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Evil Returns to a Small Town Near You
Laird Barron
The stories on offer in Shadows Over Main Street, Volume 2 cover a lot of ground while hewing faithfully to themes of cosmic horror and elemental weirdness. Two stories included in this volume, “The Boy with the Golden Arm” by C.W. LaSart, and “It Really Is a Beautiful Town” by Ronald Malfi, capture the essence of the project.
One piece concerns baseball, a kid with a major-league arm, and the attendant social pressures he endures. Our young hero is presented with a rare opportunity which manifests in the form of an otherworldly entity that slumbers in the slimy mud of a local riverbed. The boy can choose to embrace evil (at the ultimate expense of civilization) and receive all the wealth and power that comes along with the Faustian bargain, or he can walk away, dooming himself to a life of ignominy. Meanwhile, the other story tackles the premise of a Stepford Town caught in the amber of mid-Twentieth Century America. Perfect lawns, perfect smiles, peach cobbler, and all. Our hero is seduced by a wholesome, familial veneer that camouflages a sinister truth. 
Both stories neatly demonstrate an unspoken thesis that has built over the course of decades: the small-town setting might well be the backbone of modern horror. Exorcism, serial killer, and undead tropes are ubiquitous. Historically, Judeo-Christian conservatism is the moral standard that Western horror fiction trespasses against. Yet, while the action has occurred in nearly every imaginable location, Main Street of a small-town-near-you remains the default; it’s where the kids with the glowing eyes congregate; a master vampire builds his flock; and where ancient evil (in the shape of every Universal Studios monster of record) broods beneath quiet streets. Time and again, a drowsy, provincial community beckons our prodigal hero home to combat deviltry in its multitude of forms.
We can’t get enough of it—readers and writers, country mouse and city mouse alike. That’s why Cutting Block Books has returned to the scene of the uncanny crime to present Shadows Over Main Street, Volume 2.
Stephen King, Peter Straub, Dean R. Koontz, Shirley Jackson, and Ray Bradbury are masters of the “small town horror story” genre; these authors have done much to popularize the niche. It; Salem’s Lot; Ghost Story; Phantoms; The Lottery; The Summer People; and Something Wicked This Way Comes spring to mind. Of this particular subset of horror, Phantoms by Dean R. Koontz made a stark impression on my developing teenage mind. No surprise for a couple of reasons. 
Koontz’s novel of ancient evil bedeviling a small tourist community high in the California mountains has become a modern classic. Phantoms combines aspects of thriller, mystery, and horror fiction with a sense of deep geological time and a sequence of real-world disappearances that lend his narrative verisimilitude.
Reason two? My provenance is such that I’m blessed, or cursed, by a lifelong fascination for cryptozoology, mysterious vanishings, and the infinite and unpleasant possibilities associated with rural isolation. I spent significant portions of my youth in a wilderness setting. That’s not quite where I started, however. Novels, such as Phantoms, and the stories between the covers of this book, tend to tick numerous boxes regarding what I look for in horror and weird fiction. When couched against a rustic backdrop, it strikes a primordial chord.
I was born in Palmer, Alaska; a dusty little burg on the Matanuska River. The Talkeetna and Chugach Mountains rise to form the northern and eastern boundaries of the Matanuska-Susitna Valley. Palmer was originally founded as a rail station around the time WWI shifted into full tilt. In my day (the mid-1970s into the latter 1980s), railroad tracks still cut through town and crews frequently oiled the hardpacked dirt roads to keep dust clouds under control. 
Alaska is a harsh, subarctic biome, but the Mat-Su Valley has always done a fair trade in dairies, potatoes, giant cabbages, and Mary Jane. Palmer is picturesque in the summer, what with all those green lawns and cheery faux 1880s gold rush boomtown facades, the decommissioned Alaska Railroad engine near town hall, and the whitewashed churches. August heralds the Alaska State Fair and an explosion of tourism drawn to third tier country acts, carnival rides, and the aforementioned giant cabbages. Palmer’s motor parks, restaurants, and taverns are awash in custom. It’s the Alaska iteration of small-town USA and not much different than any number of similar communities—Wasilla, Big Lake, Eagle River, or Seward—to name places where I’ve whiled away many a lazy summer afternoon. 
But consider this—despite the fact the overall crime rate remained relatively low in the Valley towns, especially compared to a good-sized city, such as Anchorage, there was, as the old television show warns, a dark side. Assaults, bar fights, burglaries, theft; and weirder, darker incidents that ranged from disappearances to bizarre murders (such as the time a man killed and stewed his victim in a pressure cooker and fed the remains to a kennel of sled dogs; or that baker who kidnapped women and hunted them in the woods near Eklutna and the Knik River like the villain from The Most Dangerous Game) against a frequent backdrop of occult ritual. Obviously, the vast majority of Satanic/occult vandalism (usually graffiti) was perpetrated by kids and assorted hoaxers. And yet, and yet…
Here’s a creepy anecdote that might lend a keyhole insight into the darkness always bubbling beneath the surface of whatever bucolic locale you happen to inhabit. During the mid-1980s, I spent a couple of summers schlepping bags of grain at an animal feed store. One of our best customers owned prize-winning rabbits; she kept them in a hutch in the backyard of her family’s country home. The rabbit lady came in toward the end of my midweek shift, flour-pale and distraught. She explained that someone had crept into her yard the previous evening and slaughtered the rabbits in their hutches. None of the family members were awakened by the sound of presumably squealing rabbits; the dogs didn’t bark a frantic alarm, nothing. 
The police investigation came up empty. The lady regrouped and purchased more rabbits. She moved the hutches against the house beneath the bedroom window. At night, she and her husband nailed the roofs onto the enclosures. A few weeks passed, and it happened again: bunny slaughter part two. 
Rumors circulated that occult symbols and threats were drawn in blood against the side of the house. Other whispers claimed the police worried matters might escalate from animal butchery to something worse. As far as I know, that was the end of the lady’s rabbit project and the culprit, or culprits, never answered for the crime. Dig around the Mat-Su Valley, you’ll uncover plenty of similarly strange and occasionally chilling anecdotes.
The authors of Shadows Over Main Street, Volume 2 tap into this naturally-occurring strangeness and dial it to eleven. Allow me to give you a further taste of the horrors and ecstasies that await… 
“1570 kHz” by Damien Walters: Walters is one of the best new writers in the horror/weird fiction business and an expert regarding matters of physiological and psychological distress. Her entry deals with the aftermath of a father’s service in World War II and how he struggles with battle fatigue. Wonderfully light dialect from the perspective of a child who fears the unpleasant frequency corrupting Daddy’s radio. What if the Manchurian Candidate took marching orders from an enemy as old as fear itself?
“Drawing God” by Michael Wehunt: Wehunt is another rising star. He transmits an elegant and wrenching tale wherein an old man returns to the sacred haunts of his childhood, a profane schoolhouse/temple embedded among the Appalachians. You can go home, but may not like what you find waiting in the pines. 
“The Longdock Air” by veteran horror writer, William Meikle: a penniless drifter searches the small river town of Longdock for a lost song. A few bars of Manley Wade Wellman, Robert W. Chambers, and H.P. Lovecraft combine for a tune of dreaming madness.
“A Song Left Behind in the Aztakea Hills” by James Chambers: The ghosts of Jack Kerouac, and a boozy artist lamenting upon love lost collide when a mathematician blows into town with a mind to recreate a very bad no good equation.
“A Glimpse Outside” by Erinn L Kemper: Kemper’s story features a caregiver who falls under the spell of her astrophysicist patient’s mystical pendant. A striking non-linear doom narrative set deep inside Canadian farmland.
As I said, this is a mere taste. There are weird visions to explore by Joe R. Lansdale, Joyce Carol Oates, Lucy A. Snyder, and other worthies. Each of them turns the screw a notch tighter on the basic premise of Shadows Over Main Street, Volume 2. 
Darkness bides wherever humans congregate; picket fences, church steeples, and orderly existences are no defense against evil. Indeed, from a literary standpoint, horror and weirdness are doubly potent when their intrinsic effect of destabilizing reality and mundane routine serves to warp and derange the nigh inflexible precincts of humdrum existence.
So, move on from this preface and take a cruise through a procession of peculiar towns. Remember, Main Street runs where ancient trails and game paths twisted. Once upon a time, Main Street was a dirt byway that terminated at the borders of its thorpe, hamlet, village, or town. Beyond, stretched a frontier wilderness shrouded in shadows and mystery. Ghosts and devils and woodland spirits walked the earth. The stories in this anthology revive the notion of genius loci, that spirit of place which never dies, but slumbers beneath tilled fields, paved roads, and the impermanent habitats of humankind, dreaming and waiting.
--Laird Barron
Stone Ridge, NY
4/11/17









 SUNSET ON MOTT ISLAND
Lucy A. Snyder
Mom had another bad night; she kept waking up and calling for my father, who’d died when I was only five. Sometimes, she called for her own father, and sometimes, she called out strange names in a language I didn’t recognize. For hours, she refused to take the sleeping medicine Dr. Olmstead had left us, but shortly before dawn I finally convinced her to swallow a pill with a sip of water. As the sun broke over the horizon, her mouth went slack, and she drifted into what I hoped would be a dreamless sleep.
I climbed the creaking stairs to the rooftop deck to watch the sun rise over the ocean. It was gorgeous as it always was this time of year, the clouds lit in different shades of scarlet and orange. Red sky at morning, sailors take warning. 
Miles away, I could see a dark speck moving across the dune-covered southern causeway. Dr. Olmstead on his beat-up beach cruiser bike pedaling in for his weekly house calls. I knew he was a good man when I first met him, but that was before the world went insane. Lots of people could be good upstanding citizens when it didn’t cost them anything, and most pillars of the community abandoned the city the moment things got difficult. Dr. Olmstead stayed to do what he could for the people who needed it despite the toll it was taking on him. He had just three patients still alive out here on the island, my mother among them. He visited us every week. I didn’t know how many people he was still trying to help in the city.
I gazed out at the city skyline beyond the causeway. Allstate Tower was still burning, but the smoke was much less than it had been even a day ago. When the panic started after the monsters came up from the sewers, Dr. Olmstead said practically every building downtown suffered some kind of arson. He’d been busy at the hospital and it took him three days to find out that his apartment building had burned to the ground. 
Fortunately, the looting and monsters never reached the island, and Dr. Olmstead found a safe place to stay with a friend who’d since fled. I watched the doctor’s progress up the road; I had maybe twenty minutes to shower and put on some fresh clothes. I knew Dr. Olmstead had seen far worse than a sweaty thirty-year-old woman with bed head, but I didn’t want him to see worse. I wanted him to be in a place where people were glad to see him and didn’t stink. A place with comfortable furniture and cold drinks and cookies. Well, I couldn’t offer much in twenty minutes besides boxed gingersnaps and lemonade, and my mother’s sofa was sagging pretty hard from all the nights I’d slept on it, but I’d do the best I could out of respect for his always doing the best he could. At least we had a working ice maker.
I headed downstairs, pulled some fresh clothes off the rack I’d set up in my mom’s laundry room, and went into her cramped bathroom to bathe. We’d lost natural gas service when the city burned, but the weather had only just started to turn cool and the water wasn’t unbearably chilly yet. For now, I still had enough fuel for the generator; I knew the family that owned the Main Street gas station and they let me stock up when they abandoned it. The island’s power grid was flaky at the best of times, and I wanted to make sure that Mom always had ice when she needed it in the summer. I’d almost had a newer gas stove installed, but was glad I’d stuck with the old electric that came with the house. If Mom lasted into the winter, I could heat up water for her bath on the stove.
I soaped up and started to give my breasts a once-over. It had been weeks, maybe months since I’d remembered to examine myself. When you’re busy watching your mother die, little things can fall by the wayside. I pressed my slick fingers into the side of my right breast and made a circle. My index finger found something that felt like a shard of pottery a half-inch beneath my skin.
The water suddenly seemed a whole lot colder. I probed the lump more carefully. It was hard, all right, maybe the size of a broken shooter marble, and it hadn’t been there before. 
“God dammit,” I whispered.
Mom had found a lump just like this one when she was 60. Same breast in nearly the same spot. Her doctors took her breast and gave her radiation treatments, but the malignant cells had lain in wait and sprouted in her brain and spinal cord ten years later. Long enough for her to be a statistical breast cancer survivor but not an actual one.
I took a deep breath to try to calm myself. Turned off the water. No sense in borrowing trouble when there was so much already at hand, was there? It could just be a cyst. I’d ask the doctor to take a look after he’d checked on Mom. I toweled off, combed my damp hair into a ponytail, got dressed, and went into the kitchen to mix up some lemonade.
Soon I heard footsteps on the wooden stairs outside, and shortly thereafter came a rattling knock on the screen door.
“Land shark!” Dr. Olmstead called. “I mean, uh, Candygram!”
I laughed. “Come on in. Want some lemonade?”
“Just water, please, with a pinch of salt in it.”
Dr. Olmstead stepped inside with his leather physician’s satchel, carefully pulled the screen door closed behind him, took off his windbreaker and hung it on the white antique hook rack. He left his knitted multicolored scarf on; it was a handmade Doctor Who replica, though at most a third as long as the one the Doctor wore. 
I got his salted water from the kitchen and smiled at him, remembering the first time I’d seen him wearing that delightfully nerdy neckwear… and in that moment I realized that he looked terrible. His clothes were neat as always —well, nearly neat as always—but his body had changed for the worse. When I first met him a year ago he was very fit, with nicely muscular shoulders and a full head of dark curly hair. But now, his dark polo shirt hung loosely on his bony shoulders. His bare scalp gleamed. He’d been buzzing his hair short since the city burned, and I’d always thought it was just for the sake of hygiene, but looking at him now I wasn’t sure that his hair hadn’t fallen out. 
And his face… had his face always been that narrow? Had his eyes always bulged out like that? When had he gotten so damned pale?
“Are you feeling okay?” I asked.
He shrugged, took a long drink from his water glass, and gave me a tight-lipped smile. “Right as could be expected, considering. How’s our lovely lady?”
I shook my head. “She had a bad night. Nightmares, hallucinations… I can’t tell.”
“Probably a little bit of both.” He tugged at the scarf around his neck as if it itched, but he didn’t try to unwind it. “Let’s go take a look.”
My mother was so groggy from the sleeping pill that she was barely able to sit up and open her eyes when the doctor asked her to. He spent time peering into her eyes with a penlight and gravely listening to the sounds of her body with a stethoscope. When he was finished, he tucked his instruments back into his bag and gestured for me to follow him back into the living room. Mom was asleep again before he’d gotten up from the chair beside the bed.
“How is she?” I asked.
“Not good. Her heart is failing. The sleeping medicine is hard on her body, but insomnia will kill her just as quickly and be a whole lot less pleasant. And her breathing doesn’t sound right; I suspect she might have a mass pressing on her lungs, or the beginnings of pneumonia.”
“Jesus.” I rubbed my eyes. I didn’t want to cry in front of him. “How much time does she have?”
“Days. Maybe hours. It’s hard to know.”
“Can you stay?” I blurted it out before I could stop myself. “I… I don’t know what to do after she dies.”
He gently touched my shoulder. “I have to check on the others, but I will come back and stay, yes. And I’ll help you bury her someplace nice, okay?”
“Before you go… can I get you to look at something?”
I explained what I’d found. Dr. Olmstead had me lie down on the sofa and he performed a breast exam. His hands were cold and clammy, but gentle. When he found the shard-like lump, his expression turned grim.
“That feels like a problem, but even with your family history, I can’t make a definite diagnosis one way or the other.” He offered me a hand to help me sit up. “Normally I’d refer you for a mammogram and biopsy, but…”
He trailed off, gesturing helplessly toward the city.
“Is there anywhere else I could go?” I refastened my bra and buttoned up my blouse.
“You could go inland, but from what I hear on the shortwave radio, what happened here happened along every coast. There are so many refugees that the hospitals and clinics are completely overwhelmed. I’m not sure you could get care in time for it to make a difference if it is an aggressive cancer.” 
I shook my head, wondering if I was going to start weeping, but instead I started laughing. “When it rains around here, it really pours, doesn’t it? Mom always said I was an early bloomer.”
“For what it’s worth, I’m really sorry. If you start getting sick, I can give you something to make it easier.” He tugged at his scarf.
“What’s going on with your neck, Doc?”
“It’s nothing.” He looked away, embarrassed.
“Liar. C’mon, you just saw me naked. There’s no reason to hide whatever it is if the wool is making you itch.”
He sighed, gave another tight-lipped smile, and started to unwind the scarf. “You’re not the only one with unfortunate family genetics. I, however, seem to be a late bloomer in that regard.”
He pulled the scarf free, and I saw a series of purple slashes running horizontally along both sides of his neck. At first I thought they might be scars from a suicide attempt. But no, if he’d done that he’d have been terribly injured. I couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing.
“What… what are those?” I asked dumbly.
“Gills. Not open yet. Probably they’ll open in a few days and I’ll have to go in the water after that. I think the flood’s coming before then, though.”
He flashed me another smile, this one with teeth. Too many teeth. I’d seen the same grin on a piranha once.
“Flood?” I stammered.
He looked at me, sad and earnest. “Haven’t you had the dream?”
I shuddered. I didn’t know if it was the same one he’d had, but for the past five nights running I’d dreamed that I was standing on the rooftop deck watching an enormous tsunami roll green and cold and massive toward the beach. Five times taller than the burning Allstate skyscraper and utterly unstoppable. Here I’d been thinking it was all a metaphor for what my mother’s death would do to me, but a look at the doctor’s expression told me he was sure it was literal prophecy. 
“But… but what could possibly cause a wave like that?” I shivered.
“Great Cthulhu rises, and Father Dagon, too.” Dr. Olmstead gazed reverently toward the sea. “Mother Hydra. They all rise, and the world will be theirs. Until then, they still sleep, and live in our dreams.”
The watery nightmares I’d tried to forget came back to me, vividly, and I realized everything he was saying was true. I should have been terrified. I should have been so frightened I was falling to the floor, babbling in madness. But I wasn’t terrified. I was furious.
“Fuck that, and fuck them.” I balled my fists in my lap to keep myself from hurling the reading lamp across the room. Mom loved that stupid lamp; it was a lopsided, wobbly orange thing I’d made in ceramics class when I was 15 and she’d prized it like a Tiffany original. 
“The only thing I’ve wanted for the last goddamn year was for my mother to enjoy her final days as much as she possibly could.” I was yelling, and the doctor was flinching away from me, looking worried. I wanted to feel bad about that, but I didn’t. “She wanted to live on the beach in the little town where she spent her summers as a child, so I found this place and bought it for her. Quit my job and helped her move because goddamn it she’s my mom and I could do it so goddamn it I should. And here I find out some fucking… fucking fish gods are depriving her of the sleep she needs to have anything resembling a good quality of life? Fuck cancer, and fuck them!”
We just stared at each other for a moment.
“But… she won’t have to see the worst of it,” the doctor finally said. “She won’t be here for the rising. That’s a silver lining, right?”
“Right. It is. Clearly.” I took a deep breath, trying to calm down. Me raging around the house wouldn’t do anything but scare Mom. 
“What do I do now?” I asked quietly.
“Do what you’ve been doing. Make things pleasant for her. If she wants potato chip casserole, make her a casserole. If she wants ice cream and bourbon, ditto. No restrictions. Doctor’s orders.”
—
Mom woke up later that afternoon and tottered into the living room with her walker, her eyes bright and some rosy pink back on her hollowed cheeks. I couldn’t help but remember the fancy tropical fish we had when I was a kid; their colors seemed to grow so much brighter a few hours before they died.
“I’m hungry.” She sounded like a little girl.
“What would you like to eat?”
“Pie and cookies and ice cream.”
Jesus. That would send her blood sugar straight into orbit. “We’re out of ice cream, but there’s a key lime pie in the freezer. What kind of cookies do you want?”
“Chocolate chip.”
“Okay.” I went into the kitchen and surveyed the contents of the pantry. I had enough chips left for a decent batch. We were out of real dairy butter but Mom never minded cookies made with butter-flavored shortening. “You want anything to eat while the pie thaws?”
“No, thank you. Can you put on a show for me?”
The local TV stations had disappeared into static since the city burned, but I’d bought Mom a brand-new Betamax player as a housewarming present, and in the year since we’d gotten a nice little collection of mail-order movies. I briefly pictured the expensive tape cases scattered and covered in barnacles under a hundred feet of seawater, then put in her tape of The Day the Earth Stood Still and started baking.
—
Dr. Olmstead returned soon after I pulled the cookies out of the oven. Mom had polished off two slices of pie and was snoozing on the sofa while Bobby and Klaatu searched for Professor Barnhardt onscreen.
“Wow, it smells great in here,” Dr. Olmstead said.
“How are your other patients doing?” I asked.
“They’re hanging in there.” He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “For better or worse. I gave them all opiates to take in case things get bad. I’ve heard drowning can be a painful way to go.”
I nodded and moved some gooey cookies onto a plate. “Good idea.”
He helped me mix up some glasses of instant milk and I carried the drinks and cookies in to Mom on a bamboo tray.
“Oh!” She sat up, her eyes red and her voice slurred. “Can I have one of those?”
“As many as you like,” I replied.
The doctor and I settled down on the sofa on either side of her. We all drank well-water milk and ate warm cookies as the tape played on. Mom soon nodded off again, and I became engrossed in the movie, even though I’d seen it a half dozen times.
“I think she’s stopped breathing,” the doctor said a little while later.
“Are you sure?” I looked at my mother. Her mouth hung open, and her filmy eyes were half-closed. She didn’t look asleep. She looked gone.
Dr. Olmstead pressed two fingers to the side of her neck, feeling for a pulse. He met my gaze and shook his head.
“Oh.” 
I’d though I would cry when she finally died, but it all just seemed so surreal. I mostly felt numb, and didn’t quite know what to do, so I said the Lord’s Prayer.
“Were there any places she liked to walk?” he asked. “We can find a pretty spot and bury her.”
I suddenly felt anxious when he said the word bury. I tried not to think of maggots burrowing into my mother’s flesh… and failed. “If it floods, her grave will wash out, won’t it? I mean, we probably can’t get it deep enough in this soil, and the dirt above her will be too loose to hold.”
He blinked. “Yes, that will probably happen.”
“And then crabs will eat her. Maybe sharks.” Tears finally started welling in my eyes at that. “I… I don’t want my mom eaten by sharks. Even if she’s dead and can’t care about it.”
“Well.” The doctor was silent for a moment. “We could make a pyre?”
—
We wrapped my mother in a sheet and carried her down to the beach. Dr. Olmstead started gathering driftwood and dry brush while I went back up to the house to search for an accelerant. I found a bottle of bourbon and an unopened bottle of Everclear in the liquor cabinet behind my mother’s stash of chardonnay. I put them both in a picnic basket with a couple of shot glasses and went back down to the pyre.
We gathered a decent amount of wood and a few baskets of dry autumn leaves, set my mother atop it, soaked it down with the Everclear and lit it at sunset. Dr. Olmstead and I sat on the sand upwind, drinking up the bourbon and watching the flames. When it started to get gruesome, I closed my eyes and tried to listen to the waves instead of the pop of burning fat. Tried to pretend it was any other fall bonfire.
I was starting to drift off to sleep when there was a sudden roaring whoosh from the ocean.
The surf had abruptly sucked far out to sea, leaving piles of algae and fish flopping on the wet sand for hundreds of yards, a completely unearthly scene in the dying light.
“I read about this,” I said. “This happens before a tsunami, doesn’t it?”
Dr. Olmstead nodded, looking upset. “It does. It’s happening. I left my bag up at the house… I don’t have time to give you anything. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s fine. I’m a big girl and I’m not scared to drown. Just…”
I trailed off.
“Just what?” he asked quietly.
“Would you hold my hand?”
“Of course.”
He took my hand in his, and I nestled against his cold, gaunt shoulder and watched my mother’s bones glow amongst the driftwood embers.








A SONG LEFT BEHIND IN THE AZTAKEA HILLS
James Chambers
I slid the clipping of his obituary into the same crinkled manila envelope where I kept the handwritten pages he’d pushed through my mail slot the night before he ditched Knicksport and never came back. He had left town in ’64, only five years ago, and I’d always expected to see Jack Kerouac again.
His death from bleeding and booze filled me with a peculiar blend of relief and sadness over open questions whose answers I’d feared to know and now had died with him. All this only two weeks after Gregory dumped me, and that weird grief of losing someone unseen, unheard, unknown for years entwined with my heartbroken loneliness, two venomous snakes nested inside me.
Days passed with the distraction of work. On my easel sat a landscape in progress—the Martinson estate’s eroding cliffs prodding into Cow Harbor, commissioned by Saul Norris for the bank lobby—but my brush faltered upon those dark feelings of isolation and rejection. My hands wandered with my mind. Unwanted textures crept onto my canvas, lending unnatural life to sand, waves, sky, clouds, trees, and rocks as if weaves of ropy fibers writhed beneath the surface of everything. Voids in the composition reflected the absence in my apartment. Several times a day I glanced for Gregory’s lanky silhouette as he brought me coffee only to find myself staring at paint stains on sunlit floorboards. The freshly vacated slot in my toothbrush holder gaped like a hole I could fall through forever. I let my beard grow because the idea of shaving with the straight razor we’d shared, left behind in the medicine cabinet, set my hand trembling, and yet I couldn’t bring myself to buy another. 
I could’ve followed Gregory back to the city if he’d wanted that, but I didn’t know if he did, and I didn’t know what else I could give him if all I had to offer had only left him unfulfilled and restless. I’d left Knicksport at age eighteen and stayed away for two decades, but it was my home. My family built the building I lived in before World War I, and I knew the town’s streets, beaches, and secrets with the intimacy of childhood. By leaving, Gregory had rejected the core of me as if what he saw deep inside there repulsed him.
More than painting, drinking numbed the pain of losing Gregory and filled the hollowness left by Jack’s passing. I needed little persuasion to set down my brush, turn a blind eye to Saul’s deadline, and take a break across the street at Raker’s.
Once in a while, devotees of Jack rolled into town, mostly young, naïve, hopeful souls. The poets, the artists, and the songwriters, seeking to walk the same streets the King of the Beats had and breathe the same air as if they might inhale lingering particles of his greatness. Some of those folks knew by word of mouth that if they asked right and tipped well on nights when wind howled down Main Street and the stars wavered oddly in the sky, Spence at Raker’s might talk about the years Jack spent with us. And if Spence sensed a soft touch with a fat, loose wallet, he might even call me down to tell the story of the night Jack, me, and three would-be rock n’ roll stars hiked into the Aztakea hills south of town, which is how I came to meet the mathematician one evening in early November.
I strolled into Spence’s place, my fingers still gloved in the scent of turpentine and oil paint despite my having scrubbed them raw-pink. Entering Raker’s on a crisp, late autumn night, going from a clear, starry sky and dry air into a fog of tobacco smoke, hazy light, and the miasma of saltwater, sweat, and spilled booze felt like stepping between two worlds. Spence fixed me a gin and tonic with a bright wedge of lime smiling on top and gave me a warm nod. Most folks in town thought I’d lost a roommate when Gregory moved out, or at least they stuck to that idea as a discreet and convenient fiction. But Spence knew Gregory had dumped me hard and had lent me an ear and a shoulder and dragged me home safe when I drank far too much my first night alone.
Across the bar sat a man in his late forties, a sandy crewcut, tortoise shell glasses, short-sleeved, plaid dress shirt, and a sheepskin jacket draped over his stool. Spence poured bourbon into his glass, which the man clutched protectively. Nervous eyes stared out from his soft face into the murk of the bar as if he expected the rowdy locals to sense his weakness like wild dogs and pick a fight. Not that any would. Spence enforced a strict policy of peace backed by a well-worn Louisville Slugger kept near the bar sink. Outside Raker’s, though, the bay men—clammers, lobstermen, fishermen with sunbaked and wind-dried skin, perpetual squints, and calloused hands bulging with swollen knuckles—showed little patience for anyone different than them. They spent too much time alone on the Long Island Sound, dropping traps and pulling them up again, watching whitecaps rise and roll over, listening to the wind whine, gulls caw, and the sea whisper of things long swept away by its currents.
Being alone too much changes how you think. Not for the better.
Pool balls click-clacked under the rambling beat of Creedence Clearwater Revival on the jukebox, “Green River” giving way to “Suzie Q,” and I drank and smoked and eyed the man for as long as it took to finish both. Spence replenished my gin and tonic, and I carried it over beside the mathematician and eased onto an empty bar stool beside him.
“Thanks for the drinks,” I said.
He glanced at me, eyebrows raised. “What?”
“Spence has been putting my drinks on your tab.”
“Oh, you the guy who knew Kerouac?”
“Uh-huh.”
“You’ve been sitting right over there for half an hour, keeping me waiting.”
“I finally decided you looked harmless.”
He processed that with a frown then shrugged.
“My name’s Fenton Grive. My field’s mathematics. My condolences on your friend’s passing.”
“Thank you. I’m Salvatore Cinelli. Spot me a ciggie-boo, wouldya?”
The mathematician slid a Marlboro pack from his pocket and shook one loose for me. In the match light, his face boiled with confidence born of something outside himself. He resembled a trusted clerk on an important business trip, a scent of chalk and after-shave hanging about him, but he made me anxious. Epiphanies and lies stirred behind his face and a faint sense of menace, not from him, but from what he represented, though I didn’t know yet what that was.
“I guess it’s smart to be cautious. You get a lot of people asking about him?”
“Used to back when Jack lived down on Judy Ann Court. They came banging on his door at all hours, swiping books off his shelves if he let them in. Not too many these days. Life goes on, you know?”
“Time stops for no man as the saying goes. I hear you’re an artist.”
“That’s right. A painter.”
“Yeah, nice. Um, listen, I’m no good at small talk so I’ll cut to the chase. I’m moving into the Martinson place after the New Year while I do a fellowship over at Brookhaven National Labs. After that Kerouac fellow died, some folks at the lab and a few I’ve met in town said you might know something about him of interest to me. Professionally, I mean. An incident in the Aztakea Hills back in spring of ’64?”
“Can’t imagine what that has to do with mathematics.”
“Maybe nothing. Could be I’m wasting my time here. I can’t tell you much because most of my work is classified, but you ever heard of Walter Gilman or the Keziah Mason formulae?”
I shook my head.
“Not many people have. Among other things, I research sound. Frequency, modulation, pitch. There’s a lot of common ground between math and music. These KM formulae date back to the late 17th century and Keziah Mason, a character who lived up in Arkham, Massachusetts. Authorities threw her in prison for witchcraft but then she vanished inexplicably from her cell and into the shadows of history until around 1929. That’s when a student named Walter Gilman found some of her notes in a loft he rented in an old house. Turns out what passed for witchcraft in Keziah’s day may have been advanced mathematics. Pan-dimensional physics and space-time distortion, stuff scientists only started researching after Einstein. There’s the outer dimensions, the multi-planar angle paradox, honeycombs of non-Euclidian geometry, and the—”
I held up my hand. “Fenton, I have no idea what the hell you’re jawing on about.”
His face blanked then blushed before he re-engaged with humility.
“Sorry. I get carried away. Bottom line, an acquaintance of mine acquired Gilman’s notebook. This man goes by the name Redcap. Lives in the West Village and plays at magic and witchery, mostly I think to get laid, though some folks believe in him, but he collects witchcraft artifacts. He gave me Gilman’s notebook to research, thinking the KM formulae equations might be replicated in properly composed and modulated sounds. If performed at certain key dates that coincide with planetary orbits and gravitational matrices, such sounds might open the way into non-linear realities outside our own—”
I gripped his forearm and squeezed. “The bottom line again, Fenton.”
The mathematician tugged his arm away from my hand. “I want to know about the band you and Kerouac met, the Sultans. I think they know something about this music.”
 “Fenton, my new friend, I’ve been asked some wild questions, about Jack, this town, and art, and life in general, but no one has ever hit me with the kind of mad ideas you’re spinning. How many bourbons did you drink before I got here?” 
Spence, pretending to clean glasses, kept close enough to eavesdrop, which I appreciated. That man had seen all of Knicksport’s ugliness in one form or another, and he looked out for his friends. I finished my gin and tonic and let him replenish it.
“This is only my second bourbon.” Fenton pressed ahead as if he might agree with me if he took time to think about his words. “What can you tell me about the Sultans?”
“Not much. They came from Rhode Island. They absolutely abused denim and paisley.”
“They disappeared, right?”
“So people say. They dreamed of being rock n’ roll stars like the Byrds or the Stones. They sure smoked grass and drank booze like it. Anything might’ve happened to them.”
“What’d you do that night up in the hills?”
“A little stargazing, some drinking. Jack and the Sultans got high, played music, sang.”
“What kind of music?”
“Psychedelic folk rock, I guess you could call it. One had a guitar. Another played the flute. The third one strummed an instrument I’d never seen before, a sort of short sitar with these asymmetrical branches and complicated strings. A lot of buzzing, popping chords. Sounded like someone shaking a wasp’s nest. Not my cup of tea. Or Jack’s. He liked jazz.”
“You hear anything else up there?”
“Wind creaking the trees when they stopped playing.”
Fenton frowned. “Rumor is your friend and those rock and rollers heard something unusual. Maybe you did too?”
“Yeah, Jack said he heard something wild in their music. He called it a turbulent bubble of sound like the world breathing across the top of a million open beer bottles, but he was high and even drunker than usual, which is saying something. Anyway, I didn’t hear it. We got split up coming back. I didn’t find him till morning. Neither of us ever saw the Sultans again.”
“He ever say what happened to him after you got separated?”
Pages cocooned in an old envelope. Ink decaying, black to blue to gray. Gaping holes in my memory, the whole world breathing across a million open bottles, and Knicksport is full of witches, Jack told me once in a late-night, inebriated confession. Full of witches, full of secrets, all hiding behind shadows and false faces—full of monsters, too, like me. Too ugly for Gregory. Too grotesque for the world. Too disappointing for the family I’d left and returned to, only after they’d all died. Knicksport is full of witches, said Jack, but to me it swelled with the angry ghosts and weeping wounds of the past.
“Nothing besides what I already told you,” I lied.
Impatience backlit Fenton’s eyes. “How about you take me up there into the hills and show me the place?”
I drank, long and slow, clinking ice gathering at my lips, freezing them a little, and then I set the glass down and shook my head.
“Why would I want to do that?”
“I’ll pay you.”
“You want to hear about my wild night in the woods with Jack Kerouac and a bunch of badly dressed musicians? Fine. I’m happy to let you buy me drinks and listen to me talk until closing time. But I haven’t gone up in those woods since that night, and I see no need to change that.”
“So take me as close as you want and point me in the right direction. I’ll go the rest of the trail alone. You can tell me the story along the way.”
“What exactly are you looking for?”
“Not a thing. I’m listening. And I’ll know it when I hear it.”
Fenton pulled money from his pocket and eased it across the bar, exposing enough from beneath his hand for me to see a hundred-dollar bill. Wide-eyed, I shook my head nervously.
“Put that away. Are you nuts?”
He did, clenching his jaw, mistaking my reaction for refusal when I only meant to spare Spence any possible embarrassment. Discreet fictions or not, people talked. Rumors about me and my lack of a wife cropped up now and then, very goddamn few of them even half true, but no need to grease the skids. Granted I’d downed three gin and tonics, but a hundred bucks and a night spent tramping around the woods appealed to me more than drinking myself numb again and fighting oil paint demons.
“Another round, then we’ll go,” I said. “Pay me outside.”
“Oh, sure, that’s fine.”
“I don’t know what you expect to find, though.”
“Like I said, I’ll know it when I hear it.” Relieved, Fenton waved for Spence to set us up once more. “Say, I’ve never read On the Road or The Subterraneans, and all those Kerouac books. Not my thing, I guess. What was he like?”
“Not what you might expect. Came here to escape his own legend. It’s like two Jacks existed. One walked barefoot through town, jingling nickels for beer in his pocket whenever his mother, Mémêre, tightened the purse strings to curb his drinking. The other, forever youthful and windswept, sped over ribbons of endless, dusty blacktop in cars piloted by a crazy saint. By the time he came here, though, that second Jack lived only in his books.
“The humble one, the one who tossed a football around the schoolyard on warm autumn days and wandered town in his slippers dragging groceries home in a beat-up, granny shopping basket—that’s the Jack I knew. He hung out in my studio, playing records or reading while I painted. A lot of nights we drank here. He really came to life in the bar with the bay men at the end of the day, some still gaffed in their hip-waders, stinking of fish and sea water, Jack jawing about this or that he’d done or seen zipping back and forth across the country until they bought him a beer to shut him up.
“Once he started, sheer joy poured out of him. He was mad to talk, just like he wrote about, and he spun stories like no one I’ve ever heard before or since. Never about books or writing or literature but about real life, and women, and working-day sweat, which he knew as well as any bay man washing brine from his lips with beer.”
“He drank a lot?”
I laughed. “When Mémêre held back his drinking money, he snuck a bottle of Canadian Club in here in a valise and sipped it in the men’s room. Spence found out and banned him from bringing in any kind of bag at all. That happened about a week before the Sultans came to town.” 
I finished my fourth gin and tonic.
“Ready?”
“Lead the way.” 
Fenton scattered a few more bills beside his half-touched bourbon. Spence flashed me a questioning eye, and I winked to let him know all was well. Then we waded through the crowd and the acrid smoke to the cool outdoors. A run to my apartment across the road garnered some flashlights. I guided Fenton toward the harbor, shimmering with scales of moonlight, and then along the road to the woods. 
At the trailhead, I flicked on my light and handed the other to Fenton.
He gave me the hundred and asked, “Why didn’t you take this in the bar?”
“Spence is a friend. It might look bad for him if someone saw.”
“Look bad how? You push dope or something?”
“No, but I got a bit of an unearned reputation.”
Fenton looked my skinny frame up and down, filling in blanks. “I had a sense you might be queer when we shook hands.”
I glared at him. “You want me to take you into the hills or not?”
“Yes. Doesn’t matter to me which way you swing as long as you don’t swing it my way. I didn’t come here for that.”
“You got nothing to worry about there, Mister Math Whiz.”
I stamped up the first rise of the trail, putting distance between us, making Fenton work. I considered running into the dark and leaving the bastard on his own for thinking I sold myself to anyone who stood me a few drinks or that I sold myself at all. My desire for Gregory to return and put things back how they used to be ached inside me. I should’ve been home in his arms, streaks of paint on my face, a glass of Cabernet on the table, and no worries about the frigid, black hills and empty shadows.
Christ, how lost and alone I felt to walk back to those hills. Right then, though, I wanted to get close to Jack and the good old days we’d had, when I’d still had Gregory.
My flashlight narrowed the path in a wash of dusty, ivory brightness. Leaves crunched underfoot, and branches scraped my legs. I tromped up the steepening incline, Fenton panting and wheezing to keep up. Away from town, the darkness called me, like the unwanted shadows slipping into my painting, like words written in old ink fading on yellowing paper, like a forgotten straight razor and a cold bed, all things meant for me whether I wanted them or not.
Fenton broke the quiet. “You were going to tell me about that night.”
“Right,” I said. “So Jack was moping over his beer at Raker’s because Spence caught him with his whiskey, and Mémêre wouldn’t give him enough cash to drink how he liked. He lived with her most of his life, rushing off to see the world, always coming back to look after his mom, a good son for all his wildness. The Sultans came in, long hair, beards, beaded denim, paisley shirts and kerchiefs, with psychedelic patches on their jean jackets, embroidered with angel wings on the back. Half the crowd about laughed beer through their noses at the sight of them. The other half wanted to kick their asses to the street, but Spence doesn’t tolerate any dust-ups. They wanted Jack, and we gladly ran up their tab while they rambled on about ritualistic trance music that brought visions and raised consciousness to enlightenment about the universe. Jack dug it with his whole search for grace in the everyday world, feeling the beat of existence kick, but it didn’t interest me. They said they knew songs kind of like what you described. If played certain times in special places, the music unlocked new doors of the senses. They’d come from playing them up in Rhode Island in an abandoned house in Providence, then road-tripped down to Knicksport, chasing the next time and place, and they figured it’d be groovy if we went with them.”
“You remember the songs?”
“No. I heard them only once, not while sober.”
We reached a plateau. From there the trail ascended steeper than before through a broken netting of trees branches and tangled brush. Sweat broke out all over me, chilling in the cold air. The town sounds barely reached us. I leaned against a tree. Fenton squatted on a fallen trunk.
“Another hundred yards, up inside that ring of pines.” I pointed to dense foliage above us on the trail. A melodic whistling tickled my ears for half a heartbeat then fell to the wind. “Hey, you hear that? Someone’s up there.”
“Who?” Fenton said.
“I don’t know.”
“Well, I didn’t hear anyone. Let’s keep moving.”
My head spun like an invisible whirlpool had sucked the breath from my body all at once, and I gripped the tree.
“You okay?” Fenton asked.
The sensation left me as quickly as it had come, and with a gasp, I straightened, restored.
“Yeah, must have caught a chill.”
“Maybe I ought to go on alone from here.”
“No, I’ll come. The trail gets tricky.” 
I couldn’t have let Fenton go on alone, not with the whisper of that music in my mind, tugging on me, and my unexpected need to reconnect with that moment in the past I’d shared with Jack. Wind rustled the sparse leaves and dry branches as we climbed. Stars danced in the sky, as if knocked out of place and frantic to find their proper positions, ants scurrying around a boot-smeared anthill. Whistling pipe music flitted across my ears, gone as quickly as it came. I hesitated, gazing at the shadowed pines and birches atop the hill.
“What?” Fenton asked.
“Nothing. Keep going.”
The air cooled and seemed to congeal as we neared the top, leaving a coppery, electric taste under my tongue. The wild drumbeat of my heart filled my chest. I wondered what world we’d stepped into when we walked out of Raker’s because it didn’t feel like mine anymore.
Nervous, I said, “This one night Jack got so drunk he laid down in the middle of Main Street, right on the double yellow line, and refused to get up again.”
“That right?” Apprehension in Fenton’s voice hinted he, too, sensed the change in the air.
“Five or six of us tried to get him on his feet, tried to lift him, but he resisted.”
“What happened?”
White birches, striped by peeling bark, filled my light like posts in an invisible fence.
“Gregory came down from our apartment, looked at Jack, and said, ‘Hey, Jack, does this mean you’re back on the road?’ Jack cracked up, jumped to his feet, always one for a good joke, and we went on drinking—listen! You hear that windy sound?”
Fenton cupped his ear, trying to catch it, then shook his head.
“Oh. Well, this is the place,” I said.
Pine branches parted onto a pitch black clearing, where moonlight and starlight never reached earth. A figure in the clearing stood how I recalled Jack standing, legs wide, arms in motion, chin tilted upward as he spoke, and then it vaporized. Jack made words of the shadows, wrote them down, shoved them through my mail slot, and ran, back to motion, back to the road, fleeing or chasing as he had most of his life, leaving me with mere words to fill the cavities in my memory. Words too frightening to read. Except I did. I read them the day Jack left town, line for line, page after page, every one of them filling me with unvoiced screams and bitter laughter until blackness overcame me, and I woke up on the couch, Gregory holding my hand, all Jack’s words erased from my thoughts as if I believed I’d never seen them.
A lie I reinforced every day after that. 
A monstrous lie from a monster unwanted by family, lover, or friend.
“I shouldn’t have come back here,” I said.
“Why? What do you hear? I want to hear it too. Help me hear it.”
The music sounded like Jack said. All the mouths in the world blowing across an infinite number of empty bottles. But in the vibration, and the whisper of discordant notes, and the weight of their sound swaddling my flesh and throbbing against my skull, I knew those mouths came from a place much vaster than the world. They blew not across bottlenecks, but pipes, flutes, and horns as alien and disordered as the sitar-like thing the Sultans had played that night. 
I bolted for the trail. Fenton grabbed me, crushing my arm.
“Wait a goddamn minute!” he shouted.
He shoved me. I tumbled into the center of the clearing, hitting my head on the ground. Fenton stood over me, a spread-legged, hunkered-down wrestler, hands opening and closing.
“Hold on, dammit! I didn’t mean for you to fall. I’m sorry about that, but tell me what you’re hearing. Describe it. Please! I have to know. You’ve got to tell me. Help me listen. Why can’t I hear it too?”
I tried to stand. Pain exploded in my skull where it’d struck the ground. 
Dizzy, I fell. 
Amber and white flashes filled my sight.
I closed my eyes tight then opened them onto the night peeling back like skin and visible waves of muscle curling up the way the edges of burning paper do. Jack’s ghost stood nearby, handsome, burly, and grinning drunk. I saw right through him and found the Sultans, who had never left that hill but become part of the clearing, petrified with their instruments frozen in hand, embedded in trees and stone. Blood dribbled from their ears, cold-syrup slow. Their eyes stared as wide as coffee mugs, funnels of dark motion tugging on me with pinches of gravity and widening as I watched. Through them I gazed at musicians playing complex, asymmetrical instruments carved of unearthly materials, piping blistered melodies and hypnotic notes with an urgency that made my hands shake.
The musicians spun and hopped from foot to foot in ragged, arrhythmic steps. Sinuous dancers, stretching mottled skin of indigo and ebony, scaled limbs raised, pressing mouthpieces to inhuman lips, a dancing circle orbiting an immense, churning, incomprehensible confusion on the edge of wakefulness, one best left to slumber and dream. Its naked pulse bled into the music, the universe, the world and every part of it, a hidden beat beneath all things like Jack had once sought, but nothing like the grace he’d searched for all his life. He heard and saw this that night we walked into the hills. We both did. The dancers ringed around the madness at the center of all existence. The words, the beat, the drugs, the travels—they had opened Jack’s mind to what the Sultans showed him while mine rejected it even in the form of words on paper given me by Jack, until grief and loneliness shredded my barriers and opened my ears.
I rose to my feet. Fenton stood rigid beside me.
The Sultans’ paralyzed faces glared. Trapped awarenesses. Not petrified but slowed to its appearance and part of this place now, simultaneously part of all places, joined to the gyrating ring and the eyeless pipers, linked through the music, and the dance, and the revel that sated chaos until some inevitable day came when it grew tired of the melody and awoke.
Jack and I didn’t walk back down the hill that night in ‘64. We stepped through the doors the Sultans opened into the shadow of a throne made of night and stars, the cosmos molded like a mother’s hand cupping the skull of her mad son filled with cyclones of conception and notion shredded like words on cut-up paper scattered into a maelstrom. The scraps streamed and flowed to form a brutish man, with skin as lightless as empty space and eyes like carved black obsidian. He approached us, a word stillborn on his lips that cracked like old blacktop, a name Jack and I refused to hear as we turned away from the music, sought the trail, and then—
—the maelstrom ejected us—
—and I awoke in the parking lot behind my apartment, wedged between a dumpster cockeyed against the back alley wall, and Jack returned in an odd crook of the gazebo in the harbor-side park. Nightmare’s end, except here in the hills, where the song we left played on and forever as if we’d never departed and I’d never lost Jack or Gregory, leaving me to return tonight alone. A tiny, drawn-out voice, a whistle among the din of a jet engine cacophony, drew me to the Sultan playing the sitar-thing, which now seemed ancient and derived from musical traditions long dead and forgotten in other worlds. I picked out his voice, like a record slowed down to the barest spin, taking what seemed an eternity for him to whisper: “Help me!” 
“I don’t know how,” I said. Then I closed my eyes.
Frigid breath blasted my face. A stony, cold hand gripped my chin.
For a moment, I felt wanted again. A monster desired by other monsters.
A demon fit only to dance in madness, enslaved to hideous music.
Jack’s words on those pages I read so long ago rushed back to me.
What other planet, the sounds of an entire world now swimming through this window, and who knows but that the universe is one vast sea of indifference, the veritable cruelty and apathy, beneath all this show of compassion and yearning? Microbes warring in the innards of Mercury, microbes dreaming, and oh, the void, oh, Hozomeen, great mountain, the void to my eyes, blinded then, before the mountain Mien Mo, and the mountain Coyocan, lush with sacred darknesses, hungers, and temples burnished with gold, opened my sight, my graceless soul craving salvation, non-existence, or the winding-down of experience to having never known the infinite roads upon which nothing ahead, nothing behind, and all the false idols of life and living receding to specks in the easy leaving, unexpected, bleak, and necessary, a dreaming which ultimates outward to the endless vast empty atom of this imaginary universe, never born, ending nowhere, never significant, the hollow beat, the deceitful beat, music that hesitates death rather than inspires life, fickle, mad, desolate, and the true life of all things that dwarfs our tiny souls, so fragile, hobbled, meaningless, and lost…
The cold hand’s wanting died. Its fingers lifted from my face, my monstrous nature unfit even for madness and despair.
Jack’s words ended. My mind refused to remember anymore.
All the doors in the universe slammed shut around me, all but one. 
I stepped through and fell into absolute cold, ice, my bones cracking with impact, frigid water embracing me, and gray light stabbing my eyes. Liquid silence, sloshing bubbles and air, yelling voices, knives of winter stabbing me, hands and feet numbed to oblivion, and then finally warm grips raised me and dragged me onto hard-packed earth and rocks, a crowd of foggy masks staring down at me with gasps, prayers, and swearing, a familiar face among them.
Spence. And he said, “Holy shit, Sal, where the hell have you been?”
Then came a flurry of recovery and reorientation and questions for which I had no answers, and my body and mind aching for anesthetic booze, and then finally obtaining it after the town decided to let me be, my disappearance of more than a month and no sense of what had happened to me written off as another in a long history of occurrences without explanation in this town full of witches. My December deadline for Saul Norris had come and gone, but when life returned fully to my body, I finished painting the Martinson cliffs, with the unwanted shadows and uneasy textures, and Saul grimaced when I showed him, and Spence told me I needed more rest, and when Fenton Grive turned up, banging on my door, calling to my window for me to tell him where I’d gone, how I’d simply blinked out of reality that night in the Aztakea hills, I took my painting and Jack’s pages, meaning to burn them all in the kitchen sink. I got no further than piling them up and opening a window to let out the smoke before I sat drinking whiskey by candlelight, smoking with winter air trickling in, and staring at the jumble of canvas and paper, the sharp white corners losing focus as warm alcohol haze kicked in, understanding, maybe, why Jack never strayed far from the bottle after that night, and fearing if the truth of the universe at the height of the hills and the end of his search had killed him, what it might now do to me.








