once like a muted drum beat. Her face spraying out like a handful of pink plasticine thrown hard against my windshield, her hair a mad halo haystack spidered out in all directions.

The tire tracks of memory charred out behind me even now. I cannot escape them. I still smell the burnt rubber and taste the tinny dryness of barely swallowed fear. All of these elements mosaic together in my memory, haunting me like a half remembered lullaby.
 

I saw the sneaker for the first time, three days after the accident.

That's what it was, you know. A single stupid accident. I hadn't been drinking. I hadn't been talking on my cell phone. I hadn't been under the influence of anything but my mind wandering down some long forgotten footpath. I just hadn't been thinking, was all. That's all I can figure happened. I looked away or just stopped watching and then she came running out from the woods straight onto the road.

It was her fault. Not mine. 

I only blinked. 

I blinked and then I panicked.

Three days later I saw the shoe. Dangling from a power line, like a forgotten suicide note. If this were some story in a book of ghost tales I would have recognized the shoe immediately but I didn't.

Think about it. How many times have you seen a sneaker lying on the sidewalk, forgotten as if the runner had simply stepped out of his or her shoe. Abandoned by a frustrated one-legged man, perhaps. Maybe dipped in dog dirt, smeared irreparably and simply chucked away. You might think about it in passing, maybe even wonder where the other shoe was but you wouldn't look any closer. You certainly wouldn't stop to try the shoe on.

I didn't do anything either. 

I just walked away. 

Perhaps that was the problem. Maybe if I'd picked it up and given the thing a decent burial. A public burial. That's what she wants, I expect. Some declaration of her passing. Perhaps an obituary for her shoe.

Let me compose my recitation.

Adidas, left sneaker. Passed peacefully on the sidewalk outside of the Bitter End Coffee Shoppe, barely a block away from a shoemaker. Survived by a pair of mismatched socks and a Doctor Scholl's insole, slightly used. In lieu of flowers, donations are most gratefully accepted at your local Bata Shoe Store.

Yeah.

That would do just fine.
 

Two weeks following the accident I found the shoe lying on my front lawn as if some dog had dropped it there. I told myself it was nothing more than a coincidence. Shoes are left everywhere. Some child had thrown it here. Perhaps it was a prank or some sort of a game. Let's see how far we can toss Suzy's shoe.

That was her name. I found it out when the newspaper and television began to shout of her disappearance. Young Susan Ellie Whitmore, age 7, was playing in her parent's backyard on the eve of her disappearance. Foul play is suspected.

In her backyard. I read those three words, over and over. What had she been doing out there on that backwoods road? Had somebody else taken her? Had she been kidnapped and escaped only to find herself hopelessly lost in the woods? Had she run in front of my car hoping to flag me down? Hoping that I'd help her?

I couldn't find any answers to these questions. Death is seldom a tidy affair.

A month later I found the sneaker in my desk drawer, next to my stapler.

I panicked. Somebody knew I'd killed her. Somebody had seen it. It was impossible to believe yet I couldn't imagine any other possibility. Someone had seen me or perhaps someone in my very office had kidnapped little Suzie and left her out there in the woods to run into the road and be struck by my old grey Plymouth.

I didn't find it ironic to think how I had begun to paint myself in a hero's light. We all cope with grief and loss and tragedy in our own individual ways. Shining armour is nothing more than a poorly polished funhouse mirror. I began watching what I said aloud in the lunch room at work. I paid attention to the comments that went on around me, trying to find some sort of hint or pattern. 

What did this one mean by "Nice day, isn't it?" 

What did that one mean by "The crunch is on."?

The echo of her trail grew more and more subtle in the weeks that followed. One morning I awoke to the distinct aroma of stocking sweat on my feather pillow and the scattering of pine needles haloed about my head. Another morning I stepped from the shower stall only to find the tracing of a tiny sneaker sole outlined in the condensation of my bathroom mirror.

I've lost twelve pounds over the last month. People have stopped complimenting me on my weight loss. They can see the hunger hiding beneath my eyes. They can see the fear and the haunting despair. I think they can even see the reflection of a young girl screaming.

Only yesterday morning I found a carton of spoiled milk in my refrigerator. I don't remember buying the milk. There was a picture of her on the side of the milk carton. Have You Seen This Child?

I shook the carton.

There was something inside it.

I didn't open it up.

Some nights I awaken from the vision of the dark forest floor, the cross hatch of pine needles and dead leaves, limbs and roots of trees twisting through the dirt like a mosaic of stark petrified eels.

And then I see it. Right exactly where I buried it. I see a small pink foot poked out from beneath the dirt of a hastily dug grave. It looked like a strangely twisted mushroom, five fat pink blossoms, a red centipede oaring itself across her cold bare sole.

On nights like these I will awaken and climb into my old grey Plymouth and drive out to the lonely country road where she'll be waiting for me in the moonlight, her bright pink tracksuit smeared with road dirt and grease.

I pull up quietly beside her and open the passenger door.

"Get in," I say.

And in the morning when I awake, uncertain as to whether or not I've dreamed the whole damn thing, I'll rise up, placing my feet upon the bare tile floor, my left foot falling precisely into the open mouth of a sneaker.

It fits. The damn shoe fits.







There always ought to be a story or two in any collection that has not been printed elsewhere – which is where this next story comes into play. I wrote it with a Virginia ghost story collection in mind and it has been sitting in the bottom of my filing cabinet. Yes folks, I am about to peddle a trunk story in your direction. Treat it kindly. I am certain it feels neglected.





Memory Stains
 

My wife always said I was crazy. She said she loved me just the same but she was certain sure that I was stark raving mad. I had fallen in love with a memory ghost, she swore, that I loved even more than her.

She'd seen it come over me like a fog rolling in from the grey Atlantic, one of my moods coming on. Like an alcoholic yearning for the bottle I'd catch a feeling and I'd walk out the door and stand in the backyard.

Are you out here Granddaddy? 

I'd catch a whiff of a memory or a dream. Something on the breeze like the taste of gunpowder or the penny scent of hard spilled blood. The evening sun is a cannonade of recollection and more than a little regret. I can hear my wife in the house behind me, singing softly on the evening breeze, her voice lulled and low and coming in from a long way off.

Let me tell you a ghost story.

I know, most folks nowadays just don't believe in ghosts.

That's all right by me. I know better. There isn't a man or woman walking the face of this earth who doesn't drag the shackle of a ghost behind him. You'll feel it tailing out abaft of you, a little like the breeze of autumn catching at the last shadowed coattails of August. 

I'm talking about regret, of course. The should-haves and the would-have's that we carry through our lives. You can try to grin over it and sing out through it but nothing will hide that stain of guilt in the lonesome hour when the moon climbs up high enough to talk to the maker of all good things worth remembering.

Wall paper won't cover it. Paint won't hide it. 

Further back than I can recollect God and the government carved out a little notch in the northeast corner of West Virginia, right where she bumps noses with the pretty little state of Maryland. I live about a stone's throw and a strong throwing arm away from that notch, just northeast of the town of Petersburg in the little town of Moorefield. We don't do much around here except grow crops and grow old but every now and then somebody will strike up a conversation and as sure as squirrel shooting somebody will start talking about the old Frist House.

There are a lot of stories get passed back and forth about that there old house and some of them are true and some of them aren't. Most of what is remembered is just what folks have talked about since long ago. That's kind of where history and reckon get together and sit down, right in the middle of hearsay. 

But I can tell you the truth of the matter because my daddy's daddy rode with the McNeill's Rangers back in the war that broke up everything; sometime after the Confederates hot-shot Fort Sumter into a bonfire to make war over. Right off following the first shot West Virginia seceded from the Confederacy and announced itself to be true Union blue but that was just politicians talking. More than a few of us weren't quite ready to forget about our Southern roots. 

Memories can linger a lot longer than any ghost.

I keep saying us, don't I? That's just my Granddaddy talking through my dreams. He comes to me here in the dark hours and we sit and reminisce. He tells me how when Captain John Hanson McNeill rode in from Missouri, my Granddaddy and his friends were willing to join up with the fight. We pulled together what muskets we had and rode out for glory.

I'm doing it again, aren't I? Saying we when I meant to say they. See, that's the god blasted truth of the matter. Some nights when Granddaddy gets to talking, it's just me spilling out the yarns he's told me over the years. Like a river carves its own bed, my Granddaddy's roots run strong and true through the eel-tangle of my rebel veins.

It ain't fashionable to talk about rebellion these days. No one but a couple of diehard rednecks really believes the South is ever going to do much more than fart fustily in its union britches. That rebel yell is nothing more than a hoot and a holler you'll sometimes hear rising up at the truck pulls and pig wrestling.

But me and Granddaddy, we still believe.

Sometimes even in the daytime I can feel my Granddaddy close and true. Sometimes when I reach for a spanner wrench I feel the hilt of my Granddaddy's cavalry sabre blistering in my hand. Sometimes when I grab for the bolt gun I'm thinking about that old Le Mat revolver my Granddaddy wore throughout the entire Civil War. I've never told my wife about that. Sometimes I worry that I'm apt to kill someone at work, caught up in one of my gunpowder reveries.

It hasn't happened yet.

McNeill and his band of bravos made quite the name for themselves as they rode through Hardy County and the fine state of Maryland. They skirmished whereever they rode across the enemy. They raided supply trains, hay wagons, camps and the railroads that stitched across the countryside. 

My Granddaddy says that McNeill was a good man and it was a damn shame that the Confederacy saw fit to court martial McNeill for accepting Confederate deserters into his ranks. Horse forget-me-nots I say. All he was doing was giving them rag-running rebs a second chance. Even after the charges were dropped the stain stuck with McNeill for some time. My Granddaddy stuck just as long. There was only one time when he ever felt that burning sting of shame.

There was a man who lived in Moorefield. John Frist was his name. He believed in the Union and I guess every man is entitled to his own beliefs but what done him in was the fact that his beliefs ran hard against those of John McNeill's. One night John McNeill led a squad of men into the Frist House. There they murdered John Frist, drawing a bayonet across his throat as they had their way with his wife and used the butts of their muskets on his three children.

"The walls were painted with blood by the time we got done," My Granddaddy said.

I sometimes see that painted in my mind. Walls, spattered and dripping with a crimson splashing of spilled life. I wonder if my Granddaddy regrets it or if he revelled in the carnage of the moment and repented at his leisure.

"They needed to die," my Granddaddy told me. "But their memory stains my mind and not all the water of the Potamac will wash it away." 

After the massacre the house was used as a prison for captured runaway slaves. That was McNeill's idea too. I think he thought it was funny, using the walls that guarded the death screams of a man so ardently Yankee as a cage and a casket for those who had momentarily slipped their shackles. 

As the war crawled to an end, some say that McNeill chained those slaves in the basement and locked the door behind him. In 1865 a group of concerned townsfolk were lead by my Granddaddy down into the Frist house. The air was clotted with decay and the bones of those who'd died below were tangled together as if the runaway slaves had hugged themselves as they died. I wonder what they were trying to hang on to.

The house is still intact here in Moorefield. It has been passed around like an unwanted hoodoo charm, owned by many families over the years. Every year, on the anniversary of the Frist House Massacre, a strange iron-red stain will bleed from the walls and the floors. It might be the memory of the blood of the Frist family or it might be the shackle-spectre of iron chains rusting into eternity. 

Wall paper won't cover it. Paint won't hide it. 

I can look across from my back field and see the Frist House. Some nights I can see a lantern burning softly in the upper window. Some nights I hear singing down low like in the cellar. Some nights I see my Granddaddy walking towards the Frist House from a long way off across the field and it never seems like he'll ever really get there and get gone.

Some nights I remember my wife telling me that she was leaving me. She handed me papers that were written in a fine printed hand. There were tears in her eyes but mostly a weariness that would not fade. I guess I couldn't blame her. It was hard to stay married to a man so married to the past. I cheated on her every night out here in these lonesome fields talking to the spirit of my Granddaddy.

I went to the cellar later that night and I placed those same papers in the furnace and broke the coals with the prod stick hammering them down into a light powdered ash. They made a sound like the breaking of soft bones as I worked them down hard.

I don't ever remember her leaving me. I guess it was something that was easier to forget.

Tonight I stand out here in my back field talking to my Granddaddy. There is a lantern burning in the Frist House and I can see its reflection sheening in the upper window of my own home. It makes a bright dancing red light through the curtains my wife sewed so many years ago. I can hear her singing softly in the cellar, the furnace working hard and the smoke billowing up into the night sky. 

Some folks will tell you that a man should learn how to grow from his past. Some of us stand rooted in it like old forest oaks. For myself, I stand here in the darkness, leaning on my walking stick and the memory of my Granddaddy's sins.

Some night I'll go on back into the house where my wife is waiting. She's got a fire burning for me, I know. The stains and the shadows kindling in the embers of the old furnace seem to whisper secrets to me, words I cannot decipher, truths I have yet to understand.

But for now I'll just talk awhile and listen to the memories of the evening wind rustling through the tall dead grass. There's something I must remember but for now I'm happier to forget.







I have always been an admirer of a well-told joke. This next story was written a long time ago. It too sat in my filing cabinet, until one day I took it out and tore it into pieces and glued it back together into something that looks like what is here before you. I rewrote it and revised it and tucked it away for a collection that would undoubtedly surface. I figured that was pretty clever of me, but that collection never did surface and this is too good of a story to let sit there and remain unpublished.





Traveling Salesman Story
 

You stop me if you've heard this before.

My name's Darnell, Fred Darnell. You can call me Fred. I'm a salesman for the Knost and Justice Woodland Fertilizers. It's a small company, not much more than a basement of a cottage industry. We sell a line of organic fertilizers. No chemicals that can burn your plants - only natural ingredients such as ground bone-meal, dried blood or wood ashes. 

Natural ingredients make a natural fertilizer.

Unfortunately they don't always make a natural profit.

That's where I come in. My job is to travel out into the rural areas that our distributors cannot reach. 

Which is where my story first starts.

I was on the road as usual. Deep in the foothills of half past nowhere. It was a new territory for me and according to my road map I was driving through a lake.

It must have been the dry season.

Being this lost didn't bother me much. I figured on finding the nearest farmhouse and using my innate lack of direction as an excuse for a sales pitch. 

That was the plan but so far there were no signs of life.

So I pulled my car off to the side of the road. I needed a break and I had to piss like a racehorse. So I squeezed out from behind the wheel of my big New Yorker. Even this car was a tight fit for my sprawling frame. Football when I was younger and too many truck stop breakfast specials since then. Someday, I constantly promised myself, I would be able to afford a big old Cadillac.

But not just yet.

I watered the woods and added a little stink to the mountain air.

I took the time to roll myself a cigarette, a simple ritual that always seemed to help me relax. I dug out a wooden match and scratched it alight with my fingernail. That little move always wowed the cheerleaders back in college. After the first few puffs the knots of tension in the back of my neck began to slowly unravel.

That was the magic of tobacco. Sure it was growing something in my lungs and my coughs had grown thicker with age and no doubt I would one day have to face up to the fact that they called these things cancer sticks and coffin nails for a very good reason but for now I was quite content to accept my poison.

Breathe in.

Exhale.

I could think of only two good reasons to be out on this deserted stretch of rural roadway today. My wife Annie and my daughter Peggy. Those two were reason enough. I had to make this job work out. It was my third in two years and had taken the favour of a friend of a friend to secure it.

I was in the foothills of fifty and walking toward sixty and there just wasn't that many chances left.

I remembered the way that Annie and Peggy had both smiled at me as I drove away. I remember looking back to see them getting smaller and smaller and then vanishing as I turned my head back just in time to avoid running into a tree – which would have been a damn fool way to begin my new job.

Annie still had faith in me. She didn't even mind all of the travelling I had to do. She knew I would come home to her. I was her ever-constant faithful Freddy. I had never cheated on Annie and I didn't plan to start now.

No way.

My cigarette was done. I got back into my car and back on the road. I had the feeling that something big was coming up for me. I pressed my foot down on the accelerator just for the hell of it.

"Today's going to be my lucky day," I said.

As I rounded a sharp turn I saw him. He was magnificent. He looked as if he had been waiting here for me. A trophy, if I ever saw one. His antlers were impressive, three pointers at first guess. He weighed in at about three hundred pounds – a full grown mule deer standing directly in my path.

There was no time to stop. 

Nowhere to turn.

I hit the buck with a sickening thud.

I sat there, badly shaken. Staring out of my rear view mirror was a face as pale as death. My scalp was laced with blood. I must have banged my head somehow. If it hadn't been for my seatbelt I would be draped over my hood. As it was I had got away lucky. I shook my head slowly. I unbuckled and forced myself to stand.

The car was a mess. Three hundred pounds of mule deer hit at seventy miles per hour had cracked my radiator wide open. The car wasn't going anywhere.

Neither was the deer.

The things a guy has to go through for a buck.

It was a stupid thought but it jiggled out a giggle and then I started to laugh so hard I wasn't exactly sure if I could stop.

"Funny, isn't it?" someone said from behind me.

I turned around.

There he was.

Have you ever rolled up a sheet of paper into a ball and tried to smooth it out? You never could get the wrinkles out. That was his face. Time and the elements had plowed deep furrows across his features.

"Hot day," he said, speaking like a man with all the time in the world.

"It sure is."

"Have an accident?"

"I already had one," I said, shaking my head. "Have you ever seen the like?"

"I expect even a deer gets tired of living," the old guy said. "Let's have a look at that head of yours. I've got a first aid kit in the glove compartment."

Which he got.

"It looks harmless enough," he said. "Shouldn't be any problem. I'll wrap a bit of gauze around your old gourd."

He washed the cut off with some iodine.

I related his family tree to him in some detail.

He grinned and wrapped my head while I introduced myself.

"Just call me Lon," he said. "You got any rope?"

"Rope?"

"We need to dress this deer, if you don't mind."

I did mind but didn't argue. I popped the trunk and got the rope. Lon dragged the deer back into the woods. I hung onto the rope every now and then but mostly was in the way. We stopped in the shade of an oak.

"The shade'll keep it cool," Lon said. 

He drew a machete-sized skinning knife, gutted the beast and let it lay belly down to drain the blood from the open cavity. He used the rope to construct a makeshift windlass which he used to raise the carcass up into the oak tree.

Then he slit the deer's throat. 

"That'll do it," he said. 

"Are you just going to leave it hang there?"

"Only way. As long as a bear don't find it we'll have venison for breakfast. If I had a deer bag or even a bed sheet, I'd skin it, but it needs the hide to protect it from bugs and such."

Bear?

I looked nervously out into the woods.

I swore I could see something moving out there.

I kept looking over my shoulder as he led me back to the road.

"I've got a jug back at the house," he said. "If you'd like a snort of something cool and wet. You can spend the night at my place and I'll drive you to town in the morning."

I stared at my car. It wasn't going anywhere and if anybody wanted to steal my fertilizer samples they were welcome to them. I took my catalogue and my order book. 

You never know.

We walked until the road became a trail. The trees seemed to close in around us. Their branches reached out and caught at my clothing. There was no way a farmer could use this as an access road. 

I stuck close to Lon. There were no forks in the trail but I had the feeling it would be very easy to get lost along the way. And besides, I felt there was still something out there, watching in the woods.

And then I saw something move.

"Did you see that?" I asked.

"Deer," Lon said.

I wasn't so sure about that.

The truth was, I had never seen a deer that could run on two legs.

Only I kept my mouth shut. I did not trust my senses after being rattled around the way I was.

We walked on. 

The dirt beneath our feet was parched and dry. 

"Been this dry for long?" I asked.

"For awhile," Lon allowed. "Might rain soon."

"I imagine your crops could use it."

"Some could."

"Crops need all the help they can get," I said.

"Some do."

I didn't ask which crops didn't.

The trees made room for a small stretch of cleared land. Squatting in the heart of the clearing was a trailer. One of those long ones you find planted in neat little trailer park rows. It seemed out of place out here in the middle of nowhere like it was.

"Here she is," Lon said.

The land looked dead and gray, like something that a swarm of locusts had chewed up and spit out. Standing apart from the trailer was an old weathered barn, stoop shouldered with age.

"Come on in," Lon said, holding the trailer door open. 

Which I did.

"Grab a seat and set," he told me.

I did that too.

"Nice place," I said, but it wasn't.

It was cold here. Cold and gray as the barren soil it lay in. The air was stale. Lifeless and dry as dust. The whole clearing felt empty and alone. We sat there on a pair of folding chairs in front of a heavily painted kitchen table. Oak, I think. The wood was cold to the touch. The walls were bare, save for a single photograph showing a middle aged woman and two young men in uniforms. Both of the young men held battered suitcases.

"Have a snort," Lon said, handing me a jug. "It'll loosen your jawbone."

It was raw stuff that burnt going down. I wondered if he'd bought it or made it himself. He looked like an old moonshiner, but I didn't want to ask.

"You grow much around here?" I asked, still choking from the shine.

"Oh this and that," he said. "Whatever the signs say to plant, I grow."

"What sort of signs?"

"Signs of power. Water signs. Plant when the signs are in the loins, when Scorpio runs high."

I nodded as if I understood.

Which I didn't.

"Much of a crop this year?"

"Not much for the last few years. This land used to be good but lately it's been drying up. Getting mean and spiteful."

He swallowed another gullet-full and I followed suit. 

The stuff sort of grew on you.

"I've got something that could help," I told him, wading into my sales talk. 

When I was done he nodded like he'd understood.

"That sure sounds alright," he said. "I'll sleep on it, I guess."

"You do that, Lon," I said, using his name like a handle. "You take all the time you need, once you drive me to town, if it's no trouble."

"No trouble," Lon allowed. "No car, is all."

"Well maybe I could phone for a tow truck?"

"No phone either."

I thought about that long walk into town. Two or three hours – maybe more given the shape I was in. Still, did I really want to spend the night in this battered old trailer?

"We'd be having venison for breakfast," Lon said.

Who was I kidding? I had to get to back into a town and phone somebody.

"One for the road," I said.

I had my glass tilted to my lips when she walked in. 

I choked.

Hard.

She was dressed in dungarees, work boots and a plaid work shirt – threadbare in all of the intriguing places. Two dead rabbits dangled from her dainty clenched fist, their heads hanging at an impossible angle.

I choked even harder. 

"Easy there, Fred," Lon said. "Don't die on us."

I nodded weakly, struggling to stitch together whatever strands of dignity remained to me.

"This is my daughter Sheba," Lon said.

Beautiful wasn't a big enough word.

"Pleased to meet you, miss," I said, standing up and trying hard to conceal just how pleased I truly was. Her eyes showed that my attempt at concealment had failed badly. 

At least she smiled.

"Sheba doesn't say much," Lon explained. "She hasn't spoken since her mother helped give birth to her."

Helped?

"My wife died when Sheba was born," Lon went on.

There was something in his voice.

Something left unsaid.

"I'm sorry," I stammered.

"Wasn't your fault," Lon said dryly.

"Was that her?" I asked, pointing to the snapshot on the wall.

"That was her. We had two fine sons. Then the damn government got them killed in some damn fool war. So we tried again. We had to have another child."

My thoughts turned to my wife and daughter.

I couldn't imagine life without them.

"I understand," I said.

"Stella knew the risk of birthing as late as she did. It was my idea, mostly."

There it was again.

Something left unsaid.

I stared at the photograph of the sad looking woman.

She couldn't have been more than forty-five years old.

Which was when I said something stupid.

"How about if I stay for supper?" 

I spoke to Lon but my eyes were on Sheba.

"It is awful late," I said, although it was only six o'clock.

In a short while Sheba had transformed the rabbits into a stew with all the fixings. The meat was undercooked but I wolfed it down. Lon and I passed the jug throughout supper. During the meal Sheba eyed me boldly. Her foot, now bare, ran up and down my leg. No matter how many times I shifted she hunted me down.

I forced myself to remember my wife.

Annie.

And Peggy.

Sheba's foot stalked higher up my leg.

"Getting warm Fred?" Lon asked.

"I'm fine," I lied.

"Your face is redder than a fresh stuck pig."

After Sheba cleared the table Lon and I talked of farming. I rolled cigarettes for both of us. We passed the jug a few more times. I became less interested in talking fertilizer. Lon had me spellbound. The man was more in touch with the earth than any farmer I had ever met.

"Up here in the hills we live close to the dirt," Lon said. "The soil has a pulse that you can feel in the dirt. The earth is full of spirits. The Indian knew about them. Folks back in bible times knew about them. It's only you city folk who have forgotten."

The conversation was growing way too deep for me.

A couple of more drinks and Mother Goose would be too deep for me.

Lon picked up the jug. He walked to the screen door. Cracked it open and let it swing. I saw the flicker of a mosquito dancing into the heat of the room. Lon tipped the jug over. The last few drops splashed to the earth.

"To the spirits," he said.

"Amen," I muttered, too stupefied to say anything more sensible.

Lon returned the jug to the table. 

"Time for bed," he said, with a yawn.

And then I was alone.

I shook my head sadly at the empty jug.

Dawn was going to come up like thunder.

I closed my eyes for just an instant, leaning back against the wall.

When I opened them Sheba was there. Her shirt hung open and the tops of her dungarees were done. I rose to my feet. Her eyes were deep and hungry. A man could wander lost in eyes like those.

I backed up.

She grabbed my wrist.

I kissed her.

Salt stung my dry lips. The room spun around. I either lunged or fell on top of her. Maybe I was pulled.

The night flickered like heat lightning.

Afterwards I looked up for love in those hungry eyes of hers.

I saw nothing, save myself.

My last thoughts before sleep swallowed me whole were of Anna and Peggy.

I had lost something here tonight.

Something irreplaceable.
 

I woke up with a pounding headache. My mouth tasted of cotton and sand. Something prehistoric had crawled inside my gut and died. I felt unclean. I was stiff and sore and could barely move.

I opened my eyes.

I tried to move.

Only I couldn't.

I was staked out upon bare earth.

I looked around me. It looked like I was inside that ancient barn. The air stank of dried manure. Various tools hung upon wooden pegs. They looked like they might have been hanging there for a very long time. Rust caked on most of them.

Lon stood over me.

"She'll be coming for you soon," he said.

"I don't know what game you're playing old man," I said, trying hard to sound tough. "But you can count me out."

He didn't even hear me.

"We tried hard to have another child after our boys were killed," Lon said. "We tried hard but we'd waited too long. We were barren. We couldn't grow anything."

I struggled with the rope.

Nothing.

"So I took matters into my own hand," Lon went on. "I put my seed into the dirt and called for a child. It took time. It wasn't easy. She rose from the soil like Adam from the dust. She rose full grown."

I found my eyes drawn to the wall full of tools. My imagination thought of chainsaw massacres and country fricassee. The tools were rusty but most looked quite potent.

"It was just a matter of the right signs and proper ceremonies. Something alive, as well. Stella didn't mind. God, I don't think she minded. She'd been leaning pretty close to death ever since the boys you know?"

Something alive.

"I put her in the dirt, like so much fertilizer."

He had that damn deer skinning knife in his fist.

"Sheba's special," Lon went on. "She isn't human. She talks to animals. They do things for her."

I was thinking about the deer.

"I'm not even sure of all the things she can do," Lon said. "I need help. She needs more than I can offer."

"So why stake me out?" I croaked. 

"It wasn't me. Sheba staked you out. She means to keep you here. I guess she wants more of what you gave her last night. Maybe she wants a child. I'd hoped her romp with you last night had shaken the wildness from her. Only it didn't. She just got wilder."

"Sure," I said. "Sure it was all Sheba."

There was no way that girl had done this to me. 

Then Lon came at me with the knife.

I screamed.

He brought the knife down. I felt my toes curl up and my fists clenched and I held my breath.

I'm not sure what any of that was supposed to do against a skinning knife but the nerves of terror run bone-deep, I guess.

And then he cut the ropes, one by one.

When he had three of the ropes cut he turned as if he'd heard something.

This was my chance.

I stood up, feeling the blood twist and pulse like a dying serpent within my veins. My muscles were knotted and sore and I was being man-slaughtered by a half a dozen Charlie horses at once. I got ready to fight. There was no way I was going to let that old man gut me open.

Only Lon ignored me.

He stood there, facing the doorway where Sheba stood, looking small and vulnerable.

Lon walked towards her, his knife hanging loosely at his side.

"Run Sheba!" I shouted.

She turned almost serenely. She walked outside. Lon followed her slowly, almost reverently. I didn't like the feel of the way he was walking towards her. Both of them stepped outside and out of my sight.

"Sheba!" I screamed.

I lost precious seconds fumbling with the last rope, my hands fumbling like large clotted sponges. I heard a sharp noise, like a very large hammer striking against wood.

And then I was free.

I stomped to get the blood moving in my legs.

I should have run while I had the chance.

I stumbled outside, numb and sore. I had to stop Lon before he got to Sheba. I didn't have far to look. Lon was hung on the outside of the barn. His feet were about a foot above the dirt. His knife was slammed through his chest into the wall behind him, with such an impact that the metal hilt was imbedded into his flesh.

Sheba appeared from nowhere. She was anointed in a spatter of blood. Lon's blood. She held those loving arms out towards me. This was no time to be a gentleman. I swung at her.

She dodged me easily. My movements were slow and clumsy next to her animal litheness. Her delicate little hands gently grasped my outstretched right arm. I heard, then felt, a dry Thanksgiving wishbone crack.

My arm was broken.

Pain gave me strength. I pulled away from Sheba and fell back into the darkness of the barn. I half-crawled, half-clambered towards the wall, grabbing for weapon. My hands wouldn't work. My broken arm hindered my efforts but I managed to wrap my arms around a scythe.

Sheba stepped in and opened her arms to embrace me. I lunged forward, still hanging onto the scythe.

This time I was faster than her. The blade sunk into her lower abdomen.

Lon was right. 

She wasn't human. 

She just stood there, manhandling me with three feet of rusty steel scythe blade imbedded into her bowels. I heard the handle of the scythe snap in two. I pushed against the blade, trying to catch and twist it.

All at once she lay still.

I watched the blood soak into the dirt.

She had to be dead.

I headed out of the barn and stumbled towards the little trail to the road. I found the trail and fear broke me into a poorly-constructed facsimile of a run. I pushed forward, each step a pain-filled agony. Shattered bones gritted with each step I took. The trail slowly widened. I was certain I recognized some of the landscape. Any minute now I would come to the wreck of my car.

I rounded a bend in the path.

There before me stood an ancient trailer, squatting upon a stretch of hard cleared land. In the distance a weathered barn awaited my return.

The land was grey.

So terribly grey.

A shape emerged from the barn. Female and running straight towards me.

For a crazy half moment I thought it was Annie.

Only it wasn't.

It was Sheba, of course.

I turned and plunged back into the woods. Maybe I could escape her by running overland. Maybe if I kept away from the trail I would not be fooled by whatever spell she had woven.

I should have known better.

Hadn't Lon told me how much she'd loved these woods?

I glanced behind me. A small white shape flickered between the trees.

She was gaining on me.

I didn't look behind again. I saved everything for the run.

Just for a moment I thought I was going to make it.

And then a second shape appeared in front of me. I couldn't stop myself. I ran straight into the carcass of the buck. Only the dead buck wasn't hanging from the tree where Lon had slung it. It was standing there on its own four legs, just waiting for me, its abdominal cavity gaping like an open mouth.

Slim white arms gently enfolded me from behind.

Held me fast, caressed me just once and then squeezed.







This last story of the collection is one I am very proud of in that originally appeared in Richard Chizmar's anthology collection Shivers V (2009). I have long been a fan of chain-gang movies – and one of my favorites of the genre is COOL HAND LUKE. So naturally, I wanted to write something that sang to that tune and I think it pretty good job of it – so I'm going to let this tale tell itself.





The Forever Long Road of Olan Walker
 

I'm the teller, and I'm telling you it was the craziest thing anyone seen. An army of reporters, politicians, and police, trying to figure what emptied an Alabama work farm of sixty-eight convicts. What left a dozen bosses and twice as many gunbulls cindered down to charcoaled bone.

I'm the only one who survived.

Sort of.

I ain't even here. You can't see me, and you sure as hell don't want to hear me.

I'm just telling, a forever long way from you.

So stand there in the Alabama sun, scratching your heads and your asses while pretending to know what you're looking at, because this is how it all unwound.
 

Easter Monday, 1952. It was a day like any other. The slat truck rolled into camp with half a dozen new convicts. A couple of vagrants, one drunk, one assaulter and one assaultee.

And Olan Walker.

Olan Walker was first out of the slat truck and he could have slid through one of the slats. That man was nothing but lank. Lean as a dog in Lent. Lean as hunger, thinner than prison soup. Looked like he ate nothing but wind and shadow all his life. If there was a king and queen of skinny; a duke of rawbone, an earl of gaunt and a prince of scrawny - well Olan Walker was the lord of them all.

Still, size don't mean much when you're wearing a chain. Big man, small man, it's all the same when you wear steel. Chain shorts you down, bit by bit, until you're nothing more than a speck of walking dirt on a long dusty road.

So there we were, standing in the work camp, watching the slat truck unload.

Boss Brady was talking, as usual. Always got to be a talker. Fellow who can't breathe without making noise. That was Boss Brady. Mean little man in a mean little body. Short, with an unhealthy pudge. Face as brown and hard as a walnut. Imagine a fellow you'd dislike from hello, wrap him in a suit of cantanker, and you're standing somewhere close to Boss Brady.

Isn't a whole lot left of Boss Brady now.

He got it first.

"They call me Boss Brady," he bellowed.

We stood and listened. Was easier than walking or working. Didn't listen too hard. Seen and heard this a thousand times.

Only this time was different.

"We gonna give you a red hat," Boss Brady went on, as a gunbull plunked a barn red palmetto wove hat on top of Olan Walker's head.

That caught our attention.

Olan Walker was to be a member of the Red Hat Gang. They were the rough boys. The trouble makers. As penance they had to work twice as hard as the rest of us. Wore those palmetto hats to stand out. Nice targets in the Alabama sun.

We wondered what Olan Walker did to earn a red hat, fresh out of the slat truck.

It didn't seem to bother him none. He stood as calm as Moses standing before pharaoh. Like he was standing somewhere else, a forever long way from here.

The camp blacksmith banged the kingbolt into the right leg shackle. Always put the right shackle on first. Man chained round his right ain't likely to kick with his left.

"You get to wear these chains," Boss Brady said, like he was inviting Olan Walker to tea.

Then he grinned a mean kind of grin. Only kind of grin Boss Brady ever wore. Kind of grin made you think of liar snakes and guilty apples.

"That's thirteen links, in't boy?" Boss Brady said. "Thirteen links of honest US grade steel, hung between your legs like a rusty tallywhacker. Make some sweet music. Jingle jangle. You just wait, boy. Come tomorrow you'll be counting each jing jang as another second passed in the service of the Alabama State Gov'ment."

Olan Walker grinned like a secret. Spoke the first words we heard him say.

"For such a little peckerhole you sure do a lot of talking."

That let the cougar out of the cave.

Brady reared back. Let fly with his walking stick.

Olan Walker caught the stick like a man snagging a crippled blowfly.

Brady was bear fat and hate. He leaned into the cane. His eyes glowed like fresh coals. Spittle flew from his lips. The gristle about his eyepits coiled and popped like a nest of snakes.

Olan Walker took it all and turned it right back.

Brady's cane was made from the dogwood root. Toughest wood growing on God's good earth. When it broke the snap was loud as any shot fired.

I swear I saw the stump of Brady's cane, twisting in Olan Walker's fist like a fresh caught eel.

Brady hung onto half a cane, his knuckles squeezed white.

Tried to find his pride back with words.

"Think you're tough, boy?" he asked. "Ain't seen nothing until you've seen the road. You wearing a chain, now."

"We all wear chains, boss," Olan Walker said. "Free and prison alike. Chains of rot and misery, like a bunch of gourds left in the sun."

Brady spat in the dirt. Seemed to hiss and sizzle where the spit hit home. 

"You crack wise all you like. That chain'll wear the sass and cider out of your bones."

Right then and there we thought Olan Walker was some kind of walking god, but the chain went on him just the same.

Chain between the legs is bad enough, but each man wore a linkup. Three fat feet of chain drug behind you like a tail. One end bradded to the middle of the ankle chain. Free end hammered into a small shackle ring. The gunbulls used the linkup to marry us convicts together on the march. Just a snap of the ring, and you was a link in a chain stretched down the Alabama roadway.

The blacksmith fussed with the fit, on account of Olan Walker's leanness. Tapped the kingbolt into the left leg shackle.

"Make sure you bang that kingbolt snug," Brady warned. "You coming down awful light on that hammer, in't you boy?"

That was for the backtalk.

Brady gave the chain a hard shake, like he was checking on its snug. We knew he was just showing us his piss.

"Jingle jangle. Jingle jangle. Like walking with a bull rattler slung between your anklebones, in't boy?"

Olan Walker smiled like that was the funniest thing he'd heard. It was a strange kind of smile, not cheery at all. More like the grin an alligator might give you right after it bit off your middle leg.

You don't grin at no free man when you're wearing Alabama steel.

"Don't you be grinning at me, convict," Brady warned.

He pulled his hand back from the chain. Stared like he'd seen a snake.

"Damn," he swore.

His hand was bleeding. Red spilling over the chain and dust around it. Must have been a sharp spot.

Brady cuffed the blacksmith with the bloody side of his hand.

"Damn your eyes, boy. Why don't you file that steel down better than that?"

Olan Walker kept grinning. Then he laughed. A mournish tuneful kind of laugh. Like a cold lonesome wind blowing through the belly of a hollowed out tree.

Brady curled his hand into a fist. Only made the bleeding worse.

Olan Walker reached out, viper quick. Caught Brady's hand.

Grinning was bad, laughing worse, but you never touch a boss.

A gunbull stepped up like he'd been called. Slammed a shotgun butt hard into Olan Walker's spine.

Olan Walker let go of Brady's hand. Not because of the shotgun. He'd just finished what he wanted to do.

When he removed his hand the bleeding stopped.

Brady held his hand up like fine cut crystal.

That's when we knew. Olan Walker was a conjure man. Only way to heal by touch.

Brady snatched the blacksmith's hammer. Stood there, pale as a fresh bled pig, hanging onto that hammer like he was going to use it.

Only hitting wasn't Brady's way. Easier to get a gunbull to do it for him.

"Hit him in the legs," Brady ordered. "So's he'll feel it tomorrow."

The gunbull swung the shotgun hard into that soft hole behind the kneecap.

Olan Walker slid to his knees like he was getting set to pray. Didn't fall. Was more like he let himself go down.

And once down, close to the dirt, he said one word.

"Rot," Olan Walker said.

Said it like it sounded. Said it so you smelled the stink of mushrooms creeping a mold ridden carcass. Trash heaps, and puss running in the sun. Fruit gone too ripe. You felt it, way he said it. Tasted it back in your throat like swallowed spit.

"Throw this bastard in the stocks," Brady said. "We'll show him rot."

Only he didn't sound certain. Not near as certain as Olan Walker sounded when he said that one terrible word.

Olan Walker let the gunbull and blacksmith drag him to his feet.

"You full of spite and piss right now, but we got something for you," Brady said. "You just watch. Just wait. That's all you're gonna do, is watch and wait."

He whirled, set to punish us all.

"You all watch. The eyes of God and Alabama and Boss Brady are burning down on all you boys out here. And that's for God damned certain sure."

Boss Brady had that right.

The eyes of God were watching, certain sure.

The eyes of God, and something a hell of a lot older than that.
 

The stocks were hanging pain. A rack made of hard hickory. They hung you from it by your hands and feet, legs jackknifed up until you could lean forward and kiss your kneecaps if the mood struck you.

They ratcheted Olan Walker up until his assbone hung inches from dirt. The stocks creaked. Sounded ready to break. Prayed for that every time but they never did.

Olan Walker hung there, two or three goddamned inches from the dirt.

You got to understand the feeling of that. Knowing if you could stretch your spine a couple notches you could hold your weight with your butt. Only you can't. You hang there until your arms and legs scream. Ain't your mouth starts working first. It's arms and legs, the knives of your hipbones wormgrinding into your gut.

I seen one man last in the stocks without screaming for God's mercy. He was crazier than a waltzing pig. Wasn't much the bosses could do that'd stick.

Olan Walker was different, but just as crazy. Hung there grinning like we were feeding him milk and cream. Only it wasn't no friendly grin. Made the grin he gave Brady look easy as a handshake. Kind of grin a man grins on his thousandth year in hell, after the king devil wore his brains out tormenting you. After your body decided it couldn't bother to hurt no more.

Nobody should grin that way, but Olan Walker hung in the rack the way a man hangs in a summer hammock, the rest of that first long morning.
 

They cut him down at dinner.

The gunbull fetched him a plate of beans. Handed to him dainty and scared, like Olan Walker was a one man nest of cottonmouth snakes.

Olan Walker hunkered down next to the rack, like he and it were old buddies.

Nobody got too close that first day. Was like they smelled a storm coming and Olan was a tall tree. Didn't want to stand too close for fear of a lightning strike.

Somebody had to talk to him. Let him know the laws of the camp.

So I mustered up my courage and walked on over.

"Howdy," I said.

"Howdy hey," he answered back.

"Name's Aloysius. Aloysius Hutterford."

Olan Walker liked the sound of that.

"All-your-wishes?" He said molasses slow.

Looked straight into my eyes. Was like staring down the loaded bores of a double barreled shotgun.

"You shall have all your wishes, All-Your-Wishes. I guarantee that."

"How you know what I wish for?" 

"Your feet are sore, ain't they? And you wishing to sit down, ain't you? Well sit you down, All-Your-Wishes Hutterford. Sit you on down."

I sat down.

"There you go, All-Your-Wishes. Your wish has come true."

I grinned at his prediction. Wasn't much of a trick. Out here on the work farm a man's feet are always looking for an excuse to sit down.

Then he laughed. A big deep bottom of the well long way from anywhere kind of laugh. Kind of laugh makes you laugh right along with.

His smile widened. Hard to imagine a man could smile as hard as Olan Walker.

"You be careful now, laughing that way. Guards get to watching us," I warned.

"God is watching us. Isn't that what that peckerwood Brady said?"

I looked around quick, in case somebody heard. Brady was watching, but not too close. His looking and listening weren't turned on. He picked at his hand like he'd dipped it in cooties.

"The eyes of God are watching," Olan Walker went on. "And he's most likely grinning. Thanking what's above him that he don't have to work like us."

"Ain't no one above God."

"Didn't say nothing about no one," Olan Walker replied. "Funny ain't it? How close God and guard sound. Like walking and working. Jingle jangle, jingle jangle."

"How'd you last on the rack like you did? Never seen a man take pain like that."

"We all walk through pain. Ain't no way around it. Way I figure, they don't think it hurts me, won't put me back on it. Kind of makes it fruitless, you understand."

"They don't hurt you that way, they find another way. They got boxes they stuff you in, holes they bury you in, guns and sticks and knives, and they got Black Betty."

I didn't like talking about Black Betty. Bad luck even mentioning her.

So I went on.