 THE LONGDOCK AIR
William Meikle
I’m glad it was a straight line down the last hill into Longdock—the old truck’s steering had been slowly stiffening up for the last hundred miles. Now it had finally gone, only a little give in it either way, just enough to get me into an auto shop that was, luckily for me, just inside the town boundary—I wasn’t going to get much farther. The mechanic looked at her for five minutes. He sucked his teeth, chewed on the butt of a smoke, and told me it would be three days before he could get the parts, and twenty bucks to fix it, neither of which I could afford. I got my guitar and bag out of the trunk and walked the rest of the way into town in thin, gray drizzle that perfectly matched my mood. 
My search for the song wasn’t off to a promising start—but at least I’d gotten here, and I started to feel happier about the situation when I walked over a small hill and got my first look at the town proper. Longdock had once been a vibrant port on the river, back when the big paddle steamers ruled trade; the long quay and wooden buildings looked like they had not changed greatly since those days. John Gilthrop—the man I was here to see—had promised me a song. 
I’d had fragments and snatches of it in my head for months now, a mostly forgotten thing from my childhood I guessed, but recently it just wouldn’t leave me alone. I couldn’t concentrate, I couldn’t work—not that shoveling coal in a rail yard was much in the way of intellectually stimulating—and even sleeping was punctuated by far away voices singing in the wind, just too faint to make out, just too loud to ignore. So three weeks ago, I’d walked out of the yard, put everything I owned—which wasn’t much beyond a change of clothes and a guitar—into the truck, and headed out, looking for an answer, looking for a song—my song.
I asked around clubs and among songwriters up and down the East Coast, playing what snatches of the song I could remember to anyone who would listen. Nobody knew the tune exactly, but there were many who swore they had heard it before—somewhere. Finally I was pointed toward John—Missouri John they called him. I sent him a letter, and he responded by inviting me to stay. The exchange of notes had excited both of us it seemed. Although I had to spend the last of my meager supply of cash on gas for the trip, the song was old to John, new to me, and for that alone the trip was going to be worth it.
And at least I didn’t have any lodging expenses to pay. Old John had a large house looking down over the quay. 
“I’m rattling around like a marble in a bottle in here on my own—I could do with the company. You’ll have no trouble finding it,” he’d said on the phone. “It’s yellow.”
Yellow was an understatement. The house was perched high on a rocky outcrop and seemed to shine, luminescent despite the gray skies overhead. An elderly man—John, I presumed—waved at me from the doorstep as I walked up onto the rock. I heard a loud curse from my left and looked down to where two workmen seemed intent on demolishing part of the quay. They wore face masks as they tore long pieces of wood off the walkway, sending fine dust spraying all around them, and bringing fresh curses.
Old John’s waving got more frantic, motioning me to come to him faster. He almost bundled me into his house with no wait for welcomes, and closed the door tight behind us before speaking.
“It don’t do to be getting that crap into your lungs, lad,” he said with a smile that never reached his eyes. “It’d be the end of your singing days for a while, just for starters.”
John was just about the thinnest fellow I’d ever seen—all bone and stringy sinew under skin that stretched too tight over his frame. Liver spots ran like paint spatter over the backs of his hands and under the thin fine hair on his scalp—but his grip was firm and warm as he shook my hand.
“I thought you’d be driving down?” he said. That led us into a discussion of my trouble at the repair shop, and on to my initial views of the town, so that it was only later—too late—that I noticed how skillfully he had diverted attention from the men working out on the quay.
—
That first evening is something of a haze. I was tired after the long drive. After eating some hearty stew, drinking a couple of pints of strong home-brewed beer, then starting in on the rye almost straight after that, I was half asleep before I broached the subject of the old song.
“It can wait, lad,” John said. “Something you’ll learn when you get to my age—you need to take your sleep when you can get it—store some up against your dotage. There’ll be more than enough late nights and early mornings to come later—trust me on that.”
He showed me to a tidy, well appointed bedroom at the front of the house, looking out over the dock to the slow stir of the river. 
“It used to be our room—the wife and I,” John said softly. “After she was taken, I couldn’t look out that window any more.” He turned away, but not before I saw the sudden tears in his eyes, tears he wiped away angrily, as if ashamed of them. “In the morning, if Betty is willing, I’ll teach you the old song—the way I was taught it. And you’ll see for yourself what I mean about the view.”
He left me alone, looking out over the water as the sun started to go down in the west, painting the sky pink and orange before going over to ever-deeper purple. I lay on the bed watching the shadows flit across the ceiling as the darkness gathered, and before I knew it I was soundly asleep.
Given my tiredness, that should have been that for the night, but I was woken, disoriented in the dark, sometime much later. The guitar rang in its case, the sound box vibrating in sympathy with whatever noise had woken me. I was used to the guitar’s moods—garbage trucks, school buses, even loud motor cycles could set it off back at home—but I never expected anything here to be loud enough.
I lay there for a while waiting to see if the noise would be repeated, but all I heard was the soft sound of the river passing by. Shadows shifted on the ceiling—at first I took them to be just the play of moonlight on water, but then they took on a yellowish tinge—someone was outside with a lantern.
There was still no sound, but my interest was sufficiently piqued that I stood and went to the window. It wasn’t just one person with a lantern—there were half a dozen lights, bobbing in unison as they moved along the quay down below the outcrop. It was too dark for me to make out details, but I saw enough to know that the people holding the lanterns were part of a small procession, three in front and three behind six men carrying what I couldn’t help but assume was a coffin.
The whole scene took place in complete silence. The procession went to the end of the quay and went down out of sight but, presumably, into a boat. Several minutes later I heard the soft put-put of a two-stroke engine, and saw a small boat move away, heading out into the main stretch of river. It was mere seconds after that when I saw the flash, then heard a soft whump as the boat went up in flames. The lantern-lit procession stood on the edge of the quay watching until the flames did their job, burning the boat to its end. When it sank it went quickly, like a match being snuffed out.
The bobbing lights came back along the quay toward me, still in complete silence. I stepped back away from the window, suddenly afraid of being seen, and saw no more until the darkness once again filled the room and the procession went off and away into the impenetrable shadows of the town’s streets beyond.
The last thing I heard before I lay on the bed, suddenly wide awake, was the soft noise of someone—John—returning to the house and closing the front door firmly behind him.
—
When I woke again sunlight was coming in through the curtains. I dressed and went downstairs where I found John out on his front porch, coffee in one hand, a smoke in the other, staring out over the river. If I was going to bring up the topic of the overnight procession, that would have been the time, but I kept my mouth shut, helped myself to some coffee, and went to join him in the morning sun. 
We drank our coffee in silence—there was plenty of it. The sun might be up, but the town seemed to be still mostly asleep, and even the swooping gulls that flew overhead hadn’t yet mustered up enough energy to make any noise. I looked out over the water but there was no sign that anything at all untoward had happened—there was no debris; not so much as a smear of oil on the water. Whatever the townspeople had been doing, the night and the river had successfully swallowed all evidence of it.
As we drank, the town slowly woke up. A truck coughed and barked its way out of a parking area, somewhere in the distance a chain saw chugged, twice, before starting up, and a workman, already putting a mask over his face, walked along the quay below us, obviously intent on getting back to work on the timbers. He seemed to be alone today, but if John wasn’t going to remark on the fact I certainly wasn’t going to press him. 
Just when I thought we might get all the way through coffee without speaking, John flicked the butt of his smoke away and down to the river beneath the outcrop. I watched the red tip fizz and smoke as it hit the water, giving me yet another opening to mention the antics of the previous night. But John was already talking.
“There’ll be fog soon enough. Best get inside afore you catch a chill, boy.”
I looked around—apart from a few wispy clouds there was only clear sky. But then I saw it—far downstream to the south—a thin bank of light gray, a sharp line across the sky and river, edging closer. John saw me looking and smiled.
“You’ll get to know the ways of the water when you’ve been here as long as I have. Come away in—I’ll get some breakfast for us, then we can get round to what brought you here.”
—
Breakfast proved to be enough pancakes to fill me twice over, more coffee, and another two smokes. It was almost noon before John went to a cupboard in the parlor and brought out a battered old National guitar. The soundbox was tarnished and dulled and the body had been dinged more often than my old truck, but it rang high and clear through the house when he struck an open G major chord. He took a glass bottleneck from his vest pocket and slid into a chugging blues. His voice was deep, but almost as pure as the old National’s as he sang. I recognized it immediately—I felt like I’d already heard it all, in my dreams.
He sleeps with the fish, in the depths far below.
He sleeps with the fish, in the dark.
He dreams where he sleeps as we watch from the shore
And the Dreaming Lord is singing where he lies.
It sounded like something I’d heard of Leadbelly’s down in New Orleans, but scored for a higher pitched voice—almost as if it was meant for a woman to sing, and not John’s clear, low bass. The old man strained slightly on the higher notes, then, just as I was expecting him to launch into a chorus, started to cough from deep in his chest with a rumble that sounded like something was broken in there. 
He waved me away when I tried to help. He stroked the old guitar, gently, then looked up at me.
“Not yet, it seems. Betty will let us know when it’s your time.”
—
John was smiling, but I was frustrated as hell—I’d come for the song—that song—and to hear the snatch of it, then have it taken away, was just going to make my wait that much more unbearable for me. I’m afraid I whined, like a petulant, demanding boy half my actual age.
“What did you mean, time? Who is this Dreaming Lord the song is about? And nearly time for what?” I asked.
To his credit the old man didn’t tell me off for being a brat—he just smiled sadly.
“Questions like that make me thirsty,” the old man said. “Will you join me in a glass or two?”
It was more of an order than a question. Over the next few hours I drank more of his rye but no matter how much I probed, I got nowhere with my questions, either about the song, or the events on the quay in the depths of the night.
“It’s not something I can rightly tell you,” John said. “It’s something you have to see for yourself, something you have to feel.” He put the rye bottle away. “Go for a walk lad, down to the shops and inn by the river. Have a beer—and a good look around. We’ll talk later this evening over dinner.”
“Are you coming?”
“No—I’ve had enough excitement for one day. I need a lie down.”
The old man scratched idly at the back of his hand. Skin flaked off onto the arm of his chair. It was still there as I stood to leave. It caught the light strangely—iridescent, oily. When John left the room I went for a closer look. I had to lift it between my fingers to make sure I wasn’t dreaming, but my first impression had indeed been right—it wasn’t skin at all, but a scale—a rainbow-hued fish scale, as big as my thumbnail.
—
Longdock had definitely seen its best days. It looked to me like a town on a slow but inevitable slide to ruin. The few shops that were open had no customers, just bored staff behind dusty counters in dimly lit stores. The bar in the riverside inn was empty save for a sullen girl behind the counter. I ordered a beer—more rye would have been pushing it that early in the afternoon—and tried to start up a conversation. It proved to be hard work—as if English was her second language and she had to struggle to formulate any kind of reply whatsoever. 
The girl scratched idly at the back of her hand and something fell to the countertop. Then I did what John had asked me to—I looked, closely. The countertop, the tables around me, and the area of floor I could see, were all littered with the same kind of large fish scales I had seen John shed in his parlor. The more I looked for them, the more I saw. They lay strewn, discarded, everywhere.
The girl asked if I wanted another beer, but I turned it down—the first tasted dull and lifeless, like the turbid river water that flowed just yards away. As I turned to leave I looked back. She stared after me, still scratching, still shedding scales. In the dim light her eyes looked too large, too bright, and her mouth opened and shut, not speaking, just gulping in air as if it was unnatural to her.
 Now that I knew what I was looking for I saw it everywhere along the main street going back to John’s place. Many of the shop attendants had the same blank stares; they flapped their gums but none spoke, just stared with their too-bright, too-large eyes. As I turned my back on them, the singing started, soft and low, like a spiritual sung by a distant choir. The ground underfoot seemed to throb and beat in time, and I felt my senses swim, threatening to send me insensate to the ground.
Where he lies, where he lies, where he lies, where he lies,
The Dreaming Lord is singing where he lies.
I hurried back to the relative safety of John’s kitchen. When he looked into my eyes he didn’t speak, just fetched the rye and two glasses.
—
Over a drink I told the old man what I saw in the inn and through the doors of the shops, and about the singing that had followed me all the way along the road. He did not seem in the slightest surprised.
“He was here before us. Before the Choctaw, too, if the old tales are to be believed,” he said.
“He? You mean there is a person at the bottom of it all?”
The old man laughed.
“At the bottom, yes—but not in the way you mean. The dreaming lord is singing where he lies.”
“The Dreaming Lord? What in blazes does that mean?”
John shrugged.
“He’s a god, of some kind—at least that’s what I think. He’s down there in the river—sleeping, singing—dreaming. And when we go, we go to sing with him.”
It all sounded so matter of fact—simple even, but I was still struggling to understand.
“What do you mean, go?”
“Down to the river to pray,” John said, singing the line, his deep voice raising a sympathetic vibration from the guitars in the other room. “It’s almost my time—it’s almost time for a lot us who have been here for a while. The town is just about spent now. I think we old un’s will all go together.”
“Is that why I’m here? I thought I came for a song but it feels like there’s something bigger going on here. There is, isn’t there? Tell me!”
I was close to whining again, and once again he indulged me more than I would have in his place.
“Oh, you came for a song all right, lad. We all came for a song—it’s in our heads, our hearts, our very bones. But you know that already. You’re one of the choir, aren’t you?”
I felt something open up inside me at his words, as if he’d just led me to a window that I had always been too scared to look through. I couldn’t speak—the guitars in the parlor answered for me, ringing softly, tuned to match the pitch and timbre of John’s voice. I remembered what I’d heard—both here in the house and out in the street.
Where he lies, where he lies, where he lies, where he lies,
The Dreaming Lord is singing where he lies.
I had a sudden urge to sing as the old National—Betty—rang out loud. John looked at me.
“She thinks you’re ready—you look like you’re ready. It’s time you learned why you’re here.”
I fetched my guitar as he picked up the Dobro. The old Martin sounded thin compared to the National but once I’d got it tuned to open G and followed John’s lead, the two instruments created a sum greater than their parts, an almost orchestral effect amplified by the old timbers of the house and echoing around us.
John launched into the verse I’d heard from him earlier.
He sleeps with the fish, in the depths far below.
He sleeps with the fish, in the dark.
He dreams where he sleeps as we watch from the shore
And the dreaming lord is singing where he lies.
I joined in with the chorus—or at least I started to.
Where he lies, where he lies, where he lies, where he lies,
I felt the floor vibrate underfoot. 
The Dreaming Lord is singing where he lies.
The whole house shook as the guitars and voices merged into a wall of noise that threatened to deafen me. We were in perfect harmony as we went straight into the second verse—John didn’t have to teach me, it was already there, fully formed in my head, just waiting to be sung.
He dreams of the days when he laughed as he swam,
He dreams with the fish in the dark,
He sleeps and he dreams of the times that will come,
And the Dreaming Lord is singing where he lies.
Dust fell from the ceiling, glasses tinkled in the cupboards and old John’s own voice faltered. I saw fear and confusion on his face as I brought the chorus to an end on my own, but those emotions were quickly replaced by something else—a calm, serene smile that looked like acceptance.
Where he lies, where he lies, where he lies, where he lies,
The Dreaming Lord is singing where he lies.
The room rang with a final, fading, chord and the house hummed in time then slowly, almost regretfully, went quiet.
John looked at me and nodded.
“As usual, Betty has the right of it. You’re definitely one of us—and it’s nearly time.”
Betty might indeed have it right, but I was still confused. I had my song—I’d got what I came for—but there was more here, something that felt like peace—and home. I wanted more of both—I needed more of both.
“What happens now? Can we sing it again?”
John poured us each another large shot of rye.
“Not yet. But it will be soon—maybe even tonight, if what you tell me you saw downtown is true.”
“And then what?”
John echoed what I’d been thinking moments earlier.
“You’ve got what you came for. You can go any time you like. But just so you know—wherever you go, you’ll always have the song with you—in your head, in your heart—in your bones. It never really leaves us if we leave his side. At least here on the dock we can sit and be with him, sing with him. At least here we have some peace.”
“Peace sounds real nice.” I said—and I meant it. I’d found something here I never even knew I’d been looking for—it scared the hell out of me just about as much as it attracted me—but it was also a damn sight more appealing than shoveling coal. John motioned towards the door. I knew what he was asking. I stayed put.
There was more yet to learn.
—
We spent the evening in small talk. The guitars occasionally joined in if John raised his voice, then, more often as the night went on, started to ring in accompaniment to my own speech, to which John merely smiled and nodded. 
After a supper of ham and fries we switched from rye to coffee and smokes on the front porch, watching the sun go down far to the west over the river. As I looked over the quay, I asked again about the events of the night before.
“George got the crap from the rotted timbers in his lungs and went too early,” John said. “Damned shame—especially if the rest of us go tonight.”
“He hasn’t gone to sing with the Dreaming Lord then?” I seemed to be slipping into the same strange modes of speech as the old man—after the rye and coffee it somehow didn’t feel unnatural anymore.
John laughed bitterly.
“No—he died, the old fashioned way—but we put him in the river anyway, just in case.”
The old man went quiet for a while, and darkness fell while we finished the coffee and smokes. I was about to remark on the stillness and silence when John looked up. I was surprised to see tears in his eyes as he whispered:
“It’s time to go.”
I saw that his skin was dry—parched almost—and flaking—more of the same thumbnail sized scales. He picked at one recalcitrant scale and it came away leaving a weeping wound behind—it oozed white, not red, and I smelled fish, not for the first time that evening.
John didn’t seem to notice. He stood. As we went into the kitchen I heard the guitars ring to welcome us. John fetched the National. I moved to get my own instrument but the old man put a hand on my shoulder.
“Old Betty here will do us both just fine. Come and enjoy the show—I can guarantee it’s one you’ll never forget. Besides, you’re in the choir now. There’s singing to be done.”
—
I followed John out onto the quay. It wasn’t long before more folks started to turn up—everyone in the town at a guess. The ones nearest us, on the quay itself, started to sing—some had guitars of their own, others played harmonica, squeeze box, tin flute and fiddle, while some just stamped their feet and sang.
The song built slowly and I joined in as if I’d known it my whole life. I felt the song swell up inside me like a sudden rush of water, and my voice sounded higher and purer than I ever believed possible.
He sleeps with the fish, in the depths far below.
He sleeps with the fish, in the dark.
Only halfway into the first verse and everybody was singing, the guitars were ringing out across the river and the whole quay thrummed and bounced in time. I remembered what John said about the old timbers and hoped they’d stand up to the strain, then everything was forgotten but the swell of the song in my head and in my heart—in my bones.
He dreams where he sleeps as we watch from the shore
And the Dreaming Lord is singing where he lies.
The air was filled with song, John’s old National ringing loudest and clearest over the top of everything else—singers, instruments, stomping, clapping—the quay had become a church, and John was leading the choir in hymn.
Where he lies, where he lies, where he lies, where he lies,
The Dreaming Lord is singing where he lies.
Out in the river, a god paid heed to his worshipers. The river rose and fell in a swell that perfectly matched the stomping feet and ringing chords. A light, faint at first and almost oily in its sheen, rose up from a hundred yards off shore. 
A new voice joined the song—high and ethereal, full of tonal shifts and flurried clusters of quavers providing a backdrop solo to our hymn.
Old John moved beside me and put a hand to my shoulder—his skin glistened now—no longer dry but moist and shining. His mouth opened and gulped air, twice before he spoke, his too-large eyes staring into mine.
“Will you serve?” he asked. 
I didn’t have time to stop and answer—the chorus demanded my full attention. 
Where he lies, where he lies, where he lies, where he lies,
The Dreaming Lord is singing where he lies.
A deep calm filled me up and rose through me, ecstatic in its fervor. I could only look at John and nod—of course I was staying—how could I leave now?
John looked in my eyes and nodded back.
“I knew it as soon as I laid eyes on you. Welcome—choirmaster. The house is yours now—so is Betty, if you’ll have her?” And with that he passed me the old battered National. “Keep the song in your heart and bones—she’ll let you know when it’s your time.”
It didn’t seem proper to just hold her, so I strummed the chords, louder as I got more confident, helping to provide a march—not a funeral march—never that—for John and a dozen others as they walked down off the quay and into a long row boat. I saw two others I recognized—the girl from the bar, still staring, still gulping, and the man from the auto shop—I guessed my truck wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.
The song rose to a crescendo as they rowed away. The light out in the river danced and hummed, a shimmering aurora of green and blue and gold, rising up and opening out like great wings of singing light that fell, softly, over the boat and sank back into the water. We reached the end of the hymn, the final chorus fading and echoing down to silence as darkness fell on a quiet river.
The Dreaming Lord is singing where he lies.
—
I use the National most evenings now as the sun goes down and the Dreaming God sings—Betty rings in the yellow house in a way my own guitar never will, and she makes me feel closer to the old man. It’s a quiet life for the most part. The town is running down slowly into the river—down to the river to pray—and there’s hardly any life of any sort left in us—just the song, ebbing and flowing like the water that goes by, and goes by, and goes by.
I spotted a dry patch of skin on the back of my hand today. It itches like crazy. Someday—not tomorrow, not next week, but someday, I’ll scratch at it, scratch at it and see a clear, rainbow-hued scale flake off. 
Maybe if I left here, left Betty, I’d be able to hold it off for a time. But the song would be there—always there, in my head, in my heart, in my bones, and it would bring me back sooner rather than later. I’m guessing the choir is always right where it should be when it’s needed—and a choirmaster is needed more than most.
So for now, I have my smokes, I have my rye, I have old battered Betty—and I have my song. And on a someday, another will come to learn from me, and then I’ll go down to the river to pray and maybe meet John again, in the deep, in the dark, singing with our God.
This is who I am.

He dreams where he sleeps as we watch from the shore
And the Dreaming Lord is singing where he lies.








 A GLIMPSE OUTSIDE
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June 27, 1974. Mason, Alberta, Canada
The Vision
“It’s coming. Please… oh.” Beverly moaned, rubbing her face with the side of her fist as she rocked back and forth in her wheelchair, the bath towel unraveling from her hair.
Sheila rushed to the kitchen cupboard for the liquid morphine. Fifteen minutes early. The anti-convulsant wouldn’t help with an attack underway, but sometimes the seizures came in clusters. Giving the morphine now would be risky—she couldn’t keep shrinking time between doses—but she had to do something or Beverly’s stress would make the episode worse.
Measuring out the fluid as she returned to the bedroom, Sheila saw that Beverly’s facial muscles already contracted in a distorted grimace. Clenched between withered fingers, Beverly held the clear, crystalline stone that always dangled from a long chain around her neck, and she rubbed at her cheek, leaving flame-red scratches on her feverish skin.
“Daniel… no…” She called her husband’s name, moaning and wrenching her hand toward her face as Sheila restrained her and murmured soothing promises. 
Focused on her patient, Sheila didn’t notice her own discomfort, until the tingle became an electric shard streaking agony up her arm to explode in her head. Sheila struggled to pull free, but their hands were locked together, the stone pressed between. 
Everything went dark. The room disappeared. A clicking, like a movie projector, drowned Beverly’s complaints. At first slow and deep, the clicks sped up, becoming so shrill her ears buzzed with pain, before slowing to a pulsing thunder once again—loud concussions Sheila feared would shatter her.
A light resolved from the black. Or lights. Flickering along with the unearthly din. A vast funnel, shooting bright spumes at once molten and frigid arcing up into the darkness, then falling to merge with the ravelling sparks. Sheila drew closer and closer to this entity, pulled against her will. The tunneling darkness expanded until it was everything, all she could see… 
A snap, like a pick through ice, and the clicking ended so suddenly the silence deafened. Sheila opened her eyes and the room came into focus: wood-paneled walls, dizzying Persian rugs. 
Her body twitched with electric pulses as she peeled her hand from Beverly’s clutch. Her charge’s eyes were glassed over, one had wandered to the side, while the other looked ahead at nothing. A line of drool spilled over Beverly’s trembling chin, down her chest into the folds of her bathrobe. 
“Beverly.” Sheila spoke in a grinding whisper, as though she’d screamed until her voice gave out. She tried again after clearing her throat. “Bev, can you hear me?”
She rubbed Beverly’s shoulders, felt muscles shudder and ripple, then settle into stillness. 
“Daniel?” 
“He’s at work. He said he’ll be home tonight, though.” Sheila located the morphine bottle. 
Beverly repeated her husband’s name. Her mantra to soothe herself when the myalgia took over. 
“Do you know what just happened?” Shelia unscrewed the cap as Beverly watched eagerly. 
“There was a noise?”
“You were screaming. I don’t know why. And you wouldn’t let go.” Beverly opened her mouth wide like a baby bird’s as the morphine trickled in. “You didn’t hear anything?” 
“Daniel?” Beverly asked again, and tugged at the stone that hung from her neck. 
Sheila took a deep breath and looked down at the morphine bottle. An impulse to pour out a measure for herself shocked Sheila. Her stomach clenched at the sweet vanilla smell and the impulse vanished when she thought of where that would end—like Beverly, like her mother—addicted to the release and fading away.
Day Routine
Beverly muttered, fidgeting with her pendant. At least her eyes moved in unison once again. First, Sheila dried Beverly’s dark hair, the drone of the hairdryer cutting the thick cotton of silence that muffled the room. Then Sheila hefted her charge forward and peeled down the terry-towel bathrobe so she could dry Beverly’s skin. When Sheila had started working with Beverly, each fold of flesh hosted a raw red patch. But, with a little care, those sores had nearly healed. Gently lifting each sagging muscle, she dried the crevasses with the hairdryer set on low, applied ointment, and dried again until the cream soaked in. 
As she worked she thought about the vision, the consuming blackness. There had been no precursor, no auras before or nausea after, though her head ached and her hands fumbled, fingers clumsy and numb. Both her mother and her grandmother had endured crippling migraines. But this didn’t seem like a migraine. A cold fear seeped into her as she considered what it could mean.
After the lifting and rolling and folding and pulling of getting Beverly dressed, Sheila propped her charge in bed with all her pillows to listen to the news crackling through the radio. 
Sheila sat with her awhile. Beverly ate animal crackers, hooking one with her index finger and clamping it against the other fingers that had withered and curled against her palm. She dragged the cracker across the tray, her hand shaking all the way up to drop the little monkey cookie into her mouth. 
The Interview
Sheila had answered the ad for a home-care worker, even though she had no formal medical training. To her surprise she received a letter inviting her for an interview. She left Calgary early, in her mom’s faded green Galaxie 500, the city quickly dropping away until there was nothing but road and sky and the occasional cluster of farm houses. 
Ian and Sylvia played on the radio and Sheila sang along… and those winds sure can blow cold way out there. 
A lone grain elevator rose from the restless sea of wheat, and then another. Accelerating, she passed a wagon bearing a Hutterite family. The girls, clad in black, bonnets tied tight below their chins, sat primly as their father slapped the reigns gently, urging his horses on. 
Shortly after noon, she’d arrived in Mason. Cowboy façades lined Center Street’s three blocks, freshly painted, an “open” sign on every door. She drove down the empty street, straight through to the end of town where the sky spread out again, pale blue and dusted with clouds. The third driveway on the right lead to a yellow, two-story farm house with a curving wraparound porch. 
Sheila stepped out of her car into the bright stillness, the air hot and buzzing. The moment she knocked on the door it swung open. Daniel Barkley blinked out into the sunshine. 
“Ms. Wilson?” He smoothed his tufts of white hair. “We’re so happy you came.”
Sheila paused in the doorway, eyes slow to adjust to the darkened interior. Heavy draperies covered all the windows and brushed the floor. The rooms held a familiar smell—stale air, sweat, and urine. Both husband and wife sat across from her. Daniel, in slippers and a cardigan, occupied a wing back chair. He asked her the typical interview questions, but showed little interest in her answers. Beverly, in loose polyester pants and a specially kitted recliner chair, fiddled with a tube dribbling yellow fluid into a half-full catheter bag strapped to her leg.
“Do you enjoy gardening?” Daniel Barkley’s eyebrows rose in anticipation of her reply. 
Sheila nodded. “I enjoy the quiet. Mostly I read, walk.”
“It’s definitely quiet in Mason. Not much to the town, which is good. No pesky city lights to muddy the stars.” He pinched a pill of wool from his sweater. “We’re close to the Badlands. Great place to hike. Feel the history of the Earth. You were studying Evolutionary Biology, right? Interesting field. Why did you stop in the middle of your grad studies?” 
 “Financial reasons.” Her stock reply, mostly true. She had a decent inheritance from her mother, but it wouldn’t last forever. “I decided to work for a few years and then go back. Save myself the burden of student loans.”
“Smart girl.” Daniel nodded. “What do you think, Bev? You can talk to her about your research and she’ll understand. Beverly’s an astrophysicist. Designed the new telescope up at the observatory.” He leaned close enough that Sheila could smell the coffee and breakfast sausage on his breath. “The last girl was such a superstitious little thing. Argued science was just stirring up trouble, messing with God’s plan. But you always got one up on her, didn’t you, honey?”
They both looked at Beverly, whose head bobbed endlessly as she smiled her watery smile. 
The Package
The next morning, Beverly sat comfortably in her recliner, a murder mystery flickering from the TV. Sheila walked down the drive to collect the mail. The dry air and the crunch of gravel underfoot nudged at the headache lurking at the base of her skull. For a moment the vision, endless dark and sprays of light, came back to her. She shivered. Should she go see a doctor next time she was in the city? Did she even want to know what he might find? 
She pulled a stack of envelopes and a scientific journal from the mailbox. Beneath them sat a paperback-sized box wrapped in brown paper. 
She looked down the deserted road into town. A few cars were parked outside the diner, and relentlessly bright sun sparked off the metal and glass. Daniel had boasted about the revitalization of Mason, which, until a few years ago, had been drifting toward ghost-town status. Construction of the observatory and the restoration of the old Deerfoot Hotel and The Last Chance Saloon had somewhat resuscitated the rest of town. It clearly wasn’t thriving, however. Most of the residents drove to Calgary for work, leaving the street cloaked in its lingering ghost-town haze. 
Back in the house, Sheila set the mail on the kitchen table and went from room to room, peeling back the drapes and opening the tall, leaded-glass windows. An insect whirr drifted in from the garden, along with the sweet, dusty smell of desiccating rose bushes. She poured herself another coffee and sat for a moment staring into the liquid blackness.
Some mornings Sheila spent time in the garden, pruning, pulling thistles and clover, but not today with her head still fogged and aching dully. She pulled the journal from the stack of mail. It had a reprinted excerpt of Beverly’s last research paper about the gravitational detector she had built. The detector worked in conjunction with a massive mirrored telescope, collecting data on her discovery, something she claimed was a black hole. In 1973 the OH471 quasar had been the furthest object ever seen. Beverly’s find was even more distant. Her gravitational detector recorded data on how the space surrounding the black hole interacted with the object itself; there was no other way to “see” the phenomenon. But Beverly had been on the brink of a breakthrough, working day and night, feverish with discovery, when the sudden onset of myalgia and seizures prevented her from writing up her final findings. 
Some nights Daniel came home from the observatory and unrolled the telescope’s schematic drawings in front of his wife. “We’ve got the computer mostly repaired. It’s coming along great. We’ve almost fixed the telescope, too, though we’re not sure about this metal piece here.” He scratched his chin. “Getting clear readings from the detector is proving difficult. Can you run me through it?” 
His hands shook with frustration when his wife pushed the pages away, refusing to look. Moaning and tugging at her pendant until its silver chain left deep red lines on her neck. 
Daniel had told Sheila the story, his breath hot with whiskey, how his wife had seized one night at the observatory while she worked after-hours. He’d found her in the morning, computer screens smashed, hard drives in bits. She lay unconscious amid shattered pieces of the telescope, her fists a grid of lacerations, her blood drying on the floor. 
Sheila set the journal aside and sorted through the rest of the mail. Bills. Correspondence from friends and colleagues. Beverly would look at those when she got up, feign understanding of what she was reading, her hand shaking so badly the pages fanned and rustled. Then Sheila picked up the box. The address included the word “optic.” Probably a new pair of glasses for either Beverly or Daniel. With a letter opener she sliced the packing tape. 
A note from a custom lens manufacturer sat folded atop a bubble-wrapped velvet pouch, which contained a disc of clear glass. It felt heavier than glass, though, the edge rimmed in a silver metal. Sheila read the note:
June 10th, 1974
Dear Dr. B. Barkley,
Here is the second lens you requested. The crystalline material you supplied proved easy to work with, although it was difficult to find a section free of imperfections. You may note microscopic strands floating in the lens, but these do not affect the transparency or the refraction. We were unable to identify some of the source elements in the material’s composition. It is much like crystal, perhaps stronger, though it seems to be at least partially derived from an organic source. 
As you did not specify the practical applications of this product, we cannot guarantee its suitability, but hope that you will share with us your results.
Thank you so much for your order and we look forward to assisting you with future projects.
Sincerely,
Dr. K. Trotier
Sheila held the lens up, and saw none of the imperfections mentioned in the letter. Then brought it close to her eye and looked through. Just like putting on the wrong prescription glasses, things in the background receded, and those in the foreground tilted, became too bright, too close. Shadows surged and shifted. She felt motion sick, though she remained still. 
She put the lens back in the pouch and slipped it into her pocket. 
Duty
Daniel phoned at exactly four o’clock, as he did every day. “I’m sorry to say I won’t make it home for dinner tonight.”
Sheila wasn’t surprised. Since she’d moved in he spent less and less time at home. Her father had done the same, until one day he just left. When Daniel did come home, he usually stayed in his study, or in the kitchen with Sheila while she prepared meals. They discussed Beverly’s numbers for the day: quantity of morphine, liquids in and out, foods consumed. Daniel reported on his progress at the observatory. The telescope was up and running, but they had yet to locate the black hole that Beverly had been studying. Beverly made an anguished sound when she heard the news, and her eyes cleared. Like a light switch she flicked on for a moment, then off, staring blankly at the ceiling, saying Daniel over and over. 
“…bring anything home that you need?” 
“Ah, no. I went shopping yesterday when the nurse was here.” Sheila realized she’d drifted from the conversation. The phone line hummed and cracked in her ear, reminding her for a moment of the strange static noises she’d heard during Beverly’s myalgia seizure. 
“All right, then, sweetie. Maybe I’ll see you tonight when I get home.” Daniel often slipped like that, calling Sheila by the pet names he used for his wife. 
Sheila peeked in Beverly’s room. The ringing hadn’t woken her up. On the television Jacques Cousteau narrated as schools of fish spooled through rippling light, splitting to allow a beluga to drift through in pale, lumbering undulations. Beverly lay, mouth open, a glistening bead of drool sneaking across her cheek. Her breasts hung to the sides with the rest of her flesh, loose and sagging down to the mattress. Even in sleep she clutched her crystal pendant tight against her chest. 
Intrusion
Sheila parked at the head of one of the many access points to the Badlands. Four hours to herself before she had to be back at the house. The nurse that came in as relief used the time to do a check up on Beverly, change her catheter, go through the morphine numbers and make sure everything added up. It always did. 
This gave Sheila time to enjoy a quiet hike. The air was crisp, the sky clear and pale blue. Grass bent in currents before the dry wind and crunched underfoot. Grasshoppers scratched a steady rhythm, popping away from the path, left and right in front of her, then resumed their electric whirr, scattered constellations of sound in the bone-pale meadow. 
Where trail met canyon the path turned to follow the ledge, winding along, the canyon dropping away on one side, barren scrub-land stretching off to the horizon on the other. Rounded over, time-worn rock formations bulged from the canyon slope and floor. Striped stone hoodoos rose here and there in giant mushroom clusters.
The brittle wind dried the sweat as it beaded on Sheila’s forehead. She licked her salted lips as she searched the decline for a way down. She’d imagined her studies would be like this. Solitary pursuit, hunting specimens to bring back to the lab. Chipping back sandstone to reveal a creature never before seen. Cataloguing fossils in a quiet room where dust motes spun out from the shadows to dance in the milky shafts of sunlight. 
She’d been wrong. In university it was all about teamwork, about fitting in, sharing data and credit. Endless discussion, constant compromise. Interdependence. How could anyone think with so many hormonal, frivolous people around, rubbing up against each other, gossiping, sharing academic admiration and bodily fluids? As focused on their own small lives as they were on the task of exploring the infinite universe with a rock hammer and microscope. 
Sheila appreciated people depending on her in class, and in her personal life. Relished it, in fact. She’d always been in charge, since she was a teenager. Running the house, caring for her mother as she wasted away under the thrall of her disease, handling everything, no discussion needed. It had driven her boyfriend nuts—her constant care-giving, silent independence. And finally it had driven him away. But others always ended up disappointing her. She was better on her own. 
The occasional solitary individual or small group littered the canyons and bluffs; like bugs, they crawled up the naturally formed stairs that curved around the hoodoo formations. Sheila found a quiet spot in a smoothed-out alcove and sat in the shade to drink her iced tea. 
Soon she would have to go back to the house and fix dinner, then execute the night routine. Beverly’s morning had been particularly bad, starting when Daniel left them for work. The poor woman had moaned in dread as he put on his shoes—he’d needed Sheila’s reminder to change from his slippers. No, please don’t, Daniel. She’d repeated over and over, although neither Sheila nor Daniel had been clear what he shouldn’t do. 
Once he was off, things had calmed down for a few hours. Then a series of moderate seizures hit, and Sheila rushed for the next morphine dose, a cool cloth, anything that would soothe Beverly, all the while haunted by the strange vision she’d endured the previous day. The whirling, the molten spumes, a concussive boom winding into a rapid stuttering shriek…
In the shade of the shallow cavern, Sheila took a deep breath, almost free of the dull, pounding headache she’d been fighting for two days. The wind blew a soft, hollow note through the canyon, a lonely sound that suited her mood. Grit made her eyes sting and water. She searched her jacket pocket for some tissue. A soft cloth containing something hard and round bumped against her hand. The lens. She kept transferring it from pocket to pocket, intending to give it to Daniel, then somehow forgetting. 
Little bits of pocket lint clung to the quilted velvet pouch, which was drawn tight over the lens. She picked them off and opened the pouch, sliding the lens out to check it for scratches. It looked fine. In the slanting afternoon light it caught a sunbeam and painted a bright circle on the stone wall. Sheila turned and gazed out at the canyon through the lens. The same as back in the house, the landscape distorted, pulling some objects closer while the background tunneled away. 
Her stomach contracted, the feeling of motion nauseating her, but she squinted and pulled the lens closer to her eye. 
Shadow-shapes plodded across her sight line. She peered around the lens and they vanished. Through the lens they sank in and out of focus. Great lumbering forms. When they contacted the earth, she could almost feel the vibration of their passage. Long necks swayed, shadow-tails swept back and forth. The rocks themselves changed, melting from sharp peaks to slouch lower and lower into the ground, a landscape that formed and eroded in slow undulations.
 Her head ached as she tried to force one version of what she saw to resolve into full clarity. But a shadow eclipsed the canyon, dropping her into a buzzing, whirling darkness where great beasts paced. 
Night Routine
The air felt cold, the shadows deeper. Sheila opened her eyes. They filled with grit that blew up from the canyon floor. She coughed and spat to clear her dust-coated mouth. The flame-red sun peaked over the ridge of stone, winking as it set. 
Her watch read six o’clock, past time for the nurse to go home and Sheila to take over. Sheila gathered her belongings and jogged back to her car as the badlands purpled into dusk. 
“Sorry I’m late,” she called into the darkened house when she arrived.
The nurse nodded, satchel already in hand, and rushed for the door. “She’s in the den. Wants tomato sandwiches and soup for dinner.”
Sheila sighed. Tomato sandwiches were her least-favorite meal. Sheila fed Beverly the sandwiches, trying not to focus on the soft, wet lips that suckled her fingers with each bite. She shuddered to think of herself, one day, reduced to this dependence. 
Instead she talked to Beverly about Daniel’s invitation. “So what are you going to wear to the big naming ceremony?” 
Beverly smiled, her head bobbing as she chewed, expressing none of the paranoia and dread that often followed mention of the fully operational telescope. She didn’t seem to understand that Daniel and his team had located the black hole she had been studying—a task made more difficult not only by seasonal changes in the Earth’s position, but the fact that the object itself had shifted, tilted. The properties Beverly had logged remained the same, so the black hole would be named in honor of the person who first spotted and identified it: B. Barkley 017. 
Sheila had her charge clothed in a nightgown and settled in bed long after dark.
“Ah. There’s wrinkles.” Beverly shifted in discomfort. 
Sheila sat beside her and leaned down. “Put your arms around my neck.” 
Beverly hugged on to her and Sheila sat up, pulling Beverly into a sitting position. She reached around and smoothed the fabric, tugging down to eliminate any folds that might itch or irritate. Then she gave the loose skin on Beverly’s back a light scratch with her fingertips. Forehead pressed into Sheila’s collarbone, Beverly sighed with pleasure, and Sheila listened with concern to the phlegmy gurgle of her lungs. 
“Better, Bev?” Sheila smoothed her fuzz of dark hair once she rested back on her pillow. 
“Yes. Much.” She closed her eyes. “Tell Danny I’m making waffles for breakfast. His favorite. With chokecherry syrup.”
“Will do. Sleep tight, now.” Sheila closed the door softly. 
She wondered how often Daniel thought about those waffles his wife used to make him. Sheila made the mistake of cooking them once, and ached for her employer as he chewed one bite, then took his coffee and left for the lab, unable to look her or his wife in the eye. 
The Night Sky
She slept, and then she woke. Her body heavy, sunk deep into the mattress, sweat and skin melding with cotton and foam. The house was silent, not even a breath of wind to send tree branches skating across the shingled siding. Usually she woke when Daniel came home, listened to the floorboards and hinges creak as he snuck into his office and shut the door. He kept a pillow and a blanket there. Probably had the same at his office in the observatory. But tonight no stealthy footsteps in the hall, no snores or muttering from Beverly’s room. Just the silence. 
Her muscles tingled and twitched, slowly coming awake. She stared at the angled ceiling of her attic room as dream-visions faded. The sense of floating in a great sea amidst strange aquatic clicks and cries, like the music of whales and dolphins. Glowing, crystalline jellyfish sweeping past in fluid contractions, brushing against her, leaving her flesh numb and immobile. 
With a deep breath, she slipped out of bed and pulled on her robe. In the hall, the boards seemed to shift and lurch, and she staggered as though she’d spent months at sea and lost her land legs. She navigated the stairs slowly, cringing as each step voiced its grinding complaint. No sound came from Beverly’s room or Daniel’s study.
In the darkened sun-room she skirted the rag rug that coiled between the two rocking chairs. The fabric always retained a crust of burrs and spiky seeds that blew in from the garden and the fields beyond—a hazard for bare feet. The braided strands of the rug appeared to shift restlessly in the streaming moonlight, and as they spiraled inward they dropped away into deeper shadow. She eased the screen door open, then shut it.
The garden was tinted a pewter grey, the sky clear and teaming. Finally Sheila could breathe. Until she got outside she hadn’t realized how stifling and close the house felt. The stars really were brighter out here, far from city lights. She strolled out into the middle of the lawn, something heavy tapping her leg from the pocket of her robe. The velvet pouch and the lens. Sheila didn’t remember putting it there, but she pulled the glass out and tipped her head back, holding it up between her eye and the night sky. 
Again her vision shifted. At first a flat black plain with sparks glinting in varying degrees of brightness slid forward. Then she could see not just the vast dome of space, but into space, the breadth and depth of it. The number of stars multiplied until bright outweighed dark. Other events spun into focus, spiraled away into the far reaches of the universe. Enormous and dizzying, cascading galaxies, fountaining supernovae—the heavens afire. 
From the distant reaches a command, a staccato shriek that loosened her joints and shuddered her spine. Sheila closed her eyes and the night fell silent, the gut-clenching vertigo faded with each breath. 
From the house, Beverly screamed in wordless agony. Sheila raced inside.
The Event
They had another difficult morning after an even more difficult night. Sheila had woken in her bed, vague recollections of running back inside the house, head throbbing, vision blurred and distorted, to find Beverly thrashing in pain. Once she had medicated and soothed her charge, and made sure she was resting comfortably, Sheila washed three aspirin down with a shot of vodka and gave herself to her nightmares.
Early afternoon, Sheila bathed Beverly and they got ready for the ceremony. The house creaked and shifted, walls crowding, oppressive. Everything conspired to magnify Sheila’s headache—the antiseptic stench of alcohol as she swabbed a new scratch on Beverly’s arm, the intricately stitched doilies spread on every surface, their manic patterns pulling at her, even when she closed her eyes. The anxious chatter from the radio mixed with the piping of the birds outside, but they couldn’t distract from the low hum she felt coiled deep in her bowels. 
“Hey Beverly, this came in the mail the other day. What is it?” Sheila held up the glass disc. She’d been fidgeting with it as they waited under a darkening sky for the car the university was sending to transport them. 
Beverly’s gaze sharpened for a moment and her hand went to the jagged stone she wore around her neck. “A piece of this. Space fossil. Throw it away.” 
“You mean a meteorite?”
Beverly’s head bobbed up and down as her gaze went vacant. “Found it years ago. It’s not good. The other one broke. No good.” 
“Do you remember the other day, you had a seizure. We were holding your stone. What did you hear?”
Her head bobbed and bobbed, as she mumbled her response. “Screaming. You. Daniel. You won’t stop screaming. But you’re better now? And Daniel will be fine. He won’t find it. You give that to me, girl. Throw it away. He’ll be fine.” Then Beverly’s eyes clouded and she repeated her husband’s name in a voice thick with phlegm. 
“He did find it, Bev. That’s what we’re doing tonight. Going to see the black hole. We’ll cut the ribbon or whatever they have planned. Maybe drink some champagne.”
Beverly just nodded and smiled, whispering her husband’s name, her fist clutching her pendant.
More than one hundred people were gathered in the lobby of the observatory. Large banners depicting planets and star formations were set up around the room, and people mingled and stood in clusters between them. Some students, some investors, some journalists from scientific magazines, some people from town. Everyone had come out to see the culmination of the project that had brought so much attention to the university, and revitalized Mason. 
A few grad students Sheila had studied with hovered near linen-draped tables, napkins loaded, talking over each other while stuffing their mouths, their collars tight, their eye-glasses flashing. Her ex was not among them, thankfully.
Sheila stood sentry, one hand on Beverly’s wheelchair, smiling and nodding as people drifted past, oddly in sync with her charge’s perpetual head-bob. The speeches and toasts began, and Sheila noted a mounting agitation, both a quickening of her own heart rate, and whispers and clutching hands from Beverly. 
“Are you okay? Do you need anything?” 
Colleagues and friends winced visibly when they greeted Beverly, shocked at her deterioration since her last day at the lab. One of the scientists who worked with Daniel, a constellation of skin tags rising from the collar of his shirt, greeted her in tones more suited for a small child. 
“I have some pain pills with me, if you feel you need them.”
The “pain pills” were a recent innovation of Daniel’s. They couldn’t keep giving Beverly more and more morphine. By the time she felt a myalgia seizure coming it was too late for medication to intervene. Daniel bought some sugar tablets without consulting the nurse, and Sheila fed them to Beverly when she requested, whenever the aura of an impending attack descended. They had a calming effect. The dread of the impending seizure made her attacks worse, and so Beverly quickly became quite dependent on the “pain pills.”
Beverly shook her head, refusing medication, but continued to whisper her husband’s name. 
When it was time, the attendees climbed the stairs to the observatory dome. 
Sheila wheeled Beverly over to the elevator. Her stomach plunged as they ascended. She shouldn’t have had so much champagne. A bouquet of roses sat on the table next to the steel doors, the scent sweetly nauseating. Petals spiraled inward, a crimson vortex. 
When the doors slid open, the crowd gathered by the telescope applauded, pale in the green light from the computer screens. Beverly flinched and her knuckles whitened around her pendant, but she waved and smiled. 
The observatory hatch gaped at the night sky, and the computer screens displayed the data the telescope collected. One screen showed a graphic interpretation of the data. A depiction of the black hole’s devouring hunger, sucking light in an endless stream to its boundless void.
Daniel joined Beverly, as though drawn by her continued whispering. 
He placed a cool hand on Sheila’s back. “I’ve got it from here, dear. You take a break. Go see your friends.” 
He stood by his wife, a mixture of pride and grief in the set of his mouth, the slant of his shoulders. 
Beverly let go of her pendant and laid her hand on his, where it rested on her arm. 
A Glimpse
Sheila took another glass of champagne and moved away from the chatter, the drifting clouds of perfume and aftershave. In the shadow of the giant telescope she stared down into the trailing bubbles in her glass, then looked up through the open maw of the roof at the sky. 
She walked over to the telescope for a closer look. 
It had a metal cradle in front of its eyepiece. One of the many things Beverly had destroyed on her last day in the lab. Daniel restored it, though he was still unsure of its purpose. Now that Sheila saw it, she understood. She pulled the lens from her pocket. It slid into the aperture with a click. 
She stepped forward. Felt the cold metal against her skin.
A wave of sound rushed in behind her. Daniel’s voice raised in distress, calling his wife’s name. Beverly’s guttural screams. Cries for water. 911. But Sheila couldn’t look away. 
She no longer existed in the observatory, in her body. 
There was only space. 
Stars.
All of them, past, present, future, burning together.
Tunneling away, toward her, her body at once compressed and expanded to the point where she felt like bones would crumble, muscles tear. 
B. Barkley 017, the mouth of space, consumed it all. Devouring and shrieking. 
A knife of pain, eardrums popping, yet still the shrieking continued. 
Inside the whirling hole movement stirred the darkness. A sinuous mass—it sensed her—she felt its attention. Its vast mind touched hers. A howling, icy blast twisted through her, ripping nerves, severing body from mind. 
And as she dropped to the floor she reached for the glass, pulling it free of the armature, down with her. Before blackness fell, the final image played. 
She heard the bright shatter of glass. She saw it one more time. 
It sensed her—it turned—and it shifted.
Closer.
Outside
The silhouettes of the night nurses darkened the open doorway. With effort Sheila rolled her face toward them, straining against the wash of static that filled her head. Her body felt foreign, unmoving, heavy and dull. Blankets bunched under her and the bruising intrusion sent a dull ache through the softening flesh of her back. Her arms twitched, but her fingers couldn’t grip the fabric, couldn’t pull it smooth. No comfort in life now, or in death. 
A shard of glass lay on the table beside the bed, casting a shadow and a pool of light.
“…runs in her family. Her mother had it. Surprising she’s never been tested.” 
“Her doctor said she’ll be moved to a long-term-care facility they’re building back in Mason, once we’ve got her dosages right. That family she was working for offered to pay. No one else came forward to take care of her. Lucky girl, I guess. Considering.”
If only she could end it, prevent it. 
Sheila rolled her face away, and looked out the window. The hospital was on the outskirts of town, the night sky full of stars, no city lights to hide them.
“No… no… no…” Sheila moaned, holding her hands up to shield herself, but she could feel it. 
From the whirling blackness. From the writhing crystalline mass that lived within—beyond—a millennium away. It had touched her, and now her pulse was a beacon, drawing it closer. 
A muffled cry from down the hall sent one nurse hustling from the room.
The other nurse went to the window. She paused before she dropped the blind, frozen, staring out at the sky. Then with a shake of her head the woman pulled the cord and let the slats fall with a shrill stutter. 
Sheila closed her eyes, but she could still see.
“It’s coming…”