"They'll stake you over a nest of ants. Let them clamor over you until you're screaming for a bullet. Some of the pissier bosses like to nick you with a knife."

"Like Boss Brady?"

I nodded.

"Like Boss Brady. Once he staked out old Chigger John. They peeled Chigger off that anthill, he itched for three whole months. Claimed the ants laid eggs in his blood. Could feel them crawling underneath his skin. After three months, old Chigger opened his throat with a rusty train spike."

"Help any with the itching?" Olan Walker asked with a grin.

I had to grin back.

"You just keep yourself right with the law of the camp, and you won't have to worry about any of that."

"What law?"

"Boss law, mostly. Handed down. See, the Governor created the Captain. And the Captain, he created the Bosses. The Bosses created the Gunbulls. Captain's above everybody. He answers only to the Governor. Governor answers to whoever got the deepest pockets. I ain't too sure where God fits in."

"Maybe he gets a cut from the governor."

I laughed at that.

'"Only thing I'm sure of is they all been created to piss on us convicts."

"And we ain't got an umbrella in sight," Olan Walker finished. "Are the gunbulls free men?"

"Naw. They just convicts pretending to be Bosses. The Bosses let them carry shotguns, but they all empty. Bosses got the ammo. That's the law."

"That ain't the law," Olan Walker said. "That's book law, not my law. There's a law of the land and a law of the book. The two don't ever see eye to eyeball. Two laws be like a snake, looking at its own poophole and seeing the biggest burrow he ever rooted in. Damn funny when it takes a bite."

He shook his head slow, like he had all the time in the world.

"No sir. The law of the land and the law of the book ain't ever supposed to meet. They's eternal strangers, like God and old Scratch. They ain't never meant to be more than passing acquaintances."

And that was Olan Walker's thoughts on the law.
 

The second morning begun like slow thunder.

The camp bell woke us. A rail of rusty iron hung on a rusty chain. The oldest gunbull banged it every morning like he was beating the judgment bell. Like it was the last thing he'd do before God up and walked him down the road.

The sky was streaked with red, like the yolk of an egg kissed too hard by the rooster. Was a long walk through hell today. All we had to look forward to was a dinner of beans, and an afternoon nap under the snaketree.

The snaketree was the biggest cypress I'd ever seen. We called it the snaketree on account of the way the roots curled. Least that's what I'd been told.

They opened the slat truck gates. We started walking, feet following feet, like a human centipede. The road stretched out ahead of us, like a forever kind of snake.

"Short steps! Short steps!" the yell went out.

Men on the chain kept slow pace. Didn't pay to high step. One man falls, the whole chainline falls with him.

"How come they park so far away?" Olan Walker asked.

He was chained right behind me. Usually bad luck to have a new boy walking behind you, but Olan Walker fell in step like a regimental trooper.

"Any convict lights out, he got a long walk to get to wheels, way I figure it."

"Maybe they just like to see us sweat," Olan Walker said with a laugh.

"Maybe."

"What you used to do, out there?" 

"Worked in a bank," I said. "I was a teller."

"Now what brings a banker to a chain? You rob it maybe? Am I walking beside a dangerous man?"

He grinned, all wildlike. Seeing Olan Walker grin was like catching a glimpse of a two handed saw flying out of the trunk of a one hundred year old walnut tree.

I shook my head.

"Boss's daughter," I explained. "Said she was older than I guessed she was, only she wasn't."

Olan Walker laughed.

"She pretty?"

"Pretty ain't big enough a word," I said. "Think about moonbeams and apple blossoms. She looked at me, I had to talk to her. Wasn't nothing I could do about it."

I stared like I could see her standing there in that field, and for a moment I thought I saw her, hovering over the snaketree.

"Dark eyes," I said. "What the moon looks like round the other side. Kind of eyes that tug you like a low rip tide. One look, bam, you snagged."

Olan Walker grinned.

"Trapdoor spider," he said. "Bam, you snagged."

I nodded.

"You ever see eyes like that on a woman, Olan Walker?"

He looked to the trees like an army of strangers.

"Yeah," he said. "Just the once."

He shook his head, trying to lose a memory.

"A banker."

Shook his head and laughed out loud.

"A teller," I corrected.

He grinned like a snake in an egghouse.

"Yeah, All-Your-Wishes, you be the teller, for sure."
 

Days are long on the chain. The morning rolled like frozen slow.

We worked the road, hacked the scrub and cursed. The gunbulls cursed at us when the going got slow. The bosses cursed the gunbulls for fear of the Captain. The air was thick with curses, like swamp water thick with wrigglers. If God was listening I hoped he wore a damn good pair of ear plugs.

We hacked through sawgrass and palmetto so sharp a wrong step'd lay a man's ankle wide to the bone. Got to be careful, cutting yourself on the road. There's fever rot and gangrene, blood boil and leprosy. You open a hole in your skin, ain't no telling what crawls inside.

The gunbulls poured kerosene to heal the blisters up. Ain't no balm on the Alabama chainline. Nothing but snake oil, sweat, and rot.

I looked up to where the preachers tell us heaven is. Just to rest my eyes. Never been much of a God believing man. Seen too much wrong to believe heaven isn't more than a gravedigger's joke.

Hell is here. We walk it every day. If there's a heaven, the bosses own it. Walking skies of eternity, waving whips and chains and telling us how good it's for us.

"What you staring at boy?" Brady hollered.

Hit me with what was left of his walking stick, in case I hadn't heard him holler.

"Just blinking the sky out of my eyes boss. Getting right back to work."

I noticed, even though it was hotter than a fire in a pepper grinder, Boss Brady wore a glove on the hand Olan Walker touched.

Scratched at it most the day, but it hadn't begun to stink.

Not yet.
 

"So what'd you do?" I asked Olan Walker.

"Talking when I should've been listening."

"Tell me about it."

He shook his head no.

"Let's just say I'm passing time. Just waiting for a train, is all."

"No train out here on the road."

"There's an old story. A train that rolls through the heavens, picking up souls. I'm going to ride that long crazy train into the wild dark night. Ain't ever coming back."

"You sure about that?"

"Nobody's sure of nothing. But one thing I know. There's a gray lady been looking for me, and she'll be driving that train."

"Sounds like a trapdoor spider to me," I said.

He grinned.

"Like you said, bam, I was snagged a hell of a long time ago."

I laughed at that.

"You a conjure man?" I asked.

"What you think?"

"Whole camp says you are."

"Didn't ask what they thought. Asked what you thought."

"I seen what you did to Boss Brady's hand."

He smiled like a kid catching a ball.

"I ain't done doing for old Boss Brady."

I looked to where Brady stood. He was scratching his hand like to tear it off.

"Scratch and scratch, Boss," Olan Walker said. "Jingle jangle, jingle jangle. You ain't done itching yet. You and all your company."

He turned back to me.

"See them fellows over there?"

I looked where he nodded.

"The bosses?" I asked.

"Not them. Look past them. Look hard."

I looked, and that's when I saw them.

Old Beelzebub and his whole circle of demons holding court by the roadside, just watching us convicts work. Frogs like men, and toads that walked like big dogs, a big old star faced thing hovering just over the snaketree. And hanging out of that snaketree was the biggest snake I'd ever seen. Dangling like a whip vine from the branches of that cypress. Head hung down around the earth, tail tickled itself somewhere up near the face of the moon. Staring at me, moon and snake, eyes wider than an ocean wide pie pan. In the eye I saw a thousand more snakes wrapped like the veins of a drunkard's morning stare. In each snake eye I saw a thousand more, down and down and down.

"They're taking notes," Olan Walker said. "Kind of like study, you understand. They're taking notes on how hell ought to be run."

I seen one of them wink at me. Sharing some kind of secret joke. I blinked too hard, and they were gone. Like they'd never been.

Only I wasn't so certain.

Olan Walker stared into the distance, listening for a voice.

"They out there, all the time. You just got to know how to look past them."

He spat on the ground.

"Yeah, I'm a conjure man. A houngan. A boujou man. Make medicine with the Loa. Pray to Damballah. Listen to the spirits talk and the dead rotted things mutter."

"Voodoo? I heard tell of that up in New Orleans."

"My people call it boujou, but it's all the same," Olan Walker said. "These hills, these fields, even this goddamn road. It's all full of the boujou spirit. It's in the bones of the land. You can't walk it, you can't work it, without it touching you."

"So what else can you do?"

He stared into the distance, like he was listening for an answer.

Finally it came.

"I can make it rain snakes," he said.

And before the end of the week he did just that.
 

Third day was when it happened.

Started like any other day. The camp bell, the trucks, the walk.

But it ended like nothing I'd seen before.

We worked the rough part of the day. Now we rested under the snaketree.

Should've knowed, lying under a tree like that. But it only made sense. Was the biggest shade tree handy. The bosses sat in the trucks, sipping on soda pop, where else we gonna take our nap?

Brady stood separate from the rest. He'd been hanging back all day, like he was trying to hide.

I lay in the shade of the snaketree. When I looked up a big old tree snake dangled about my face, twisting and unwrapping like a bolt of slow lightning.

"Damn!"

I sat up quicker than Lazarus. Grabbed a rake. Would have broke that snake's skull bone, except Olan Walker was quicker than me. He slid his hand and caught the snake by its neck.

"Let me kill it," I said.

"Snake don't mean no harm," Olan Walker said. "It's bound by its own chain to this earth, just doing what it's supposed to do. Can't help being made the way it was."

Bang!

The snake's head exploded like a fourth of July thundercracker.

Me and Olan Walker whirled like Jesus called us.

There was Boss Brady, standing and grinning, smoking pistol in hand.

He walked on over, his grin getting bigger as he got closer, like a truck barreling down on a headlight struck deer.

I could see why he'd been hanging back. Looked like a half dozen lepers standing on two legs. Face ran like meat gone rancid, moldering and alive with maggots.

Olan Walker grew as still as death.

"Did I kill your pet?" Brady asked. "I seen you petting that thing. Big old fellow like you, a snake petter? Who'd have thought it?"

Brady got closer. He stunk like a battlefield. Felt his shadow like a cold weight upon my body. As dark as that tree was, Boss Brady's shadow was that much darker.

"You take that snake to the cook, conjure man. Make you a nice stew for your supper. You'd like that, wouldn't you, you old snake eater?"

He leaned back with one hand and scratched the meat of his ass. I heard the skin piling wet beneath his fingernails, it had got that quiet.

"I don't know what you done to me conjure man, but you got to pay."

Olan Walker's eyes grew hard and black as the bullet heads peeking from the cylinders of Boss Brady's pistol.

Quick as a needle pulling thread the snake healed. Opened its mouth and hissed at Boss Brady.

BANG!

The second bullet was louder than the first. Took the second head off that snake like a cap off a beer bottle.

"Next bullet takes off your hand, conjure man. Try and heal that."

Olan Walker let his arm sink to his side. Let the snake slide head-stump down to the earth. It slid through his loosened fingers like a chain sliding through a tackle block.

Only he stopped at the tail.

He cracked the snake like a whip. The dead snake struck his right leg shackle, shattering it like a piece of glass. Sound of the crack made the bullets seem voiceless.

At that crack snakes poured from the tree. Their bodies slid about my shoulders and face like burning rain.

Boss Brady went crazy. Snakes landed on his face and back. He kept screaming they were biting him. Waved his arms and fired his gun until it refused to speak.

When the smoke and crazy cleared Olan Walker stood with the dead snake dangled in his hands. His big red hat shoved back jaunty on his skull like a rooster's topknot. Brady stared at the dead snake, afraid it'd stand up and bite him.

Olan Walker let the dead snake slip from his fingers.

He pointed at Boss Brady.

Brady flinched like he'd been struck.

"Seems you carrying a little extra cargo in your drawers, Boss."

Whether or not Brady marbled his drawers didn't matter. Everyone laughed. Some from fear, some because they couldn't think of anything better to do.

The gunbulls ran around trying to keep order. I seen some of them grinning too, but only when they figured Boss Brady wasn't looking.

Brady stared bullet holes into Olan Walker.

"Any more conjuring," he said in a real quiet voice. "And we kill him."

He pointed at me. I tried to make myself invisible, but it didn't work. Knowing Boss Brady emptied his gun should have helped, but it didn't.

We'd all seen that snake killed, too.

Olan Walker nodded, like he'd accept what Boss Brady said.

"Fetch me Black Betty," Brady ordered.

Then everything got real quiet.
 

Black Betty was the law maker. A leather strap about the width of a fat boss's hand, maybe as long as a man's shoulder to his fingertips. Three layers of leather stiffened with sweat and blood. Like a piece of swamp oak, grown mean. Right down both sides run a string of brass grommets, like you'd tack around a shoe-lace hole. Like being whipped with a cuttlefish, them grommets would catch a convict's skin and pull it off his bones like salt taffy.

I seen men beat to fish glue, when the boss's piss was up.

The gunbulls grabbed Olan Walker. Then Boss Brady set to work. Laid Olan Walker's back open, until his skin hung in flaps skinned down from his shoulder bones, and his spine looked like the hair of a burning woman.

Was the damndest thing I'd ever seen. Chunks of Brady fell like moldy turds. Every time he'd take a chunk off Olan Walker, a piece of his self fell down.

He kept on whipping. Had the feeling he'd keep whipping until there was nothing holding the whip but a handful of hate.

We'd seen Olan Walker hang on the rack like nothing could bother him. He was a conjure man, and knew no pain. But they got to him that day. No man could stand up to the whipping he took.

He leaned against the tree, laughing and weeping and howling like no one emotion was big enough for his agonizing body.

I've heard screech owls yell for the devil by moonlight. I've heard the mockingbird call for a sinner's soul. I've heard the wet black swallow of my mother's last breath as lung rot took her down into the hard long night.

But I never heard nothing like the sounds Olan Walker made that day.

I ain't sure what happened first. Either Boss Brady's arm gave out, or Olan Walker got tired of standing. Both men fell, like they were tied with an invisible chain.

Then it got dark. One moment it was blind naked sunshine, next it was blacker than twice boiled pitch. A storm cloud the size of Missouri rolled in from the heavens.

Olan Walker raised his hands like he was letting go. Let a long wail loose from somewhere round the bottom of his soul.

He'd been keeping that back for a long lonesome time.

That's when the first lightning struck. Took Boss Brady, right where he knelt. Sizzled his fat and hatred like pork fried down to cracklings.

Olan Walker stood up. It was like watching a fallen tree getting back up. He stepped from his skin like a snake sliding out of a three year old hide. Looked as smooth and unblemished as a fresh born baby.

Looked down at me and smiled.

I hid my eyes, his smile was that terrible scary.

The lightning came in sheets and chains. Struck neat as arrows, slicing links of US grade steel as easy as a hot razor through fresh chilled butter.

One of the gunbulls unlimbered his shotgun.

The lightning fried him down to bones.

It played about what was left of Boss Brady. His moldering carcass jittered and twitched like a sinner finding instant religion.

The gunbulls and bosses ran as fast as they could.

The lightning picked them off like rats in a cheese barrel.

Miles away lightning struck the Captain's bungalow. The camp, the kitchen, even the camp bell.

Miles further a bolt of lightning sizzled out of a cloudless sky and crashed into Government House. Charbroiled the governor like a seasoned steak while he was sitting over his afternoon tea.

Some men swore Olan Walker was struck by lightning. Blasted to dust and ashes.

I know better.

I don't know what I saw, but I'll tell you what happened. That cloud rolled down and touched the dirt, and Olan Walker stepped into that cloud like a man stepping onto a train. Waved goodbye, but nobody saw him but me.

None of the bosses or gunbulls survived. The camp burned to the ground. The convicts ran for the hills. Some were caught, some got away. Nobody told the same story.

I lay under the snaketree, long after the last gunbull died. Long after the last convict ran. Long after Olan Walker stepped into that cloud and waved goodbye.

As I lay there I saw a long gray woman, standing atop the tree.

There's stories of a voodoo queen up around New Orleans. She can turn a man's blood to ash with a wave of her hand. Shrivel a man's snake down to worm size with a single cold laugh.

As powerful as that voodoo queen was, she'd bow down and kiss the muddy feet of this gray woman of the snake tree.

"That boss," the gray woman said in a slow molasses voice. "He killed a lot of my friends, you know?"

Maggots of the purest white crawled through the dead snakes and bosses alike. The rotting meat perfumed the air worse than skunk spray. The wind held its breath in disgust, or maybe awe.

"Where'd Olan Walker go?" I asked.

The gray lady pointed to the sky. I looked up. There, in broad daylight, was the stretch of stars my daddy called the hunter's belt. And beyond that stretch was a thousand more stars that had names my daddy never knew.

"Climb the tree," she said. "The hunters'll be coming."

I didn't want to.

Stared there, at the tree.

Seen the skin of Olan Walker, all that was left of him, grinning at me like a laughing suit of long johns. The gap of his tongueless mouth gaping like an open grave. The wind caught it, drifted it upwards like a tattered flag of surrender.

Bam, I was snagged.

I climbed the tree. When the police and posses and politicians gathered I was high above them, hidden in the branches.

I saw birds fly by. Snakes hung like moss from the branches. Bats chased mosquitoes. A big barn owl stared at me.

There were other things as well. The bark of the tree crawled with them. Shapes and tatters and visions of things that danced in nightmares.

Nothing I saw seemed concerned with me or the men below.

I saw the gray woman, high above it all, looking down and smiling like I was made of solid gold and emeralds. Her mouth looked like an ivory rainbow. I had to get up to where she was waiting for me.

I heard Olan's slow laughing voice talking of trapdoor spiders.

I struck out like a sailor clambering a mast. Climbing higher until I was way past where the tree ought to have stopped growing.

That gray woman opened her smile wider, like the pearly Jordan gates. I pushed towards her. That smile opened like she was the queen of all kingsnakes, getting ready to swallow a fresh caught rat.

She slithered like chimney smoke, slipping and sliding as the stars glittered around her like glittery scales.

She turned herself into a giant flying snake, her mouth open wide enough to swallow a whole chainful of men. I tried my damndest to turn back but I was caught in the current of her all burning hunger.

I tried to kick away. She laughed at my effort. Her laughter was the booming of the wind in a sail, the drumming of summer thunder, the chuffing of a great gray locomotive yonderbound.

Then I was in, and I heard her teeth slamming like a gallow door behind me. I expected to feel my flesh torn from my bones by the gnashing of her teeth; but there was only the long slow mudslide down her gullet, only the long tunnel ride down towards forever, feeling the burning of her stomach fluids and hearing the far off screams of lost souls drifting up ahead of me.

It would be a long hard road from here, a long hard road down the gullet of a forever kind of snake that lead me winding on down towards hell knows where.

Only I got a feeling when I finally get there old Olan Walker's gonna be waiting to tell me the law of the land. 









 TWO FISTED NASTY 





Table of Contents
 

LEFTOVERS  – A Novella

STATISTIC

SOUL SURVIVOR

DOPPLE DRIBBLE





LEFTOVERS
 

A Novella
 

CHAPTER 1

* a
purple jesus acid wash *

Don't let this collar fool you.

I'm not one of the good guys.

A good guy wouldn't be caught dead standing outside of a man's office at this time of night.

A good guy couldn't conceive of the kind of nightmare I've schemed up.

It was raining. I didn't mind. If you ignored the rain for long enough it usually went away. Everyone but Noah said that.

The man I was waiting for stepped outside. His name was Lucius Cartland Maugham. He was a portly man, with a slight side-to-side swagger. He wore a sport coat that had been carefully tailored to hide the milk fat, and a pair of equally tailored acid washed jeans.

Acid washed jeans. I never did understand that concept. Paying extra up front to make sure your new pants looked old. It is amazing what people will pay money for.

I stood in the shadow of a dead oak, dressed in a tattered pea coat and black denim jeans. He didn't see me at all. That was the beauty of living in homelessness. People learned to ignore you or curse you just like the rain.

I stepped out and grabbed my chest, falling toward him. I couldn't remember which arm was supposed to hurt while experiencing a heart attack. Left? Right? Fuck it.

He didn't catch me like he was concerned. He caught me sort of gingerly, like he was afraid I would dirty his hands. I grabbed his arm as he reached out to catch me. I let myself sag a little, feeling him take my weight. I swung up fast, getting a lot of hip into it, driving two hard hooks deep into the soft of his belly. He lashed out once, tagging me on the right eye. He didn't do too badly for a fat man.

I sank a third hook. It was his turn to bend over. I felt his belly heave up like a jellyfish that hadn't been stomped quite hard enough. I prayed he didn't puke on me. I guess there was a lot of fastidiousness going around tonight.

When I was sure he wasn't going to regurgitate his last box of Krispy Kremes, I caught his head by the ears and brought my knee straight up. I nailed him right on the chin. His teeth came together with a satisfying click.

Then I dragged him back into his office.
 

Lucius Cartland Maugham's face turned the tight purple-blue of a frozen violet, until I loosened the double width duct tape gag that covered his nose and mouth. The video camera hummed contentedly.

"If you try to scream," I said. "I will replace the duct tape and you will asphyxiate. You may have heard that asphyxiation is a painless way to die. It can be a bad mistake to believe everything you hear."

He tried to scream. I resealed the duct tape. Then I waited a moment for that tight, panicked shade of blue to re-emerge.

Perfect.

I loosened the gag and repeated my warning. He was a slow learner. I repeated the process twice before he was conditioned. I didn't think any less of him for being so obtuse. Panic is not conducive to the reasoning process.

"You have to try and remain calm," I warned him.

I inserted the transfusion needle into his arm. It went in smoothly. I didn't want to hurt him. I didn't want him to squirm and cause me to miss the vein. This whole job was carefully planned out. I didn't want him to spoil it.

"Remain calm."