 1570 kHz
Damien Angelica Walters
My daddy’s awful different now. He went to war to kill the bad guys, but I guess they killed something in him, too, because sometimes he gets mad and sad and goes in the garage and pulls the door down—even on the hot days—and turns the radio on. Sometimes he curses and sometimes he cries, and that’s worse than the cursing. He doesn’t even sound like Daddy then. I sit beside the garage and keep quiet so he doesn’t know I’m there. Maybe part of him does, though. Maybe that’s the quiet part, when he isn’t cursing or crying. When he’s just listening. 
I used to make him laugh by pretending I was one of the Fontaine Sisters and sing “‘A’ You’re Adorable” but that doesn’t work anymore. I would give anything—even my most favorite thing in the world, the music box that belonged to Momma when she was a little girl—to hear him laugh again. 
Momma says we’re lucky. Lots of men didn’t come home from the war at all, or they came home missing arms or legs. Daddy has a big scar on one arm and pieces of shrapnel still inside. That’s metal pieces from bombs. I don’t know why they didn’t take them out, but I’m too afraid to ask, and Momma says we’re not supposed to talk about it. The scar, the war, what happens in the garage. She says I have to be patient. It’ll take time. But what happens if time runs out? What will happen to me and Momma then? Most of all, what will happen to Daddy?
—
Me and Momma get home from the grocer’s, and I creep around to the side of the garage. The radio is playing, but Daddy’s quiet and the big door is up. That means he’s having a good day. I sit on the ground, careful with my skirt so I don’t get grass stains on it. It’s only an everyday skirt, nothing fancy, but Momma just finished making it yesterday. After she tied off the last stitch, she said, ‘Eleanor Rose, try not to ruin this one.” When she uses both my names, she means it.
I wish she’d make me trousers, but she says it would be unseemly for a young lady of eleven and everyone in Baltimore would think she’s a bad mother. I think that’s silly. I wouldn’t wear them to school or church, and she doesn’t even know everyone in Baltimore, but when I told Momma that, she made a lemon pucker face. 
I run my hand over the grass, letting it tickle my palm. When I first hear the sound, I think Daddy’s changing the radio stations, but it isn’t that kind of sound. It’s nails on a chalkboard scratchy, but deep too, like a tuba, only not musical. I’ve never heard anything like it before. Not ever. I turn my head to the right and the left, even though I can’t hear anything in my left ear on account of the measles I had when I was five. Momma said I was lucky. That year, 1942, a bunch of kids died from it. 
I go into the garage, making sure my feet make noise so I won’t scare Daddy. Momma did that once and Daddy turned around with his lips pulled back from his teeth and his eyes all squinty. Momma pretended she wasn’t scared, but I know she was. Daddy sees me start to come in and nods his head a little, so I come all the way in.
“What’s that sound?” I ask.
“It’s The Chesterfield Supper Club. That’s Perry Como talking.”
“No, I know that. The other sound.”
His forehead goes all wrinkly. “What other sound?”
“That one. The one behind Mr. Como’s voice.”
He shakes his head. “I don’t hear anything.”
“You don’t?”
He tips his head closer to the radio and I’m afraid something might come out and grab him, but I know that’s about the dumbest thing I could think. “What’s it sound like?”
“I…” I scrunch up my face, not sure how to describe it. “It’s kind of scratchy, but not staticky.”
He gives another shake of his head and turns the volume down. “How long have you been sitting out in the sun?”
I shrug.
“Go on inside and get a drink of water. Your cheeks are all pink from the heat. You faint out here and Momma will have my head.”
I laugh, and he smiles a little, but it isn’t the same as it was before. The bad guys took that away, too.
—
The sky is ugly and grey but it isn’t raining yet. Momma tells me to stay close just in case, which stinks. I wanted to go to the creek and skip stones, but I go to the construction site instead, which is at the top of the street. There’s a fence around it so no one can go in unless they’re supposed to, and I hook my fingers through the metal links while I look for Daddy. Everyone looks the same though: dirty boots, dusty pants, and white hard hats with the Whiting-Turner logo. Right now, the ground is all hills and holes. Daddy says they have to make it even first, and then they can start digging foundations for the new houses. Dump trucks and bulldozers go back and forth, their engines rumbling, kicking up clouds of dust, and men shout to each other over the noise. 
It reminds me of the city, where we used to live with Gramma and Gramps. At night, I sat out on the stoop with Gramps while he smoked, and on Saturdays, I walked to Lexington Market with Gramma and Momma. If I was good that week, Momma would let me get a hot dog from Polock Johnny’s and we’d always take one back for Gramps, too. Now we only see them on Sundays for dinner.
When the construction men all go home at the end of the day, it gets real quiet. It’s strange to hear only bugs outside. We have a concrete porch now with chairs to sit on, not a marble stoop, but I miss how the steps were always cold, even on hot days. 
I like the woods, though. I was afraid they might cut down all the trees to build new houses—they’re planning to build lots of them—but Daddy says all the trees around the creek are staying put no matter what.
A few raindrops hit my hands at the same time I see Daddy. I give him a quick wave and run back home, hoping I can get inside before the rain falls heavier and my skirt gets too wet. I almost make it. Almost. I tell Momma that at least it wasn’t my brand-new skirt and she sort of nods, but I can tell she’s worried about the rain.
“Maybe it won’t thunder,” I say and she blinks real fast.
“Go on and play in your room,” she says.
I read Misty of Chincoteague, even though I’ve read it already. When Daddy comes home, he seems fine and he stays in the living room and reads the newspaper. The thunder starts when we’re almost finished eating dinner. Daddy jumps a little, and he keeps eating for a while, then he puts his napkin on the table and goes out to the garage. Momma starts clearing away the dishes, her mouth set in a thin line. I help her clean up and after, I stand in the small hallway just outside the door leading to the garage. Daddy has the radio up loud and he’s making sounds but I can’t tell if he’s laughing or crying and I’m not sure which one is worse. 
I can hear the other sound, too. It isn’t louder, but it’s bigger. It sounds like it’s moving closer and staying still at the same time. It makes my bad ear feel funny, too, sort of stuffy and thick. Daddy says something, his voice rough and raggedy, and I lean against the door, trying to make out the words.
Momma comes around the corner and makes her lemon pucker face. “Eleanor Rose,” she says, her voice whispery, “come away from there right now.
“But Momma—”
“We’ve talked about this before and we don’t need to talk about it again. You let your daddy alone now.”
I want to tell her about the sound, but she has red circles high on her cheeks and her mouth is tight. She whips out her arm, pointing, and I walk away, but not before I see her touch her palm to the garage door with tears glittering in her eyes.
In my room, I listen, waiting for Daddy to come out of the garage, but he’s still there when it’s time for me to brush my teeth, wash my face, and get in bed. 
In the morning, I tiptoe downstairs, smelling bacon and slightly burnt toast. On the table, Daddy’s plate is mostly empty, except for a bread crust comma. Momma’s plate is mostly full, but she’s on the back porch, smoking a cigarette, the smoke haloing her head. She comes in and sees me and takes a small step back, her eyes wide. She smiles, but it’s too big, how it always is after one of Daddy’s bad nights. At least Daddy was okay enough to go to work. Sometimes he isn’t.
—
Daddy’s in the garage again, but he’s in front of his work bench, holding a piece of wood in one hand and sandpaper in the other. He’s not sanding, just sort of staring at nothing. The radio is on, but low, almost too low to hear.
“Daddy?”
“Yes,” he says, the word as low as the radio. He turns his head towards me, and he blinks a couple times. “Hi, sweetheart.”
“What are you making?”
“A new picture frame for your Momma, but it’s a surprise so you can’t tell her.”
I cross my heart. He turns the radio up and for a while, everything’s okay. “I’m Looking Over a Four Leaf Clover” is playing and Daddy sings along with Art Mooney under his breath while the sandpaper scratches back and forth across the wood. Then I hear the noise again, behind the song, and for a second, I almost think it’s the sandpaper, but it’s too big. I rub my bad ear, trying to make the stuffy feeling go away.
“Daddy?” I say.
“Uh-huh?”
“I hear that sound again. From the radio. The scratchy one I heard the other day.” I bite my lip, hoping he doesn’t think I mean the bad day.
“Hmmm.” He drops the sandpaper on his work bench and turns the dial. The sound and the stuffiness go away as fast as a finger snap. “What about now?”
I shake my head. 
He turns the knob again, back to the first channel. “Now?”
My bad ear gets stuffy again. I nod.
“Hmmm,” he says. “You sure?”
I nod again. 
“So you only hear it on this one?”
“Uh-huh. Can’t you hear it?”
He crouches low, puts his ear close, and my stomach gets all worry-tight for a second. 
“No,” he says, “I don’t, but my ears aren’t what they used to be. It’s the new local station. Maybe they’re picking up some interference.” 
Momma comes in the garage, wiping her hands on her apron. “So that’s why you two didn’t hear me calling. Unless you want your supper cold, it’s time to stop playing with the radio.”
“Momma, do you hear something?”
“I hear a bunch of gobbledygook,” she says.
“Ella says she hears something on this channel. What about you?”
“I hear a man telling me Lifebouy Health Soap can clean away invisible dirt.” She blows a quick bit of air through her nose. “Everyone knows Ivory soap works just fine.”
“You don’t hear anything else?” I say, twisting my hands together so I won’t tug on my ear.
“No. Now come on the two of you. Stop telling stories and get inside and wash up.”
Daddy looks at me, shrugs, and turns off the radio. But I’m not telling a story. I do hear it. I do.
—
Something wakes me up in the middle of the night and I scoot up until I’m sitting, with the sheets fisted in my hands. There’s a loud thump and Daddy yells. I can’t tell if he’s yelling at someone or not. I slip out of bed, creep to the door, and open it a crack.
“Momma?” I say.
The house goes quiet. A dark shape flits by, descends the stairs, and a door slams. It’s the door to the garage; I can tell on account of the thump it makes. Momma comes from her bedroom to my door, her steps slow. Her eyes are all red and puffy and she ushers me back inside.
“Go back to bed,” Momma says. 
“But I heard—”
“Go now, please.”
“Were you and Daddy fighting?”
She shakes her head. “Daddy had a bad dream is all. Nothing to fret over.”
I don’t think she’s telling the whole truth, but I get back in bed. I think about Daddy sitting out in the garage in the dark with that awful sound. I think about dreams and war and stuffy ears.
—
When Momma asks me to help her with the dishes, I don’t gripe because her face looks tired and a little sad, too. She washes and I dry, making sure to wipe the top and the bottom of the plates. I try singing her favorite Peggy Lee song, hoping she’ll join in, but she doesn’t so I stop, and there’s nothing but the sound of the water, the scrub brush, and the towel. While I’m drying the last plate, she pours out a glass of iced tea and we trade. “Take this out to your daddy and hold it careful.”
“I will, Momma.”
I open the door to the garage slow, and Daddy’s in front of the work bench again, sitting on the stool he sometimes uses. The radio’s on, but I can’t tell what the announcer is saying. All I hear is the scratchy sound, and Daddy says, real soft, “I’ll do anything you want. Just make it go away.”
“Daddy?”
I take a small step closer. His face is as still as a mannequin’s at Hecht’s, the big department store. He doesn’t look like Daddy at all, and I have to hold the glass tight because it wants to slip out of my hands. 
“Daddy?” I say again, my voice all whispery thick.
He blinks, shakes himself a little, and glances over. The mannequin is gone, and he’s Daddy again, not the sad-angry one, just the regular.
“Who were you talking to?”
He frowns. “No one. I was just listening to the radio.” 
But he makes a funny face. I hand him the glass, and on my way out, I hear the scratchy sound again. Daddy’s drinking his tea and he gives me a little wave. I wipe my damp hands on my skirt. I think of how he was talking. Maybe it’s not just a sound; maybe it’s a voice, too. And maybe this daddy can’t hear it, but the sad-angry one can.
—
Daddy and Momma walk across the street to the neighbor’s for drinks, and they’re holding hands the way they always used to. I wait until they’re inside the house and go into the garage. The big outside door is shut so no one can see me. 
The radio is small, much smaller than the older, fancier one in Gramma and Gramps’ living room and it’s made of brownish plastic, not wood. The front is a grille of ivory-colored plastic. I trace my finger over the raised letters: P-H-I-L-C-O T-R-A-N-S-I-T-O-N-E.
I turn the knob on the left to turn it on and up, but only a little. All I hear is Perry Como. “Hello?” I say, trying to make my voice sound strong and brave. “Are you in there?”
I wait and I wait and I wait and I’m about to turn the radio off when the scratchy sound starts. I cross my arms, ignoring the stuffiness in my ear. “What do you want?”
The sound keeps scratching, and I give it my good ear, listening hard. I can hear the shape of words, but I can’t tell what they mean. It reminds me of Gramma and Gramps’ neighbors talking to each other in Polish.
“Hello?” I say again.
The sound gets louder, and it’s angry, like a nest full of wasps all stinging at once or a hundred rattlesnakes with teeth dripping poison or an engine of some giant machine that won’t turn off, but it’s all of those things and none at the same time, and I scramble back, my ear all stuffy and my eyes burning with tears. 
“You go away. Just go away and leave Daddy alone.”
The sound gets even louder, and it feels like it’s inside my head, pushing me, then it gets low again. I jump forward and turn the knob, my breath noisy in the sudden quiet. 
“You leave him alone,” I say and run back into the house, slamming the garage door shut behind me. I stand there, trying to keep the tears in and rubbing my ear. Even though the stuffiness is gone, it still feels bad. I know I’m too big to believe in monsters, but that’s what’s in the radio. It’s a monster and it’s hurting my daddy. 
—
Lunch pail in hand, Daddy kisses me goodbye. I tug on his sleeve and say, “Daddy, please don’t listen to that radio station anymore,” I say, so quiet that Momma, in the kitchen, won’t hear.
“Why is that?” he says, his face all serious.
“The sound in it, it’s a bad sound.”
“A bad sound, eh?”
I nod. “I think…”
“Think what?”
I lick my lips. “I think it’s making you sad and angry. When it talks to you.”
His face goes still and I swallow hard, afraid he’s going to get mad at me, but he gives me a little smile and says, “It isn’t the radio, honey. I wish it were that simple.” He ruffles my hair, kisses my forehead, and leaves. I scrub tears from my eyes. I don’t know what to do, but I have to make him believe me. 
—
Momma and Daddy are talking in the kitchen, and I can tell it’s important; they’re both using their serious voices. I keep quiet and stand near the steps leading upstairs. They’d have to come out of the kitchen to see me.
“She thinks the radio is making you angry?”
“She thinks there’s something in it that’s talking to me and making me sad.”
Momma lets out a long sigh, Daddy makes a noise and says something I can’t understand, and Momma says, “Of course it’s not your fault, but you, we, can’t expect her to understand. Maybe you should stop sitting in the garage for a bit.”
Daddy says something else low.
“I don’t know. Maybe you could at least try, for her sake if not your own.”
A chair scrapes across the floor.
“Where are you going,” Momma says.
“To mow the lawn,” Daddy says. His words are so sharp they hurt me.
“But it’s getting dark…”
Momma stops talking as the kitchen door leading to the back yard shuts with a thud. I creep back outside and pad around the corner of the house. Daddy is in the small shed at the end of the yard where he keeps the outdoor tools. He comes out with a set of hedge trimmers and works on the lilac bushes that don’t need trimming. After a while, he lets his arm drop and the trimmers hang, pointed ends a few inches above the ground. 
It isn’t full dark yet, but it’s close. His shoulders don’t move so he isn’t crying or laughing or anything else but standing and staring. I want to run over and say something, but my mouth is dry and bitter, and I’m afraid if he turns around, he won’t be wearing Daddy’s face.
My heart feels too big for my body, like it wants to explode from my chest. I want my daddy, the one before the war, the radio, the garage, but I don’t know how to make him come back. 
—
After I finish my eggs on Saturday morning, Daddy pushes his plate away even though he isn’t finished eating. He looks at Momma and she nods and he says, “Come with me a minute.”
I follow him to the hallway outside the garage door, but I stop in the doorway.
“Come on,” he says, taking my hand and giving it a tug. “I want to show you that there’s nothing inside the radio.”
I pull away, shaking my head so fast my hair smacks me in the face. “No, Daddy, please don’t.”
“Sweetheart, there’s nothing in the radio. I promise.”
“But there is, I can hear it.” Tears burn my eyes and I try to blink them away, but I can’t. 
“I know you think you hear something.”
“I do. I do hear it and it makes my ear feel stuffy. It isn’t my imagination. It’s real. It is. And if you open the radio, if you do…”
He opens the big garage door and sunlight spills in. Then he unplugs the radio and turns it so the front is facing the wall. I stay near the doorway and cover my ears, even though they feel fine, even the bad one, while he unscrews the back panel. The garage is too big, too shadowy, even with all the light, and my heart is beating so fast, it hurts. 
Daddy waves me over. I walk over slow, but I look at Daddy not at the radio. He smiles and it’s almost a real one, and I don’t want it to go away so I look. I see a bunch of glass things with silvery bottoms and tops; they all have PHILCO MADE IN U.S.A. printed on the glass in yellow letters. I see a red wire and a grey one and something round and metal on the left side. 
“See?” he says. “It’s just tubes and wires and capacitors.”
Slowly, I nod. But it doesn’t mean I believe him; it doesn’t mean there isn’t something in the radio, even if I can’t see it. You can’t see love, either, but it’s as real as anything. 
Daddy replaces the panel, plugs in the cord, and turns the radio back on. He turns the knob to the local station and the sound is still there. My ear goes stuffy, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up like soldiers at attention, and a funny, rubbery taste fills my mouth. 
“Hear anything now?”
I cross my fingers behind my back and say no. The sound, all scratchy moving static, gets even louder and makes my stomach feel twisty and wrong, the way it does before I’m about to get sick. Daddy turns the radio off again, sits down on the stool, and pats his knee.
Once I sit down, he says, “War is a really bad thing,” and my stomach gets all twisty again. “Even when it’s for the right reasons. And you know how you can just forget about what you had for breakfast or dinner?” I nod.
“War isn’t like that. You can’t just forget about it. It’s too big. It makes me feel bad and angry sometimes. That’s why I come in here, so I won’t get angry at you or your momma because it isn’t your fault.”
“I know, Daddy,” I say.
“I love you and Momma, even when I’m angry. I don’t want you to think I don’t.” 
“Will you always remember it?”
He smiles, but it’s the new one. “No, not always. Now why don’t you go ahead and play, instead of being stuck in here with me?”
I give him a hug; he smells of aftershave lotion and sawdust. He smells like Daddy. He puts the radio back on, and I want to run out of the garage but I make myself walk normal; the sound follows me to the big open door. Unshed tears make knots in my chest and I hold them in all the way down the street, all the way to the woods, but once I’m inside, hidden by all the trees, the knots break and I bury my face in my hands. I know why he doesn’t believe me. The monster in the radio won’t let him.
—
It’s raining so hard in the morning that Daddy doesn’t go to work. He can’t even put the big garage door up. He tries, but the wind blows the rain right in. So he sits in the garage with the door closed and it keeps raining, and then it starts to thunder and lightning and Daddy isn’t shouting or crying or anything at all, but the radio is so loud I can hear the sound, even in my room.
When he comes in for lunch, his eyes are all puffy and his mouth all tight. He’s turned the radio down but I hear the sound and even though I don’t want to eat—the stuffiness in my ear is so big it’s in my stomach, too—Momma puts a sandwich in front of me and I take a bite. I still have a mouthful of bologna when there’s the biggest crash of thunder I’ve ever heard. Daddy drops his glass. It rolls on its side, spilling water everywhere, and off the table. As the glass shatters, his face changes, all mannequin cold, and I look at Momma and her face is different, too, all teary and scared.
The air between them, between all of us, is heavy and wrong and it makes my heart hurt. I throw my sandwich down, push away from the table, and run to the garage. I hear Momma and Daddy shout my name as I turn the lock and grab the bench, shoving it up under the door handle.
“It’s not you, Daddy,” I shout. “It’s the thing in the radio! I know it is!”
The garage is too warm, but it’s chilly too, and the sound is everywhere. In the corners, creeping along the floor, in my head. I want to run back inside and hide under the covers, but I can’t. I have to help Daddy. I have to make the monster stop hurting him. I take the longest, biggest screwdriver and the claw hammer from Daddy’s workbench and stand in front of the radio. “I know you’re in there,” I say. I poke the front with the tip of the screwdriver and jump back, heart racing. Nothing happens. “You better come out.” I poke the radio again. Momma and Daddy are banging on the door and telling me to open up, but they sound far away.
The front of the radio bows out, flattens, bows out again. Like it’s breathing. I drop the screwdriver and my hand tightens on the hammer. I swing it once, and make a hole on the top. I swing it again and the hole gets bigger. The monster hiding inside starts to come out, sliding from the broken part, and I scream. 
I can see the monster, but I can’t. It’s there and not there at the same time. The air is all wavery and pulsing. It goes up and up, spreading out, leaning over me. It’s bigger than can fit in the radio, bigger than me, bigger than Daddy. Both my ears go stuffy and my mouth is thick with the taste of burning rubber. I smell salt water and hear a roar, angry and loud.
I grab a handful of sawdust and throw it. It sticks to the still-growing shape and I see it I see it I see it, and I never want to see it again. The big door slides open and Momma and Daddy rush in, shouting my name. They see the monster and skid to a stop, their eyes big as dinner plates. 
Daddy rushes over and grabs me, and his face goes blank. He holds me too tight and I squirm to get away. “Please, Daddy, please,” I say, and then we’re not in the garage anymore. We’re standing on a beach. Men are shrieking; guns are firing, the bullets buzzing like wasps in the air; the sand is spattered with blood. And I hear the monster, all wasp buzz and snake rattle and machinery hum, making everyone angry, making everyone hurt, making everyone want to hurt each other, and it just gets louder and louder. And way inside, deep under the hum and the rattle and the buzz, is something like laughter. I hear it in my ear and I hear it in my head, and Daddy’s arms get tighter and tighter and it’s hard to breathe. I twist and squirm, but I can’t get free. 
“Daddy, please,” I shout. “Let me go! I don’t want to see this. I don’t want to stay here!” He looks at me and the sand and the soldiers and his face is empty, as though someone rubbed it with a gum eraser over and over again.
I kick and I pummel his shoulders with my fists, but his face stays the same, and I’m afraid he isn’t even my daddy anymore. I go limp and rest my head, my mouth near his ear, and whisper, “Daddy, please. Please come home.” 
He shudders, his mouth opens then snaps shut, his teeth clicking together, and he lets me go. We’re in the garage again. His eyes are sad, but strong, too. He grabs the hammer and swings harder than I ever could. As plastic and glass spray everywhere, the monster pulls back into the ruined radio. The wire connecting the radio to the wall sparks and lets out a puff of smoke. Daddy shouts something to Momma and she runs over to the grey box hanging on the wall that holds all the power to the house. She flips switch after switch, but she’s too late; the monster is moving away, leaving the radio, leaving the house.
We run outside. The wires running overhead from our house to the street are sparking, and I see the thing moving inside, worm flat and snake fast. It reaches the first pole and a gout of orange-blue flames and black smoke spit out. The wood cracks; the pole breaks in half.
The thing keeps moving. As it races through the wires, the poles break one by one, heading up the street, heading away. Everywhere, sparks are shooting up, firework bright, and all the neighbors come outside, shouting in alarm. It reaches the top of the street and there’s a loud bang. My ears pop, and all the stuffiness is gone.
Everything is quiet. All the electric poles are broken and the wires are dark snakes on the wet grass, but there aren’t any sparks. The air smells like a fireplace after the flames go out. My knees don’t want to work right anymore and I start to fall, but Daddy picks me up and holds me, even though I’m too big, and I hold him back. I hold him tight as I can and he tells me everything is okay now. Everything is okay. 
—
Daddy doesn’t hide in the garage anymore. Sometimes he goes into the woods and down to the creek and skips stones, but he doesn’t cry or get angry. I know because I follow him. I think he knows that, too.
He laughs now, almost the way he used to, and he smiles a lot, the kind that goes into his eyes. The kind that’s real.
Sometimes I still hear the sound, but it’s far, far away. I won’t ever tell Daddy, though. I want him to keep smiling. I want him to keep laughing. I think maybe it can’t be killed, that sound, that monster, but it’s not here anymore, and Daddy doesn’t have as many bad days. That’s good enough for me.








 DRAWING GOD
Michael Wehunt
The tires bite just enough when I yank the truck over, saving me from a tumble of eighty feet or more into the trees. I sit here a while staring through the streaked window, shaking my head back and forth, in a faint no. Folks call this hill First Mountain, on account of your ears starting to pop and it’s high enough to see the woods spread out in a rich quilt of treetops still summer green. It’s the prelude, a two-mile pocket of pine and oak before the greater forest opens up and climbs into the Appalachians. The dry white mouth of the sky hangs dull over the world, the pale yellow air between, with a single blemish in the whole of this near-wilderness. 
It’s that wrong thing that’s pulling at my eyes. A mile out, back toward town, a needle pierces that quilt. The tip of something just above the trees, a taper, topped with what I wish I could say doesn’t look like a white cross. But never has a shape been so stark and declarative. It’s like remembering. Like I’d forgot. I roll the window down. There’s nothing to hear but I hear it anyway: a soundless clarion lifted through the blank day, rubbing my eardrums like the pressure of altitude.
Time creeps through the trees. Somebody’s gone and built a church deep in the woods, here at the feet of the mountains. I can’t claim it means nothing. As a boy, I watched this very scene drawn on a long-ago wall, at a child’s height. My twin sister drew it. There were green and blue and white crayons. White shoes planted by the pile of crayon nubs, a white dress opened up by white legs, traced with blue veins like rivers through a myth. Those veins seemed to sometimes twitch—
And Lord I can remember us children crawling through the buried church like worms in the dust of afternoons. The light always slanting through holes in the earthen ceiling. In thrall of what? There’s not a soul left to answer, and I will not or cannot. I remember—I almost hear her voice saying the cataract of God would soon fall away. Sister Heaven. Us kids all moaning and our faces smeared white. Dragging our bodies across the floor.
It’s like tumblers falling in a lock. I sit in my truck on the gravel shoulder, the Blue Ridge hunched in the distance, and certain things come sweating back through the skin of sixty-odd years. The little school and what we learned there. And the church. I’ve not thought of those places in a long time, even when they never left me. 
I look out at that white shape and think up lies to tell myself. Some little one’s kite wandered lonesome out into the forest, maybe, and landed like a paper angel atop a tree. Just please don’t let it be a church steeple. 
Come a day God shall build His church atop the earth, instead of beneath it. Will you be ready to get your blessings, little one? Sister Heaven rocking us against her, whispering into our hair. I push away the next part, what we kids were doing when she’d say these things. The image trembles so close, but I’ve had long practice of not seeing. I have to remind myself Sister Heaven died all those decades ago.
I close my eyes, but Cara Lynn’s there—she so often is, even all these years later, but this time we’re eight; all the shadows in the church are wrong. There are too many, swaying, and the tops of them come to points. My sister’s got a stick of white chalk and she’s dragging a big circle across the pine floor. Behind us is the sound of wet suckling and I know to stare hard at my sister’s fingers gliding, her skin dusting pale as the greasepaint on her face. I know to listen to the clack of the chalk as it hits each gap between the floorboards. Cara Lynn always liked to make the circle first, before she tried to draw God in.
My beautiful twin. She was seventeen minutes older than me—I was slow following her out of Mama, but then I followed her everywhere until our fifteenth birthday, when the world took her. Left the unheard echo of her voice in that church, whispering at me to help her figure out what God might look like.
My eyes fling open. It’s still there. The more I look at the cross, the more it doesn’t move. A kite would move, would try to free itself. You just shouldn’t look at it, Pearson. You shouldn’t have ever come to visit Cara Lynn and Mama on anything but a Sunday. The regular day.
But of late I miss my girls more than I ever have. I let off the brake pedal with what feels like someone else’s foot. The cemetery’s right down at the bottom of the hill, the first mountains drawn hazy in the near distance as I turn into the lot. The Appalachians never look close until you’re right on their doorstep. Gravel dust flumes up in quick ragged sheets. I turn the air conditioning on—it sounds as old as I am—and for a long time I sit with its breath in my face, picturing that kite trapped in the treetops. Changing the picture in my head until it is just a kite. 
The lot’s empty. I get out, loose-boned and shaking with memory, shut the truck door with a rusted squeal. Already my shirt’s sticking to my back. The sky’s all parched and a kind of un-color without the whisper of a cloud, the birds struck from it weeks ago. We’ve been crippled with drought since spring. I look up the slope at the big bowed oak, under whose shade Mama and Cara Lynn are at their long rests. I search its limbs for strength. 
If they could, they’d wonder why I’m here mid-week. I’m apt to wonder, too, except for the weight I’ve felt in me, like a secret about to tell itself. Sins climbing out of their closets. Everything’s been crooked and strange, discolored, the smear of sun rising again and again to simmer the earth. The days long and pale things—but this brings another memory, other things drawn on walls. Down the hole we’d crawl through—
Oh Lord help me. Heat like this has killed better old men than this one, but I make it up the rise and pass through rows of gravestones to the shadow of the Fuller tree, where my own bones will rest not too far off. It’s got to be fifteen degrees cooler under its sanctuary. The sun’s cut up through the branches, falling like hot coins on my arms. I cup my hands on my knees, wait on my heart to steady in its tired cage. 
 “It’s me, Cara Lynn. Mama. It’s Pearson.” 
There’s always such quiet here, away from the tidy rows of headstones. They buried my girls where the roots could break open their coffins if they had a mind to, away from the white folks, but I’ve had a long time to accept that, and finally to ignore it. I treasure the shade of their laurel oak. Let it try to ease me. I’m a fool talking to graves, but who’s to say they can’t hear me down in the earth, what laws the spirit abides by after the body’s time has passed? Plenty talk to their dead. I never minded it before, which is a fine thing seeing as how I’ve been doing it for fifty-three years, since Mama passed and I was left alone to the world. I forgot to bring flowers, but it does me some good to see last Sunday’s orchids still strong and proud against the oak’s trunk. None of that heat-rot’s set in yet.
I lower myself to the ground, wary of bringing up the steeple in the woods. Mama never suspected what went on back then, I don’t think. We hid things from her out of a confused fear, and because Cara Lynn got spanked something awful the one time she asked peculiar questions about God. 
I remember evenings at the dinner table, me and Cara Lynn sunken and quiet like something had been pulled out of us. Forks tapped dishes, and we could hear each other’s throats working when we swallowed. A place was still set for Daddy even though he’d been dead two years by then, with the farm hardly dragging on. I believe his empty chair spooked me more than anything Sister Heaven showed us. Once or twice I saw white paint behind one of Cara Lynn’s ears, where I’d missed a spot cleaning her face, and I’d sneak my hand over and wipe it off. Later we’d whisper across our bedroom at night, using new words our tongues couldn’t pronounce.
There was less of Mama after Daddy died. My clearest images of her involve his things. She’d sit in his rocking chair, holding his good flannel against her face. She was a sweet mother, but I have nine years of memories like that. And after what happened to Cara Lynn—Mama held on another four years until the stroke, but I really lost both of them in 1960. 
My sister snuck down the drain pipe from our bedroom the night of our fifteenth birthday, and two days later she was found in a mountain ravine behind the wheel of her boyfriend’s father’s car. Why she’d been driving at all, much less alone up there, is a question I gave up asking long ago. My life would have been such a different thing with her in it.
Crouched on the windowsill that last night, she told me she was going to church. I’ve always remembered it like a sick joke, one of the ones that would always upset me. We weren’t a family of faith in those late days, on account of segregation—there are just twenty-two of us in Ellijay now, a handful more back then—and on account of Mama carrying a grudge against God. That was fine by me, after Sister Heaven, but I could never figure how fine it was by Cara Lynn. I didn’t like the way she’d speak of God, how it persisted as she approached womanhood. How we got distant, somehow, how she’d come home looking tired but with the ember of excitement in the flush of her skin. But I’d give anything to snatch her off that windowsill. 
I say her name and my voice sounds small here, less of my body than usual. “Was there another church? After the fire? I can’t bring myself to think the first one was real. Down in that hole. I can’t.”
Cicadas ratchet up in abrupt symphony; they were dead silent until now, and a soft-handed breeze comes through the trees. “After Sister Heaven died, I rid all that from my mind. But Cara Lynn, what if you didn’t—” and I just can’t speak anymore, what with the chirring of the bugs and the breathing of the world all around. Something wrong presses up against the skin of things all of a sudden.
I stand up quick and my knees pop. So damned many memories are swarming. The skinny trees off to the right, and the thought of a church hiding inside them. Except it’s not hiding, is it, not with that cross jutting up like a dare through the treetops. 
Dusk is in its slow dropping. I look back down at Mama’s headstone, which is cracked down the middle through her name. Elspeth Fuller, Loving Mother. Cara Lynn’s marker is whole, with the three little words, Angel Called Home, forced to hold all the grief me and Mama felt after we lost her. I think of Daddy, but he’s a vague imprint in my past. It has never bothered me much that we buried him with his own parents down in Atlanta, but I did worry for Mama’s spirit when I chose to have her put here with Cara Lynn instead of next to him.
It’s hard to breathe. I realize I want to make a particular confession, after all this time, but I can’t. “I’ll come back on Sunday, my girls,” I say, keeping an eye on the gaps between scabby pine trunks. “I’m sorry I brought all this to your rest.” I walk back down the hill, but I can tell I’m only traveling toward the past, not away from it.
—
“God doesn’t see color, children,” was how Sister Heaven would always start. This was what passed for recess in that nameless school. “But another”—here she would pause, as if in condemnation of that unknown other— “another believed you must be God’s color to be His child. So He sent me here. He was the Author, mine and yours, and He begins to eat His legacy from hunger, even dead as He’s been these sixteen years.” You could hear all those capital letters in her voice every time. And the distaste. 
But she always went on. It was surely a voice of some music, Sister Heaven’s, coming out of a vessel so small half us kids could look her in the eyes, though we rarely did. We feared eyes. Her dress swallowed her up into a shapeless white cylinder, with only the ugly dyed orange of her hair and the verdigris of her spider veins to bring a shock of color. She’d sometimes call us boys Adam, and say that Adam had been as dark as we were until he got rewritten.
We never knew for sure where she came from, if she was born out of some myth or the Appalachians themselves. But there was one day we didn’t have to crawl—she told us her birth church was named the Hands of Providence, but talked abstractly about the Sisters of Eden forming in secret to do what best suited God, in spite of being bound by the Hands’ written lore. For this fabled Author wanted to know what our God could see, and as the man lived on through his work and his influence, so did that great Blindness. 
At two most afternoons she’d have us close our arithmetic books. It was the subject that made our minds most open to God’s grace, she told us, for He had laid the universe out on lines like a web. Everything was a ratio and accounted for, and like all lines, they would one day converge upon a point of glory. This only puzzled us. Cara Lynn asked her, “Then how many arms does God have?” Sister Heaven stared at her a long time—Cara Lynn was her favorite—before answering with a sweet smile, “More than a thousand spiders, if that’s your meaning, dear.”
We all knew what came next. Sister Heaven would turn away as we passed the tub of greasepaint around, and once our faces were pasted in white she’d roll her standing mirror off to the side, exposing the ragged hole in the wall. One by one she’d send the seven of us crawling through and on a downward slope, the rough walls of the tunnel scraping against the older among us, Samuel and Glenda, who were twelve and thirteen. Thinking on it now, I can’t say how long we’d crawl. It feels like it was minutes. It feels like it was much longer.
Then the church yawning before us, its mouth always open in its sleep. Then cool air full of dust rain in the meager shafts of light. Our eyes full of learning, our mouths full of hymns. All of it leading into a confused worship.
—
There’s nothing back at the trailer but dirty laundry and my poor garden withering in the heat. A pile of thoughts I’ll have to sit through. So I don’t turn off on 52 but keep on into town. I pass the courthouse and the jail and through our historic little corridor of pillared homes and a nostalgia that’s always been faded, trying not to think about who might’ve hanged from the limbs of these gorgeous oaks when they weren’t much more than saplings. Feet twitching above ground that was still just about damp with Cherokee blood. When a boy’s made to paint his face white, the man he ends up as doesn’t much like to dwell on unpleasantness. I’ve earned that much, I tell myself. I hope it’s true.
Ellijay might never crack two thousand people, but the world’s touched it even so. The Appalachians cast their shadows over pastures and fields lined like notebook paper. They cast their shadows over the dealership selling the tractors that draw those lines. Here, on the other side of my life, I could tell Sister Heaven that all lines don’t meet in a point, or glory, but I never knew where she was buried, and I couldn’t visit her if I did.
A piece of larger America does huddle here, like lint in a pocket. We got a Starbucks and an outlet mall. Two antique stores on Main Street. A lawyer for when things fall apart. We keep getting by. 
The last patina of sun coats everything in a peculiar yellow. It’s thicker each day. Even the air in the truck with me is stained, and my arms look jaundiced. Two men pushing a wheelbarrow stop and stare as I pass, their heads on slow swivels tracking me, their brows darkened. I picture them in white hoods, can’t stop myself from doing it, even though it’s been an age since I saw that kind of thing. It strikes me that the town’s emptying of folks of late, and I realize again how different things have felt all summer. Something more than just a white-skied drought. I’ve been slow to catch up to the knowledge, but now I’m seeing it in the seams of the town.
It’s awful to think the shootings at that church up in Charleston, or the new president all the whites sicced on us, didn’t feel as unsettling as this, not even when it seemed every other house here had a Confederate flag suddenly appear in its yard. Like those banners had been folded out of shame in closets all those years and now there was some obscene pride to be had. The country didn’t so much step back into a darker time as shine a light on where we still were. 
Shameful, yes, but the few black folks here have always kept our heads down. It’s an easy thing to do, because outnumbered as we are, isolated as we are, it’s not like we can keep a finger on the pulse of things. Even my own experience has found a way to pass under the bridge, in its way. People here don’t give any trouble nowadays, even the backwards ones. I keep to myself, lingering on in this lily-white town, and some would say rightly it’s because my mother and sister are buried here, while the rest don’t notice me at all. It’s where I belong, putting all the old maids to shame. I make do with what I sold Daddy’s farm for back in ’87. There’s so little to need. 
I stop the truck by the little square of land where in 1952 the new Negro school was opened. I remember Mama crying one night, on account of there was supposed to be plumbing in the new school, but what they’d given us was just a shack with the white children’s old desks. The place didn’t even have a name. Cara Lynn had told her it was all right, there were only seven of us kids to go to it, and Mama had cried harder at that.
After the fire me and Cara Lynn didn’t go back to school. Mama told me a year or two after about the Supreme Court’s decision, a right turn on an ugly road, but this little corner’s where my education ended, excepting for Mama’s home teaching.
It’s a Citgo station now, has been a fair number of years. Before that it was other things that met passing fancies. I’m half-mad for sitting here, listening to memories that have long been quiet, stirring them like a stick digging in a riverbed. If someone’s built a new church, let it rot out in the trees.
Even so, this place has got my bones humming, and I fear my mind’s close to opening to it all—what happened when Sister Heaven would call on me to take my turn in the church, and Cara Lynn after, and the peephole into God’s Eye. That this last feels like the worst tells me all I need to know about the sweetness of forgetting.
Night has come full now. Three months the rim of sky has been without stars. 
—
Sleep’s far off, tired as I am. The lamp pooling its light around my chair, Daddy’s Bible in my lap, dust from its cover on my fingertips. 
It’s been a day that calls for ghosts, so I don’t know if I’m surprised there’s something in the trailer with me. It doesn’t want to be seen, or else it doesn’t want me to know I’m imagining it. It stands at the edge of my senses, watching, as it hangs elsewhere in a place whose reach I cannot imagine, spooling out its revelations at me. The air thick with hunger. I hear a small and furious scratching in the air, as of pen on paper, and think of what Sister Heaven said about Authorship.
I don’t even have to close my eyes now to see me and Cara Lynn in that church. Crawling like grubs beneath the high earthen ceiling with light leaking through pinholes. The pale walls covered in chalk and crayon, clotted from sap on the pine boards—drawings slowly eating the room, of symbols and deaths and always the mountains leering down at everything. I see them clear as a lens: mountains reaching down from the sky to clasp their earth-rooted kin, great segmented worms twining in the gaps; that green forest with a white cross rising like a periscope; a building in orange flame, a long-armed white figure in its center, two X-ed eyes and gaping mouth. It seems now that this last was where I first got the idea to burn down the schoolhouse, and a proud shame flushes my skin. I let the doing of it come back to me—the rush of the flames over cheap timber, Sister Heaven’s first screams, my realization that she was inside the little building. I even smile a little—it’s how I kept Cara Lynn away from all that, for a time, at least. 
Sometimes there were tall, narrow men there in the church, always back in the corners, watchful. They wore white hoods most of us were too young to recognize. Those who were older surely thought of crosses soaked in kerosene and driven into dying lawns. 
But we learned not to see these figures, like our folks learned. Our senses were drawn to that wet sound at our backs, lips smacking, a throat expanding and swallowing, and us knowing our turn wasn’t long now. I’d watch my sister prepare to put God into the circle she’d drawn, whispering her ideas but scared to act on any of them. A long satisfied sigh behind me, then my name spoken, “Pearson,” and in my mind even now I am turning.
Sister Heaven’s mouth would be slicked wet, that blind white dress open down to her belly, exposing her heavy, swollen breasts smeared with white paint around the nipples. I knew even as a young boy how strange such immense things were on such a small frame. But I’d go to her, whimpering, lower myself to my knees. She’d lick the top of my head as I suckled, as Cara Lynn kept her promise and didn’t watch. The sandpaper of her tongue on my hair, a stream of words like “God blesses they who see, He changes them, He protects them from this, He raises them from the dead come Judgment Day” hot against my scalp, and when it was all done she’d line us up single-file. To look through the hole cut into the back of the church.
But what we saw through that second hole is still, mercifully, ill-defined. My inscrutable visitor has moved closer to my chair, a distant heat leaning over my lap, and from nowhere three drips of white paint patter onto my leg. The lamp goes out and I sit in the dark. I wait a long time but it doesn’t happen yet.
—
My eyes burn with tiredness all morning. There’s a box of chalk waiting on a cinderblock outside the trailer and I stand and look at it. Look out at the stunted woods around my half-acre, the brome grass thigh-high along the tree line. Look at the flat milk sky. Finally pull out a white stick of chalk and draw it across my forehead, a sick, heaving lurch in my stomach.
It’s already close to ninety out, but I weed my garden and break off the squash leaves that have clusters of eggs underneath. I sweat myself through and imagine Mama standing by the road, telling me to get on inside and quit being a fool. I compromise, drag a ratty lawn chair into the shade of my stoop awning and find something to think about other than steeples.
But I can’t sit still. I go in and I come out, busying myself with chores that don’t need doing. Past noon, I’m resting in the chair again when I become aware of something crawling through the brome toward the trailer. Stalks like old wheat shake in the windless morning. They twitch in a second place farther back.
And someone’s standing just inside the curve of woods, screened by the brush of tree limbs and kudzu. I can’t even tell if it’s dark or pale. After a while the figure fades back, and the weeds start bending in the opposite direction, a quick tide toward the trees. 
I think of the other schoolchildren, all dead or gone or both. Whatever congregation this new church has gathered in its forest, I’m the only one left of Sister Heaven’s pupils. But why they’d want anything to do with us is lost in a long-ago fog, if I ever knew. Memory itself is something like a cataract. It can be a blessed clouding.
The day winds down, pearly streaks of sun tangling in the vegetation. I can’t remember the last true sunset. I get Daddy’s Bible out and sit in the recliner, but like last last night I don’t open it, just trail my fingers across the pebbled burgundy cowhide.
And I wait some more. That scratching, writing sound comes again, from the other chair near the door. The small noise carries on and there must be so many words. There’s the sense of an appointment I must keep, a tension in the air like a bell that knows it will be struck, but for a while longer is empty of resonance. I hope someone will see to it I’m buried with my girls.
—
I wake in a pinkish-gray hue to find two women lying with me, grinning and spooning each other. For a moment all I can think is that I fell asleep in the chair, not the bed. My mind won’t let me move past that. The women are ancient and naked and loose-skinned, eyes as wide as their smiling mouths, and though I recognize Mama and Cara Lynn, I can’t tell which is which. They’ve both withered to the same age, a lifetime past their deaths into a strange sisterhood. But what steals my voice is that they’ve turned white in the grave. There’s even freckles dusting their arms, speckling their noses. Dirty red hair tangles and hangs from their skulls, no hair they ever could have grown.
But it’s them, and my heart clenches with familiarity. I’m sure it will give out but it fights to catch its rhythm as the two sagging things leer and slide against each other on top of the sheets. The skin of their bodies folds together and apart. I can’t seem to reconcile their sameness. Cara Lynn was my twin but I see myself so strongly in both of them, as if they’ve taken my face and shared its negative between them. 
Still I can say nothing. The grins fade but their mouths retain the shapes, and I am struck by their eyes. I see their knowledge, that I was the one who snuck down to town that evening and set the schoolhouse on fire. How I hid in the trees out back and watched the great orange light swell and recede in the dark. I never dared breathe a word of it to Cara Lynn.
They each break the silence of my childish shame with the same words. “His church above the earth, His children in the earth,” but somehow their voices don’t overlap, it’s like they’re speaking parts of each sound in turn that all fall together in puzzle pieces. “His blindness falls away.”
My voice, lost for a final moment, climbing up my throat. I can only rejoice, sickly in the face of such horror, for I have missed them so much.
“He blesses—” Mama says.
“Those—” Cara Lynn says.
“Ready—”
“Who see—”
“The sky, Pearson—”
The end of it’s a clot of syllables, and their tongues follow this rush of words, bloodless tubes rich with dirt, and at last I shrink away. “Leave me be!” My voice tears at my throat. “You’re not them!” I let myself fall off the mattress, my hip shrieking in pain.
The women leap from the bed and half-run from the room, ungainly things loping along the floor. My heart feels like a pine knot in a fire, and I’ve got no choice but to sit on the bed and let it decide if it wants to burst or keep on.
The pink has given way to a white tinged with orange when I make my way outside. Not one is a true color. It’s all filtered through that bland nothing. The box of chalk has been scattered in the grass over by my garden, and the way the cucumbers and squash sag makes me bend over and lose the corn flakes I forced myself to eat last night in a daze, still white with milk, which gets me retching again. How did I get milk? Why in hell did I drink it? I could never bear to so much as look at it, and it’s worse now that I remember why.
When the trembling’s gone I get to my feet, unsteady, and it’s plain there’s nothing to do but drive out to the feet of the mountains that have wallpapered my life. The whole of Ellijay is held in a vacuum, that yellowing tint starting to stain everything again. The road snakes in a gradual rise until I crest First Mountain, the steeple still rising out of the treetops, the sentinel in the green sea. I cry a while, and the crying shocks me nearly more than everything else, because I realize I haven’t done it since Mama died. That’s more years than many folks get to live, and I wonder if it has a meaning, that I never got close to anyone again. That I kept my head down this whole long half a century.
But there are things to see to. I roll down the hill and turn into the graveyard’s lot, get out and hobble my way up another rise. Through the rows of headstones to the laurel oak. A circle has been burned around each of their graves, and within those rings the ground has sunken in a foot or more deep.
“Oh what have they done to you?” I groan like something grievously wounded, and the tears come again, all useless salt and heat in the rust of my old eyes. I can’t even guess who “they” could be—I never met this God around whose Eye our lives briefly revolved, and Sister Heaven died in my fire. Mama told me there was a funeral, though she wouldn’t let us go, even when Cara Lynn broke my heart by wanting to.
But if God has built His church—I picture Mama and Cara Lynn inside it, worming across its floor. I look up and ask for a sign. For the drought to break and a wall of rain to come crashing down. I will be seventy-two years old come October, but I cannot allow my girls to be fouled like this, by God or by whatever was blaspheming as them in my bed.
So I let the trees swallow me. Still no birds and not one cicada tuning up its music box. The taste of sharp, lemony dust in the dimness. I get my bearings and set out on a diagonal, figuring if the church is big enough to pierce the forest ceiling I’ll find it long before I reach its doors.
And I do, for it drags at my blood. I catch glimpses of the steeple, white against the off-white sky. Again I can almost hear that great absence of sound compressed into a kind of humidity, a kind of hymn. My eardrums throb against it.
More of the steeple’s height fills the near distance, and though I sense a large gap in the trees ahead, I still can’t see the structure itself. I walk and at last my mind lets itself remember us kids lining up at the back of Sister Heaven’s church under the earth, taking turns pressing our faces up to a plate-sized hole cut in the pine wall. And seeing—nothing. A clouded vision, an un-light. Like the sky that domes above me now. Sister Heaven asking, hungry, behind us, Do you see pictures in His eye? Has it cleared? I could almost laugh at how my mind has fought against such an empty memory, if I felt it was empty at all.
I step into a cavity of the forest. Just an immense clearing. No walls, no roof. There is no new church at all. The steeple is nothing but a prop towering forty feet in the air, lashed atop a thick wooden post driven into the earth. The cross blends into the sky above the trees. White paint is spattered onto the ground ringing the post.
But the church has a floor. Pine planking, perhaps a dozen yards across, extends outward as far as I can see into the trees, perhaps unto the very mountains. The craftsmanship is fine and well-cut, needing only a lacquer finish. Lines of dark peek between each board, and pine needles litter the whole of it, though not nearly as many as there should be. There are no splintered stumps of trees, no stacks of lumber, no construction equipment. Not so much as a saw or hammer.
The pressing silence continues as I step onto the floor, which is thick and steady under my feet. A small group of objects waits for me ahead, like trophies at the end of some arduous journey I never took. A box of chalk, a handful of crayons. A small plastic jar. 
I search the surrounding trees, but they are still and indistinct, from the forest floor to the blind white sky they taper into around the decoy cross. Cara Lynn might have said, “God’s holding His breath, Pearson,” in that indulgent way she had when we were ten, eleven. It’s like she never saw I was still too full of God. 
“What do you all want from me?” I shout into the stillness, but my voice is indistinct, as though even it doesn’t know where to go. Nothing answers but a deepening of long lonesomeness. My bones gain weight, and I let them pull me to my knees. I take up a piece of chalk and quickly drag a circle, the stick sounding like a summons in all this quiet as it knocks against the gaps. I am revolted by a desire to see Mama and Cara Lynn, no matter what they are. Or what is wearing them. 
And I wonder where the hole is. There has got to be one—God’s Eye was the faith and the pageless book that was pressed against us children. 
The circle I’ve drawn is much too small. I rub it out with a palm and draw another, turning myself around to complete it. This, too, feels empty, even with me inside it. I reach for a crayon and my hand brushes the plastic jar. There’s the ghost of print on the label, but I don’t need to know what the faded words once revealed. I don’t need to unscrew the lid. Instead I grasp a black crayon and break it in a vicious scribble, smear its wax within the circle. I turn this circle into a bottomless hole. There’s your God. I rise to my feet and kick the crayons and the chalk across the floor. I look down at the jar. 
“I will not!” This time my voice carries. I lift my boot and stomp down on the jar. It shatters and white greasepaint fans out across the pine boards. At last I hear something external and look up again—two trees are shaking, and at least twenty feet up I see two white sacks of skin hanging from a spiny branch, human-shaped, swaying as if they’ve just been vacated.
“I will not!” My throat burns. It could be fifty years since I screamed, but I do it again. “I will not!”
The sky rumbles. In the whole expanse of it, there hasn’t been a sound in months. But it shakes, darkens, and begins to sink toward the earth. Or the earth moves up toward it. It’s like an optical illusion for a long, long moment, until the sky catches against the treetops. A ripple shudders across it, a groaning sag from the direction of the mountains, then the white cross punctures the milky gray skin, the trees shred the sky into falling pale globs of rain. 
There’s a torrent of slapping percussion, chattering tree limbs. Great tatters of jelly pelt the ground. I run into the relative shelter of the woods and hunker with my arms over my head, pieces of the sky striking me, but there’s little pain. Whatever it is liquefies as soon as it touches me.
A minute and all is a profound quiet again, and cold, a curious blend of bright and dark. I step back into the clearing, onto the pine floorboards, everything wet and sticky, most of all myself. From the trees comes a hymn of joy, like a speaker hasn’t been plugged in right until just now, though there is nothing to make this song I have been hearing all summer. 
The pale sky is gone. The filtered sun is gone. Yet they are still there, somehow, faintly superimposed over the truth. In their place is not an atmosphere at all but a shifting blackness full of vast shifting black things. Its largeness has no scale for me to measure, and I see none of Sister Heaven’s lines in it. Stars glare—colder, less involved things than our sun—and I watch dark tongues lash out to snatch them from their courses. Clouds of gases expand, and though I can’t look at them in any real way, I know they would be yellow were it not for their darkness.
I lie down on my back, staring up at what was once the sky but I now understand was merely a great diseased cataract. Just as Sister Heaven told us all those years ago. I suppose that would make our very Earth the vast Eyeball, clouded over with a dumb film, rolling in its socket. Almost at the thought someone stretches out beside me and takes my hand. I know it’s her. She must be so old now, and I don’t want to look. I don’t want to see her face, or Mama’s face, or Cara Lynn’s as it would have been if she hadn’t died.
“Did you crawl down to hide in the church when I burned the school?”
She doesn’t speak but I know she nods, just the once.
“I had to burn it,” I tell her, my face still turned away, resolute. “Cara Lynn was too taken with you. But why’d you defile my girls like that? Couldn’t you let well enough alone, without turning them old and like you? After all those things you made us do back then.”
“Hush, little one,” Sister Heaven says. Her voice is the same sweet sound. There’s not a bit of fire-scorched rasp in it. “Those weren’t your kin, not anymore. But your Cara Lynn has never left us all the way. She used to visit me after the fire, bless her heart. Yes, my milk brings changes. It was a gift for your sacrifice. I had no choice but to give it, I was compelled by my nature, and I’m sorry it rewrote your loved ones in the Author’s image. He said it would make you precious unto God. Even your Mama, looks like, being consecrated next to one of our own. But now they’re Resurrected. They have no need for their skin. You’ll change, too, if you die.” 
“Where’s your old Klan?” I ask her, picturing those pointed shadows hiding in her church. For something is surely making this hymn in the air.
“All of that’s gone, little one, like I said. I broke free of it at last. Now you broke free. All of God’s children broke free. The Author wouldn’t ever listen, in life or death. He wouldn’t ever look far enough, not through skin nor the membrane that’s hung over us. He just thought you all weren’t quite human enough to matter, and so chose you children to be the lookers, here where the optic nerve is fastened strongest. He wanted God sick and blind, and thus appeased. To hold back this reunion. I used you, too, for my own ends, and that is my shame. Oh, but he would be surprised the cataract has fallen by the hand of one of his colored, and that it’s you who will reap the rewards while he rots. Cancer of the gut—he never could stomach the Other.” 
The voice chuckles, a sound that comes deep in the throat. Her hand squeezes mine. “But no more of that. Now is God’s time. His true Eye is a grand thing, is it not? And yet so small. This is what we Sisters of Heaven set out for: it is time for God to remember He is not alone. There are many of Him. I don’t know if He’ll like it. Or survive it. But His brethren have called Him.”
“We got rid of the word colored since your days,” I say, but she’s gone quiet. We stare up at the roiling black soup a while. The cosmos, I guess some would call it. “Where are Mama and Cara Lynn?” I ask her, but I already know her answer, somehow: up there, out there, in here. So I change my question. “What does God look like?”
 “You have all the time to watch and see, Pearson,” she says. An enormous rending sounds from everywhere, and the sky—all that space—I don’t know the word to use now—slides by as liquid. God turns His vast head. There, an impossible blank slate of existence lurks before us. Somewhere beyond it, an endless burning light that will reveal these black shapes for what they are, and we all begin to move toward it, carried along like motes in this Eye. A multitude of arms reach out. For Cara Lynn, I begin to count them. 








 DUCK HUNT
Joe R. Lansdale
There were three hunters and three dogs. 
The hunters had shiny shotguns, warm clothes, and plenty of ammo. The dogs were each covered in big, blue spots and were sleek and glossy and ready to run. No duck was safe. 
The hunters were Clyde Barrow, James Clover, and little Freddie Clover, who was only fifteen and very excited to be asked along. However, Freddie did not really want to see a duck, let alone shoot one. He had never killed anything but a sparrow with his BB gun and that had made him sick. But he was nine then. Now he was ready to be a man. His father told him so. With this hunt he felt he had become part of a secret organization. One that smelled of tobacco smoke and whiskey breath; sounded of swear words, talk about how good certain women were, the range and velocity of rifles and shotguns, the edges of hunting knives, the best caps and earflaps for winter hunting. 
In Mud Creek the hunt made the man. 
Since Freddie was nine he had watched with more than casual interest, how when a boy turned fifteen in Mud Creek, he would be invited to The Hunting Club for a talk with the men.
Next step was a hunt, and when the boy returned he was a boy no longer. He talked deep, walked sure, had whiskers bristling on his chin, and could take up with the assurance of not being laughed at, cussing, smoking, and watching women’s butts as a matter of course. 
Freddie wanted to be a man too. He had pimples, no pubic hair to speak of (he always showered quickly at school to escape derisive remarks about the size of his equipment and the thickness of his foliage), scrawny legs, and little, gray, watery eyes that looked like ugly planets spinning in white space. 
And truth was, Freddie preferred a book to a gun. 
But came the day when Freddie turned fifteen and his father came home from the Club, smoke and whiskey smell clinging to him like a hungry tick, his face slightly dark with beard and tired-looking from all-night poker. He came into Freddie’s room, marched over to the bed where Freddie was reading Thor, clutched the comic from his son’s hands, sent it fluttering across the room with a rainbow of comic panels.
“Nose out of a book,” his father said. “Time to join the Club.” Freddie went to the Club, heard the men talk ducks, guns, the way the smoke and blood smelled on cool morning breezes. They told him the kill was the measure of a man. They showed him heads on the wall. They told him to go home with his father and come back tomorrow bright and early, ready for his first hunt. 
His father took Freddie downtown and bought him a flannel shirt (black and red), a thick jacket (fleece lined), a cap (with earflaps), and boots (waterproof). He took Freddie home and took a shotgun down from the rack, gave him a box of ammo, walked him out back to the firing range, and made him practice while he told his son about hunts and the war and about how men and ducks died much the same. 
Next morning before the sun was up, Freddie and his father had breakfast. Freddie’s mother did not eat with them. Freddie did not ask why. They met Clyde over at the Club and rode in his jeep down dirt roads, clay roads and trails, through brush and briars until they came to a mass of reeds and cattails that grew thick and tall as Japanese bamboo.
They got out and walked. As they walked, pushing aside the reeds and cattails, the ground beneath their feet turned marshy. The dogs ran ahead. 
When the sun was two hours up, they came to a bit of a clearing in the reeds, and beyond them Freddie could see the break-your-heart blue of a shiny lake. Above the lake, coasting down, he saw a duck. He watched it sail out of sight. 
“Well, boy?” Freddie’s father said. 
“It’s beautiful,” Freddie said. 
“Beautiful, hell, are you ready?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
On they walked, the dogs way ahead now, and finally they stood within ten feet of the lake. Freddie was about to squat down into hiding as he had heard of others doing, when a flock of ducks burst up from a mass of reeds in the lake and Freddie, fighting off the sinking feeling in his stomach, tracked them with the barrel of the shotgun, knowing what he must do to be a man. His father’s hand clamped over the barrel and pushed it down. “Not yet,” he said.
“Huh?” said Freddie. 
“It’s not the ducks that do it,” Clyde said. 
Freddie watched as Clyde and his father turned their heads to the right, to where the dogs were pointing noses, forward, paws upraised—to a thatch of underbrush. Clyde and his father made quick commands to the dogs to stay, then they led Freddie into the brush, through a twisting maze of briars and out into a clearing where all the members of The Hunting Club were waiting. 
In the center of the clearing was a gigantic duck decoy. It looked ancient and there were symbols carved all over it. Freddie could not tell if it were made of clay, iron, or wood. The back of it was scooped out, gravy bowl-like, and there was a pole in the center of the indention; tied to the pole was a skinny man. His head had been caked over with red mud and there were duck feathers sticking in it, making it look like some kind of funny cap. There was a ridiculous, wooden duck bill held to his head by thick elastic straps. Stuck to his butt was a duster of duck feathers. There was a sign around his neck that read DUCK. 
The man’s eyes were wide with fright and he was trying to say or scream something, but the bill had been fastened in such a way he couldn’t make any more than a mumble. 
Freddie felt his father’s hand on his shoulder. “Do it,” he said. “He ain’t nobody to anybody we know. Be a man.” 
“Do it! Do it! Do it!” came the cry from The Hunting Club. 
Freddie felt the cold air turn into a hard ball in his throat. His scrawny legs shook. He looked at his father and The Hunting Club. They all looked tough, hard, and masculine. 
“Want to be a titty baby all your life?” his father said. 
That put steel in Freddie’s bones. He cleared his eyes with the back of his sleeve and steadied the barrel on the derelict’s duck’s head. 
“Do it!” came the cry. “Do it! Do it! Do it!” 
At that instant he pulled the trigger. A cheer went up from The Hunting Club, and out of the clear, cold sky, a dark blue norther blew in and with it came a flock of ducks. The ducks lit on the great idol and on the derelict. Some of them dipped their bills in the derelict’s wetness.
When the decoy and the derelict were covered in ducks, all of The Hunting Club lifted their guns and began to fire. The air became full of smoke, pellets, blood, and floating feathers. 
When the gunfire died down and the ducks died out, The Hunting Club went forward and bent over the decoy, did what they had to do. Their smiles were red when they lifted their heads. They wiped their mouths gruffly on the backs of their sleeves and gathered ducks into hunting bags until they bulged. There were still many carcasses lying about. 
Fred’s father gave him a cigarette. Clyde lit it. 
“Good shooting, son,” Fred’s father said and clapped him manfully on the back. 
“Yeah,” said Fred, scratching his crotch, “got that sonofabitch right between the eyes, pretty as a picture.” 
They all laughed. 
The sky went lighter, and the blue norther that was rustling the reeds and whipping feathers about blew up and out and away in an instant. As the men walked away from there, talking deep, walking sure, whiskers bristling on all their chins, they promised that tonight they would get Fred a woman.








 THE WATER SHED
Suzanne Madron
The building stood off-kilter and out-of-place in the middle of a disheveled field of wild hay on a remote part of the property, but to say it was lost in the one hundred and eight acre former farmstead was not true. Somehow the warped planks, disguised as they were by masks of lichen and a wall of long-dead wild raspberry brambles, were obvious even from a distance, like a shipwreck sticking out of the sand of an abandoned beach.
As children, my cousins and I had been forbidden to explore the structure. There were many dilapidated buildings on the property, but only two areas were completely off-limits. The first was the part of the barn that had been struck by lightning around half a century ago, the boards still black and reeking of fire and smoke on humid days. The water shed was the second restricted place, with its gaping window and collapsing walls. 
At one point, it had been used for irrigation, but that was long before our time. Water from an underground aquifer filled a cistern that was more a dangerous, jagged square cut into the ground and built up in corroded metal than the well it was intended to be. From the outside of the building we were unable to see into the reservoir. All we could see from our nervous glances through the broken-out and sagging window frame was the attempt to cover the open well with bowed, rotten boards weighed down with masonry. 
Somewhere in the field on the slope below the water shed there was supposed to have been a valve which had allowed an irrigation system to be hooked up in order to drain the cistern without having to go near the water shed itself, as if the original owners of the property also felt the odd sense of foreboding surrounding the place. We never found the valve, and assumed it had been buried long ago.
We didn’t question our parents’ orders not to explore the building. There was something about the shed that suggested it didn’t want anyone to go inside, that there was something dark and hungry in there. It was a subterranean thing as old as the aquifer beneath the cistern. Even on the sunniest of days the hayfield in which the water shed stood was gloomy and uninviting, with a lone, twisted, ancient apple tree to stand sentinel at the edge of where the lawn ended and the field began. 
Decades had passed since those childhood summer afternoons had been turned cold by the dare from one of my cousins to get next to the water shed, to touch it. A lifetime had gone by since the sounds from inside the structure had sent us screaming in terror that last hot afternoon, and we hadn’t ventured near it since. My family had moved shortly after the incident, leaving the property and all its ghosts behind in our wake.
Until today.
I stood on the edge of the overgrown yard and stared in disbelief across the field gone wild with years of orchard grass. There it was, still standing as if by some dark miracle. The old, gray planks making up the walls were just as I remembered them, and the dead raspberry brambles looked as sharp and thorny as they had been in my youth. I knew that to move through them would be like scaling a fence topped in razor wire while wearing no clothes. Once again I stared into the cyclopean, heavy-lidded window and shivered. 
“Dare you to touch it.”
I was too tired to feel the terror I should have felt at the words and I turned to stare at my cousin John. He tried to smile, but his amusement quickly faded as his eyes lingered on the water shed lurking in the distance. Time had taken its toll on him and his hair was now gray at the temples, his expression haggard. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in years. I wondered if any of us had slept a full night since that last summer. 
“Dare you to touch it,” I countered, but it was an empty threat. I took out a pack of cigarettes from my jacket pocket and opened it. 
Neither one of us smiled. 
“OK. Why the hell are we here?” 
John and I turned as the eldest of my cousins approached us. His dark suit had been neatly pressed and his hair was a pure and silvery white slicked back from his face. He looked at us with ice-blue eyes the color of dead things trapped beneath frozen water.
“I got a call from my mother,” I told them.
“So?”
I wasn’t looking to see who had bothered to ask the question, or if it had been both of them in unison. It didn’t matter. I tapped a cigarette out of the pack. The lighter flame shook as I held it to the cigarette clenched between my teeth, but I was able to get the damned thing lit after the third try. “After she died.” 
My cousin John shivered. “OK, creepy. You sure it was her?”
I nodded. 
He rubbed the back of his neck and let out a shaking breath. “Ghost calls aside, what’s that got to do with this place?”
“She called from the old number. This number. She said she was here.” My voice cracked. “She said she was scared. I already checked every other building here, but I couldn’t do the water shed alone.” I grimaced at the admission, but my cousins’ faces said they understood.
John shuddered and looked away. At least he believed me. I had a hard time not thinking I was insane.
“Shoulda sold this place a long time ago,” Larry muttered, glaring across the field. His eyes became unfocused as they fell on the water shed; he hadn’t been listening. “Now that the place is yours, what are you going to do with that?” He jutted his chin toward the old shed and sneered. 
“I’m not sure yet.” I shook out two more cigarettes and handed them to my cousins and passed around the lighter. “I have to figure out how bad the cistern is and what it’ll take to just tear the thing down.”
John ran a hand through his graying hair. “Place still makes my skin crawl.”
I nodded and said nothing. For years I had assumed we’d sold off the property, but discovered the decision of who would pull the plug had been a grudge match between my parents for the last couple of decades. My father had wanted to keep it, my mother had wanted to leave, and an argument had ensued. As a result, in true stubborn married couple fashion, neither of them would budge, and out of spite, neither of them had created a real estate listing. 
The property had sat vacant and running wild for the better part of twenty years. I didn’t know how it had ended up in my mother’s name, or why she had passed it to me when she died. Perhaps to get the final word in now that my father was too old to keep the place up by himself, or maybe because she knew I would sell it. Whatever her reasons had been, I had avoided doing anything with it for months after she died until the day the call came. 
Something strange happens when loved ones pass, and we tend to hold onto scraps of them—anything we have—including an old phone number. I couldn’t explain how I remembered it, but when the phone rang and the operator asked to connect the old number, I didn’t hesitate. Then I heard my mother’s voice patched through.
Her words were filled with static and fading in and out across the line. In a panic I moved closer to the receiver, as if it could strengthen the connection. 
“Where are you?” she asked. There was an odd reverberating hiss in the background, as if she stood in a large empty room.
“I’m here, Mom. Where are you?”
“At the old house, but no one else is here. Where is everyone? Sam, I’m scared.”
There was a loud crackle followed by a click, then silence. I wanted to scream, but mostly I cried. It was the sobbing, ugly cry of a lost child. My mother was at the old house, and I needed to help her.
I never told my father about the phone call. Instead, I wrote to my cousins telling them to meet me at the old house. 
As the three of us stood there smoking our cigarettes and staring across the field, a wind carrying the chill of autumn blew around us. The huge, old pine trees surrounding one corner of the property by the road sighed in the breeze. It was a sound that always reminded me of Halloween.
Larry was the first to break the brittle silence. “Why’d you write us, Sam?”
I took a deep drag off my cigarette and wondered if I could flick the glowing stick far enough into the field of dry grass to burn down the old gray building. “I needed someone here with me to check the water shed for Mom, to make sure she’s not in there, and you’re the only ones who know what really happened that last day we went up there.” I took a steadying breath. “I needed someone to go for help in case…”
“We were just children!” John’s voice cracked and his eyes never left the gray structure in the field. 
“Yes, we were. Which is why we’re here now, to settle this, and to help Mom.” I took another drag off my cigarette and started across the field. 
“What the hell are you doing?”
“As crazy as it might sound, I need to make sure my mother’s not in there. I’m also hoping to get some damned closure so I can sleep through the night for once.” I turned to face my cousins, walking backward across the field. “I’m tired. Aren’t you?”
Larry and John looked at one another, then back to me. Larry started across the field toward me. 
“Wait, I’m coming.”
“This is insane,” John called after us. “There wasn’t anything in there when we were kids, and there’s nothing in there now!”
I smirked back at him. “Then come on. Dare you to touch it.”
John growled. “Fine.” He started across the field toward us. “Dare you to touch the cistern.”
“Fine.”
It was slow going. The tall grass at the edges of the field had been matted into sleeping spaces by deer in some places, and had become tangled and windblown in others. As we drew nearer to the old water shed, the grass wrapped around our legs as if to pull us back from our destination, but we continued on, determined to end decades of nightmares. 
We kept moving, our conversation dying as we looked up the hill to the water shed. It seemed larger than I remembered, and I expected crows to take flight from around it as we came closer. 
“When the hell did it get so dark?” John asked with sudden panic. 
We looked up at the sky and I felt a sinking in the pit of my stomach. The wind had blown a storm in across the mountain, and I cursed myself for not remembering how fast storms moved through the place when I was a kid. 
“Let’s get this over with.”
We walked around the building in search of a door, but there was none. The only access point was the lopsided window. 
 “Who built this thing?” John asked, running a hand through his hair. 
“I don’t know, and I don’t care.” I stepped on the brambles and mashed them to the ground, then knocked out the jagged panes of the window with my elbow. The grayed wood fell, still holding its shape of a crooked cross as it hit the floor inside the water shed in a spray of broken glass. 
Leaning into the opening, I tested the structure to ensure we wouldn’t be buried in old boards when we ventured into the shed. It was oddly flexible, yet solid. I took a look around inside the building and noted the lack of vegetation in spite of the hole in the roof over the cistern. 
The floor was a mess of crumbling concrete that was half-buried beneath rotted strips of tarpaper and splinters from the collapsed roof. In the middle of the shed was the old cistern, the metal sides corroded and standing roughly waist-high. The boards once covering the opening had fallen into the well long ago, leaving the cistern open to the elements and any unsuspecting wildlife.
I peered into the well and shuddered. The water was a milky grayish white, the fallen boards black and decaying in the water. I could see claw marks lining the metal walls where animals had fallen in and failed to climb back out.
“Sam, come out of there. I don’t like this,” John whispered from the window. 
It felt as if time had reversed, and we were kids again. My heart pounded in my chest so loudly I could hardly hear Larry’s voice from outside the water shed. 
“What are these markings? Do either of you remember these marks up here? I’ve never seen anything like them.” He paused, and I could see him in my mind’s eye, touching the marks he had found.
I was leaning over the cistern, staring into the water. “Mom?” I whispered so the others wouldn’t hear me. 
There was something floating down there, but I couldn’t see it well enough in the fading light from the darkening sky. I leaned further over the edge of the cistern, feeling the metal lip cut into my waist, and held my lighter into the well. About fifteen feet below the meager light from the flame, something with an odd shape that my mind refused to grasp was submerged next to one of the fallen boards.
“There’s something down there,” I called out. 
John shifted nervously outside the window. “It’s probably some poor animal. Come on, Sam, your mother’s gone. She’s not in there!”
“I think we should go.” 
I had never heard Larry’s voice sound so unsure, scared even. I looked toward the window and the sky was black now. The wind whipped over the field, blowing John’s hair into his face as he stared wide-eyed at the sky. 
“What is it?”
John shook his head, unable to speak as he pointed upward. I heard Larry crunching through dead underbrush as he ran toward the window.
He stuck his face in and his skin was ashen. “We have to go. NOW.”
I looked at the sky through the hole in the roof, and could see the dark clouds moving in a slow, angry circle. 
“Shit!” 
“Is that what I think it is?” John yelled over the howling wind. 
“Not waiting to find out!” My words were ripped from my mouth as the wind picked up. The clouds overhead had formed into an ominous upside down cone, and the point reached toward the earth just past the tree line. 
John and Larry started to run back toward the main building, and I jumped through the open window to follow. When we had lived there, the building had been a hotel and restaurant, but now the windows to the upper floors were broken, the paint peeling away in flypaper strips. Lightning struck the rods lining the roof, giving the place a foreboding, Gothic air. I was already fumbling the keys out of my pocket as we hit the door, and the entryway protected us from the wind enough to catch our breath. 
I shoved the key into the lock and in moments we were inside and rushing for the basement. The space wasn’t huge, and had been used as storage for most of our tenure. It was built of old fieldstone, with a dirt floor that stayed cool in the summer and a heavy wooden door with hinges that protested moving after being idle for so long. 
There was no electricity. It had been turned off long ago, and the pipes had been winterized before the last of the family moved out. The stoves and ovens could still work, if the gas tank outside still had gas left in it, but other than that, we were on our own. 
I dug through the scraps along the back wall, wondering if any candles had been left behind. I found an old kerosene lantern buried on a back shelf and gave it a shake. The sound of liquid sloshing inside greeted me and I lit it with a sigh of relief. The light was dim, but enough to see by once our eyes had adjusted to the darkness. 
The small windows toward the top of the basement would have provided ample light on any other day, but the sky was far too dark for that now. Through the grime-covered windows, we could see up the hill toward the water shed and make out its dark outline in stark contrast to the glowing hay surrounding it.
“Aren’t we supposed to block the windows if there’s a tornado?” Larry asked. 
I shrugged. “Never been through one, so I have no clue.”
We looked to John, and he stared up the hill at the water shed. He didn’t say anything, and he didn’t have to. We followed his gaze and a chill ran down my spine. 
The funnel cloud that had begun forming over our heads was now a fully formed tornado moving through the field. Bolts of lightning reached out like fingers, digging into the ground around the water shed. From inside the building came an odd greenish glow, like foxfire. 
I reached to open the small basement window so I could see better. It was a hinged affair that swung inward and up when open, and the locks were rusty. I had to struggle with them, but finally managed to pull it free and it creaked on its hinges as I pushed it upward.
“Get away from the window!” Larry shouted, and tried to hold me back. 
I shrugged him off and we gathered around the open window, propping it up with an old brick. The light show on the hill was even more dazzling now, and the eldritch glow inside the water shed was growing brighter and brighter. 
“What the hell is it?” John asked.
None of us answered. We had no idea.
A shadow began to move within the old shed, its form pitch black against the green glow as it climbed out of the old cistern on long, oddly jointed legs. A flash of lightning lit the inside of the shed for the briefest of moments and I screamed.
The thing in the water shed came to attention, as if it could hear me even over the noise of the storm, and it leapt through the hole in the roof. John and Larry clapped their hands over my mouth and wrestled me to the dirt floor of the basement. 
“Put out that light and cover the windows!” Larry hissed and John moved to comply. 
As my cousin moved through the basement blocking off the windows he turned and looked at us. “Did anyone lock the door behind us?”
Larry fished through my pockets and threw the keys to John. “Do it!”
John left us and as soon as he was sure I wouldn’t scream, Larry continued the tasks he had given to John. I watched him, numb with shock, as he closed the small window and locked it, then began stuffing old cardboard over the glass. 
“Did you see it?” I asked him, my voice barely a whisper.
“No.”
“You had to have seen it.”
He looked at me, and his eyes flickered like flames in the lamplight. “I didn’t see anything, and you didn’t see anything either. To remember it is to summon it, so don’t think about it.”
John rushed back into the storage area and slammed the door behind him. He began piling anything he could find against the door, his eyes wild with terror. “It’s outside!” he whispered.
“Outside?” Larry glared at him. “Where outside? You mean inside?”
“I mean outside! I saw it moving around the building when I locked the door. Jesus it’s huge!”
“Stop talking about it!” Larry hissed. “I’m putting out the lamp. We have to stay silent.”
He blew out the flame and we were entombed in darkness. From outside, we could hear the howl of the tornado moving across the field and we huddled together. The floor trembled beneath us, and we waited. From the entryway, we heard the sound of crashing glass and splintering wood, the crumbling of fieldstone as the front porch was torn free. 
The sound was like a freight train screaming through, and we leaned against the wall, steeling ourselves for the worst. It was over in minutes that felt like days, and the silence left in its wake was worse than the tornado itself. It felt as if my eardrums would rupture from the lack of sound. 
Then sound returned, and it was worse than the storm. From out of the darkness came scraping nails over concrete flooring. Clack clack, clack clack. Getting closer and closer. At last, whatever creature making the noise was there outside the storage room door. The lock jiggled, and claws searched across the wood planks for a point of entry. 
I was transported back to childhood, to the dare at the water shed. Dare you to touch it. We had touched it, each of us, and woke whatever horrible thing slept in the depths of that cistern. As John met the challenge we heard that same scraping sound along the inside wall of the water shed, moving toward the window. 
As we sat there now, huddled in the dark, we knew that same thing I had seen climbing out of the cistern in the water shed, was back to finish what had begun decades ago. We heard the lock rattle again, more insistent this time, the scratching against the door more aggressive. The sound of wood breaking was a gunshot in the dark. 
“We have to get out of here,” I whispered.
“How?” John asked.
“Through the windows.”
“But the storm…”
“To hell with the storm, it’s better than whatever is out there trying to get in.”
We stood up and leaned boxes against the wall, moving as quickly and silently as we could while outside the door the thing picked apart the wooden planks. We propped the window open and Larry was the first one to go through, being the strongest. John was next, then me.
Behind me I expected the door to come crashing down into the room and the thing beyond to tear me apart. But I slid through the window and removed the brick, letting it fall to the floor before silently closing the glass. 
The sky swirled above us, and I could see more funnel clouds forming around the eye of the storm. We had to head back up the hill, I realized. It was where we had parked. 
We scaled the hill in a rush, passing by the water shed as we raced the storm. When we reached the flattened parking area, my stomach lurched. The cars were gone. In their places were masses of twisted metal torn apart by the tornado that had touched down. I glared at the field, at the split apple tree and the untouched planks of the water shed. 
“What the hell are we going to do?” John screamed.
Larry frowned down at us. “Come with me.”
He led us up the slope toward the water shed and John balked. He shook his head and began backing toward the tree line.
“Get back here!”
“No! I’m not going near that thing. I saw what Sam saw!”
Larry pursed his lips and took a swing at our younger cousin. The blow connected with the side of John’s head and he went sprawling into the grass. Larry looked at me and arched an eyebrow. 
“You coming, or do I need to calm you down, too?”
“Why are you doing this?” My mouth had gone dry, and my mind was running in a million directions as I tried to figure out a way to save John and escape.
“We were never supposed to leave that day,” he told me as he dragged John through the field. As if sensing my own impending flight, he grabbed me by the arm and pulled me with him as he made his way up the hill. “The marks on the shed? I could read them after I touched them, and they showed me…”
“What did they show you?”
“That we were supposed to die that day.” He nodded toward the water shed and his eyes were glazed with rapture. “In there... down deep, in the darkwater.”
“No we weren’t, that’s crazy.” I tugged my arm free and shoved Larry.
He stumbled over John’s unconscious form as I ran back down the slope. I almost made it to where the cars had been when he tackled me to the ground. 
“This is for your own good, Sam.”
I stared up at him in disbelief, at the rock held in his hand. The darkness was quick and all-encompassing as he brought it down on the side of my head.
 —
There was a splash and I woke with a start. I had no idea how much time had passed, but the storm was beginning to blow again as the eye moved over us. Cold water tasting of a wet basement and rotting flesh filled my mouth and I flapped against it, sputtering. There was a second splash next to me and in the dim light I could see the shape was human.
“John?”
No answer. I looked up and saw a square of light fifteen feet above with the dark outline of a head and shoulders cutting into the lines. I pulled John’s head out of the water, but he wasn’t breathing, and there was no pulse at his throat. 
“Larry! Pull us out! I think John’s…”
Larry’s mad laughter, as it echoed off the cistern walls, left me cold. There was a loud scratching noise I could make out even over the wind. It came from the walls of the cistern as I sensed something climb up out of the water next to me. 
Larry’s silhouette was jerked away from the edge of the well and then he was screaming. The sound was abruptly cut off seconds later, leaving me alone with the storm and the thing that had risen out of the depths. I held onto John’s body and used it as a float. I wasn’t sure how deep the cistern was, but I knew it was enough to drown me.
The click of claws on concrete drew my attention upward. Blackness filled the fading square of light and I was pushed beneath the murky water as something splashed down on top of me. I kicked and shoved my way free from it, escaping heavy limbs and teeth as it sank, then bobbed back to the surface. I heard the creature above me as it moved around the cistern, its steps quick and eager. 
I reached out to the thing bobbing next to me in the water and felt the remnants of a silk tie. I reached up toward the face and could feel the gash at Larry’s throat, the open scream still stretching wide his dead mouth. In my head I could hear Larry’s voice, taunting, Dare you to touch it. 
Above me, I could hear the sound of something scraping over the edge of the cistern as the last of the light faded, leaving me in darkness. The stench of the cistern and the thing that lived in it was unbearable, and as it bore down on me I reached out a hand to touch its wretched form. As my fingers slid across the slimy flesh, a phone rang beneath the water.