Repetition is soothing to horses and dogs and small children. An asphyxiating man is far less easy to calm.

"Listen. I'm poking an open needle into your arm. If you squirm too much I might accidentally force an air bubble into your veins. Do you know an air bubble in your bloodstream will kill you quicker than any bullet? Please don't make me kill you too quickly."

His eyes opened wide. He calmed visibly, staring up at me from behind his duct tape gag.

"Are you ready to cooperate?"

He nodded.

I didn't believe him. I retightened the gag. Then I brought out the transfusion gear.

"Exsanguination is a simple operation," I assured him. "The Red Cross and ten billion mosquitoes perform it every day. You need to hold still while I drain your blood. Remember that air bubble? Killing you accidentally is the last thing on my mind."

It was the truth. I try to never tell a lie. It makes things easier for me when I have to. Besides, if never-tell-a-lie was a good enough motto for George Washington, it was good enough for me.

Lucius ceased his struggling and began to breathe in short breaths. Then, as the transfusion proceeded, his movements weakened.

"Steady, steady." I chanted. Patience is a wonderful magic. With a bit of patience and a lot of Vaseline, a full grown man could successfully sodomize a horsefly.

I felt him relax. It was time for my sermon.

"Shall I tell you what you did to deserve this treatment?"

He stared up at me, apparently too weak to nod.

"You know what you did, don't you?"

I think his eyes nodded. Or maybe they just rolled back into his skull.

I kept on talking.  "Michael Leyburg. Do you remember the name? You should, you know. You ruined his life. You didn't think his blood was pure enough, did you? You didn't want your daughter marrying a Jew, did you?" I shook my head impatiently. How could such a prejudice exist in the twenty-first century? We hadn't learned all that much since the Inquisition, had we?

Any answer I had was laying on the ping pong table before me, half dead from blood loss. I wondered why you would need a ping pong table in your office. Was it for stress release? Was it for weight loss? Did he stage impromptu tournaments?  Or was he maybe a closet Forrest Gump fanatic?

"Don't die. I'm not through with you yet. Just wait a minute while I begin the transfusion."

I had pulled the transfusion gear from out of the car trunk and I had it mounted on a hospital IV stand, ready to go. It took me three days of volunteer work at the Red Cross to get the technique down. I was proud of my effort. You wouldn't believe that I flunked my high school science fair.

"You ruined his life. You paid to have him raped. You wanted to punish him. To hurt him. To break his spirit. Did you know that one of the bastards you hired was HIV positive? I bet you did, didn't you?"

Lucius tried to shake his head. He made a small strangled noise beneath the gag. He might have wept, but there wasn't enough moisture left in his body.

"You gave him HIV. You stole his pride. You ruined his life."

I tried to keep my voice even. I wanted to shout at him. That wouldn't do. Shouting would only spoil the soundtrack.

"Did he tell you about his brother? Did you even try to get to know him? You ought to get to know someone before you destroy them, don't you think?"

I noticed the picture on the wall of Lucius and a woman, presumably his wife, standing in front of the ping-pong table wielding a pair of ping-pong paddles. So Lucius was presumably a happily married man. Too bad for him. There was a young girl standing in front of them, looking as if the two of them were about to offer her to the gods of ping pong.

Too bad for her.

I knew everything I needed to know about Lucius. I knew he was a fat and greedy man who needed to learn a lesson.

"He had a brother, you know. A brother who loved him nearly as much as Michael loved your daughter. A brother who'd done quite well in the commodity market. I suppose that part doesn't surprise you, does it? Jews are good at that sort of thing, aren't they?"

I held my anger like a knife and used it, working it into him one inch at a time.

"That's the problem with perceptions. You look at someone and see one thing, and then you make up the rest."

He started to glaze out. I slapped him hard enough to regain his attention.

"Michael's brother did quite well. He made quite a bit of money. Enough to hire me."

His eyes rolled up like bubbles of sea foam, waiting to be popped.

"He hired me to punish you. To hurt you. Don't let the collar fool you. I don't give a damn about your spirit. If you have any soul left I'm going to burn it out of you."

I watched as the blood in the second bottle drained into his veins. I kept talking to him. The sermon wasn't over yet.

"Blood in, blood out. Isn't that what they say? A total blood transfusion. I've emptied out every bit of your blood and I'm replacing it with a brand new supply. There are athletes who pay money for this sort of treatment. They claim it invigorates them. That it gives them fresh new strength." I smiled. "It's amazing what people will pay money for."

More blood flowed out. It was calming, like watching the seas recede.

"Are you invigorated yet, Lucius?"

More blood flowed. My calm deepened.

"Of course it all depends on where you get the blood from, now doesn't it? It doesn't do to pump low grade gasoline into a brand new Ferrari, now does it?"

He made a little sound around the duct tape gag. I waited for the fear and sense of consequence to set in. It didn't take long. I think he was weeping. I thought about his daughter. I wondered if she would weep, too.

"Shall I tell you where I got this blood from? Have you ever heard the term Purple Jesus? It's a college thing. You go to a frat party, and there's a big vat of grape Kool-Aid in the center of the room. I don't know why it has to be grape. Maybe it's a pagan thing, like Bacchus."

More blood flowed. Blood was like sea water that way. Mostly water and salt. I wondered if the moon really moved as some folks believed.

"Then everyone brings a bottle of some cheap rotgut and dumps it into the vat. It's a frat house thing. At the end of it you see God, and he's purple."

Lucius gave me a wet, pleading-eyed stare, like a sheep begging for slaughter. He was almost gone. I wouldn't let it end that fast. Not yet.

"Do you know how I've spent my last two weeks?"

He stared blankly.

"I've spent them on the street. I've spent them in every soup kitchen and alley in the city. Spent them in every whorehouse and flop joint. I've spent a lot of Michael's brother's good money in the process."

I smiled. I was enjoying myself.

"I spent it on blood. I've been gathering blood from every wino and whore who was desperate enough to sell it. Do you have any idea how far down the road a whore has to go before she gets that desperate? How many men she might have had inside her body?"

He's glazing out. Settling. It could be shock, his body rejecting all those mixed blood cells, but I didn't think so.

"And not all of those whores were women, Lucius."

He felt that. He showed it to me, deep inside his eyes. I've seen it before. That look that the dying get when they feel the pit bull of despair gnawing at what's left of their guts.

"So there you have it. A Purple Jesus party, just for you. You ought to be honored. My soup making is renowned. I've pumped you full of a soup d'jour teeming with every sexually transmitted microscopic bacteria and disease ever imagined. All of those impurities swimming inside your veins."

He started to kick. He made angry sounds beneath his gag.

"Of course, it wasn't all tainted blood. That would be inhuman. I made certain to include a couple of pints of good clean blood to cut the contamination. I got it from a rabbi on the Lower East side. I told him I needed it to save a Catholic child, whose parents couldn't afford the hospital bill."

He squirmed. I smiled. I was enjoying this. I wasn't feeling the least bit guilty.

"Do you know what he said when I asked him if the child's faith mattered to him, Lucius? He said that blood knows no faith, no border, no discrimination. Isn't that a pretty thought, Lucius?"

I finished the transfusion. I watched him get his strength back. I watched his anger and rage build. He was pissed with me on principle. He'd spend the rest of his life hating his own blood. The whole story was a lie, of course. I'd just pumped his own blood back into him, but he didn't need to know that.

I loosened the gag. He spat at me. I resealed the gag.

"We're not through yet."

I hooked up the last transfusion bottle. It was a heavy, clear thing of solid glass.

"You don't like what I've done for you, do you Lucius? You don't like your new blood? You don't think that it's clean enough for you, do you?"

I hooked the last bottle up. I carefully held the poke needle poised over the largest vein I could find.

"Let me cleanse it for you, Lucius," I smiled in what I hoped was an appropriate beatific manner. Then I jammed the needle in, careful not to spill any on my fingers. It wouldn't do to spatter sulfuric acid on my hands.

"This'll clean you out, good and proper."

It took him five minutes to scream the duct tape gag loose. Another ten to stop screaming. I read him his final unction as fast as I could, keeping the camera running through the whole thing.

The screams stopped at 9:28. Punctuality was a virtue.

I think he felt the whole thing, the whole time.

At least I prayed he did.
 

Jacob Leyberg was a tall man with sad eyes that glinted hopefully as I handed him the tape.

"He's paid for his crimes?"

"He's paid for his sins," I corrected.

Jacob's eyes shone. He honestly thought this would make things better. I knew it wouldn't help at all. Closure sounded easy, like closing a door, but grief was the uninvited party guest that didn't know when to leave. Sometimes you had to throw it out. Sometimes you had to nail the door shut. And sometimes, nothing worked.

"I've edited the whole thing into the middle of a Japanese horror movie. There's no danger of embarrassing questions being asked if the wrong person sees the tape."

"You had no trouble with continuity?" He smiled when he asked that. He was cracking a joke. I took that as a good sign.

"It's Japanese horror," I explained. "Low budget and a bright red imagination. Plot is secondary to gut wrenching imagery. Hideo Nakata would definitely approve."

He took the video tape from my hands, clutching it as if it were a sacred relic. Vengeance and retribution were all that he had left in his life. As idols went there wasn't much hope, but you worked with whatever you were given in this life. I knew he hoped that watching this tape would somehow erase the image of his brother's corpse swinging from his kitchen ceiling fan with the pre-timed pot of breakfast coffee, perked and merrily waiting.

We shook hands.

"Thank you, Father Simon."

I didn't correct him. He had enough mistakes to bear, his brother's and his own. Besides, he was sort of right. I checked myself in the mirror. The eye had moused over blue-black from where Maugham tagged me. I still looked like a priest, though. I still wore the collar.

Behind the mirror glass, soft like a half whispered prayer, I saw the acid-burned face of Lucius Cartland Maugham staring out at me.

This kind of work has its price.

Fuck it. It was time to make the soup.
 

CHAPTER 2

* the making of soup *

Soup is where leftovers go to die.

That was my job in The Shambles kitchen. I made the soup. I made it from whatever was left over from our food bank donation. I made it from last night's supper, and sometimes dinner and breakfast. I made it so you could count on feeding a small army of hungry men. They called me the soup-man, and sometimes Superman but mostly they called me Father Simon.

It was good soup tonight. Jacob Leyburg's money bought an awful lot of fresh supplies, and I souped up some of it while Montezuma fried a legion of pork chops. For vegetables we had several huge pots of mashed potatoes, and crisp green beans. We smothered the entire mess in a thick mushroom sauce, to fill the leftover cracks and crannies. Hot coffee and fresh bread perfumed the dank kitchen air. The Shambles smelled like a hand-me-down heaven.

I didn't build The Shambles. It was here when I arrived. No one was sure when The Shambles began. I think it kind of grew here, like mold or weeds. I think some unknown bum spent the night here, sleeping under a hangman's oak, and The Shambles grew out from beneath him like a filthy, contagious shadow.

The Shambles was a kind of accidental monument. Everybody knew about it or had heard about it, but nobody talked about it. I stumbled in here about six years past with blood on my hands. Nobody cared. The Shambles opened its dirty, cankered arms and took me in.

A lot can happen in six years. Like World War II, for instance. A baby can advance from a single ambitious egg into kindergarten. The human body can damn near forget its past sins and remake itself, cell by cell.

At least in theory.

The Shambles was low and flat and as undeniably real a structure as could be imagined. There was a sense of hardness to it, as if the building were solid clear through. Poured concrete and brick laid with an inarguably specific geometry. If the universe ever collapsed, I was certain it would swallow itself down until nothing remained but The Shambles.

This is where we lived, the homeless and the lonely. You saw us in the street and you learned to look away and we grew a kind of invisibility. You ignored us and we put up with you. We leaned against death, calling it shade as we lit our last cigarettes and said "Fuck you all!" to the rest of the world.

It was a living, of sorts.
 

The walls of The Shambles stank of piss and regret, and I'm not sure which smelled the worse.

There was a lot of blood in The Shambles. There used to be a sausage factory here. The walls reeked of forgotten slaughter. I worked in the kitchen, serving up soup and slabs of fresh-baked bread. We got a discount on floor sweepings from the local flour mill.

"Been fighting, soup man?" Amos Briarchild asked, noticing the soft, blue-gray mouse that Maugham left me with.

Briarchild was a quiet fellow who understood bruises. He'd been beaten regularly as a child with a wooden coat hanger and there were places on his face that didn't quite fit together. He baked the bread. Tonight, he lumped out mashed potatoes. He was versatile.

Somebody once told me Briarchild spent six years in a sanitarium not saying a thing. That sounded about right to me. Briarchild was a quiet, comfortless quilt of a man. He kept silent as death listening to the world turning slowly around him. Words from Amos Briarchild were a cherished gift. Yet when the man picked up a harmonica you would have sworn he'd sold his soul to the Devil to gain such musical talent.

As a young man, Briarchild had blown through backwoods Kansas like a bitter killing wind. Twelve people were found dead in their bed without a mark on them. He'd burked them, pinching their nose and mouths closed and holding them down until they'd breathed the last bit of air left trapped in their lungs. They'd die in silence, struggling beneath his firm, gentle death grip. At the end of it, he'd seal their extinction with a tight goodbye kiss.

"I was just trying to catch their last breath," Briarchild told me one night over a long bottle of bourbon. "There's a magic in that kind of closure. If you catch enough last breaths you can live forever."

He said it with all certainty, and maybe he was right. God doesn't tell us all of the rules.

They never caught Briarchild because the Kansas authorities hadn't wanted to admit they had a serial killer on their hands. Death by misadventure, they called it. Folks just died in their sleep. In the backwoods of Kansas you got away with living behind lies like that.

"You should have seen the other guy," I said.

For an instant I saw the face of Lucius Maugham floating in the broth, melting from the inside out like a rustle of old snow slipping down a steam grate. Real or not, I stirred it back into the soup.

Briarchild nodded. He'd said his sentence for the day. It was almost mystical, like he was saving his breath for some greater cause. I might go a week before I would hear him utter another sentence. It was enough.

Montezuma laughed out loud at my wisecrack. Montezuma was the cook, and would have been at home in a five star restaurant if he could have learned to keep his mouth shut -- and if it were not for his unfortunate predilection for forbidden white meat.

"I just like the taste," he explained to me. "The same way some people drool over cheeseburgers."

That was all there was for Montezuma. He liked the taste of human meat and he made no excuses for it.

"A reporter asked me if I ate human flesh for a spiritual reason," Montezuma told me once. "He had this theory that I gained the strength and courage of anyone I ate. Theories are damned dull dry things, but they taste right nice with a bit of hunter's gravy and some fresh green peas. So did he."

Montezuma was named by his father following an ill-fated Mexican vacation, in which Montezuma's father returned with a case of the flying axe handles, an unexpected groinal infestation, and a pregnant wife whose womb had been quickened by some other man's seed. Montezuma's father never found out who the other man was, but a door-to-door Jehovah's Witness had handed out cigars for a week following Montezuma's birth.

Montezuma's father wasn't happy about any of these south-of-the-border repercussions, and decided they were some kind of a revenge of fate. He'd hated his son, and made no attempt to hide his feelings.

"I'm going to go back and get that bastard someday," Montezuma said. "My dad, I mean. Once I get big enough to take him."

I looked at Montezuma, big enough to give a large-sized Sasquatch a run for his money. How big did he figure he needed to grow? I guess every child has got to have his own kind of dream.

That was the kind of people The Shambles attracted. People with a touch of darkness in their soul. We served them all indiscriminately. The Shambles was a purgatory of lost souls who weren't particularly interested in finding themselves. None of us looked for a cure. I was a mass murdering vigilante. Briarchild, a quiet man with a taste for breath. Montezuma, a follower of the darkest of fad diets. There were many others.

"No kidding? Did you nail somebody?" Montezuma asked, pantomiming an ass kicking, his four hundred pounds of muscle and meat as supple as a fish-fed sumo wrestler.  "Don't fuck with the soup man."

"From the mouth of the cannibal to the ears of God," I said.

It was an old joke.

We laughed, just the same.

Old or not, giggles trumped angst, every time.

Except tonight. Tonight, I was too busy staring down into the eyes of a thirteen year old boy, who stood there staring up at me from the front of the soup line. Briarchild saw the boy and stared just as hard. Montezuma looked too. The three of us stood there -– the cannibal, the suffocant and the avenger -- staring like a trio of deaf and dumb wise men at this thirteen year old boy who looked like he knew way too many answers.
 

I sat with the boy over a bowl of soup. He ate slowly and seriously, like he meant every spoonful of it. He ate with the purposefulness of a famine victim. He had something to tell me, but not just yet. I sat and waited him out. The edge of his spoon scraped a soft song against the side of his stainless steel soup bowl.

"It's good soup," he said as he finished.

"Try the bread," I said. "Briarchild is proud of it. He bakes it fresh every morning. He claims it's as light as an angel's breath."

The boy didn't need to be coaxed. I refilled his bowl, stepping in front of the others, while he worked on his bread. I figured he'd been out of doors for a few days, judging by his appetite. I figured this was his first meal in a while.

He thanked me when I returned.

"Do you have a name?" I asked, handing him the second bowl of soup.

"Robert Bruce, sir." Then he looked startled. I'd caught him off guard with the second bowl of soup. He hadn't meant to tell me his name.

"Now that's a name to conjure with," I said. "Robert the Bruce, King of Scotland in the early 13th century. His body was buried in Dunfermline Abbey while his heart was kept in Melrose Abbey. Eventually his heart was taken to the Crusades. I guess they couldn't find themselves a good luck rabbit's foot."

Too much information, I guess. The boy looked a little disconcerted.

"I haven't seen you here before, Robert Bruce, sir," I said with a grin.

He grinned back. For a minute he looked like any other thirteen year old boy, but there was something wrong with that grin. Like it was broken in the corners, somehow sitting just shy of center. And then the grin was gone. He picked up his poker face, and held it out like a shield.

"I'm a priest, Robert Bruce," I said. "My ears work one way, in and not out. What you tell me, I won't tell anyone. You savvy?"

He flinched when I said 'savvy.'

"What's wrong?" I asked.

"My dad says that. Savvy. When he doesn't think I'm listening hard enough."

"Do you miss your dad?" I guessed. There was a chink in his armor, and I was determined to work at it.

The boy grew quiet again. I suppose I guessed wrong.

"Where do you live, Robert Bruce?"

He told me the address. Either he trusted me, or he wasn't clever enough to lie. He seemed clever, so I assumed trust.

"That's a good neighborhood," I said. "Why are you slumming down here?"

He wanted to tell me. I could see the truth hammering behind the flat of his stare, like a drowning man pounding beneath a frozen pond. We talked and I worked at him. People generally want to tell their stories. Secrets are hard things to hold on to.

Finally it came out.

"I ran away," he said.

"Any particular reason?"

"I couldn't sleep."

I looked at his eyes. They were shadowed, like he'd been socked in the soul a few too many times. Not real bruises. Just sorrow, run deep. I figured it was night fears. Kids grow fear at this age. They marinated in night sweat and wet dreams and a world of secret shame that adults could only guess at.

"You get nightmares?" I asked.

He shook his head.

"I can't sleep," he repeated.

I looked at him. Just a kid. Kids have trouble putting things together. They can't see that far down the road. I took it one step further.

"Has someone beat on you?"

He shook his head.

"I just can't sleep."

He kept playing the same song, only I didn't know the words.

"Have you talked to your family?"

He shook his head, a little too fast.

"No one believes me, since my mother died. I'm thirteen. They think everything I say is a lie."

I nodded. I remembered thirteen. My mom was dead as well, and my father vanished. I told everyone that an angel had taken him. Nobody believed me. I knew what I'd seen. Nobody listened. Kids can be nearly as invisible as the homeless, I guess. There's a wall that thirteen year old legs just can't jump over.

"What about your father?" I tried to keep the question delicate. These days you never foresaw the many ways a family could fall apart.

"My father won't let me sleep. He comes into my bed at night. He does things to me."

The words fell out of his mouth like hammer blows. I didn't push for details. His eyes told the whole story.

I squeezed my soup spoon, holding my anger in.

Then I told Robert Bruce a few things.

"I'm not a real priest, not like how you think," I said. "I work differently. Maybe I can help you with this."

He looked up at me with those thirteen year old eyes of his. He was cold and hungry and I'd given him soup. All he wanted was someone to believe in.

I kept squeezing the soup spoon.

"Go home," I said. "Go home and sit it out. The police will come and talk to you again. If you've been away for long they'll want to talk to you. Don't tell them anything. Keep it a kid thing. You ran away to join the circus. You wanted to see a rock concert. Make something up. Say nothing. They won't want to listen anyway. You're only thirteen."

He nodded, listening intently.

"Tell me about your house, Robert Bruce. Tell me where your bedroom is. What your backyard looks like."

He told me. I listened, planning the whole thing out.

"After three nights, leave your bedroom window open," I said. "I'll be there. I'll fix this. I'll fix this so it stays fixed."

He nodded, and then I got Briarchild to see that he got home all right. I handed Briarchild twenty dollars worth of Jacob Leyburg's blood money for a taxi cab. I trusted Briarchild knew how to keep himself out of sight.

I was already thinking on what I had to do. Planning it out, step by step.

I looked down at the soup spoon. Uri Geller and the Hulk couldn't have bent that bit of cutlery back into shape. I'd ruined it.

I let the spoon drop into the garbage can at the end of the line.

Don't fuck with the soup man.
 

CHAPTER 3

* dietary consultation *

"Did you have a good talk with the kid?" Montezuma asked.

I nodded.

"So how are you going to help him?"

"Who said anything about helping him?"

Montezuma shrugged. He had a good shrug. He really got the weight of his shoulders into it.