 DISINTEGRATION IS QUITE PAINLESS
Max Booth III
1.
The sheriff dangled from a streetlight in the center of town. What had once projected light now cast a sinister shadow. Nathan watched from across the street, mesmerized by the mayhem he’d witnessed—the total destruction of one little town. A town he’d once considered home—now nothing more than an above-ground cemetery. A landfill for the dead.
The wind pushed the sheriff’s lifeless body back and forth, animating his shadow on the hot, bloodstained cement. Nothing could kill a shadow. Shadows were infinite. Until the darkness came, at least. Then all realities fell into a free-for-all.
A wake of vultures circled the lynched lawman. They took turns swooping down upon him, clawing his eye sockets bare, leaving behind empty, dry holes. His sight now belonged to the nevermore.
At eleven years old, Nathan had seen people lynched before, but never a white man. Especially never a white man of the law. The urge to approach him and touch the lawman’s feet hit him hard, but the fear of interrupting the vultures’ feast hit him harder.
Nathan broke away from the sheriff’s dead, hypnotic trance and continued down Main Street. A chorus of corpses joined the sheriff’s Christmas-ornament approach to decomposing. He waded through a concert of shadows, fighting off the suburban rot.
His mother greeted him a few blocks down, mouth slung open, tongue missing. Maggots dripped from her mouth onto the pavement. Had they always been inside her, waiting for the right opportunity to make their escape?
Nathan rubbed his own stomach, wondering if there were maggots in him, as well.
2.
Some kids used the summer as an opportunity to take advantage of extra sleep. Other boys—boys like Nathan—spent the whole season outside, and only returned inside well past curfew, completely disregarding the universal streetlight rule. They longed for great adventures, for explorations into the unknown.
Today, however, was not meant to be one of those days. It was simply too damn hot.
After breakfast, Nathan rendezvoused with his friends at the corner of the drug store and they all unanimously agreed to grant the forest a vacation for the day. They could climb trees and dig holes some other time. So, Nathan, Bobby, Carl, and Henry climbed on their bikes and pedaled across town to one of the easier-accessed spots of the lake. They hid their bikes behind bushes, stripped to their underwear, and dived into the startling cold water. They howled and splashed each other under the cruel sun, laughing and shivering and flexing their prepubescent muscles.
If Nathan had had his way, he would have stayed in the lake for the rest of the summer. This was how you were supposed to live. Calm, at peace, completely satisfied with your surroundings. He could never be satisfied at home. Not while his parents still lived there. Not while they did the things they did, said the things they said.
The boys might have stayed like that all day, too, if not for the rogue tire that floated down their way, unnoticed until it bumped into the back of Carl’s head, inspiring a scream equivalent to a thousand embarrassing baby stories. The other boys flinched and gasped at the sound of his voice, but upon discovery of the scream’s source, all erupted into fits of laughter.
“Every nightmare Carl has ever had just came true at once,” Bobby said.
“Ah, that classic tire-monster-in-a-lake nightmare,” Henry said. 
Carl swiped his hand down and splashed them. “Fuck you guys. That thing nearly decapitated me.”
Henry laughed. “‘Decapitated’? Where’d you learn such a big word?”
Carl grinned. “Your mother.”
Henry narrowed his eyes on Carl and lunged at him. “You’re dead!”
They wrestled and pretended to drown each other for a few minutes, until noticing Nathan climbing on top of the tire.
Nathan smiled. “This is great!”
At the sight of his happiness, the other boys immediately decided they wanted a turn on the tire, and started fighting and pushing each other off it. It was an aquatic version of king of the hill that eventually ended when Henry swallowed a bug in the water and started choking. The boys guided him to land and took turns slugging him on the back until Henry vomited up lake water and told them all to fuck off.
“You’re not supposed to punch someone when they’re choking,” Henry said, wheezing and attempting to maintain a normal heartbeat.
“Hey, we saved your life,” Carl said. “You owe each of us a million bucks.”
“I’d rather burn a million bucks than give it to any of you.” Henry smiled and flipped them off. 
“I’d take a million bucks even if it were burnt,” Bobby said. “A million bucks is a million bucks.
“Dumbass, you can’t spend money if it’s all burnt up,” Henry said.
“I don’t know,” Nathan said. “Once my dad had a twenty dollar bill with a bunch of blood on it. The grocery store took it just fine. I think burnt money would be okay, too, probably just depends how burnt it is, I guess.”
“Why was there blood on the money?” Henry asked.
Nathan shrugged, blushing. “Sometimes people bleed.”
They were preparing to return to the lake when the sound of laughter erupted within the trees. They turned and spotted a group of teenaged boys approaching, smoking cigarettes and cradling beer bottles. Nathan recognized the majority of them from the high school. The one boy, Conner Trivet, easily ranked as one of the meanest people he’d ever laid eyes on, except perhaps for Nathan’s own father. A rumor around town claimed Connor had once broken a kid’s arm for bumping into him in the hallway. There were many rumors about Connor. Judging by the cruel smirk across his face, they were probably all true.
The teenagers stopped when they saw Nathan and his friends. Connor smiled and pointed at them. “I think we just interrupted a circle jerk.”
They made sounds of disgust and amusement. Nathan gulped. He wasn’t even sure what that meant, but it sounded offensive. He turned to his friends, who had all turned white. “C’mon, let’s get out of here.”
Nathan attempted to walk away, but a hand grabbed his shoulder and turned him back around. Connor stood in front of him, sneering. 
How did he get to me so fast? Nathan wondered, shivering. “Leave us alone.”
Connor cocked his head. “What the hell did you just say, faggot?”
“I said to leave us—”
Connor punched Nathan in the face and he fell down, hard. 
Blood oozed out of his nose and his face burned. He waited a moment, hoping his friends would jump Connor and defend him, but when he finally opened his eyes, he realized his friends were gone.
Connor stood over him. The other teenagers hung out in the background, taking drags off their cigarettes and sipping their beers. “Your little faggot friends done ditched you. So it looks like it’s just you and us. What say we have some fun, huh?”
Nathan felt his nose again, wet and sticky, the pain was so intense he couldn’t prevent tears from leaving his eyes and streaming down his cheeks.
Connor laughed. “Ah shit, the little pussy’s crying.”
The teenagers laughed on cue. “Kick his ass!” 
Nathan lifted his leg up and shot it forward. His foot crushed Connor’s balls and the boy screamed, doubling over and falling down beside him. Nathan did not hesitate. He jumped up and took off in a dead sprint before the other teenagers were able to react. He ran and ran, through the trees, through the mud, ran faster than he ever ran in his life. The pain in his nose no longer existed. He didn’t know if they were chasing him but he wasn’t about to find out.
3.
Nathan continued down Main Street. He thought maybe after a while he would become accustomed to the smell of rotting bodies hanging from streetlights, but he’d been wrong. Every new decaying corpse gut-punched him with nausea.
Desperate, bloody footprints littered the sidewalks. Some made by humans fleeing town, attempting to avoid their inevitable deaths, other prints more paws than feet. The marks of the Discovered. The marks of the hitherto buried.
Nathan followed the bloody prints until he ran out of sidewalk. He climbed over a small wooden fence and landed in his backyard. He paused in the grass and stared at the back of his house. Last month, his father had cooked out in this backyard. He grilled hotdogs and hamburgers and got drunk with his friends while he made Nathan pull weeds. When he’d asked his father for a hotdog, he was told not until the backyard chores were finished. After he finished his chores, his father told him he was too fat for hotdogs, and to go inside for water and carrots, instead.
Now, nobody would ever grill in this backyard again. No one would ever pull these weeds or mow the lawn. Nature would continue, uninterrupted by man, just as it was always meant to be.
Nathan entered through the backdoor. The house was so silent it made his heart race. It’d never been this quiet. There was always a football game or something playing on the TV. His father was always yelling about one thing or another. His mother was almost always crying, and if she wasn’t crying, then she was yelling at Nathan about upsetting his father.
Now the house was silent. But it was not empty.
He moved down the hallway and opened the basement door. The creaking of the hinges sliced through the silence like a knife through butter. He flipped the light on and walked down the stairs, never taking his eyes off the grotesque display in the center of the basement.
He had to walk very slowly, careful not to slip on all the blood.
4.
Henry, Carl, and Bobby were halfway down Main Street when Nathan caught up with them, wheezing and gagging, on the verge of heatstroke. Before he doubled over he managed to get one good whack against Henry’s arm.
“Ow!” Henry cried out. “What the hell was that for?”
“You all ditched me. You left me alone with those jerks to get my butt kicked.”
Carl shook his head. “We were on our way to get help.”
“Yeah,” Bobby said. “We were gonna get Sheriff Spooner.”
Nathan spotted the police station a few blocks ahead. He sighed. “It’s okay, I got away by myself.”
“What did you do?” Bobby asked.
Nathan smiled. “I kicked him in the nuts and ran.”
Henry laughed. “No way.”
Nathan nodded. 
Everybody was quiet for a moment.
Then Carl said, “Well shit, man. He’s gonna kill you.”
“Yeah,” Nathan said. “Probably so.”
Henry pointed at his face. “Your nose looks awful. We should take you home. Go to the hospital. Is it broken?”
Nathan shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t want to go home.”
“Well, what do you want to do?” Bobby asked.
“I don’t care. Anywhere but home.”
“Let’s go to my place, then,” Henry said. “We can read comics or something.”
They headed toward Henry’s house, every few minutes looking over their shoulders, fearing Connor and his gang would be on their trail. Fortunately, they made it without incident. Henry’s parents were out for the day, so they didn’t have to bother with excuses concerning Nathan’s injuries. His nose had stopped bleeding, but there was still plenty of blood dried on his face and shirt. Henry gave him a new T-shirt and guided him toward the bathroom to wash up and change.
Nathan pulled his bloodied shirt off and ran a wet washcloth over his face, letting the warm water soak his skin. He’d taken one hell of a punch, and he did not expect the pain to go away any time soon. When he removed the washcloth, there was a girl standing in the doorway, staring at him. Henry’s older sister—Elizabeth.
He jumped, almost yelling out a swear word, but managed to catch himself.
She smirked. “Hi.”
“Uh… hey.” 
“What happened to you?” She gestured to his face.
“I got punched.”
“By who?”
“Some jerk.”
She nodded, as if that was enough explanation. “Does it hurt?”
“Yes.”
She reached out and touched his cheek, softly caressing it. “You poor thing.”
He felt grateful for all the blood on his face. It was covering up his blushing. Besides his mother, no girl had ever touched him like this.
“I’m okay, thank you. Uh, I gotta go.”
Not knowing what else to say, he threw on the new T-shirt and fled to Henry’s bedroom, finding them all sitting on the floor, going through stacks of comic books.
“Your sister’s home,” Nathan said, joining them. 
“So?”
“She saw me without a shirt on.”
“Uh-oh,” Bobby said. “Now you gotta fuck her.”
Henry punched him on the arm. “Shut up, man.”
Nathan stayed quiet. He wasn’t quite sure what Bobby meant by that, but he knew it had something to do with adult kissing. Sex, it was called sex. No one had ever explained to him what sex meant, not even his friends, who all seemed to know somehow. It was like the whole world was in on this big secret that no one would share with him.
Sometimes he felt like he did not belong to this world. This world of secrets and bullies, of sex and blood.
Maybe he didn’t belong anywhere.
“Ugh, this is boring.” Henry tossed his comic book down in the pile. “It’s summer. We should be outside or something.”
“We could play some ball,” Carl said.
Nathan shook his head. “Those guys are still after me, I bet. I don’t want to go outside. They’ll kill me.”
Henry sighed. “Don’t be such a wuss.”
“Hey, at least I fought back. At least I didn’t leave you alone, like a coward.”
“Go to hell. We’re leaving. You can stay here and read these comics if you want, just don’t take any of my stuff. Wuss.”
“Ass.”
Henry, Carl, and Bobby stood and left the room with a football. Nathan stayed on the floor, staring at an opened comic book but not really reading it. If one of them had been attacked by a jerk like Connor Trivet, he would have stayed behind and tried to help. At least, that’s what he liked to think. But who really knew what he would have done?
Nathan chucked the comic book across the room and leaned his head against the wall. He dozed, and when he opened his eyes again, Henry’s sister was standing in front of him, watching him sleep.
“How long have you been in here?” Nathan asked, yawning.
Elizabeth shrugged. “Why are you here by yourself? Where’s my brother?”
“They left to go play football.”
“Why didn’t you join them?”
Nathan looked away from her and stared at the floor. He didn’t want to talk about this with her. He didn’t want to admit to a girl that he was a coward. The thought made him teary-eyed with embarrassment.
“How’s your nose?”
“It’s okay.”
“That’s good.”
They stayed quiet for a spell, awkwardly avoiding eye contact, until Elizabeth sighed and held out her hand. “Come on, I’m bored. Let’s go do something.”
“But…”
“Let’s go.”
Even though Elizabeth was only two or three years older than Nathan, she still managed to possess an authoritative attitude. Her fully blossomed breasts also made her hard to ignore. Nathan stood up and put his shoes on.
“Okay,” he said. “What do you want to do?”
Elizabeth paused. “Hmm, I don’t know. Wanna go to the lake?”
Flashes of Connor and his gang waiting for him in the woods made his heart race. “No. Anything but the lake.”
Elizabeth eyed him oddly. “Uh, okay. Hmm. Do you have any ideas?”
He wanted to say, We could fuck, but feared her reaction. What if she screamed and smacked him? Or what if she wanted to fuck? Nathan had no idea what he was supposed to do when you fucked. He would embarrass himself to no end. But at the same time, he still wanted to try. He’d be King of the World.
Fortunately, Elizabeth saved him the trouble of coming up with an answer. “I know, let’s find the Cannibal.”
5.
Nathan’s father sat in the center of the basement, chained to a metal support beam, skull half-crushed in yet somehow still breathing.
Nathan approached him, eyes of pure hate. He stood above him and spit down, but his father didn’t seem to notice.
“Wake up.”
He did not stir.
Nathan knelt down and smacked the unconscious man. Then he did it again and again, laughing and crying all at once. Sooner or later his old man would wake back up. 
And when he did, Nathan would be ready.
6.
Nathan walked just a few paces behind Elizabeth. His eyes stayed glued on her butt, watching it bounce up and down as she moved down the street. Once in a while she would look over her shoulder to make sure he was keeping up, and he would pretend to be staring at his shoes, but then quickly return his gaze to her wondrous buttocks as soon as she redirected her head forward.
They were heading a few streets down, toward the sand hills in the middle of the woods. Once they reached the forest entrance, they followed a bike trail until eventually branching off to freely roam nature, the sand hills not far ahead.
It was rumored that an old, homeless man lived somewhere in these hills. Children who ventured deep enough in them never returned. Sometimes, hikers and joggers found strange bones in the sand—leftovers of the Cannibal’s feasts.
Once, Jeremy Krall told Nathan he’d gone down in the sand hills and met the Cannibal. The Cannibal tried to eat Jeremy’s feet, but he never washed, so his feet smelled too nasty to taste. Out of disgust, the Cannibal fainted, and Jeremy ran away.
Another kid, Allison Maddux, told Nathan the Cannibal was her senile grandfather, who ran away from a nursing home after biting a nurse’s ear off.
Nathan knew there was nobody living in those hills. Just a bunch of fairytale hogwash. Other boys had tried convincing him to explore these hills in the past, but he’d always declined. But when Elizabeth brought the topic up, he couldn’t bring himself to reject her offer. Sure, he knew there wasn’t anything evil in the sand hills, but more importantly, he was convinced Elizabeth knew there wasn’t anything there, too. So why would she want to take him out there? To be alone with each other, maybe. To kiss him, maybe. To fuck him, maybe.
Nathan would go out in the sand hills to kiss a pretty girl. He would go to the end of the world to kiss a girl. He would travel multiple universes and slay dragons to feel Elizabeth’s lips upon his own.
The sand hills would be a piece of cake.
He forgot all about Connor Trivet and the pain in his nose. 
All he could think about was Elizabeth’s butt, and how mad Henry would be once he found out Nathan fucked his sister.
“Where do you think he is?” Elizabeth asked, standing atop a particularly high hill, scanning the area with an intense determination in her gaze.
“I don’t know,” Nathan said, trying to play along. “Maybe he’s asleep.”
“Well, where the hell does he sleep? If you were a crazy cannibal living in sand, where would you keep your bed?”
Nathan shrugged. “Probably in the sand.”
“How are we supposed to find a bed hidden in sand?”
“That’s the point. We aren’t supposed to.”
Elizabeth clenched her fists. “I’ve been trying to find this guy for months. He’s nowhere. He’s everywhere. Why can’t I find him? Where the fuck is he?”
Nathan had never heard such foul language from a girl. It excited him, scared him. She really believed the Cannibal existed. Maybe he did exist. No, that was crazy. There was no such thing. But did that mean Elizabeth was crazy? Did Henry know?
He didn’t know what to do. He didn’t want to leave her here alone. He wanted to be close to her. He wanted to kiss her. 
“Let’s keep looking,” Nathan said. “Maybe if we dig in the sand a little.”
Elizabeth sighed. “Yeah, maybe.”
They found a few small logs and started digging into the sand. It was hot, tiring work, and after only a few minutes they both collapsed in the sand, exhausted. They sat together, sweating and panting. The sand was hot against his skin, but he tried to ignore it and instead focused on her leg touching his leg.
They hadn’t managed to dig deep at all. Every scoop of sand flung to the side seemed to regenerate before their eyes. The work proved pointless, but it seemed to satisfy Elizabeth, which, in turn, satisfied Nathan.
He wondered what his friends were doing. Had they come home yet? Were they looking for him? For Elizabeth? Was Bobby cracking jokes about sex?
Sex, sex, sex…
He reached out and touched her shoulder. She didn’t flinch, just looked at him and smiled. “It’s pretty hot,” she said.
“Yeah.”
“Do you think the Cannibal’s real?”
He wanted to tell her the truth, but he just couldn’t. “Yes.”
She smiled wider. “Me too.”
“Where do you think he is?”
Elizabeth scanned the sandy waves surrounding them. “Somewhere. The son of a bitch is somewhere.”
“Let’s just rest for a while, okay? I’m tired.”
They sat in the sand, not talking, just staring at the hills and sweating oceans of sweat. Elizabeth turned to him and asked if he’d ever kissed a girl.
Nathan looked down at his lap, nearly shaking. “No.”
“Well, do you wanna?”
He didn’t know what to say. Slowly, he lifted his head back up. His heart pounded against his chest in painful bursts. She stared at him, awaiting his response.
He opened his mouth to tell her he did, he really, truly did want to kiss her, but was cut off by the sound of Elizabeth screaming.
Before he could react, her body fell through the sand, leaving him all alone under the sun.
“What the…?”
Something powerful grabbed his legs, and gravity intensified as his body sunk into the sand. He tried to scream, but no sound came out.
There was only darkness.
7.
Nathan’s father opened his eyes. Nathan stood in front of him, holding a hammer he stole from the toolbox.
“Nathan… what… what’s happening? Why are you doing this?”
Nathan pushed his shirt up, showing off the scars across his stomach. The bruises, old and fresh. He dropped his shirt and stared.
“Son, I’m sorry. Please. What were those… things? Jesus Christ Almighty, what
were they?”
Nathan knelt down, gripping the hammer tightly. “Those are my friends, Daddy.”
He swung the hammer at his father’s face, laughing and crying at the same time.
Then he swung it again, and again, until his hand was consumed by blisters and there was nothing left to swing at.
8.
Nathan found himself in some sort of cave. Icicles hung from the dark ceiling and dripped water down upon him. Elizabeth lay at his feet, neck twisted at an impossible angle. Her eyes were open, but they couldn’t see anything.
Nathan screamed, backing away from the dead girl. He eventually hit a wall behind him and stopped. The only dead thing he’d ever seen before was a squirrel on the side of the road. Its guts were all over the pavement and maggots were feasting upon its intestines. But Elizabeth was so much worse than a squirrel. She was a person. A kid, just like Nathan. And now she was dead. But how?
Nathan looked up at the icy ceiling. Somehow they’d fallen from the sand, into this cave. Was the cave beneath the sand, though? How could these icicles exist? How could any of this exist?
How could Elizabeth be dead?
No, this was not real. He was surely dreaming.
A nightmare.
He stared at Elizabeth and continued telling himself none of this was real, but he didn’t sound very convincing.
This was real. This was just as real as the dead squirrel. Just as real as those things his father did to him with the lighter.
Nathan ran through the darkness, refusing to look back at Elizabeth. If he didn’t see her, then she was no longer dead. She was still sitting on the sand, asking if he wanted to kiss her.
She couldn’t be dead when only a few minutes ago she had been so real.
He ran deeper into the unknown. He didn’t care what was ahead of him as long as it wasn’t what was behind him.
What would he tell Henry?
Screw Henry. Henry had ditched him. They had all ditched him. They were always ditching him. They weren’t his friends. He didn’t have any friends. Now that Elizabeth was gone, he didn’t have anybody.
No one would ever want to kiss him again.
He was alone, so miserably alone.
In the darkness, under the sand, in a world different from his own.
Nathan ran into the mouth of shadows and let them swallow him whole.
9.
After setting his house on fire, Nathan continued down the street. He kept the hammer with him, despite all the blood and gore dripping from it. Soon the entire neighborhood would be up in flames. The suburbs would be no more.
The world would be his to claim.
Nathan, King of the Here and Now, the Always and Forever.
He found Connor Trivet by the lake, half-buried in mud. Both his arms and legs had long been torn off and consumed by the Discovered. He hadn’t stopped screaming all damn day. The sound was like heaven to Nathan’s ears. He could listen to this boy’s agony for the rest of his life.
But Nathan could not afford to stand by the lake for all of eternity. No, there were other towns to destroy, other suburbs to burn to the ground.
Other worlds to obliterate.
“Who’s the little pussy now?” Nathan said. He thought about smashing Connor’s face in with the hammer, but tossed it to the ground instead. He moved closer to Connor and grabbed him by the jaw, dragging him on top of the discarded tire. Once Connor’s body was in the center, Nathan pushed it into the lake and watched it float away.
Connor continued to scream even as the Discovered rose from the water and finished their leftovers.
All the jigsaw pieces were finally falling into the right places.
10.
Nathan could not see the creatures in the darkness, but he could feel them—slimy and scaly, reptilian and revolting. He ran his hand along one of their limbs, his legs paralyzed, his arms possessed and devoid of freewill. He could hear their heavy breathing, their soft moans of pleasure as he caressed them.
No matter how hard he strained his eyes, he still couldn’t see. He tried to imagine their appearance but the image he conjured was simply too horrifying.
“What are you? Where am I?”
One of the creatures purred in his ear, then started wrapping around his body. A tail of some sort, or maybe an abnormally long arm. It squeezed itself around his abdomen and pulled him deeper into the cave.
Something wet and warm touched his face, and he found himself suffocating as his head was swallowed by a thick gelatin texture. He tried pushing away from it, but the blob proved strong and pure.
The darkness faded away, welcoming him to an intense white light. He thought for a moment that he had gone to Heaven, but the smell was too foul. His nostrils fought back in disgust at the smell—the smell similar to rotting garbage, to something dead and abandoned.
He was in these creatures’ home. No longer in the cave. No longer in the sand. No longer anywhere.
These creatures, these discovered beings, they lived in the Never Before and the Forever After. And Nathan had entered their lair.
One of the Discovered slowly approached him. It was so far away he could barely see it—yet, at the same time, it was so close he could touch it. The ball of slime hovered before him, slithering its many tentacles in a circular motion. It possessed no eyes, yet stared at him all the same. It stared at him and breathed him in, investigating his every feature. They were both alien to each other.
Nathan wanted to ask it a thousand questions, but he couldn’t seem to talk.
The creature seemed to understand him, anyway.
It moved closer.
Before Nathan passed out, a wet voice snuck into his ear: “We love you, Nathan. Now you will love us.”








 THE BOY WITH THE GOLDEN ARM
C.W. LaSart
The wind blew dust in his eyes as a storm gathered to the north, dark clouds piling up at astonishing speed. Roger Holmquist squinted his eyes against the wind and fired the ball from his shoulder, straight into the catcher’s mitt with a crack that sounded like a gunshot.
“Steerike Two!” The ump shouted, and the crowd of townspeople in the stands cheered. The boy at home plate adjusted his stance and looked at his feet. He was a good hitter, but nothing Roger had pitched all evening could be touched. One more strike and the game was over. One more strike and the record would be broken.
Roger wound up his arm and the crowd grew still.
—
Little Roger Holmquist was the boy with the golden arm. At least, that’s what all the folks around town said. Short for a twelve year old, with buzzed red hair, a smattering of freckles across his nose, and ears that stuck out just a little too far when he was wearing his ball cap, he wasn’t much to look at. When he stepped onto that mound, though, he became something like a god. That evening was the second-to-last game of the year and Roger was absolutely sure to break the county record for most strike-outs pitched in the regular little league season, if the old men in the barbershop and their neighbor, Mrs. Beesley were to be believed. Even Timmy Golightly’s dad was beginning to brag about his impending achievement, despite his campaign to have Roger thrown out of little league last year after a particularly spectacular pitch broke three of Timmy’s ribs. Just the mention of Roger’s name was certain to bring predictions of a major league career that would put their small town on the map. He was a source of local pride for the community, which could rarely boast of more than a county fair blue ribbon for Aunt Edna’s famous rhubarb pie.
Roger wasn’t thinking about strike-outs, broken ribs, or even baseball that afternoon. He wasn’t thinking of the impending horrors of back-to-school shopping, starched shirts, stiff new jeans, or slicked-back hair for school pictures, either. Though summer had shrunk from the freedom of months to a scant few weeks, he wasn’t thinking of anything beyond the joys of a lazy August afternoon, riding his bike to the Sioux River just north of town. He was busy investigating the dried out river bed with his best friend, Corey Doucette. The old timers said they couldn’t remember a drought so bad the river completely dried up, but that summer, that’s exactly what happened. The usually boisterous and often dangerous waters had dried to a trickle, then disappeared altogether by late July, leaving behind a cracked bed with occasional patches of sticky, green mud. Frogs and salamanders slunk along those muddy respites, desperate for survival, and too big of a temptation for Corey and Roger to ignore.
The boys had parked their bikes in a shelter belt, invisible from the road. One never knew when a carload of high schoolers might drive by and decide to spend their lazy afternoon stealing bicycles or beating the snot out of a couple of younger kids. Or worse, their parents might just happen to cruise by and see the twinkle of familiar metal, busting the two boys at their play. They were supposed to be at practice in half an hour and both boys had been forbidden by their mothers from riding their bikes out to the river, even if the damned thing was all dried up. The boys stood more chance of drowning in the tub, and after Roger pointed this out to his mother, she made him start taking showers.
Corey found a long, sharp stick in the shelter belt and carried it along with them, swinging it at the dry weeds that sprang up in irregular patterns along the river bed.
“Do you think Debbie really needs a bra? Or is it full of Kleenex?”
“Mahoney or Huffman?” Roger squinted in the afternoon sunlight and swatted at a bumble bee that was orbiting his head in a lazy circle.
“Mahoney. Everyone knows Debbie Huffman stuffs.”
“I don’t know. They seem real enough. I saw her jumping rope the other day and they were jiggling a little.”
“Hot damn.” Corey grinned, exposing gappy teeth that would be too big for his face until he was at least fifteen. “I’d give anything to see for myself. Do you think they look like those girls in the magazine?”
Roger didn’t need to ask which magazine Corey was referring to. Late last spring, the boys had been cleaning the garage for his father and happened upon an old, dog-eared copy of Playboy the old man had likely forgotten even existed when offering them fifty cents each for the chore. Corey had rolled it up and tucked it into the waistband of his shorts for later research. And researched it they had. No grad student in history had ever studied more than the two boys did that evening, camped out in a tent in Roger’s backyard with nothing but a flashlight and a healthy dose of blossoming hormones to illuminate their subject matter. The photos both repulsed and intrigued them, in an uncomfortable, but not entirely unwelcome, way. Ever since that night, both boys had looked at the girls and women in their lives a little differently, mostly wondering what they looked like without their shirts on. 
“Nah. I bet they’re just little. Like…” Roger picked up a rock and weighed it in his hand, searching for the right comparison. “Like cupcakes, maybe.”
Corey laughed at that and resumed his excavation of a muddy crack in the riverbank, digging the stick in deep and wiggling it back and forth. A rock hit the end of his stick and broke it off in the crevice.
“Hey! You could’ve hit me.”
Roger laughed and picked up more rocks, winding his arm up like he was about to pitch a fastball before sending a stone into the dry earth. The impact made the parched soil crumble, revealing a dark chasm in the wall of the riverbed. 
“What the hell is that?” Corey held up a hand to stop Roger’s volley of stones and leaned in close to look at the hole. 
“What the hell is what?”
“There’s something in here.” He began to dig at the hole with the broken edge of the stick, widening it as Roger wandered over. When he saw what Corey was doing, Roger looked around for a tool, finding a large, sharp stone that felt heavy in his hand, but narrowed to a tip. He pressed his shoulder against his friend’s and began to dig.
Before long they had widened the opening to the size of a manhole cover. They sat back, sweaty and dirty. 
“What the hell is that?” Corey reached out a hand to touch the object they’d revealed, then pulled it back. It was as big and rounded as half an old basketball, grey and leathery in the afternoon sunlight. A seam split the object across the center, and crinkly skin (Roger was convinced it was skin), surrounded it, disappearing into the dark edges of the crevice.
“It looks like crocodile skin.” Roger did touch it, a shiver of revulsion wracking him as he felt the rough and dusty surface. “Feels cold. Feels wrong.”
 “Hey. What if it’s some kind of dinosaur?” He smiled and probed the seam. “We could be famous.”
“Yeah.” Corey’s face split into a smile that almost made you forget his teeth were so huge. “Or a dragon!”
“Don’t be a dipshit. Dragons aren’t even re—” 
Corey let out a yelp and fell on his butt, his feet scrambling at the crumbling riverbed in an attempt to push away as the thing’s seam split with an audible creak, and the large leathery lids parted to reveal a reptilian eye. Its dark pupil grew wide before constricting again in the bright afternoon sunlight. The orb swiveled in its socket, turning a baleful glare upon the retreating boy.
“Jesus! It’s an eye!” Corey’s own eyes were impossibly wide and blue against a face gone chalky.
Roger stood and drew his arm back, and prepared to fire the sharp stone from his fist like a missile, but the eye swiveled again, favoring Roger with the yellow-orange intensity of its stare. Roger froze, a high-pitched buzz piercing his brain as his muscles locked. His head felt as though it might split in two. He couldn’t move anything except his mouth, which stretched into a rictus of pain and fear as the monstrous buzz turned to a squeal. 
“Oh God.” He breathed. Cold dread gripped his chest. The Creature, newly awakened from its slumber deep in the riverbed, spoke in his head, loud and horrible, sly and insinuating. Its language was like nothing he’d ever heard, and yet Roger understood it as pictures formed behind his eyes, a racing kaleidoscope of images.
A man that can only be himself standing in a garage, he is fat, soft. In his left hand he holds a half-empty bottle of beer. In his right, a dusty and tarnished little league trophy. Filthy children bicker in the yard and a tired-looking woman steps onto the dilapidated back porch of an equally tired-looking house to yell at them. The man wears grease-stained coveralls that strain against his gut and he tosses the trophy back into a broken-down cardboard box before turning away, his eyes dead and exhausted. Another scene. This same, older Roger sits on a bar stool and watches a woman in a low-cut shirt wipe down the bar. He swirls a glass of amber liquid on ice, looking with boredom down her shirt. “So you used to a baseball legend, huh?” Her smirk says she thinks he’s full of shit. “Oh yeah. Little League pitching champ,” says a man, clapping him on the shoulder and laughing. Roger feels a familiar rage grow in his older self, feels it change to hopelessness as old Roger shrugs and drains his glass.
Roger’s mouth formed a NO that never quite reached his vocal cords, the feelings of desolation numbing his brain. No. That’s not me. It can’t be.
It is. The voice spoke in his head, sibilant and dark. It is and will be. But you have a choice.
The Thing probed his brain, snaking along, digging into the wrinkles of his mind with what felt like cold, oily tendrils. The world before his eyes went dark as a new scene formed.
A different, older Roger stands at a podium, this one handsome, confident. He speaks before a large assembly of people who look at him in awe. Now he’s on a battlefield, soldiers dying in the dirt around him as he thrusts a knife into a dark-skinned man’s chest. The scene shifts again and he’s back home, a beautiful wife in a nightgown handing him a drink as he unties his tie and tosses it across a large, ornate bed draped in fine linens. A new scene again, handsome Roger a little older, in an expensive suit, a little grey at the temples but still in fine shape. He sits behind a desk, a presidential seal on the front of it. The sky goes red, bombs drop. People scream in the street, bloodied and running in panic. His face is in the clouds. Laughing. Grey people in a grey world, working to rebuild, but he stands at a gala affair, his beautiful wife on his arm as he shakes hands with other men, resplendent in the colorful costumes of other nations. There’s a toast; glasses are raised to him. His wife laughs and presses her breast against his arm. All eyes are upon him. The women want him; the men want to be him. It’s so real he can smell her perfume, and under it the burning bodies of a civilization in ruin. Through it all he can feel the power coursing through him. Dark and dreadful, but exhilarating in the aftermath of the other, hopeless future.
—
A woman appeared on the edge of the baseball field, her gait stumbling, shoulders slumped. The coach held up a hand and Roger nodded, tossing the ball into the air and catching it casually in his glove as his coach intercepted the woman. It was Mrs. Doucette. He could tell from where he stood. She looked like she was crying. The coach hunched over as he listened to what she said, shaking his head and motioning toward Roger. The two approached the mound as Roger waited patiently. Mrs. Doucette sniffled.
“Have you seen Corey?” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “My Corey never came home this afternoon. He said he was going with you this morning.”
“No Ma’am.” Roger said with a solemn shake of his head. “I never saw Corey today.”
“Please.” Mrs. Doucette clutched at his shirt, and he realized how old she looked. “You must know. You two boys are always up to something. He said he was going to your house.”
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Doucette. He never showed up.” Roger’s expression remained soft, his eyes meeting the woman’s and holding them. His brow furrowed and he shook his head again, but inside he was laughing. Roger reached out to her mind with his own. He imagined his thoughts as tentacles or the dirty questing fingers of a little boy digging into a pie in search of a plump slice of apple. 
There is a place in every mother’s mind that is always just a tragic moment away from insanity. Roger found Mrs. Doucette’s, and dug in deep, pouring in images. Her son
Corey’s screaming face, eyes wide with terror as the stone crushed his skull. Corey lying dead in the riverbed beside the now closed eye of Roger’s new God, his head a bloody ruin, his buck teeth shattered, eyes vacant. A single black bottle fly lighting upon his face.
Roger pushed harder with his thoughts, cramming them in deep, assaulting her brain with more truths to come. The rains washing down, so much that roads are washed out. A wall of water, starting in the north and thundering down the walls of the river, burying Corey so deep into the mud that his bones won’t be found until long after her death. Roger pushed until he felt her slip over the edge.
—
“No!” Corey rushed forward and stabbed with his stick, impaling the gargantuan eye with a sickening pop. 
An alien scream of agony nearly tore Roger’s head apart as black ichor oozed from the ruined orb and the scaly lid pinched shut, trapping the stick and tearing it from his friend’s hand.
“Oh Jesus, Rog. We gotta get out of here!” Corey shook Roger’s shoulder, breaking his paralysis, then turned and started back up the side of the riverbed, fistfuls of dirt breaking off and thwarting him in his panic. 
“Did you see it? I saw the most awful stuff. We gotta tell our folks.”
Choose. The eye was closed now, still leaking its dark poison into the dirt, but still it hissed in Roger’s head. He saw the broken man he was destined to become and again felt the hopelessness of a man who never got out. And he saw the screaming people as bombs fell and bullets fired and he laughed with his beautiful wife and his body thrummed with the electric ecstasy of power.
Roger realized he still held the rock in his hand, his arm drawn back to strike. His shoulder trembled and his bicep cramped. Again the voice spoke to him, this time softer, nothing more than a dark whisper on the wind. Choose. Roger took several shuffling steps and brought the sharp end of the rock down hard, tearing flesh and crushing bone, hot tears cutting tracks in the dirt on his face.
—
Mrs. Doucette screamed once, a piercing wail of agony, before slumping to the ground. Her anguish had caused the people in the stands to jump to their feet while the coach looked on in bewildered surprise.
“You! It was you! No. God. No! You killed my boy. You killed my Corey!”
“What?” Roger feigned a look of shocked distress. “Mrs. Doucette, what are you talking about? I didn’t even see him.”
Roger looked to the coach for help, his eyes wide and fearful. 
“Mrs. Doucette. Please get ahold of yourself.” The coach struggled to haul her to her feet and pulled her away from the mound as she howled and clawed bloody furrows down her face. “For God’s sake. Someone get her out of here. She’s deranged.”
Roger waited on the mound, his mouth open. The whole ordeal had lasted only a few moments, but the wind had picked up and the gathering clouds were close. Lightning flashed in the distance, answered by a rumble of thunder that made people in the stands jump. A fat raindrop struck Roger on the face, followed by two more. The coach gave Mrs. Doucette to another man who’d come down from the crowd and jogged toward the mound, shouting to be heard over the wind as it shook the trees on the edge of the field.
“You okay, Roger?”
“Yeah, Coach. I’m alright. Just worried about Mrs. Doucette and Corey.”
“I’m sure he’ll turn up. You want to call the game? It’s getting nasty fast.”
Roger regarded the coming storm for a moment.
“Nah, Coach. I have one more in me.”
“Ok Rog. Go get him.” The coach trotted off the field and signaled the umpire who called the game back in session. The people in the stands remained standing, clutching blankets around their shoulders so the wind couldn’t rip them away, holding whatever they could to cover their heads from the rain. Close by, lightning struck a tree with a crack and the thunder that followed sounded like bombs dropping.
The boy with the golden arm wound up to pitch.








 SHINE, BLACKBERRY WINE
Eden Royce
I sat on my best friend’s beige twill sofa, sulfur-rich marsh breeze blowing in through the wide-open windows, mixing with the metallic scent of her homemade moonshine. Distant ocean waves, with their rhythmic Zen-like lapping, gave me a serenity the mewling seagulls didn’t. I licked the sheen of sweat from my upper lip and asked her again. 
“You promise you won’t tell anyone? Swear?”
Keira nodded. “I swear, damn. When, in all the years I’ve known you, have I ever told anyone anything you said not to?”
“Never, but—” I shrugged, tugging at the backside of my shorts where they stuck to my thighs. “Why the hell won’t you get air conditioning? It’s hotter than Satan’s bathwater in here. You do know this is Charleston?”
“My place is in Wadmalaw, actually.” Heat never seemed to bother Keira. Even now, while I sweated like a derby winner, she looked cool and relaxed; her thick, twisted locks hung over her shoulders and down her back to her elbows. She took a sip from her glass of shine, not wincing at the sharp taste. “And you know why. This used to be slave housing and it’s protected property. There’s only so many changes I can make.” It was her turn to shrug. “Not sure I want to modernize it too much, anyway.”
“Ugh.” I took another sip from my icy glass, the only chilled thing in the room besides Keira, and flopped back on the sofa. She always made the best drinks, crafted from her own home-distilled spirits. This one was somewhere between backyard moonshine and bathtub gin, enhanced with the woody, fresh zing of juniper. 
“Just tell me what it is that you came running over here for so quick-like.” Keira stretched her feet out in front of her; they were bare and a polished walnut not unlike the hardwood floor beneath them. She picked at a flaking piece of red polish on her pinky toe.
But it hadn’t been quick-like. For over almost two weeks now, I’d been having strange dreams. Dreams had always been a part of my life growing up—my Grandmother, an Afro-Choctaw, used to interpret mine when I was a little girl. But these hadn’t been the normal dreams I’d had as a child. I wasn’t being chased or falling or spitting all of my teeth into my palm. These were— 
“Hello, Randie?” She waved her hand in front of my face. “Planet Earth is calling. Return to us. Come in, Space Cadet.”
Keira’s sarcasm was strong enough to pull me out of my reverie. “Oh, right. Sorry. Promise me you’ll listen. Just… don’t say anything until I’m finished, okay?”
She’d been about to say something snarky when she stopped and looked deeply into my eyes. Whatever she saw there made her nod. “Okay. Promise.”
“There was a key,” I said. “in the first dream. It started with that.” 
A strange key waits on the dining room table. It’s the length of my palm, but lightweight, almost floaty. When I look at it closely, there’s a pattern of engraved vines on the key’s head and it makes a sort of dense curtain. It feels damp, but my hand stays dry when I touch it. 
Then I feel someone’s stare heavy on me and I glance up. It’s a woman—at least, I think it’s a woman because I remember looking at her lipstick. It makes her lips look like they’re pale green blushed with rose. She smiles, then all of a sudden, there’s… I don’t know… a flash of some kind and I’m on a winding stone path. There’s a city in the distance, glittering with this haunting, almost aqueous glow. 
The scene flashes to algae-covered columns, then statues of these fish-like people. Quick pictures, like a speeded up film montage, you know? Then full screen zoom in on this coral gate. I put the key in the lock and it opens. 
I drained the rest of my moonshine, ice clinking against the tumbler, as Keira watched me, silent. For a few moments, she didn’t say or do anything. The sun had started its descent, and I wondered how long I’d been talking lost in this memory, because the air hadn’t cooled off at all. 
“When I wake up from these dreams, my body is wet with sweat, but I’m not hot. Every morning, I have these faint red circles on my face and chest that I have to cover with makeup. I’m just exhausted. I have to cover the circles under my eyes as well.”
“Dreams?” Keira asked, emphasis on the “s.” “So, how many are we talking here?”
“At least one a night for about… well, almost two weeks. These past few nights though, it’s like I’ve actually been doing things inside my dream. You know, I’m working all day at the school, then moving around through the dream all night. I fall asleep easily, but I’m not rested.” I picked up my glass and put it to my lips, but realized it’s empty and instead rolled it between my palms. “Dreams were supposed to be manifestations of the subconscious mind. What is it that I’m not resolving during my waking hours?” 
Keira eased herself up, padded over to her adjoining kitchen and took two wine glasses from the cabinet, holding them upside down by their stems between her fingers. She pulled a dark green bottle from the wine rack, then returned to her seat next to me. After breaking the wax seal, she filled both glasses halfway, leaving the bottle open to the coming night air.
I touched my glass to hers and we both sipped. The taste of the wine brought me back to my childhood: running around at the edge of the woods with Keira, stealing sun-warmed blackberries, heedless of whose property line we crossed. Those sweet berry vines pricked our fingers, and we sucked in tiny drops of our blood with their dark juice. 
“Do you think it’s because I moved away from here?” I asked. “The unresolved issues, I mean. There was so much Mom and Dad expected from me… I just couldn’t take it. Work and church and looking after Gran while they went off to prayer meetings.” The memory of it weighed on me even now, stooping my already hunched frame. 
I didn’t have… I couldn’t do what I wanted—my family wouldn’t let me. They had plans. So I left home right after graduation. But I was back now. I should have laughed at how ridiculous this all was. I was back home five years later, with debt up to my eyeballs and a twice-broken heart. 
Keira’s smooth, dark locks swayed as she shook her head. “Naw, I don’t think so. But only you can answer that.” 
Nodding, I continued recounting my dream. “Anyway, the next time I fall asleep, I see the key again. Except this time, the picture—that network of vines on the key’s head—is open and there’s an image of the gate to the stone city. That… that means something, right?” 
She opened her mouth to speak, but I held up a finger, asking her to wait. I had to get this out; the feel of these images in my mind pressed deeper, rooting into my every waking moment.
In a flash, I’m back in the city, but it looks deserted. I know it isn’t, though. I feel it. As I walk through the streets, there’s this eerie sound, like when you sit at the bottom of a pool. I try to catch any sign of movement, but there’s none. Instead, I see an obelisk in the middle of the city, all these unknown symbols carved into one side of the rock. So I walk over to it and study it, but I have no idea what any of it means.
I folded my legs under me and sat back, pressing my shoulders into the cushions. The wine slowly relaxed me and I rushed the next part of the story. 
“But I’m determined to figure it out. I touch the rock all over. Nothing. By this time, I’m upset, frustrated. I go to walk away, trailing my hand over the face of the stone and it warms under my palm, turning into full glow, like the beam from a lighthouse. There’s a silhouette in the distance. 
“This time, I think it’s a man. He comes closer and with each step, I think I know him, but I’m not sure. I almost have it, then it’s gone. He embraces me, his fingers in my hair, loosening my braids, which then turn into… these tentacles. I shake my head and it feels so good for them to be free. I stretch them out and they reach so far... 
“He lowers me to the bed and I slide my leg over his, situating my body upright on top of his prone one. And it’s like… I’m riding him. But I’m also… I’m looking at us together on the bed as well. I hear this sloshing of water as we do it. And I’m panting and he’s pumping and I know it’s us churning this water into a thick maelstrom.
“My tentacled hair is waving around wildly, growing longer and thicker, then the stalks shoot upward, out of the dream and into… like… real life. I grab something, someone, with the tentacles.”
I can smell her almost, taste her. She’s trembling, petrified. A whimper. She twists onto her back and tries to kick free, but I’m too strong. Then she screams. It sounds like nothing to me, so I cut off her terrified wail with the dripping slap of another limb across her mouth. Suckers constrict around her jaw until I hear a resounding crunch. 
I tighten my grip on her and I…
tear her apart. 
I sighed, worn from recounting the story. The sleepless nights had begun to catch up with me and I sipped the sweet-tart blackberry wine, as I wriggled my backside on the sofa.
“Wow,” Keira breathed, her eyes wide. She hugged me, surrounding me in her earthy green scent. “It’s gonna be okay, girl. Don’t worry.”
“I’m not going crazy, am I?” I asked, shaking my head. “This is… so surreal. I can’t wrap my head around it.”
“You’re not going crazy.” She lifted the mass of heavy hair from her neck and tossed it over her shoulder. A circular stick and poke tattoo—maybe a snake or an eel—graced the flesh behind her ear. 
I frowned. “When did you get that? I’ve never seen—” 
“They the ones who gonna lose they minds, Randie.”
I dragged my gaze back to her, searching her face for some sign that I’d heard her incorrectly. Her eyes were clear and alert, focused on me. “What d’you mean by they?”
She ignored my question, instead leaning over to light the trio of candles on her coffee table. 
“Keira?” I asked, confusion evident in my voice. “What—”
“All of them,” she said finally. “Those who doubt us and our power.”
“Who is us?” I was frightened now. The candlelight was making unnatural shadows on my best friend’s face, putting her dark skin into even deeper shadow. 
“Your mamma didn’t think you’d be the one to get visions of the coming, but I knew.” Her self-satisfied chuckle followed her as she got up from the couch and pulled an old leather-bound book from a shelf. “I always know.”
I tried to get up too, but my limbs were heavy, weighted. The urge to weep welled up in me and I no longer had the strength to hold back the tears. I couldn’t turn my head, but I could hear Keira moving around her tiny house on the marsh, humming to herself songs I recalled from my childhood. 
“You know,” she said, “It’s probably because you spent all those years away that it took so long for you to see. What did he look like?” Her usually modulated voice pitched up a level with her excitement. “No, no, don’t tell me. We’ll know soon enough.”
From the candles, a deep scent rose, one of moss and smoke and steel. When Keira returned into my line of sight, she was holding another pillar candle, running a wicked knife back and forth through the flickering orange flame. 
I whimpered and she leaned close to brush my hair from my forehead, bringing the heated metal within a blink of my eye. “Shhh,” she murmured, kissing my temple. Footsteps skittered outside on the worn wooden planks leading through the salt marsh to my best friend’s door. She pressed the warm blade against my skin, then hers, letting the drops of blood form a network of swirling vines. 
Flickers of light caught my swimming vision. In the encroaching darkness, amongst the cicada song, wills o’ the wisp darted through the surrounding marsh. No… not darted. Traveled. What my mind knew were exploding marsh gasses—incendiary moments only—arranged themselves into a distinct pattern. A line that coiled through the waving sea grasses, filing toward the old slave cabin.
“K-kay,” I managed through the paralysis invading my body, but she placed her cool fingertips against my lips and they managed no more. 
“Before the rest of the Order gets here,” Keira said, hugging my stiff body. “I just wanna say I’m so glad you came back. Proud of you, girl.”







 HOMEOWNER’S ASSOCIATION OF UNFATHOMABLE
HORRORS BEYOND THE STARS
Jay Wilburn
Rachel Rathburn experienced the sense of dread settling upon her spirit as soon as she entered Scully, Alabama. The town lay closer to some major cities than others, but not truly within a reasonable distance to anything. At the final gas station, the ground was dry, making the grass wiry and crisp under her sandals. Seeds bit underneath her soles and irritated between her toes. Pollen assailed her nose and dried out every dark passage from her sinuses down throughout her body. Trailers spotted the forsaken land with men waiting for factories to reopen and women picking up odd work to close the distance between budgets and bills for their families.
Back in the cab of the truck again, Rachel’s father drove the U-Haul through the gates of their walled community, situated between squalor and vacant lots. As a small plane buzzed toward an unseen landing strip behind the back wall of their subdivision, Rachel wondered if the wall was high enough to keep out a determined redneck who might decide he wished to scale the fine brick to see how the one-percenters lived. She also thought she should have spent more time studying rather than drinking, to avoid moving home at the moment her family relocated to Alabama.
She cut her eyes at her brother to her left and her mother in front of her. Rachel thought if word got out her father was here to close down more factories and sell off the pieces, one truck and plane load at a time, she would be even less likely than usual to make friends.
They pulled into one of the driveways with a rumble that jostled everything packed into the back. Rachel leaned up far enough to see over the seat and her mother’s shoulder. The cloth upholstery was hard and smelled of absorbed sweat and grease.
Sod clung to packed clay in unnaturally green squares. Mulch so brown and crisp that it appeared to be dyed with blood lined the curves of beds along the walk with perfect precision and organic geometry. Saplings stood erect aided by support twine in the midst of the slaughter-colored beds.
Her father had purchased a pink house in the midst of lime green, baby-powder blue, and shades of white that defied description. Every neighborhood seemed to have one tacky, pink house and the Rathburns were moved into this one.
Men in jeans cinched too tightly under their paunches set aside fast food cups and bags along the edge of the garage before they stepped out into the unforgiving sun and humidity. The Rathburns climbed out of the U-Haul, and the heat in the air punched Rachel in the face. She circled around the edge of the drive, keeping her mother, brother, and father between her and the men.
They were an unusual breed of humanoid. Shoulders slumped in a way that hollowed their chests within their dirty tank tops and humped their backs. Their eyes took on a wrinkled squint that would not suit them for any work other than their current condition in Alabama. It would be impossible to transmute them into suits and northeastern law firms. No amount of soap or schooling would disguise them as anything other than what they were. Open mouths showed misaligned teeth and gave the sound of wet, phlegm-clogged breathing. There was no other word for these dirty, dusty creatures than that of redneck.
Their eyes drifted as if it hurt to focus upon people or concentrate on any one idea for long. Paint-spotted boots scuffed along the driveway and then the creatures peeled open the accordion door at the back of the truck.
Rachel’s brother wandered into the house without looking up from his phone. She could not fight the impression that the place had consumed him and he had wandered into its jaws willingly.
A plane took off behind the neighborhood with a claw-like scream against the sky. As the private jet lifted away from the scorched earth of Alabama, Rachel dearly wished to be in one of those seats sipping whatever they had on ice.
The workers tromped about the truck and hauled off oaken antiques clutched between their digits, balanced upon the tilted wheels of dollies. One creature with a sunken chin and a prominent Adam’s apple stepped by carrying a box marked: Rachel’s delicates. His fingers disappeared into the darkness of the slots on both sides, hiding what he might be feeling. She swallowed as she watched and made note to be certain that box was still taped and all the contents intact once it was left inside. What she would do if she found it tampered with, she was not sure.
“Come inside,” said her mom.
Rachel blinked. The sun left her dizzy and seeing purple and green spots wherever she tried to focus. Her mother called it glistening, but Rachel felt downright greasy between her clothes and her skin. She had not tanned while away at school, so she had no base in place to protect herself from Alabama sunburns. She might quickly become leathery and shriveled like these creatures her father had hired.
She turned for the shadows provided by the empty garage, but the line of movers stepped back out from the cavern darkness into the light again. Rachel moved aside to give them a wide berth. They lumbered forward with heads down, forming ridges with the protrusion of their spines from within freckled and scaly skin.
Rachel swallowed and looked away. She spotted the outline of her father within the garage, fiddling with hooks upon a pegboard. She had not seen him personally use a tool since she was a child, so she was not sure what he intended to hang upon the wall there.
The buzz of the next plane took on a lowering tone which told her the craft was small and descending upon them. She knew the sun would impact her eyes again, but she could not resist the urge to look anyway. Small and silvery, the craft reflected more sunlight into her face for her troubles. She imagined the plane serving some drug cartel, looking to feed the despair and desires of the unemployed dregs of Scully. Some of them probably worked distribution and sales for the illegal drug trade now that men like her father had closed the factories. She thought most of their drugs were of the variety cooked in sheds and closed garages and probably not imported.
Scrapes and shuffles closed behind her, so Rachel sidestepped into the rough squares of sod to avoid physical contact with the creatures that labored for her father. Two hauled the kitchen table and a third carried a box of plates with his dirty fingers in the slots on both sides once more. She would not be able to picture anything else other than these beings touching the table and plates as she ate her breakfast in the mornings.
“Why did we have to ride in a U-Haul, if you were hiring movers anyway?”
Her father cut his eyes from the work at the peg board. “I do not trust them to drive with our things.”
But to touch them, she thought.
As the noise of the cargo plane died behind the wall, more light and motion drew her attention to the street. These creatures dazzled where the movers disgusted. Their skin was like porcelain and in the sun they appeared to lose their edges. They were almost impossible to view directly or comprehend. They seemed to be somewhat feminine and wearing pantsuits. The new, glowing procession mounted the driveway carrying casserole dishes.
Rachel’s mother stepped out of the house fanning herself as she glistened heavily. “Hello. Welcome.”
The leader of this line of high creatures said, “Welcome to you and your family, Mrs. Rathburn.”
“I use a hyphenated name for business purposes,” Rachel’s mother said. “I sell candles and facial creams.”
The women exchanged looks over their casserole lids. “Not from your home, we hope, dear. That is most definitely against the bylaws.”
The smile wavered on her mother’s lips. “No, not really. It is all on-line.”
The women turned to one another in a tight circle. They muttered among themselves all at once either in a language that Rachel’s ears and mind could not process or in a tone that did not carry over the air so thinned by the oppressive heat. They turned out once more. “We will have to check with the HOA board to see if such a thing is allowed.”
“Using the Internet in our own home?” Her mother forced a chuckle. “Surely.”
The women’s frowns seemed to dull the blinding glow of their pure skin.
“We shall see.”
“Very well.” Rachel’s mother extended her hands accepting one casserole after another in a precarious balance, one upon another, on both hands and the forearms.
The women exchanged another look. “Your fence is over the property line. It will need to be removed.”
They turned away and filed off the driveway without awaiting a response. A plane roared upward, and through purple spots, Rachel longed to be upon it.
Her mother glared at Rachel’s father and he turned away before she could say anything. “Gentlemen, would you mind terribly taking a break from the move to see to our boundary violation? I will compensate you handsomely, I promise you.”
The creatures exchanged looks and one of them translated. “He will pay us to tear down the fence.”
They slouched toward the fence and began their destruction. The white plastic rocked back and forth under their assault with the look of flimsy weakness, but the hold of something much more stubborn. The sections and supports split into sharp tears that threatened to eviscerate flesh, but the fence collapsed piece by piece as the obedient creatures pressed their attack on the barrier.
A plane hummed in and Rachel tracked it through a floating green spot. Some doctor was probably accumulating his flying hours in his small plane on his day off, she decided.
A man cleared his throat and Rachel spun about to see a white polo shirt, khaki shorts, and skin tanned beyond bronze to orange, marching toward her. She glanced back long enough to see that her mother had retreated inside to deal with the onslaught of casseroles. The house had consumed once more. The man seemed deliberately muscled to leave an impression in his shorts and polo.
Her father exited the garage and extended his hand. As he bowed his head to the blaze of light from above, it gave him a submissive stance that Rachel was not certain her father meant to portray. The new fellow locked hands with Rachel’s father and turned his hand about a quarter inch over the top of Mr. Rathburn’s hand. Their hands remained clasped and her father squinted as he glanced from the handshake to the neighbor.
“Your air conditioners are a problem.”
Her father contorted his hand to slither free of the grasp. “How so?”
“The units stick out from the sides. That’s not allowed. It’ll have to be resolved or you’ll get a letter.”
Rachel turned to see the window units protruding as metallic warts from the living room and the kitchen on the side. They gave a rattle and hum she had not noticed before. The drone of the machinery and the gurgle of chemicals drawing energy from the very air blended with the airfield noise of approaches and departures.
People weren’t meant to fly, she thought. The words traveled through her mind like temporary fog and she could not explain what spawned them. On its heels, she thought, People write letters because there is no threat of swordplay any longer.
“We don’t have central air,” Mr. Rathburn said. “They were installed before we moved in. They were there when we bought the house.”
The man shrugged. “The guy before you was quite a monster. We had to place a lien on his property because he would not remove them. It was very ugly and the house was taken out from under him. Nasty business. My wife is on the Board and she’s drafting up a letter now. I just came to give you a chance to deal with it before it came to all that.”
“It’s a hundred degrees out.”
The fellow wiped his forehead and nodded. “I know. Relentless, isn’t it. She told me to ask you to wash the casserole dish before you return it, please.”
“Of course. Tell her we said thank you… and it was delicious, of course.”
Welcomed with the poison of life, thought Rachel.
“Very kind of you.” The husband of the board member turned to leave with his hands in his pockets, pulling the shorts tight over the curve of his cheeks. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”
Her father stepped into the grass of the side yard. With one hand over his eyes, he waved above his head with the other. Distorted shadows danced across the sod squares around his feet.
One of the creatures mauling the fence met Mr. Rathburn’s eyes and wandered forward at his beckoning. “Sir?”
“I need the window units taken out. Can you assist me with that?”
The angular being cut his eyes back at the house, making Rachel think that some magic hung over the air conditioners wherein they could only be seen when one specifically looked for them and decided to see them. “A hammer can break most anything that duct tape can fix. Can we salvage the copper?”
“If you’ll accept that as partial payment. Sure.”
The creature wandered behind the garage and Rachel heard the hammers begin to steal the cold air from inside. She thought she should probably get out of the sun, but it would soon be as hot inside as out, so what was the point really?
She heard the metal door of the mailbox scream open and closed. Rachel turned and saw a young, porcelain-skinned girl in a flowered sundress. She might have been a few years younger than Rachel herself. Rachel raised her hand to wave, but the girl turned and shuffled away diagonally across the street.
Rachel stared at the mailbox a moment before she crossed the driveway toward the street. With the air conditioners silent, she heard the roar of engines between hammer blows. Two aircraft crossed in the air—one coming, one going.
In the mailbox, she found an unsealed envelope. RATHBURN blocked in black-penned characters across the front. She thumbed open the flap and slipped out the folded page. It was typed and mentioned both the fence and the unsightly units. She assumed that meant the air conditioners, but the vague wording left a lot open to interpretation. The final paragraph addressed the house itself. Pink was not an approved color and aluminum not an approved material. It all had to come down.
She walked up the drive and her father stepped out to meet her. She handed over the letter without trying to explain. She watched his expression shift darker as he processed all the information. He did not look up from the page before walking around the side of the house.
Rachel watched three more planes rise into the air. They were all leaving.
Who doesn’t have central air, she thought in the absent manner in which her thoughts seemed to be forming and passing. The heat was doing a number on her ability to form complete sentences.
The house screamed and she took a step away. The sun-wrinkled creatures that had touched her things and hammered apart the fence and air units for her father, now used pry bars and sledge hammers on the structure itself. She watched without comprehension as the siding peeled away from the insulation in drastic curls. Tentacles of pink siding with primer grey underneath reached above the roof and twisted around at her like mindless claws. More pink from the exposed bags of insulation spilled out puffy and sharp. She knew if she touched the threads of fiberglass, she would be cut thousands of times and itch without end.
Green and purple spots overtook her vision and prevented her from focusing on the unreal destruction. She could not wrap her mind around this being her home. She could not move her feet to go inside the stuffy belly of the pink-clawed beast, but she did not desire to remain in the Scully, Alabama sun to bake alive.
She could not form sentences in her thoughts any longer, even in the misty, disconnected way she had done before. All the edges blurred out of her vision and the house became shapes and colors that defied description. Her madness was surely heat exhaustion and a trick of the light, but it was madness just the same. She did not remember having a brother.
The engine noise changed tone, but she could not lift her eyes to look this time. She could not form a judgment of whether the craft approached or escaped. Rachel could not form a coherent wish to be upon the craft and out of the driveway any longer. She stood facing the house without really seeing it.
Soon she only saw the spots and Rachel whispered, “Stars? Not meant to voyage far…”
When she fell and struck her head on the concrete, she did not feel it. One of the movers set aside his tools and lifted her in his hairy, sweaty arms. Like her delicates and the family’s kitchen table before her, he carried her inside to become part of the home. She remained lost in a sea of blackness within her mind, ignorant that she was moving at all. 








 SHOO FLY PIE AND APPLE PAN DOWDY
Gary A. Braunbeck
“Man is a god in ruins.” —Ralph Waldo Emerson
You can find what’s left of the Ben Hai Bastards hanging out on the benches around the courthouse, two soldiers who camped with their platoon on the stinky muddy-ass shores of the Ben Hai River along the DMZ on Vietnam’s 17th Parallel. They’ll be happy to tell you that the way you became an Official Bastard was to wade out into the river until you reached the five-kilometer mark (any farther violated the Geneva Accords and it would have been considered an act of aggression, giving the North Vietnamese camped on the other muddy-ass side a reason to take aim and turn you into red-foaming cottage cheese). Once you were there, you had to completely submerge yourself for at least three Jody-counts (“Got a gal lives on the hill, she won’t fuck but her sister will, sound off one two, sound off, three four…”) before showing your face again. Not as easy as it sounds they’ll tell you, these two soldiers who fought a war they didn’t believe in and came home to a country that didn’t want them, but what the hell? It’s fall of 1968 and they’re not a part of it anymore, let LBJ and his bought-and-paid-for war-mongering cronies escalate all the hell they want, these boys am done, hear what I’m saying?
Yes, you’ll find them hanging out on the benches around the courthouse, two decorated Cedar Hill veterans to whom no one will talk, but you’re a little different, aren’t you? A curious sort, you consider yourself to be a compassionate person, a person who joined protests against the war and wrote letters to the proper congressmen, so today you’re going to sit down and have a chat with them, see what all the bleak rumors and worried whispers and anxious hubbub is all about.
The first one you see is called “Shooter” because he just sits there with a six-round pistol pressed against his temple, continuously pulling the trigger so the cylinder moves in its jerky clockwise motion, click-click-click-click-click-click! It doesn’t seem to bother him—and why should it? The gun is obviously empty—hell, it might not even be a real gun. But there he sits, every day, click-clicking the day away, almost but not quite smiling with every new cycle.
It’s his buddy, the one called Rafe, who does the talking for both of them, and after introducing yourself and taking Rafe’s offered cigarette, you sit there smoking and listening as he tells you this story, one that will damage—and maybe eventually fracture into ruins—the world you thought you knew:
“Take a good look at Shooter’s gun, will ya? Do you see? Yeah, it’s real, all right, and more than that, it’s loaded—see how the sunlight glints off the bullets in the chambers? You oughtta see the look on your face. Ever since the day we got home, he’s been trying to check out, but it ain’t happening. The gun’s in perfect working order—I know because it’s mine. See, him and me, we… we saw things in that river, things that didn’t fuckin’ stay there once we came back to shore. We were gonna check out together. We don’t sleep much and have to be careful about where we look because those things are always nearby someplace, looking like normal shit to you—knots of tree bark, shapes in clouds, patterns in wallpaper or sloppy drywall or an old lady’s quilt—stuff that you see every day but never think might be looking back at you, just waiting for its chance.
“One of the guys with us, he had this groovy hash that he called Shoo Fly Pie laced with some kind of acid he called Apple Pan Dowdy—he got the names from an old Stan Kenton song that he was always humming to himself. Anyway, before Shooter and me went into the river we got good and baked on the stuff so neither one of us was feeling any pain and thought we could take out all the gooks across the Ben Hai single-handedly if we needed to. We were gonna be the meanest Bastards yet, you know it.
“So it gets to be around noon—you had to do this in the middle of the day because nighttime baptisms were for pussies. You’re gonna be a Bastard, you did it at high noon, right in view of the North Vietnamese—and don’t think those fuckers didn’t watch us when we started wading out. You could tell they were just waiting for us to cross the middle of the river so they could open fire. It was like that every time someone was baptized.
“So me and Shooter, out we go, and not hesitant-like, nosir, we strutted out there like we owned the place, and when we got to within the five-kilometer mark, under we went—which wasn’t that much of a deal since by the time you got there the water was up to your chin. Down we went, the Jody-counts going through our heads, sounding off, one-two-three-four, one-two, three-four—doing that three times until it felt like our lungs were gonna squirt out through our assholes, and when we started to stand up, to get our heads above the surface, both him and me heard a… it wasn’t like a real voice, but the sound of the water, it stopped being that slapping, bubbling, whooshing sound you get in your ears when you’re swimming or under water… it became kind of like someone singing from way off in the distance, an echo, right? And it kept singing these five words over and over: In His house at R’lyeh… In His house at R’lyeh… It was the most beautiful voice I ever heard, even though it sounded like it was coming from the mouth of something rotten, something decayed and putrid. It reminded me of something I read about once, about this archeologist who found an old sealed vase that was covered in grime and mold, but he accidentally dropped it, and turns out there was a rose inside, a rose from maybe two thousand years ago, and as soon as it was exposed to the air, it crumbled into dust—but not before he caught a whiff of its scent, a smell from ancient times, right? For that one second, he was smelling what it smelled like thousands of years ago, and maybe, in that moment, he was, like, in two places at once. He’s standing there in this tomb with this shattered vase at his feet, but… in a way… also transported back to another time, because of the scent of that ancient rose.
“It was like that for us those last few seconds we were under the water, we were in two places at once because of that voice. We were there in the river but we were also in ‘His house at R’lyeh—wherever that is, whoever the fuck ‘He’ is. It was scary as hell but it was also… I dunno… kind of liberating is the best word for it, I think. We weren’t in our bodies anymore, we were part of the river, part of the mud, part of the death and life and night sounds and everything that flies through the sky… it was incredible. It was the best I’d felt since getting in-country. It was maybe the best I’d felt in my entire life. If I hadn’t needed to breathe again I would have been happy to stay down there with that voice and the feeling of liberation from the physical and all the goddam limitations the body has to struggle with. It was the closest thing to bliss that I’ve ever felt. And then Shooter and me, we made a mistake.
“We opened our eyes.
“Man, I can’t even begin to describe the things we saw coming at us, surrounding us, trying to ram deformed fingers into our mouths or eyes. These things, they looked like someone had fucked a fish and the fish gave birth to these things that were part fish and part human—and I’m not talking about mermaids or the Creature From the Black Lagoon or shit like that, so get that look off your face, okay? And it wasn’t just these deformed fish-things that were under there with us. There were things with tattered wings and faces with no eyes, things with tentacles and guts as big as boulders, terrible things, horrible things. For a moment I thought maybe all this was because of the Shoo Fly Pie and Apple Pan Dowdy, that shit was major strong, but then one of these things, it grabbed me around the chest from behind. It was like a tentacle but it had an elbow and a human-like hand at the end, but this hand, it had seven fingers, triple-jointed things, inhuman. And it was covered in this glistening slime that pulsed like it was breathing. I tried to kick it away, I tried pulling at it, but it was strong, stronger than anything I’d ever had to face. The hand, it scraped up my chest toward my face—you ought to see the scars it left on my torso—and once it got to my face it forced my mouth open, I mean wrenched my jaw down, and it slid its fingers into my mouth and—and this is the most crazy part—even though it had these claws it didn’t cut my inside cheeks or tear out my tongue or anything. It just sort of patted the inside of my mouth, like a mother pats a kid’s head when that kid is upset—everything’s all right, honey, don’t you worry—that sort of thing. I looked over and saw that one of the fish-things, it was all wrapped around Shooter like it was trying to mate with him or something, and it was kissing him, its gills throbbing in and out like it was getting really excited.
“And then that voice, that singing voice, said, ‘For you, the veil is forever lifted, and the worlds will be forever split, again and again.’ Then the thing let go of me and the thing that was kissing Shooter let go of him and we bolted to the surface so fast a couple of the North Vietnamese on the other side grabbed their weapons like a curse from heaven was coming down on their unworthy heads. And it wasn’t just them who were unworthy. Shooter and me, we now know that all of us are unworthy. We’re like ants in an anthill and those things in the river, they serve something even more terrifying, even more ancient, and it’s angry. Ohgod, is it angry. To it, we’re just ants scrambling around, and it wouldn’t bother to try communicating with us no more than someone like, oh, say, fucking Pizarro when he was marching to Peru would stop at the anthill and try to communicate with all the scrambling insects. We are nothing to it, and it is the thing holding our reality together. We’re living in a false vacuum and don’t even realize it.
“You see, our universe is actually in a false phase state as part of a larger universe, like if it were a temporary thing. It’s like a pot of boiling water, and we’re just inside a bubble forming at the bottom of the pot. Eventually this false vacuum has to pop, even after billions of years in this false state, and we and everything we know in our visible universe will disappear in an instant with no warning whatsoever and there is nothing we can do about it and this thing, this ancient being that those monsters in the river serve and worship, it’s just sitting there, watching the bubble form, angry and alone, waiting for the moment it decides to stick one of its clawed fingers into the pot and end everything.
“Ever since that afternoon, Shooter and me, we can’t get away from these things, these beings you can’t see or hear or smell or sense. They’re everywhere, all around us. You can’t see them because there’s a veil, right, a veil of perception that you can’t break through but they can, and they are. We don’t sleep inside anymore; we can’t, because for me and Shooter, that veil is fucking gone. These things form from the shapes in wallpaper or plaster or concrete, they come out of twisted bed sheets or the stains on a floor or a mattress, they jump out of ripples in sink or toilet water, they materialize through the static on a television screen after the station goes off the air—hell, one of them even came out of the goddamn test pattern one night when we chanced staying at the Open Shelter! And outside? Jesus—they pull themselves together through the twisted bark of trees, they crawl out of mud puddles clogged with twigs and bones of dead birds and feral animal shit, they emerge from the glistening mold patterns on stone or brick walls, they wriggle into shape through the strands of cobwebs, the cracks in layers of paint, the shadows between the streetlights, the scarred wood of broken doors, the lingering smoke from the factory chimneys, even the dents in the cars that pass by.
“And all of them, every jack-one of these creatures, they let us know, they remind us, that when that voice said ‘forever’ to us that day, it cursed us. That’s why Shooter’s gun will never fire, even though it’s loaded and in perfect working order. We’re being slowly pulled from this universe, him and me. Each time he finishes a round with that gun, the universe splits and the bubble gets a little bigger because of it. We’re not going to have to wait for that ancient thing, whatever it is, to pop the bubble—eventually the universe will split so much that maybe, maybe we’ll pop the bubble on our own. But maybe we’re also moving toward some kind of… I dunno… some kind of metaphysical evolution that will make us part of that being watching the bubble grow.
“Shooter and me, we can’t die. It’s that simple. Those things and the being they serve, they made us immortal, and I think back on it and I wish to hell we’d never even heard of Shoo Fly Pie and Apple Pan Dowdy. I finally heard the song, you know? The Stan Kenton original. Dumbest song I ever heard, but it’s got a tune I can’t get out of my head, just like I can’t not see those creatures everywhere.
“That’s the story, my friend. Believe it, don’t believe, it doesn’t matter. What’s an ant’s story worth, anyway? We’re all just scrambling around, serving an invisible friend up in the sky, past the clouds, who if he exists is probably a sadist and doesn’t even know it. And the other being, the ancient one those creatures serve, is just sitting there, watching the bubble, watching the bubble, watching the bubble. Any given second “—he snaps his fingers—” it all just stops, just shatters into darkness, into nothingness, and there’s not a damn thing you or me or God or the Pope or all the king’s horses or all seven dwarfs can do to stop it.”
Shooter laughs at this and continues his quest for death—click-click-click-click-click-click—while you slowly stand up and thank Rafe for his time, for the cigarette, for the company. You say nothing about the story he’s just told you. You can’t. Talking about it would mean some part of you accepted it as fact, and on the face of it the story is just the rantings of a man who’s seen too much death, too much war, done too many drugs.
But as you walk away, finally lighting Rafe’s cigarette, you can’t help but notice that the curling smoke exhaled from your lungs lingers a bit longer than usual, is a bit thicker than cigarette smoke usually is. You slow your steps as you realize the smoke is keeping pace with you, following along like a loyal pet at the end of a leash. And you can make out shapes in the smoke, twisted shapes, maybe agonized faces, maybe twisted bodies, maybe flowers and birds and happy little sprites from a children’s fairy-tale book for all you can tell. Another drag, another exhalation, and this new smoke joins the previous, making the shapes a little more visible, a little more defined. You stop as the smoke stops next to you and you look at the cigarette. It’s hand-rolled, not store-bought, and for a second you wonder—Shoo Fly Pie and Apple Pan Dowdy?—then, just as quickly, dismiss it. Rafe wouldn’t have given you a cigarette laced with that stuff, would he?
You continue along, smoking happily away, feeling oddly free, oddly… liberated somehow, and the smoke cloud, it’s dancing around, dancing to some music only it can hear, the echo of a beautiful voice escaping from the throat of something decayed and putrid that’s not part of your world. But then, as the smoke reveals something misshapen with its hungry mouth open and its clawed hands reaching, you throw down the cigarette and crush it under your boot.
The feeling of liberation remains, and now you can hear the echo of a voice singing to you, singing a song that the smoke-shapes were dancing to, and you grow cold and frightened. You begin to quicken your steps. You try to not look at the shapes in the bricks and stones of the surrounding buildings, the fragmented reflections from the puddles of water left behind after yesterday’s rain, the shapes in the mud that has gathered in the gutters, now drying, forming cracks that seem to outline something trying to—
—no. No, you don’t see that, you couldn’t have. You’re just a little unnerved by Rafe’s tale, that’s all. And who wouldn’t be? You close your eyes, take a deep breath, and for a moment smell the scent of a rose about to crumble into dust. You open your eyes and move into the still-lingering cigarette smoke. It was just a madman’s story, that’s all, that’s all, that’s all.
The smoke surrounds you. You can’t get away from it or the shape coming into existence within it. The voice sings of forever, of lifted veils, and you choke back a cry of terror as a clawed hand with seven triple-jointed fingers reaches out and begins to pat the top of your head.
There, there, child. There, there.








 THE OMEN
Joyce Carol Oates
A voice sounded close in my ear: Here we are!
It was early, before the sun had begun to burn off the coastal fog. The cries of gulls awakened me rudely. Why, louder than usual?—more penetrating, chilling? I lay in my bed and listened and decided that the cries were human cries, terrible to hear. 
And yet—so early? When no one would surely be on the beach, still less swimming? In this secluded, windswept place, on a narrow spit of land three miles from the nearest village, and twenty miles from the nearest town. The great presence here was the Atlantic Ocean, and the sky. 
How rapidly, when you have left your former life, the very landscape of that life becomes an abstraction, like a map. 
A map you can fold up, put away and never trouble to look at again. 
Yet the cries awoke me. I had no choice. I dressed rapidly, with shaking fingers. Since coming to live in this remote place at the edge of the ocean I had become invisible, no longer required to see myself through others’ eyes. I fumbled now with my clothing like a child not knowing how to push “buttons” through “buttonholes,” tug up “zippers” against their natural resistance. 
I had no time for shoes, but ran barefoot down the beach. 
We were in midsummer now, but the air was cold. Goose pimples formed on my arms. The damp salt air stung my eyes. Gulls were excitedly circling in the air—but, yes, there were children too, on the beach, by the water’s edge, just below my cottage. They were crouched over something that lay in the surf. Sighting me, one of them waved, and called out words I couldn’t hear; another poked him, as if in rebuke. These children ranged in age between approximately eleven and eight; I recognized two or three of them, among the group of six, but I did not know their names, nor did I know their parents. The cottages here are hidden from one another and from the sandy road that joins us with the mainland—that is the reason, after all, that we came here. 
As I advanced upon them, the children fell silent, and began to retreat. The breakers were rough, windblown; the white froth riding the waves had an old man’s look of incoherent rage. On the beach, the surf swept over and washed back from, something that lay entangled with seaweed, motionless. 
“What is it?”—I heard my voice, the voice of adult authority, cry out to the children. 
But the children did not reply. Exchanging glances with one another—were they frightened? defiant? lewd? bemused?—they laughed and trotted away. 
What a strangely shaped piece of driftwood, or debris, there on the beach…. Was it a human, naked body, a corpse? washed in by the tide? But it was too small to be a human corpse. 
It was too small, about the size of one of the herring gulls so noisily circling overhead. At first I thought it might in fact be a fledgling gull, featherless, fatally out of its nest before it could fly: a limp helpless creature about twenty inches long. 
As I stooped over it, I heard myself whistle in astonishment—in shock. 
The thing at my feet was not a bird, but, incredibly, a man—a fully mature man, the size of an infant. It was tangled in seaweed dark and shiny as eels, it was so pale as to seem, in the pallid dawn, faintly luminescent; it was naked, dead. Not a baby, nor a human fetus, but a man, of any age between thirty and fifty, with a large head hairless except for a fine, dark down, and smooth jaws, and thin bloodless lips drawn back tight in a grimace from small uneven pearly-gray teeth. The eyes were slightly protuberant, the bluish lids not quite shut over them. I saw the eyelashes quiver. 
My God, how could it be!—what could it be! 
I came closer; to squat over it. My heart was beating rapidly as if to warn me away. 
The thing was dead, yet as the surf washed over it, rocking it gently, it gave an appearance of being alive. 
It was lying on its left side, with a look of serenity after enormous effort and pain. The bony legs were bent at the knee, the gracefully curving back showed miniature knobs of bone along the spinal column. The head was disproportionately large for the body, I thought. Had it lived—had he lived—for this was, not it, but he—his neck would surely have been too frail to support his head. His shoulders too were abnormally narrow. 
I was blinking, rubbing at my eyes. Had the mist affected my vision? Or was I still asleep, mired in a nightmare as in the soft, wet, shifting-sucking sand beneath my feet? 
But this was no dream, the little man was real enough. I would have poked it with my foot except the gesture would have been too rude, I would have touched it—him—with my hand, but I could not bring myself to do so. 
Him, not it. For clearly he was human, like me; and, like me, male. 
The bluish eyelids quivered as if about to open. The little forehead was furrowed as if stitched, somber, resigned, with thought. 
A sensation of horror ran through me. Was it—he—alive? 
Between the legs, in miniature, were perfectly proportioned male genitalia, pale like the rest of the body, flaccid and smooth as something skinned. The thighs were painfully thin, the bones at the hip joints prominent, as if about to poke through the skin. The belly, however, was round, and tight, a little potbelly, virtually. Which led me to think that the man was of young middle age, like me. 
His navel was like a tiny gnarl or knot in the flesh. Like a tiny eye. 
No sun had yet appeared, only a pale-glowering light devoid of warmth. Yet, by degrees, as it did most mornings, the fog began to fade. Objects defined themselves. The children had retreated nearly out of earshot but the gulls continued to circle the air not far away, vexed and impatient. 
I became aware too of an unusual amount of debris on the beach this morning, as after a storm. (But had there been a storm? I did not think so.) Numerous sizable clumps of seaweed, driftwood, paper, shredded bits of Styrofoam, a briny smell as of dead fish. There were elongated pale figures here and there in the scattered debris but I didn’t look too closely. 
I was staring at the thing at my feet. The little man. The man. 
In recounting this episode, I am conscious of arranging words with care; I am always conscious of arranging words with care. For misunderstanding frightens and angers me. Yet, my recounting of the episode with such care is a misunderstanding: for, at the time, I was weak with horror, a sense of helplessness, despair… certain repudiated emotions that, in fact, I had retreated to the edge of the continent, to escape. Seeing the little man made me realize that the physical world that gives birth to us, nurtures us and contains and defines us, is not really our world. It is not the world we would have invented. 
And yet—“Here we are!”
(Had I spoken? The words came back to me, borne by the wind, a sound of anguish, wonder.)
Did I imagine it, or did the little man’s hollow chest rise, as if he’d inhaled a sudden deep breath… and did his lips move, just perceptibly, as if he were about to speak? 
But I was standing, I stood at my full height, quick to cover sand and debris over his pathetic little corpse. I kicked with my bare feet, I dragged clumps of seaweed to bury him, quick! quick! to save him from the gulls. 
I was shivering almost convulsively. That cold east wind, blowing relentless from the open sea. That glowering east sky, so grudging to turn transparent, to let the sun’s light through. Icy-cold tendrils of water washed over my feet, mad-lapping froth-tongues tickled the soles of my feet. “It’s better, this way! You’ll see! It’s the only way!” 
Again, my words seemed to come at me from the outside, borne by the wind. My lips moved clumsily, as if far away, on the very outside of my being. 
I buried the little man as best as could be expected of me. When I could do no more, I turned and walked swiftly away, not looking back. 
Of course, it was impossible to return to sleep that morning. 
—
And subsequent mornings… it seems I no sooner lay my head on my pillow in the dark when, abruptly, it’s dawn, and I’m awakened by cries and shouts down on the beach. Why this has happened to me, if it is a curse against my person, or, as so much in the natural world, sheerly an accident, I don’t know. 
This morning, waking groggily, I staggered to the door against my better judgment, and looked out. Another time, the figures of children on the beach. Not directly below my cottage, thank God, but a few hundred yards to the north. There was quite a gang of them this time, as many as eight or ten, and they were circling something the tide had washed ashore, the boldest of them poking at it with their bare feet. I knew the place: it was where a crumbling concrete wall juts out purposely into the crashing waves, and where every kind of garbage seems to be funneled, seaweed, dead fish, jellyfish, God knows what all else. But what is that to me? 








 SOMETHING IN THE WATER
Douglas Wynne
If he’d been thirteen, or even twelve, it might have been the other way around, but Tommy Shayne was eleven when the newlyweds came to town, so the first thing he noticed about their car was the raised hood and the second was the lithe white leg jutting out of the passenger window. The leg disappeared from view as Tommy rolled up on the driver’s side and resisted the temptation to peer through the window at the thigh that belonged to that calf. There was something playful in the way the lady’s white shoe dangled from her toes, but as he passed the car, its own curves regained his attention. It was a Pontiac Bonneville, two-tone green and gleaming in the sun. Tommy, a collector of car magazines, put it at a ‘58.
The raised hood didn’t offer any shade to the man bent over the engine, his tie loosened and his crisp white shirt drenched with sweat at the armpits. His hat lay atop the battery and Tommy could tell from the look on the man’s face that he wasn’t accustomed to peering beneath the hood of his car, however fine he might keep the paint job.
Tommy coasted his bike around behind the fellow, off the road and onto the crunching gravel. 
“Afternoon, Mister. Nice car.”
“Thanks, but it’s not running so nice right now. I’m afraid it may have overheated.”
“Like everything around here today.” Tommy laughed. “Where are you headed?”
The man sighed, turned away from the confounding engine, and looked Tommy over. “New Hampshire. My wife and I are on our honeymoon to the White Mountains.”
Tommy looked at the back of the car. “Where are the cans?”
The man smiled. “I think the last one fell off about a mile back.” He wiped his hand on a rag and extended it. “I’m Bill Braddock. And the pretty lady riding shotgun is my wife, Angela.”
“Tommy Shayne, sir.”
“And the name of this town we’ve had the unexpected pleasure to stop in?”
“Dunbury.”
“Does Dunbury have a mechanic, Tommy?”
“Mr. Geritson. His garage is just up the road.”
“I reckon he has a tow truck?”
“Yes, sir. Want me to go and fetch him for you if he’s around?”
“That’d be swell.”
Tommy mounted his bike and pointed it toward town just as a black sedan from that direction came up on Mr. Braddock’s stalled Bonneville and slowed to a crawl. A round-faced man with ruddy cheeks and tawny hair leaned out the window and raised a chubby hand in a lazy wave. “Need a lift?”
“Well, that’s kind of you,” Mr. Braddock said. “But I think our young friend here is about to fetch us a tow truck from town.”
The red-faced man looked Tommy over, then shot a glance back in the direction from which he’d come. “Dunbury, eh?”
“So I’m told,” Mr. Braddock said.
The man in the black sedan rubbed the back of his hand against his chin. “Well, I’m heading to Greenport, which you probably just passed. It wouldn’t set you back too many miles to ride with me and send a tow from there. Then, if you need a lift to a hotel, I can help you further. I wouldn’t mind.”
Mr. Braddock picked his hat up off of the car battery and waved the heat of the engine away from his face with it. “Something wrong with the mechanic in Dunbury?” 
The man’s eyes widened and he said, “Oh, no. Not that I’m aware of anyway. Just trying to help.”
Tommy spoke up: “Mr. Braddock, my parents run the Dunbury Inn. It ain’t far from the garage, if you find you need a place to stay.”
Mr. Braddock looked indecisive. “I’m sure we’d be in good hands either way. Let me check with the missus.”
But before he could, the red-faced man waved him over. Braddock hunched at the window to hear something the Greenporter said in a low voice. Tommy couldn’t sift the words through the sound of the idling engine, but Mr. Braddock’s brow was furrowed when he stepped away from the one car and leaned into the other to confer with his wife. The red-faced man regarded Tommy darkly.
When Mr. Braddock reemerged, he patted the roof of the Bonneville and said, “She’d like to keep heading north to make the mountains by nightfall if the repairs don’t take too long. But we’re much obliged for the offer, sir. And son, you’ll be the lady’s hero if you can ride that bike fast enough to help us make good time.”
The man in the black car was already rolling. He gave a curt wave and said, “Suit yourself. But I’d stick to pop and beer in Dunbury.”