"I like kids," he said. "They're really sweet."

He licked his lips, thinking about things I didn't want to think about. He was a good man and a good friend when you got right down it, but he definitely wasn't anything remotely close to one of the good guys.

"All right," I said, holding my hands up in surrender. "I'm helping him."

"So what's his problem?"

I touched the collar.

"Don't give me any of that confessional seal bullshit," Montezuma said. "The two of you just sat down over a crummy bowl of soup."

"Don't badmouth my soup," I warned.

"I've gargled better backwash," Montezuma said. "So what's his problem?"

"He's got no problem," I said. "He's with me."

"Safer than angels," Montezuma said. "Are you going to tell me?"

I laid the story out for him. He scoured his cutting board with lemon and salt, like he was working out some unseen stain. For a while, neither of us said a thing.

Finally he spoke. "You want me to drop over to this asshole's house for a midnight snack?"

I had a little fun imagining Robert Bruce's father waking up one night to the sight of Montezuma looking down upon his bed.

"This pisses you off too?" I asked.

"You got to ask? I may be a cannibal, but I don't fuck kids."

I nodded. "I'm doing the right thing."

"I expect you are."

"It'll fuck him up, but it's the right thing."

"I didn't disagree with you, did I?"

"Yeah, but it'll fuck him up really badly," I said. "I don't know if it's the right thing or not."

Montezuma stared at me, his eyes as flat and murky as a leech filled swimming hole.

"He's a kid," Montezuma said. "He's supposed to be fucked up. It's in the contract God makes you sign before you get your walking papers. We're born fucked up and we die fucked up and there isn't a thing we can do about it."

I dropped the vegetable cuttings into the soup pot, half-filled with water. We'd leave it to simmer all night, and in the morning I'd have a fine broth to start with. Half of a good meal lay in the prep work.

"Unless we don't die," I pointed out, playing Devil's advocate for the hell of it.

"Everybody dies," Montezuma said.

"You ever think about it?" I asked. "Death, the end of all things?"

"I thought you preachers believed in life eternal?"

"Sure," I said. "Life eternal, free cable television, and a chicken in every pot. I believe in it, but that doesn't make it any more believable now does it?"

"Shithead," Montezuma retorted.

He didn't really mean it.

I watched Montezuma put the last of his pots away.

"It scares me sometimes," he said. "The thought of dying, with all these souls inside me. All the souls that I've eaten. I can hear them sometimes, you know?"

This was the part of our friendship that always tested me. Being the father confessor to all of these men I had no right to judge. I'd killed my share of men since I'd started into the vengeance business. So what if I hadn't eaten any of them. What difference did that really make?

"I hear them, sometimes," Montezuma said. "Talking to me in the nighttime. If I didn't like the taste so much, I'd probably stop. That reporter never shuts up some nights."

"You sure he wasn't a preacher?"

"Maybe in a past life."

"Did you ever give any thought to those voices being nothing more than your imagination?" I asked.

Montezuma shrugged. "Did you ever give that same thought about your God?"

"You've got a point," I admitted. "The voices are real. They have to be. It's a law of science, you know. You can't destroy anything. You can't eat it, you can't burn it, you can't hide it away for very long. There's always something left over."

That cheered him up. He looked me in the eye. "You know what I want, when I die? I want to be burned. Just like a Viking. I figure all those souls I've eaten would be set free."

"You told me that before," I said. He had, too. Every time he got to feeling down he'd start talking about it. He'd killed so often that thinking and talking about death was just kind of a habit.

"I figure I ought to repeat myself to a preacher. Those collars cut the air off to your brain, you know? They fuck up the short term memory real bad."

I gave him a grin to show him I wasn't being all that serious.

"So how are you going to fix his problem?" he asked.

I looked at the knife, lying innocently upon the counter.

"I've got a plan," I said. "It's just going to take a little time, is all."

And then I told them just exactly what I had dreamed up.
 

CHAPTER 4

* coming out of the closet *

Time is everyone's personal crucifixion. God can think of a thousand reasons to make you hang on and wait. We wait to get laid and we wait for buses and we wait to go home from the in-laws' Christmas dinner. We wait to make babies and we wait to see them graduate and get the hell out of the house. We wait to die, and the old thieving reaper lets us know that he'll take us when he's good and ready.

Right now, I was standing inside a thirteen-year-old boy's bedroom closet, waiting to make justice. Clothes hangers hung, like a multitude of large ugly earrings, about my head. I felt a little like Batman, in a cave full of shiny metal triangular bats.

I grabbed a coat hanger. It was one of the old fashioned wire kind, solid enough to carry all but the heaviest of winter parkas without bending an inch.

I had a theory about coat hangers. I believed they multiplied in the night time. I believed that if you stayed up late enough you would hear them fucking each other, making baby coat hangers to tangle up in the corners of the closet. I was keeping a close eye on this bunch, but so far none of them had so much as talked dirty. Maybe they were too hung up to do it in front of a witness.

I remembered an old man who stood on a street corner every summer afternoon. He made sculptures out of coat hanger wire. Dogs and bicycles, and once, I even saw him fold out a belly dancer, complete with a camel and a caravan.

I untwisted the coat hanger wire. It was tough and held its shape well. I gave it a few experimental flexes. I wondered if I could make a living at bending coat hanger sculptures. The old guy had never looked that hungry.

I kept trying to be quiet. It takes lots of patience to be quiet. Maybe not as much as it takes to make coat hanger sculptures, but it takes a lot. You want to scratch, or shift your feet, or sigh. You have to remember not to fart out loud.

I was good at being quiet. I'd had a lot of practice, back in my church days. Priests are expected to maintain a certain degree of quietude and dignity.

I was never really cut out for the priesthood. I kind of fell into my calling. It was a reaction to the way the sisters raised me at the orphanage. Those mad penguin bitches always treated the local priests with such fear, respect, and deference that it seemed like the ideal vocation.

It was dark in the closet. It reminded me a bit of the confessional. There was nothing but a thin slice of illumination, like some kind of borderline hidden just underneath the closet door.

I tried not to move too much. I didn't want to rattle any coat hangers.

I'd come in through the bedroom window. I had to jump and pull myself in. Robert Bruce had the window propped open with a twelve-inch wooden ruler. There was an old-fashioned sliding screen to keep out mosquitoes. It had holes in it, where the wind and rust and time had worked their way through. Now the mosquitoes could get in if they were patient enough to worm through the holes. I had a bit more trouble getting in than the mosquitoes.

And now all I had to do was wait. Waiting takes a while, especially in the dark.

I loved the dark. There was something about it that felt so big, a blind swallow of forever-nothing-meaninglessness. I felt a little closer to my God.

Shall I tell you about my God? My God looks a lot like Charlton Heston on an NRA rant. My God is an angry god and a righteous god. My God can chew up thumbtacks and fart out tenpenny nails. My God is a thundercloud, and he's getting set to rain all over those who do not walk in his undeniably righteous ways. My God is mad enough and man enough to eat the Devil, tail and all, and spit out the hooves and the pointy parts. My God is a cold-hearted fucker, and it's up to me to accomplish his work.

I'd been doing his work most of my life. Raised in an orphanage by a platoon of combat-trained nuns, I'd fallen easily into the path of the priesthood. I figured that putting on the collar put me that much further ahead of those nuns.

Being a priest had never been enough. Sitting in the confessional, listening to a laundry list of broken rules didn't help. The Hail Marys and the Our Fathers weren't enough to appease my need for retribution.

I remembered the first time. It started simply. A morning spent sitting in the confessional. The old woman came in. I recognized her voice.

"Forgive me father for I have sinned."

I asked her what she'd done. She told me. Her room was burglarized because her landlord refused to replace her broken door lock. The city couldn't or wouldn't do anything. She'd begged me for forgiveness for her anger and resentment.

I remember sitting there in the darkness of the confessional, staring up at the tiny blue light that lit the closet-like space. I remember moving my mouth open and closed, trying to come up with another forgiveness-by-rote. Then something else took over and this came out.

"Fuck them. Fuck their fat and heartless asses. Fuck them with a fragmentation crucifix. Fuck them with a fifty-foot flamethrower. Fuck them between both of their fat, lying cheeks with a bucket of hot, frying fat."

I was babbling, and I knew it. It was like being possessed or speaking in tongues. I went on for a full fifteen minutes, until the old woman ran out of the confessional. I followed her down the aisle of the church, to the big wooden doors. I remember standing there in the doorway watching her hobble down the long stone staircase.

"Fuck them with God!" I'd shouted after her. "Fuck them with forgiveness and fuck them with a cauldron full of the curdled and clotted milk of Christian kindness and fuck them all!"

I let her run. Why not? I knew where she lived. More important, I knew where her landlord lived.

I visited the bastard in his office, late at night. I tried reasoning with him. The bastard laughed at me. So I slammed the bastard's fingers in a door until my arm got tired of slamming. I prayed while I was slamming, to keep the whole thing holy. Then I emptied out his office safe.

I had to work the combination for him. His fingers weren't working all that well. Still, he was glad to give me the numbers after a few more encouraging slams. We had a big bonfire, right in his office wastebasket. I burned the old woman's lease and I thought it was over.

That was stupid. Half-measures never worked. The bastard evicted the old woman several weeks later, breaking her skull open with his arm cast and throwing her into her front door. I should have known that evil wouldn't die so easily. The old woman did, though. She died of a concussion, leaning there and bleeding out over her brand new deadbolt.

So I rewarded the bastard by throwing him off of a tenement roof. I can still see him flapping his arm cast on the way down, hoping for the miracle of flight. I wasn't worried. He didn't look a thing like Clark Kent.

Afterward, I went back to his office and opened his safe. The bastard hadn't even bothered changing the combination. I burned the remaining leases and every scrap of potentially incriminating financial information.

It seemed I was in the vengeance business.

I left the church that night. I walked away from her doors without even a goodbye note. I wandered the streets for nearly six weeks. I was nothing, motor reflexes operating on half a memory. I was a zombie. A revenant. Anathema. All I needed was a bell to ring.

Unclean. Unclean.

Until I came to The Shambles.

I stood there in the closet, smiling to myself, a high school football coach finding solace in the memory of his one big touchdown, when the bedroom door opened and Robert Bruce's father stepped quietly into his son's bedroom.

The bastard was humming a lullaby.
 

You won't like this part. I don't like it much myself.

I let him get at the boy. I figured Robert Bruce had been hurt often enough that one more time wouldn't make much difference. I knew his father would be careful sneaking into the room. He wouldn't want to make a sound. He'd be alert, ready for a surprise. Guilt breeds caution.

So I stood there in the darkness of the closet, staring at the clothes hangers, listening to the sounds of a thirteen-year-old boy being raped. I know John Wayne wouldn't have stood for it. He would have kicked the door down and punched the bastard in the jaw.

I wasn't John Wayne. If I kicked the door down a neighbor might hear me and call the police department, and they'd come and find a homeless ex-priest lurking in the bedroom closet of a freshly raped thirteen-year-old boy. DNA be damned. I had no illusions as to how that would turn out. I'd wind up behind bars, and this bastard would go free to keep on raping his son.

So I waited until the first sound of grunting. I knew then Robert Bruce's father would have his attention away from anything else but his dirty, stinking fun.

I stepped out of my shoes. I opened the closet door quietly.

Then I tiptoed across the floor. I'd already checked for squeaking boards.

He had the boy face down into the pillow, probably so he couldn't scream. His back was to me. He had his pajama bottoms down to his knees, in case he had to pull out and pull up fast. He was pumping hard. He was enjoying it.

I looped the coat hanger I'd bent in the closet over the father's neck and twisted it around on itself.

"Now you're fucked," I whispered into his ear.

He was a big bastard. Beefy, for a man who sat behind his desk all day. Maybe he went to the gym regularly. Maybe he liked to hang with the iron crowd and flex his testosterone when he wasn't raping thirteen-year-old boys.

He kept reaching back at me, turning, trying to get a hold of me. I kept moving one step in front of him. I wasn't that strong, but I was fast.

That was the gamble in this business. I wasn't Superman. There was always the chance that somebody would be faster. A random knife blade chanced into the flush of an artery, a broken bone, a thumb to the eye. There were a lot of ways to get caught. To be bagged, tagged, and slabbed.

Thoughts like these kept me cozy and warm in my sleep.

Besides, I had the bastard. He was definitely fucked.

He got in a pretty good elbow that I'd feel tomorrow, but I didn't have time for pain. I kept twisting the wire tighter, every chance I had. His head and face seemed to swell. His eyes bugged out like something in a kid's cartoon. Then he made a sound like Donald Duck with the hiccups, and he fell to his knees.

I twisted a bit more, but carefully. I didn't want the wire to snap. I also didn't want him to be dead. Not yet.

"You son of a bitch," I swore. "Don't you dare fucking die on me."

Somebody once wrote profanity was the final refuge of ignorance. I don't know about that. Sometimes you got so pissed off the words seemed to come out four letters at a time.

He stopped moving.

I knelt in front of him. There was a small bubble of saliva in the left corner of his mouth that slowly swelled and popped. Then everything was still.

"I don't want you to die yet," I told him.

He started breathing again, as if on command.

I put a couple of strips of duct tape on him, making sure to leave his nostrils open.

I looked at Robert Bruce. He was staring, his eyes just a little too wide and bright for my liking.

"Are you okay?" I asked. I didn't want to think about what had been happening to him. I wasn't brave enough to face that kind of darkness.

He nodded his head. I guessed that meant yes.

"Come on." I led his father, by the clothes hanger garrote, over to the open window. His pajamas hung about his ankles like a pair of flannel leg irons.

Robert Bruce tugged up his own pajamas and followed like a puppy.

I pushed the father out of the window. It was only a floor down, but he landed hard. I jumped out after him, making certain to land feet first on something soft. He felt that. I heard him groan beneath the duct tape. I'd probably broken one of his ribs.

It was a start.

I held my hands up toward the window and Robert Bruce jumped down. I caught him in my arms. He trembled. The night was cold but not that cold. I wanted to hold him. To tell him everything was okay, but I hated to lie.

"Come on," I said. "We're going to fix this the best way I know how."

I dragged Robert Bruce's father to his own car and laid him in the trunk, making certain to take the tire iron and ball peen hammer out of the trunk before I stuffed him in.

I would use them later.
 

I drove the car to an abandoned hospital infirmary. Robert Bruce sat beside me, saying nothing.

We got out.

The infirmary had been condemned years ago. Occasionally the homeless crept in, and the police broke down the door and dragged them out. They'd lock and board up the door again, until the homeless crept back in and the whole process restarted.

Some things never died.

The infirmary should have been torn down, but the city felt that the state ought to pay for it and the state felt it was the city's problem. The two layers of government played tug of war with responsibility, the infirmary grew moldier and more dangerous, and the homeless kept on coming.

But it was summer. There wasn't much chance of there being any homeless inside. It was handier just to sleep in the cemetery. Besides, I had already put the word out. The infirmary was mine that night.

I led his father by his coat hanger leash into the bowels of the infirmary cellar where everything was nice and quiet. A gurney would have been easier, but anything resembling furniture had been stripped and sold or burned for warmth. I duct taped Robert Bruce's dad to a scrap pallet. His arms and legs stuck out as far as they could in a kind of St. Andrew's cross.

There's an interesting story behind the St. Andrew's cross. It seemed that when St. Andrew was sentenced to a martyr's death, he decided that he wasn't worthy to be crucified on regular cross like Jesus had been. Instead, St. Andrew requested that the Achaens crucify him on an X-shaped cross. Apparently the Achaens were all too happy to oblige.

I'd thought about carpentering Robert Bruce's dad up an honest-to-Calvary crucifix, but I didn't want to lay that much religious symbolism on the boy.

The father groaned. I kicked him square in the balls, making certain Robert Bruce was watching. I had a pretty good kick.

"What's your father's name, Robert Bruce?

"Marcus," the boy said. "Momma called him Marcus."

I looked at him lying there. Marcus seemed like such a pompous title for an asshole like this. "How do your balls feel, Markie?"

Markie was beyond groaning. I figured I'd impacted his testicles, jamming them up somewhere inside him. You can kill a man that way. There are soft spots that break pretty hard down there.

I wasn't that worried about Markie's physical well-being.

"Do you feel small, Markie? Do you feel helpless?"

I kicked him again. I wanted to laugh, I was having such a good time, but I didn't want to frighten the boy any more than I had to.

Markie puked behind his gag. I tore the duct tape off of his face and tipped his head, letting the puke spill out. I slapped him on the back of his head, hard, two or three times, making him spit up. I didn't want it to be that easy.

Then I wrapped a fresh length of duct tape, right around his head, in case the wetness of the puke interfered with the duct tape's stickum. I wrapped the tape hard about the bastard's hairline. It was going to hurt coming off.

I wasn't worried.

"Come here, Robert Bruce."

I wasn't sure about the right or the wrong of what I was about to do. I just knew that this bastard had hurt his son somewhere deep inside. I knew that Robert Bruce wasn't going to forget this bastard if I just killed him. This bastard's ghost could do a hell of a lot worse to Robert Bruce in death than he could ever dream of in his shit stain of a life.

So I handed Robert Bruce the ball-peen hammer.

"I'm probably fucking you up in a million different ways," I said. "But I don't think I could fuck you up any worse than your father has."

Robert Bruce stared at the hammer. It was sort of like Arthur first grasping Excalibur. Or like Lizzie Borden getting her first peek at her axe.

"Your father hurt you," I said. "He's hurt you in a way that shouldn't ever happen to a thirteen-year-old boy. You've got to pay him back."

Robert Bruce turned to look at his father, lying duct taped to an abandoned wooden pallet. Robert Bruce's eyes filled with tears and ice.

I figured he was as ready as he was ever going to get.

"You can do this slow or fast. I can show you how, if you'd like, but it's probably better if you use your imagination. He's your father, after all."

I stepped back, and Robert Bruce stepped up.

It took some time. When the boy was finished, his father couldn't touch him or kiss him or look at him or talk to him or fuck him ever again. The boy was that thorough. I'd give him points for his imagination. Some of it even scared me.

Robert Bruce had learned something tonight. I didn't know what he'd do with that knowledge. It wasn't for me to see that far into the future. I'd fixed his world for now, and I'd see to it that what was left of his father's body was never seen again.

Markie moaned a little.

"You go on outside and wait for me," I told Robert Bruce. Keep yourself hidden. No telling who might be watching out there."

When I heard the door slam, I knew that Robert Bruce was in the clear.

"Hey Markie," I said.

Markie's one eyelid slitted open. He was waking up. I took the acid out of my backpack, along with one of those acid testers that look so much like a turkey baster.

"Let's take our time, shall we?" I squeezed the first baster-load out.
 

CHAPTER 5

* aftershock *

Back at The Shambles, I watched Robert Bruce closely, waiting to see if he was going to lose it. He just sat beside me, saying nothing. Not quiet enough to call him catatonic. Not still enough to call him dead.

What had I done?

I had done the only thing I could figure to do. I'd figured Robert Bruce had needed to take some of his self-respect back. It wouldn't have done much to see me finish his father off. He had to do it himself.

The only thing that could buy his humanity back was blood.

"I like it here," he said.

I looked down. I was surprised to hear him speak.

"It's a nice enough place as far as abandoned abattoirs go," I agreed.

"Can I stay?"

I thought about it. Where else could he go? I knew there were plenty of organizations built to take care of kids like him, but I didn't have much confidence in their results. I remembered the nuns.

I looked around at The Shambles. We offered nothing but serial killers, homeless bums, psychopaths, and an assortment of varied degenerates. They were no worse company than his father, I supposed.

"For a while," I said.

"Forever?"

"We'll see."

He didn't like that.

"That means maybe, doesn't it?" I heard the anger in his voice.

"Yup," I said.

"Maybe always means no."

He seemed to swell in size, bunching all of his thirteen-year-old muscles, or maybe that was just my imagination.

"Maybe," I said.

His eyes grew flat and angry. I could see a little of his father in there.

"Maybe," I repeated. "Now get some sleep."

He closed his eyes grudgingly.

I sat and watched him. After a time, his chest began to move up and down.

I watched for a while longer.

He stopped pretending and fell asleep.

I reached over to my cupboard and poured some wine into my communion cup. The cup was one of the few souvenirs I'd brought from the church.

There's a lot you can pick up from a communion cup. The priests will tell you that between the Holy Spirit and the alcohol in the wine you're perfectly safe, but that's just a gentle lie for you to swallow. The cups are highly pestilent. Streptococci, diptheroids, lactobacilli and staphylococcus, not to mention the ever popular herpes simplex virus. Would you like some fries with that?

That's how life works. There's always a taint that creeps into everything. A little mold in the basement, a little funk between the toes.

Nothing is immune.

I refilled the communion cup. I took a deep swallow. Never underestimate the healing qualities of a good cheap cabernet.

Robert Bruce slept on, twitching as if he were dreaming something that would best be painted by Hieronymus Bosch. I wondered if I had healed him or hurt him far beyond my imagination.

"God knows," I whispered.

I figured I had saved him. Figured I might even be able to raise him. I figured a lot of things, but the fact was I knew shit.

I knew shit, but I had faith. Sometimes that was enough.

I took another sip of the wine, watching the boy sleep.

I felt something move in the bottom of the cup.

I looked down. There were shadows moiling in the cup, like eels, or something darker.

I spat the wine out.

I looked again.

There was nothing. Nothing but some cheap cabernet.

I poured the cabernet on the floor.

The puddle of wine lay there in the darkness, looking a little like wine and a little like blood.

I let it sit.
 

The Shambles was no Hilton. It wasn't even a Holiday Inn.