—
“Are you planning on having children?” Mama asked over dinner.
“Now, Sarah,” Papa said shaking a thick dollop of mashed potatoes from the wooden spoon onto his plate. “Don’t pry. We’ve only just met these folks.”
“Sorry,” she said with a remorseless smile. “I hope you do is all. You seem like you’d make great parents. But it changes everything, having children does.”
Papa sighed. 
“I remember I was taping crepe paper to a float for the Seashore Festival when my water broke.”
“Was that when Tommy came?” Angela Braddock asked.
“No, his brother Michael. Michael’s at Town Hall tonight helping with preparations for this year’s festival.”
Papa cut in: “If it takes Geritson more’n a few days to get your fuel pump, you might even get to see the festival for yourselves.” 
“We’ve been to Newburyport for Yankee Homecoming,” Angela said. “Is it like that?”
“Couldn’t tell you,” Papa said. “Never been. We have a parade to the seashore and a celebration on the beach. There’s food vendors, music—”
“And cotton candy!” Tommy said.
“Even if your car is fixed, you should stay just to see it,” Mama said. “We’ll give you a good rate on the stay. Won’t we, John?”
Papa nodded as he ate.
“It all sounds very nice,” Angela said. “If we didn’t have a room waiting for us in Conway.” She took a sip from her water glass and grimaced, then coughed into her napkin. Her husband patted her on the back gently. “Wrong pipe?”
She shook her head.
“It’s an acquired taste,” Papa said.
“Well water?” Mr. Braddock asked. “Sometimes well water has a sulfur taste.” He lifted the glass, sniffed it, and grimaced.
“No, it’s from the town aquifer,” Papa said. “Perfectly good water.”
“I’m sorry,” Angela said. “The food is wonderful, Mrs. Shayne.”
“Call me Sarah, dear.”
“We have lemonade, too!” Tommy chimed in. “Would you like that better?”
“If it’s not too much trouble…”
Tommy hurried off on the errand, but returning from the kitchen, pitcher in hand, he encountered Mrs. Braddock in the hallway. She gave him a sorry smile, her delicate fingers lightly touching her belly. “Thanks for fetching the lemonade, Tommy, but I’m afraid it might upset my stomach further. I think the heat has gotten the better of me today. I really should go lie down.”
While Mama cleaned up after dinner and Papa took his pipe on the porch, Tommy passed the Braddocks‘ room on the way to his own. Hushed voices infused with an urgent edge drifted under the door, and on a split-second impulse, he detoured to the attic, careful not to step heavy or creak the boards. He crouched with his ear to the vent above their room, baking in the trapped heat of the day and praying that his sweat wouldn’t drip through the grate and give him away. He wiped his face with his shirt and listened.
“But the car won’t be ready tomorrow,” Mr. Braddock said.
“Then we can take a taxi to Greenport. We should’ve gone with that man on the road. What did he say to you, anyway?”
A sigh. “You won’t believe it, but he actually said there’s something in the water in Dunbury. Oh, it’s just an expression. Said Dunbury folk are strange; they shun outsiders. But he couldn’t be more wrong about that; the Shaynes couldn’t be any kinder. It would be rude to leave now. And who knows what he thought he had to gain by taking us to Greenport.”
“Bill, I don’t want to be rude either, but something is off in this place. It’s been a scorcher of a day, but I’ve felt cold since we got here.”
“You’re just tired and stressed, dear. You’ll feel better tomorrow.”
“Are you even listening to me? You didn’t taste the water. You had beer.”
“What are you suggesting, Angela? That they tried to poison you?”
“Of course not. It’s nothing John or Sarah said or did. It’s just… strange things adding up to make me uneasy.”
“Well, give me an example.”
“You’ll say I’m imagining things.”
“I won’t. I promise.”
She sighed. “First it was the women at the soda fountain across the street from the garage. No one said a word to me the whole time I was there. You know me, I tried to make conversation but they just stared.”
“That’s it?”
“And I thought I saw something slimy in one of their water glasses. I tried to put it out of my mind but then when I came up here to lie down tonight, I opened the wrong door. It had to be the old woman’s room, the boarder who doesn’t take meals with them. She wasn’t in the room—thank goodness because I might’ve screamed. But there was a water glass on the bedside table with a set of dentures in it and I swear to God there was something black and slimy in the water behind the teeth like… like a baby eel or something. And I could feel it watching me. It felt like a mad dog behind a picket fence.” 
“Are you sure?” Mr. Braddock’s voice was tinged with revolted fascination.
“We can make some excuse, Bill. We’ll never see these people again. Let’s just be on our way in the morning, please.”
Tommy heard the muffled sound of his mother calling for him and rubbed the grate impressions out of his cheek. Mrs. Braddock had spoken quickly like she needed to spill it all out before she changed her mind. She sounded scared and desperate. And now, as if her fear and bellyache were contagious, Tommy felt queasy. He scampered back down the ladder, wiping the sweat from his brow. 
Later, lying in bed, Tommy listened for the sound of his brother’s return. Michael would make sense of it all. He’d point out the obvious and make Tommy feel stupid for not seeing it. Michael would dispel the cloying shadows clamoring for space in Tommy’s mind in the sweltering summer night. But sleep embraced him before comfort could.
—
Tommy’s next sighting of his older brother wasn’t as welcome as he’d expected it to be in the dark watches of the night. He had begun the day by leading the Braddocks—who looked neat and unperturbed, if a little stiff in the hair as if they hadn’t showered—to the train station. Their intention was to ride one stop to Beverly for lunch and window shopping while their car was fixed. But when the third train in a row rumbled past the weedy station in a rush of wailing whistle and billowing steam, Mr. Braddock kicked the gravel and asked Tommy to lead them to the best eatery in Dunbury. That was the Fishtale Diner, of course. 
No sooner had the waitress clothes-pinned their order of burgers and fries to the string in the kitchen window and set their bottled Cokes on the counter than Michael Shayne pushed through the door and scanned the room, his brow darkening when his gaze settled on his younger brother. He strode across the room and clapped Tommy on the shoulder, swiveling him on his stool, away from the counter. 
“There you are. I’ve been all over town lookin’ for you. ’Scuse me, Mr. and Mrs. Braddock, I’m Michael. It’s awful kind of you to feed my little brother, but Mama sent me to fetch him with apologies. He never should’ve imposed on you.”
“Oh, it’s no imposition at all,” Mr. Braddock said. “We wanted to thank him for his roadside assistance.”
“All the same, sir, Tommy has chores to do and shouldn’t have gone out before they were done. I’ll be taking him home or it’ll be my hide. Nice meeting you both.”
Michael pulled Tommy off the stool and marched him out the door into the blazing heat.
“You can’t go running off with strangers, Tommy. Pa’ll whip you.” 
“They ain’t strangers. They’re staying at our house.”
“Still, you only just met ’em yesterday. They’re not from around here and the only thing bigger than your appetite is your mouth.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Michael glanced around. “It means you’re liable to go and say something that Ma and Pa wouldn’t approve of. They’ve always said it’s delicate business dealing with out-of-towners.”
“Well I don’t know why it should be. They seem awful nice. I figured if I showed them around, it might put them at ease and they’d stay longer. That’d be good for business, right?”
Michael ruffled Tommy’s hair as they walked, then pulled his hand away and theatrically shook off the sweat. “I guess your heart’s in the right place, but running out the door yelling over your shoulder doesn’t cut it. You been told a hundred times you need to check first before doing anything with guests. And what do you mean about putting them at ease, anyway? You have some reason to think they’re not?”
They had left the center of town and were passing under the shade trees that lined Prospect Street. Tommy stepped off the sidewalk to kick a crushed can down the road. It clattered away to a satisfying distance and he sprinted after it for a follow-up.
“I’m talking to you, squirt. You kick that thing one more time and I’ll kick your keister all the way home. What are they uneasy about?”
Tommy slumped his shoulders and waited for Michael to catch up. “Someone told ’em the Dunbury water’s bad and Angela—I mean Mrs. Braddock—didn’t feel well last night. I think she has a case of nerves ’cause she’s on her honeymoon but she also thought the water tasted bad, and she was bothered about the ladies at the soda fountain giving her the silent treatment.”
“Boy, she must really confide in you. The water, huh?”
Tommy nodded. They had stopped walking at the corner of Athol and Main and Tommy’s eyes drifted up to the rusty water tower on Ward Hill. 
“You ever hear those rumors?” Tommy asked.
Michael shrugged and started across the street. “Everybody has,” he said over his shoulder. 
“So there’s something to it?” Tommy trotted to keep up. His brother seemed suddenly determined to get home at a brisker pace. 
Tommy caught up at the next corner and tugged Michael’s shirt, turning him around. 
“All the kids who play ball on the hill have heard the tower groaning. And I know you helped the men do something up there that night when it got real bad. What is it, Michael? Tell me.”
Michael looked at the tower and his eye twitched. “I can’t talk about it.”
“It’s about the women, isn’t it? How they’re different?”
“Tommy… you’ll find out when the time is right. At the festival if Pa doesn’t talk to you sooner. You can wait a day, can’t you?”
“Why at the festival?”
“You were too young last time so you probably don’t remember. Just have a little patience. You’ll find out when the time is right, like everybody does.”
“Michael?”
“Yeah, squirt?”
“I’m scared.”
—
On Saturday morning, Tommy was tasked with washing the pickup truck to get it ready for the parade. He thought his father might check in to critique his work, but Papa took Mr. Braddock to Geritson’s garage to check on the Bonneville while Mama took Mrs. Braddock to church to watch her ladies’ choir practice and pick up some things that needed polishing for the festival.
Tommy contemplated the gray soapy water in the bucket with suspicion.
It was the only water he had ever known, besides the briny ocean, and it looked to him like water always had. He’d bathed in it from infancy, been baptized in it, and quenched his thirst with it every day of his life. If it had a smell he could barely detect it.
The truck was dry and shining in the evening sun when the ladies returned home. The men had come back with the Bonneville about an hour prior and were smoking on the porch when the women walked up carrying silk hatboxes by the strings. When they reached the steps, Mr. Braddock rose from his rocking chair and swept his arm in a grand gesture toward the car parked in front of the inn. “Your chariot awaits, my dear. And the White Mountains beckon.”
Watching from the side of the house on his way to dump the bucket of suds, Tommy thought Mrs. Braddock looked pleased, but not as relieved as he’d expected.
“That’s wonderful,” she said.
“I haven’t packed our luggage yet,” Mr. Braddock said. “But with the late sunset, we still might make it before dark.”
“Don’t be foolish,” Mamma said. “You must stay for dinner.”
“Actually,” Angela said, lacing her fingers together and swiveling on her heel, “I wondered if we might stay for the festival tomorrow.”
Mr. Braddock took the hatbox from her and set it on the porch. Placing his hand at the small of her back, he led her around the other side of the house, his voice growing faint as he began: “Possibly we could, but we’ve already paid a deposit in Conway, and time is ticking…”
Tommy jogged down the corridor of shade between the house and the hedges and was concealed by the azalea bushes before the couple reached the backyard.
“…thought you wanted to leave here as soon as possible.”
“Perhaps I was jumping at shadows. It’s been an emotional week. A wonderful week, but suddenly we’d gone from being overwhelmed with friends and family to being alone in a strange town. Maybe I was overly sensitive.”
They stopped walking when they reached the crabapple tree. The fallen fruit lay scattered and decaying in a pungent pulp at their feet. Bill Braddock touched his wife’s chin and tilted it upward to look into her eyes. “What’s changed?”
“Sarah says the festival is not to be missed, and it’s only one more day. Maybe providence stranded us here so we’d have the chance to add something special to our trip. And the ladies choir, Bill—they were magnificent.”
“I thought the Dunbury women were giving you the silent treatment.”
“I was mistaken. The church is a strange denomination. Many of the women take a vow of silence later in life. It’s a peculiar custom, I know. But no more odd than how the Amish live. So you see it was nothing personal. Sarah explained it to me. And Bill, you should hear them sing. You should go to the festival just to hear them sing. It’s majestic and sublime, like all the peaks and valleys of the deep blue sea.”
He brushed a lock of golden hair from her temple, leaned in and kissed her on the mouth, lingering for a long moment.
In the bushes, Tommy held his breath.
Mr. Braddock jerked and pushed his wife away, unlocking his mouth from hers with a mangled moan. He wiped his hand across his lips and it came away bloody. “Jesus Christ!” he spat, and buckled over retching at the ground between his feet. 
She watched him, her arm extended in his direction, delicate fingers splayed and reaching for but not touching him.
“What the hell is in your mouth?”
She brought her fingers to her lips, pinched her tongue and pulled it out. It had a dark gray pallor, almost blue, and it kept coming and coming, far longer than it should be able, curling around her fingers. Tommy was seized with the need to urinate, but he couldn’t look away. Bill Braddock’s back was up against the tree now, his heels grinding pulped crabapples into the earth, his face contorted with horror. Tommy had the feeling the man might scurry up into the boughs to get away from his wife, or break and run, like he should be doing right now. But both man and boy remained paralyzed in place.
Angela removed her tongue and offered it to her husband. It wriggled and pulsed on her porcelain palm. Tommy couldn’t make out the details across the yard, but it looked like an eel or a giant grub. After displaying the thing, she sucked it back in and Tommy realized that she needed it to speak.
“It’s the town’s gift,” she said. “It’s alive, Bill. At first I thought it was a canker sore, but it ate my tongue while I slept and made a nest from the roots. I was terrified at first, but it sucked the fear right out of me. And I’ll be able to sing like them soon—the oldest, most beautiful song. What a lullaby for our babies that will be.”
—
Tommy tossed and turned in the hot night. He drifted in and out of a disquieting dream in which his mother served a cauldron of wriggling creatures at the big table. He opened his mouth to scream, but what came out was a flowing stream of glossolalia like the alien syllables he’d heard a southern preacher gibbering on a radio station that crackled in and out in the sweltering Chevy when they’d taken that trip to Florida to visit his great-grandmother.
He woke glazed in sweat, heart racing, breath hitching in his chest, and ran his tongue over his teeth. He sat up and touched his tongue, shivered with relief when it didn’t bite his finger. He kicked off the tangled sheet and shuffled out of bed, following the faint aroma of tobacco to his bedroom window.
The moon was almost full. By its light he could read the hands of his bedside clock: 2:40.
It was too late for his parents to be up, and apart from Mrs. Ruess the Braddocks were the only boarders in residence. He put his ear to the screen and listened, but heard no voices from the porch below. The smoke didn’t smell like Papa’s, and Tommy imagined that Bill Braddock was probably down there riding out a sleepless night. He pulled a t-shirt on over his boxer shorts and crept down the stairs, avoiding the creaky boards with a practiced step. 
He opened the screen door to the porch gently and took a seat beside Bill Braddock, who gave no sign of recognizing his presence. The man reminded Tommy of the seated pose manikins he’d seen at Osgood’s, his eyes fixed on some distant point in the night, his cigarette dwindling under a long plug of ash on the arm of the chair, threatening to burn his fingers.
Tommy cleared his throat. Mr. Braddock knocked off the ash and took a drag.
“Are you okay, sir?” Tommy asked.
Braddock squinted and shook his head slowly, his eyes still fixed ahead through the thinning pall of smoke.
“You have trouble sleeping? I know I sure did. Had a nightmare wake me up.”
No reply.
“At least it’s cooler out here,” Tommy said.
Small talk wasn’t going to reach this guy. His state reminded Tommy of what they called shellshock in the movies. Tommy drew a deep breath and tried a different tack. “I saw you under the crabapple tree today. When Mrs. Braddock kissed you.”
That got his attention. His eyes swiveled and locked on Tommy. “Do you know what happened to her? Do you know what’s going on in this town?”
“No sir.”
“Bullshit. You were born and raised here. We never wanted any trouble. Never meant to pry into anyone’s secrets. Now… I can’t even lie in that bed beside her. I should have listened to the good Samaritan on the road, but you… you were so willing to help.” His voice took on a steely edge. “Did you lay a trap for us, boy?”
“No, sir. I swear I didn’t! I don’t know what happened to Mrs. Braddock. I swear to God, I don’t. But I’m ascairt of it too.” 
Tommy felt his lip trembling and tried to keep from crying in front of the man. He recovered and finished: “And I’m afraid to ask my folks about it in case they’re in on a wicked secret. It’s making me sick, sir. It truly is.”
Braddock crushed his cigarette in the glass ashtray on the arm of his chair and drew another from the pack of Pall Malls poking out of his shirt pocket. His eyes returned to the horizon as he squinted and lit the cigarette and Tommy finally recognized the focus of the man’s gaze: the town water tower silhouetted against the lowering moon. 
“Something in the water,” Braddock murmured. “Something…”
“It groans,” Tommy said.
“Huh?”
“The water tower. Sometimes it’s quiet and sometimes it groans. I heard it groaning some days ago. I think it’s to do with the festival.”
Mr. Braddock considered this for a long moment and then asked, “How does it groan, Tommy? Like metal stretching or like an animal?”
“Uh… to me it sounds like a voice, like a whale song I heard on a phonograph mixed with something deeper like a mad elephant might make. But it’s kinda sad, too.”
Mr. Braddock’s face glowed red in the light of the cigarette cherry, and the deep shadows of his brow made his face look fierce. “That .22 shotgun your Pa keeps on pegs over the hearth… do you know where to find shells for it?”
Tommy felt like he’d swallowed an ice cube, but he nodded. “There’s a box in the bottom drawer of his toolbox.”
Mr. Braddock leaned forward and stamped out his smoke. His breath smelled like gin, tobacco and something sour when he spoke. Tommy thought it might be the gut-eating smell of fear itself. “If you want to help me put an end to this wickedness, son, you go and fetch them.”
—
The moon dissolved in a sea of haze over Ward Hill, a picture of perfect stillness in the deep night but for the shapes of man and boy ascending the dome to the water tower at the summit. The boy carried a rifle, the man a gas can. As the pair approached the tower, their pace flagged under the weight of the unearthly din emanating from the tank. The town seemed as distant to them as the moon in that moment, just a scattering of yellow pools of light in the gloom below. A dog barked from a far off yard, its warnings almost drowned by the knee-buckling groans issuing from the rust-stained tank. 
Tommy stopped walking, planted the stock of his father’s shotgun in the dirt at his feet, and holding it by the barrel, gazed up at the hemisphere of rivet-studded metal.
“It’s bigger than it looks from down there, but it doesn’t look big enough to hold water for the whole town,” he said.
“It doesn’t,” Mr. Braddock replied. “If Dunbury’s like most towns, you have a reservoir and a filtering station. Most of the water in your pipes comes from the reservoir pump houses, but some of it gets pumped up into this tank every day. When there’s a peak in use—like every morning when most folks are running showers and making breakfast—the tower provides the extra water to fill the demand. It’s also there in case an emergency knocks out power for the pumps. That’s why it’s high up on stilts. The hill helps, too. It adds pressure so gravity can carry the water through the system.”
“How do you know all that?”
“I’m an architect. I had to learn about utilities in college.”
“Oh. Are you going to build your own house, now that you’re married?”
Tommy could see Mr. Braddock’s Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. “I don’t know if that’s in the cards anymore, Tommy.”
“So… did you decide which you want to do?”
“I need to see what’s in there, first. You don’t have to climb up with me. But I need to see the thing that poisoned my bride. I know it’s not just some sort of bacteria. Whatever’s in there, it might be spawning microorganisms, but it’s not small. Nothing small makes a racket like that.”
Tommy nodded.
“Well I’m going to put an end to it.” Braddock wrapped a rag from his pocket around a stick he’d picked up at the base of the hill and tied it tight, then unscrewed the cap on the gas can and sloshed some fuel onto the cotton. The sharp odor of the fumes flooded Tommy’s sinuses and he swooned.
“A torch? What about the flashlight?”
“Beasts don’t like fire. It’ll give me a gander at the inside of the tank and keep whatever’s in there at bay. Then I can decide if I want to shoot it, drain the tank, or incinerate it.” 
Braddock slid the barrel of the rifle through his belt like a sword and climbed with the unlit torch in his mouth. Tommy thought he looked like a pirate boarding a ship. When he reached the steel grate platform that ringed the circumference of the tank, he produced a coil of twine, tied one end around the railing, and dropped the rest down. Tommy tied it to the handle of the gas can and snapped off a salute to the tower. Braddock hauled the can up and set it down on the grate before biting the torch again and climbing the second stretch of ladder to the hatch on the conical roof.
The groaning had not ceased entirely, but it had quieted, as if whatever lived in the tank were listening to the footsteps on the rungs. Before he had time to reconsider, Tommy grabbed hold of the bars and climbed to the platform. He didn’t know what he could do if Mr. Braddock needed help, but at least up here it would take less time to come to his aid. 
A whooshing sound filled the air above Tommy’s head, accompanied by a flare of yellow light. Braddock had lit the torch. Tommy craned his neck, but the bulk of the water tank obstructed his view. The squeal of stubborn hinges sang out and he knew the hatch was open.
The silence that followed was excruciating. All groans, metallic and organic, had ceased and now the light faded as Braddock lowered the torch into the hole. 
Tommy wondered how high the water level was inside. If it went down every morning, was it replenished to its highest point by this hour of the night? He didn’t know if that was good or bad.
A wavering moan drifted down from the peak. It had to be Braddock’s voice, but it had the timbre of a child’s cry of fear. Heart pounding, Tommy started up the second ladder but paused when he didn’t find Braddock’s feet on the rungs above him. Cool dread seeped under his skin.
Water sloshed in the tank with a thrash and clang and he almost let go, almost plummeted to the ground below. 
“Mr. Braddock?”
Legs shaking wildly, Tommy completed the climb and found Braddock crouched on the roof, in the dark, the rifle in his white-knuckled hand aimed into the hole. He shot Tommy a terrified glance, and in that flicker of an instant when his eyes were diverted, something black and sinuous whipped out of the hatch, wrapped around the barrel of the gun, and pulled the man into the tank with a splash and a yelp that echoed for half a second, then went mute.
Tommy scurried down to the platform and stood frozen, staring at the tank, listening.
Silence.
“Mr. Braddock?” His voice was barely strong enough to travel to his own ears, never mind those of the man inside the tank, in the water. A long moment passed in which the only sound was the baying of that distant dog, now mournful and anxious. Tommy took a step toward the tank, his shoe dragging on the scaffolding grate. He placed his hand on the cold rusty metal and then pressed his ear against it. 
Something massive struck the metal shell from within, ringing the tank like a bell and Tommy jumped, flailed, and clutched at the railing behind him. The clang had been so loud he marveled at the absence of an outward bulging dent. He looked at the gas can beside his feet. Mr. Braddock couldn’t be alive in there, but something malevolent surely was. Tommy couldn’t believe what he was contemplating doing. Did he have the moxie to set fire to the tower? It would be a beacon to the whole town. Until now he had been a stealthy accomplice to an adult, but to carry on without Braddock… 
His eyes pricked on the verge of tears. His breath rasped in short, shallow cycles.
Then he remembered that the lighter was in Mr. Braddock’s pocket with his cigarettes. He couldn’t light the fuel even if he wanted to. The realization that the last option was out of reach flooded him with relief. He moved to untie the rope connecting the gas can to the railing but remembered there would be no returning his father’s rifle to the pegs over the hearth, either. Best to let all of the missing goods go missing with Mr. Braddock. Best to get down the ladder and down the hill with wings on his heels.
—
On Festival Day, Tommy woke from a paltry stretch of restless sleep and plodded to the bathroom. By force of habit he put toothpaste on his brush and ran the sink, but before he’d put his brush under the tap, he detected a pinkish hue in the stream and shut it off as his heart fell through his feet.
He dressed without showering, dragged a comb across his cowlick, and gave up when it wouldn’t yield. He could hear the bustle of breakfast down in the dining room and girded himself for the interrogation that would await him if his father had noticed any signs of his complicity in Mr. Braddock’s disappearance. Tommy lingered at the top of the stairs, listening, and was surprised to find that none of the voices below carried urgency or worry. He descended the steps with a dreamlike slowness, his hand dragging on the bannister, and stood in the kitchen doorway. The ladies were having toast and tea while Michael chased his scrambled eggs and bacon with black coffee.
“I thought you’d never wake,” his mother said. “Take a seat and have a bite. Quickly now, we have a big day ahead and can’t be late.”
“Where’s Papa and Mr. Braddock?”
“Your father ate early and took the truck for parade setup. Mr. Braddock’s probably gone for a stroll. I’m sure he’ll be back soon if he wants to join us for the festival.”
Was that a look of caution Michael shot at Mama? 
Angela Braddock, who had been staring into her teacup as if she could divine the future in it, now raised it and took a sip. Tommy thought of the water that had been boiled to make the brew and suppressed a shudder.
—
The parade rolled through town under a robin’s egg blue sky, the cars and pickup trucks trailing black streamers and bearing effigies of the Gods enswathed in clouds of pungent incense. Even the vehicles that lacked elaborate decorations were emblazoned with thorny sigils soaped on the windows. Michael drove the family Chevy with Mama in the shotgun seat. Tommy sat in the back next to Mrs. Braddock, who hadn’t spoken all morning, although at times he thought he detected a faint, mournful melody from her direction, hummed softly through closed lips. They cruised down Main Street at the tail end of the procession, then turned onto the four-mile stretch of unnamed road that meandered past derelict cottages, bait shops, and wind-lashed crab grass to the dunes of Dunbury Beach.
The salt air was humid and brisk. The canvas food tents rippled and snapped in the ocean breeze but held their ground by virtue of deep stakes. Tommy could taste the aromas of fried dough and spiced calamari on that wind, mingling with the darker scents of incense plumes rising from iron braziers placed at intervals along the shore. 
At low tide the beach was a vast stretch of smooth, damp sand reaching down to the languid surf, littered here and there with empty lobster traps and kelp-encrusted rope, but mostly clean, groomed by the sea, and cool under bare feet. The children ran and splashed and screamed. A paper kite in the shape of Dagon swooped, climbed and dove, inscribing circles and barbs in the sky at the end of a length of twine, like the script of some arcane alphabet. The seagulls kept their distance, despite the fragrant promise of scraps, and no sails shone on the horizon.
At dusk, the women’s choir gathered at the waterline in their black frocks, their heads adorned with the dazzling silver diadems they had kept concealed in their silk hat boxes until the appointed hour. Tommy’s father appeared behind him and clapped him on the back. “Listen well, son. You won’t hear this music again for some years,” he said and gave Tommy’s shoulder a squeeze before continuing down the beach to take his place with the other husbands. Tommy looked around for Mrs. Braddock. He didn’t find her in the gathering crowd, but when he turned to look up the beach, his brother was looming over him. 
“Looking for Mr. Braddock?” Michael asked.
Tommy shook his head.
“Didn’t think so. I saw you two on Ward Hill last night. Don’t worry, I told Pa about Bill, but not his little helper.”
“Michael?”
“Yeah?”
“What’s gonna happen?”
“It’s part of growing up, that’s all. You learn things you didn’t need to know before.”
“Like what?”
“Just remember that Ma loves you, even if she can’t tell you the same as before.”
“Is she taking the vow?”
“Already has. Now all that’s left is the offering.” 
Tommy looked at the bonfires and thought about scenes of human sacrifice he’d seen in comics. “What’s the offering?”
“They give their voices to the sea. It’s an honor for every family that has a lady in the choir. No one knows why the water chooses a woman to be a host, but you should be proud of Mama. Mrs. Ruess, too. That’s two from our own house, and Mrs. Braddock’ll be next. Maybe she’ll decide to stay with us.”
Now Tommy spotted Angela Braddock at the other end of the horseshoe crowd, her hair whipping in the wind. “If she was chosen, why isn’t she in the choir?”
“Her turn will come next time, probably. How long the gestation takes is different for every woman; how much time the passenger needs to soak up their dark feelings. I thought it might never happen for Mrs. Ruess. But Angela will need time to learn the songs, too.” Michael looked at Tommy severely. “Good thing for you that fool didn’t get lucky last night. We’re all blessed in our home and don’t you forget it.”
The women sang and Tommy’s arms broke out in gooseflesh. Something immense and mottled rolled in the churning water beyond the sandbar. They sang and their song was as beautiful as it was mournful; a lilting, yearning melody that stirred the air with its dark currents, and yet, Tommy felt that it was shot through with a trembling blue light at its upper reaches, and a green phosphorescence in its minor key depths. The tide rolled in as they sang, and the waves dressed their black frocks with a lace of foam. They joined hands and waded in to the edge of the drop. Tommy remembered the first time he’d slipped off of it into the deeper water. The shortest of the women were up to their necks when the song reached its final cadence and lingered on a long, disquieting chord.
And in the dimming of the day, the choir bowed to the rising moon and gave their borrowed tongues back to the water.








 SHUG
John F.D. Taff
Vesta wanted to find a word she could use with him, some small endearment. Something to take the place of the name he didn’t have or wouldn’t tell her. Something that would sound as nice being called from the porch when dinner was ready or whispered across a pillow while the sweat cooled on their skin.
Something that wouldn’t remind her of Cyrus, mustn’t remind her of him.
Cyrus had been her “Hun,” short for honey.
He would be “Shug,” short for sugar.
But also, she realized, it was so close to that word he’d whispered to her in the field, whispered over the pulsing, mewling blue thing that squirmed atop his open palm.
Shug.
—
Cyrus had asked her to marry him back in ’40. He’d inherited some land from his dad and intended to go straight into farming it. She’d known him since grade school; he was just a year or two older than her. Quiet, lean and handsome in a blunt, masculine way, with worn features, a pug nose from a fight in his teens. Wavy dark hair, a pencil-thin mustache and big, calloused hands from chores on his daddy’s farm. 
They’d dated cautiously for a year, and as Hitler marched into Norway, she’d said yes. They had a small ceremony at the courthouse in Jackson, a one-day honeymoon in Springfield, then an idyllic year in the small farmhouse outside Odetta. Early mornings spent milking cows and attending to chickens, afternoons cleaning and doing laundry, making supper. Evenings on the porch looking at the stars or in the sitting room listening to Amos ’n Andy or Abbott & Costello. 
Later, holding each other in bed, under quilts her own grandmother had made, his huge hands sliding over her naked skin, leaving a wake of goose bumps in their passing. Talking of trips they’d take, things they’d do, children they’d make.
But in the winter of 1941, that all changed. To Vesta, Hawaii might just as well have been the moon; the Japanese, Martians. How could a place, people so far away they almost seemed fictional have such a profound effect on their little community smack dab in the center of the United States of America?
How could they have such a profound effect on their little lives, Cyrus and Vesta?
But they did.
That March, after making arrangements with his family to watch over the farm in his absence, Cyrus left to join the army. Even before President Roosevelt’s speech, before the declaration of war against Germany and the Empire of Japan, the army had begun, slowly at first, to swell its ranks through conscription. But after all this, it gulped men in, and not just as draftees.
Cyrus had volunteered, had kept it secret, at least initially, from his family, from Vesta. He spent his last night in Odetta, curled in bed with his sobbing wife. She was stunned by his announcement, the question mark it now left on the sentence of their young lives together. 
Where would he go? What would he do? 
When would he return?
And, of course, the unspoken question.
Would he return?
Everything from there on out was unknown, and the gulf that left, the yawning chasm now opened at Vesta’s feet, frightened her more than anything else in her young life.
But her fear hadn’t prevented him from leaving.
For the next few years, he sent her letters, pictures.
Sometime late in 1944, during the Battle of the Bulge, Cyrus was shot by a German soldier. At least that’s what they thought. They never recovered his body. What came home was an empty coffin, a folded flag and a letter from President Roosevelt.
A few months later, the war in Europe was over, and after a few more, so, too, was the war in Japan. Within a season, most of the men returned home, and life went on.
But not for Vesta.
Cyrus had left her with a house, with some land, but nothing much to remember him by.
Certainly not a child, not one. Now, there’d never be one.
She took over the running of the farm from Cyrus’s family, but did so with no great energy or love for the job. As years passed, she sold off chunks of it here and there, more so to unburden herself than for any financial need.
—
Seeds.

Shug had showed her seeds, a few held in the open palm of his hand. That hand, so soft in all the right places, so calloused in all the right places, that hand that, just an hour or so earlier had cupped her in its palm, had… 
Vesta cleared her throat, wiped her hand across her brow.
Why was it so beastly hot out here, and nearly October?
Opening her eyes, she looked at the two or three seeds he held. She was no farmer, but these were like no seeds she’d ever seen.
They were bigger in her limited experience than other seeds, almost… plump. And they were blue, blue like the skin of a blueberry, but powdery like moth’s wings, iridescent. As he rolled them back and forth in his palm, they left a bluish, chalky residue.
“What are they?” she asked, extending a finger to poke at one.
“Seeds. Got ’em in Europe after the war. Go ahead, touch ’em.”
Her finger prodded one, and it gave against her fingertip, as if it were filled with something liquid.
“Careful,” he cautioned, closing his hands delicately around them. “Don’t want to bust ’em or anything.”
“Whatever are they for?” she said, staring at his partially closed fist. “And what are you doing with them?”
“Planting them, darlin’.”
“Now? It’ll be October soon. Getting late, even for winter wheat. And they’re… what?”
“Not to worry about it,” he said, kissing her forehead. “I risked a lot to bring them here, to get them out of… well, where I found them. The war left a lot of wreckage behind.”
He lifted her chin with a finger, looked into her eyes.
“But it unearthed a lot of treasures, too, secret things, knowledge from a long time ago. Stuff that can help us get back on our feet, rule the world in ways we can’t even imagine. The way we’re destined to.”
Vesta stared at him for a moment, then slapped at the center of his chest.
“You’re always kidding me, Shug,” she said, turning toward the house. “Lunch’ll be ready around noon. Don’t you dare be late.”
As she walked away, a shiver rippled through her, caused her to lose her footing a little on the path.
She hoped he hadn’t noticed, because she was more than a little troubled.
When she’d slapped at him, when her hand had made contact with the flat of his sternum, she’d had to hold her breath to keep in a cry of disgust.
Rather than hard bone beneath his skin, she’d felt it give way, felt the flesh beneath squelch around her palm like cooked oatmeal in a sack.
Or like one of those seeds.
—
By 1950, she had only about 100 acres and the farmhouse left. His parents had died in ’47, gutted by the loss of Cyrus and his only brother during the war. With neither producing children, the family effectively ended. Vesta was an only child, born to older parents. Her own father had passed shortly after she’d been married, and her mother joined him in the winter of ’48.
With no family anymore, Vesta became disinterested in farming, or much of anything. She neglected to hire hands, shooed away those who came, unbidden, seeking work.
So, the spring of ’50 came with nothing planted in the untilled ground. Fencing around the property fell into disrepair, and the house had taken an air of uncared-for dilapidation. Weeds choked the flowers in the beds near the front walkway. Chickens ran the yard untended, and the barn needed nails and a new coat of paint.
Things were moving away from her; she could feel that. But she didn’t much care one way or the other. It just didn’t mean anything anymore. 
There was a new mood in the country, and she could feel it in town when she went in to buy her few groceries or pick up the infrequent mail. It was new energy, a new optimism. The United States had just won the war, and it had given people the feeling they could do anything, accomplish anything. This contagious optimism seemed to infect everyone… except Vesta. 
She was as unmoved as if she’d been inoculated against it. 
—
On a Tuesday morning in late September, Vesta sat in her rocker on the front porch as she did most days now, her eyes closed, feeling the sun on her face. The sky was clear, and the air had that promise of coolness a good fall day can wear.
As she sat drowsing, she heard an unfamiliar sound. Opening her eyes, shielding them from the bright sun, she saw an indistinct figure walking down the road, heat haze warping its shape as it approached. The sound was the crunching of its feet on the gravel road that led to Vesta’s home.
She shifted forward in her rocker, squinted.
The sun reflecting off the pale gravel made it hard for her to be sure, but it looked to be a man. Vesta rubbed at her eyes, watched carefully as the shape came nearer, took on definition.
It was a man, tall, lean, wearing a pair of denim overalls, a white t-shirt, a battered fedora, knapsack slung over his shoulders. Another man seeking employment, another migrant looking for a few bucks. Someone who would offer to paint the barn or fix the sagging fencing in exchange for a hot meal or enough money to get one.
As he came close, though, turning off the road and onto her front lawn, something changed. Vesta leaned forward again, this time involuntarily, stopped breathing for the space of a few seconds.
The dark shape of the man came into sharp focus, limned by the too bright sun. He seemed relatively young, perhaps twenty-five years old. 
And he was beautiful.
Beauty wasn’t something she was accustomed to in a man. Her limited experience had shown her that they generally fell into four basic groups—cute in an almost feminine way, plain, handsome in a very masculine way or ugly. She had never encountered beauty in a man, and surely not a kind of beauty that wasn’t, in some measure at least, feminine.
He stepped onto the lawn, walked slowly toward the porch where she sat, trying not to stare at him.
His hair was blonde and curly. His shoulders were broad, his neck thick. His arms and torso were well muscled, but not overly so. His skin was dusky, tanned from what she imagined were long hours working in the sun.
As he stopped at the bottom of the steps, she could see his eyes were a pale blue-grey. A curious smile played on his full lips.
“Morning, ma’am,” he said, removing his hat and holding it over his chest. The golden ringlets of his hair caught the sun, sparkled. “Just seein’ if you might have any work for a man like me. Some things you might need done.”
The wry smile he wore flickered across his face, and for a moment Vesta imagined that he meant a whole lot more than what he was saying.
She opened her mouth to reply, found that she had not taken a breath in a minute or so. Swallowing and trying not to gulp, she nodded before gathering the words to answer him.
“I just might,” she said, surprising even herself. “I just might at that. Where you coming from, mister…?”
“Oh, from here and there, down the road apiece,” he said. “Just trying to find a place where I’m needed. Folks in town told me that you might be looking for help.”
Vesta licked her lips. “They did, did they? Well, I don’t take to gossipy people in town talking about me. How could they possibly know…?”
“Said your husband was killed in the war, and that you had some land you might need help with. Figured I’d at least stop by and ask.”
She stared at the man, suddenly feeling the heat close on her.
“Well,” she found herself saying. “As it so happens, I’ve got some fencing down here and there around the property. I could use someone who could fix that. Might be worth a few dollars, maybe a few meals. If you’re interested? Mister…?” 
The man smiled. “Sounds like a deal, ma’am! Just point me in the direction, and I’ll get started.”
Vesta stood, pointed toward the barn. “You’ll find tools and such in the barn, everything you’ll need. Fence starts over the hill behind the barn. You can see for yourself what needs to be fixed. Mister…?”
“Great. I’ll just get started then,” he said, moving off toward the barn.
She watched him, flummoxed at why she had agreed so quickly and a bit annoyed that he ignored her attempts to get a name out of him.
“Well, wait a minute,” she huffed, leaning against the porch railing and glaring at him. “What do I call you?”
“Oh, whatever you like suits me just fine,” he turned back to her, winking.
She didn’t see him again the entire remainder of the day.
—
Late that afternoon, as if falling back into habits forgotten almost a decade earlier, Vesta began supper. She hadn’t really cooked, not like this at least, since Cyrus was here. She was surprised, at some level, she even had the necessary items in the necessary quantities to produce a meal.
The cast iron skillet came out. Chicken was cut up, dredged, arranged in the frying pan. Potatoes were peeled, boiled, mashed. Okra was cooked, along with a canned jar of the last of the green beans plucked from the overgrown garden out back. She did each of these things as her mother had taught her, cleaned up as she went. 
The dining room table was set with the nice china, the pattern she’d begun collecting a plate at a time from the Esso station each time Cyrus would take the Ford up to fill the tank. She’d only collected three place settings before he’d disappeared into the dark forests of Germany, but they’d do.
She had a pitcher of ice tea and another of lemonade in the icebox, and a strawberry cake cooling on her mother’s crystal cake stand on the buffet. Remembering the recipe as though it were written down, she made boiled icing, frosted the cake with it, licking the spatula clean when she was finished.
Vesta occupied herself so thoroughly with these tasks that she barely had time to acknowledge the butterflies in her stomach, the queer, girlish anticipation that bubbled inside her as she waited for the unnamed man to appear. She washed her hands primly at the kitchen sink, looked out the window at the roll of the hill that separated the yard proper from the fields.
He appeared then, silhouetted against the setting sun.
Again, her nerves jangled at the beauty of the man, the absolute breathtaking presence of him, and she smoothed the lines of her housedress with shaking hands. She went to the backdoor with a glass of lemonade, for what man doesn’t crave a sweating, cold glass of lemonade after a hard, hot day of work?
Bumping the screen door open with her hip, she practically skipped down the steps and out the back gate. When she saw him at the pump handle, she nearly dropped the glass, fainted dead away.
He was shirtless and slick, water sluicing over his smooth, well-muscled form. The sun glistened in each and every drop of water that clung to his skin, slid across his chest.
Grabbing the dipper in a nearby bucket, totally unaware that he was being watched, he raised it over his head, upended it. Silver water poured onto his head, dampening the gold of his curls. Then he shook like some great, shaggy dog, and the spray formed a golden halo around him, flashing in the fire of the sun.
Something, an arc of electricity or a skein of fire, something powerful and branching swept through Vesta, igniting every nerve along its path, seeming to shoot from the very roots of her hair.
And she cried out, a nervous, keening bird call of a cry.
He looked then, let the dipper fall back into the bucket with a clatter.
“Oh, sorry,” he said, and she knew that he had clearly known she’d been observing him, even ogling him. “Just cleaning up a bit before I go.”
“Go?” she squawked. “But I’ve made dinner…”
“I’d be honored,” he said, stepping forward, still shoeless, shirtless, reaching toward her.
Vesta closed her eyes.
“Is that for me?” he asked.
Yes.
She felt his hand over hers, dry yet strangely soft. It plucked the sweat-dewed glass from her, and she opened her eyes, a bit startled.
“Delicious,” he said, draining its contents, yet clearly, palpably meaning something else.
She accepted the empty glass. “Plenty more where that came from.”
He smiled, and it was like the smile of the sun god, gentle and beneficent.
“I hope so. Give me a minute here to make myself presentable, and I’ll be in shortly.”
“Mister, presentable is not something you have to work too hard for,” she said, then slapped a hand over her mouth, her cheeks radiating heat.
Before he could respond, she fled back down the path and into the house.
—
Dinner that evening was mostly a silent affair. He ate huge amounts of food, drank the entire contents of both iced tea and lemonade pitchers, moaned his approval. But he said little, other than to have bowls of this or that passed to him or saying “Thank you” as politely as humanly possible.
No details of his life were forthcoming, where he was from, his family. He looked to be about Cyrus’s age… at least as old as Cyrus would have been now… perhaps a bit younger. It was hard for Vesta to tell from his face. He had an indefinable air of age, the self-assuredness that comes from weathering the trials and errors of youth.
But he also looked young. His skin glowed with that impossible-to-replicate aura of… well… not having been around long. And there was his beauty, for he was, even sitting there in Vesta’s kitchen under the spare, yellowed light of the frosted glass lamp, a thing of magnificence.
When he had eaten the last crumb of cake and pushed back the plate, pushed back from the table, it occurred to Vesta that they had spoken literally of nothing.
She sipped at her coffee, looked over the rim of the cup at him.
“You intend to stay on a bit?” she asked, hoping that he didn’t notice the slight urging in her tone.
He smiled, tremendously increasing the wattage of the room.
“Oh, well, I expect I’d like that, if you’re sure,” he drawled, sucking at something that had caught in his teeth. “There’s a lot to do here, so much to do. And I’ve got a real itch to work.”
Vesta stood abruptly, perhaps too abruptly. Her hip bumped the table, jostling the mostly empty dishes. “Well, I guess as how you can sleep in the barn, if you want. I can grab a few sheets, a pillow. Something to make you more comfortable. Weather’s still nice, so it shouldn’t be too bad.”
“I should help clean up, to thank you for such a wonderful meal,” he said, rising slowly.
“No, that’s fine,” she replied, beginning to gather the dishes. “I’ll handle them, always have. But let’s get you settled, first.”
—
She came from the linen closet bearing a stack of sheets, a pillow, a kerosene lamp, passed these over to him.
“That should do you. There’s a box of matches under the pillow, but mind the lamp. Hasn’t been a living thing in that barn for years, so it’s bound to be as dry as a bone.”
“Well, I’d best be getting out there,” he said, walking toward the back door. “Lots to do tomorrow, so it’s gonna be an early morning. Good night, ma’am. And thanks again… for everything.”
Closing the door behind him, she decided that the dishes could wait until morning. She snapped the kitchen light off, went up the staircase to her room.
She hadn’t been in bed long, when she was possessed of the silly, girlish desire to rise, cross the room to the windows, which looked out over the backyard… and the barn.
Fighting it for as long as she could, she finally realized that her body, as taut as a stretched rubber band, was simply not going to let her rest until she did this thing.
So, she threw back the sheet, stepped across the cool, bare wood of the floor to the window. A light evening breeze stirred the sheers that hung there, and Vesta could smell fall on the air, crisp with dried leaves, hay, damp earth.
There was light inside the barn, and it flickered through the cracked and warped boards, like a picture on one of those atrocious television consoles she saw in the window at Murph’s Appliance Store in town.
She expected it was the old kerosene lamp she’d given him to light the interior of the darkened barn so that he could find a comfortable place to sleep. Except this was not the comforting light of that lamp, tending toward the warmer yellows and oranges. 
This light was blue, and it guttered and pulsed through the barn’s rotten boards, bled between them, seemed to ooze on the air between house and barn. The blue light was odd, and, curiously, it made her head hurt, throbbing in beat with each of its pulsations.
A hand fluttered to her head like a stricken bird, and she turned, stumbled back to bed, pulled the sheet and the quilt over her.
Within minutes, she was asleep.
Dreams of blue all night, waves of it, oceans of it.
—
“What do you get up to out there in the fields?” she asked as they sat in the parlor listening to Gunsmoke on the radio. Vesta paid only fitful attention to whomever Marshall Dillon was onto that week. She’d have much rather listened to Ozzie and Harriet, but she didn’t peg Shug to be a fan of that show. Gunsmoke seemed more his speed, so she darned a rip in a shirt of his as he leaned back in his chair, eyes closed.
“Getting them ready,” he muttered, plainly exhausted. Whatever he’d been doing, he’d been doing for the last two weeks or so.
“Ready for what, Shug?”
“Planting.”
“Well, now, we’re not going to be planting anything until spring. Surely, you can rest on that for a while.”
Vesta heard the squeak from the chair as he sat up.
“Lord, no. There’s so much to do, so little time to make things right.”
“Whatever does that mean? Right for what?” she asked, absently sucking the tip of her index finger she’d poked with the needle.
“Him,” he said. “Them.”
Vesta didn’t really hear this, she’d looked over at him as he slumped in the chair. It had been his chair, Cyrus’s, and to see Shug in it—slumped there, his shirt rucked up displaying his smooth, tight belly—caused her a moment of cognitive dissonance. 
A man—and oh, Lord, what a beautiful one—slumped half-dressed in her husband’s chair. What if he were to return right now, stumble through the door, back from whatever dark forest (or even darker grave) in the wilds of Germany? How would he react? What would he think? The scandal. The gossip.
But Cyrus wasn’t coming back. She knew that, all the way down to the thick of her marrow and the recently defrosted heart of her heart. He also hadn’t left her with any children, children who might have stared at her accusingly with his eyes for doing what she was now considering.
No, Cyrus wasn’t coming back, now or ever, and here was someone else, a man, sitting in her parlor, working her fields, eating her food.
And sleeping on hay bales in the barn for the last two weeks.
What a waste, is probably what most would say, perhaps even poor, dead Cyrus and his imaginary children.
Vesta took a shaky breath, tore her eyes from him.
“Can’t be comfortable out there in the barn, what with the weather turning and the nights getting colder. I expect it’ll frost soon.”
Shug stirred, pulled himself up in his seat.
“Probably. The air has that edge on it.”
“Well, we certainly can’t have you sleeping out in the barn anymore, can we?”
Shug fixed her with a measuring look. “Do you have… other arrangements?”
Her mouth had gone dry as a dead well, her heart racing.
“As a matter of fact, I do. Right here, in the house…”
“You have a second room?”
“…with me.”
Her breathing caught, and he stood from the chair, came to her, reached out with one of his hands, one of the hands she’d dreamt about every night since he’d arrived. How it would touch her, how it would delight her.
Something, some small voice within her shouted in a kind of moralistic panic.
What the hell are you doing? You’re a married woman!
But she wasn’t… not now, not really.
You needed a husband for that, and she hadn’t had a husband, hadn’t had anyone to share her bed, stroke her hair, whisper with hot breath in her ear for nearly a decade.
She took his hand, and he pulled her to him, lifted her face, kissed her, fully, deeply.
Vesta dropped the sewing, almost collapsed into him.
They kissed there for a while, losing track of time.
He tasted of cloves and allspice, tobacco.
She rolled the taste of him around in her mouth as he led her upstairs to her bedroom.
Not thinking once of the lights they’d left on, the radio, the door they’d left unlocked.
—
When she awoke the next morning, soft, lemony light came through the open bedroom window, stirred the sheers. The air that came in was a little chilly, and she rose to close the window.
She was surprised to find herself naked, totally naked. For a moment, she wondered how that came to be, since she’d always slept in her nightgown, flannel in the fall and winter, cotton in the spring and summer. She never slept naked, never even when Cyrus still shared her bed, never even after they’d…
She remembered the previous evening, being led upstairs by Shug, removing her housedress, her bra and panties. 
She remembered stepping away from him as he undressed, to watch as his shirt came away, his pants fell. He wasn’t wearing any underclothes, and he’d stood revealed in the silver light of the moon.
His body was like marble, something carved by one of those Italian men she’d read about in school. Flawlessly, fluidly muscled, skin that seemed soft and smooth on its surface, yet covered something firm and unyielding.
Shug faced her there in the moonlight, arms at his sides, palms spread wide, as if he were aware of her need to take him in, approved of it.
Vesta crept to him, slowly, hands out, fingertips tracing delicate trails across his skin.
Shug covered her mouth with his, trailed kisses from her lips, down her throat to her breasts.
As she gasped, he picked her up, wrapping her legs around his hips, carried her to the bed.
He spent time going over every inch of her body with his hands, with his mouth, as if learning it, mapping it, committing its routes and byways to his memory in a way that no man, certainly not Cyrus, ever had.
By the time he entered her, she was stunned, dizzy, her head swirling, her body overcome with sensations she’d never before experienced.
But she wasn’t so far gone that, her hands splayed against the taut muscles of his back, she couldn’t feel something shift inside him, as if his very bones weren’t connected to each other.
Not so far gone she couldn’t feel him move inside her, twist and turn as if his member were prehensile, possessed of a mind of its own.
Not so far gone she couldn’t feel that it wasn’t just something inside of her, but somethings, each moving independently, curling and twisting and writhing until she was carried away on wave after wave of brutal, pummeling pleasure that swept all thought aside, effaced the night in an explosion of blue, blue light…
—
The season progressed, and soon Vesta and Shug had fallen into a rhythm of sorts, much the same rhythm that she’d had with Cyrus. They’d rise from their bed early, before the sun was up, naked, curled into each other under the quilts. They’d dress quietly, make their way downstairs where she would cook eggs and bacon, brew coffee in the blue enamel percolator as the radio played Hank Williams or Lefty Frizzell or Moon Mullican.
Then, Shug would hitch up his overalls and head out into the field. The first frost had occurred, and she’d dug through some of Cyrus’s stuff still packed away in the attic to find his old flannel-lined field coat.
As Shug left the house the first time in that coat, his back to her, Vesta had shivered violently. It could have been Cyrus leaving the house, Cyrus in that coat, Cyrus out in the fields.
But Cyrus was dead, gone, lost in some forgotten woods in some war-ravaged country far from here…
She’d asked several times to follow Shug, help him in the fields with whatever he was doing, but he always shrugged her off. It was “too hard for a gal” or “too boring for a gal” or “too dirty for a gal.” Then, he’d wink, kiss her, and leave.
After a few days of this, her annoyance and curiosity got the better of her, so she gave him a few minutes head start, then followed him into the fields.
The air was brittle that October morning, edged with the coming cold like a knife about to be drawn. The sky was striated blue and white, the clouds high and wispy, the sun brilliant. She crunched through the fallen leaves the old maple had dropped in the backyard, went quickly through the gate and around the barn.
Up a slight rise, and there was the last of Cyrus’s 100 acres spread below her, curling like a cat’s tail against the brown ribbon of Bodner’s Creek that formed the acreage’s natural northern and eastern boundaries. Around the part not bordering the river was the fencing Shug had repaired.
For a moment, she didn’t bother looking for Shug, seeing what he was doing, caring if he saw she’d followed him.
Because there was something planted in those hundred acres.
More than that. Something already grown that looked to some extent like corn, rows and rows of long stalks and dead, dried leaves. Something with two or three fleshy, bulging pods each, like ears of corn, except these drooped as if weighted.
The closest seemed to glisten disturbingly, veiny and pulsing a cool, subtle blue in the morning light.
But even her focus on that was fleeting.
Carved into the field of these tightly packed plants was a huge, sprawling, spiraling pattern that she could absorb in its entirety from her vantage atop the hill.
It was enormous, a picture cut into the crop, of the crop; a looping thing of curlicues and corkscrews and what looked like the pattern of the inside of a seashell she’d seen in a book when she was a little girl. The design filled the field, wound to its edges, then twisted back into itself.
Looking at the thing, attempting to take it all in, made Vesta’s head thrum, her eyes water. It seemed to move, to spin on a central axis, with great, coiling arms that reached out, then folded together in a way that made no sense, should not have been possible.
But none of this was possible. It was just an illusion.
She did see movement, then, toward the center of the pattern, was able to discern a person, presumably Shug, walking through the dense growth.
Vesta stooped, walked a little ways back down the hill toward the barn, then knelt on the dirt path so Shug wouldn’t see her.
The morning was quiet, no insects buzzing this late in the year, just a few bird calls here and there. She heard him singing as he stepped through each row, brushing the plants, touching the pods gently as he passed.
But clearly singing, she could hear it on the still air… air that seemed all the more still for what he sang.
She cocked her head to hear it more clearly.
It was a strange, lilting tune, discordant at first, but the notes finally coming back around and beginning again, almost like the strange pattern formed in the field.
Vesta could not make out the words, though. They were rough, guttural, filled with oddly placed consonants and glottals. She wondered if he were speaking German, but could not place any sound or word like any German she’d ever heard before.
Like the pattern, Shug’s singing made her skull hurt, seemed to vibrate her teeth.
More than that, though, it made her mind hurt, as if her consciousness was cringing from this tune, these words, her brain scrunched against the back of her skull in fear of the wrongness of it.
Vesta duck-walked back down the hill.
When she was sure she was out of sight, she stood, smoothed her dress, swatted at the dust at its hem, returned home.
She sat for a long while on the porch, swaddled in her winter coat yet still shivering, before she went in to make lunch.
—
“What’s for lunch, beautiful?”
Shug stomped his feet at the back door to clear the dirt from his boots before he came in.
“Pea soup with ham,” Vesta replied, her back to him as she ladled it into a bowl. “For dinner, too. I made a lot of it.”
“That’s fine by me,” he said shrugging from Cyrus’s old coat, hanging it on the peg by the door. “I love pea soup.”
He stepped behind her, embraced her, kissed her bare neck.
That kiss spread tendrils of warmth down her spine, but she shrugged it off.
“Sit and eat before it gets cold,” she said, putting some of the thick, green soup into her own bowl.
Shug sat, grabbed bread from the small plate in the center of the table, tore off a hunk and dipped it into his bowl as Vesta took her seat. They ate for a few minutes in silence, just the clinking of spoons against china, Shug slurping.
Vesta kept her eyes down, unsure of what to say, how to ask about what exactly was going on in the fields, what he was up to.
Knowing full certain that she’d get nothing but evasion to any question she’d ask, whether that would be verbal or something else. She began to think that perhaps everything with him was evasion, from his carefully constructed, mysterious demeanor right down to his attention to her… those artful kisses, those knowing hands, that sinful mouth.
“Would you like to go with me into the fields after lunch?” he said, draining his milk glass and setting it empty beside the soup bowl. “See the work I’ve accomplished?”
Vesta jumped a little, at his voice in the quiet room but also because he seemed to know what she was thinking, where she’d been earlier.
“Why, yes,” she said. “Mayhap I can help you somehow.”
Shug nodded slowly.
“Oh, I’m sure you can, my dear. Very sure.”
—
The walk to the fields was quiet. They held hands loosely, and at least before they got there, it was sweet, almost normal. The sky had closed a bit, grey clouds moving in, pushing against each other, bunching against the horizon as if it were a barrier. The air smelled of dead leaves and ozone, and Vesta thought it might rain soon, tonight or tomorrow. 
Until they reached the crest of the hill, she held his hand, perhaps a little more loosely than before, but still feeling its warmth, its essential strength. His chapped skin, calloused fingers, the bunch of the muscles in his palm.
When he turned to her, he smiled, but now it seemed… not exactly strained or worried, but tinged with something. Rue? Regret? Perhaps nothing so dire, but certainly something that felt as if their relationship, whatever that was, was on the cusp of change.
For the better? For the worse? Vesta was unclear about which it was, all the more so because he seemed to be unclear, too.
They walked to the top of the hill, paused.
She looked out over the sea of the field, dark and filled with that swooping, gyrating pattern that made her scalp itch.
He turned to her, said nothing, but seemed to note her reaction before leading them down.
As they approached the edge of the field, Vesta could see the individual plants more clearly. They looked nothing like cornstalks, this close. The main stem looked almost tree-like, hard and solid like bamboo. The leaves that grew from this were blade-shaped, serrated and appeared sharp enough to actually cut flesh.
But the pods, two or three to a plant, were disturbingly animal-looking. The bluish outer covering looked fleshy; a veiny, pulsing sack that resembled nothing so much as a scrotum, heavy with fluid.
Shug went to one, cupped it gently in the palm of his hand, hefted it.
Vesta shook her head against images of Shug in her bed, kneeling above her, naked in the darkness of the bedroom, cupping his own balls in much the same way, right before he parted the night, parted her thighs, slid into her…
She watched, mesmerized, as he fished in his pocket, brought out a pocketknife. He slid the blade delicately over the pod’s taut skin, and a gush of indigo fluid, like the blood of night itself, gushed from the wound. One of his fingers entered this slit, and Vesta shifted uncomfortably.
Shug fished out a small, slimy, bluish thing, about the size of a cicada, which writhed in the pool of amniotic fluid formed by the cup of his hand. It was thick as a big toe, segmented, glimmering in its slick coating of mucous. It seemed to have no tail, no head, no mouth or features, either, simply tapered away on each end.
Yet it made a tiny sound, a small, barely heard mewling that simultaneously aroused Vesta’s maternal instinct, but also made her shiver in disgust and fear.
Shug handed it to her, and she held out her palm with some trepidation. It slid into her hand, and she felt the tickle of its frantic movements against her skin.
It felt curiously warm, the fluid a little sticky.
Its mewling continued, like a kitten or the tiniest of babies.
“Taste it,” he said, pantomiming the act of bringing it to his mouth and chewing.
“What? No!”
“Yes, that’s what they’re for. Eating,” he replied, placing his hand under hers and lifting it gently. “You’ll thank me. They’re the food of the gods.”
Vesta’s eyes widened, her stomach contracted as her hand bearing this thing approached. But she didn’t resist.
It smelled of almonds and some barely remembered, but savory spice, and her mouth watered despite her best efforts to deny it.
“What is it?” was the last thing she said before her lips closed, teeth squelched into it. 
“They’re shuggoth,” he said, but the word tangled itself on the air between his tongue and her ear, deforming her ability to hear it correctly. “At least, their larval form.”
Shug…?
The tiny thing burst between her teeth, and its gentle cries became a sharp, brief shriek in her brain before being silenced. Thick liquid ruptured from it, flowed against her tongue, like some strange jelly, sweet and ethereal in taste. 
The husk of its skin seemed to dissolve on her tongue, and she swallowed it. It left a musky, though not unpleasant, taste, redolent of that dimly recalled spice.
“Tricky to try and grow them, you know,” Shug continued conversationally. “Never been tried before here, in the new world. Took a lot of convincing to get the gardeners over there to let loose of the seeds, the secret to growing them. Tastes great, right? So sweet.”
Vesta nodded, closing her eyes and savoring the taste of it. 
“Happy that they grew so well, because we’re gonna need a lot of them to feed him when he gets here. And he’ll be here soon. Then, the world will change. We thought that winning those two wars would do it, would change the world. Protect us. But that didn’t happen, did it? We’re no different than we were before, are we? Not really. Still scurrying around, fighting each other. Still so afraid of everything. And maybe we’re right to be afraid…”
Against the darkness of the insides of her eyelids, the universe opened before Vesta, burst into being in a flash of nauseous violet light. She stood there, knees shaking, as clouds of cosmic gas ignited before her, expanded to envelop planets, moons, stars, whole systems. Fire moved between the stars, slithering like an intelligent serpent, winding from world to world, snuffing them out.
“But he’ll change that when he arrives. He’ll usher in real change, and people will get what they deserve, finally, the good and the bad. He’ll make us great, truly great. Again.”
Then she realized that it was not a snake, but snakes, each winding in a hundred, a million different directions against the black velvet of space, seeking, destroying…
“We’ll bring him here, you and me, baby. We’ll help him save us.”
She barely heard his words, trembled with an even larger realization.
These weren’t a snake or even snakes, but tendrils, millions of them, pseudopods each connected to the next, all leading back to one great, black shape, a bloated, many-eyed thing that hung in the vastness of space, reaching across the universe, across time, across the dimensions, feeding on worlds.
Vesta staggered against this, nearly lost her footing.
But Shug reached out gently, caught her, cradled her as she opened her eyes, felt the horror of what she’d just seen fray and vanish against the grey light of the sun, like some terrible fug.
“We are his parents. We’ll be his doorway, finally, into this world.”
She was dimly aware of a line of drool trickling from her mouth as Shug carried her down the hill, down the path, back into the house.
Vesta didn’t resist him, though she might have, could have, as he took her upstairs, removed her clothes, placed her on the bed, atop the quilts.
Didn’t resist as he removed his own clothes, stood naked and tumescent before her in the wan afternoon light.
Didn’t resist as he climbed atop her, entered her, moved atop her.
Actually moved with him as she felt it inside her, his many-fronded thing blooming within her womb, sending her consciousness soaring on a wave of exploding stars and planets culminating in a shriek of passion, like the cries of a million-billion souls raging against the rending of their lives.
Shug collapsed, spent, rolled off her. They lay there for a while, sweaty and overwhelmed, before he pulled the quilts over their bodies, fell asleep.
Vesta, the fading ember of those dying worlds still curled like burnt paper at the edges of her mind, found sleep more difficult. All the more so because she felt Shug still inside her, or at least whatever it was he’d left there.
She felt his seed pooling, felt it move, swirling and eddying within like the crops in the field, like the tendrils of fire in the blackness of space. Perhaps it was just her imagination, perhaps not. But she sensed it questing, probing ever deeper.
She lay there for quite a while, the sunlight in the room ebbing, then fading completely, before exhaustion caught up with her, and she slept.
—
It was dark when she awoke, the room hidden in shadows. Something held her down, and she struggled momentarily against it. She thought back to those snakelike things twisting between the stars, and shuddered in disgust.
It was only Shug’s arm, though, and she pulled away from it, sat on the edge of the bed naked. He snorted heavily, but didn’t stir.
The room was cold and quiet, just the sound of the furnace in the cellar, ticking against the bones of the house.
She ran her hands through her hair, shivered in the chilly gloom.
Remembered the taste of that blue shug-thing, the visions it had caused, the simultaneous feelings of intense despair and… jubilation? Was that right? Did she really feel exalted by what she’d experienced? Had it parted the curtains, lifted her to some higher plane of existence where she could see everything clearly, as if for the first time?
No… no.

Something felt wrong about it all. She also remembered how the pattern in the crops, Shug’s singing had made her head hurt; how its notes had wavered on the air, profoundly wrong.
Whatever Shug was up to, whatever change he was trying to usher in, didn’t feel right. She hadn’t been raised by particularly religious parents, wasn’t a usual Sunday churchgoer. But she considered herself Christian in that vague, American way that was really more of a shrugging “Well, what else would I be?” reaction.
What Shug was trying to do sounded patently un-Christian, therefore un-American.
Which meant she couldn’t just sit there and let him do it… whatever it was.
But what could she do about it?
Burn the fields.
Yep. She could do that.
—
It was a lot easier than she had even supposed it might be.
There was a gas can in the barn that held fuel for the tractor. It was a big one, ten gallons, but it was only about half full. 
Vesta found the book of matches she’d given Shug to light the lantern that first night he’d slept in the barn. She also saw the long knife Cyrus had once used to cut squash and other produce off the vines, hanging on a hook near the barn door.
Sliding these both into the pocket of her winter coat, she grabbed the gas can with both hands, lugged it out of the barn and down the path to the fields.
It was dark and clear, still and cold. The stars shivered over her head in the blue-black sky, the moon just a yellowed fingernail paring midway up the arch of the night. Her breath came in little, steamy blats as she hauled the gas can to the fields. Her footsteps in the dirt sounded surprisingly loud, and she paused several times to look behind, to check for Shug. But he was evidently still sprawled across the bed, naked and spent.
Pausing at the top of the hill, she looked out onto the fields.
It was like a reflection of the sky, and for a second, it was truly disorienting.
Black above and black below, with bluish stars winking in both.
All of the many pods emitted an eldritch blue glow, and she couldn’t tell where the fields ended and the sky began.
After a dizzying moment, the illusion broke, and she was able to take a deep breath and haul the gas can down the hill to the edges of the field.
Once she was there, she moved fast.
Vesta’s cold hands fumbled at the screw-on lid to the can, finally loosened it, removed it. The smell of gasoline floated from the container like a ghost. She gave the path behind her one last look to make sure no one was there, then she hefted the can, began splashing gas on the plants.
She’d half expected wailing from the blue pods, but maybe they were slumbering, since they remained quiet.
She knew that would probably change when she applied the match.
Going as quickly as she could, she went into the field 50 yards or so, sloshing gas everywhere. She zagged toward the river slightly, made her way back to the clearing where she’d started. She had neither the gas nor the stamina to cover the entire field, so she hoped that once it got started, it would spread on its own to engulf all the plants.
Dropping the gas can, she fumbled in her pocket, produced the box of wooden matches.
A hand shot from the darkness, enfolded hers.
“Don’t.”
Vesta sighed, and it congealed in the air like rime, floated into the darkness.
Shug pulled her to him, turned her around.
“What are you doing?” he asked, disappointment evident in his tone. He was fully dressed now, wearing Cyrus’s field coat. For some reason, that made her madder than anything else.
“I think you know what I’m doing,” she said, wriggling a little in his grasp.
“Vesta, why? Why fight change? Especially when it’s necessary… and inevitable.”
But Vesta wasn’t listening to his words. She was staring at his lips, his mouth… or rather at the air coming out of his mouth.
As cold as it was this fall night, every breath she exhaled turned to immediate steam.
His breath was invisible.
She could hear him breathing, see the rise and fall of his chest, but whatever came out, seemed to be no warmer than the night air.
That gave her a pause.
“I can’t let you do… whatever it is you mean to do, Shug. I can’t.”
“Why?”
“Because it ain’t right. American boys… my boy went to Europe to fight against this kind of thing. They died to prevent this kind of thing. And now you want to bring it back here?”
Shug chuckled. “I’m not growing Nazis, Vesta. Not even communists.”
Vesta frowned. “I know that… well… dammit, I don’t know that. I don’t rightly know what you’re doing, I just know it ain’t right. Ain’t Christian or even American.”
“You’re right about that, my dear. But what have those two things ever done for you, hmm? I mean, what good has either brought to the world?”
“Peace and freedom?”
“Illusions. You have neither. What I’m attempting to do is bring truth here. Just the plain old truth, Vesta. Isn’t that better?”
Vesta considered that momentarily, twisted in his grip.
“No. And I don’t mean that it isn’t better, I just don’t think I believe what you’re selling. I’m not sure it’s that simple.”
“But it’s just that simple, you know that. You saw when you ate one of the shuggoth. You saw reality, even if it was just a glimpse.”
“What I saw frightened me.”
“Wouldn’t you rather know the truth, even if it frightens you?”
“No,” she said, and then she remembered the knife. Her free hand slid into her coat pocket, cold-numbed fingers curling around its haft. “And besides, all I saw was hunger… destruction.”
“Yes… so?”
“So? If your change… if your god requires destruction, I’m not kneeling to that. Besides, it seems like your god eats its worshipers, too.”
“Only some,” he responded. “Now, give me the matches.”
He applied pressure to her wrist, and she cried out, dropped the box.
As he bent to retrieve it, Vesta wrested the knife from her pocket, brought it out and up in a thrust so fast she didn’t feel it sink into his chest up to the wooden handle.
He grunted, stood, looked down at his chest. Shug put his hand out, cupped her face. His eyes were glassy, wide, surprised.
“I would never have hurt you, Vesta,” he grunted, leaning in to whisper to her. “You’re far too important.”
Immediately, she panicked. Perhaps she’d misinterpreted events. Maybe she’d jumped to the wrong conclusion. Dear lord, what if she’d killed someone harmless, someone whose motives were good? Someone who really did love and cherish her?
Shug crumpled to the ground, blood bubbling into his shirt, spreading.
Blue blood, not red.
Vesta put her hand to her mouth, stepped back.
Shug’s form shifted, wavered.
Suddenly, Shug was gone and in his place was… something.
A monstrosity.
Roughly man-sized, naked, smooth-skinned. Its color was hard to discern in the night, but it was shaped slightly like a torpedo or bomb, bulbous at its base, tapering to a blunt point. A pair of wings were crumpled beneath it, broken and covered in bristles.
There was no head, no discernible mouth, no appendages. Just a ring of eyes around its midsection, perhaps two dozen of them, large as half dollars, black and depthless. Though she could not be sure, she thought they all focused on her.
“Shug?” she asked, kneeling beside him, but not touching him. She couldn’t bring herself to do that. He… it… was so ugly now, so alien, bereft of the beauty he’d possessed when she’d first met him, his glamour stripped away. No gold ringlets or big, powerful hands or piercing eyes anymore, just this cold, squirmy creature coiled on the ground.
The thing stirred, and Vesta heard a sound in her head, as if something were clearing its throat.
“You see me in my true form. Are you repulsed?”
“Well…”
“It’s all right, Vesta. It’s all an illusion anyway, isn’t it?”
“But why? What for?” she asked.
“All toward a greater goal, a deeper end. To bring him into this world.”
“No,” she said, jumping to her feet and stepping away from him. “I can’t let that happen.”
She found the book of matches on the ground, picked it up. Knocking one into her palm, she put its head against the striking plate on the box, drew it back.
The match flared into life, the only white-yellow light in the fields.
“Vesta… don’t,” Shug said.
She didn’t listen, didn’t turn.
Instead, she tossed the lit match into the field.
Much of the gasoline had dissipated since she’d poured it out, but there was enough to do the job.
There was a resonating whumph! and flames leapt into the night, white and yellow, tinged with blue. As they raced from plant to plant, the drooping bulbs hissed, burst open, and the liquid that gushed from them caught fire, too.
Instantly, as she feared, the mewling from the plants erupted into a chorus of wailing in her brain, not the least from the Shug-thing slumped on the ground.
Soon, the field was in full conflagration, and the clearing where Vesta stood was cast in stark light, flickering like the cold stars above.
Appalled by what she’d done—stabbing her lover, setting the last of her husband’s land to the torch—she stood transfixed, immobile for many minutes.
“It’s okay, really,” came Shug’s voice in her head. “My job is done. I’ve brought the old gods to the new world.”
“No, I stopped it,” she said, turning toward the dying creature.
“Vesta,” it chided. “You destroyed the child’s food, that’s all.”
A chill swept through her, penetrating the wall of heat that even now pressed out in all directions from the burning fields, insistent against her face.
“You have to be a child to enter this world, even if you’re a god. And a child must eat.”
At those words, something sharp and demanding cut through her gut. As she felt the Shug-thing die—his essence snapping off in her mind as clearly as a light switch—Vesta dropped to her knees in the dirt, her hands cradling her stomach. It wasn’t bulging with anything at all, but it was tight, and she could feel something turning inside, winding and tumbling.
She was terrified of what Shug had just said, the pain grinding through her abdomen. 
But was she also, just a bit, excited?
Did he mean…?
No, dear god, no.
Yes.
She was still in her housedress underneath the heavy coat, and something wet burst across her bare legs, gelatinous and as cold as Shug’s breath.
She heard more than felt her underwear tearing, splitting.
Then, it pushed out of her, spread her legs with its coming, quivering, large, larger than she could have ever imagined. Yet, curiously, she experienced little pain. It was as if it entered from somewhere else, sliding into this world from some other, through the door of her vagina, carried on a slick of some cold, jellied fluid that eased its transition.
Vesta heard it plop to the ground between her legs, and she pushed away from it, ass-scooted across the cold dirt of the clearing.
Already, a light, blue snowfall of ashes fluttered from the sky, smelling of burnt almonds and that elusive, otherwhere spice, now charred and bitter.
In the lambent firelight, she saw the lump she’d passed. It was no larger than a loaf of bread, and covered in something shiny and grey.
Biting back the worst of her fears (and anticipation), she crawled slowly to it, cautious. She saw that whatever it was, it was covered in a caul of tissue that looked like one of the veiny blue pods bursting in the burning field.
Filled with terrified fascination, she reached out, touched it.
It was warm, and it writhed beneath her touch, made a small sound, a little mewl that was not precisely the noise made by the larva that had inhabited the blue pods, yet not quite human either.
Biting her lip, she punctured the caul carefully. Blue-red fluid gushed out on a cloud of steam, trickled over the drooping sac, soaked into the dirt. She tore at the deflated skin, tougher than she’d imagined, but soon she exposed what was inside.
It was a baby, a human child. Its eyes were tightly closed, but its mouth was open, wailing now, and not just in her head, but actual sound vibrating through the air. 
Her heart leaping in her chest, Vesta pulled the rest of the caul away, exposing the child’s not quite as human lower half.
Just under its perfectly formed navel, its body narrowed, divided in half, in half again, then in half again. Eight perfectly formed tentacles, as smooth and pink as the rest of its flesh, curling, grasping at each other, reaching out to touch her legs, clutch at the hem of her dress.
Vesta at first was repelled by it, wouldn’t touch it, considered swatting at its curious, probing appendages.
Then, he opened his eyes, looked at her.
In those eyes, the fiery field was reflected, and Vesta remembered the flames, stars winking out and the many-armed thing reaching through the depthless black of space, destroying, devouring…
She thought about Shug’s last words, how he claimed that this world masked the reality of the universe. 
Thought, there beside that writhing baby—that she herself had birthed—thought what it might mean to be the mother of a god, how venerated those mothers were.
Something deeply, primally maternal stirred within her as she looked on the child, as alien as he might be. She decided, there in the dirt, that she would be his mother. 
For Shug had given her something… something Cyrus never had.
A child… a god.
She lifted him from the dirt and the prison of his caul, lifted him to her and cradled him, feeling his mouth latch onto her breast and take the milk she was suddenly filled with. 
For she knew that true power lay not with the god, but with she who birthed him, she who fed him.
As she looked upon him, the child’s image wavered, flickered.
He rolled over and fixed her with his great, black eyes, each showing something like love for the thing that would be his mother.
She knew he had a name, a name that one day he would tell her.
But for now, right now, he would be Shug.
Just Shug.








 IT REALLY IS A BEAUTIFUL TOWN
Ronald Malfi
Behold! As you cut through a blistering afternoon along shimmery blacktop, and if you are somehow compelled to take the correct exit (even though the exit is not identified by any road sign), you may find that your destination comes upon you instead of the other way around. Take that exit and you may see that the trees—which at first appear, so full and green on this midsummer day, to encroach upon you and nearly impede your passage—pull back like curtains on a stage to reveal the gridded streets and quaint, whitewashed houses of the Town. The rooftops look like circuits on a motherboard and the backyard swimming pools, of which there are many, shine like fire beneath the blazing summer sun. Children ride their bikes up and down the manicured neighborhood streets while the boughs of Dutch elms and dogwoods wave at them in the breeze. On weekends, men wash their cars in their driveways while their wives hang laundry in the backyards. The air is scented by the sweet aroma of apple pie. Everyone curbs their dog.
When I first came here, I was immediately taken aback by the wholesomeness of the place. It reminded me of old black-and-white TV shows from the fifties and sixties, where everyone smiled with their perfect teeth and nothing was ever out of alignment. I was just a traveler passing through, but I wound up never leaving the Town. One bite of Aunt Sarah’s peach cobbler at the Main Street Diner and who would leave? (Everyone calls her Aunt Sarah, although, to the best of my knowledge, she’s no one’s aunt. Similarly, we refer to the guy who owns the gas station as Uncle Paul and the twin brothers who run the coffee shop over on Benedict Avenue simply as the Cousins. It’s as if we’re all related here in Town: one big happy family.)
I was once a traveler passing through, as I’ve said, but now I occupy one of the perfect whitewashed houses on Summer Street. My yard is always tidy—Johnny Goodkind comes around every Saturday in the summer to mow it—and my porch is always swept clean. In the springtime, sparrows build nests in the carriage lights that bookend my front door, and their birdsong wakes me up in the morning. I keep my shiny red eco-friendly automobile in my garage and wash it every Sunday afternoon, building the wax to a deep shine. I hang a new pine-scented air freshener from the rearview mirror with regularity.
The shops downtown are of the mom-and-pop variety, and none rises higher than two stories. It is a town ordinance or something. The shop owners are friendly and wave to you as you stroll by. Huxley Burgess, the proprietor of Dandy Candy, has been known to distribute lollipops to any kid who happens by the front of his store, free of charge and with a beaming smile on his face. Diane Wilcox, who runs the used bookstore in town, is always prepared to hand you a perfect hardbound novel as you stroll by her place of business, the bookstore’s door open, the air conditioner cooling the sidewalk. She’ll hand you a new book on the morning after you’ve finished reading the old one, as if she’s telepathic and knows exactly what you need.
Everyone in Town knows exactly what you need.
There is a Memorial at the center of Town, though it does not memorialize any war or honor any particular political figure, at least as far as I (or anyone else) can tell. If you come upon it from the west side of Town, it appears differently than if you approach it from the east, although these are visuals you are safe only to glimpse in the periphery of your vision, even from a great distance. While the townsfolk (of which I am one, now that I am a permanent resident) take great pride in the Memorial, and clean the grounds that surround it on a daily basis, no one talks about the Memorial. Everyone smiles as they pick up the stray paper cups from the grass or (carefully) scrub bird droppings from the Memorial itself, but no one talks about it. No one looks directly at it.
I play cards every Wednesday night with a group of guys from my street. We take turns hosting, although I never host, since I’m the only guy without a wife. The wives make meals while we play, really just little snacks, and they fix us drinks. If we played at my house, we’d have no woman to do such things, which would be unacceptable. I don’t mind; it’s nice to get out of the house.
One evening, while playing cards at Joe North’s place, my next-door neighbor, Bobby Truss, leaned back in his chair and said, “Welp, it’s cancer.”
We all stared at him for several heartbeats, not knowing what to say. Ultimately, it was Joe North’s wife who broke the silence.
“You’re still a good-looking man,” she said, placing a hand on Bobby Truss’s shoulder. “You’ve got a nice head of hair and hardly any crow’s feet at the corners of your eyes.”
Bobby Truss smiled up at her, but he wasn’t fooling anyone. We could all see the strain behind his eyes, the weakening of him. Crow’s feet or not.
“I don’t understand,” said Joe North. “You wash your car every Sunday. You’re at the card games every Wednesday night.”
Bobby Truss executed a partial shrug of one shoulder and looked miserable.
“Okay, then,” said Michael Ulrich.
So we took Bobby Truss Beneath and, two weeks later, his cancer was gone. He spent the following three days seated cross-legged in the grass in front of the Memorial (only with his back to the Memorial) where, in the daytime, he watched children fly kites in the park and where, at night, he pulled a blanket around his shoulders and shivered. Once, I brought him a hot cup of coffee to keep him warm, but I didn’t stay to talk to him—hardly looked at him, to be honest—and I hightailed it home before it was too late.
You’ve got to know your place in Town. And keep to it.
A woman named Shelly Montrose once forgot her place—or maybe she didn’t forget but just refused to follow the rules—and she went out after curfew. She was drunk—or so we surmised, based on her giddy cackling and slurred speech, plus the empty liquor bottles we found the next day in her house—and she went up and down Summer Street banging on doors in the middle of the night, calling her neighbors (myself included) all variety of horrible names. No one answered their doors and we all pretended not to hear her. I buried my head beneath my pillow, and despite the quaking of my body and the chill that suddenly engulfed me, I feigned sleep. Yet I didn’t sleep for the rest of the night.
In the morning, Shelly Montrose no longer existed. The front door to her house was left ajar, and there were empty bourbon bottles on the kitchen counter. The TV was on, but the only thing on the screen was a screenshot of the Memorial, which no one wanted to look at for more than a quick glance. (Mark Smith found the remote buried beneath a couch cushion and managed to turn the TV off before it was too late.) At the end of Summer Street, where Summer meets Freedom, a large, black, charred asterisk was imprinted in the pavement, and bits of the pavement itself had been smashed at the asterisk’s center. It was as if a bolt of lightning had rained down from the sky the night before. A fuzzy bunny bedroom slipper was discovered nearby, the pink fur powdered in black ash. There was some blood on it, too.
We placed the slipper on the pedestal of the Memorial that afternoon, and by evening, just like Shelly herself, it was gone.
One random Saturday, a pickup baseball game was held in the park. Eric Lambert hit a home run, and as the players and onlookers cheered, the ball sailed high over the park and was momentarily blotted out by the glare of the sun. It came down near the far end of the park and made a solid tonk! sound as it collided with the Memorial then bounced several yards in the grass. The cheering ceased instantly and many of the onlookers quickly turned away and busied themselves with other matters. The batter, Eric Lambert, stood motionless at home plate, the bat still clutched in both hands. The expression on his face was one of disbelief that slowly morphed into pure terror. He began babbling apologizes, but everyone knew it was too late.
The kids came and took the bat from him. Then they led him across the park until they all stood before the Memorial, though everyone was careful not to look directly at the Memorial. Eric Lambert nodded his head once, dropped to his knees in the grass, and began to weep silently.
The kids took turns striking him with the bat. They struck his back, his shoulders, his neck, his head. He fell to the ground and stopped moving soon after. The kids continued to beat him until his clothes and hair turned bloody and his limbs turned purple and began to swell.
When they were done, the kids took him Beneath. Three days later, Eric Lambert returned. He looked just fine, and he was even excited about playing baseball again. We were all excited for him because he was an exceptional baseball player.
Another boy, whose name I’ve forgotten, was also brought Beneath that same day. He’d made the mistake of watching the ball strike the Memorial, only to have his eyes linger on the Memorial itself for a second too long. He was brought Beneath with Eric Lambert but he never returned. No one expected him to.
Look, it really is a beautiful Town. Sunny and warm. Pleasant. We’ve got our problems like anyone else—the occasional power outages or the bird droppings falling on your freshly washed car or SUV—but we really can’t complain. Who would complain?
It’s my turn to clean the Memorial. I have to look at it while I work, but I do so with one eye closed, and stare at focused sections of the Memorial, one piece at a time, like examining individual pieces of a jigsaw puzzle instead of the whole thing all at once. I have to be careful to clean it in sections and move on quickly. Some folks have let their hands linger, only to lose those hands soon after. Those are things that cannot be fixed by bringing them Beneath. Those are, in truth, punishments. You cannot let your hands linger.
You cannot look at the Memorial.
You cannot indulge.
You cannot question.
Below each of our homes is a basement, culled straight out of natural earth, and it is recommended—though it is not a rule—that you limit the amount of time you spend down there. Anyway, there really is no reason to go down there at all. But sometimes that happens. And when it happens, you’ll find yourself in a dirt-walled cavern, where there is no electricity or even a solid floor beneath your feet. (You’ll have to carry a candle or flashlight to see anything at all.) It’s just a black hole in the earth. And in the center of that hole is another, smaller hole—a hole within a hole—and rising straight up from that hole is a thick cable of flesh, pinkish-white but also powder burned (much like Shelly Montrose’s discarded bunny slipper), that reaches straight up through space and clings to the exposed floorboards that comprise the basement’s ceiling, which also comprise the floorboards of the rooms of your house above. Where the fleshy cable meets the exposed boards, it splays out into a network of smaller tentacles, much like the complex root system of a tree, and these tentacles traverse the floorboards, splitting into smaller and smaller networks of tentacles, some so thin and fine they are like the hairs on your head. Each one seems to pulse as if with a heartbeat or respiration. Each one is warm to the touch… although it is not recommended that you touch them. (I’ve touched them only once, and the palm of my hand itched and burned for several days thereafter, ultimately erupting in tiny weeping pustules and sores that took a full six months to heal. And even after they healed, my palm has remained an unsightly, ashy gray.)
The small tentacles climb up between the wooden boards and spread throughout our houses. They are in the walls, under the floors, behind the stairs. They grow and spread with a sense of consciousness, twining around the foundations of our homes and all the other buildings of the Town. They are part of what exists Beneath, part of what holds dominion over our Town, and we are blessed to have them. I feel they are somehow related to the Memorial in the park, although I have never looked closely enough at the Memorial to understand why I believe this.
Who built the Memorial?
That is a question you should not ask. No one knows, anyway. At least, I don’t think anyone knows. It’s not something we talk about. We just wash our cars and bake apple pies and play cards on Wednesday nights. We get whatever we need from the Town and the Town gets whatever it needs from us. It’s a beautiful symbiotic dance, and we’re all happy to take part.
For now.
Because sometimes I wonder just where I came from and how I got here. I was a traveler, a passerby, someone on his way from Point A to Point B, only to get waylaid in this quaint little place. I drive a shiny red eco-friendly car, but that is not the car I drove when I first came into the Town. Whatever happened to my first car? Where, exactly, was Point A? Where is Point B? Is there someone waiting for me there? Do they miss me? Have I blinked out of one existence only to fill some void in another?
But these are dangerous questions, and certainly not questions I would ever ask aloud. I smile and wash my car. I turn the TV off at exactly eleven every night—you can see everyone’s TVs click off simultaneously if you happen to glance out the window at the precise time every night, a choreographed darkening of Summer Street and beyond—and I close my eyes and wish for sleep even if I’m not tired. When Meghan Smith gets the flu, we take her Beneath and she is repaired. When David Wallace accidentally smashes his thumb with a hammer, we take him Beneath and he is fixed. When Charlie West, drunk on Irish coffee and stumbling from the Main Street Diner, accidentally rides his bike into the marble base surrounding the Memorial, we gather about him and beat him until he can no longer move or make a sound. Then we carry him Beneath and, days later, he returns, sober and good as new. And when, two weeks later, old Charlie, drunk again, stands in the park staring up at the Memorial, pointing some accusatory finger, tears streaming down his swollen, ruddy face, and suddenly starts screaming and sobbing and cursing, dropping to his knees, but also still staring at the Memorial, well, we all gather around old Charlie and grab his arms, his legs.
“An inscription!” Charlie screams, struggling to free his limbs. But there are too many of us and our grips are tight. “There’s an inscription on the base! I’ve read it! I’ve read it!”
Those who are not holding onto Charlie quickly cover their ears with their hands. But those of us who are too busy clutching at Charlie West, holding onto his arms and wrists and ankles and cradling his neck in a headlock as we wrestle him away from the Memorial, we cannot shut out the sound of his voice, so we also hear the word that is inscribed at the base of the Memorial as he screams it.
Charlie screams. And we hear it.
We hear it.
Blessedly, someone covers his mouth.
His struggling increases… and then he grows still. Maybe he is too tired, too restrained. Or maybe he’s just defeated. I’m tired myself, perspiring and feeling the strain in my muscles. And even though Charlie West has gone silent, my ears cannot stop hearing the word he screamed. The inscription.
We take him Beneath, and this time, Charlie West never returns. 
But you wash your car and smile at your neighbors and do not ask questions about Point A and Point B and what happened to your car, your real car, and you try not to cry yourself to sleep at night, and everything is fine. Just fine.
Who can complain?
It’s a beautiful town.
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BLUE EEL by Lorne Dixon
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Branson Turaco fakes an abrupt furn in his life when o lock of Madeling's
hair is found in @ child predator’s home... What remains of @ man, once.
he sheds his humanity in the name of vengeance?
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tautly paced psychological fhriller, BLUE EEL delivers a final twist that
will hit you like a punch in the guts.” — TRACIE MCBRIDE, author of
Ghosts Can Bleed, and winner of the Sir Julius Vogel Award for Best
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Blue Eel is available now at fine booksellers everywhere.
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