The sleeping quarters at The Shambles consisted of an open area that used to be the main floor of the sausage factory. I always thought of it as the killing floor. There were fifty-four beds, some made of metal, some made of wood, and some tinkered together from pallet board and prayer.

There were a half a dozen florescent banks blinking and quavering high in the darkness. A tangle of wires eeled down from the places where we'd yanked the extra fixtures out for salvage. People here were used to the dark. We didn't fear it the way most people did. In a way, we were a part of it.

Our eyes worked differently.

Everybody snored. It was a hobby and a survival mechanism. You snored to drown out the other snoring bodies. You snored for company. Fifty-four men snoring all at once. Usually there were a lot more than fifty-four. The Shambles wasn't big on fire regulations. We were a haven and a last resort, no questions asked. If you didn't mind throwing a few blankets onto a concrete floor, there was always room for a fifty-fifth body.

If you didn't mind the noise. Fifty-four or more men snoring all at once, hitting decibels that jet engines could only dream of. Low, guttering snarls and choked snores, like the sound a sewer might make if it figured out how to breathe. A dark, snotty, filthy and unwiped cacophony. A harmony of bulldozers, bullfrogs, and backfiring basset hounds.

And above the din there rose a stench that completely overwhelmed the blood taint. A merciless odor of sweat, dirty nine-week-old socks, unwashed underwear crapped and pissed in. A miasma of body odor, halitosis and apathy. Men were dying, men were drowning in a slow decaying kind of letdown.

They had let go of it, whatever the hell it was that had made living important to them. They had let go of hope, passion, and prayer. Nothing was going to save them. These men, sleeping in a fat, dreamless fog of alcohol and apnea, waiting for death to deliver them home.

I sat there watching a thirteen-year-old boy sleeping.

What was I doing?

Robert Bruce had everything going for him. Despite his father and his lack of a mother he had a life ahead of him. I swore to myself that I would protect the promise of this boy's life. I would kill anyone who got in my way.

I fell into deep, uneasy dreams.

In my dreams I watched as tall, red men with skulls split like bishop's miters hauled live squealing pigs from up off of the gray concrete floor of The Shambles. I watched as they scalded the beasts with buckets of boiling water and scrubbed their hides off screaming clean.

The pigs wriggled beneath the red men's ministrations. Their screaming sounded like the shrieks of women being raped by jackhammers. Their throats were slit and the red men caught all the remains in a shining golden goblet.

There were meat hooks driven into the walls, and hanging off of each one of them was a corpse. I knew many of these men, both alive and dead. There was Montezuma, his face scalded the color of sunburned flamingos, runnels of soup juice bleeding out of his screaming pores.

I didn't know what was wrong, and I didn't know how to help him.

There on another hook, melting from the inside out like snow on a steam grate, was Lucius Cartland Maugham.

I watched as a third man I thought I should know inflated like a forever beach ball, his eyes like a pair of silent shouts for help.

I could do nothing but stand there and watch.

I kept looking around, half expecting to see the bludgeoned batter of Robert Bruce's father's face; but instead, I watched in amazement as a smiling Jesus Christ walked across the pools of blood, stinking of pig guts and grinning like he'd just won the lottery. He wore a long leather apron with a huge red Templar cross splashed upon it.

"Blood and sacrifice, that's what we need," he shouted, clapping his hands like the major domo of the damned. "Just like the old days."

He looked a lot like a young Charles Bronson, hard and capable and ready for a fight. Then Jesus H. Bronson grinned at me and showed me his fists, balling them up and squeezing them tight. His knuckles were knotted and horned, and a row of brass crosses grew from each knuckle. It looked like blood was flowing between the crosses, wet and organic and telling no lies.

Then Jesus H. Bronson pointed up at something high on the walls of The Shambles. I looked up to see a naked Robert Bruce duct taped to a crucifix made out of barbed wire and scrap lumber.

"There he is," Jesus H. Bronson said. "Up there, dying for your sins. You blame him, and he accepts your blame."

Robert Bruce's body was bleeding, and the wounds were crying open like small puckered mouths. The blood was crawling down his skin. I could see fingers moving in the blood, touching and squeezing and caressing.

"I think we ought to punish him, don't you?" Jesus H. Bronson asked.

I wanted to wake up, but I guess I didn't want to wake up hard enough.

The Bronson Christ turned and hammered a straight left, getting his weight behind it, and slamming it into Robert Bruce's abdomen. It was the hardest punch I'd ever seen. The blow tore through Robert Bruce like he was made out of a Swiss cheese tunnel. Robert Bruce broke like the mother of all water balloons, his blood gushing out and flooding down.

"That's how you've got to do it. Smite the fuckers just as hard as you can. Smite them hard and don't look back."

The flow of blood washed over me, feeling cool and hot at the same time. I lay back in the running stream, tasting the salt and the hot red tang, naked and not giving a damn.

And then Markie stood over me. He was on top of me, holding me down under the blood. I didn't fight back at all. I just lay there and let myself go.

"You're mine," Markie said. "You belong to me."

He leaned closer. I could see every pore of his face, open and needing. He was made of fog and ice vapor and darker things.

"Savvy?" he whispered.

His flesh seemed to liquefy and run, pouring down over me, engulfing me, swallowing me. I felt him moving inside me in a sort of hard total-body rape. I couldn't stop it. I was as helpless as a thirteen-year-old boy.

He came at me like a long burning veil, all gun-steel and smoke, reaching for my throat with long pale fingers. There were tiny mouths on the end of each finger, puckering like leech kisses. They stuck to my throat like misplaced candy.

It felt good. A part of me wanted to let go.

Then came the soul kiss. His mouth gaping open, like a tear in the skin of forever midnight, a wind sucking in and out of it, and his tongue a long, fat tombstone. I felt his tombstone tongue crawling down my throat, a tuberous insertion thick and sluglike, raped by fat, wet degrees. I would have gagged if I were still breathing.

I chewed on his tongue, thinking of Montezuma, as I tried to bite it off. I might as well have been trying to gnaw on an ectoplasmic Jell-O phallus.

I looked him in the eyes.

Fuck you, bastard, I thought as hard as I could.

"Th-th-that's all folks," Markie said, cackling like a rabid Porky Pig.

And then I started awake.

I looked down at Robert Bruce's sleeping form.

I kissed him softly on the forehead. He stirred in his dreams.

"Sleep well, boy. I'll keep watching."

Robert Bruce opened his eyes.

"I'm watching you too, asshole," the boy said in his father's voice. "Do you savvy?"

Then the boy closed his eyes and made his chest move up and down, up and down.

Sleep stayed away from me for a very long time that night.
 

CHAPTER 6

* stained glass shrapnel *

"Everything goes into the soup," I said. "Every last scrap of meat, bone, and vegetable. Carrots or turnips or onions or mushrooms. All or none of the above. Corn is good, and so are potatoes."

Robert Bruce watched me in that eerie calm way of his. I still thought about what went on last night. Was it a dream, a nightmare or a premonition? I didn't like to leave him alone here in the Shambles. Not after what he'd been through. Yet I didn't like having him this close to me. Not after what I'd seen.

"My mom does all the cooking at home," he said.

Does. My mom does. He told me before that his mother was dead. He was contradicting himself, and he didn't seem to notice.

I didn't let on.

"That's good," I said. "I'm sure she's a good cook. But a man needs to know how to do things for himself."

"Why?" Robert Bruce asked. "Why don't you just go out to a restaurant?"

I saw the anger flare up, just for a minute. His eyes widened and his fists clenched and he ground his teeth.

And then it seemed to pass. He grinned at me. I thought he was looking pretty chipper, considering he'd just murdered his father three days ago. I wasn't certain if that was a good sign or not. There's a lot that can happen underneath the surface. I was keeping an eye on him.

At least, that's what I told myself.

"You can go to a restaurant," I said. "Sometimes it's nice. But sometimes it's nice just to stay at home and cook for yourself. Sometimes you want to watch television in your boxer shorts. Besides, I need to feed a lot of people here, and McDonald's just won't cut it."

"Why do you have to feed them?"

There was a bit more anger behind his words. I saw his father's face swimming beneath the surface. I ignored it.

"I don't have to do anything," I said calmly. "Nobody does."

"I had to do what my father made me do."

"That's different. He was bigger than you. You couldn't help yourself."

He didn't look that convinced. I let it pass for now.

"So why do you feed them?"

"I feed them because I want to. I feed them because, in a way, they feed me."

"Do they cook for you?"

I grinned at that bit of thirteen year old logic. "Better than that. They make me feel needed. They don't ever ignore me. They make me feel at home."

When I said it this way it sounded kind of symbiotic, and maybe it was, but I didn't want to confuse the issue so I fell back on gruffness.

"Now shut up and listen," I said. "You might learn something."

I went back to the soup and my sermon. "Beef is good, and so is chicken. Even pork or fish."

"What kind of soup are we making?"

"Potluck soup," I said. "Refrigerator soup."

"What's potluck?"

"Comes from potlatch. That's an Indian term. It means to give it all away. That's what they'd do, these Indians. They'd have a big party and whoever gave the most away was the winner."

"Is that like rummy? You have to give away your cards?"

"Kind of. It's like sacrifice. You have to give something up to become a better person."

I didn't know why I was telling him all this. It wasn't like I figured my bits of homemade wisdom were going to make him that much of a better person. I guess it was because I kind of felt like this kid had absolutely nobody on his side. I guess I'm just a sucker for the underdog. Besides, I was beginning to like him.

"I call it refrigerator soup," I said. "There isn't any recipe. I'll teach it to you. Now chop those carrots."

He kept chopping. He was pretty good at it, a natural with the knife.

I wasn't surprised. I'd seen him with a hammer. I tried to lose that image.

"Whoa," Robert Bruce said as we dumped the carrots in. "That's a lot of soup."

"I've got a lot of people to feed."

"Do you cook like this every day?"

"Every day I can. Sometimes I'm too busy working."

"What do you do? Preach, like in a church?"

"I've done that. But mostly what I do is fix things that are wrong."

Robert Bruce looked at the knife. "Like my father? Is that the sort of thing you do?"

I nodded.

Robert Bruce thought about it. "I'm worried about him. I'm worried he might come back."

I looked at him. I could see the spirit of his father now, as clear as day, hovering over him like a worried parent. At least I hoped it was his spirit. One thing was for sure. It wasn't my imagination. The bastard had come back from the dead, or maybe he just wouldn't allow himself to die.

There was nothing I could do, so I just ignored the fucker. It was nothing more than my imagination. I was seeing things, was all.

"He isn't coming back," I said. "Not on my watch."

Robert Bruce didn't look all that certain, but he let it pass.

"You do good work," he decided. "And you make good soup."

I smiled. I wondered what was going on behind those thirteen year old eyes of his. Kids could be so damned resilient.

Or was he only fooling me?

"We make good soup," I corrected.

"Do you think it's enough?"

"It has to be. It's all we've made. You know what, though?"

"What?"

"It usually is. The soup pot is empty when we get to the end of the meal. Not a drop is ever wasted. Not a smidgen is ever poured out."

"Never?"

"Not on my watch."

Wrong, twice in one conversation. It wasn't much of a record.
 

The supper crowd filed in. I stood there at the soup pot serving it up. A soup man in his natural habitat.

I liked to watch the faces going by. They came in so many different flavors, like soup, only deeper. This one was ready for a fight, that one was just thankful for a warm place to hide. This one wanted to talk, and that one didn't want to listen anymore. They were always different. You never could tell completely what was going on inside of them. They always surprised me.

Montezuma stood at the grill, flipping burgers. Briarchild broke the bread. Robert Bruce handed out paper napkins. We were a good team.

The umpteenth hungry man of the night held his bowl out to me.

I ladled the soup up, digging deep for the meat that had sank to the bottom. This was always a good time for me. It was kind of a Zen moment, just letting myself get lost in the stirring of the soup. There was no need for stress. Nobody pushed in line and there were few fights or arguments here at The Shambles. Everyone knew that troublemakers found themselves back out on the street.

Just then Montezuma pushed me aside. He was a big man, and he got his weight behind the push. I stepped back, catching myself against the counter before I fell.

"What gives?" I asked.

Montezuma wasn't listening. He grabbed both sides of the soup pot. His hands had to be burning, the metal of the soup pot was hot.

He looked at me before he spoke. "Sacrifice. You savvy?"

Then, like a kid bobbing for Halloween apples, Montezuma dunked his head into the steaming pot of soup. For a moment, I froze. I watched him struggle, the white half-moons of tension etched upon his fingernails as he tried to force himself up, but another part of himself kept forcing his face down into the soup.

He pulled himself back up, and I'll swear he was grinning. Biting and chewing on his tongue and lips and any part of his face that he could catch hold of. Through it all, his words on cannibalism kept haunting me. I just liked the taste of it, is all he'd said.

Then he'd get his face back down into the soup again.

I grabbed him by the shoulders, trying to pull him back up. There were a lot of us there. I felt hands all over me trying to help, so many and so close that I damn near couldn't breathe.

We might as well have been trying to beach a whale.

That's when I saw the shape hovering behind Montezuma, bending him over, forcing his face into the soup. There was something there behind the man, a shape, an entity forcing him under.

Montezuma's knuckles knotted in effort. I think he was trying to force himself up. That was the hell of it. He kept trying to raise himself up, like he was trying to save himself, while something else kept forcing his face deeper into the boiling soup.

Nothing was moving and that was what was wrong with the whole picture. The soup wasn't churning. It ought to have been bubbling like a witch's cauldron. He should have been snorting and choking like a drowning water buffalo. Yet there was nothing but an awful, absolute silence. He wasn't making a noise.

The shape kept holding him down. I tried to grab at it, but I might as well have been trying to grab a handful of smoke. I felt a tingle running through my fingers as they brushed the shape. I pushed closer, trying to catch hold of something that wasn't there.

And then I saw the face. Leering out of the shape that poured itself around Montezuma. The face of Robert Bruce's father, pale and blue, his smile a thin razor blade trapped between garrote taut lips. Rope burns and heavy dry heaves, undertones of talcum, concrete and bone, with a pair of eyes as bright blue as stained-glass shrapnel.

And then he was gone.

We lifted what was left of Montezuma easily from the soup pot.

We laid him down upon the ground. His face was scalded a bright beet red, yet beneath the burnt skin I could see a bluing haze, like old paint peeking out from beneath a second peeling coat. His face was mottled with pinpoint hemorrhages, like flea bites. As his jaw sagged open, I could see no sign of soup inside. He was either a very neat eater, or he hadn't swallowed a drop.

I looked up and saw Robert Bruce, standing a few bodies back in the lineup, smiling in a soft kind of way, like he wanted to laugh and cry at the same damn time.

I looked back into the pot. I saw a swirling down deep in the broth, like a slow vortex of eels, all hungry and sucker mouthed. Then it was gone.

Everybody was standing there, looking around, seeing nothing.

I picked up the soup pot and carried it to the sink and tipped it out, every last drop.
 

CHAPTER 7

* night of the living dumpster demon *

There was a big, round moon staring down over the city when we got ready to bury Montezuma. It might have been the eye of God, or it might have been a circle of moldering green cheese. I didn't really care. A friend of mine had died and I had a promise to keep.

It was a bad death. There aren't many good ones.

We held the funeral that evening. It was a quiet service. Funerals are best presented as a glorified pantomime. Why mess with useless dialogue when a good man has died?

Mind you, there had to be a bit of music to carry the soul home. A sad-eyed man with a grizzled droop of walrus moustache banged out a tune on a three-stringed guitar, while Amos Briarchild blew his harmonica, sweet and low.

Robert Bruce stood beside me, as silent as a shadow's whisper. He kept watching it all, watching everything like he was soaking it in. I wondered what he was thinking. I wondered who he was thinking about.

I looked down at Montezuma, lying on the concrete of the alley outside of The Shambles, just next to the dumpster. We'd wrapped a couple of tea towels over his face to hide the burns. The tea towels stuck to the scald like a terrycloth caul.

There was no weeping. This close to the street you understood how transient a thing life could be. Nothing more than a handful of shiny coins that you hang onto for awhile and then let go.

We slid Montezuma into the dumpster, and then a half dozen of us braced our feet against the wall and shoved the dumpster safely away from The Shambles. A half-filled jug of kerosene that had been liberated from a conveniently unlocked shed was emptied into the dumpster.

I said a few things. Some of them listened. Others were too tanked to care. At least three wine bottles had been opened and emptied. Death was best faced in a state of perfect numbness.

All of us lit our matches and heaved them in. It was important that we all did it together, so nobody could take the credit or the blame for the destruction of Montezuma's remains.

I was pleased to see Robert Bruce lit a match of his own and threw it into the kerosened dumpster as well. It was the proper thing for him to do. He was one of us, now.

Within five minutes, we had ourselves a fat and roaring crematorium.

I stood there lost in a reverie, until about ten minutes later when the bucket brigade of civilization arrived. A cop, complete with a badge and a billy club. The cop's partner stood nervously at the end of the alley, shifting from foot to foot, wishing he were anywhere else but where he was. Max Sennett would have been damn proud.

"What's going on here?" the cop asked.

I looked for Robert Bruce, but he'd already faded into the crowd, demonstrating a surprising instinct for survival.

"We're giving our friend a Viking funeral," I said.

The cop gave me a hard stare, like I was some kind of a public animal. I wondered if he had any idea how many dangerous offenders he stood in front of?

"He was a Viking in his heart," I added.

"You can't be burning a body."

"It's all right officer. It's just trash. We're only joking about a body. See, we have a burning permit."

I showed him the permit, trying to think Jedi thoughts. These are not the droids you are looking for. The permit was printed up all nice and legal and impressive looking. I'd called up a city counselor who owed me a favor. He personally printed the permit up for me and couriered it over. It paid to have friends in middle management.

"It's a religious rite," I gobble-de-gooked. "We're celebrating the turning of Venus's sacred vernal solstice."

I was leaning on the collar as hard as I could, praying that the policeman had a few squibs of good Catholic guilt lurking somewhere deep in his bones. The cop looked at the permit warily, with a pair of pavement eyes, all gray and flat and lacking in pity.

"Are you responsible here?" he wanted to know, looking for a safe place to lay blame.

"I am responsible," I said, stepping forward. I was counting on the collar to give him pause, but he didn't seem impressed. Perhaps he was an agnostic.

The cop made some threatening sounds. It looked like he was thinking about chucking our bogus burning permit straight into the burning dumpster. It might have made for a grand theatrically ironic gesture, but it would also mean I'd be spending the night in the city lock-up, before or after I beat the shit out of him.

Then Briarchild stepped up beside me.  "I'm responsible here."

The cop eyed him. Briarchild wasn't much of an impressive sight, but right then he looked like a shining angel to me. He put his harmonica to his lips and wailed out a pretty good spaghetti western riff. Ennio Morricone would have been proud to call him blood brother.

The guitar player stood beside Briarchild, brandishing his three string guitar, ready to swing on anyone within g-string range.

"He's a liar," the guitar player said. "I'm responsible."

"Testify! Testify!" A Sterno bum waving a fresh tin stood up beside the guitar player. "I'm here to testify. Take my confession. I am responsible."

"No! I am responsible," another added.

Faster than you could say "Spartacus" there were nearly two dozen proud confessors, eagerly forcing themselves on the law. While the policeman was distracted, I prudently retrieved our burning permit.

"All right, all right," the cop hollered, waving his hands in the air for some kind of order.

I shrugged. "The way I see it, officer," I said, trying to sound reasonable, "you can call the riot squad or call it a day. Either way, it's your decision."

He scowled at me. His face was nearly hidden beneath the fine, prematurely gray lines of his Korean War flattop. He looked like a petulant four-year-old who couldn't get his way. He didn't want the hassle of running us all in, but he also hated to let go of the fight. "So who will put the fire out?"

"We'll put it out. It's our dumpster anyway. Nobody's moved it or dumped it in half a dozen years. We just keep it here for ambience."

He gave me another flat-pavement scowl. Not an ounce of hee-haw in the guy. He was one tough bastard. I expected he'd be thinking about me all night long, while he was making love to his barbed wire blow-up doll.

He looked up over my shoulder. His eyes grew wider, and he lost every vestige of his toughness. He took a few steps backward, before turning and running. His partner followed close behind.

"Ha," I said. "We sure scared those two."

I watched the two of them scuttle away. Nobody else seemed interested in the forces of the law. They were too busy staring at the dumpster fire.

When I looked back, I saw what everyone had been staring at. There, perched on the rim of the dumpster and swinging his heels like a boy on a swing, was Marcus Bruce, or what was left of him. He had a flat kind of look to him, like a paper doll, and he was bending in some directions a body should not be able to bend in.

"Guess who?" he said, and then he laughed like a Woody Woodpecker nightmare in stereo. The laughter echoed through the alley. Nobody smiled.

I looked down and there, standing beside me, was Robert Bruce. I could feel the energy singing up from his thirteen-year-old body, up to what was left of his father.

"I am responsible," Robert Bruce whispered.

And maybe he was.

Markie stuck his eyes out at us, waggling them like something out of a kid's cartoon. I kept expecting him to make kahooga sounds, and maybe howl like a wolf. It should have been funny, but I was scared shitless.

"Fuck this blind terror," I said. "I'm going to go talk to the bastard."

"But he's dead," Briarchild said.

"Maybe he doesn't know that yet. We ought to talk with him. Don't you ever watch Ghost Whisperer?"

"Man, if you go to talk to him then you'll wind up dead too."

"Death isn't contagious, you know."

Briarchild stared up at what was staring down at us. "You tell that to him."

"I plan to. Aren't you listening? You seem awfully talkative for somebody who don't say much."

I tucked my fingers inside my collar and fished out my crucifix.

"You figure that'll protect you?" Robert Bruce asked.

"It's sacred," I told him. "My mother gave it to me."

That was a lie, but life is a con job. We believe what we're told, and little else. I'd bought the crucifix at a pawnbroker a year after I'd left the church. I'm not sure why I bought it, but maybe I was about to find out.

"Hey, Markie," I shouted, walking toward him holding out my crucifix. I didn't know if it offered much protection, but it was better than nothing. "Have you heard the word of the Lord today?"

It wasn't much of a line. What do you say to a dead man? How's it hanging? Is it hanging? Has it rotted off?

I stepped closer, feeling a bit like Gary Cooper stepping out into a High Noon showdown. I felt the roaring heat of the dumpster blaze. That kerosene and all of Montezuma's three hundred plus suet-filled pounds were throwing out a hell of a lot of Fahrenheit. It didn't bother Markie much. He stared down at me, the ghost of a buzzard's shadow eye-balling a dying man's last desert crawl.

If he was worried he didn't seem to show it. He looked like he was waiting for something. I wondered if Montezuma was getting set to pop up and join him. Maybe the two of them could sing a revenantial harmony. Burning, burning, disco inferno.

Markie laughed that Woody Woodpecker laugh one more time, and then he leaped down from his perch with an agility that would have made Spiderman look like an arthritic rust patch. He landed directly in front of the guitar player, who swung the guitar like he'd been living off of batting statistics and Baby Ruth chocolate bars. I had to give him two merit points for blind-assed balls, but a negative thirteen for aim.

Markie took a step forward. A big guy grabbed him from behind, squeezing him in a bear hug. Markie flexed and I heard the big guy's arms crack. The big guy fell to his knees. He was weeping as he knelt. Markie mule-kicked backward, like he was trying to kick a field goal in reverse. He took the big guy's head off. The severed head rolled in front of me, mouth still gaped open and screaming soundlessly, tears glinting in its bleeding eyes.

I stood there, watching, trying to remember just what the big guy's name had been. Meanwhile the guitar player kept backing up, holding his guitar out like an out-of-tune shield. Markie didn't blink. He rammed his hand straight through the guitar player's three remaining strings, driving the splintered soundboard into the guitar player's gut. The guitar player opened his mouth to scream and a gout of red blood welled out.

Markie opened his mouth as well. I could hear the guitar's off-key tones humming in the back-from-the-dead bastard's triumphant howl.

Then his gaze fell on Robert Bruce. I could see the naked want burning in the spirit's eyes.

"Save the kid, damn it!" I shouted.

Give them credit. Those bums tried, but Markie cut through them like he was built out of buzzsaws, buckshot, and hand grenades. They didn't stand a chance. He peeled one man's skin off, right over his head like a set of dirty long johns. He yanked another man's skull out from his face, just by hooking him Three Stooges-style through the eyeballs and nostrils. Then he tore a third man's arms and legs out of his sockets, loves me, loves me not, leaving him flopping like a flipperless seal.

The defending team decided it was wiser to explore the better part of valor and Markie turned back toward Robert Bruce.

"Come here, boy," Markie called. "I want you. Here. Now. Savvy?"

I've stared dozens of dying men in the face, some of them in excruciating terror, and I've never seen the kind of fear I saw in Robert Bruce's face.

I was damn glad I didn't have a mirror handy to see my own.

"Come on, you bastard," I yelled, running for Markie, crucifix held out in front of me like it might mean something.

I might as well have been waving a watermelon-flavored lollipop for all the good that half-hearted crucifix did me. Markie caught hold of me and pushed his face up against mine. I felt his face moving through me, sucking my face up into his own.

I saw a rat once, trapped by one of those so-called humane sticky glue traps. The damned thing had pulled its own face off trying to work itself free of the gummy snare, and stared accusingly up at me with a kind of a back from the dead Mickey Mouse of the Opera stare.

I felt like that was what was happening to me, my face turning inside out, until I was somehow looking out through Markie's eyes.

I didn't like it in there. It was a dark, scary place. I could see the film of a plastic bag being pulled over my face, as I fought for my breath. Then I saw lines of light laced across the darkness. I felt roaches crawling across my face. I smelled sawdust and dirt and solitude. Then the hammer coming down, and the reek of the abandoned infirmary, and then I saw myself standing over myself, getting ready to pour the acid down on me.

I screamed and Markie pulled free.

I lay there in the dirt and the bloodstained concrete, shaking pathetically. I watched helplessly as Markie bent Robert Bruce over, yanked his pants down and crawled inside the boy's rectum. It was like watching smoke funneling down a drain hole. The tight, pink meat seemed to suck the spirit in.

And then it was gone, and Robert Bruce was lying there naked and sobbing and grinning, all at the same time.

"Jesus Christ," Briarchild said. "His freaking asshole is haunted."

"Amen," I whispered.

With enemas like that, who needed friends?
 

CHAPTER 8

* the bowels of hell are as regular as a case of Ex-Lax-flavored All-Bran *

It's hard to know how to react to some events. Say you come home and find your wife in bed with the Mormon Tabernacle Choir, shuddering through a rhythmic, pounding series of angelic orgasms. Do you jump up and shout "Hallelujah!" or do you just shoot her and yourself to death in perfect two-barrel harmony?

"What the hell happened?" Briarchild asked, tipping the final body into the dumpster crematorium. We would have to get rid of the dumpster, but I had a friend in the sanitation department who owed me a very large favor.

"Do I look like I know what happened?" I answered. "One minute we're comfortably cremating Sam Magee, and then all of a sudden we're hip deep in the bowels of hell."

"Bowels is right," Briarchild said. "How in the hell are we going to get that thing out of that kid's butt?"

That's what I liked about Briarchild. He didn't stop for a minute to think about saving his own ass. The kid needed help, and Briarchild was ready to give it to him, whatever the cost.

Robert Bruce looked up. He'd pulled his pants back on and somebody had given him a tattered gray blanket to wrap around himself. He looked like a hobbit friar who'd barely survived a mass mugging by orcs.

"I'm okay," he said. "I can feel him moving inside of me, but he's pretty quiet."

I didn't know what to say to that. I was glad he was okay, but we'd just cremated three more bodies, not counting Montezuma.

"You let me know if he starts kicking," I said. "We'll give him the bum's rush."

"You figure that thing is still inside him?" Briarchild asked.

"He hasn't left, right?"

"I don't think so," Robert Bruce said.

"You don't think so? How's that an answer? There are dead men in that dumpster. Men I knew. What's to keep the spirit of old Markie from climbing back out of your bunghole and killing half a dozen more of us? What's to keep him from killing us all?"

I was angry. I was scared. I needed to do something. Even yelling was better than nothing.

Briarchild caught me gently by the arm.

"Simon." He rarely called me by my first name. "It's not the boy's fault."

"How can you be sure?" I asked. "How do you know for certain?"

He looked at me. He pointed down at Robert Bruce. "You figure it's his fault he got fucked in the ass? You figure he brought it on himself?"

I looked away.

"What about us?" Briarchild asked. "You figure it's our fault we're living in a slaughterhouse? You figure it's our fault we don't have homes or jobs or family?"

I turned on him. "Who else's fault is it? We do what we do. We fit in or we don't. Did anybody force you to suffocate all those people? Are you going to Freud that onto your father, or maybe blame your faulty toilet training?"

Briarchild stepped back. I kept on going.

"I take responsibility for my own actions. I walked out of the church a long time ago and stepped into my life with both eyes open. This didn't just happen to me." I pointed around at The Shambles. "I laid it down and lived it, just the way the cards fell. I built this hand, and I'll play it out."

"That's one seriously fucked-up metaphor," Briarchild said.

"You going to pick on my grammar as well?" I straightened my shoulders. "How's my posture, while you're at it?"

"Not bad," Briarchild said. "For someone carrying four dead men on his back."

That was low. I glared at Briarchild to let him know what I felt. He whipped his mouth organ from his pocket and blew me a funeral march in reply. I had to admit it was funny.

I looked back at Robert Bruce.

"You can't stay here," I said. "You don't belong."

I realized the hypocrisy of what I was saying. A homeless ex-priest mass murderer telling someone they don't belong is about as fucked up as it gets, but I couldn't let him stay. I couldn't take the risk of having any more deaths.

The Shambles was all I had left.

"I'm taking you home," I said.

There's no place like home. Dorothy said it in The Wizard of Oz, and she wound up a dried up old maid withering to death in the heart of a Kansas cornfield, pleasuring herself with the occasional ripe cob. They don't show you that in the sequel, do they?

Thomas Wolfe said you couldn't go home again. He felt so strongly about that sentiment that he went and named a whole book after it.

I was going to find out.
 

The house looked dingier in the daylight. It had a lean to it, like it was falling into its own shadow. I felt it calling me like a lonely coastal foghorn.

"I don't remember it looking this bad," I said.

"We don't have to go in," Robert Bruce said. He wanted to be anywhere else but here.

"We're here now." I took his hand. "We might as well go on inside."

We took another step, and every window blind closed simultaneously, as if something in the house didn't want to see us coming.

"Stop fucking around," I warned him. "We're going inside."

He looked up at me in surprise.

"I'm onto you," I said.

The front door was locked, so we went around back. I noticed that his bedroom window was boarded over, but the back door looked easy enough. I jimmied the latch with my jackknife.

Murder. Breaking and entering. I wondered if I was teaching the boy any bad habits.

I swung the door open.

Robert Bruce's mother was standing in the doorway.

She had a pretty blue pale face, the color of snow on lonely marble tombstones.

I grabbed hold of my crucifix under my shirt. It hadn't helped me before, but at least it was something good to hang onto.

"Hi there," she said, holding a plateful of something out at me. "I've been busy baking cookies. I like cookies, don't you? Robert Bruce loves cookies. These are triple chocolate surprise. The secret is in using the best chocolate chips."

I felt a bit like the Big Bad Wolf, trying to put the moves on Red Riding Hood's grandmother. I looked down at the plate. There were cookies, chocolate chip. The cookies reeked of dog shit. I looked closer. They were made of the stuff. One of the chips winked at me and blew me a kiss. Both kiss and wink made fat wet puckering sounds. The whole plate of cookies started singing "Nearer My God to Thee."

I tasted last night's soup coming up in the back of my mouth, and I barely held it down. I grinned and gritted my teeth.

"No thanks, Betty Crocker," I said. "I'm on the Atkins. Low carbs, no fiber."

"No shit," Robert Bruce's mother said.

I didn't like the way she said it, like somebody was pulling her strings and making like Edgar Bergen. She had a flatness to her, like she'd been painted on thin air.

"Damn right," I said.

I was scared shitless. This woman was stone-cold, toe-tagged dead, and I knew it. And here she was standing in the doorway offering me dog shit cookies.

"Oh my," she said, as one of the straps on her apron snapped loose. "I seem to be coming undone."

Her breasts swelled up like something out of a bad porno cartoon. Her apron fell off, and the buttons of her blouse somehow undid themselves. I know that's not what buttons usually do, but these ones did. I stood there, waiting for the canned porn music to erupt. None of this was real. It was a bad fairy tale with a comic book set-up.

I poked her with my finger, feeling her skin moving like wet plastic wrap, somehow real and not real.

"Oh you can do better than that," she said.

The rest of her clothes fell off, like a pair of Jerry Lewis trousers. There were shadows and strange shapes where her breasts and pubis ought to have been, as if whoever had made her hadn't known what a real woman looked like.

"Stop that," I said to Robert Bruce.

He looked up at me, big innocent eyes, like one of those black velvet puppy pictures.

"You killed her, didn't you?" I asked. "You killed them both."

"He wouldn't stop hurting me. Every night. He'd come into my bed and make me do things."

"So why'd you kill your mother?"

"She wouldn't stop him."

Damn.

I should have known better.

Nobody in this world was truly innocent.

I looked back at the shape of his mother, twisting and gyrating in a sort of mid-air cartoon lap dance. He couldn't even get that right.

"I told you to stop that. I know she isn't real."

Her skin began opening up. I could see cuts erupting on her flesh, as if someone had hacked at her with a carving knife. The wounds grinned and laughed and spat pus at me.

"Stop that," I yelled.

She faded away, a bit at a time, like a sidewalk chalk painting fading in the rain.

Robert Bruce looked down at his shoes. I could see he'd wet himself.

I heard the Woody Woodpecker laugh, and looked up just in time to see Markie rising up from somewhere under the floorboards. There were cockroaches crawling over his face. He swooped down toward me, an avenging angel in full flight.

I swung out fast and hard with a good right hook, catching Robert Bruce squarely under the chin. His teeth clicked together hard and then he crumpled like a child's dropped rag doll.

Markie vanished, quicker than the mother-doll had.

The house held its breath and everything grew still.
 

I carried Robert Bruce in my arms, like I was carrying him out of a burning tenement.

When I looked back, the house stood in abandoned darkness. The windows were boarded up, and there was a condemned sign nailed to the front door. I hadn't seen any of that before, because he hadn't let me.

"Are you lost?" a voice asked to the left of me.

I looked around. There was an old man standing by the streetlight. I tried to turn away, tried to hide Robert Bruce.

The old man didn't even seem to notice him.

"That house over there," I said, feeling like Jimmy Stewart searching for Zuzu's petals. "Who lives there?"

"Why no one," he said. "There hasn't been anyone who lived there for a couple of years. It was in all the papers. A young boy killed his family. He smothered his dad with a plastic shopping bag, and then hacked his mother up with a kitchen knife. He killed them both while they were sleeping."

"This boy?" I nodded down at Robert Bruce.

The old man squinted as if he were searching for some form of vision.

"What boy?" He clearly couldn't see Robert Bruce.

I did a quick double check, making certain the old man wasn't carrying a white cane, or that his seeing-eye dog wasn't irrigating a nearby weeping willow with a sprinkle of warm lemonade.

No sunglasses, either.

Fuck.

Thomas Wolfe was dead right.
 

CHAPTER 9

* Shambles, Shambles, all fall down *

"He isn't real," I said.

Briarchild stared at Robert Bruce.

"He looks real enough to me."

"That's the point," I explained. "We can see him the same way we can see each other. We're a part of the same world."

Briarchild was confused.

"So how come you're talking another language?" Briarchild asked.

"How's that?"

"I don't get what you're saying," Briarchild explained. "You're talking in Turkish and I'm listening East Bronx."

"Look." I tried doing my best to explain. "Supposing you sit down on a park bench and enjoy the sunshine for a while. Who sees you?"

Briarchild shrugged. "You mean aside from the park police?"

"That's right," I said. "They see us, because they're looking for us. We see each other because we know we're here. The rest of the world just looks past us. They know if they make eye contact we're going to hit them up for a hand-out or just make them feel uncomfortable about their own comfort."

"That almost makes sense."

"Right. Robert Bruce came here because we're the same as him. We're killers, and we're the ignored. He was ignored and he killed."

"Yeah, but you said he's dead."

"He is dead. But enough of him is left over to come and seek us out."

"So, he's a ghost?"

"Sort of. He's a memory. He believes he's real. He believes hard enough to keep breathing. And because he believes that hard, Markie sticks around too."

"It's hard to lose a father. Even if the father has fucked you up."

"You're damned right," I said.

"So is he dead?"

Briarchild wasn't getting it. I wasn't sure I did either.

"He is and he isn't. He's what's left over. It's kind of like a memory remembering itself, like an echo of an echo."

"Come again?" Briarchild asked.

"Exactly."

"I still don't think I understand."

"Do you trust me?"

Briarchild just looked at me, like I'd asked a stupid question.

"Gather everybody up," I said. "It's going to be a long night, and I want to make sure everyone is on the same page."

Briarchild went off to talk to the others.

I looked up toward the ceiling. The meager sunlight that slanted down through the gun slit windows of The Shambles offered a small bit of illumination.

"Are you up there old man?" I asked. "Are you watching down on me, even now?"

I smiled. God or whoever else might have been up there might have been accidentally listening, but they gave no sign.

Fuck it.

I wasn't sure what I was going to do, but I had faith.

"Then watch this," I whispered.
 

It can be a long night when you're waiting for the world to end.

We knelt on the concrete floor of The Shambles, forming a rough circle with Robert Bruce lying asleep in the middle of it, tucked in a fresh white sheet and fat feather pillow and a stolen mattress and a pair of SpongeBob SquarePants pajamas.

We all held hands. None of them seemed the least bit nervous or embarrassed. We had nothing to lose.

I prayed out loud.

"St. Michael the Archangel, defend us in our day of battle; protect us against the deceit and wickedness of the devil. May God rebuke him, we humbly pray."

It was a warrior's prayer, written for a battlefield.

I figured we were going to need it.

"Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha, ha-ha-ha-ha-ha, guess who?"

Markie eeled out from beneath Robert Bruce's pajama bottoms, like a runaway smoke signal, a long, winding strand that linked the two of them. The strand alternated between an amalgamation of rope and chain and snake and a long, twisted phallus.

"Hold fast," I yelled. "Hang on tight. Ignore the bastard."

I had a theory, a plan, and a whole lot of faith.

Markie swooped in fast and low and took out two of us, tearing through each of them like a heat seeking multi-auger.

"Hang onto them!" I shouted. "Nobody break the line."

"He's killing us!" Briarchild hollered.

"Ignore him," I shouted. "He isn't there. He's just something the kid made up."

"Dad," Robert Bruce said.

"Don't pay any attention to him," I shouted at Robert Bruce. "He isn't real. You made him up. He can't hurt us if you just forget about him."

It was beautiful.

We snubbed him, all of us. We fucked him up the ass with our utter and complete ignorance. He howled around us impotently. It would have worked, but Robert Bruce refused to stop believing.

"Dad!" Robert Bruce called out.

"He's not your father. He's lost that right long before you ever killed him. Let him go."

But Robert Bruce wasn't listening to me. He was watching his father and trying to hang on.

"Dad," the boy shouted. "Stay with me."

It shouldn't have made sense. How could the boy love someone who'd used him so badly?

"Dad," Robert Bruce shouted. "I love you."

And because a boy believed, Markie became that much stronger. He gutted us, one by one. Tearing the heart out of this bum, and the head off of that one. Only bums are harder to kill than cockroaches.

The bastard was beating us.

I pulled free and stepped into the circle.

"Come on, you boy-fucking bastard. It's me you want, isn't it? I'm a virgin. I've never been fucked."

That wasn't quite true. The nuns had definitely seen to that. Not in any physical sense, but they'd sure as hell fucked me up for good and all. It was a wonder what wonders they had accomplished with their rules and their rulers.

"Come on down," I yelled out.

Markie turned in midair, and poured himself down at me. I didn't know what I could do, so I just screamed like a little girl. I screamed and Markie shot into my mouth like I was King Cocksucker at the blow job ball.

I felt his spirit cramming deep inside of me, filling every one of my pores.

The world spun out of control, the darkness dizzied all around me. I could feel my pulse screaming in my brain, trying to break free.

I was truly fucked.

And then all at once it stopped. I felt Markie yanked out of me, like a disconnected Christmas tree cord. I knelt on the concrete floor, gasping for my breath. Sucking in broken glass and exhaling barbed wire. Tiny spots of light polka danced in the beer hall of my brain.

Then I looked and saw who had saved me, and how he'd saved me.

There, in the middle of the broken and scattered circle, knelt Amos Briarchild, his lips placed securely over Robert Bruce's mouth and nostrils like the god of Baywatch life savers, sucking the boy's airways clean out.

He looked like a cowboy in an old western, sucking out a freshly fanged rattlesnake bite. He was drawing the poison, drawing the breath and the memories and the bad dreams that festered deep within the young boy's heart and soul, but not without a cost.

I watched as Briarchild swelled up, like a balloon left too long on the helium pump. I could see Markie moving inside Briarchild's skin, forcing his way free. And then Briarchild burst like a piñata full of blood. He soaked each and every one of us, not missing a single soul, his blood touching all.

I looked around, the last survivor of an all-you-can-eat-spaghetti-sauce shower. I could see what was left of Markie trying to pull himself back together. I could see what was left of Briarchild, sticking to the walls of The Shambles.

And I could see Robert Bruce, lying there on his stolen mattress sleeping like a silent dream. I knew what I had to do. I kicked my shoes off. I stepped over in my socked feet. I didn't want to wake him up while he was still dreaming.

I picked up the pillow and held it down over Robert Bruce's unlucky thirteen-year-old face. He resisted a little.

"Shh," I said.

I held the pillow down for a very long time.

At the end of it, I almost let go. A small voice inside my skull reminded me that the boy wasn't the victim here. That this had happened to him, and all I was dealing with was what was left over from a very unforgivable chain of circumstances.

Chains are awfully hard to break.

I didn't let go. Not even after I felt his breathing stop. Not even after whatever was left of Markie faded away into a dead boy's left over dreams.

I didn't let go.

There was something in my eyes, but I'm certain it was only blood.

I told you I wasn't one of the good guys.





STATISTIC
 

I live in the city.  I live alone.  Any family I've got is a long way from here.  It's Christmas, and it's cold.

It's snowing tonight.  Heavy wet flakes that clump up quickly, burying all hope.  Traffic doesn't have much of a chance tonight, and I haven't seen a living soul.

I think I'm just going to stand here for a while, alone on this bridge.

I have always enjoyed the sight of this bridge, arcing high across the harbour, like an inverted smile.  Usually the view from here is breathtaking, but tonight you can't see much of anything.  The night spreads out below me like a snowbound chasm.

I lean against the rail and watch the snowflakes drift into their watery bed.  A dark wind whispers about my ears, echoing into the blackness of my brain.  A foghorn wails, lonely in the night.  A chain of snowflakes hang about my neck and shoulders.  My breath is a trailing wisp of smoke, vanishing into the chill night air.

I can't even guess how far down it is to the ocean's surface.  From this height a person would hit the water like it was a wet brick wall.  That'd be that.  A quick drop to a quick burial.

Burial at sea.  Kind of poetic.  The tide would carry you.  Drag you to a far away grave, far from this stinking city.

I wonder how far I could get.

Just that quickly the thought is born.  I step over the rail, out on to the catwalk.  Just to see, you know?  I'm curious.

Hell.  I'm more than curious.  It would be so damn easy.  Just another step and an end to all pain.  I wonder if it would hurt, falling through the air like that?  In my imagination I can picture the wind whistling past my ears, flapping my cheeks like sails on a stormy day.

One more step.  That's as far as I'll go.  I don't really want to kill myself.  Too damn curious.  Keep waiting to see what's coming next.

"Hell of a long way down, isn't it?"

The sudden voice in the night is nearly all it takes.  I am so startled I almost jump.  Instead, I turn slowly to face the voice, keeping a white-knuckled grip on the guy line.

There's an old man in a faded blue parka, standing there watching me like I was some kind of unique specimen.  Bridge police.  I recognize the uniform.

Is he going to arrest me?

I stare at him.

He doesn't speak.  Just stares right back.

Is he here to watch?

"You figure on jumping?"

"You startled me.  I didn't see you coming."

He nodded like he understood.

"Fella gets too busy looking down, he's bound to forget the world around him."

"I was just looking at the water."

"I know damn well what you were looking at.  Let me guess.  All alone for Christmas?  Or was it a girl?"

I shrug.  He's right on both counts, but it's not his business.

"Whatever the reason it's not good enough.  Believe me, it's a long, cold drop to a hungry old sea.  Tomorrow may seem like a long way off, but it always comes around.  Why don't you stick around and see if I'm right?"

I give him another shrug.  It's a good movement, and I don't have to let go of the guy line to perform it.

He's not done talking.

"Take a look at the statistics.  Christmas time, folks just seem to want to kill themselves.  If you hold on until the new year, things'll look a hell of a lot brighter."

I shake my head.

"You're wrong about the statistics.  I wasted enough years as a psych major to know them.  There's more people who kill themselves after Christmas than before it.  Santa jumps down the chimney, and the Times Square ball drops off a building.  Do the math."

He grinned at that.

"Then forget about statistics.  They'll only give you a headache.  Depress you enough to make you want to kill.  Come on.  There's lots to live for."

"Look.  I was just curious was all.  It comes from being a psych student.  Even if I wanted to do it, I've got every right.  I've been bouncing off the walls of an empty apartment for the last six months.  The woman I figured I'd marry ran off with some asshole with a beard and a briefcase full of bad poetry."

The waves are singing to me now, and I'm thinking about a dance club.  A little music, a little mindless shaking, and a little alcohol might be just the ticket.

The night wind howls across the guy wires like a maddened harpist.  I can feel them humming and thrumming through my winter gloves.  My feet are getting tired, and it's too damn cold to stand here forever.

The old man grabs me by the shoulder.

"You think you got it bad?  You see any crowds hanging around me?  I've been living alone for a hell of a lot longer than any six months.  Try six years, and you're close.  I've seen a hell of a lot of people take a flyer off this bridge, and most of them had better reasons than you."

I pull off his grip.

"What the hell is this, tough love?"

"Love ain't got nothing to do with it.  I'm just being practical, is all.  Just give it until the new year.  If by then your mind hasn't changed, you can come on back.  The bridge has been waiting a hell of a long time.  The ocean, even longer.  Neither of them are going anywhere."

I'm getting bored with this any way.  I hadn't really planned on jumping.  This was just an experiment.  A private joke.  A trick.

He extends his hand.  I reach for it, swinging my leg over the railing.

For a moment I am off balance.

He catches my hand and holds it fast.

A smile slices across his face, and in the dim sodium light I can see his eyes gleaming like a small boy at play.

"Fooled you," he said, and pushes me backwards.

My arms swing wildly, penduluming in a vain search for lost balance.  My feet slide away from under me, betrayed by a patch of hidden ice.

All at once I am airborne and falling fast.

I see the old man laughing, holding his sides in near hysteria.  I hear my own scream racing past my chilblained ears.

Smell the sea's salty dead breath and feel....
 

Back in the toll booth the old man's partner hands him a cup of coffee.  He does this without looking up from a three year old National Geographic.

"Another leaper?" he asks.

The old man hides his smile in the coffee cup before answering.

"Yeah, another leaper."





SOUL SURVIVOR
 

"Two, four, six..."

I've been counting them for the last five years.  Once a week.  Usually on Sundays.

They keep vanishing.

"...eight, ten, twelve..."

I count them twice today.  Twice to be sure.

"...fourteen, sixteen."

One can't be too careful with one's socks.

I insert the necessary silver.  The third coin jams.  Like some kind of anti-charm, it is always the third that jams.

I curse and bang the coin slot, freeing the offending bit of lucre.  With a satisfied belch the dryer rumbles into action.  Leaping like caged salmon, the damp clothes begin their slow caper.

I find a seat.  Take shelter behind a tattered yellowing copy of National Geographic.

When I look up I see her.  Reclosing my dryer door.  I couldn't say how I'd missed her approach, but there she stood.  A hag, ancient and wrinkled as my unstarched shirts, standing in front of my dryer with two soggy unmatched socks.

"Stop!" I shout, vaulting over the magazine rack and the woman bending over in front of the magazine rack.

Like a crippled cat, I almost land on my feet, skidding in a pool of liquid detergent, falling face first into a basket of unsorted laundry.  I am interred beneath soiled sweat socks, tainted underwear and a small child's suspiciously stained trousers.

The hag ran for the door while I was trying to stand up.  The owner of the basket, the woman whom I had vaulted over, gave me some assistance with a few well-aimed kicks.  Fortunately she was wearing soft sneakers.

I pushed past the kicking woman and grabbed the hag, who has paused long enough to reach into someone else's dryer.  Leaning with my weight, I slammed the dryer door against her arm.

But she's stronger than she looks, and apparently ambidextrous.  With her free arm she catches hold of my throat, nearly ripping out my Adam's apple.

"Help me," I call out to the Laundromat patrons, but to no avail.  The kicking woman has returned to her washer.  The attendant is calling out for someone to cover his bet on the hag.

I'm tempted by the odds he's offering, but for the moment I was too busy strangling to death.  I thrust my entire weight against the dryer door, like a renegade slam dancer, vainly trying to break the hag's arm.

"Stop, stop," I croak.

I sink to my knees.  Nearly blacking out.  The hag frees her arm and pulls a knife from beneath her skirt.  She's making a very determined effort to simultaneously throttle and eviscerate me, when I yield.

"Take the socks."

She turns for the door, socks in hand.  No one tries to stop her.

"Wait," I rattle, reaching out one weak hand to clutch at her bony ankle.  "Just tell my why you need them so badly?"

"Oh I don't need them.  These are for my master."

"Your master?"

"The Devil.  He buys all the socks I can sell him," she shrugs.  "It's honest money."

"Why would he need so many socks?"

"Hooves are hard on socks, not to mention the hellfire.  That's what the Devil's really after.  Soles.  The other stuff about souls, that's just propaganda, started by you-know-who."

"Why doesn't he just sew up the old ones?"

"Who has time for darning, when you're too busy damning?"

"Okay," I said, trying to clear my throat.  "But why the odd ones?"

"The Devil's work.  He just loves to see misery spread."

And then she swung the knife.

She had amazing aim, and a sense of humour to boot.

When she left someone was kind enough to call an ambulance.  Seemed I was bleeding on their laundry.

Well, I guess she fixed me for sure, but I still can't keep from laughing.  I'm one of the few living men who has truly beat the Devil.  He can have all the odd socks he wants from me.

I'm not miserable.

Still, I wonder who finally opened that dryer door, and found what the hag left there?

It's one thing to find an extra sock in the dryer.

But when that sock has a foot in it...?





DOPPLE DRIBBLE
 

His name was Adam Kyler. He had eyes as black as jujubes and a curl on his forehead that reminded me of Superman. He was nine years old. It wasn't his fault he was standing in the alley, but I shot him just the same.

All I saw was a shadow, you understand – from somewhere out of the corner of my instinct. Just the impression that someone was standing there, watching me run out from where the bodies of the three men I'd just shot lay dying.

The boy didn't hear a thing. The silencer I'd jury-rigged on to the end of my Glock had that much shush left. He didn't hear the bullet that blew his voice box right out of his throat. He died quickly enough, I suppose. Just shush-bang, and then it was over, nothing left but the sound of the basketball that he'd chased into the alley way –
thump, thump, thump.
 

It was supposed to be an easy deal. Bing-bang, in and out. I mean, how was I supposed to know that Chico Fat would have inspired that kind of loyalty in his bodyguard?

Here's how it all started.

Chico Fat ran the most crooked poker party east of Poughkeepsie, and I played patsy to his take-me-card, big time. I was into Chico Fat for more than I could pay him off in a couple of lifetimes.

So I decided to kill him.

It should have been easy, like I said, but should-have, would-have, and could-have were the three stooges of destiny, always hungry for another ripe fall guy.

Namely me.
 

I walked in through the front door, cool and calm and ready to bounce. I had it all down by the numbers. I'd stick my gun in the big man's face, and we'd reason.

And then I'd shoot him.

He was supposed to have been alone, only he wasn't. He was with a customer. Some guy with a tattoo of Jesus on the cross carved on the back of his shaven skull bone. A string of purple barbed wired dangling from his left ear lobe. He looked like he probably answered to the name of Screaming Pigvomit.

Pigvomit had a pretty good set of reflexes. He spun around in his chair when I kicked down the door. The next thing I know the guy jumps at me. I mean he freaking came out of his chair like he was part Doberman, going straight for my throat.

Then things got real slow. I could see Pigvomit floating towards me like a playful helium-filled guided missile, while Chico Fat's bodyguard was stepping out in front of Chico Fat's desk and dragging a pistol out from under his extra-extra-large dirty gray sports jacket. At the same time Chico Fat was standing up and pulling out a sawed off shotgun that was big enough to blow away half of Cleveland.

It happened so fast and so slow that all this time I still kept thinking how easy this gig was supposed to go down. The next thing I know I'm staring at Pigvomit's ugly face down the barrel of my Glock. I squeezed the trigger and things got real fast again.

Silenced or not, the bullet sounded loud to me, BOOOOM, and I wished I'd thought to bring earplugs, only it must have been twice as loud to Pigvomit. At this range it blew clear through Pigvomit's skull cap, blowing half of Pigvomit's meager brain mass into and onto the bodyguard's left shoulder.

Which is a good thing for me because at this point the bodyguard has his pistol out. From this close up it looks like the pistol has got a barrel wider than the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel. What was left of my first bullet and Pigvomit's brains slowed him down just long enough for me to get a bullet into his chin.

Which made a hell of a dimple and caused him to sink to his knees, which was why his face disappeared when Chico Fat blew his wad and fired his shotgun through his own bodyguard, straight at me.

I half-dropped, half-fainted to the ground, rolled like I thought I was in a Quentin Tarantino movie and put three quick shots into Chico Fat's desk and everybody except me got real dead, real quick.

It was real quiet, and that was the scariest part of it. I mean it was so quiet I could hear my own sweat drop. I was begging myself to scream, only I didn't. Every part of me wanted to run, but I stuck around long enough to torch his office. I did a pretty good job of it, even though I dropped the tin of lighter fluid twice because my hands were slick with fear sweat and lighter fluid and spattered blood and my pack of Redbird matches refused to sing and my nerves jittered like the lead foot of a coked up swing musician.

Once I was sure that Chico Fat's desk and filing cabinet were going up like skyrockets on the Fourth of July I headed for the back door. It took me two, maybe three minutes tops. It went sweet and quick and maybe a little wetter than I figured but I figure I'm done. I mean in this neighborhood the cops all wait to read about it in the morning paper before they bother to make their crime scene reports.

I was still keyed up on adrenaline and fear when I stepped outside and caught that movement out of the corner of my eye, and it could have been a cat and it could have been a cop, only it wasn't either of the above.

It was that kid.

I saw him once, clearly, just before the bullet hit him. A little Italian-looking kid with a cowlick hooked over his forehead like Superman, only the bullet forgot how to bounce off of his chest. I got one half a second's full of his black jujube eyes boring like laser beamed heat rays into my memory for a twice or two of forever when the bullet blew it all away.

It gets weird from here on out, because I don't remember much of anything, but I guess I must have knelt over the kid's body, like I figured I could save it by saying a prayer, and then I guess I dug two pennies out of my pocket and set them down where the little boy's eyes had been, because when they finally caught me, it was the bloody fingerprints on those two pennies that sealed my verdict.
 

When I came out of the alley I knew enough to be cool. I slowed down, like I was out for a Sunday stroll, even though it was only Wednesday night. Then I tucked my hands in my pockets and whistled, something I'd heard my grandmother play on her old stereo, Beethoven's Fifth.

Soo-soo-soo-sooooo.

Soo-soo-soo-sooooo.

That's when I first heard it. That damned basketball, bouncing up behind me like Wilt Chamberlain was trying to sneak up on me.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

I turned around, only I couldn't see a thing. Just the street and a couple of rummies crawling around outside a burnt out barroom like mourners standing outside a funeral, and a cat that was sniffing around near the mouth of a sewer drain.

Then I heard it again.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

Lazy and slow, like a salesman's knock on a hot summer day. I heard it just in back of my left ear, like it was somebody trying to get my attention in a crowded room.

There's a word for it.

Insidious.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

Slow and insidious.

And relentless.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

That's when I started to run.
 

It followed me clear across the city. By this time I'm running and looking over my shoulder, and jumping at every shadow I think I see. I must look like one of those crazy street bums you see every now and then, just running right down the center of the road, screaming and yelling at nothing.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

I remember it sounding like it was getting closer, like it was trying to climb right inside my brain, and I kept thinking there's no way in hell I ought to be able to hear that thumping over the pounding of my heart and the banging of my footsteps. I'm breathing hard and heavy, like a half-backer headed for the goal posts of hell, and my heart is shouting in the back of my throat, and the coat I'm wearing feels sweaty and gross only I don't want to take the time to take it off for fear of that thumping sound so close behind me.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

Then I swing around a corner. I figure I've lost it, because I don't hear it following me anymore.

Now that I've stopped having a galloping heart attack I can hear the sirens. Either someone has finally called the cops over at Chico Fat's place, or else somebody got excited over the notion of a full grown man running down a New York street in the middle of the evening waving a silenced gun.

I want to slow down, to try and act cool. As scared as I am, I sure don't want to wind up serving a term at Riker's. But every time I start to stop, I think about that thumping sound.

So I kept running, leaning towards the shadows and trying to blend in, and then there's this pile of crates down by a wharf, a bunch of them thrown around like so many kid's blocks, all empty and too big to be easily dragged away. It looked to me like an oasis in the middle of a blue suited Gobi, so I crawled in under one of the boxes, and waited.

I was always the best at hide-and-go-seek in my neighborhood. Nobody knew how to lay low like me. See, whenever you're running and trying to hide, there's always this half a reflex that keeps you looking over your shoulder, and that's usually when you get caught. As long as a fellow is quiet and calm, odds are he'll remain hidden until the end of the game.

That's what I'm counting on. Staying hidden until there's enough of a backlog that the cops have to go and chase some other poor asshole. See, I figure they figure I'm just some harmless nut. It all depends on what they got called in on. If they're down here looking for whoever shot up Chico Fat's, then they might want to hang around a while. But if they're just down here following up a complaint about some nut running down the road waving a gun that was probably a toy, they're apt to give it up and go home, or where ever the hell cops go when they're done for the day.

I crossed my fingers and kept real quiet. A couple of times I heard footsteps going by, and once somebody even kicked the boxes on the edge of the pile, but I kept trying to think about those dead rats that die in tenement walls. Nobody ever finds them. They just rot and stink their way into forever soup. That's what I want to do right now. Just lie here under the boxes for the next couple of forevers or so, and hope the world will quietly forget about me.

For a while, it worked. I heard a couple of squad cars pulling away. There was still a few voices out there, a few diligent policemen plugging away, but I knew that sooner or later they'd receive orders that would send them somewhere else.

For the time being I'd just have to keep still and wait.

Then I heard it again.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

Christ, it's that ball again. They'll hear it, and be on me like lice on rice.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

It was getting closer, thumping louder.

Thump-thump-thump-thump.

And louder.

Thump/thump/thump/thump.

THUMPTHUMPTHUMPTHUMP.

Then I saw it. The ball, sitting there not more than five feet away, like it had paused to catch its breath. I could see it real close, that orangey-brown kind of basketball color, street dirt and a little blood smeared on it, the inked outlines like the hair's of a sniper's bull's eye sight, its basketball studded like some kind of reptilian ball bearing.

I swear I could see it breathing.

Patiently breathing.

Damn it.

It had to be my imagination.

I tried to snake my left arm to grab it in. Quiet like, because I didn't want the police to hear.

I remember once seeing a kid at a zoo reach into an alligator pen to try and pet one of the big bastards, and I'm thinking about that now as I reach for that goddamn basketball.

I touch it. Or maybe it let me touch it.

It felt cold.

I felt it breathe.

In, out. In, out.

Only it felt as if it were breathing me. Inhaling me, in and out, sucking me in, spitting me out.

Tasting me.

In, out.

Then it got excited like it knew my scent and then it started to bounce.

Bounced hard.

THUMPTHUMPTHUMPTHUMPTHUMPTHUMP - BANG!

I fired my Glock without thinking. I don't even remember having it in my hand. I know I couldn't have missed, not this close up, but somehow I must have, because the damn ball was still bouncing.

That's when I started screaming.

The police were all over the boxes before I had a chance to stop. I heard them crashing through the boxes, overturning crate after crate like kids hunting for Easter eggs, only I'm too busy screaming and firing shot after shot at that goddamned basketball.
 

It's been nine months since they've locked me in the cell. I keep begging my state-appointed lawyer to stop making his appeals, but he keeps telling me that I'm entitled to them, that it's his job to make them, over and over and over, and every time he makes one of them the state kicks my name back down on the list of those waiting to die.

I don't care about my lawyer. I don't care about the state. I don't give a damn about my legal rights, not a single one of them. I just want that state-appointed needle, like a junkie wants his next fix. I want that jolt that will finally put me under. Finally let me grab some sleep.

The guards have stopped taking the basketball away. They yelled at me for a while, like I was somehow sneaking it back into my cell, even though I never leave the cell these days, not even for my mandatory exercise periods. The guards have even stopped arguing with me over that. They know it's not my fault, that I can't leave this cell. They know that goddamned basketball won't let me go.

I remember the day that three of the biggest guards tried to wrestle it out of the cell. If I hadn't been screaming so loudly it probably would have been funny. Those three great big, overachieving bar bouncers, hanging on to this kid's basketball as it bounced them across the floor. They were ready to quit when the first rib snapped, but it didn't let them go right off, like it wanted to play with them for a while.

I think it was enjoying itself too much to stop too soon, or maybe it just wanted to teach them a lesson. The guard that died first, his head slamming like an overripe melon against the bloodstained concrete floor, he was the lucky one.

They should have known better. They shouldn't have even tried. Even the times it lets itself get taken away, it just comes back. Like that goddamned bad penny you hear about, it just keeps coming back.

Now they just try and pretend it isn't even there. They just slide my meals through the little slip hole and they sort of slide their eyes away, like they were looking at something else besides that goddamned basketball.

That's the hell of it. The way they pretend that nothing's wrong.

I sometimes wonder why it even lets me eat. I mean, it wants me dead doesn't it?

Maybe it's just enjoying itself.

How the hell should I know? It's a basketball, for Christ's sake. It's not like it's a human or a ghost or a zombie. It's a goddamned echo, that's all it is. It's just a goddamned echo.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

When I start thinking about all the things it might be but isn't, it is usually about the time I start screaming. And whenever I start to scream it bounces all the faster, like my screaming excites it.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

It's sitting there now in the corner of my cell, bouncing, bouncing, and bouncing. Sometimes it likes to run up to my bed. Sometimes it bounces itself right under the bed, making sure I don't get too much sleep.

I think that's what I miss most of all, besides my sanity. A little sleep. Just a little shut-eye. I get some, you know, nodding off every now and then. I have to, don't I?

Maybe just a little, drifting in and out, between bounces.

Don't I?

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

I hear it now, like a mad-dizzying trip hammer thumping, a thousand mad horses all screaming to get out of a stall at once, and I scream for the guards to come get me, I scream for the executioner's needle, I scream for them to come and kill me and drop me in a crate in the cemetery where I can scream for a thousand more years.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

I keep screaming, because I know that sooner or later somebody will come and get me. Sooner or later they're going to come and carefully open my cell door, and march me carefully down the hall to the last door that's been waiting for me since I shot Chico Fat and the other two and the kid, don't forget the fucking kid.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

And when they come and get me the ball is going to follow me down the hall like an eager puppy, and then I'm going to be poked full of death in front of an audience of strangers, as few as possible because the authorities don't really want to try and explain that goddamned basketball.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

And then they're going to bury me in the farthest corner of the prison graveyard, and they're going to drop me into my grave in a canvas sack rather than a wooden box, so they don't have to listen to the bouncing of that basketball that will somehow find its way into my coffin, so that they don't have to hear the bouncing and the screaming that I know is going to be echoing beneath the dirt for more years than I care to imagine.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

The ears.

That's where I want it.

When they give me the needle I want them to give it to me in my ears first.

That's what I said.

I want my ears to die, first.

Are you listening?
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